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51%

of Californians hold
a postsecondary
degree of value
California’s labor market faces a looming
talent gap that requires a focus on access
to postsecondary education. By 2025, 60
percent of adults in America will need a
high-quality postsecondary degree,
certificate, or credential of value. However,
just above half (51.1 percent) of Californian
adults hold these credentials, placing our
state behind 23 other states and the
District of Columbia. Further, large and
persistent disparities in postsecondary
attainment remain, across racial/ethnic
groups and between students who
experience socioeconomic disadvantage
and their more affluent peers. To secure
our future economy, we must equip all
Californians today with the skills and
credentials they need to compete in the
workforce tomorrow. Pathways to and
through postsecondary education—
particularly dual enrollment—will help
ensure that we achieve this goal, so our
state’s economy thrives in the future.

Building stronger
postsecondary
pathways for our
students sets the
foundation for a stronger
economy and future
workforce where
everyone in California
can thrive.”
Julian Cañete

President and CEO, California
Hispanic Chambers of Commerce
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pathways for all of our students. Our state’s
population is diverse: among adolescents
ages 12 to 17, 52 percent are Hispanic, 26
percent white, 12 percent Asian, and 5
percent Black.3 With nearly three-quarters
of California’s future workforce comprised
of children of color, it is clear that we must
invest in all of our children to ensure our
state’s success.

Despite progress, California is
not prepared to meet future
workforce demands

A strong future workforce
requires the talents of all
California students
By 2025, 60 percent of adults in America
will need a high-quality postsecondary
degree, certificate, or credential of value to
meet the growing demand for skills in the
workforce.1 California, unlike many other
states, has not established a rigorous
statewide attainment goal. This lack of an
attainment goal exists despite California’s
figure being just above half (51.1 percent),
placing our state behind 23 other states
and the District of Columbia.2
In addition to setting a statewide attainment
goal, building California’s future workforce
depends upon creating clear career
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From 2008 to 2018, the percentage of
Californians who have completed a
postsecondary credential rose 12.5
percentage points, up to 51.1 percent.4
However, our state still has a long way to go
toward meeting the national goal of 60
percent by 2025. Statewide, only about
one-third (35 percent) of Californians ages
25-64 have bachelor’s degrees or higher,
while another third have no education
beyond high school.
Equipping California’s residents with the
skills and credentials of value they need to
succeed in our workforce is imperative to
our future economic success as a state. To
help fill this unmet need, we must build
strong pathways from high school into
postsecondary education and improve
supports for postsecondary students to
help them complete their credentials once
they enroll.

Gaps in postsecondary
attainment in California
Large and persistent gaps in postsecondary
attainment remain in our state, across racial/
ethnic groups and between students who
experience socioeconomic disadvantage
and their more affluent peers. Examining

Bakersfield College
Bakersfield College (BC) is located in Kern County, a largely rural area in the Central
Valley. The college estimates that it has the largest dual enrollment program in the
state—all ninth graders at more than 30 high schools in the county have the opportunity
to earn credits toward a certificate, degree, or transfer to a four-year institution and nearly
8,000 high school students were dually enrolled at BC each year, beginning in 2018-19.
About 90 percent of dually enrolled students are Black or Hispanic.
Dual enrollment at BC is characterized by strong connection with high school and
community partners, an offering of over 300 sections of dual enrollment courses, six
main dual enrollment pathways (including agriculture, education and public health), and
the integration of a Guided Pathways framework that includes career exploration and
integrating student support structures. Data show that students who participated in dual
enrollment completed up to 92 percent of their courses, compared to a 69 percent
average. Results were even stronger for students of color: up to 91 percent of courses
completed by dually enrolled Black students (compared to a 52 percent average) and up
to 92 percent for Hispanic students (compared to a 67 percent average).
Source: https://www.careerladdersproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Dual-Enrollment_
BakersfieldSnapshot_Final1.pdf; https://www.careerladdersproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/DualEnrollment-and-GP-Converge-for-Equity-1.pdf

READYNATION

05

the percentage of residents ages 25-64
with at least an associate’s degree, rates
among white and Asian California residents
(55 and 64 percent, respectively) exceed
those for Hispanic (20 percent) and Black
residents (36 percent).5 The estimated
college participation rates for students from
families with low incomes is 33.5 percent,
compared to 49 percent for students overall.6

Attainment gaps come at a
high cost
These gaps in postsecondary attainment
come at a high cost, perpetuating income
inequalities and impeding social mobility.
Postsecondary education has a strong impact
on wages: California workers with an
associate’s degree earn about $8,000 more
per year than those with only a high school
diploma, while those with bachelor’s degrees
earn over $30,000 more a year than those
with a high school diploma.7 Further,
Californians with training beyond high school
experience much lower levels of
unemployment.8 When the COVID-19

Dual enrollment
increased
students’ college
degree attainment,
college access and
enrollment, credit
accumulation, and
high school
achievement and
completion.”
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recession hit, nearly two-thirds of the jobs lost
in our state were in low-paying industries.

Dual enrollment can help build
the skilled workforce
California needs
California high school students participating
in dual enrollment take tuition-free
community college courses and receive
both high school and college credit.9 In
California, dual enrollment occurs in Early
College High Schools (ECHS), Middle
College High Schools (MCHS), and College
and Career Access Pathways Partnerships
(CCAP). In ECHS high school students
attend community college and get dual
credit. MCHS are high schools located on
college campuses and serve high-risk
students who are also seen as having high
potential. In CCAPs, college professors
teach college courses in high schools to
students who are underrepresented in
higher education. CCAPs were established
as formal partnership agreements between
California Community College districts and
local school districts by AB 288 (2015).10 In
2019, the legislature passed AB 30 and SB
586 to expand CCAPs and facilitate the
agreement process for students and high
schools/community college partnerships.11
The goal of dual enrollment is for students
to graduate with both a high school diploma
and an associate’s degree. Those who wish
to do so can then transfer to a four-year
college or another postsecondary option.
The U.S. Department of Education’s What
Works Clearinghouse conducted a review
of the research on dual enrollment and
found myriad positive outcomes.12 Dual
enrollment increased students’ college
degree attainment, college access and
enrollment, credit accumulation, and high

East Los Angeles College
East Los Angeles College (ELAC) is located in Monterey Park, a largely metropolitan area
in the San Gabriel Valley. ELAC’s growing Early College High School dual enrollment
program serves students in traditional, alternative, and charter high school settings. In
2017-18, high school students enrolled in ELAC’s dual enrollment grew to 5,500 students
per semester, representing 10 percent of total dual enrollment participation in California.
Dual enrollment at ELAC is characterized by work-based learning with business partners,
course offering collaboration with high school programming (including coordinating dual
enrollment course offerings with high school schedules and offering online instruction
with support at high schools), structuring college and career exploration, and sequenced
career technical and general-education courses for certificate, degree, or transfer credit.
Research shows that students who completed dual enrollment courses at ELAC are more
likely to enroll in and complete additional courses at ELAC. They also have higher GPAs,
compared to students not completing any dual enrollment classes.
Source: https://www.careerladdersproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/DualEnrollmentCaseStudies_
Oct2018_Final.pdf; http://plnlegacy.foundationccc.org/ask/topic/sem/sem-promising-practices/elac

READYNATION

07

were more likely to graduate from high
school, transition to a four-year college
(versus a two-year college), and persist in
postsecondary education; less likely to take
basic skills courses in college; and
accumulated more college credits. Other
investigations have also reported benefits of
dual enrollment for students of color and
those from families with low incomes.14
In addition to benefits accruing to
participants, dual enrollment also saves
states money. Studies in Texas found that in
the short run, every dollar invested in dual
enrollment returned $1.18 in reduced state
costs for higher education. Long-term
benefits were even larger, almost five times
the cost.15 Looking specifically at early
college high schools, a study found that the
increased likelihood of graduating from
college with an associate or bachelor’s
degree yielded a benefit of about $54,000
per student, a benefit-to-cost ratio of 15 to 1.16

Current challenges limit the
impact of dual enrollment
school achievement and completion.
Potentially positive effects were found for
high school attendance, staying in high
school, and college readiness. While 50
percent of the students in the studies
reviewed were from families with low
incomes, most studies did not report data
on student race.
A study of a targeted dual enrollment
program in California found positive impacts
on participants, 60 percent of whom were
students of color and 40 percent from nonEnglish speaking homes.13 Compared to their
peers who did not participate, participants
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The full benefit of dual enrollment has not
been realized, due to limitations on access,
particularly for students underrepresented
in college. Research by the US Government
Accountability Office found that fewer
high-poverty schools (54 percent), compared
to low-poverty schools (73 percent) had
students participating in dual enrollment.
High-poverty schools predominantly served
Black and Hispanic students.17 Research in
California reveals similar disparities: While
Hispanic students make up 50 percent of
high school seniors and students from
families with low incomes make up 65
percent, only 11 percent of each group
participate in dual enrollment. The rate for
Black students is 9 percent. Additionally,

over 80 percent of high schools in our state
have no students enrolled concurrently in
college credit classes.18 This study merged
high school and community college
datasets, as California lacks an integrated
state data system that tracks students from
K-12 into higher education.
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted
disparities in access to dual enrollment. For
example, as schools around the state
transitioned to distance learning, research
revealed that California is second in the
nation in the number of K-12 students who

lack adequate internet connection to
participate. There are 1.5 million children
(25 percent) without adequate internet
connection and 1.1 million children (17
percent) without adequate devices.19
Disparities in internet access exist across
various groups: While 74 percent of all
California households have high-speed
internet, the rates are 67 percent for Black
families, 66 percent for Latino families, 59
percent for families in rural areas, 55
percent for families with low incomes, and
54 percent for families where parents did
not attend college.20

Conclusion
To increase postsecondary attainment and meet California’s future workforce needs,
we must invest in evidence-based approaches that continue to increase the number of
people who earn credentials beyond high school. To that end, we must:
•

Increase access to dual enrollment for underrepresented students, to address racial/
ethnic and socioeconomic disparities, by setting statewide benchmarks for dual
enrollment that also reflect the demographics of local communities;

•

Enhance data reporting, including a uniform data reporting mechanism that will help
students, parents, and state and local governments make informed decisions on their
investments;21

•

Increase broadband access, to ensure equitable access to distance learning for all
students.

The future workforce and economy of our state depend on our state equipping all
students with the skills and credentials they need. By investing in our students today, our
businesses and economy will thrive tomorrow.
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