Apples v. Oranges: 

I'm happy to end this debate, but here is my response to Mishel: I find this debate intensely frustrating in tone and substance because I admire Mishel's other work. I take serious issue with their responses to me in this blog, treatment of the wide range of work in our book Dropouts in America, and their misstatements and omissions of relevant facts in their published work on this particular topic. 

1. Mishel says, “For starters he could identify his critique of our evidence by stating what he thinks is wrong with the data we rely on or how we analyzed the data. We have not found any scholar who claims that there is any sizeable sampling problem in the NELS (we have asked Losen in prior private communications to provide us people we can talk to about this, as we take such issues seriously).”
Social Scientists do criticize NELS. Kaufman, now deceased, raised serious concerns about the NELS and all methods. In our book, Dropouts in America: Confronting the Graduation Rate Crisis, Kaufman goes into detail to unpack numerous concerns regarding the bias in both the CPS and the NELS, emphasizing the racial bias. He states: "NELS and CPS may both have serious coverage problems in their realized samples. Minority students and schools may be so seriously underrepresented in their sampling frames that it leads to great systematic bias in both surveys." (p.125). I think most readers would regard “GREAT SYSTEMIC BIAS” as a “sizeable” reason to proceed with caution.

Besides the work of the late Kaufman, Gary Orfield, Harvard Professor at the Graduate School of Education and the Director of The Civil Rights Project, has asserted a significant problem with racial bias in the NELS but has no interest in this wrestling match. Chris Swanson, one of the most prominent researchers using an enrollment based estimate, actually cut his teeth as a researcher on the NELS data set working with this data for five years at the National Opinion Research Center, the organization most closely associated with the survey development and use.  He has raised numerous issues with the data, and I and others have made Mishel aware of his objections. Robert Balfanz, Senior researcher at Johns Hopkins specializing in high school reform has also told Mishel of NELS bias. 
But Mishel erroneously asserts: “As far as I can tell, Losen has never made any claims that his alleged problems with the NELS can explain the difference between a roughly 75% graduation rate in NELS and the 50% rate he seems to be comfortable with. Nor has he identified any researcher or research paper that has made a serious (actually, any) critique of NELS.”

So in addition to Mishel’s failure to see what Kaufman had written, or acknowledge what I and others have told him, part of the problem lies in Mishel’s contingency, that “nothing can explain the difference between a roughly 75% graduation rate in NELS and the 50% rate he seems to be comfortable with.” In other words, for Mishel, nothing short of explaining away the entire difference between a 50% "on time" rate, and a 75% extended years estimate will do. This is a very weak defense dependent on the very issue that is in dispute. Mishel and Roy assume the validity and accuracy of their 75% benchmark, an extended years estimate, not an “on time” estimate. That is part of what we are debating about. I think that there is likely consensus among education researchers that the 4 year enrollment based estimates should not be compared to an extended years estimate. I’ve yet to read any researcher support Mishel’s comparison of a four year estimate with an extended year estimate.  In a recent New York Times piece, Claudia Golden, a Harvard economics professor who does her own education research weighed in on the debate between Mishel’s assertions and those based on enrollment data. “They’re using two different types of data, and each has its own problems,” she said. “The truth lies somewhere in between.” So Mishel and Roy can ask for more names, but if they insist on an erroneous method of comparison, I doubt we can resolve the misleadingly large gap that Mishel has constructed.
2. Mishel says, “I am not sure what his basis is for saying we do not favor any serious action on a national scale…”
My basis for saying this comes from the conclusion to their book which reads as follows:

"Unfortunately, the only data available at the school district level are the CCD data that we judge to provide inaccurate estimates of high school completion. This suggests that measures of high school completion at the school-district level WILL PROBABLY HAVE TO WAIT until data systems that track individuals are available.... Doing so will require a national system and sufficient resources for schools to track 'leavers.' WE ARE SKEPTICAL THAT THIS WILL HAPPEN ANYTIME IN THE NEAR FUTURE." (Emphasis added). The rest of the conclusion calls for more research, better assessment of bias in the CPS and better understanding of the role of GEDs. Laudable goals, but from my perspective these do not qualify as "serious action on a national scale."  To their credit, in other places they do say, in reference to their estimate of a 25% dropout rate that "we must fix this glaring social problem." However, I don't think that my critique of their underwhelming conclusion was unwarranted, nor cause to feel ashamed.

As a civil rights advocate who works with civil rights leaders at the national, state and local level, I can guarantee Mishel that folks are concerned when the state of education for poor Blacks gets masked over by national statistics or suggestions that we can’t do much without more research and better data. For the record, the “paralysis by analysis” is a line from a speech about graduation rates given recently by John Jackson, the National Policy Director for the NAACP. 

3. I do not doubt the good intentions of Mishel and Roy. I do accept that they care. I'll choose not to escalate the personal attacks. I would instead agree with Mishel's concluding blog paragraph.  I too see the need to address poverty and all of the related problems. These are critical pursuits. I also do not consider schools as the only arc to navigate these troubled waters.  Unfortunately, Mishel’s published report doesn’t delve into the kind of solutions that would help in the near future and gives no specific guidance on how to address the crisis in poor urban school districts in a serious way. I'd add that the fact that we urgently need to solve numerous problems in many aspects of society need not distract educators from addressing a crisis in our public schools, especially for minority students. Our work at The Civil Rights Project has highlighted how schools, districts and states have failed to acknowledge the graduation rate crisis for many years, choosing to focus on test scores alone. Research suggests that if we can improve graduation rates there would be substantial benefits to all involved.

4. Mishel and Roy have yet to explain why it is when schools are evaluated on a “four year” rate, they focus only on the extended years graduation rates? On “The News Hour,” I was glad to see Mishel provide a range for Black graduation rates, yet he still emphasized the 75% figure. I’ve repeatedly asked Roy and Mishel to justify the emphasis on the extended years survey rate when the primary issue is the health of schools and districts. Over and over I ask the question, but they have yet to provide an answer. The law requires an “on time” or four year estimate. We should know about other rates, too, and I am all for second chances, but we should provide the supports and resources to schools and districts to improve the four year rate, and that rate should be central to evaluating the health of our schools and districts. 

5. Mishel and Roy err in implying that The Civil Rights Project relies on just one data set. Our book looks at the issue from many viewpoints and has data from Swanson, Balfanz, Hauser, Kaufman, Rumsberger, Allensworth, Haney, McPartland and more. The book is far more comprehensive than a discussion of reporting accuracy.  For arguments sake, I have agreed to assume the accuracy in 2006 of the NELS 88 survey, which provided a 63.2% "on time" graduation rate for Blacks, nationally, for the Class of 1992. The central point I make is that by many measures, including NELS 88's "on time" estimate there is a serious crisis. 

6. I raise the Florida, New York and Chicago longitudinal data deemed "much better" by Mishel and Roy, as evidence that the crisis is not “seriously exaggerated,” an assertion that Mishel and Roy have failed to prove.  I point out that the "on time" rates in these locations cry out for urgent action.  While they try to use these data, unsuccessfully, to cast doubt on one particular set of estimates, they ignore the fact that Black "on time" graduation rates of between 30.8% and 55% derived from these data suggest a true crisis. While these limited data don't prove that either their 63.2% "on time" estimate or preferred "74%" estimate is wrong, it should make Mishel and Roy think that there could be many many schools, districts and states closer to 50%. Given the Florida, New York City and Chicago data, if the 74% rate they assert describes reality for the nation, then their national rate, at best, masks over the far harsher reality in too many districts across the nation. The other possibility is that their sample of 1,041 Black respondents for the Class of 1992 doesn't accurately describe the Black graduation rate in 2006. Given that these three very significant sources of data do not come even close to their estimate, I'm surprised that they refuse to acknowledge the possibility that their estimates are way off. The Civil Rights Project has been fighting this battle for over five years. We didn't focus on this issue to advance a particular estimate, instead we believe in using the best evidence available from multiple sources to show that this urgent problem has gotten far too little attention until very recently.

7. Contrary to Mishel’s assertion, I do raise fair doubts about Roy and Mishel's methods and conclusions. Swanson and Greene have also criticized his methods in their published response to Mishel’s opinion piece in Education Week.  I have checked my assertions with senior education researchers, and don’t need a Ph.D to raise these important questions.  They assert that the NELS estimates from 1992 and 1994 gives them an unimpeachable gold standard, and that therefore they had the real truth on their side. Roy has also asserted that my numbers were in error. But, according to a highly regarded researcher, there were 3,000 Black students in the original sample, but the 1988-2000 cohort is much smaller. Of the roughly 1,456 in the sub-sample, there were only 1,041 black respondents who actually had their transcripts checked. This 1,041 constitutes the “golden” cohort that made up the "on time" graduating Class of 1992. Some of those in the sample were in private school. While I can’t say with precision how far off the numbers are, I can say that there are serious problems with using this sample of public and private students for the Class of 1992 to assert factual knowledge of the public school graduation rate for Blacks in 2002. Mishel’s is far from an ideal method. The highly esteemed education researchers I have checked in with think that the questions I raise about the representation of the verified students, concerns about bias in the sample, the contrary evidence from Florida, New York and Chicago, and aligning years for comparing estimates are all legitimate issues and reason for doubting the accuracy of NELS.  
8. What is the affect of the bubble? I have challenged Mishel on this in private. As far as asserting there is an urgent crisis, high grade retention is more evidence of problems with high schools. While the bubble has the potential to deflate reported rates, it also has the potential to inflate graduation rates, or it can have no impact. 
Simply put, if the retained 9th grade students, and non-retained 9th grade students both had a 50% diploma rate, the “on time” rate would have no significant impact from the bubble. If we accept for arguments sake Mishel’s assertion that about 25% of Blacks are retained in grade 9, we can derive their success rate by comparing the on time NELS with the extended years NELS diploma rates of 63% and 74%, a difference of 11%.  In other words 11/25 retained Blacks earned a diploma if NELS is correct. That is a 45% success rate for the Black students in NELS that were retained at grade. 

So if we assume that Mishel is right about the retention rate for Blacks, and that based on NELs there is a 45% success rate, then the bubble impact would be close to 0 where the four year enrollment estimate of graduation rates was 45%.  If we use the enrollment based 4 year estimate of 50% the bubble would have a only a minor deflationary impact. The only way the bubble has a significant impact is if a much larger percent of the retained students fail to graduate. But that would call into question Mishel’s extended year estimate of 74%.
The point is, most researchers agree that in the real world, where retention rates are high, and dropouts among retained students are also high, the bubble would likely deflate graduation rates, but only between 1% and 5% under most circumstances. Mishel makes unrealistic assumptions, not supported by his NELS 74% estimate, to exaggerate the impact of the bubble.  Folks like Robert Balfanz, of Johns Hopkins, who do both empirical work with national data sets and qualitative analysis of struggling urban schools, have tried to explain to Mishel and Roy that the bubble can inflate or deflate the graduation rate, and that the enrollment based estimates are far closer to the reality they see in the data as well as in their experience, first hand.  In any event, The Civil Rights Project is one of the leading advocates for more accurate graduation rates and has worked with numerous others to develop model legislation on this point.
Conclusion: Ultimately, the technical debate returns to whether Mishel’s assertion of exaggeration is true, or whether he is the one exaggerating the difference between estimates. I assert that the estimates based on enrollment are not precise but very informative. Roy and Mishel arrive at a very different understanding, but mostly because they compare the apples of school enrollment data with Mishelian oranges, that take many more years to ripen.
