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College Ready New England 
 

 
College Ready New England (CRNE) is a regional alliance of key government, business 

and academic leaders who have endorsed and committed to the following regional 
“Leadership Goals” to advance college readiness and success for all citizens.  
 
 

1. Increasing the number of high school graduates and GED recipients  
(High School Success) 

 
2. Increasing the number of high school graduates who are academically prepared for 

college or career success (College and Workforce Readiness) 
 
3. Increasing the number of learners (traditional and non-traditional) enrolling in 

college, both two- and four-year (College Access) 
 
4. Increasing the number of college graduates, both two- and four-year  

(College Success) 
 
College Ready New England will assist the six states in gathering data to measure progress 

and in pursuing cutting-edge P-16 policies and programs to increase K-12 success and 
graduation, college readiness, access and completion.  

 
College Ready New England will educate the general public and key decision makers 

across New England about the critical role that college readiness and college success play in 
ensuring the region’s economic competitiveness and social vitality.  
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Introduction 
 

ver the next two decades, powerful forces will radically alter the American 
workplace and increase demand for college-educated workers. The federal Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, for example, reports that 80 percent of the fastest-growing 

occupations will require some form of postsecondary education after high school.i By 2010, the 
number of careers requiring at least a bachelor’s degree is expected to grow by 22 percent, and 
jobs requiring at least an associate degree will rise by 32 percent.ii Recent research suggests 
that the academic curriculum that prepares students to be college ready is the same as that 
required for students to be workforce-ready. 

 
Nationally, however, one-third of high school students do not graduate and another third 

graduate without the skills necessary to succeed in postsecondary education and the changing 
economy.iii “Baby Boomers” will continue to retire from the workforce at significant rates, and 
80 percent of the growth in the college-age population—the workforce of the future—will 
occur among Hispanic, African American, and Asian minority groups, whose postsecondary 
participation rates often lag behind those of their white peers. What are the likely results? 
Experts suggest that the supply of college-educated workers will fall short of the New 
Economy’s demands by at least 12 million people.  

 
Education experts argue that we are facing “a crisis in this country…[and that] 

implementing programs that promote high school graduation is a shrewd investment by any 
state.”iv Research shows a strong positive correlation between an individual’s education level 
and his or her economic prosperity. For example, high school dropouts, on average, earn 
$19,000 per year; high school graduates earn $26,200; associate degree-holders earn $33,400; 
and bachelor’s degree-holders, $42,200. v  
 

What does New England stand to gain—or lose—as a result of these economic and 
demographic changes? According to the Washington, D.C.-based Alliance for Excellent 
Education, if New England states could cut in half the percentage of high school students who 
do not graduate in four years, aggregate earnings of citizens with a high school diploma would 
increase, on average, by $24,458,538.  

 

O 

Lost Earnings of Dropouts 
 

State Non –Graduates in 2004 Total Lost Lifetime Earnings 
Connecticut 9,297 $2,417,220,000 

Maine 4,780 1,242,800,000 
Massachusetts 17,172 4,464,720,000 

New Hampshire 4,588 1,192,880,000 
Rhode Island 3,328 865,280,000 
Vermont 1,899 493,740,000 
Source: Projections of 2003-04 High School Graduates: Supplemental Analyses based on Findings from Who Graduates?  Who Doesn’t? 
A Statistical Portrait of High School Graduation (Table 1) Washington, DC: The Urban Institute, 2004.  Note: Earnings Estimation based 
on calculations in “Labor Market Consequences of an Inadequate Education” by Rouse, Cecilia E. (2005). 
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If New England is to grow and prosper in the new knowledge-based, global economy, it 

is imperative that policymakers, academic and business leaders commit to expanding the 
number of students staying in the “education pipeline” This pertains to leadership goals one 
and two.  Leaders must also vigorously pursue cutting-edge policies and strategic actions to 
help students progress through that pipeline and attain postsecondary learning and 
credentials. This pertains to leadership goals three and four. 

 
The following sections address College Ready New England’s four Leadership Goals, 

noting statistical data and research specific to each. The sections also include a set of potential 
policy and leadership strategies related to each goal. These strategies serve to prime the policy 
dialogue and decision-making in each state but are not intended as definitive lists.  While each 
of the six New England states has committed to the Leadership Goals, the specific policy 
means and strategies will vary from one to another to reflect their respective needs and 
circumstances. 

High School Graduation Rates by Race/Ethnicity, 2000 
National 

Rank 
State Am. Indian Asian Hispanic African 

Am. 
White Total 

17th CT Ins 84% 53% 61% 82% 76% 
24th ME Ins Ins Ins Ins 73 73 
25th MA Ins 73 50 66 77 73 
30th NH na na na na na 69 
27th RI Ins 66 54 60 74 71 
14th VT na na na na na 77 

 Nation 57% 79 53 55 76 69 
Source: Greene, Jay P. and Marcus A. Winters.  “Public School Graduation Rates in the United States,” Center for Civic Innovation at the 
Manhattan Institute, Nov. 2002 
Note:  “Ins” means insufficient sample size for inclusion; “na” means not available.  
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Goal One — Increase the Number of High School Graduates and GED Recipients 
 

ndividuals who drop out of high school greatly diminish their economic and life chances.  
The first step in meeting future demand for highly skilled and college-educated workers 
is to increase the number of high school graduates. Of those who do drop out, more must 

return and work to earn a GED. 
 

In New England, the students least likely to earn a high school diploma or GED certificate 
come from low-income and or minority backgrounds, especially Hispanics and African 
American households. For example, in Connecticut, 82 percent of white students earn a high 
school diploma, compared with 53 percent of Hispanic and 61 percent of African American 
students. Similarly, in Massachusetts, 77 percent of whites earn high school diplomas, while 
just 50 percent of Hispanic and 61 percent of African American students earned them in 2000.  

 
Actual and Projected Public High School Graduates by Median Family Income 

 
 $0 - 20K $20K - 50K $50k - 100K > $100K 
Connecticut 
    Actual      2000-01 
    Projected 2012-13 

 
10% 
10% 

 
23% 
22% 

 
39% 
38% 

 
28% 
30% 

Maine 
    Actual      2000-01 
    Projected 2012-13 

 
18% 
17% 

 
38% 
38% 

 
34% 
38% 

 
     9% 
10% 

Massachusetts 
    Actual      2000-01 
    Projected 2012-13 

 
12% 
12% 

 
25% 
24% 

 
39% 
38% 

 
24% 
25% 

New Hampshire 
    Actual      2000-01 
    Projected 2012-13 

 
11% 
10% 

 
31% 
30% 

 
41% 
42% 

 
16% 
17% 

Rhode Island 
    Actual      2000-01 
    Projected 2012-13 

 
17% 
19% 

 
30% 
30% 

 
39% 
37% 

 
15% 
14% 

Vermont 
    Actual      2000-01 
    Projected 2012-13 

 
15% 
15% 

 
38% 
37% 

 
37% 
37% 

 
10% 
11% 

United States 
    Actual      2000-01 
    Projected 2012-13 

 
17% 
16% 

 
34% 
33% 

 
35% 
35% 

 
14% 
16% 

Source: WICHE, “Knocking at the College Door, Projections of High School Graduates by State, Income and Race/Ethnicity,” 
Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education, December 2003. 
 

 
For those students who drop out, the difficulty of returning to high school studies or 

earning a GED has increased. With the exception of Connecticut, the number of GEDs 
awarded in New England to adults, ages 25 or older, has declined between 1990 and 2000, 
according to the National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS). 
 

To boost New England’s high school graduation and GED completion rates, College Ready 
New England recommends that states: 

 
• Provide information to underserved students, their parents and teachers on the 

importance of earning a high school diploma or GED certificate. 
• Participate in and or develop a marketing campaign focused on the importance of 

completing high school, targeted to students and parents and beginning early in 
elementary school. 

I 
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• Publish information on college and career entrance and skill requirements, for all 
primary and secondary school students and their parents. 

• Provide college-level academic and workforce learning experiences to all high 
school students through dual enrollment programs, advanced placement, 
internships and work-based learning experiences. 

• Expand school-community partnerships to ensure that at-risk students are 
adequately supported in their efforts to complete schooling. For those who leave 
high school before graduation, states should ensure students have ready access to a 
GED completion program. 

• Integrate outreach efforts between PK-12 and higher education, to avoid outreach 
efforts occurring in “silos” or being reinvented or redundant.  

 Specifically, elementary and secondary education, along with higher 
education, should work to coordinate outreach activities and programs.   

• Collect and disaggregate PK-16 data on academic achievement and share it publicly 
and regularly. 
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“National life and the 
economy are changing much 
faster than our schools ... 
The nation faces a deeply 
troubling future unless we 
transform the lost 
opportunity of the senior 
year into an integral part of 
students’ preparation for life, 
citizenship, work and further 
education.” 
National Commission on the 
High School Senior Year, 
2001 

Goal Two — Increase the Number of High School Graduates Who are Academically Prepared 
for College or Career/Work Success 
 

he New England states cannot create an adequate pool of 
well-educated workers without improving the quality of 
secondary education. Students—especially low-income and 
or minority—must graduate from high school academically 

prepared for postsecondary education or with strong technical 
skills suited to a changing economy.  

 
Currently, African American and Hispanic students nationwide 

are, respectively, 19 percent and 38 percent less likely than their 
white and Asian counterparts to complete Algebra II— a course 
viewed by many experts as a gateway to upper-level math and 
high academic achievement.vi   

 
Further, low-income students are disproportionately underprepared for college and the 

workplace. For example, in all six New England states performance gaps exist between low-
income students and their high socioeconomic peers on both the mathematics and reading 
NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress) exams.  

 
 

NAEP Proficiency of Low-Income Students as Compared With Middle- and High-Income Peers, 
Grade 8 Reading and Math, 2005 

 
READING MATH 

 
Below Basic At or above 

Proficient Below Basic At or above 
Proficient 

Connecticut   
                           Low-Income 
                           Middle/High 

47% 
17% 

12% 
42% 

57% 
19% 

10% 
44% 

Maine 
                            Low-Income 
                            Middle/High 

27% 
15% 

27% 
43% 

39% 
21% 

18% 
35% 

Massachusetts 
                            Low-Income 
                            Middle/High 

33% 
11% 

23% 
52% 

36% 
13% 

22% 
532% 

New Hampshire 
                            Low-Income 
                            Middle/High 

34% 
17% 

21% 
41% 

35% 
20% 

17% 
38% 

Rhode Island 
                            Low-Income 
                            Middle/High 

47% 
21% 

12% 
37% 

61% 
25% 

7% 
31% 

Vermont 
                            Low-Income 
                            Middle/High 

35% 
15% 

22% 
44% 

36% 
17% 

21% 
44% 

Note: Low-Income status is determined by eligibility for the National School Lunch Program. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2005 Reading Assessment. 
 

T 
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Not surprisingly, students who complete a rigorous course of study in high school are 

better equipped to enter and succeed in higher education—without needing remedial course 
work. They are also more likely to succeed in the workforce training programs or military or to 
pursue higher education at a later date. Low-income students who pursue demanding courses 
of study narrow the participation gaps between them and their more affluent counterparts. A 
U.S. Department of Education study showed that a rigorous high school curriculum increased 
the number of African Americans completing a college degree by 28 percent (from 45 to 73 
percent) and the number of Hispanic students by 18 percent (from 61 to 79 percent).  
 

Accordingly, the New England states must increase the number of students who complete 
a rigorous high school curriculum that includes four years of math (requiring, at a minimum, 
successful completion of Algebra II); three years of laboratory science, including physics; 3-1/2 
years of social studies; and two years of foreign language study. Further, strong efforts must 
be made to address the significant achievement and college readiness gaps across economic 
and racial and ethnic lines.  
 
 

 
To increase the number of college-ready and workforce-ready students, College Ready 

New England suggests the New England states undertake a number of activities:  
 
• Adopt an academically rigorous (i.e., college/workforce preparatory) curriculum as 

a high school graduation requirement for all students. States should consider 
requiring students and parents to “opt out” of a default college preparatory 
curriculum, rather than to “opt in.” 

• Increase/improve alignment at all transition points between the elementary, 
secondary and postsecondary systems. Alignment from grade to grade and from 
secondary school system to a postsecondary education institution is critical.  

• Increase academic rigor by expanding the number of college-level and AP courses 
offered in high schools—particularly in urban and rural schools and districts. 

2002 College Readiness Rates 
State Total Hispanic African –

American 
White 

Connecticut 40% 15% 30% 47% 
Maine 38 - - 40 
Massachusetts 38 14 29 43 
New Hampshire 40 - - 43 
Rhode Island 37 - 35 39 
Vermont 39 - - - 

Source: Green, Jay P. and Marcus A. Winters, “Public High School Graduation and College-Readiness 
Rates: 1991-2002.” The Manhattan Institute, February 2005. 
 
College readiness rates are based on criteria designed to reproduce the minimum standards of the least 
selective four-year colleges. Students must graduate with a regular diploma, have completed a minimum 
set of course requirements, and be able to read at a basic level. 
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• Increase the participation of students in college admissions exams (such as the SAT 

and PSAT), particularly students who are typically underrepresented in 
postsecondary education.  

• Demonstrate significant and sustained investment in K-12 education—with 
educational equity and meaningful opportunities for achievement for all students. 

• Expand the educational outreach of colleges, universities and the business 
community to high schools.  

• Expand and make readily available to underserved students information on college 
entrance requirements. Students who understand the requirements for college will 
be better able to meet them.  

• Improve teacher quality and increase the number of certified teachers in math and 
science. 
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Goal Three — Increase the Number of Learners (Both Traditional and Non-Traditional) 
Enrolling in College at Both Two- and Four-Year Institutions 
 

wo decades ago, a high school diploma was a ticket to the middle class. No more. 
Today, that destination increasingly requires a college degree—but the ticket is 
increasingly expensive. Each year, the price of higher education, both public and 

private, rises. State and federal financial aid programs fail to keep pace, and colleges 
increasingly use non-need-based aid and tuition-discounting, not to expand access but to 
compete for the brightest and easiest-to-educate students.  

 
Percent of Family Income Required to Pay For College 

 At Community Colleges At Four-Year Institutions 

 All Income 
Levels 

Lowest Income 
Quintile 

All Income 
Levels 

Lowest Income 
Quintile 

Connecticut 22% 56% 29% 73% 
Maine 29% 71% 34% 81% 
Massachusetts 23% 60% 31% 79% 
New Hampshire 27% 65% 32% 78% 

Rhode Island 28% 71% 35% 90% 
Vermont 30% 71% 41% 96% 
Nation 22% 54% 28% 67% 
Source:  National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS), available at: 
www.higheredinfo.org. 

 
 

A 2003 report demonstrated that college participation rates for low-income students vary 
widely by state and that students from more affluent families were more likely to attend 
college. Connecticut and Massachusetts were two of 11 states in which college participation 
rates were low, with a participation gap of 24 percent in Connecticut and 19 percent in 
Massachusetts. vii  Other data demonstrates that between 1998 and 2001, three-quarters of all 
the states saw a decline in the college participation rates of low-income students. Maine saw 
participation fall by 13 percent. In Rhode Island and Vermont participation fell by 22 percent 
and 14 percent, respectively. viii 

 
Demographic studies suggest that minorities and people of color are the fastest growing 

segments of the U.S. population. Over the next fifteen years, Connecticut, Massachusetts and 
Rhode Island will rank among the top 10 states in terms of increases in African American and 
Hispanic populations. Given this, it is critical for policymakers and academic leaders to 
broaden their focus to include increasing college access and participation rates for all students, 
regardless of race, ethnicity or socioeconomic status.  

 
Many education experts recommend that states set numerical higher education enrollment 

targets and that they pursue deliberate strategies for achieving them.  In the New England 
states, Maine has set a specific goal of increasing higher education degree enrollment in its 
community colleges, from 7,500 to 11,000 by 2010. ix  Rhode Island, as part of its 2005-2008 
Goals and Priorities, set a goal to “improve Rhode Island’s educational attainment to that of 
‘leading states’ by 2015 to ensure that Rhode Island residents possess the skills and knowledge 
required to thrive in an information-age, knowledge-based economy.”x    

 

T 
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College Ready New England will work with the six states to ensure that meaningful targets 

for increasing college retention and graduation rates are developed.  
 
To increase enrollment in higher education, College Ready New England suggests that states: 
 

• Develop and or participate in ongoing college access marketing campaigns targeted 
at underserved populations, including students and parents. 

• Expand college outreach efforts and programs focusing on underserved high school 
students.  

• Disseminate more information about college admissions requirements. 
• Increase alignment of high school curriculum and graduation requirements 

(including high-stakes exit exams) with college admission requirements. 
• Increase the number of, and participation in, college-level courses during high 

school. 
• Require all students to take the SAT exam prior to January of the 12th grade. 
• Assist all 12th graders in completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 

(FAFSA) in a timely fashion. 
• Expand college outreach activities and partnerships between schools, colleges, 

communities and business. 
• Support state investment in need-based financial aid programs. 
• Increase the availability and sharing of disaggregated Pre-K-16 data relating to 

achievement, course taking and college readiness. 

Minority Enrollment in New England by Race/Ethnicity, 1994 and 2004 

     

   As % of 
18- to 24- 
Year-Old 

Population 

% Change 
in 

Enrollment 
1994- 2004 

New England 1994 % of Total 2004 % of Total 2000  
African 
American 36,032 4.4% 51,689 6% 7% 44% 
Asian-
American 30,121  3.7% 39,645 4.6% 4% 32% 

Hispanic 26,029  3.2% 42,035 4.8% 10% 1% 
Native 
American 3,025  0.4% 3,979 0.5% 0.4% 32% 

White 595,740  72.8% 583,632 67.2% 74% -2% 

Race Unknown 80,085  9.8% 107,755 12.4%  35% 
Note:    Table does not include enrollment at military academies. African American, Asian American, Native American and  White totals 
reflect non-Hispanic population. Does not include the category non-resident alien.  United States data is  provided by the U.S. Department 
of Education, 2003 is the most current data set available.  
Source: New England Board of Higher Education analysis of U.S. Department of Education data. 
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“Jobs available in the future 
will require many, perhaps 
more than half, of today’s 
youth to have training 
equivalent to the four-year 
baccalaureate degree. Most 
other youth will need a solid 
high school education and 
additional postsecondary 
work, possibly an associate 
degree, to obtain a job with 
adequate earnings to 
support a family.”  SHEEO, 
Student Success: Statewide 
P-16 Systems, 2003 

Goal Four — Increase the Number of College Graduates, in Both Two- and Four-Year 
Institutions 
 

ccess to higher education is a starting point.  Students must 
have meaningful opportunities to complete degree 
programs and requirements.  Research shows that under-

prepared college students are less likely to earn degrees than other 
students.xi  Such students often spend too much time in costly and 
time-consuming remedial courses. And while remediation assists 
many, others fail to transition into credit-bearing courses.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

For Every 100 Ninth Graders… 

 

Graduate 
from 
High 

School 
 

Enter 
College 

 

Are Still 
Enrolled 

Their 
Sophomore 

Year 
 

Number 
Graduate 

within 
150% 
Time 

 

Percent of  
25-44 Year-

old 
Population 

with 
Bachelor's 
Degree or 

Higher, 2000 
 

Connecticut 76% 47% 36% 26% 35% 
Maine 76% 39% 29% 21% 23% 
Massachusetts 74% 48% 38% 27% 39% 
New Hampshire 75% 42% 33% 25% 30% 
Rhode Island 71% 38% 31% 22% 29% 
Vermont 78% 35% 28% 21% 30% 
Nation 68% 39% 26% 18% 27% 
Source:  National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS), available at: 
www.higheredinfo.org. 

 
A rigorous high school curriculum, more cohesively aligned and integrated with college 

entrance requirements, can help to reduce the likelihood that educational deficits will exist. 
The curriculum will help prepare all freshmen—including first-generation, minority and low-
income college students—for academic success.  
 

A 

Percentage of 9th graders who graduate from HS on time, 
go directly to college, return for their second year, and 

graduate within 150% of program time 
 

Connecticut 26 
Maine 21 
Massachusetts 27 
New Hampshire 25 
Rhode Island 22 
Vermont 21 
United States 18 
Source:  National Center for Higher Education Management 
Systems (NCHEMS); www.higheredinfo.org 
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States are exploring increasingly active roles in monitoring the performance and 
improvement of public higher education institutions. Some have begun to develop innovative 
methods for assessing and improving postsecondary education outcomes.   A recent report 
critically reviews the extent to which states use measurable goals to improve college success 
and completion, raising two important questions about states’ effortsxii: 

 
Have states set numerical enrollment and completion goals for higher education? 

Do they have a deadline for implementation and a strategy for achieving them?  
 

“What gets measured is what gets done,’’ the report asserts. “Generic commitments to 
improve outcomes do not provide a detailed enough roadmap or sufficient pressure for 
institutions to change their routines. If states are indeed serious about increasing the number 
of their citizens who make it to and through college, they would benefit from charting a clear 
course toward that future.” xiii 
 

To improve college completion rates, College Ready New England recommends the New 
England states engage in specific initiatives to: 
 

• Expand the number—and improve the effectiveness of—college student retention 
programs.  
 

• Align high school curriculum and graduation requirements to college admission 
policies and provide consistent information regarding standards and expectations 
for college readiness. 
  

• Increase state investment in need-based financial aid programs. 
 

• Increase the availability and sharing of disaggregated Pre-K-16 data. 
 

• Participate in the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) and 
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) to identify unintended obstacles 
in the students’ paths toward completion of postsecondary degree programs. 
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Conclusion 
 

n response to these pressing issues and opportunities, the New England Board of Higher 
Education and its partners in College Ready New England will work to unify the region 
in a bold, multi-year effort to ensure that K-12 and postsecondary institutions 

increasingly fuel the economy with innovative and high-skill workers, research and 
development and engaged global citizens. Barring such an effort, New England may be unable 
to compete nationally and internationally; and the region’s well-being—individual and 
collective—will decline.  
 

College Ready New England has harnessed an urgent desire—evident throughout the 
region, at all levels of business, education and government—to act in concert to preserve the 
region’s competitiveness by expanding college readiness and success. With the commitment 
and support of New England’s governors, state higher education executive officers and chief 
state school officers, College Ready New England will pursue its regional mandate to assist the 
six states in implementing innovative policies and sharing best practices to accomplish the 
four Leadership Goals. 
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