








EARLY COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOLS AND DEGREE COMPLETION

governments have become increasingly focused on

degree completion as a primary goal of higher educa-
tion, researchers and reformers have been secking innovative
ways to improve outcomes in this area. One prominent school
of thought asserts that designing programs to challenge reme-
dial students will lead to substantial gains in their academic
achievement.

As the education community and the federal and state

The Early College High School Initiative, which began in
2002, seeks to encourage high school students to graduate with
a diploma as well as an associate degree or two-year’s worth
of college credit. This program is coordinated by Jobs for the
Future and funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.
It includes over 250 “early college high schools” and spans
across 24 states and the District of Columbia. The initiative
was inspired by a public school in New York City, the Bard
High School Early College. Run by the city and Bard College,
the institution exemplified how secondary and postsecondary
schools could share accountability for student success by col-
laborating to make credits authentic and transferable.

The American Institutes for Research recently presented
preliminary data on the composition, operation, and early suc-
cesses of 157 “carly college high schools” from 2007-8. 66
percent of the schools in this sample are new institutions, while
the rest are “middle college” models or programs within tra-
ditional high schools. Over 75 percent of these schools work
with a community college to provide postsecondary coursework
and approximately 35 percent partner with four-year institu-
tions. Many of the “early college high schools” are located on
a college campus, which may provide students with an environ-
ment that is more conducive to academic achievement than
traditional high school. According to the study’s findings,
students who attend these schools have higher graduation and
retention rates than the students enrolled in similar programs
located solitarily or at traditional high schools.

The study also shows that the majority of the students in
these programs were performing at a low level in traditional

high school. 67 percent of the participants are members of
minority groups; 59 percent are eligible for free or reduced-
price lunches; 10 percent are limited in English proficiency;
and 46 percent are first-generation college students. While the
results have yet to be finalized, the preliminary evidence indi-
cates that the program has been successful. 88 percent of stu-
dents who graduate from these programs enroll in community
or four-year college the following fall.

If this initiative is to be broadly expanded, its director
asserts that a few policy changes may be necessary. First, relax-
ing eligibility restrictions on Pell Grants to include high school
students who take over half of their courses for college credit
would be helpful in financing the extended education for these
students. Additionally, the way in which graduation rates
are calculated should be adjusted to avoid discouraging high
schools from experimenting with “early college” models. Since
most students in these programs will require five years to com-
plete their coursework, many graduation rates (including the
federal measure) will be adversely impacted for “carly college

high schools.”

To read more on this topic, please visit: http://www.inside-
highered.com/news/2009/03/26/echs.
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