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High Schools in the United States 
By Jessica Agus, National High School Center at AIR 

The Students 

♦ 14,892,153 students attended public high school in 2008–09.1 

♦ 3,019,361 students graduated from public high school in 2009.2 

♦ 4,125,000 students are projected to enroll in public high school as freshmen in  
2010–11.3 

♦ Enrollment in public high schools rose 11% from 1999 to 2009. In contrast, 
elementary school enrollment rose 4% during that period.4 

♦ About 229,000 students enrolled in public charter secondary schools in 2007–08. 

♦ About 16,742,000 students enrolled in public secondary schools, including 
middle schools and high schools, in 2007–08.5 
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 2009.5  
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Students with Disabilities 

♦ 2,895,923 students, ages 12–17 years, were served under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Part B in 2007.6 

♦ 12.5% of public secondary students and 7.9% of private secondary students had 
an Individual Education Plan (IEP) in 2007–08.7 

♦ The most common disability served under the IDEA was specific learning 
disability (39% of all students, ages three to 21, served in 2007–08). The second 
most common disability was speech or language disability (22% of all students 
served in 2007–08).8 

English Language Learners  

♦ The number of K–12 students who were Limited English Proficient (LEP) rose to 
4,985,000 in 2006, an increase of 650,000 since 2004.9 

♦ 21% of all students, ages 5–17 years, spoke a language other than English at 
home in 2008. This is an increase from 9% in 1979.10 

♦ In 2008, 75% of LEP students who spoke English with difficulty and spoke another 
language at home identified Spanish as their native language. 11 

♦ English language learner (ELL) students scored an average of 40% below their 
peers on literacy portions of the high school exit exams in 2005.12 

The Schools 

♦ 24,426 public secondary schools existed in the United States in 2007–08.13  

♦ The average number of students per secondary school was 706 in 2007–08.13 

♦ The student/teacher ratio for public secondary schools was 12 to 1 in 2008–09.14 

♦ 2,120 high schools were identified as in need of improvement in 2005–06. These 
schools represent 12% of all U.S. high schools.15 

♦ 58% of high schools offer at least one Advanced Placement (AP) class.16 

High School Student Achievement  

♦ The average score of 12th-grade students on the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) reading assessment in 2009 was 2 points higher than 
the average score in 2005, but 4 points lower than in 1992.17 
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♦ In 2005, 46% of U.S. 12th-grade students scored “below basic” on the NAEP 
national science scale, 18% scored “proficient” or above, and 2% scored 
“advanced.”18 

♦ 93% of high school students reported that they worked on homework outside of 
school in 2007.19 

♦ 798,629 (or 26.5%) public school students from the graduating class of 2009 took 
an AP exam at some point in high school.20 

♦ 1,569,000 U.S. high school graduates in the class of 2010 took the ACT.21 

♦ 1,597,329 college-bound seniors in the class of 2010 took the SAT.22 

Average 2010 SAT Scores of College-Bound Seniors, by Subject and Ethnicity,23 
and Average 2010 ACT Composite Test Scores23 

Race/Ethnicity 

SAT  
Critical 

Reading 
Score, 2010 

SAT 
Math 

Score, 
2010 

SAT 
Writing 
Score, 
2010 

SAT 
Composite 
Test Score, 

2010 

ACT 
Composite 
Test Score, 

2010 
White/Caucasian 528 536 516 1,580 22.3 
Black/African American 429 428 420 1,277 16.9 
Mexican or Mexican American 454 467 448 1,369 

18.624Puerto Rican 454 452 443 1,349 
Other Hispanic, Latino, or Latin 
American 454 462 447 1,363 

Asian, Asian American, or 
Pacific Islander 519 591 526 1,636 23.4 

Average across all student 
groups 501 516 492 1,509 21.0 

Source: The College Board (2010) 23 and ACT (2010) 24 

School Funding 

♦ Expenditures for public education in 2006–07 totaled approximately 
$476,825,866.25 

♦ On average, $9,683 was spent per pupil in fall enrollment in 2006–07.26 

♦ Expenditures for all elementary and secondary education represented 4.6% of 
the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2008. This percentage has remained 
relatively constant since 2001,27 but it has doubled since 1949.28 
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics29 

High School Graduation Rate 

♦ 3,273,250 students are expected to graduate from high school in 2010–11; 
2,962,400 from public high schools and 310,850 from private high schools.30 

♦ 74.9% of U.S. freshmen who began public high school in 2004 graduated in 2007–
08.   31

♦ 2,965,286 students graduated from public high school in 2007-08.32 

♦ 306,610 students graduated from private high school in 2006-07.32 

♦ 57% of students with disabilities earned a regular school diploma in 2005–06. This 
is an increase of 14% from 1996–97.   33

♦ 221,306 of students served under IDEA, Part B, graduated in 2007.34 
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 2009.32 

♦ The dropout rate for all U.S. public schools in 2008 was 8%. This rate is down from 
14% in 1980. 

♦ The dropout rate in 2008 for white students was 4.8%, down from 11.4% in 1980. 
The dropout rate for black students was 9.9% in 2008, a drop from 19.1% in 1980. 
The dropout rate for Hispanic students was 18.3% in 2008, a decrease from 35.2% 
in 1980.35  

High School Graduation Requirements 

♦ 26 states have current or planned mandatory high school exit exams.36 

♦ 19 states offer alternative pathways to graduation for students who fail exit 
exams.37 

♦ 70% of ACT-tested high school students in 2009 took or planned to take a Core 
Curriculum, which includes 4 years of English and 3 years of science, math, and 
social studies. 38 

♦ Students who completed a Core Curriculum scored an average of 151 points 
higher on the SAT in 2010.39 
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Transitions from High School to College 

♦ 2,922,000 students are expected to enroll as first-time college freshmen in 2010.40 

High School Graduates Who Directly Enrolled in College, by Subgroup 
Percentage of 2009 Graduates Who 

Students, by Subgroup Directly Enrolled in College 
Women 74% 

Men 66% 
Asian 92% 
White 69% 
Black 69% 

Hispanic 59% 
Total 70% 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, 201041 

Extracurricular Activities 
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 2010.42 
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