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America is no longer the world leader in education. 
U.S. performance at the K-12 and postsecondary 
levels is falling behind other countries. Accord-

ing to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), America and Germany are the 
only two OECD countries where the younger genera-
tion is actually less educated than the older generation. 
In February 2009, President Obama declared the lack of 
educational attainment in the United States a “prescrip-
tion for economic decline, because we know the coun-
tries that out-teach us today will out-compete us tomor-
row,” and he set a goal for the United States to reclaim 
its position as the leader in college graduates by 2020. 
To accomplish that, states need to set their own college 
completion goals; study and diagnose where and why 
students are dropping out of the education system; and 
target state policy to those problem areas. Effective state 
policy can help more students obtain college degrees, be 
successful in life and contribute to the economy. 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 54 percent 
of all new jobs and 75 percent of the fastest-growing jobs 
require some form of postsecondary education. In ad-
dition, people with bachelor’s degrees earn 60 percent 
more over their lifetime than those with only a high 
school diploma, which translates into higher tax rev-
enues for states and the federal government. College 
graduates also live healthier and longer lives and rely less 
on social programs such as welfare or Medicaid, saving 
states a significant amount of money. College graduates 
participate more in civic activities, such as voting, and in 
charitable activities, such as donating blood. States that 
improve college access and success increase these indi-
vidual, economic and societal benefits.

College enrollment and completion rates will not alter 
significantly unless policymakers focus on nontradi-
tional students, particularly low-income, minority and 
first-generation students, who are underrepresented and 
underserved in the education system. These students are 

the fastest growing populations and the least likely to finish 
high school, enroll in college or earn a degree. The result 
is a significant and serious achievement gap that threatens 
states and the nation.

To meet President Obama’s college completion goal and 
to preserve America’s status as a world leader in education, 
state policy will need to focus on closing the achievement 
gap. State legislators have the power to design and imple-
ment policies that help prepare all students academically 
and financially for college and effectively support them to 
ensure they complete a degree. 

The Path to a Degree: A Legislator’s Guide to College Access 
and Success contains five briefs that provide an overview 
of key issues, discuss research findings, and offer examples 
of specific state action that can improve college access and 
success for underrepresented students.

Raising Awareness: College Planning Strategies focuses 
on early awareness and preparation as an essential compo-
nent of college access. The brief discusses two strategies to 
increase early college planning among low-income, minor-
ity and first-generation students: information dissemina-
tion and student support services, both beginning no later 
than middle school. 

Increasing College and Workforce Readiness discusses 
policies that can improve college and workforce readiness, 
such as aligning high school standards, adjusting gradu-
ation requirements, and using college-ready assessments. 
College readiness is a key component of both college access 
and success; students who take college preparatory courses 
in high school, for example, are more likely to enroll in 
and graduate from college. 

Improving College Affordability for Underrepresented 
Students: Financial Aid Strategies discusses the three 
components of the higher education finance system: tu-
ition, financial aid and state appropriations. The brief fo-
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cuses on financial aid as a policy option to increase college 
affordability for low-income, minority and first-generation 
students and provides examples of effective financial aid 
programs.

Engaging Students Academically and Socially: College 
Success Strategies highlights evidence-based college suc-
cess programs that help more students remain in college 
and graduate. Programs that increase student academic and 
social engagement have the greatest effect on completion 
rates. The brief provides examples of legislative action that 
encourages and supports college success programs. 
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What You Need to Know About Minority-Serving Insti-
tutions provides an overview of historically black colleges 
and universities, Hispanic-serving institutions, and tribal 
colleges and universities—known collectively as minority-
serving institutions. The brief highlights why an increasing 
number of students choose to attend these institutions; their 
effect on the educational attainment of underrepresented 
students; and the challenges such institutions face.

Higher education can improve individual lives, bolster state 
economies, fill workforce needs, and sustain America’s eco-
nomic competitiveness. Now is the time for states to act to 
improve the path to a degree for all students.
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Nine of 10 parents expect their child to go to col-
lege, according to an Institute for Higher Edu-
cation Policy survey of middle school parents. 

Parents recognize that a college degree leads to better job 
opportunities and higher wages. The same survey, how-
ever, found that 45 percent of those parents had not yet 
taken any steps to plan for college. As Figure 1 shows, 
they had not started saving money, had not looked at 
college admission requirements, had not visited campus-
es, and had not talked with a school counselor or teach-
er. Parents who did not have a college degree were most 
likely not to have begun planning, while three of four 
parents with a bachelor’s degree had begun the process.1

The survey results are troubling because college plan-
ning ideally begins at the middle school level. The path 
to college involves many steps that are better started at 
an early age. College-bound students should begin in 
middle school to consider what classes they need to take 
for college. They should understand the importance of 
studying hard and getting good grades. They should start 
preparing for standardized testing. They should think 
about financial aid and scholarships, some of which are 
contingent upon high school grades, curriculum or ex-
tracurricular activities. Various actions need to be taken 
in college planning, and being aware of what 
those actions are early in the process is an im-
portant part of college access.

Unfortunately, college planning informa-
tion is not reaching all families. Many dis-
advantaged school districts have limited col-
lege preparation resources and few guidance 
counselors who can help students navigate 
the college path. Many low-income, minor-
ity and first-generation students do not have 
a college-educated parent or role model to 
help guide them. Without information, stu-
dents may be unaware that colleges require 
certain classes, or that scholarships require 
certain grade point averages. In fact, many of 

these students do not know financial aid and scholarships 
are available. Lack of information can lead to missed op-
portunities for getting more students into college. 

This brief discusses two strategies that can be used to in-
crease awareness of college planning among underrepre-
sented students: 1) information dissemination to middle 
and high school students and parents, and 2) student sup-
port services throughout secondary school. Both strategies 
have an early outreach component that starts their college 
planning efforts at the middle school level. This brief ex-
amines the various tactics and methods of implementation 
involved in these two strategies and provides examples of 
current programs. 

Information Dissemination

Low-income and minority students have less access to 
college planning information than other students. This is 
especially the case for first-generation students who may 
not be able to rely on their parents to direct them in the 
college preparation process. Families that are unaware of 
college options also typically do not know where to obtain 
information, and they have less access to school guidance 
counselors who could help them.2

Figure 1.  What college planning steps have parents 
of middle school students taken?

Source:  IHEP survey of middle school parents, 2007.
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Information dissemination can be 
an inexpensive and effective way to 
communicate college planning in-
formation to families. Several states 
have conducted college informa-
tion campaigns using various media 
outlets. Web-based campaigns can 
be effective because the Internet 
has become widely accessible and 
creating a website is inexpensive. 
Research indicates that minorities 
access the Internet at nearly the 
same rate as whites; 86 percent of 
white high school seniors have access to a broadband con-
nection, compared to 85 percent of African Americans and 
77 percent of Hispanics.3

North Carolina has been hit hard by declines 
in skill-based industries such as manufactur-

ing and agriculture. In efforts to develop a knowledge-based 
workforce, North Carolina’s General Assembly created the 
College Foundation of North Carolina, a program focused 
on increasing college access for poor and minority students. 
The foundation is a collaboration of the K-12 and state col-
lege systems. Most of its college planning services are avail-
able on its website: www.cfnc.org. North Carolina conduct-
ed a publicity campaign to promote the website, and now 
80 percent of middle and high school parents know about 
it. 

The website allows students to track high school courses, 
grades and activities; search for financial aid; apply to North 
Carolina colleges; and apply for loans. The site provides free 
test preparation materials for the SAT and ACT. Applicants 
can electronically submit their high school transcript to col-
leges through the website. With such a wealth of informa-
tion and resources in one place, students and parents from 
all backgrounds can easily educate themselves on the various 
aspects of college planning. As a result of the foundation’s ef-
forts, college enrollment rates for low-income students have 
been on the rise; in fact, North Carolina holds the record for 
the greatest increase—3.4 percent—from 1999 to 2006.4

A great benefit of web campaigns is that they can extend 
across state borders to reach an even larger audience. The 
Southern Regional Education Board, for example, has a 
website called “Electronic Campus” that provides informa-
tion about the colleges and universities in the 16 states it 
represents. Students in all of those states can use the website 
to gather helpful information about campus tours, applica-

tions, academic programs and financial aid. A student in 
Arkansas could use the Electronic Campus website to eas-
ily obtain information about schools in Florida. Using the 
Internet to disseminate information can foster regional col-
laboration to efficiently reach out to students about higher 
education.

Other methods of communication popular 
with students from all backgrounds are cell phone text mes-
saging, online social networking and Internet videos, some-
times referred to as “new media.” A survey of low-income 
and minority students in Boston found that most 11th and 
12th graders own cell phones; of those, 88 percent use text 
messaging. The survey also indicates that the top Internet 
programs students use are YouTube, MySpace and AIM.5  
Taking advantage of these information pipelines can be a 
great way to reach out to students about college. Best of all, 
they are low-cost options. Text messages could be sent alert-
ing students of upcoming college events. YouTube videos 
could be made to promote a college access campaign. AIM 
could be used by school counselors to inform students of 
pending deadlines.  

Delaware has used new media for disseminating college 
information. Its Department of Education created a My-
Space profile to promote its “Yes You Can” campaign, which 
encourages college and career preparation for high school 
students. Creating a MySpace profile is free; it requires only 
staff time to set it up, invite students to be friends and moni-
tor it. Using media forums that are popular with students 
can have to a greater effect on their knowledge and views 
about higher education.

In addition to the Internet and new media, mar-
keting through traditional media outlets such 

as radio, TV and print also can be effective to disseminate 
college planning information. A national initiative, Know-
How2Go, reaches out to middle and high school students 
through TV commercials, billboards and magazine ads. Cre-
atively targeted toward teens, the message is simple—kids 
must research college options and take challenging classes. 
Commercials depict comic-book-like villains representing 
algebra, biology and foreign languages and urge kids to take 
on these tough courses. 

Although KnowHow2Go is a national initiative, several 
states have teamed with the program to personalize the cam-
paign. Nebraska, for example, launched its KnowHow2Go 
campaign as a collaboration among the state Department 
of Education, the governor’s office, the state P-16 initiative, 

Web 
Campaigns

New Media

Traditional
Media
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the University of Nebraska system and others. KnowHow-
2Go can be a great resource for states that want to conduct 
a major college access marketing effort. KnowHow2Go can 
provide advertising advice and materials, help the state as-
semble partnerships, and help secure 
funding for the campaign.6  
 

Another way to dis-
seminate information 

is through specialized workshops. One 
college topic many students and families 
lack knowledge on is financial aid. Col-
lege Goal Sunday, an annual workshop, 
was created to provide low-income and 
first-generation students with financial 
aid information and help them fill out 
the Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA) form. Started in Indiana 
in 1989, it has since expanded to serve 
35 states and the District of Columbia 
with assistance and funding from the Lumina Foundation 
and the National Association of Student Financial Aid Ad-
ministrators (NASFAA). Each state coordinates its College 
Goal Sunday event, which occurs on a Sunday afternoon in 
January through March, the peak financial aid time. The 
free College Goal Sunday program is run by volunteers. Fi-
nancial aid experts, guidance counselors and others come 
to help students and families fill out the FAFSA and learn 
about financial aid opportunities. 

College affordability is a significant barrier for many stu-
dents, and the FAFSA is the first step toward receiving 
financial aid. The event has had a positive response from 
participants; in 2008, 83 percent of those who attended a 
College Goal Sunday said either they could not have filled 
out the FAFSA on their own, or could not have done it as 
well.7

College Goal Sunday is successful only if students and fami-
lies are aware of the event and attend. Legislators can help 
promote the event by recording public service announce-
ments on the radio, writing about it in their newsletters, 
and speaking about it at constituent forums. In 2008, for 
example, the Tennessee College Goal Sunday program cre-
ated a script for a radio announcement, and 65 state legisla-
tors participated in the recording. 

Another way legislators can promote the event is to write 
a resolution declaring one day in January through March 
to be College Goal Sunday, as Michigan and Arkansas did. 

Or, the resolution could declare one month a Financial Aid 
Awareness Month as the Kentucky House of Representa-
tives did. Legislators also can use their political ties to urge 
other political figures, such as mayors or governors, to pub-

licly endorse College Goal Sunday. Using 
their position as public leaders, legislators 
can be of great help in supporting College 
Goal Sunday without having to spend 
state money. 8 

By using the web, new and traditional 
media, and financial aid workshops, states 
can effectively spread information about 
college planning. Information dissemina-
tion is only one strategy to improve col-
lege access, however. Another important 
aspect is providing students with personal 
support.

Student Support Services

Research indicates that information alone is not enough. 
Students need an adult figure who believes in them and en-
courages them along the way.9  If students do not have such 
a role model in their family or among teachers, counselors 
can fill that void. College guidance counselors help students 
handle the preparation steps needed to enroll in college. 
They can help students plan their course load, prepare for 
the SAT and ACT, and research college and career options. 
Counselors who are invested in the success of their students 
can be important mentors, providing encouragement and 
support. 

It is important, however, that counselors have time to help 
each individual and are not assigned too many students or 
too many tasks unrelated to college counseling. Nationally, 
the average counselor-to-student ratio is one to 490, but at 
poor schools counselors are assigned an average of 1,056 stu-
dents. Such schools serve mainly minority and low-income 
students who are most in need of college advice and sup-
port. Moreover, counselors at these schools typically focus 
on behavior problems, not college planning.10

Financial Aid 
Workshops

Nationally, the average counselor-
to-student ratio is 1 to 490, but at 
poor schools, counselors are assigned 
an average of 1,056 students.
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Increasing the number of counselors who are focused on 
college and career planning at low-income schools is a good 
way to increase college readiness for underrepresented stu-
dents, but it can be costly. Where state funds are limited, 
one option is to leverage federal, private or foundation pro-
grams. 

Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness of Un-
dergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) is a federal grant pro-
gram that works to increase college awareness and prepara-
tion among low-income and minority students. GEAR UP 
provides matching grants to state governments and partner-
ships that administer programs with an early outreach com-
ponent focused on readying students for postsecondary edu-
cation. The early outreach requirement refers to programs 
that start in middle school. Programs that increase staffing 
of counselors in low-income middle and high schools can 
apply for GEAR UP grants.

Washington’s College Success Foundation, for example, 
used GEAR UP funds to increase school counselors, re-
ferred to as “College Prep Advisors.” The advisors work with 
eighth, ninth and 10th graders to provide college informa-
tion, course advice and encouragement. The advisors reach 
out to students through various formats such as after-school 
programs, brown-bag lunches and classroom visits.11 

Louisiana uses GEAR UP grants to provide week-long sum-
mer learning camps held on college campuses for middle and 
high school students. Since low-income and first-generation 
students may never have been to a college campus and may 
have no one to describe college life, it is important to inspire 
a belief that they someday could be college students. College 
visits can expose students to the world of higher education 
and help them envision themselves as college students. 

Along with the campus experience, Louisiana’s GEAR UP 
summer camps provide valuable counseling. Camp themes 
vary and include tutoring, math and science enrichment, 
and leadership skills. Career-centered camps include topics 
such as engineering, sports medicine or culinary arts. Stu-
dents also gain early awareness of how to plan for college 
both academically and financially. According to the Institute 
of Education Sciences, programs that incorporate college 
and career advising, college campus visits and financial aid 
planning increase rates of high school completion.12

Another counseling program that incorpo-
rates college visits is Kids2College, a national program spon-
sored by the Sallie Mae Fund. The program, built on local 

partnerships, provides sixth graders at low-income schools 
with college planning sessions throughout the school year. 
The creative, hands-on sessions are used to expose the kids 
to the many opportunities available in postsecondary educa-
tion. The program culminates with a campus visit to a local 
college or university. 

When first-generation students were asked at the beginning 
of the Kids2College program whether they could envision 
themselves as a college student, 36 percent said yes. When 
asked the same question after the program, the number 
jumped to 54 percent. Figure 2 also shows increases in 
the percentage of white, black and Hispanic students who 
can envision themselves in college after participating in 
Kids2College. 

Another positive effect of the Kids2Collge program is that 
more students know they should start taking college prepa-
ratory classes in eighth or ninth grade and that they should 
take four years of math in high school.  Early awareness of 
which math classes to take is important; research indicates 
that minority and first-generation students who take upper-
level math classes have higher college enrollment rates. After 
participating in Kids2College, students also are more likely 
to talk about college with friends and teachers and have 
a better understanding of career options.13 A sixth-grade 
teacher in California whose students participated in Kids-
2College said:

“I was very moved by some of the changes in at-
titude I have seen with some of my toughest stu-
dents.  Many students are now talking about want-

Figure 2.  Percentage of K2C Students Who Said 
They Can Definitely Imagine Themselves in College

Source:  Kids2College, 2007.
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ing to go to college, when a few weeks ago they 
would have insisted otherwise. The trip to [Califor-
nia State University, Fullerton] seemed to make the 
whole idea of “college” real and attainable for my 
students. Overall, students are doing more home-
work and taking their studies more seriously as they 
now know that college is not only possible, but that 
preparation starts early in the sixth grade.”

A different strategy to increase school 
counseling is to make college and career 
preparation part of graduation requirements. 
In 2002, Kentucky’s General Assembly 

created the Individual Graduation Plan and made it a 
requirement for high school graduation.  The graduation 
plan is a comprehensive college and career counseling 
program aimed at helping students connect their high school 
classes and activities with their post-high school goals. The 
plan, administered by school staff, begins in eighth grade 
and runs through 12th grade.  

The Individual Graduation Plan is used to assess each stu-
dent’s academic interests, skills and hobbies and suggests 
possible careers.  The program then creates a four-year high 
school plan that is in line with the student’s college and ca-
reer goals.  It is reviewed regularly throughout high school 
to track progress and any shifts in aspirations.  The program 
promotes the idea that early planning gives students the op-
portunity to fully prepare for college and careers.14

Another state-supported program is Nav-
igation 101, a middle and high school 

counseling program funded by the Washington Legislature. 
Select schools administer the program, which matches each 
student within the school to an advisor—a teacher, coun-
selor, principal or social worker. Advisors work closely with 
students from grade six through grade 12 on college and 
career planning.  Having an assigned advisor ensures that 
each student has at least one adult at the school who knows 
them and cares about their future.   The advisors follow a 
curriculum that was developed using academic and counsel-
ing standards.  It covers topics such as setting personal and 
academic goals, improving class grades, planning for college, 
exploring careers, joining extracurricular activities and man-
aging money. Early data shows that students who participate 
in the program are more likely to take Advanced Placement 
courses, graduate from high school and enroll in college.

The programs highlighted in this section have the ultimate 
goal of providing students with more guidance on college 
and careers, whether by increasing the counselor staff at 

schools, delivering information sessions to families, chap-
eroning college visits, or implementing state-supported col-
lege preparation programs.  Whatever the method used, the 
key is to increase support services to all students, particularly 
those who are low-income, minority or first-generation, to 
help them prepare for life after high school.

Conclusion

Inadequate college plan-
ning can be a barrier to 
higher education for 
many students. Research 
indicates that middle 
school is the best time to 
start planning for higher 

education because it allows time for students to complete 
necessary courses, participate in extracurricular activities, 
study for college entrance exams, apply for financial aid, 
and apply for college. If students are not aware early on of 
specific college and program requirements, they could be at 
a disadvantage. 

Almost all parents expect their child to attain some level of 
education beyond high school. However, almost half those 
parents have not taken any preparation steps by the time 
their child is in middle school. The two main strategies 
described in this brief—disseminating information about 
college planning, and increasing college counselor services 
for middle and high school students—can help change that 
trend. 

The various programs highlighted demonstrate different 
ways to increase college planning awareness. Policymak-
ers can consider the demographics, the current programs, 
and the specific needs of the schools and students in their 
community to decide which strategy would be best. As the 
examples in this brief demonstrate, partnerships can be an 
effective way to create or expand a program and share the 
costs and planning efforts. Partnerships could be forged with 
local nonprofits, university systems, federal grant programs, 
and state departments of education, among others. 

As policymakers consider increasing college planning aware-
ness among underrepresented students, these are some 
points to keep in mind.

• It is important to begin the college planning process in 
middle school to allow enough time for sufficient prep-
aration.

Kentucky’s 
Individual 
Graduation 
Plan

Washington’s 
Navigation 101
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• Information dissemination can be an inexpensive and 
effective way to communicate college planning infor-
mation.

• The Internet and “new media” (i.e., text messages, social 
networks and web videos), which are popular with teen-
agers of all backgrounds, can be a low-cost way to reach 
out to students.

• By partnering with a national initiative such as Know-
How2Go, states can create college access campaigns tai-
lored to their constituency.

• College Goal Sunday is an example of a workshop fo-
cused on increasing awareness of financial aid options, a 
subject with which many students and families are un-
familiar.

• Support services such as school counseling can provide 
students with valuable college information, advice and 
support.

• Low-income school districts typically have fewer school 
counselors; increasing the counseling staff at those 
schools could improve the college readiness of disad-
vantaged students.

• College visits can help students, especially those who 
are first-generation, to envision themselves at college, 
thus encouraging them to aspire to attend.

• Incorporating a college preparation plan into high 
school graduation requirements can be a strategy to in-
crease college awareness.

• State legislatures can provide financial support for col-
lege and career planning programs in public middle and 
high schools; Washington’s Navigation 101 program is 
one example.
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 Policymakers and their constituents have been 
shocked to learn about the low college graduation 
rates of America’s students. Nearly half of students 

who enter a four-year college do not earn a bachelor’s 
degree within six years. Two-thirds of associate degree-
seeking students do not earn a degree within three years. 
Why do so many students fail to complete a degree? 

Poor academic preparation is one signifi cant reason why 
students drop out before graduation. Each year, 1 mil-
lion high school graduates fail college placement tests, 
and 35 percent of all public college students enroll in at 
least one remedial course. It is clear that K-12 education 
is not preparing many students for college-level work. 
The consequences are costly—students must pay to take 
courses for which they receive no credit, and states must 
pay to teach students material they should have learned 
in middle and high school. Further, students who take 
remedial classes are much more likely to drop out of col-
lege. 

Often, the high school curriculum is not properly aligned 
with college requirements. Too many students do not 
gain the knowledge and skills necessary to succeed in 
postsecondary education. Those who are most affected 
by inadequate college preparation are low-income, mi-
nority and fi rst-generation students who attend schools 
that do not offer rigorous courses, college preparatory 
diplomas, or college guidance counseling.

Because an increasing number of jobs require some level 
of postsecondary education, high school graduates should 
be prepared for higher education. In response, states have 
begun to enact policies to graduate high school students 
“college and career ready.” These policies: 

• Align high school curriculum standards and gradu-
ation requirements with college and career require-
ments to better prepare students;

• Require all schools to offer a college- and career-ready 
diploma—a rigorous diploma aimed at preparing stu-
dents to succeed in any level of postsecondary educa-
tion, whether technical certifi cation, a two-year degree 
or a four-year degree;

• Use college-readiness tests and end-of-course exams to 
identify students who are in need of extra preparation 
before college;

• Include college- and career-ready indicators, such as 
the number of students taking AP classes or a col-
lege preparatory diploma, into school accountability 
systems. Including these indicators can reward high 
schools that are focusing on graduating college-ready 
students. 

What Does it Mean to Be College Ready?

The simple defi nition of col-
lege readiness is being prepared 
for entry-level, credit-bearing 
college courses immediately af-
ter high school. More detailed 
defi nitions of college readi-
ness specify high school course 
standards, course-taking re-
quirements and minimum test 
scores. According to Education 
Week’s Diplomas Count 2009 survey, 20 states have ad-
opted formal defi nitions of college readiness, and 11 more 
currently are developing a defi nition. 

In 14 states, the college-readiness defi nition identifi es con-
tent standards for courses; in 13 states, the defi nition iden-
tifi es specifi c courses students should take to be college 
ready. Seven states identify behavioral skills, such as time 
management and critical thinking, that students should 
possess. 

College readiness 
simply means stu-
dents are prepared 

for entry-level, 
credit-bearing college 
courses immediately 

after high school.



National Conference of State Legislatures 2

Not all policymakers, scholars and educators agree that a 
college-readiness definition is necessary. Some believe that 
not all students should go to college and that there should 
be a stronger emphasis on career and technical education. 
Others argue that, even though not all students should or 
will go to college, all should be prepared for some form 
of postsecondary education, which can include vocational 
training and certification. 

College readiness can provide all students with the option 
of higher learning, with the understanding that not every 
student must attend college. Proponents of this perspective 
point to studies indicating that similar skills and knowledge 
are desired by colleges and employers. Employers—includ-
ing those in labor fields such as construction—want high 
school graduates who can read and write at a college fresh-
man level. 

Moreover, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 54 
percent of all new jobs and 75 percent of the fastest-growing 
jobs require some form of postsecondary education, ranging 
from a vocational certificate to a professional degree. Prepar-
ing all students for the option of higher education ensures 
that they can pursue their desired career field.

Why Students Are not College Ready

One reason students are not college ready is because high 
school course standards and graduation requirements are not 
aligned with college entrance requirements. Students are not 
learning what they need to be successful in credit-bearing 
college courses, and high school classes are not challenging 
enough for some students. In addition, some students do 
not learn study skills or time management, both of which 
are necessary for college. 

In many instances, students are not aware that they are 
unprepared until they take college placement tests. Strong 
American Schools, an education policy organization, found 
that, in a survey of students in developmental courses, 80 
percent said they had a 3.0 or higher high school grade point 
average. Many students said their high school classes were 
easy and noted they would have worked harder if expec-
tations were higher. The Strong American Schools report, 
Diploma to Nowhere, notes that these survey results demon-
strate a “severe disconnect between the knowledge and skills 
that students learn in high school and the knowledge and 
skills they need to succeed in college.”1 Fixing the academic 
disconnect between high school and college is a key step 
in the movement to increase college readiness, and thereby 
increase college graduation rates. 

Figure 1. Excerpt from the Colorado Postsecondary and 
Workforce Readiness Definition

Postsecondary education and workforce readiness assumes 
that students are ready and able to demonstrate the following 
without the need for remediation.

I. Content Knowledge
Literacy
• Read fiction and non-fiction, understanding conclusions 

reached and points of view expressed
• Write clearly and coherently for a variety of purposes and 

audiences
• Use logic and rhetoric to analyze and critique ideas
• Access and use primary and secondary sources to explain 

questions being researched
• Use standard language properly: correct grammar, usage 

and spelling
Science
• Think scientifically and apply the scientific method to 

complex systems and phenomena
• Recognize conclusions are subject to interpretation and 

can be challenged
• Understand the core scientific concepts, principles, 

laws, and vocabulary, and how scientific knowledge is 
extended, refined, and revised over time

II. Learning and Life Skills
Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving
• Apply logical reasoning and analytical skills
• Evaluate the credibility and merit of information, ideas, 

and arguments
• Discern bias, pose questions, marshal evidence, and 

present solutions
Work Ethic
• Set priorities and manage time
• Take initiative, and follow through
• Learn from instruction and criticism
• Take responsibility for actions and work
• Act with maturity, civility, and politeness

Source: Colorado Department of Education and Department of Higher 
Education, June 2009.

Twenty-eight states have adopted a formal workforce-read-
iness definition, indicating courses, skills, content knowl-
edge or test scores necessary to be prepared for a career. Only 
five states reported in the Diplomas Count survey that their 
definitions for college and workforce readiness differ. Sever-
al states define college and workforce readiness as the same. 
(See Figure 1 for an example.)   
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High school and college alignment is particularly important 
for closing college attainment gaps between whites and mi-
norities and wealthy and poor students. A signifi cant num-
ber of students who are not prepared for college are minor-
ity, low-income and fi rst-generation students. Schools are 
not equally able to prepare students for higher education, 
and underrepresented students are more likely to attend a 
school where few resources are devoted to college prepara-
tion. Schools in low-income neighborhoods are less likely 
than schools in wealthier areas to offer a rig-
orous college-preparatory curriculum 
or to have enough school coun-
selors to provide college and 
career guidance. 

Lack of counseling is most 
detrimental to fi rst-gener-
ation students. They often 
lack the parental guidance 
to take college preparation steps. 
One study found that only 33 percent 
of fi rst-generation students graduated academically 
prepared for college, compared to 78 percent of students 
whose parents have a bachelor’s degree.2  

Statewide action on aligning high school standards with col-
lege requirements can have a positive effect for underrepre-
sented students. Many of these students excel when given 
the opportunity to take more diffi cult classes. Research fi nds 
that fi rst-generation students who take a rigorous curricu-
lum that includes advanced math are twice as likely as their 
peers to enroll in a four-year college.3 Ensuring that all stu-
dents have access to a college preparatory curriculum and 
counseling can improve college readiness and close postsec-
ondary attainment gaps.

Preparation for College 
Can Begin in Middle School

Closing the academic gap between high school and college 
is crucial. However, it is also important that middle schools 
prepare students for rigorous high school curriculums. Oth-
erwise, students will not be prepared for high school’s chal-
lenging courses and diplomas. One study by the University 
of Illinois found that middle school math is linked to aca-
demic achievement in high school, particularly for African 
American students in urban schools. Those who took ad-
vanced math in middle school were more likely to take high-
er-level math in high school and, all around, perform better 
academically. The study found the opposite to be true as 
well. African American students who took lower-level math 

in middle school were behind their peers in high school and 
had poor academic achievement.4 

Florida’s school accountability system considers how many 
students take advanced courses in high school, specifi cally 
Advanced Placement (AP) courses. One district increased 
the number of AP courses offered, but recognized that stu-
dents might not be prepared for the classes if they took less 
diffi cult courses in middle school. That district is now work-

ing with the College Board to create a special 
“pre-AP” program to prepare middle 

school students for advanced 
courses in high school. (Re-

fer to the Raising Awareness: 
College Planning Strategies
brief for more ways to en-
courage early preparation.)

The Consequences of 
Unprepared Students

Focusing on college readiness in secondary school 
is important because students who fail college placement 
exams must enroll in remedial courses (also referred to as 
developmental courses). Data from the National Center 
for Education Statistics reveals that 34 percent of all un-
dergraduates in public colleges in 2004 reported enrolling 
in at least one remedial course. At community colleges, the 
number was 43 percent; at four-year institutions, 29 per-
cent of students needed remedial classes.  Remediation rates 
fl uctuate widely among institutions. At some community 
colleges, 60 percent to 80 percent of incoming freshmen 
need remediation.  The fact that more than one third of stu-
dents in all public institutions need to learn basic math and 
English skills that should have 
been acquired in high school is 
disheartening for policymakers, 
education leaders, students and 
families alike. The numbers do 
not even reveal the full extent 
of the problem because they do 
not include students in private 
schools or students who drop 
out. In 2004, 1.2 million stu-
dents dropped out of college, 
many because they were not 
academically prepared.5

Underrepresented students are most in need of remediation 
because they are likely to be inadequately prepared. Thirty-
seven percent of low-income students enroll in remedial 

First-generation students who take a 
rigorous curriculum that includes ad-

vanced math are twice as likely as their 
peers to enroll in a four-year college.

The fact that more than 
one third of students in all 
public institutions need 
to learn basic math and 
English skills that should 
have been acquired in 
high school is dishearten-
ing for policymakers, edu-
cation leaders, students 
and families alike.
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education, compared to 31 percent of the high-income 
students. Forty-two percent of African American and 41 
percent of Hispanic college students were enrolled in reme-
diation in 2004, compared to 31 percent of white students 
(Figure 2).6  

These statistics come with a high cost. Strong American 
Schools estimates the costs of developmental education to 
states and students as $2.3 billion to $2.8 billion per year.  
Of that cost, students pay $706 million to $886 million per 
year in tuition, and schools pay $1.6 billion to $2.1 billion.7 
Not calculated in that figure is the loss of state revenue in-
curred when students drop out of college.

One study that followed a cohort of 1992 high school grad-
uates found that, eight years later, 57 percent of students 
who had not taken a developmental class graduated with 
a bachelor’s degree, while only 29 percent of students who 
took one or two developmental classes earned their degree. 
The need for remediation in reading is particularly hazard-
ous for students—only 16 percent of those enrolled in de-
velopmental reading earned a bachelor’s degree.8

Research indicates that students drop out during remedia-
tion. A study by the Community College Research Center 
found that 60 percent to 70 percent of community college 
students who required more than one remedial course did 
not complete the classes. Nearly half failed their first reme-
dial course and did not return to finish college. However, 
research also indicates that students who complete remedial 
courses have nearly the same rate of success in credit-bearing 
courses as those who went directly into them. 

To increase success rates in remedial courses, colleges are re-
designing how the classes are delivered.  In Tennessee, for 
example, six institutions are participating in redesign efforts 
guided by the Board of Regents and the National Center 
for Academic Transformation (NCAT).  The NCAT project 
on redesigning introductory courses, described in Engaging 
Students Academically and Socially: College Success Strategies, 
is the basis for the Tennessee community college redesign of 
developmental courses.

State and institutional efforts to help students already in re-
medial classes advance to credit-bearing classes are impor-
tant for increasing college completion, but states ultimately 
want to eliminate the need for remediation. The Alliance 
for Excellent Education estimates that reducing the need for 
remediation could generate an extra $3.7 billion annually 
from reduced spending for delivery of developmental educa-
tion and increased tax revenue from students who graduate 
with a bachelor’s degree.9 Recognizing the urgency of the 
situation, states have taken a variety of actions to help high 
school students graduate ready for college. 

State Standards, Graduation Requirements, 
Assessments and Accountability

Preparation of students for college and the workforce is the 
responsibility of both the K-12 and higher education sys-
tems. Postsecondary institutions need to define the skills 
and knowledge necessary to be successful in first-year, 
credit-bearing courses. K-12 systems need to consider those 
benchmarks and align curriculum standards and gradua-
tion requirements. Legislators can play an important role 
in this process by encouraging collaboration between K-12 
and postsecondary institutions and by constructing policy 
on high school standards, graduation requirements, college 
readiness assessments and accountability systems. The fol-
lowing sections highlight legislative activity in these four 
areas.

Standards

Aligning high school course standards with college and 
workplace requirements is an important step in ensuring 
that all students, particularly those who are underserved, 
receive an education that adequately prepares them for life 
after high school. According to the education organization 
Achieve, “Standards provide the underpinning for decisions 
on curriculum, instruction and assessment, and they com-
municate core knowledge and skills to teachers, parents and 
students.”10 Standards provide consistency in what students 
learn—naming a course “Algebra I” does not mean it covers 

Figure 2.  Percentage of Students Who Need Remediation, 
by Race and Income

Source:  Strong American Schools, Diploma to Nowhere, 2008.
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all necessary aspects. Standards help clarify what should be 
included in a course curriculum. 

In 2004, Achieve’s American Diploma Project 
(ADP) brought together business and higher 
education leaders to analyze the skills neces-

sary to succeed in college and the workforce and to examine 
what current high school students are learning. The project 
reached two main conclusions: 1) both employers and col-
leges require the same basic knowledge and skill set; and 2) 
most students do not receive that knowledge and skill set 
in high school.11 From the fi ndings, the American Diploma 
Project created a list of recommended academic standards 
to fully prepare students for both the workplace and higher 
education.  For example, project standards for English rec-
ommend four years that cover subjects such as 
writing, literature, oral and written communi-
cation, and logic and reasoning. The American 
Diploma Project also recommends four years of 
math, covering topics such as algebra, geometry, 
statistics, data analysis and problem solving.

Almost all states have considered reassessing 
their high school standards to better align with 
college and career requirements. The American 
Diploma Project reports that, as of 2009, ADP-
recommended standards are in place in 23 states, 
and another 14 states plan to have college- and career-ready 
standards in place by 2010.12 

Although some states have improved their 
standards, they have done so individually, with 
the result that each state has a different set of 
academic standards. This can be a problem for 

today’s increasingly mobile students, who often cross state 
lines to attend college or fi nd jobs. Students currently may 
be deemed profi cient by one state’s math standards, but 
may be considered less than profi cient by another state’s 
benchmarks. A new movement is under way to create a set 
of state-led, voluntary common standards in English and 
mathematics. The Common Core State Standards Initiative 
is led by the National Governors Association and the Coun-
cil of Chief State School Offi cers. According to the initia-
tive, “These standards will be research and evidence-based, 
internationally benchmarked, aligned with college and work 
expectations and include rigorous content and skills.” 

The two groups are developing the standards by building 
upon existing research on standards, such as that by the 
American Diploma Project. Content experts from Achieve, 
ACT and the College Board are writing the standards, which 

will undergo an extensive review and validation process. It 
is expected that 85 percent of the standards for English and 
math will be common, leaving 15 percent for states to de-
velop at their discretion.  Forty-eight states, the District of 
Columbia, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands have joined 
the Common Standards Initiative. 

In 2006, the Texas Legislature enacted the “Ad-
vancement of College Readiness in Curriculum” initiative, 
which required a realignment of high school standards to 
increase the number of Texas high school graduates ready 
for college. The legislation brought together the higher edu-
cation and K-12 communities to investigate and determine 
what students must learn in K-12 in all subject areas to be 
ready for entry-level college courses. More than 800 post-

secondary instructors par-
ticipated in the alignment 
analysis. The resulting Col-
lege and Career Readiness 
Standards, adopted in 2008, 
now are being integrated 
into the Texas public educa-
tion curriculum. By working 
with both the higher educa-
tion and K-12 communities, 
the Texas Legislature fostered 
a cohesive discussion on 

what is required of postsecondary institutions and how high 
schools can adjust to meet those prerequisites. Figure 2 on 
page 6 provides examples of the Texas standards on writing, 
numeric reasoning and algebraic reasoning.

Graduation Requirements

With standards for course content in place that meet the ex-
pectations of the higher education and business communi-
ties, states can consider which courses should be required for 
graduation. One discussion concerns the appropriate math 
requirements. Some groups recommend requiring four years 
of math, including Algebra II, for graduation, while others 
assert that three years are suffi cient. 

Many argue that the more math students take, the more 
prepared they will be for higher education. The Diploma to 
Nowhere report found that students who take four years of 
math are much less likely to need remediation than those 
who take only three years. In addition to the number of 
courses, the level of math attained also is important. Stu-
dents who take a Calculus class, for example, are half as 
likely to need remediation than students who complete only 
Algebra II.13 This is especially true for underrepresented stu-

Common 
Core State 
Standards 
Initiative

Texas

American 
Diploma 
Project
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dents. Studies have shown that low-income, minority and 
first-generation students who take advanced math are much 
more likely to attend college and graduate. The degree at-
tainment gap between whites and minorities drops by half 
when minorities take math through at least Algebra II.14 

Others argue that advanced math is not necessary for high 
school graduation and that not all students are capable of 
passing higher level math classes. Students who are required 
to take advanced math and cannot pass the course may be 
more likely to drop out of school. Districts also may struggle 
to find qualified math teachers, so requiring four years for all 
students could be a burden on schools.15

States that require four years of math for graduation do so as 
part of a college- and career-ready diploma. In this curricu-
lum, students take not only advanced math, but also rigorous 
science, English, and social studies classes. The curriculum 
is designed to prepare students for success in credit-bearing 
college courses and postsecondary training programs. 

Twenty states and the District of Columbia currently of-
fer a college- and career-ready diploma that schools require 
all students to take. Of those states, 14 allow students with 
parental approval to opt out of the advanced math course or 
the diploma as a whole, in which case they enroll in a less 
rigorous diploma track. In Delaware, the District of Colum-
bia, Georgia, Kentucky, Minnesota, New York and Tennes-
see there is no alternative to the college- and career-ready 
diploma.16

Figure 2. Excerpt from the Texas College and Career Readiness Standards

English Standards
I. Writing
A. Compose a variety of texts that demonstrate clear focus, the logical development of ideas in well-organized paragraphs, and 
the use of appropriate language that advances the author’s purpose. 
 1. Determine effective approaches, forms, and rhetorical techniques that demonstrate understanding of the writer’s purpose and 

audience. 
 2. Generate ideas and gather information relevant to the topic and purpose, keeping careful records of outside sources. 
 3. Evaluate relevance, quality, sufficiency, and depth of preliminary ideas and information, organize material generated, and for-

mulate a thesis. 
 4. Recognize the importance of revision as the key to effective writing. Each draft should refine key ideas and organize them more 

logically and fluidly, use language more precisely and effectively, and draw the reader to the author’s purpose.
 5. Edit writing for proper voice, tense, and syntax, assuring that it conforms to standard English, when appropriate.

Mathematics Standards
I. Numeric Reasoning
A. Number representation

1. Compare real numbers.
2. Define and give examples of complex numbers.

B. Number operations
1. Perform computations with real and complex numbers.

C. Number sense and number concepts
1. Use estimation to check for errors and reasonableness of solutions.

II. Algebraic Reasoning
A. Expressions and equations
 1. Explain and differentiate between expressions and equations using words such as “solve,” “evaluate,” and “simplify.”
B. Manipulating expressions
 1. Recognize and use algebraic (field) properties, concepts, procedures, and algorithms to combine, transform, and evaluate expres-

sions (e.g., polynomials, radicals, rational expressions).
C. Solving equations, inequalities, and systems of equations
 1. Recognize and use algebraic (field) properties, concepts, procedures, and algorithms to solve equations, inequalities, and systems 

of linear equations.
 2. Explain the difference between the solution set of an equation and the solution set of an inequality.
D. Representations

1. Interpret multiple representations of equations and relationships.
2. Translate among multiple representations of equations and relationships.

Source: Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board and Texas Education Agency, 2008.
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Many states supplement rigorous high school curriculum 
with college-level courses through programs such as the 
International Baccalaureate, Advanced Placement or dual 
enrollment. Exposing students to the challenges of college 
courses while they are in high school can increase their 
preparedness and ease the transition to college. Such pro-
grams also can help students build their confidence to suc-
ceed in college. In fact, studies suggest that taking college-
level courses in high school can improve results for many 
struggling students and returning dropouts. State polices 
that support such programs can help to increase the college 
readiness and success of students.17 (See box on the National 
Advanced Placement Program.)

Assessing College and Career Readiness

Many states are developing assessments to measure college 
readiness. Postsecondary institutions in these states use the 
assessment results to place freshmen into first-year courses. 

Five states use the ACT college admission and place-
ment test to evaluate if a student is college and career ready. 
Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Michigan and Tennessee re-

quire all students to take the ACT during their junior year of 
high school, and the states cover the costs of the test. Illinois 
and Michigan supplement the ACT with WorkKeys, a test 
to measure workforce skills, and with state-developed tests. 
The ACT is administered during junior year of high school 
to allow students who score poorly an opportunity to take 
the needed classes their senior year, catch up academically, 
and decrease the chance that they will need remediation in 
college. Colleges use the ACT scores to place students who 
do well on the test into first-year courses. 

In addition to assessing college readiness, the ACT can be 
used to encourage students to apply for college—students 
who score at a college-ready level may be more likely to ap-
ply to college. This is particularly the case for underrepre-
sented students who may not sign up for the ACT.  Colora-
do and Illinois—which have had the ACT as a requirement 
since 2001—have shown increased college enrollment and 
retention. An average of 15 percent of students who said at 
the time of test-taking that they did not plan to enroll in 
college later did so.19 

National Advanced Placement Program

whites represented 62.8 percent of the 2008 graduation class and 
61 percent of AP students.

Although Hispanic students are taking AP classes at the same 
rate as white students, a large gap in enrollment still persists for 
African American students. They made up 14.4 percent of the 
2008 graduation class but only 7.8 of the AP student population 
and only 3.5 percent passed the AP course. The AP Report to the 
Nation suggests that, for African Americans, classes taken during 
their middle and early high school years are not preparing them 
for Advanced Placement courses. 

Some states reward schools for the number of students that take 
AP classes. In its school evaluation process, Florida considers 
how many students take at least one AP course. Including AP 
enrollment as an indicator of high school performance encourages 
schools to promote AP classes for all students. It is important, 
however, to ensure that all schools have the resources to offer AP 
classes at a similar level. A study of California public high schools 
indicated that schools with high numbers of low-income students 
offered fewer AP courses than schools with a wealthier populace. 
When enacting policies to encourage AP enrollment, states can 
verify that all schools are equitably offering AP classes.18 

The Advanced Placement program consists of classes that give 
students the opportunity to learn college-level material while in 
high school. Many colleges award credit for AP classes, providing 
students the option to graduate early and potentially save money. 
Students who pass an AP course in high school are more likely 
to enroll in college, perform academically well and persist to 
graduation. AP classes give students the chance to experience 
college-level rigor and position them for college success. 

Historically, minorities and low-income students have been 
underrepresented in AP courses. The College Board’s 2009 
AP Report to the Nation indicates that 18 states have closed 
the equity gap for Hispanic or Latino students, so that the 
percentage of Latinos passing an AP class is equal to or higher 
than their percentage of the student population. Statewide efforts 
to increase participation in AP classes occurred in California, 
Florida and Texas, which have large Latino populations. In 
Texas, for example, Hispanic or Latino students comprise 37.6 
percent of the student population and 32 percent of students 
passing an AP course. Nationally, Hispanics comprised 15.4 
percent of the 2008 public high school graduation class and 
14.8 percent of students taking an AP course. Comparatively, 

ACT
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California The California Department of Education and 
the State Board of Education collaborated with the Califor-
nia State University (CSU) system to develop the Early As-
sessment Program in 2004. The goal of the program is to 
decrease the large number of students who need remedia-
tion in English and math at CSU campuses. To 
meet that goal, test questions were added to 
the required 11th grade state math and 
English tests. Answering the extra 
questions is optional, but students 
who take the test and meet CSU ex-
pectations need not take placement 
tests when they enroll at a CSU 
campus. Students who score poorly 
can take courses in 12th grade to pre-
pare for college-level work.20 A 2009 
study of Sacramento State found that, in the 
fi ve years since the program’s implementation, re-
mediation rates dropped by 6 percent for English and 4 per-
cent for math. 

In 2008, the Florida Legislature required that high 
schools use the 10th grade Florida Comprehensive Assess-
ment Test (FCAT) to evaluate college readiness. Students 
who score poorly on the FCAT are given the option to take 
college placement tests during their junior year. Students 
who pass the placement tests are guaranteed admission to a 
Florida community college with no requirement for remedi-
ation. Students who do not pass are offered a postsecondary 
readiness curriculum in their senior year to gain the needed 
competencies before they graduate. 

The legislation specifi es that high schools and postsecond-
ary institutions should collaborate on developing the 12th

grade readiness curriculum. High schools will base the read-
iness curriculum on community college remedial courses. 
As in California, Florida’s goal for the early assessment is 
to decrease the need for remediation in college. In Florida, 
55 percent of students who enter a public postsecondary 
institution need at least one remedial class in math, reading 
or writing.

Another strategy states use to evaluate col-
lege readiness is to administer end-of-course 

exams in key subjects. These exams measure student pro-
fi ciency in core subject matter and help to identify those 
who need extra support. The exams also refl ect how rigorous 
the curriculum is and indicate if adjustments are needed to 
course standards. Sixteen states use end-of-course exams as a 
part of their statewide assessment system.21 

Achieve’s American Diploma Project is leading an effort with 
15 states to develop and implement common end-of-course 
exams in core subjects. In 2009, 13 states participated for 
the second year in a pilot program to use a standardized 

Algebra II end-of-course exam. Eighty percent of stu-
dents who took the exam scored below the 

standard that indicated readiness for 
entry-level college math. Although 

test results are poor, the move-
ment has fostered discussion 
between states, high schools 
and postsecondary institu-
tions about college readiness. 
Many view the multi-state 

collaboration to develop an 
exam as encouraging, including 

the U.S. Department of Education, 
which provides competitive funding for 

states that pool resources and develop effective shared 
assessments. 

Accountability for College and Career Readiness

Many states are moving toward rigorous standards and col-
lege- and career-ready diplomas and assessments, but few 
factor those measures into school accountability systems. Ac-
countability systems currently measure student profi ciency 
on eighth and ninth grade content. Policymakers who want 
to stress the importance of graduating more high school stu-
dents who are ready for success in higher education and the 
workplace can consider including college- and career-ready 
indicators in accountability systems.

The cohort graduation rate, which calculates how many stu-
dents from a ninth grade class graduate on time, is being 
implemented by all states as a result of 2008 federal regula-
tions. States can use the cohort graduation rate as an ac-
countability indicator to promote a focus on graduating ev-
ery student—especially underrepresented students who are 
at-risk of dropping out of high school. In conjunction with 
the focus on graduating all students, indicators can encour-
age the preparation of college-ready graduates by measuring 
the number who earn a college- and career-ready diploma, 
how many earn college or industry credits in high school, 
and how many pass college-ready assessments. 

Eighteen states already monitor and publicly report college 
remediation rates, but only two states factor that rate into 
their accountability system. Using remediation rates as an 
accountability indicator can be another way for states to en-

Florida

End-of-Course 
Exams

A 2009 study of Sacramento 
State found that, in the fi ve years since 
implementation of California’s Early 

Assessment Program, remediation rates 
dropped by 6 percent for English and 4 

percent for math.
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courage schools to focus on college preparation. Further, by 
incorporating college- and career-ready indicators into the 
accountability system, states can accurately see how their 
schools perform in those areas. States then can target incen-
tives and resources to schools that are struggling to meet 
state standards and goals.22 

In Louisiana’s accountability system, 30 percent 
of the high school performance score is based on a point sys-
tem that measures how well schools are graduating students 
and preparing them for college and the workforce. Schools 
receive zero points for dropouts, 30 points for students who 
attend, and 120 points for students who graduate. Schools 
receive more points for students who earn college or industry 
credit while in high school and the most points—180—for 
students who graduate college-ready. In this system, schools 
receive more points for retaining students, even if they score 
low on statewide assessments. Schools are encouraged by 
this system to provide a rigorous curriculum and other op-
portunities such as dual enrollment and AP classes.23

The 2009 Texas Legislature enacted a bill to revamp 
its school accountability system by including college readi-
ness as an indicator of school performance. The legislation 
establishes two standards—a passing standard and a high-
er college readiness standard—for end-of-course exams in 
English III and Algebra II. To earn accreditation, school dis-
tricts must have a certain number of students who meet the 
passing and college readiness standards. Students who meet 
the college readiness standard on the exams are guaranteed 
enrollment in credit-bearing courses in that subject at Texas 
postsecondary institutions. By holding schools accountable 
for their students’ college readiness, Texas reinforces the im-
portance of college access and success as a state goal.

Conclusion

Ensuring educational opportunities for all students is an in-
creasing priority. Many students discover too late that they 
are not academically prepared to succeed in college. Others 
fi nd that their high school diplomas do not equip them to 
succeed in a career after high school. 

The high number of students who need remedial education 
indicates that academic preparation is inadequate in many 
high schools. Studies show that the knowledge and skills 
students acquire in high school do not match those required 
by the workforce and higher education.

To better prepare students for success after high school, 
states are realigning high school standards, adjusting gradu-
ation requirements, offering college-ready assessments, and 
refocusing accountability systems to measure college- and 
career- readiness. As legislators enact policy changes in these 
areas, some key points to consider include the following.

• More than one third of students in public institutions 
require at least one remedial education course.

• First-generation, low-income and minority students are 
more likely to need remediation in college.

• Studies indicate that higher education and the work-
force require that high school graduates have the same 
knowledge and skill set.

• To graduate college- and career-ready students, high 
school standards must be aligned with college require-
ments.

• Legislators can facilitate discussion between higher edu-
cation and K-12 leaders on aligning standards.

• Studies indicate that students, especially those who are 
underrepresented, who take a rigorous curriculum in 
high school and earn a college- and career-ready diplo-
ma are better prepared for college success.

• Administering assessments that measure the college 
readiness during the junior year of high school allows 
students to use their senior year to improve defi cient 
skills so they can avoid remediation and be successful in 
college.

• Shifting state accountability systems to focus on college- 
and career-ready indicators (e.g., college credit earned 
in high school, remediation rates, and college- and ca-
reer-ready diplomas) can encourage schools to focus on 
preparing graduates to be ready for the workforce and 
higher education.

Texas

Louisiana
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Access to higher education is not equal. Only 55 
percent of the poorest high school graduates en-
roll in college the next fall, compared to 78 per-

cent of the wealthiest students. Seventy percent of white 
high school graduates immediately enroll in college, 
compared to 56 percent of blacks and 61 percent of His-
panics.1 Many low-income, minority and fi rst-generation 
students do not enroll in college because they cannot af-
ford the cost, and many are unaware of available fi nancial 
aid.  According to the Advisory Committee on Student 
Financial Assistance, during this decade fi nancial barriers 
will prevent approximately 4.4 million low- to moderate-
income high school graduates from attending a four-year 
college, and 2 million from attending college at all.2  

Although low-income students are less likely to attend 
college than wealthier students in good economic times 
and bad, economic downturns hit low-income students 
disproportionately hard. The same economic problems 
facing state budgets also affect family incomes, but low-
income students have fewer savings, loans and work 
options than their higher-income counterparts to help 
them endure the tough times. Further, policies and 
programs for these students often are an easy target for 
cuts. Payoffs for state investment in these programs can 
be signifi cant, however. Low-income minorities are the 
fastest growing student population and traditionally are 
the least successful in the education system. Improving 
college affordability and access for low-income, minor-
ity and fi rst-generation students—underrepresented stu-
dents—not only improves their individual lives, but also 
improves state economies, increases per-capita income 
and fi lls workforce needs. 

What Does Affordability Mean?

When addressing the issue of college affordabil-
ity for underrepresented students, it is impor-
tant for states to consider it as more than the 

tuition price tag. Rather, affordability can be considered 
the total price of an education—calculated by adding tu-
ition, room and board expenses and subtracting fi nancial 
aid—and, most important, how that cost affects particular 
families. Using the “family ability to pay” measurement, 
the poorest families spend 55 percent of their median fam-
ily income on the total cost to attend a four-year public 
college, while the wealthiest families spend only 9 per-
cent.3 From this perspective, it is crucial to discuss tuition, 
room and board, and fi nancial aid when examining afford-
ability since all are factors in the amount families pay for 
college. State appropriations to higher education also are 
fundamental components of affordability because legisla-
tive funding directly affects tuition and fi nancial aid. 

Tuition, fi nancial aid and state appropriations often are 
described as the three legs of the higher education fi nance 
stool. When one leg is changed, the other two also must be 
considered to keep the stool level and stable. These policies 
typically are not determined together, however, because the 
decision-making occurs in different places. For example, a 
higher education governing board may set tuition levels, 
while one committee in the legislature sets appropriations 
and another determines fi nancial aid. This can lead to 
disjointed policymaking, with unintended consequences 
for students and institutions. Taking steps to ensure that 
tuition, appropriations, and fi nancial aid policy are con-
sidered in a cohesive manner is important for an effective 
higher education fi nance system.4 

Tuition Policy

Tuition is the most obvious indicator of afford-
ability, and an issue that policymakers hear about 
often from constituents. Students and their fam-
ilies want to know why tuition costs are rising so 
fast and by so much. They want to know who 
decides tuition amounts and what is driving the 
higher prices.
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In good times, higher education 
receives a boost in funding, but in 

tough times, appropriations are cut, 
sometimes drastically.

The responsibility for setting tuition varies widely among 
states. More than half have a decentralized policy where 
institutions or governing boards set tuition. The other half 
give tuition-setting authority to the legislature, the gover-
nor or statewide agencies. The philosophy that drives how 
tuition is set also varies among states. Most have a tuition-
setting philosophy, whether offi cial or informal, that takes 
into account both tuition and fi nancial aid levels.

There are three categories of tuition-setting philosophy. The 
fi rst, “high tuition, high aid,” is largely represented in the 
Northeast and Midwest. States such as Ohio and Pennsyl-
vania that employ this practice have higher than average 
tuition rates at their public institutions, but they pro-
vide high levels of fi nancial aid to preserve 
access for all students. By allocating 
state funds to student aid rather 
than using them to subsidize the 
cost of college, these states say 
they are more directly increas-
ing access for students. A second 
tuition-setting philosophy is “low 
tuition, low aid,” which has strong 
representation in the South and West. 
States such as Arizona and Tennessee historically 
have kept tuition low at their postsecondary institutions, 
which they argue encourages more students to attend who 
otherwise might have turned away because of high sticker 
prices. States with that philosophy have fewer resources 
dedicated to fi nancial aid. The third philosophy is “moder-
ate tuition, moderate aid.” Iowa and Oregon take this ap-
proach; they use national averages to set both tuition and 
fi nancial aid levels. They argue that this model encourages 
more equal state and student contributions and preserves 
both quality and access. 

Although tuition philosophies differ among states, the rise of 
tuition costs has been a national trend. Institutional spend-
ing—on items such as capital construction, faculty increases 
and technological upgrades—can affect tuition prices. The 
Delta Cost Project found that from 1998 to 2005, spending 
by public research institutions rose 3 percent.5 During the 
same time, tuition and fees at public four-year institutions 
increased on average by 4 percent each year, accounting for 
infl ation.6 This suggests that spending increases account for 
only part of tuition increases. 

State Higher Education Appropriations

Other data from the Delta Cost Project reveals a direct cor-
relation between tuition prices and state appropriations—

as appropriations decline, tuition increases. During the last 
decade there has been a signifi cant decline in state appro-
priations to higher education. With decreased state funds, 
institutions have shifted the fi nancial burden to students 
and their parents through higher tuition. At public four-
year institutions in 1998, students paid for 35 percent of the 
cost of their education, and state appropriations subsidized 
the remaining 65 percent. By 2005, those fi gures had shifted 
so that students covered 47 percent of the cost and states 53 
percent. Although these numbers show the long-term trend, 
appropriations vary more in the short-term depending on 
the fi scal climate. In good times, higher education receives a 
boost in funding, but in tough times, appropriations are cut, 

sometimes drastically. The unstable nature of higher ed-
ucation appropriations can negatively affect 

student access and success. However, 
fi nancial aid can be a tool for states 

to maintain affordability. 

Financial Aid

The three main approaches to fi -
nancial aid are need-based, merit-based 

and mixed aid programs. Need-based aid is 
awarded to students based on a formula that considers 

family income, while merit-based aid is awarded to students 
who meet a predefi ned merit requirement such as grade 
point average. Recently, states also have implemented mixed 
aid programs that combine both need and merit require-
ments. These three approaches target different students. 
Effective policymakers will determine which fi nancial aid 
strategy is best for their state by evaluating state needs and 
goals.

Traditionally, the federal government has 
been the main source of fi nancial aid for low-

income students.  The Higher Education Act of 1965 creat-
ed the Basic Educational Opportunity Grant Program, now 
called the Federal Pell Grant Program, to increase college ac-
cess by providing low-income undergraduate students with 
need-based grants. Grant amounts depend on expected fam-
ily contribution, cost of college attendance, and part-time or 
full time status. 

Funding for the Federal Pell Grant Program has increased 
over the years but has not kept pace with increased tuition 
costs. The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009 supplemented the Federal Pell Grant Program with 
$17 billion in funding to close the previous funding short-
fall and to increase the maximum award from $4,850 to 

Need-Based 
Aid
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$5,350. According to the U.S. Department of Education, 
this additional funding will serve approximately 7 million 
low- and moderate-income students.

Another federal need-based aid program is the Federal 
Work-Study program. It provides postsecondary institu-
tions with funding to employ low- and moderate-income 
students in part-time positions. A wide-range of jobs are 
available to eligible students, including community service 
positions and jobs related to the student’s field of study. Re-
search has linked the work-study program with increased 
student success. Most students are employed during college, 
but research shows that those who are employed in part-
time work-study jobs have a better chance of graduating 
than students who hold full-time off-campus jobs.7  

State need-based aid programs began evolving after cre-
ation of the Federal Pell Grant and Work-Study programs. 
The federal Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnership 
(LEAP) program created the largest incentive for states to 
develop need-based aid programs. LEAP provides matching 
grants to states that have financial aid programs targeted to 
low-income students. Many states created need-based pro-
grams to be eligible for federal LEAP funding. 

States with a policy of high tuition and high aid, such as 
Ohio and Pennsylvania, developed larger need-based finan-
cial aid programs than other states. New York also developed 
a robust need-based aid program, the Tuition Assistance 
Program, which currently is the nation’s largest. Consider-
ing the amount of need-based aid available per full-time 
equivalent undergraduate student, New York is at the top 
with $1,049; the national average is $440.8 

Depending on their level of need, students in New York can 
receive grants of up to $5,000. The program supplements 
Pell grants for low-income students and provides aid to mid-
dle-income students who are not eligible for Pell grants. In 
fiscal year 2006, New York awarded $862 million in Tuition 
Assistance Program grants to 323,290 students, about 15 
percent of the total amount all states spent on need-based 
aid that year.9 California, Illinois, Indiana, New Jersey, New 
York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Texas and Washington 
together account for almost 70 percent of all state need-
based grant aid.10  Figure 1 depicts need-based financial aid 
levels.

Beginning with the Georgia Helping Out-
standing Pupils Educationally (HOPE) schol-

arship program in 1993, merit-based financial aid programs 
emerged as a popular policy option. Financed by the Geor-
gia lottery, HOPE scholarships reward academic achieve-
ment by covering tuition, fees and books at in-state public 
colleges or universities. Students must graduate from a state 
high school with a B average or higher to qualify, and they 
must maintain that average throughout college to renew the 
grant. The HOPE scholarship program has awarded more 
than $4.9 billion to more than 1.2 million students since 
its inception, and it continues to be the largest program of 
its kind.11

Georgia’s goal for the HOPE scholarship was to increase 
enrollment at Georgia colleges and universities, particularly 
of the state’s top students. Research indicates the program 
has met that goal. Overall, the HOPE scholarship program 
tends to benefit middle- and upper-income students and to 
influence where, not whether, these students attend college. 

When the program first began, 
only 23 percent of HOPE-eligible 
high school graduates enrolled in 
Georgia institutions. By 1999, 
that percentage had risen to 70 
percent.12 The HOPE scholarship 
seems to have had little effect on 
access—getting someone to go to 
college who was not planning to 
attend—but that was not the pri-
mary aim of the program. 

States such as Arkansas, Florida, 
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississip-
pi, Nevada, New Mexico, South 
Carolina, South Dakota, Tennes-
see and West Virginia have repli-
cated the HOPE program during 
the past decade by implementing 

Figure 1.  Need-Based Undergraduate Grant Aid, 2007-2008

Source:  National Association of State Student 
Grant and Aid Programs, 2009.
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merit-based aid programs. As a result, merit-based aid has 
grown proportionately faster than need-based aid, although 
need-based aid still receives more appropriations overall. In 
1997-1998, states spent $2.79 billion on need-based aid and 
$603 million on non-need-based aid. During the next 10 
years need-based aid grew by 110 percent, while non-need-
based aid increased by 267 percent. In 2007-2008, states 
spent $5.8 billion on need-based aid and $2.2 billion on 
non-need-based aid.13 As shown in Figure 2, almost half of 
total state grant aid spent in 2007-2008 was based only on 
need, 19 percent was based only on merit, and 14 percent 
was based on a combination of need and merit. 

As the HOPE scholarship example demonstrates, merit pro-
grams are useful in meeting state goals such as keeping the 
highest achieving students in state. In addition, many low-
income and minority students meet the merit requirements 
and receive the HOPE scholarship. However, because re-
search indicates that merit-based aid tends to disproportion-
ately benefit upper-income students, it may not be the best 
policy option for increasing the enrollment of low-income 
students. Rather, need-based aid may be a more effective 
approach to improve college access for underrepresented 
students.14 

Many states are finding mixed financial aid 
programs to be effective and appealing because they can 
serve multiple state goals. Mixed financial aid programs re-
ward merit but also recognize need. One example is the Cal 
Grant program. Students who meet both the income and 
high school grade point average requirements are guaran-
teed a Cal Grant that ranges from stipends for books to full 
tuition at a state college.

Indiana and Oklahoma also have incorporated merit and 
need requirements into their comprehensive early commit-
ment programs (also referred to as promise scholarships). 
The programs require an early commitment from low-in-
come students to take a rigorous high school curriculum 
and stay out of trouble. In exchange for the student’s pledge, 
the state promises to provide four years of tuition and fees at 
an in-state college or university. 

The theory behind early commitment programs is that, if 
students are guaranteed a free college education and made 
aware of the possibilities higher education offers, they will 
be more dedicated to working hard in class, staying out of 
trouble and graduating from high school. Some low-income 
students see a college education as unattainable because of its 
high costs and essentially give up in middle or high school. 
Early commitment programs aim to catch those students 
before they drop out and steer them toward college. 

Indiana’s Twenty-First Century  
Scholars Program

Indiana’s Twenty-First Century Scholars program was creat-
ed to increase college enrollment among low- to moderate-
income families in order to improve individual economic 
circumstances and create a stronger Indiana economy. To be 
eligible for the program, students must live in a household 
at about 185 percent of the federal poverty level. (In 2008-
2009 this translated into a maximum annual income for a 
family of four of $39,220.) 

Eligible students sign up for the Twenty-First Century Schol-
ars program during middle school and commit to taking 
Indiana’s Core 40 curriculum, comprised of rigorous college 
preparatory classes. The students also agree to stay out of 
legal trouble and maintain at least a 2.0 GPA. Students who 
meet both the need and merit requirements are guaranteed 
four-year tuition at an in-state public school, or the equiva-
lent amount toward an in-state private school. 

To help students fulfill their commitment, the Twenty-First 
Century Scholars program provides ongoing support from 
sign up through high school graduation. The program of-
fers tutoring and counseling and organizes college visits and 
planning activities for students and their parents.

Oklahoma’s Promise Program

Oklahoma devised a similar plan to increase college degree 
attainment rates and bolster its economy. The Oklahoma 

Figure 2.  Total State Undergraduate Aid 
by Standard for Award, 2007-2008

Source:  National Association of State Student Grant and Aid 
Programs, 2009.
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Promise program began as the Oklahoma Higher Learning 
Access Program (OHLAP) in 1992. The program requires 
students to sign up before their sophomore year in high 
school and make a commitment to maintain a 2.5 GPA, 
complete rigorous college preparatory classes, and meet be-
havioral standards. In return for the student’s commitment, 
Oklahoma promises to pay the student’s tuition at an in-
state public two-year or four-year school, or part of the tu-
ition at an in-state private school. 

In 2009, students’ annual family income had to be below 
$50,000 when they applied for the scholarship in middle or 
high school. The family also must earn less than $100,000 
when the student begins college. The Legislature is consid-
ering basing the formula for income eligibility on adjusted 
gross income minus personal and dependent exemptions. 

The Institute for Higher Education Policy 
conducted a rigorous evaluation of Indi-
ana’s Twenty-First Century Scholars pro-
gram and found that it has improved high 

school graduation rates for low-income students. Scholars 
have higher graduation rates than Indiana students over-
all—82 percent of scholars in the class of 2006 graduated, 
compared to 77 percent of all Indiana students. Scholars 
also are more likely to graduate than their low-income peers 
who did not participate in the program—only 60 percent of 
low-income students graduated from high school in 2006 
(see Figure 3).15 The report also indicates that Scholars are 
more likely to enroll in college than their peers.

The report reveals that college graduation rates are not im-
proving, however. The class of 1999 was tracked through 
college, and the report found that 50 percent of scholars 
received a bachelor’s degree—the same rate as other low-
income students in Indiana.16 These results highlight the 
need for college retention and success programs, especially 
those geared toward low-income students. Programs such as 

Indiana’s Twenty-First Century Scholars can improve access, 
but college programs such as tutoring, learning communi-
ties and mentoring also are needed to ensure success. (See 
the brief Engaging Students Academically and Socially: College 
Success Strategies.)

Students participating in the Oklahoma Promise program 
also have demonstrated improvement. The students have 
better high school GPAs and standardized test scores than 
their non-Promise peers, and they enroll in college at higher 
rates. Eighty-one percent of the 2007 Promise high school 
graduates enrolled in college the following fall, compared 
with 57 percent of all Oklahoma high school graduates. 

In addition to increasing college access, the Oklahoma 
Promise program has improved student preparation.  In 
2007, 89 percent of Promise freshmen college students had 
at least a 2.0 GPA, compared to 70 percent of all Oklahoma 
freshmen. Promise students also have lower dropout rates 
during their first year of college compared to non-Promise 
students.17

As in Indiana, however, college degree completion rates are 
still low for Promise students. The six-year degree comple-
tion rate is 51 percent for Promise students and 43 percent 
for all Oklahoma students.18 Although the figure for Prom-
ise program participants is higher, it still is low and lags be-
hind national averages. 

Alternative Financial Aid Options

Statewide promise scholarships like those in Indiana and 
Oklahoma require significant coordination and outreach. 
Although the programs can influence many students, it 
also can mean state costs are higher. In 2007-2008, Okla-
homa spent $43 million on the Promise program, awarding 
16,920 scholarships.19 Indiana appropriated $25.4 million 
to the Twenty-First Century Scholars program in 2006–
2007, which provided 8,949 scholarships.20   

To supplement state funding for financial aid programs for 
low-income students, legislatures can seek matching grant 
programs, such as those provided by private donors and 
foundations. These programs often provide other services 
in addition to awarding student financial aid. Programs in 
Colorado and Massachusetts, for example, offer scholar-
ships and provide extensive financial aid counseling services 
to help low-income students find and apply for other aid. 
Partnering with such organizations can be an effective way 
for states to ensure college affordability for all students.  

Figure 3. Percentage of Indiana High School  
Seniors Graduating from High School, 2006

Source: Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2008.
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Massachusetts: ACCESS 

Historically, Massachusetts has not had a large state grant 
aid program for students. In response, private organizations 
have developed fi nancial assistance programs. One 
example is the Action Center for Educa-
tion Services and Scholarships (AC-
CESS), which provides fi nancial 
aid counseling to low-income 
students in Boston and Spring-
fi eld. An endowment created 
by the founders and supported 
by corporations, foundations and 
individuals provides funding for AC-
CESS. In the past, ACCESS also has re-
ceived funding from the legislature. 

ACCESS advisors help students and parents fi ll out state 
and federal fi nancial aid forms and search and apply for 
scholarships and loans.  ACCESS also provides fi nancial 
aid through its Last Dollar Scholarship program. All Bos-
ton Public School students—most of which are low-income 
minorities—are eligible for the program. In the 2008-2009 
school year, 72 percent of Boston Public School students 
were at or below the federal poverty level. The schools’ pop-
ulations are 39 percent African American, 37 percent His-
panic and 13 percent white. 

ACCESS attempts to ensure that every stu-
dent is aware of available funding and perceives college as 
affordable. Many families are unaware of the fi nancial aid 
options available to them. A study by the American Council 
on Education found that, in 1999-2000, 1.7 million low- to 
moderate-income students did not fi ll out the Free Applica-
tion for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).21 By not fi lling out 
the FAFSA, students miss out on available federal, state and 
institutional funding. 

Reviews of ACCESS efforts indicate that the program does 
help students apply for and earn fi nancial aid. In the 2007-
2008 school year, ACCESS helped students acquire $34.2 
million in fi nancial aid. In the 2008-2009 school year, that 
fi gure increased to $45 million, which equaled a return on 
investment of $57 in aid for each $1 ACCESS spent on 
advising programs. The program is growing each year, im-
proving its return on investment, and helping more students 
afford college.

ACCESS provides Last Dollar Scholarships to fi ll any re-
maining gaps in fi nancial need. These scholarships go to 
high school seniors and current college students who are 

struggling to pay for the remainder of their education. The 
scholarship program exists to ensure that fi nances are not a 
barrier to graduation. In 2009, ACCESS provided $600,000 
in Last Dollar Scholarships.  

The scholarships and fi nancial aid advising 
provided by ACCESS have a clear ef-

fect on college completion. A 2008 
study found that 75 percent of 
Boston Public School students 
who received both advising and 
a Last Dollar Scholarship from 

ACCESS graduated with an associ-
ate’s or bachelor’s degree within seven 

years, compared to only 35 percent of all 
Boston Public School students.22

Colorado: Denver Scholarship Foundation

In 2006, private donors created the Denver Scholarship 
Foundation (DSF) to increase college access and affordabil-
ity for low-income Denver students.  DSF currently is rais-
ing funds for its endowment, which will be used to build 
a permanent source of postsecondary, need-based scholar-
ships for Denver public school students.  The DSF founders 
have agreed to match all endowment money raised, dollar 
for dollar, making it a good investment for donors and for 
state funding.  In addition to need-based scholarships, the 
organization also provides college guidance counseling and 
college retention services.

The Denver Scholarship Foundation operates “Future Cen-
ters” in Denver public high schools that provide a wide 
range of college guidance counseling services. These college 
resource centers, open during and after school hours, are 
professionally staffed with a full-time DSF employee.  The 
Future Center helps students with every aspect of postsec-
ondary planning, ranging from assistance with fi nancial aid 
forms to help with choosing a college.

Another component of the Denver Scholarship Foundation 
is its need-based scholarship, which is provided to eligible 
Denver public school graduates who enroll in any one of 
Colorado’s 39 participating technical, community, or four-
year colleges and universities. DSF scholarship awards range 
from $1,650 to $5,000 per year. The foundation requires 
that students apply for three other scholarships in order to 
qualify for the foundation scholarship. This requirement 
acts as a leveraging tool to help students acquire money from 
other sources and increase their ability to afford college. 

In 1999-2000, 1.7 million low- to 
moderate-income students did not fi ll out 
the FAFSA, thus missing out on available 
federal, state and institutional funding.

Effectiveness
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The Denver Scholarship Foundation recognizes the need to 
follow through with support for students who receive DSF 
scholarship money while they are in college. The foundation 
tracks and supports DSF scholarship recipients throughout 
their postsecondary education to ensure that they graduate. 
The foundation is developing relationships with Colorado 
postsecondary institutions to collaborate on support servic-
es for the scholarship students.

The Denver Scholarship Foundation helps 
students from a school district with a large population of 
low-income minorities. In the Denver Public School system, 
55 percent of students are Hispanic, 23 percent are white 
and 18 percent are African American. About 66 percent of 
the students are eligible for free or reduced lunch, and 40 
percent speak Spanish. During the 2008-2009 academic 
year, DSF awarded $2.6 million to help 712 of these stu-
dents attend a Colorado postsecondary institution. By mak-
ing college more affordable for these students, the Denver 
Scholarship Foundation is improving college-going rates. In 
fact, of the students receiving a DSF Scholarship in 2008-
2009, 73 percent were the first in their families to attend a 
postsecondary institution. 

The foundation also provides a 
valuable service through its Fu-
ture Centers. The Denver Public 
School system has a high ratio of 
students to counselors, so some 
students may not receive the at-
tention they need from school 
counselors. DSF has an official 
partnership with Denver Public 
Schools to ensure that students are 
reached most effectively and take full advantage of the ser-
vices provided in Future Centers.

Finally, the Denver Scholarship Foundation demonstrates 
the effects local programs can have. The University of Col-
orado system recently recognized the value of the founda-
tion’s efforts and announced it would provide additional 
grant money, up to $3,000, for recipients of the founda-
tion’s scholarship who attend any University of Colorado 
campus. Such partnerships between DSF and Colorado 
postsecondary institutions will help even more students af-
ford college.23

Conclusion

Low-income, minority and first-generation students are 
much less likely to attend college than wealthier students—
in part because they cannot afford the education. In tough 
economic times, college affordability is even more impor-
tant for underrepresented students and families. As states 
work to preserve and improve access for those students, it is 
important to discuss affordability as the result of legislative 
policy choices on tuition, financial aid and appropriations. 
Because these policies are interconnected, a cohesive state 
higher education policy is crucial. 

Many state higher education finance decisions are made 
without a focus on family ability to pay. Given that low-
income families can spend more than half of their annual 
income on a college education, financial aid programs can 
make or break their ability to succeed. Programs that reach 
out to low-income, minority and first-generation students 
can be a powerful tool to preserve affordability and close the 
college attainment gap. 

States have different options for fi-
nancial aid programs, but those that 
are most significant for underrepre-
sented students are need-based aid, 
mixed aid and early commitment 
programs. Early commitment pro-
grams guarantee students that they 
will be able to attend college if they 
want to, and if they complete the 
necessary work and preparation in 
high school. If such programs are 
to be effective, students need to be 

aware of them. State partnerships with private foundations 
and organizations can be an effective way to disseminate 
information about financial aid programs. Organizations 
such as ACCESS and the Denver Scholarship Foundation 
work closely with underrepresented students to help them 
find and apply for the necessary financial aid, and they also 
award scholarships. Investing in and encouraging such pro-
grams can be a good way for legislatures to supplement state 
funding for financial aid. 

As policymakers address college affordability, some key 
points to consider include the following.

• Prioritizing and preserving college access for underrep-
resented students can improve the state’s economy; in-
crease per-capita income; improve individual lives; and 
fill workforce needs.

  The percent of Denver Public School students 
 eligible for free or reduced price lunch

 The percent of Denver Public School students   
 who speak Spanish

  The number of students who received a DSF   
 Scholarship in 2008-2009

 The number of students who received a DSF   
 Scholarship in 2008-2009 and were first in  
 their families to attend college

66 

40 

712 

510 
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• Need-based aid typically is more effective than merit-
based aid to increase access for underrepresented stu-
dents.

• Mixed aid programs such as California’s Cal Grant are 
good options for states that want to incorporate both 
merit and need requirements into financial aid pro-
grams.

• Indiana’s and Oklahoma’s early commitment programs 
incorporate need and merit components and also pro-
vide incentives and support for middle and high school 
students to work hard and take challenging courses in 
preparation for college.

• As studies on the early commitment programs show, 
financial aid alone is not enough to guarantee success; 
students need additional support throughout college in 
order to improve completion rates.

• Matching grant programs, such as those provided by 
private donors and foundations, can help supplement 
state funding for financial aid programs for low-income 
students.

• Local programs also can provide financial aid counsel-
ing—helping students find and apply for existing finan-
cial aid—which can play a vital role in increasing col-
lege access.
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The Path to a Degree
A LEGISLATOR’S GUIDE TO COLLEGE ACCESS AND SUCCESS

By Brenda Bautsch                              November 2009

America is losing its lead as the country with the 
highest percentage of college-educated citizens.  
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD), America and Ger-
many are the only two OECD countries with a younger 
generation that is less educated than the older genera-
tion. While college access for underrepresented students 
is still a concern, overall, America ranks high in the world 
for the proportion of high school graduates that enroll in 
college.  The problem is that too few of America’s college 
students complete their degrees.  

Just over half—56 percent—of students that enroll in a 
four-year institution earn a bachelor’s degree within six 
years.  Only 28 percent of associate degree-seeking stu-
dents earn their degree within three years.1 The statistics 
for students of color are even worse—just 41 percent of 
black and 47 percent of Hispanic college students attain 
their bachelor’s degree in six years, compared to 59 per-
cent of white students (Figure 1).2  Just over one third of 
students who are both low-income and fi rst-generation 
earn a bachelor’s degree within six years at public four-
year institutions, compared to 66 percent of their more 
advantaged peers.3  These low graduation rates translate 
into missed economic opportunities for states and for the 
nation.

People with bachelor’s degrees earn 61 percent more 
during their lifetime than those with only a high school 
diploma, and 42 percent more than those with some col-
lege but no degree.4 Students who leave college without 
completing a degree lose money spent on tuition and fees 
and may incur loan debt. The gaps in completion across 
groups of students have implications that go beyond the 
individual. Federal and state governments incur losses 
when money spent on higher education appropriations 
and fi nancial aid supports a student who does not com-
plete college. Moreover, college graduates bolster state 
economies.  Not only do college graduates pay more in 
taxes, they also save states money because they rely less 
on social programs such as welfare or Medicaid. College 

graduates participate in more civic activities, such as vot-
ing, and in charitable activities, such as donating blood. 
In addition, children of college graduates are more likely 
to achieve higher levels of education, so society continues 
to reap benefi ts generation after generation.5

College success programs are designed to help at-risk 
students graduate from postsecondary education. Given 
their vested interest in having as many college-going stu-
dents as possible graduate, states will want to consider 
which programs and policies represent the soundest in-
vestment for their limited resources. Various programs 
that focus on improving college success differ with re-
spect to structure, identifi ed student population, and the 
amount of fi nancial support required.  College success 
programs include academic counseling and student sup-
port services administered in and out of the classroom. 
These programs are usually targeted to students who are 
most at-risk of dropping out of college—low-income, 
minority and fi rst-generation students, and those stu-
dents who score low on placement exams.  

Consensus has emerged that students who are academi-
cally and socially engaged during college are more likely 

Engaging Students Academically and Socially:  
College Success Strategies
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Figure 1.  Six-Year Graduation Rates 
for Four-Year Institutions, By Race

Sources:  National Center for Higher Education Management Sys-
tems, 2009; National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 
2008. 
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to graduate. A student is academically engaged when he or 
she interacts with faculty and fi nds learning meaningful. 
Social engagement refers to participation in campus activi-
ties and multiple connections with other students. Programs 
that increase academic and social engagement improve the 
degree attainment of underrepresented students. 

Many postsecondary institutions design and implement
college success programs, but state legislators can play an 
important role by providing incentives, funding and report-
ing requirements. Several states—such as Arkansas, 
Illinois and South Carolina—have created 
task forces to develop a state agenda 
on college success, set state goals, 
and provide recommendations 
for increasing degree attainment. 
Legislatures can require institu-
tions of higher education to report 
student data on enrollment, retention 
and graduation so the legislature can track 
and monitor progress. In Massachusetts, for example, 
public two-year and four-year colleges are required by law 
to report annually to the governor and the legislature on a 
variety of higher education performance measures, includ-
ing student success. 

This brief describes barriers to graduation for underrepre-
sented students, highlights college success programs that 
researchers have found to have the most effect on increas-
ing retention and graduation rates, and provides examples 
of legislative action that encourages and supports such pro-
grams. 

Barriers to College Graduation

Several factors increase the likelihood that a student will 
drop out of college. For example, full-time employment, 
dependent children, weak academic preparation, off-cam-
pus residency and college affordability can negatively affect 
student retention and graduation. Low-income, minor-
ity and fi rst-generation students likely face one or more of 
these factors. Low-income students are more likely to work 
full-time during college. This places them at a disadvantage, 
since research shows that working more than 20 hours per 
week hurts student academic performance.6  Some estimates 
suggest that as few as 25 percent of low-income youth are 
academically well-prepared for college, compared to 60 per-
cent of high-income youth.7  

It is important to note that the issue of academic preparation 
can lead to discussion of inadequate high school preparation 

and remedial education.  Those discussions are covered in 
the brief Increasing College and Workforce Readiness. 

In particular, many community college students face barri-
ers to graduation. The Community College Survey of Stu-
dent Engagement found that 75 percent of students at pub-
lic two-year colleges face at least one risk factor, compared to 
14 percent of students at four-year universities. The survey 
also found that 25 percent of community college students 
had children living with them, 25 percent were not native 

English speakers, and 50 percent worked more than 
20 hours per week.8

Successful state policies and programs 
recognize and address the multiple 
factors that cause students to drop 
out of college. Factors such as full-

time employment, off-campus resi-
dency and family responsibilities keep 

students from having time to engage in cam-
pus activities or receive needed academic help. By not 

integrating with the larger campus community, students do 
not make the personal connections with peers or with fac-
ulty that often motivate them to stay in school. College suc-
cess programs that work with a student’s over-loaded sched-
ule by using class time to promote academic engagement or 
that have fl exible hours for support services can be helpful. 
Such programs can be most effective if they reach out to at-
risk students during their fi rst year of college. 

First-Year Retention Strategies

Research indicates that students who return for their second 
year of college have a higher chance of graduating. Twenty-
fi ve percent of students who enroll at four-year colleges and 
one-half of those at two-year colleges do not continue to 
their second year on campus.9 Six in 10 low-income and 
fi rst-generation students who do not complete their college 
education drop out after their fi rst year.10 Because of this, 
many colleges focus success programs on retaining fi rst-year 
students through bridge and orientation programs, fi rst-year 
seminars and learning communities. These programs help 
underrepresented students engage academically and socially, 
increasing the chance that they will persist to graduation.11 

To help high school graduates prepare for 
their fi rst year of college, summer bridge 
and orientation programs take place before 

classes convene. They vary in length; orientations usually 
last a day or two, and bridge programs unfold over a one- to 

Summer Bridge 
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Successful state policies and 
programs recognize and address the 

factors that cause students to drop out 
of college.
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eight-week period. The goal is to better equip students for 
their fi rst year in college by helping them build the necessary 
academic and personal skills.  Bridge and orientation pro-
grams administer remedial coursework, teach study skills, 
and provide opportunities to adjust to campus life and meet 
other students.

Many programs specifi cally target low-income, fi rst-gener-
ation and minority students. Colorado State University’s 
Bridge Scholars program, for example, hosts underrepre-
sented students on campus for eight weeks. Students take 
classes, learn study skills, and become familiar with the cam-
pus and its support services. The Bridge Scholars program 
recognizes the special needs of underrepresented students 
and provides them with the opportunity to catch up or even 
get a head start for college. 

Some research indicates that summer bridge and orientation 
programs can increase retention rates and student participa-
tion in campus activities. According to the Pell Institute, 
bridge programs at Georgia State University, the University 
of California-San Diego, the University of Maryland-College 
Park, and California State University contributed to reten-
tion gains from freshman to sophomore year. Other stud-
ies indicate that bridge and orientation programs increase 
the likelihood that community college students will become 
academically engaged. The Community College Survey of 
Student Engagement found that 40 percent of students have 
participated in an orientation program.12 

Another retention strategy is fi rst-year seminars, 
which are small classes, typically of 10 to 25 

students, that usually are taught by a faculty member. Since 
most freshmen enroll in large introductory courses with a 
lecture format and little interaction with faculty members, 
the seminars give students an opportunity to connect with 
faculty and receive personal attention and frequent feed-
back. The small class setting encourages participation in 
group discussion and fosters development of critical think-
ing and collaborative learning skills. The relationships with 
faculty and other students increase the level of academic and 
social integration for students who participate.13 

According to the National Resource Center’s 2006 survey 
on fi rst-year seminars, 43 percent of the responding institu-
tions credited the fi rst-year seminar with increasing student 
persistence to sophomore year. About one third of the insti-
tutions indicated that the seminars increased the students’ 
satisfaction with the school and faculty, and reported higher 
levels of student participation in campus activities. Seminars 

also have been linked to better chances of graduation; some 
research suggests that students who complete freshman sem-
inar courses are 5 percent to 15 percent more likely to earn 
their bachelor’s degrees in four years.14  

Other research, such as that conducted by the Policy Center 
on the First Year of College, makes the case that seminars 
are most effective if they are linked to one or more other 
courses, a practice commonly referred to as a learning com-
munity.

Like fi rst-year seminars, the learning com-
munity concept is based on the notion that 

small class size promotes academic and social engagement. 
Students take two or 
more classes togeth-
er as a group, often 
with an overarching 
theme that connects 
the classes. By keep-
ing the same group 
of students together 
for multiple classes, 
learning communities 
create more opportu-

nities for social integration. Creating opportunities for social 
and academic engagement during class time when students 
are already on campus is an effective retention strategy for 
low-income and minority students.

There are various examples of the positive effects of learn-
ing communities. At the University of Southern Maine, a 
commuter school, the learning communities have had posi-
tive results for at-risk students. The students who partici-
pate in learning communities have higher persistence rates 
than students who participate in other retention programs. 
Similarly, students who participate in the Seattle Central 
Community College learning community exhibit higher 
rates of retention than do nonparticipants. The students in 
the Seattle Central learning communities also tend to ex-
press higher levels of social and academic satisfaction. The 
research organization MDRC conducted an experimental 
program at Kingsborough Community College in which 
some freshmen participated in a learning community that 
included remedial English. Students who participated in the 
learning community were more likely than nonparticipants 
to take and pass the English skills assessment tests necessary 
to enroll in college-level English.15  

First-Year 
Seminars

Learning 
Communities
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In both first-year seminars and learning communities, a ma-
jor focus is on giving the student personal attention, which 
translates into small class sizes. However, many required 
introductory courses are taught in lecture format to large 
numbers of students, a format in which students can easily 
feel lost.  To ensure that students receive the attention and 
support they need to be successful in larger courses, many 
colleges and universities have redesigned their introductory 
classes. 

Redesigning Courses for Success

Not surprisingly, large and often impersonal introductory 
courses have high failure and dropout rates. About 25 intro-
ductory courses serve half the student population at com-
munity colleges and one third of the students at four-year 
colleges. These 25 courses have high drop, failure and with-
drawal rates, and the rates can vary dramatically across insti-
tutions.  At four-year institutions the drop, failure and with-
drawal rates average from 22 percent to 45 percent, while 
at community colleges the rates average 40 to 50 percent, 
but can be much higher.  Since these few courses affect such 
a large proportion of college students, restructuring them 
to improve student success can significantly affect retention 
and graduation rates.16

The National Center for Academic Transformation (NCAT) 
conducted research to redesign one introductory course at 
30 postsecondary institutions. After evaluating the newly 
designed courses, the center found that 25 of the 30 colleges 
showed significant improvement in student performance 
in class, and all 30 cut costs by an average of 37 percent. 
According to the project report, “Collectively, the 30 rede-
signed courses affect more than 50,000 students nationwide 
and produce a savings of $3.1 million in operating expenses 
each year.”17 Half of the institutions were studied closely to 
evaluate the effect on low-income and minority students; of 
those, 90 percent demonstrated positive effects on student 
learning.
 

At the University of New Mexico, 47 per-
cent of students are minorities, most of 

whom commute to school and work more than 30 hours per 
week. The introductory psychology course, one of the larg-
est classes, had one of the highest failure rates. This course 
is taken by more than 2,000 students each year; of those 
students, 30 percent failed and another 12 percent dropped 
out or withdrew. To increase student success, the University 
of New Mexico worked with the National Center for Aca-
demic Transformation to redesign the course.

The new psychology course employed the main NCAT 
strategies: reduced lecture time and increased time for activ-
ities and group work, frequent quizzes, and computer-based 
learning techniques. The results from the newly designed 
course were positive—the failure rate dropped 18 percent-
age points and the drop/withdrawal shrunk by half (Figure 
2). At the same time, due to the weekly quizzes and in-class 
study time, students covered the material more thoroughly 
than before. Student grades rose, and the learning quality 
improved. Yet another positive result was the cost savings. 
The redesigned course cost almost 50 percent less, from $72 
per student to $37 per student.    
 

The cost savings realized by the University of New Mexi-
co—and the 29 other institutions that participated in the 
redesign project—demonstrate that improving student suc-
cess need not cost more money, but can be accomplished by 
changing how courses are taught to be more relevant and 
more effective for today’s generation of students. Further, 
by using technology, some tasks become more efficient. 
Quizzes and assignments can be administered and graded 
through automated computer programs, thus increasing 
feedback to students and freeing time for faculty and teach-
ing assistants.18 

Computer-based practices can be used to 
redesign a wide range of courses—from psy-
chology and literature to statistics and math. 

MyMathLab is an example of a computer program used in 
math courses. The software allows students to do as many 
math problems as they need and receive instant feedback on 
their answers. The program also sends faculty detailed infor-
mation on student progress. The University of Alabama uses 
MyMathLab in its redesigned intermediate algebra course. 
Students are required to spend time working on problems 

University of 
New Mexico Technology 

in Redesigned 
Math Courses

Figure 2.  Redesigning the University of New Mexico’s 
General Psychology Course:  Student Success Rates

Source:  The National Center for Academic Transformation, 2005.
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in the math computer center using the software. Faculty 
or graduate students staff the center to help students when 
needed. 

Within four years, the University of Alabama saw a signifi -
cant increase—from 44 percent to 80 percent—in the num-
ber of students who receive a C- or better in the class. In the 
redesigned algebra course, African Americans, who comprise 
14 percent of the undergraduate population, scored signifi -
cantly higher than their peers in the traditional course. As 
in the University of New Mexico example, the gains did not 
come at a higher cost; rather the cost-per-student 
dropped 33 percent, saving the university 
about $60,000 per year.19

First-year retention strategies such as 
redesigned courses, summer bridge 
and orientation programs, fi rst-year 
seminars and learning communities 
are key to helping underrepresented stu-
dents continue to their second year of college. 
Legislators can provide important support and incen-
tives for institutions to implement such practices. Although 
the focus on fi rst-year retention programs is crucial, it is not 
suffi cient. An effective state strategy also requires that pro-
grams and activities be in place to move students from the 
second year of college to graduation.

From Second Year to Graduation: 
Practices to Increase Degree Attainment  

For college students to persist to graduation, they need to 
remain engaged academically and socially beyond their fi rst 
year. Students who participate in activities such as intern-
ships, faculty-guided research, and service learning are more 
likely to remain engaged. If students receive the information 
and support they need when they need it, they have a greater 
chance of attaining a degree. Support services can provide 
students with needed help through academic advising, career 
counseling, mentoring, tutoring, and fi nancial aid guidance. 
One program that includes all these services is the federally 
funded TRIO Student Support Services program.

The federal TRIO Student Support Ser-
vices program helps low-income, fi rst-
generation and disabled students attain 

a college degree. Of the students participating in TRIO, 
two-thirds must be both low-income and fi rst generation. 
Institutions of higher education can apply to the Student 
Support Services program for competitive grants to fund 
student support projects on campus.  

 Recognizing that students who are both fi rst-generation 
and low-income are more at-risk of dropping out of college, 
Student Support Services program staff meet often with par-
ticipating students to monitor their academic progress and 
track their use of available services. For many students, the 
Student Support Services offi ce is a “home base” for them on 
campus—a place they can go at any time and receive needed 
help or guidance, whether for academic or personal reasons. 
For those in need of academic help, the program provides 
supplementary instruction through tutoring, workshops, 
group study sessions and computer-based exercises.  

Research indicates that Student Sup-
port Services programs have had 

positive results on student reten-
tion and persistence. Overall, the 
950 programs nationwide serve 
more than 200,000 students. 

According to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s analysis of the 

program, those students are more likely 
to persist through college and attain a degree than 

other low-income and fi rst-generation students. The more 
involved the students are—by spending more time in the 
program or using more services—the more likely they are to 
complete college.20

Legislators can encourage colleges 
to apply for federal Student Sup-

port Services grants or can provide state funding for institu-
tions to provide similar services. California and New York, 
for example, have state-funded Educational Opportunity 
Programs to help low-income, academically disadvantaged 
youth succeed in college through fi nancial aid and compre-
hensive student support. Implementation varies by college; 
while some require participants to enroll in summer bridge 
programs or orientations, others require a specifi c course 
load. Institutions provide Educational Opportunity Pro-
gram students with individual attention and extensive aca-
demic and personal counseling. Nyack College in New York 
testifi es that it has seen noticeable positive effects from the 
program. Many of its program students have become lead-
ers on campus, have made the dean’s list and have graduated 
with honors.21 

Effective support services help students stay 
enrolled in college by proactively targeting 

those in need before they drop out. Many postsecondary 
institutions have early warning systems to identify students 
who are struggling academically and provide them with im-
mediate help. At Hudson Valley Community College, for 
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example, faculty use the early warning system to alert aca-
demic counselors of students who are struggling in class, are 
misbehaving or are frequently absent. Faculty members no-
tify counselors early in the semester to give students ample 
time to improve. The early warning system provides training 
and support to help faculty identify at-risk students.

In addition to providing support services for 
students, colleges and universities can pro-

mote other practices that increase degree attainment. Stu-
dent research, service-learning courses, and internships have 
proven to help students remain in college and graduate. 

The Association of American Colleges and Universities con-
siders research with faculty, service learning and internships 
“high-impact practices” because of their positive results. Stu-
dents that participate in these activities not only have higher 
rates of persistence and graduation, but also gain more per-
sonally, intellectually and culturally from their education. 
These positive results apply to all students, but appear to be 
even more evident in minorities and low-income students. 
Compared to non-Hispanic students, Hispanic students 
that participated in “high-impact” activities had better grade 
point averages, and African American students had higher 
chances of persisting in college than whites.22

Undergraduate research opportunities give stu-
dents the chance to work closely with faculty. 

Research experience can 
motivate students to 
continue their education 
toward advanced degrees. 
According to the High-
Impact Educational Prac-
tices report, “Students 
who do research with fac-
ulty also are more likely 
to persist, gain more in-
tellectually and personally, and choose a research-related 
fi eld as a career.”23 The report also indicates that students 
have positive and supportive relationships with the faculty.  

Service learning courses require that students ap-
ply what they are learning in class to a commu-

nity service experience. For example, a public policy course 
on women as leaders could have its students mentor at-risk 
girls at local middle schools. The students then would re-
fl ect on their mentoring experiences in class. By connecting 
the classroom with the community, learning becomes more 
meaningful and engaging—the students integrate what 

they learn in school into their lives and careers. They also 
learn the importance of civic responsibility and giving back 
to their communities. Further, by having a service project 
that classmates work and refl ect on together, service learning 
courses can increase the social connection among students. 

Internships embed students in a job in a career 
fi eld of interest and enable them to see how their degree can 
help them. These experiences can lead to greater persistence 
because students see a tangible result of their educational 
efforts. Internships also allow students to encounter a work 
environment with which they may not be familiar, increas-
ing student confi dence that they can do the job. If the in-
ternship leads them to see that job is not something they 
want to do after college, students still have time to change 
their major.

Encouraging underrepresented students to participate in 
activities such as research with faculty, service learning and 
internships can be an effective strategy for increasing gradu-
ation rates and overall student success. Although most insti-
tutions develop and implement their own programs, legisla-
tors can offer funding or other incentives to promote high-
impact activities. A state plan or agenda on higher education 
is a good place for legislators to encourage institutions to 
provide and promote high-impact practices.

Creating State Agendas that 
Promote College Success

State legislators can take leadership to improve college com-
pletion by letting institutions know that student retention 
and success are state priorities and that the institutions will 
be held accountable for results.  A state agenda on college 
success can send that signal.  These agendas identify pri-
orities, set goals, and recommend policies and practices to 
improve college completion.  Several legislatures have cre-
ated task forces that bring together policymakers and higher 
education stakeholders to articulate state agendas. 

In 2007, the Arkansas General Assembly passed 
Act 570, creating the Legislative Task Force on Higher 
Education Remediation, Retention and Graduation Rates.  
The task force consisted of the governor, legislative leaders, 
college administrators, faculty and state education board 
members. The task force was charged with researching and 
analyzing Arkansas trends and data on student success, and 
creating a plan to decrease remedial education and increase 
student retention and graduation. The task force held 16 
meetings, during which outside stakeholders presented 
members with comprehensive testimony and information. 
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In 2008, the task force released a report of its findings with 
a set of recommendations, incorporating many of the prac-
tices highlighted in this brief. 

For example, the task force suggests requiring colleges and 
universities to use an early warning system to identify stu-
dents struggling academically. The report also encourages 
colleges to increase student support services and recom-
mends appropriating $500,000 for the expanded services. 
Specifically, the task force mentions such strategies as learn-
ing communities, academic help measures and personal 
support services. Another recommendation is for colleges to 
take into special consideration the needs of underrepresent-
ed students and the fact that they are most likely to drop out 
during their first year. The task force suggests that colleges 
offer first-year experiences and evaluate how introductory 
courses could be redesigned to improve student success. Fi-
nally, the task force proposes an annual statewide conference 
where two- and four-year institutions could share strategies 
on retention and graduation. The conference could be valu-
able in continuing reform efforts and providing an opportu-
nity for collaboration.24

In 2007, the Illinois General Assembly adopt-
ed House Joint Resolution 69, which created the Public 
Agenda Task Force and directed it to study higher educa-
tion challenges and opportunities. As in Arkansas, the task 
force consisted of policymakers, state education leaders, and 
administrators and faculty from postsecondary institutions. 
The task force held six formal meetings and conducted re-
gional forums and special briefings. The task force devel-
oped a state plan for higher education, taking into consid-
eration input from a wide range of stakeholders. The final 
report, the Public Agenda for College and Career Success, lays 
out the state plan and serves as a guide for policymakers and 
higher education institutions as they consider policies, pri-
orities and funding. It defines four main goals for Illinois: to 
increase access to postsecondary education; to make afford-
ability a priority; to increase the number of degree holders 
in the state; and to use education, research and innovation 
to meet economic needs. 

Legislators played an integral part in developing the public 
agenda, and also have a key role in implementing it and 
monitoring institutional progress. To facilitate institutional 
accountability to the legislature, the public agenda report 
advocates more robust state data systems that can accurately 
track retention and graduation rates.25

In South Carolina, the Higher Education Study 
Committee was formed by the General Assem-

bly to create a state agenda to improve the higher education 
system. To accomplish that task, the study committee devel-
oped a project plan involving participants from the educa-
tion, business and government sectors. Subcommittees and 
additional task forces were formed to study specific issues 
in depth. The result, a comprehensive report titled Leverag-
ing Higher Education for a Stronger South Carolina, includes 
detailed analysis and recommendations. The report provides 
information regarding cost, priority, timeline and responsi-
bility for each recommendation.26 

The report highlights the need for redesigning introductory 
courses that currently have high failure rates. Another rec-
ommendation urges institutions to develop early warning 
systems to provide students with immediate academic help, 
particularly during their first year. The report also advises 
continuing and expanding support for retention programs 
such as “academic support services, new student orientation, 
service learning, academic advisement, counseling, tutoring, 
cultural enrichment, ‘freshman year’ and ‘sophomore year’ 
programs.”27 Summer transition and bridge programs also 
are mentioned as useful to help students adapt to college. 

Conclusion

To maximize a state’s investment in higher education and 
reach state goals for higher college completion rates, state 
legislators will want to understand the array of college suc-
cess programs and know which are effective. Students who 
are supported in their classes and involved on campus are 
more likely to graduate. Therefore, student success programs 
should aim to increase the academic and social engagement 
of the students beginning in the first year of college and 
continuing until graduation.  

As policymakers work to improve college success for under-
represented students, some points to consider include the 
following.

• Recognize the common risk factors that underrepre-
sented students face and consider them in developing 
success programs. 

• Use funding or other incentives to encourage institu-
tions to target programs to first-year students. 

• Encourage institutions to promote first-year programs 
such as learning communities, bridge and orientation 
programs, and first-year seminars to help students re-
main in school.

Illinois

South 
Carolina
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• Press institutions to measure the comparative effective-
ness of the success programs.

• Support the redesign of introductory courses that have 
high failure rates to help students be more successful, 
and use technology to lower costs and improve efficien-
cy.

• Consider funding or incentives to help institutions ex-
pand student support services that help students prog-
ress from first year to graduation.

• Fully leverage federal funding such as the TRIO pro-
grams, which award grants to institutions for student 
support.

• Recommend that institutions expand programs that 
keep students engaged academically and socially, such as 
research with faculty, service learning and internships.

• Create legislative task forces to bring together various 
stakeholders to develop a state agenda on student suc-
cess. Institutions need clear signals from state legisla-
tures that retention and success are priorities and that 
they will be held accountable for results. 
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Minority-serving institutions (MSIs) are a group 
of colleges and universities that educate a large 
percentage of minority students. They tradi-

tionally include historically black colleges and universi-
ties (HBCUs), Hispanic-serving institutions (HSIs) and 
tribal colleges and universities (TCUs). More recently, 
others such as predominantly black institutions and 
Asian-serving institutions have been included. This brief 
focuses on HBCUs, HSIs and TCUs, which collectively 
educate more than one-third—more than1.3 million—
of students of color. 

Whom Do MSIs Serve? 

Minority-serving institutions play an important role in 
America’s higher education system, educating a signifi-
cant number of minority, low-income and first-genera-
tion students. At historically black colleges and universi-
ties, an average 85 percent of the total student enrollment 
is African American. At Hispanic-serving institutions, the 
average Hispanic enrollment constitutes 44 percent of 
the student body. Minorities other than Hispanics make 
up more than 20 percent of the student population at 
HSIs, bringing the total minority 
enrollment to around 64 percent.1 
Eighty-two percent of first-time 
students at tribal colleges and uni-
versities are American Indian.2

In 2004, 44 percent of students at 
minority-serving institutions were 
in the lowest income group, and 
almost half received Pell Grants.  
By comparison, 24 percent of stu-
dents at all institutions were in the 
lowest income group, and 31 per-
cent received Pell Grants.  Almost 
50 percent of students at MSIs are 

first-generation, compared to 35 percent of students at all 
institutions (see Figure 1). 

While African-American students at HBCUs are more 
likely to be low-income or first-generation, they do not 
display increased levels of other nontraditional characteris-
tics (i.e., over age 24; single parents; delayed college entry; 
attending part-time; employed full-time; financially inde-
pendent; no high school diploma). Hispanic students at 
HSIs are more likely to be of independent status and over 
age 24 than those at non-HSIs.3 Most TCU students are 
traditional college age but are more likely that other un-
dergraduates to be single parents and hold GEDs.4 

Nearly all the 104 HBCUs are four-year public or private 
institutions.  Most of the 35 TCUs are two-year institu-
tions; only seven offer bachelor’s degrees.5  The 268 HSIs 
are split almost evenly—48 percent are public two-year 
institutions, and 47 percent are either private or public 
four-year institutions.6 

Why Do Students Choose MSIs?

The type of minority-serving insti-
tution affects why students enroll 
at MSIs. Historically black colleges 
and universities are defined by their 
historical mission to serve African-
American students. Their long 
presence in the educational system 
has earned a reputation for success-
fully meeting the needs of black 
students. HBCUs are known for 
employing diverse faculty to serve 
as role models for students of col-
or, and faculty members frequently 
interact with students. Students 
at HBCUs have a supportive cul-
tural environment that encourages 
learning, leadership and commu-

Figure 1.  Student Characteristics

Source:  Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2009.
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nity involvement. Many students choose to attend HBCUs 
because of their mission and reputation. 

In contrast, Hispanic-serving institutions are defined by the 
percentage of enrolled students who are Hispanic, not by a 
mission to serve those students. Most HSIs began enroll-
ing large numbers of Hispanic students as a result of demo-
graphic trends. As Hispanic communities grew in certain re-
gions, the colleges and universities in those areas by default 
served those students.  Today, HSIs use their high Hispanic 
enrollment to receive federal funding, but some do not in-
clude in their mission the charge to serve Hispanic students. 
Others have embraced the mission and make concerted ef-
forts to support their Hispanic students’ success. Nonethe-
less, the HSI label does not largely affect students’ college 
choices. Many students at HSIs do not know that they at-
tend a Hispanic-serving institution. A report by a Latino 
advocacy organization, Excelencia in Education, found the 
top reasons for enrollment at HSIs were low costs, proximity 
to home, and an approachable campus environment.7

Tribal colleges and universities attract students for the same 
reasons as both HBCUs and HSIs. Like HBCUs, TCUs have 
a specific mission to serve American Indian students. Ac-
cording to the American Indian Higher Education Consor-
tium, TCUs “offer higher education that is uniquely tribal 
with culturally relevant curricula, extended family support, 
and community educational services.” Like HSIs, TCUs ap-
peal to students because of low costs and proximity to home; 
most are located on reservations. The specialized mission of 
tribal colleges receives positive reviews from TCU graduates. 
Eighty-eight percent say they were satisfied or very satisfied 
with their college experience.8 

How Effective Are MSIs?

Minorities are less likely to be academically prepared for 
college than white students. Math and reading levels of 
African-American and Hispanic high school graduates are, 
on average, at that of an 8th grade white student. Accord-
ingly, minorities have higher rates of remediation and are 
less likely to complete college. White students are twice 
as likely to earn a four-year degree by age 29 than African 
American students, and two-thirds more likely than His-
panic students.9 

Since minority-serving institutions educate a large number 
of minorities, they are in a position to help close the achieve-
ment gap. Evaluating how successful MSIs are at closing the 
achievement gap is difficult, however. Some point to dismal 
graduation rates as a sign of failure (see Figure 2). 

The latest data indicate that 17 percent of students at two-
year tribal colleges and 27 percent of students at two-year 
Hispanic-serving institutions earn an associate’s degree 
within three years.10 The national average three-year gradu-
ation rate for all students at any two-year institution is 29 
percent. At four-year historically black colleges and universi-
ties, 37 percent of students earn a bachelor’s degree within 
six years. Four-year HSIs have a similar graduation rate—36 
percent.11 Nationally, 56 percent of all students at any four-
year institution graduate within six years. 

Others argue that graduation rates cannot be used to evaluate 
the success of MSIs because the institutions serve a unique 
and disadvantaged population, and they do so with fewer 
resources than majority institutions. MSIs receive less fund-
ing and tuition revenues than other institutions. Students at 
MSIs are more likely to come from low-income high schools 
that did not offer college preparatory curriculums or have 
counselors on staff. Many MSIs have an open admission 
policy; they accept all students regardless of their academic 
qualifications. In 2003-2004, 60 percent of Hispanic-serv-
ing institutions had an open admission policy, compared to 
44 percent of all institutions.12 As a result, MSIs spend more 
money on remedial education and student support services. 

Despite the challenges MSIs face, there are several positive 
results. The institutions play an important role in graduat-
ing students with degrees in fields where minorities tradi-
tionally are underrepresented. Almost half of all Hispanic, 
African-American and Native American teachers, for exam-
ple, graduate from minority-serving institutions. Minorities 

Figure 2.  Graduation Rates

Sources:  National Center for Education Statistics, 2007; 
American Indian Higher Education Consortium, 2008. 
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who major in science, technology, engineering and math 
(STEM) fields disproportionately attend MSIs. HBCUs also 
have a high number of students that continue their educa-
tion at graduate and professional schools. Two HBCUs—
Spelman and Bennett—graduate 50 percent of all African-
American women in science graduate programs. Xavier Uni-
versity produces the most African-American graduates who 
attend medical school and pass board exams—about 100 
graduates per year. Xavier also has low admission standards, 
so it accepts students with poor academic records and makes 
them successful.13

MSIs also try to tailor the educational experience to meet 
their students’ needs. Knowing that their students are at-
risk, many minority-serving institutions require students to 
participate in retention-increasing activities such as commu-
nity service or service learning courses. MSI students receive 
more substantive faculty interaction, which has also been 
linked to increased student success.
 
Overview: Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities

Historically black colleges and universities are degree-grant-
ing institutions that were established before 1964 primarily 
to serve African Americans. HBCUs began forming in the 
19th century to educate African Americans who were exclud-
ed from white colleges and universities. One hundred four 
HBCUs currently are located in 20 eastern and midwestern 
states and the District of Columbia (see Figure 3). 

Constituting just 3 percent of all postsecondary institutions, 
HBCUs educate 13 percent of African Americans and award 
30 percent of African-American bachelor’s degrees.14 Nearly 
90 percent of students enrolled at an HBCU attend a four-
year institution; the remaining 10 percent attend a two-year 
HBCU. The effect of historically black colleges and univer-

sities on bachelor’s degree attainment is important because 
disparities between white and black students exist. Only 41 
percent of African-American students earn a bachelor’s de-
gree, compared to 59 percent of white students.15 

HBCUs also play an important role in educating African 
Americans in disciplines where they traditionally are un-
derrepresented. Of the top 10 institutions that graduate 
African-American engineers, eight are HBCUs. Further, 
two-fifths of all African American students who major in a 
STEM field earn their degree from an HBCU, as do more 
than half of all African-American public school teachers and 
more than two-thirds of African-American dentists. Almost 
85 percent of African-American doctors graduated from an 
HBCU.16 

Overview: Hispanic-Serving Institutions

Federal and state policymakers began recognizing in the 
1980s that Hispanic-serving institutions educated a large 
proportion of the Hispanic population and were inadequate-
ly funded. In 1992, Hispanic-serving institutions were for-
mally recognized and defined in the Higher Education Act, 
which created a grant program to provide federal funding to 
qualifying institutions. In 1998, the definition of HSIs was 
changed to its current status—institutions where 25 percent 
of the undergraduate full-time equivalent (FTE) enrollment 
is Hispanic. In 1995, the first year of federal funding, $12 
million was appropriated for HSIs. In 2009, $93.2 million 
of federal funding was appropriated to these institutions.17

In the 2005-2006 academic year, 51 percent of all Hispanic 
undergraduates were enrolled in one of the 268 Hispanic-
serving institutions in the United States and Puerto Rico. 
As shown in Figure 4, these institutions are clustered in 13 
states and Puerto Rico; California, New Mexico, Texas and 
Puerto Rico host the majority. Overall, Hispanic-serving 

Figure 4.  Location of Hispanic-Serving Institutions

Source:  Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities, 2008.

Puerto Rico

Figure 3.  Location of Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities

Source:  U.S. Department of Education, White House Initiative on Histori-
cally Black Colleges and Universities, 2009.
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institutions constitute 8 percent of all U.S. postsecondary 
institutions. More than half are two-year public or private 
colleges, 26 percent are private four-year, and 21 percent are 
public four-year institutions.18 

Hispanic-serving institutions award a high number of diplo-
mas to Hispanic students. In 2003-2004, HSIs represented 
5 percent of all two-year institutions but awarded 42 per-
cent of all Hispanic associate degrees. In the same year, HSIs 
represented 2 percent of four-year institutions but awarded 
40 percent of all Hispanic bachelor’s degrees.19

In comparison to white students, Hispanics’ participation 
and graduation rates overall remain low. According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau, 58 percent of Hispanic high school 
graduates in 2006 enrolled in college the next fall, compared 
to 69 percent of whites. Only 47 percent of Hispanic stu-
dents who enroll in a four-year institution graduate with a 
bachelor’s degree within six years, compared to 59 percent 
of white students.20 In 2008, 19 percent of Hispanic adults 
over age 25 held at least an associate’s degree, compared to 
39 percent of white adults.21 Given the low college attain-
ment of the Hispanic population and the fact that currently 
half of all Hispanic students are enrolled at HSIs, it is im-
portant to support these institutions and improve student 
completion rates.

Overview: Tribal Colleges and Universities

The first tribal colleges and universities emerged in 1968 
to promote higher education among American Indians liv-
ing on reservations. A decade later, President Jimmy Carter 
signed the Tribally Controlled Community College As-
sistance Act of 1978, providing tribal colleges with stable 
federal funding. To be considered a tribal college, an insti-
tution’s student population must be more than 50 percent 
American Indian. Most tribal col-
leges are chartered by an Ameri-
can Indian tribe and are located 
on a remote reservation. They are 
fully accredited institutions, held 
to the same standards as all other 
colleges. The 35 federally recog-
nized tribal colleges and universi-
ties all began as two-year colleges. 
Now, seven are four-year univer-
sities that offer bachelor’s degrees, 
and two offer master’s degrees. 
The TCUs, located in 12 western 
and midwestern states, serve ap-
proximately 30,000 students (see 
Figure 5). 

Tribal colleges and universities play an important role in im-
proving the poor economic conditions of their students and 
communities. Poverty is a major factor for American Indian 
students—more than 85 percent of students enrolled at a 
TCU live at or below the poverty level. TCUs serve many 
students who would not be able to go to college if a tribal 
college were not located nearby. The integration of Indian 
culture with academics makes the TCUs appealing to trib-
al members and increases participation. According to the 
American Indian College Fund, 64 percent of TCU gradu-
ates say they want to use their knowledge and skills to ben-
efit their tribes and better their communities.

During the last 30 years, the number of American Indians 
with postsecondary degrees has more than doubled, and 
TCUs have contributed to this increase.22 Although they 
educate only 6 percent of American Indians, TCUs award 
17 percent of associate degrees earned by this group.23 Fur-
ther, 56 percent of students who graduate from a two-year 
tribal college enroll at a four-year institution, which is a 
high percentage compared to the overall community college 
transfer rate.24 

Trends and Challenges for MSIs

In the last two decades, Hispanic, African-
American and American Indian populations 

have been growing at a faster pace than whites, and they 
are expected to continue to do so. In the 1990s, the His-
panic population grew by 58 percent, the African-American 
population by 16 percent, and the American Indian popula-
tion by 132 percent, compared to a 6 percent growth in the 
white population. In 1995, whites comprised 73.6 percent 
of the population, and Hispanics made up 10.2 percent. It 
is projected that, by 2050, the Hispanic population share  
will have more than doubled and will make up 24.5 percent 

of Americans. The white popu-
lation share, on the other hand, 
will decrease and will comprise 
52.8 percent in 2050.25

As minority populations grow, 
more minority students are par-
ticipating in higher education. 
Enrollment at tribal colleges and 
universities grew by 32 percent 
between 1997 and 2002, while 
enrollment at postsecondary in-
stitutions overall increased by 
16 percent.26 Hispanic college 
enrollment also is on the rise, re-

Figure 5.  Location of Tribal Colleges and Universities

Source:  U.S. Department of Education, White House Initiative on Tribal 
Colleges and Universities, 2009.
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sulting in an increase of approximately 100 Hispanic-serv-
ing institutions between 1995 and 2006.27

Enrollment growth at minority-serving institutions is ex-
pected to continue because of the large number of minori-
ties currently in the K-12 system. According to the U.S. 
Census, 42 percent of elementary and secondary students in 
2007 were minorities. That figure is expected to exceed 50 
percent by 2023, making minority children the majority. 

Currently, one in five students in the nation’s K-12 pub-
lic schools is Hispanic. Figure 6 depicts the percentage of 
Hispanic students in public schools by state.  In Arizona, 
California, New Mexico and Texas, two in five public school 
students are Hispanic. The U.S. Census Bureau predicts that 
the Hispanic school-age population will increase by as much 
as 166 percent in the next 30 years, compared to a 4 per-
cent growth for all non-Hispanic school-age populations.28 
As the number of minorities in elementary and secondary 
schools increases, more of those students will apply to and 
enroll in college, likely resulting in an increased enrollment 
at MSIs.  

Minority-serving institutions receive special 
funding from the federal government, but 

their financial resources often are limited compared to other 
institutions. Average MSI revenues are 36 percent lower 
than the average revenues at all institutions, partly due to 
lower tuition levels at MSIs. Because minority-serving insti-
tutions serve more low-income students, they strive to keep 
tuition and fees below national averages to help students 
afford college. 

In the 2003-2004 academic year, tuition and fees for full-
time undergraduates at all postsecondary institutions aver-
aged $6,814, while the average was $3,986 at HBCUs and 
HSIs and $1,951 at TCUs. According to an Institute for 

Higher Education Policy report on minority-serving insti-
tutions, “Low tuition and fees, along with other limited re-
sources, constrain the revenue an institution has available 
for faculty salaries, infrastructure expenses, and technology 
updates.”29 Recognizing the financial struggles many MSIs 
face, the federal government provides supplemental funding 
through the Higher Education Act. For many institutions, 
however, this does not significantly close the funding gap 
between MSIs and predominantly white institutions. 

Hispanic-serving institutions compete for designated fed-
eral funding, but they are not distinguished from other in-
stitutions for state-level funding. State funding for public 
HSIs is the same as for other public institutions. Many HSIs 
struggle financially to support a student body composed of 
low-income, minority students who require more resources. 
Leaders at Hispanic-serving institutions commit significant 
time and effort to raise funds to help finance student sup-
port services.30

Tribal colleges and universities are considered federal trust 
territories; as a result, most TCU funding comes from the 
federal government, and they receive little or no state or 
local funding. TCU federal funding is distributed mainly 
through the Tribally Controlled College or University Assis-
tance Act of 1978. TCUs also receive some funding through 
the minority-serving institution provision of Title III of the 
Higher Education Act and through 1994 federal legislation 
that classified TCUs as land-grant institutions. 

Funds distributed under the Tribal College Act have nev-
er met authorized levels. Under Title I of the act, for ex-
ample, TCUs receive funding based on enrollment. The 
act authorizes $6,000 per Indian student, but in FY 2008, 
TCU appropriations were $5,304 per student. Accounting 
for inflation, that amount is actually $1,400 less per stu-
dent than the first appropriation under the act in 1981 of 
$2,831 per student. Many TCUs find that federal funding is 
insufficient—especially with recent and continuing growth 
in enrollment. With limited resources, tribal colleges offer 
students little institutional aid. Most TCU students rely on 
federal and state financial aid, increasing the importance of 
those programs. (For more information about financial aid, 
see the brief Improving College Affordability for Underrepre-
sented Students:  Financial Aid Strategies.)

Historically black colleges and universities receive federal 
and state funding, but state funding often is less than that 
for other state institutions. For example, a study found that, 
in 2007, the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill re-
ceived $15,700 per student in state appropriations, while 

Figure 6.  Hispanic Share of Public School Students

Source:  Pew Hispanic Center, 2008.
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two North Carolina HBCUs—Fayetteville State Univer-
sity and North Carolina A&T—received $7,800 per stu-
dent.31 In North Carolina, a budget process that includes 
input from administrators and leaders in the 
University of North Carolina system and the 
Board of Governors determines funding for 
public universities. The General Assembly re-
views the budget request and determines final 
appropriations. 

Other states have different budget processes 
or use funding formulas to calculate budget 
allocations. Regardless of the budget process, 
however, research indicates that institutions 
with larger enrollments and a greater variety 
of academic programs and degree opportuni-
ties receive significantly more money. 

Larger schools tend to receive more money 
than smaller schools because they serve more 
students. As exemplified by North Carolina, however, per-
student funding reveals discrepancies between majority and 
minority institutions. Further, some argue that, although 
some HBCUs are small, they serve a needy, disadvantaged 
population and so require more resources than other small 
institutions. Limited funding, coupled with a predominant-
ly low-income student body, has created financial challenges 
for many HBCUs. According to researcher Dr. James T. Mi-
nor, “Current appropriation processes essentially ignore in-
stitutions most capable of educating those least likely to re-
ceive postsecondary degrees. There are few instances where 
state appropriations are directly used to narrow gaps in de-
gree attainment by investing in institutions most capable of 
serving underrepresented populations.”32 

The North Carolina legislature recently passed an initiative 
to fund capacity-building projects at seven four-year public 
institutions that have growth potential. All five North Caro-
lina HBCUs were included in the initiative. Many HBCUs 
nationwide have similar growth possibilities that could be 
developed if resources are available.  Taking advantage of 
capacity-building opportunities at HBCUs could improve 
their ability to graduate African Americans. 

Due to limited resources, minority-serving in-
stitutions face challenges in equipping their 

campuses and students with modern digital infrastructure. 
According to the Institute of Higher Education Policy, MSIs 
are behind other institutions in faculty use of technology, 
student computer ownership and provision of online stu-

dent services, such as admissions applications, financial ser-
vices and class registration. Figure 7 highlights these differ-
ences.

Some MSIs have developed programs to increase student 
computer access and use. Most campuses have computer 
labs, but many have a limited number of computers. Fur-
ther, staying on campus to use a school computer may not 
be an option for students with long commutes, jobs or fam-
ily responsibilities. As a response, tribal colleges such as 
Northwest Indian College and Diné College created laptop 
loan programs that allow students to check out laptops at no 
cost. In addition, TCUs, HBCUs and HSIs have joined un-
der the Alliance for Equity in Higher Education to support 
federal legislation that appropriates funding to eligible MSIs 
for digital and wireless technology improvements. This leg-
islation was incorporated into the reauthorized Higher Edu-
cation Act in 2008 and provides program funding for FY 
2009 through FY 2012.

Average faculty salaries at minority-serving 
institutions are 10 percent lower than sala-
ries at other institutions, which can be a de-

terrent for recruiting and retaining excellent faculty.33 Tribal 
colleges and universities in particular struggle with recruit-
ing and retaining faculty and staff members because many 
TCUs are located in remote areas.  Because there are few 
American Indian professors, TCUs must recruit non-Indian 
faculty, and the location and low-pay often are disincentives. 
One recruiting strategy TCUs employ is to encourage stu-
dents who pursue academic professions to remain on cam-
pus to teach after they graduate. 

Figure 7.  Digital Divide

Source:  Institute for Higher Education Policy, Serving the Nation, 2004.
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Maintaining old buildings and construct-
ing new ones can be a challenge for MSIs.  

Minority-serving institutions with limited resources often 
cannot spend money on buildings and facilities, even if the 
project is a priority. TCUs report that they need classrooms, 
science and math labs, and libraries. Several tribal colleges 
have received private or government grants to fund new 
construction. Bay Mills Community College, for example, 
received grants in 2005 and 2006 from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education and the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development to build a large facility for class-
rooms, computer labs and dorm rooms. HSIs and HBCUs 
also actively seek federal and private grants for infrastructure 
projects.

Partnerships with majority institutions can ef-
fectively supplement limited MSI resources. Such partner-
ships allow MSIs to take advantage of the research and pro-
gram resources of majority institutions and allow majority 
institutions to gain diverse perspectives from MSI students 
and faculty. In a partnership dating back to 1964 between 
Tougaloo College, an HBCU, and Brown University, the 
two institutions conduct student and faculty exchanges and 
collaborate on research initiatives. Advisory boards at each 
school oversee the partnership and conduct an annual evalu-
ation to ensure that both institutions benefit from the part-
nership. Similar partnerships exist between majority institu-
tions and TCUs and HSIs. The University of Texas, El Paso, 
a Hispanic-serving institution, partners with the University 
of Texas, Austin; and Diné College, a tribal college, partners 
with the University of California, Los Angeles. 34

Conclusion

Focusing on the educational attainment of fast-growing 
minority populations is essential for America’s continued 
economic prosperity. Minority-serving institutions are in 
a unique position to educate these students. MSIs vary by 
mission, type of institution and geographic region, but they 
share the common trait of serving a large number of mi-
nority students. Historically black colleges and universities 
and tribal colleges and universities have focused missions 
to successfully educate African-American and American In-
dian students, respectively. Since their inception, these insti-
tutions have provided students with academic and cultural 
support, preparing them for the workforce or for graduate 
education. Hispanic-serving institutions are defined by the 
number of enrolled Hispanic students rather than a specific 
mission, but many are dedicated to promoting Hispanic 
students’ educational success. 

MSIs face numerous challenges, from limited resources to 
serving students who are at high risk of dropping out. De-
spite these challenges, promising results exist. MSIs educate 
one-third of all students of color, but educate half of all mi-
nority teachers. A high number of MSI graduates continue 
to medical school or graduate school in STEM fields. Above 
all, enrollment at minority-serving institutions is growing. 
For that reason, it is important to assess how to best support 
minority-serving institutions so they can fully serve their 
students.

As policymakers consider this issue, some action steps to 
take include the following.

• Get to know the minority-serving institutions in your 
state. Where are they? Who are they? Whom do they 
serve? How many students are enrolled? What are their 
retention and graduation rates?

• Study how minority-serving institutions are funded and 
consider if there are gaps in legislative policy that need 
to be addressed.

• Identify minority-serving institutions that have growth 
potential and support them in capacity-building proj-
ects.

• Encourage minority-serving institutions to partner with 
majority institutions to supplement their resources.

• Consider how to leverage state, federal and private-

Buildings 
and Facilities

Partnerships
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sector resources for minority-serving institutions’ tech-
nology and infrastructure improvements and student 
financial aid.
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