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Superintendent Carla Santorno, right, leads cheers Thursday after Gray Middle School students hung the Velcro-backed number 82.6% on a

banner heraiding the record-breakmg high school graduation rate for Tacoma Public Schools. At left are school board members Andrea
Cobb and Karen Vialle.
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2015 gradsmtion raie for Tacoma: 2.6 percent

I’ the highest since state began tracking the numbers

Better data, more help for students and teachers, contribute to the
trend
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A year affer surpassing the
state average for the first time,
graduation rafes in Tacoma
continue to climb, reaching a
new high of 82.6 percent for
the Class of 2015. Tacoma
Public Schools officials an-
nounced the new figure Thurs-
day.

It’s the fifth straight year of

increases for Tacoma, and the
highest since the state began

‘tracking the statistic in 2003.

The number represents a 27.3-
percent increase from 2010.
Tacoma is part of a national
trend that has seen graduation
rates ticking upward in recent
years. The U.S. Department of
Education says the nation’s
high school graduation rate hit
81 percent for the Class of
2013, the highest level since

states adopted a new uniform
way of calculating graduation
rates five years earlier.

But 2015 School Board Presi-
dent Scott Heinze said Tacoma
isn’t necessarily measuring its
sticeess against others,

“We're competing with our-
selves,” he said.

He noted that almost two-
thirds of students in Tacoma
qualify for free or reduced-
price lunches, a widely used
marker for poverty. That
makes Tacoma’s steady pro-
gress even more significant, he
added.

Statewide graduation rates
for the Class of 2015 likely
won’t be released until Febru-
ary. But some districts, in-

lease their numbers early )
Last year, Tacoma officials

celebrated when the district’s

2014 graduation of 78.3 per-

. cent topped the statewide av-

erage of 77.2 percent for the
first fime.

This year, they're cataloging
the factors they say are influ-
encing the upward trend here.
Some examples:

¢ Hard work by teachers,
principals and school counsel-
ors who, with the help of a
district data system, can now
keep better tabs on individual
students and how they’re do-

- ing in the classroom.

® New indicators of student
success or failure. This vear,

for exainple, the school
district began iracking
ninth-graders who fail
classes. The goal is to
help them catch up before

cluding Tacoma, chose to re-

and the community ail
come together around
shared responsibility and
high expectations for
évery child,” said Eric

it’s too late. _ Wilson, president of the
e Creation of what the  Foundation for Tacoma

district calls a “college- Students.

going culture.” “When Critics of the disirict

Iids see kids they know guestion whether the

actually getﬁnz what we
promise them, it carches
firs,” said 3“‘3..1- QLD::E‘-
intendsnt ;aﬁ Garciz.

@ Incressed support
from local colieges, com-
munity organizations and

‘gains are exclusively the
"ESLL. of hard work on
the part of teachers and
students, or whefher
thers’s statistical trickery
going omn.

They note that the

individuoals outside the introduction of programs
district. They are tuioring, such as the Willie Stewart
mentoring and helping Academy, which opened
meet the needs of kids . during the 2013-14 school
who lack food, clothing, vear, artificially pump np

schoel supplzes and other
basics, district officials
say.

“This is what happens
whet parents, educators

graduation rates by mov-
ing some of Tacoma’s
most struggling siudents
out of mainstream
schools. By state defini-

Hich schosl

2014 2015
Foss 7A4% 70%
Lincoin 79% 82%
Mount Taehoma 68% 74%
QOakiand 15% 56%
School of the Arts . a8% 97%
Science and Math Institute  97% 100%
Stadium. 85% 91%
Wilson 0% Q4%

‘tion, graduation figures

from the academy aren’t
calculated in school or
distriet statistics.

District spokesman Dan
Voelpel said Tacoma
looked at whether in-
cluding numbers from the
academy would alter the
graduation rate for 2015,
and found it would drop
by about 3.5 percent. But
he said districts across
the state that have start-
ed similar programs are
playing by the same
rules.

Willie Stewart Academy
has about 200 students
at various stages in their
high school education.

Superintendent Carla
Santorno said closing the
graduation gap between
racial groups is especially

_ important, and she’s

proud of progress on that
front.

Graduation rates in
Tatoma surpassed 2014
numbers for nearly every
racial demographic: up

6.2 cent fer hlack

= .&'ﬁ.:'ié Sﬁiﬂﬁﬂm, 131 pex-
- cent for Hispanic stu-

dents and 11.£ percent.
for Pacific Islanders.

The only demographic
group that dropped was
Asian, which dipped from
2014’s high of 86 percent
o 83 percent in 2015. -

Debbie Cafezzo:
253-597-8635,
@DebbieCafazzo
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