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School or the Streets

Crime and Washington’s Dropout Crisis

Executive Summary

Washington faces a dropout crisis that poses a significant threat to public safety.
According to the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, more than one in
four high school students across the state fail to graduate from high school on time.

HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUTS ARE MORE LIKELY TO TURN TO CRIME

High school dropouts are three and one-half times more likely than high school
graduates to be arrested, and more than eight times as likely to be incarcerated.
Throughout the country, 68 percent of state prison inmates have not received a high
school diploma.

According to researchers, 10 percentage-point increases in graduation rates have
historically been shown to reduce murder and assault rates by approximately 20 per-
cent. Increasing graduation rates by 10 percentage points would prevent almost 40
murders and approximately 2,600 aggravated assaults in Washington each year.

HIGH-QUALITY EARLY LEARNING INCREASES GRADUATION RATES AND CUTS CRIME

Many efforts are underway in Washington to increase graduation rates, but the
most tested and widely adopted school reform shown to greatly increase graduation
rates is high-quality early learning. Evidence from two long-term evaluations of the
effects of early learning programs shows that participating in high-quality preschool
increases high school graduation rates by as much as 44 percent.

INCREASED INVESTMENTS IN EARLY EDUCATION ARE NEEDED

In Washington, less than half of eligible 3- and 4-year-olds are enrolled in the fed-
erally-funded Head Start and the state-funded Early Childhood Education and
Assistance Program (ECEAP) due to insufficient funding.

CUTTING DROPOUTS SAVES MONEY AND LIVES

Washington’s dropout crisis not only threatens public safety, it also damages the
state’s economy. Dropouts earn less, pay fewer taxes, and are more likely to collect
welfare and turn to a life of crime. If Washington could raise male graduation rates
by 10 percent, the state would save approximately $220 million every year, includ-
ing $100 million in reduced crime costs alone.

LAW ENFORCEMENT LEADERS AND CRIME VICTIMS ARE UNITED

The over 200 members of Fight Crime: Invest in Kids Washington are convinced that
in order to cut violent crime and to save lives and money, Washington should invest
far more in high-quality early learning programs.

_ Fight Crime: Invest in Kids Washington
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The law enforcement leaders and
crime victim members of Fight

Crime: Invest in Kids Washington
are committed to taking dangerous crim-
inals off the streets. But years of crime-
fighting  experience and
research show that tough law enforce-
In order to most
effectively reduce crime and safeguard

rigorous
ment is not enough.

our communities, it is necessary to take
steps to prevent kids from ever becoming
involved in crime in the first place.

A good education is not only critical
to a young person’s success in life, it is
also one of the most fundamental crime-
prevention tools available. Kids who
stay in school and graduate are more
likely to become productive citizens,
and less likely to turn to crime.

WASHINGTON’S DROPOUT CRISIS

Washington faces a dropout crisis that
poses a significant threat to public safety.
More than one in four high school stu-
dents do not graduate from high school
on time.!

For years, the dropout crisis across the
nation has been a silent epidemic,?
drawing insufficient attention due to dif-
fering, and sometimes very misleading,
methodologies to measure high school
graduation rates.

Washington State is now using an
approach for estimating state and city
graduation rates the follows the recom-
mendations of the National Governor’s
Association. According to Washington’s
Office of Superintendent of Public
(OSPI)
Washington students graduate on time. 3

Instruction 73 percent of

LOW GRADUATION RATES IN WASHINGTON
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HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES ARE
LESS LIKELY TO TURN TO CRIME

Rigorous research has established the
strong link between high school gradua-
tion and reduced crime. This is not sur-
prising since dropping out can have the
short-term effect of leaving young people
unsupervised on the streets, and the
long-term impact of leaving teens and
adults without the skills they need to
make ends meet.

High school dropouts are three and
one-half times more likely than high
school graduates to be arrested, and over
eight times more likely to be in jail or
prison.4 Across the country, 68 percent
of state prison inmates do not have a
high school diploma.5

While staying in school even one year
longer reduces the likelihood that a
youngster will turn to crime,6 graduating
from high school has a dramatic impact.

Washington Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2008

High school dropouts are
three and one-half times
more likely than high school
graduates to be arrested,
and over eight times more

likely to be in jail or prison.
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INCREASING GRADUATION RATES CUTS MURDERS & ASSAULTS

ANNUAL IMPACT IF HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES INCREASED 10 PERCENTAGE POINTS

Murders Prevented

Washington 38
Seattle 5
Spokane 3
Tacoma 3
Vancouver 1
Yakima 1

Aggravated Assaults Prevented

2,600
470
150
240

70
45

University of California at Berkeley econ-
omist Enrico Moretti and Canadian econ-
omist Lance Lochner studied the relation-
ship over time between changes in grad-
uation rates and crime and concluded
that a 10 percentage point increase in
graduation rates reduce murder and
assault rates by about 20 percent.”

Increasing Washington’s graduation
rates from an estimated 73 percent to 83
percent, therefore, would yield more
than 8,900 additional graduates annually
and prevent almost 40 murders and
approximately 2,600 aggravated assaults
each year.8

Lochner & Moretti, 2004
FBI Uniform Crime Report, 2007

EARLY LEARNING PROGRAMS ARE
PROVEN TO IMPROVE GRADUA-
TION RATES AND CUT CRIME

In 2007, the Washington State legisla-
ture created the Building Bridges
Program at OSPI to help local school dis-
tricts reduce drop out rates. In addition
to providing 15 grants to local communi-
ties, the OSPI established a state-level
working group to, among other things,
identify research-based and emerging
best practices for drop out prevention
and make recommendations to the legis-
lature. The first report of this work group
will be completed by December 2008.

Improving graduation rates is not easy.
Columbia University researcher Henry

QUALITY PRESCHOOL INCREASES GRADUATION RATES

Percent of children who have graduated from high school by age 40
65%

Perry Preschool Children

Similar children randomly excluded
from Perry Preschool

Schweinhart et al, 2005

Levin and his colleagues conducted an
extensive search of programs impacting
graduation and “found very few interven-
tions that demonstrably increased high
school graduation rates on the basis of
rigorous and systematic evaluation.”®

Two of the five programs that had
undergone rigorous research that Levin
found to be effective were early learning
programs.’® And early learning is the
most widely-implemented school reform
that produces solid graduation rate
increases.

HIGH-QUALITY EARLY LEARNING

Law enforcement leaders have long
known about the impressive crime-pre-
vention benefits of high-quality early
learning. By age 27, at-risk three- and
four-year-olds left out of one effective
preschool program were five times more
likely to be chronic law breakers than
similar children who attended the pro-
gram.’" And youngsters left out of
another high-quality program were 70
percent more likely than program partic-
ipants to have been arrested for a violent
crime by age 18.12

Evidence from two long-term evalua-
tions of the effects of early learning pro-
grams shows that participating in effec-
tive early education also increases high
school graduation rates.

The High/Scope Educational Research
Foundation initiated a study of the Perry
Preschool  Program in  Ypsilanti,
Michigan, in 1962. The Perry Preschool
Program is a high-quality, one- to two-
year long educational program. The pro-
gram includes a home-visiting compo-
nent and is considered a model of effec-
tive early childhood educational pro-
grams.13

According to a long-term study follow-
ing at-risk children through age 40 who
attended Perry Preschool, children
enrolled in Perry Preschool were 44 per-
cent more likely to graduate from high
school than similar children randomly

assigned to not participate in the pro-
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A 10 percentage point
increase in graduation rates
would prevent almost 40
murders and approximately
2,600 aggravated assaults

in Washington each year.

gram.’# A separate analysis concluded
that the Perry Preschool Program would
yield 19 extra high school graduates for
every 100 students provided the interven-
tion.1s

Chicago’s federally-funded Child-
Parent Centers have served over 100,000
three- and four-year-olds since 1967. The
program is a center-based early learning
program that provides preschool and
family-support services to economically-
disadvantaged children.16

Researchers found that Child-Parent
Center children were 29 percent more
likely to graduate from high school than
similar children not enrolled in the pro-
gram.'7 A separate analysis concluded
that this program yields 11 extra high
school graduates for every 100 students
provided the intervention.'8

HIGH QUALITY EARLY LEARNING
PROGRAMS ARE STILL LACKING IN
WASHINGTON

Washington utilizes federal and state
funds to provide early childhood educa-
tion programs for low-income children
(up to 130% of the federal poverty level).
Yet, due to insufficient funding, high
quality early learning programs are cur-
rently available for only about half of all
the income-eligible children throughout
the state.

Head Start is the federally funded
national program for low-income families
that provides early education services for
children ages 3 to 5. In 2008, over 9,700
Washington children will participate in
Head Start.” Due to a lack of funding,
Head Start serves just 35 percent of all
eligible 3- and 4-year-olds.20

In addition to Head Start, Washington
provides early learning programs for low-

income children through the Early
Childhood Education and Assistance
Program (ECEAP). That program, created
in 1985 and administered by the
Washington Department of Early
Learning, primarily serves 3-and 4-year-
olds from families with incomes below
110 percent of the federal poverty level.
ECEAP sites are contracted to operate in a
variety of settings, such as community
centers, nonprofit organizations and

school districts.2!

ECEAP is funded through the
Washington state general fund. When
created, it was modeled after the federal
Head Start program in both quality stan-
child
Unfortunately, in its 20-year history, the
funding for ECEAP has not kept pace with
that of Head Start. This has impacted the
ability of individual ECEAP programs to

dards and  per funding.

provide the comprehensive services that
are hallmarks of the highest quality in
early learning. In 2007, the Governor
and legislature increased funding for
ECEAP by $34 million. ECEAP will now
serve approximately 8,200 children in
2008.22 The per-child funding, however,
continues to be one-third less than that of
the federal Head Start program.

Together, ECEAP and Head Start reach
only about 18,000 of the total 36,000
children eligible for those two pro-
grams.23 And better quality programs will
be necessary to fully realize the full
potential of these programs to improve
graduation rates and cut crime.

REDUCING DROPOUTS SAVES
LIVES AND MONEY

Washington’s dropout crisis not only
threatens public safety, it also damages
Washington’s economy.  Dropouts earn

less, pay fewer taxes, and are more likely

IMPACT OF A TEN PERCENT INCREASE IN MALE GRADUATION RATES ON
ANNUAL CRIME SAVINGS AND EARNINGS IN WASHINGTON

CRIME RELATED SAVINGS $100,000,000
ADDITIONAL SAVINGS $120,000,000
TOTAL SAVINGS $220,000,000

Lochner & Moretti 2004; Alliance for Excellent Education, 2006
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The State’s Early

Childhood Education and
Assistance Program and
the federal Head Start pro-
gram together reach only
about 18,000 of the 36,000

children eligible for those

two programs.
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to collect welfare and turn to crime.

Alternatively, increasing graduation
rates will help individuals and the overall
economy. Based on the findings of
Lochner and Moretti, increasing male
rates in

high  school graduation

Washington by ten percent would pro-

Separate research shows that the
Child-Parent Centers early learning pro-
grams cut crime, special education and
other costs so much that the programs
saved more than $10 for every $1 invest-
ed.s The High/Scope Perry Preschool
program also cut crime, welfare and

other costs so much that it saved $16
(including more than $11 in crime sav-

duce $100 million in annual crime-relat-
ed savings and $120 million in addition-
al annual earnings, for a total benefit to ings) for every $1 invested.>s
Washington of approximately $220 mil- Bottom line: Washington can't afford

lion every year.24 not to invest in high-quality early learn-

ing.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The law enforcement leaders and crime survivors of Fight Crime: Invest In Kids
Washington are excited to see that Washington State’s Building Bridges Task Force is
proactively exploring evidence-based solutions to increasing the number of kids who
graduate. Also, it is good to see that Washington State is moving forward to better
track who is graduating and who isn’t.

From existing research, it is clear that state and federal policy-makers should move
now to decisively cut future crime by investing wisely in high-quality early learning.

Specifically, policy-makers should:

e Increase state investments in early learning to raise the quality of ECEAP and
licensed child care and assure that all income-eligible children have access to high
quality early learning programs.

e Increase federal support for Head Start, Early Head Start and the Child Care
Development Block Grant and do more to ensure continual improvements in the early
learning programs supported by those funding streams.

Policy-makers in both Washington State and in Washington D.C. cannot afford to
turn their backs on wise investments that will increase high school graduation rates
and cut crime. Too much is at stake, including the safety of everyone in Washington
State and across America.

TAXPAYERS, VICTIMS AND PARTICIPANTS SAVED OVER $16 FOR EVERY
$1 INVESTED IN THE HIGH/SCOPE PERRY PRESCHOOL PROGRAM

For every $1 invested

Over $16 was saved

Schweinhart et al, 2005
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