The Graduation Effect
Every Student’s Potential to Influence a Community, a State, and the Nation
Rapid changes in the U.S. economy demand a change
in the nation’s approach to education. Jobs that require
critical-thinking, problem-solving, and analytical skills
are expanding, while those that rely on physical skills
and manual labor are declining.1 These changing
workforce demands mean students need more rigorous
preparation during high school as well as additional
education and training after they graduate. Of the11.6
million jobs added to the U.S. economy since the end
of the Great Recession in June 2009, 99 percent have
gone to workers with at least some postsecondary
education.2 Meanwhile, researchers estimate that by
2020, 65 percent of all jobs will require education and
training beyond high school.3
Students who graduate from high school and continue
their education face greater job prospects, higher
incomes, better health, and are less likely to live
in poverty.4 Moreover, as educational attainment
increases, communities, states, and the nation also
benefit from the addition of new jobs; increased tax
revenues, spending, and investments; and lower healthcare costs that accompany a more educated population.
To highlight this connection between education and the
economy, the Alliance for Excellent Education (All4Ed)
developed the “Graduation Effect.” This online resource
demonstrates the positive impacts that a 90 percent
high school graduation rate could have on local, state,
and national economies. Findings for the nation, all
fifty states, and more than 130 metropolitan areas are
available to business leaders, policymakers, community
and civil rights activists, educators, parents, and
others to use as they advocate for better educational
experiences for youth.

The national high school graduation rate has increased
steadily, reaching an all-time high of 84.1 percent
for the Class of 2016. But these collective gains mask
gaps in educational attainment for students of color,
students from low-income families, and other historically
underserved groups. Nearly 25 percent of African
American students and about 20 percent of Latino
students do not graduate from high school within four
years.5 At the same time, students of color now represent
more than half of the K–12 population in the United
States.6 This is not a demographic shift that is going
to happen; it has happened. Continuing to ignore the
educational needs of these students only will limit the
nation’s long-term economic potential. Conversely,
focusing attention and change on these students’
educational needs provides a tremendous opportunity
to reinvigorate local communities, break the cycle of
intergenerational poverty, promote social mobility, and
close the large opportunity gap separating so many
Americans.
But getting more students to graduation day is only the
first step. The nation’s schools must ensure that students
leave high school prepared for what lies ahead. Too
many students, though, graduate from high school
without the necessary skills to succeed in college or a
career. Just one in four high school graduates is college
ready.7 But among Latino students, that number is
one in seven and among African American students,
it is a staggering one in sixteen.8 Students who enter
the workforce directly after high school do not fare
much better. In fact, four out of five employers say that
recent high school graduates have gaps in their career
preparation.9

To prepare all students for success in college, a
career, and life, schools and districts must shift to
more innovative instructional approaches that provide
students with a rigorous and relevant curriculum aligned
with college-ready standards and career-related
experiences. Such a transition requires school districts
to collaborate with institutions of higher education,
businesses, unions, parent organizations, and other
community affiliates and members. School districts that
maximize these types of partnerships gain valuable
support to plan and implement strategies that expose
students to rigorous academic content, career and
technical education, work-based learning experiences,
opportunities to earn college credits during high school,
and supplemental student support services.
Today’s students represent the nation’s future
workers, citizens, consumers, and leaders. As student
demographics continue to change, the nation has
a moral and economic obligation to ensure that all
students, regardless of their race or income level,
graduate from high school equipped with skills they
need to succeed in a changing workforce. Through
collective efforts of educators, parents, business
executives, policymakers, nonprofit leaders, and other
advocates, the nation’s schools can provide all students
with the rigorous education that will set them up for life
success.
To see how an increased high school graduation
rate could benefit your community, visit
GraduationEffect.org.
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