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Improving Higher Education Attainment for All Students: A National
Imperative

Abstract

Once a world leader, the United States has fallen behind other nations in the educational attainment of its
population. Although the percentage of adults age 45 to 54 who hold at least a baccalaureate degree is higher
in the United States than in other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
nations, the United States now ranks below several other nations, including Norway, the Netherlands, Korea,
New Zealand, Denmark, and Sweden, in the share of adults age 25 to 34 who hold this credential. While the
U.S. invested heavily in the educational attainment of earlier generations, other nations have been investing
substantially in their younger populations. Essentially, educational attainment has stalled in the United States,
with about 30% of adults in each age cohort holding at least a bachelor's degree. Over this same period,
however, educational attainment has been rising dramatically in some other nations. In Korea, for example,

34% of adults age 25 to 34 now hold at least a baccalaureate degree, up from just 17% of adults age 45 to 54.1
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Chapter 1

Improving Higher Education
Attainment of All Students

A National Imperative

Once aworld leader, the United States has fallen behind other nations in the
educational attainment of its population. Although the percentage of adults
age 45 to 54 who hold at least a baccalaureate degree is higher in the United
States than in other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) nations, the United States now ranks below several other nations, in-
cluding Norway, the Netherlands, Korea, New Zealand, Denmark, and Sweden,
in the share of adults age 25 to 34 who hold this credential. While the U.S. in-

vested heavily in the educational attainment of earlier generations, othernations...

have been investing substantially in their younger populations. Essentially, edu-

) cational attainment has stalled in the United States, with about 30% of adults in

each age‘cc;hort h})laihg at least a bachelor’s degree. Over this same period, how-
ever, educational attainment has been rising dramatically in some other nations.
In Korea, for example, 34% of adults age 25 to 34 now hold at least a baccalaureate
degree, up from just 17% of adults age 45 to 54."

Given trends in educational attainment and population growth, for 55% of
U.S. adults age 25 to 64 to have at least an associate’s degree by 2020—the current
performance of the best-performing nation—the United States must increase an-
nual degree production by about 8% per year.? Yet even an 8% annual increase
may be insufficient for the United States to once again lead the world, since this
estimate assumes that educational attainment in other countries will not con-

tinue to rise.
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The Importance of Educational Attainment

to Continued Prosperity

Unless educational attainment improves, workers in the United States will
lack the educational skills and training required to meet the workforce demands
of a global knowledge economy. Nearly all of the 30 fastest growing occupations
(in terms of percentage increases) require at least some college, while nearly
all of the 30 occupations experiencing the largest declines require no education
beyond high school.? Drawing on data from the Bureau of Labor of Statistics and
research about the continued “upskilling” of current jobs, Anthony Carnevale,
Nicole Smith, and Jeffrey Strohl project that 63% of jobs will require education
beyond high school in 2018, up from 56% in 1992 and just 28% in 1973.* This
increase in educational requirements is attributable primarily to an expansion in
the skills required for existing occupations, with smaller shares of the increase
attributable to the creation of new occupations and growth of occupations that
already required postsecondary education. Carnevale and colleagues further
project that, at the current rate of degree production, the demand for workers
with at least an associate’s degree will exceed the supply by 3 million by 2018.
Eliminating this deficit will require raising annual degree production by 10%.

A focus on higher education’s role in promoting workforce readiness is also
necessary because of the need to replace the knowledge and skills of retiring
baby boomers, the largest and most educated generation in history.” Baby boom-
ers, individuals born between 1946 and 1964, represent nearly 40% of the total
population; they began reaching typical retirement age in 2011. The retirement
of so many educated workers will likely contribute to labor market shortages,
as Anderson and Kennedy assert: “While the statistics vary dramatically (esti-
mates of a labor shortage as early as 2010 range from 800,000 workers to almost
10 million), the inescapable fact remains that the ‘baby bust’ generation numbers
11 million fewer bodies than the Boomers. Even with productivity gains, techno-
logical changes, outsourcing options, and immigration inflows, there simply may
not be enough workers to fill available jobs.”®

[Although some argue-that the United States suffers from an over-supply of
college-educated workers, others counter that the growing wage premium paidto
workers who have a college education rather than a high school diploma nullifies
this claim.” In short, if a college education did not improve workers’ productivity,
employers would not pay college-educated workers higher wages.® The OECD
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agrees that more, not less, education is required. In its 2012 Education at a Glance
report, the OECD concludes that recent rapid increases in the educational attain-
ment of most OECD nations have not led to an oversupply of college-educated
workers, arguing: “[There is little evidence that this expansion has led to an ex-
cess supply; on the contrary, most indicators suggest that the expansion of higher
education has not kept pace with the demand for those skills. As aresult, thereis.
a widening gap in employment prospects among individuals with different levels
of ecluc'étloﬁ’ayrld'illcreasing earnings differentials in most countries”? ‘
Clearly, a nation or a state within a nation cannot be prosperous without a
highly educated population. The OECD argues that education is critical to en-
suring that the workforce has the skills required for national economic growth.”?
Along the same lines, Daron Acemoglu, the Killian Professor of Economics at
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and James Robinson, the David Florence
Professor of Government at Harvard University, conclude that a key force differ-
entiating nations that are economically prosperous from nations that are poor is
the extent to which a nation promotes the educational attainment of its popula-

_ tion. These scholats stress the high price that a nation pays fora poorly educated

populatlon. Nations with low levels of educational attainment not only “fail to
mobilize theipnascent talent” but also fail to realize the economic growth that
comes from/“encourag[ing] technological innovation, invest[ing] in people, and
mobiliz[ing] the talents and skills of a large number of 1nd1v1duals

Raising our nation’s educational attainment is also necessary 7 to counteract
the remarkable and growing income inequality that exists in the United States.”
Many forces contribute to the growth in inequality in this nation, including the
decline in public pensions and organized labor, and changes in tax policies. But
among the recognized remedies for increasing income inequality is enabling in-
dividuals to earn high-quality postsecondary education credentials and degrees
that provide meaningful and well-compensated employment.

_Even though the United States is one of the world’s wealthiest nations, its
income nequahty is lnow greater than that of many other nations. Moreover, the
"magmtude of this inequality has increased in recent years, [ A number of 1nd1ca-

“tors illustrate the 1nequal1ty For instance, at the extreme end of the-continuum,

‘nearly one-fifth (18%) of taxable income in 2008, up from 8% in 1980, went
to the top 1% of Americans; the top 1% holds an even greater share of the total

’ distributioh of wealth in the aftermath of the Great Recession.”® In 2008 the dis-
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greater than the income of the bottom 10% of households. The United States has
greater mequahty on this measure than all other OECD nations except for Tur-
ations to which the U S tends

e e T

~ The degree of income 1nequahty along with stagnatlon of economic mobil-
ity for middle- and low-income Americans, not only makes it difficult for many
Americans to pay for postsecondary education but also creates deep political di-
vides.” The magnitude of income inequality in the United States also threatens
continued economic stability and growth and has potentially negative conse-

quences for our nation’s democracy and global 1nﬂuenCe 7 1f the basic Ameri-
can compact that success comes from Worklng hard and “playing by the rules”

‘is fundamentally broken, it is not hard to imagine the eventual civil unrest that

might follow.'® As Nobel Prize—winning economist ]oseph E. Stiglitz’ succinctly
concludes, “Of all the costs imposed on our society by the top 1 percent, perhaps
the greatest is this: the erosion of our sense of identity in which fair play, equality

19
of opportunity, and a sense of community are so important.”

Reducing Inequality in Higher Education Attainment

The United States cannot achieve the levels of educational attainment re-
quired to reach international competitiveness goals or workforce demands
without reducing the profound gaps in attainment that persist across groups
and improving the educational attainment ofBlacks and Hispanics, individuals
from low-income families, and individuals hvmg in countless underserved areas
within states across the nation, including many inner cities and rural areas Al-
though research and other reports commonly highlight persisting d1fferences in
attainment based on demographic characteristics, our case studies also point to
the importance of closing gaps based on geography, since higher educational at-
tainment continues to vary dramatically based on place of residence.

Despite decades of attention from public policymakers, practitioners, and
other concerned individuals, college-related outcomes vary widely across groups.
For instance, although college enrollment rates have increased for all income
groups, the likelihood of earning a college degree continues to rise dramatically
with family income. Data from one longitudinal study show that only 11% of
adults whose parents had been in the lowest-income quintile earned a college
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degr{;,e, compared with 53% of adults whose parents had been in the top-income
quintile.?® Between 1998 and 2008, college enrollment rates of recent high
school graduates trended upward for those in the lowest two quintiles: from 51%
to 55% for those in the lowest quintile and from 51% to 57% for those in the

-second lowest qumtlle ! Yet even with these improvements, the share of recent

hlgh school graduates enrolled in college was still 25 percentage points lower for

those in the lowest than for those in the highest family income quintile in 2008: 7
55% versus 80%. 22 )

Trends in college enrollment by race/ethnicity show a similar pattern of some
progress but remaining gaps. Race/ethnicity is related to, but not perfectly cor-
related with, income. Average incomes are lower for Blacks and Hispanics than
for Whites, but not all Blacks and Hispanics have low incomes and not all Whites
have high incomes.” Between 1990 and 2010, the share of high school gradu-
ates age 18 to 24 who were enrolled in degree-granting institutions rose from
33% to 46% among Blacks, from 29% to 44% among Hispanics, and from 40%
to 49% among Whites.** Despite these increases, the share of individuals who

_ enrolled in college 1mrned1ately after graduating from hlgh school continues to

71% in 2010.% Because of these racial/ethnic dlfferences in college enrollment
as well as racial/ethnic group differences in other higher education outcomes,
educational attainment also continues to be substantially lower for Blacks and
Hispanics than for Whites. In 2009 only 18% of Blacks and 13% of Hispanics age
25 and older held at least a bachelor’s degree, compared with 31% of Whites and
49% of Asians.”®

Demographic trends underscore the necessity of improving attainment—es-
pecially among Hispanics, who not only average low levels of educational at-
tainment but also are one of the nation’s fastest growing racial/ethnic groups.
Non-Whites increased their representation among the total U.S. population by
29% over the past decade, rising from 31% of the total in 2000 to 36% in 2010.”
Between 2000 and 2010, nearly all (92%) of the nation’s population growth was
among Hispanics, Blacks, and Asians rather than Whites.?® Between 2005-6 and
2024—25, the numbers of students attending the nation’s public high schools
(grades 9 to 12) are projected to increase considerably among Hispanics (by
108%) and Asians (by 74%) and modestly for Blacks (13%) but decline by 11%
among Whites.”® In 2010, racial/ethnic “minority” groups already represented

at least 50% of the population—raising questions about the continued appropri-
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ateness of the term “minority”—in two of the nation’s largest states, California
(60%) and Texas (55%), as well as in the District of Columbia (65%), Hawaii
(77%), and New Mexico (60%). Non-Whites now represent more than 40% of
the population in a number of other states, including Arizona (42%), Florida
(42%), Georgia (44%), Maryland (45%), Mississippi (42%), Nevada (46%), New
Jersey (41%), and New York (42%).%°
Clearly, the United States cannot achieve the increases in educational attain-
ment that are required to meet workforce demands and international competi-
~ tiveness goals without alsdj‘r !closing the gaps in educational attainment based on
S race/ethnicity, family incofﬁe, and other demographic characteristics, as well as
~ those based on geography. Reducing inequality in higher education outcomes is
essential if the nation is to achieve the improvements in educational attainment
required for the United States to prosper in a global, knowledge-based society. /
Closing these persisting gaps is also important for reasons of efficiency S\incé
. they cause unacceptable systemic and problematic waste of resources in our edu-
_ cational system. As Acemoglu and Robinson and other observers suggest in their
assessment of the forces that contribg‘ge ,to,,economicAprosperityfoffnatiens;one
source of inefficiency results from the lack of college participation-among some
- ggp&ble.individu@ls.g? When capable individuals do not enroll, neither the indi-
viduals nor society realizes the many market and non-market benefits that come
from greater levels of educational attainment.

A second source of inefficiency is the high rate of failure at many stages of
the educational attainment pathway. Students, families, schools, colleges and
universities, the federal and state governments, and many other entities invest
considerable financial and non-financial resources into the education of indi-
viduals who do not complete their academic programs or move on to maximize
their academic potential. About 72% of students who first enrolled in a private
non-profit college or university in 2006, 61% of students who first enrolled in a
public four-year college or university, 43% of students who first enrolled in a four-
year for-profit institution, and 36% of students who first enrolled in a public two-
year college completed a certificate or degree within six years.*”> The American
Institutes for Research estimated that in just one year, and for only one cohort of
students (i.e., those who first enrolled full-time in fall 2002), the current (prob-
lematically low) six-year bachelor’s degree completion rates were associated with
$3.8 billion in lost earnings to individuals, $566 million in lost federal income
taxes, and $164 million in lost state income taxes.”® Individuals and society de-
serve a better return on their investments.

Improving Higher Education Attainment of All Students 7

Clear and Substantial Benefits of Higher Education

for Individuals

Persisting gaps in educational attainment across groups are also problematic
from the perspective o@ Americans have long believed that higher

education is an engine of opportunity, providing a mechanism for anyone—re-

gardless of family income, skin color, or place of residence—to attain economic

and social prospérity. But variations in educational achievement based on these
characteristics translate into differential access to the many benefits that are in-
creasingly bestowed on individuals with postsecondary credentials and degrees.
Because of these differences, the countless economic and social benefits that ac-
crue to those with higher levels of education are unequally distributed across the
U.S. population.

Among the most visible benefits received by those with a college education is _

N e S

an increase in earnings. For full-time, year-round workers, lifetime earnings (i.e.,

" overa4o-yedr period) are expected to be about 66% higher for bachelor’s degree

recipients than for high school graduates.”® Although earnings continue to be
higher for men than for women, earnings increase with educational attainment
regardless of gender. In 2009, median annual earnings of year-round, full-time
workers were about 60% higher for men and women who had a bachelor’s degree
($62,440 and $46.,830, respectively) than for men and women who had finished
only high school ($39,480 and $29,150, respectively).*

Employment rates increase and unemployment rates decline with the level
of educational attainment. For instance, for adults age 25 and older in the first
quarter of 2010, labor force participation rates were substantially higher for both
men and women who had attained at least a bachelor’s degree than for those who
had completed only high school (82% versus 72% for men; 73% versus 53% for
women). Conversely, only 4.6% of those with at least a bachelor’s degree were un-
employed, compared with 9.7% of those who had completed only high school.”’
Moreover, the benefits of higher educational attainment to employment persist
even in an economic downturn. During the Great Recession, individuals age 21
to 24 who had a bachelor’s degree experienced fewer job losses, less loss of jobs
requiring a college education, and smaller wage declines than individuals age 21
to 24 who held only a high school diploma.38

The earnings premium associated with holding a college degree is not only
substantial but has also grown over the past few decades.* In one quantification
of this growth, Massachusetts Institute of Technology economist David Autor
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estimates that workers with a bachelor’s degree earned 95% more per hour than
workers with a high school diploma in 2008, a noteworthy increase over the 50%
earnings premium in 1980, attributing the growing ;vage benefit associated with
holding a bachelor’s degree to both increases in the earnings of workers with col-
lege degrees and declines in the earnings of those without.*’

Experts disagree on whether the observed difference in earnings between
those with and those without a college education over- or, understates the true
magnitude of the gap. Some of the observed difference in earnings based on edu-
Ve cational attainment is unquestionably attributable to other differences between
i\k\individuals, including differerigeswin Iﬁoﬁvatioﬁ; ambition, and academic abil-
ity.* In other words, individuals who earn a college degree would receive higher
earnings even without the degree because they have greater self-motivation and
other characteristics that are valued by employers. Nonetheless, although “ambi-
tion” is difficult to measure, research suggests that the observed earnings pre-
mium associated with earning a college degree is reduced but not eliminated
after taking into account differences between the characteristics of individuals
who do and do not complete college.*”

Moreover, as other scholars argue, the observed earnings premium for col-
lege graduates relative to high school graduates may actually understate the
benefits that result from earning a college degree. College graduates realize
not only higher wages but also other benefits that improve their financial well-
being, including greater likelihood of being employed, a tendency to work more
hours per week and per year, and greater likelihood of receiving nonwage bene-
fits, including paid time-off and employer—provided retirement contributions.”
College graduates also realize many non-market benefits, including improved
health, longer life, greater likelihood of lifelong learning, and more informed
purchases.” The importance of college in conferring these benefits has likely
increased as the role of labor unions has declined. Union membership is typi-
cally associated with higher wages (especially for unskilled, blue-collar, and less-
educated workers), better working conditions, and greater fringe benefits such
as paid time off, health insurance, and retirement plans. But both the number
and share of employed workers who are members of unions have declined over
time. In 2003, union members numbered just 15.8 million (down from a high of
21.0 million in 1979) and 11.5% of all employed workers (down from 28.3% of all
employed workers in 1954).%

___Having some education-beyond high school is increasingly required for a
middle-class incom;_i%pd upward economic ‘mobility.% The likelihood of adult

o e

E
E
E

o =G .
individual or private benefits, ignoring the many ways that society
when more individuals enroll in and chqglpletemcollegét,m /
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children having family income or total wealth that exceeds that of their parents
is higher for those who have completed at least 16 years of schooling than for
those who have not. For instance, 42% of adult children with a college degree, but
only 21% of those without a college degree, had $100,000 more wealth (defined
as total assets less debts) than their parents. Among those who were raised in
the bottom quintile of the income distribution, 59% of those with a college de-
gree and only 19% of those without a college degree had at least $100,000 more
wealth than their parents.”’

Moreover, over the past four decades, individuals without a college education
have become increasingly concentrated among those with the lowest incomes.
More than half (59%) of high school dropouts and a third (35%) of high school
graduates were in the lower-income strata in 2007, considerably higher shares
than in 1970 (39% and 22%, respectively). Over the same period, those with
a bachelor’s or graduate degree represented a growing share of those with the
highest incomes. In 2007, 48% of individuals with a bachelor’s degree and 61%
of individuals with a graduate degree were in the upper-income income strata, a
greater concentration than in 1970 (37% and 41% respectively).48

. Higher education is especially important to the upward economic mobility

of individuals from the lowest-income fafni}ies. A:dalyses of data from the Panel

*Stiidy of ‘Ineonite-Dynamies piiblished bi}”theg_%rooldngs Institution; show that

nearly half of adults who were from the poorest families and did not attain a
college education also ended up poor. In contrast, only 16% of college-educated
adults from the poorest families ended up as poor as their parents.* At the same
time, a college degree is virtually required to gain access to the highest-income
strata. Only 5% of adult children from the poorest families who did not earn a

/
college degree hadincomes in the top quintilé, compared
50

£

thf,PEQE@Einmﬂ'ies_th.did, earn a-college degree

The Convergence of Individual and Public Benefits

Clearly, individuals who-participate in and graduate from college realize rhany
substantial benefits. But too often discussion of such fundamental questions as

_who should go to college and who should pay for-eollege~emphasizes.only the

alsofjben?ﬁts

e

e —

" The intertwined nature of the individaal yandﬁi)‘ublic or societal benefits com-
plicates efforts to cleanly differentiate them. For example, the higher annual
earnings, lower rates of unemployment and poverty, and greater likelihood of

19% of adults from
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employer-provided health insurance that college graduates receive are typically thus students (and their families) should have primary responsibility for paying ‘
framed as benefits to individuals who participate in college.” Although these f the costs. Yet this view ignores the many and substantial publlc beneﬁts that also ‘

outcomes are certainly desirable for individuals, the benefits extend beyond the | _result from higher education. Based on his comprehenswe review of the market
1

individual. Higher individual incomes contribute to a higher tax base and more and non-market benefits of h1gher education that accrue to both individuals and

tax revenues, lower rates of unemployment and poverty translate into’ less use of society, education economist Walter McMahon estimated that soc1etal beneﬁts

" social support programs, and greater likelihood of employer prov1ded health in- o account for about half (52%) of the total benefits of higher education.”’

“suratice means less reliance on government—supported programs like Medicaid. “The i 1ncreas1ng prlvatlzatmn of higher education also ignores the critical so-

College- _educated individuals also enjoy better health, more job satisfaction, and cietal needs for and benefits of higher education. Throughout our nation’s his- I

= greater family stability, as well as better educational outcomes for their children, tory, the U.S. federal and state governments have recognized the societal benefits I
all outcomes that make both the individual participant and society more gener- - through public policies that encourage individual investment in higher educa-
ally better off? tion.”® After World War II, for instance, the federal government provided funding |

The many substantial benefits of higher education to individuals—especially for the “GI Bill,” which enabled individuals serving in the armed services to attend ;

the increase in earnings—provide a convenient justification for the growing college and thereby helped the nation avoid major unemployment of veterans.

privatization of higher education costs.” The increasing responsibility that stu- " The federal g\Vernment enacted and pe E_I'lOCllCa_llY amended the Higher Education

dents have for paying for college is signaled most dramatically by soaring tuition Actof1g §s authorizing p programs designed to reduce the financial barriers to at-

costs and the growing indebtedness of college students and graduates. Over the tendance for students from low-income famrhes and support the transition into

past five years (from 2007-8 to 2012-13), average tuition and fees (the “sticker “and through college for first- -generation college students, thus expandlng college

price”) for in-state students increased by 24% above the rate of inflation at pub- opportunity for groups that had prev1ously been excluded< State governments w

lic two-year colleges, 27% at public four-year colleges and universities, and 13% 7 encouraged h1gher education opportumty by creatmg commumty colleges and

at private non-profit four-year colleges and universities. These patterns mirror

colleges and unlvers1t1es that offered an array of professmnal degree programs
In short, between World War II and until about the-mid-1980s, higher edu—
cation was viewed as a mechanism that benefited both individuals and soc1ety
“With the GI Bill, the H1gher Education Act of 1965 and its 1972 reauthorization,
and other government policies (such as the creation of a progressive tax system)
inequality in the United States declined.” S 1
Beginning in the mid-1980s, however, the orientation of public pohcy began J;

increases that occurred during the prior five-year period (2002-3 to 2007-8),

when the sticker price rose by 18% beyond the rate of inflation at public two-year
colleges, 31% at public four-year colleges and universities, and 12% at private
non-for-profit four-year colleges and universities.**

Over the past ten years both the rate of borrowing and the amount of cumu-

lative debt have also increased. For instance, 57% of individuals who received

bachelor’s degrees from public four-year colleges and universities in 2010-11

had borrowed, up from 52% of bachelor’s degree recipients in 2000-1; the aver- to change. With the,, Reagan revolut1o} the federal government substantially =

age amount borrowed among these graduates was $23,800 in 2010-11, up from deregulated the market, scaled-back some public programs, and shifted respon-

$20,100 (in constant 2011 dollars) in 2000-1.” Both the rate of borrowing and sibility for other public programs to states.*® States, in turn, began to shift more

of the responsibility for funding higher education to students and their families.

the amount borrowed have increased regardless of family income. For instance,
nearly half (42%) of dependent college students from the lowest family income Inequality began to increase as the federal and some state governments reduced

quartile borrowed an average of $6,200 in 2007-8; by comparison, 36% of de- “social programs des1gned to level the playing field and reduced the progresswlty

pendent college students in the lowest family income quartile borrowed an aver- of the tax system : and as structural changes in the economy reduced the demand

age of $3,300 in 1995-96.%°
This shifting of the burden of paying for college costs to students reflects an

for unskilled /x%vorkers and increased the demand for skilled workers.®" |
Just as thé “expansion of higher education was necessary-after World War IL;

assumption that students are the primary beneficiaries of higher education, and the nation is again at a point when publlc policy must recognize the convergence
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of the public and private benefits of higher education. This convergence must be
recognized in order to ensure our nation’s continued economic prosperity in a
global knowledge-based society, meet the growing demand from employers for
college-educated workers, and close growing gaps in educational and economic
prosperity across groups. These needs all speak to the government’s role—as
manifest through public policy—in maximizing the benefits of higher education
by encouraging greater overall educational attainment and reducing gaps in at-
tainment across groups. The converging of public and private benefits should en-
courage all those interested in higher education and the associated economic and

) rethink the amount and means

~and | programs are, and should be, used not only to advance the economic well-
~being of individual participants but also to meet the societal need for continued
economic prosperity. Stiglitz underscores the power of public policy in address-
ing current societal needs: “Much of the inequality that exists today is a result of
governmental policy, both what the government does and what it does not do.”*
According to 2011 polling data from the Pew Charitable Trusts, Economic
Mobility Project, most Americans believe that government should play a role in
advancing economic mobility but that it is not effectively assisting those from
poor and middle-class families.®® Most Americans also believe that postsecond-
ary education and training is very important to an individual’s future economic
prosperity (79%) and that the government should do more to improve college
affordability (80%). Suggesting the political challenges associated with identify-
ing the most appropriate path forward, however, Americans believe that the most
effective government strategies for improving economic prosperity of individuals
include improving college affordability (40%) and enhancing the quality of K-12
education (40%), as well as reducing government spending (48%) and reducing
government debt (43%).%*
The Role of Government in Raising
Higher Education Attainment and Closing Gaps

President Obama and the leaders of philanthropic and other policy-oriented
organizations have called for improvements so that the United States once again
leads the world in the educational attainment of its population. Nonetheless,
political support to increase the proportion of the population with some post-
secondary education is uneven. Moreover, the federal and state policies that are
currently in place were designed for an era of expansion in the U.S. higher edu-

|
E
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‘ recelved by undergraduates nationwide in 201i=132 Was from" federal-programs .
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cation system but not intended to virtually double rates of higher educational

attainment.

FEDERAL HiGHER EDUcATION POLICIES
Focus oN RESEARCH AND STUDENT AID

As Ronald Heck observes, public policies are determined “by the political phi-
losophy associated with governments and the surrounding social and cultural
contexts of the settings in which those governments exist.” The approach to pub-
lic policy in the United States is defined by its federalist form of government.
Under federalism, powers are distributed between multiple levels of govern-
ment, with the federal and state governments receiving “their powers from the
Constitution” and having “substantial powers and responsibilities.” Educational
policymaking is influenced by governors, legislatures, and courts at the federal,
state, and local government levels, as well as by government administrators, busi-
nesses, the media, and the public.65

Although the federal government has developed many policies that influence
higher education directly and indirectly, one prominent focus has been to appro-

priate funding to encourage the production of research at U.S. universities. ThlS
funding is concentrated in a relatively small number rof ¢ colleges and universities.
In 2009-10, 120 colleges and universities received 58% of the nearly $77.5 billion
awarded via federal contracts, grants, and appropriations for federally funded
research and development centers.®® Federal investment in research enhances
the nation’s production of basic and applied research and improves the ability
of public and private universities to compete in research and development. But
because tederal research dollars ﬂbf used only to support research actrvmes

the universities that receive these dollars (asa group) enroll far fewer studentsﬁ .
than other sectors of higher education, particularly public ¢ communlty colleges
and public four-year comprehensive institutions.

The primary mechanism that the federal government uses to encourage indi-
vidual participation in higher education, especially among students from lower-
and middle-income families, is its substantial annual investment in student fi-

nancial assistance. About three-fourths of the total $185.1 billion n ! studertaid ™

(1 e., Federal Pell Grants and other federal grant programs, Federal Work-Study, -
- federal loans, and federal  education tax cred1ts) Despite the magnitude of this

investment, the federal government’s approach to student financial assistance
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_ lacks “philosophical coherence” as reflected by the wide array of distinct pro-

’/

i

//

grammatic goals, lacks “well-considered patterns of policy development,” and

", suffers from the absence of “systematic ‘housecleaning’ to reduce the policy and
/ program contradictions, inefficiencies, and illogics accumulated in the years

\ since the Great Society era” Only “operational details” of the programs have been

1

1

1
A

altered over time.®®

Federal loans represent a considerable share of financial aid dollars: 52% of
all federal student aid including tax credits and 38% of all undergraduate aid in
2011-12. Although student financial aid and tax credits may ease the burden of
paying college costs for those who would attend anyway, student financial aid
(especially need-based grants) may also promote the enrollment of students who
would not have enrolled without the aid. Research demonstrates that financial
aid in the form of grants is positively associated with college enrollment and
choice,® that the positive effects are larger for grants that are awarded based on
financial need than for grants awarded based on non-need criteria,”® and that the
positive effects of grants are larger for students from low-income families than for
other students.” Research also shows that loans generally are not associated with
improvements in college access and completion,” but students from low-income
families and communities are less willing than other students to use loans to pay

college costs.”

TrE RESPONSIBILITY OF STATES FOR
IMPROVING EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

Notwithstanding the federal government’s substantial investment in student
financial assistance, in the United States individual states have the primary re-
sponsibility for developing policies that promote the educational attainment of
their populations and close gaps in attainment across groups.”* Public policies
established by the federal government form the context for, and may interact
with, the policies that state governments adopt.75 Interactions between federal
and state policies can enhance or undermine efforts to increase educational
attainment.

The first major federal-state partnership in higher education was the federal
Morrill Land Grant Acts (i.e., the Morrill Act of 1862 and the Morrill Act of
1890). Under these acts, the federal government gave land to eligible states so
that states would develop public colleges and universities that advanced educa-
tion in agriculture and mechanical arts. With the Morrill Acts, “a regularized
pattern of state tax support for public universities” began.”® Today 74 land-grant

|
:
|
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colleges and universities (18 of which are historically Black colleges and universi-
ties) are operating nationwide.””

Another notable example of a federal-state policy interaction is the Leverag-
ing Educational Assistance Partnership (LEAP) Program, formerly known as the
State Student Incentive Grant (SSIG) program. Originally authorized by the fed-
eral government in 1972, this program provided matching funds to states that
award grants to students based on their financial need and thus incentivized the
establishment of state-sponsored need-based financial aid programs in many
states.”® Nonetheless, the elimination of federal appropriations to LEAP begin-
ning in FY2011 (compared with $63.852 million appropriated in FY 2010) illus-
trates a weakening of the intergovernmental compact to improve the availability
of need-based financial aid.”® Other than student financial aid, little intergovern-
mental effort has focused on improving postsecondary educational outcomes.

The federal government has played a more active role in K-12 education,
even though states also have prlmarlly respons1b1hty for K-12. The federal No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), the 2001 reauthorization of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, is one example of federal and state policy interaction
pertaining to K-12 education. Among other provisions, NCLB requires states to
annually assess the basic reading and mathematics skills of public school students
in select grades. States may develop their own assessments and establish their
own standards but must monitor whether schooj,,arg\ ing a _/q_\awly

’ Enghsh proﬁc1ency, and ma]or rac1al/ethn1c groups To fac1htate comparlsons of
" academic achlevement across states the leglslatlon also requires states that re-

ceive federal Title I funds to administer the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) in reading and mathematics to fourth and eighth graders every
two years.®® Although the high school exams that states implemented in response
to NCLB emphasized the need for academic standards, some evidence suggests
that they may have resulted in some unintended negative consequences, includ-
ing focusing the attention of high schools, teachers, parents, and students on
meeting standards that are lower than those required for college admission and
completion, thus encouraging high school teachers and staff to focus only on
students graduating from high school rather than also on succeeding in college.®!

Other positive and negative implications of NCLB have been widely discussed
and debated. Although the provisions of NCLB may be altered in the next reau-
thorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, this intergovern-




16 The Attainment Agenda

mental work has resulted in greater attention to the measurement of student
achievement and differences in achievement across groups.
Reflecting their unique historical and social contexts as well as their particular
philosophies toward and priorities for education, states use a range of policies to
_ encourage students to enroll and complete h1gher educat1on “One-dimension
of statewide variation pertains to the organization of a state’s ‘higher education
system. Although much attention has been paid to the rapid rate of growth in the
private for-profit sector, in most states the vast majority of students continue to
attend public institutions. In fall 2010, 72% of the more than 21 million students
enrolled in degree-granting colleges and universities nationwide were attending
public rather than private not-for-profit or private for-profit institutions.®® But,
the degree of reliance on public colleges and universities to deliver higher educa-
tion varies across states and regions. More than 9o% of enrollments in several
western states (Alaska, Wyoming, New Mexico, and Montana) are in public col-

le(ges and universities. In contrast, private not-for-profit institutions play a much
E, "

greater role in prqv(rdmg h1gher education opportunity, especially in such north-
eastern states asl the Massachusetts Rhode Island, New York, and Vermont.* In
y fall 2010 for-proﬁt institutions accounted for at least 15% of total enrollments in
~ Florida, Colorado, Minnesota, West Virginia, Iowa, and Arizona, but less than
one percent of total enrollments in Montana and Rhode Island.®

_The configuration of a state’s higher education system influences the types of
pubhc pohc1es that are rquged to promote hlgher educatlon attamment For

half of total enrollments into cornmumty colleges.86 A number of states with
large populations also have very large numbers of students enrolled in commu-
n1ty colleges (e g., Texas). Community colleges have the advantage of prov1d1ng
“students transfer from communlty colleges and earn four -year degrees.”” There-
fore, states with large community college sectors must consider strategies for
fac1l1tat1ng student transitions across educatlonal sectors 1f they are to improve
i bachelor s degree attalnment -
/ ]ust as the nature of hlgher education systems varies across states, so does
the level of public subsidy that a state provides for higher education. All states

| provide financial support to their colleges and universities, but these subsidies
%L\ vary | based on the structure of the state s h1gher educatlon system its ph1losophy

educat1on and the extent to which it seeks to mcentlvue enrollment at private

S - B
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colleges and universities. On average, state subsidies covered 71% of education

“and related expenses at community colleges (i.e., $7,404 per FTE), 54% at public

master’s institutions (i.e., $6,578 per FTE), and 52% at public research universi-
ties (i.e., $8,055 per FTE) in 2007-8.%8 But the share of education and related ex-
penses covered by state subsidies differs dramatically across states. For instance,
for public research universities, the state subsidy ranged (in 2007-8) from less
than 25% in Colorado, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island, to more than 70% in
Alaska, Hawaii, New York, and W'yoming.89 Total education revenue (defined as
state appropriations and net tuition less net tuition used for capital debt service)
per FTE also varies. Education revenue per FTE averaged $11,043 nationwide in
FY2o012, but it ranged from less than $8,300 per FTE in Florida and Washington
to more than $16,000 per FTE in Wyoming, Alaska, and Delaware. Total educa-
tion revenue per FTE over the past five years (from FY2007 to FY2012) declined
by an average of 7.9% (in constant dollars) nationwide, but changes over this
period varied from about a 25% decline in Idaho and Florida to a more than 15%
increase in North Dakota and Illinois.”®

State higher education systems also diverge in terms of their current levels of
educational attainment.and.the-magnitude-of improvement’ ‘in educatlonal at-

P -

tainment required to achieve international competitiveness goals Such varia-
tions Tight be expected, given differences in the characteristics of higher edu-
cation systems and state policy approaches as well as differences in numerous
dimensions of the broader state demographic, economic, historical, and political
context. Even with past and current investments, however, all states except Mas-
sachusetts must improve their performance in order for 55% of adults age 25 to
64 to have at least an associate’s degree by 2020, the level of educational attain-
ment required for international competitiveness. Table 1 illustrates the variation
in required improvements, with several states (e.g., Arkansas, Louisiana, Alaska,
Nevada) needing annual increases of more than 12% to reach the level of edu-
cational attainment of the best-performing nations. The large and fast-growing
states of‘California, Texas, and Florida all require annual increases in the number

of degrees produced that exceed the national average increase of 7.9%.”

Fiscal Constraints

Efforts to improve state higher education performance must occur at a time
when states are experiencing, and will continue to experience, considerable con-
straints on and competition for available fiscal resources.” Following the eco-

nomic downturn that began in December 2007, most states suffered sizeable




Tuble1 FEducational Attainment and Annual Increase in Degree Production Required
for 55% of the Population Age 25 to 64 to Hold at Least an Associate Degree by 2020

% With at Least an 9% With at Least an
Associate Degree Associate Degree
(2008) % Increase Required (2008)
Percent of
Adults Age Annual Age Age
2510 64 Rank Increase Rank 25t034 451064
Nation 379 - 79 - 37.8 371
Alabama 31.6 42 10.0 38 31.8 30.7
Alaska 36.3 30 12.8 49 30.5 38.8
Arizona 34.4 38 109 44 30.7 369
Arkansas 26.5 49 12.3 47 259 254
California 38.6 21 9.2 34 35.9 40.1
Colorado 45.3 4 33 6 41.5 46.7
Connecticut 46.6 2 3.1 5 46.3 457
Delaware 37.0 26 8.6 32 36.4 37.2
Florida 36.8 29 8.7 33 35.3 36.9
Georgia 36.2 31 10.0 39 34.0 35.7
Hawaii 42.3 12 6.2 19 40.9 42.8
Idaho 34.8 36 9.8 37 34.1 34.9
Illinois 40.8 15 54 18 42.7 38.2
Indiana 334 40 8.3 27 36.0 31.0
Towa 38.8 20 4.4 12 459 341
Kansas 40.5 16 5.0 15 41.5 39.1
Kentucky 29.2 47 10.7 42 32.2 26.8
Louisiana 27.0 48 12.5 48 28.1 259
Maine 36.8 28 8.3 26 36.2 374
Maryland 439 8 5.1 16 44.6 42.6
Massachusetts 49.6 1 -1.2 1 534 47.6
Michigan 35.6 33 8.4 29 35.8 34.2
Minnesota 45.0 6 2.6 4 48.3 409
Mississippi 29.3 46 10.8 43 317 27.5
Missouri 349 34 79 24 36.6 33.2
Montana 37.6 25 8.0 25 36.1 364
Nebraska 40.5 17 4.5 13 44.1 377
Nevada 30.1 45 14.5 50 28.2 32.0
New Hampshire 46.0 3 2.1 3 45.6 44.8
New Jersey 44.6 7 4.3 11 46.0 42.8
New Mexico 334 39 10.3 40 28.5 35.7
New York 437 9 34 7 477 40.8
North Carolina 36.9 27 8.5 30 36.0 36.7
North Dakota 45.2 5 1.2 2 49.5 40.9
Ohio 34.9 35 8.3 28 36.4 32.7
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Table 1 (continued) -
% With at Least an % With at Least an
Associate Degree Associate Degree
(2008) % Increase Required (2008)
Percent of
Adults Age Annual Age Age
25 to 64 Rank Increase Rank 25t034 45t0 64
Oklahoma 313 43 9.8 36 30.3 31.0
Oregon 38.6 22 8.5 31 36.3 39.3
Pennsylvania 379 24 6.2 21 42.8 34.8
Rhode Island 41.4 14 39 9 434 39.8
South Carolina 344 37 9.7 35 344 34.0
South Dakota 394 19 51 17 43.6 36.5
Tennessee 313 44 111 45 31.3 30.3
Texas 333 41 11.5 46 30.7 34.2
Utah 40.2 18 5.0 14 38.2 41.0
Vermont 43.6 10 37 8 43.8 435
Virginia 434 1 4.2 10 424 42.7
Washington 42.0 13 6.2 20 394 42.7
West Virginia 25.6 50 10.6 41 28.2 23.6
Wisconsin 38.0 23 7.2 22 39.7 35.6
Wyoming 36.0 32 7.6 23 34.3 354
Sources: Kelly, “Projected Degree Gap: Percent of 25 to 64 Year Olds with Associate Degrees or Higher”;
National Center for Higher Education Management Systems, “ACS Educational Attainment by Degree-
Level and Age-Group (American Community Survey).” /\)va,‘/ y e PV
I's

declines in revenues. Many states responded to these declines by making polic;f
changes that reduce their ability to achieve improved educational attainment,
including reducing state appropriations, increasing tuition, reducing student
financial aid awards, and changing the rules for distributing resources (for ex-
ample, by changing the criteria for receiving state funds or the formula for al-
locating state funds).

Historically, state revenue shortfalls have generally resulted in disproportion-
ate cuts in appropriations for higher education, given higher education’s tradi-
tional role as the “balance wheel” in state budgets and the ability of higher edu-
cation to raise its own revenues through tuition increases.”® Federal “stimulus”
funds appropriated through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of
2009 (ARRA) ameliorated the negative impact of this decline on higher edu-

cation revenues between 2009 and 2011. With ARRA support, total state and
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local revenue for higher education remained essentially unchanged during that
period. However, state and local revenue at public colleges and universities de-
clined in constant dollars even with ARRA support as enrollments increased.
State and local support per FTE student in FY 2012 was at its lowest level in
25 years (after adjusting for inflation). Colleges and universities have tended to
compensate for the decline in per student revenues by increasing tuition; thus,
net tuition revenue per FTE rose in constant dollars by 5% each year between
2009 and 2011, and then by 9.3% between 2011 and 2012.%

With the end of ARRA funding, the magnitude of the decline in state revenues
during the Great Recession, the slow rebound in state revenues following the
official end of the Great Recession, political difficulties associated with raising
taxes, and potential negative implications for state budgets of the federal deficit,
most states will likely face continued budget challenges into the near future.”
States will also face continuing constraints on the availability of funds for higher
education because of structural budget deficits, defined as the inability of cur-
rent revenue streams to provide sufficient resources for public services, given
trends in the populations to be served. Many of these structural deficits are the
result of tax policies that were created to collect revenue from an economy of an
earlier era rather than a global, knowledge-based economy. By 2016 the state and
local budget deficit as a percent of revenues was expected to average 6% across
states but range from a low of 2.1% in Maryland to a high of 10.8% in Texas
and 10.9% in Mississippi.”® Importantly, these projections likely understate the
magnitude of the looming state fiscal challenges because they were based on
pre-recession data.

ﬁ\ states must identify ways to improve performance in a fiscal context

that promises es few additional state resources and continued fierce competition
(especially from K-12 education and health care programs) for the resources that
are available. Corina Eckl, fiscal program director at the National Council of State
Legislatures, and Scott Pattison, director of the National Association of Budget
Officers, poignantly describe the implications of the constrained fiscal context

for higher education:

With the fiscal situation so dire for states going forward, the hlgher educatlon

. Even with a stronger economy and better
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stepping back to view state budgets in a larger context, many state budget ex-
perts anticipate “a new normal” of state spending growth that will be much

lower than what states were accustomed to in the past.97

The Role of States in Raising Educational Attainment

Clearly, renewed attention to the role of state government in improving higher
education attainment and reducing gaps in attainment across groups is required.
Although the federal government may create policies that complement and in-
centivize the work of states, state governments have the primary responsibility
for addressing the educational needs of their state and population.

With this context as the foundation, this book addresses the following ques-
tion: How can states use public policy to improve the performance of higher
education to maximize the individual and societal benefits, in light of the specific
characteristics of their state? These state-specific characteristics include trends
in higher education performance and the nature and magnitude of required im-
provements, the characteristics of the state’s higher education system, and the
demographic and fiscal context (as described earlier in this chapter) as well as
other state-specific contextual characteristics.

We address this question by exploring, in depth, how state policy explains the
performance of higher education during the past 15 to 20 years in five states:
Georgia, Illinois, Maryland, Texas, and Washington. These states differ in many
ways, including their overall educational attainment, disparities in attainment
across groups, and the characteristics of their higher education system and gov-
ernance structures, as well as other demographic, fiscal, and political contextual
characteristics. Chapter 3 details the rationale for selecting these five states, com-
pares and contrasts the characteristics of these five states with each other and all
U.S. states, and summarizes the procedures that we used to conduct the single
and cross-state analyses. )
We define higher education performance as the college-related outcomes that

lead to improved educational attainment overall and reduced inequality inattain- .

used in some earlier research.’® They mirror four of the six categories used in the
National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education’s state-by-state report
card, Measuring Up. Produced between 2000 and 2008, the biennial report card

awarded states grades on each of six dimensions of performance: preparation,
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participation, affordabrhty, cornpletlon benefits, and learning. The indicators
usffln“MeMg\U the Arst national effort to systematlcally examine state-
by-state performance, provided clear and easily understood information about
different dimensions of performance as well as a mechanism for monitoring gaps
in performance across different groups within a state.

Unquestionably, the journey that culrninates in postsecondary educational at-

early childhood and preschool, elementary, and secondary educatron as well as
higher educatlon we hrnlt our attentron to  the. h1gh school and college-related

cornpletlon ofa baccalaureate degree Thrs focus not only improves the manage-
ability and tightens the focus of our work but also reflects the present structural
approach of policymakers and practitioners to education. In most U.S. states and
the federal government, different although related aspects of the educational
pathway continue to be treated separately, since early childhood, K-12, and
higher education are typically overseen by unconnected governmental agencies,
departments, and legislative committees.

Although our data collection protocols and initial conceptualization also in-
cluded attention to research productivity, we do not include research excellence
or productivity in our definition of higher education performance. Certainly, gov-
ernment support for research can create noteworthy direct and indirect bene-
fits, particularly with regard to state and national economic development and
productivity as well as quality of life.” However, although all states should have
some investment in research, the ideal balance between investment in research
and graduate study rather than undergraduate education should depend on the
educational needs of the state and the characteristics of the economy.'”® Foster-
ing research excellence is a responsibility that is shared by a limited number of
research universities, the states in which they are located, and the federal govern-
ment. When public resources are finite, pursuing research excellence may come
at the expense of other statewide goals, particularly statewide efforts to promote
the overall educational attainment of its population and to reduce gaps in attain-
ment across group. The Texas case study poignantly illustrates how state efforts to
expand research excellence can come at the expense of educating a growing and
diverse population. Moreover, limiting state support of research activities may
help ensure that resources are not spread across too many institutions, thereby
diluting research quality. We exclude research performance from our definition

i
|
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of hlgher education performance not because we believe that states should aban-
“don s support for research univertsities, but because inveéstment in research needs

to be cons1dered in hght of the 1nvestments a state must make to improve hlgher"

Ins sum Wh1le ma1nta1n1ng the ex1st1ng quahty of research universities is/im-
portant we argue that the most pressmg societal challenge facing hrgher edu-

perspective guldes our definition of hrgher education performance

7

/I i
No Silver Bullet

Following the release of the Measuring Up report cards, many states increased
their attention to performance. These biennial report cards allowed states to
monitor trends over time in their performance in the graded categories. How-
ever, although providing a useful starting point for assessing state performance,
Measuring Up did not identify the public policies that caused a state to have better
or.worse performance than other states on particular indicators and did not ex-
plain the forces that caused a state’s performance to improve or decline over time.

Several recent initiatives focus on the role of states in improving one par-
ticular aspect of higher education performance: college completion. These ini-
tiatives offer recommendations-and resources. to states seeking to improve this

outcome. For instance, Cornplete Colleg \\a national initiative spon-

tion by: (1) establishing annual state- and institution- spec1ﬁc cornpletlon goalsy

(2) creating and implementing state- and institution-level plans to achleve‘t’ﬁe

goals; and (3) collecting and usm@easurp’a/gd pubhEle report progress
RS

toward achieving the goals. The National Governors Association specifies that

governors who sign on to its Complete to Compete initiative take the following

five steps: (1) review data to identify the state’s performance at various points in

the educational pipeline; (2) assess dlfferences in performance based on race

ethnicity, family income, and | geographic region v w1th1n the state; (3) set targets ‘

for improvement on partrcular performance indicators; (4) consider the Waysl

that currentp pohc1es and regulatlons prornote or discourage attainment; and

ks

The Leaders and Laggards report 1ssued in 2012 by the Institute for a Com-

petitive Workforce, an affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, also defines
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higher education performance as degree completion. This report. grades public
. higher education in each state on six dimensions: (1) student _access “and suc-
. cess; (2) efﬁc1ency and cost-effectiveness; (3) meeting labor market demand
(4) transparency and accountability; ( 5) pelicy environment; and (6) innovation.
The report recommends that statés promote ‘degree completion by linkmg some

share of state appropriations to degree completion, setting specrﬁc targets for

__graduation rates and other outcomes (e.g., learning or labor market outcomes),
and estabhshmg statewide articulation and transfer polic1es as well as by improv-
ing measures of student learning, increasing efficiency and productivity, promot-
ing transparency by providing more information about higher education perfor-

. . . . . 102
mance, and encouraging innovative instructional approaches

__how individual public polic1es are interrelated, or how public pohcres effectrvely

1mprove performance within a state’s particular demographic, -economic, politi-
cal, and historical context. Moreover, with their emphasis on college completion,

-these efforts ignore other critical aspects of the educational attainment process
“that are fundamental to improving completion. State performance in one area,

such as completion, cannot be considered in isolation of other areas. In short,

states are unlikely to improve degree completion without also considering how
/\ to improve other college-related outcomes, especially college preparation par-
Y\l t1c1pat1on and affordabihty
~These initiatives aré also unlikely to lead to meaningful improvements in

’

higher education performance because they are focused on providing solutions
to “small market failures” without recognizing the root causes.'” Low levels of
attainment and persisting gaps in attainment are not caused by ignorance of ef-
fective strategies but reflect the absence of attention to both the political forces

> k AT economic pohcres that contribute to.a state s higher educatlon performance

superﬁcral solutions by instead focusing on determining the underlying causes of
a state’s low performance in higher education, recognizing that, although many
of the “micro-market failures” may be easy to fix, creating necessary improve-

ments is not possible without a more comprehensive and holistic approach.'%
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Conclusion

To varying degrees, all 50 U S states must improve hlgher educatlon perfor-

* demands as Well as mcreasmg equity across groups. Drawing on case studies of

five states and building on related prior research, this book offers a comprehen-
sive and holistic framework for understanding how states can use public policy to
achieve necessary improvements in higher education performance.

We eschew the current prevailing approach to improving higher education at-
tainment. The nation’s preoccupation with improving degree completion, a nec-
essary and worthy goal, cannot be accomplished by identifying discrete “silver
bullet” policies or approaches that are focused only on this narrow slice of the
educational attainment process and that all states must follow. Focusing on the
contribution of particular policies and practices to overall educational attain-
ment and improved equality in attainment across groups will likely improve the
efficiency and effectiveness of the resources that are allocated for these purposes,
but such efforts are also likely to result only in modest overall improvements in
higher education performance.

We argue that creating more substantial improvement requires a holistic and

formance in one area (such as degree cornpletion) is connect /to performance

in other areas-(such as preparation), how particular policies interact to produce
expected and unexpected outcomes and how public policy approaches must be
e N

such
an approach requires greater attention to the role of the state in provrding policy
leadership and steering of higher education so as to advance a cohesive public
agenda for higher education, adopting public policies that not only increase the
demand for and supply of higher education but also level the playing field for
higher educational opportunity, and considering how its particular contextual
characteristics influence not only the relationship between public policy and per-
formance but also the specific public policies that may be realistically adopted.
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