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One-Year Analyses of Absences, Semester Course Failures, and Grade
Averages of First-Time Ninth Grade Students,
2006-2007 School Year

Evaluator: Dorothea Weir

A recent report from the Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR) emphasized the
importance of freshman-year course performance for high school completion. The CCSR report
stressed the importance of students being on-track at the end of their freshman year, which they
defined as (a) having accumulated five full credits and (b) having no more than one semester F in
a core subject (English, math, science, or social studies). Students who were on-track at the end
of their freshman year were four times more likely to graduate than off-track students. CCSR also
identified three other freshman-year predictors of graduation that were accurate 80 of the time:

e Absences

e  Semester course failures

»  Grade Point Average (GPA)

To examine the influence of these variables on graduation rate and achievement in Dallas ISD,
we began with analyses of measures for students who were first-time ninth graders in 2006-2007.
The initial sample was taken from the student database as of May 22, 2007. Students without a
valid school location (i.e., who had left Dallas ISD before the end of the school year) were
excluded, as were Hospital/lHomebound students. Students in magnet and alternative high
schools were included, as well as students in comprehensive schools.

Absences

As of May 22, 2007, ninth grade (freshman) enroliment was 13,080 students, of whom 68%
(8,916) were first-time ninth graders and 21% (2,685) were repeating ninth graders.
Approximately 11% of ninth graders (1,479) had no prior-year grade reported; the majority of
these were new to the district in 2006-2007.

The CCSR study counted absences course by course and aggregated these absences to
calculate a total number of days absent per semester. Available Dallas ISD data were somewhat
different, in that the absences available on district databases were second-period absences
recorded for Average Daily Attendance (ADA) reporting. Further, while Chicago schools had 90
days per semester, Dallas fall and spring semesters were different in length (81 days fall, 93
spring), so totals for the year rather than the semester are reported here.

Table 1 shows attendance data for grade nine students who were enrolled for the full year, 174
days. Only 68% of students who were enrolled in May had been enrolled for 174 days of school in
the district. Of these, first-time ninth graders and students entering from outside the district had
95% or better attendance, while attendance for repeating ninth graders was around 89%. While

first-time ninth graders missed nearly two weeks of school on average, repeating students missed
nearly a month (19.6 days) throughout the year. 5

Figure 1 shows the distribution of absences for first-time ninth graders, and Figure 2, for
repeating ninth graders. While nearly 40% of first-time ninth graders missed less than a week of
school, 35% missed at least two weeks, and 15% missed at least a month. Almost two-thirds of

repeating students missed at least two weeks of classes, and 40% were absent for a month or
more.
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Table 1

Mean Attendance and Absences for Ninth Grade Students
Enrolled for the Full Year, 2006-2007

Average Percent
Group N Attendance  Absences Attendance
First time ninth graders 6,803 165.3 8.7 95.0
Repeating ninth graders 1,670 154 .4 19.6 88.7
Unknown 442 166.9 71 95.9
Total 8,915 163.6 10.6 94.0

39.8

1.8 1.4
0-4 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40+

Figure 1. Distribution of absences of first-time ninth grade students, 2006-2007

45

40

35

30

25

20 19.
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0-4 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40+

Figure 2. Distribution of absences of repeating ninth grade students, 2006-2007 149



Semester Course Failures

This measure, as in the CCSR study, includes failures in all courses, unlike the on-track measure,
which includes only failures in core courses (English/language arts, mathematics, science, and
social studies). Most Dallas ISD first-time ninth graders took 7 courses each semester, or a total
of 14 for the year, although 27% took between 15 and 18 courses. However, not all took a full
load of courses, or received grades in all their courses (Table 2). Aimost 14% received no grade
for at least one period in one semester. In some cases, this occurred because the student failed
to complete coursework, or did not take the final exam. In other instances, the student was
assigned to a course with no grade (Office Assistant, Study Hall, Reconnection Center, etc.).

Figure 3 shows the distribution of semester course failures for all first-time ninth grade students

Table 2

Number of Grades Received by First-Time
Ninth Graders, 2006-2007

Number of Number of Percent of
_grades students Students
5 4 0.0
6 85 1.0
7 27 0.3
8 31 04
9 30 0.4
10 43 0.5
1 138 1.6
12 194 23
13 639 7.5
14 5,096 59.5
15 111 1.3
16 2,025 23.7
17 20 0.2
18 119 1.4
Total 8,562 100.0

who were enrolled for both fall and spring semesters of 2006-2007.

50.0

45.0 T 407

40.0
35.0
30.0 A
25.0 -
20.0
15.0 1
10.0

5.0 1

0.0 4

Figure 3. Distribution of semester course failures among first-time ninth graders in 2006-2007.
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These data show outcomes similar to those found in Chicago Public Schools. Although Dallas
had a smaller percentage of students who failed no courses (41%, compared to 47% in Chicago),
the percent failing 8 or more courses was lower in Dallas (10%) than in Chicago (12%). However,
99% of all Dallas ISD first-time ninth graders failed at least one semester course. Course failures
differed considerably by school. Table 3 shows the percent of first-time freshmen by the number
of courses failed at each comprehensive and magnet campus in 2006-2007. More than 70% of
first-time ninth graders at Samuell, Spruce, Kimball, Roosevelt, and Smith failed at least one

semester course. At Samuell and Spruce, tore than one-fifth of students failed 8 or more
courses.

Table 3

Percent of Course Failures by High Schooi Campu . Firat-Time Grade 9 Students, 2006-2007

Number of Semesier Fa._. us

School N 0 1 2 = 4 5 607 8+
B. Adams 430 360 137 9.1 6.5 580 17 49 98 138
Adamson 272 467 18.0 8.5 T4 AR 33 DA 48 7.4
Smith 245 298 13.1 98 106 65 65 53 41 143
Molina 312 353 106 9.9 7.4 80 54 45 54 135
Hillcrest 196 311 B2 112 ol v Bl - R L R B
Jefferson 299 308 110 104 9.4 BT 87 b4 4n 437
Kimball 348 290 158 129 9.2 48 4B 5Y 48 438
Lincoln 205 444 17.1 8.3 7.3 88 - 86 44 24 8.3
Pinkston 282 418 174 110 7.8 46 35 35 25 7.8
Roosevelt 179 291 162 117 8.4 56 45 56 45 145
Samuell 424 257 1B 127 7.5 B7 B0 BD K57 954
Seagoville 258 384 132 9.7 5.0 10 B8 AT a7 e
S. Oak Cliff 23 355 212 . 121 6.1 61 69 26 48 48
Spruce 331 269 136 11.2 7.9 46 B4 #4283 211
Sunset 496 438 171 107 1.7 38 48 38 24 6.0
White 481 478 135 104 7.3 4. 87 'ag  ab 48
Wilson 293 372 154 106 8.9 B8 44 38 24 . 4108
Carter 329 310 173 158 106 I8 o8y 4B 24 46
N. Dallas 382 427 182 123 7.3 37 B8 ‘28 ‘21 6.0
Skyline 1,285 383 166 116 8.1 56 60 30 29 9.6
Conrad 242 467 149 9.5 45 T8 289 45 1> 7.9
Madison 112 652 16.1 6.3 3.6 54 00 i Uy 0.0
Arts 108 565 11.1 8.3 46 74 = 28 9 46 37
Rangel YWL 65 892 77 3.1 0.0 00 go . Oh 0o 0.0
Townview 539 759 95 6.1 2.8 24 1.5 0.9 0.4 0.6
Early College 98 694 255 4.1 1.0 go. 00 00 00D 0.0
Mid. College 30 80.0 13.3 6.7 0.0 B0 00 00 .00 0.0

Total 8,562 40.7 146 105 7.2 5.4 4.8 3.9 31 9.8
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Grade Point Averages

GPA calculations for 2006-2007 were restricted to the same group for whom course failures were
calculated: first-time ninth graders who received course credit in both fall and spring semesters.
Dallas ISD computes GPA by totaling the numerical grades earned and dividing by the number of
courses attempted. The lowest possible course grade is 50. On a 4.0-point system, GPA is
calculated according to the following scale (no grade of D is given):

A =90-100 =4.0
B =80-89 = 3.0
C=70-79=20
F=50-69=0.0

S. r «Within this system, we divided letter grades into thirds, so that 80-83 = B-, 84-86 = B, 87-89 = B+,
and so farth. This system has the advantage of providing narrower or broader categories,
depending on't&type of analysis needed.

The mean numerical GPA for first-time ninth graders was 78.6, or a C+. Figure 4 shows the
percent distribution of letter grades for this group. Only about 6% of students had an average of
A- or above. Percentages with B and C averages were approximately equal (43% and 39%,
respectively), while about 12% had failing averages.

25.0

20.0

15.0

10.0

5.0

0.0 -

Figure 4. Percent distribution of grade averages for first-time ninth-grade students, 2006-2007

As Table 4 demonstrates, numerical GPA varied across campuses from 74.1 (Samuell) to 86.9
(Middle College). Few students outside the magnet schools had A averages; the only
comprehensive high school with more than 10% of students averaging an A was W.T. White. At
five schools, fewer than 5% of students had A averages. At four schools, the percent of students
with averages of F exceeded 20%, and at two of these, more than a quarter of students had F
averages, or more than double the district rate.
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Table 4

Grade Averages of First-Time Ninth Grade Students by High School Campus, 2006-2007

Grade Average (Percent)

School N Average A B C F
B. Adams 430 78.1 6.5 38.6 40.2 14.7
Adamson 272 78.2 1.8 43.8 43.4 11.0
Smith 245 76.0 24 26.9 49.8 20.8
Molina 312 78.1 3.2 43.9 40.4 12.5
Hillcrest 196 78.3 6.6 35.7 47.4 10.2
Jefferson 299 766 4.0 -.304 48.8 16.7
Kimball 348 75.7 1.7 26.4 54.6 17.2
Lincoln 205 78.5 1.5 46.3 42.4 9.8
Pinkston 282 78.8 3.9 46.5 39.0 10.6
Roosevelt 179 75.1 0.6 29.1 49.2 212
Samuell 424 741 1.2 26.2 453 274
Seagoville 258 78.5 8.1 39.1 39.1 13.6
S. Oak Cliff 213 77.9 3.0 39.0 47.2 10.8
Spruce 331 74.6 2.1 29.0 42.6 26.3
Sunset 496 79.5 5.8 47.2 37.3 9.7
White 481 80.5 10.6 46.6 36.4 6.4
Wilson 293 79.4 8.5 457 355 10.2
Carter 329 77.2 24 31.0 571 9.4
N. Dallas 382 79.2 4.7 46.1 40.6 8.6
Skyline 1,285 79.8 5.5 514 35.0 8.0
Conrad 242 80.2 9.5 46.7 37.2 6.6
Madison 112 81.1 27 59.8 35.7 1.8
Arts 108 83.2 13.9 62.0 21.3 2.8
Rangel YWL 65 86.7 29.2 64.6 6.2 0.0
Townview 539 84.6 18.7 65.5 15.4 0.4
Early College 98 80.2 4.1 46.9 49.0 0.0
Middle Coll. 30 86.9 23.3 73.3 3.3 0.0

Total 8,562 78.6 5.9 42.8 39.3 11.9

Conclusion

The CCSR report notes strong connections among all these indicators. Students with high failure
rates will, of course, have low grade averages, and also tend to be absent more often. The
importance of examining all three is that any problem that surfaces during ninth grade, with either
course grades or absences, is rarely isolated, but tends to be a sign of “broader problems of
academic performance” (CCSR, 9). As well, the CCSR study found that fall-semester failures and
absences in ninth grade were nearly as good at predicting eventual high school completion as

full-year measures, making them especially important in early identification of students needing
intervention.

Data from Dallas ISD course files show a strong relationship between course grades in the first
six weeks and fall semester grades. These data show that teacher-assigned grades in the first six
weeks are somewhat higher than the students’ final course grades. Teachers give more grades of
A and fewer grades of F than students finally earn over the semester. This occurs largely 153



because teacher-assigned grades are somewhat higher on average than Assessment of Course
Performance (ACP) final examination grades, which count as 25% of the grade in any course in
which they are given.

Table 5

First Six Weeks Letter Grades by Semester Grades,
Grade 9 Regular Courses, Fall 2006

Six Weeks Semester Grade

Grade A B C F Total N

A 50.2 37.9 9.7 1.9 21,581

B 71 - 48.3 37.3 6.8 20,804

C 0.6 13.8 56.8 28.1 24,522

E : 0.0 - 21 226 73.5 10,762
Total 12,470 21,918 27,085 19,464 77,669

The results show that nearly three-quarters (73.5%) of students who received a grade of F in the
first six weeks had fall semester grades of F. Nearly a quarter (22.6%) of students who had six
weeks grades of C also ended the semester with failing grades. The first six weeks grade
report is therefore an extremely important sign of whether a student needs immediate
intervention if he or she is to complete the year on-track. Any student with a course grade of
F needs immediate help in that course in order to recover by the end of the semester, and any

student with more than one grade of F, or a majority of grades of C with one or two Fs, needs
more comprehensive intervention to reverse direction.
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