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Reaching California’s College
Attainment Goals

At College Futures Foundation, we believe in
the power of postsecondary opportunity. We
envision a future where education fosters racial,
social, and economic equity, unlocking upward
mobility for present and future generations.
Securing the postsecondary success of learners
facing the most formidable barriers will ensure
that all of us can thrive—our communities, our
economy, and our state.

Today, just 56% of California adults ages 25 to 64
hold a postsecondary degree or credential.! While
this rate has steadily increased over time and is
on par with nationwide attainment, it falls short
of our state’s aspirations. Only 30% of California
public high school graduates earn a degree or
certificate within eight years.” In addition, only
about 22% of adults age 25 or older who enroll

in California Community Colleges earn a degree
or certificate, or transfer to a four-year college,
within four years.?

Following the release of our new vision and
mission, College Futures Foundation set forth a
near-star goal of 70% postsecondary attainment
aligned with California’s statewide target. Our
focus on attainment for learners who are
underserved underscores our deep commitment
to equity. We understand the economic and
social consequences of failing to advance
equitable attainment are not an option, and we
are determined to drive meaningful change.

To propel these efforts, we began by

gathering and disaggregating baseline data on
postsecondary attainment rates across California.
This crucial step helps us identify and address
persistent disparities. As we strive toward our
near-star goal, we hope this research lays the
groundwork for increasing equitable attainment
and supporting California’s learners to thrive in
the evolving future of work and learning.

OUR GOAL: By 2035, at least 70% of California learners who are underserved will attain a
postsecondary degree or credential that increases opportunity for economic mobility.
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Reaching California’s College Attainment Goals

ABOUT THIS REPORT

This document was prepared by staff at College Futures Foundation in collaboration with
researchers at UC Davis, Michal Kurlaender and Sherrie Reed, with support from Elizabeth
Friedmann and Kramer Dykeman.

College enrollment and completion patterns in California are well documented, including

by the Legislative Analysts’ Office,5 the Public Policy Institute of California,6 and California’s
public education sectors,7 among others. Statistics included in this report were gathered
from both published works and publicly available data, as well as calculated by UC Davis
researchers using student-level data available to them through partnerships and data-sharing
agreements with the California Department of Education and the California Community
Colleges Chancellor’s Office.

DEFINING ATTAINMENT

Degree attainment, broadly defined, is the share of the population that has earned a college degree
or credential. The rate of degree attainment for California is a function of college enrollment, college
completion, and the migration of degreed adults in and out of the state.*
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To reach the 70% attainment goal, we need to increase both the number of people entering
college and the completion rate of those enrolled. Two distinct populations require our focus.
The first is composed of young people who have recently graduated from high school and who can
matriculate directly into college or university. The second consists of adults who did not attend
college immediately after high school, or those who did enroll in college but failed to complete
their degree.
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COLLEGE ENROLLMENT AMONG
RECENT HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES

62% of California public high school completers enroll in college the year immediately following
high school graduation. Among high school completers, 33% enroll in a two-year college—primarily
California Community Colleges (CCC)—and 29% enroll in four-year colleges, including the University
of California (UC) and California State University (CSU) systems, as well as private and out-of-state
institutions. Rates of college enrollment are lower for underserved demographic groups, with 55%

of Black and Latinx students and 54% of Pacific Islander and low-income students attending college
the year after high school.

CccC B CSU B UC  H Private In-state B Out-of-state

Asian 28% 16% 27% 5% 10% 85%
Black 29% 10% 5% |3% 9% 55%
Filipino 36% 19% 10% bAoA 72%
N
2
“E Latinx 33% 2% A BA A 55%
&
(V]
Pacific Islander 33% 9% 4% 3% | 6% 54%
White 33% 10% 1% 3% 15% 68%
Low-Income 32% n% A A A 54%

Source: California Department of Education. (2022). College Going Rate Data. DataQuest.

Figure note: College enrollment rates calculated by the California Department of Education by linking student-level data on California public
high school completers in 2022 to college enrollment data from the National Student Clearinghouse. In this figure, college enrollment is
defined as enrolled in at least one credit-bearing course within 12 months of high school completion. Students with multiple postsecondary
enrollments at multiple types of institutions (two-year and four-year, public and private, in-state and out-of-state colleges and universities) are
counted at the institution where the student had the longest postsecondary enrollment during the 12-month period.
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COLLEGE ENROLLMENT AMONG
ADULT LEARNERS

Among all students enrolled in California Community Colleges between 2014 and 2021, 35% were
age 25 or older.? Within racial/ethnic subgroups, however, the proportion of students who are older
learners varies. Nearly half of all Black students enrolled in CCC are age 25 or older, as are 40% of
white students, and 38% of Pacific Islander students. By contrast, Asian, Filipino, and Latinx students
enrolled in CCC are more likely to be under the age of 25.
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Source: Authors’ calculations from MIS data available through a data-sharing agreement with the California Community Colleges
Chancellor’s Office.

Figure note: In this figure, the y-axis represents the total number of students in each racial/ethnic subgroup who were enrolled in the
California Community Colleges system between 2014 and 2021. The percentages above the bars represent the proportion of students in
each subgroup who were age 25 and older.
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COLLEGE COMPLETION

Reaching California’s College Attainment Goals

College completion rates vary considerably by institution and by student subgroups within
each segment. California Community Colleges—116 campuses comprising the nation’s largest
system of two-year open-access colleges—serve the broadest group of learners.” Students enroll
in CCC with many different goals and aspirations, including earning an associate degree, earning a
certificate or credential in a specific field of study, transferring to a four-year college, professional
development, continuing education, and enrichment. Among first-time students at CCC in the
2017-18 academic year, 17% earned a degree or certificate, or transferred to a four-year college
within four years. The California State University consists of 23 four-year colleges across the state,
including both selective and broad-access campuses.”® Systemwide, 62% of students who entered
the CSU in fall 2017 earned bachelor’s degrees within six years. The nine campuses of University of
California—including some of the most selective public institutions in the state and nation—have
the highest completion rates, with 86% of all students completing bachelor’s degrees within six

years of their enrollment in fall 2017."

@ s TheCalfornia
Colleges ate University
23% 62% 867
(o] (o] (o]
30% Asian 71% Asian 91% Asian/PI
15% Black 47% Black 79% Black
20% Latinx 56% Latinx 79% Latinx
17% NH/PI 56% NH/PI 87% White
27% White 72% White 83% Low-income
24% Low-income 56% Low-income

Source: CCC completion rates from the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office’s DataVista. CSU completion rates from California
State University’s Table of Graduation and Continuation Rates. UC completion rates from University of California’s Information Center.

Figure note: CCC completion rates defined by CCCCO as “Earned an Award or Transferred, Vision for Success Goal or Transferred to a 4-year
Institution” and reported for the 2017-18 cohort as defined in the DataVista Metric Definition Dictionary as first-time students in any term
during 2017-18 who enrolled in any credit-bearing course.

The completion rates at California’s institutions of higher education are consistently higher than
completion rates at similar institutions across the country.”? Moreover, these rates have been
increasing steadily over time across all higher education sectors and for all racial/ethnic subgroups.”
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Reaching California’s College Attainment Goals

Disparities in college completion are evident in all of California’s higher education segments and
have persisted over time. On average, students from low-income families and underserved racial/
ethnic groups do not complete a degree or certificate at the same rates as their more advantaged
peers. Moreover, aggregate completion rates by segment mask considerable differences; within each
system, completion rates for racial/ethnic subgroups differ further by campus as illustrated in the
figures below."

UC Six-Year College Completion Rates by Campus and Race
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Source: Data from University of California’s Information Center.

Figure note: Each line in this figure represents one of the nine campuses of the University of California system that serve undergraduate
students. The size of the circles represents the size of the racial/ethnic subgroup relative to the other subgroups on each campus. The
placement of the circle in relationship to the y-axis indicates the six-year bachelor’s degree completion rate.

CSU Six-Year College Completion Rates by Campus and Race
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Source: Data from California State University’s Table of Graduation and Continuation Rates.

Figure note: Each line in this figure represents one of the 23 campuses of the California State University system. Cal Maritime is excluded.
The size of the circles represents the size of the racial/ethnic subgroup relative to the other subgroups on each campus. The placement of
the circle in relationship to the y-axis indicates the six-year bachelor’s degree completion rate.

College Futures Foundation | 6


https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/about-us/information-center/ug-outcomes
https://tableau.calstate.edu/views/GraduationRatesPopulationPyramidPrototype_liveversion/SummaryDetails?iframeSizedToWindow=true&%3Aembed=y&%3Adisplay_count=no&%3AshowAppBanner=false&%3AshowVizHome=no

Reaching California’s College Attainment Goals

COLLEGE ATTAINMENT AMONG RECENT
HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES

30% of Californian public high school completers earn a college degree by age 26. To understand
degree attainment rates for recent graduates of California public high schools, we track students’
college enrollment and completion for eight years after high school graduation using data from the
National Student Clearinghouse. About two-thirds of graduates enroll in college the year following
high school. An additional 8% enroll in college in later years. Among the nearly 70% of high school
graduates who enroll in college, less than half earn a bachelor’s degree, associate degree, or certificate
within eight years.”
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Source: Authors’ calculations from student-level data available through a research partnership and data-sharing agreement with the California
Department of Education.

Figure note: This figure shows 100 individual icons to represent the census (100%) of California public high school completers in 2010. Yellow
icons represent students who enrolled in a two-year college; red-orange icons represent students who started at a two-year college and
transferred to a four-year college; blue icons represent students enrolled in a four-year college. Icons with graduation caps represent the
proportion of students who completed a degree or certificate at their respective two-year or four-year institution. If students started in a
two-year college, transferred to a four-year college and completed a bachelor’s degree within an eight-year timeframe, they are included in
the count of four-year college completers (blue icons with graduation caps).
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Disparities in attainment persist among recent high school graduates, with attainment rates
substantially lower for students who have long been underserved by our education systems. Over
half of Asian students and nearly 40% of white students earn a college degree within eight years of
high school graduation, while less than 20% of low-income, Black, or Latinx students reach the same

attainment level within the same time frame.

H BA/BS B CCC Certificate

100%

90%

80%

70%
o o
g 52%
S 50% 1% o
g 8 39%
8 40% o, 36A 1%

30% 1%
30% 1% 24%
48% ]9% 19% 1% ]9%
20% 0% 1% o 1%
o 29% 33%
10% 25% 18%
16% 14% 14%
0%
All High School Asian Black Filipino Latinx Pacific Islander White Low-income
Grads

Source: Authors’ calculations from student-level data available through a research partnership and data-sharing agreement with the California
Department of Education.

Figure note: In this figure, each bar represents a subgroup of high school graduates from the class of 2010. The portion of each bar shaded in
blue represents the percentage of that subgroup that completed a BA/BS within eight years of high school graduation. The yellow portion
represents the percentage of that subgroup that completed an AA/AS within eight years of high school graduation. The green portion
represents the percentage of that subgroup that completed a certificate from the CCC within eight years of high school graduation.
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COLLEGE ATTAINMENT AMONG OLDER
STUDENTS IN COMMUNITY COLLEGES

Among those who first enroll in a California Community College at age 25 or older, 22% earn an
associate degree, a certificate, or transfer to a four-year institution within four years of enrollment.
Completion rates for this age group are, by and large, similar across all racial/ethnic subgroups.
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Source: Authors’ calculations from MIS data available through a data-sharing agreement with the California Community Colleges
Chancellor’s Office.

Figure note: In this figure, each bar represents a subgroup of adult students who first enrolled in a California Community College at age 25 or
older without a prior degree and who earned at least six units and attempted transfer-level math or English. The portion of each bar shaded in
yellow represents the percentage of that subgroup that completed an AA/AS/ADT within four years of initial enrollment. The green portion
represents the percentage of that subgroup that completed a certificate requiring 12 or more units within four years of initial enrollment.

The red-orange portion represents the percentage of that subgroup that transferred to a four-year institution within four years of initial
enrollment without earning a certificate or associate degree.
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REACHING THE ATTAINMENT GOAL

Learners rely on multiple sources of information, resources, and their own experiences in making
the decision to enroll in college and to stay enrolled. Students’ decisions to invest in education

are based on an interaction of information (why and how college may improve economic mobility),
resources (financial or other, such as childcare or transportation), and the quality of the college
experience. Information, resources, and college experiences are shaped by individual factors such as
students’ prior academic experience and financial circumstances, and by postsecondary institutions’
policies and practices, as well as by broader contextual factors such as economic and social conditions.
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Societal Stressors
(e.g., pandemic,
racism)
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Improving college attainment and increasing economic mobility among California adults—especially
those who have been underserved by the current education systems—demands intentional effort
in multiple areas. First, we must pay attention to both the transition of youth in our state from high
school to college, and the (re)engagement of adults who have not yet earned a credential. Second,
we must support students’ successful retention and completion of a degree or high-value certificate.
Finally, we must confront and disrupt stubborn patterns of inequality, which calls for strategies that
improve information sources, increase resources, and strengthen the college experience.
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These evidence-based strategies provide starting points for efforts to improve attainment across the
dimensions described above:

» Audit administrative practices and policies—e.g., placement assessments, academic probation
policies, grading practices—to identify those that create obstacles for students, particularly first-
generation college-goers and students from underserved populations.

» Reduce financial barriers by increasing aid to cover the full cost of attendance and minimizing
administrative burdens in financial aid processes and aid receipt.

« Invest in institutional practices in and out of the classroom that support completion—e.g,,
academic supports such as tutoring, faculty and peer mentoring—and evaluate the efficacy of
those investments.

» Strengthen alignment between systems of education and the workforce—e.g., more seamless
transfer pathways between community colleges and four-year institutions and increased job
apprenticeship opportunities with college credits.

PARTNERING ON PROGRESS

At College Futures Foundation, we are clear that the work to pursue our near-star goal is only
possible with collaboration and alignment among partners. As we look to the work ahead, we
are eager to strengthen partnerships and build new ones with organizations and individuals
committed to improving educational attainment and economic mobility for the most
underserved learners in our state—Black and Latinx adults, those age 25 or older, and those
facing outsized financial barriers. Together, we can create transformative opportunities that
pave the way for a more robust, inclusive society and economy in California.

College Futures Foundation
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ENDNOTES

1 Rates reported by the Lumina Foundation in A Stronger Nation are based on college degree
attainment rates included in the U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey (ACS), One-year
Public Use Microdata Samples (PUMS). The estimated percentage of residents who have earned
high-value certificates was derived by labor market experts at Georgetown University’s Center on
Education and the Workforce. For more information about the data and methods employed in A
Stronger Nation, see https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/report/#/progress.

2 Authors’ calculations based on the linking of student-level data for the California public high
school completers in 2010 with National Student Clearinghouse college enrollment records for
the eight subsequent years. Data available through a long-standing partnership and data-sharing
agreement with the California Department of Education (Michal Kurlaender, principal investigator).

3 Authors’ calculations based on student-level data for adults who first entered California
Community Colleges between 2014 and 2018 at the age of 25 or older, with no prior degree, and
who earned at least six units and attempted transfer-level math or English within four years of
initial enrollment. Data available through a data-sharing agreement with the California Community
Colleges Chancellor’s Office (Michal Kurlaender, principal investigator).

4 Although this report does not explicitly explore how migration and immigration patterns impact
overall attainment rates, it is important to consider the direction and scale. The number of adults
with degrees recruited to California is greater than the number of adults with degrees leaving
the state, at least in the pre-pandemic years. Thus, net migration and immigration of people in
and out of California is boosting educational attainment. Cuellar Mejia, M., Alesi Perez, C., and
Johnson, H. (2023, January). California’s Highly Educated Immigrants. Public Policy Institute of
California. Retrieved December 6, 2024 from: https://www.ppic.org/blog/californias-highly-
educated-immigrants. Lin, ). and Watson, A. (2022, June 24). California migration: The story of
40 million. CalMatters. Retrieved December 6, 2024 from: https://calmatters.org/explainers/
california-population-migration-census-demographics-immigration.

5 Legislative Analyst’s Office. (2024). Trends in Higher Education. Student Outcomes.
Retrieved December 6, 2024 from: https://lao.ca.gov/reports/2024/4895/EdTrends-Student-
Outcomes-041824.pdf.

6 Alesi Perez, C. and Gomez, S. (2024, September). College Completion in California. Public Policy
Institute of California. Retrieved December 6, 2024 from: https://www.ppic.org/publication/
college-completion-in-california.

7 California Community Colleges completion rates from the CCCCO’s DataVista. California State
University completion rates from CSU’s Table of Graduation and Continuation Rates. University of
California completion rates from UC’s Information Center.

8 Data on the number of Californians who enroll in college after the age of 25 is limited, as there is
no systematic tracking of the statewide adult population and their educational pursuits. However,
we do have detailed data on students who enroll in California Community Colleges, which are the
most likely destinations for adults entering college for the first time.
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9 Completion rates from the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office’s DataVista.
Completion is defined in the DataVista Metric Definition Dictionary as earning an associate
degree, CCC baccalaureate degree, Chancellor’s Office-approved certificate, or transferring to a
four-year college within four years of initial non-special admit enrollment at a CCC. Completion
rates reported for the 2017-18 cohort defined in the DataVista Metric Definition Dictionary as
first-time students in any term during 2017-18 who enrolled in any credit-bearing course.

10 Completion rate from California State University’s Table of Graduation and Continuation Rates.

11 Completion rates from University of California’s Information Center.

12 Legislative Analyst’s Office. (2024).
13 Legislative Analyst’s Office. (2024).; Alesi Perez, C. and Gomez, S. (2024, September).

14 Variation in completion rates across the 116 campuses of the CCC are not displayed. As with the
other higher education systems, rates of completion vary by campus and student subgroup.
Across community college districts, completion of a degree or certificate or transfer to a four-
year college within four years range, from 5% to 27%.

15 In this figure, the percent of students going to two-year college was rounded down from 26.83%
to 26% (rather than rounded up to 27%) in order for the numbers to add to 100%.
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About The California Education Lab

Reaching California’s College Attainment Goals

The California Education Lab—in the School of Education at University of California, Davis—is a collaborative group of researchers

investigating important questions of education policy and practice in California. Much of our work focuses on understanding

how young adults are prepared for, transition into, and succeed in college. Our projects explicitly aim to understand and improve

persistent inequalities in educational attainment for students from different racial/ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds.

In our work, we partner with California educators and policymakers across the K-12 and postsecondary sectors to answer timely and

relevant questions with rigorous analytical methods. Our long-standing relationships with the California Department of Education,

the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, and the California Student Aid Commission inform and enable our research.

Over time, we have accumulated considerable knowledge about the State’s multiple, and diverse, education sectors, and the data

and methods necessary to answer critical policy questions for California.

Our work is supported through federal research grants and the generosity of private foundations.

Education.UCDavis.edu/California-Education-Lab
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FOUNDATION

About College Futures Foundation

At College Futures Foundation, we believe in the power of postsecondary opportunity.

We believe that securing the postsecondary success of learners facing the most formidable
barriers will ensure that all of us can thrive—our communities, our economy, and our state.
We believe that the equitable education system of the future, one that enables every
learner to achieve their dreams and participate in an inclusive and robust economy, will be

realized if we are focused, determined, and active in our leadership and partnership.

We also know that the past few years have brought profound shifts in California’s
education and workforce landscapes—including college enrollment declines alongside
high demand for affordable, career-connected training, national conversations on student
debt and mental health, and numerous other changes prompted or accelerated by
COVID-19 and a nationwide racial reckoning. These changes have underscored the realities
of how inequitably our systems center and serve diverse people. We know that the coming
years will present equally significant challenges and opportunities, and that we must be
well-prepared to meet these moments.

Our Vision: We envision a California where postsecondary education advances racial,

social, and economic equity, unlocking upward mobility now and for generations to come.

Our Mission: Our mission is to increase postsecondary completion for learners who are
underserved. We center learners and their aspirations and needs on the path to achieving
their educational goals.

CollegeFutures.org
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