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RESUME AND SUMMARY OF DISCUSSION:  This very good R03 application submitted by Dr. 
Sherman Dorn from the University of Florida is in response to the NIH Small Grants Program (PA-03-
108) announcement.  The applicant proposes to develop and test semi-parametric models of 
demography to indirectly measure aspects of student net flow in a particular district.  The primary 
strength of this application is the approach proposed for assessing student net flow including its modest 
improvement over existing measures, and the potential for this approach to reduce some bias in 
assessing student flow.  Additional strengths include the state policy relevance of this study; its 
potential to contribute to the debate on high-stakes testing and allow for comparisons across districts; 
the experience and expertise of the applicant in research related to school dropout; and the adequacy 
of the research environment to support the study.  Nevertheless, several weaknesses are noted in the 
application that significantly dampened the enthusiasm.  The primary weaknesses include concerns 
about the feasibility of the current study to measure student-to-student and within district changes; little 
information on how or whether the newly developed measure will address the educational policy 
debate; and the modest innovation of the new technique if successful.  Although this project may 
develop a measure to assess within-state testing, concerns exist about this measure not being able to 
assess between state comparisons and not having an effect on student net flow.  Despite these 
weaknesses the reviewers were in agreement about the potential contributions of this study and 
recommended it for further consideration with modest enthusiasm. 
 
DESCRIPTION (provided by applicant):  The proposed project will develop and test an indirect 
method of measuring student flow in and out of schools in individual grades. This measure will advance 
educational research methods, will expand applications of demography, and will contribute to a broad 
public debate over high-stakes tests. More states are using standardized tests as a gatekeeper for high 
school graduation, and there is an ongoing debate over the effects of high-stakes testing. The proposed 
project uses a semi-parametric variation on standard population models to estimate student net flow 
indirectly. The proposed method allows for an estimation of net flow year by year, so information about 
the potential effects of policies are available before a grade cohort has finished its K-12 career. 
Additional benefits lie in expanding the application of demographic methods to areas that thus far have 
not been accessible to demographers, creating a semi-parametric application of demography. This 
project will test this method with data on individual school districts from Florida, Massachusetts, North 
Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas--with data from Florida and Texas stretching back to 1994. 
 
CRITIQUE NOTE:  The sections that follow are the essentially unedited, verbatim comments of the 
reviewers assigned to this application.  They are provided to illustrate the range of opinions expressed.  
The application was discussed and scored by all reviewers present.  The attached commentaries may 
not necessarily reflect the position of the reviewers at the close of group discussion, nor the final 
majority opinion of the group.  The Resume and Summary of Discussion, however, is the authoritative 
representation of the final outcome of the group discussion. 
 
CRITIQUE 1: 
 
SIGNIFICANCE:  Proponents and critics of high-stakes testing probably do not base their arguments 
primarily on the consequences of high-stakes tests on dropout rates.  As a result, it’s not clear that a 
better measure of the consequences of high-stakes testing on student net flow would influence the 
debate much.  Assuming that dropout rates are important for the debate, how would the proposed study 
advance knowledge?  This study aims to develop a better measure of student net flow by modeling 
student retention and net migration, potentially complicating factors, and by providing data useful for 
making between-district comparisons of student net flow.  The investigator describes problems with 
both population-based measures and administrative-record measures that this work should overcome.  
The research could, therefore, improve our ability to assess how high-stakes testing has influenced 
high school graduation rates between states.  It also has the potential to allow for comparisons between 
districts. 
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APPROACH: The demographic model proposed here makes use of the existing Common Core of Data 
and grade-by-grade retention district-level data he has already collected for four states.  The 
investigator will estimate net flow from grades 2-7 and apply this estimate to later grades.  While this 
approach represents a modest improvement upon existing measures, it still may not successfully 
isolate the effect of high-stakes testing for other reasons.  States’ or districts’ student net flow may 
change because they have made their curriculum more demanding (often in conjunction with high-
stakes testing), or because of changing job market conditions. Without the ability to compare units 
(districts or states) that are randomly distributed across policy levels, the challenge of isolating the 
policy effect looms large enough to complicate debates over the consequences of high-stakes tests. 
The investigator gives this important issue little attention. 
 
Experimental policies on high-stakes testing may not be politically feasible, however.  If that is the case, 
then this imperfect method may represent a *better* approach than that used before, and potentially our 
best estimate of how high-stakes testing influences student net flow. 
 
Unfortunately, the level of analysis will not allow school-to-school comparisons (it will only have district 
level data) and so these data would not have implications for debates regarding the effect of policies on 
student flow *between* schools.  The No Child Left Behind legislation, for example, allows for student 
movement within district, and so these data could not assess student net flow of this kind. 
 
INNOVATION: This approach has a novel aspect--adjusting for differences in district-level retention 
and migration.  By trying to avoid some of the pitfalls inherent in population-based and administrative-
record measures, the author is likely to produce a better measure of student net flow than past 
researchers.  The innovation is modest, however; and still subject to the limitations of correlational data. 
 
INVESTIGATOR: The investigator has several publications relevant to the proposal.   Two of these are 
in Education Policy Analysis Archives, two in History of Education Quarterly, and one is a book.  The 
investigator appears well-versed in the area. 
 
ENVIRONMENT: The researcher’s university and department should provide an appropriate 
environment for this study. 
 
CRITIQUE 2:  
 
SIGNIFICANCE:   The findings from this research can contribute to the on-going debate on high-stakes 
testing.  Additionally, it has implications for broadening the applications of demography and will 
enhance educational research methods.   
 
APPROACH:   This research focuses on developing an indirect method for estimating student flow into 
and out of individual grades by testing a new method for estimating dropping out of school using 
mathematical demographic models.  This is needed because existing measures of graduation and 
dropping out are problematic.   However, there is very limited discussion on how this technique will 
advance our knowledge from what is readily available. Although the proposal states that this will 
improve on existing techniques of student flow, in a particular district the change might be due to 
something else. More discussion is needed on the levels (state, district) where this technique is likely to 
contribute and where it is unlikely to be helpful.  Additionally, while this technique will reduce some bias, 
it will not account for it fully and therefore more discussion is needed on its benefits and drawbacks.  
More discussion is also needed on how this improves on existing techniques, 
 
INNOVATION:  Although the results from this research would provide a new technique for measuring 
indirect student flow, this innovation is modest.  
 



CHHD-W 4 1 R03 HD048609-01
     DORN, S
 
INVESTIGATOR:    The PI has a Masters in demography and a Ph.D. in history from the University of 
Pennsylvania.  He is currently an associate professor of education at the University of Florida.  He has 
several publications related to school dropout.   
 
ENVIRONMENT:  The environment provides the necessary support for carrying out this research. 
 
BUDGET:  The budget is appropriate. 
 
HUMAN SUBJECTS: There are no human subjects concerns. 
 
GENDER/MINORITY INCLUSION: This study will assess school net flow for male and female students 
of multiracial backgrounds. 
 
THE FOLLOWING RESUME SECTIONS WERE PREPARED BY THE SCIENTIFIC REVIEW 
ADMINISTRATOR TO SUMMARIZE THE OUTCOME OF DISCUSSIONS OF THE REVIEW 
COMMITTEE ON THE FOLLOWING ISSUES: 
 
 
PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS (Resume): ACCEPTABLE. This study will conduct secondary 
analyses of Common Core data and district-level school data for which personal identifiers will be 
removed to develop and test semi-parametric models of demography to indirectly measure aspects of 
student net flow.   
 
INCLUSION OF WOMEN PLAN (Resume): ACCEPTABLE.  This study will include information for 
male and female students to assess indirectly measures of student net flow.   
 
INCLUSION OF MINORITIES PLAN (Resume): ACCEPTABLE. This study will include information on 
both minorities and non-minorities to assess indirectly measures of student net flow.   
 
INCLUSION OF CHILDREN PLAN (Resume): ACCEPTABLE.   The primary focus of this study is on 
children and youth only in the effort to measure aspects of student net flow.   
 
 
COMMITTEE BUDGET RECOMMENDATIONS: The budget was recommended as requested. 
 
   
 
# Ad hoc or special section application percentiled against "Total CSR" base. 
 
NOTICE: The NIH has modified its policy regarding the receipt of amended applications. 
Detailed information can be found by accessing the following URL address: 
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/policy/amendedapps.htm 
 
NIH announced implementation of Modular Research Grants in the December 18, 1998 issue 
of the NIH Guide to Grants and Contracts. The main feature of this concept is that grant 
applications (R01, R03, R21, R15) will request direct costs in  $25,000 modules, without 
budget detail for individual categories. Further information can be obtained from the Modular 
Grants Web site at http://grants.nih.gov/grants/funding/modular/modular.htm 
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