Untapped Opportunity:

Meet California’s 6.4 Million
Potential Graduates

Adults ages 25—54 with a high school diploma
but no college degree

OCTOBER 2026

. ~

++ w CALIFORNIACOMPETES.ORG

HIGHER EDUCATION FOR A STRONG ECONOMY



http://californiacompetes.org
https://californiacompetes.org/15th-anniversary/

About California Competes

Mission

California Competes: Higher Education for a Strong Economy (California Competes) is a nonpartisan
research and policy organization focused on identifying solutions to the state’s most critical challenges

at the intersection of higher education, equity, and the economy.

We seek to strengthen education-to-employment pathways to drive economic strength, resilience, and
growth for California. Through our rigorous, research-based approach, we guide decision makers and
leaders on advancing policy solutions and system-level change that enable all Californians to achieve
their education and career goals.

Vision

We envision a California where our state and regional economies and communities thrive, fueled by
equitable and racially just postsecondary and workforce outcomes.

Board of Directors

California Competes benefits from a Board of Directors that provides statewide reach and a breadth and
depth of expertise and leadership. Our Board is made up of local elected officials and legislators, as well
as business and community leaders who are committed to equity-centered policy reforms that ensure

the diverse residents of this state have what they need to achieve their education and career goals.

¢ (Chair) Keely Boseler, founder and principal, * Julia Lopez, former president and CEO, College
Keely MB Strategies; and former chief fiscal Futures Foundation
advisor and director of finance, state of California * Leroy Morishita, president emeritus, California
¢ Sunny Cooke, president emeritus, State University, East Bay
MiraCosta College o Roger Niello, state senator (R); and co-owner,
¢ Daniel Gross, former executive, Sharp HealthCare The Niello Company
e Elizabeth Hill, fourth legislative analyst » Rajen Sheth, CEO and founder, Kyron Learning
of California * Libby Schaaf, president and CEO, Bay Area
¢ Steven Koblik, former president, Huntington Council; and 50th mayor of Oakland
Library; and former president, Reed College o Peter Weber, founder, Fresno Bridge Academy;
e Carol Liu, former state senator (D) and former Fortune 500 executive
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6./ Million Potential Graduates

A POPULATION THE STATE CAN BETTER SERVE

Adults ages 25-54 with a high school diploma but no college degree represent a major opportunity to
expand economic mobility, strengthen the workforce, and fuel California’s economic future.

Who Are California’s Where Do They Live?

Potential Graduates?

Predominantly in rural and inland areas, where there are
fewer options for college.
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Three Shifts to Build Stronger College Pathways

Build Flexible Advance College Strengthen Student-
Pathways Affordability Centered Supports
Offer adults options to learn and Improve uptake of financial aid and Design student supports around the needs and
earn credit on schedules that fit public benefits so cost is not a barrier preferences of today’s learners, including working
their work and lives. to enrolling in and completing college. adults, parents, and multilingual learners.

c California’s long-term economic growth depends on shared prosperity.
The OPPOFtuth Higher education must evolve to better serve the Californians central to that future.

o
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summary

conomic projections show that California needs more workers with college degrees, yet demographic trends

are heading in the opposite direction. The number of high school graduates is starting to drop, and the college

enrollment rate continues to decline. Having a college degree has become more necessary for residents to
support themselves and their families. Low- and middle-income Californians are being squeezed by rising costs, and
the state’s poverty rate is now the highest in the nation.

There is an enormous untapped opportunity to reverse the impending shortage of college-educated workers while
alleviating poverty and boosting prosperity: California should expand the college attainment of the 6.4 million

California adults who are of prime working age (25-54) and have a high school diploma but no college degree. To
accomplish this, however, the state’s higher education system will have to change to better serve this population.

Meeting that challenge begins with understanding who
WHAT DOES "POTENTIAL GRADUATE" MEAN?

California’s potential graduates are, the experiences they

bring, and the barriers they face. This report provides a In this report, potential graduates are California

demographic portrait of this population, refreshing the adults of prime working age (25-54) who have a
statewide analysis published in California Competes’s 2021 high school diploma or the equivalent but do not
report. It also identifies policies and practices that can create hold an associate’s degree or higher certification.

more responsive pathways to and through college and,
ultimately, to economic mobility and shared prosperity.

? Understanding California’s Potential Graduates

California’s adults without a degree, whom we refer to as potential graduates, bring substantial experience,
responsibilities, and aspirations to their education journeys. Understanding their circumstances is essential to
designing college pathways that meet their needs and build on their strengths. Key findings include:

Many already have some college experience. Nearly half of California’s potential graduates have attended college
previously but did not complete their degree. They bring prior learning and experience that higher education
institutions could better recognize and build upon.

Most are already active in the workforce. Most potential graduates are employed full time, and many work in service
and retail occupations. Their jobs often involve unpredictable schedules, fluctuating hours, and limited flexibility,
conditions that can make it difficult to attend classes regularly.

Financial constraints are significant. Nearly half of potential graduates live in households earning less than a
living wage.

Many are supporting families. More than 40 percent of potential graduates are parents. Their ability to pursue higher
education can be better supported through the availability and affordability of childcare, family-friendly scheduling,
financial aid, and other supports that recognize their caregiving responsibilities.

Potential graduates reflect California’s diversity. Nearly half are Latinx, predominantly of Mexican heritage, and
most are people of color. Nearly half a million have limited English proficiency, underscoring the importance of
integrating English-language instruction with college-level education and career pathways.

Summary continued on Page 6
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Summary continued

Geography shapes access. Many potential graduates live in inland and rural regions where residents have fewer
nearby college options and may face transportation, broadband, and program-availability barriers.

Veterans represent another important population. Almost 200,000 potential graduates are military veterans whose
experience and prior learning may not be fully recognized or easily translated into college credit and credentials.

@/E'“ Policies and Practices to Strengthen College Pathways

To better serve California’s potential graduates, colleges and policymakers should pursue a comprehensive approach
that combines flexible academic programs with clearer routes into and through college and stronger financial,
advising, and basic-needs support. Promising policies and practices include:

Expanding high-quality online and hybrid instruction so working adults can participate without being constrained
by traditional class times or lengthy commutes.

Developing competency-based programs that allow students to progress by demonstrating what they know and can
do, including knowledge gained through employment, military service, and other life experiences.

Simplifying reenrollment and credit transfer for adults who previously attended college, including clearer processes
for retrieving transcripts, evaluating prior coursework, and applying credits toward a credential.

Awarding credit for prior learning so adults do not have to repeat material they have already mastered or spend
additional time and money earning credits for knowledge they already possess.

Improving access to financial aid and basic needs support by accounting for the full costs adults face, simplifying
application processes, and connecting students with available public benefits and institutional resources.
Strengthening support for student parents through childcare, family-responsive scheduling, dependent-care
allowances, priority registration, and clearer access to campus and community resources.

Better serving multilingual learners by integrating English-language development, adult basic education, and college-
level coursework rather than requiring students to complete long sequences before entering a degree pathway.
Reducing geographic and transportation barriers by assessing transportation to campus, offering free or discounted
transit passes if warranted, and ensuring adequate online offerings and services.

Creating welcoming campuses for veterans and improving the recognition of military training, experience, and
previously earned credits.

Increasing the college attainment of California’s potential graduates could pave the way to economic mobility for
millions of residents and even pay for itself with increased tax revenue and reduced state spending. This population
faces serious hurdles, and growing evidence shows that certain policies and practices actually address those challenges
to increase enrollment and completion. Changing the state’s higher education system to work better for these adults
will not be an easy task, but if successful, it would generate an immense payoff to individuals, their families, their

communities, and the state.
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Adult Learners Are Essential to California’s Prosperity

alifornia’s economic future, and the prosperity of its residents, depends on whether more adults 25 years and
older can enroll in and complete postsecondary education. In the coming years, demand for workers with a
college degree will grow and be reflected in 46 percent of California jobs.!

Meanwhile, the number of California high school graduates, the demographic group historically most likely to attend
and complete college, is projected to decline more than 30 percent (figure 1). And the share attending college right
after high school is also dropping (figure 2). These trends portend a shortage of college graduates needed to fill these
jobs and to power the state’s economy.

FIGURE 2

Recent high school graduates are

FIGURE 1

Fewer Californians will graduate

high school in the coming years less likely to enroll in college
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Source: Lane, P., Falkenstern, C., and Bransberger, P. (2023). Knocking at Note: Trendline is estimated using lowess (locally weighted scatterplot
the college door: Projections of high school graduates (11th ed). Western smoother), bandwidth = o.5. Recent high school completers include individuals
Interstate Commission for Higher Education (replication data). who earned a GED or other equivalent.

Source: Current Population Survey, October Supplement, 1977-2024, analyzed
via IPUMS CPS (replication link).

It is also an opportunity to expand prosperity among current California residents. The economic advantages associated
with a bachelor’s degree are considerable. Compared with working-age Californians with a high school diploma but no
college education, bachelor’s degree holders are less likely to live in poverty (8% vs. 20%), more likely to be in the labor
force (88% vs. 77%), and have a median net worth more than six times higher ($582,000 vs. $76,000).> These disparities
underscore the need to ensure that more Californians can share in the state’s prosperity.

Against the prospect of California’s impending shortage of college-

educated workers, a solution is hiding in plain sight. Approximately 6 4 milli on

6.4 million Californians ages 25-54 have a high school diploma or the . . .
equivalent but no college degree. These potential graduates represent an Workmg—age Californians
enormous untapped opportunity to meet employers’ needs while creating have a hlgh school dlploma

better economic opportunities for millions of residents and their families. but no College degree

Adult Learners Are Essential to California’s Prosperity continued on Page 8
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Adult Learners Are Essential to California’s Prosperity continued

However, California’s higher education system remains largely unprepared to support this population’s success. The
state’s postsecondary system has changed little since the 1960 Master Plan for Higher Education formalized it, despite
seismic shifts in the student population and the economy over the past six decades.? In many ways, institutional
structures still presume that students are recent high school graduates, primarily financially supported by their
parents, and able to relocate near campus. These assumptions have resulted in a mismatch between the design of the

college experience and the realities of current and potential learners.

Potential graduates are not just older versions of the students the system was built to serve. They are far more likely to
shoulder responsibilities (like full-time employment and parenting) while financing college on their own, often under
financial strain.4 Most attend multiple colleges over the course of their education (at a higher rate than students ages
18-24) as they navigate competing demands on their time and resources.>

Yet colleges often offer classes and services such as advising and counseling exclusively during weekday business hours, when
many potential graduates are working. They schedule courses over 10- to 16-week quarters and semesters, which limits
opportunities for enrollment and raises the stakes if students have to withdraw midterm for work or family responsibilities.

Persisting Through Institutional Barriers

Joseph attended community college off and on for nearly a decade before enrolling at a public four-year
university. Working full time while attending college took a toll on his grades, leading to academic probation and
the loss of financial aid eligibility.

No one from school reached out. If someone had showed they cared, it would have helped.
I didn’t know what else to do besides leave.

Five years later, when Joseph attempted to reenroll, he learned that he first needed to complete a semester with
satisfactory academic progress to regain access to financial aid. This stipulation required him to earn a cumulative 2.0
grade point average (or a C average) and complete at least 67 percent of the credits he attempted. Motivated to complete,
Joseph quit his job, took out a personal loan, enrolled full time, and ultimately graduated with a bachelor of science in
electrical engineering, eight years after first enrolling in university. Joseph’s experience illustrates the structural barriers
that too often make enrolling or returning to college difficult and the determination needed to surmount them.

Source: Degrees of Value research by California Competes.

Organization of Report

This report is organized in two parts. Part 1 examines the demographic characteristics of potential graduates,
including their backgrounds, work and family responsibilities, finances, where they live, language needs, and military
experience. Part 2 identifies policies and practices that can help colleges better serve them and strengthen pathways
to completion, with a focus on evidence-based solutions, especially those involving randomized controlled trials.
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Who Are California’s
Potential Graduates?

Understanding the characteristics of California’s 6.4 million potential
graduates is the first step to better serving them. This population
varies in background, educational attainment, home responsibilities,
living situation, and language proficiency. Colleges must shape

their policies and practices for that diversity.

-
il

ETHNICITY, RACE, AND NATIONAL ORIGIN
Latinx Californians Make Up the Largest Share of Potential Graduates
Over half of California’s potential graduates, 3.3 million adults, are Latinx (figure 3). Latinx Californians are also more

likely than members of any other major ethnic or racial group to say that they intend to pursue higher education in the
next two years.®

Among those ages 25-54, Latinx and Black Californians are disproportionately likely to be potential graduates. Forty-
nine percent of Latinx Californians and 50 percent of Black Californians are potential graduates, compared with 39
percent of all Californians ages 25-54.7

FIGURE 3

The largest share of potential graduates is Latinx

Race and ethnicity of potential graduates

Latin | 517/ ;.3 rilion)

White 269%b (1.7 million)
Asian 9% (595,000)
Black 7% (435,000)

Two or more races 4% (244,000)

Southwest Asian/North African | 1% (90,000)
Other race | 1% (33,000)
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander | 1% (32,000)

American Indian/Native American | <1% (22,000)

Source: 2020—2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

Ethnicity, Race, and National Origin continued on Page 10
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Ethnicity, Race, and National Origin continued

Five out of six Latinx potential graduates (83%, 2.7 million of 3.3 million) are of Mexican descent (figure 4). The next

most commonly represented Latinx national origins are Salvadoran (5%, 160,000) and Guatemalan (3%, 88,000).

Among Asian, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander (ANHPI) potential graduates, 27 percent are of Filipino descent,
18 percent are of Chinese descent, 14 percent are of Vietnamese descent, and 8 percent are of Indian descent (figure 5).

The remaining 30 percent are from other national origins or more than one national origin.

FIGURE 4

Latinx potential graduates are overwhelmingly of Mexican descent

National origin of Latinx potential graduates
Salvadoran 5% (160,000)
Guatemalan | 3% (88,000)

Puerto Rican | 1% (42,000)
Spaniard | 1% (28,000)
Nicaraguan | 1% (26,000)
Honduran | 1% (21,000)
Peruvian | 1% (20,000)
Colombian | 1% (20,000)
Cuban | 1% (18,000)

Other Latinx 4% (144,000)

Source: 2020—2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

Ethnicity, Race, and National Origin continued on Page 11
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Ethnicity, Race, and National Origin continued

FIGURE 5

Filipino, Chinese, and Vietnamese Californians make up over half of

ANHPI potential graduates

National origin of ANHPI potential graduates

wieine | 27°/o <9 000
crinese | 15°% 2,000

Asian Indian 8% (49,000)
Korean 6% (38,000)
Hmong 4% (25,000)

Cambodian 49 (22,000)

Japanese 3% (16,000)

Laotian 2% (11,000)
Samoan 2% (10,000)
Pakistani | 1% (7,000)

Thai | 1% (7,000)

Taiwanese or )
Chinese and Taiwanese 1% (4,000)

Other or multiple ANHPI 11% (66,000)

Note: ANHPI = Asian, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander.
Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

59%

of ANHPI potential

graduates are
Filipino, Chinese,
or Vietnamese.
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

Nearly Half of Potential Graduates Have College Experience

California’s 6.4 million potential graduates may not have an associate’s or bachelor’s degree, but nearly half (48%, 3.1

million) have attended college (figure 6).

About half of potential graduates have some college experience

Highest level of education among potential graduates

One or more 0 -
L _ b miten 4:8%

have some
Less than one college
High school
diploma 46% (2.9 million)

GED or alternative
credential 7% (415,000)

Note: Detail does not sum to totals due to rounding.
Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).
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Educational Attainment continued on Page 13
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Educational Attainment continued

The proportion of potential graduates with any postsecondary education varies widely by ethnicity and race, from

41 percent of Latinx Californians to 61 percent of multiracial Californians (figure 7). (These findings obscure further
variation within ethnic and racial groups. Attainment is further disaggregated by national origin for Latinx and Asian
Californians in the appendix.)

Multiracial and white potential graduates are most likely to have some

college experience, while Latinx Californians are least likely

Potential graduates' highest level of education, by ethnicity and race )
All adults with some college,

no degree: 48%
1
Two or
(o)
CI O R
{

White
Asian
Black

Other race

American Indian/
Native American

Southwest Asian/
North African

Native Hawaiian/
Pacific Islander

e [ ~~ I -

GED or alternative B High school B Some college, but B 1 or more years of
credential diploma less than 1 year college credit, no degree

Note: Detail does not sum to totals due to rounding.
Source: 2020—2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

=
a\'Q+ CALIFORNIA COMPETES ‘ Untapped Opportunity: Meet California’s 6.4 Million Potential Graduates | 13

HIGHER EDUCATION FOR A STRONG ECONOMY

15TH ANNIVERSARY


https://sda.usa.ipums.org/sdaweb/analysis/exec?formid=tbf&sdaprog=tables&dataset=us2024c&sec508=false&row=potential_grad_vs_trad_student&column=race_eth9%2C+hispand%28r%3A+100+%22Mexican%22%3B+200+%22Puerto+Rican%22%3B+300+%22Cuban%22%3B+412+%22Guatemalan%22%3B+413+%22Honduran%22%3B+414+%22Nicaraguan%22%3B+416+%22Salvadoran%22%3B423+%22Colombian%22%3B426+%22Peruvian%22%3B450+%22Spaniard%22%3B+498%2C+411%2C+415%2C+417%2C+420%2C+421%2C+422%2C+424%2C+425%2C+427%2C+428%2C+431%2C+460+%22Other+Latinx%22%29&filters=statefip%286%29&weightlist=perwt&rowpct=on&cflevel=95&weightedn=on&ch_type=none&decpcts=6&decse=1&decwn=0&decstats=2&csvformat=no&csvfilename=race.csv
https://californiacompetes.org/15th-anniversary/

SEX

The Majority of Potential Graduates Are Men

As figure 8 shows, 54 percent of potential graduates are men, and they outnumber women by about half a million (3.5
million vs. 2.9 million).® By comparison, the overall population of Californians ages 25-54 is more evenly split by sex,

with men constituting 51 percent (8.2 million) and women constituting 49 percent (7.9 million).?

More men than women are potential graduates

Sex distribution of potential graduates

ven | 5 %o (3. miion

Women 4.6% (2.9 million)

Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Many Live in Households With Limited Financial Resources

Many potential graduates have limited financial

means. We cannot measure exactly how many potential
graduates will have difficulty affording college because
there is no definitive cost threshold.” The financial
resources that potential graduates will need from
enrollment through graduation depend on what colleges
charge, the amount of financial aid the student receives,
and their living expenses, among other things.

For example, a typical low-income California college
student can expect annual costs of $4,000 at the
University of California (UC), $8,900 at the California
State University (CSU), and $9,000 at the California
Community Colleges (CCC) after subtracting federal and
state grant aid." Private colleges usually cost more.”
Living expenses are largely determined by family
configuration and the local cost of living.

All of these factors vary widely across the state’s 6.4
million potential graduates, but these two finance-
related measures illustrate possible financial constraints.

Household Income continued on Page 15
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Household Income continued

Figure 9 compares the median household income of potential graduates statewide and across California’s regions.
Statewide, potential graduates have a median household income of $103,000, with regional incomes ranging from
$72,000 in Imperial County to $124,000 in the Bay Area. In every region, potential graduates earn less than the median
household income for Californians ages 25-54 across all levels of educational attainment ($125,000). While a six-
figure income may sound substantial, it stretches much less far in California: in 16 of the state’s 58 counties, a family

of three earning $100,000 is still officially considered low-income.

FIGURE 9

In every region, the median household income of potential graduates is

lower than that of Californians ages 25-54 overall

Median household income of potential graduates, by region, and median household income of Californians ages 25-54
of all levels of educational attainment

Median household income of all
Californians ages 25-54: $125,000

BY REGION

ay Ara [ §2000
orange I 117,000
Central Coast N 15,000
san Diego | 105,000 |
inland Empire | N 103,000
Sacramento-Tahoe | $102,000
Los Angeles N 000
Central sierra |, ;- ¢.000
san Joaquin valley |, 0. 000
North-Far North |GG ::2.000
Upper Sacramento Valley _ $82,000
imperial |, ;72,000

Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

Household Income continued on Page 16
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Household Income continued

Potential graduates’ ability to purchase basic essentials offers a more direct measure of constrained resources, as just
over half of potential graduates (54%) live in households that earn a living wage (figure 10). A living wage is estimated as
the minimum amount needed to cover the basic necessities of food, housing, taxes, utilities, health care, transportation,
childcare, emergency savings, and miscellaneous essentials (clothing, medicine, personal hygiene products, telephone
service, etc.). College tuition, fees, books and supplies, and other educational expenses are not included.’

Potential graduates whose typical expenses exceed their household income are at best teetering on the edge of poverty.
The economic situation is bleakest for potential graduates with children, who have substantially higher living expenses,
on average, than their counterparts without children. Fewer than half of potential graduates who live in households
with two or more adults and have two or more children earn a living wage. Fewer than a quarter of potential graduates
in single-adult households with any children earn a living wage (the range includes 21 percent for those with one child
and just 2 percent for those who have three or more children).

FIGURE 10

Potential graduates with children, especially in one-adult households,

are less likely to live in households earning a living wage

Percentage of potential graduates living in households that earn a living wage, by number of adults and
children in household

No children 70%
i 0)
TWo or One child 52%
IS Two children 43%
adults
Three children 26%
Four or more children 14%
No children 61%
i ")
One One child 21%
adult Two children 13%

Three or more children 2%

Note: Living wage estimates vary by county and reflect the number of adults (up to 10) and the number of children (up to 10) and their ages in the individual’s
household. Values exclude the 3 percent of potential graduates (178,000) for whom a living wage could not be calculated. Nearly all of these potential graduates (96%)
live in a county that is not identified in the survey data. The rest live in households with more than 10 adults or 10 children, which do not have corresponding budgets
needed to calculate a living wage.

Source: Calculated from the 2020—2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates via IPUMS USA, matched to living wage estimates from the Self-Sufficiency
Standard for California.
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EMPLOYMENT

Most Work Full Time and Many Have Unpredictable Schedules

In addition to having limited financial means, most potential graduates are time constrained because of employment
obligations. Nearly three-quarters (74%, 4.7 million) are employed, including 60 percent who work full time (figure
11). Given the substantial expense of college, few potential graduates have the option to quit working upon enrollment.
For most students, the opportunity cost of forgone earnings exceeds the direct costs of higher education.

FIGURE 11

Most potential graduates work full time

Employment status of potential graduates

are
Employed part time - 14% (865,000) employed

Unemployed 6% (363,000)

Not in labor force 20% (1.3 million)

Note: “Full time” is defined as usually working 35 or more hours per week.
Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

Employment continued on Page 18
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Employment continued

Potential graduates must balance not only the time demands of work and school, but also fluctuating work schedules,
which make it difficult to attend classes consistently and to maintain a steady source of income to pay their education
and living expenses. Three in 10 potential graduates work in service or retail sector jobs (figure 12), which are
increasingly subject to unstable working hours that can change at the last minute.

A study of 28,000 service sector workers found that 37 percent worked a variable schedule and another 19 percent

had rotating shifts.”” In the same study, 63 percent of employees said they received fewer than two weeks’ notice of
schedule changes, including 16 percent who said they were rescheduled with fewer than three days’ notice. A little
more than half (51%) had no input regarding their work schedules, and 14 percent had experienced a shift cancellation
within the last month.

FIGURE 12

Many potential graduates work in service and retail jobs,

which often have unpredictable schedules and fluctuating hours

Occupational category of potential graduates

31%

work in
Retail salespersons, cashiers, 0 service and
and their supervisors - 8% (432,000 retail jobs

Management, business,
science, and arts occupations

2290 (1.2 million)

Production, transportation, and 18% (977,000)
material moving occupations !

Sales and office occupations
except retail salespersons, 17% (926,000)
cashiers, and their supervisors

Natural resources, construction, o
and maintenance occupations 13% (709,000)

Military | <1% (26,000)

Note: Results exclude the 13 percent of potential graduates (808,000) not in the labor force or with no work experience in the last five years. The categories are based on
the 2018 revision of the Standard Occupational Classification, published by the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. From top to bottom, the ranges are 3601-4655, 4700~
4760, 10—3550, 4800—5940, 6005—7640, and 9800-9830.

Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).
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PARENTING STATUS
Two in Five Potential Graduates Are Parents

More than 2.7 million potential graduates are parents of children under 18, making up 42 percent of California’s

working-age adults without a degree. Parenting responsibilities are especially common among women with nearly half

(49%) raising children, compared with 36 percent of men.

FIGURE 13

Many potential graduates have children, including half of women and

one-third of men

Proportion of potential graduates with children under 18, by sex

potentﬁ:: 42%b have children under 18 58% do not have children under 18
graduates (2.7 million) (3.7 million)
Women 49% 51%
(1.4 million) (1.5 million)
36% 64%

Note: Detail does not sum to totals due to rounding.
Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

Navigating College as a Student Parent

Meg, a mother of two, stopped out and reenrolled four times over seven years before earning her associate’s
degree. During this time, she experienced ongoing periods of housing instability, had limited childcare, and
lacked support for basic necessities. She also struggled to find places to breastfeed on campus, so attending

college when her children were newborns felt unworkable.

Basic needs, housing, childcare, and transportation are really big factors, especially with
babies under two. If you’re breastfeeding, having to be on campus is not really feasible.

Source: Degrees of Value research by California Competes.
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GEOGRAPHY

Inland and Rural Regions Have Highest Shares of Potential Graduates,
But Fewer College Options

Potential graduates are concentrated in California’s inland and more rural areas, regions with fewer college campuses
(figure 14). The regions with the highest percentages of potential graduates are Imperial County (55%), North-Far North
(54%), Upper Sacramento Valley (52%), the Inland Empire (52%), the San Joaquin Valley (50%), Central Sierra (50%),
and Sacramento-Tahoe (43%). These regions are home to 40 percent of potential graduates (2.5 million); however, the
regions host only 32 percent of all California residents ages 25-54.

FIGURE 14

Potential graduates are concentrated in the state’s inland regions,

where there are fewer college options

Percentage of population ages 25-54 with a high school diploma but no college degree, by region

=50%

North-Far North
5490

<30%
Upper Sacramento Valley
52%
Sacramento-Tahoe
Bay Area 43%
28%
a Central Sierra
A 50%
San Joaquin Valley = A
50%

Central Coast
38%

Inland Empire

52%

Los Angeles
38%

B Main UC campus
. 34%
A Main CSU campus Tyl
. San Diego — W po
Main CCC campus 37% 55%

Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

Geography continued on Page 21
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Geography continued

Potential graduates in rural areas face a more difficult path to college than their urban and suburban counterparts, as

they often live far from the nearest college’s main campus or subsidiary branch, satellite, or center (see, for example,

“Mia’s Story,” p. 21). If a student is unable to relocate for any number of reasons (their job, their spouse’s or partner’s

job, housing or moving costs, caregiving responsibilities, etc.), they may be stuck with a drive of more than an hour,

with no public transportation. Even for potential graduates with access to a vehicle, transportation is a major expense,

constituting nearly one-fifth of the average student’s budget, and parking on campus can be difficult and costly.»

A Long Commute and an Academic Journey Nearly Derailed by the Pandemic

Mia lived in a rural area of Northern California, far from the nearest college. After attending community college,
she transferred to a public four-year university that she selected in large part for its proximity to a major
freeway. Even so, it took her an hour to drive to campus.

Scheduling Around the Commute
The timing of offered courses was a significant barrier for Mia, as she had to arrange her class
schedule to fit her commute. She appreciated the flexibility of the community college schedule,

compared with the more limited offerings at the university.

An Abrupt Shift Online
For many students, remote learning is a welcome alternative to long commutes and the hassle
and expense of parking and transit fares. Not so for Mia, at least not in the ad hoc form of online

instruction that sprang up at the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020.

Academic Notice and Lost Aid
(5) Just weeks away from completing the final courses for her bachelor’s degree, she struggled with her
A online classes and failed three of them. As a result, she was placed on academic notice (what was
formerly known as academic probation), which cut off her eligibility for financial aid.

Return and Completion
After successfully appealing her status, she reenrolled, completed her last three classes, and graduated.

The ordeal delayed her completion by a whole year.

Source: Degrees of Value research by California Competes.
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MULTILINGUAL LEARNERS
Nearly Half a Million Potential Graduates Face Language Barriers

Nearly half a million potential graduates have limited English proficiency or do not speak English at all (figure 15). This
is eight times the share of current California undergraduates ages 18-24 (8% vs. 1%).?° This difference illustrates a key
challenge: California’s higher education system is not designed to teach college-level coursework to the large number of

multilingual adults who could benefit from postsecondary education.

Among potential graduates who do not speak English well or at all, 73 percent (358,000) speak Spanish at home, 9 percent
(44,000) speak Chinese, and 5 percent (26,000) speak Vietnamese (figure 16). (Specific Chinese dialects are not measured.)

FIGURE 15

One in twelve potential graduates has limited English proficiency

English speaking ability of potential graduates

Speaks English very well o -
or exclusively 83% (5.3 million)
Speaks English well 10% (609,000)
i 6% o
Speaks English, but not well 0 (375,000) 8 /0
have limited
Does not speak English I 290 (113,000) English proficiency

Note: Detail does not sum to totals due to rounding.
Source: 2020—2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

Multilingual Learners continued on Page 23
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Multilingual Learners continued

FIGURE 16

Nearly three-quarters of multilingual potential graduates with limited

English proficiency speak Spanish at home

Among potential graduates who do not speak English well or at all, language spoken at home
seanish | 737 s 000
Chinese 9% (44,000)
Vietnamese 5% (26,000)
Filipino/Tagalog 2% (7,000)
Hindi and related | 1% (7,000)
Korean = 1% (7,000)
Armenian | 19, (6,000)
Arabic | 1% (5,000)
Farsi/Iranian/Persian | 1% (4,000)

Russian | 1% (4,000)

All other foreign languages 4905 (20,000)

Note: Detail does not sum to totals due to rounding.
Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).

VETERANS

Some Bring Valuable Skills
from Military Service

Finally, 191,000 potential graduates (3%) are military
veterans. Veterans constitute 5 percent of men (168,000)
and 1 percent of women (23,000) who are potential
graduates. They bring with them distinct advantages

(such as the skills and knowledge they acquired from
their military service) and challenges (such as higher

rates of disability). About 1 in 3 5

potential graduates are veterans

Source: 2020—2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).
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What Policies and Practices Can
Strengthen College Pathways for
Potential Graduates?

Understanding California’s 6.4 million potential graduates is the first
step; the next is identifying what helps them succeed. This section
presents recommendations organized by the number of potential
graduates who could benefit from them and, where possible, grounded
in randomized controlled trials (RCT's). See the appendix for the

A e

For Greatest Impact, Employ a Comprehensive Approach

strengths and limitations of RCTs.

Potential graduates often face multiple barriers to college enrollment and completion. Expanding opportunity
requires more than helping students through the doors. Institutions must also be ready to support this population
from intent through degree attainment. As such, colleges should employ a comprehensive approach that combines
an array of supports, such as financial assistance, advising, academic support, flexible scheduling, and instruction,
to facilitate smoother onramps and pathways to completion.

One example of a comprehensive approach, the Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP), illustrates the
potential of a holistic strategy that integrates several supports. The program pairs financial assistance, including
tuition waivers, textbooks, and transit passes, with dedicated advising and career planning, tutoring, learning
communities, a student-success seminar, and encouragement to enroll full time and during summer and winter
breaks. ASAP nearly doubled community college students’ three-year graduation rates compared with a control
group (40% versus 22%) and also improved persistence, credit accumulation, and transfer to four-year colleges.>
Its effects have held in replications at colleges in several states?” and in an eight-year follow-up study.? A
cost-benefit analysis found it more cost-effective at graduating community college students than more typical
approaches.?

ASAP is one example of a broader pattern: interventions that combine more supports tend to produce stronger
results. A meta-analysis of 39 studies examining varying combinations of student supports and instructional
reforms found that interventions with more components led to greater improvements in student achievement.?
The evidence base includes adult students and student parents: 24% of participants in that meta-analysis were
age 25 or older,*>® and a meta-analysis of a subset of the studies found a similar pattern of results for student
parents.?’

For Greatest Impact, Employ a Comprehensive Approach continued on Page 25

=
+
:\d CALIFORNIA COMPETES ‘ Untapped Opportunity: Meet California’s 6.4 Million Potential Graduates | 24

HIGHER EDUCATION FOR A STRONG ECONOMY
15TH ANNIVERSARY


https://californiacompetes.org/15th-anniversary/

For Greatest Impact, Employ a Comprehensive Approach continued

Colleges do not need to implement every support at once. They can begin with targeted improvements and build
toward a more comprehensive approach over time. The recommendations that follow offer practical strategies to:
Maximize enrollment and credit-earning opportunities for all potential graduates
Design flexible programs for working learners
Reengage Californians with some college but no degree
Reduce financial barriers for low-income Californians

Tailor recruitment, programs, and supports to the circumstances of diverse learners, including Latinx and Black

Californians, parents, rural learners, multilingual learners, and veterans.

Most potential graduates hold multiple identities and experiences, so many will benefit from more than one of these
strategies. Colleges should consider how to combine them in ways that respond to the overlapping needs and strengths
of the learners they serve while creating the conditions for more potential graduates to see higher education as part of
their future, earn a credential, and thrive.

For All Potential Graduates, Maximize Enrollment and
Credit-Earning Opportunities

Regardless of their background, most potential graduates have limited time, competing obligations, and years of life
experience gained outside of educational settings. Colleges should design policies (such as the following ones) that

recognize their constraints and strengths.

Encourage enrollment over summer and winter breaks: This encouragement emerged (along with
encouraging full-time enrollment) as the most effective component of the meta-analysis mentioned
® above.?® Summer enrollment is a more feasible option for adults who are not able to enroll full
time because of work or caregiving responsibilities. A recent RCT concluded that an inexpensive
messaging campaign to boost summer enrollment, with and without modest supplemental financial

aid, led students to complete more credits.>

Offer in-person courses during shorter academic terms (five to eight weeks): Replacing 15- or
| 16-week semesters or 10-week quarters, shorter terms allow adult learners more enrollment
I opportunities each year and reduce the penalty they incur when forced to withdraw midterm for
work, family, or other personal reasons.® Research in three states on the effects of compressed
terms found mostly positive effects on persistence, course completion, and enrollment in additional
courses in the same subject for in-person instruction but largely negative effects for online

instruction.3' At least two efforts are underway to evaluate shortened terms in the CCC.3

Offer credit for prior learning: Such credit could apply to college-level skills and knowledge gained
I[@ from employment, military service, and other out-of-class settings.3
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For Working Californians,
Enable Them to Learn on
Their Own Schedules

Most potential graduates work full time, often in service

and retail positions with limited flexibility and hours
and shifts that can fluctuate with little notice. Unstable
work schedules have become common in other sectors as
well, including technology, media, government, health
care, and trucking.3+ A recent study revealed how this
trend affects students. Last year, 65 percent of working
undergraduates told researchers that they experienced

a change to their work hours in the prior year, and 27
percent said that the difference in hours affected their

enrollment.3>

With erratic work schedules come unreliable income streams. A recent study of working Californians found that many
have variable hours and paycheck totals, especially those at the lower end of the income scale. “I work part time and my
hours are always changing,” explained one participant. “I don’t really have a set amount that I can expect to make every month.
So it feels like a surprise—one month I might be okay, but the next month, I might not make enough.”3¢ Such variability only
compounds the financial challenge of paying for college.

These realities can make it difficult to complete college in systems designed around younger students with fewer
competing responsibilities. While employers and policymakers have a critical role to play in improving job quality and
stability, colleges must also adapt their structures and practices to better meet the needs of working adults.

Expand asynchronous online instruction: Asynchronous online instruction and other alternatives to traditional
classroom instruction can enable students with reliable access to high-speed internet to attend lectures and
complete assignments on their own schedules.3”

Promote competency-based education: This option enables students to progress through programs at their own

pace, spending more time and effort on academics when work demands are lower and vice versa.?

@qohg For Latinx and Black Californians, Tailor Recruitment Efforts and
Enhance the Sense of Belonging

Half of potential graduates are Latinx Californians, and another 7 percent are Black, totaling 3.7 million adults. Colleges
must take steps to encourage their enrollment and, after they matriculate, bolster their success.

Employ culturally relevant messaging and tailored recruitment strategies: Use languages other than English when
appropriate, particularly when reaching Latinx Californians and other multilingual communities.3®

Pilot and refine initiatives to increase students’ sense of belonging: For example, an RCT involving 27,000 students
across 22 colleges found that a 10- to 30-minute reading and writing exercise promoting belonging reduced gaps
in first-year persistence for Latinx and Black students (relative to white and Asian students), as well as for first-

generation college students (relative to continuing-generation students).4°
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% For Californians with Some College but No Degree, Address the
Reasons They Stopped Out and Facilitate Credit Mobility

Nearly half of potential graduates have already attended college. This experience can give potential graduates a head
start over first-time students, potentially shortening the time it takes to earn degrees and saving them thousands of
dollars. However, prior enrollment can be a barrier if it stirs up negative feelings or requires them to settle outstanding
debts (such as parking fines or late fees). To reach potential graduates with college experience, colleges must implement
policies that address the reasons they stopped out and smooth the path to reenrollment and completion.

Understand the reasons why students stopped out: This is a first step toward assessing and reforming policies and
procedures.4

Contact adults with some college but no degree to invite them back to campus: Ideally, this occurs alongside
supplemental financial and academic support.*> One RCT found a combination of text messaging and a one-semester
fee waiver led to a modest but meaningful increase in reenrollment.4? Another RCT found larger effects by combining
outreach with dedicated academic advising and financial aid.4

Reform academic probation: Remove the classification’s punitive connotations and penalties, and inform candidates
for academic renewal that they can reset their grades.*

End the practice of withholding transcripts for outstanding charges: Some campuses continue to withhold transcripts
for late fees and library fines, for example, in apparent violation of state law.4® Offer a process for forgiving
institutional debt.4?

Facilitate the transfer of credit across colleges: This could accelerate credit evaluation and reduce the cost of such
evaluations—ideally, such a system could work so well that prospective students find out how their credits will carry
over and fulfill degree requirements before they even apply.4®

Articulate and promote noncredit-to-credit pathways and conversion: This assistance is helpful for the many adult
learners who start in noncredit community college programs and adult schools.4

The Value of Outreach for Reengaging Students Who Stop Out

Bruce started college in 1997 but left for nearly 15 years before reenrolling. He stopped out again after ongoing
battles with addiction. During his time away from college, Bruce became sober, moved out of state, and later
reenrolled at his previous college through an online learning option. He ultimately completed his bachelor’s
degree in communications. Bruce didn’t receive any outreach from the school after stopping out. Reflecting on his
experience, he believes that outreach would have helped him return sooner.

When you’re reminded that someone is thinking of you, when there’s so much riding on it—we
don’t know why people leave, but someone extending their hand could make all the difference.

Source: Degrees of Value research by California Competes.
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For Californians with Low Incomes, Assist with Obtaining
=4 . .
Financial Support

Financial strain is a leading barrier to enrollment in higher education and the most common reason students stop out.5°
The average potential graduate must find or borrow $4,000 to $9,000 per year to attend a public college or university,
even after accounting for federal and state grants. Students with dependent children face additional expenses in the tens
of thousands of dollars, not to mention the opportunity cost of fewer hours working for pay.

Moreover, even when these potential graduates scrape together the means to enroll in college, it is a risky endeavor in
which one misstep could lead to serious consequences. As one study explains:

[A] student from a high-income family who discovers that he or she has taken a course that does not count toward graduation
or transfer can shrug off the time and money as a minor hassle. In contrast, for a low-income student, the time spent on a
semester-long course translates to at least a full week of time away from wage earning. The forgone wages, along with any
tuition not covered by financial aid, may require cuts in basic household expenses for items such as groceries, health insurance,
or children’s clothing. To realize that such painful sacrifices were wasted on an unnecessary course is no minor hassle.>

For those who take out student loans, the consequences of dropping out can be even more dire, as they have to manage

debt without the additional earning power of a college degree.5

Compounding the issue for potential graduates with low incomes is a state financial aid system that excludes many

adult learners. Cal Grants, the state’s primary financial aid program for students with low incomes, have generally been
restricted to those who enroll in college immediately or soon after high school. Reform legislation in 2021 partially
expanded access to adult learners who apply and qualify for a Cal Grant while enrolled in California community colleges.>

However, older students who either do not apply for financial aid until after they have transferred or enroll directly

in a four-year institution remain ineligible for entitlement Cal Grants in most instances. Instead, they are placed in a
competitive grant pool out of which only 13,000 awards are paid each year, leaving out tens of thousands of otherwise
eligible students.>* Legislation enacted in 2022 would have entirely eliminated restrictions for older students, but with a

lack of available funding, the change never took effect.5

Generally, UC and CSU students with incomes low enough to qualify for a Cal Grant will receive institutional aid to cover
their tuition and fees. For student parents, however, receipt of a Cal Grant also unlocks up to $6,000 in supplemental aid
for nontuition expenses, such as childcare. Parents kept out of the Cal Grant program because of their age or the length of
time since they graduated high school may not always have this amount covered by institutional grants.

With nearly half of potential graduates in households not earning enough to purchase basic necessities, colleges must
help students maximize the financial support for which they are eligible. Here are promising avenues for reducing

financial pressure for this population:
Encourage potential graduates to apply for financial aid and other public benefits: This strategy is supported by RCT's.
Such efforts can be extremely cost-effective, yielding thousands of dollars in benefits for each dollar invested.
Offer personalized assistance with filing for aid: Assistance increased college application rates eight percentage
points in one RCT.>

Remove barriers to the Cal Grant program that exclude older students: In addition, remove barriers that prevent
certain student parents from receiving supplemental aid intended to help cover nontuition expenses.5

U

>

+
N CALIFORNIA COMPETES ‘ Untapped Opportunity: Meet California’s 6.4 Million Potential Graduates | 28

HIGHER EDUCATION FOR A STRONG ECONOMY

R

15TH ANNIVERSARY

(I'


https://californiacompetes.org/15th-anniversary/

ﬁ‘@ For Parents, Expand Family-Friendly Policies and Facilities

Parenting while enrolled in college can require an
enormous additional investment of money, time, and
effort.5 Colleges often lack facilities to support parenting
students (e.g., changing stations, lactation rooms, on-
campus childcare, and family-serving housing) and
policies that accommodate their needs (e.g., priority
registration, consideration of children’s expenses in
financial aid eligibility calculations, and a sense of
belonging for them and their children on campus).®

Recently enacted legislation addresses some of these
issues at public colleges, requiring CCC and CSU campuses
to offer student parents priority registration, post
resources for them on their websites, and incorporate
parenting-specific expenses (such as childcare) in
calculating the price of attendance.® (These laws request
the same actions of UC campuses.) Some campuses have

dedicated specific spaces on campus for student parents.®

Potential graduates caring for younger children must
also contend with what may be the biggest obstacle of
all: paying for childcare. The median price of center-
based childcare exceeds $20,000 per child per year in
some parts of California, with families facing annual
expenses as high as $50,000.9 On average, the annual

HELPING STUDENT PARENTS
FIND THE SUPPORT THEY NEED

The California Student Parent Resource Hub

7

Helping student parents succeed starts with making
support easier to find and access. The Student

Parent Resource Hub, developed by The California
Alliance for Student Parent Success, helps current
and prospective student parents find and compare
resources—like child-friendly study spaces, student
parent groups, childcare, and food pantries—available
across California’s public colleges. Explore the tool at

castudentparentalliance.org/resource-hub/.

statewide cost of center-based care for one infant is a larger expense than housing or college tuition, constituting 16

percent of income for two-parent households and 49 percent of income for single parents.%

Colleges must act on multiple fronts to successfully accommodate the 2.7 million potential graduates who are parents.

The following recommendations represent a sample of policies and practices to support student parents.

Streamline processes for student parents to learn about, apply for, and secure relevant resources: Such resources

include subsidized childcare, financial aid for students with dependents, and case management services.%°

Audit campus facilities for family-serving accommodations: These accommodations include on-campus childcare,

student parent resource centers, private lactation rooms (not bathrooms) for expressing milk and feeding infants,

family-serving student housing (apartments), and play spaces for young children.¢

Adopt and enforce policies that support parenting and breastfeeding students: Such policies include formal parental

leave for new parents and guardians and a procedure for students to request time off between classes to pump milk.%®

Offer high-quality childcare options that are affordable, are open when student parents need them, and have

sufficient availability: With this support, students can enroll their children without waiting months for an opening.®

Making childcare affordable almost certainly entails public funding, but a subsidy may even pay for itself in higher

tax receipts and reduced government spending.”°
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ﬁ@A@ For Rural and Mobility-Challenged Californians, Reduce the
Burden of Commuting

Transportation to campus can pose significant logistical and financial barriers to college enrollment, especially in rural
areas, which have the largest proportions of adults who are potential graduates.” Consequently, colleges must find
ways to enable Californians to attend college wherever they live. The following recommendations may also benefit
suburban and urban residents who have limited transportation options, mobility issues, or time commitments that
make it difficult to regularly attend classes in person.

Assess the accessibility of transportation to and from campus: This activity will help administrators better
understand the circumstances of potential graduates and current students.” Nearly all community colleges in
California (93%) have a public transportation stop within a half mile of campus, for example. However, that fact
says nothing of whether the transportation is affordable, reliable, or fast enough; whether it runs during the hours
that students need it; or whether it operates near students’ homes.”

Offer free or discounted student transit passes: These could be offered, perhaps, in concert with local
government, if the campus transportation assessment indicates that doing so would be helpful. Passes might
be distributed as a universal program or specifically to students who need it as part of a comprehensive support
package.? (Most CCC campuses already offer subsidized public transportation for the vast majority of their
students who live off campus.” Other colleges and localities do too, and the effort is sometimes funded by
student fees.’?) An RCT found that at two New York City community colleges, students who picked up a free
transit pass had higher rates of persistence and graduation, though these results may not be generalizable to
less urban communities.?””

Ensure that online offerings, including full degree programs and student services, are adequate: Offerings should
meet the needs of potential graduates who cannot travel to campus due to distance, physical limitations, or other
reasons but do have reliable broadband internet service.

The Value of Online Instruction

Kevin took courses offered asynchronously online so he could stay employed in his full-time day job and
complete his coursework in the evenings and on weekends. The transition to online instruction during the
COVID-19 pandemic allowed Kevin to switch from part-time to full-time enrollment and to take courses at
other campuses in the university system.

It is possible if you’re enrolled at [my university] to take a class from, you know, San Diego or
somewhere else in the same system.

He emphasized that the online learning option was the primary reason he was able to earn his bachelor’s degree
in 2022. Kevin is currently enrolled in an online master’s program in library science.

Source: Degrees of Value research by California Competes.
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For Multilingual Learners of English, Build Pathways That
Integrate English Instruction and Supports

For the nearly half-million potential graduates with limited English proficiency, colleges must offer language
instruction along with other coursework. For example, our recent work designing career pathways for San José adults
with low incomes found that prospective learners, most of whom speak a language other than English at home,
prioritize improving their English proficiency.? Research points to multiple promising practices to help potential
graduates and other multilingual learners improve their English proficiency as they seek degrees. Recommendations
include the following:

Involve potential graduates in designing academic programs: This work could include gauging their interest in
learning English and considering how such instruction might fit with existing and proposed degree pathways.?
Monitor and consider adopting emerging approaches to serve students with limited English proficiency: For
example, three CCC campuses are piloting an Al tool to guide students through administrative hurdles, such as
financial aid applications.®°

Offer transfer-level English courses specifically targeted to multilingual learners: Preliminary research suggests such

courses lead to higher rates of success.®
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ﬁ For Veterans, Build Welcoming Campuses Through Outreach,

Community, and Support

Nearly 200,000 potential graduates are military veterans.
This population has characteristics and experiences that
differentiate them from potential graduates with no prior
military service. Qualified veterans are entitled to educational
benefits that cover the full cost of attendance, including locally
adjusted living expense stipends that can exceed $5,000 per
month.® They may also earn college credit for their military
service.®3 Veterans bring valuable experiences and qualities to
campus, such as proficiency in foreign languages, leadership
skills, and a commitment to teamwork.8

Student veterans also have distinctive challenges, such
as difficulty translating their military service into
college credits,® higher rates of disabilities than other
undergraduates,® and the potential to be targeted by
predatory for-profit colleges.®’

Many organizations give recommendations (such as the

following) on how colleges can best serve student veterans.s¢

Establish a formal veteran outreach program: This
program could be staffed by students or recent
graduates with military experience, and the program
could connect personally with veterans from the time
they consider applying until after they enroll.®
Designate a physical space on campus for veterans: There,
they could meet, study, and obtain access to services.”
Offer professional development to faculty and staff:
This assistance can help them understand student

veterans’ experiences.®

_

A Warm Welcome for a Returning Veteran

Andrew began his postsecondary studies at a
community college and transferred to a four-
year college to pursue a bachelor’s degree in
communications. He was deployed during his
last semester. While overseas, he set up a virtual
meeting with a college counselor to register for
classes. When he returned to campus, the same
counselor supported him and connected him
with the veterans’ center. Andrew emphasized
the importance of intentional outreach and
opportunities to build community for veterans
returning to class and helping them feel supported.

Reach out to comebackers and create
a welcome orientation for those
students, where they can connect with
each other, so they don’t feel alone.

Source: Degrees of Value research by California Competes.
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California Has an Opportunity to Redesign Higher
Education for Today’s Students

California’s need for college graduates is growing just as the number of high school graduates is starting
to decline. Low- and middle-income Californians are increasingly being squeezed by rising costs for basics
(such as housing, food, and utilities), while their earnings remain nearly flat.?> The state is now tied with
Louisiana for the highest poverty rate in the nation.

Expanding college attainment would help improve these grim statistics and strengthen the financial
position of millions of California adults and their families. By one estimate, raising college attainment to
70 percent across all major demographic groups in California would yield a $4.4 trillion payoff over 50
years, averaging over $200,000 per resident ages 25-64. The effort would pay for itself through increased
tax revenues and reduced spending on public benefits and incarceration.%

But these 6.4 million potential graduates face a series of hurdles to earning a college degree, including limited time
and money, competing commitments, high expenses, and challenging commutes. The state’s higher education
system, once considered a national and global model, is increasingly misaligned with the needs of today’s learners.

Mounting evidence shows how colleges can welcome and educate California’s potential graduates. It will
not be easy. It will require a sustained commitment of effort and resources to even make incremental
progress. Policies and practices will undoubtedly evolve as artificial intelligence and other innovations
reshape higher education, work, and the overall economy. But the payoff of increasing college graduation
in California will be immense, even life-changing, and there are 6.4 million reasons to try.
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Appendix
Data and Methods

The findings in this publication, unless otherwise stated, are based on 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-
year estimates. This survey, conducted by the US Census Bureau, includes approximately 2 million Californians of all
ages. The data were obtained and, in most instances, analyzed via IPUMS at the University of Minnesota. Estimates
were weighted by the person weight (PERWT), except for household income (figure 9), which was weighted by the
household weight (HHWT).

Additional results for undergraduates are sourced from the 2016/2020 Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study,
Second Follow-Up, the 2012/2017 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, and the 2020 National
Postsecondary Student Aid Study, all conducted by the US Department of Education’s National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) and calculated using NCES DataLab. College enrollment rates of recent high school completers were
calculated from the US Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey October Supplement and analyzed via IPUMS. 9
Living wage budgets were provided by the Center for Women’s Welfare at the University of Washington.o”

This report focuses on California, but replication links are provided where possible to facilitate similar research in
other states and at the national level.

Figures 9 and 14 divide the state into 12 regions, each of which is made up of one or more counties:
The Bay Area consists of Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, Napa, San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Solano, and
Sonoma Counties.

The Central Coast consists of Monterey, San Benito, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Santa Cruz, and Ventura
Counties.

Central Sierra consists of Alpine, Amador, Calaveras, Inyo, Mariposa, Mono, and Tuolumne Counties.
The Inland Empire consists of Riverside and San Bernardino Counties.
Los Angeles consists of Los Angeles County.

North-Far North consists of Del Norte, Humboldt, Lake, Lassen, Mendocino, Modoc, Nevada, Plumas, Shasta, Sierra,
and Siskiyou Counties.

Orange consists of Orange County.

Sacramento-Tahoe consists of El Dorado, Placer, Sacramento, Sutter, Yolo, and Yuba Counties.

San Diego consists of San Diego County.

Imperial consists of Imperial County.

San Joaquin Valley consists of Fresno, Kern, Kings, Madera, Merced, San Joaquin, Stanislaus, and Tulare Counties.

Upper Sacramento Valley consists of Butte, Colusa, Glenn, Tehama, and Trinity Counties.

All statistics were calculated using unrounded values. For ease of interpretation, percentages are shown rounded to
whole numbers. Five- and six-figure values were rounded to the nearest thousand, and seven-figure values were
rounded to the nearest tenth of a million. Whenever possible, the figure notes and endnotes that use the sources listed
above include links to replicate the analyses and to encourage additional exploration and research. (Users must first
create a free account.)
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Why Randomized Controlled Trials Matter

Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are widely considered the strongest form of evidence in education and other
research.?® Because this report emphasizes promising practices supported by the strongest available evidence, it gives
greater weight to interventions evaluated by RCTs.

Random assignment creates two groups that are similar at the start, so any differences in outcomes are most likely due
to the intervention itself and not preexisting differences between research subjects. In contrast, most observational
(nonrandomized) studies assume that the researchers statistically control for all such background factors. This
assumption is sometimes plausible but is never airtight. These factors (such as motivation, genetic makeup, or
childhood experiences) may be difficult to measure accurately and precisely. Even if they were, researchers cannot
control for factors they have not considered.

However, RCTs also have limitations, such as artificial conditions that differ from real-world practice and settings,
samples of research participants who are often undergraduates at research universities and differ substantially from
the broader population they aim to represent, and sample sizes that are too small to reliably detect true effects.?> These
issues have contributed to broader concerns about reproducibility in social science research.'° In addition, RCTs can be
costly and difficult to implement in educational settings. They also can pose ethical problems, for example, involving
subjects in research without informed consent and withholding presumptively beneficial treatments from the control
group for the sake of comparison.

Field experiments, a specific type of RCT, address the methodological concerns by combining random assignment with
otherwise naturalistic conditions.** These studies, including all the RCTs cited in this report, assign real treatments in
real settings using research subjects who are representative of the broader population, usually at a much larger scale
(hundreds or thousands of participants) than a typical lab experiment. They evaluate treatments ranging from simple
and low-cost interventions (such as persuasive text messages and emails) to extensive approaches (involving financial
aid, intensive advising and tutoring, free books and transit passes, and more).

‘
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Educational Attainment of Latinx and Asian, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander (ANHPI) Californians

by National Origin

Among potential graduates of Mexican descent, 40 percent have some college experience (figure A1). This value
is nearly the same as Latinx potential graduates overall (41%), which is not surprising given how many Latinx
Californians are of Mexican heritage. Most other Latinx ancestry groups have higher rates of postsecondary education.

Similarly, disaggregating the educational attainment of ANHPI potential graduates by national origin shows a wide
range of values (figure A2). At the low end, 43 percent of Hmong potential graduates have attended college, and at the

high end, 64 percent of potential graduates of Korean descent have done so.

FIGURE A1l

Potential graduates of Mexican descent have similar rates of college

attendance as Latinx adults overall

Latinx potential graduates' highest level of education, by national origin

All adults with some college, no degree: 48%

Spaniard 7% 31% 15% 47 %

Cuban 5% 40% 18% 37%

Puerto Rican 9% 36% 18% 37%

Colombian 4% L4L% 12% 40%

Peruvian 8% 41% 14% 38%

Other Latinx 7

°

B

L4% 15% 34%

Nicaraguan 7 L4% 12% 37%

All Latinx (total) 7% 52% 13% 29%

Salvadoran 6% 53% 11% 29%

Mexican 7% 53% 12% 28%

Honduran 6% 54% 12% 28%

Guatemalan 6% 55% 11% 28%

GED or alternative . High school Some college, but 1 or more years of college
credential diploma less than 1 year credit, no degree

Note: Dashed line shows the 48 percent of all California potential graduates who have some college experience. “All Latinx” includes nationality groups whose numbers
are too small to show separately.

Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).
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FIGURE A2

Nearly half of potential graduates of Korean descent have completed at

least one year of college

ANHPI potential graduates' highest level of education, by national origin
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Note: ANHPI = Asian, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander. Dashed line shows the 48 percent of all California potential graduates who have some college experience.
“All ANHPI” includes ANHPI nationality groups whose numbers are too small to show separately.

Source: 2020-2024 American Community Survey five-year estimates (replication link).
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