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Improving Higher Education of All Students:

Lessons from the United States

Laura W. Perna (University of Pennsylvania)

Introduction

Nation-states vary tremendously in terms of theéstonical, demographic,
economic, political, and cultural characteristiogl @ontexts. And they differ
in terms of their current levels of educationalamitnent and the
characteristics of their educational systems. Dedpe differences, higher
education policymakers, college and university éead and educational
researchers in many nations are asking similar tigmss about higher
education. Among the most important questions aow can a nation
increase its overall level of higher educationiattent? And, how can a
nation close persisting gaps in attainment thasigteacross demographic
groups?
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conference 'Inequalities of Access to Higher EdanafThe Role of Policies, Institutions and
Markets," which took place on 8-9 October 2015c¢i%es Po, Paris. | would like to thank all
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occurred about this topic. In particular, | wouikiel to thank Denis Fougere for his useful
feedback on this work. And, | would like to thangres van Zanten from Sciences Po LIEPP
(Laboratory for Interdisciplinary Evaluation of RigbPolicies) for inviting me as a LIEPP
visiting scholar and participant in this conference

This conference and publication have been suppbstedpublic grant overseen by the French
National Research Agency (ANR) as part of the $tiseements d'Avenir' programme within
the framework of the LIEPP centre of excellence #redEIFISEP project (ANR-11-LABX-
0091, ANR-11-IDEX-0005-02).
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For nearly two decades, | have focused my schotanrger on advancing the
production of knowledge about how to promote thghér education
attainment of students in the United States. Mgaesh has focused most
specifically on the college- going end of the higeducation pipeline, with
particular attention to understanding how to imgrowellege access, success,
and affordability for students from groups that dnabeen historically
underrepresented in higher education.

In recent years, | have learned the additionaghtsi that can be gleaned
about these topics by stepping outside of the tb&text in which | have
been embedded to examine fundamental questiond hlgher education
in different national and local contexts. One seuof insights about the
value of international and comparative researchbeas the opportunity to
co-teach courses on International Higher Educaitioireland, Hungary,
and China for students in the University of Pernvemyla’'s Executive
Doctorate program in Higher Education Managemekhtave also learned
the value of comparative and international rese@incbhugh a multi-year
collaborative research project conducted with egjlees at Nazarbayev
University in Kazakhstan. This research project hagused on
understanding the internationalization of higheucadion in Kazakhstan,
with particular attention to participation in andriefits of a government-
sponsored student mobility program (Perna, Orosdu&akulov, 2015;
Perna, Orosz et al., 2015).

| have developed further appreciation for the inghat may be gleaned
from comparative research through a multi-yeartéstaview project” that

| conducted with my Penn GSE colleague, Profeseor Binney, and a
terrific group of (then) doctoral students: Micha&rmijo, Awida
Rodriguez, and Jamey Rorison. A primary premisthisfworking paper is
that findings from our examination of the relatibips between public
policy and higher education attainment in five indiial U.S. states (Perna
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& Finney, 2014) may have utility for understanditige relationship
between public policy and higher education in otiegions.

This working paper is organized to addresses thenfimg three questions:
1. Why does the United States need to close gaps iattdlhment?
2. What do we know from research about how to clossdtgaps in
the U.S.?
3. What is role of public policy in closing gaps irtaatment in U.S.
states?

Why does the United States need to close gaps igther education
attainment?

Closing gaps in educational attainment is one efrtlost important issues
facing the United States and nations across théegl@cemoglu &
Robinson, 2012; Perna, 2015). In the United Statkere has been
considerable attention to the decline in recentsy@athe nation’s level of
higher education attainment relative to that ofeothations. The United
States ranked above all other OECD nations in tiagesof 25 to 34 years
with a tertiary degree in 2000, but by 2012 a numifeother nations
ranked higher than the United States on this meag&biahalan & Perna,
2015). Table 1 shows that, in 2012, 44% of aduolthe U.S. age 25 to 45
had a tertiary education, compared with 65.7% imeldp 58.6% in Japan,
57.3% in Canada, and 57% in the Russian Feder@B&D, 2015).

Higher education attainment is important in thetkkhiStates, as well as in
other nations, because, in our global, technoldlgiceiven economy,
available jobs increasingly require some educabegond high school
(Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2013). Drawing on d&tam the Bureau of
Labor Statistics and research about the continugaKilling” of current
jobs, Anthony Carnevale and his colleagues prdjedt 65% of jobs in the
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U.S. will require education beyond high school 2@, up from 28% in
1973. At the current rate of degree production, deenand for workers
with at least an associate’s degree will exceedstipply by 5 million by
2020 (Carnevale et al., 2013).

Available data document the positive relationshipthe U.S. between
higher education attainment and numerous econondcsacial outcomes
for both individuals who participate in higher edtion and society more
generally (Baum, Ma & Payea, 2013). Individuals vattain higher levels
of education average higher earnings and haverbetiking conditions,

higher rates of employment, lower rates of unemmpleyt and poverty,

better health, and longer life expectancies (Batual.e2013; Carnevale et
al., 2013). Society also benefits, as with highduoational attainment
comes greater economic productivity, less reliaoce social welfare

programs, greater civic engagement and charitabiegy and higher rates
of voting (Baum et al., 2013).

The U.S. cannot achieve the level of educatiortalrahent that is required
for workforce readiness or international compegitigss without closing
the considerable gaps in higher education attaibrtieat persist across
demographic groups (Perna & Finney, 2014). Attentioly to the nation’s

overall higher education attainment masks the cenably lower rates of
attainment for students from low-income familigsidents who are first in
their families to attend or complete college, ahdlents from racial and
ethnic minority groups. In 2012, college enrolimeates were about 30
percentage points lower for high school graduatems fthe lowest family

income quintile than from the highest (Baum, MaP&yea, 2013). When
they do enroll, students from low-income familiend to attend less
selective postsecondary educational institutiond emmplete degrees at
lower rates (Cahalan & Perna, 2015). In 2013, 77%ependent students
from families in the highest-income quartile hadai@ed a bachelor's
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degree, compared with just 9% of dependent studieats the lowest
family income quartile (Cahalan & Perna, 2015).

Closing gaps in higher education attainment acrasil/ethnic groups is
also important in the U.S., given the changingaiéeihnic characteristics
of the population. Hispanics are among the fagjestving racial/ethnic
groups (Western Interstate Commission on Highercktion, 2012), but
currently average among the lowest levels of higitercation attainment.
Over the past decade, higher education attainnmenintreased regardless
of racial/ethnic group (National Center for Educatbtatistics, 2013). But,
despite this progress, considerable gaps remai2012, among adults age
25 to 29, only 15% of Hispanics and 23% of Blacie &5 to 29 held at
least a bachelor's degree, compared with 40% oft&¥hand 60% of
Asians (National Center for Education Statistid313. Higher education
attainment is even lower for males than femalefiwieach racial/ethnic
group. In 2012, only 19% of Black men (and 27%¥Btick women) and
12% of Hispanic men (and 17% of Hispanic women) ageto 29 had
attained at least a bachelor's degree (NationalteCefor Education
Statistics, 2013). Representation of Hispanics ambiS. public high
school students (grades 9 to 12) increased from ih72005-06 to 21% in
2010-11, and is projected to increase to 27% ir0Z2and 28% in 2027-
28 (WICHE, 2012). At the same time, the represamatf Whites among
U.S. public high school students enrolled in gra@lée 12 declined from
60% in 2005-06 to 56% in 2010-11, and is proje¢tedontinue to decline
reaching 48% by 2024-25 (WICHE, 2012).

What do we know about how to improve higher educatin outcomes?
Especially over the past two decades, considereddearch has been

conducted on how to improve college access, persist and attainment in
the United States (Perna & Jones, 2013). Drawingfthe economic
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theory of human capital and sociological theoriéssacial and cultural

capital, my program of research on these topicsiteaded: statistical

analyses of how students of different groups madastbns about whether
to attend college (e.g., Perna, 2000), in partictypes of high schools
(Perna & Titus, 2005), and in particular statesrrfRe& Titus, 2004);

studies of the effects on college-related outcoafgsarticular policies and
programs such as student financial aid (e.g., Re@d0) and the
International Baccalaureate Diploma Program (Pekmay et al., 2015);

and case studies that probe the forces that irdueallege-going decisions
within particular high schools (Perna et al., 20B8rna & Thomas, 2009)
and states (Perna & Finney, 2014).

No single study provides the answer to the questiblow do we close
gaps in higher education attainment? But, togethailable research has
generated considerable improvements in our knoweledfy underlying
college-going processes and the most effectivecipsliand practices
(Perna, 2006; Perna & Jones, 2013).

One insight from available research is that higiducation attainment is
the result of a longitudinal and cumulative procéBsrna & Thomas,
2008). The educational attainment process arguadiyns at birth, given
the many ways that educational opportunity and aidyge are structured
into society. At a minimum, higher education attaent requires aspiring
to attend college, academically preparing for gmle applying for

admission and financial aid, enrolling, accumulgtaoredits and engaging
in college activities, and persisting through pesgrcompletion.

The many steps along the higher-education-attaibnpathway offer
multiple points for policy and programmatic intentien. A review of
available data illustrates gaps across demogragtaops in the U.S. in
each intermediate milestones. For instance, althopgstsecondary
enrollment rates of recent high school graduate® lygnerally increased
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over the past 25 years regardless of family incaime,gap in enroliment
rates remains substantial. Postsecondary enrollmetes were about 30
percentage points lower for recent high school ggses in the lowest
rather than the highest family income quintile B2 (52% versus 82%),
compared with 36 percentage points in 1987 (37%uger3%, Baum, Ma
& Payea, 2013). Only 26% of students in the lowkshily income
quartile who first enrolled in college in 2003-Oédawere financially
dependent on their parents earned a bachelor'seéegithin five years,
compared with 58% of those in the highest familgoime quartile (Baum,
Ma & Payea, 2013).

Human capital theory assumes that individuals makéege-related
decisions based on a comparison of the costs hatlhénefits. A review of
available research illustrates that, consistenh viite tenets of human
capital theory, the primary predictors of collegeess and success are:
academic preparation; financial resources; andrmdtion about college
and ways to navigate college-related processes1dP@006). Consistent
with sociological perspectives, research also destnates that college-
related decisions are not made in a vacuum. ldstbase decisions are
influenced by the contexts in which students arebexdded. Relevant
contexts include a student’s family, high schoal] ¢he state and nation in
which a student lives, and are influenced by peticnd practices of K-12
schools, colleges and universities, and state aurél governments
(Perna, 2006).

For instance, whether a student aspires to attelheje and knows how to
acquire information about the college-going prodssafluenced by the
knowledge and experiences of other members of fagiily, the college-
going norms of the communities in which an indihatldives, and the
perceived value that employers place on collegeséd workers.
Whether an individual is academically preparedcfdtege is influenced by
the college-related resources and the college-goirture of the high
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school a student attends. Academic readiness asifisienced by state
policies that determine academic requirements fadgating from high

school. Whether an individual persists in collegérish a degree program
is influenced by the institutional resources avdéato promote academic
and social success and opportunity. Whether awigwhl has the financial
resources to pay the costs of higher educationndispen his/her family’s

income and savings, the tuition charged by higlterication institutions,

and federal and state policies and institutionacpces pertaining to
student financial aid. In short, although studeggrecy influences college-
related outcomes, more important are the structamed systems that
promote higher education opportunity for some lnattlhigher education

opportunity for others (Perna & Jones, 2013).

What is the role of public policy in closing gapsn attainment?

Public policy is one mechanism for addressing $tina¢ inequality and
encouraging higher education attainment for allstis (Perna & Finney,
2014). In the U.S., the federal government ande sgavernments create
and fund public policies that increase the demangdaind supply of, higher
education. Government intervention in the higheucation market is
justified, given the public benefits of higher edtion and the societal
value of creating a more level playing field forgher education
opportunity (Perna & Finney, 2014).

In the U.S. the federal government influences higitkication attainment
primarily through the student financial aid and estlprograms that are
authorized under Title IV of the Higher Educatioh 1965 (Perna &
Finney, 2014). In 2013-14, undergraduates natioewieceived $184.5
billion in student financial aid from all sourcescluding tax credits
(College Board, 2015). About two-thirds of all aiceceived by
undergraduates is from programs authorized by daeral government,
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including federal loans and federal tax credits daductions. About 18%
of all aid dollars received by undergraduates in304 was in form of

federal Pell Grants (College Board, 2015). As ddttis awarded to
financially needed students and does not need tefmdd, Pell Grants are
particularly important for improving college affadoility for students from

low-income families.

The federal government’s role not withstandingjvitthal U.S.-states have
the primary responsibility for the policies andustures that will increase
higher education attainment and close gaps innatimt across groups
(Perna & Finney, 2014). To improve understandihghe role of state
public policy in improving higher education attaienmt and closing gaps in
higher education attainment across groups, Jonndyinand | (with
assistance from Michael Armijo, Awilda RodriguendaJamey Rorison)
conducted case studies of five U.S. states: Gaotlinois, Maryland,
Texas, and Washington. Consistent with traditiaasle study approaches,
we collected and analyzed, for each of the fivéestadata from multiple
sources including documents, reports, databasdsntarviews. We spent
several days in each state, interviewing statetipalileaders as well as
leaders of state higher education associationkegaed and universities, K-
12 and P-16 agencies, and business and philanthooganizations. We
produced a case study report for each state amdctheducted cross-case
analysis to identify cross-cutting themes. (For enorformation on the
methods used, see Perna & Finney, 2014). No fiaestcan be
representative of all 50 states, given the gredatian across U.S. states
on many different dimensions. For instance, Talbdddwvs that the share of
adults age 25 to 34 with least an associate’s degagies dramatically
across the 50 U.S. states. Only about a third oitsdge 25 to 34 in 2012
had attained at least an associate’s degree irhQila, Mississippi, West
Virginia, New Mexico, Louisiana, Alaska, Arkansasnd Nevada. At the
same time, more than 50% of adults age 25 to 34attathed at least an
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associate’'s degree in Massachusetts, Minnesotag, land New York
(National Center for Higher Education Managemerdt&ws, n.d.).

We purposively selected the five states to repteddferences in higher
education attainment. Table 2 shows that highecathn attainment is
above the U.S. average in Maryland, Washington, llindis, and below
the national average in Texas and Georgia (Nati@witer for Higher
Education Management Systems, n.d.). As describae mompletely in
Perna and Finney (2014), the five states also iratgrms of numerous
other dimensions, including the demographic charetics of their
populations and the characteristics of their statégher education systems.

As might be expected given the many variations arbe five states, a
unique individual state “story” emerged for eactitaf five states (Perna &
Finney, 2014). The chapter headings for each ptatgade an indication of

the differences across states. We found polides &re “perpetuating
disparity” in higher education attainment in Geargspecially between the
large African American and White populations; “hardoices ahead” in

Texas, as the state tries to both increase attainamsl improve the stature
of its research universities with finite fiscal oeisces; “a story of decline”
in indicators of higher education performance limdis following changes

in state governance mechanisms; a “state policglelsaip vacuum” in

Washington as the state needs to increase bachelegree production,
and “much accomplished but much at stake” in Marglaa state with

above-average attainment but considerable gapsigheh education

outcomes across demographic groups.

Despite the uniqueness of each state story, wefalsa common themes
that describe the relationship between state pdieg higher education
attainment across the states (Perna & Finney, 2@t4the foundation of
the conceptual model that emerged from our analgsbe centrality of the
state “context.” The relationship between statblipupolicy and higher

10
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education attainment depends on a state’s histodemographic, political,
economic, and cultural characteristics, as welhascharacteristics of the
higher education institutions, structures, andqgiedi that are currently in
place.

Given the many differences across states, we dddeatify any single

policy that influences higher education attainmembstead, we identify
three categories of policies that seem to matpaficies that strategically
use available fiscal resources to ensure collefirdability (e.g., state

appropriations to higher education institutiongtida setting policies, and
student financial aid policies); policies that enesthe smooth academic
movement of students from K12 to higher educatind &ransfer across
higher education institutions; and policies thattchathe availability of

high-quality higher education options to the ediacetl needs of the local
population. Our findings also signal the importanck state policy

leadership and steering of higher education towaiging higher education
attainment and closing gaps in attainment, origntjpublic policies

explicitly toward improving equity, and continuallynonitoring and

assessing the effectiveness of public policiesriproving attainment and
making necessary adjustments (Perna & Finney, 2014)

Conclusions

Despite the countless differences, many nationsgeappling with the

guestions: How can a nation increase its overallef higher education
attainment? And, how can a nation close persisgjags in attainment
across demographic groups? This paper seeksdarininderstanding of
these questions by providing an overview of relatath and research on
higher education in the United States.

11



2016/02

This paper suggests the utility of drawing comparssnot just between the
United States and other nations, but also betwadimidual U.S. states and
other nations. Individual U.S. states vary consitly in terms of their
higher education attainment, structures, and pdigPerna & Finney,
2014). Individual U.S. may also be an appropriaté €or comparison
because of their size. At more than 312 millio2@12, the total population
of the United States is considerably larger tham plpulation of other
OCED nations; the populations of individual U.&ites are more similar in
magnitude to the populations of OECD nations. 1h5Q@he populations of
individual U.S. states ranged from a low of abd86,500 in Wyoming to
more than 39.1 million in California (U.S. Censusr®&u, 2015), whereas
the populations of OECD nations (excluding the Ur&iged from a low of
about 320,000 in Iceland and 525,000 in Luxembotwgabout 115.7
million in Mexico and 127.8 million in Japan (OEGHEat, n.d.).
Comparative and international higher education ae$e can be an
important potential source of new understandingsouabhow to
productively raise higher education attainment elode gaps in attainment
across groups. This paper focuses on identifyisgyins that have emerged
from research about how to promote higher educaib@inment in the
United States. Certainly the United States, andvichdal states within the
U.S., would also benefit from knowing more abowg forces and policies
that contribute to higher education attainment ddferent demographic
groups in other nations. Despite variations acrasd within national
contexts in countless important dimensions, weleam much from each
other.

12
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Table 1. Educational Attainment in OECD Nations, P12

Percent 25 to 34 with Tertiary

Nation Education, 2012 Total Population, 2012
OECD Average 39.7

Korea 65.7 50,004,441
Japan 58.6 127,799,000
Canada 57.3 34,492,646
Russia 57.0

Luxembourg 49.9 524,853
Ireland 49.2 4,582,769
United Kingdom 47.9 63,256,154
Australia 47.2 22,683,573
New Zealand 46.9 4,433,100
Norway 45.0 4,985,870
Israel 44.5

United States 44.0 312,232,049
Sweden 435 9,482,855
Belgium 43.0 11,035,958
France 42.9 65,394,283
Netherlands 41.3 16,730,348
Poland 40.8 38,538,447
Switzerland 40.6 7,954,662
Denmark 40.2 5,580,516
Estonia 39.8

Finland 39.7 5,401,267
Spain 39.3 46,818,221
Latvia 38.7

Iceland 38.4 319,575
Slovenia 35.3

Greece 34.7 11,290,067
Hungary 30.4 9,957,731
Germany 29.0 81,843,743
Portugal 28.3 10,542,398
Czech Republic 27.8 10,505,445
Slovak Republic 27.0 5,404,322
Mexico 24.1 115,682,868
Austria 23.0 8,443,018
Italy 22.3 60,820,696
Turkey 21.0 74,724,269
Brazil 14.5

Source: OECD (2015), OECD.stat (n.d.).
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Table 2. Percent of adults age 25 to 34 with at Isaan associate’s
degree by U.S. state, 2012

State Percent State Percent
Nation 41.1%

Massachusetts 55.2% California 39.9%
Minnesota 52.2% Montana 39.7%
lowa 51.0% Oregon 39.4%
New York 50.9% North Carolina 38.7%
Nebraska 49.4% Michigan 38.2%
New Hampshire 49.2% Maine 38.1%
New Jersey 48.8% Indiana 37.9%
North Dakota 48.1% Florida 37.8%
Virginia 46.9% South Carolina 36.5%
Colorado 46.7% Idaho 36.1%
lllinois 46.5% Georgia 35.7%
Connecticut 46.5% Tennessee 35.4%
Maryland 46.0% Alabama 34.7%
Pennsylvania 45.7% Arizona 34.6%
Wisconsin 43.7% Wyoming 34.4%
Washington 43.1% Texas 34.2%
Rhode Island 43.1% Kentucky 34.0%
Vermont 43.0% Oklahoma 33.7%
Delaware 41.7% Mississippi 33.3%
Kansas 41.3% West Virginia 32.9%
Utah 41.2% New Mexico 32.3%
South Dakota 40.7% Louisiana 32.2%
Missouri 40.5% Alaska 31.2%
Ohio 40.2% Arkansas 31.0%
Hawaii 40.0% Nevada 30.1%

Source: National Center for Higher Education Mamagyet Systems (NCHEMS)

Information Center (n.d.). Analyses of data from &iman Community Survey.
http://www.higheredinfo.org/dbrowser/index.php?meas93
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