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Commentary

Getting the Word Out on College and Career Readiness

Most young people have big dreams and plans for their future: Ninety-two percent 
of seventh and eighth graders surveyed indicate that they will definitely or 
probably attend college, and 93 percent said there was no chance that they would 
drop out of high school. Unfortunately, there are big disparities between their 
aspirations and reality, particularly for low-income students and those who would- 
be first generation college goers. How can we ensure that more students' 
aspirations become reality?

States that have raised graduation requirements to a college and career ready 
level have taken an important first step. By setting expectations at an 
appropriately high level, they have communicated to all the importance of taking 
rigorous courses in order to be prepared for the real world. Having the right 
policies in place is critical, but then it's just as important to get the word out to 
students, parents and the public. And not just about what the requirements are 
but why they are so essential.

This is where the voices of college leaders and employers are critical. Only the 
postsecondary and business communities can articulate what they expect of high 
school graduates and what it means to be prepared for credit bearing 
postsecondary course work or a good job. When they talk, people listen.

One way for higher education to show that higher expectations in high school are 
needed is to change their policies to align with the new standards and graduation 
requirements in states that have raised them to the college and career readiness 
level. In Indiana, for example, the state's four-year institutions raised minimum 
admissions requirements to align with the Core 40 course of study once it became 
a high school graduation requirement. The two systems are now sending common 
signals.
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New Resources

●     The Center on Education Policy (CEP) has 
issued a new report, "Has Student 
Achievement Increased Since 2002? State 
Test Score Trends Through 2006–07." It 
examines whether reading and math 
achievement has increased since NCLB's 
enactment and whether the achievement gap 
among subgroups of students has narrowed. 
All 50 states responded to CEP's request for 
state and NAEP data, though not every state 
for every grade was able to satisfy the 
study's parameters requiring 3 years or more 
of comparable data.

The report focuses on the percentage of 
students deemed "proficient" or above for 
grades 4, 8, and 10 (where available) and 
also computes effect sizes to increase the 
robustness of the study's analysis. Generally, trends on state tests and NAEP 
correlate positively and achievement gaps narrowed more often than 
widened among subgroups. Given the variation in how states define student 
proficiency and cut scores, however, it is difficult to quantify proficiency 
gains with much certainty. The full report and individual state data (including 
state-specific trends for different grades and subgroups) are available here.

●     The Thomas B. Fordham Institute released 
"High-Achieving Students in the Era of No Child 
Left Behind," a two-part report focused on how 
high-achieving students are performing under 
NCLB compared to low-achieving students and 
what lessons teachers can provide about how 
schools address the needs of high- and low-
achievers.

The first part of the study reports relatively 
strong growth for the bottom decile of scorers 
on the 4th grade math and reading and 8th 
grade math NAEP exams between 2000 and 
2007 and steady but more modest progress for 
the top decile that predates NCLB.



In the second part of the report, eighty percent 
of teachers surveyed reported that struggling students in their schools were 
most likely to get one-on-one attention whereas only five percent said 
academically advanced students were, a finding that is not unexpected since 
NCLB was designed to encourage schools to get kids over the proficiency 
bar. More...

●     The Public Policy Institute of California published 
a report analyzing individual student data - 
including grades, test scores, and non-cognitive 
behaviors - to determine when students at risk 
of failing the high-stakes California High School 
Exit Exam (CAHSEE) could be identified. 
Examining student records from the San Diego 
Unified School District for the first cohort 
required to pass the 10th grade CAHSEE, the 
report, Predicting Success, Preventing Failure: 
An Investigation of the California High School 
Exit Exam, found that students' grade 4 data 
predicted CAHSEE passage nearly as well as did 
grade 9 outcomes, raising questions on the most 
appropriate time to intervene.

The researchers urge policymakers to develop a 
reliable early warning system using statistically 
based methods that will enable districts, schools and teachers to identify at-
risk students and target intervention funds accordingly prior to the "11th 
hour" when high school graduation is at stake. More...

●     The education policy research organization 
MDRC released the results of a fifteen-year 
evaluation of the impact of Career Academies on 
the education and labor market outcomes for 
motivated students in urban high schools. More 
than 1,400 young people - including more than 
1,100 minority students - who sought rigorous 
preparation for college and careers were 
followed throughout high school and for eight 
years beyond graduation to explore how the 
small learning communities and career-focused 
curriculum of the Academies impacted students.

The Academy attendees and their similarly-
motivated peers reached nearly identical levels 
of educational attainment in terms of on-time 
high school graduation, postsecondary 

http://www.edexcellence.net/detail/news.cfm?news_id=732&id=92
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http://www.mdrc.org/publications.html


enrollment and college degree completion. The real impact of the program is 
revealed in the differences in labor market outcomes between these two 
populations. Eight years after high school, graduates of the Career 
Academies showed sustained earnings gains of nearly $2,100 per year, and 
young men's earnings gains were particularly large, at more than $3,700 
annually. More...

●     Students often face conflicting signals as they 
prepare to transition to college. While high 
schools require one set of courses and tests to 
graduate, colleges often have another set of 
expectations. Diplomas Count 2008 - a report 
by Education Week and the Editorial Projects in 
Education Research Center - examines states' 
efforts to forge stronger connections between 
precollegiate and postsecondary education. 
More...

 
●     The Alliance for Excellent Education points out 

in an updated brief, The High Cost of High 
School Dropouts: What the Nation Pays for 
Inadequate High Schools, that, "if the high 
school dropouts from the Class of 2008 had 
instead earned diplomas along with their classmates, the nation's economy 
could have benefited from an additional $320 billion in wages, taxes, and 
productivity over these students' lifetimes." More...

Achieve Job Opportunities

Achieve seeks a Policy Analyst and a Mathematics Associate. For more information, 
go here.
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founded by the nation’s governors and CEOs to help states raise standards, 

improve assessments and strengthen accountability to prepare all young people for 
postsecondary education, careers and citizenship. Please feel free to circulate this 
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