The Old College Try

By focusing on students at risk of dropping out, donors are
finding ways to move the needle on college graduation rates.

By Evan Sparks

ORTY-THREE. THAT’S THE PERCENTAGE OF

college freshmen who will drop out of school

before getting a bachelor’s degree. Commu-

nity colleges—even worse. There, over 69

percent of students will drop out before
receiving a credential. That means only 57 percent
of college freshmen—and a mere 31 percent of
first-years in junior college—will earn the degree
they ostensibly set out to obtain. By any measure,
that’s a failing grade.

Bill Gates is a college drop-out—but he
knows he’s the exception that proves the rule.
That’s why he has committed his foundation to
doubling the number of low-income people who
earn a post-secondary credential by age 26.
President Barack Obama frequently repeats his
goal of returning America to having the most
college graduates in the world, per-capita, by
2020. Thought-leaders and eminences from
both sides of the aisle call for action.

But while the headline numbers command
attention all by themselves, the contours of col-
lege completion rates suggest bigger problems:

o Almost 60 percent of black college students
do not graduate from a four-year program
within six years.

e Almost 54 percent of Hispanic college stu-
dents don’t graduate within six years.

e Male college students are 7 percentage
points less likely to graduate than women;
black men are 11 percentage points less
likely to graduate than black women.

e White female college students are more
than twice as likely as black or Hispanic
men to graduate from college.

o College students from the top income quar-
tile are almost twice as likely to graduate as
students in the bottom quartile.

e Although these ethnic and gender disparities
are slightly smaller at the community col-
lege level, they are still substantial.

Nor are college graduation rates uniform
across educational institutions. Elite universities
such as Harvard and Yale have near-perfect
graduation rates. Much lower rates persist
among the campuses frequented by the students
most at risk of dropping out: low-income young
people, ethnic minorities, and first-generation
college students.

The consequences for these at-risk students
of dropping out are high. A bachelor’s degree
continues to offer a hefty long-term wage premi-
um over a high school diploma. Moreover, a stu-
dent who enters college often takes on substan-
tial debt—but the debt doesn’t disappear if she
drops out. And the government has little to
show for students who receive federal loans and
grants but who fail to graduate.

Failing to graduate from college has financial
and emotional consequences for individuals—
especially given the expectation of everyone from
parents and teachers to the President of the United
States that they should be bound for college—but
it also takes an expensive toll on the public fisc.
For example, less than half of federal Pell Grant
recipients studying for a bachelor’s complete a
degree within six years. In 2010, that means that
more than $13 billion in taxpayer grant money

Evan Sparks is managing editor of Philanthropy.
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will be given toward degrees that will never be
awarded. And the Pell Grants represent just a
small share of federal and state funds directed to
higher education.

In light of this challenge for low-income stu-
dents and minorities, philanthropists are chang-
ing the conversation about college. For decades,
colleges, policymakers, and philanthropists have
endlessly promoted college access. Get students
in the door. That’s the most important thing.
Once there, they’ll take care of themselves—or
so went the reasoning. College enrollments
responded: from 1973 to 1997, the enrollment
rate rose by nearly 20 percentage points to
slightly under 70 percent of recent high school
graduates, and has remained at that level since.

But now, the emphasis is shifting from access
to completion. Dozens of foundations and philan-
thropists—from mega-foundations to small
regional funders to individual donors—have re-
centered their education grantmaking on college
completion.

Their work is diverse and tailored to the
communities they serve. They are sponsoring
and disseminating research about the problem—
and its solutions. They are working with indi-
vidual students, helping provide much-needed
social capital (what one donor calls “college
knowledge”) for first-generation college stu-
dents. They are thinking through a whole range
of incentives (for colleges and students alike),
looking for cost-effective ways to get students to
stay in school. They are working with institu-
tions, from small community colleges to massive
research universities, in an effort to improve
advising and measurement.

Perhaps most importantly, many philan-
thropists are finding ways to work backwards, to
reach students well before they enter college, get-
ting them ready for the challenges of higher edu-
cation. Success in college, they have come to real-
ize, begins in the freshman year—of high school.

Diving into Data

“THIS IS A PART OF THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM
that has not had the kind of attention toward
low-income, African-American, and Hispanic
outcomes that our K-12 system has had,” says
Marie Groark, senior program officer at the Bill
& Melinda Gates Foundation. In fact, because
graduation rates do not account for lower high
school graduation and college enrollment rates
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among ethnic minorities and low-income students,
disparities in college graduation rates are actually
understated, according to William Bowen,
Matthew Chingos, and Michael McPherson in
their 2009 book, Crossing the Finish Line: Com-
pleting College at America’s Public Universities.

Finishing high school without being ready for
college is the number-one reason students drop
out. According to a report from the Bridgespan
Group, “Academic preparation is the most effec-
tive means of increasing the odds that students
will graduate from high school ready for college,
matriculate, and eventually receive their degrees.”

Some students, of course, drop out because
of financial problems—perhaps because they
need to work full-time or deal with urgent finan-
cial concerns. “At every point in our analysis we
find that students from high-income families are
significantly more likely to graduate from college,
and to graduate ‘on time,’ than are students with
comparable qualifications from low-income fam-
ilies,” write Bowen, Chingos, and McPherson.

Many of the grants made in this area thus
far have been intended to refine and publicize
what we know about college graduation rates.
(The official graduation rate, reported to the
government as a condition for receiving federal
student aid, is calculated as the percentage of
first-year, full-time students who graduate with-
in 150 percent of the time normally required.)
One of the first foundations to take on college
success in a major way was Lumina Foundation
for Education. From 2001 to 2003, it awarded
what it calls “the hallmark grants” in order to
find and collect knowledge on student success.

Lumina learned that higher participation
rates in collegiate activities correlate with higher
graduation rates. It sponsored research on first-
year programs that help students stay on
track—when they are most vulnerable to falling
behind. It also funded research into how under-
graduate “learning communities” can help at-
risk college students.

In 2009, with funding from the Gates
Foundation (then a new entrant into the world
of college completion), the American Enter-
prise Institute (AEI) published Diplomas and
Dropouts, which pointed out not only that
colleges were failing to graduate large num-
bers of students, but that there is wide vari-
ance in graduation rates even among four-year
institutions of similar selectivity. In the “non-
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competitive” category—whose colleges are
more likely to enroll low-income, minority, and
first-generation collegians—the range in gradu-
ation rates between the top third and bottom
third is 32 percentage points.

The AEI report was directed to policymakers
and thought leaders, but there are useful tools
available for students, parents, and guidance
counselors, too. With support from Lumina, the
Education Trust created CollegeResults.org,
which allows users to compare graduation rates
for thousands of colleges and universities. They
can compile a list for comparison or see where a
college fits among peer institutions.

“College Knowledge”

TUESDAY, 7:30 IN THE MORNING. EVEN AS THE
silent campus of Indiana University—Purdue Uni-
versity at Indianapolis (IUPUI) waits for the sun
to rise, 25 young African-American and Latino
men, wearing neckties and neatly pressed slacks,
are up and about. Their morning appointment:
the weekly meeting of the Student African
American Brotherhood (SAAB).

Nathaniel Williams was one of those men.
Now a high school teacher, Williams was presi-
dent of the SAAB chapter before graduating
from IUPUI in 2009. The agenda for the morn-
ing meetings vary—topics include study skills,
men’s health, or relationships—but, Williams
says, they always address the “seriousness of the
crisis facing the black male in America, and
especially the black male in college.”

At TUPUL, it was a big crisis: only 39 percent
of African-American men at ITUPUI returned after
their first year, and just 12 percent graduated in
six years. Thus, ITUPUI used a Lumina grant in
2003 to launch a SAAB chapter on campus.
SAAB (which also targets Latino men, and is
open to all students) provides a student-directed
community of support, encouragement, and dis-
cipline. SAAB members run their own meetings,
Williams says. They set up mentoring relation-
ships between freshmen and upperclassmen.

Through its university-sponsored office,
SAAB also offers what student success director
Khalilah Shabazz calls “intrusive advising.”
She meets with students throughout the semes-
ter and helps them cut through university red
tape. “We do a lot of text messaging with
them,” she says wryly—today’s students sel-
dom respond to email. SAAB also works with



Members of the Student African American Brotherhood chapter at IUPUI are joined by SAAB
founder Tyrone Bledsoe (center) at the organization’s 2009 conference. (Photo courtesy of Khalilah Shabazz)

African-American and Latino men before they
arrive at IUPUI, easing the transition with a
summer bridge program.

Student initiative plus university support
equals rapid adaptation, as SAAB has expanded
in Indiana, says Philip Seabrook, assistant vice
president at Indiana University. “The guys at
Indiana State in Terre Haute are very serious
about wearing a shirt and tie or a full suit on
their meeting days,” he explains. “The message
is that we’re about business, and we’re about
helping each other through this process.”

SAAB members “turn personal passion into
academic success,” Shabazz says, and their
results back up that conclusion. According to a
2007 Lumina report, SAAB retention rates at
IUPUI ranged from 62.5 to 90 percent. And,
Seabrook says, the six-year graduation rate for
African-American men at [UPUI has more than
doubled to 25 percent. One student, Williams
recalls, partied his way to a 1.3 GPA—before
participation in SAAB gave him the purpose and
solidarity he needed to graduate with a 3.08.

As SAAB illustrates, money isn’t necessarily
the biggest factor in getting students through
college. Culture is equally important—if not
even more. Students who graduate tend to have
a high level of internalized cultural preparedness
for college. Cynthia Rivera Weissblum, presi-
dent and CEO of the Edwin Gould Foundation,
calls it “college knowledge”—the social capital
that students need in order to succeed.

The at-risk students philanthropists are
keen to help don’t have that reserve of college
knowledge, and they have to accumulate it from
scratch. They don’t know where to go when
they have an academic problem—or even for
routine matters like paying tuition and getting a

student ID. They don’t know that they can meet
with professors during office hours, and their
work schedules are busy enough besides that
they can’t even make them. And although a
young person may have triumphed over the low
expectations of an urban high school, college
classes are on a whole different level.

Ideally, students should arrive on campus
with a reserve of college knowledge. Some
grantees are working to achieve this by involving
students’ families in the process. “Strategies
include engaging parents before their son or
daughter starts college, or very early in the first
year of college,” says Wendy Ault, executive
director of the MELMAC Education Founda-
tion, which supports college retention and com-
pletion initiatives exclusively in Maine. “In the
freshman year,” she adds, “when the students
are quite connected developmentally to their
parents, it’s good to have a parent asking, ‘Don’t
you have a test in economics coming up?’” One-
third of MELMAC’s 18 grantee colleges are
engaging parents during the freshman year.

Gains in college knowledge can be fleeting,
however. They require hard work in order to be
sustained. In 2003, the University of Southern
Indiana (USI) used a grant from Lumina to
launch a series of online “lessons” for students
and their parents. The lessons allowed students
and parents to identify areas of struggle with
sufficient time to resolve them. “Freshman-to-
sophomore retention jumped by more than 10
percentage points when both students and par-
ents participated in the ‘lessons,”” Lumina
reported in 2007. But these promising results
have failed to translate into gains at USI. The
program was discontinued; USDs six-year grad-
uation rate rose from 31.3 percent in 2003 to
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Two Big Foundations,
Two Big Goals

After Warren Buffett pledged the lion’s share of his fortune
(the gift was valued at $37 billion at the time) to the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation in 2006, the foundation had an
opportunity to expand its portfolio. “After tons of research
and meeting with policy experts, practitioners, and other
foundations, we came back to what has been the foundation’s
domestic focus for the past eight years . . . because the evi-
dence spoke clearly,” said Hilary Pennington, the Gates Foun-
dation’s director of education, post-secondary success, and
special initiatives, in 2008. “The highest-leverage investment
we can make—education. This time, post-secondary educa-
tion. And even more specifically, post-secondary success.”

Gates’s target: doubling the number of low-income
Americans who complete a post-secondary credential by age
26. The foundation’s $450 million strategy is three-pronged:
improving the performance of the higher ed system, helping
students to succeed, and shifting the policy environment to
favor degree completion.

Likewise, in 2009, the billion-dollar Lumina Founda-
tion for Education announced its “big goal” (“To increase
the proportion of Americans with high-quality degrees and
credentials to 60 percent by the year 2025”) and re-oriented
its signature programs—Know How to Go, Making Oppor-
tunity Affordable, and Achieving the Dream—accordingly.
“We’re adapting them and integrating them into our new
strategic plan, which focuses on the issue of getting students
financially and academically prepared for college, dramati-
cally raising the success rates for students in college, and

b

improving the productivity of institutions,” says Lumina’s
senior vice president for program development, James
Applegate. “We’re not thinking about this as traditional
grantmaking activity. We have to use all the tools available
to philanthropy.” Lumina is also working to improve insti-
tutional data collection so that it better captures non-

traditional students, such as adults and part-time students.
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On November 11, 2008, Bill and Melinda Gates—
joined by Hilary Pennington (right)—launched their
post-secondary education strategy. “The payoff
doesn’t come with enrolling in college,” said
Melinda Gates. “The payoff comes when a student
gets a post-secondary degree that helps them get a
job with a family wage.”

(Photo courtesy of the Gates Foundation)

33.2 in 20085, before falling to 30.7 percent in
2007, the last year for which data is available.

There are more promising philanthropic
interventions elsewhere in Indiana. “We know
that the work that happens in the first year, and
particularly in the first semester, makes an enor-
mous impact, particularly for low-income and
first-generation students,” says IUPUDs Scott
Evenbeck. Evenbeck is dean of University Col-
lege—founded in 1997 with support from the
Lilly Endowment—into which entering students
are enrolled as a “launch pad” to their degree-
granting colleges. “We’ve brought retention
from the low 60s to 74 percent this year, and the
graduation rate has come from the teens to just
about 34 percent,” he explains.

University College’s programs for first-year
students include mandatory orientation and a
summer bridge program to get students
acquainted with college life. IUPUI also offers
“learning communities”—courses that help
freshmen get connected to [UPUI and its acade-
mic programs. They are taught by an “academ-
ic support team” that includes a faculty mem-
ber, academic advisor, student mentor, and
librarian. “That’s clearly the intervention that’s
made the biggest difference,” Evenbeck says.



Mastering the Incentives

COLLEGE KNOWLEDGE CAN PROPEL A STUDENT
to a degree. So can incentives. Philanthropists are
well aware of the power of incentives in other
areas, from welfare reform to prizes.

The Gates Foundation is examining how
incentives—those of both students and colleges—
affect graduation rates. “We’re going to explore
how the huge amount of financial aid in this
country could be used as an incentive to encour-
age completion,” Melinda Gates said in a
November 2008 speech announcing the founda-
tion’s post-secondary strategy. “This will include
working with partners to develop changes in
tuition and government funding so the college
gets less money at the front end, just for enrolling
a student, and more at the back end, after that
student receives a diploma or credential.”

According to Richard Vedder, executive
director of the Center for College Affordability
and Productivity, many colleges don’t have the
right incentives to graduate students in a timely
manner. “There’s actually a cash incentive for
colleges not to graduate students!” he exclaims,
his voice rising with anxious energy. “From the
schools’ point of view, in many cases, they get
per-student state subsidies.” Vedder proposes
that state and federal policymakers re-orient
student aid and college subsidies to focus on
student outcomes, especially for students at the
margins of performance. Policymakers should
restructure subsidies to public colleges to tilt the
institutional incentive toward student success.

The Gates Foundation is also experimenting
with financial incentives to spur students to finish
their degrees. “We will explore how performance-
based scholarships can provide greater financial
incentive to finish school,” Melinda Gates said.
“We have evidence from a pilot study in
Louisiana that giving students scholarships if they
increase their course load to full-time dramatical-
ly increases completion rates. We will be funding
a demonstration of performance-based scholar-
ships over the next three years in as many as 8
states and 15 post-secondary institutions.”

MDRGC, a research organization that evalu-
ates programs to help low-income families, con-
ducted the Louisiana study. It offered grants of
up to $2,000 to low-income students at two New
Orleans community colleges who maintained a
minimum credit-hour level and GPA. The grants
were paid directly to the students, who could use
them for non-educational expenses—which can
be just as big a reason for dropping out as hefty
tuition bills.

Thirty percent more students in the grant-
receiving group enrolled in courses in their sec-
ond semester than in the group that did not
receive the support—and MDRC reported that
positive effects persisted into subsequent semes-
ters, even though no grant was offered.
Although the encouraging results were disrupt-
ed by Hurricane Katrina, they are now being
tested through 2012 in Ohio, New York, New
Mexico, and California.

“In many cases, dropouts, especially low-
income students, turn out to be a function of very
small amounts of money,” says Mark Schneider,
vice president at the American Institutes for
Research. “For example, a student might be only
$100 short of buying textbooks needed for a
course. The student withdraws from the course or,
worse yet, fails, loses financial aid, and then drops
out. A small but targeted support program can
make a big impact—a good opportunity for a
donor new to the field or with limited resources.”

From Junior College to Senior Year

COMMUNITY COLLEGES ENROLL 44 PERCENT OF
America’s undergraduates, offering career-
focused degree and certificate programs or gen-
eral coursework that prepares graduates to
matriculate at a university. Community colleges
are more likely to serve minorities, low-income
students, and adult learners. Their three-year
graduation rate in 2004 stood at just under 31
percent, although a larger proportion of entering
students eventually obtained a two-year degree,

Tallahassee Community College chemistry professor Carol Zimmerman, shown

here belping students Shieta McKenzie (left) and Danielle Koebler to prepare for

an exam, says that TCC Passport belps her do a better job of advising students.
(Photo courtesy of Lumina Foundation for Education)
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four-year degree, or successfully transferred
within six years.

These colleges represent a place where phil-
anthropists can drive a wedge in college comple-
tion. According to Bowen, Chingos, and McPher-
son, “students who began their studies at two-
year colleges were much less likely to earn
bachelor’s degrees than were similar students who
started at four-year institutions.” However, they
add, students who succeed at community college
and transfer to universities “graduate at higher
rates than first-time freshmen with similar entering
credentials.” If community colleges can boost
their own completion and successful transfer rates,
suggest Bowen, Chingos, and McPherson, it will
boost graduation rates at four-year colleges, too.

To that end, Lumina launched Achieving the
Dream in 2004. It’s a coalition of community
colleges and charitable organizations with “a
student success agenda based on data, making
student success the highest priority at the institu-
tion,” says Samuel Cargile, Lumina’s vice presi-
dent for grantmaking. Since then, Achieving the
Dream has grown to comprise 102 institutions
in 21 states. Lumina’s initial investments have
been joined by other philanthropic partners; the
other partners’ support for Achieving the Dream
now outstrips the $60 million that Lumina has
given. Other philanthropies supporting Achiev-
ing the Dream colleges include the Winthrop
Rockefeller Foundation in Arkansas, Houston
Endowment in Texas, College Spark in Wash-
ington state, the Heinz Endowments in Pennsyl-
vania, the W. K. Kellogg Foundation and the
Kresge Foundation in Michigan, and Knowledge
Works Foundation in Ohio.
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The goal: practical application. “We’re inter-
ested in research that’s action-oriented,” explains
James Applegate, Lumina’s senior vice president
for program development. Once a college joins
Achieving the Dream, it is required to bore down
on its student achievement data. Only after rigor-
ous self-analysis is the college guided through a
strategy-development process. For example, sev-
eral colleges wanted to upgrade their remedial
education offerings, so they have worked on
refining course placement, instilling study skills
through remedial classes, and offering individual
education programs. Achieving the Dream col-
leges have found good results with “learning
communities,” said Applegate, and Lumina is
sponsoring research to learn how to make them
work better. Achieving the Dream colleges have
also refined their advising and worked with K-12
education leaders to improve college readiness.

Take a look: at Tallahassee Community Col-
lege (TCC) in Florida, a student opens her com-
puter and logs on to TCC Passport—the student
portal. She can access her email and course read-
ings, check on her financial aid, and search the
library catalog. And she can keep tabs on how
fast she’s completing her degree requirements.
TCC Passport gives students red, yellow, and
green lights on key college requirements, from
courses completed to tuition payments.

“We know a lot about our students that we
didn’t used to tell them. Now everything we
know about a student shows up in that student’s
portal,” says William D. Law Jr., president of
TCC. “The student has access to his or her
whole record. When the faculty member sits
down with a student, the record is fully available
to both parties.” TCC Passport is not the col-
lege’s only student success initiative. Orientation
and advising programs use data to identify stu-
dents who are falling behind. TCC—one of the
first Achieving the Dream colleges—also requires
students who are placed into two or more reme-
dial courses to take a “College Success” class.

To support its members’ reforms, Achieving
the Dream provides coaches and “data facilita-
tors” to work side-by-side with college adminis-
trators. It also works to build a more robust pub-
lic policy framework for student success. And
Achieving the Dream continues to grow. “We
have learned a lot, and we think we’re ready to
begin connecting to more community colleges
with what we’ve learned,” says Applegate.



Does It Have To Be College?

Toward a meaningful post-
secondary credential—for everyone

THE WEIGHT OF PHILANTHROPIC (AND ELITE) OPINION
rests on the idea that college is necessary for success in
modern American life—and for many, college means a
four-year degree. The dialogue is changing somewhat—see,
for example, the rise of the more inclusive goal of a “high-
quality post-secondary credential” and more support for
community colleges—but not enough for some. Critics of
this ideal include Charles Murray (in his widely discussed
Real Education) and Matthew Crawford (in his best-selling
Shop Class as Soulcraft). Moreover, some donors are frus-
trated at the lingering bias toward four-year degrees and
against vocational or career-focused training.

Andrew Grove, the former CEO of Intel, argues
that to make the four-year degree the standard is to
erect a “ladder to the sun,” when many people would
be happy with “a ladder to a middle-class existence.”

Grove conducted an informal survey of philan-
thropic higher ed initiatives in the San Francisco Bay
area. “Every single program . . . emphasizes four-year
college,” he says. He took a different approach. As
Grove explained in a speech at a Philanthropy Round-
table meeting last year, starting in 1999 the Grove
Foundation offered $5,000, three-year scholarships for
practical, career-focused training for at-risk students
with the potential to enter the middle class.

The results were disappointing: only 25 percent of
scholarship recipients completed their training within
three years. By 2008, recruiting for the scholarship
became increasingly and mysteriously difficult. Why?
“One of our participating teachers, who was helping us
locate and recruit students, made a comment several years
ago that I laughed at at the time, and I think it captures
the essence of what we are dealing with,” Grove explains.
“He said, ‘The students you’re looking for don’t exist;
that’s why we can’t find them. They don’t exist because
they are pushed, kicked, enticed, encouraged, and shamed

into going on to a four-year college education.””

Former Intel chairman and CEO Andrew Grove
speaks at a Philanthropy Roundtable meeting in 2009.

Linda Childears, president and CEO of the Denver-
based Daniels Fund, believes “it’s unrealistic to think
that all students can do college-level work or should do
college-level work—but all students should have the
opportunity. I worry that we’ve lowered our standards
to make college accessible to everyone.”

Cable pioneer Bill Daniels, the founder of the Daniels
Fund, “didn’t want to see a student not go to college for
financial reasons,” Childears explains. Thus, the Daniels
Fund operates a scholarship program in Colorado, New
Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming. “We’ve had good success
with our graduation rates, giving the scholars the support
they need when entering college,” she adds.

Since all kids are not college-bound, however, and
to fill in the gap for young people who prefer to learn
a trade, the Daniels Fund supports vocational training
through its Youth Development Grant Program. “We
want kids to be successful in life—in college or what-
ever path they choose,” Childears says.

Grove likewise argued for balanced philanthropic
support for post-secondary education and training.
“We have, collectively, a well-intentioned push toward
a one-size-fits-all program of education,” he remarks.
“The consequence of that is a failure to increase the
effectiveness of our workforce; that determines the
effectiveness of our economy, and most importantly,

what it does is destroy the ladder to the middle class.”
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Ready on Day One

IT°’S THE FACT THAT CAN’T BE IGNORED.
The number-one factor in college completion isn’t
mentoring programs, scholarships, incentives, or
institutional reforms. Those can all be helpful. But
none of them is nearly as important as a student’s
readiness for college-level work. Completion of a
rigorous high school course load makes students
several percentage points more likely to finish col-
lege. Thus, for many philanthropists, college com-
pletion begins in high school.

“High schools as currently configured are not
working,” says Anne B. Stanton, program direc-
tor for youth at the James Irvine Foundation in
California. “We have young people spending long
hours in remedial courses in college.” The prob-
lem: by taking a one-size-fits-all approach, many
high schools fail to catch the interest—or imagi-
nation—of students. By turning them off to edu-
cation, schools turn students away from post-
secondary opportunities—and from opportunities
to earn a good living and participate in civic life.

In 2006, the Irvine Foundation created
ConnectEd: The California Center for College
and Career. ConnectEd promotes “Linked
Learning,” a set of reforms at the high school
level that combines rigorous academics with rel-
evant experience and the boost students need to
pursue post-secondary training. Linked Learn-
ing includes four core components: academics
(of sufficient rigor to ensure students succeed,
without remediation, at a California state uni-
versity), technical training (an eye toward skill-

Under the auspices of a “Linked Learning” pathway in law and criminal
justice, students complete a technical unit on toxicology. (Photo courtesy of
ConnectEd: The California Center for College and Career)
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intensive, well-paying jobs), work-based learning
(internships, apprenticeships, and school-based
enterprises), and support services (including
counseling and supplemental education).

All of these components constitute a “path-
way” in a particular industry. However, the aca-
demic component leaves students well-prepared
to take a different path if they choose, and stu-
dents can switch between pathways if they like.
As an example, ConnectEd’s engineering path-
way includes the standard academic core, as well
as a series of technical courses designed by Proj-
ect Lead the Way, such as “Digital Electronics”
and “Computer-Integrated Manufacturing.” To
engage and inspire students, the engineering
pathway includes “integrated units” on topics
like naval architecture, bridge building, and bal-
listic weaponry.

“We believe that Linked Learning will fuel
young people’s success in post-secondary educa-
tion, ensuring that students will be more enthu-
siastic and boosting their achievement,” Stanton
explains. One initial study found that students
graduating from a Linked Learning program
were more likely to pass the California High
School Exit Exam, complete more rigorous
courses, and graduate from high school.

In 2009, six California districts (out of 17
that applied) were chosen by ConnectEd to
receive funding to offer at least four pathways
each. Since each pathway can accommodate
400-500 students, Stanton adds, Irvine’s current
grant could affect up to 12,000 young people—
and up to 18,000 as three more districts receive
implementation grants this spring.

“We’re continuing to build out the post-
secondary side of Linked Learning,” Stanton
says—focusing primarily on community col-
leges. Nonetheless, it is a promising approach to
setting students on their way to post-secondary
success well before they leave high school.

Getting—and Staying—on Track

THERE ARE HUNDREDS OF PROGRAMS THAT HELP
high school students get into college, and prob-
ably as many that help them succeed once
they’re in. But very few provide a complete
bridge to college, spanning the eight or more
years from being a high school freshman to col-
lege graduation. In New York City, Sponsors for
Educational Opportunity (SEO) does just that.



Founded in 1963 in Manhattan, SEO delivers
a rigorous academic enrichment program for under-
served, low-income minority students. Through
SEQO’s Saturday Academy, after-school programs,
and vacation days spent in school, students spend a
total of 60 extra days each year—a 33 percent
increase—doing academic work. “Extended educa-
tion is really the single most significant interven-
tion,” says Cynthia Rivera Weissblum of the Edwin
Gould Foundation, which has funded SEO for
decades. “We’re talking about sending a young per-
son to college equally as prepared as any student
who comes from a well-resourced family.”

SEO offers programs that work to transmit
“college knowledge” to students. When it comes
time for them to make the leap to college, SEO

High school students participating in Sponsors for Educational Opportunity’s
Scholars Program spend the equivalent of 60 additional school days in the
classroom—to powerful effect. (Photo by Jeffrey Holmes)

helps them identify colleges with high graduation
rates. In both high school and college, students
tap into SEQ’s network of 6,000 alumni.

One of the Gould Foundation’s primary
contributions to SEO, Weissblum said, has been
a rigorous, college-preparatory curriculum that
would be the pride of any affluent suburban
high school. SEO doesn’t just push its students
into college; it makes sure they’re ready for the
coursework. “It is irresponsible to send a stu-
dent to a college where he or she is ill-equipped
to compete,” Weissblum emphasizes.

SEO costs $4,000-$5,000 per student per
year in high school, and $2,000-$2,500 per stu-
dent in college, Weissblum says. “And the results
are quite outstanding,” she adds. “The average
college student at SEO maintains a 3.0 GPA.
Ninety-four percent graduate from college with-
in four years.” The high school class of 2009
gained an average of more than 150 points from
the PSAT to the SAT—bringing their scores up to
the level of students from families earning
$160,000 to $200,000 annually. The average
SEO student’s annual family income? $33,000.

“Pre-college preparation is the best bang for
the buck,” concludes Weissblum.

A continent away, another nonprofit pro-
vides students with a bridge and path to college
graduation. College Track combines after-school
tutoring with college advising, mentoring, and
leadership development. The program has one
goal: to make sure that every one of its students
earns a college degree. In 1997, Laurene Powell
Jobs and Carlos Watson founded College Track
in East Palo Alto, California. As volunteers
working with seniors in a local high school,
Powell Jobs and Watson realized that too many
motivated students had not taken—or even been
offered—the classes required to get into college.

To ensure that kids in the program are ready
for college by the time they graduate, College
Track enrolls students before they start high
school. At least three times a week for four years,
students gather at one of College Track’s four
centers—there are currently three in the Bay area:
East Palo Alto, Oakland, and San Francisco—for
three hours of intensive instruction and mentor-
ing support. Indeed, students spend so much time
at College Track that they receive the equivalent
of a full extra year of high school.

Since 80 percent of College Track students
are the first in their families to go to college, the
program includes comprehensive college prep
activities beyond academics, including college
tours and counseling, assistance navigating the
application process, and help locating financial
aid. To date, College Track students have been
immensely successful at getting into college.
“Everybody graduates from high school and
continues with their education,” says Powell
Jobs. What’s more, about 90 percent of them
enroll in four-year institutions.

Once in college, students stay in touch with
College Track’s college success director, who helps
students connect with resources on their campus-
es. There are also peer groups at colleges where
College Track alums have achieved critical mass.
Alumni involvement is a core element of College
Track. “Our most valuable assets are the students
themselves, and we teach the older students how
to support younger ones,” Powell Jobs explains.

The results speak for themselves: 70 percent
of College Track graduates finish college in six
years. Compare that to 24 percent of first-
generation students nationwide. Of the College
Track students who have already gone on to
college, only 7 percent have left without earning
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All graduates of College Track go on to further education—as the class of 2009 demonstrates, showing off the
apparel of their destination schools—and 70 percent complete a four-year degree. (Photo courtesy of College Track)

a college degree. In 2009-10, the organization
had expenses of about $5,000 per student,
which includes some small scholarships and
grants provided to the students themselves.

Both SEO and College Track have attract-
ed substantial philanthropic capital. SEO’s ros-
ter of supporters includes some of New York
City’s leading philanthropists, foundations, and
companies. College Track draws support from
major Bay area philanthropies like the Koret
Foundation, the Silicon Valley Community
Foundation, and the Stuart Foundation.

SEQ is looking to grow, says Weissblum. The
cost to double the program’s size over the next
four years: $1.2 million. Growth—steady and
deliberate, in order to preserve quality—is also on
the way for College Track. Its New Orleans cen-
ter opened in 2008 and now serves 100 students.
Overall, College Track currently serves 850 high
school and college students. “We have a wait list
of five cities where we’d like to open up centers,”
Powell Jobs explains. “We want to keep our stan-
dards high, though, and are reluctant to grow
through franchising or through dissemination of
our curriculum and training.”

From Access to Success
A 43 PERCENT DROP-OUT RATE IS DISCOURAGING.
Even more dispiriting are the numbers for the stu-
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dents most at risk of dropping out: men, African
Americans, Hispanics, and first-generation college
students. And if the numbers are dispiriting, imag-
ine the toll on the students who don’t cross the fin-
ish line. They’ve fallen short of their country’s
aspirations for them—and their aspirations for
themselves.

The numbers are important, but not as
much as the personal touch. Likewise, reforms
in public policy and institutional process at col-
leges are useful, but the best way to help students
succeed is to meet them on an individual, per-
sonal level. That might mean peer relationships
like those in the Student African American
Brotherhood in Indiana, or making information
about their academic progress easily accessible,
like in Tallahassee. It might mean putting them
on a pathway through college to a career that
clicks, or building bridges from high school, like
at SEO in New York or College Track in East
Palo Alto. Big or small, comprehensive or tai-
lored, national or regional—there are many
models for philanthropic excellence in college
success.

Philanthropists have turned their attention
to college success, but they are still at the outset
of their work. What they’ve learned thus far will
help at-risk students achieve their goals, making
the numbers less discouraging along the way.



