
Exposing the Myth: Advanced Math Does Not Increase 
Drop Out Rates
A common argument against raising math course-taking requirements for all students is that it will cause more 
students to drop out of high school. But most students who drop out for academic reasons do so not because 
they are being “too challenged,” but rather because they are not being challenged enough. It is important to 
raise the rigor and relevance of mathematics courses to keep students engaged and on track to graduation and 
postsecondary success.
 
Students do not feel motivated, particularly when enrolled in low-level courses.

■■ In a survey of high school dropouts, 69 percent say they were not		
	 motivated or inspired to work hard and two-thirds report that they 	
	 would have worked harder if more was demanded of them (such as 	
	 higher academic standards or more studying and homework). In total, 	
	 70 percent were confident they could have graduated if they had tried.1

■■ More dropouts report that they left high school because their classes	
	 classes weren’t interesting than because they were actually 		
	 failing those classes. In fact, 90 percent said they had passing 		
	 grades when they dropped out.2 

Students are willing to work harder – but only if they are 
challenged.

■■ Nine out of ten high school students say that if their high schools set  	
	 higher academic standards and raised expectations, they would work harder. This is critical considering only 31 	
	 percent of students say that the expectations are “high” and that they are “significantly challenged.3 

■■ When asked about what would improve their schools, 91 percent of high school students reported that 		
	 providing opportunities to take more challenging courses would be an improvement. Another 75 percent said 	
	 requiring four years of math, including Algebra II, and courses in biology, chemistry and physics would also lead 	
	 to improvement.4

■■ Students enrolled in rigorous curriculum demonstrate higher achievement gains than those enrolled in 	  	
	 low-level courses. Students who scored in the lowest quartile in 8th grade math and took a college-prep 		
	 curriculum demonstrated gains of 28 points through 12th grade, compared to students in a general track, who 	
	 only showed gains of 21 points from 8th to 12th grade on average.5
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Texas began requiring high school 
graduates to complete a college- 
and career-ready curriculum for 
the class of 2008. Since that time, 
the graduation rate has increased 
from 79% to 86% and fewer than 
7% of students dropped out in 2011, 
compared to over 10% of students 
in 2008. Both Black and Hispanic 
students are graduating at higher 
rates as well, with over 70% of those 
graduates completing the college- 
and career-ready curriculum. 
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More rigorous graduation requirements – including more higher-level math courses – are 
not tied to higher drop out rates.

■■ Rather than low-level math helping to raise graduation rates, for every two additional math courses offered at 	
	 their high schools below the level of algebra, students experienced more than a 28 percent increase in their   		
       odds of dropping out, while students who attended high schools that offered calculus exhibited a 56 decrease 	
	 in their odds of dropping out. According to the studies’ authors, “This finding flies in the face of those who say 	
	 that high schools must offer a large number of undemanding courses to keep uncommitted students in school.”6

■■ A study examining whether states that require students to complete more academic courses have higher 	  	
	 dropout rates found that tougher graduation requirements have no  statistically significant impact overall, and a 	
	 slight negative impact for high-poverty students—meaning that more rigorous course requirements actually 	
	 lowered the dropout rate for disadvantaged students by about 2 percent.7

■■ States with more rigorous mathematics standards saw declines in the percentage of students scoring at 		
	 the lowest levels on NAEP. In fourth grade math, for example, the decrease in the percentage of “below basic” 	
	 students from 2003 to 2011 in states with high standards was 26 percent; the decrease was 23 percent in eighth 	
	 grade mathematics between 2003 and 2011.8

■■ As states and districts raise the rigor of their high school graduation requirements, they must also ensure 		
	 students receive the necessary preparation and support well before they enter high school. 45 percent of 		
	 dropouts say they started high school poorly prepared by their earlier schooling. Many of these students likely 	
	 fell behind in elementary and middle school and had difficulty making up the necessary ground.9
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