The Futures Project Policy Briefing #2
Access and Attainment

In the next two decades, powerful forces will radically alter the American workplace: the demand for college-educated workers will grow; the Baby Boomers will retire and 80 percent of the growth in the college-age population will be Hispanic, African American and Asian. If our nation’s colleges and universities are to meet the requirements of the new economy for skilled workers, they will have to shift some of their focus and resources to students of color. Thirty years after affirmative action opened the college gates to minorities, enrollment rates for African Americans and Hispanics still lag far behind their white counterparts. Graduation rates for African American and Hispanic students are even smaller.
For the last five years, the Futures Project has been studying how colleges and universities improve access for low-income students and students of color -- and more importantly -- how some ensure that those students succeed. Based on our research, we believe that states can better prepare all of their young adults to join the workforce. First, state lawmakers can raise enrollment rates by targeting financial aid to students with demonstrated financial need and by creating public school-university partnerships that will prepare all freshmen for the academic rigors of college. Second, states can provide financial incentives and establish accountability measures to improve graduation rates for all students. 
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Breaking Barriers, Breaking New Ground: How Two Schools Created a Culture of Success
The Community College of Denver’s Access and Success Program
For a first generation college student, filling out the entrance application can be as daunting as the coursework itself. But eight years ago, the Community College of Denver launched a comprehensive program to lead these students through the administrative mazes and over the academic obstacles and emotional and cultural barriers that keep so many from graduating.

With an initial $1.3 million federal grant, the Community College of Denver (CCD) established what is now called the Access and Success program, targeted to the city’s poorest residents – and to the vast majority of its 13,500-member student body. Sixty-five percent of CCD students are the first in their families to go to college; 33 percent are Hispanic and 17 percent are African American. Combining remediation, counseling and peer support, the program addresses the realities these students face -- from child care crises to financial aid.
Program participants are assessed for basic English and math skills and required to demonstrate proficiency before they can proceed academically. Each student is assigned a case manager who monitors students’ progress and helps them fill out forms or find tutors. Each student is also required to take special ``learning community’’ classes in which students approach a topic in a small-class setting under the guidance of two teachers.   
In its first years, the Access and Success program was entirely focused on helping students get through the first year of college. But by 2000 college officials realized that they had to expand the program to aid students as they made the transition from introductory classes to the more challenging advanced major discipline courses. 

Today, the Access and Success program boasts an 84 percent retention rate, and graduation rates are on the upswing. Last year, the number of students in the first-generation program who earned degrees or certificates increased by 38 percent, boosting CCD’s total graduation rate by 14 percent. 

Numbers like these have caught the attention of national organizations such as the Policy Center on the First Year of College. In 2002, the center, based at Brevard College in North Carolina, named CCD one of its ``institutions of excellence.’’
The El Paso Collaborative for Academic Excellence

In geographically isolated El Paso, the education system is a closed loop. The public schools feed the University of Texas-El Paso and El Paso Community College. The local colleges and universities trained the teachers who returned to the public schools to educate succeeding batches of prospective college freshmen.

El Paso, hard by the Mexico border, also poses some tough challenges to educators. Two thirds of the students in the three largest school districts come from poor families and half enter the first grade with limited English. In some schools, the result was significant percentages of students who could not pass the state-mandated Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) in English and math. But those numbers are being reversed, thanks to a 13-year-old partnership among the University of Texas, El Paso Community Colleges and the El Paso, Socorro and Ysleta school districts.
Funded by federal grants, The El Paso Collaborative for Academic Excellence dispatches mentors to participating schools who help teachers develop better ways to teach math, science, English and reading tied to specific standards in each discipline. The collaborative also supplies some schools with computers and Internet access. For parents, the collaborative offers support in the form of computer instruction, health care classes and stress management. The Collaborative holds continuing leadership institutes for principals, subject matter workshops for teachers, meetings with parent groups and meetings with university and community college officials, to align the high school curriculum with college admissions requirements.

At the university level, officials strengthened the teacher training program to include more math and science courses for elementary teachers and more time working in the field. They also bring in other professors from the College of Science and the College of Liberal Arts to teach education students and to assist the collaborative in the development of curriculum and other materials. 
The collaborative concept has met with some resistance from teachers at the high school level and among some university faculty, who charged that they have been diverted from their research to train teachers.  But the collaborative has achieved many successes – students’ expectations of academic success, state test scores and high school completion rates are on the rise. The gap between the passing rate for White students and that of African American and Hispanic students on state-mandated math and reading tests has been dramatically reduced. For example, in 1992-93 about a third of African American and Hispanic students passed the TAAS math section, compared to a 63.1 percent white passing rate. Today, these groups are only a few percentage points apart. In 2001- 02, 94.9 percent of white students passed the state math skills test compared to a passing rate of 87 percent for African Americans and 89.2 percent for Hispanics. This data has earned the collaborative national recognition as a model of reform. 

Recommendation 1:  Require institutions to be data driven—to measure the effectiveness of programs and student performance and to use that data to improve all aspects of institutional performance. Data on retention, graduation, transfer and drop-out rates should be made available to the public in an easy- to-understand format.
Policy should accomplish three objectives:

· Provide the mechanism for the system to collect data.

· Provide incentives for institutions to collect and analyze data.

· Encourage leaders to use data for all decision making processes.
Questions to ask:
· How many students graduate high school and transition to college?

· What are your freshman and sophomore year retention rates?

· What are your state’s graduation rates by demographic category?

· Do you measure the effectiveness of outreach programs?

Recommendation 2:  Target financial aid at low-income students. 

Policy should accomplish three objectives:

· Increase grants to low-income college students.
· Effectively communicate the availability of grant programs to the public.
· Improve support to help students navigate the financial aid process.

Questions to ask:
· What are the state aid funding levels?

· What portion of state aid is need-based? What proportion is merit-based?

· How many students forgo college because of inadequate funding?

Recommendation 3:  Provide funding incentives for programs at public colleges and universities that are focused on improving graduation, retention and transfer rates from two-year to four-year institutions.
Policy should accomplish four objectives:
· Encourage institutions to create a campus environment that empowers students to succeed by partnering for success.  
· Encourage institutions to provide multi-layered programs that reach prospective students in middle and high school as well as students already enrolled on their campuses.  

· Provide a sufficient level of support for students through retention programs and academic advising  in order to increase the number of students who are retained, who transfer from two-year to a four-year college or university, and who graduate.

· Continue to support remedial programs until the student preparation gap is eradicated. Ensure that remedial programs are effective and continue to be improved.






Questions to ask:

· What is the state’s current level of funding for outreach, retention, and remediation programs?

· What programs exist?  Are they effective?

· How many students transition from remediation/developmental course work to for-credit course work?

· What are the graduation rates for underrepresented populations?

· What is required to make all campuses conducive to student success?

Recommendation 4:  Create partnerships between P-12 and postsecondary institutions.  States should coordinate all primary, secondary and postsecondary education efforts through a P-16 council that provides rigorous curricula, adequate support, and dual enrollment and early college programs. 
Policy should accomplish five objectives:
· Create a mission statement for an elementary and secondary alignment with postsecondary education.  The mission statement should reflect the needs of the state and address current education shortfalls.

· Create an action plan, based on the mission, to align high school exit requirements and entry requirements to public colleges and universities.

· Clearly define the role of P-12 schools and post-secondary institutions, and how each will be held accountable.

· Communicate these new requirements that align P-12 curricula with higher education entrance standards to the public. 
· Create effective teacher education programs that train teachers to effectively meet the demands and challenges facing today’s schools.

Questions to ask:

· Is your elementary and secondary education system aligned with your higher   education system?

· Is the mission of your high schools to prepare all students for some form of postsecondary education?

· Do you have clearly defined exit requirements from high school and clearly defined entrance requirements for college?

· Is the elementary and secondary community engaged in productive dialogue with the postsecondary system?

· Do the colleges and universities that train teachers understand the needs of and prepare teachers for the demands of the elementary system?  

· Is there funding for an early college or dual enrollment program?

· Are your community colleges prepared to handle an influx of high school students enrolled in courses on their campuses?

· Has college level work been defined?

Conclusion
Our nation’s commitment to access to higher education has been steady since the 1970’s.  As higher education becomes more competitive and market-oriented and our student population becomes more diverse we are faced with the opportunity to reaffirm our commitment to access and focus our attention on improving retention and graduation rates.  Access without meaningful opportunity for completion begs the question, to what are we providing access?
“You know it’s hard.  My choice was to keep my phone on, the gas, or pay for this class.   I had to arrange for payment, and I explained my situation and made a payment plan.  I was so afraid my gas or phone would be shut off. I tried to talk to someone here, but I did not know who to call.  I called the school, they gave me a number of someone, called for a month and emailed the lady, and she never responded.  I found out that they gave me the wrong number.  I never ever got called back.  So I had to come to school on my lunch hour and after standing in line for over an hour and the secretary asked me who I was there to see.  So I told her I needed to speak to someone from financial aid or a counselor.  So the counselor told the secretary to handle the problem.”  --First generation, African-American single working mother.   Scurry, J.  “In Their Own Voices.” July 2004.











“[Support Program] gives us a chance. It gives us an opportunity.


Without it I don’t know where I would be.”





“It is very important. I don’t know what I would do without [Support Program]. I don’t think I would be here without


[Support Program].”
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