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Executive Summary

e Latino and Black students gradu-
ate high school and enroll in col-
lege both at lower rates than their
White classmates. In-school post-
secondary preparation is proven
to be impactful at decreasing
these attainment gaps. Many
preparation practices are highly
effective for students of color, in-
cluding early access to advanced
coursework, strong relationships
with guidance counselors, and
engagement in preparation pro-
grams.

o Due to systemic issues impacting
P-16 education, including misa-
ligned curriculum, poor infor-
mation sharing, and lack of in-
school support, students of color
are not able to equitably access
these opportunities.

e To address this issue, policymak-
ers and educational leaders must
make cohesive changes across
the P-16 education pipeline while
taking into consideration their
unique political landscape.

Background

Throughout the last half-century,
college access has significantly
increased to include a wider range
of participants. Today, 68 percent

of students enroll in some form of
postsecondary education immedi-
ately after graduating high school.!
Now more than ever, first-
generation students, low-income
students, and students of color
have aspirations for a postsecond-
ary education. However, these stu-
dents are not enrolling in college
at the same rates as the overall
population of college-going stu-
dents.? Due to systemic barriers
within P-12 education, these stu-
dents also significantly lack ade-
quate postsecondary preparation.®
To better understand this prob-
lem, it is necessary to (1) under-
stand the current state of college
readiness and (2) examine specific
barriers to college readiness tools
for Latino and Black students.

Defining Terms

College access is a student’s abil-
ity to gain entry into an institution
of higher education. There are a
myriad of individual and systemic
factors that impact college access,
including affordability, academic
preparation, and social capital (i.e.
intangible resources that catapult
student success). The term often
refers to any efforts pursuing en-
rollment at a 2- or 4-year institu-
tion of higher education.

College readiness is more narrow.
It is the demonstration of
knowledge and skills needed to
successfully complete introducto-
ry-level college coursework,* as
well as the skills needed to suc-
cessfully navigate non-academic
components of postsecondary
transition.> Four key elements of
being college-ready are:®

1. Core academic skills
2. Content knowledge
3. Non-cognitive skills
4. College knowledge

Educational attainment refers to
the highest education level a stu-
dent has completed.” Analyzing
attainment data helps understand
education trends for the U.S. pop-
ulation by race, income, and other
factors.®

The P-16 education pipeline en-
compasses all education from pre-
school to postsecondary degree
attainment. A P-16 approach
acknowledges the interconnected-
ness of all education systems and
stakeholders.?

The State of Postsecondary
Preparation: Effective Practices
for Students of Color
Postsecondary preparation is essen-
tial for students to achieve each ele-
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ment of readiness. Although there
are generally accepted readiness
indicators, such as GPA and test

scores, there is no holistic set of indi-

cators states consistently utilize to
evaluate readiness across middle
and high school students.

e Advanced Coursework
Success in college-level

coursework is a strong indica-

tor of college readiness and

subsequent success.” The road

to college-level coursework
begins early, and acquired
skills build upon each other

over time. Advanced course-

work available throughout the

P-16 system include™

e Elementary school: gift-

ed and talented pro-
grams

e Middle school: high
school-level courses,
such as Algebra |

e High school: college-

level work, such as Ad-
vanced Placement, dual

enrollment, and early
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Each of these are steps to-
wards postsecondary readi-
ness, helping students enhance
their toolkit of high-level criti-
cal thinking skills.

School Counselor Support
Counselors play a significant
role in Black and Latino stu-
dents’ journey to college readi-
ness.” They promote academic
development, socio-emotional
growth, and college readiness
skills™ and are often a primary
resource for students navi-
gating postsecondary planning
and the accompanying stress.
Not only do counselors pro-
vide information about college,
but they also influence how
students think about higher
education™ through crafting a
college-going culture.”

Postsecondary Preparation

Programs

There are several federal-state
partnerships that target post-
secondary preparation to low-
income, first-generation, and
minority students that have
positive outcomes.’® GEAR UP
(Gaining Early Awareness and
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Readiness for Undergraduate
Programs), for example, is a
competitive discretionary
grant program that provides
academic, social, and financial
support in preparation for col-
lege to roughly half a million
middle and high school stu-
dents across the country.” It
focuses on enhancing academ-
ic development and infor-
mation about college through
partnerships between under-
resourced schools and public
colleges.® This is an opt-in, out
-of-school program targeting
students who exhibit a drive
for education, but it is not ac-
cessible to all high-need stu-
dents, in part due to limited
federal funding. Since GEAR
UP competes for resources
with other programs funded
through the U.S. Department
of Education, it is not an at-
tainable opportunity for most
students.

Problem Analysis

National Landscape of Educa-
tional Attainments Gaps
Latino and Black students gradu-

ate high school at lower rates than
2018-19
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Graph 2: Immediate College Enrollment, by Race®

White students across the country
(see Graph 1). Nationally, there is a
9% graduation rate gap between
Black and White students and a
7% gap between Latino and White
students. In the most inequitable
states, these gaps increase to over
15%.'°

Throughout the last five decades,
Latino and Black students have
also immediately enrolled in col-
lege at lower rates (see Graph 2).7
Students who enroll in college im-
mediately after high school are
more likely to persist and gradu-
ate.??2 Additionally, these students
tend to enroll in 2-
year colleges dis-
proportionately
more than White
students.?® Stu-
dents who enroll
in 4-year institu-
tions are more likely to graduate
and have increased economic
earnings than those at 2-year insti-
tutions.?*

College

Readiness

Consequences for Latino and
Black Students

High school graduation and col-
lege enrollment gaps highlight an
educational attainment issue with
detrimental consequences. Attain-
ment outcomes are consistently
lower for Latino and Black stu-
dents than White students.?® The
effects of this expand beyond col-
lege enrollment. Increased debt
avoidance?, developmental
coursework requirements?®, and
college drop out rates all tie back
to poor postsecondary prepara-
tion.

Colleges cannot and should not be
the primary stakeholder responsi-

College College

Enrollment

Figure 1: Student Success Flowchart™

ble for supporting college readi-
ness prior to enrollment. Institu-
tions - particularly community col-
leges - often lack the financial and
administrative resources to ade-
quately bring students up to par
academically or provide necessary

Achievement

information for needs like financial
aid.?®

College readiness is the launchpad
for educational attainment (see
Figure 1). If states continue to ig-
nore the serious gaps in readiness,
they will set up students of color
for failure in their postsecondary
attainment endeavors.

Context of Readiness Gaps
The issue of college readiness ex-
tends beyond traditional curricular
variables. When strategizing how
to close readiness gaps, it is es-
sential to understand all contrib-
uting contextual factors (see Fig-
ure 2).

College
Attainment

Individual con-
text: The social
capital, aca-
demic success,
and aspirations
of a student impact their desire to
engage in readiness programs.
Self-efficacy, self-motivation and
mental wellness positively shape
student effort and thus academic
performance.”



These interconnected contexts must be considered holistically to compre-
hensively address equity gaps in readiness.
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Figure 2: Contexts of Closing Attainment Gaps®’

School and community context:
Resources and information acces-
sible to students within their com-
munity contribute to overall un-
derstanding of the postsecondary
preparation process. This context
is often impacted by factors be-
yond students’ control, including
their family’s income, education
levels, and ability to support stu-
dents. It also includes the struc-
ture, demography, and philoso-
phies of a school.??

Higher education context: Re-
sources and information institu-
tions offer to prospective students
impact their ability to attend that
institution. Students often “lack
sufficient support and structure to
navigate burdensome processes
and institutional bureaucracy.”%®

Sociopolitical context: Local,
state, and federal policies and
practices create a unique educa-
tional landscape. The policymak-

ing process
serves as a lev-
er of communi-
cation between
the actors in
each context
and directly af-
fects the over-
sight and eco-
nomics of col-
lege readiness
activities.®*

Colleges &
Universities

These intercon-
nected con-
texts must be
considered ho-
listically to
comprehensive-
ly address equi-
ty gaps in read-
iness.>> When
policy only addresses one context,
the implementation process is dis-
torted. For example, if a state
passed legislation to fund a col-
lege “promise” program,*® but stu-
dents do not have resources to
meet the necessary academic re-
quirements at their school, or
there is no administrative funding
earmarked for implementation,
this legislation does little to help
students who could benefit from
the program.

Misalignment of Curriculum
Curriculum misalignment between
P-16 and higher education is a pri-
mary factor of poor postsecond-
ary readiness.®® Students are com-
pleting high school without mas-
tery of concepts needed to be ac-
ademically successful in entry-
level collegiate coursework. This
forces students to take develop-
mental education courses, which
can negatively impact their post-

secondary trajectory through de-
laying credit-bearing coursework
and increasing tuition costs. Cur-
rently, nearly 40% of undergradu-
ates enroll in at least one develop-
mental course, and Black and Lati-
no students are disproportionately
represented in this population.3®
This is concerning because Latino
and Black students who take de-
velopmental courses graduate at
lower rates than their White class-
mates in developmental courses.*®
There is an increasing need to bet-
ter align the curriculum of high
schools with the academic re-
quirements of colleges.

Efforts to address this misalign-
ment at the secondary level (i.e.
college counseling, course re-
quirements) have historically little
cohesion with efforts at the post-
secondary level (i.e. developmen-
tal education).*' Although address-
ing the same problem, these solu-
tions often exacerbate issues of
equity. As a solution, states began
taking a P-16 approach to educa-
tion by establishing P-16 initia-
tives, coalitions, and committees
in the late 20th century. Through
this approach, states hoped to en-
sure smooth transitions from early
childhood through higher educa-
tion.*? By the early 2000s, a move-
ment towards formalized align-
ment was created, and thirty
states developed some form of P-
16 coordinating board.*®

One primary purpose of this ap-
proach is to align the academic
requirements and expectations of
P-12 and higher education.** It
serves as a mechanism to effec-
tively collaborate across sectors
to increase college readiness, align
P-16 curricula, reduce the need for



When students and families have access to information and individualized
support, they are better equipped to navigate the college process.

developmental education, and
promote educational equity.*®
Across states, these efforts have
made relatively little impact on
state policy and thus curricula
alignment, due to their structural
and implementation complexities
and the absence of sustained poli-
cies.*® This leaves students at risk
for not persisting through college.

Systemic Factors Impacting
Readiness for Latino and Black
Students

« Lack of Access to Ad-

vanced Coursework

Latino and Black students ex-
cel at advanced coursework?’ -
when they can access it. Un-
fortunately, they are un-
derrepresented in this course-
work across P-12 education.
Schools serving Black and Lati-
no students do not enroll as
many students in advanced
courses as schools with pre-
dominantly White students.*®
At racially-diverse schools that
do offer significant advanced
courses, Latino and Black stu-
dents are denied access to
these classes at higher rates
than White students.*® Educa-
tor bias, assessment bias, re-
source inequities, and child-
hood education inequities are
all systemic factors that work
to create this racial disparity.*°
Since advanced coursework
leads to stronger college read-
iness, students are losing crit-
ical opportunities for postsec-
ondary preparation. These is-
sues cannot solely be fixed at
the school or district level, so
states have slowly begun to
develop frameworks and in-

centives to mitigate them, but
more holistic work must be
done.®?

Information Gaps

Students who have access to
information about college
planning are more likely to ap-
ply and enroll in college.®® Un-
derstanding the application
and financial aid processes
help students take ownership
of their college and career
path. However, there is a seri-
ous information gap between
Latino/Black, low-income, and
first-generation students and
their peers. Family background
(i.e. socioeconomic status,
race, education levels) impacts
a students’ at-home access to
information about college.>*
While many local institutions
and non-profit organizations
supplement this, many stu-
dents are missed in these or-
ganizations’ outreach and en-
gagement due to limited time,
money, and personnel.>®> There
is little capacity for administra-
tors to implement formalized
in-school systems of robust
information-sharing.>® This cre-
ates a disparity where many
low-income students of color
are less likely to have access to
information, which is a serious
barrier to college access.””

Lack of information is detri-
mental for students. For exam-
ple, a recent report found Lati-
no students are more loan
averse than their peers, in part
due to lack of understanding
of how college financing works
and impacts families.>® That
could be mitigated through

proper information on financial
aid. When low-income stu-
dents receive both financial aid
information and assistance
completing aid forms, they are
more likely to apply for, at-
tend, and persist in college.® It
is evident that when students
and families have access to
information and individualized
support, they are better
equipped to navigate the col-
lege process.

e School Counselors

Shortages

Although school counselors
can enhance a student’s post-
secondary readiness, their ef-
fectiveness is stifled by a myri-
ad of concerning factors. The
American School Counselor
Association recommends a ra-
tio of 250 students per school
counselor.?® High-poverty
schools meeting this threshold
are linked to better academic
outcomes and higher gradua-
tion rates.®’ However, the na-
tional average ratio is 430 to
one,®? and students of color
disproportionately lack access
to counselors.®3

When schools do have an ade-
quate number of counselors, their
time and energy are stretched
thin. Over 50% of school counse-
lors report managing a high case-
load/number of students as an
extreme challenge, and 51% report
closing opportunity and achieve-
ment gaps as an extreme chal-
lenge.®* Because counselors pro-
vide Black and Latino students
significant social capital,®® these
data are alarming. Over half of all
counselors are not appropriately



equipped to support students as
they plan for post-high school.®®
The lack of counselors and pres-
ence of high caseloads creates a
landscape where students are sys-
temically losing one of their prima-
ry sources of information about
postsecondary planning.

Moving Forward

State policy is consequential in
improving the current state of col-
lege readiness within P-12 sys-
tems.®” Since each state has a
unigue education landscape, there
is no single solution to rectify
readiness equity gaps. The follow-
ing questions will help jumpstart
state policymakers in their quest
towards implementing equitable
readiness initiatives.

P-16 Alignment

¢ What statewide goals should
be developed to evaluate and
improve the impact of your P-
16 coordination efforts? Which
stakeholders need to be better
incorporated into these ef-
forts?

e How can the state adopt readi-
ness indicators and implement
evidence-based best standards
for students to achieve these
indicators? What assessment
should be conducted?

e Are Latino and Black students
academically prepared to take
credit-bearing courses in col-
lege? What longitudinal data
can be collected in conjunction
with institutions of higher edu-
cation to identify gaps in stu-
dent knowledge?

In-School Information Sharing

e Does state or district postsec-
ondary planning in middle and
high school include targeted
outreach to Latino and Black
families? |s outreach accessible
in multiple languages?

e Are schools with large popula-
tions of Latino and Black stu-
dents adequately staffed to
support postsecondary plan-
ning? How can states improve
educator and counselor pipe-
line programs to enhance sup-
port?

¢ What community partnerships
might improve communication
channels for students prepar-
ing to graduate high school?
How can local government,
colleges, non-profit organiza-
tions, and the private sector
work together to support
readiness?
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