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ABSTRACT 

LATONIA MASSEY 
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HIGH STAKES TESTS AND DROPOUT RATES 
FOR STUDENTS WITH AND WITHOUT DISABILITIES IN RURAL AND URBAN 
GEORGIA HIGH SCHOOLS 
Under the direction of Dr. ELAINE ARTMAN 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between passing 

percentages on Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with 

and without disabilities and to determine if main and interaction effects existed between 

disability and rural/urban status on high stakes tests and on dropout rates. 

Archival data collected from the Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 

Common Core of Data, and Georgia Department of Education was used. Data were 

analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficient and factorial ANOVA with the statistical 

significance level set at alpha = .05. 

Findings revealed that relationships existed between the passing percentages on 

high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with and without disabilities. 

Additionally, there was a main effect of disability status on high stakes tests and on 

dropout rates. The main effect for rural/urban status was not significant on high stakes 

xi 



tests and on dropout rates. No interaction effects existed between disability and 

rural/urban status on high stakes tests and on dropout rates. The results of this study 

support literature regarding students with disabilities and their vulnerability to indicators 

that lead to students dropping out of school. It is important for educational leaders to 

investigate issues such as motivation, aspirations, and dropout prevention in ways 

attentive to the unique characteristics of the students and school environments. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

In the current educational culture established by the federal No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) Act of 2001 (Pub. L. 107-110), testing and accountability are the norm. NCLB 

requires that high schools show adequate yearly progress in graduation rates to avoid 

sanctions. At the state level, rigorous, high stakes tests that students must pass to earn a 

diploma have been implemented (Clarke, Haney & Madaus, 2002). 

The Georgia High School Graduation Test (GHSGT) and Georgia High School 

Writing Test (GHSWT) are currently used for school accountability and reporting 

practices for students in the state of Georgia. Students must pass the GHSGT and 

GHSWT to receive one of the three types of diplomas offered: a) a diploma with both 

college prep and vocational endorsements, b) a diploma with college prep endorsements, 

or c) a diploma with vocational endorsements. In addition, students may qualify for 

completers. Students with disabilities who do not meet state assessment requirements or 

who have not met all of the requirements for a high school diploma, but who have 

completed all of their Individualized Education Plans (IEP) are eligible for a special 

education diploma. Additionally, students who meet the requirements for attendance and 

Carnegie units but do not meet the standardized assessment criteria for a diploma are 
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eligible for a certificate of attendance. According to the Georgia Department of 

Education (2009), this assessment ensures that all students qualifying for a diploma have 

mastered essential core academic content and skills. Students with disabilities may 

receive appropriate standard accommodations based on their needs and the specifications 

of their Individualized Education Program or their Individual Accommodation Plan 

(Georgia Department of Education [GADOE], 2009). 

The high stakes nature of the graduation tests, as a result of its intended use for 

accreditation and graduation requirements, have fostered an environment that could 

improve education for Georgia students, while at the same time producing several 

unintended negative consequences for administrators, teachers, and students (Hall, 2007). 

Researchers (Bracey, 2000; Clarke & Madaus, 2000; Shepard, 2001) hypothesized that 

high school students would drop out of school at greater rates as a result of taking and 

failing required test for graduation. Hall (2007) further states that it is important for 

educational leaders to get an accurate picture of who graduates, who drops out, and why 

they drop out, so that they can find strategies that target dropout prevention and support 

students in their efforts to graduate. 

Statement of the Problem 

Reducing the number of students who drop out of high school presents a major 

challenge for not only the educational system, but society as a whole (Campbell, 2004). 

A report from the Center for Labor Market Studies indicated that in 2007, 16% or 6.2 

million youth or young adults between the ages of 16-24 were not enrolled in a high 

school program or had not completed high school and Georgia had the highest dropout 



3 

for this population at 22.1 % (Sum & Harrington, 2007). Additionally, researchers agree 

that a strong correlation exists between poverty, achievement, and dropping out of school 

(Jerald, 2006; Stuht, 2008). High school dropouts are estimated to earn $400,000 less 

than those who graduated from high school over a working lifetime from ages 18-64 (U.S 

Census Bureau, 2009). Further, the Department of Labor (2006) maintains that dropouts 

aged 25 or older reported being in worse health than adults who are not dropouts, 

regardless of income, and dropouts also make up disproportionately higher percentages of 

the nation's prison and death row inmates (Stanard, 2003). 

While research on dropout rates for students with disabilities is limited (Grayson, 

1998), Stanard (2003) posits that dropout rates remain a complex problem, especially for 

students with disabilities, because these students are more vulnerable to factors such as 

grade retention, disengagement from school, and disciplinary infractions which have been 

identified as predictors of dropping out (Croninger & Lee, 2001; Langenfield, Thurlow, 

& Scott, 1997; Sinclair, 1994). Additionally, students with disabilities are required to 

meet the same academic standards as the general student population. In Georgia, if a 

disabled student is on a diploma-bound track, coursework and assessment requirements 

must be met prior to receipt of that diploma (GADOE, 2009). 

Due to the standards-based accountability required by the development of the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001, many states require students to pass high stakes tests for 

students to receive a diploma. NCLB has two goals that specifically address the high 

school reform movement: a) all students will be proficient in reading and mathematics 

by 2014 and b) annual benchmarks, as determined by Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), 
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will be based on performance on a state examination administered in grade 10 or beyond 

and the graduation rate (Greene, 2005; Kortez, 2008; McWhirter, J. J., McWhirter, B. T., 

McWhirter, E. H. & McWhirter, R.J., 2007). According to the Center on Education 

Policy (2005), 19 states required students to pass a high stakes test to receive a diploma 

during the 2004-2005 school year. During 2007-2008, 23 states required students to take 

and pass high school graduation tests to receive a standard diploma. Major educational 

research organizations (American Educational Research Association [AERA], 2000; 

National Research Council [NRC], 2001) have cautioned against the use of high stakes 

tests for graduation because there is little substantial empirical evidence on the 

effectiveness of such testing policies. 

Opponents of high stakes tests are concerned that such tests will worsen the 

dropout problem, particularly for students with disabilities (Lillard & DeCicca, 2001). 

Reardon and Galindo (2002) state that "research on how high stakes tests are associated 

with dropout rates is limited and inconclusive, so policies continue to be made in the 

absence of reliable information about the consequences for students and society" (p.l). 

Researchers have found that dropout rates are much higher in urban schools as 

compared with rural schools (Lee & Burkham, 2003; Rumberger & Rodriguez, 2002; 

Rumberger & Thomas, 2000). Additionally, Ferguson and Blumberg (2006), a higher 

percentage of students with disabilities in urban schools drop out of high school than their 

peers in rural schools. Contradictions exist in the literature regarding whether the locality 

of a school hurts the academic performance of students. For example, Roscigno and 

Crowley (2001) claim that students in rural areas of the United States achieve at lower 
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levels than their peers in non-rural areas, especially on standardized assessments. 

However, Lee and Mclntire (1999) found that rural students outperformed non-rural 

students on standardized math assessments. In addition, Nagle, Hernandez, Embler, 

McLaughlin and Doh (2006) state that there is limited research examining how students 

with disabilities in rural schools are responding to the testing practices in standards based 

reform. 

This study was designed to determine if a relationship exists between the passing 

percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students 

with and without disabilities. Additionally, this study determined if main effects or 

interaction effects existed between disability status and rural/urban status on the 

percentage passing the Georgia high school high stakes tests and on dropout rates. 

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

RQi: Is there a relationship between the percentage passing the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests and dropout rates for students with disabilities? 

RQ2: Is there a relationship between the percentage passing the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests and dropout rates for students without disabilities? 

RQ3: Are the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests different 

for students with and without disabilities? 

RQ4: Are the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests different 

in rural and urban locations? 
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RQ5: Is there an interaction between disability status and rural/urban status on the 

percentage passing the Georgia high school high stakes tests? 

RQ6: Are the dropout rates different for students with and without disabilities? 

RQ7: Are the dropout rates different for schools in rural and urban locations? 

RQg: Is there an interaction between disability status and rural/urban status on dropout 

rates? 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework represents the researcher's hypothesized relationship 

among the variables. The possible relationships between high stakes tests and dropout 

rates are that as passing percentages increase, the dropout rates decrease for students with 

and without disabilities. Figure 1 is a visual representation of the possible main effects 

and interaction effects between disability status, and rural and urban status on high stakes 

tests, and on dropout rates. 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of disability status, rural and urban status, high 

stakes tests and dropout rates. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether the passing 

percentages on Georgia high school high stakes tests were related to the dropout rates for 

students with and without disabilities. In addition, this study sought to determine if main 

effects and interaction effects existed between disability status and rural/urban status on 

the passing percentages on the GHSGT, and on dropout rates. 

Theoretical Framework 

Behavior viewed as being intrinsically or extrinsically motivated is a motivational 

approach that has been found to provide powerful explanations of students' performance 

on different kinds of achievement tasks, including high stakes tests (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 

1991; Lepper & Hodell, 1989). Self-Determination Theory (SDT) developed by Deci and 

Ryan examines the degree to which human behaviors are self-determined based on three 

psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2002). SDT 

maintains that opportunities to experience competence, autonomy and relatedness are 

essential to promoting satisfaction and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). An individual is 

intrinsically motivated when all three psychological needs are satisfied; however, when 

an individual's psychological needs are undermined, he or she experiences low self-

determination motivation and ill being is reported (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 2002). 

Additionally, SDT examines how individuals internalize external factors into intrinsic 

motivators. Students who feel that their psychological needs have been satisfied in school 

appear to be better adjusted in the classroom and are able to demonstrate greater 

internalization of school related expectations and mandates, such as taking high stakes 
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testing. Additionally, students who are able to internalize external factors such as high 

stakes are more likely to exhibit higher academic performance, and report having more 

intrinsic motivation than those students who are unable to internalize external factors and 

integrate them into their own value system (Levesque, Zuehlke, Stanek & Ryan, 2004; 

Marchand & Skinner, 2007). Margalit and Al-Yogan (2002) state that students with 

disabilities often experience lower levels of competence and relatedness than their 

nondisabled peers due to past experiences of academic failure and peer rejection. 

Students with disabilities who are more likely to feel lower levels of competence and 

relatedness tend to lack self-determination motivation. 

The experience of competence plays a major role in students' self-efficacy 

(Bandura, 1997, Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). Self-efficacy is the belief in one's effectiveness 

to perform tasks (Bandura, 1997). Individuals with strong efficacy beliefs are more likely 

to exert effort in the face of difficulty and to persist at tasks when they believe they have 

the requisite skills (Patrick, Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007; Pietsch, Walker, & Chapman, 2003). 

Students' feelings about themselves change and they cope differently with challenges 

depending on their beliefs regarding their capabilities and what they hope they will be 

able to achieve (Bandura, 1997). Students with high self-efficacy are more likely to 

obtain higher achievement on specific tasks such as high stakes tests, compared to 

students with lower self-efficacy who tend to be less successful (Zimmerman, 2000). 

Lackaye & Margalit (2006) state that when compared to nondisabled peers, student with 

disabilities have reported lower academic self-efficacy as well as decreased competence. 
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High Stakes Testing 

The testing of students to determine eligibility for grade promotion or graduation 

is not a new concept (Bracey, 2000). High stakes testing surfaces as a major measure of 

school reform and was initiated to motivate students to achieve at higher levels (Greene, 

2005; Wise, 2008). Researchers have studied high stakes testing and motivation (George, 

2001, Jones, 2007, Triplett, Barksdale, & Leftwich, 2003), and the theoretical perspective 

of SDT has been used to discuss the motivational implications of high stakes testing 

reforms (Ryan & Weinstein, 2009). 

Researchers suggest many purposes for high stakes testing: to determine student 

promotion and placement (NCR, 2001), to set performance levels (Sanders, 2002; 

Massell & Geortz, (2002), and to be able to report results to the public (McLauglin, 

Ember, Hernandez, & Caron, 2005). Proponents of high stakes tests argue that the tests 

assess basic skills that should be mastered by students (Warren & Grodsky, 2009), 

provide evidence of academic achievement (Amrein & Berlinder, 2004; Greene & 

Winters, 2005), and diffuse common myths of high stakes testing (Greene, 2005). 

On the other hand, some educational leaders (Abrams, Pedulla, & Madaus, 2003; 

Haney, 2002; Popham, 2000; Smyth, 2008) believe that holding teachers, students and 

schools accountable for high stakes test scores is unfair, yet another unintended 

consequence, narrows the curriculum (Greifiier, 2006, Shepard, 2001, Reardon & 

Galindo, 2002), and promotes teaching to the test (Yeh, 2005). Researchers have also 

studied the relationship between high stakes testing and instruction (Debard & Kubow, 
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2002; Jones & Egley, 2004; Jones et al., 2003) and stress (Debard & Kubow, 2002; 

Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001; Jones & Egley, 2004, Jones et al., 2001). 

Dropout Rates 

It has been reported that students who drop out are more likely than students who 

graduate to experience health problems, engage in criminal activities, and become 

dependent on welfare and other government programs (Martin, Tobin and Sugai, 2002); 

and accurately determining dropout rates has been complicated due to differences in data 

collection policies and practices because of the lack of a national standardized operational 

definition of dropout (Christie, Jolivett, & Nelson, 2007). Additionally, dropping out of 

high school has been viewed by some researchers as a motivational consequence 

(Vallerand, Fortier & Guay, 1997). Researchers identify students' lack of motivation 

(Coninger& Lee, 2001; Farmer et al., 2003) and negative teacher-student relationships 

(Bearden et al., 1989; Dohn, 1992; Rumberger, 1987) as predictors for dropping out of 

high school. 

Numerous studies suggest that students drop out of high school due to factors 

such as family characteristics (Gamier et al., 1997; Janosz, LeBlanc, Boulerice, & 

Tremblay; 1997; Pong & Ju, 2000), lack of self esteem and feelings of being accepted in 

school (Kaplan, Peck, & Kaplan, 1997), poor academic achievement, negative school 

experiences (Alexander, Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2001; Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 

2002, and high stakes testing (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Rosenshine, 2003; Silver, 

Saunders & Zarate, 2008). 
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Students with Disabilities 

Federal protections and guarantees of the educational rights and achievement of 

disabled students have evolved (Elliot, Braden & White, 2001). The Amendments to the 

Students with Disabilities Act of 1997 emphasized maintaining high standards and 

expectations of students with disabilities (Elliot et al., 2001; Thurlow, 2001), and 

providing appropriate accommodations for students with disabilities (GADOE, 2009). 

States are required to publicly report the performance of students with disabilities in large 

scale assessments with the same frequency and detail as students without disabilities 

(Vohs, Landau, & Ramano, 1999). 

Many researchers state that students with disabilities are affected by high stakes 

testing (Meek, 2006; Thurlow & Johnson, 2000; Warren & Jenkins, 2005; Ysseldyke et 

al., 2004) and are at greater risk for dropping out of high school than their non-disabled 

peers (Manset & Washburn, 2000; Rowe, 2004; Thurlow & Scott, 1997). Risk factors 

identified as potential indicators for students with disabilities dropping out of school 

include academic failure due to lack of motivation (Croninger & Lee, 2001; Kaplan, Peck 

& Kaplan, 1997; Scanlon & Mellard, 2002; Wagner, 1991), grade retention (Thompson-

Hoffman & Hayward, 1990), disengagement from the educational environment 

(Croninger & Lee, 2003; Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley, 1998), and disciplinary 

problems (Linchenstein, 1993; Mitchell, 1997; Sinclair, 1994). 

Effects of School Location 

The location of the school, whether rural or urban, may further complicate the 

associations between testing scores and dropout rates. Defining rural is difficult due to its 



complexity (Hart, Larsen, & Lishner, 2005; Smith, Beyer, Polio way, Smith, & Patton, 

2008). Researchers argue that rural schools experience lower achievement due to poor 

educational conditions such as low population bases, isolation, limited economic 

development and limited educational opportunities (Israel et al., 2001; Roscigno & 

Crowley, 2001). Under the high stakes accountability demands of NCLB, rural schools 

experience challenges such as greater teacher shortages, declining enrollments, limited 

resources, less state funding, and problems attracting highly qualified teachers (Arnold, 

2000; Richard, 2003; Schwartzbeck, Prince, Redfxeld, Morris & Hammer, 2003). 

However, researchers maintain that students from socially disadvantaged urban 

communities are at much higher risk of failing standardized tests, with major economic 

and social consequences for their prospects as adolescents and adults (Bowen & Bok, 

1998; Waber, Gerber, Turcios, Wagner, & Forbes, 2006). Additionally, research shows 

that higher percentages of students with disabilities in urban schools drop out of high 

school than their peers in rural schools (Ferguson & Blumberg, 2006). Limited research 

exists on motivation in rural schools (Hardre, 2007); however, Schmuck and Schmuck 

(1992) found that controlling, non-autonomous climates tend to be predominate in rural 

schools when compared to urban schools, which has been found to influence students' 

decisions to drop out. 

Procedures 

A non-experimental quantitative research design using existing data from the 

Governor's Office of Student Achievement (GOSA), Common Core of Data and the 

Georgia Department of Education was used to study the relationship between passing 



percentages on high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with and without 

disabilities as well as to determine if main effects and interaction effects existed between 

disability status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on Georgia high school 

high stakes tests and on dropout rates. In 2008-2009, there were 423 high schools in 

Georgia; however, the target population was narrowed to 281 schools based on schools 

with at least 10 students with disabilities because GOSA does not report data on 

subgroups with fewer than 10 students. Rural or urban classifications for each high 

school were retrieved from the Common Core of Data from the U.S. Department of 

Education's National Center for Education Statistics. A purposive sample based on 

schools defined as urban and rural were matched on socio-economic status (SES) based 

on their percentages of students eligible to receive free or reduced lunch was used. Fifty 

rural and 50 urban schools were selected. 

A correlational analysis was used to determine whether significant relationships 

existed between passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests for 

students with and without disabilities. Factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used 

to determine whether any main effects or interaction effects existed between disability 

status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests and on dropout rates. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

A limitation of the study is that the accessible population was narrowed to 281 

high schools with at least 10 students with disabilities because the Governor's Office of 

Student Achievement does not report data on subgroups with fewer than 10 students. 



Therefore, all school districts in the state are not represented. The researcher assumed 

that the data collected from GOSA and the Common Core of Data is accurate due to the 

lack of a verification process. Additionally, the GHSGT and GHSWT assessed standards 

specific to Georgia, therefore, the results cannot be generalized to other states. 

This study was delimited to only first time takers of the Georgia High School 

Graduation Test and Georgia High School Writing Test during the 2008 - 2009 school 

year so the data would not be skewed by students who had previously taken the test and 

had prior knowledge of test content. Students with moderate and severe disabilities who 

participated in the Georgia Alternative Assessment (GAA) were excluded from this study 

because GAA student data was not included and students who take the GAA are not 

eligible for regular diplomas (GADOE, 2009). 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are operationalized for the purpose of this study. 

Accommodations. Changes in testing materials or procedures that ensure that an 

assessment measures the student's knowledge and skills rather than the student's 

disabilities or English proficiency (GADOE, 2009). 

Accountability. Schools and districts being responsible for student outcomes by 

requiring review, evaluation, and improvement in student achievement (GGDOE, 2009). 

Adequate yearly progress (AYP). A series of annual performance goals set by the 

state for each school district and school as well as for the state as a whole (GADOE, 

2009). 



Dropout. Students are reported as dropouts if they leave school for one of the 

following reasons: marriage, expelled, financial hardship/job, incarcerated/under 

jurisdiction of juvenile or criminal justice authority, low grades/school failure, military, 

adult education/postsecondary, pregnant/parent, removed for lack of attendance, serious 

illness/accident, and unknown (GADOE, 2009). 

Dropout Calculation. The number of students with a withdrawal code 

corresponding to a dropout divided by the number of students that attended the school 

(GADOE, 2009). 

Georgia high school high stakes tests. Tests students must take and pass in 

English/language arts, mathematics, science, social studies, and writing for the first time 

during their eleventh grade school year in order to receive a regular diploma (GADOE, 

2009). 

Georgia High School Graduation Tests. Tests students take for the first time in 

English/language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies during the spring of the 

eleventh grade in order to meet graduation requirements (GADOE, 2009). 

Georgia High School Writing Test. A writing assessment eleventh grade students 

must pass in order to receive a regular diploma (GADOE, 2010). 

Georgia Performance Standards. Curriculum expectations that provide clear 

expectations for assessment, instruction and student work; define the level of work that 

demonstrates achievement of the standards; enable a teacher to know how good is good 

enough. Performance standards incorporate and expand on content standards by 
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providing suggested sample tasks, sample student work and teacher commentary 

(GADOE, 2009). 

High Schools. Schools in Georgia reporting GHSGT, GHSWT data and dropout 

data for 11th grade students (GOSA, 2009). 

High Stakes Tests. Assessments with consequences, either positive or negative, 

attached to the outcome (Greene, 2008). 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP). A written statement of special education 

services, transition services, and educational goals that meets the needs of a student with 

a disability (GADOE, 2009). 

Learning Disabilities. A generic term that refers to a heterogeneous group of 

disorders resulting from identifiable or inferred central nervous system dysfunctions. 

Such disorders may be manifested by delays in early development and/or difficulties in 

any of the following areas: attention, memory, reasoning, coordination, communicating, 

reading, writing, spelling, calculation, social competence and emotional maturation (The 

Learning Disabilities Association of Canada, 2002). 

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). The NCLB Act (Pub. L. 107-110) is a 

framework that maps out the required steps used to improve the academic performance of 

students, as well as to ensure that no child is left behind or remains in a failing school 

(U.S. DOE, 2007). 

Passing Percentages. The percentage of 11th grade first time takers who scored 

500 and above on the Quality Core Curriculum subtests and 200 and above on the 



Georgia Performance Standards subtests on the Georgia High School Graduation Test 

during the 2008-2009 school year (GADOE, 2009). 

Rural. Areas that are not within urbanized areas or urbanized clusters (NCES, 

2010). 

Special Education. Specially designed instruction, provided at no cost to parents, 

that meets the unique needs of a student with a disability (GADOE, 2009) 

Students with Disabilities (SWD). Students who, after testing and conferences 

with a Student Support Team, are classified as disabled. For this study, moderate and 

severe students with disabilities are not included (GADOE, 2009). 

Students without Disabilities. Students who do not meet any category of 

eligibility to receive special education services (GADOE, 2009). 

Urban. Urban areas which have populations over 50,000 and urban clusters 

which have populations between 25,000 and 50,000 (NCES, 2010). 

Significance of the Study 

The results of this study could identify consequences of attaching high stakes to a 

single measure of student performance and could be important to educational leaders and 

policy makers as they make future decisions about high stakes testing and graduation 

requirements. Additionally, this study may assist educational leaders in making 

comparisons between students with and without disabilities living in rural and urban 

locations who drop out of school. Hardre (2007) suggests that factors that affect 

situational decisions include motivation and the capability of followers. The results could 

encourage leaders to investigate issues such as motivation, aspirations, and dropout 



prevention in ways attentive to the unique characteristics of the students and school 

environment. The outcomes of this study could also help educational leaders understand 

why students drop out so they can explore strategies to motivate students to complete 

high school and reduce the number of students with and without disabilities who dropout. 

Summary 

The practice of high stakes testing in U.S. schools is not new, but increased with 

the passage of NCLB (Amrein & Berliner, 2000; Linn, 2000). Policy makers have 

endorsed high stakes testing as the driving force for holding administrators, teachers, and 

students accountable for student achievement (Abrams, Pedull, & Madaus, 2003; Haney, 

2002; Popham, 2000; Smyth, 2008). Several states, including Georgia, use high states 

testing to determine whether high school students, including those with disabilities, 

receive a regular diploma. However, researchers caution against using high stakes tests as 

the sole determinant for graduation because there is limited empirical evidence on the 

effectiveness of these testing policies, especially for students with disabilities and 

students in rural areas (Arnold, 2000; Richard, 2003; Schwartzbeck et al., 2003). 

Additionally, researchers argue that an unintended consequence of high stakes testing is 

increased dropout rates (Reardon & Galindo, 2002). The purpose of this study is to 

determine if relationships exist between high stakes tests and dropout rates for students 

with and without disabilities and to determine if main or interaction effects exist between 

disability status and rural/urban status on the passing percentages on high stakes tests and 

on dropout rates. It is important for educational leaders to be able to identify who drops 



out and why they drop out so they can implement and monitor effective dropout 

prevention strategies for all students. 

A review of literature in Chapter 2 will provide an in-depth discussion of the 

existing literature focusing on the relationship between high stakes tests, students with 

disabilities, school locations and dropout rates. Chapter 3 will outline the research 

methodology as well as the design used in this study. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

This chapter will provide a historical background on high stakes testing and 

present literature on how Self-Determination Theory and Self-Efficacy Theory are 

associated with high stakes testing and dropout rates for students with and without 

disabilities. The literature will explain the purposes of high stakes testing, proponents and 

unintended consequences of high stakes testing, as well as how motivation, instruction 

and stressors have been linked to high stakes testing. In addition, this chapter will review 

literature on demographic, school, family and motivational predictors influencing dropout 

rates. Also present in this chapter is a historical perspective of special education, an 

outline of special education eligibility, and a synthesis of literature on dropout rates and 

high stakes testing for students with disabilities. This chapter also includes relevant 

literature on school location including challenges and motivation factors related to school 

location. 

High Stakes Testing 

High stakes testing, also referred to as accountability testing, has surfaced as a 

major measure of school reform (Greene, 2005; Wise, 2008). Greene (2005) defines high 

stakes tests as unique assessments that attach consequences, either positive or negative, to 

the results of the examinations in an effort to make states, districts, schools and students 
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accountable for the reported performance. Although high stakes testing is not new 

(Amerin & Berliner, 2002; Linn, 2000), never before has the practice been so widely 

applied. Wineburg (2004) states that educators have been using standardized testing 

instruments to assess student performance in K-12 schools since World War I and the 

creation of the U. S. Army Alpha assessment test. The Army Alpha allowed military 

officials to test recruits for suitable positions. The assessment sorted recruits based on 

intellect, ability and potential. According to Wineburg (2004), educators discovered the 

method of evaluation and adapted the format to meet educational purposes. Politicians 

have attempted to raise the bar towards tougher standards since the publication of A 

Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). According to 

Goertz and Duffy (2003), in the 1990s, all 50 U. S. states embarked on education 

initiatives related to high standards and challenging content. These tougher standards led 

to standards based reform with the development of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

(NCLB, 2005). 

In addition, the passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in 2002 

increased the practice of high stakes testing in America's schools (Nichols, 2007). The 

focus was to establish a common set of academic standards for all students that included 

assessments that measure student performance and increase accountability (Goertz & 

Duffy, 2003). Marchant and Paulson (2005) states that most standardized achievement 

tests are norm-referenced, in that how well an individual does on the test is based on a 

comparison to a large group of test takers. This is in contrast to criterion-referenced tests 

that define how well an individual does on the test based on meeting criteria or mastering 
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standards. Goertz and Duffy (2003) and Smyth (2008) maintain that standardized testing 

has been the main vehicle for measuring student and teacher performance. Reliance on 

test results for a variety of purposes, including determining which students are eligible for 

promotion and for graduation, has been growing in many states. (Amerin & Berliner, 

2002). 

Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a motivation theory that examines the degree 

to which human behaviors are self determined or autonomous (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 

2002). SDT also examines the personal and contextual factors that determine personal 

self-determination (Ntoumanis, Edmunds, & Duda, 2009). 

Additionally, there are three basic psychological needs that support self-

determined motivation: autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1990, 

2000; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Autonomy refers to an individual's need to be able to 

make choices and decisions independently. Competence refers to an individual's need to 

control outcomes and feel effective in bringing about desired outcomes. Relatedness 

refers to an individual's need to feel a sense of belonging to a group. According to Deci 

and Ryan (2000), all three psychological needs must be satisfied by socio-contexual 

factors for self-determined behaviors to be possible. The individual's need for autonomy 

is usually satisfied in contexts in which he or she is able to make his own decisions and is 

not controlled by outside forces (Deci & Ryan, 2002). The individual's need for 

competence is generally satisfied when he or she is in an optimally challenging situation 

that requires and enhances his or skills (Ryan, 1995). To satisfy an individual's need for 



relatedness, he or she must feel accepted in the social group in which he or she interacts 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000). In addition, "people must perceive they are autonomous, competent 

and related and these perceptions are what allow for self-determined actions" (Darner, 

2009, p.45). SDT maintains that students who feel forced by external pressure may go 

through the motions of completing school tasks, and perform adequately for some time; 

however, eventually their lack of value and interest can reduce students' willingness to 

attempt increased challenging courses in high school (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Vallerand, 

Forteir, & Guay, 1997). Over time, low motivation may lead to dropout intentions and 

then to actual school dropout (Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997). 

Ryan and Weinstein (2009) state that the theoretical perspective of self-

determination theory (SDT) can be used to discuss the motivational implications of high 

stakes testing reforms. High stakes testing represents a motivational approach because 

they not only put an emphasis on test scores; they also implement strategies to enhance 

testing outcomes through contingent rewards or sanctions. Within SDT, people are 

viewed as having inherent and deeply involved tendencies to assimilate knowledge and 

develop new skills. Yet SDT argues that these natural tendencies can be either supported 

or undermined by social interests (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Ryan and Weinstein maintain 

that school and classroom strategies, including the use of grades, high stakes tests, 

rewards and external pressures are of particular interest within SDT as they impact 

human potentials to learn and develop. 

Additionally, Ryan and Weinstein state that "the effects of classroom events such 

as high stakes tests on students' motivation are determined by the functional significance 



with respect to autonomy, competence and relatedness" (p.226). Similarly, the meaning 

of policies that reward or punish students or schools also have a functional significance in 

that they shape the type and focus of consequent administrator and student motivation 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Although controlling events may prompt immediate compliance, 

people tend to exert the least effort required to gain rewards or avoid punishments, and a 

side effect is often diminished self-motivation, investment, value and performance 

enhancements (Ryan &Weinstein, 2009). SDT suggests that high stakes tests can 

promote extensive test preparation and narrowing the curriculum because controlling 

rewards generally leads people to become extrinsically focused. Therefore students 

become encouraged to take the shortest route to a specific end (Ryan & Weinstein, 2009). 

According to Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, and Ryan (1991) and Hardre and Reeve (2003), 

self-determination can be promoted by school environments that support students' 

autonomy in learning instead of controlling them, support students' competence or sense 

of capability to do the work, and provide a sense of relatedness or warmth and 

interpersonal support. 

Self-Efficacy Theory 

Self-efficacy refers to the beliefs in one's capabilities to carry out the courses of 

action needed for desired goals. Individuals demonstrate a degree of control over 

activities they choose to pursue, the persistence they display in the pursuit of goals, and 

their reactions to challenges and failures as they enact their self-efficacy beliefs 

(Bandura, 1997). In academic settings, students' confidence to manage their learning 

environment has been identified as a key factor that influences academic success 



(Zimmerman, 2000; Pajares & Valiante, 2002). According to Zimmerman, successful 

students regulate their learning by setting goals, retaining focus on difficult tasks, 

organizing their workspace, and engaging in effective learning strategies. 

Students who have performed well on academic tasks such as high stakes tests in 

the past are more likely to believe they are capable of further academic success. On the 

other hand, students who have experience past academic failures may doubt their 

capabilities (Schunk, 1989). Research examining the academic motivation of students 

with disabilities are limited; however, studies of meta-cognitive functioning found that 

students that students with disabilities reported having lower academic and self-efficacy 

beliefs (Lackaye & Margalit, 2006; Patrick, Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007; Pietsch, Walker, & 

Chapman, 2003). 

Purposes of High Stakes Testing 

According to the National Research Council (2001), there are five principal 

purposes for high stakes tests: (a) accountability, which involves providing evidence of 

the performance of teachers, administrators, schools, districts, or states toward meeting 

established standards; (b) decisions about students, which includes providing data that is 

used in making important decisions about individual students, such as placement in 

academic programs, grade promotion, or graduation; (c) program evaluation, which 

involves providing evidence of the outcome of a particular educational program in terms 

of student performance; (d) tracking or long term trends, which is providing evidence of 

changes in the performance of groups of students, such as those enrolled in a particular 

grade, school or school district, or those belonging to population subgroups, and (e) 



diagnosis, which includes providing information about students' strengths and 

weaknesses with regard to specific material or skills, for use in improving teaching and 

learning. In addition, according to the American Educational Research Association 

(AERA; 2005) and the American Psychological Association (APA; 2005), high stakes 

tests may be closely aligned to the skills and curriculum that students are required to 

cover and may be administered to students who have had adequate opportunity to learn 

the required material. They may be valid and reliable for the purposes for which they are 

being used, and they may successfully distinguish between students who have made an 

earnest effort to learn and those who have not. 

States all over the nation are using the results of these tests to determine student 

promotion and placement, district funding, and graduation opportunity (NRC, 2001). 

Additionally, McLaughlin et al. (2005) state that the results of these high stakes tests are 

reported to the public and used by states to determine whether their school systems are 

making adequate yearly progress (AYP). Title I of the Improving America's School Act 

(IASA) of 1994 required states to develop high quality assessments aligned with state 

standards in reading and mathematics in one grade per elementary, middle, and high 

school. Additionally, amendments to Title I in the NCLB Act of 2001 expand state 

testing requirements to include every child in grades 3 through 8 in reading and 

mathematics by the 2005-2006 school year, and in science by 2007-2008 (Goertz & 

Duffy, 2003). These assessments must be aligned with each state's standards and allow 

student achievement to be comparable from year to year. The results of the tests are the 

primary measure of student progress toward the achievement of state standards (Zucker, 



2003). Sanders (2002) states that school systems are held accountable if all subgroups of 

students do not obtain proficiency in subject areas. For example, students attending Title 

I schools that fail to make adequate yearly progress are given the option of transferring to 

other public schools or receiving supplemental educational services outside of the school. 

In addition, Sanders maintains that Title I schools that fail to improve over time can be 

restructured, converted into charter schools, or taken over by their district or state. 

The IASA also called for states to establish at least three levels of student 

performance: advanced, proficient and below proficient on state assessments to show 

how well students were mastering material outlined in state content standards (Goertz, 

2001). The terminology changed from below proficient to basic in the NCLB Act; 

however the three levels of achievement are still required. In addition, states were also 

required to develop school performance goals as well as determine how annual progress 

towards these goals would be measured. State targets varied along three dimensions: (a) 

the expected level of student performance; (b) the percentage of students that schools had 

to get to these standards; and (c) the length of time schools were given to meet these 

goals (Massell & Goertz, 2002). States with performance based accountability systems 

measured school progress based on achieving a performance threshold to make 

satisfactory progress; meeting an annual growth target based on each school's past 

performance; and reducing the number or percentage of students scoring in the lowest 

performance levels (Geortz & Duffy, 2003). 

Under the NCLB Act, schools are mandated to show incremental and linear 

progress toward the attainment of academic proficiency. Additionally, states are required 
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to develop separate progress goals for subgroups of students, including economically 

disadvantaged students, students from major ethnic and racial groups, students with 

disabilities, and limited English proficiency students, as well as all public school students 

(Sanders, 2002). More and more states have developed high stakes accountability 

systems for students. In 2008, high school students in 28 states were required to pass state 

administered tests to graduate high school. This was an increase of ten states since 1996-

1997 (Geortz & Duffy, 2003). Most state high schools assess students' general 

knowledge of English/language arts and mathematics, as well as science and social 

studies. According to (Sanders, 2002), most of the graduation tests implemented in the 

1980s and 1990s focused on basic skills, however, many of these states have revised 

their high school assessments so that they measure more rigorous content. 

High School Graduation Exams and Student Achievement 

Little research exists on the association between the use of high school graduation 

exams and student achievement, but the available evidence suggests that such tests might 

undermine student success. Researchers have investigated the impact of high school 

graduation exams on student achievement. Jacob (2001) investigated twelfth grade 

achievement in reading and mathematics as reported on the National Educational 

Longitudinal Survey (NELS) in states with and without high school graduation exams. 

After accounting for prior achievement and other background characteristics such as 

socio-economic status and ethnicity, Jacob found that performance on high school 

graduation exams was not related to student achievement. The only exception was with 

lower achieving students in reading, where there emerged a slightly positive effect 



associated with high school graduation exam scores. Jacob also found that states with 

high school graduation exams had more dropouts than those without high school 

graduation exams. 

Similar findings were observed by Marchant and Paulson (2005), who looked at 

the effect of high school graduation exams on state level graduation rates, aggregated 

SAT scores, and individual student SAT scores. By comparing graduation rates and SAT 

scores in states with graduation exams against states without graduation exams, they 

found that states with graduation exams had lower graduation rates and lower aggregate 

SAT scores. They also found that the requirement of a high school graduation exam has a 

negative relationship with individual student SAT performance. These findings suggest 

that high school graduation exams may have little or no relevance to student 

achievement. Moreover, contrary to the notion that high school graduation exams might 

improve student outcomes, a possibility exist that use of high school graduation exams 

might actually increase dropout rates 

Proponents of High Stakes Testing 

One of the main purposes of NCLB was to increase accountability related to 

student achievement by mandating states to implement statewide assessments (U. S. 

DOE, 2003). The high stakes testing programs that are being implemented around the 

country are intended to increase learning and encourage educators to offer and students to 

take more challenging work (Greene, 2005). A study conducted in Chicago discovered 

that for low achieving sixth and eighth grade students who were placed in a high stakes 

testing environment, 102 of the students showed increased work efforts which led to 



higher gains in learning. Additionally, results from a study conducted by Tuckman (2000) 

showed that frequent testing was more effective than frequent homework for improving 

the retention of information, particularly for lower performing students. Some teachers 

have suggested that such accountability was needed. For example, Reese, Gordon and 

Price (2004) conducted a study on teachers' perceptions of standardized testing. They 

found that 90% of the teachers interviewed reported that teachers should be held 

accountable for their teaching. 

Warren and Grodsky (2009), supporters of high stakes tests, claim that these tests 

assess basic skills, typically at the 8th grade level, which should be present in all students 

by the end of 12th grade and should not present a barrier to graduation. Additionally, 

Warren and Grodsky maintained that too many students are graduating without basic 

literacy and numeracy skills. They state that high stakes testing policies have increased 

pressure on students, parents, teachers, and school systems to boost academic 

achievement and to better prepare students for college and the global economy. The 

desired outcome is that fewer students will drop out, because their academic needs will 

be better addressed and because they will be motivated to work harder (Heubert & 

Hauser, 1999). Greene and Winters (2005) maintained that evidence showing 

improvement in test scores proved that high stakes testing is a useful practice. In addition, 

Stecher (2002) suggest that high stakes tests provide students with information about 

their own knowledge and skills, motivates students to work harder in school, sends clear 

signals to students about what they need to study, and helps students align personal 

efforts with rewards. 
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Unintended Consequences of High Stakes Testing 

Many educators and researchers believe that using high stakes test scores to hold 

students, teachers, and school accountable is improper and unfair (Abrams, Pedulla, & 

Madaus, 2003; Haney, 2002; Popham, 2000). Jones and Egley (2004), state that some 

educators claim that it is unfair to compare students on a one time standardized test 

because children develop at different rates and come from different backgrounds. They 

also claim that many factors related to student achievement are out of students' control, 

such as parental involvement and socioeconomic status. Therefore, teachers report that it 

is particularly unfair to compare schools that serve different populations (Jones & Egley, 

2004). Empirical research appears to support these claims. Reeves (2000) found that 30-

40% of the variation in test scores between districts in Kentucky could be attributed to 

contextual effects that were not under the direct control of teachers and administrators. 

Similarly, Wilkins (2000) found that almost 50% of the variance in test passing rates in 

Virginia was determined by factors unrelated to schooling such as household income and 

parental education. Thurlow and Johnson (2000) reported that high stakes tests have 

major consequences for all students, in some cases serving as the final determinant of 

whether they receive a regular high school diploma. Greifner (2006) reported that a study 

by the Education Policy Research Institute at Arizona State indicated that schools using 

rewards and punishments based on results on high stakes tests may have the unintended 

consequence of narrowing the curriculum. In addition, Shepard (2001) suggests that high 

stakes testing leads to a reduction in the quality of instruction by narrowing the 

curriculum to only those topics being tested. 



Several professional organizations, such as the National Association of School 

Psychologists (NASP), the APA, and the AERA also support the position that a single 

test score should not be used to make high stakes decisions for students. For example, 

NASP stated that they "strongly oppose the use of large-scale testing as the sole 

determinant for making critical, high stakes decisions about individual students and 

educational systems, including access to educational opportunity, retention or promotion, 

graduation or receipt of a diploma" (NASP, 2003, para. 2). AERA made a similar 

statement, "Decisions that affect individual students' life chances or educational 

opportunities should not be made on the basis of test scores alone" (AERA, 2004, para. 

6). Additionally, Reardon and Galindo (2002) argued that high stakes tests lead to a low 

level basic skill curriculum and increased dropout rates by discouraging students who fail 

the tests from continuing in school. For low achieving students, particularly those in 

schools with inadequate resources and learning opportunities, researchers argue, that high 

stakes tests create more incentives to dropout than to improve achievement. For instance, 

Jacob (2001) maintained that high stakes tests suggest that low achieving students will be 

differentially affected by requirements to pass, whereas prior to these requirements, these 

students could receive a standard diploma if they attended school regularly and passed 

required courses. 

Motivation and High Stakes Testing 

McDonnell (2005), Orfield and Korhaber (2001) and Raymond and Hanushek 

(2003), maintain that the theory of action undergirding the practice of high stakes testing 

is that when faced with large incentives and threats of punishment, teachers will work 
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harder and be more effective, students will be more motivated, and parents will become 

more involved than without incentives and threats of punishment. More specifically, 

Amrein and Berliner (2005) state that it is commonly held that high stakes testing will be 

more effective because teachers need to be held accountable through high stakes tests to 

motivate them to teach better; students work harder and learn more when they have to 

take high stakes tests. According to this perspective, scoring well on these tests will lead 

to feelings of success, while doing poorly on such tests will lead to increased efforts to 

learn. As such, high stakes tests are viewed as good measures of an individual's 

performance and teachers will use test results to improve instruction for individual 

students (Amrein & Berliner, 2005). Additionally, the pressure of doing well on a high 

stakes test, it is argued, will spur everyone into action, thus improving American public 

schools significantly (Haertel & Herman, 2005; Peterson & West, 2003, Phelps, 2005). 

Jones (2007) states that high stakes tests are inherently extrinsic motivators 

because they focus students on the end result, passing the test. The main reward for 

passing a high stakes tests is that the student will be allowed to pass to the next grade 

level or that a school will be rated highly which may result in public praise and monetary 

rewards for the school (George, 2001). According to Triplett et al. (2003), rewards make 

it clear to students that an important aim of schooling is to do well on high stakes tests, 

thus promoting extrinsic motivation. 

Studies have assessed the impact of testing on student motivation. One of the 

studies was conducted by DeBard and Kubow (2002). They asked students about their 

motivation and found that 83% of elementary and 45% of secondary students in an Ohio 
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school district agreed that testing had motivated them to study. On the other hand, Deci 

(1971) and Lepper, Greene and Nisbett (1973) suggests that extrinsic rewards decrease 

intrinsic motivation in the long term when they are perceived as controlling. The 

unintended outcome, therefore, is that students might enjoy school subjects less even 

though they appear to be motivated in the short term by extrinsic rewards (Deci, 1971; 

Lepper et al., 1973). Kellaghan, Madaus and Raczek (1996) warned that high stakes 

testing could undermine students' intrinsic motivation. Additionally, Jones et al. (1999) 

Rapp (2002), and Yarbrough (1999) asked teachers about how testing affected students 

love of learning, which is one measure of students' intrinsic motivation. They found that 

most teachers find testing to have a negative effect on students' love of learning or no 

effect on it at all. 

High Stakes Testing and Instruction 

DeBard and Kubow (2002) conducted a study on the effects of high stakes testing 

on curriculum alignment in one Ohio school district. They found that high stakes testing 

helped the school system align the curriculum between grade levels, helped educators 

identify curricular weaknesses, and made educators more conscious of educational 

outcomes. Similarly, Jones and Egley (2004) interviewed teachers in Florida and found 

that some teachers were pleased that the testing had standardized the curriculum across 

the state and had given teachers a standard way in which to teach. 

Smyth (2008) states that high stakes testing is forcing instruction to change from 

exploratory, lifelong learning to teaching to the test through skill and drill. According to 

Darling-Hammond (2004), teaching to the test eliminates the opportunity for teachers to 
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teach students higher order thinking skills. Teaching to the test reduces teacher creativity, 

innovative instruction, the use of varied teaching strategies for diverse students, and 

teacher and student motivation. Additionally, negative side effects of standardized testing 

are associated with teacher decision making and instruction. For example, Flores and 

Clark (2003) argue that when teacher's decision making power is limited, their ability to 

be innovative in meeting student needs is also limited. Gilman and Reynolds (1991) 

reported on side effects associated with Indiana's statewide testing, including indirect 

control of local curriculum and instruction, cheating by administrations and teachers, 

unhealthy competition between schools, negative effects on school-community relations, 

and loss of school time. 

Stress and High Stakes Testing 

There is evidence to suggest that testing has created a stressful environment for 

students. Both teachers and students have reported negative effects on students related to 

testing such as worry, anxiety (Triplett et al., 2003), nervousness, sweat, tears, stomach 

aches (Jones et al., 1999), irritability, vomiting, headaches (DeBard & Kubow, 2002), 

and loss of sleep (Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001). Additionally, concerns about 

academics, such as tests, grades, and homework are some of the most prominent stressors 

among high school students (Anderson, Jimerson, & Whipple, 2005). Wheelock, Bebell, 

and Haney (2000) analyzed elementary and secondary students' drawings created shortly 

after their high stakes testing in Massachusetts. They found that approximately 60% 

produced pictures that reflected anxiety, anger, pessimism, boredom, or loss of 

motivation as a result of their participation in the high stakes testing. 



Students who fail high stakes tests constitute an especially vulnerable group. For 

example, Cornell, Krosnick, and Chang (2006) examined the emotional reactions of more 

than 900 Minnesota students who were erroneously told that they had failed a high stakes 

mathematics tests. Over 80% of the students reported adverse emotional consequences 

that included feelings of worry, depression and embarrassment. Additionally, a survey 

conducted by Jones and Egley (2004) indicated that teachers were concerned about stress 

placed on them as well as their students as a result of high stakes testing. 

Dropout Rates 

Dropout students are defined as students leaving school for the first time prior to 

receiving high school certification (Entwisle, Alexander, Olson, 2004). These students 

typically do not return to the normal high school environment. The national dropout 

average stands at 9.0% (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). However, there have been 

studies that suggest that this average may be grossly underestimated due to some states 

not reporting students that receive their GED, become incarcerated, or if they have 

transient living conditions (Martin et al., 2002). Standard (2003) argues that the nation's 

high school dropout rate may be as high as 30% higher than government estimates. 

Dropout Effects 

The effects of dropout rates can be severe. Students who drop out are more likely 

than high school graduates to experience health problems, engage in criminal activities, 

and become dependent on welfare and other government programs (Guagliardo, Huang, 

Hicks, & D'Angelo, 1998; Rumberger, 1995). Even though the number of students who 

drop out is slightly declining, the numbers are still alarming. For instance, the dropout 



rate for 16 through 24 year olds decreased from 10.9 percent in 2000 to 8.7 percent 2007 

(NCES, 2008). About 3.5 million youths were classified as dropouts in 2006, which was 

approximately 3.8%of the total population of 16- through 24-year olds in the United 

States (NCES, 2007). Shriberg and Shriberg (2006) and Stanard (2003) reported that 

students who drop out of high school have fewer options for employment than those who 

do not drop out, and if employed, usually end up working in low skilled, low paying 

positions with fewer possibilities for advancement. The Census Bureau estimates have 

placed the average income of a dropout in 2006 at $21,000, compared to $31,400 for a 

high school graduate (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). Additionally, the Census Bureau 

(2010) shows that in 2009, the unemployment rate was 15.4% for high school students 

who drop out and 9.4% for high school graduates. De Sousa and Gebremadhin (2004) 

state that high school dropout rates are closely related to the lack of job opportunities and 

constitute a threat to future economic development. 

Dropout rates not only have an effect on education, but it can also have a negative 

effect on the economy. Research has concluded that as dropout rates increase, 

unemployment rates increase (Alspaugh, 1998). The consequences of students' dropping 

out of school are costly to both the individual and society; for example, students who 

drop out have fewer options for employment and are usually employed in low skilled, 

low-paying positions (Martinet al., 2002). These young adults are now in competition 

with adults who have already received their high school diploma for the same 

employment opportunities. Policy makers and administrators look for ways to help 
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prevent dropout rates from increasing because they realize that higher dropout rates 

weaken the economy (De Sousa & Gebremadhin, 2004). 

Additionally, high school dropouts are also more likely to receive public 

assistance than high school graduates who do not go on to college (NCES, 2004). This 

increased reliance on public assistance is likely due, at least in part, to the fact that young 

adults who drop out of school are more likely to have children at younger ages and more 

likely to be single parents than high school graduates (NCES, 2004). A high school 

dropout is often a future welfare recipient. Dropouts comprise nearly half of the heads of 

households on welfare (Hale, 1998). 

The frustrations and stresses linked to dropping out have social implications as 

well. Dropouts make up a disproportionate percentage of the nation's prison and death 

row inmates (NCES, 2004). Dropout rates have repeatedly been associated to increased 

criminal activity (Alspaugh, 1998). The average annual cost of maintaining a prisoner is 

at least three times higher than the annual dollars expended to educate a school-age child 

(Hale, 1998). 

Types of Dropout Rates 

Accurately determining dropout rates across states and school districts has been 

complicated due to differences in data collection policies and practices because of the 

lack of a national standardized operational definition of dropout (Christie et al., 2007). 

There are two major types of dropout rates: event dropout rates and status dropout rates. 

The event rate measures only the proportion of students who drop out in a single year 
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without completing high school and are useful for studying the possible effects of 

particular variables on the tendency to drop out (NCES, 2001). 

Status dropout rate is another method used to measure dropout. Status dropout 

rates measure the percentage of individuals who are not enrolled in high school and who 

lack a high school diploma, regardless of when they dropped out (NCES, 2001). Unlike 

event dropout rates, status dropout rates take in consideration all dropouts at a given time 

irrespective of when they dropped out. The status rate measures the proportion of 

students who have not completed high school and are not enrolled at a single point in 

time and are used to study more general questions of educational attainment, such as 

showing how many Americans lack a basic high school education (NCES, 2001). 

Factors Influencing Dropout Rates 

Researchers have discovered several predictors that influence dropout rates. 

Jimerson, Egeland, Stroufe and Carlson (2000) studied school factors such as problem 

behavior, academic failure, and negative attitudes toward school. They discovered that 

these factors had predictive power in regards to students dropping out of school. 

Additionally, researchers found that dropping out of school is not an impulsive action, 

but rather a cumulative process. Unsuccessful school experiences, such as academic 

failure, grade retention, absenteeism, behavior and discipline problems, and transfers 

from one school to another build on one another and can eventually alienate the student 

from school (Davalos, Chavez, & Guardiola, 1999; Ekstrom et al., 1986; Jimersom et al., 

2000). 



Alexander, Entwisle, and Kabbani (2001) collected data on students in 20 

Baltimore schools from 1982 to 1994 in an effort to determine if relationships exist 

between socio-demographic risks and resources, school risks and resources, and dropout 

rates. The school variables included test scores, grade retention, special education 

services, and engagement behaviors. Alexander et al. found that grade retention showed a 

strong relationship to dropout, particularly when it occurred at the middle school level. 

Furthermore, they concluded that dropping out of high school culminates a long term 

process of disengagement from school. 

Lee and Burkam (2003) explored how high schools, through their structures and 

organization, may influence students' decisions to stay in school or drop out. They 

applied multilevel methods to explore schools' influence on dropping out, taking into 

account students' academic and social backgrounds. Their findings centered on schools' 

curriculum, size, and social relations. Students were less likely to drop out in schools that 

offered mainly academic courses and few nonacademic courses. Similarly, students in 

schools enrolling fewer than 1,500 students were more likely to stay in school than those 

in larger schools. Lee and Burkam also discovered that students were less likely to drop 

out of high schools where relationships between teachers and students were positive. 

Croninger and Lee (2001) and Farmer et al. (2003) discovered that the lack of 

motivation is a psychological factor predictive of dropout. For example, Croninger and 

Lee found that students who are less motivated to schoolwork are more likely to 

eventually drop out of school than students who are more motivated. Farmer et al. also 
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found that students who experienced disengagement in school were more likely to drop 

out of school. 

Similarly, Jones (2007), discovered that one of the most serious outcomes of these 

negative effects on student motivation is that students may drop out of school altogether. 

Although students drop out for various reasons, high school graduation exams appear to 

increase the number of student retentions, which has increased the dropout rate (Amrein 

& Berliner, 2003; Haney, 2000; Jacob, 2001). 

Amrein and Berliner (2003) and McNeil (2000) found that testing has increased 

retention rates by requiring students to pass tests to be promoted to the next grade and be 

pressuring some teachers to retain students who they doubt will pass the tests in the 

following year without being retained. In addition, Goldschmidt and Wang (1999) state 

that retaining more students has likely increased dropout rates due to the fact that students 

who are retained are significantly more likely to drop out. 

Rumberger (1987) identified three main categories of primary reasons high school 

students drop out of school: 1) school related issues such as poor performance, disliking 

school, expulsion or suspension, and feeling that school was too dangerous; 2) economic 

reasons, including a desire to work, financial difficulties, and home responsibilities; and 

3) personal reasons such as pregnancy and marriage. He discovered that males, especially 

non-minority males, were more likely to cite a desire to obtain employment and a dislike 

for school than their minority peers, and that minority females were more likely to cite 

pregnancy and marriage than their non-minority peers. 
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Kaplan, Peck, and Kaplan (1997) also conducted a longitudinal analysis of the 

high school dropout problem, providing some explanation for the observed relationship 

between academic failure and dropout behavior. Kaplan et al. found that negative 

experiences do have a significant impact on students' self esteem and feelings of being 

accepted in school. Students who had negative experiences with teachers and peers 

admitted devaluing the importance of grades, feeling rejected by teachers and other peers, 

and having negative school experiences. These feelings were displayed through negative 

school attitudes and deviant behaviors with and without peer influences, which ultimately 

resulted in students dropping out of school. 

Effects of High Stakes Testing on Dropout Rates 

Determining the impact that high stakes testing policies may have on dropout 

rates is complicated. Jerald (2006) states that various influences on factors ranging from 

academic failures to changes in graduation requirements to differences in perception 

make it difficult to pinpoint a single influence as the root cause of a student's decision to 

leave school before graduating. For example, Catterall (1989) conducted a national study 

of standards and school dropouts that was specifically aimed at investigating the 

likelihood of dropping out of school as a result of failing to pass high stakes tests. 

Rationale for the study stemmed from the extremely high first time failure rate, especially 

for ethnic minority students and those with limited English proficiency. Catterall 

surveyed students and teachers on the impact of high stakes tests on their school and 

teaching experiences, including the likelihood that a student would drop out if he or she 

failed the required exit exam at any point in their school careers. Results from teachers 



surveyed revealed that factors other than the exit exam, such as family background and 

social support, contributed to dropout decisions. However, student results suggested a 

different outcome. Over 50% of the participants agreed with the statement that tests 

required for graduation may discourage some students from staying in school. Students 

with lower levels of achievement and those in the general education track were most in 

agreement, with over 60% of these students agreeing with the statement. Additionally, 

when the students were asked directly if they knew of someone who failed graduation test 

and later left school because of it, 14% of the sample responded yes. These responses 

were directly proportionate to the achievement levels of students in that low achievers 

were twice as likely to report knowing someone affected by failing an exit exam than 

high achievers. These findings support the idea that, although dropping out of school 

appears to be multiply determined, failing high stakes tests may be a key contributing 

factor. 

Other research also provides evidence of the central role that academic failure 

may play in drop out decisions. Silver and associates (2008) discovered various middle 

and high school related factors that may have served as predictive characteristics to 

dropping out of school. According to Silver et al., academic issues or experiences were 

six times more likely to predict graduation rates than demographics or familial 

characteristics, such as gender, socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, and language. 

Evidence demonstrated that students who failed one or more courses reduced the 

probability that they would graduate at a rate of approximately 10% per successive 

failure (Silver et al., 2008). 



Clark, Haney, and Madaus (2000) attempted to identify the effects of high stakes 

testing in relation to dropout and retention rates, comparing states with minimum 

competency testing to those utilizing high stakes testing. Their findings indicated that 

schools in which students dropped out in earlier grades were in states where high stakes 

testing programs were in place. These states also had large populations of students with 

low socioeconomic statuses. According to Clark et al., consideration should be given to 

the fact that higher dropout rates may be symptoms of other problems in the school, such 

as low student motivation or lack of support programs for students in danger of dropping 

out. 

Researchers have also noted that school factors are predictors of whether students 

stay in school or drop out. Griffin and Heidorn (1996) examined the relationship between 

minimum competency test (MCT) performance and dropping out of high school. They 

hypothesized that failing a MCT could contribute to high school students' decisions to 

drop out of school. Results from the Griffin and Heidorn study indicated that failing a 

high stakes graduation test increased the probability of dropping out for students with 

high grade point averages (GPAs). They found no effect on dropping out for students 

with lower GPAs. Their data included information on whether students failed the test, so 

they were able to test for a dropout effect associated with failing the test, not simply with 

taking it. Conclusions reached by Griffin and Heidorn did not support MCT critics' 

assertions that exit exams were more detrimental to the lowest achieving students, 

although the result that students with higher grade point averages were more likely to 

drop out if they failed the MCT was surprising. In addition, the results indicated that 



there was a relationship between MCT performances and dropping out of school; 

however, the relationship was only supported with students who were perceived to be 

least likely to be affected by test performance. 

Other studies provide additional evidence related to this issue. Snyder (2004) 

developed a predictive model utilizing logistic regression for identifying students at risk 

for dropping out using secondary data analysis on a large suburban school district in 

Virginia. The purpose was investigating the impact of end of course scores on dropout 

behavior. Snyder's study found that the number of times a student failed a high stakes 

test, in addition to their overall academic failure, contributed more heavily to the risk of 

dropping out than did the student's gender, ethnicity, disability, or previous retention 

rates. Additional identified factors included minority status, disability status, low GPA, 

and low pass rates on the end of course tests. Over age for grade was another significant 

predictive factor identified for students dropping out. Snyder further concluded that 

students who continued to attempt to pass end of course tests were more likely to remain 

in school. 

Investigations into the effects of implementation of high stakes testing policies 

across states have received contradictory results. For instance, Amrein and Berliner 

triggered a debate regarding the impact of high stakes testing policy. Amrein and Berliner 

(2002) attempted to estimate the impact of the implementation of the No Child Left 

Behind Act of 2001 on dropout rates due to high stakes testing using trend analysis of 18 

states with severe consequences attached to their high stakes tests and found that in the 

majority of states, no evidence of increased learning was found regardless of improved 
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test scores. In addition, many of the states had increased dropout rates as a result of 

requiring passing scores on state exit exams to graduate. 

Amrein and Berliner (2002) noted several commonalities among states that use 

high stakes testing as a graduation requirement. High school exit exams are more 

common in (a) states that spend less money per pupil than the national average; (b) states 

that have more centralized governments; (c) states with larger populations and states with 

the highest population growth compared to the nation; and (d) states in the South and 

Southwest regions of the U.S. In addition, states that have higher percentages of minority 

students than the national average are more likely to have policies regarding high stakes 

testing, regardless of whether these tests are used as a graduation requirement or not. 

These states led the nation in school closures, school interventions, state takeovers and 

teacher/administrator dismissals as a result of low test scores. Additionally, these states 

showed the greatest percentages of students failing to graduate as a result of taking and 

failing required exit exams. 

Key findings of Amrein and Berliner's (2002) study demonstrated that even 

though states may show increases in their own high stakes test scores, actual learning is 

not a typical outcome. Furthermore, this study provided evidence that unintended 

consequences of testing had a direct impact on minority students, increased pressure to 

perform on tests contributes to dropout and retention rates, and NAEP test results in 

grades four and eight did not improve as a result of testing pressure. 

Rosenshine (2003) reanalyzed the same data set utilized by Amrein and Berliner 

using a different design and found that the overall average NAEP scores of states with 
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high stakes testing rose more rapidly than the average scores in states without any 

programs. However, when Rosenshine looked at trends at the individual state level, there 

was no consistent effect detected. Rosenshine concluded that although attaching 

accountability to statewide assessments worked well in some high stakes states it was not 

an effective policy in all states. 

Braun (2004) also critiqued Amrein and Berliner (2002) on methodological 

grounds. Braun's analyzed fourth and eighth grade math achievement from 1992 to 2000 

and found that when standard error estimates are included in the analyses, NAEP gains 

were greater in states with high stakes testing for eighth grade math than in those without 

high stakes testing, in spite of exclusion rate differences. However, the impact of high 

stakes testing is much lower when it comes to fourth grade math achievement. 

Students with Disabilities 

No Child Left Behind mandates state to create annual achievement objectives for 

disabled students. The adequate yearly progress (AYP) provisions of NCLB require that 

objectives create yearly performance goals for all students, including students with 

disabilities. Every student is expected to be proficient in reading and mathematics by the 

end of the 2013-2014 school year. NCLB requires that ninety percent of all disabled 

students meet the same proficiency targets as those created for their non-disabled peers. 

Opponents of NCLB believe that while this goal is commendable, it is unrealistic to hold 

schools and school districts accountable for ninety percent of students with disabilities 

reaching proficiency targets according to grade level standards (National Conference of 

State Legislatures, 2005). 
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Special Education Legislation 

Federal legislation has helped develop the educational futures of disabled students 

in the United States. These regulations are intended to explain the programs that are 

mandatory for children and youth with disabilities in order for states to receive federal 

funds (National Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities, 1996). 

Federal support for the education of children with disabilities began with the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), P.L. 89-10. The purpose of this law was 

to provide opportunities that were equal for all children and to reinforce and improve the 

educational quality of schools in the United States (Nagle, Yunker, & Malgren, 2006). 

P.L. 89-10 was revised with the Elementary and Secondary Education Acts Amendments 

of 1965, P.L. 89-313. This law mandated the first federal grant program specifically 

targeted at children with disabilities. The Amendments sanctioned grants to state agencies 

in order to educate children with disabilities in schools and institutions that were operated 

or supported by the state (The National Information Center for Children and Youth with 

Disabilities, 1996). 

The first federal grant program functioning at the school level rather than the state 

operated schools and institutions was recognized with the approval of P.L. 89-750, the 

Elementary and Secondary Act Amendments of 1966, also known as Title VI. In 

addition, P.L. 89-750, created a department in which all programs from the Office of 

Education would be managed for disabled children and youth. This department, known as 

the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped (BEH), was charged with assisting states in 

implementing and monitoring programs. In addition, BEH provided for demonstration 



programs, assessed federally funded programs, provided monetary support for training 

special educators, and supported research and development as related to educational 

media (The National Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities, 1996). 

P.L. 89-750 also approved the National Advisory Council, which is known today as the 

National Council on Disability (NCD). The purpose of the agency is to "promote 

policies, programs, practices, and procedures that guarantee equal opportunity for all 

people with disabilities, regardless of the nature or severity of the disability" (National 

Council on Disability, n.d.). The NCD also strives to allow disabled individuals to 

achieve economic independence, self-sufficient living, and inclusion in society. 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act Amendments of 1968, P.L. 90-

247, became the final federal special education legislation of the 1960s. This law created 

a group of programs that assisted and supported improvement in special education 

services. These discretionary programs included funding for regional resource centers, 

instructional media programs, sustained special education research, and services and 

centers for children who were visually and/or hearing impaired. Funds were also used to 

establish a center to aid in improving the recruitment of educational personnel and to 

distribute information related to opportunities for education of disabled children 

(National Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities, 1996). 

During the1970s, public schools began educating students with disabilities. 

Although legislation and programs existed for the purpose of assisting students with 

disabilities, there was nothing in place to mandate equitable treatment for disabled 

children and youth in the educational realm (Faircloth, 2004). The Education 



Amendments of 1974 (P.L. 93-380) were passed and created laws crucial to special 

education. The Amendments of 1974 outlined several revisions to existing federal 

education programs established by the Elementary and Second Education Act (ESEA). 

One of the most vital amendments was to Title VI of the ESEA, also known as the 

Education of the Handicapped Act Amendments of 1974. This law required that each 

states create a plan that outlined movement toward achieving full educational 

opportunities for all children with disabilities (The National Information Center for 

Children and Youth with Disabilities, 1996). The Act provided guidelines to be utilized 

in the identification, evaluation, and placement of disabled children. The Act also 

required students with disabilities to be integrated into regular education classrooms 

when possible and required guarantees that assessment and evaluation materials would be 

chosen and administered on a non-biased basis. Public Law 93-330 was significant for 

the attention it brought to educating disabled children through a major federal program to 

the states (The National Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities, 

1996). 

In 1975, the Education of the Handicapped Act was amended and became known 

as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA). The law, also known as 

Public Law 94-142, set out to protect the rights of disabled individuals. The objective of 

this act was to provide "a free appropriate public education in the least restrictive 

environment for students with disabilities" (Ballard, Ramirez & Zantal-Weiner, 1987, p. 

96). Standards were created to establish effective programs and services for early 

intervention, special education and opportunities to learn. Prior to Public Law 94-142, 
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many states had laws excluding students who were visually and hearing impaired as well 

as emotionally and mentally disabled (Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative 

Services, 1988). 

The Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (2005) maintains that 

the Education for All Handicapped Children Act has gone through various amendments 

since 1975. Amendments were made to the law between 1975 and 1997 to achieve the 

national goal of improved access. For example, Public Law 94-142 mandated programs 

for children ages 3 through 21. The 1983 amendments (Public Law 99-457) expanded the 

mandate and required states to provide programs and services from birth (Boyle & 

Weishaar, 2001). The 1990 amendments changed the name of the law to the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). New programs were created, including research 

and awareness for attention deficit disorder, as well as programs for improving services 

for emotionally disabled children. Assistive technology services and transition services 

were added as new definitions to IDEA for special education services and were required 

in the individualized education plan (IEP). A change in language occurred to refer to a 

student as having a disability rather than a handicap. Additionally, traumatic brain injury 

and autism were included as categories of disabilities, and rehabilitative counseling and 

social work were presented as related services. Transition plans were required for 

students with disabilities who were age 16 and older (Office of Special Education and 

Rehabilitative Services, 2005). 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was reauthorized by 

Congress in 1997. The amended law "required that children with disabilities be included 
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in general and district-wide assessment programs, with appropriate accommodations and 

modifications provided as needed" (Faircloth, 2004, p.34). The IDEA Amendments of 

1997 (Public Law 105-17) required measurable annual goals and benchmarks or 

objectives in the individualized education plan (IEP) of a disabled student. A general 

education teacher was considered a compulsory part of the IEP team, with all states 

mandated to extend mediation when disputes occur between parents and school districts. 

Schrag (2003) states that school district group assessments of achievement were required 

to include students with disabilities, and the EEP team was held accountable for making 

decisions based on the individual special needs of each student. Additionally, discipline 

procedures were added to protect the rights of disabled students (Boyle & Weishaar, 

2001). 

The No Child Left Behind Act was signed into law in 2002. This federal law 

significantly revised the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. The No Child 

Left Behind Act (NCLB) was created on the foundation of the ESEA of 1965, but the law 

also includes four additional rules to ensure every child, particularly those most at risk, 

receives a quality education (Schrag, 2003). The common themes of NCLB are the use of 

scientifically based research for the purpose of selecting instructional strategies and 

methods, requiring more parental opportunities for involvement and choice, flexibility in 

using state and local educational funds, and accountability for educational outcomes 

(Simpson, LaCava, & Graner, 2004). In addition, the No Child Left Behind Act increased 

the federal role in public education and impacts all students in general education 

programs, as well as students with disabilities who attend special education programs for 



any part of their instruction. The law requires schools to increase student achievement so 

that all public school students are proficient in reading and mathematics by the end of the 

2013-2014 school year (Yell, Katsiyannas, & Shiner, 2006). Congress has amended and 

added to the original law since its initiation to increase standards, establish accountability 

within the law, and provide schools and districts with flexibility regarding the use of 

federal education funds so disadvantaged children can continue to be helped (National 

Education Association, 2004). 

In 2003, the U.S. House of Representatives approved the Education Results for 

Children with Disabilities Act. The legislation shifted its concern from compliance with 

complex rules to creating the academic outcomes that students with disabilities deserve 

(Committee on Education and the Workforce, 2003). Additionally, the law provides 

flexibility for school districts in implementing early intervention techniques and aligns 

IDEA with No Child Left Behind (Committee on Education and the Workforce, 2003). 

The goal of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 

was to "improve educational results for children with disabilities by providing a 

performance driven framework for accountability to ensure that children with disabilities 

receive a free appropriate public education" (Yell, Katsiyannas & Shiner, 2006, p. 34). 

An additional goal of IDEA 2004 was to align IDEA and NCLB. The alignment began in 

2003 with the Improving Education Results for Children with Disabilities Act. Previous 

versions of IDEA required states to create performance goals for disabled children that 

were comparable to goals and standards for non-disabled children. Children with 

disabilities were required to participate in local and state assessment programs with 



appropriate accommodations when feasible. IDEA 2004 now mandates that performance 

goals for children with disabilities be consistent with the definition of adequate yearly 

progress established for all students (Gordon, 2006). Additionally, IDEA 2004 states that 

all students with disabilities must be included in standards-based testing for purposes of 

evaluating accountability of a school and district. This is aligned with the No Child Left 

Behind legislation, which requires students with disabilities to participate in all state and 

district-wide assessments used to ensure educational accountability. In addition, 

accountability guidelines within NCLB require states to test all students in reading and 

math every year in grades three through eight. IDEA 2004 does allow for the option of 

alternative academic standards for the most severely disabled students, while NCLB 

enforces a one percent limit for alternative assessment participation towards academic 

progress. Students with disabilities may no longer be excluded from standards-based 

evaluation when calculating the adequate yearly progress of a school (Gordon, 2006). 

"Although IDEA 2004 does not explicitly call for instruction in self-determination skills, 

the law does require that students' strengths, needs, preferences, and interests be 

considered when developing IEPs. Thus, the importance of self-determination is implied 

in special education legislation" (Konrad, Walker, Fowler, Test, & Wood, 2008, p. 53). 

Special Education Eligibility 

A child must be diagnosed with a disability and it must be determined that the 

child is in need of special education and related services for that child to be eligible for 

special education and related services. The Individuals with Disabilities Act defines a 

child with a disability as "a child diagnosed with at least one of the following: mental 
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retardation, hearing impairments, deafness, visual impairments including blindness, 

speech and language impairments, traumatic brain injury, autism, other health 

impairments, orthopedic impairments, or specific learning disabilities" (Learning 

Disabilities Association of America, 2003, para. 5). According to IDEA, the disability 

must affect the educational performance of the child. The question of eligibility is 

answered by determining whether the child has a disability defined by one of the 13 

categories of IDEA and also whether the disability impacts the child's educational 

performance in a school environment (National Information Center for Children and 

Youth with Disabilities, 1996). 

Individual school districts use the eligibility guidelines and assessment 

procedures established by the State Department of Education when determining student 

placement in special education (Learning Disabilities Association of America, 2003). 

The existence of a disability does not by itself mean that a student is eligible for special 

education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Act. A student must have a 

disability that adversely affects educational performance and requires specially designed 

instruction to be eligible for services. Assessment is a requirement for each disability and 

criteria must be met to qualify for services (Learning Disabilities Association of America, 

2003). 

Including Students with Disabilities 

The vital significance of maintaining high standards and expectations for the 

academic achievement of disabled students was emphasized in the Individuals with 

Disabilities Act Amendments of 1997 (Elliot et al., 2001). The Amendments were the 
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turning point for policymakers to modify participation and accommodation procedures 

for special needs students (U.S.C. (c) (5)). Special education programs must be written on 

an individual basis to ensure the student can achieve state standards. Students with 

disabilities have been educated for many years under the legal framework that 

emphasizes accountability in the plan and focuses on the individualization of goals. As a 

result, many students with disabilities that had been excluded from assessments are now 

the focus of accountability (Faircloth, 2004). 

The Amendments required states to establish alternate assessments as a means 

of assessing students with the most severe disabilities and ensuring their participation in 

state programs (US DOE, 2002). In 2001, the Office of Special Education Programs 

mandated a policy that required students with disabilities to participate in state 

assessment programs with or without accommodations or in state alternate assessments 

(Thurlow, 2001). As a result of the required policy, the participation of disabled students 

in statewide assessment programs has increased (Thompson, Thurlow, & Spiccuza, 

2000). For example, a study conducted on the number of states that included school 

participation (diploma types, dropout/graduation rates, dropout reasons) and achievement 

data with disabled students in state accountability systems increased drastically between 

1991 and 1995. In 1991, only seven states reported data; however, in 1995, 36 states 

reported (Elliot, Erickson, Thurlow, & Shiner, 2000). The study also found that there was 

no change in the number or percentage of states with assessment programs that could 

provide a participation rate for students with disabilities in the state's assessment (Elliot, 

Erickson, Thurlow, & Shiner, 2000). Additionally, findings from the NCEO research 



have consistently maintained that students with disabilities have been excluded from 

district and state assessments even though participation in the testing program would not 

have been factored into the reporting of overall testing results for the district or state 

(Elliot, Erickson, Thurlow, & Shiner, 2000). All states are mandated to report the 

percentage of students participating in state and district assessments with the current 

legislation of No Child Left Behind. In fact, all disaggregated groups participating in the 

assessments must meet an average of 95% participation over three years (GA DOE, 

2002). 

According to Thurlow (2001), the inclusion of students with disabilities in a well-

developed standards based reform has been the goal of policymakers, practitioners and 

parents. The standards based approach has the potential to help disabled students 

overcome a history of lowered expectations, increase students' self determination and 

provide access to the general curriculum through accommodations and differentiated 

instruction. Research has confirmed that students with disabilities lack key skills of self-

determination (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Wehmeyer & Kelchner, 1996; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 

2003). However, disabled students who have higher levels of self-determination are more 

likely to experience success in their educational careers (Wehmeyer & Metlzer, 1995; 

Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003). Districts are mandated to include all students in district and 

state wide assessments, with accommodations as outlined by the student's Individual 

Education Program (IEP). States are also required to publicly report the performance of 

students with disabilities in large scale assessments with the same frequency and detail as 

students without disabilities (Thurlow, 2001). 



One of the most crucial implications of NCLB with regard to special education is 

the set of graduated accountability measures resulting when students fail to meet the 

adequate yearly progress (AYP) standards detailed by the accountability element. The 

definitions of AYP are required to address the progress of specified subgroups of 

students, one of which is students with disabilities. Schools and districts will not be able 

to meet AYP goals if one or more of the designated student subgroups fail to meet the 

established performance goal. NCLB requires a minimum of 95 percent of students in 

each subgroup to participate in the assessment measuring AYP (Pierce, 2003). If students 

with disabilities fail to meet AYP goals, schools and districts receiving Title I funding 

face increasingly invasive sanctions (Pierce, 2003). 

High Stakes Tests and Students with Disabilities 

Students with disabilities are affected by high stakes testing, according to several 

sources (Meek, 2006; Thurlow & Johnson, 2000; Warren & Jenkins, 2005; Ysseldyke, 

Nelson, Christenson, Johnson, Dennision, Triezenberg, Sharpe, & Hawes, 2004). Meek 

(2006) indicated that less than one-third of learning disabled students may not be able to 

pass a high stakes test needed for graduation. According to Ysseldyke et al. (2004), there 

are allegations of positive and negative consequences for special education students 

participating in high stakes testing. The researchers affirm that alignment with basic 

standards and increased access to the general education curriculum can be positive 

consequences of high stakes assessment for special education students. 

Research indicates that there can be negative consequences associated with high 

stakes testing for students with disabilities. The U.S. Department of Education (2000) 



reported that in the 1995 - 1996 academic year, the percentage of students with 

disabilities graduating with a diploma or certificate of completion was less than 29 

percent. In 1997, the National Center on Educational Outcomes published an exhaustive 

review by Langenfeld, Thurlow, and Scott (1997) on the implications of high stakes 

testing for students with disabilities. Langenfeld, Thurlow and Scott (1997) found that 

groups of students perform differently on minimum competency tests (MCT), and high 

stakes testing has the potential to affect some groups differently than others. Although 

research into the impact of high stakes testing on student learning is limited, it is known 

that students with disabilities perform poorly on high stakes tests when compared to peers 

without disabilities (Langenfeld, Thurlow, & Scott, 1997). 

Rowe (2004) reported on a study conducted by Safer on the implications of 

minimum competency tests for students with disabilities. Rowe states that Safer found 

that students with disabilities were not likely to pass the MCT required for graduation in 

Florida in the late 1970s. The data reported by Safer indicated that of the special 

education students taking the Florida graduation exit exam, only 46% passed. McKinney 

(1983) also looked at the performance of students with disabilities on the North Carolina 

high school exit exam, both with and without accommodations. He found that test 

modifications were more likely to benefit some groups of students with disabilities than 

others, but he reported pass rates for students with disabilities that were only slightly 

better than those reported by Safer. 

Dropout rates for students with disabilities may be indirectly impacted by high 

stakes tests because of the narrowing of the curriculum that occurs once these tests are 



60 

put into place and a push for a more academic curriculum takes place (McDonnel, 

McLaughlin, & Morison, 1997). For example, Hasazi, Furney and DeStefano (1999) 

found that academic requirements for a standard high school diploma made it difficult for 

students with disabilities to incorporate vocationally oriented coursework into their 

curriculum. Benz, Lindstrom and Yovanoff (2000) argue that the relationship between 

high stakes tests and the loss of opportunity for vocational coursework becomes 

especially important when considering the influence that vocational training may have on 

graduation rates for students with disabilities. Further, Quenemoen, Lehr, Thurlow, and 

Massanari (2001) reported on the discussions produced by the June 2000 Alternate 

Assessment Forum. Members of the forum included special education staff and State 

Department of Education assessment staff, as well as university staff and parents. 

Participants in the session, held to identify and explore the possible impacts of 

assessments on students with disabilities, agreed that possible negative and unintended 

consequences of high stakes tests for students with disabilities included increased 

retention, increased absenteeism, lower graduation rates and higher dropout rates 

(Quenemoen, Lehr, Thurlow, & Massanari, 2001). 

Dropout Rates and Students with Disabilities 

According to Wehmeyer and Kelchner (1996) and Wehmeyer and Metlzer (1995), 

"young people with disabilities, who often experience low rates of school completion and 

adult success, also tend to experience lower levels of self-determination" (p.2). Students 

with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to the risk factors identified as potential 

indicators or conditions of dropping out of school. These factors have been identified as: 
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academic failure, grade retention, disengagement from the educational environment and 

disciplinary problems (Dale, Jenkins, Mills, & Cole, 2005). 

Academic failure is the most cited reason students with and without disabilities 

drop out of school (Croninger & Lee, 2001; Kaplan, Peck, & Kaplan, 1997; Lichtenstein, 

1993; Rumberger, 1987; Scanlon & Mellard, 2002; Wagner, 1991). For example, Wagner 

(1991) reported that 16.7% of students with disabilities who failed a course dropped out 

of school. Smith (1986) reported that 32% of students with disabilities who dropped out 

of school said they left because of getting poor grades. Lichtenstein (1993) found that 

75% of the adults with disabilities he interviewed who had dropped out of school 

reported having a long history of academic failure. 

Thompson-Hoffman and Hayward (1990) studied the effects of retention on 

students with disabilities. Students who were retained at the middle or high school levels 

were much less likely to graduate than their non-retained peers. Thompson-Hoffman and 

Hayward reported that 50% of students with learning disabilities who attended school in 

rural districts were retained at some point in their educational career and that two-thirds 

of those students dropped out prior to graduation. Wolman, Bruininks and Thurlow 

(1989) discovered that retention negatively impacted both students with and without 

disabilities in the same way. 

Croninger and Lee (2003) explained that disengagement is not a decision students 

make instantaneously, but rather is a process that often begins in elementary school. 

Disengagement from the educational environment is often evidenced in excessive 

absences and lack of involvement in extracurricular activities. Butler-Nalin and Padilla 
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(1989) found that the number of days absent was significantly related to a student's 

decision to drop out of school. They found no significant differences for students with or 

without disabilities. Instead, the number of days a student was absent from school was 

proportionately related to his or her likelihood of dropping out of school. Further, 

Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo and Hurley (1998) reported that the attendance rate in 

elementary school for students with learning disabilities and behavior disorders was 

highly predictive of their later dropping out of school. Wagner (1991) found that 5% of 

students with disabilities dropped out of school when they missed less than 10 days 

during a school year. However, this percentage doubled when students were absent 

between 21 and 30 days and reached 27% when they were absent over 30 days. Wagner 

concluded that what is learned in one grade builds on past knowledge and assists in future 

learning for students with and without disabilities. Therefore, Wagner further concluded 

that increased absences interfered with students' education and consequently negatively 

impacted their academic success. 

Researchers have reported that lack of involvement in school extracurricular 

activities increased students' disengagement from school and subsequently contributed to 

their dropping out of school. Thompson-Hoffman and Hayward (1990) found that 62% of 

education directors surveyed believed the reason students with learning disabilities 

dropped out of school was because of their lack of involvement in extracurricular 

activities. Wolman, Bruininks and Thurlow (1989) supported this belief by finding that 

low participation in school related activities was associated with students with disabilities 

dropping out of school. Involvement in extracurricular activities has also been associated 



with missing fewer days of school (Wagner, 1991). Wagner found that students who were 

more involved in social activities outside of the school environment were absent more 

frequently than students whose social interactions involved peers at school. 

It has been well documented that students with disabilities drop out of school at a 

greater rate than students without disabilities (Lichtenstein, 1993; Mitchell, 1997; 

Rumberger, 1987; Sinclair, 1994; Thompson-Hofftnand & Haywood, 1990; Wagner, 

1991). Wagner found that 28% of students with disciplinary problems dropped out of 

school, compared to 4% for students exhibiting minimal problems. Wagner also 

discovered that students with disciplinary problems were absent 10 or more days and 

were 20% more likely to receive failing grades. It was also discovered that school 

discipline policies and procedures have moved toward less tolerance of students' deviant 

behaviors. Wagner (1991) concluded that students who struggle with knowing the 

expectations of others and complying with rules may have difficulty modifying their 

behavior to come into alignment with disciplinary procedures and may drop out. 

A compilation of studies by the National Center for Education Statistics (1995; 

2002; 2004) found that students with disabilities have higher dropout rates than students 

without disabilities. This was especially evident when examining the disabilities in 

isolation. For example, 27.1% of students with learning disabilities, 24.9% of students 

with mental retardation, and 50.6% of students with emotional disabilities dropped out, 

whereas only 11.8% of students with visual impairments and 9.5% of students with 

autism dropped out. 
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Effects of School Location 

The vast majority of the aforementioned research, as well as the broader literature 

on student dropout and school achievement, have been conducted in schools located in 

urban settings. Comparably, rural schools have received little attention. According to 

Hart et al. (2005) and Smith et al. (2008) defining rural is difficult because there is no 

single attribute that characterizes rural areas. The U.S. Census Bureau classification of 

rural which is all areas outside of urbanized areas and urbanized clusters is the most 

commonly used definition; however other definitions include: "metropolitan status codes, 

urban-rural continuum codes, metro-centric locale codes, urban-centric locale codes, and 

core-based codes" (Rural Policy Research Institute, 2006, p.2). These definitions 

generally classify rural locations based on population, level of urbanization, and distance 

from an urbanized area, but each definition applies characteristics differently, resulting in 

conflicting results (Smith et al., 2008). According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics (2010), urban schools are defined as based on two categories: urbanized areas 

and urbanized clusters. Urbanized areas are defined as areas having populations over 

50,000 while urbanized clusters are defined as areas with populations between 25,000 

and 50,000. 

According to Beeson and Strange (2003) and Reeves (2003) approximately 25% 

to 30% of children in the U.S. attend schools in rural areas and approximately 49% of the 

public schools in the U. S. are classified as rural (National Education Association, 2004). 

Urban and rural schools differ on factors that might not only contribute to differing 

educational experiences for students, but might also have implications for differential 



effects of specific educational experiences on student outcomes. Reeves (2003) states that 

rural schools on average enroll about 400 students compared to urban schools that have 

more than 600 students per school and rural school districts are typically comprised of 

one or two schools where urban districts can have hundreds of schools. Rural school and 

districts generally have fewer students than non-rural schools and districts and are more 

likely to be located in geographically isolated areas. In addition, rural districts tend to be 

made up of a smaller number of schools than urban districts (Nagle et al., 2006). 

Research suggests that although no community, small or large, rural or urban has 

escaped the dropout problem, high dropout rates have become the norm in many urban 

high schools (Gandara, Larson, Rumberger, & Mehan, 1998; Lee & Burkham, 2003). 

High dropout rates in urban high schools, particularly among high poverty and racial 

minority youth continues to be an issue confronting public education in the United States 

(Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007). Rural high schools also tend to have lower dropout 

rates than those in cities (Manzo, 2007) 

School Location and Student Achievement 

Research has presented conflicting evidence regarding the effects of school 

location on student achievement. Researchers suggest that rural schools experience lower 

achievement than urban schools due to poor educational conditions such as low 

population bases, isolation, limited economic development and limited educational 

opportunities (Israel et al., 2001; McCombs & Bansberg, 1997; Roscigno & Crowley, 

2001). On the other hand, research has shown that rural schools are frequently small and 

have characteristics that offset disadvantages. Lee and Mclntire (1999) discovered that 
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rural schools have the advantage of factors such as teacher training and the safe and 

orderly climate of the school are conducive to higher student performance. In addition, 

some research indicates that rural schools outperform their urban counterparts due to 

factors such as small school size, parental involvement, support of the community, 

teacher attentiveness, and student leadership opportunities (Beck & Shoffstall, 2005; 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs, 2004; Raywid, 1999). However, Bowen and Bok 

(1998) maintain that students in urban schools are at a much higher risk of failing 

standardized tests due to the availability of resources such as books, materials and large 

class sizes, family and environmental factors, teacher preparation and training, and low 

expectations by teachers. 

Challenges Related to School Location 

One of the major issues surrounds the lack of funding. Because schools are 

funded based on enrollment, rural schools receive less state funding than urban schools 

(Mclaughin et al., 2005). Smaller communities of rural schools frequently have a limited 

local tax base to fund their schools (Hodge & Krumm, 2009). In addition, under the high 

stakes accountability demands of NCLB, rural schools experience challenges such as 

greater teacher shortages, declining enrollments, and limited resources (Bowen & Bok, 

1998). 

However, Alvidrez and Weinstein (1993) argue that urban schools often lack the 

funding needs for resources to adequately meet the needs of students due to the minimal 

funds generated by property taxes in neighborhoods with depressed property values. The 

insufficiency of resources is evidenced in higher student-teacher ratios, higher numbers 
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of less qualified teachers, and fewer curricular and extracurricular choices (Alvidrez & 

Weinstein (1993). 

There are also challenges that rural schools face when implementing special 

education guidelines under the NCLB, especially pertaining to the highly qualified 

teacher provisions. Rural school systems are impacted because highly qualified teachers 

are difficult to recruit and retain due to lower salaries and reduced benefits such 

(Richard, 2003; Schwartzbeck, Prince, Redfield, Morris & Hammer, 2003). The U.S. 

Department of Education made revisions in NCLB in 2004, and included some flexibility 

for highly qualified teachers in rural districts. The revised policy gave teachers in rural 

areas three years to become high qualified in additional subjects if they were already 

considered highly qualified in one content area. In addition, it was mandated that teachers 

receive professional development as well as supervision and mentoring in order to 

become highly qualified in all subjects that they taught (McLaughlin et al., 2005). 

However, the revised policy only applied to rural districts that qualify for the U.S. 

Department of Education's Small Rural Schools Achievement (SRSA) program. 

Qualifications for the SRSA include: 1) having fewer than 600 students or district located 

in a county with less than 10 people per square mile; 2) school districts located in 

communities with less than 2,500 residents (McLaughlin et al., 2005). 

Additionally, a higher percentage of students with disabilities in urban schools 

drop out of high school than their peers in rural schools (National Center on Secondary 

Education and Transition, 2004). Ferguson and Blumberg (2006) state that the results 

from national studies and surveys conducted over a 12 year period on the dropout rates of 
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students with disabilities in rural and urban schools show that 36.6% of students with 

disabilities in urban schools dropped out of high school while 31.4% of students with 

disabilities in rural schools dropped out. 

Socioeconomic Status and School Location 

Socioeconomic status (SES) refers to an individual's relative standing in regards 

to income, level of education, employment, health, and access to resources (U.S. Social 

Security Office of Policy Research and Analysis, n.d.). According to the U.S. Census 

Bureau Housing and Household Economic Statistics Division (2007), the determination 

of poverty is based on whether the family income for a particular year is below the 

amount deemed necessary to support a family of a certain size. However, Rothstein 

(2004) stated that the level of income does not adequately capture all of the differences 

between those who have resources and those who do not. Additional factors such as the 

length of time a family has been in poverty and family assets also influence academic 

achievement and performance. 

The Free and Reduced Lunch Program is frequently used as a proxy indicator of 

poverty. Children whose families have an income of 130% or less of the Federal poverty 

guideline are eligible to receive free meals at schools, and those whose families have 

incomes between 131% and 185% of the poverty guideline can receive reduced priced 

meals. The National Center for Education Statistics (2005) reported that 41% of all fourth 

graders in the U.S. who qualified for free or reduced priced meals in 2005 lived in areas 

considered rural. Additionally, about 18% of U.S. public school students attended rural 

schools not located near any metropolitan area, and 52% of all public school districts in 



the U.S. were in these locations. About 37% of schools were located in urban areas, but 

those schools contained about 74% of the students. Mosley and Miller (2004) studied 

variations in the factors affecting poverty in rural areas and concluded that although 

poverty exists nearly everywhere, rural residents were somewhat more disadvantaged by 

poverty than those living near the greater resources of the cities. 

Researchers have conducted studies linking SES to school location. Catsambis 

and Beveridge, (2001) and Garner and Raudenbush (1991) found that even when factors 

within the student and school were controlled, location of student residence negatively 

affected student achievement. Children from high poverty school districts were less likely 

to have highly qualified and experienced teachers and were more likely to experience low 

expectations from teachers (Flores, 2007; Peske & Haycok, 2006). In addition, Brooks-

Gunn and Duncan (1997) found that students from raised in families were incomes 

falling below the poverty threshold were more likely to suffer from learning disabilities 

and developmental delays than their peers raised in middle and upper class households 

and averaged lower scores on standardized tests. Due to the plethora of research 

conducted on SES and its effect on student achievement, this study controlled for SES by 

matching the 50 rural and 50 urban schools based on the percentages of students eligible 

to receive free and reduced lunch. 

Self-Determination Theory and School Location 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) focuses on the roles of students' perceived 

competence and self determined motivation as influences on their educational attitudes, 

successes and failures (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991). The theory explains 



that adult' behaviors, in particularly being more supportive of students' developing 

autonomy instead of being more controlling affect students' perceptions of their own 

competence and influences whether students develop self determination motivation 

(Eisenman, 2007). Hardre' (2007) argues that although there has been little research 

conducted on motivation in rural schools, on study conducted by Schmuck and Schmuck 

(1992) found that controlling environments tend to predominate in rural school settings 

when compared to urban school settings. Additionally, Martin and Yin (1999) found 

significant differences in the autonomy supportiveness of classroom management styles 

between urban and rural learning environments. 

SDT maintains that students' level of motivation and perceived competence can 

predict both drop out intentions as well as postsecondary outcomes (Deci, Vallerand, 

Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991). Vallerand, Fortier, and Guay (1997) applied self-determination 

theory to a motivational model of persistence with a sample of ninth and tenth grade 

urban students. They found that students who indicated their teachers, parents and 

administrators acted in more autonomy supportive manners were more positive about 

their autonomy and competence and had higher levels of self-determined motivation. 

Therefore, students with self determined motivation were more likely to stay in school 

and ultimately did, unlike their peers with lower self-determined motivation that 

eventually dropped out of school. Hardre and Reeve (2003) conducted their study on 

urban students and also found support for the motivational model of school competition. 

They discovered that having motivational resources of perceived competence and self-

determination directly influenced students' decisions to stay in school as well as their 
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academic performance. They also discovered that students' perceived competence and 

self-determination had more influence on their decisions to stay in school than the 

students' academic performance. 

Summary 

High dropout rates are a major problem for many schools and school districts in 

the United States (Campbell, 2004; Stanard, 2003). It has been reported that students who 

drop out are more likely than students who graduate to experience health problems, 

engage in criminal activities, and become dependent on welfare and other government 

programs (Martin et al., 2002). Numerous studies suggest that students drop out of high 

school due to factors such as family characteristics (Gamier et al., 1997; Janosz, et al., 

1997; Pong & Ju, 2000), lack of self esteem and feelings of being accepted in school 

(Kaplan, Peck, & Kaplan, 1997), poor academic achievement, negative school 

experiences (Alexander et al.,2001; Jimerson et al., 2002), and high stakes testing 

(Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Rosenshine, 2003; Silver et al., 2008). 

High stakes testing surfaced as a major measure of school reform and was 

initiated to motivate students to achieve at higher levels (Greene, 2005; Wise, 2008). 

Researchers maintain there are many purposes for high stakes testing: to determine 

student promotion and placement (NCR, 2001), to set performance levels (Sanders, 2002; 

Massell & Geortz, (2002), and to be able to report results to the public (McLauglin et al., 

2005). Due to the standards-based accountability required by the development of the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001, many states require students to pass high stakes tests for 

students to receive a diploma (Center on Education Policy, 2005; Greene, 2005; Kortez, 



2008; McWhiter et.al, 2007). Educational research organizations (American Educational 

Research Association [AERA], 2000; National Research Council [NRC], 2001) have 

cautioned against the use of high stakes tests for graduation because there is little 

substantial empirical evidence on the effectiveness of such testing practices. Additionally, 

researchers hypothesized that high school students would drop out of school at higher 

rates due to taking and failing required tests for graduation (Bracey, 2000; Clark & 

Madaus, 2000; Shepard, 2001). 

Stanard (2003) maintains that dropout rates remain a complex problem, especially 

for students with disabilities, because these students are more vulnerable to factors such 

as grade retention, disengagement from school, and disciplinary infractions which have 

been identified as predictors of dropping out (Croninger & Lee, 2001; Langenfield et al., 

1997; Sinclair, 1994). Students with disabilities are also at greater risk for dropping out of 

high school than their non-disabled peers (Manset & Washburn, 2000; Rowe, 2004; 

Thurlow & Scott, 1997). Additionally, many researchers state that students with 

disabilities are affected by high stakes testing (Meek, 2006; Thurlow & Johnson, 2000; 

Warren & Jenkins, 2005; Ysseldyke et al., 2004) and these students are required to meet 

the same academic standards as the general student population if they are on a regular 

diploma track (Hall, 2007; Stanard, 2003; Yell et al., 2006). 

Researchers have found that dropout rates are much higher in urban schools as 

compared with rural schools (Lee & Burkham, 2003; Rumberger & Rodrigez, 2002; 

Rumberger & Thomas, 2000). Ferguson and Blumberg (2006) suggest that a higher 

percentage of students with disabilities in urban schools drop out of high school than their 
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peers in rural schools. However, contradictions exist in the literature regarding whether 

the locality of a school hurts the academic performance of students (Lee & Mclntire, 

1999; Roscigno& Crowley, 2001). Additionally, Nagle, Hernandez, Embler, McLaughlin 

and Doh (2006) maintain that there is limited research on how students with disabilities 

in rural schools are responding to the standards based assessment requirement under 

NCLB. Chapter 2 provided a throughout this review of literature, evidence supported the 

need to continue examining dropout research. Chapter 3 will describe the methodology 

that will be used in this study. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

High-stakes testing has become an important part of standards-based reform and 

educational accountability (Amrein & Berliner, 2002). The practice of requiring students 

to pass a test to graduate from high school has grown increasingly common in the U.S. 

public schools in the past two decades (Reardon & Galindo, 2002) and reached a peak 

with the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001 (Nagle et al., 2006). 

This increase has occurred despite a lack of substantial empirical evidence supporting the 

effectiveness of such testing policies, as well as possible unintended consequences such 

as disengagement and dropping out of school which has been associated with high stakes 

testing. 

NCLB and the 2004 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA 2004) clearly mandate that students with disabilities are to be included in 

current standards based reform policies that aim to increase overall student achievement 

and close the achievement gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged student 

groups.With an estimated 25 to 30 percent of U.S. school children attending schools in 

rural areas (Beeson & Strange, 2003; Reeves, 2003; GAO, 2004), there is little research 

examining how students with disabilities in rural schools are responding to the testing 

policies and practices in standards based reform (Nagle et al., 2006).The purpose of this 
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study was to determine if there is a statistically significant relationship between dropout 

rates and the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests for 

students with and without disabilities This study also determined if main effects or 

interaction effects exist between disability status, and rural/urban status on passing 

percentages on the GHSGT and on dropout rates. This chapter was organized to explain 

and describe the setting, instrumentation, procedures and data analysis used in this study. 

Research Design 

A non-experimental, correlational analysis was conducted to determine if 

significant relationships exist between dropout rates and passing percentages on the 

Georgia high stakes tests for students with and without disabilities. Additionally, factorial 

ANOVA was used to statistically determine whether there are main effects or interaction 

effects between the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests, 

rural/urban status, and disability status on dropout rates. Minimal risk was associated 

with this study because preexisting data was utilized. Of the 423 high schools in Georgia 

during the 2008-2009 school year, the target population was 281 with at leastlO students 

with disabilities because the Governor's Office of Student Achievement does not report 

data on subgroups with fewer than 10 students. The researcher used the percentages of 

th 

11 grade first-time students with and without disabilities who passed the Georgia high 

school high stakes tests, as well as the 11th grade dropout rate for students with and 

without disabilities from the Governor's Office of Student Achievement (GOSA) 

website. No permission was needed to use the data because all data published by GOSA 

are public information. Only data from first time takers of the Georgia high school high 



stakes tests were used in the study to ensure that results would not be skewed by data 

from test takers who have had the advantage of completing previous tests. The researcher 

used the rural and urban school classification for each Georgia high school based on data 

collected from the Common Core of Data from the U.S. Department of Education's 

National Center for Education Statistics. Additionally, rural and urban schools were 

controlled on SES by matching the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced 

lunch. This data was obtained from the Georgia Department of Education. 

Hypotheses 

The study was guided by the following questions stated in null hypothesis form: 

Ho,: There is no statistically significant relationship between the percentage passing the 

Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with 

disabilities. 

H02: There is no statistically significant relationship between the percentage passing the 

Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students without 

disabilities. 

H03: There is no difference in the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests for students with and without disabilities. 

H04: There is no difference in the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests in rural and urban schools. 

H05: There will be no interaction between disability status and rural/urban status on the 

percentage passing the Georgia high school high stakes tests. 

Hog: There is no difference in the dropout rates for students with and without disabilities. 
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H07: There is no difference in the dropout rates in rural and urban schools. 

Hog: There will be no interaction of the disability status and rural/urban status on 

dropout rates. 

Population 

The population of students included 11th grade first-time takers of the Georgia 

High School Graduation Test (GHSGT) and Georgia High School Writing Test 

(GHSWT) during the 2008-2009 school year. According to the Georgia Department of 

Education website (2009), 423 high schools with 92,762 students enrolled in the 11th 

grade in Georgia public schools during the 2008-2009 school year participated in the 

2009 first time administration of the GHSGT and GHSWT. The target population was 

narrowed to 281 high schools with at least 10 students with disabilities because GOSA 

does not report data on subgroups with fewer than 10 students. 

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 

Data from the 2008-2009 school year were gathered and analyzed. The passing 

percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students 

with and without disabilities were obtained from GOSA. Data defining schools as either 

rural or urban came from the Common Core of Data. The target population was 281 high 

schools with at least 10 students with disabilities who took the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests for the first time during the 2008-2009 school year. A purposive sample of 50 

urban and 50 rural schools matched on SES status based on the percentages of students 

eligible for free and reduced lunch were used. Rural schools were defined as schools 

outside of urbanized areas and urbanized clusters. Urban schools were defined as schools 
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in areas with populations of 25, 000 or higher. The percentages of students eligible for 

free and reduced lunch were matched for each urban and rural school used in the study to 

control SES. The percentage of free and reduced lunch data were collected from the 

Georgia Department of Education. 

Instrumentation 

The Georgia High School Graduation Test (GHSGT) and Georgia High School 

Writing Test (GHSWT) were used in this study. All students seeking a Georgia high 

school diploma must pass the GHSGT in English/language arts, mathematics, science and 

social studies, as well as the Georgia High School Writing Test (GADOE, 2009). For the 

purpose of this study, the combined passing percentages from all four content areas as 

well as writing were used. 

When students enter high school, they are informed of the specific test 

requirements to meet graduation eligibility by their senior year. Georgia has been phasing 

in a new curriculum, the Georgia Performance Standards (GPS), in all core academic 

areas beginning in the 2005 - 2006 school year. The more rigorous GPS replace the 

state's Quality Core Curriculum (QCC). During the phase-in process, students are 

required to take the graduation subtests that correspond to the state curriculum (either 

GPS and/or QCC) in place during their high school career in the tested subject area. The 

students in this study were assessed with the GPS in English/language arts and science, 

QCC in mathematics and transitional (GPS and QCC) for social studies due to the phase-

in process. To be eligible for a diploma, students must achieve a Pass performance on the 

requisite quality core curriculum (QCC) and transitional curriculum and a Basic 
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Proficiency on the requisite Georgia Performance Standard (GPS) tests. Table 1 and 

Table 2 show the scale score ranges that determine each test performance level. 

Table 1 

Below Proficiency, Basic Proficiency, Advanced Proficiency and Honors Scale Score 
Ranges for English/Language Arts and Science using the Georgia Performance 
Standards 

Below 
Proficiency 

Basic 
Proficiency 

Advanced 
Proficiency Honors 

ELA Below 200 200 to 234 235 or 274 275 or above 

Science Below 200 200 to 234 235 or 274 275 or above 

Table 2 

Does Not Meet or Fail, Pass, Pass Plus, Proficient, and Advanced Scale Score Ranges 
for Mathematics and Social Studies using the Quality Core Curriculum and 
Transitional Curriculum 

Does Not 
Meet or Fail Pass Pass Plus Proficient Advanced 

Below 500 500 to 534 535 or above 516 to 524 525 or 
above 

Below 500 500 to 534 535 or above 516 to 524 525 or 
above 

Math 
(QCC) 

Social Studies 
(QCC/GPS) 
Transitional 

The Center on Education Policy (2008) maintains that the purpose of the GHSGT 

and GHSWT is to provide schools with student academic diagnostic information. They 



are also used to determine prospective high school graduates' mastery of the state 

curriculum and to encourage districts and schools to identify and serve students at risk of 

academic failure. The GHSGT and GHSWT also provide data to state policy makers on 

student attainment of state education goals, in order to reform education policy decisions 

and to increase alignment of local curriculum and programs of instruction with state 

education standards. Also, the GHSGT and GHSWT are utilized to meet the state 

mandate and promote equity of opportunities across all student groups. 

Georgia's graduation tests provide information for students, educators, and 

parents about student strengths and areas for improvement. The tests identify students 

who may need additional instruction in the concepts and skills required for a diploma. 

Since 2004, the English/Language Arts and Mathematics high school graduation tests 

have been used to measure Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) under the No Child Left 

Behind legislation (GADOE, 2009). 

Students take the writing test for the first time in the fall of their eleven grade year 

and graduation tests for the first time in spring of the eleventh grade. Examiners must be 

certified personnel and both examiners and proctors must be trained in appropriate testing 

procedures by the school testing coordinator before testing begins. When more than 30 

students are tested in one room, the assistance of a proctor is required. Students who do 

not pass on the first attempt have multiple opportunities to receive additional instruction, 

retest, and qualify for graduation before the spring of the twelfth grade. Students who do 

not pass all the required tests must have met all other graduation requirements in order to 
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be eligible for a Certificate of Performance or a Special Education Diploma (GADOE, 

2009). 

English/Language Arts 

There are 55 questions on the English/language arts section of the test. The 

English/language arts test is divided into three areas, or domains which are reading 

comprehension, literary analysis, and conventions and writing. The test weights in 

English/language arts are approximately 47.49% reading comprehension, 37.39% literary 

analysis, and 14.16% conventions and writing. According to the Georgia Department of 

Education (2008), the reading comprehension items test students' ability to understand 

the meaning and main ideas in various literary genres. Literary analysis items test 

students' ability to analyze what is read, based on how authors use language for particular 

purposes in fiction, nonfiction and poetry. Conventions and writing items include 

students' knowledge of vocabulary, proper English usage, ability to formulate clear 

research questions, revise writing to address different audiences and improve the 

organization of a particular written piece of work. Students are given 90 minutes to 

complete the English/language arts section of the test (GADOE, 2008). 

Mathematics 

There are 65 questions on the mathematics section of the test is divided into four strands 

which include numbers and computation, data analysis, measurement and geometry and 

algebra. The mathematics weights are 17-19% number sense and computation, 19-21% 

data analysis, 32-34% measurement and geometry, and 28-30% algebra. According to the 

Georgia Department of Education (2008), numbers and computation items test the 
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properties of numbers, operations, computing with integers, decimals, fractions, percents, 

and proportions. Data analysis items test the use of exact and approximate numbers, 

probability, and reading and interpreting graphs, charts, and tables. Statistical measures 

such as mean, median, mode and range are also assessed. Measurement and geometry 

items test the estimation and determination of length, area, volume, weight, time, and 

temperature. Similar and congruent figures, use of proportions to find missing sides of 

figures, and use of scale drawings are assessed. Algebra items test algebraic principles 

such as evaluating and simplifying algebraic expressions, solving equations, and ratios 

and proportions. Students are given 60 minutes to complete the mathematics section of the 

test (GADOE, 2008). 

Science 

The science section of the GHSGT, which is comprised of five domains, tests students' 

knowledge of the GPS (GADOE, 2007). Cells and heredity assess students' abilities to 

describe the structure of cells and the functions of their components. Students are also 

assessed on their abilities to explain the process of genetic traits. The cells and heredity 

domain make up 25% of the test. The ecology domain, which is approximately 17% of 

test, assesses students' abilities to describe the flow of matter and energy through the 

ecosystem and evaluate relationships between organisms. The structures and properties of 

matter domain, which is 26% of the test, assesses students' abilities to describe the 

structures of atoms and apply the properties of solutions. Energy and transformations 

assess students' knowledge of radioactivity and ability to analyze energy transformations 

as well as the flow of energy in systems. The domain is approximately 16% of the test. 
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The forces, waves, and electricity domain, which is 16% of the test, assesses students' 

understanding of the relationship between force, mass, and motion as well as students' 

ability to describe the properties of waves. There are 70 questions on the science section 

and students are given 60 minutes to complete the test (GADOE, 2007) 

Social Studies 

According to the Georgia Department of Education (GADOE, 2009), there are 80 

questions on the social studies section of the GHSGT divided into five domains. 

American Government/Civics is approximately 18% of the tests. It assesses students' 

knowledge of the philosophical foundations of the U.S. government and the U.S. 

government's relationship to its states and citizens. U.S. History makes up two domains. 

U.S. History to 1865 is approximately 26% of the test and U.S. History from 1865 is 

around 25% of the tests. Test items assess students' knowledge of major events and 

themes occurring in the U.S. history from early European colonization to the end of the 

Civil War as well as major events and themes in U.S. History from Reconstruction to the 

late 20th century. World geography, approximately 13% of the test, assesses students' 

knowledge of the impact of physical and cultural geography on the development of 

regions throughout the world. Additionally, world history which is approximately 18% of 

the tests includes items assessing students' knowledge of major events and themes 

beginning with the Renaissance and Reformation period and ending in the second half of 

the 20th century. Students are given 60 minutes to complete the mathematics section of 

the test (GADOE, 2009). 
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Writing 

In addition to passing tests in the four content areas, students must also pass the 

Georgia High School Writing Test (GHSWT) to receive a regular education diploma. The 

writing test requires students to create a composition of no more than two pages on an 

assigned persuasive writing prompt in 100 minutes. Student writing is analyzed and 

scored in four domains which are ideas, organization, style and conventions. Each paper 

is scored by two raters and given a score in the range of 1-5 for each domain. These 

scores represent a continuum of writing that ranges from inadequate to minimal to good 

to very good. Domain scores are combined to obtain a total score for each student. In 

combing the domain scores, the content score weights are approximately 40% of the test, 

and the other domains of organization, style, and conventions are given weights of 20% 

each. Table 3 shows the scale scores that determine each performance level. 

Table 3 

Does Not Meet, Meets, and Exceeds Scale Score Ranges for Writing Test 

Does Not 
Meet Meets Exceeds 

Writing 100-199 200 to 249 250 or above 

Validity 

The GHSGT has high of content validity accomplished partly by using input from 

teachers throughout the state. According to the Georgia Department of Education (2009), 

the GHSGT developed through a series of detailed specifications. One of the first pieces 
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of evidence for establishing a tests' validity is a clear identification of the purpose of the 

test. In the case of the GHSGT, the state legislature has identified the purpose to be a 

measure of how well students have mastered the state's curriculum (O.C.G.A. § 20-2-

281). The GHSGT is mandated by state law and is designed to measure how well 

students acquire the skills and knowledge described in the Georgia Performance 

Standards (GPS) and/or the Quality Core Curriculum (QCC) and to certify Georgia high 

school students for graduation. The tests identify students' strengths as well as students 

who may need additional instruction in the core content and skills required for a diploma. 

Committees of educators were formed to determine testing parameters, review the 

curriculum, and establish which concepts, knowledge and skills will be assessed and how 

they will be assessed. Once parameters were set, Georgia solicited the assistance of 

reputable testing agencies to create and develop tests. Committees of Georgia educators 

reviewed the tests for alignment with the curriculum, suitability, and potential bias or 

sensitivity issues. The review committees have the authority to accept the item as is, 

revise it, or reject the item. These practices added to the content validity of the GHSGT 

(GADOE, 2009). Additionally, for the GHSWT, each paper is scored by two raters who 

score each paper independently. Raters who score the student compositions are trained to 

understand and use the standardized scoring system. 

Reliability 

Two reliability indices are reported for the GHGST, Cronbach's alpha and 

standard error of measurement (SEM). Cronbach' alpha measures the internal 

consistency over the responses to a set of items measuring an underlying one-dimensional 
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trait. SEM is used to describe test core reliability for the GHSGT and is an index of the 

random variability in tests scores in raw score. Table 4 shows the reliability indices in 

terms of Cronbach's alpha for the most current version in of the GHSGT. 

Table 4 

Test Version, Number of Items, SEM, Means, Standard Deviations, and 
Cronbach 's Alpha for the GHSGT administered in Spring 2009 

Subject Version N SEM M SD a 
ELA GPS 55 2.78 42.02 8.20 0.89 

Math QCC 65 2.89 51.10 10.44 0.92 

Science GPS 70 3.53 47.37 12.34 0.92 

Social 
Studies 

Transitional 80 3.81 14.90 14.90 0.93 

Data Collection 

The researcher used existing and reported data available from GOSA, who 

provides the federally mandated data to the public in accordance with NCLB. Rural and 

urban status data were retrieved from the Common Core of Data from the National 

Center on Education Statistics. Data from the 2008-2009 school year were disaggregated 

into the following categories based on students with disabilities and students without 

disabilities: a) passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests, b) 

rural/urban status, and c) dropout percentages for the 2008-2009 school year. The 

percentages of students eligible for free and reduced lunch was collected from the 
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Georgia Department of Education and used to match the SES of the rural and urban high 

schools that were used in the study. The researcher coded the high schools in order to 

maintain confidentially. No permission was needed to use the data because all data from 

GOSA, GADOE, and Common Core of Data were public information. 

Organization of Data Analysis 

The study used archival data from the Governor's Office of Student Achievement 

(GOSA) and the Common Core of Data from the U.S. Department of Education's 

National Center for Statistics. In this study, the passing percentages on the Georgia high 

stakes tests and dropout rates in rural and urban Georgia high schools were examined. 

The units of analysis were high schools, not individual students. The combined passing 

percentages on the Georgia High School Graduation Test and Georgia High School 

Writing Test as well as the dropout rates for students with and without disabilities were 

collected and analyzed. Additionally, the rural and urban classifications of Georgia high 

schools were used. Correlation data analysis was conducted to measure the strength of the 

relationship between passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests 

and dropout rates for students with and without disabilities. Pearson coefficients were 

calculated at the level of statistical significance set at .05.The researcher used a 

correlational table to display the relationship between dropout rates and passing 

percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests for students with and without 

disabilities. 

Factorial ANOVA was utilized to determine if main and interaction effects 

existed between disability status and rural/urban status on the passing percentages on the 



Georgia high school high stakes tests and on dropout rates. The researcher conducted a 2 

(disability status) x 2 (rural/urban status) factorial ANOVA to determine if there is any 

interaction effects between the passing percentages on the high stakes tests for disability 

status and rural/urban status. Additionally, the researcher also conducted a 2 (disability 

status) x 2 (rural/urban status) factorial ANOVA to determine if there any interaction 

effects between dropout rates for disability status and rural/urban status. 

Summary 

Data collected from GOSA were used to determine if relationships exist between 

passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests for students with and 

without disabilities and dropout rates. Additionally, data collected from GOSA and the 

Common Core of Data from the National Center of Education Statistics were used to 

determine if main effects and interaction effects exist between disability status and 

urban/rural status on the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests 

and on dropout rates. Pearson correlation coefficient and factorial ANOVA were used to 

analyze the data. Chapter 4 will present results and an analysis of the data. Chapter 5 will 

present a discussion of key findings, conclusions, and recommendations for further 

research studies. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF DATA ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

The purpose of the research was to determine if relationships existed between 

passage percentages on Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for 

students with and without disabilities and to determine if main and interaction effects 

existed between disability status and rural/urban status on the passing percentages of high 

stakes tests and dropout rates. This chapter is presented with an introduction, data 

analysis, and a summary. 

Reducing the number of students who drop out of high school presents a major 

challenge for not only the educational system, but society as a whole (Campbell, 2004; 

Stanard, 2003). Many states have implemented policies requiring students to pass high 

stakes tests in order to receive a diploma due to the NCLB standards based assessment 

requirement (Center on Education Policy, 2005; Greene, 2005; Kortez, 2008; McWhiter 

et. al, 2007). However, researchers have hypothesized that high school students would 

drop out of school at greater rates as a result of taking and failing required tests for 

graduation (Bracey, 2000; Clark & Madaus, 2000; Shepard, 2001). Standard (2003) 

posits that dropout rates remain a complex problem, especially for students with 
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disabilities, because these students are required to meet the same academic standards as 

the general student population to receive a regular diploma (Hall, 2007; Stanard, 2003; 

Yell, Katsiyannas, & Shiner, 2006). There is little research on how students with 

disabilities in rural schools are responding to high stakes practices (Reardon & Galindo, 

2002) and research examining how high stakes tests are associated with dropout rates is 

limited and inconclusive (Nagle, Yunker, & Malgren, 2006). 

Data Analysis 

The results of each research question and subsequent hypothesis are provided below. 

Research Question 1: Is there a relationship between the percentage passing the 

Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with disabilities? 

To address this question, the researcher tested the following null hypothesis: 

There will be no statistically significant relationship between the percentage passing the 

Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with disabilities. 

Ho, Test Results 

SPSS was used to run a Pearson correlation to test the null hypothesis, at alpha = 

.05. The researcher rejected the null hypothesis based on the results presented in Table 5. 

A negative correlation was found, r(98) = -.290, p = .003, r2 = .084. The passing 

percentages and dropout rates were negatively related for students with disabilities. As 

the passing percentages increased, the dropout rates decreased with an effect size of 8% 

of the explained variance. 

Research Question 2: Is there a relationship between the percentage passing the 

Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students without disabilities? 
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To address this question, the researcher tested the following null hypothesis: 

There will be no statistically significant relationship between the percentage passing the 

Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students without disabilities. 

HO2 Test Results 

SPSS was used to run a Pearson correlation to test the null hypothesis, at alpha = 

.05. The researcher rejected the null hypothesis based on the results presented in Table 5. 

A negative correlation was found, r(98) = -.390,/? < .001. r2 = .152. The passing 

percentages and dropout rates were negatively related for students without disabilities. 

As the passing percentages increased, the dropout rates decreased with an effect size of 

15% of the explained variance. 

Table 5 

Correlations between Passing Percentages on Georgia High School High Stakes 
Tests and Dropout Rates for Students with and without Disabilities 
Passing percentages Dropout rate Sig 2 tailed 

with disabilities -.290** .003 

without disabilities -.390** .000 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

For research questions 3, 4 and 5, a 2x2 factorial ANOVA was conducted to 

examine the effects of disability status and rural and urban status on the passing 

percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests. The between subjects factor 

was the school location (rural and urban) and the within subject factor was disability 

status (students with and without disabilities). The dependent variable was the passing 
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percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests, with possible percentages 

ranging from 0 to 100. The means and standard deviations on the passing percentages for 

students with and without disabilities in rural and urban schools are presented in Table 6. 

Research Question 3: Are the passing percentages on the Georgia high school 

high stakes tests different for students with and without disabilities? 

To address this question, the researcher tested the following null hypothesis: 

There will be no difference in the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests for students with and without disabilities. 

Ho3 Test Results 

A factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of disability status and 

rural and urban status on the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes 

tests. The ANOVA revealed that the main effect for disability status was significant, F 

(1,98) = 402.87,/? < .001, eta squared = .804. Therefore, the researcher rejected the null 

hypothesis. Passing percentages on the high stakes tests for students without disabilities 

were higher than those of students with disabilities with an effect size of 80% of the 

explained variance. 

Research Question 4: Are the passing percentages on the Georgia high school 

high stakes tests different in rural and urban schools? 

To address this question, the researcher tested the following null hypothesis: 

There will be no difference in the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests in rural and urban schools. 
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HO4 Test Results 

A factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of disability status and 

rural and urban status on the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes 

tests. The ANOVA revealed that the main effects for rural/ urban status was not 

significant, F (1,98) = .50, p = .48. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis. 

The passing percentages on the high stakes tests did not differ between rural and urban 

schools. 

Research Question 5: Is there an interaction between disability status and 

rural/urban status on the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes 

tests? 

To address this question, the researcher tested the following null hypothesis: 

There will be no interaction between disability status and rural/urban status on the 

passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests. 

Hos Test Results 

A factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine the interaction effects of disability 

status and rural and urban status on the passing percentages on the Georgia high school 

high stakes tests. The ANOVA revealed that there was no interaction effect between 

disability status and rural /urban status on passing percentages on the high stakes tests, 

F(l,98) = .000,/? = .99. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis. Thus, the 

effects of disability status on passing percentages on Georgia high school high stakes 

tests do not differ for rural and urban schools. 
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Table 6 

Comparison of Means and Standard Deviations for School Passing Percentages 
for Students with and without Disabilities in Rural and Urban schools 

Disability Status 
Students with Disabilities Students without Disabilities 

School Location M SD M SD 
Rural 61.87 18.49 94.68 2.81 
Urban 60.42 17.98 93.23 4.28 

For research questions 6, 7, and 8, a 2x2 factorial ANOVA was conducted to 

examine the effects of disability status and rural and urban status on the dropout rates. 

The between subjects factor was the school location (rural and urban) and the within 

subject factor was disability status (students with and without disabilities). The dependent 

variable was dropout rates, with possible rates ranging from 0 to 1. The means and 

standard deviations for dropout rates for students with and without disabilities in rural 

and urban schools are presented in Table 7. 

Research Question 6: Are the dropout rates different for students with and 

without disabilities? 

To address this question, the researcher tested the following null hypothesis: 

There will be no difference in the dropout rates for students with and without disabilities. 

HO6 Test Results 

A factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of disability status and 

rural and urban status on the dropout rates. The ANOVA revealed that the main effect for 

disability status was significant, F (1, 98) = 93.24,p < .001, eta squared = .488. The 

researcher rejected the null hypothesis. Therefore, dropout rates for students with 
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disabilities were higher than those of their nondisabled peers with an effect size of 48% 

of the explained variance. 

Research Question 7: Are the dropout rates different in rural and urban schools? 

To address this question, the researcher tested the following null hypothesis: 

There will be no difference in the dropout rates in rural and urban schools. 

HO7 Test Results 

A factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of disability status and 

rural and urban status on the dropout rates. The ANOVA revealed that the main effect for 

rural/urban status was not significant, F (1, 98) = 0.24,p = .63. The researcher failed to 

reject the null hypothesis. Dropout rates did not differ between rural and urban schools. 

Research Question 8: Is there an interaction between disability status and 

rural/urban status on dropout rates? 

To address this question, the researcher tested the following null hypothesis: 

There will be no interaction between disability status and rural/urban status on the 

passing percentages on dropout rates. 

Hos Test Results 

A factorial ANOVA was conducted to examine the interaction effects of disability 

status and rural and urban status on dropout rates. The ANOVA revealed that there was 

no interaction between disability status and rural /urban status on dropout rates, F (1,98) 

= 0.27,p = .61. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis. Thus, the effects of 

disability status on dropout rates do not differ for rural and urban schools. 
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Table 7 

Comparison of Means and Standard Deviations for School Dropout Rates for 
Students with and without Disabilities in Rural and Urban schools 

Disability Status 
Students with Disabilities Students without Disabilities 

School Location M SD M SD 
Rural 5.33 3.37 2.88 1.64 
Urban 5.42 2.99 3.22 1.66 

Summary 

Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to determine the relationship between 

the percentages passing the Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for 

students with and without disabilities. Data from 50 rural and 50 urban schools matched 

on SES from the 2008-2009 school year were analyzed. The researcher rejected both null 

hypotheses 1 and 2 based on the results from the Pearson data analysis at alpha = .05. 

Therefore, the researcher concluded that there is a negative correlation between passing 

percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates. As the 

passing percentages increased, the dropout rates decreased for both students with and 

without disabilities. 

Two 2x2 factorial ANOVAs were conducted to determine if main and interaction 

effects existed between disability status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on 

high stakes tests and on dropout rates. The researcher rejected null hypothesis 3, there 

will be no difference in the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes 

tests for students with and without disabilities as well as null hypothesis 6, there will be 

no difference in the dropout rates for students with and without disabilities. Main effects 
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were significant for disability status on passing percentages on the high stakes tests and 

dropout rates. Passing percentages on the high stakes tests were higher for students 

without disabilities. Dropout rates were higher for students with disabilities. 

There was no main effect for school location on passing percentages on the high 

stakes tests or on dropout rates. Additionally, there were no interaction effects between 

disability status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on the high stakes tests or 

on dropout rates. Chapter 4 presented results and an analysis of the data. Chapter 5 will 

present a discussion of key findings, conclusions, and recommendations for further 

research studies. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between passing 

percentages on Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with 

and without disabilities. Additionally, this study determined if main and interaction 

effects existed between disability status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on 

high stakes tests and on dropout rates. This chapter includes the following sections: 

summary of the study, discussion of major findings, conclusions, implications, 

recommendations, and a summary. 

Summary of the Study 

Archival data from the Georgia Governor's Office of Student Achievement 

(GOSA) and the Common Core of Data were used in this study. The researcher requested 

the total passing percentage for the Georgia High School Graduation Test, Georgia High 

School Writing Test, and dropout rates for students with and without disabilities during 

the 2008-2009 school year. The researcher obtained the classification for each Georgia 

high school from the Common Core of Data from the U.S. Department of Education's 

National Center for Education Statistics. Additionally, the researcher gathered the 

percentages of students eligible for free and reduced lunch from the Georgia Department 

98 
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of Education and matched the percentages to control for SES for the selected 50 rural and 

50 urban schools used in the study. The study used Pearson correlation data analysis to 

determine if relationships existed between the percentage passing the Georgia high stakes 

tests and dropout rates for students with and without disabilities. Within-between 

factorial ANOVAs were used to determine if main and interaction effects existed 

between disability status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on high stakes 

tests and on dropout rates. The findings were evaluated at a level of statistical 

significance set at alpha = .05. 

Summary of Major Findings 

The results of the study revealed that statistically significant relationships existed 

between the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout 

rates for students with and without disabilities. A negative correlation existed; therefore, 

as the passing percentages increased, the dropout rates decreased for both students with 

and without disabilities with an effect size of .084 for passing percentages on high stakes 

tests and students with disabilities and an effect size of .152 for passing percentages on 

high stakes tests for students without disabilities. Findings revealed that main effects 

existed for disability status on passing percentages on the Georgia high school high 

stakes tests with an effect size of .804 and on dropout rates with an effect size of .488. 

Students without disabilities had higher passing percentages on the high stakes tests than 

students with disabilities and dropout rates were higher for students with disabilities than 

students without disabilities. 
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Results of the study also revealed that when rural and urban schools are matched 

on SES based on the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced lunch, there no 

main effect for rural/urban status on passing percentages on the Georgia high stakes tests 

and on dropout rates. Therefore, the passing percentages on the high stakes tests and 

dropout rates did not differ in rural and urban schools. In addition, no interaction effects 

existed between disability status and rural/urban status on the passing percentages on the 

high stakes tests or on dropout rates when rural and urban schools are matched on SES 

based on the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced lunch. The effects of 

disability status on passing percentages on high stakes tests do not differ in rural and 

urban schools. Additionally, the effects of disability status on dropout rates do not differ 

in rural and urban schools. 

Discussion of Findings 

Initially, it was hypothesized that the possible relationships between high stakes 

tests and dropout rates were as passing percentages on high stakes tests increase, dropout 

rates decrease for students with and without disabilities. Results of the study confirm 

these hypotheses. Additionally, main effects and interaction effects were considered to 

exist between disability status, and rural and urban status on high stakes tests, and on 

dropout rates. The results of the study revealed that main effects existed for disability 

status on high stakes tests and on dropout rates; however, no main or interaction effects 

existed between disability status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on high 

stakes tests and on dropout rates. Figure 2 is visual representation of the results of the 
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mean and interaction effects between disability status and rural/urban status on passing 

percentages on the high stakes tests and on dropout rates. 

Figure 2. Revised conceptual framework of disability status, rural and urban status, high 

stakes tests and dropout rates. 

The literature suggests that an unintended consequence of high stakes tests for 

students with disabilities is higher dropout rates (Quenemoen et al., 2001). This study has 

shown that as passing percentages on high stakes tests increase, dropout rates decrease 

for students with disabilities. Likewise, this study has shown that as passing percentages 

on high stakes tests increase, dropout rates decrease for students without disabilities, 

which agrees with prior studies' findings (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Catterall, 1989; 

Clark et al., 2000; Silver et al., 2008; Snyder, 2004). 

Although the impact of high stakes testing on student learning is limited, it is 

known that students with disabilities perform poorly on high stakes tests when compared 

to peers without disabilities (Langenfeld et al.,1997; Thurlow & Johnson, 2000; Warren 
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& Jenkins, 2005). The results of this study's findings support the literature; the passing 

percentages on the high stakes tests were lower for students with disabilities than for 

students without disabilities. 

There is conflicting evidence regarding the effects of school location on student 

achievement. Some researchers suggest (Israel et al., 2001; McCombs & Bansberg, 1997; 

Roscigno & Crowley, 2001) that rural schools experience lower achievement than urban 

schools due to poor educational conditions such as low population bases, isolation, 

limited economic development and limited educational opportunities. On the other hand, 

Bowen and Bok (1998) maintain that students in urban schools are at a much higher risk 

of failing standardized tests due to the lack of availability of resources such as books and 

materials, large class sizes, family and environmental factors, teacher preparation and 

training, and low expectations by teachers. The results of the study revealed that there 

was no main effect for rural/urban status on the passing percentages on high stakes tests 

and there was no interaction effect for disability status and rural/urban status on the 

passing percentages on high stakes tests. Therefore, the passing percentages on high 

stakes did not differ between rural and urban schools and the effects of disability status 

on passing percentages on high stakes tests were not different in rural and urban schools. 

According to the literature (Lichtenstein, 1993; Mitchell, 1997; Rumberger, 1987; 

Sinclair, 1994; Thompson-Hoffman & Haywood, 1990; Wagner, 1991), students with 

disabilities drop out of school at a greater rate than students without disabilities. The 

results of study concerning research question six concur with the literature. The main 
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effects for disability status were significant. Dropout rates were higher for students with 

disabilities than for students without disabilities. 

Although no community, small or large, rural or urban has escaped the dropout 

problem, high dropout rates have become the norm in many urban high schools (Gandara 

et al., 1998; Lee & Burkam, 2003). High dropout rates in urban high schools, particularly 

among poor and racial minority youth continues to be an issue confronting public 

education in the United States (Patterson et al., 2007). A higher percentage of students 

with disabilities in urban schools drop out of high school than their peers in rural schools 

(Ferguson & Blumberg, 2006; National Center on Secondary Education and Transition, 

2004). Additionally, rural high schools tend to have lower dropout rates than those in 

urban areas (Manzo, 2007). The results of this study revealed that no main effect existed 

for rural/urban status and no interaction effect existed between disability status and 

rural/urban status on dropout rates. Thus, dropout rates did not differ between rural and 

urban schools and the effects of disability status on dropout rates were not different rural 

and urban schools. The results of this study disagree with the literature. It is possible that 

that no interaction existed between disability status and rural/urban status on passing 

percentages on the high stakes tests or on dropout rates due to rural and urban schools 

being matched on SES. Therefore, poverty was a controlled variable. In addition, the 

results could differ from other studies found in the literature due to this study being 

conducted in Georgia as well as due to the definition of rural and urban used in this study. 
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Conclusions 

This study addressed eight research questions. Pearson correlations were used to 

determine the relationships between the passing percentages on the Georgia high school 

high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with disabilities. Factorial ANOVA was 

used to determine if any main and interaction effects existed between the disability status 

and rural/urban status on the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes 

tests and on dropout rates. 

The researcher concluded that statistically significant relationships existed 

between the passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout 

rates for students with and without disabilities. A negative correlation existed; therefore, 

as the passing percentages increased, the dropout rates decreased with an effect size of 

.084 for passing percentages on high stakes tests and students with disabilities and an 

effect size of .152 for passing percentages on high stakes tests for students without 

disabilities. Additionally, a main effect existed for disability status on passing 

percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests with an effect size of .804 and 

on dropout rates with an effect size of .488. Students without disabilities had higher 

passing percentages on the high stakes tests than those students with disabilities. Dropout 

rates were higher for students with disabilities than their nondisabled peers. 

The results of the study revealed that no main effect existed for rural/urban status 

on passing percentages on the Georgia high stakes tests or on dropout rates. In addition, 

no interaction effects existed between disability status and rural/urban status on the 

passing percentages on the high stakes tests or on dropout rates when rural and urban 
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schools are matched on SES based on the percentage of students eligible for free and 

reduced lunch. 

Implications 

The study revealed that statistically significant relationships existed between the 

passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for 

students with and without disabilities. Additionally, the results of the study indicated that 

a main effect existed for disability status on passing percentages on high stakes tests and 

on dropout rates; however, no main effect existed for rural/urban status on passing 

percentages on the high stakes tests or on dropout rates. Further, no interaction effects 

existed between disability status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on the 

Georgia high school high stakes tests or on dropout rates. This study is important because 

it supports the idea that an unintended negative consequence of high stakes testing may 

include increased dropout rates. Additionally, the results of this study add to the literature 

that policymakers and educational leaders may want to consider when making future 

decisions regarding high stakes testing and graduation requirements. 

The results of this study are important because they support the literature on 

dropout rates for students with disabilities. Students with disabilities are more vulnerable 

to factors leading to increased dropout. Therefore, it is important for educational leaders 

to investigate issues such as motivation, aspirations, and dropout prevention in ways 

attentive to the unique characteristics of the students and school environments in efforts 

to encourage students with and without disabilities to complete high school or order to 

provide them a better opportunity of becoming a productive citizen. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings presented in this study provide further insight into the relationship 

between high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with and without disabilities in 

rural and urban high schools. The following recommendations were evident based on the 

implications of the study findings. 

The researcher recommends examining various subgroups such as ELL students, 

gender, and race to determine if relationships exist between high stakes testing and 

dropout rates for any additional subgroups. Examining additional subgroups will provide 

additional data on the implications of high stakes testing on dropout rates. 

Based on the findings and conclusions, the researcher recommends conducting 

this study using a different approach. A qualitative study utilizing interviews or surveys 

could be conducted to extract information from students, school counselors or school 

psychologists on the relationship between Georgia high school high stakes tests and 

dropout rates specific to individual schools. Personal testimony could provide useful 

information for educational leaders when considering ways to address the relationship 

between high stakes testing and dropout rates. 

School systems could conduct a study to determine if relationships exist between 

students who experienced multiple failures on Georgia high school high stakes tests and 

dropout rates. This would provide additional data on the relationship between high stakes 

tests and dropout rates. 
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The researcher recommends conducting a study using a different definition of 

rural and urban to further examine the possible relationships between school location, 

high stakes testing and dropout rates. 

Summary 

In this study, eight research questions and null hypotheses were examined. An 

analysis using Pearson's correlation coefficient was used to determine if relationships 

existed between Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with 

and without disabilities. The results revealed that a negative correlation existed between 

the passing percentages on the high stakes tests and dropout rates for students with and 

without disabilities. Factorial ANOVA was used to determine if main and interaction 

effects existed between disability status and rural/urban status on passing percentages on 

the Georgia high school high stakes tests and dropout rates. The results revealed that 

main effects for disability status were significant. Passing percentages on the high stakes 

tests were higher for students without disabilities than for students with disabilities. 

Additionally, dropout rates were higher for students with disabilities than for their 

nondisabled peers. The results revealed that main effects for rural/urban status were not 

significant on passing percentages on high stakes tests and on dropout rates. Also, there 

were no interaction effects for disability status and school location on passing 

percentages on high stakes tests or on dropout rates. Therefore, the effects of disability 

status on passing percentages on the Georgia high school high stakes tests and on dropout 

rates did not differ for rural and urban schools. 
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The research findings suggest that relationships between Georgia high school high 

stakes tests and dropout rates for students with and without disabilities are significant and 

the main effects of disability status on passing percentages on high stakes tests and on 

dropout rates are significant. Thus, this study is important because high dropout rates are 

a major problem for not only schools and school districts, but society. Additionally, the 

negative impact of students dropping out of school, particularly for students with 

disabilities is alarming. A review of literature reported repeatedly that dropouts are more 

likely to be unemployed, welfare recipients, and incarcerated. Various factors reportedly 

influence students' decisions to leave school; however, it was suggested that academic 

performance as measured by high stakes tests were reliable predictors of whether students 

stay or drop out of school. Supporting literature on the unintended consequences of high 

stakes tests is important as policymakers and educational leaders continue to make 

decisions regarding high stakes testing and graduation requirements. 

The researcher recommends that educational leaders examine issues such as 

motivation, aspirations, and dropout prevention in ways that encourage students to 

complete high school and reduce dropout rates. Furthermore, the researcher recommends 

conducting future research on the relationship between high stakes testing and dropout 

rates examining various subgroups and utilizing qualitative data. 
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