Education: The State We're In

The link between high school and
post-secondary education is weak

or the last 50 years, high-school graduation has been
the ultimate educational goal for most American
students. However, in today’s global, technology-
and information-driven society, a high-school diploma is
no longer sufficient for achieving the American dream of
a middle-class lifestyle. Our global society and economy
demand many more employees with knowledge and skill
sets beyond those typically learned in high school, and a
college or post-secondary vocational credential is often
necessary to prove that students have developed such
abilities. Unfortunately, in a world where higher education
is increasingly essential, too few students even meet the
baseline requirements for high-school graduation. Further,
many of those who do graduate are not academically
prepared for post-secondary opportunities, do not enroll in
post-secondary education, and do not earn a college diploma
or a post-secondary vocational credential of any kind.

Nationally, the high-school graduation rate is approximately
70%." Among minorities, the graduation rate is significantly
lower. Approximately 56% of African-Americans and 52%
of Latinos graduate from high school, compared to 78% of
whites.? Completion of a high-school diploma has a huge
impact on one’s employment status and income; among
all education levels, unemployment rates are the highest
(8.8%)* and average annual earnings are the lowest (less than
$19,000)* for those who lack a high-school diploma. States
vary widely in the degree to which they are succeeding in
graduating students from high school. The best high-school
graduation rates are in New Jersey (89%), lowa (85%),
North Dakota (85%) and Wisconsin (85%). In contrast, the
nation’s lowest high-school graduation rates are found in
Georgia (56%) and South Carolina (53%).

Among the students who do graduate from high school, only
57% enroll directly in college.’ Although the percent of high-
school graduates with college-ready skills® has increased
over time, it remains shockingly low at just 34%.” These
students who are under-prepared for college must often take
additional coursework to make up for what they did not learn
in high school. Analyses of student transcripts reveal that
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half (53%) of all college students take at least one remedial
English or math class during their college career.®

Lack of academic preparation, inability to pay for a full
college experience, and economic pressures to seek full-time
employment prevent many students from completing a post-
secondary program and receiving credentialing. Across the
states, little more than half of all college freshmen actually
receive a bachelor’s degree within six years.” Massachusetts,
Maryland and Rhode Island have the highest college
graduation rates with 66%, 64% and 64%, respectively. Those
states with the lowest college graduation rates are New Mexico
(39%), Louisiana (37%) and Alaska (20%). Of the six in 10
high school graduates who enroll in college immediately after
high school, only three will earn a college degree.

Renewing Our Schools, Securing Our Future: A National
Task Force on Public Education addresses the leaky pipeline
between high school enrollment and college completion by
calling for more rigorous high-school coursework, three
alternative pathways for the senior year of high school, and
enhanced financial aid to help students better afford college.

- Elena Rocha
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