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Students across Washington State face college access barriers that are shaped by their local
economic contexts. While efforts to increase college access often focus on factors within the
education system, local economic conditions may also influence students’ decisions about
whether to attend college. Understanding how those economic conditions relate to students’
postsecondary decisions is critical to designing effective college access strategies.

Relationships between four economic conditions and college enrollment
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Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a one-unit change in the relevant
economic condition. “HAI” stands for housing affordability index. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill
reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate
p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance.

When unemployment rates increase, so do college enrollments,
especially at the two-year level.

The connection between unemployment rates and college enrollments appears across a range of
student groups. The tradeoff between unemployment and enrollment highlights the changing
opportunity cost of college: When job prospects are strong, students may be more inclined to enter
the workforce than to pursue higher education.

Other local economic conditions—poverty and housing affordability—
also relate to enrollment, but more modestly.
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Higher poverty rates are associated with higher four-year enrollment, but the two-year sector
remains relatively insulated. This pattern may suggest that access initiatives, including FAFSA and
WASFA completion campaigns, are gaining traction among some students. But the absence of a
two-year relationship, together with the concentration of these patterns in higher-income, urban
areas, calls for closer investigation into how poverty shapes enrollment dynamics.

Housing affordability also shows a modest relationship with enrollment,
pointing to a possible connection between enrollment and students’
basic needs.

But, overall, the weaker patterns suggest that affordability gains may not reach all students
equally, reinforcing the need for equity-centered supports.

Students’ enrollment responses to local economic conditions vary by

county context.

Rural and lower-income counties, along with counties that have lower educational attainment
rates, show patterns different from their urban, higher-income, and higher-educational-attainment
counterparts.

These findings show that college access policies must account for
Washington’s diverse local economic contexts.

Efforts to increase college access often focus on factors within the education system, but
students’ local economic realities may also influence the college decision process. For
policymakers and education leaders, the implication is clear: supporting high-school-to-college
transitions and reducing regional disparities in educational attainment may require robust
strategies that address factors beyond the education system.

See the full report: Economic Conditions and College Enrollment in Washington State.
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https://wsac.wa.gov/sites/default/files/Research-Report-economic_conditions-enrollement-WA.pdf

