Double the Numbers
Postsecondary Attainment and Underrepresented Youth

Higher Education Pipeline:
Evaluation of Access and Attainment
SUMMARY
Research conducted for Jobs for the Future by the Parthenon Group looked at
rates of high school graduation, college entrance, and college success. It
focused on the barriers to college entrance and success for low-income families
and other youth who are underrepresented in postsecondary education, including
minorities and immigrants who are learning English. The research examined the
costs to individuals and the nation for low rates of college success, as well as the
return that states and the nation would gain on investments designed to increase
the number of students completing college.
The research led to three major conclusions:
•

More education is better for individuals and society.

•

Access to college is necessary but not sufficient.

•

Targeted investments will help close the “attainment
gap” in the rates of college success for
underrepresented youth compared to all young people.

More education is better for individuals and society.
While there are clear benefits in obtaining a high school diploma or an
Associate’s degree, the biggest education benefits in terms of income occur
when students obtain a Bachelor’s degree. The importance of education has
increased over the last 20 years: wages for a Bachelor’s degrees or higher have
grown between four to seven times faster than real wages for those with only a
high school degree.
Moreover, if the United States is to address anticipated shortages of 12 million
highly skilled workers by 2020, the nation must radically change how we educate
and support low-income students and minority students, who comprise the
fastest-growing segments of the youth population.
Increasing the number of underrepresented students who gain postsecondary
credentials offers potential economic, social, and civic benefits. The economic

benefits include increased tax revenues. Social and civic benefits include lower
unemployment rates and greater voter participation rates.
Access is necessary but not sufficient.
Since passage of the Higher Education Act of 1965, the U.S. higher education
system has focused on increasing access to college, with significant gains in
particular in the percent of low-income high school graduates entering college.
We have shown that when we focus on solving a problem, we can effect
meaningful change.
But access does not necessarily translate into attainment of a college degree. An
in-depth analysis of high school and college graduation data shows that only one
in three eighth graders in 1988 earned an Associate’s degree 12 years later.
Failures to translate access into attainment are most apparent among historically
underserved populations—low-income and ethnic minorities:
•

19% of low-income eighth graders complete an
Associate’s degree or higher vs. 76% for their highincome counterparts.

•

Only one in three low-income students who enroll in
college completes an Associate’s degree or higher vs.
about four out of five of their high-income counterparts

•

Hispanic and African-American student are half as likely
as their white counterparts to complete an Associate’s
degree or higher.

These gaps in attainment are caused by failures at critical points along the higher
education pipeline, with real economic and social costs. Although the historical
focus has been on access and not attainment, we must better balance the two
goals.
Targeted investments will help to close the attainment gap.
The gaps in college attainment are not acceptable, and aggressive targets need
to be set. In particular, we must seek to “Double the Numbers” of low-income
college graduates, which will raise the attainment level of low-income students to
roughly that of middle-income students. Improvements in low-income attainment
rates would generate an additional 460,000 college graduates by 2020.
“Doubling the Numbers” is an aggressive target, requiring a coherent, systematic
approach all along the higher education pipeline: K-12 preparation for college,
college enrollment, and college success. We must transform how we prepare
young people for college, break down the barriers that separate schools and

postsecondary education, and develop new incentives for individuals to attend
college and for institutions to enroll and retain students.
•

Targeted investments along the higher education
pipeline over the next decade will help close the
attainment gap and provide significant social and
economic benefits.

•

The federal government should make its expenditures
more effective by establishing systemic and creative
solutions, rooted in compelling incentive structures.

•

All states have room for improvement in overall degree
attainment, although the nature of the problem varies.
Tailored solution sets are needed to address statespecific challenges.

•

Success is possible. A combination of public and private
educational institutions are succeeding in getting target
populations into and through college.

About the study
The Parthenon Group drew on a variety of sources for its analysis, including: National
Center for Education Statistics, National Education Longitudinal Study, 1988/2000;
National Center for Education Statistics, Projections of Education Statistics; Bureau of
Labor Statistics; U.S. Census Bureau; U.S. Department of Education Web site and
research staff; Postsecondary Education OPPORTUNITY; The Manhattan Institute;
National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education; Higher education academics
and experts; and Company 10K’s and Investor Relations.
Jobs for the Future believes that all young people should have a quality high school
and postsecondary education, and that all adults should have the skills needed to hold
jobs that pay enough to support a family. As a non-profit research, consulting and
advocacy organization, JFF works to strengthen our society by creating educational and
economic opportunity for those who need it most.
The Parthenon Group is a leading boutique advisory firm focused on strategy
consulting and principal investment, with offices in Boston, San Francisco, and London.
Since its inception in 1991, the firm has embraced a distinctively entrepreneurial and
committed approach to strategic advisory services; long-term client relationships and
willingness to share risk with performance-based fees are the hallmarks for which The
Parthenon Group has become recognized in the industry. Since its inception, Parthenon
has had a deep commitment to education and had developed relationships with a wide
range of clients across all aspects of the educational value chain from K-12 to higher
education and corporate training.

