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An analysis of federal College Scorecard data by the Center for American 
Progress, a Washington, D.C.-based policy institute, provides positive news 
that college completion rates have been inching up. Unfortunately, the 
improvement is nothing to brag about, and the college completion results for 
several states are appallingly poor. 

The Center for American Progress analysis finds that completion rates for students who enrolled 
in public four-year colleges from 2002 to 2007 and completed their college programs within six 
years of entering increased 6 percentage points over that period. 

 
This chart was published by the Center for American Progress (www.americanprogress.org): “New 
Analysis of College Scorecard Data Shows College Completion on the Rise.” 



 
From  completionwithapurpose.org  22 April 2016 

However, that improvement means that less than 60 percent of students are finishing what they 
start when they enroll, less than half of low-income students are completing college within six 
years, and colleges still see roughly a quarter of their students drop out during their first two 
years of study. 

According to the report, college completion rates are below 50 percent in six states. 

There are limitations to and some flaws in the data on which this analysis is based. Even so, I 
can’t imagine that parents who face the prospect of shelling out tens of thousands of dollars for 
tuition and related college expenses are thrilled by the notion that their child has a six in 10 
chance of succeeding in college. I can’t imagine that taxpayers who supply the funds for state 
appropriations to colleges and universities and student financial aid programs are pleased with 
that success rate. 

Moreover, these college completion rates don’t tell the whole story. They don’t shed any light on 
how students who actually graduate from college fare after they leave campus. Do they have 
the skills and competencies they need to get good jobs? Are they building successful careers? 
Are they engaged in their jobs, raising families, active in their communities? Data from other 
sources indicate that graduates’ success rates aren’t any better than student completion rates. 

We at USA Funds
®
 believe that students and their families as well as taxpayers should expect a 

much higher return on their significant investment in postsecondary education. We are working 
with educators, employers, government leaders and other like-minded nonprofit organizations to 
build a more purposeful path through education to careers. Some of the initiatives we are 
supporting encompass the following concepts: 

 Measuring the value of college [www.educationvalue.org/] based on the outcomes for 
graduates, including employment and earnings following graduation, but also reflecting 
noneconomic measures like graduate engagement with their jobs and overall well-being 
after they leave campus. 

 Placing employment squarely in the center of the education process. Frankly, we believe 
that employers should have a more central role in dictating the expected outcomes of 
higher education programs, and we strongly advocate students’ exposure to the world of 
work throughout their education experience. 

 Applying innovative new approaches [completionwithapurpose.org/category/innovation-
in-college-career-preparation/] to delivering postsecondary education, for example, 
through competency-based education programs, adaptive learning and other 
technology-enabled modes of delivery to increase student success, reduce time to 
degree completion, and promote affordability. 

 Improving results [completionwithapurpose.org/2015/10/09/community-based-
organizations-power-student-success/] for lower-income and other underserved student 
populations. The notion that higher education has been a channel for social 
advancement for most lower-income families is an illusion. The gulf in educational 
attainment levels between the richest and the poorest segments of our society has 
grown, not declined, over the last half-century. We need to promote success for all 
students, regardless of their backgrounds. 

America’s higher education system, once recognized as the best in the world, can regain its 
leadership position, but only through a change of focus to producing lifelong results for students, 
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engaging with employers in a new relationship, adopting new approaches to delivering 
education, and helping each student realize his or her potential. 

 


	College Completion Improvements Not Good Enough for Students
	16 Mar 2016 Carol D'Amico, USA Funds Inc
	 
	USA Funds Title Page

