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EDITORIALS
An inflated graduation rate


The U.S. Education Department is working on a formula to make all states calculate high school graduation rates the same way in an effort to stop the tricks some states use to minimize their dropout problems. 
New Jersey already attempts to make an honest dropout count. Washington, however, would do New Jersey a favor if the new formula ordered the state to put an asterisk by its posted 92 percent graduation rate. The mark would reflect the boost the New Jersey rate gets from the Special Review Assessment for students who fail the official high school exit exam after several tries. 
The SRA accounts for 11 percent of diplomas statewide and an outrageous 50 percent or more in a dozen schools around the state. The SRA uses an alternative test to determine what a student knows, and there is evidence that answers are often spoon-fed. The result is a diploma despite an inability by the SRA student to demonstrate that he possesses the knowledge required of a high school graduate. 


In arriving at its rules for high school graduation rates, the Education Department is expected to follow standards set by the National Governors Association. But the association says alternative-route graduates should be counted just like those who pass standard tests if they all get the same diploma, as they do in New Jersey. That standard allows states to minimize an unacceptable reality: Significant numbers of kids are going through school without getting an education. 

The Education Department's immediate concern is shedding light on the hidden epidemic of dropouts. If the goal is to get an accurate graduation count, states cannot be allowed to include alternative-route graduates without meeting rigorous standards that guarantee the integrity of such programs. New Jersey is not there yet. 

New Jersey is trying. After years of criticism of the SRA, the state is working to standardize SRA grading procedures and make the assessment less subjective. Schools with an SRA graduate number of more than 10 percent will have to submit correction plans. That's a good idea, but the tipping point should be lower than double digits. 

We support the idea of some kind of second chance for seniors. The fact that so many students need the SRA is evidence that they never got the foundation required to master what they were taught in high school. Every aspect of the problem, not just the end result, must be addressed. 

The New Jersey Education Association , the state teachers' union, likes to brag about New Jersey's "highest-in-the-nation graduation rates." Teachers, schools and state officials must accept the fact that the number is not real. 

