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Right now, three-quarters of the fastest-growing 
occupations require more than a high school 

diploma. And yet, just over half of our 
citizens have that level of education.

We have one of the highest 
high school dropout rates 

of any industrialized nation.

Pres. Obama, 2009 State of the Union
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Data Sources

𝐷𝑟𝑜𝑝𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑠 = 𝑠𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠 𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑖𝑛 𝐹𝑎𝑙𝑙 − 𝑠𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠 𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑖𝑛 𝑆𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔

𝐷𝑟𝑜𝑝𝑜𝑢𝑡 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒 =
𝐷𝑟𝑜𝑝𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑠

𝑆𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠 𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑖𝑛 𝐹𝑎𝑙𝑙
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Data Sources

𝐷𝑟𝑜𝑝𝑜𝑢𝑡 𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑒 =
𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 16−19 𝑁𝑜𝑡 𝐸𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑖𝑛 𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙,𝑛𝑜 𝑑𝑒𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑒

𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑠 16−19

Table B14005: Sex by School Enrollment by Educational Attainment By Employment Status for 
the Population 16 to 19 Years

COMPARING ESTIMATES OF RARE EVENTS IN THE ACS TO ADMINISTRATIVE RECORDS 4 of 15



Sources of error
• Statistical
• Sampling

• Nonsampling

• Conceptual
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Statistical (sampling)
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Percent of confidence intervals that contain the administrative record of the average dropout 
rate 2008-2012. 

Total number Percent Not in CI

Counties 99 45%

School Districts 352 22%

Counties 35 51%

School Districts 132 24%

Oregon

Illinois

Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey, table B14005; ISBE School Report Cards; 

ODE Dropout Records



Statistical (sampling)
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Percent of confidence intervals that contain zero. 

Total number Percent contain 0

Counties 99 14%

School Districts 352 52%

Counties 35 23%

School Districts 132 54%

Illinois

Oregon

Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey, table B14005; ISBE School Report Cards; 

ODE Dropout Records



Statistical (sampling)
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The coefficient of variation for estimates of the dropout rate.

CV 0 to 9.9 CV 10 to 29.9 CV 30 to 59.9 CV 60 and over

Counties 2% 30% 54% 14%

School Districts 0% 10% 38% 52%

Counties 0% 43% 34% 23%

School Districts 0% 13% 34% 53%
Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey, table B14005; ISBE School Report Cards; ODE Dropout Records

Oregon

Illinois



Statistical (nonsampling)
• Incomplete responses

• Response rate

• Interviewer bias

• Clerical errors
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Statistical (nonsampling)
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The imputation rate for school enrollment. (Counties)

Illinois Counties

Metro Nonmetro Cumulative

1 % or less

1.01 to 2% 3% 17% 12%

2.01 to 3% 44% 44% 57%

3.01 to 5% 50% 33% 96%

5.01 to 7% 3% 3% 99%

more than 7% 2% 100%

Total Counties 36 63 99

Oregon Counties

Metro Nonmetro Cumulative

1 % or less 4% 3%

1.01 to 2% 8% 8%

2.01 to 3% 73% 60% 72%

3.01 to 5% 27% 28% 100%

5.01 to 7% 100%

more than 7% 100%

Total Counties 11 25 36
Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey, table B99141 Imputation rate of school enrollment for the population 3 years and older



Statistical (nonsampling)
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The imputation rate for school enrollment.

Illinois School Districts

Metro Nonmetro Cumulative

1 % or less 1% 3% 2%

1.01 to 2% 10% 17% 15%

2.01 to 3% 36% 34% 50%

3.01 to 5% 46% 38% 93%

5.01 to 7% 5% 4% 97%

more than 7% 2% 4% 100%

Total Districts 196 156 352

Oregon School Districts

Metro Nonmetro Cumulative

1 % or less 6% 12% 9%

1.01 to 2% 17% 19% 27%

2.01 to 3% 35% 34% 61%

3.01 to 5% 33% 29% 92%

5.01 to 7% 8% 4% 98%

more than 7% 1% 3% 100%

Total Districts 84 101 185
Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey, table B99141 Imputation rate of school enrollment for the population 3 years and older



Statistical Uncertainty
• Large for rare characteristics

• Larger for small areas
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Conceptual Uncertainty
• Who is a dropout?
•Time of year

•Time away from school

• Who is the population?
•Age

• Location
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Conceptual Uncertainty
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Comparison of the ACS-based dropout rate under different definitions.

Numerator Denominator Mean St.D. Min Max

Students not enrolled in Spring Students enrolled in fall 2.3% 1.5 0.0% 8.9%

16-19 not enrolled, not graduated population 16-19 enrolled in school 7.9% 9.1 0.1% 79.5%

16-19 not enrolled, not graduated Population 16-19 6.1% 5.6 0.1% 41.1%

Students not enrolled in Spring Students enrolled in fall 2.8% 1.8 0.0% 11.7%

16-19 not enrolled, not graduated population 16-19 enrolled in school 11.4% 10.9 0.4% 83.1%

16-19 not enrolled, not graduated Population 16-19 8.4% 4.3 1.0% 38.6%

Illinois

Oregon

Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey, table B14005; ISBE School Report Cards; ODE Dropout Records



Error matters to public policy
• Error is not solved by a larger sample size

• Data needs to be viewed in its full complexity

• ACS should augment policy decisions, not drive them
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