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Executive Summary  

 
Increasing high school graduation rates has become a top priority of education public policy, but 
simply increasing the number of high school graduates is not enough to ensure that graduating 
students are prepared for work or continuing education. 
 
This study was designed to determine how many Maine 9th graders graduate in four years 
proficient in reading and mathematics. Unfortunately the evidence reveals that the chances are 
not great. While more than eight of 10 Maine students graduate from high school in four years, 
only one in three graduates ready for work or college. 
 
Additional findings of the study include: 

 Maine is doing much better than the national average for high school graduation, and 
better than Rhode Island, but trails Vermont, New Hampshire and Massachusetts. 

 While eight of 10 high school freshmen graduate on time, the average hides considerable 
differences among schools. In 2010, graduation rates ranged from 66 percent to 100 
percent. 

 Statewide, only 39 percent of 2010 high school graduates met proficiency standards in 
both reading and math during their junior year. 

 As with graduation rates, the percent of students meeting proficiency also varies greatly 
among schools, ranging from 9 percent to 100 percent. 

 Sixty-nine percent of students who are not proficient in mathematics in the 3rd grade are 
still not proficient by fifth grade. The pattern repeats itself throughout elementary, middle 
and high school. Among eighth graders who are not proficient in math, 88 percent are 
still not proficient by the end of the 11th grade. 

 While teachers with a master’s degree do not appear to correlate with graduation rates, it 
does appear to have some effect on proficiency. Poverty also contributes to lower 
graduation and proficiency rates. 
 

 The study discussed some limitations to the findings, but also highlights several public policy 
initiatives that have the potential to improve both graduation rates and proficiency. These include 
a mandate that by July 1, 2012, all schools must have in place a plan to provide both academic 
and behavioral support to struggling students.   
 
Maine also is in the process of adopting the Common Core Standards and implementing 
standards-based education, which will require students to demonstrate proficiency before 
graduating from high school.  
 
In addition, the Maine Education Policy Research Institute is identifying the distinguishing 
characteristics of higher performing schools with the goal of using the information to help other 
schools improve. 
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Increasing Maine’s High School Graduation Rate:  
Necessary but Not Sufficient 

 
David L. Silvernail  Leanne C. Walker  Ida A. Batista 

 
 High school graduation rates have been receiving considerable attention in recent years, 

from educators, policy makers, and politicians alike.  There is an increasing awareness that 

improving graduation rates is important, not only for the future well-being of individuals but also 

for the economic and social well-being of the states and the nation.  According to the U.S. 

Census Bureau, on average, high school dropouts earn 28% less per year than high school 

graduates, and over 61% less than college graduates.1  The unemployment rate for high school 

dropouts is one-third higher than for high school graduates, and almost triple the level for college 

graduates with a Bachelor’s degree or higher.2  Over a lifetime it is estimated that a high school 

dropout earns over $400,000 less than a high school graduate.3 

Additionally, earning a high school diploma is even more important today, because it 

provides the gateway to the further education and training needed by the 21st Century workforce.  

According to the U. S. Department of Labor, over 90% of the fastest growing jobs in the future 

will require some type of post-secondary education or training.4  The Maine Department of 

Labor reported that, “as the mix of jobs increasingly shifts toward managerial, professional, and 

technical occupations, the education and training requirements of the labor force are rising 

because those occupations generally require some form of post-secondary education or 

training”.5  By one estimate, the number of jobs in Maine requiring some type of post-secondary 

education or training will increase by 15,000 in the current decade. 6 

Thus, improving high school graduation rates is important.  To help meet this goal, the 

Maine Legislature passed LD 1658 in 2010, mandating that all publically supported high schools 

achieve a graduation rate of 90% by the end of the 2015-16 school year.  But in many cases a 

high school diploma is not sufficient to ensure readiness for future careers or post-secondary 

training for our young people because a large percentage of students who do receive high school 

diplomas may not be adequately prepared for college or careers. 

One indicator of the magnitude of this problem is the percentage of first year college 

students who are enrolled in remedial courses.  According to the U.S. Department of Education, 

28% of all college freshmen nationwide need to take at least one remedial course. Among 

students entering community college, 42% required remedial education.7 In Maine, the most 
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recent available data (2004) estimates that 25% of students at the University of Maine System 

and 37% at the Maine Community College System are required to take at least one remedial 

class.8 Furthermore, data from the NCES shows that students who are enrolled in remedial 

courses are only half as likely to complete their degree program as those students not required to 

take any remedial courses.9 Remedial courses costs students and their families’ money and make 

the challenge of earning advanced training even more difficult.  The Alliance for Excellent 

Education describes it this way:  

“Because too many students are not learning the basic skills needed to 
succeed in college or work while they are in high school, the nation 
loses more than $3.7 billion a year.  This figure includes $1.4 billion to 
provide remedial education to students who have recently completed 
high school.  In addition, this figure factors in the almost $2.3 billion 
that the economy loses because remedial reading students are more 
likely to drop out of college without a degree, thereby reducing their 
earning potential”.10  

As John Fitzsimmons, president of Maine’s Community College System, says, “Maine families 

are spending $1 million more to get remediation”.11  Lack of adequate preparation also affects 

Maine businesses.  Employers that cannot rely on a high school diploma as a measure of basic 

student skills are required to spend additional resources on testing and training. 

How is Maine doing today in its efforts to graduate high school students ready for college 

or career? This brief looks at Maine high school graduation rates and proficiency rates (the 

percentage of graduating students meeting or exceeding state standards) and explores the 

relationships between these measures across the state of Maine. 

Maine’s High School Graduation Rate 

 After more than two decades of debate over how high school graduation rates should be 

calculated, the U.S. Department of Education has adopted a single, uniform definition.  

Beginning in 2012, all states must use this standard method when reporting their yearly high 

school graduation rates.  In 2009, Maine and many other states began using the new definition, 

and it is now possible to begin to compare Maine with its neighboring states.  According to the 

Maine Department of Education, Maine’s high school graduate rate in 2010 was 82.8%.  This 

means that 82.8% of Maine’s 9th grade students who began high school in 2006-07 graduated 

from high school four years later.  Table 1 reports graduation rates for New England and the 

nation for 2008-09.  As may be seen from this data, Maine is doing much better than the national 
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average, and better than Rhode Island, but Maine’s high school graduation rate is still 

considerably lower than Vermont and New Hampshire, and slightly lower than Massachusetts.   

Table 1:  Recent High School Graduation Rates 

State  2008‐09 High School Graduation Rate* 

Vermont   85.6% 

New Hampshire *  83.4% 

Massachusetts   81.5% 

Maine   80.4% 

Rhode Island   75.5% 

United States  74.9% 

*Most Recent Rate is for 2007‐2008 

 In Maine the data reveals that, on average, 8 out of 10 high school freshmen graduate 

from high school four years later.  But this is an average, and averages mask considerable 

differences across schools.  In fact, high school graduation rates among Maine high schools in 

2010 ranged from a low of 66% to a high of 100%.  In other words, a student’s chances of 

graduating in four years was only two out of three in one Maine high school and virtually 

guaranteed to happen in another high school.   

Figure 1 reports four different ranges of high school graduation rates by grouping the 

rates into quartiles, with the top quartile (yellow) including those high schools with the highest 

graduation rates in 2010, and the bottom quartile (red) including those with the lowest graduation 

rates.  To see the graduation rate for a particular high school, click anywhere on the map to be 

taken to an interactive map of Maine.  Place the cursor over one of the flags and click.  Note: 

Because of mapping limitations, all three Portland high schools are included in a single location.  

To see each high school, click the Portland flag, and use the arrows at the bottom corner of the 

text box to scroll through the data for all three schools.  This is true for all three figures in the 

report. 

From examining the map it is clear that a student’s likelihood of graduating in four years 

does indeed depend upon the high school he or she attends. But it does not necessarily depend on 

what part of the state he or she lives in.  For example, there are some high schools in southern 

and eastern Maine with fairly high graduation rates, but there are also some with much lower 

graduation rates.  The same is true, in large measure, in all regions throughout the state.   
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Proficiency Levels for Maine Students 

The high school a student attends also plays a significant part in determining whether the 

student will graduate ready for college or career.  As noted earlier, colleges report that a large 

portion of their entering freshmen class has to complete remedial courses.  Employers also report 

that many of their new high school graduates lack basic skills. What about Maine high school 

graduates?  How many are actually academically ready for college and career?  Assuming that  

Figure 1:  Maine High School Graduation Rates 2010 

 

Key:  65.6%-<77.8%  77.8%-<83.5%  83.5%-<90.6%  >90.6% 
 

academically prepared means, at a minimum, reaching proficiency on the reading and 

mathematics components of the state assessments, the evidence is not very encouraging.  Figure 

2 displays Maine’s high schools by the percent of 2010 graduates that demonstrated proficiency 

in both reading and mathematics in the 11th grade (2008-2009), as measured by the SAT tests.  

http://batchgeo.com/map/37933fb6b13630253e9a69083cffff89
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Statewide, only 39% of 2010 high school graduates had met proficiency standards in both 

reading and mathematics during their junior year.  In other words, in 2008-09 only about 2 in 5 

juniors who then graduated high school one year later were proficient in reading and 

mathematics.  This statistic is disconcerting.  But as with the high school graduation rates 

described above, the percent of students meeting proficiency also varies a great deal among 

different schools; the range varies from approximately 9% to 100%.  Figure 2 displays Maine’s 

high schools by the percent of 2010 graduates that demonstrated proficiency in both reading and 

mathematics in the 11th grade (2008-2009), as measured by the SAT tests.  As before, to see the  

Figure 2:  Percent High School Juniors Proficient in Math and Reading 2008‐2009 

 

Key:  <26%  26%-<33.3%  33.3%-<41.2%  >41.2% 

http://batchgeo.com/map/7941ec112a7027d70b13d58cd3d26547
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the proficiency rate for a particular high school, click anywhere on the map to be taken to an 

interactive map of Maine.  Place the cursor over one of the flags and click. 

 It is clear from this data that both high school graduation rates and proficiency rates are 

important.  What if one combines high school graduation rates with proficiency rates?  What is a 

student’s chance of both graduating from high school and being proficient in both mathematics 

and reading?  By multiplying the graduation rates by the proficiency rates one may estimate a 9th 

grade student’s chances of graduating high school and meeting state standards. The overall state 

level estimate is 31.9%. This means that 9th graders who began high school in Maine in 2006-07 

had about one chance in three of graduating four years later being proficient in both reading and 

mathematics. And like the graduation rates and proficiency levels, those chances vary 

considerably across the state’s high schools. Figure 3 divides the high schools into quartiles 

again, but this time by chances of graduating proficient from high school.  In one high school 

Figure 3:  Likelihood of 9th Grader (2006‐2007) Graduating in Four Years and being Proficient 
in Both Mathematics and Reading 

 

Key:  <21.2%  >21.2%-<27%  >27%-<34%  >34% 

http://batchgeo.com/map/2d0d6be56a2c9ddb03f9a69b841938f2
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a student’s chances of graduating and also being proficient was about 7%, while in another it was 

over 86%.  To see the graduating proficiency rate for a specific high school, click anywhere on 

the map to be taken to an interactive map of Maine.  Place the cursor over one of the flags and 

click. 

Understanding Student, School, and Community Factors 

Why do Maine’s high school graduation rates and high school proficiency rates vary so 

widely?  Many reasons may be offered as explanations, including differences in poverty levels in 

communities, differences in per pupil expenditures among high schools, differences in teacher 

quality, or the size of the high school. Another reason that has been given considerable credence 

in recent years, ever since Maine started requiring all juniors to take the SAT examination, is that 

many students may not take the SAT examination seriously enough and do not try to do their 

very best on the examination.  

 Do Maine’s juniors try to do their best on the SAT? Or do too many of them not take it 

seriously, and consequently pull their schools’ average SAT scores down?  The data suggest that 

the answer to the second question is “No”.  Beginning in 2009, all juniors complete a survey 

when they take the SAT examination in which students are asked how important their SAT score 

is to them. Approximately 81% of all juniors who took the test in 2009 reported it was important 

to them.  Fewer than 5% reported that it was not very important.12  Thus, it is unlikely that the 

performance of Maine students may be explained by their attitudes toward test-taking. 

What about the other reasons mentioned above?  How accurate are they in explaining 

Maine’s performance?  One way to explore these potential explanations for the results is to 

examine the relationships between some of these factors and student performance.  This may be 

done by calculating what is known as a correlation coefficient; a number that represents the level 

of relationship.  A correlation coefficient may range between +1.00 to -1.00 where the plus (+) or 

minus (-) sign accompanying a correlation denotes the direction of the relationship. A correlation 

of near Zero indicates little, if any relationship between factors.  

One common way to interpret a correlation coefficient is to determine how often you can 

correctly predict one variable from another.   

 What are the correlation coefficients between the factors mentioned above which may 

help explain Maine’s results?  Table 2 on the next page reports the correlations based on 2009 

data.  Several of these correlations are noteworthy. It appears that proficiency levels are not very 

related to per pupil expenditures or high school size. The correlation between per pupil 
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expenditures and proficiency levels is -.162, meaning predicting proficiency levels from per 

pupil expenditures would only be accurate in about 3% of the cases.  And predicting proficiency 

levels from school size would only be accurate about 10% of the time.  

Table 2:  Correlations between 2009 Student Performance and School and Student 
Characteristics 

Factor 

% Qualify 
Free/Reduced 
Lunch in High 

School 

Per Pupil 
Expenditures

% Masters 
Level 

Teachers 

Enrollment 
Size of High 

School 

% SAT 
Proficiency 

Graduation 
Rate 

% Qualify Free/Reduced 
Lunch in High School 

1.00           

Per Pupil Expenditures  .071  1.00         

% Masters Level Teachers  ‐.523  ‐.027  1.00       

Enrollment Size of High 
School 

‐.412  ‐.521  .289  1.00     

% SAT Proficiency  ‐.672  ‐.162  .495  .312  1.00   

Graduation Rate  ‐.401  .314  .127  ‐.145  .223  1.00 

In other cases, the correlations do suggest some significant relationships. The percent of 

teachers with a master’s degree is not highly correlated with graduation rates (i.e., .127), but it is 

moderately correlated with whether or not students meet state proficiency standards in 

mathematics and reading. In this case, the correlation is .495, which indicates that in 

approximately 25% of the cases, the percent of teachers with master’s degrees in a high school is 

related to student proficiency levels. And in the case of poverty, the correlation is even higher.  

In about one-half the cases (45%) the poverty level found in a school is related to student 

performance.  

But even in the case where there is higher poverty, it alone does not explain the 

performance. In fact, it only explains about half of the difference found between high schools. 

Another factor that may explain differences is prior student performance.  It appears that many 

9th graders enter high school inadequately prepared to learn the high school curriculum.  Figure 4 

on the next page presents statewide evidence describing student performance in earlier grades. 

Evidence on a specific cohort of pupils for grades 3 through 11 is not available, but if one looks 
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at cohorts of pupils and track their performance over two or three years, the evidence is quite 

telling.    

 

 

As shown in the graphic, 69% of the students who are not proficient in mathematics in 

the 3rd grade are still not proficient by the fifth grade, 79% of the students not proficient in 

mathematics in the 5th grade are still not proficient by the 8th grade, and 88% of the 8th graders 

not proficient in mathematics are still not proficient by the end of the 11th grade.  The same 

general pattern may be found for reading.  Although not displayed here, the evidence indicates 

that 38% of 9th graders statewide are not proficient in reading as they enter high school and 88% 

of those students are still not proficient as they approach their senior year.  It is evident from this 

data that some students enter high school not well prepared to excel in their studies, and, in fact, 

for many of these students their academic struggles began much earlier in their schooling years.  

Data Limitations 

Given all the evidence described above it is clear that many of Maine’s high school 

students are not graduating prepared for college or career.  There are several cautions to keep in 

mind, however, when interpreting the results presented in this Research Brief.  First, for some 

high schools, the graduation rates might be quite different if five-year graduates were considered.  

Second, in the case of small high schools, one or two students not graduating or not meeting 

23%

16%

8%

29%

28%

26%

0% 50% 100%

8th Grade

5th Grade

3rd Grade

Does Not Meet Partially Meets

"Catching Up" In Upper Grades is Difficult

% of Students Not Meeting 
Math Standards 

% Still Not Meeting Math 
Standards at Next Level

5th Grade:  69%

8th Grade:  79%

11th Grade:  88%

44%

53%

34% 

Figure 4:
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proficiency can significantly change the rates for those schools from year to year.  Additionally, 

the SAT tests in mathematics and reading do not provide comprehensive information about all of 

the areas that are important to consider when evaluating career and college readiness.  Students 

require knowledge and skills in many additional areas in order to succeed in life after high 

school.  However, these data do provide a look at two very important skills.  Finally, some 

students, although not meeting proficiency on the 11th grade SAT, may reach proficiency in their 

senior year. 

Furthermore, extreme caution must be exercised in not painting all high schools and 

teachers with a single broad brush. Individual schools and teachers that are very successful in 

helping their students to excel and graduate ready for college and career can be found all across 

the state and in every type of school.  The challenge ahead is to spread the good practices in 

those schools and classrooms to others across the state that are in need of assistance. 

Next Steps 

Despite the evidence that many Maine high school students lack the preparation they 

need to succeed in their future endeavors, there is considerable room for optimism when one 

considers the current efforts being undertaken to improve these outcomes.  First, some good 

news is that Maine may be embarking on a new path that should lead to significant 

improvements in performance in earlier grades. By state statute, all Maine schools, at all grade 

levels, must by July 1, 2012 have in place in their schools a program called Response to 

Intervention (RTI). According to the Maine Department of Education (MDOE), RTI “provides a 

framework in which schools can deliver early intervening services” and provides “supplementary 

supports and interventions, both academic and behavioral…to struggling students based on data 

collection and analysis.” 13 As described by MDOE, RTI has six key components:  1) high 

quality, scientifically-based instruction and behavioral support, 2) universal screening to 

determine monitoring and additional interventions, 3) tiers of instructional strategies that are 

progressively more intense 4) continuous monitoring of student performance during 

interventions, 5) use of collaborative or problem-solving approaches, 6) follow-up measures, and 

7) parent involvement throughout the process. 14Schools all across Maine report that they are 

using a variety of strategies in developing their RTI programs, and anecdotal evidence suggests 

that many programs hold potential promise for significantly improving the performance of all 

pupils.  As successful programs are identified and developed they may not only help pupils in 
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those schools, but also serve as exemplary programs that other schools and teachers may learn 

from and emulate.  

 Second, in the near future there will be another way struggling schools may learn from 

some of their peer schools.  In 2010-11, at the direction of the Joint Committee for Education 

and Cultural Affairs of the Maine Legislature, the Maine Education Policy Research Institute  

has been conducting a study of Maine’s higher performing, more efficient schools. The goals are 

to identify and describe the distinguishing characteristics of these schools, and to discover what 

makes them both higher performing and more efficient.  To date, approximately 90 Maine 

schools at all grade levels and all across the state have been identified as meeting these criteria.  

Teams of educators are conducting case studies in approximately 20 of these schools. The 

evidence collected from these case studies will provide information to other schools searching 

for ways to improve.  Early findings from these cases suggest that while resources are important, 

they alone will not ensure being a successful school. It is the way these schools choose to go 

about their business of educating their pupils that makes the difference. These schools have 

dedicated teachers, strong leadership, and a clear focus on academic performance. 

 Thirdly, Maine has joined 48 other states in adopting the national Common Core 

Standards, and has committed to future implementation of new statewide assessments that are 

aligned to the Standards.  Those assessments are currently under development, but have been 

promised to include measures of skills and learning that are absent in existing measures.  If 

designed as planned, the new tests should better measure the types of skills that are critical to 

success in the workforce, and will give practitioners and policymakers additional insights into 

the true college and career readiness of Maine students.   

 Fourth, in June 2011 the Maine Legislature passed, and the governor signed into law, a 

Resolve requiring the Maine Department of Education to develop and submit to the Legislature a 

plan for implementing a standards-based education system here in Maine.  Such a system is 

designed to assess students’ learning in terms of achieving proficiency rather than simply 

accumulating time and course credits.  In the case of Maine, such a standards-based system 

would require students to demonstrate proficiency in meeting all the Learning Results before 

graduating from high school.  And as such, would go a long way toward insuring that Maine’s 

students graduate high school ready for college careers.  
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Summary 

The evidence presented in this Research Brief reveals that in far too many cases Maine’s 

high school seniors are not graduating high school ready for work or ready to continue their post-

secondary education.  The evidence indicates only about one in three students are ready.  Many 

factors may be contributing to these dismal results.  Clearly schools need to take steps to 

improve outcomes for their pupils, and there may be some important ways schools, teachers and 

administrators all across Maine may work together to accomplish this.  But it is also evident that 

they cannot do it alone.  Parents, students, and community members must also do their part.  We 

all have a role in preparing Maine’s youth for the 21st century, and each of us must take greater 

responsibility for achieving this goal.  
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