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Highlights:

More than 70,000 California 
high school seniors in the 
2007 graduating class had 
not passed the CAHSEE, but 
chose to remain in school 
rather than abandon their 
education.

The academically high-risk 
but persistent students in this 
study are unique compared 
to academically high-risk 
students who drop out.

These “persistent strugglers” 
were disproportionately 
Latino students from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds; 
79% were classifi ed as 
English Language Learners—
a much higher percentage 
than in their respective high 
schools.

Despite their academic 
challenges, these students 
continued to value education 
and had hopes of further 
education.

Among non-graduates, 
31% went on to community 
college; another 33% 
continued working toward 
passing the CAHSEE and 
earning their high school 
diploma, or equivalent.
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Since 2006, students in California have been required to pass the 
California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE)—a test of basic 
skills in English Language Arts and mathematics—to earn their 

high school diploma. Most students have either passed the CAHSEE 
by their senior year or dropped out. However, more than 70,000 
high school seniors in the 2007 graduating class had not passed the 
CAHSEE, yet chose to remain enrolled in school rather than abandon 
their education. A better understanding of these students and 
their experiences could help improve the state’s graduation rate—
particularly in light of the recent increase in the number of dropouts 
among California’s high school seniors (see CDRP Statistical Brief 9).

This brief summarizes findings from a study of 167 twelfth-
graders from the class of 2007, in four California public school districts. 
Participants were randomly selected from a group of students who 
did not pass the CAHSEE as of the fall semester of their senior year. 
These students were unique because they were at “high academic 
risk” given their poor performance on the CAHSEE, but they were 
also “persistent” as they were still enrolled in school despite their 
academic struggles. Participants were surveyed in the spring of their 
senior year and again the following fall to determine what happened 
to them.
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► Who Struggled to Pass the 
CAHSEE?

Students in this study who 
struggled to pass the CAHSEE, but 
were still enrolled as high school 
seniors, differed from their fellow 
students in several respects. These 
“persistent strugglers” were dis-
proportionately Latino students 
from low socioeconomic back-
grounds. Seventy-nine percent of 
the participants were classified 
as English Language Learners—a 
much higher percentage than re-
flected in their respective high 
schools. 

In spite of their academic dif-
ficulties, these students remained 
engaged in school. The majority 
reported never or rarely having 
been tardy, truant, absent, or in 
trouble for not following school 
rules. Most reported spending 
between 1–3 hours on homework 
each week. The sample of students 
had an average GPA of 2.33, sug-
gesting that most of these students 
maintained respectable grades. Yet, 
more than 80% of these students 
scored “below basic” or “far below 
basic” on the California Standards 
Tests (CST) in math and in English 
Language Arts.

Further results show that this 
unique population of academical-
ly high-risk but persistent students 
continued to value education and 
even had hopes of further educa-
tion. Students generally reported 
that they felt connected to their 
schools, participated in at least one 
extracurricular activity, and valued 
their education. They also had as-
pirations of attending college, with 
slightly more than half planning to 

attend college the following year. 
Most of the students had one or 
more friends who had dropped 
out of high school, but they report-
ed that the majority of their friends 
viewed further education as the 
most important thing to do fol-
lowing high school. Students also 
reported that their parents gener-
ally viewed attending college as an 
important step to take after high 
school.

Students’ experiences with 
the CAHSEE varied. The majority 
had been involved in activities 
to help them prepare for the 
CAHSEE, such as taking special 
classes, reviewing material, and 
tutoring. Most students in this 
sample reported that they were 
involved in special efforts to help 
them prepare for the exam, and 
had access to various people—
especially school staff—who could 
provide information about passing 
the CAHSEE. 

Despite this support, 80% of 
the academically high-risk but 
persistent students in this sample 
did not pass the CAHSEE by the 
end of their senior year. Most of 
the students (74%) did not pass 
the English Language Arts (ELA) 
section.
► What Happened to Students 
Who Did Not Pass the CAHSEE?

In the fall following their se-
nior year of high school, 47% of the 
sampled students had subsequent-
ly passed the CAHSEE and accrued 
adequate course credits to receive 
their diploma. This percentage re-
flected an increase from the 20% 
who had received their diploma 

by the spring of their senior year, 
indicating that many students took 
advantage of additional oppor-
tunities to take the CAHSEE dur-
ing the summer months following 
their senior year. Of the students 
who had not received their diplo-
ma by the fall follow-up, 72% per-
cent reported being unable to pass 
the ELA section of the exam.

Of the students who reported 
they would not graduate from 
high school in the initial survey, 
77% ended up not graduating 
and 24% did, indicating that they 
generally had a realistic appraisal 
of their prospects of earning a di-
ploma. Among students who re-
ported they would graduate, more 
than half (55%) went on to receive 
their diploma by September 2007. 

Students who received their 
diploma overwhelmingly report-
ed involvement in post-secondary 
education. Sixty-six percent were 
attending a community college 
that fall, and an additional 24% re-
ported that they had plans to enroll 
in further schooling within the up-
coming year (see figure). Only 9% 
of the high school graduates said 
they did not have plans for further 
schooling.

Students who had not received 
their diploma also reported a con-
tinued commitment to further 
education: 13% had re-enrolled 
in high school the year following 
their senior year; 19% were pursu-
ing other educational options to 
earn their diploma, such as adult 
secondary school programs, inde-
pendent study, district courses, or 
tutoring; and 1% were  pursuing a 
high school equivalent. An addi-

Read the full report at: lmri.ucsb.edu/dropouts
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tional 31% of students who did not 
receive their high school diploma 
went on to attend community col-
lege, nonetheless. Twenty-five per-
cent of these non-graduates who 
were attending post-secondary 
school were also simultaneously 
working on passing the CAHSEE 
and earning their high school di-
ploma. 

In addition, 24% of non-gradu-
ates reported intentions to attend 
further schooling within the up-
coming year. Just 10% of non-grad-
uates reported having no current 
plans to attend school following 
their senior year.
► What Factors Predicted Stu-
dent Success?

The study identified which 
student, family, and educational 
characteristics predicted various 
student outcomes—passing the 
CAHSEE, graduating from high 
school, and enrolling in postsec-
ondary education. Unexpectedly, a 
number of factors that traditional-
ly predict high school dropout did 
not predict which students in the 
current sample graduated from 
high school. The lack of significant 
differences between graduates 
and non-graduates is a meaning-
ful finding within this study and it 
supports the conclusion that these 
academically high-risk but persis-
tent students are quite different 
from students who drop out of 
school prior to Grade 12.

Yet, academic achievement 
mattered. Students with higher 
scores on the English Language 
Arts section of the CST were sig-
nificantly more likely to pass the 
CAHSEE and to graduate from 
high school than other participants. 
The number of credits a student 

had earned as of spring 2007 was 
associated with passing the CAH-
SEE, high school graduation, and 
post-secondary enrollment. High-
er GPA was also significantly asso-
ciated with passing the CAHSEE 
and post-secondary enrollment. 

English proficiency also pre-
dicted passing the CAHSEE. Stu-
dents whose home language was 
not English were significantly 
less likely to pass the CAHSEE. 
A better understanding of spo-
ken English and Spanish, as well 
as speaking, reading, and writing 
in English and Spanish, were also 
significantly related to passing the 
CAHSEE. 

Finally, students who reported 
having close friends who dropped 
out of high school were less likely 
to graduate.
► Conclusions

The current study sheds light 
on characteristics and outcomes 
of a unique population of students 
who, despite knowing they had 
taken and not passed the CAHSEE 
multiple times, still enrolled in 
school for their senior year. These 
students did not resemble high 
school dropouts in traditional 
characteristics. The majority of 
these students attended class 
regularly, generally avoided 
trouble, felt connected to their 
schools, and held high educational 
values and hopes for their future.  
Most of these students were 
English learners who struggled 
with their English language skills.

The CAHSEE serves as a mea-
sure of accountability that has the 
potential to raise standards in or-
der to ensure that all students with 
a high school diploma have certain 
necessary skills. However, schools 

have the responsibility of prepar-
ing all students to pass this exam.

Schools can begin by providing 
early intervention for those who 
start to struggle with academics at 
a young age. It is also necessary to 
reach out to students with limited 
English language skills by provid-
ing ongoing educational resources 
specifically geared toward helping 
them gain the English skills neces-
sary to succeed academically. 

The state should also support 
students who continue to persist in 
their education despite struggling 
and/or failing to pass the CAHSEE. 
Support at the district and school 
levels, adult education programs, 
and alliances with community col-
leges are some potential resources 
to aid these persistent students by 
providing continued opportunities 
to pursue their educational goals.

It is essential that policies, pro-
cesses, and resources are provided 
to address the needs of students 
who continue to meaningfully 
participate in high school during 
the senior year. These students 
represent youth who society has 
a vested interest to support. They 
are persistent, attempting to cope 
with life challenges in a positive 
way, and committed to attain the 
skills needed to be contributing 
community members.  

The inability to pass the 
CAHSEE and graduate within 
normal time limits should not 
brand these students as educational 
“failures.”  Instead they should be 
seen as hard-working educational 
“persisters” who are committed to 
attaining the skills and education 
they need to be contributing 
members of society.
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