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In the upcoming edition of The Presidency, ACE’s Chris Nellum
and Terry Hartle discuss a surprising and deeply troubling
trend: A steep decline in the percentage of low-income
students enrolling in college immediately after graduating from
high school. Their article is posted in its entirety below.

Since 2008, an intensive national campaign has sought to boost the number
of college graduates. Early in his first term, President Obama laid out an
ambitious goal, promising that “by 2020, America will once again have the
highest proportion of college graduates in the world.” Foundations have
offered significant funding for work in this area. New organizations, such as
Complete College America, have also emerged. Federal student aid and

college preparation programs have been generously funded as well.

It is against this backdrop that we have discovered a surprising and deeply

troubling trend. According to U.S. Census Bureau data, the percentage of

students from low-income families enrolling in higher education immediately

after graduating from high school has declined by 10 percentage points since

2008, from 56 percent of graduates to just 46 percent. RECENT POSTS

Where Have All the Low-Income Students Gone?
Put another way, low-income students are actually much less likely to enroll
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in college immediately after high school than they were seven years ago,
despite all of the efforts to increase their post-secondary participation. As a
result, the percentage of low-income students attending college today is only
about 3 percent higher than it was 20 years ago.

To some extent, it is no surprise that the percentage of high school graduates
who immediately enroll in college has declined since 2008. During an
economic recession, more people go to college to improve their skills and
help their job prospects. As the recession ends and more jobs are available,
fewer people enroll. Total higher education enrollment has declined roughly 3
percent since 2008.

However, the 10 percentage point decline in college enrollment among low-
income high school graduates is much sharper than the drop for high- and
middle-income students. This development looks even bleaker in light of
these facts:

The dramatic decline in enroliment among low-income students in two- and
four-year colleges and universities occurred despite a massive increase in
grant aid. Between the 2008-09 academic year and 2013-14, the total
increased by roughly 50 percent, from $82 billion in 2008-09 to $123 billion in
2013-14.

During roughly the same period, the overall high school graduation rate
increased from 75 percent to 81 percent, meaning that the pool of potential

college students has increased.

Due to increased grant aid, the average net tuition price (as opposed to the
published “sticker” price) that students pay has decreased sharply at two-
year institutions and increased only modestly at four-year institutions,
according to College Board data.

Key Data Points

http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/25/where-have-all-the-low-income-students-gone/[11/30/2015 1:35:13 PM]

Follow “Higher
W Education Today”

Get every new post delivered to
your Inbox.

#Ye. Join 134 other followers

’ Sign me up

Build a website with WordPress.com

NNua

accountability S

Meeting Affordable Care Act
athletics budget&
approprlatlonS campus budgets

campus safety coIIege
access & attainment

college costs college
preparation college ratings

community colleges

competency based education

Congress diversity in
highered economic
competititveness &
workforce development
faalty financial aid

government requlation HEA
reauthorization immigration

reform international


http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/20/a-majority-of-faculty-believe-their-institution-is-a-safe-and-supportive-place/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/20/a-majority-of-faculty-believe-their-institution-is-a-safe-and-supportive-place/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/18/international-education-week-finds-suny-oswego-thinking-globally-for-all-students/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/18/international-education-week-finds-suny-oswego-thinking-globally-for-all-students/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/16/the-other-90-percent-global-competence-for-all/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/13/faculty-play-critical-role-in-campus-internationalization/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/13/faculty-play-critical-role-in-campus-internationalization/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/academic-credit/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/accreditation-accountability/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/accreditation-accountability/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/aces-annual-meeting/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/aces-annual-meeting/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/affordable-care-act/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/athletics/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/budget-appropriations/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/budget-appropriations/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/campus-budgets/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/campus-safety/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/college-access-attainment/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/college-access-attainment/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/college-costs/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/college-preparation/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/college-preparation/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/college-ratings/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/community-colleges/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/competency-based-education/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/congress/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/diversity-in-higher-ed/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/diversity-in-higher-ed/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/economic-competititveness-workforce-development/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/economic-competititveness-workforce-development/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/economic-competititveness-workforce-development/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/faculty/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/financial-aid/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/government-regulation/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/hea-reauthorization/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/hea-reauthorization/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/immigration-reform/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/immigration-reform/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/international/
javascript:void(0)
https://wordpress.com/?ref=lof

Where Have All the Low-Income Students Gone? | Higher Education Today

1) College enrollment in two- and four-year institutions among all recent high school graduates
has declined since 2008. But that drop has been most significant among the lowest-income

students.
90%
819%/\__\‘
80% High Income
78.5%
68.6% Ieadership learning outcomes
70% ./\Mg% o~
6;{_\63:8% Middle Income assessment media & highered NON-
60% ‘ oy
traditional students
55.9%
so% Obama admin & Dept of
Low Income
455%
- ED research STEM education
2008 2009 2010 201 2012 2013
e A VR student veterans & service

Survey (CPS), October, 2008 through 2013
NOTES: Recent high school completers refers to individuals ages 16 to 24 who
graduated from high school or completed a GED® test during the calendar year.

Low income refers to the bottom 20 percent of all family incomes, high income m e m be rS Su p reme CO u rt taX

refers to the top 20 percent of all family incomes, and middle income refers to
the 60 percent in between.

policy technology

« Low-income student enrollment rates are clearly more volatile than for

the other income groups. But given all of the efforts to increase college
ARCHIVES

completion, the growth in access-oriented programs, and the sharp
November 2015

October 2015
September 2015
August 2015
July 2015

June 2015
plummeted during that period from 56 percent to 46 percent. May 2015

boost in student aid funding, this is a discouraging finding.

 Since 2008, the percentage of all high school graduates who
immediately enroll in college has fallen from 69 percent to 66 percent in

2013. However, the proportion of low-income high school graduates

April 2015
* By contrast, enrollment among high-income students has fallen from 82 March 2015
percent to 79 percent. This means that the college participation gap February 2015
between high- and low-income students is growing. January 2015
December 2014
November 2014
October 2014
September 2014
August 2014
July 2014
June 2014
May 2014
April 2014
March 2014

http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/25/where-have-all-the-low-income-students-gone/[11/30/2015 1:35:13 PM]


http://higheredtoday.org/tag/leadership/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/learning-outcomes-assessment/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/learning-outcomes-assessment/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/media-higher-ed/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/non-traditional-students/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/non-traditional-students/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/obama-admin-dept-of-ed/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/obama-admin-dept-of-ed/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/research/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/stem-education/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/student-veterans-service-members/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/student-veterans-service-members/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/supreme-court/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/tax-policy/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/tax-policy/
http://higheredtoday.org/tag/technology/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/11/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/10/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/09/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/08/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/07/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/06/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/05/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/04/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/03/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/02/
http://higheredtoday.org/2015/01/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/12/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/11/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/10/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/09/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/08/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/07/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/06/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/05/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/04/
http://higheredtoday.org/2014/03/

Where Have All the Low-Income Students Gone? | Higher Education Today

2) There is some good news: Between 2007-08 and 2011-12, more students graduated from
public high schools, with the graduation rate increasing from 75 percent to 81 percent (3
million students). That is a major accomplishment, considering a universe of approximately
14 million students enrolled in grades 9-12. But even as the percentage of low-income students
graduating from high school increased, a smaller percentage of them enrolled in college.

SOURCE: US. Department of Education, National
Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of
Data (CCD).
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3) Low-income participation in postsecondary education has declined, even though total grant
aid from federal and state governments, institutions, and private sources increased, after
adjusting for inflation, from $82 billion to $123 billion in six years.

122.7
120 $18.2 $ns.0 : = State Grants
Private & Employer Grants
100
g 80 Institutional Grants
5
g 60
E
40
Federal Grants
20
SOURCE: The College Board, Annual Survey
of Colleges; Trends in Student Aid z014.

2008-09  2009-10 20101 2002 20123 2013-14

In 2013-14 the federal government provided approximately $49 billion in
federal grant aid and institutional grant funding added $48 billion. After

adjusting for inflation:

e Funding for Pell Grants in particular grew from $19.4 billion to $33

billion (in 2013 dollars), an increase of 74 percent.

« Institutional aid grew from $33 billion to $48 billion (in 2013 dollars), an

increase of 50 percent.
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4) Participation in college among low-income students has fallen even though the net price of
college since 2008 has fallen significantly at two-year institutions and only risen by 21 percent
at four-year institutions. The slight rise in the net price of a four-year college or university
would have been sharper without federal support for students and institutions.

Two-Year Institutions

Four-Year Institutions
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Conclusion

It is unclear why the college enrollment of low-income students immediately
after high school has fallen so sharply. There are at least five hypotheses

that might explain this trend:
1. The rapid price increases in recent years, especially in the public college
sector, may have led many students—particularly low-income students—to

think that college is out of reach financially.

2. Students may believe that the economic value of higher education has

declined.

3. Due to the economic recovery, low-income students have begun to enter

the workforce at a higher overall rate than those from higher-income families.
4. College enrollment tends to decline when the economy improves, and the
decline of enrollment at for-profit institutions may have disproportionately
impacted low-income students.

5. The data are incorrect.

These data are even more worrisome with this fact in mind: While the

percentage of low-income students in elementary and secondary schools is
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increasing, the percentage of low-income students who go on to college is
falling. Said a bit differently, at the same time that low-income individuals are
enrolling in college at lower rates, the majority of young adults in the pre-
college education pipeline are from those same low-income communities. A
recent Southern Education Foundation report showed that for the first time in
recent history, low-income students are a majority of the children attending
the nation’s public schools.

And as the Pew Research Center noted last year in its report, The Rising
Cost of Not Going to College, “On virtually every measure of economic well-
being and career attainment—from personal earnings to job satisfaction to
the share employed full time—young college graduates are outperforming
their peers with less education. And when today’s young adults are
compared with previous generations, the disparity in economic outcomes
between college graduates and those with a high school diploma or less

formal schooling has never been greater in the modern era.”

The long-term implications of a society with a growing number of low-income
students attending public primary and secondary schools but a shrinking

presence of those low-income students in postsecondary education are
ominous.

Regardless of why this is happening, it is a move in the wrong direction. It is a

troubling trend that must be carefully analyzed, aggressively addressed, and
ultimately reversed.

This is a special preview of the Winter edition of ACE’s flagship

magazine The Presidency, which will be in subscribers’ hands by mid-
December.

Christopher J. Nellum is a senior policy research analyst in ACE’s Center for
Policy Research and Strategy. Terry W. Hartle is ACE’s senior vice president
for government and public affairs.
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