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Foreword

n May 2001, the American Council on Education (ACE) convened a meeting to

assess the current state of analysis of higher education policy issues. The purpose

was to identify ways in which the needs of institutions, the interests of foundations,

and the talents of scholars could be better aligned. Participants included higher

education scholars, foundation executives, college and university presidents, and
education policy analysts.

In particular, we were eager to learn how ACE could help make research on higher edu-
cation more accessible and useful to institution leaders. Several participants suggested that
ACE produce short publications that summarize the findings of important areas of higher
education research. We have embraced that suggestion and created a new series, /nformed
Practice: Syntheses of Higher Education Research for Campus Leaders. The first report in
that series, released in 2002, Access & Persistence: Findings from 10 Years of Longitudinal
Research on Students, summarized major findings on access, persistence, and outcomes
from a decade of federally funded longitudinal studies of college students. In 2003, we
continued the series with Diversifying Campus Revenue Streams: Opportunities and Risks,
summarizing the emerging literature on the myriad ways that campuses are raising revenue
and the issues and problems that leaders must confront as they consider such new ventures.

As school districts around the country face the first round of potential sanctions under
the No Child Left Behind legislation, and colleges confront increased scrutiny of graduation
rates, we thought a focus on the school-to-college transition would be timely. We are very
grateful to the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation for its support of this year’s essay.
Patricia McDonough, a leading scholar on how students, schools, and colleges manage
this critical transition, has summarized the large body of research on access to college,
focusing in particular on how campus and system leaders can help schools better prepare
low-income and minority youth for success in higher education.

We hope you will share this report with your staff and that it will spark useful conversations
on your campus. Additional copies are available for purchase or may be downloaded from
the ACE web site. We welcome your suggestions for areas of research that future essays

should address and for ways we can make these documents more useful to you.

o5

Jacqueline E. King
Director, Center for Policy Analysis

American Council on Education i



Executive Summary

ithin U.S. elementary and secondary schools, the pathway to college access
is marked by vast disparities in preparation for, knowledge of, and attitude
toward college. How do students get to college? Student aspirations precede
the development of college plans, college preparation precedes college
choice, and all of these steps are the precursors to college enrollment. Over
the course of elementary, middle, and high school, students pass through predisposition,
search, and choice stages in which they decide whether to attend college, search for
information, consider specific colleges, and finally choose their college destination.

Fortunately, a convergence of research evidence indicates the clearest priorities for
shrinking the college access gap. These priorities are to: lower financial barriers to college
affordability; ensure better academic preparation for college; encourage counselors to
advise students for college and focus schools on their college preparatory mission; increase
the quality and quantity of college entrance and financial aid information; engage families
as college preparation partners; and create more equitable admissions policies. Removing
financial barriers and academic preparation are widely acknowledged as the two first-order
priorities in improving college access.

‘Working to improve college access, though, is not something that colleges and universities
can do alone, and it is important to understand the state of K-12 education in order to
understand how to improve the conditions of college access. The playing field of education
is anything but level, and we have become virtually inured to reports by policy makers, assess-
ment experts, researchers, and journalists about the crumbling K-12 system, especially as it
affects students in low-performing schools. Improving K-12 education through effective
teaching and offering a challenging curriculum will not only improve college readiness,
but also strengthen workforce preparation and educational accountability in general.

Evidence shows that many current accountability systems focus on the educational
floor—-minimum literacy standards—not the ceiling—college readiness. A wealth of policy
reports acknowledge that K-12 schools need significant transformation. Policy makers
and foundations express near unanimity, supported by a body of research evidence, that
a more inclusive P-16 system would ensure greater alignment between high school exit
skills and the skills required for college entry and success.

College outreach and early intervention programs are another means of improving the
college access gap. Their proven benefits include: a doubling of the college-going rates for
at-risk youth, an expansion of students’ educational aspirations, an increase in students’
educational and cultural capital assets, and a boost to college enrollment and graduation
rates. These benefits are often greatest for low-income students, who enter such programs
with low college expectations and low achievement levels.
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For their part, college leaders can take six steps to narrow the college access gap now,
and many university leaders already have taken some of these steps. Through partnerships
with K-12 schools, postsecondary leaders can align placement exams or other college
readiness indicators with K-12 standards or exit tests; contribute to teacher professional
development to improve the rigor of high school classes; improve school counseling for
college; make the student aid system more understandable; make early commitments to
middle and high school students who commit to the college track; and develop intervention
programs, either individually or in collaboration with other colleges, schools districts, or

other statewide partners.

iv THE SCHOOL-TO-COLLEGE TRANSITION



Introduction

ver the last half century, American public policy has offered equal opportunity
for a college education as a cornerstone of our free-market economy and
democracy. Federal student aid has made that opportunity a reality for many
people, as reflected in huge growth in college attendance and educational
attainment (Gladieux and Swail, 1999). Sixty-five percent of high school grad-
uates in 2002 immediately went on to college (U.S. Department of Labor, 2003). Yet, for
all the opportunity afforded, there remains opportunity lost. Although the college contin-
uation rate is good, it is 25 percentage points lower than the 90 percent of middle and
high school students who expect to go to college (U.S. Department of Education, 2003a).

Widespread evidence exists that the United States is experiencing a de facto retreat
from its longstanding commitment to providing equal college opportunity and instead is
offering an increasingly stratified higher education system. We have compelling market
forces and legal mandates that are driving admissions offices away from expanding access
and toward fiscally and competitively necessary marketing and recruitment strategies
(Kinzie et al., 2004). We have K-12 schools that look more often to statehouse and White
House imperatives for guidance than to admissions requirements (Kirst and Venezia,
2004). We have a student aid system that is geared less toward expanding opportunity for
poor students and more toward making it possible to recruit middle- and upper-income
students who would be attending college regardless of that aid (Heller, 2002).

In 2004, the playing field of education is anything but level, and the general public
has become virtually inured to reports by policy makers, assessment experts, researchers,
and journalists about the large and persistent achievement gaps in the K-12 system, espe-
cially for low-income students, urban students, and students of color (Barton, 2004). In
fact, despite four decades of major policy efforts, the college participation gap between
low-income and high-income students today is roughly the same as it was in the 1960s
(Gladieux and Swail, 1999; Pathways to College Network, 2003).

Surprisingly, a majority of adults believe that education is so indispensable that they
will do whatever it takes to ensure their child’s college attendance (Ikenberry and Hartle,
1998; Miller, 1997). They know that the increasing competitiveness of the global market
and the U.S. shift to an information-, service-, and technology-based economy propels a
growing need for college-educated professionals. Six out of every 10 jobs in our economy
depend on highly trained workers with the requisite advanced skills that are available only
to those possessing some postsecondary education or training. In turn, these needs drive
the standards movement in K-12 education (Carnevale and Desrochers, 2003; U.S.
Department of Labor, 2004).
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Yet, research shows that, in pockets around the country, college and university leaders
can and are narrowing the college access gap with P-16 alignment systems, college
preparatory intervention programs, creative teacher professional development to
improve the rigor of the high school curriculum, and admissions and financial aid policy
changes. However, those efforts need to be scaled-up and replicated across all college and
university types.

This report summarizes the growing body of research on the school-to-college transition,
focusing on actions that college and university leaders can take to improve low-income
and minority students’ access to higher education. After a brief description of today’s
students, the report summarizes research on the various stages of the college transition
process and on six critical issues that must be addressed to improve college access. One of
the key aspects of the school-to-college transition is close partnerships between colleges
and K-12 schools. A separate chapter is devoted to two crucial areas for school-college
collaboration: P-16 reforms that link high school standards to college readiness, and
special outreach programs for low-income and minority students. The report ends with
three tools for college leaders: research-tested action steps that colleges and universities
can take to improve college access; a set of key questions to prompt institutional research
and conversation; and an annotated bibliography of selected key studies for further reading.

Today’s Students

With 16.5 million undergraduates, colleges today enroll more students than ever before:
Today’s undergraduate population is 72 percent larger than it was in 1970 (U.S.
Department of Education, 2002b). Fifty-six percent of these students are female, and 57
percent are under age 24. Sixty-seven percent of undergraduates are white, 7 percent are
Asian or Pacific Islander, 12 percent are African American, 11 percent are Latino, 1 percent
are Native American, 1 percent are classified as “other,” and 2 percent indicated they are
of more than one race (U.S. Department of Education, 2002a).

m Distribution of Public High School Graduates, by Race/Ethnicity:
2001-02 (Actual), 2007-08 (Projected), and 2013-14 (Projected)
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Source: WICHE. 2004.
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Only about half of African-American and Latino ninth graders graduate from high
school, compared with 79 percent of Asian Americans and 72 percent of whites (Pathways
to College Network, 2003). Yet, the overall total number of high school graduates is grow-
ing, and is projected to peak in 2008 at 3.2 million. Fifty percent of those graduates will
come from families making $50,000 or less, with 16 percent of them coming from fami-
lies making less than $20,000. Whites will account for 64 percent of graduates in 2008
and this will represent a decline in both number and share of graduates (see Figure 1).
These projections suggest that 80 percent of new college students will be people of color,
half of whom will be Latino, and a disproportionate number of students of color will be
poor or of moderate income (WICHE, 2004).

How students are spread across the institutional landscape of higher education is also
interesting. More students today are enrolled in four-year institutions than in community
colleges. Whites and Asians are more heavily represented at four-year institutions, and
underrepresented minorities are heavily concentrated in community colleges. The older
the undergraduate, the more likely it is that he or she will attend a community college
and, similarly, the higher a student’s family income, the higher his or her chances are of
attending a four-year college.

“Traditional” students represent just 25 percent of all undergraduates (U.S.
Department of Education, 2002b), meaning that one or more of the following characteris-
tics apply to three-quarters of all undergraduates: delayed enrollment after high school,
attends part-time, works full-time, is financially independent of parents, has dependents
other than a spouse, is a single parent, or does not have a high school diploma (see Figure
2). Because this report focuses on the school-to-college transition, nontraditional stu-
dents are not the focus here, but we need to remember that they are represented to vary-
ing degrees at almost every institution.

m Percentage of Undergraduates with Nontraditional Characteristics: 1999-2000
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2002.

American Council on Education 3



The Transition to College

he pathway to college is marked

by vast disparities in college

preparation, college knowledge,

and college culture within

schools (McDonough, 2004). In
1992, 82 percent of students whose parents
were college-educated enrolled in college
directly out of high school, but only 54
percent of students whose parents had
completed high school, and only 36
percent of students whose parents had less
than a high school diploma, immediately
enrolled in college after high school (U.S.
Department of Education, 2004). In 1992,
64 percent of whites, but only 55 percent
of blacks and 52 percent of Hispanics,
immediately enrolled in college after high
school. In 1992, only 44 percent of stu-
dents from low-income families—but 80
percent of those from high-income fami-
lies—immediately enrolled in college after
high school.

How do students get to college? A
major new report from Educational
Testing Service acknowledges that college
preparation begins in preschool (Carnevale
and Desrochers, 2003). Students aspire to,
apply to, and then enroll in college
through a complex, longitudinal, interac-
tive process involving individual aspiration
and achievement, learning opportunities
and intervention programs in high school,
and institutional admissions (Hossler,
Braxton, and Coopersmith, 1989;
McDonough, 1997; Oakes, 2004).

Student aspirations precede the devel-
opment of college plans, college prepara-
tion precedes college choice, and all of the
foregoing are the precursors to college
enrollment. Over the course of elemen-
tary, middle, and high school, students
pass through predisposition, search, and
choice stages, in which they decide
whether to attend college, search for infor-
mation, consider specific colleges, and
finally choose a college destination
(Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith,
1989).

Students must begin to develop college awareness
and aspirations in the middle school years in order
to take algebra and other gatekeeping courses.

Generally speaking, the predisposition
stage is when a student begins to develop
occupational and educational aspirations,
and this generally occurs from elementary
school age on through middle school.
Research shows that most students have
some post-high school educational or job
plans by the ninth grade (Stage & Hossler,
1989). Students must begin to develop
college awareness and aspirations in the
middle school years in order to take alge-
bra and other gatekeeping courses, which
then position students for high school
coursework that aligns well with college
enrollment requirements. Students and
their families must have counseling to
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develop this awareness and planning, and
middle schools must raise both their stan-
dards and their expectations (Gullatt and
Jan, 2002). Itis at this stage that students
should be informed of college entrance
requirements, be enrolled in a college
preparatory curriculum, be engaged in
extracurricular activities, and begin to
learn broadly about financing a college
education (Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000;
Hearn and Holdsworth, 2004).

During the 10th through 12th grades,
students are in the search phase, which
involves gathering the information neces-
sary for them to develop their short list of
potential colleges (Cabrera and La Nasa,
2000). In this phase, high socioeconomic
status (SES) students have more informa-
tion sources, are more knowledgeable
about college costs, and tend to have
parents who are engaged in saving for
college (Hossler, Schmidt, and Vesper,
1999).

6 THE SCHOOL-TO-COLLEGE TRANSITION

The phase in which students choose a
college to attend begins in the 11th grade,
and usually culminates in the 12th grade.
College costs and financial aid play a
dramatic role in the college choices of
low-SES students, as well as African
Americans and Latinos, all of whom tend
to be highly sensitive to tuition and financial
aid levels (Heller, 1999). These students
are negatively influenced by high tuition
(McPherson and Shapiro, 1998) but posi-
tively influenced by financial aid (Berkner
and Chavez, 1997).

Many students have difficulty negotiating
the school-to-college transition, given
most K-12 schools systems’ limited capac-
ity for college preparation. One policy
report’s assessment is that the current
structure of middle and high schools is
inadequate to prepare minority, low-
income, and first-generation students to
attend college; changing that condition
would require significantly transforming
high schools, and possibly reinventing
education as a more encompassing P-16
system (Martinez and Klopott, 2003).



The Problems of College Access

n the last few years, there has been

a convergence of advocacy on the

problems of college access, based

on research evidence. Advocates

and researchers alike assert that the
following actions are necessary to improve
college access:

1. Lessen the financial barriers—both real
and perceived—to college affordability
(Heller, 2002; King, 1999; St. John,
2002a).

2. Ensure better academic preparation for
college by improving K-12 school condi-
tions, attending to the needs of urban and
rural school districts, and building P-16
educational systems that engage the ele-
mentary and secondary communities in
efforts to improve students’ college prepa-
ration and readiness (Aspen Institute,
2003; Gladieux and Swail, 1999; Oakes,
2004; Pathways to College Network, 2003;
Perna, 2004).

3. Encourage counselors to advise stu-
dents and schools to focus on their college
preparatory mission (Gandara and Bial,
1999; King, 1996; McDonough, 2004;
Tierney et al., 2004).

4. Increase the quality and quantity of col-
lege entrance and financial aid information
for students and parents, and disseminate
information more efficiently (Hossler,
Schmidt, and Vesper, 1999; Kirst and
Venezia, 2004).

5. Engage families as partners in aspiration
development and maintenance, academic
preparation, and enrollment, particularly
for at-risk students (Choy, 2002; Flint,
1992; Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith,
1989; Hossler, Schmidt, and Vesper,
1999; St. John and Noell, 1989; Tierney
and Auerbach, 2004).

6. Create more equitable admissions
policies (Avery et al., 2003; Breland
etal., 2002; Tienda et al., 2003).

Of these challenges, researchers and
policy makers almost always point to
removing financial barriers and improving
academic preparation as the twin keys to
college access, while acknowledging the
crucial role played by the other four fac-
tors. What follows is a summary of the
research evidence pertaining to each of
these six areas.

Financial Barriers

Financial aid and college costs are thought
by many policy makers and researchers to
be the sine qua non of college access
(Advisory Committee on Student Financial
Assistance, 2002; Gladieux, 2004; Heller,
2003; Stampen and Hansen, 2004). Heller
(2002) and his colleagues cite rising
college prices, increasing numbers of poor
students and students of color, and the
growth of merit-based financial aid as
urgent conditions that require the nation to
make increased access to higher education
for lower-income students a priority. In
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both perception and reality, college afford-
ability is plummeting as unmet financial
need is increasing, student loan debt is
mounting, and financial aid is increasingly
awarded in the form of merit aid. Moreover,
institutional practices like tuition discount-
ing, and increased reliance on loans are
necessary for enrollment management

and competitiveness, but have resulted in
increased stratification among student
populations (McPherson and Shapiro,
1998).

The Advisory Commission on Student
Financial Assistance (2002), in examining
the most academically qualified college
applicants, found that millions of high
school graduates from low- and moderate-
income families likely will not be able to
afford to enroll in college unless the federal
government and the states revitalize the
need-based financial aid system. The com-
mission found that the majority (56 percent,
or 1.6 million students) of students who
graduated from high school in 2002 were
from families with incomes under $50,000.
Of those students, 56 percent, or approxi-
mately 897,000, were academically quali-
fied to attend a four-year college, as
defined by the U.S. Department of
Education. St. John (2002b) estimates that
22 percent of low-income, academically
qualified students do not attend college,
at least in part because of affordability con-
cerns, even taking student aid into
account.

In general, many students and their
families lack awareness and understanding
of college prices and financial aid. This
lack of awareness and understanding
limits many students of color and low-SES
students’ preparation for college.
Aspirations do not develop when college
seems financially unattainable.

8 THE SCHOOL-TO-COLLEGE TRANSITION

Academic Preparation

The gap in K-12 academic preparation
and college participation rates between
white students and African-American and
Latino high school graduates has widened
over the last several decades (Gladieux,
2004; Oakes, 2004). Underrepresented
minorities and low-SES students often
make their college preparations while con-
strained by a lack of trained professionals
to advise them. Moreover, within their
schools and families, there exists a lack of
college knowledge, training, and advising,
as well as the invisible barrier of their
schools and teachers’ low expectations of
them (Oakes et al., 2002; Obidah et al.,
2004). Finally, in the current era of con-
tinued challenge to affirmative action,
when these students do prepare for and
enroll in college, they often face campus
climates of presumed lack of merit and
racial hostility (McDonough, 1999).
Because of these structural and motiva-
tional barriers, low-SES students and their
parents struggle to get basic information
and assistance in order to sustain their
college aspirations.

No better predictor of college enroll-
ment (and completion) exists than the
rigor of high school courses, specifically
advanced mathematics (Adelman, 1999).
For all students, academic achievement
remains the most important determinant
of whether and where they go to college
(Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000; Perna,
2004). Yet, across all achievement levels,
students from the lowest SES groups are
less likely to apply to or attend college
than are the highest SES students, while
students of color and poor students are
less likely to start or finish college
(Mortenson, 2001; Perna, 2000; Perna
and Swail, 2002; Terenzini et al., 2001).



Many researchers and policy makers are
calling for a college preparatory curriculum
to be the default high school curriculum in
the United States for several reasons. The
first reason is concern among advocates
and researchers that all students, particu-
larly low-SES students and students of
color, have access to a challenging curricu-
lum and complete high school prepared for
a full range of postsecondary options,
including college. Second, raising student
achievement helps K-12 educators meet
increasing demands for accountability.
Finally, current K-12 accountability sys-
tems, such as exit exams and achievement
tests, are misaligned with college admis-
sions requirements (Oakes, 2004; Pathways
to College Network, 2003; Rosenbaum,
2001; Viadero, 2001). (The next chapter
will describe the calls for P-16 accountability
systems in more detail, and the final chapter
will describe two exemplars.)

Creating an environment in which stu-
dents are expected to achieve academically,
and are encouraged and supported to do
s0, is an essential precondition for college
attendance. Four key high school features
have a tremendous impact on college
attendance: a college preparatory curricu-
lum; a college culture that establishes high
academic standards and includes formal
and informal communication networks
that promote and support college expecta-
tions; a school staff that is collectively
committed to students’ college goals; and
resources devoted to counseling and advis-
ing college-bound students (McDonough,
2004).

Counselors

The enrollment of graduates in college

is not built into public secondary school
accountability systems, so no staff member
has primary responsibility for college
preparatory advising, nor is there a regu-
larly identifiable K-12 staff member held
accountable for graduates’ college enroll-
ment. School counselors would appear to
be the logical choice to provide college
access preparation and assistance, and are
often assumed to be handling this role, yet
they typically are inappropriately trained
and structurally constrained from being
able to fulfill this role in public high
schools (McDonough, 2004).

Creating an environment in which students
are expected to achieve academically, and are
encouraged and supported to do so, is an
essential precondition for college attendance.

From research, we know that counselors
influence students’ aspirations, plans,
enrollments, and financial aid knowledge.
Meeting frequently with a counselor
increases a student’s chance of enrolling
in a four-year college and if students,
parents, and counselors work together and
communicate clearly, students’ chances of
enrolling in college significantly increase.
Moreover, the effect of socioeconomic
status on the college enrollment of low-
income students is largely explained by the
lack of counseling (King, 1996; Plank and
Jordan, 2001).
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Counselors can perform the following
functions to enhance students’ college
preparation: (1) structuring information
and organizing activities that foster and
support students’ college aspirations and
understanding of college and its importance;
(2) assisting parents in understanding
their role in fostering and supporting
college aspirations, setting college
expectations, and motivating students;
(3) assisting students in academic

1991). By way of comparison, counselors
at private college preparatory schools,
which send the largest proportion of their
students on to college, are devoted exclu-
sively to college counseling.

Repeated studies have found that
improving counseling would have a signif-
icant bearing on college access for low-
income, rural, and urban students, as well
as students of color (Gandara and Bial,
1999; King, 1996; McDonough, 2004;
Plank and Jordan, 2001; Rosenbaum,
Miller, and Krei, 1996; Venezia et al.,

Counseling is often tied to the track placement
of students. Those students who are not in the
college track do not receive college information.

2002). Specifically, if counselors actively
support students and their families
through the college admissions process, as

preparation for college; (4) supporting
and influencing students in making deci-
sions about college; and (5) focusing the
school on its college mission (Hossler,
Schmidt, and Vesper, 1999; McDonough,
2004).

Yet, the priority tasks in public school
counseling are scheduling, testing, and
discipline, followed by dropout, drug,
pregnancy, and suicide prevention; sexual-
ity and personal crisis counseling; tardy
sweeps; and lunch supervision. According
to the National Association for College
Admission Counseling, the national aver-
age ratio of counselors to students is 490:1
(Hawkins, 2003). Some statewide averages
are as high as 994:1 and in the schools
serving large numbers of poor students
and students of color, the ratios are
1,056:1 or higher (McDonough, 2004). As
if high ratios were not enough, a study of
how counselors spend their time found
that they engage in college guidance func-
tions only 13 percent of their time (Moles,
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opposed to simply disseminating informa-
tion to them, this will increase students’
chances of enrolling in a four-year college.

Counseling is often tied to the track
placement of students. Those students
who are not in the college track do not
receive college information. African-
American and Latino students, as well as
first-generation college-bound students,
are significantly more likely than their
white counterparts to be in non-college
tracks and to have their college plans
influenced by their high school coun-
selors, both positively and negatively (Lee
and Ekstrom, 1987; Oakes, 2004; Plank
and Jordan, 2001). Yet these are the stu-
dents who are least likely to have coun-
selors, most likely to receive insufficient
counseling, and most likely to have coun-
selors pulled away from college counseling
to work on other tasks (Paul, 2002). And,
research has shown that these students
often exhibit deep and well-founded dis-
trust of counselors because of racist and
socioeconomic biases in advising
(Gandara and Bial, 1999).



Information

One element essential to preparing for
college and making enrollment decisions
is adequate information (particularly
about financing), received early enough
for students to complete the necessary
prerequisites for college. Clear, accessible
information about affordability, received
repeatedly and with increasing complexity
throughout the middle and high school
years, benefits both students and their
families.

Recent studies paint a dire picture of
the quality of college admissions and
financial aid knowledge among students,
families, teachers, and counselors.
Students need basic information about
college options, particularly about more
selective colleges. Low-SES students and
students of color are the least likely to
receive this information, particularly by
eighth grade, when it is necessary for
them to enroll in college preparatory
classes (Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000;

Hart and Jacobi, 1992). In 1999, only 18
percent of all high school students and 30
percent of parents had information on col-
lege costs (U.S. Department of Education,
2003a). Venezia, Kirst, et al. (2002), in
studying students and parents from six
states and their knowledge of nearby pub-
lic colleges (flagships, less selective state
colleges, and community colleges), found
that less than 12 percent of students knew
the courses required for admission; most
were confused about the expectations of
college-level work; most overestimated
tuition, especially of the less-selective
four-year and community colleges; most
were unaware of college placement exam
content; and distribution of college infor-
mation to low-income parents was
inequitable.

Information dissemination must not
be construed as a standalone task. Rather,
high-quality information about college
must be combined with meaningful admis-
sions advising by counselors. Sound, avail-
able counseling has been statistically
proven to raise students’ feelings of being
prepared. Timely, informed, and reliable
advisement about college costs and finan-
cial aid can make a difference in college-
going rates among students (McDonough,
2004). Moreover, students who participated
in well-designed intervention programs
had all or most of the information they
needed to prepare for college, and showed
statistically higher rates of planning and
preparing for—as well as enrolling in—
college (Gandara, 2002).

Families
Early family encouragement stimulates
students to form educational plans by
eighth grade, a crucial time when students
can choose to take a college preparatory
high school curriculum. Family support
and early educational plans are among the
strongest predictors of students develop-
ing and maintaining college aspirations,
sustaining motivation and academic
achievements, and actually enrolling in
college (Tierney and Auerbach, 2004).
Parents play a decisive role in shaping
and maintaining their children’s college
aspirations throughout middle and high
school. Ninth graders who regularly talked
with their parents about college plans
were more likely to go to college. Effective
parental encouragement also includes
saving money for college, making campus
visits, and attending financial aid work-
shops with their child. While parental
support and encouragement alone do not
determine whether students ever realize
their goals, the most important predictor
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of college plans is the amount of encour-
agement and support parents give their
children (Hossler, Schmidt, and Vesper,
1999).

Consistent communication among stu-
dents, parents, and school personnel is a
predictor of increased enrollment in college
(Plank and Jordan, 2001). Parents’ biggest
need is for an accurate understanding of
college costs and the financial aid system
(Hossler, Schmidt, and Vesper, 1999).
However, the poorest students and their
families depend on counselors for college
entrance and financial aid information,
while higher-SES students use not only
school counselors, but also their own
informational and experiential sources,
other students and families, printed mate-
rials, college representatives, and private
counselors (Terenzini et al., 2001).

Many U.S. high schools do not even
offer parents the simplest college informa-
tional and engagement activities. In a
recent policy study that found a direct
correlation between awareness of financial
aid and college enrollment, nine out of 10
Latino parents said they believe that a col-
lege education is necessary to be successful,
yet two-thirds of them said that they did not
receive any student aid information before
their child left high school and, not sur-
prisingly, more than half of these parents
could not name a single source of student
aid (Tomas Rivera Policy Institute, 2004).

Admissions Policies

The world of college admissions has changed
dramatically over the last half century.
Before the 1950s, 20 percent of high school
graduates went on to college; today, 65 per-
cent do (Kinzie et al., 2004). College access
in the late 20th century is a growth industry,
one that has become intensely competitive,
highly organized, increasingly stratified, and
the source of significant corporate profit
(McDonough et al., 2000). There is an
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ever-growing number of service providers,
who exert ever-widening influence. To use
suggestive examples and very conservative
estimates, there is a $35 million per year
college rankings industry and a test coaching
industry worth more than $100 million per
year, as well as enormously profitable enroll-
ment management, book publishing, and
college advisement industries.

Dramatic student, organizational, and
cultural changes in college access have
occurred in the last half century: major
growth and transformation in college admis-
sions officers’ roles, from educators to mar-
keters; changes in the services, information,
and technology available to college appli-
cants; changes in the application practices
of upper-middle class college aspirants; and
the elevation of college admissions to high-
profile public policy debates and political
initiatives (McDonough et al., 2000).

Since 1970, a significantly larger num-
ber of both public and private colleges are
classified as “competitive” (thatis, the
most difficult to gain acceptance to) and a
larger number of public colleges are now
classified as “selective” (the intermediate
category of selectivity). Students are filing
larger numbers of applications to hedge
their bets in an uncertain admissions envi-
ronment, significantly lowering college
yield rates, the percentage of admitted
students who actually enroll (Breland
etal., 2002).

One popular hedge against declining
yield rates is early admissions programs,
which also help improve a college’s place-
ment in U.S. News and World Report’s
annual rankings (Avery et al., 2003). Early
decision programs, which exist at about
one-third of all four-year colleges (primarily
the most selective), allow students to apply
early and thus receive their acceptance or
rejection early. However, these programs
also bind students to enroll if they are
accepted, before receiving other admissions



decisions or financial aid offers. Early
action programs require the same early
application and quick decisions from the
college, but do not obligate students to
attend. Critics of early decision and early
action note that these programs create
tension and anxiety for applicants, who
must make final decisions without com-
petitive offers; favor white and affluent
applicants from resource-rich high
schools; and increase competition for the
remaining slots in the “regular” applica-
tion cycle. These programs effectively
double students’ chances of admission, or
the equivalent of a boost of 100 points in
SAT scores for early applicants (Avery et
al., 2003).

A major area of concern related to the
school-to-college transition is admissions
policies and preferences for certain
groups of students. Over the last few
years, the national media have provided
ample coverage to calls for doing away
with legacy and major donor admissions
preferences. Even the president and other
national leaders, who have themselves
benefited from legacy admissions policies,
have joined in the chorus of voices calling
for their elimination.

The role of affirmative action schemas
in diversifying our student bodies remains
the focus of a never-ending stream of liti-
gation, advocacy, and research. The U.S.
Supreme Court ruled that colleges and
universities can continue to use race-con-
scious admissions policies, but most legal
analysts advise colleges to proceed with
caution. Recent analyses of various state

percent plans as alternatives to affirmative
action have proven to offer very little hope
for increasing African-American and
Latino students’ presence on more selective
college campuses (Carnevale and Rose,
2003; Tienda et al., 2003). Moreover,

The barriers to college access are primarily financial
and academic, with additional needs for earlier
information, more and better-trained counselors,
opportunities and support for families to partner in
the college preparation process, and admissions
policies that do not exacerbate existing inequalities.

because of the low and stagnant numbers
of poor students entering college today,
other researchers have advocated for
socioeconomic diversity to be added to
existing affirmative action plans
(Carnevale and Rose, 2003).

This synthesis has shown that the bar-
riers to college access are primarily finan-
cial and academic, with additional needs
for earlier information, more and better-
trained counselors, opportunities and
support for families to partner in the col-
lege preparation process, and admissions
policies that do not exacerbate existing
inequalities. However, overcoming four
of these barriers (the academic, informa-
tional, counseling, and family needs) will
depend upon action by K-12 schools.
Therefore, it is important to understand
more about the state of K-12 education
in order to understand specifically how
to improve these conditions of college
access.
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K-12 Context and Calls for

Reform

ifty years ago in Brown v. the

Board of Education, America

outlawed segregation in public

schools, yet today we have an

educational system rife with edu-
cational inequality and segregation. K-12
students today are educated in highly segre-
gated schools (Kahlenberg, 2004; Orfield,
1996; Pathways to College Network, 2003).
Specifically, black and Latino students are
concentrated in schools with high dropout
rates—schools that often lack any signifi-
cant college preparation capacity (Orfield,
1998).

Even though the gap in educational
achievement between African-American
and white students was halved from 1970
to 1988, progress stopped in 1988 (Haycock,
2001). Teacher effectiveness differences
account for much of the “opportunity gap”
from which low-income and minority
students suffer. Poor students and stu-
dents of color are “systematically” taught
by teachers who are less effective because
they: lack content knowledge for their
areas of teaching; have less experience;
teach on emergency credentials; score
lower on standardized tests, teacher
licensing tests, assessments of basic skills,
and college admissions tests; and are
much more likely to have attended noncom-
petitive undergraduate institutions than
teachers at higher-SES schools (Haycock,
2004). Based upon these findings,
Haycock identifies two crucial compo-
nents to improving K-12 education: a

challenging curriculum and effective
teachers.

Research shows that high expectations
and access to caring and knowledgeable
adults who monitor students’ educational
success are key precursors to their academic
achievement in high school and subsequent
enrollment in college (Gandara and Bial,
1999). Teachers can and do affect students’
academic preparation, opportunities to
learn, self-esteem, and motivation to
achieve. Teachers’ expectations for chil-
dren are largely influenced by the instruc-
tors” beliefs about race, ethnicity, and social
class. These assumptions in turn affect
their assessments of students’ ability and
motivation to learn, which in turn affect
how teachers interact with and support
students, whether and how many opportu-
nities to learn and excel they provide to
students, the advice they give students,
and their interactions with students’ fami-
lies (George and Aronson, 2002).

A plethora of educational research and
policy reports have documented inequitable
conditions in K-12 public education for
low socioeconomic and racial and ethnic
minority students (Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, 2003; Callan and Finney,
2003). Some evidence exists that the
disparities in academic achievement
progressively worsen as students advance
from elementary to secondary schools
(Obidah et al., 2004). New empirical
evidence shows that low-income and
immigrant children and children of color
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are being denied essential educational
opportunities to learn by schools that
shock the conscience because they deprive
students of learning essentials: books, qual-
ified teachers, and a safe environment
(Oakes, 2004).

Such conditions have led some
researchers to conclude that the current
structure of middle and high schools is
inadequate to prepare minority, low-
income, and first-generation students
to attend college (Martinez and Klopott,
2003). The Aspen Institute (2003) reports
that for more than two decades, we have
known of the American high school’s
significant shortcomings and that,
even though we have detailed and well-
documented evidence of our failures, the
gap between successful and unsuccessful
high schools is growing and that “most
secondary schools seem impervious to
change” (p. 5).

Today, educators and policy makers are
almost buried under a mountain of calls for
reforming K-12 schools. Most pleas do not
focus on increasing college access, but do
have at their core the essential precondition
for improving college access—increasing
academic performance. Nearly all policy
and research reports on the condition of
K-12 schools agree that we need compre-
hensive reform to meet states’ statutory
obligations to educate all citizens, reduce
disparities in academic preparation for col-
lege, and raise performance levels to meet
standards-based accountability (American
Diploma Project, 2004; Callan and Finney,
2003; Gates Foundation, 2003; Gladieux
and Swail, 1999; Oakes, 2004).

Martinez and Klopott (2003) find that
the most promising elements of reform
initiatives include a more rigorous academic
curriculum for all students, academic and
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social supports, small learning environ-
ments, and the alignment of P-16 curricula.
Aligning curricula and high school gradu-
ation requirements with college entrance
requirements ensures that students are
continually prepared for academic success,
are aware of academic expectations, and
are prepared for college (American
Diploma Project, 2004; Kirst and
Venezia, 2004; Martinez and Klopott,
2003).

Accountability Systems and P-16
Reform
Many federal and state measures, like high
school exit exams, standards, and other
accountability systems, are the result of
genuine (albeit imperfect) efforts to create
policy solutions to improve poor student
achievement, especially for underrepre-
sented minority students. Gayler et al.
(2004) find that more than half of all high
school students today are subject to high
school exit exams and that those numbers
will grow to 70 percent of all students and
80 percent of minority students by 2009.
However, Gayler and colleagues also find
that although these exams measure high
school achievement to some extent, they do
not capture college or labor force readiness.
Standards for Success, a project of the
American Association of Universities and
the Pew Foundation, identifies what high
school students need to know and be able
to do in order to succeed in entrance-level
university courses. It also provides a data-
base of information on state assessments
and researches the connection between
high school test content and university
success standards. Conley’s (2003)
Standards for Success analysis finds very
little alignment between state exams and
entry-level college standards.



The American Diploma Project (2004)
is another powerful voice for P-16 reform
that specifically seeks to restore value to
the high school diploma in terms of both
college readiness and workforce prepara-
tion, by establishing new English and math-
ematics content and skills benchmarks.
This project also illustrates the practical
applications of standards by linking the
benchmarks to actual postsecondary
assignments and workplace tasks. The
American Diploma Project calls upon
college and university leaders not only to
align high school assessments with college
placement indicator systems, but also to
report back to high schools about their
graduates’ academic performance, in
order to create a feedback loop for high
school curricular improvement.

Other evidence has shown that many
accountability measures focus on the
educational floor (minimum literacy stan-
dards), not the ceiling (college readiness).
In response, Callan and Finney (2003) call
for at least two years of postsecondary
experience for every student as a new
national priority. Similarly, the National
Commission on the Senior Year calls for a
college preparatory curriculum for every
high school student and 15 years of com-
pulsory schooling (Viadero, 2001).

These reports and others stress that
policy makers and leaders within K-12 and
higher education need to collaborate and,
beginning with preschool, help create
P-16 systems that ensure greater align-
ment between high school exit skills and
those skills required for college entry
(Callan and Finney, 2003; Conley, 2003;
Venezia et al., 2002). Additionally, many
of these reports call for school reform that
focuses on small learning communities,
renewed emphasis on teaching and learning,
closing the achievement gap, enhancing
schools’ abilities to reform, aligning policies,

monitoring results, and using multiple
indicators of student outcomes (American
Diploma Project, 2004; Aspen Institute,
2003; Callan and Finney, 2003; Conley,
2003; Venezia et al., 2002).

Conflicting policy reports also address
the issue of whether our attention should
be focused on selective colleges or the
more “open enrollment” institutions that
serve 80 percent of all postsecondary stu-
dents today. Kirst and Venezia (2004) call
for higher education’s policy focus to shift
from admissions to selective postsecondary
institutions to the underpreparation of

Many accountability measures focus on the educa-
tional floor ( (minimum literacy standards),
not the 0011111g (college re a(hnoss

K-12 students at broad-access institutions.
They contend that current K-12 and
postsecondary educational systems send
conflicting messages about college prepa-
ration, are fractured, and create unneces-
sary and pernicious barriers to improving
college access. This disconnect leads to
inadequate high school courses, student
underpreparation, and a lack of alignment
between K-12 and postsecondary entrance
and placement tests.

Taking a contrary approach, Carnevale
and Rose (2003) look at the issue of socio-
economic class diversity at the most selec-
tive colleges. They urge policy makers and
administrators to look more closely at
selective colleges because those institutions
post higher graduation rates, greater access
to graduate school, and higher wages in the
labor market among their graduates.
Ultimately, they call for continued use of
affirmative action policies focused on race,
the institution of affirmative action policies
focused on socioeconomic status, and
stronger financial aid policies.
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College Preparation Intervention
Programs

This report has documented how low-
income students and students of color are
often deprived of college-enabling condi-
tions in their K-12 schools. Too often,
these students are enrolled in high schools
that fail to meet the entrance requirements
of more competitive colleges because of
shortages of qualified teachers and college
counselors, and inadequate honors and
advanced placement classes. Pre-collegiate
outreach or intervention programs are
designed to supplement schools and com-
munities with resources that are helpful to
students preparing for college.

Since the 1960s, higher education lead-
ers, policy makers, advocates, and philan-
thropists have developed outreach
programs to provide select students with
the necessary preparation and assistance
for college. In the midst of President
Johnson’s War on Poverty, Congress in
1964 established Upward Bound as the
first federal intervention program. The
Higher Education Act of 1965 established
the TRIO programs and added Talent Search
and Student Support Services to Upward
Bound, thereby laying the foundation for
the federal underwriting of intervention
programs.

TRIO programs were originally devel-
oped to expose low-income and first-
generation college-bound students to
college and available academic support, so
that they might prepare for and succeed in
college. Although designed to serve these
two often-overlapping populations, TRIO
programs make economically disadvan-
taged students their first priority.

In subsequent policy directives, addi-
tional TRIO intervention programs have
been added, including the Ronald McNair
Postbaccalaureate Program, Veterans
Upward Bound, Educational Opportunity
Centers, and Upward Bound Math/Science.
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In 1998, Congress created GEAR-UP
(Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness
for Undergraduate Programs), a grant
program that helps students, beginning

in the sixth grade, overcome social and
cultural barriers to higher education
access. Together, these programs accounted
for $1 billion in the fiscal year 2002 federal
budget.

GEAR-UP represents a new federal
model for serving students. The program
identifies cohorts of students and works
systematically with them, their families,
schools, and nonschool partners to build
students and parents’ knowledge of college,
its potential benefits, and college prepara-
tion requirements. GEAR-UP is a compre-
hensive intervention program that has
several important characteristics: It is
organizational and collaborative, requiring
partnerships among local education agen-
cies, community groups, families, and
colleges and universities; it focuses on stu-
dents and their families; and it is systemic
in its cohort focus.

Atleast 15 states also have undertaken
their own intervention programs and cam-
paigns (Fenske et al., 1997). These pro-
grams run the gamut of early information
and awareness, such as California’s College:
Making It Happen campaign, for the par-
ents of middle school students; Georgia’s
Hope Scholarship program; Minnesota’s
Get Ready program; Rhode Island’s
Children’s Crusade for Higher Education;
and others. In addition, many private
programs for college preparation interven-
tion exist. The most well-known of these
programs is probably Eugene Lang’s I
Have a Dream, which financially supports
more than 13,000 low-income students
in 26 states (Perna and Swail, 2002).
Other programs also are in place, some
of which have been growing significantly,
like AVID (Advancement Via Individual
Determination) and MESA (Mathematics,
Engineering, and Science Achievement).



Federal and state efforts are important,
but the major players in college outreach
programs are colleges and universities.
One in three colleges and universities
offers some kind of outreach program to
assist low-income, first-generation, or
students of color in their college quest
(Chaney et al., 1995).

Most college intervention programs
aim to improve opportunities for individual
students, rather than change the structure
or functioning of schools, and thus are
student-centered, rather than school-
centered, programs. But this is an institu-
tional problem, not an individual problem.
By design, outreach programs are
inequitable because they target only a
small percentage of students and do not
(and perhaps cannot) serve all students
consistently. Also by design, intervention
programs are external to K-12 schools
(Gandara and Bial, 1999) and therefore
supplement but do not fundamentally
change the curriculum or schools’ interac-
tions or perceptions of student potential.
Thus, not surprisingly, outreach programs
have very little effect on academic achieve-
ment. As Gandara and Bial (1999) note:
“Students are exposed to the same school
practices that have been proved to be
unsuccessful for them.” Intervention
efforts are insufficient without core aca-
demic services from K-12 schools
(Gandara and Bial, 1999; Perna and Swail,
2002).

In short, outreach intervention efforts
are not a systematic solution to the policy
problem of equalizing educational access
across all populations, but a system of
educational triage. We are sorting and
allocating scarce educational treatment
to students, but by most estimates, we are
reaching approximately 10 percent of the
eligible or needy populations and it would
take $6 billion to serve all eligible students
(Swail, 2000).

In short, outreach mtervention efforts are
not a systematic solution to the policy problem
of equalizing educational access across all
populations, but a system of educational triage.

Although the information on what
works in college outreach programs is
limited (Gandara and Bial, 1999; Perna
and Swail, 2002; Tierney et al., 2004), we
do know that intervention programs can
double the college-going rates for at-risk
youth (Horn, 1997), can expand students’
educational aspirations (Gandara, 2002),
can increase students’ educational and
cultural capital assets (Gandara and Bial,
1999), and can boost college enrollment
and graduation rates. We also know that
the benefits are often greatest for low-
income students who initially have low
expectations and levels of achievement
(Myers and Schrim, 1999). Kirst and
Venezia (2004) emphasize that without
better information and closer linkages
between K-12 schools and intervention
programs, the benefits of these programs
will be limited. We must go beyond frag-
mented initiatives, and toward universal
programs for all students.
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Action Steps for ngher
Education Institutions

ollege and university leaders

can and must act to reduce the

college access gap. Many of

higher education’s traditional,

full-time students come directly
from the K-12 educational system, thus
higher education institutions have a vested
interest in the quality of future students’
preparation and should become involved
in improving college access. The research
reviewed in this report generally points to
three strategies as essential: First, estab-
lish or reinvigorate teacher preparation
programs and partnerships with low-per-
forming middle and high schools; second,
help lead vigorous P-16 collaborations
that make preparation for college a major
goal of reform; and third, reexamine col-
lege admissions and financial aid pro-
grams to ensure that they are maximizing
opportunity for students.

This report documents that K-12 educa-
tors need help in improving the teaching
and learning conditions for all students,
especially for at-risk students. How can

college leaders help? An immediate way to
have an impact is improving teacher effec-
tiveness. Colleges should provide content
for professional development initiatives for
pre-service and in-service teachers, espe-
cially in key areas like mathematics, science,
and English. Also, teachers need guidance
to help them set high expectations for stu-
dent performance and provide students with
the study skills, time management, and
test-taking strategies necessary for college

preparation. Such activities can help
schools develop cultures that commit to
preparing all students for a full range of
postsecondary options and are embodied in
supportive and knowledgeable administra-
tors, teachers, and counselors.

ACE (1999) investigated improving
teacher effectiveness and offered a 10-step
action agenda for presidents that called for
making teacher education an institutional
priority, connecting teacher preparation to
the institution’s mission, reviewing the
quality of teacher education programs,

How can college leaders help? An immediate way to
have an impact is improving teacher effectiveness.

finding avenues for collaboration, engaging
arts and sciences faculty, supporting
teacher education programs adequately,
improving research on teacher education,
strengthening transfer and recruitment,
providing ongoing professional develop-
ment for teachers, and becoming opinion
leaders on teacher education needs. Three
years later, ACE (2002) issued a final report
that detailed the efforts that college leaders
had made. Two of the major lessons learned
were that improving teacher preparation is
still a job that requires the stature and
unique abilities of presidents and senior
postsecondary leaders, and that the road

to improving teaching is long and requires
an ongoing commitment to collaborative,
consensus-building efforts.
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Specifically, colleges should help
school districts that enroll primarily low-
income students and students of color
solve teacher recruitment and retention
problems by preparing teachers for the
real-life physical and resource conditions
and student learning needs they are likely
to face in these schools. They can begin by
building teacher support networks within
teacher training programs. One award-
winning program that is radically improv-
ing urban schooling in Los Angeles sends
small teams of novice teachers into schools
where there is a cadre of experienced
teachers and school leadership committed
to student outcome improvement. Research
has proven that ongoing support of novice
teachers that continues throughout their
training and into their careers makes a dif-
ference. This program’s rate of retention
of urban teachers is 70 percent after five
years (Quartz, 2003).

Direct services to students and their
families also can be effective, and should
include supporting intervention programs
that help students become better prepared.
These programs are necessary to ensure
a steady supply of higher education’s raw
materials—students. Moreover, higher
education has a moral, fiscal, and equity
imperative to ensure access for low-income,
underrepresented minority and disadvan-
taged students. Quite possibly, colleges
and universities may have more resources
than one might initially think, but to be
effective, intervention programs must be
long-term engagements, for both the
educators collaborating on them and the
students engaged in them. For intervention
programs to be successful, they must be
comprehensive (entailing academic prepa-
ration, family involvement, counseling,
and so forth) and integrated into K-12
settings.
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Any college or university that has
undergraduates who aspire to work in
education often has students in need of
volunteer opportunities, to both explore
their future career and gain valuable expe-
rience. Therefore, colleges should offer
service-learning courses to provide students
with training on a range of K-12 tasks,
such as assisting students with college
applications, motivating them to prepare
for college, tutoring those who are falling
behind, and assisting teachers. Such
opportunities can provide students with
academic credit, field support to make
intellectual connections with the work
they are doing and conditions they are
observing, and potential letters of recom-
mendation for graduate school or employ-
ment. Graduate students and facultyin a
variety of fields can be of use and find use-
ful research projects on topics relevant to
K-12 education or possibly to undertake
evaluations of ongoing initiatives.

But colleges and universities also need
to see themselves, and to be seen, as part
of the same seamless P-16 system. This
alignment means that K-12 and postsec-
ondary curricula and assessments need to
be aligned. College readiness data like SAT
and Advanced Placement scores offer
teachers useful information to use as a
benchmark in making their curricular and
pedagogical decisions. Colleges should
share freshman performance data with
high schools so that this information can
be used to improve student preparation.
Colleges and schools also must encourage
and provide incentives for K-12 and post-
secondary faculty to work together and
understand one another’s content and
pedagogy.

Oregon is the state that has been work-
ing the longest and most effectively at
aligning high school exit requirements
with postsecondary placement require-
ments. PASS (Proficiency-based Admission



Standards System) has been in existence
for more than a decade and has proven to
be successful at instilling in students the
knowledge and skills necessary for entering
and being successful in college. Evaluations
of the PASS program show that participat-
ing students’ successful performance on
the 10th grade assessment closely aligns
with success in their first year of college
(Tell, 2003).

A second exemplary P-16 alignment
program is the collaborative Early
Assessment Program (EAP) among
California State University (CSU),
California’s public schools, the California
Department of Education (CDE), and the
State Board of Education (SBE). By man-
date, CSU draws its students from the top
one-third of high school graduates who
have at least a B average and who have
taken the required college preparatory
curriculum. Yet in recent years, more than
60 percent of CSU’s nearly 40,000 fresh-
men have needed remedial education in
English, mathematics, or both. Facing
spiraling costs for remedial education,
CSU set a goal of reducing the need for
remediation among entering freshmen to
10 percent by 2007. As a practical strategy,
CSU joined with CDE and SBE to examine
the extent to which K-12 assessments
could be used for placement purposes at
CSU. Using the 11th grade California stan-
dards tests in English and math, along with
awriting sample and several additional
higher-order test questions, CSU created
the EAP. Students who take this augment-
ed test and score above the specified
threshold are exempted from taking further
CSU placement tests. Students who score
below the threshold have an opportunity
during senior year of high school to
improve their skills. CSU provides targeted
outreach services to all public high school
students who do not reach the threshold
required for university-level work. EAP’s

benefits include P-16 alignment; an early-
warning college readiness assessment for
students; a comprehensive, school-based
college preparation program targeted to
students in need; a refocusing of the senior
year on college readiness preparation; and
supplemental tutoring and counseling
services for targeted students in all public
high schools.

Many policy reports also call for a
streamlined, statewide data system for
grades K-16 to support and track student
progress through the education pipeline.
Callan and Finney (2003) suggest that
college leaders could develop new forms
of collaboration and call upon states to
reconfigure resource allocations as K-16
allocations and to investigate how to maxi-
mize state facility usage across the K-16
system.

But there is much work for higher
education institutions to do in order to
get their own houses in order. Colleges
and universities have a singular capacity
to help students overcome the financial
barriers to college access. Admissions and
financial aid staff must work with students,
parents, and counselors to make college
prices clear and must help those con-
sumers understand how they can afford
those seemingly unaffordable price tags.
Likewise, no one has a greater ability to
lessen the admissions barriers of college
access than colleges and universities.
Limiting the impact of early admissions
policies, protecting racial and ethnic affir-
mative action, and adding socioeconomic
affirmative action plans will measurably
contribute to lessening the college access
gap. Also, colleges must develop compre-
hensive ways to work with families early in
students’ educational careers to provide
information on academic preparation,
financial aid, adolescent development,
and helping children sustain their
aspirations.
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Admissions and outreach offices should
offer information on college entrance
requirements and the skill levels needed
for completing college work. Teachers,
counselors, and principals need profes-
sional development on these same topics.
They also need to make campus visits so
that they can have firsthand experience
with a variety of colleges to understand
campus climates, offerings, and relative
benefits, and be able to explain them to
students. High schools and college inter-
vention programs are always looking for

Higher education institutions should develop
partnerships with school counselors who know
very little about financial aid but who will be
repeatedly interacting with students and families
on their college affordability concerns.

knowledgeable financial aid professionals
to offer financial aid awareness and plan-
ning sessions for students and parents.
Higher education institutions should develop
partnerships with school counselors who
know very little about financial aid but
who will be repeatedly interacting with
students and families on their college
affordability concerns. Finally, colleges
and universities should develop or expand
dual enrollment and other school-to-college
bridge programs that assist students in
making a successful transition to college.
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Financial aid policies can go a long way
toward improving college access for low-
income students. Therefore, higher educa-
tion must: (1) design aid programs that
make grant commitments to students in
middle or high school and target low-income
students for this and other need-based aid,
particularly in their first two college years;
(2) assess any existing merit-based aid
programs and determine if underserved
students are being excluded and then
make appropriate changes; and (3) work
at the state and federal levels to increase
public funding for need-based aid
programs.

To summarize, the steps that college
presidents can make to narrow the college
access gap are: contribute to teacher pro-
fessional development to help improve the
rigor of K-12 classes; help improve coun-
seling for college; make the student aid
system more understandable; make early
commitments to middle and high school
students who commit to the college track;
and develop intervention programs, singly
or in collaboration with other colleges,
school districts, or statewide partnerships.
Low-SES students and students of color
need more rigorous high school curricula,
better information about college prices,
better and earlier notification of financial
aid packages, a critical mass of students
like themselves on college campuses, and
more affirming campus climates.



(Questions for Institutional
Research

1) What schools in our area are low-performing schools? What schools serve large
numbers of low-income students and students of color? What is the nature of our
relationship with those schools?

2) Do we have relationships with higher performing schools that have significant
numbers of students of color in them? Are we enrolling those students of color
in numbers proportionate with others in those schools?

3) What activities are we currently engaged in with schools? What evidence do we
have about the effectiveness of these activities?

4) If more than one program exists, are there efforts underway to collaborate,
streamline, and learn from one another?

5) Is there one place on campus that tracks all faculty, staff, and student work with
schools? If faculty, staff, or students want to work with schools, do we have a
means to help facilitate their access to low-performing schools?

6) Can we track students on our campus back to specific schools and monitor their
progress to identify schools that do a good job in preparing low-income students?
If so, can we identify what is going right at those places and help other schools
learn from those examples?

7) How well do state high school exams or other standards align with our admissions
requirements and placement tests? Are students who pass state high school exams
being placed in remedial courses?

8) How can we encourage our English and mathematics faculty, especially those
who teach remedial courses, to work with teachers in low-performing schools to
improve those students’ college readiness?

9) From where do we recruit our teacher education students and can we recruit more
who will commit to working in low-performing schools? Can we commit additional

aid for teacher education students who commit to working in low-income schools?

10) Can we arrange for teacher interns to work in low-performing schools in teams?
Can we provide them with additional support?
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11)

12)

13)

14)

15)

16)

17)

18)

How many of our teacher education alumni work in low-income urban or rural
schools? How well do they think our program prepared them to teach in those
environments? What can we do to support them to stay in those schools and
improve their effectiveness as teachers?

Do both our financial aid and admissions officers participate in college fairs and
other outreach activities at low-performing schools?

Do we conduct any specialized training for all high school counselors (not just the
college counselors), such as campus tours or financial aid training?

How much effort do we make to counsel students and parents at low-income
schools on admissions and financial aid? Do we work with parents in early financial
aid outreach to inform them of the basic types of financial aid and ensure them of
adequate support at the time of application?

As an incentive, could we evaluate our federal, state, and institutional aid programs
and develop a plan to commit adequate aid to highly qualified, low-income students
early in their high school careers? What could we do to make a major development
commitment to ensure the success of this project?

What share of our student population receives a Pell Grant? How has that share
changed over time?

How much of our merit- and need-based aid goes to low-income students?

What is the net price for low-income students and how has it changed over time?
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