2015 Roadmap Report:
Measuring Our Progress

December 2015

Washington Student Achievement Council

www.wsac.wa.gov

Contents
About the Council .................................................................................................................................................. 1
Acknowledgements .............................................................................................................................................. 1
Executive Summary.............................................................................................................................................. 2
Introduction: We Need More Than Business As Usual ........................................................................... 4
Participation and Attainment: Washington’s Population...................................................................... 7
High School Completion .................................................................................................................................. 11
Postsecondary Enrollment ............................................................................................................................. 16
Postsecondary Completion ............................................................................................................................ 20
Challenges ............................................................................................................................................................. 23
Opportunities....................................................................................................................................................... 24

Washington Student Achievement Council

ABOUT THE COUNCIL
Established as a cabinet-level state agency in 2012, the Washington Student Achievement
Council (WSAC) provides strategic planning, administrative oversight, and advocacy to
support increased student success and higher levels of educational attainment in
Washington.
The nine-member Council includes five citizen members, including a current student, and
one representative from each of Washington’s four major educational sectors: four-year
public baccalaureates, four-year private colleges, public community and technical colleges,
and K-12 public schools.
State statute directs the Council to propose ten-year attainment goals and to provide
progress reports every two years. The 2015 Roadmap Update is the Council’s first progress
report. In alternating years, WSAC produces a short-term strategic action plan for meeting
those goals.
The Council proposes improvements and innovations to meet the evolving needs of
students, employers, and the educational community. In recognition of the economic,
social, and civic benefits of public education, the Council advocates for increased financial
support and civic commitment to ensure a thriving Washington.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This 2015 Roadmap Update is the first progress report on Washington State’s legislatively
adopted educational attainment goals, that by 2023:
•

All adults in Washington, ages 25–44, will have a high school diploma or equivalent.

•

At least 70 percent of Washington adults, ages 25–44, will have a postsecondary
credential.1

These goals are based on our economic and workforce needs, and they catalyze policies,
strategies, and investments needed to help our state’s businesses, communities, and
families thrive.
Agencies and higher education institutions, along with other education partners, have
implemented statewide strategies to increase educational attainment.2 This report does not
compile these initiatives but rather focuses on data to measure progress toward
participation and attainment.3
We have analyzed data on three core measures: (1) high school completion, (2)
postsecondary enrollment, and (3) postsecondary completion. In addition, we provide
results for leading indicators that impact the core measures. The leading indicators
included in this report represent key metrics that demonstrate a direct and influential
connection to our attainment goals.
Although relatively little time has passed to understand how statewide policies and
strategies have affected the attainment goals, this report creates a baseline against which to
measure future progress.

Key Findings
Since the development of the 2013 Roadmap, there have been modest increases in
attainment: from 89 to 90 percent for high school graduation or equivalent, and from 50 to
51 percent for postsecondary attainment. The results signal the need for targeted
strategies to accelerate educational attainment in Washington.
Educational Attainment


The rate of educational attainment by Washington adults, ages 25–44, has
marginally increased.

High School Completion


High school graduation rates have increased slightly.
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For many students of color, for special education students, for English language
learners, and for students who are low income, homeless, or in foster care,
graduation rates are low when compared to the rate for all students.

Postsecondary Enrollment


Enrollment declined, especially among students over 25, suggesting that more
students are returning to the workforce as the economy improves.



Increases in apprenticeships, still small in numbers relative to enrollments, are also
related to economic recovery.



Requests for financial assistance remain high.

Postsecondary Completion


Postsecondary awards have increased slightly, especially among students ages 18–24.



Postsecondary awards have increased for some underrepresented groups.

Further Action Is Needed
Early findings show the overall attainment gain is too low to meet the state’s goals by 2023.
In addition, due to changes in the economy and population, enrollment levels have
dropped. These are serious challenges, and this report makes clear that the attainment
goals will be beyond reach without substantially higher levels of postsecondary enrollment
and completion. We cannot wait until students’ last years of high school to promote
postsecondary enrollment, nor can we wait for the next cyclical surge in nontraditional
enrollment.
These results highlight the magnitude of the challenges; however, strategic state policies
and investments can advance these numbers. As we collect more data on our Roadmap
progress metrics and leading indicators, we will have an increasingly robust research
foundation from which to identify strategic actions for the future.4
This Roadmap Update highlights two areas needing particular attention:
1. High school completion and postsecondary access and completion for historically
underserved and underrepresented populations.
2. Postsecondary recruitment, retention, and completion for working-age adults.
Our state is becoming more diverse, and our success depends on greater attention to
underserved populations within the education system. Reaching the attainment goals will
require continued investments in existing successful programs and a heightened focus on
emerging areas of need. We have opportunities to seek further engagement from industry
partners in supporting educational attainment.
Washington Student Achievement Council
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Further action is needed across the spectrum of early learning, K-12, and postsecondary
education policies, investments, and innovations. By leveraging the opportunities available,
by responding effectively to challenges, and by making the necessary investments, the state
can more successfully progress toward its educational attainment goals.

INTRODUCTION: WE NEED MORE THAN BUSINESS AS USUAL
Across the nation, economic, demographic, social, and workplace changes necessitate
increased educational attainment. During the Great Recession that began in 2007, the leasteducated experienced high rates of unemployment, underemployment, and a reduced
standard of living.5
After several years of slow growth following the recession, many states are now seeing a
surge in openings for high-paying jobs with benefits.6 A recent survey of employers finds
that “companies are recruiting new college graduates at levels not seen since the dot-com
frenzy of 1999-2000.”7 Many of the new jobs created in the early years of the recovery
were at the low-wage level, and low-wage employment and a shrinking middle class
remain concerns.
As the economy improves, adults who might normally enroll and persist in postsecondary
education may opt to work full time instead. Yet attainment remains important even in
good economic times, and Washington workers increasingly need to acquire new skills and
knowledge in order to advance their careers.8 Postsecondary credentials of all types will be
important to fill current and future knowledge and skill gaps in Washington’s workforce.
Technical certificates, apprenticeships, and other industry-recognized credentials—as well
as associate, baccalaureate, graduate, and professional degrees—all contribute to
educational attainment and will help boost economic prosperity.
Despite the clear need for an educated workforce, employers report increasing difficulty
finding employees with the necessary skills to fill critical job openings.9 Washington,
favored with a dynamic technology sector, is no exception. For these growing companies to
thrive, Washington employers will need an increasingly skilled and educated workforce. By
2020, seventy percent of available jobs in Washington will require at least a postsecondary
credential.10 However, only about 51 percent of the current adult population in Washington
has completed a postsecondary certificate, apprenticeship, or degree.11
A “business as usual” approach will not meet the needs of this growing and dynamic
economy. The fastest-growing segments of the population—students of color, English
language learners, returning adult students, students with dependents, and students with
jobs—have traditionally been underserved in postsecondary education.12 Our nation and
our state are becoming more diverse, and our success depends on serving populations we
have not adequately reached within our education system.
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For the first time in U.S. history, the majority (50.2 percent) of individuals ages five and
under are people of color.13 People of color comprised 28 percent of Washington’s
population in 2010, up from 18 percent in 2000. During this period, the Hispanic/Latino
population increased by 71 percent, the Asian population increased by 49 percent, and the
number of people identifying as multiracial increased by 41 percent.14 These trends are
projected to continue into the future.15
In addition, Washington’s population is aging. The state forecast shows that the percentage
of the population who are of working age (18–64) will drop from 64 percent in 2010 to
under 57 percent by 2040, while the number of dependents (children and individuals 65
and older) will steadily grow.16
Adults are also working until an older age than in the past, with many in need of additional
education and training to meet the demands of a changing economy. Knowledge and skill
requirements continue to shift as workplaces become more complex, with new
technologies, products, and services.17
These economic and demographic changes underlie the aggressive educational attainment
goals recommended by the Council in 2013 and adopted by the 2014 Legislature.

Methodology
This report measures system-wide progress toward participation and attainment goals,
based on three core measures:
1. High School Completion
2. Postsecondary Enrollment
3. Postsecondary Completion
Leading indicators, predictors of educational success for each of the core measures, help
identify areas where state policymakers and Council partners can make an impact.
A Technical Work Group, composed of staff from the Student Achievement Council and
partner agencies, reviewed a broad range of metrics, indicators, and data sources for each
core measure.18 The indicators and progress metrics selected offered the best combination
of research-based rigor and relevance to the Council’s work (see Table A).
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Table A
Core Measure

Indicators

Progress Metrics

High School
Completion

1. 9th Grade GPA
2. 9th Grade Course Failure Rate
3. Smarter Balanced Test Scores
(Math, English)

Postsecondary
Enrollment

1. Smarter Balanced Test Scores
(Math, English)
2. FAFSA Completion
(Free Application for Federal
Student Aid)
3. College Bound Scholarship
Applications
1. Transition to College
a. Transfer with a Transfer
Degree
b. Transfer without a Transfer
Degree
2. Persistence
a. Progress toward a
Credential
b. Retention Rates, by Level

High School Graduation:
1. Graduation Numbers and
Rates, Four-Year & Five-Year
2. Number of Alternate High
School Diplomas
Enrollments:
1. Apprenticeship
2. Two-Year Colleges (Public,
Private)
3. Four-Year Institutions (Public,
Private)

Postsecondary
Completion

Postsecondary Awards:
1. Apprenticeship
2. Certificate
3. Two-Year Degree
4. Four-Year Degree
5. Graduate or Professional
Degree

The selection of valid progress metrics and indicators depended on data availability,
reliability, and comparability. The federal Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS) was the basis for the majority of postsecondary progress metrics because it
follows a common data collection protocol and allows for comparisons between public- and
private-sector institutions on a broad range of standard variables. Secondary and
postsecondary agencies also provided administrative data for some measures, progress
metrics, and indicators. Data disaggregation by age, race/ethnicity, income, gender, sector,
and other factors are included for select measures.19 Estimates of statewide education
participation and attainment are based on the U.S. Census’ American Community Survey
(ACS), as are comparisons of income, age, gender, and race/ethnicity variables.20
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PARTICIPATION AND ATTAINMENT: WASHINGTON’S
POPULATION
The Council is charged with setting educational attainment goals and priorities to meet the
state’s evolving economic and workforce needs.21 In 2013, the Council submitted the first
Roadmap report, which was based on extensive analyses of the state’s economic needs. The
report identified two educational attainment goals and recommended twelve strategies to
reach the goals.22 The Roadmap’s shared vision is intended to drive improvements to the
state’s economy through innovation and growth in Washington’s education system.
In 2014, the Washington State Legislature adopted the goals, that by 2023:


All adults in Washington, ages 25–44, will have a high school diploma or equivalent.



At least 70 percent of Washington adults, ages 25–44, will have a postsecondary
credential.

In the short time since the adoption of the goals, there have been modest increases in
attainment: from 89 to 90 percent for high school graduation or equivalent, and from 50 to
51 percent for postsecondary attainment (see Figure A).23 a
In order for the current rate of high school attainment to keep pace with population
growth, an additional 155,000 Washington adults, ages 25–44, will need to earn a high
school diploma or equivalent. To close the gap and meet our state's goal, yet another
205,000 will need to earn a high school diploma or equivalent. In sum, 360,000 more
Washington adults will need to earn a high school diploma or equivalent by 2023 to keep
pace with both population growth and workforce demand.24
To meet the 70 percent postsecondary educational attainment goal, almost 500,000 more
adults will need to complete a postsecondary credential by 2023. Of these, 86,000 would be
required to keep pace with population growth. As we look at strategies to reach this goal, it
is important to note that a significant portion of adults have some college credits but have
not yet earned a credential. Sixty-eight percent of adults, ages 25–44, have at least some
college but no credential, and sixty-one percent have a year or more of college.25

Attainment of an associate degree or higher has increased from 42.6 percent in 2011 to 43.9 percent in
2013. Certificate estimates are based on a Georgetown University analysis that estimates a range from 4.9
percent - 11.3 percent of the population has a certificate as their highest level of attainment. In establishing
the benchmark the Council chose a mid-point estimate of 7.4 percent, which yielded an attainment estimate
of 50 percent in 2011. Using that same factor with 2013 data produces an estimate of 51.2 percent.
a

Washington Student Achievement Council

Page 7

Figure A b

Participation and Attainment—Gaps Present Challenges
Attainment gaps reflect the differences between high school completion rates and the share
of students who pursue and complete postsecondary education. The gaps vary by
socioeconomic status, race, and ethnicity (see Figure B). For example, although
Hispanic/Latino adults make up approximately 13.4 percent of the population ages 25–44,
they make up nearly half the portion of this age group that has not completed high school
or equivalent.26 This presents a unique challenge and opportunity for improvement in our
state, as the Hispanic/Latino population is large and rapidly growing in Washington.27

b

Source: Washington Student Achievement Council analysis. See Source listing for specific data sources.
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Figure B c

American Indian/Alaska Native students are similarly overrepresented among those
without a high school diploma. Hispanic/Latino students and American Indian/Alaska
Native students who do complete high school are less likely than all students to go directly
from high school to postsecondary education (50 percent and 42 percent respectively).
Low-income students are also less likely to make the transition to postsecondary education
(49 percent).28 African American graduates, on the other hand, transition from high school
to college at the average rate of all students, as 62 percent transition directly to
postsecondary institutions.29 30
When comparing participation and attainment by share of the population, there again is
considerable variation by race and ethnicity. As shown in Figure C, African American adults
make up 4.0 percent of the population ages 25–44 but account for 8.5 percent of the
enrollments among that same age group. However, postsecondary attainment remains low;
only 2.8 percent of adults with an associate degree or higher are African American.
Hispanic/Latino adults are underrepresented in both participation and attainment; they
account for 13.4 percent of the population but only 5.7 percent of those with an associate
degree or higher. A disproportionately larger share of White and Asian adults have already

c

Source: American Community Survey, Washington data set.
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attained an associate degree or higher; therefore, these groups have lower participation
rates.31
Figure C d

Adults without a postsecondary credential are a large and growing population critical to
reaching the postsecondary attainment goal. Participation rates for 25- to 44-year-olds
were roughly 6.5 percent in 2013, down from a five-year high of 7.3 percent in 2012.32

Participation and Attainment—Implications
Achieving the state’s goals will not only require an expansion of postsecondary
preparation, recruitment, access, and support efforts, but also a renewed commitment to
serving adult students who need additional skills to contribute to and benefit from the
state’s dynamic economy.
For traditional college-age students, particular attention needs to be given to those groups
with lower rates of attainment. The kind of rapid increase in attainment depicted earlier in
Figure A is only possible if we make significant progress in closing the educational

d

Source: American Community Survey, Washington data set.
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opportunity gaps these students face. That progress requires a combination of resources
and focused effort both on adults and recent high school graduates.

HIGH SCHOOL COMPLETION
Achieving higher levels of attainment depends on the participation and advancement of
students at each step in our state’s education system, from early childhood through high
school and postsecondary education. A high school diploma, which is the culmination of
four years of academic work, is critical to determining a student’s future educational
attainment and career progression. In Washington, high school graduation rates increased
by over 11 percentage points from 2003 to 2014.33 The on-time graduation rate for the
class of 2014 was 77.2 percent, compared to 65.7 percent in 2003.34 Yet, in the past few
years, the overall state graduation rate has remained fairly static and below the national
average.35 Although graduation rates for some underrepresented groups increased during
the last decade, the rates for most racial/ethnic groups and special populations have
remained lower than the average for all students.
At the same time, state demographic shifts are resulting in a more diverse K-12 student
body, with considerable growth in some racial/ethnic groups and student categories. In
2013, the three largest minority demographic groups among students were: 1) low-income
(46 percent), 2) Hispanic/Latino (21 percent), and 3) special education (13 percent).36 37
All three of these student populations have increased over the last ten years (see Figure D);
however, graduation rates for these groups remain lower than the state average.38

Washington Student Achievement Council

Page 11

Figure D e

Factors Influencing Graduation
Research shows there are three major factors that influence high school graduation:39
1. Economic and demographic factors, such as socioeconomic status, family
characteristics, race/ethnicity, and disability status.
2. Student experiences, such as peer influence and teacher expectations.
3. Performance and engagement, particularly in 9th grade, such as attendance or
absenteeism, course failure, and grade point average.
These factors are important for all students, but their combined effects on graduation and
future educational attainment are more pronounced for some demographic groups.

High School Completion—Data Analysis

e

Source: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction.
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While high school graduation rates in Washington have increased considerably over the
last decade, four- and five-year graduation rates have changed only slightly over the past
few years, increasing by around one percentage point between 2013 and 2014 (see Table
B).40 The number of students graduating from high school has also increased slightly.41
Table B
High School Completion
Progress Metric
4-year graduates

2012

2013

2014

60,552

60,475

60,680

77.2%

76%

77.2%

64,520

63,955

64,083

78.9%

78.8%

79.9%

Alternate credentials (high school equivalent)

14,845

17,681

2,849

High school diplomas from two-year colleges

1,500

1,683

2,008

707

687

758

17,052

20,051

5,615

4-year graduation rate
5-year graduates
5-year graduation rate

High school diplomas awarded after associate degree
Total

Table B also shows the number of individuals who have completed an alternate high school
credential by passing the High School Equivalency Exam at a state testing center, at a public
two-year college, or in conjunction with earning an associate of arts degree.42 The majority
of those who complete alternative high school credentials are adults. The total number of
alternate credentials increased between 2012 and 2013, then declined sharply in 2014. f
Annual high school graduation rates vary considerably across demographic categories (see
Figure F).43 These data underscore that for many students of color, for special education
students, for English language learners, and for students who are low income, homeless, or
in foster care, graduation rates are low when compared to the rate for all students.44 Figure

Data provided by the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC), 2015 (October). SBCTC
staff analysis suggests that potential test takers who became aware of the transition to a new, more rigorous,
and more costly test for 2014 may have contributed to the sharp increase in awards near the end of 2013.
These changes, along with an improving economy and job market, may also be associated with the steep drop
in awards through state testing centers in 2014, when the new test was implemented. There is some evidence
of a national decline in alternate high school credentials in 2014. See:
http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/01/09/375440666/a-sizable-decrease-in-those-passing-the-ged
f
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F also shows that dropout rates for these populations are typically higher than for all
students.g
Figure F h

High School Completion—Leading Indicators
Beyond demographics, research shows that there are a wide range of other factors that
contribute to success in high school.45 These factors, sometimes defined as leading
indicators, typically include grade point average, course completion rates, and test scores.46
Student Success in 9th Grade
The 9th grade has been identified as an especially important period for students, and
several 9th grade measures have proven to be useful indicators of high school success and
completion.47 Research has often described 9th grade as a "make or break" year. More

For instance, Hispanic/Latino students comprise one of the state’s fastest-growing racial/ethnic groups, yet
the graduation rate for this group is nearly 10 percentage points below the rate for all students, and the
dropout rate is well above the all-student rate.
g

h

Source: Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction.
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students fail 9th grade than any other grade in high school, and a disproportionate number
of students who are held back in 9th grade subsequently drop out.48
Grade Point Average in 9th grade
Grade Point Average (GPA) in 9th grade can be a leading indicator of student performance
and high school completion. Research generally shows that students who earn a 2.0 GPA or
lower in their freshman year have lower graduation rates and should be considered at risk
for dropping out.49 Though the average 9th grade student GPA increased slightly from 2.59
in 2012 to 2.68 in 2014, GPAs for 9th graders from underrepresented racial and ethnic
groups were lower than the average for all students.50 Low-income, bilingual, and special
education students also had lower GPAs compared to the average for all students.51
9th Grade Course Failures
Performance in core academic courses is another useful indicator of high school
completion. Course failures and associated lack of credit accumulation can combine to put
students off track for graduation.52 As might be expected, the GPAs of students who fail at
least one core course in math, English language arts, or science are considerably lower than
for all students. Further analysis of these data shows that nearly 26 percent of 9th grade
students in Washington failed at least one core academic course during the 2014 academic
year.53 Because of the link to high school completion, tracking the proportion of students
who fail to pass core courses provides a useful early warning indicator.
Smarter Balanced Assessments
Test scores from state assessments provide another useful indicator of student success and
high school completion. The Smarter Balanced Assessments (SBA) system measures
student performance against new, more difficult academic standards known as Common
Core.54 As the 2015 SBA scores provide the baseline for student assessments and future
comparisons, there has been much interest in how students would perform on the new
assessments. For the Roadmap, SBA student performance in 8th grade English and math
were selected as the preferred indicators for high school graduation.55
The 2015 results are promising. Student scores exceeded those generated during field tests
in 2014.56 With the exception of 11th grade math, Washington students who took the
Smarter Balanced tests generally scored higher in mathematics and in English Language
Arts than predicted.57 Compared to the 2014 field test scores, 8th graders scored 16
percentage points higher in math and 17 points higher in English (see Table C).58
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Table C
Smarter Balanced Assessment Scores
Percent Proficient (level 3 or 4)

2014 Field Test

2015 Operational Test

8th Grade Math

32%

48%

8th Grade English

41%

58%

High School Completion—Implications
Washington’s changing demographics reveal opportunity gaps in K-12 education. Without
a concerted effort to improve completion rates for all students, Washington runs the risk of
seeing its overall graduation rate decline. The state cannot reach its overall attainment
goals if the opportunity gap persists.
Despite these gaps, the past ten years offer some hope. Washington’s graduation rate rose
because of greater attention paid to the needs of growing student populations that have not
been traditionally well-served in the education system.
Washington can rise to the challenge to support excellent schools and increased high
school completion. Knowledge about critical junctures in students’ progression toward
graduation helps in tailoring policies that reduce or eliminate barriers. Further, the early
success of programs like the College Bound Scholarship shows that the “pull” of college and
postsecondary pathways can work together with the “push” of dropout prevention
programs to help all students succeed.

POSTSECONDARY ENROLLMENT
Postsecondary enrollment data represent the overall participation of individuals in our
state’s postsecondary education system. Enrollment patterns reveal who transitions
successfully through the educational pipeline and who does not. As noted earlier, some
people of color and low-income students are less likely to make the transition from high
school to postsecondary education compared to all students.59
Recent high school graduates must learn to successfully navigate a myriad of
postsecondary choices, structures, and systems; weigh and manage financial decisions; and
gauge their own readiness and commitment to pursuing and completing a postsecondary
program. For some, especially those who have been underrepresented in postsecondary
education, the combination of social, academic, and economic considerations can seem
overwhelming.60
Recent high school graduates are a large and important source of enrollments; however,
the enrollment of adult students is also critical to reaching the attainment goal. Many adult
Washington Student Achievement Council
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students face additional enrollment challenges, including the need to prioritize time and
resources related to responsibilities for family, dependents, work, and career transitions.61

Postsecondary Enrollment—Data Analysis
Changes in student enrollments across Washington institutions provide a useful snapshot
of shifts in the postsecondary pipeline. Table E shows comparable data for statewide
enrollments by institution type and degree level.62 Overall, there was a slight decrease (-2.6
percent) between 2011 and 2013, for a total decline of 10,000 enrollments. A summary by
institution type is provided below.


All public and private two-year institutions combined experienced a decline of more
than 12,000 enrollments (-5.9 percent), which led the decline among all institutions.
Institutions that offered less than two-year degrees, which served a relatively small
number of students, also saw moderate enrollment declines (-5.4 percent).63



As a group, all public and private four-year institutions saw a gain of 2,700
undergraduate enrollments (2.1 percent), while graduate enrollments fell slightly (0.6 percent).



Enrollment at two- and four-year private, for-profit institutions dropped more
steeply (-16 percent to -21 percent) than at all other types of institutions.

Annual apprenticeship enrollments grew by 2,032 (83 percent) between 2011 and 2014.64
Table E
Institution Type
and Level
Postsecondary
Enrollment

Fall 2011

Fall 2012

Fall 2013

Percent
Change

Number

Percent*

Number

Percent*

Number

Percent*

379,184

100.0%

371,986

100.0%

369,182

100.0%

-2.6%

4,369

1.2%

5,011

1.3%

4,134

1.1%

-5.4%

Two-Year
Institutions (all)

207,200

54.6%

197,700

53.1%

194,941

52.8%

-5.9%

Four-Year
Institutions—
Undergraduate
(all)

131,669

34.7%

133,384

35.9%

134,385

36.4%

2.1%

Four-Year
Institutions—
Graduate (all)

35,946

9.5%

35,891

9.6%

35,722

9.7%

-0.6%

Total
Under Two-Year
Institutions (all)

*Of annual total
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Below are selected highlights based on several demographic variables.65
Age
Students ages 18–24 accounted for 62 percent of total enrollments in 2013. For this age
group, enrollments increased by more than 4,500 (2 percent) between 2011 and 2013. In
fact, enrollments for this age group increased for all sectors except private for-profits,
where there was a decrease of nearly 950 (-12 percent). For students ages 25–39, overall
enrollments decreased by 8,300 (-7.8 percent) across all sectors, while enrollments for
those ages 40 or older decreased by over 5,400 (-12.3 percent). Taken together,
enrollments for students ages 25 years and older—which account for nearly 38 percent of
all enrollments—declined by almost 14,000 during the reporting period.
Race/Ethnicity
All institution types demonstrated increases in enrollments for some student groups. Those
classified as Hispanic/Latino grew by nearly 4,600 (15 percent), while international
student enrollments grew by 3,750 (23 percent). 66 These trends generally held across
institution type and program level.67 Apprenticeship enrollments increased for several
racial/ethnic groups between 2011 and 2014, especially African American and
Hispanic/Latino students. White students comprised the largest racial/ethnic group for
apprenticeship, at 73 percent of total enrollments in 2014.68
Gender
There were slight enrollment decreases for women (-3.2 percent) and men (-2 percent) for
the reporting period. Women continue to enroll in colleges and universities in greater
numbers than men, typically by over 10 percentage points; however, men accounted for 90
percent of apprenticeship enrollments in 2014.69

Postsecondary Enrollment—Leading Indicators
Indicators of postsecondary enrollment include Smarter Balanced Assessment scores,
FAFSA completion, and College Bound Scholarship sign-ups.70
Smarter Balanced Assessments (SBA)
As with high school completion, test scores from grade-level assessments provide a useful
indicator for postsecondary enrollment. As noted earlier, the 2015 SBA scores will now
provide the baseline for student assessments and future comparison.71
FAFSA Completion
The availability of financial aid is an important indicator for college enrollment, especially
for low-income students who might not otherwise be able to afford a postsecondary
education. One useful indicator of student interest and need is the number of individuals
Washington Student Achievement Council
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completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), which is required in
order to receive federal financial aid.
Data from the U.S. Department of Education show that FAFSA completions in Washington
climbed steadily between 2008 and 2013 to more than 510,000, a 63 percent increase.72
The rate of growth in completed applications has tapered off since 2013, but overall FAFSA
completions have remained at a high level.
College Bound Scholars (Sign-Ups)
A second financial indicator for enrollment is the number of 7th and 8th grade students
who sign up for Washington’s College Bound Scholarship program (CBS). CBS provides an
early promise of financial aid to low-income students who want to pursue postsecondary
education but face financial barriers.
Nearly 220,000 students have signed up for CBS since the program was launched in 2007,
and four cohorts of students are now enrolled in college. The rate of eligible students
signing up has increased 34 percentage points since the program began, from 57 percent to
91 percent this year. Sign-ups are expected to remain at a high level, and nearly 16,000
students are expected to receive the scholarship in 2016-17. With expanded CBS
participation and support, it is anticipated that many more students will enroll in college.73

Postsecondary Enrollment—Implications
The slight decline in overall enrollment obscures the substantial drop in enrollment of
students ages 25 and older. This is not surprising, as enrollment for older students is highly
correlated to the economy. When unemployment increases, so too does enrollment,
particularly in the two-year sector. When the economy improves, as it did between 2011
and 2013, enrollment typically recedes.74 The one exception is apprenticeships, where an
improving economy enables employers to create new training slots for apprentices.
The recovering state economy also meant new employment opportunities, and many
individuals who returned to work were more employable due to their participation in
postsecondary programs, even if they did not complete a credential. But the initial wave of
job losses hit low income workers the hardest, and wage increases during the recovery
were not uniform for all workers. From 2007 to 2013, wage increases were concentrated
among the highest wage jobs, while wages for the lowest wage jobs remained largely
unchanged.75
Our state’s shifting economic cycles will continue to affect future enrollment patterns.
However, in order to meet our state goals and maximize the benefits of postsecondary
education to individuals and the state, the challenge is to change this all-or-nothing
enrollment pattern and to make it easier for working adults to accumulate credit and
complete a credential while they’re employed.
Washington Student Achievement Council

Page 19

Enrollment of traditional college-aged students, directly from high school, actually
increased. This is a positive sign given that the number of on-time graduates
decreased slightly, and also because these recent graduates were increasingly from
groups underrepresented in postsecondary education. For example, while
postsecondary enrollment is still less likely for Hispanic/Latino students, the
growth in Hispanic/Latino enrollment is encouraging.76

POSTSECONDARY COMPLETION
Completion of a postsecondary credential is both an individual accomplishment and a
contribution to the state’s educational attainment goals. For students, completion marks
not only an end, but also a new beginning, whether it be employment, career advancement,
or personal growth. Those who do complete a postsecondary credential are more likely to
be employed and typically earn higher wages.77
But completing a postsecondary credential can be difficult, and some groups of students
complete at lower rates than others and take longer to do so. In many instances students
begin their postsecondary education without the knowledge and skills needed for success.
These students start at a disadvantage and may require remedial coursework, which can
leave them at greater risk of non-completion.78
Precollege coursework is nonetheless a critical pathway for many students. In 2013, fiftyfour percent of those who enrolled at Washington’s public community and technical
colleges, and seven percent who enrolled at the state’s public baccalaureate institutions,
took remedial math, English, or both.79 Many students who take precollege courses do
persist and complete postsecondary credentials. Fifty-five percent of bachelor’s degree
completers who began their postsecondary education in a community or technical college
(CTC) started in a precollege English or math course. Among graduates who began at a CTC,
43 percent of STEM graduates and 53 percent of business graduates took precollege
math.80
Working adults, students of color, and other underrepresented populations often face
additional challenges, leading to lower completion rates. Shifting economic conditions can
also influence student persistence and time to completion. In Washington, 700,000
individuals ages 17–54 have attended college and earned credits but left with no degree.
Around two-thirds of these individuals have earned the equivalent of one year or more of
college credits.81

Postsecondary Completion—Data Analysis
Table F shows comparable data for statewide postsecondary awards by all institutions and
credential award types. Overall, there was an increase of more than 2,200 credential
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awards between 2011 and 2013 (2.7 percent).82 However, a closer inspection of the data
shows that the distribution across award type varied considerably:


Associate degrees had the largest increase in percentage of degrees awarded, with a
gain of over 2,200 (8.3 percent). Bachelor’s degrees accounted for the secondlargest volume increase at nearly 1,400 awards.



Certificate awards declined by more than 1,200, though almost all of this decrease
can be attributed to private, for-profit institutions.83



The number of master’s degrees decreased slightly, while doctoral degree awards
marginally increased.

Statewide apprenticeship completions (not shown) decreased by more than 42 percent
between 2011 and 2014, from 1,852 to 1,068 awards. 84
Table F
All Institutions and
Award Types
Postsecondary
Enrollment

2010-11

2011-12

2012-13

Percent
Change
2011–2013

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Total

83,279

100.0%

85,608

100.0%

85,527

100.0%

2.7%

Certificates85

12,705

15.3%

12,099

14.1%

11,437

13.4%

-10.0%

Associate Degrees

27,045

32.5%

28,977

33.8%

29,281

34.2%

8.3%

Bachelor’s Degrees

31,294

37.6%

32,376

37.8%

32,689

38.2%

4.5%

Master’s Degrees

9,830

11.8%

9,595

11.2%

9,519

11.1%

-3.2%

Doctoral Degrees

2,405

2.9%

2,561

3.0%

2,601

3.0%

8.1%

Below are selected highlights based on several demographic variables.
Age
The 18–24 age group (which represents 50 percent of all recipients) had the greatest
overall increase in awards between 2011-12 and 2012-13, with a gain of over 3,000 (7.9
percent). Bachelor’s degree recipients accounted for around two-thirds of this increase.
The two other age groups combined (25–39, and 40 or over) saw a slight increase in the
number of award recipients (750).
Race/Ethnicity
Completions increased for Hispanic/Latino recipients (11 percent) and international
student recipients (14 percent). There was an increase of approximately 600 award
recipients in each of these groups. Changes in other racial/ethnic groups were slight.86 The
demographic trend for awards was generally consistent across degree and institution type.
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For apprenticeships, students of color comprised 21 percent of all completions in 2014.87
The overall decline in apprenticeship completions was generally proportional across
racial/ethnic categories.
Gender
There was a slight increase in the numbers of both men and women who received
credentials. Changes in the proportionality of awards by gender were negligible. For
apprenticeships, less than eight percent of total awards went to women.88

Postsecondary Completion—Leading Indicators
Indicators of postsecondary completion include student retention and postsecondary
transition and transfer.89
Student Retention
Retention rates compare the fall-to-fall continuation of student cohorts from one year to
the next.90 Overall, retention rates changed only slightly or remained flat between 2011
and 2013:


For private two-year institutions (nonprofit and for-profit combined), retention
rates increased by two percentage points, to 73.4 percent.91 The rate for private
nonprofits was 77.3 percent, and among for-profit institutions the rate was 72.9
percent.



For all four-year institutions, retention rates remained nearly flat at 84.1 percent.
Rates for public four-year institutions declined 1.3 percentage points, to
83.7 percent. Rates for private nonprofits increased 1.9 percentage points, to
85.9 percent.



Retention rates at institution types with fewer enrollments varied considerably.

Student Persistence at Public Two-Year Institutions
Because a standard measure of retention is not currently available through IPEDS, an
alternate measure of retention is used for students at public two-year institutions. This
persistence measure shows the progression of new students toward a credential.
The measure compares full-time, award-seeking students who enrolled in the fall of a given
year to the number of students who earned a credential or who were retained and passed
one or more college-level milestones by their second year of enrollment. By that measure,
between 2012 and 2014, student persistence rates at public two-year institutions
increased slightly to 62 percent.92
Postsecondary Transfer
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This measure tracks the transition of students from public two-year colleges to four-year
institutions. Some students enroll in two-year colleges with the intention of transferring to
a four-year institution after completing an associate degree. Under a Direct Transfer
Agreement (DTA) or similar agreement, the four-year college agrees to accept a student’s
earned credits and apply them toward completion of a four-year program. Non-DTA
students are those who may not have originally intended to transfer to a four-year
institution but later decide to do so.
Students who completed a public two-year transfer degree transferred to four-year
institutions at a much higher rate than students who did not complete a transfer degree.
Public two-year college data show that the number of students who completed a transfer
degree and successfully transferred to a four-year institution within a year increased
slightly (3.2 percent) between 2012 and 2014, to over 6,850 students. The overall rate of
successful transfers from this group remained flat at 51 percent.93
Students successfully transferring to a four-year institution without completing a transfer
degree declined by 4.7 percent during the same period, to 8,400 students. The transfer rate
for these students grew one percentage point to 19 percent.94

Postsecondary Completion—Implications
The gradual increase in awards is a good sign, particularly given the lack of growth in high
school graduates. These gains have extended to traditionally underrepresented groups,
indicating the attainment gap is not widening. But gaps persist, and the decline in
postsecondary enrollment is of concern. As with enrollments, awards to older students
dropped off as the economy improved.
Washington cannot passively meet its attainment goals through demographic changes
alone. Similarly, there are not enough 18- to 24-year-olds to reach the goals from increased
graduation and enrollment rates among this group of younger adults. To meet our state's
educational attainment goals, more adults must enroll in postsecondary education or
training and persist to complete a credential.

CHALLENGES
Washington faces two primary challenges to meeting its ambitious attainment goals. The
first is demographic, with an increasing share of the school-age population and high school
graduates coming from populations who face educational opportunity gaps. The number of
Hispanic/Latino high school graduates increased by 27 percent from 2009 to 2014. That
figure is projected to rise over the next decade, increasing an additional 35 percent by 2025
to over 13,000, accounting for the majority of growth in total graduates.95
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The second challenge is how economic cycles affect postsecondary enrollment. As the
economy improves, it is difficult to retain returning adults. Individuals who complete some
college but not a credential do benefit, and many find gainful employment. But those who
enroll and complete a credential—especially at the associate degree level or above—earn
considerably higher wages and experience much lower rates of unemployment.96
Washington’s enrollment growth during the recession outpaced the national average, but
other states have since caught up.97 The community and technical college system has a
concentration of workforce programs, tying its enrollment more closely to the business
cycle than in many other states. While the decline in community college enrollment reflects
economic improvement, it is a problematic sign for the attainment goal.
Reaching the state’s attainment goals will require a renewed commitment to serving adult
students. Identifying gaps and targeting additional support should improve enrollment and
attainment for older students.98 Reaching the last ten percent of the population without a
high school diploma or equivalent poses a serious challenge. Although working adults
without a postsecondary credential—many of whom have some college—should be
encouraged to finish their education, full-time enrollment on campus may not be an option
for many of these individuals. Identifying affordable, high-quality programs can be difficult
for returning adults who are balancing the needs of work and family. The state must
advance policies and programs that increase support for this population.
The 2013 Roadmap outlined strategies necessary to make progress toward reaching the
educational attainment goals. Despite key investments and targeted initiatives, progress so
far indicates a need for additional action to meet the goals by 2023.

OPPORTUNITIES
These are daunting challenges, but they can be overcome. Increased state commitments to
early childhood education will enhance the pipeline of new learners, while substantial and
strategic investments in K-12 and postsecondary education can help reduce the
opportunity gap and expand capacity to serve more students. Helping students bridge the
gap between secondary and postsecondary education will raise high school graduation
rates and postsecondary participation rates—two areas where Washington lags behind
national averages. Moreover, new initiatives aimed at older, nontraditional students will
accelerate progress toward the state’s attainment goals.
Multiple strategies can fundamentally change the high school graduation rates for all
students and close the opportunity gap.99 Timely student support can be pivotal in
ensuring students graduate from high school and are college ready. Efforts to increase high
school completion, college readiness, and access to postsecondary education must expand.
Many existing state-level strategies have proven results:
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The OSPI GATE (Graduation: A Team Effort) initiative to increase student
engagement has the goal of increasing high school graduation rates.100



Dual enrollment can help students get college credit while still in high school and
can demystify college in the process.



The College Bound Scholarship program alleviates higher education costs for lowincome students and is associated with increased high school graduation rates.101



The nationally recognized I-BEST program integrates adult basic education and
workforce programs to support adult basic education students transitioning to
college-level work and successful employment.102



The State Need Grant—Washington’s flagship college access program—serves both
traditional students and returning adults. The State Need Grant improves access and
success for students of all ages.103



Our higher education institutions have implemented many strategies to meet adult
workers’ needs, such as expanding local higher education centers, branch campuses,
and e-learning options, and providing credit through competency-based
education.104

Implementation of new student support initiatives and expansion of proven strategies
(such as those listed above) are critical to making measurable progress on state attainment
goals.
There are many examples of successful partnerships with industry that advance
educational attainment. Workforce programs at community and technical colleges receive
guidance from industry committees to ensure their programs are up to date with the latest
skill and technology requirements. The Opportunity Scholarship is a public-private
partnership that provides scholarships for students pursuing STEM and high-demand
fields. K-12 schools and districts engage with local businesses to support career
exploration. Still, many opportunities exist to expand active industry engagement.

Further Action Is Needed
The results in this Roadmap Update highlight the magnitude of the challenges. Early
findings show our overall attainment gain is too low to meet the state’s goals by 2023. In
addition, due to changes in the economy and population, enrollment levels have dropped.
These are serious challenges, and this report makes clear that the attainment goals will be
beyond reach without substantially higher levels of postsecondary enrollment and
completion. We cannot wait until the last years of high school to promote postsecondary
enrollment, nor can we wait for the next cyclical surge in nontraditional enrollment.
Two areas need particular attention:
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1. High school completion and postsecondary access and completion for historically
underserved and underrepresented populations.
2. Postsecondary recruitment, retention, and completion for working-age adults.
One striking implication of this report is that the state made progress in high school
graduation despite a dramatic change in the K-12 population. This is an example of how a
sustained effort can make a real impact.
Further action is needed across the spectrum of K-12 transition and postsecondary
education policies, investments, and innovations. As we collect more data on our Roadmap
measures, we will have an increasingly robust research foundation to inform strategies and
actions for the future.105 By leveraging the opportunities available, by responding
effectively to challenges, and by making the necessary investments, the state can more
successfully progress toward its educational attainment goals.
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