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Abstract

There is growing recognition that there are many career-enhancing pathways through four-year and community colleges. 
Nevertheless, many students leave high school without the skills needed to complete the most demanding academic pathways, 
nor realistic plans for completing alternative pathways that are far more likely to lead to desirable outcomes.

This situation can be improved by high schools helping those disengaged students who are uninterested in attending college see 
personally meaningful connections between high school, college, and careers, and by helping non-college-ready students who are 
interested in attending college recognize their deficits and develop skills for college success.

There are practical and low-cost ways to help both types of students that are likely to substantially increase their college completion 
and entry into well-paying jobs. This paper suggests that schools help disengaged students by integrating high school and post-
high school planning into middle and high school curricula, and help non-college-ready students by providing college readiness 
assessments to high school juniors and college-success courses to seniors needing to improve their readiness.   

The paper also suggests complementing these two initiatives by having outside groups provide the individualized mentoring 
students need to develop plans that they are confident can be realized, as well as the support needed to overcome obstacles. 

However, the lynchpin of these proposals is modifying state accountability systems to increase schools’ incentives to help every 
student achieve his or her own college and career goals, while simultaneously reducing perverse incentives that have led to over-
reliance on teaching to tests that are not aligned with students’ post-high school goals. 

Importantly, these proposals would substantially increase students’ motivation, confidence, and information base—allowing 
many to improve their college readiness as measured by test scores—and help all students, whether or not they improve test 
scores, to select postsecondary pathways that they are likely to complete.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Completion of career-enhancing postsecondary 
programs is the surest way to increase high school 
students’ future earnings. Unfortunately, college 

completion rates have stagnated in recent decades, even 
though college attendance has increased steadily. The earnings 
of students without college credentials have also stagnated, 
while the college–high school wage differential has increased 
to levels comparable to those in the early 1900s (Goldin and 
Katz 2009; Gordon 2016). The 40 percent of low-performing 
students—those with below-B GPAs—who leave high school 
without the skills, motivation, and information base needed 
to complete college programs are particularly likely to have 
low college completion rates and low earnings; but the reverse 
is the case for the 40 percent of high-performing students—
those with A or B+ GPAs (Jacobson and Mokher 2009).

Although completion of a variety of programs at four-year, 
community, and career colleges leads to substantial increases 
in earnings, many students and much of the general public 
erroneously believe that only four-year college degrees 

substantially increase earnings. This view ignores recent 
evidence that sizeable earnings gains stem from obtaining 
certificates and two-year degrees (Carnevale, Cheah, and 
Hanson 2015; Jepsen, Troske, and Coomes 2014). 

Figure 1 shows that the earnings of Florida students with 
certificates are nearly as high as the earnings of students with 
four-year degrees, reflecting a concentration of certificates in 
high-return fields such as health care and information technology. 
Two-year degree holders have earnings equal to 81 percent of 
those of four-year degree holders. Unsurprisingly, earnings of 
students with no college experience are only 44 percent of the 
earnings of holders of four-year degrees, and the earnings of 
students with some college experience (but no degree) are 69 
percent of four-year degree holders’ earnings.1 

Students and the general public correctly recognize that academic 
preparation upon leaving high school has a decisive effect on 
postsecondary educational attainment. Figure 2 illustrates the 
connections between high school preparation (as measured by 
GPA), college attendance, and attainment of college credentials. 

FIGURE 1. 

Earnings by Educational Attainment Relative to Four-year Degree 

Source: Author’s calculations using Florida College and Career Readiness Initiative (FCCRI) data.

Note: Earnings are indexed to 100 for a four-year degree.
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The probability of attaining a college credential within six 
years falls dramatically as GPA declines among members 
of the Florida high school class of 2000.2 The probability of 
receiving any college credential within six years of leaving 
high school is 61 percent for A students, 35 percent for B+ 
students, 18 percent for B students, and less than 8 percent for 
below-B students.3 Figure 2 also shows that as GPA declines, 
the probability of not attending college increases from just 5 
percent for A students to 80 percent for below-C students.

Students and the general public may not recognize the strength 
of the association between high school GPA and attainment 
of a four-year degree. Among members of the Florida class of 
2000 who obtain four-year degrees within six years of leaving 
high school, 68 percent are A students, 22 percent are B+ 
students, 7 percent are B students, and 2 percent are below-B 
students.  

However—and perhaps surprisingly—the association between 
GPA and obtaining a two-year degree is much weaker, and 
weaker still for obtaining a certificate. Among members 
of the Florida public high school class of 2000 who obtain 
two-year degrees within six years of leaving high school, 40 
percent are A students, 30 percent are B+ students, 21 percent 
are B students, and 10 percent are below-B students. Among 
those who obtain certificates within six years of leaving high 
school, 14 percent are A students, 22 percent are B+ students, 
29 percent are B students, 17 percent are C+ students, and 19 
percent are below-C+ students.  

These associations imply that without having an A GPA or a 
GPA close to A it would be difficult to obtain a four-year degree. 
However, students with a B or better GPA have a reasonable 
chance of obtaining two-year degrees, and all students, regardless 
of GPA, have a reasonable chance of obtaining certificates.

Thus, even though the probability of not attending college and 
the probability of leaving college without any credential rise 
dramatically as GPA declines, if more below-B students were 
aware that they could obtain high-return two-year degrees, more 
would do so. Similarly, if more below-C students were aware that 
they could obtain high-return certificates, more would do so.

Better information would lead to increases in students’ 
attainment of two-year degrees and certificates. Some evidence 
in support of this proposition includes statistics indicating that 
about 90 percent of community college students intend to obtain 
credentials, while only 40 percent in fact obtain credentials 
(Hoachlander, Sikora, and Horn 2003). The key conclusion 
underlying the proposals presented here is that there are at least 
three postsecondary pathways to enhancing earnings:  

• Four-year degrees, a widely recognized pathway that is highly 
viable for A (or close to A) students;

• Two-year degrees and certificates, a somewhat underrated 
pathway that is viable for students with GPAs of B or above; 
and

• Certificates, an often overlooked pathway that is viable for all 
students regardless of GPA. 

FIGURE 2. 

Public College Attainment by GPA
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Chapter 2. The Challenge

This proposal aims to increase low-performing students’ 
completion of career-enhancing postsecondary 
programs by raising their college readiness and 

motivation, as well as by providing information they need to 
identify pathways that meet their interests and are likely to be 
completed, even if they do not have the GPAs and test scores 
typically associated with attainment of a four-year degree. 
Many low-performing students fail to obtain career-enhancing 
postsecondary credentials, and, if they attend college, are 
burdened by unmanageable student loan debt. 

To understand why the proposals presented in the next section 
are likely to achieve their aims, it is essential to appreciate what 
differentiates high-performing from low-performing students, 
and how low performers can be set up for college and career 
success. The most obvious difference is that upon high school 
entrance high performers possess strong academic reading 
and reasoning skills as well as the executive functioning skills 
required to follow instructions and organize their time, and the 
motivation to complete rigorous college programs. By contrast, 
low performers lack basic hard and soft skills, are often 
disengaged from school, and are often uninterested in building 
the new skills they need to complete postsecondary programs 
leading to well-paying jobs.

Because these differences are jointly determined by families, 
students, communities, and school systems, weakness in 
any one of these elements reduces educational attainment. 
Since parents play a particularly critical role because of the 
time and energy they contribute to their children, lack of 
parental support makes it much more difficult for students, 
communities, and school systems to contribute to positive 
outcomes (Stull 2013). Thus, public high schools perform 
well for students who are motivated to excel and who receive 
support from parents and communities. But high schools do 
not perform nearly as well when dealing with students who 
lack motivation and external support.

This dynamic is compounded by the very powerful incentives 
high schools have to meet the needs of high performers. These 
incentives stem from parents of high-performing students 
closely monitoring their children’s schools and working with 
their children outside of school, and when performance is 
deemed inadequate, sending their children to private schools 

or relocating to higher-performing districts (Figlio and Lucas 
2002). As a result, political and financial support is heavily 
contingent on meeting these parents’ expectations.  

In contrast, incentives to serve low-performing students well 
largely stem from the actions of policy makers and stakeholders. 
In particular, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 had 
a large effect on high schools’ incentives to serve low-performing 
students by requiring states to develop and administer tests and 
set standards for judging students proficient, primarily in math 
and reading. It also required monitoring the performance of 
individual subgroups based on ethnicity and family income and 
taking remedial action when schools are found to be consistently 
making inadequate yearly progress.

NCLB had small positive effects on high-performing students, 
who had no trouble testing proficient and continued to complete 
demanding college-prep programs that included honors, 
Advanced Placement, and dual enrollment classes. In contrast, 
NCLB had profound effects on low-performing students who 
had difficulty testing proficient and passing high school exit 
exams. More class time was given to developing the skills 
required to pass tests through changes in the curriculum of 
regular classes and requiring students to take remedial courses 
(Dee and Jacob 2010). 

Since the early 2000s, the high school graduation rate increased, 
but college completion rates did not increase to the same extent 
(Kena et al. 2016; Snyder, de Brey, and Dillow 2016). Potential 
reasons include: (a) students being able to test proficient and get 
graduate without becoming college ready; (b) schools devoting 
relatively little attention to ensuring that students testing just 
above proficient become college ready; and (c) schools teaching 
to the test. This focus on exams was paired with a failure to 
engage student interest, motivate students to become better 
prepared for college and careers, and provide a knowledge base 
of viable pathways to well-paying jobs.

Fortunately, a great deal was learned from the experience 
with NCLB’s test-based accountability systems that led 
to major improvements in the incentives to help students 
succeed in college and careers. Some major improvements 
were implemented under NCLB and several others were 
incorporated into NCLB’s successor, the Every Student Succeed 
Act (ESSA) of 2015.
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Chapter 3. The Proposal

To better serve all high school students, but especially 
low-performing students, I propose changes to state 
policy and school practices to increase completion 

of high-return college programs. At the policy level, state 
accountability systems would be modified to increase schools’ 
incentives to help students who currently are low-performing 
to complete career-enhancing college programs. This would be 
accomplished by augmenting current accountability systems 
with measures strongly associated with college and career 
success and setting attainable standards for each student, as 
several states are already doing. At the level of school practices, 
I propose: (1) integrating planning into middle and high school 
curricula to help every student, especially those who are low-
performing and disengaged, recognize that there are personally 
meaningful connections between high school, college, and 
careers; (2) providing an accurate assessment of college readiness 
to juniors, and offering college success courses to seniors who 
need additional preparation to realize their individual goals, 
and (3) providing mentoring to students to help them overcome 
impediments and develop realistic plans that they are confident 
will be realized. 

These proposals are largely based on what my colleagues and I 
learned from a five-year study of a statewide program designed 
to increase the college readiness of low-performing Florida 
students, helping them avoid taking development courses if 
they attend college (Mokher and Jacobson 2014). The proposals 
focus on overcoming what students and teachers indicated as 
the three interrelated barriers to college and career success:

1. Being disengaged from school because students felt that 
they would be unable to acquire skills leading to success in 
college and careers before leaving high school;

2. Lacking accurate information about the full range of 
pathways to college and career success, especially those 
open to students who are low-performing;

3. Lacking information about what skills are needed to 
successfully pursue various pathways, the extent they have 
(or do not have) those skills, and the courses they should 
take to build those skills.

MODIFY ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEMS TO CREATE 
INCENTIVES TO BETTER PREPARE EVERY STUDENT 
FOR COLLEGE AND CAREERS

Today, K–12 accountability systems largely reflect the goals 
and requirements set by NCLB. The primary goal of NCLB 
was to improve the academic performance of low-performing 
students so that they could ultimately obtain a high school 
diploma. ESSA, the successor to NCLB, has broadened the 
goal beyond obtaining a diploma to having the skills needed 
for success in college and careers. Box 1 describes ESSA’s new 
requirement to integrate indicators of “success in college and 
careers” into accountability systems.

An accountability system capable of encouraging high school 
and college completion as well as career success requires:  

• Measures that are strongly associated with reaching these 
goals;

• Attainable standards that accurately reflect the contribution 
of schools to students’ success, both overall and for 
individual subgroups; and

• Ways to reward high performance and correct low 
performance.

NCLB required that states have accountability systems to assess 
student and school performance levels that almost exclusively 
relied on tests of academic performance. Most of the tests used 
were capable of assessing what students learned in a given 
year and how their level of learning would affect subsequent 
progress. In addition, test scores were correlated with receipt of 
academic college degrees. However, the tests did not:

1. Capture the probability that students would complete 
career-enhancing pathways that are not strongly associated 
with academic performance in high school, such as career-
oriented certificates.

2. Provide information about academic and non-academic 
shortcomings that lead to low scores such as lack of 
engagement, grit, and motivation. 

An excellent way to broaden the assessment of students’ 
prospects for completing college programs or for otherwise 
qualifying for high-return jobs would be to incorporate direct 



The Hamilton Project  •  Brookings 9

measures of college and career outcomes into accountability 
systems. Direct measures are ideal because they provide 
incentives for schools to pursue any strategy that improves 
students’ later-life outcomes. The best direct measures are 
completion of college credentials and the level of subsequent 
earnings, but these measures cannot be accurately obtained 
until students are in their early thirties. Second-best measures 
are short-term indicators that are highly correlated with these 
long-term outcomes. One such measure is completion of three 
for-credit high-return college courses within a year of high 
school graduation; another is the acquisition of a job in a high-
demand field with solid earnings-growth potential. 

Outcome-based measures are particularly useful because 
they capture a range of academic and non-academic skills, 
plus knowledge related to selecting appropriate pathways 
and overcoming impediments, while tests mainly capture 
academic skills needed for four-year degrees. These differences 
are especially important for low-performing students entering 
community colleges who need a lot of information to 
successfully navigate these colleges’ diverse programs, which 
require a wide range of academic and non-academic skills. 

It is therefore important that outcome-based accountability 
would give schools credit for providing students with 
information that aids their planning and skill development. 
This information could include details of postsecondary 
options, the characteristics of jobs that they could expect to 
obtain after completing different programs, what to expect in 
college, and how to get help in the event of difficulties.4 As a 
result, outcome-based systems would give appropriate credit 
to high schools’ actions that have large positive effects on 
college and career outcomes, even if they have small effects 
on test scores.

Notably, over the past 10 years investments in State Longitudinal 
Data Systems (SLDS) now make it possible to produce a wide 
range of highly relevant measures (NCES n.d.). Several states 
including California, Florida, and Kentucky have operational 
systems based on use of high school and college transcripts 
linked to unemployment insurance wage records available in 
their SLDS. These data can be used to provide feedback to high 
schools, students, and the general public about how students 
fare in college and careers. Furthermore, several states including 
Ohio and Tennessee have plans for incorporating SLDS-based 
measures into state accountability systems. 

More information about states’ efforts to improve 
accountability systems is available in “Destination 
Known: Valuing College AND Career Readiness in State 
Accountability Systems,” issued by the Council of Chief 
State School Officers and the Education Strategy Group. An 
important element of this report is its discussion of the merits 
of rating high school students’ progress towards post-high 
school credentials based on students achieving three levels 

of success: (1) a “fundamental” level related to completing a 
college-and-career course of study; (2) an “advanced” level 
related to completing high school programs that increase 
students’ chances of avoiding remedial courses in college and 
completing college programs; and (3) an “exceptional” level 
related to completing for-credit college courses while still in 
high school. 

Producing these measures requires finding associations 
between a variety of SLDS-based indicators of college and 
career outcomes, scores on relevant tests, and completion of 
specific sets of high school programs. The key advantage of 
using multiple standards is that it would give schools credit 
for helping students be able to: meet high school graduation 
requirements, obtain career-oriented certificates, complete 
for-credit college courses without remediation and get two-
year degrees, and complete rigorous college courses and 
obtain four-year degrees. By contrast, NCLB primarily held 
schools accountable for meeting a single proficiency standard, 
which had the effect of focusing improvement efforts on 
students testing just below a single cut-score, while giving 
little attention to students far below the cut-score or above the 
cut-score. 

Another element of an effective accountability system is 
giving appropriate credit for helping students move towards 
their stated goals. Because high schools differ with respect to 
the preparation of entering students, it makes sense to rate 
high schools on the basis of their students’ improvement, and 
not simply their level of performance. 

One key technical challenge is creating growth standards that 
differentiate schools with similar student populations that 
are making about as much progress as is feasible from those 
that are not coming close to meeting a high, but attainable, 
standard. Such standards create powerful incentives for 
schools performing far below their peers to improve their 
performance as well as give appropriate credit for schools that 
are doing relatively well. 

Importantly, NCLB created major problems by using a growth 
standard that required all students to reach proficiency by 
2014—a highly desirable, but infeasible goal. As a result, 
many schools with high proportions of entering students far 
below proficiency were considered to be failing schools, even 
though they were doing about as well as could reasonably 
be expected in boosting proficiency. This undue pressure on 
administrators and teachers created strong incentives for 
able staff to leave these schools and take jobs at schools where 
meeting performance standards was easier to achieve.

A second technical challenge is creating measures that track 
performance improvement of individual students as they 
progress through high school. Outcome-based measures 
cannot be used for this purpose because they assess a given 
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student only after leaving high school. Instead, it is necessary 
to use short-run measures that are highly correlated with 
college and career outcomes. The best way to ensure accurate 
assessment is to use the same test to measure progress in 
meeting several different levels of college and career readiness 
for students in grades 9 through 12. A computerized adaptive 
test—such as Florida’s community college placement test—
would have the major advantage of focusing its questions so 
that they accurately measure a student’s level of performance 
by not asking questions that are too easy or too hard. Other 
tests that provide solid indicators of success in obtaining 
academic college degrees include the SAT and ACT. There are 
also some tests, such as the College Board’s ACCUPLACER, 
that help identify critical skills deficiencies, in addition to 
measuring overall college readiness. In addition, some tests 
accurately predict success in career-oriented programs, 
including the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery 
(ASVAB) and the Career Pathway Assessment System (cPass), 
which is being developed by Kansas and Colorado.

Finally, I note that it is desirable to use measures that are not 
easily manipulated by schools and districts. For example, 
increasing GPAs would be highly beneficial as long as high 
standards for assigning grades were set and maintained. But 
if GPAs became a performance measure, schools would have 
perverse incentives to lower standards to meet growth and 
level criteria. Indeed, a key value of using post-high school 

outcomes as performance indicators is that those measures 
are outside of the direct control of high schools and districts. 
Using these external measures would diminish incentives 
to raise GPAs by lowering standards because doing so 
would reduce the chances graduates would complete career-
enhancing college programs.

Because states have limited resources available to address 
these technical problems—and given that the difficulties are 
similar across the nation—I propose the creation of national 
or regional institutions that can provide technical support to 
states. This would include general information about what 
constitutes high-quality accountability systems, how close 
individual state systems come to the ideal, and how problems 
can be overcome. Funding for these institutions would be 
supplied through grants from foundations and the federal 
government, as well as from state contributions to groups such 
as the National Governors Association. By pooling resources 
and attracting additional, urgently needed funds, these 
institutions would facilitate the efficient administration of a 
comprehensive, effective accountability system.

IMPLEMENT SCHOOL PRACTICES THAT IMPROVE 
COLLEGE AND CAREER OUTCOMES OF LOWER 
PERFORMING STUDENTS

Improving accountability systems is essential to giving 
schools and districts strong incentives to adopt a range of 

BOX 1. 

Accountability Measures for High Schools under the Every Student Succeeds Act

Under the 2015 federal education law, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), state accountability systems will conduct 
annual measurements along five dimensions to assess progress toward the state’s long-term educational goals and to identify 
the state’s lowest-performing schools. Under ESSA states are required to hold high schools accountable for interim and long-
term progress along the following dimensions, overall and for each subgroup:

1.  Academic Achievement. High schools are held accountable for English language arts and math achievement measured 
in an annual assessment. States have the option to include growth scores in addition to proficiency scores for high 
schools.

2.  Graduation Rates. States are required to transparently measure four-year adjusted cohort graduation rates among 
schools for accountability purposes. States also have the discretion to employ extended-year adjusted cohort graduation 
rates. High schools are held accountable for improvements. Separately from the broader accountability system, states 
must also identify all high schools that fail to graduate more than one third of their students.

3.  English Language Proficiency. High schools are required to measure and make progress in English language proficiency 
among their students.

4.  Student Growth. Elementary and middle schools are required to measure growth in student achievement or another 
indicator that is valid, reliable, and statewide.

5.  School Quality and Student Success. States are required to broaden school accountability and hold high schools 
accountable for improvement in measures of student or educator engagement, student access to and completion of 
advanced coursework or postsecondary readiness, school climate and safety, or another indicator that measures school 
quality and student success.
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practices that would improve college and career outcomes. In 
particular, it would create incentives for schools to increase 
student engagement, help students develop plans that they are 
confident will lead to success in college and careers, and help 
students develop academic and non-academic skills required 
to realize those plans.

In this subsection I discuss three specific proposals based 
on information obtained from extensive interviews and 
surveys of low-performing Florida students, their high school 
teachers, and their community college instructors. (See box 2 
and appendix.)

Of central importance is preventing or reducing disengagement 
from high school by improving students’ motivation and self-
confidence. This can be done by helping them see personally 
meaningful connections between high school, college, and 
careers—and doing so early enough that students have time 
to develop a viable plan and obtain the skills needed for 
postsecondary success. Importantly, each of the following 
practices requires only small investments.

1. Integrate high school and postsecondary planning into the 
curricula of all middle and high schools;

2. Assess college readiness and provide college success 
courses to students who are not college ready; and

3. Enlist the help of outside groups in providing mentoring 
designed to improve plans, confidence, and build relevant 
skills.

1. Integrate high school and postsecondary planning into the 
curricula of all middle and high schools.

Increasing student engagement is critical to improving 
postsecondary outcomes. An excellent way to increase 
engagement is to integrate planning-for-the-future units 
into existing middle and high school English courses to help 
students see personally meaningful connections between 
high school, college, and careers. This is a topic almost totally 
neglected in existing curricula, but the one pointed to by Florida 
students and teachers as the most critical missing component 
of current curricula and the one most likely to substantially 
increase student engagement and interest in attending college. 
Moreover, it would be inexpensive to introduce—and highly 
complementary with—the goals of current curricula.

Importantly, the goal of the planning units would be to 
raise the aspirations of disengaged, low-performing students 
uninterested in attending college without lowering the 
aspirations of other students. The key to doing this is to provide 
accurate information about the prospects for completing the 
full range of career-enhancing college programs. As with any 
major investment, basing decisions on highly inflated views of 
the prospects of success can only lead to poor outcomes, while 

having realistic views of risks and rewards is likely to lead to 
desirable outcomes.   

A major value of planning-for-the-future units would be filling 
information gaps about education and career pathways for 
students whose parents did not complete college programs and 
who would be among the first in their family to attend college. 
Such planning is especially important for low-performing 
students among this group because they often believe—
erroneously—that college is a viable option only for high-
performing students, and because they often are not aware 
of the value of high-return certificate programs. A planning 
unit also could improve awareness of student financial aid that 
makes community college affordable for the vast majority of 
recent high school graduates, in addition to helping students 
fill out the required aid forms. High-performing students 
would also benefit from the planning units because it would 
help them select specific colleges and majors, obtain financial 
aid, and select high school and dual enrollment courses that 
would help them realize their plans.

Specifically, the planning-for-the-future units would ask 
students to:

• Describe their high school, college, and career interests; 
how those interests were developed; and their access to 
mentors and other sources of support and information.

• Develop a set of concrete plans that they are confident can 
be realized by requiring them to research:

 The specific education and training pathways that would 
be attractive to them and could realistically lead to 
successful careers;

 The hard skills, soft skills, and other attributes required 
for them to successfully follow those pathways;

 The extent to which they have these attributes, and how 
they would gain skills they lack;

 The person-specific and school-specific impediments 
that they need to overcome to follow those pathways, 
along with strategies for overcoming those impediments;

 The cost of these pathways and how students could cover 
those costs; and

 The earnings and nonpecuniary rewards as well as the 
nature of the work they would expect from following 
pathways of interest.

• Present their plans in class and discuss these plans with 
their fellow students to gain an appreciation for the range 
of careers, pathways, and impediments students face, as 
well as how selection of pathways varies depending on 
students’ GPAs and other attributes.
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• Read and reflect on literature about people who overcame 
impediments and managed to successfully complete high 
school and college programs and embark on fulfilling 
careers.

• Revise their plans in light of the feedback they receive and 
reassess their degree of confidence. 

Ideally, these units would start in the first year of middle 
school to help students avoid the sharp decline in engagement 
and performance that often accompanies the transition from 
elementary to middle school (Gutman and Midgley 2000). 
Introducing the units early would also make students aware of 
options to attend specialized high schools that could develop 
their interests in academic subjects such as STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics), music, and art, 
as well as vocational-technical subjects leading to careers in 
health care, computers, safety and security, building trades, 
and other occupations.

Of course, middle school students might not have well-formed 
interests and career objectives or even much interest in thinking 
about their futures. But in each successive year the students 
could improve their plans as they gain interest, maturity, and 
experience. Importantly, schools could arrange visits from 
college recruiters and student visits to colleges. In addition, 12th 
graders could work with students in lower grades to explain 
how they benefitted from the planning and why it is worthwhile 
for the younger students to identify viable options.

These planning units would provide an opportunity for 
students, teachers, and mentors to work together to identify 
practical ways of improving career prospects. They would 
demonstrate to students that, even if they have not excelled 
academically, there are many pathways open to them that 
would substantially improve their earnings.

Some of the planning unit tasks listed above were greeted 
with enthusiasm by teachers and students in the FCCRI study 
(discussed in appendix). In particular, teachers noted that 
asking students to write essays discussing their plans, how 
they were formed, and how schools could be of more help 
was one of the few assignments that stimulated the interest 
of disengaged students. Students appreciated the personal 
attention the project provided and the opportunity to air their 
views about what their schools could have done to be of more 
help in shaping plans.

Additional evidence supporting the value of improved 
planning comes from surveys of student expectations, which 
indicate that students substantially lower their expectation of 
receiving a college credential as they progress through high 
school. About 72 percent of sophomores state that they expect 
to receive a college credential, with this rate falling to 66 
percent for seniors (NCES 2002).

In addition, overestimation of the chances of obtaining college 
credentials could largely stem from state accountability 
systems labeling students as “proficient” when they are likely 
to obtain high school diplomas, even if they are unlikely to 
be college ready at graduation. About 65 percent of states 
set proficiency standards well below those of the National 
Assessment of Student Progress (NAEP), which identifies 
students as proficient who are on-track to be able to do 
college-level work upon leaving high school (U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce Foundation 2014). Indeed, Florida created 
the FCCRI precisely because it believed that many of the 53 
percent of community college students testing below college 
ready in math and the 37 percent testing below college ready 
in reading failed to recognize that the high school exit exam 
could be passed with only 10th grade skills, while college 
readiness required 12th grade skills (Park and Scheuch n.d.). 

BOX 2. 

Lessons from the Florida College and Career Readiness Initiative 

The Florida College and Career Readiness Initiative (FCCRI) is a statewide program designed to improve the academic 
preparation of a large group of middle-skill Florida high school students. The target population consists of students who are 
likely to both attend community college and require developmental education courses at the outset of their postsecondary 
careers. FCCRI generated sizeable reductions in the need for subsequent developmental education by requiring juniors who 
tested in the middle range on the high school exit exam to take the community college placement exam and then requiring 
seniors testing below college ready to complete college readiness courses.

As part of the FCCRI study, students wrote essays detailing their postsecondary plans and their beliefs about how their 
high schools could have better supported those plans (see appendix). These essays indicated that students valued more-
individualized information about their postsecondary alternatives and the labor market returns to those alternatives. They 
also valued mentorship and better communication about which postsecondary options would be best for them and which 
high schools courses and grades were needed to realize these goals.
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Finally, it is important to evaluate the effectiveness of planning 
units. This allows for assessment of which elements lead to 
the greatest success in altering plans and outcomes for high 
school, college, and careers for low-performing, disengaged 
students, while also identifying impediments to effective 
implementation.

2. Provide college-success courses to students who are not 
college ready.

Another best practice involves assessing the college readiness 
and college interest of high school juniors, and then using 
this information to provide college-success courses to seniors 
who are not college ready. This proposal is motivated by the 
evidence that the FCCRI substantially reduced the need for 
college developmental education courses among students who 
were interested in attending college, but did not score college-
ready on the community college placement exam (Mokher 
and Jacobson 2014). 

The assessment component could be based on use of a 
community college placement test, if such a test is used for 
course placement, as was the case in Florida. But an even 
more effective assessment of prospects for completing career-
enhancing college programs could be based on a combination 
of interest inventories, GPA, teacher recommendations, and 
tests that are already in use. 

An excellent way to provide these assessments to students, 
parents, and mentors would be to create individualized 

booklets with optimistic, middle-of-the-road, and pessimistic 
estimates of the probability of each of five outcomes: (1) not 
attending college; (2) attending college, but leaving college 
with no credential; (3) obtaining a certificate; (4) obtaining a 
two-year degree; and (5) obtaining a four-year degree.  

These booklets would contain information similar to that used 
by students and their advisors to predict acceptance at selective 
colleges based on ACT or SAT scores, GPAs, class ranks, and 
teacher recommendations, but would be extended to predict 
success at non-selective colleges as well as receipt of a variety 
of academic and career credentials. Having a much wider 
range of estimates for low-performing students is particularly 
valuable because their prospects of completing programs at 
selective colleges are much lower than at community colleges. 

If the planning units were put in place, these booklets would 
provide authoritative indicators of success that could be used 
by both low- and high-performing students to develop post-
high school plans. The booklets would be especially valuable if 
they included outcome probabilities for a given student’s areas 
of interest, and were provided to students each year. But even 
without the planning units, these booklets would be valuable to 
juniors who have reached a point where they are very concerned 
about their futures, could still take courses to improve their 
prospects for completing career-enhancing college programs, 
and might otherwise not take challenging courses because they 
incorrectly believe that they are college ready.

BOX 3. 

Insights from the Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps

The Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps (JROTC) is a large program enrolling roughly 525,000 students per year in 3,400 
U.S. high schools. About half of the enrollment is in Army units, one fourth is in Air Force units, and one fourth is in Navy 
and Marine Corps units. Most instructors are retired from the sponsoring branch of the armed forces, although active duty 
officers are sometimes assigned as instructors.

JROTC was designed to meet the developmental needs of youths that include physical activity, competence and achievement, 
self-definition, positive social interactions with peers and adults, a sense of structure and clear limits, and meaningful 
participation in extracurricular activities. Participant surveys indicate that JROTC largely succeeds in reaching each of the 
major goals, in addition to helping cadets develop plans for the future.

Importantly, JROTC funds several adults in each school to help students:

• Develop a sense of belonging and personal efficacy by offering leadership opportunities, team building activities, social 
events, and field trips; 

• Identify their personal strengths and weaknesses; and  

• Learn about a wide range of career opportunities and develop career-relevant skills. 

In our FCCRI study no other extracurricular activity was reported to offer the same comprehensive set of benefits as JROTC, 
but some, such as sports teams and band, offered a sense of belonging and an opportunity to work closely with adults who 
are interested in students’ personal growth—factors that play a key role in giving students direction and confidence. 
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It would be advisable to require students who have poor 
prospects of completing any career-enhancing college 
program to take a college success course. This could build 
new skills as well as refresh previously mastered skills not 
used recently. The FCCRI study indicated that the success 
courses are especially valuable in helping students avoid being 
placed in developmental education courses for math, a subject 
where 53 percent of community college students are rated as 
not-college-ready. However, consideration should be given 
to having several versions of the success courses geared to 
students whose skills are close to or far from college ready and 
who are interested or uninterested in attending college.

The success courses could easily build on the developmental 
education courses currently being taught at local community 
colleges. We found that Florida community colleges had created 
high-quality course materials to make it easy for adjunct 
faculty to teach those courses. Moreover, these colleges were 
prepared to share the material with high schools and districts. 
In addition, Florida and 39 other states are already offering 
college transition courses in high schools (Barnett et al. 2013), 
and organizations such as the Southern Regional Education 
Board (SREB) have developed free college-readiness courses 
in math and English that are being implemented in several 
states (Southern Regional Education Board n.d.). 

3. Enlist the help of outside groups in developing mentoring 
and planning opportunities.

High schools are highly successful in helping students who are 
high-performing upon entrance enroll in and complete college 
programs, but are not nearly as successful with students who 
are low-performing upon entrance. In order to be of more help 
to low-performing students, high schools need to find ways to 
engage them. 

Planning-for-the-future units are one response to this 
problem. But such units depend on students using the 
same academic skills employed in other courses to identify 
personally meaningful connections between high school, 
college, and careers, as well as to develop viable plans to reach 
their goals. To complement this “academic” approach it would 
be useful to introduce programs that alter students’ views of 
themselves and their capabilities. 

Thus, I propose taking a much more holistic approach, which 
places preparation for careers on an equal footing with 
preparing for college, building confidence, and providing 
personalized help in setting goals. Programs of this sort 
include JROTC and Career Academies, described in boxes 3 
and 4, respectively, which are both large programs that have 
proven to be effective in helping low-performing, disengaged 
students realize career objectives. However, these programs 
are more costly than traditional high school programs 
because they incorporate multiple elements including field 
trips, internships, and mentoring. About 60 percent of the cost 
of JROTC is covered by the Department of Defense, leaving 
about $450 per student to be covered by school districts. 
Career Academies cost about $1,000 more per student than 
the regular set of courses students would be taking. Increasing 
the availability of JROTC and Career Academies would be 
desirable, but would require significant increases in school 
expenditures.

The low-cost holistic approach proposed here would be to 
expand mentoring by enlisting the aid of outside groups. This 
approach would strongly complement the proposed planning 
units by further improving students’ information, plans for 
the future, and especially, their confidence.

BOX 4.

Lessons from Career Academies

Career academies create “a school within a school” where a team of teachers and students forms a distinct unit that remains 
together throughout high school. Program elements include block scheduling of classes, common planning time for 
teachers, occupational focus, integrated academic and vocational curricula, reduced student-teacher ratios, and internships 
with business partners. Currently, career academies are in about 8,000 U.S. high schools, and serve a disproportionately 
disadvantaged population.

A major randomized controlled trial indicated that career academies do not have positive impacts on high school graduation 
rates or test scores, but are highly effective in raising the earnings of at-risk minority males (Kemple and Willner 2008). 
Another study compared the effects of a career academy that included mandatory participation in JROTC to the effects of 
participation in regular (non-career academy) high schools with and without JROTC (Elliott, Hanser, and Gilroy 2001). 
After adjusting for demographic characteristics, students in regular high schools who did not participate in JROTC or 
career academies were absent 25 percent of an average school year. This was reduced to 20 percent for JROTC participants, 
and 15 percent for participants in the combined JROTC-career academy program, with much of the difference driven 
by reductions in students dropping out. The study also indicated that reductions in absenteeism accounted for some 
improvement in GPAs.
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Without small group or one-on-one guidance many students 
are likely to have difficulty developing a viable plan to improve 
their education and career outcomes, even if they participate 
in planning-for-the-future units. Thus, it is highly desirable 
to find a way to provide mentoring for these students. The 
challenge is to do this in keeping with the theme of the 
previous recommendations—finding ways to be smarter and 
more creative without requiring large additional expenditures.

There are strong reasons to believe that providing access to 
mentors would make a major difference. For example, the 
Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) at the City 
University of New York (CUNY) increased receipt of AA degrees 
by community college students who tested below college ready 
from 22 percent to 40 percent (Scrivener et al. 2015). However, 
the cost of the program was more than $5,000 per student per 
year, mainly because ASAP increased the counselor-to-student 
ratio by a factor of 10 and provided each participant with the 
opportunity to meet with the same counselor at least once a 
month to shape plans and deal with issues inhibiting progress.

An affordable alternative to hiring and training school staff 
as mentors is enlisting the aid of outside groups that are not 
directly funded by school systems. I therefore propose to 
expand an array of existing programs run by organizations 
that largely rely on volunteers. These include nonprofit 
organizations such as Big Brothers Big Sisters of America, 
volunteer programs at individual high schools that encourage 
parents and other community members to provide tutoring 

and other support, colleges that encourage their students 
to provide community service, and even programs at high 
schools that involve students tutoring fellow students.

There has been considerable interest in the potential for 
developing programs to supplement what public schools are 
able to do, including reasonably large-scale programs paid 
for with federal and foundation funds. Unfortunately, the 
literature reviewing the effectiveness of these programs is 
not particularly encouraging (Apsler 2009; Kane 2004). In 
part, this is because programs rarely include an evaluation 
component with sufficient rigor to assess their effectiveness. 
Rigorous evaluation is particularly difficult because many of 
these programs are characterized by a great deal of student 
turnover. As a result, it is very hard to determine whether the 
small fraction of students who stay with a given program have 
positive outcomes that are caused by program participation. 
In addition, the programs are so diverse in terms of goals, 
methods, and participant characteristics that it is difficult to 
assess which approaches result in the most positive outcomes 
for participants with differing characteristics.

Because a number of mentoring approaches may have merit, 
I propose that multiple designs be evaluated in association 
with the planning-for-the-future units. In particular, it is 
worth testing a structured approach that focuses on working 
with students to improve the plans they develop, while also 
providing opportunities for the mentors to learn about the 
planning process from teachers and other professionals.
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Chapter 4. Conclusion

Roughly half of students attending community colleges 
are not adequately prepared to complete earnings-
enhancing programs. This is a serious problem, but 

evidence-based solutions exist to boost the college preparedness 
of all high school students.

High-performing high school students are likely to obtain four-
year college degrees and obtain well-paying jobs. However, as 
GPA declines, the prospect of attaining college credentials or 
even attending college falls dramatically, as does the prospect 
of obtaining a well-paying job.

Feedback from teachers and students participating in a Florida 
college readiness program for low-performing students suggests 
that what differentiates these students from high-performing 
students is having parents who instill in their children a strong 
desire to obtain four-year degrees and who do what is needed 
to ensure that their children perform at or above grade level. 
This same feedback indicates that high schools do not do 
enough to help students who lack external motivation to see the 
connections between learning in high school, completing high-
return college programs, and obtaining well-paying jobs. 

I propose several reforms to policy and practice that do not 
require radical changes or large new expenditures. These 
proposals directly address the keys to student success in 
college and careers: being engaged in school, being aware of 
viable career-enhancing pathways and the skills needed to 
successfully negotiate those pathways, developing a plan to 
pursue pathways of interest that students are appropriately 
confident will lead to success, and building the skills needed 
to enter high-return careers in high school and college.

First, using existing data systems and analytic tools, state 
accountability systems would be modified to create incentives 
for schools to help all students succeed in college and careers. 
The primary way to do this would be to include measures 
strongly correlated with college and career outcomes, set 
standards so that high schools get appropriate credit for 
helping students reach their college and career goals, and 
provide rewards for superior performance while finding ways 
to help under-performing schools improve their performance. 

I then suggest three best practices for schools to implement. 
The first proposal is for schools to include a planning-for-
the-future unit in each student’s English courses starting in 
middle school. This would help students develop sound plans 
for college, remain engaged in school, and maintain high 
aspirations.

The second proposal is for schools to provide a college-
readiness assessment to juniors, followed by college success 
courses for seniors who are interested in college but not college 
ready. This option is informed by the success of the FCCRI, 
which reduced the need for students to take developmental 
education courses in college and increased the chances of 
completing for-credit courses. 

The third proposal—highly valued by students and teachers 
who participated in the FCCRI—is to provide mentors for 
students (who otherwise lack the necessary support from 
other sources) to help develop viable plans for success in 
school and careers, build the motivation and confidence they 
need to execute their plans, and overcome obstacles when 
encountered. 
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Appendix

The Florida College and Career Readiness Initiative 
(FCCRI) is a statewide program designed to improve 
the academic preparation of a subset of low-performing 

Florida high school students—those with potential to complete 
career-enhancing community college programs, but who 
would have to begin college by taking developmental education 
courses.  

The FCCRI required juniors testing in the middle range of 
Florida’s high school exit exam given in the 10th grade to take 
the community college placement test. Large numbers of 
students participated in the testing: 84 percent of juniors were 
targeted in math, and 57 percent were targeted in reading. 
Those testing below college ready were required to take college 

readiness and success courses in their senior year; roughly 
half of the students tested took these courses. 

In 2011, my colleagues and I at CNA received a five-year 
grant from the Institute of Educational Sciences (IES) in 
the U.S. Department of Education to assess the strengths 
and weaknesses of the initiative. One component was to 
use administrative data to examine the effect of the FCCRI 
on the need for program participants to take development 
education courses in college. Our initial results, presented in 
appendix figure 1, show that there were substantial reductions 
in the need to take those courses, especially among students 
who were in the middle of the group testing below college-
ready. However, other results indicated that there was little, 

APPENDIX FIGURE 1. 

Percent of Midrange Students that Needed Developmental Education Courses, Before and After 
FCCRI Intervention 

Source: Author’s calculations using Florida College and Career Readiness Initiative (FCCRI) data.

Note: The sample is students with midrange test scores on the Florida high school exit exam in 2012 who graduated in the high school class of 2014 and 
attended Florida community colleges in 2014–15.
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if any, effect on college enrollment and it is too soon to assess 
credential attainment.

Extensive feedback we obtained from teachers through 
surveys, focus group discussions, and site visits indicated that 
the initiative helped students interested in attending college, 
but had little if any effect on the roughly half of students 
uninterested in attending college and disengaged from school.

High school teachers noted that they were constrained by 
a focus on building skills tested by the placement exam, by 
objectives for the courses set by the state and the curricula set 
by their districts, and by the challenge of increasing test scores 
for students interested in attending college but who tested far 
below college ready. Nevertheless, teachers strongly felt that 
a way should be found to help disengaged students identify 
career-enhancing pathways they could realize with modest 
improvement in hard and soft skills, thereby enhancing the 
students’ motivation to pursue those pathways. 

Interviews with community college developmental education 
instructors reinforced the views of the high school teachers. 
These instructors were confident that they could compensate for 
poor academic preparation as long as students were motivated 
to learn. They felt it also was important to develop soft skills 
and were pleased that their colleges often required taking 
courses designed to build those skills as a supplement to courses 
designed to build academic skills. However, the instructors felt 
that separate efforts were needed to build motivation, and this 
should occur while students are still in high school. 

Instructors also noted that high schools could far more 
effectively help students become college ready by better 
aligning high school curricula with the basic skills needed to 
succeed in college—reading comprehension, critical thinking, 
written and oral presentations skills, and basic math skills. 
Holding students to high standards with respect to those skills 
would be valuable, they believed, even if that meant students 
were less able to take advanced courses and electives. 

Another important element of our study was obtaining 
feedback from students taking college-success courses in the 
form of 500-word essays asking responses to the following 
questions:

1.  What are your post-high school plans?

2.  How did your high school contribute to developing those 
plans?

3.  What could your high school have done to be of more help 
in developing those plans?  

Virtually all students indicated that they were concerned about 
their futures. About half named specific colleges and fields-
of-study, about one-quarter planned to enter the military, 

workforce, or attend vocational schools, and one-quarter had 
no specific plan. But of greatest significance is that students 
who had knowledgeable mentors also had the most detailed 
and most realistic plans for the future, while those who did 
not have concrete plans, or were not confident that they would 
realize their plans, wished that they had such mentors. Some 
students had mentors from their families, but most depended 
on mentoring from their teachers, as their parents and other 
family members did not attend college. Unfortunately, these 
mentoring opportunities were in short supply.

One of the most moving essays epitomized the value of having 
a mentor very much along the lines of the theme of Mr. 
Holland’s Opus. This student reported that:

“[T]he first two years of my high school career were an 
absolute joke. I was just a normal student, who wasn’t involved 
in any sort of extra-curricular activities at all. This all changed 
the following year. After a couple weeks, [my music teacher] 
realized that I knew how to play my instrument and that I 
wasn’t just some beginner. Over the course of the year, this 
relationship of mentor and apprentice began to develop. 
Now, I’m a senior and our friendship remains unscathed. … 
I became motivated to join the jazz band, the advanced choir 
and formed a small jazz ensemble to represent the school. 
Because of that man, I am going to become a music teacher, 
because if I can change someone’s life the way my teacher 
changed mine, then I’ll have true happiness.”

Perhaps the most important finding was that the vast majority 
of students felt that their high schools could have been much 
more helpful by giving them more personal attention and 
guidance about the connections between what they were 
supposed to learn in high school and the value of post-high 
school education and training in boosting careers, as well as 
giving them program options that were meaningful to them 
personally. The following statements typify students’ views:

“But I feel like they could’ve [made] my high school more 
productive [by] hiring positive teachers, teach us more, have 
one-on-one time with us, find out where we are at as a student 
in and outside of school, give us a chance to express ourselves 
without judging us based on what they see, and see what is our 
strengths and weaknesses. 

Our guidance counselors only care about making sure a 
student has enough credits to graduate. The way I see it a 
guidance counselor is supposed to … make sure that [students] 
have the proper grades to attend college. 

I believe high school should be more personalized. I could 
have focused on what I wanted to do in the future and given 
me classes that match in respect to my future career.”

A major exception was that students at the one vocational-
technical high school we visited were strongly motivated 



20  Improving College and Career Outcomes of Low-Performing High School Students 

to excel in their career courses because they could see the 
connection between school and life after high school. They 
also were strongly motivated to perform well enough in 
their academic courses so they would not have to forego 
career courses in order to repeat courses they failed or take 
remedial courses to pass the high school exit exam—much as 
high school athletes were motivated to perform well enough 
academically to maintain their sport’s eligibility. 

Several of these essays also noted that their teachers often 
treated them as test-taking robots, rather than individuals, 
which only deepened the need for external motivation from 
mentors to become engaged in their classes. For example, one 
student noted that:

“High school could have been helpful if teachers cared enough 
to explain [to] you a subject because they genuinely wanted you 
to learn, not just for test scores. … [I]t seems like everything 
and everyone is so caught up on getting a certain test score 

they do not end up learning anything well enough to reach 
their expectations.”

The students also recognized that lack of motivation created 
deficits that could not be corrected in their senior year, leading 
to a struggle to find good jobs and complete college programs. 

The bottom line is that students felt that there was too much 
emphasis on meeting test-based standards and not enough 
emphasis on building a wide range of competencies, feelings 
of efficacy, and motivation to complete career-enhancing 
programs. This can be accomplished by ensuring that they have 
information about the types of programs available in college, 
the skills needed to complete those programs, the extent they 
possess those skills, and how they could build those skills. They 
pointed to JROTC as the one program that, if broadly applied, 
could greatly increase their engagement, interest in attending 
college, and confidence.
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Endnotes

1.  National statistics for 25–34 year olds indicate that the earnings of two-
year degree holders are only 67 percent of the earnings of four-year 
degree holders, but other percentages are comparable to those in Figure 
1 as is the level of average earnings for four-year degree holders, which is 
$38,200.

2.  My colleagues and I developed this database to study high-return 
postsecondary pathways open to students with differing GPAs (Jacobson, 
Furchtgott-Roth, and Mokher 2009; Jacobson and Mokher 2009). The 
data include high school and college transcripts, plus quarterly wage 
records that follow students through high school, into public colleges, and 
into the labor force through 2008. In figure 1 alone, the student-level data 
were supplemented with aggregate Florida data on college attendance 
and receipt of credentials in order to take into account the 38 percent 
of students who attend private and out-of-state colleges (Snyder 2003, 
tables 182 and 204). Extrapolations were used to distribute the uncovered 
students across the GPA groups.

3.  Attainment rates look considerably better if examined over 12 years 
instead of 6. Overall, about 46 percent of students obtain degrees and 19 
percent of those who attend college leave with no credential, but aggregate 
statistics do not break down outcomes by GPA.

4.  Although the effects on low-performing students is of primary concern, 
outcome-based systems would also create incentives to take steps that 
would speed college completion and selection of high-return programs 
for high-performing students attending universities; there is plenty of 
room for improvement over the current six-year completion rate of about 
50 percent for these students (compared to the 20 percent three-year 
completion rate of community college students).
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Highlights

In order to address a lack of preparation and motivation for completing career-enhancing 
postsecondary programs among low-performing students, Louis S. Jacobson of the George 
Washington Institute of Public Policy proposes a reform in accountability policy to shift focus 
toward students’ college and career outcomes, as well as a set of best practices for schools to 
help students succeed in postsecondary programs.

 

The Proposal

Focus accountability policies on college and career outcomes. States would add measures 
of earnings and attainment of four-year degrees, two-year degrees, and certificates to assess 
how well high schools are preparing their students for career and college success.

Implement school practices to improve college and career outcomes for low-performing 
students. Middle and high schools would introduce high school, college, and career planning 
modules into curricula for all students to improve engagement and preparation. High schools 
would also assess college readiness of juniors to alert them that obtaining diplomas does not 
necessarily signify college readiness, and require non-college ready students to take college 
success courses to minimize the need for college developmental education courses. Finally, 
schools would partner with outside groups to provide students with mentorship opportunities 
that give them the personal attention they need to be confident their plans will be realized. 

Benefits

This proposal would benefit low-performing students, who frequently are disengaged and 
under-estimate the value of their attending college. Through better planning, preparation, 
and motivation, these students will increase the likelihood that they will complete earnings-
enhancing college programs and enter well-paying jobs.


