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College Affordability Is Only Part of the Solution

As tuition costs skyrocket, elected officials have begun offering plans to make college more
affordable for high school graduates. But better affordability without better preparation will not solve
the bigger challenge—making a college degree more attainable to more Americans.

America’s college completion rates are deplorably low.

B Only about half of students who enroll in 4-year colleges after high school manage to earn a
bachelor’s degree within six years."

B College going is increasing, but college completion is not keeping up. From 1975 to 2001,
college going increased 14 percent, but college completion remained at nearly the same level
as the early 1970s.?

B Out of 23 countries, the U.S. was the only country that showed no increase in its
postsecondary graduation rate between 2000 and 2005.3

Poor preparation is the problem.

B Many college freshmen have to take remedial classes to learn what they should have learned
in high school. More than one in three college freshmen enroll in at least one remedial course,
a figure that rises to 42 percent in the nation’s community colleges, which educate a rapidly
growing number of America’s undergraduates.” In some states, the problem is even worse:

» In March, the California State University system reported that 56 percent of
freshmen who enrolled in fall 2006 had to take remedial courses in English or
mathematics.®

» In May, the Florida Legislature reported that 55 percent of freshman that enrolled
in public postsecondary institutions in fall 2003 required remediation in
mathematics, reading, and/or writing.6

B Only 30 percent of students who have to take remedial reading in college ever earn a degree
or certificate.’

B The rigor of a student’s high school curriculum counts more than anything else in predicting
whether college freshman will persist and earn a bachelor’s degree.®

B Even when high school graduates think they have prepared for college, they often find
otherwise:

» Only one out of four students who prepare for college by taking four years of
English and three each of math, science, and social studies actually leaves high
school fully prepared to handle college courses.’

» 62 percent of college students say that knowing what they know now about the
expectations of college, they would have taken more challenging courses in high
school.*®
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B Poor preparation makes it harder to afford college, too. Just at the community college level,
families spend $283 million in tuition for remedial courses every year.*

Boosting college attainment requires strengthening K-12 schools.

B Rigorous Education Standards. Without strong standards to back them up, many high school
courses end up being “college prep” in name only. Over the last 15 years, high school
students have taken harder courses and earned better grades. But during the same period
learning actually decreased, with the percentage of 12" graders proficient in reading dropping
from 40 to 35 percent.”

B Effective Teachers. Research shows that good teachers are critical to prepare students for
college. One study found that only 16 percent of students who take calculus in high schools
with poorly qualified teachers graduate ready for college, compared with 81 percent of calculus
completers in schools that have highly qualified teachers.™
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B Time and Support for Learning. Students cannot go to college unless they complete high
school—and only 70 percent do. A national study found that high schools where teachers have
the time to provide students with high levels of support manage to cut dropout rates in half.*
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