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ABSTRACT

Results of this survey indicate that three important
ways to improve high school student achievement are to increase daily
attendance, improve study skills, and increase required courses.
Two-thirds of the school district administrators responding rated
increasing attendance as highly important. Almost half strongly
favored increasing required core subject and study skill courses.
Other highly rated alternatives among the eight listed were raising
graduation requirements and expanding inservice teacher training.
During the past 3 years (1979-82), nine out of ten districts reported
implementing one or more activities to bolster achievement. Although
urban, suburban, and rural districts are similar in their graduation
requirements, urban districts tend to emphasize minimum competency
tests and homework assignments more than rural districts. Minimum
competency tests and scores from the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)
and American College Testing (ACT) Program revealed no consistent
patterrn of positive relationships between requirements and
achievement. Questionnaires mailed to a national probability sample
of 571 school districts representing 11,370 school districts with
high schools yielded a 93 percent response rate. Six tables of
statistical findings and a reproduction of the survey questionnaire
are included. (JBM}
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SCHOOL DISTRICT SURVEY OF ACADEMIC REQUIREMENTS AND ACHIEVEMENT

Three important ways to improve high school student achievement are to
increase daily attendance, improve study skills, and increase the number of
required core courses, according to the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES). This finding is from a recent NCES survey of a representative national
sample of school district administrators. The survey was requested through the
U.S. Department uf Education by the National Commission on Excellence in Education
to provide information on high school academic requirements and school districts'
efforts to improve achievement.

School district administrators were asked, among other things, to rate the
relative importance (high, medium, or low) of the following activities to improve
academic achievement in high gchcols: .

Increase daily attendance
Increase units of credit required in core subjects
Establish/increase courses to improve students' study skills/habits
Establish/increase. minimum competency requivements for graduation
Establish/increase requirements for in-service

teacher training for subject matter competence
Increase amount of homewcrk
Extend the school day or the school year
© Establish/increase minimum competency tests for teachers

00 00O

00

Two~thirds of the school district administrators rated "increasing
attendance" as highly important for improving student achievement (table 1).
Almost half (47 percent) strongly favored increasing the number of required core
subject credits and the number of student study skill courses. Further, more than
One-guarter of the districts rated minimum competency requirements for graduation
and expanded in-service training for teachers as highly important.

Few districts (less than 10 percent) rated the remaining alternatives as
highly important. However, nearly 50 percent felt that increasing homework was at
least moderately important.
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Nine out of ten districts (91 percent) reported implementing one or more of
the eight listed activities to bolster achievement during the past 3 years. About
69 percent of the districts had implemented programs to increase daily student
zttendance, and 51 percent reported plans for new or additional activity in this

. area.

Relatively more urban school districts reported implementing these activities
and considered them to be highly important than did rural districts {table 2).
Dif ferences between urban and rural districts were most striking for increasing
attendance and incriasing minimum competency requirements for graduation.

Requirements 1

High schoonl students nationally average about 5 hours of credit classes each
school day {table 3).2 The amount of time spent in these classes varies widely
across districts, from a high of 350 minutes or more for 10 percent of the
districts, to a low of 240 minutes or less for another 10 percent.

On the average, districts require a total of 19.8 credits for graduation, or
about 5 credits per year for the typical 4-y§gr program-3 However, some
districts (5 percent) require as many as 24 credits, while others (also abouZz 5
percent) require as few as 16.5 credits - a difference equivalent to 1-1/2 years
of required credit.

As part of the total required credits fcr graduation, districts desigmate an
average of 3.6 credits in English/language arts, 2.6 in social sctudies/history,
1.7 in mathematics, 1.6 in science, less than .l in foreign languages, and 1.7 in
physical education/health. Many students graduate with more than the minimum
number of credits. Natiomally, the average number of credits earned at graduation
is 21.7.

Minimum competency tests for graduating Beniors are required by about
one~fourth of the districts. Of these, 90 percent administer tests in
mathematics, 80 percent in English/language arts, and 47 percent in other fields.
Slightly less than one-fourth (23 percent) of the districts have formal policies
requiring the regular assignment of homework at the seniorx high level.

1 1n this report, estimates of averages are meant per district, not means
per student.

2 calculated from the rumber of periods a typical student takes for credit ana
the number of minutes per period.

3 In this survey, a unit of credit was defined as a class echeduled for a
minimum of 200 minutes per week (275 minutes for a laboratory class) for 36
weeks. All credits have been converted to a 4-year base.
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Urban, suburban, and rural districts are similar in the length of school days
and the number of credits requiredé for graduation. However, proportionately,
twice as many urban districts (two~fifths) as rural districts (one~-fifth) require
minimum campetency tests for graduation and regular homework assignments in senior
high school. !

Achievement

The administrators reported that half of the their high school graduates
intend to go to 2- or 4-year colleges. The American College Testing (ACT) Program
or the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) is required by many colleges as a criterion
for admission.4 Almost half of the seniors in all districts take either the ACT
or the SAT, although this proportion varies greatly among districts (from 1 to 100
percent).

Districts reported average scores for their students on either thke ACT or
SAT, whichever test was taken by more of their students. The ACT scores were
reported by 61 percent oi the districts; the SAT scores, by the remaining 39
percent.

Urban districts reported lower average SAT scores than did suburban
districts, but average ACT Scores were about equal for both.

The average district student score was 461 on the mathematics portion and
433 on the verbal pcrtion of the SAT, and 19.0 on the compo:ite ACT (t:able 4).
Individual district scores varied greatly. For example, of the districts
reporting SAT scores, 10 percent reported average mathematics scores of 400 or
lower, while another 1” percent reported scores of 520 or higher.

§:Requirements and Achievement

Preliminary analyses (Ssee Survey Background) at the national level reveal
some positive relationships between requirements and student achievement, but the
pattern was not consistent across the three achievement measures {the ACT score,
combined SAT score, and the percent of high school graduates intending to go to
college).

For example, school districts whose students spend more time in credit
courses (reporting high numbers of minutes) appear to have significantly higher
achievement as measured by the mathematics SAT and combined mathematics and verbal
SAT than those reporting low minutes (table 5). However, for districts indicating
that the ACT is their more widely administered test, no positive relationship
exists between time spent in credit classes and achievement.

4 possible student scores on the ACT range from 1 to 36. The ACT Program
reported an average compOsite 8core for students tested during the 1981-82
school year of 1B.4. &tudent scores on the SAT mathematics or verbal tests may
range from 206 to 800. The College Entrance Examination Board reportecd 2an
average mathematics SAT score of 467 and a verbal SAT score of 426 for collzge
bound seniors of the class of 1982.
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Moreover, there are a number of apparent inconsistencies betwren student
achievement and other requirements. For example, school districts rgport similar
achievement scores and percents of students intending to go to college'regardless
of whether the district requires high or low numbers of credits (excluding
physical education/health) for graduation. In addition, student achievement in
districts requiring competency tests for graduation or regular homework at the
genior high level does not differ significantly from that in districts without
these requirements. '

The failure to find a consistent pattern of positive relationships between
requirements and achievement may arise from a number of factori. First, there is
a tendency for school diptricts with lower student achievement to raigse formal
requirements as a strategy for improving achievement, while higher achieving
districts see less need for this type of action. The survey findings support
this, in that districts with the lowest percents of students eligible for ESEA
Title I assistance (currently Chapter 1 of the Education Consnlidation and
Improvement Act) have the highest achievement even though their requirements are
the same or lower than other districts. second, in some fistricts, higher
requirements are the result of recent policy changes t< counteract lcw
achievement. These policies may not have been in effect long enough to result in
measurable differences in achievement. For example, policies enacted in the
1981-82 school year would have minimal effect on the achievement of students in
1981-82, but may influence the achievement test perfoxmance of students in later
years. Third, since these data reflect aggregate district averages, significant
effects are more difficult to isolate than if students were the unit of analyéis-
Fourth, the average achievement scores of small districts are subject to
significant variability because they are based on relatively few students.

Moreover, some variables that have been linked to achievement in other
studies could not be measured in this survey. Among these variables are the
quality of education, level of student preparation on entering hich school,
student motivation, teacher expectations, and per pupil expenditure. Ccontrol of
these variables would perm.t & more powerful test of the existence or nonexistence
of a relationship between requirements and achievement at the district level.

Survey Background

This survey was rzguested by the National Commission on Excellence in

‘Education through the Office of Educational Reczarch and Improvement, U.S.

Department of Education. The survey was performed under contract with Westat,
Inc., a research firm in Rockville, Maryland, using the Fast Response Survey
System (FRSS). In August 1982, questionnaires were mailed to a national
probability sample of 571 achool districts representing an egtimated national

-total of 11,370 school districts with high schools. The response rate was

93 percent. The standard errors for selected characteristics are presented in
table 6. ;

Preliminary analyses consisted of plots of the data, crogs-tabulations, and
weighzed linear regressions. The regression analyses emp cyed the following as
independent variables: number of minutes spent in credit classes, number of
credits required for graduation fexcluding physical education/health), number of
credits required in core subjects, whether or not the district required competency

o
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tests for graduation, whether or not the district had a formal policy regquirang
the regular assignment of homework at the senict high school level, percent of
seniors taking the ACT oxr SAT test, and percent of gtudents eligible for Title I
asgistance. Dependent variables were district average composite ACT scores,
combined mathematics and verbal SAT scores, and percent of graduates planning to
atter.l 2- or 4-year colleges. Only the percentages of students eligible for
Title I showed a consistent, significant relatiomnsnip with the achievement
measures, and the relationship was nzgative.

For information about this survey or the Fast Response Survey System, contact
Douglas Wright, National Center for Education Statistics, 400 Maryland Avenue SW.
(Mail Stop 205), Washington, D.C. 20202, telephone (301) 436-6684. For single
copies of this warir release, or for more information about the Center's

. statistical prograz contact the Statistical Information Office, at the same
address, or telephone (301) 436-7900.
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rable 1.--School district ratings of the importance of activities to improve academic
achievement in high schools, implementation of these activities between
1979-80C and 1981-82, and plans for implementation by 1984-85: United States,
fall 1982

(Table entries are percents of an estimated 11,370 districts with high schools.)

Imple-
mented Plan to
between imple-

Relative importance

Activity 1979-80 | ment by
High Medium Low and 1984-85
1981-82
Increase daily attendanCe .......ceoveeccns 66 23 11 69 51
Incresise units of credit required in core
SUDJECLS «.vuvvevonorossasesearsessorseees 47 30 23 53 38
Establish/increase courses to improve
students’' Sstudy skills/habits ..o 47 41 12 48 52
LEstablish/increase minimum competency
requirements for graduation ......ceeennn 29 37 34 27 34
Establish/increase requirements for
in-service teacher training for subject
MAt{er COMPELENCE «..oensosoosrsnocceoncns 28 47 25 36. 43
Establish/increase minimum competency
tests for teachers ......e.ceceenoccecnecs 9 21 70 9 12
Increase amount of homeworK ...ceeeeeeooncs 7 47 46 19 19
Extend the school day or the school year .. 5 15 80 7 8

7
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Table 2.--5chool district ratings of the importance of activities to improve academic
achievement in high schools and implementaticn of these activities between
1979-80 and 1981-82, by metro status: United States, fall 1982

(Table entries are percents of urban, suburban, and rural school districts with high
schools. 1/)

Impfemented between

High importance 1979-80 and 1981-82

Activity Metro status Metro status
Sub- Sub-
Urban urban Rural Urban urban Rural

Increase daily attendance ......cc0eee.. a0 69 63 88 76 64
Increase units of credit required in

COTre SUDJECLS it iiiveeeeeornoosnonons 59 54 43 65 57 51
Establish/increase courses 1o improve

students' study skills/habits ......... 31 43 49 52 47 48
Establish/increase minimum competency

requirements for graduation ........... 47 35 25 49 32 24
Establish/increase requirements for

in-service teacher training for sub-

ject matter competence .........cccc000 45 26 28 49 39 34
Establish/increase minimum competency -

tests for teachers ....ccceeeeececccss 5 11 8 . <1 9 9
Increase amount of homework ............ 12 8 6 37 27 14
Extend the school day or the school

-1 ¥ R 14 8 3 6 7 6

1/ Total numbers of districts are: urban--366, suburban--3,725, and rural--7,280.

= Urban districts are those within city limits. Suburban districts are those within
the Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (SMSA), but outside the city. Rural
districts are those outside the SMSA.



Table 3.--Academic requirements, by metro status: United States, fall 1982

.

All Metro status
Requirements d§str19ts
with high Urb suburb
schools an ubur a? Rural
 Total school diStricts .......... 11,370 366 3,725 7,280
Average minutes per day of credit
ClaSSES «oecesossossssssnossassecsces 298.4 294.4 290.7 302.6
Average number of credits 1/ ......... 19.8 19.9 19.9 19.8
Average number of credits in core
SUDJECS 2/ .ovvvrvnrcnnnrannnnten 9.5 10.0 9.3 9.6
Average number of credits in math .... 1.7 1.9 1.6 1.7
Average number of credits in science . 1.6 1.6 1.4 1.6
Average number of credits in English/
1anguage ATtS ..ceeevccocoronaasrcecs 3.6 3.8 3.7 3.6
Average number of credits in history/ &
Social StUdIi@S ceeevsocecoersoonccnns 2.6 2.6 2.6 2.6
Average number of credits in foreign
JANEUAEES o coeosvosommsosssosaansses <.1 .1 <.1 <.1
Average number of credits in physical :
education/health .....coecevaececenns 1.7 1.9 1.9 1.6
Percent of districts requiring
minimum competency tests for
Braduation ......eeeeeceninaenes 25 42 37 19
IN MAth v eceeeoosososososasosonssses 23 41 33 17
In English/language arts ......cc.-- 20 38 29 15
in other subject ...... Meeesocasocse 12 23 19 7
Percent of districts with formal
policy requiring regular assignment
of homework at senior high school
1EVE] v o voeveososssossorssocnsssosossss 23 40 29 19

1/ In the survey, a unit of credit was defined as a class scheduled for a minimum
of 200 minutes per veek (275 minutes for a lab class) for 36 weeks. All credits
have been converted to a 4 year base.

2/ Math, science, English/language arts, social studies/history, and foreign
languages.
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Table 4.--Academic achievement, by metro status: United States, fall 1982

All Metro status
Achievement 1/ d§str19ts
- with high Urban Suburban Rural
schools
Total school diStricts, «oeeevs-o: 11,370 366 3,725 7,280
Average math SAT SCOre ......ceceecve: 461 450 468 455
Average verbal SAT score ....... ee e 433 413 442 425
Average composite ACT score .......-.: 19.0 18.4 18.6 19.2
Average percent of high school
graduates that jntend to go to a
2. or 4-year COllege ....ccoveevoocns 48.8 54.3 50.4 7.7

1/ School districts reporting the SAT as their more widely ad
test comprised approximately 63 percent of all urban dis
suburban districts, and 28 percent of rural districts.

tricts,

the ACT was the more widely administered of the two achievement tests.

SAT school districts comprised 94 percent of the North
cent of the Great Lakes and Plains, 34 percent of the Southeast,

of the West and Southwest.

10

Atlantic districts,

ministered achievement
57 percent of

In the remaining districts,
By region,
12 per-
and 45 percent



Table 5.--Academic achievement, by requirements: United States, fall 1982

Achievement

Requirements Average Average Average Ave e Average
math verpal combined ACT ;25 e 9 going
SAT score | SAT score SAT score | qu to college
Total .soeeeeosonsavonsoeses 461 433 894 19.0 48.8
Minutes of credit classes: 1/
LOW. o0eeocosoasmsnnomreeosens 454 430 884 19.8 48.9
Medium «.ovoeseoaremmeeens 459 433 892 19.2 47.7
High ovevenenremeooremerees 472 437 907 18.4 49.8
Required credits excluding
physical education/health: 2/
LOW ooevnasnnnnonsomsossecces 461 435 896 19.1 48.2
MEGiUm «oeconovoasomeeserser 455 424 879 19.2 47.4
High oveeocnnoenmememneesrnes 467 439 904 18.8 50.3
Policy requiring regular home-
work at senior high school
level:
NO vvevevonsnsononenossescess 458 431 889 19.0 48.3
R R AL 467 437 902 18.8 50.3
Minimum competency tests
required for graduation:
I R R 460 433 893 19.0 48.1
YeS eeon- R R 462 433 894 18.7 50.7

l/ Low = 200-270
Medium = 271-329
High = 330-385

g/ Low = 11.5-16.99
Medium = 17-18.99
High = 19-26

11
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Table 6.--Standard errors of selected items

Item Estimate Standard
error
National averages:
Minutes that a typical student spends in credit classes A
€ach day .....iiiciiiiisiie ittt i it et e 298.4 2.0
Units of credit required for graduation ..........c0cenunn 19.8 .1
CompoSite ACT SCOPE . tiieteerensnoenossseecenoesoecseneonnnanns 19.0 .1
Math SAT SCOTE ...ttt eieneeeeosnsesssssossossosnsaenasesassanssa 461.1 .0
Verbal SAT SCOTE .. c.ctuitoneeneseesssiensnssctseesecsasnesonnns 432.8 3.4
Percent of graduates planning to attend two- or four-year
COllEBES ...ttt ietieeeneoesenuansensosssoasssasossascssessannssass 48.8 .8
Percent of students eligible for Title I assistance ......... 21.2
Percent of all districts:
Requiring minimum competency tests for graduation ........... 25.4 1.7
With formal policy requiring regular assignment of homework
at the senior high school level ......iiiiiittnnneensonnnenns 22.9 2.2
Indicating that increasing daily attendance is highly
important for improving academic achievement ............... 66.0 2.6
Indicating that establishing/increasing courses to improve
students' study skills is highly important for improving
academic achievement .......... et e et aasaaa et ee et e 46.8 3.2
Indicating that iacreasing the school day or year is
highly important for improving academic achievement ........ 4.7 1.0
That implemented programs to increase daily attendance
between the 1979-80 and 1981-82 school years ......ccccvuee. 68.7 2.5
Averages and percents for urban, suburtan, and rural
districts:
Average verbal SAT score for urban districts ,.........cc00.e. 413.3 9.0
Average verbal SAT score for suburban districts ............. 442.0 4.3
Percent of urban districts requiring minimum competency
tests for graduation .....ccceeeesstessccrtcccsssonnssacnasas 42.5 7.7
Percent of rural districts requiring minimum competency
tests for graduation .....ccietineesscescsscanssassacnnsannns 18.7 2.2
Percent of urban districts indicating that increasing
daily attendance is highly important for improving
academic achievement ...... C et e s e sesees e esa e e eae e 89.6 4.6

Percent of suburban districts indicating that increasing
daily attendance is highly important for improving
academic achievement .......ueeeeeenssnnssssscnssosonassass 68.6 5.2

Percent of rural districts indicating that increasing
daily attendance is highly important for improving
academic achievement ... ..c.ccitieencesacecnacsosscssacscacsnsscs 63.4 3.7

Note.--Statistics used in this report are subject to sampling variability. The estimated
stardard error of a statistic (a measure of the variation due to sampling) can be
used to examine the precision obtained in a particular sample. If all possiblw
samples were surveyed under similar conditions, intervals of 1.645 standard errors
below to 1.645 standard errors above a particular statistic would include the
average result of these samples in approximately 90 percent of the cases. For
example, for the first item in the table (average number of minutes that a typical
student spends in credit classes each day), a 90 percent confidence interval is
from 295.1 to 301.7 minutes (298.4 + 1.645 times 2.0). If this procedure were
followed for every possible sample, about 90 percent of the intervals would include
the average number from all possible samples.
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Reproduction of Survey Questionnaire

PAST RESPONSE U. S. DEPARTHMENT OF EDUCATION Porm spproved
SURVEY $YSTDM MATIONAL CENTER POR EDUCATION STRTISTICS o Mo. 3953-0503
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20202 App- Exp. 11/82
SURVEY OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS ON ACADEMIC This u:on Y cut:onud by lsw (20 U.5.C. ‘1’2:1--1). wWhils you ere not
tequired to tespond. your cooperetion 1@ nssded to €eks the resulte of
QEQUIREMENTS AND ACHIEVEMENT thie eutvey compraheneivs, sccursts, end tisely.

-t~ Definition for ths purpoes of this survay:

Unit of credat: A clese scheduled for s minimum of 200 ein. pet wesk (275 min. for & 1s>. cless) for 16 veske.
:

—p—
1. Pleese complete the following itees fOf ths 1981-82 school yser se they spply to only ths high wchoole in your
dietrict, showing the comdined effect Of Stets and dietract ltquhmnu/pucuc..

A. Wumber 77 clsss petiods in s desy thet ® typicss student tekse for vredat .

: Studsnts ere genstslly tequired to take 5 clses Periods for credit in s dsy. More then 50% of the
0 take ¢ 6th period for credit; the other students sre in s study hell or some non-credit ectivity.
*herefors, @ typicel student tskes 6 petiode for ctedit.

Aversge number of minutes per period (excluding time batween clesses) _ .

8. Totsl numbss of units of ctedit required for gradustion in your district .

C. Wumber ©Of units of credait required in Math "3 Scaence ; English/langusge erte 3
socis] studiss/haerory ; Porsign lengusyes 3 PE/heelth .

p. Circle the grade span during which most students ecciue the required units of credat: 9-12 10-12

g£. Maxisup number Of units of credit s student can estn during the ebove grade span (excluding night/susmer school

—_—

snd credit by examinetion) . Mumber Of units of credit, it sny, estned below this qtade span .
p. How msny unitg of credit do students ususlly hevs when they graduete? .

G. How meny units of credit in core subject erese (English/lesngusge srts, sath, science. sociel studieg/history.

end foreign langusgss) do students ususlly complete in theit senior yeer? .

11. Check yes or no for esch siea in which your district and/or State hed formsl written policies ot tequireeents for
the 1981-82 school Yyest egpplicsble et lesst to your high schools. -

i) e
1__1 i) A Minieum competency tests for high school gredustion. In which eress ere tests required:

Math !__I1 English/lenguegs ercs {__t; Other 1__} (Specify other 1?

I 1! B ReGuired in-eervice teechas tieining for eubject mstter Competence. e.g., in meth for msth teschers,
in science for sciencs teecherm. In which erese: Math |__ts Bcience 1_41 gnglish/lenguege ects [ 1?2
11 t_Vv ¢C. ReGuited einimum Competency teets for new otr slreedy-seployed teschers. (Msy be Stete requizement.)

In which erese: Msth i__I[1 Sclence I__1: English/lengusge srts t__1s Genersl knoviedge 1_1?

111, A. At what level(s) does your dimtrict heve foreel policies tegquiring regulsr sssignment of homework?
ziem, i __1: Jr. nigh/Middle |__t: B8t. #igh [__[s Does not require | __I-

£. Is sseigned homewcrk teQuired to be reviewed ot graded by ¢ teacher/tesching sssistant? Yes t__ls No {_I.

C. Is it required thet the resulte of homewor k sseignments be discuseed with students? Yes |_ 11 Mo I_I.

IV. A. Check high. mediue, Or low to indicste the currant 8. Check yes of no for ssch Of the ectivities your districe

importence to district policy of esch of the hes implemented in high schools between the 1979-80 snd
following sctivities (relstive tu eech other) for 1961-82 school yeers.

improvang scadeeic schieveesent in high echools C. Check yes Or no for esch of the sctivitses your district
in yout dietrict. R is plenning to iepleeent in high schoole by tha 1984-85
school yeer. K

- s c.
Importance Activities to improve scsdemic echievement Teplamented | Planning

High Kedaum Low . Yes 8o | Yes | No

1. Incrssse units of credit tequired in core subject eress

H

gZstsbl ish/increese minimua competency requirements for grsduetion

3. Incremse asount of homework

4. EZxtend the school dsy or ths school yset

5. Increess dmily sttendance

6. EZstablish/inctasee coursee to ieptove studente’ study skillm/habite

7. Batsblish/increase requizemencs for in-service teecher training for
eubject metter competence

EZstsblish/increene minimue competsncy tests fOr teechers

V. Plasse complets the following jteme for ths 1981-82 school yesr.

A. Percent Of 31l district mtudents thet ere eligible for Title 1 essisteénce .
B. Petcant of deily ebsenteaiss in your nigh schoolm .

C. Aversge BAT score Math Verbal onr Composite AT score (Ansver for one teet only, whichevet

is more widely sdministered to students in your distzict. 1£ 1981-82 scores ere “ot evsilasble. give scores for

1980-81.) Emtimsted percent of district senijors thet took this test .
D. LZetimeted percent of high schoo) gradustes thet intend to go to e 2 or & yesr college .
petson completing form Title
school district State Phone |

ED (WCES) 2379-15, 8/82
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