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Over and over again, educators

and policymakers alike mouth the
mantra: ALL kids ready for college
and careers. But there remains a
giant gulf between that rhetoric and
the reality of today's high school
graduates. Among recent graduates,
fewer than 1in 10 have taken a
foundational set of courses they'd
need to be both college- and career-
ready. And almost half completed
neither a college-prep nor a career-
prep course sequence.
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MEANDERING TOWARD GRADUATION:
TRANSCRIPT OUTCOMES OF HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES

As a high school student in Louisiana, Tre decided he wanted
a career in dentistry.! His counselor said his best option

was to pursue fewer academic credits in exchange for more
elective credits toward the health field he was interested in,
so he did exactly that. But once Tre graduated and got to
community college, he wasn't so sure it was the best advice.
There, he learned that he hadn’t placed on the college level
in any subject, and his college counselor questioned why he
hadn’t taken more science classes. Tre lasted less than a year
taking remedial courses before he dropped out.

Alarmed by the plight of American high school graduates
who end up like Tre — with a high school diploma, but no
path forward to achieve long-term goals — policymakers
and educators have been working for years to solve this
longstanding problem. In the policy arena, states have
increased course requirements for graduation, instituted
high school exit exams, and, most recently, adopted new
college- and career-ready standards — all with the intention
to advance achievement and open up more opportunities for
low-income students and students of color, many of whom
have historically graduated with inferior credentials. On the
ground, school and district leaders have experimented with
their own strategies — including smaller schools, career
academies, and whole-school reform models (e.g., early
colleges) — each aimed at better preparing and connecting
students to the vast array of postsecondary opportunities
available to them.

For both educators and policymakers, the aspiration is to
prepare students for college and career, because it is now
clear that college and career are no longer two distinct
pathways. Most students will need to earn a postsecondary
credential in order to achieve a family-sustaining wage in
today’s economy.?

However, given unequal preparation at the outset of high
school and the differing demands of different postsecondary
settings, achieving this aspiration is not without its
challenges. True, graduation rates have reached an all-time
high and postsecondary enrollment rates are steadily rising.?
But, like Tre, thousands of those new college students are
testing into remedial reading, writing, or math courses
because they don’t have the foundation to perform at the
levels demanded in college classes.* Employers, too, report
that high school graduates don’t have the basic foundational
skills to start in entry-level positions.®

What's going on here? Are students being exposed to
the foundational content that would prepare them to
achieve their postsecondary goals? Are they being afforded

experiences that groom them to problem solve, study
effectively, and work productively in teams?

To get better answers to these questions, we dug into the
most recent national database of high school transcripts

to find out what it could tell us about the experiences and
preparation of our nation’s graduates. How many of our
young people are completing a full college- and career-prep
curriculum? How many also have grades that show evidence
of mastery? And how do those patterns differ by race and
socioeconomic status as well as students’ own aspirations?

To be sure, course-taking and grades can only tell us so
much about genuine readiness for success in college and
careers. Indeed, research suggests that students need some
combination of:

e Foundational academic content knowledge;

e Cognitive strategies, such as collecting information and
identifying and solving problems;

e Learning skills and dispositions, such as goal-setting,
persistence, time management, and study skills; and,

e Specialized content knowledge applicable to their
intended path after graduation. Indeed, readiness for
a postsecondary nursing program requires different
knowledge than does a pre-law program.°

Future Education Trust analyses will attempt to bring some
data to bear on other components of readiness. In the
meantime, though, we believe the data on both college and
career course-taking, as well as the grades earned in those
classes, can serve as a valuable foundation for understanding
the trends in postsecondary readiness.

The data suggest that students are meandering toward
graduation. Rather than ensuring students have access to a
cohesive curriculum that aligns high school coursework and
students’ future goals, high schools are prioritizing credit
accrual, which treats graduation as the end goal. These data
call attention to how far we have yet to travel to assure that
all of our students — and most especially students from
disadvantaged backgrounds and students of color — are fully
prepared to take advantage of the full range of opportunities
that await them after high school. Instead of being prepared
for college and career, many of our students turn out to have
been prepared for neither.

Marni Bromberg is a senior research associate and Christina
Theokas is a former director of research atThe Education Trust.
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What Comprises a College-Ready Curriculum?

Subject Credits Specific Courses

English

Algebra ll

Biology and
Chemistry
or Physics

Science

W gocial

’ Studies

Same

1 Foreign Language
Language Study

What Comprises a Career-Ready Curriculum?

Subject Credits Specific Courses

Career
Technical
Education

In the
Same Field

How Do We Measure "Advantage?"

Advantage refers to a student’s socioeconomic
status (SES), which is a measure of family income,
parental occupational status, and parental education.

Socioeconomic Status

Students with SES
measures in the top 40
percent of all students are
considered advantaged,
whereas students with SES
measures in the bottom

40 percent are considered
disadvantaged.

Disadvantaged

OUR ANALYSIS

To help us make sense of course-taking patterns, we examined
transcript data from the High School Longitudinal Study,
which follows a nationally representative group of ninth-
graders from 2009 through 2013, the fall after their expected
graduation.” We group high school graduates into the follow-
ing categories based on the curriculum they’ve completed:

e  College-Prep Curriculum: Consists of four credits in
English; three credits in math, including algebra II; three
credits in social studies, including U.S. history or world
history; three credits in science, including biology and
either chemistry or physics; and two credits in the same
foreign language. (See sidebar.)® This definition is aligned
with the entry requirements at many public colleges but
does not indicate exposure to all of the experiences and
knowledge a student might need to be ready for college.’

e  Career-Prep Curriculum: Consists of three or more
credits in a broad career field such as health science
or business. (See sidebar for a full list of career fields.)"
This definition assumes a concentration in high school
will provide the foundation for a student to pursue
postsecondary study in a career field but does not signal
immediate readiness for a career after graduation.

e College- and Career-Prep Curriculum: Consists of both
college-ready and career-ready course-taking sequences.

e No Cohesive Curriculum: Consists of neither the
college-ready nor the career-ready sequence.

Certainly, we know course completion is an imperfect
measure of readiness. Courses vary in expectations and
quality, and credit accrual does not signal mastery. To address
these problems, we have also examined grades earned in
academic and career coursework as a proxy measure of
whether learning has occurred. We recognize that grades are
also a reflection of course expectations and student behaviors,
but research has shown grade point averages (GPAs) to be
predictive of college success — far more, actually, than test
performance."

We compare these data based on race and socioeconomic
status. SES is a measure of relative advantage that accounts for
multiple background characteristics, including family income,
parental education, and parental occupations. When we refer
to low-SES (or disadvantaged) students, we mean students in
the bottom 40 percent of the SES distribution, and when we
refer to high-SES (or advantaged) students, we mean those in
the top 40 percent of the SES distribution.

Together, data on courses and grades can broaden our current
understanding of who is college- and/or career-ready and
which additional indicators we need to truly gauge readiness.
Moreover, school and district leaders can repeat this analysis
with their own data to better understand which of their
students are prepared for postsecondary opportunities.
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Which Careers Can Students Study in High School?

Career Field Category 16 Career Clusters

Agricultural and Agriculture, Food, and Natural Resources
Natural Resources

Business and Marketing Business and Administration
Finance

Retail/Wholesale Sales and Services

Communications and Design Arts, Audio-Video Technology, and Communications

Computer and Information Information Technology

Sciences, Engineering
Scientific Research and Engineering

Trades Architecture and Construction
Manufacturing

Transportation, Distribution, and Logistics

Consumer and Culinary Services Human Services

Hospitality and Tourism

Health Sciences Health Sciences

Public Services Education andTraining

Government and Public Administration

Law, Public Safety, Corrections, and Security

These career categories are loosely aligned to the 16 career clusters that were designed by the Office of Career, Technical, and Adult
Education at the U.S. Department of Education and sponsored by Advance CTE.
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WHO COMPLETED WHICH COURSES?*

Only 8 percent of graduates completed a full college- and
career-prep curriculum.

Despite the rhetorical commitment to college and career
readiness for all students, only a small fraction of 2013
graduates completed both college- and career-preparatory
course sequences in high school (Figure 1). Rates of college-
and career-ready course-taking are consistently low across
student groups: Between 7 and 9 percent of white, black, and
Latino graduates have taken a college-ready and career-ready
sequence of courses (Figure 2a).'?

Some might think that students just can’t cram both sets of
courses into the typical high school schedule, but the full
college- and career-ready sequence consists of only 18 credits;
high school students earn, on average, 26 credits before
graduation. So for the average student, there is plenty of space
for college prep, career prep, and other electives.

Figure 1: CurriculumType, 2013 Graduates

- - College- and Career-
z Ready Curriculum

College-Ready Curriculum

Career-Ready Curriculum

- No Cohesive Curriculum

Percent of Graduates

EDUCATOR IMPLICATIONS

All students will not follow the exact same path through high
school, but educators must be aware of how different courses
and sequences are going to build the academic foundation and
career-ready skills all students need. Students must be set up
for success immediately after high school (i.e., to meet eligibility
requirements for postsecondary pathways) and later down the
line (i.e., to have the requisite knowledge and skills if they want
to change paths).

Some schools are already experimenting with methods for
expanding college and career opportunities, like giving students
credit for mastering college-level work outside of the traditional
course structure.

We encourage high schools to examine which of their recent
graduates are college- and career-ready. They should then
take a critical look at their approach to providing students with
foundational knowledge and skills as well as opportunities to
pursue individual interests aligned to career goals.

SCHOOL-BASED LEVERS FOR CHANGE

e Transcript analysis: \Which students can currently access
both an academic and career-oriented curriculum?

e Master schedule: How are courses and time structured
to provide students with the opportunity to gain necessary
knowledge and skills and access content that interests them?
Does tracking, formal or informal, prevent students from
taking both academic and career courses?

e Credit policies: Do students have opportunities outside
of the traditional course structure to attain knowledge and
skills? What is the quality of these opportunities, and how are
they recognized on transcripts?

e Graduation requirements: \\Vhat are your state and/or local
graduation requirements? Would additional requirements help
prepare all students for college and careers?

Almost a third of graduates only complete a college-
ready sequence.

Three in 10 graduates complete only a college-ready sequence,
and if we combine this group with those who have completed a
college- and career-ready sequence, about 4 in 10 have accessed
a college-ready curriculum. Students from disadvantaged
backgrounds were 14 percentage points less likely to complete
a college-prep or college- and career-prep course sequence than
advantaged students, but there were no significant differences
between racial/ethnic groups (Figures 2a and 2b).**

When we examine what is preventing students from completing
a college-ready curriculum, we find that 57 percent of students
who did not take a college-ready curriculum are missing more
than one requirement — with the remaining 43 percent missing
only one.
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Figure 2a: College- and Career-Ready Course-Taking, by Race (2013)

College- and Career
Ready Curriculum

College-Ready Curriculum

Career-Ready Curriculum

. No Cohesive Curriculum

Percent of Graduates

Black Latino White

Figure 2b: College- and Career-Ready Course-Taking, by Socioeconomic Status (2013)

College- and Career-
Ready Curriculum

College-Ready Curriculum

Career-Ready Curriculum

. No Cohesive Curriculum

Percent of Graduates

1\
Low-SES High-SES
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Among students who missed only one requirement, math
and foreign language were the greatest barriers. About a
third of these students missed the math requirement, not
because they did not take enough math credits, but because
they did not specifically take an algebra II credit.!*> Algebra
11 is a course that’s particularly related to enrollment and
success in college.'® Our data show students often get locked
into a math trajectory based on their incoming math place-
ment: Only 41 percent of students who took pre-algebra or
lower as ninth-grade students eventually took an algebra II
credit.'” By contrast, 70 percent of students who started out
in algebra I and 75 percent of students who started out in
geometry eventually reached at least algebra II.

The other major barrier to taking a college-ready curriculum
was foreign language: 31 percent of those who missed only
one requirement did not take two foreign language credits.!®

Science was the third most prevalent bottleneck among
students who missed only one requirement within the
college-ready curriculum. While only 3 percent didn't take
three science credits, 16 percent didn’t take the combination
of biology and chemistry or physics — despite that these

are foundational science courses necessary for many
postsecondary pathways.

What's more, among students who missed more than one
requirement, science was the leading barrier: 81 percent of
this group either didn’t take enough science credits or didn't
take the specific science courses needed to fulfill the college-
ready curriculum.

SCHOOL-BASED LEVERS FOR CHANGE

e Graduation requirements: Even if your state or district
graduation requirements don’t align with those in state
colleges, does the school ensure all students take a
curriculum that would qualify them for entry?

e Postsecondary planning: How do counselors and teachers
engage students in planning for postsecondary school or
training? Do students have plans to help them align their
coursework and experiences in school to their future goals?

EDUCATOR IMPLICATIONS

Many states don't require students to take the courses that
determine eligibility to attend public colleges, which could be
contributing to the trends in college-ready course-taking. Foreign
language is a good example: It's required by most public colleges,
yet most state policies don't require it for graduation.’® State
graduation requirements also vary from two to four science credits,
often without specifying content or laboratory status.?? High

school counselors should ensure that students understand the
requirements not only for graduation, but also for entry into different
postsecondary settings that are aligned with students’ goals. Schools
can't let students get caught in the gap between qualifying for
graduation and falling short of postsecondary preparedness.

Even when coursework is required, the data suggest that many
students are not progressing along the math pipeline and don't
ultimately reach advanced levels. Attending to the courses students
take is important in all subject areas, not just math. For students to
master disciplinary content and gain deeper levels of understanding,
instruction needs to go deeper, year by year, giving students the
opportunity to build on previous knowledge and extend it to new
topics, questions, and challenges. And depending on the path after
graduation, certain courses may be requirements for entry. For
example, students enrolling in @ community college nursing program
need multiple advanced math and science courses.

Just over 1in 10 graduates complete a career curriculum,
but not a college curriculum.

Thirteen percent of graduates completed a three-course career
sequence, but not the college-ready course requirements —
making this pathway only slightly more common than the
college- and career-ready sequence. It is not highly pursued
among any group of students, although disadvantaged and
white graduates are slightly more likely than advantaged

and graduates of color to complete it (Figures 1, 2a, and 2b).
Among students who take a career curriculum, the most
common career fields are computers and engineering (22
percent) and the trades (21 percent), which include fields like
construction, architecture, or manufacturing.

On average, career-but-not-college-ready students took almost
seven career technical education (CTE) credits, suggesting they
were investing more time than the basic curricular definition.
But those courses may have been completed at some expense
to academic coursework. While the majority of these students
met college-ready requirements in English and social studies,
43 percent missed the math requirement, 54 percent missed
the science requirement, and 66 percent fell short in foreign
language. Depending on the career path that students are
interested in, missing math and science courses could be a
serious problem.

One major barrier to achieving career readiness for more
students is the number who take disjointed CTE courses. Of
students who did not complete a career-ready curriculum, 26
percent completed enough CTE credits to earn a career-ready
designation, but those credits were across different career
fields.? Our definition of career fields is quite broad to begin
with, meaning non-completers likely took courses in very
unrelated fields.

EDUCATOR IMPLICATIONS

High schools should not curtail career exploration, as it is
developmentally appropriate, but staff should think strategically
about how to help students link academic and career courses to
their postsecondary goals. It is especially important for students
to learn about the broad array of careers and not only choose
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something that seems interesting, but will foreclose other
opportunities later on. Students living in impoverished or rural
areas may not know about the variety of careers to choose from
and if they do, what is necessary to get there. Many students

are also unaware of the academic prerequisites for many
postsecondary career pathways. Schools should also be clear about
options, choices, and consequences so students don't end up like
Tre — thinking they are taking the classes they will need for their
postsecondary plans, when, in fact, those classes are not sufficient.

SCHOOL-BASED LEVERS FOR CHANGE

e Postsecondary career pathways: Has your state or district
articulated the requirements for entry into various
postsecondary training pathways, and how do your school’s
offerings and guidance align?

e Academic and CTE integration: Are CTE teachers expected
to integrate academic content, and are academic teachers
expected to integrate applied career content? If so, do teachers
have the training and capacity to do this well?

Nearly half of graduates do not complete a college- or a
career-ready course sequence.

Forty-seven percent of graduates did not complete any
cohesive curriculum, making this the most common
pathway of all (Figure 1). This pattern is far too common
for all groups of students and is particularly problematic
among Latino graduates and graduates from disadvantaged
families (Figures 2a and 2b). Compared with 45 percent of
white and black graduates, 52 percent of Latino graduates
didn’t take a cohesive curriculum. Similarly, 44 percent

of students from more advantaged families didn't take a
cohesive curriculum, compared with 53 percent of students
from disadvantaged families.

These students are high school graduates — meaning they
are technically completers, but did not take a cohesive
curriculum that culminated in a direction for postsecondary
study. On average, they completed 25 credits — fewer
credits than graduates in other curriculum groups but still
well over the 18 necessary for the college- and career-ready
curriculum.

High rates of course failure represent a key contributor to
this problem: Overall, the graduating class lost roughly
3.4 million credits to course failures and withdrawals. This
represents only those credits lost by those who graduated,
not the countless lost among those who dropped out.

But, these lost credits were heavily concentrated among those
who did not complete a cohesive curriculum: More than half
(54 percent) of these students failed or withdrew from at least
one course in high school, compared with only 21 percent

of graduates who completed a college- and career-ready
curriculum (Figure 3). What's more, nearly 1 in 4 students

who did not complete a cohesive curriculum lost more than
two credits to course failures and withdrawals, compared with
just 1 in 50 students who completed a college-and-career-
ready curriculum. Students who complete a career-ready
course sequence are only slightly less likely to have failed a
course as those who did not complete a cohesive curriculum,
suggesting this pattern spans a few curricular pathways.

EDUCATOR IMPLICATIONS

Instead of cohesive learning experiences that prepare students
for next steps, the data suggest that high schools are prioritizing
credit accrual.

Student preparation, interests, and opportunity structures in high
schools don't always align naturally, meaning there are no easy
solutions. A custom program of study for each student is not
realistic (or necessary), nor is training students for a specific job
upon graduation. Rather, the challenge is finding ways to provide
students with foundational academic content and learning skills
while nurturing their interests and more personalized goals.

High rates of course failure are a key contributor to this problem.
Failure is a well-documented norm in high schools and not only
has consequences for course completion and learning, but also
student self-perception, efficacy, and motivation.? A common
response is the development of credit recovery programs,

which focus on ensuring students get the credits they need for
graduation. But these programs need to be developed in ways
that lead to mastery and ensure students have opportunities to
reach their learning goals, rather than just accumulate credits.

Alternatively, high schools can develop preventative approaches
to course failure by monitoring student performance in real

time and providing the instructional and cultural supports that
enhance course mastery.? Efforts to accelerate learning in
middle school and early high school can also help avert some

of these patterns. Without these shifts in intervention, schools
are likely to see rates of failure increase as schools transition to
more rigorous college- and career-ready standards — a level not
previously expected of many students.

SCHOOL-BASED LEVERS FOR CHANGE

e Course guidance: \When adults provide guidance to
students around course-taking, does it situate credit accrual
and graduation as the only goals?

e Transcript analysis: Are high rates of course failure
preventing students from achieving readiness for next
steps? If so, are course failures clustered in certain grades,
subjects, or courses? And do opportunities to recover
credits allow students to progress to more rigorous
coursework later on?

e Acceleration culture: Do students have opportunities early
on to accelerate their learning and prevent course-failures
from occurring?
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Figure 3: Failures and Withdrawals, by Curriculum Type, 2013 Graduates

Percent of Graduates

No Cohesive
Curriculum

Career-Ready
Curriculum

College-Ready
Curriculum

. MoreThanTwo

. Two or Fewer

. One or Less

. None

College- and Career-
Ready Curriculum

Note: The graph shows number of lost credits, not lost courses, due to failures. Credits were counted as failures if students’
transcripts indicated that they received 0 credits for a course AND received a grade D or lower, not passing, or unsatisfactory.

Mastery gaps are widest among graduates who have completed a
college-ready curriculum: 82 percent of white graduates received a 2.5

GPA or higher in their academic courses, compared with 51 percent of
black graduates and 63 percent of Latino graduates.

WHO DEMONSTRATES MASTERY?

About 1in 7 graduates complete a cohesive curriculum but
do not demonstrate mastery of that curriculum.

Seat time itself is not sufficient to signify readiness for
postsecondary learning opportunities. So to further
understand who is college- and/or career-ready, we introduce
a minimum GPA of 2.5 (roughly a B- average) in academic
and career coursework as an additional indicator of readiness
and then reassess how many students are college- and/or
career-ready.”* So, for example, we have considered students
to be college-ready if they have completed a college-ready
curriculum and have a 2.5 GPA or higher in their academic

courses, and career-ready if they have completed a career-
ready curriculum and earned a 2.5 GPA in their career
coursework.

When we add this GPA mastery benchmark as an additional
requirement, 14 percent of all graduates would no longer be
considered college- or career-ready (Figure 4) — joining the
47 percent of students who never took the college- or career-
ready courses in the first place.

Graduating with demonstrated mastery is considerably
less common among students of color and disadvantaged
students. For example, among students who completed
a career-ready curriculum, 85 percent of white students
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earned a 2.5 GPA or higher in their career courses, compared
with only 72 percent of black students and 76 percent of
Latino students. Similarly, 87 percent of more advantaged
students who took a career-ready sequence met this mastery
benchmark, compared with 75 percent of students from
disadvantaged backgrounds (Figure 5a).

Mastery gaps are widest among graduates who have
completed a college-ready curriculum: 82 percent of white
graduates received a 2.5 GPA or higher in their academic
courses, compared with 51 percent of black graduates and
63 percent of Latino graduates (Figure 5b). Among more
advantaged graduates who completed a college-ready

curriculum, 80 percent received a 2.5 GPA, whereas 64 percent

of disadvantaged graduates met this benchmark.

and practices. Ultimately though, grades represent demonstrated
mastery, which is determined by how educators instruct, support,
and engage their students.

GPA gaps within curriculum categories suggest that students aren't
being afforded equitable preparation, instruction, or support to
master material in their courses. It seems seat time and scheduling
have been the emphasis, rather than quality of coursework, to
ensure that instruction and support are leading to content mastery.
Yet mastery, not seat time, is what sets graduates up for success
in postsecondary settings.

EDUCATOR IMPLICATIONS

Course grades capture a complex mix of performance metrics and
behaviors, many of which are not totally transparent from a GPA
alone. Student effort certainly plays a role, as do teacher policies

SCHOOL-BASED LEVERS FOR CHANGE

e Grading policy: Does your school have a uniform grading
policy? Is this monitored to assure consistency across teachers
and subjects? What is your school’s policy on course failure?

e FEducator development: Are teachers supported to provide
rigorous and engaging instruction regardless of content area?

Figure 4: Curriculum Type and Mastery, 2013 Graduates
"6% :
3% g

College- and Career-Ready
Curriculum + Mastery

College- and Career-Ready
Curriculum <2.5 GPA

College-Ready Curriculum
+ Mastery

8%

College-Ready Curriculum
<2.5 Academic GPA

Career-Ready Curriculum
+ Mastery

Career-Ready Curriculum
<2.5 CTE GPA

. No Cohesive Curriculum

— 14%

The percentage of graduates

who have taken a college- or

career-ready curriculum, but
have not mastered it.

o»H

+

—— 47% ———
The percentage of graduates

who have not taken a college-
or career-ready curriculum.

— 61% ———
The percentage of graduates
who either haven’t taken or
haven’t mastered a college-
or career-ready curriculum.

Note: Mastery in the career curriculum is defined here as receiving a 2.5 GPA or higher in all CTE courses. Mastery in the
college-ready curriculum is defined here as receiving a 2.5 GPA or higher in all academic courses. Mastery in the college- and
career-curriculum is defined here as meeting both GPA benchmarks.The percentages in the college- and career-ready curriculum
categories do not sum to the total percent of students completing this curriculum (8 percent) because of rounding.
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Figure 5a: Graduates Who Completed a Career Curriculum With a 2.5 GPA in CTE Courses

Graduates Who Took Career Curriculum

Black Latino White Low-SES High-SES

Note: This graph includes both students who completed only a career-ready curriculum and students who completed a
college-and-career curriculum.

Figure 5b: Graduates Who Completed a College Curriculum With a 2.5 GPA in Academic Courses

Graduates Who Took College Curriculum

Black Latino White Low-SES High-SES

Note: This graph includes both students who completed only a college-ready curriculum and students who completed a
college-and-career curriculum.
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WHAT ABOUT STUDENT ASPIRATIONS?

The majority of students aspire to a college degree, despite
different curriculum experiences.

The fact that only half of graduates take a cohesive college-
or-career curriculum — and fewer still master one —

could represent genuine indecisiveness among students
around postsecondary planning. But data about students’
postsecondary aspirations suggest just the opposite: The vast
majority of graduates expect to earn a postsecondary degree.
This is true even among students who have not accessed a
cohesive high school curriculum.

About 6 in 10 graduates who do not take a cohesive curriculum
while in high school expect to at least earn a bachelor’s

degree, and an additional 2 in 10 expect to pursue either a
postsecondary certificate or an associate degree (Figure 6).
Together, this is only slightly fewer than the 9 in 10 graduates
who take a college-ready curriculum expecting to earn

some postsecondary degree. What's more, students report
these expectations at the end of their junior year, suggesting
that their schools have — either explicitly or indirectly —
communicated that their diploma will signify preparation for
college enrollment, even if the information on their transcripts
suggests otherwise.?

On the other hand, course-taking patterns do seem to signal a
bit of intentionality, at least for a small group of graduates. For
example, graduates who take a career-ready course of study are
more likely than graduates in other groups to say they expect
to pursue a certificate or an associate degree, suggesting that
part of this group may plan to enroll in a program aligned with
their prior studies and interests. The question is whether they

Figure 6: Educational Expectations, by High School Curriculum

Percent of Graduates

No Cohesive
Curriculum

Career-Ready
Curriculum

are prepared with the foundational academic skills that are
typically required in such programs.

EDUCATOR IMPLICATIONS

High school graduates view postsecondary education as their best
option. Helping students to connect their courses and learning
with what they want to do after high school is an essential step

in achieving true readiness. Students need to know what they
must achieve (e.g., grades, courses, experiences) for various
options after high school. Educators should support students’
aspirations, but they should also be clear with students about the
foundational knowledge, skills, and dispositions that are necessary
for all postsecondary pathways. When students experience high
expectations, receive support to reach their goals, become active
partners in decisions, and see their learning as important and
applicable, they are apt to be more motivated and engaged.

School-Based Levers for Change

e Postsecondary alignment: Do guidance counselors
know and understand the entry requirements for a diverse
set of postsecondary pathways? Do teachers know and
understand them for their content areas? Beyond the entrance
requirements, do they know what is necessary to be placed
into credit-bearing courses?

* Graduation expectations: Are students encouraged to
take a foundational academic curriculum regardless of their
postsecondary aspirations? What, if any, parameters exist for
students to deviate from a college-ready curriculum?

College-Ready
Curriculum

Complete a Master’s or
Professional Degree

Complete a
Bachelor’s Degree

Complete a Certificate/
Associate Degree

High School
or Less

College- and Career-
Ready Curriculum
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COLLEGE AND CAREER READINESS:
STILL MORE RHETORIC THAN REALITY

Over and over again, educators and policymakers alike mouth
the mantra: ALL kids ready for college and careers. But there
remains a giant gulf between that rhetoric and the reality of
today’s high school graduates. Among recent graduates, fewer
than 1 in 10 have taken a foundational set of courses they’d
need to be both college- and career-ready. And almost half
completed neither a college-prep nor a career-prep course
sequence. Much like descriptions of the “shopping mall high
school” back in 1985, our data show that today’s students are
still meandering through lots of disconnected courses that get
them to graduation but nowhere else.?*

Our data highlight some clear barriers to changing those
patterns, including high rates of course failure that

can crowd out other options for knowledge and skill
development. And far too few students of color or from
disadvantaged backgrounds are mastering content within
their curricular pathway.

Despite these problems, most students aspire to a college
degree. Importantly, most students need a postsecondary degree
or credential. If they are to realize that goal, however, schools
need to do a much better job at helping all of our students
understand what is necessary to be fully prepared for credit-
bearing coursework in college. For most students, this means
an academic foundation plus a content focus aligned with
their interests. Yet most students are not taking a career
sequence in high school that would provide a foundation for
further study, suggesting we do not have broad agreement
about what career readiness means for high school students
and how to accomplish it.

Overall, our findings reflect a focus on credit accumulation,
rather than a focus on true readiness for life after graduation.
This shortsightedness has long-term repercussions for
students like Tre, who flounder in remedial courses once
they get to college or struggle to find personally relevant and
sustainable work. Since dropping out of college, Tre — once
ecstatic to be the first in his family to go to college — now
bounces around retail and service jobs, as they go in and out
of season.

Still, these findings do not mean that our education system
should revert back to tracking students into easy and hard
pathways an adult may think are best suited to students’
futures. College and career readiness is a new expectation
that reflects the reality and demands students will face. It
requires significant change to school structures, culture, and
instruction to engage students in relevant work that prepares
them for postsecondary study aligned with their interests.
It's a huge shift for high schools, but a critical one if our
education system is to groom students like Tre to pursue their
goals and aspirations after graduation. B
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