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MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL YEARS:
SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT

Introduction
Students who are engaged in their school, 
who feel cared for and encouraged at school, 
and whose parents take an active role in their 
learning do better academically, socially, and 
emotionally. Missing school because of skipping 
or being suspended deprives young people of 
valuable instructional time and puts them in a 
less positive environment. 

Students who graduate with a high school 
diploma or GED have the option to go on to 
college and are better prepared to take on other 
opportunities, such as vocational programs, 
military service, or volunteer activities. High 
school graduates are also more likely to be 
employed and have higher wage earnings than 
students who do not finish high school. And, 
young adults who go on to obtain a college 
degree enjoy even higher earnings and more 
career options.

Key Findings
The percentage of middle and high school 
students who report a caring climate at their 
school has been rising since 2003; however, the 
number still remains low at only 35%.

From 2008 to 2014, Arlington’s on-time 
graduation rate has increased from 83% to over 
92%. However, there remain gaps in graduation 
rates between White students and all other 
categories of students.

Having limited English skills is more significant than 
race, ethnicity, poverty, and even homelessness 
in being able to graduate on time. Students with 
limited English proficiency (LEP) are also most 
likely to drop out of school (nearly 18%). 

More Data Needed 
Students drop out of high school for a wide 
range of reasons including limited English 
skills, low family expectations, poverty, 
parenthood, homelessness, housing 
conditions, legal residency, and emotional 
stability. More data are needed on how these 
factors affect students’ ability to identify 
productive options for their future.

As seen with the graduation and drop-out rates, 
data disaggregated by factors such as limited 
English proficiency and poverty reveal the 
limits of reporting by race/ethnicity. The “plans 
to attend college” data need to be available 
specifically for LEP and disadvantaged students 
to better understand how to support youth in 
accessing a college education. 

The indicator “plans to attend college” does not 
necessarily equate to “attending college.” Many 
students who plan to go to college do not enroll 
for lack of financial resources. Others attend but 
drop out because of difficulties with managing 
independence, issues with substance use, or 
inadequate academic preparation. Still other 
students decide to pursue other productive 
options after high school, such as employment, 
the military, or vocational programs. Our 
community cannot fully prepare our youth for 
adulthood without knowing how some of these 
options meet the needs of our 18-25 year olds. 
We need to understand more about youth who 
end up languishing by either not trying one of 
the options or failing at the one they try. 

INDICATORS

• Youth Attitudes toward School

• Parent Involvement in Schooling

• Suspensions 

• Passing Algebra I by Grade 8

• Pass Rates for Standards of  
Learning Tests, Grade 8

• Pass Rates for High School  
End-of-Course Assessments

• High School Graduation  
and Dropout Rates

• Plans to Attend College
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YOUTH ATTITUDES TOWARD SCHOOL

Definition
These indicators are the percentage of APS 8th, 
10th, and 12th graders who report the following 
developmental assets:

• Achievement Motivation: The desire to do 
well in school.

• Homework: Spending at least one hour per 
day doing homework. 

• Bonding to School: Caring about their 
school. 

• School Engagement: Taking interest in 
their classes and being prepared to learn. 

• Caring School Climate: Feeling cared for 
and encouraged at school.

In addition, the percentage of 8th, 10th, and 
12th graders who reported skipping school 
at least one day in the previous four weeks is 
shown.

Significance
A caring school climate helps students feel 
more positive about school and achieve at 
higher levels. It also can result in fewer behavior 
problems.1 Teachers, other adults, and peers 
create a caring school climate by having high 
expectations, acting fairly, and being friendly 
and approachable. 

The other indicators listed above measure 
internal qualities that help students do better 
academically. Missing school for any reason 
hinders student learning. Absenteeism due 
to skipping school, however, is particularly 
problematic because young people with 

attendance problems are more likely to drop out 
of school before graduating and engage in risky 
behavior and substance abuse.2 

Findings
From 2001 to 2012, significantly more students 
report three of these assets: Achievement 
Motivation, School Engagement, and Bonding 
to School. However, the percentage reporting 
a Caring School Climate has been at only 35% 
since 2009. Another asset not shown — Reading 
for Pleasure (for three or more hours each 
week) — has remained very low, with just over 
one-quarter of students reporting this since 
2001. (Note, however, that this has become 
more difficult to interpret as reading increasingly 
moves from paper to electronics.) Significantly 
fewer students reported skipping school in the 
previous month in 2012 than they reported in 
2001. However, most of the declines in skipping 
occurred between 2001 and 2003. 

Source
Arlington Partnership for Children, Youth, and 
Families, Profiles of Student Life: Attitudes and 
Behaviors Survey (Search Institute): 2001, 2003, 
2006, 2009, and 2012.

References
1. Scales, P. and Leffert, N. Developmental Assets: A 

Synthesis of the Scientific Research on Adolescent 
Development, Search Institute, pp. 37, 1999.

2. Hanna, A. Risk and Protective Factors for 
Delinquency, Juvenile Services Report, Virginia 
Department of Criminal Justice Services, 2001.
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PARENT INVOLVEMENT IN SCHOOLING

Definition
This indicator is the percentage of APS 8th, 10th, and 12th 
graders who report that their parents are actively involved in 
helping them succeed in school, by talking about school and 
homework, helping with homework, and attending events 
and meetings at school.

Significance
Parental involvement and support of learning can 
significantly help a child’s progress in school. This indicator 
reflects a range of activities, including attending school 
functions, taking an interest in lessons, and monitoring and 
talking with children about homework. Experts believe that 
children continue to benefit from parental involvement as 
they grow older.1 

Findings
There has been little change in the percentage of youth in 
grades 8, 10, and 12 who report that their parents are actively 
involved in their schooling. 

Students in 12th grade are least likely to report having this 
developmental asset. In 2009 and 2012, roughly 30% of 
students in 8th grade reported parental involvement, but only 
about 15% of 12th graders reported having this asset. 

In 2013, the Arlington School Board convened the Family 
and Community Engagement (FACE) Working Group to 
strengthen the connection between families and schools and 
to emphasize their shared responsibility in nurturing students’ 
intellectual, social, and emotional development.

Source
Arlington Partnership for Children, Youth, and Families, 
Profiles of Student Life: Attitudes and Behaviors Survey 
(Search Institute): 2001, 2003, 2006, 2009, and 2012.

References
1 Kreider, H., Caspe, M., Kennedy, S., & Weiss, H. Family Involvement 

in Middle and High School Students’ Education. Harvard Family 
Research Project, 2007. Available at: http://www.hfrp.org/
publications-resources/publications-series/family-involvement-
makes-a-difference/family-involvement-in-middle-and-high-
school-students-education.  
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SUSPENSIONS

Definition
This indicator is the percentage of APS students in all 
grades by racial/ethnic category who are suspended in a 
given school year. Due to a change in the State reporting 
requirements, the data prior to 2010-11 include both in- and 
out-of-school suspensions; for 2010-11 and after, data are 
included for only out-of-school suspensions. 

Significance
Out-of-school suspension is one of the most serious disciplinary 
actions used. It causes the student to lose important instructional 
time and be in a less positive, unstructured environment. 
In-school suspension can be used for certain offenses and 
allows the student to maintain some instructional support.

Findings
There was a substantial decline in suspensions for each 
racial/ethnic subgroup from 2000-01 to 2009-2010, with the 
largest decline for Black students. Since 2010-11, there has 
been little change in out-of-school suspensions in any of the 
subgroups. 

APS has been monitoring the disparity in suspension rates 
among racial/ethnic subgroups for several years. Black 
students consistently have had the highest suspension rates 
each year. A large proportion of the suspensions — for Black 
students, as well as students with disabilities and boys in 
general — has historically been for insubordination, a less 
clearly defined offense. Conversations between central 
administrators and schools on alternative consequences to 
insubordination appear to have helped. 

Source
Arlington Public Schools, Office of Planning and Evaluation. 
Note: APS data follows VDOE’s Annual Guidelines for the 
Student & School Support Data Collection, Discipline, Crime, 
and Violence (DCV) Data Collection. Available at: http://www.
doe.virginia.gov/info_management/data_collection/support/
school_safety/.
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PASSING ALGEBRA I BY GRADE 8

Definition
This indicator is the percentage of APS 8th graders who 
received a C or higher in Algebra I by the end of 8th grade. 
Although many students take Algebra I in 8th grade, some 
take it as early as 6th or 7th grade.

Significance
Research using Virginia longitudinal data shows that the more 
rigorous the courses students take in high school, the more 
likely they are to persist in college and ultimately attain a 
degree regardless of race, ethnicity, or income.1 Algebra I is a 
prerequisite for other courses and, by completing it in middle 
school, students have more opportunities in their high school 
schedule for more rigorous coursework. 

Historically, Black and Hispanic students in Arlington have 
been underrepresented in advanced math classes, much as 
they have in the nation as a whole. 

Findings
From 2004 to 2012, about one-half of all APS students 
received a C or higher in Algebra I by the end of 8th grade, 
followed by a significant increase to 75% by 2014. 

Black and Hispanic students made the biggest gains in recent 
years. The percentage of Black students making a C or higher 
in Algebra I by 8th grade increased from 23% in 2011 to 60% 

in 2014. Hispanic students show a similar pattern, increasing 
from 23% in 2010 to 57% in 2014. The percentage of Asian 
students who received a C or higher in Algebra I by 8th grade 
rose from 52% in 2010 to 79% in 2014. White students rose 
from 70 to 89% between 2011 and 2014. 

These increases are due to concerted efforts by APS to 
provide a stronger foundation in the earlier grades so that 
middle-schoolers are more prepared for Algebra I; using 
assessments to better target individual student needs; 
offering an extra Algebra Studies class to students who 
need it; and talking with elementary school parents to 
communicate these expectations. 

Not all students are well-served by taking more advanced 
math in middle school; some students need a more traditional 
pace to build a strong foundation for success in high school 
math classes. Longer-term data tracking student progress in 
high school math will provide more insight into the issue.

Source
Arlington Public Schools, Office of Planning and Evaluation. 

References
1 Jonas,D. Virginia’s College and Career Readiness Initiative, 2014. 

Available at: http://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/college_
career_readiness/index.shtml#resources. 
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PASS RATES FOR STANDARDS OF LEARNING TESTS, GRADE 8

Definition
These indicators are county-wide pass rates on 
Standards of Learning (SOL) assessments for 
APS students in 8th grade. Beginning in 2011-12, 
more rigorous math standards were introduced 
and, in 2012-13, more rigorous reading, writing, 
and science standards were introduced. These 
new standards were adopted by the state to 
emphasize critical thinking skills for college and 
career readiness. 

Significance
SOL tests in reading, writing, mathematics, 
and science measure the success of students 
in meeting the Virginia Board of Education’s 
expectations for learning and achievement. 

Findings
The decline in math scores in 2011-12 and in 
the other subjects in 2012-13 reflect the more 
rigorous standards adopted by the state.

There are significant gaps between the pass 
rates for Black and Hispanic students compared 

to White students. There are similar gaps for 
students with disabilities, and those who are 
economically disadvantaged and have limited 
English proficiency. Eliminating these gaps 
remains a priority in APS’s strategic plan

Source
Arlington Public Schools, Office of Planning and 
Evaluation.

Virginia Department of Education, School and 
Division Report Cards.
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2012-2013 PASS RATES FOR HIGH SCHOOL END OF COURSE BY SUBGROUPS

PASS RATES FOR HIGH SCHOOL END-OF-COURSE ASSESSMENTS

Definition
These indicators are the county-wide pass rates 
on the end-of-course SOL assessments for APS 
high school students.

Significance
The SOLs reveal whether students have mastered 
the core knowledge and skills as defined for 
each subject and grade by the state of Virginia. 
They may be taken prior to senior year. Passing 
these assessments for the ending course for each 
subject is a requirement for verified credit, which 
is required for graduation. 

Findings
Pass rates for high school end-of-course 
SOL assessments increased from 2000-01 
through 2009-10, reaching rates above 90% 
in all subjects. The changes to more rigorous 
standards starting in 2011-12 likely account for 
the declines in recent years.

As in previous indicators, the pass rates by 
ethnicity reveal disparities among Black and 
Hispanic students compared to White students. 
There are similar gaps visible for students with 
disabilities, and those who are economically 

disadvantaged and have limited English 
proficiency. Eliminating these gaps remains a 
priority in APS’s strategic plan.

Source
Arlington Public Schools, Office of Planning  
and Evaluation.

Virginia Department of Education,  
School and Division Report Cards.
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Definition
This indicator uses the state on-time graduation 
rate measure, which is the percentage of APS 
students who earn diplomas within four years 
of entering 9th grade for the first time. Students 
with disabilities and those with limited English 
proficiency are allowed more than the standard 
four years to earn a diploma and are still counted 
as “on-time” graduates. The rate includes students 
who start at alternative APS programs such as 
Arlington Mill and Langston before age 19 and 
who may be as old as 24 at the time of graduation. 

The dropout rate is the percentage of students 
who have not earned a high school diploma, 
GED, or Certificate of Completion, and are no 
longer in school within four years of entering 
9th grade for the first time.

Significance
High school graduates are more likely to be 
employed and have higher wage earnings than 
dropouts. They also have the option to go on to 
college and are better prepared to take on other 
opportunities, such as vocational programs, 
military service, or volunteer activities. Dropouts 
are much more likely than their peers who 
graduate to be unemployed, living in poverty, 
receiving public assistance, in prison, unhealthy, 
and single parents with children.1 

Findings
From 2009-2014, Arlington’s on-time graduation 
rate increased from 83% to over 92%. However, 
there remains a gap in 2014 graduation rates 
among White (99%) and Black (90%), Hispanic 
(83%), disadvantaged (88%), and homeless (73%) 
students, as well as students with limited English 
proficiency (59%). Having limited English skills has 
more impact and is more significant than race, 
ethnicity, poverty, and even homelessness in 
being able to graduate on time.

The dropout rate for all students has decreased 
from nearly 13% in 2008 to less than 4% in 2014. 
Again, averages mask disparities. Nearly 18% 
of students with limited English proficiency 
dropped out in 2014. More than half of these 

LEP dropouts were young adults age 20 or older 
facing myriad academic, economic, and family 
challenges.

Source
Arlington Public Schools, Office of Planning 
and Evaluation using VDOE’s Virginia On-Time 
Graduation Rate. Available at: http://www.
doe.virginia.gov/statistics_reports/graduation_

completion/cohort_reports/index.shtml. 

Reference
1. Orfield, Gary, ed. Dropouts in America: Confronting 

the Graduation Rate Crisis. Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard Education Press, 2004.
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PLANS TO ATTEND COLLEGE

Definition
This indicator is the percentage of APS graduates 
who plan to attend a two- or four-year college, 
and includes students graduating from alternative 
programs such as Arlington Mill and Langston.

Significance
Having a college degree is increasingly important 
for achieving economic independence and 
having the ability to change careers. In 2014, 
young adults with a bachelor’s degree earned 
on average 60% more than their peers with only 
a high school degree.1 Individuals with a college 
degree are more likely to work in full-time, year-
round jobs. Higher education is also associated 
with better health (regardless of income) and 
being a regular reader, which is one attribute of 
an engaged citizenry.2

Findings
The percentage of all APS graduates planning 
to attend either a two- or four-year college 
has fluctuated between 80 and 90% from 2000 
to 2013. In 2013, 68% of graduates planned to 
attend a four-year college. 

Low family expectations, poverty, lack 
of English proficiency, parenthood, 
homelessness, housing conditions, legal 
residency, and emotional stability are all key 
factors in students’ abilities to complete high 
school and make decisions about their future.

Data on plans to attend college are not reported 
separately for those who have limited English 
skills and who face the other challenges 
described above. As seen with the graduation 
and drop-out rates, data disaggregated by 
factors such as limited English proficiency and 
poverty reveal the limits of reporting by race/
ethnicity. 

That being said, the analysis by race/ethnicity 
indicates that Hispanic APS students are 
consistently less likely to report college plans 
than other groups, including undocumented 
students and those with limited English 
proficiency. Black students are less likely to 
report college plans than any other racial/ethnic 
group except Hispanics. 

Raising students’ expectations and preparing 
them for college is a priority in APS’s strategic 
plan. In 2011, fewer than 70% of Hispanic APS 

graduates had college plans; by 2013, 84% did. 
APS continues to focus on the disparities through 
its Aspire2Excellence initiative, an academic 
planning process for families with children in 
the elementary, middle, and high school levels. 
Aspire2Excellence underscores the importance 
of every student taking rigorous courses and 
meeting rigorous graduation requirements in 
preparation for life after high school.

The “plans to attend college” data need to be 
available specifically for LEP and disadvantaged 
students to better understand how to effectively 
support all youth in accessing a college education.

Source
APS Superintendent’s Proposed Budget Fiscal 
Year 2015.

Arlington Public Schools, Office of Planning  
and Evaluation.

References
1 The Rising Cost of Not Going to College. Pew 

Research Center, 2014.
2 U.S. Department of Education,The Condition of 

Education, pp. 29, 63, and 66, 2002.
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