Spotlights

Differences in Postsecondary Enroliment Among
Recent High School Completers

In fall 2013, among fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed high school, three-
quarters were enrolled at postsecondary institutions: some 14 percent were taking
postsecondary classes only and were not enrolled in a degree program, 3 percent
were enrolled in occupational certificate programs, 25 percent were enrolled

in associate’s degree programs, and 32 percent were enrolled in bachelor’s
degree programs. The remaining 25 percent were not enrolled in a postsecondary

institution at all.

The attainment of postsecondary education credentials

is associated with enhanced employment opportunities
and increased earning potential. Both the financial
returns and the nonfinancial returns (such as its positive
effects on preventive health care use) are evidence of the
importance of postsecondary education to the well-being
of individuals and the society as a whole."? In addition,
recent results from the Program for the International
Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) allow for
direct comparisons of a person’s knowledge and skills
with the person’s level of education. PIAAC data indicate
that among young adults ages 16-34, the higher the level
of education completed, the larger the percentages of
young adults at the top proficiency levels in the domains
of literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving in technology-
rich environments, and the smaller the percentages at the
bottom proficiency levels.>*

This Spotlight focuses on differences in the postsecondary
enrollment status of recent high school completers
(specifically, whether they are enrolled, and if they are

enrolled, whether they are taking classes only or are
enrolled in an occupational certificate, associate’s degree,
or bachelor’s degree program). The Spotlight examines
how other variables, such as student demographics,
socioeconomic status (SES), high school academic
characteristics (i.e., mathematics coursetaking and

grade point average [GPA]), and student expectations

are related to students” postsecondary enrollment status.
This Spotlight focuses on fall 2009 ninth-graders who
graduated from high school by September 2013.5 Data
were obtained from the High School Longitudinal Study
0f 2009 (HSLS:09) and its follow-up studies.® HSLS:09
followed a nationally representative cohort of students
who were in the 9th grade in fall 2009 and surveyed them
again in spring 2012 as well as the last half of 2013, after
most students had graduated from high school. Data from
the HSLS:09 and its follow-up studies provide a unique
opportunity for researchers to investigate the pathways
into postsecondary education, as well as the educational
and social factors that are associated with students’ choice

of schooling after high school.
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Figure 1. Percentage distribution of fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed high school, by fall 2013 postsecondary
enroliment status: 2013
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), Base-Year, First Follow-up,
2013 Update, and High School Transcripts Restricted-Use Data File. See Digest of Education Statistics 2015, table 302.43.

In fall 2013, among fall 2009 ninth-graders who had occupational certificate programs, 25 percent were
completed high school, three-quarters were enrolled enrolled in associate’s degree programs, and 32 percent

at postsecondary institutions: 14 percent were taking were enrolled in bachelor’s degree programs. The
postsecondary classes without being enrolled in remaining 25 percent were not enrolled in a postsecondary
a particular program, 3 percent were enrolled in institution at all.
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Figure 2. Percentage distribution of fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed high school, by fall 2013 postsecondary
enrollment status and sex: 2013
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NOTE: Detail may not sum fo totals because of rounding. Although rounded numbers are displayed, the figures are based on unrounded estimates.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), Base-Year, First Follow-up,
2013 Update, and High School Transcripts Restricted-Use Data File. See Digest of Education Statistics 2015, table 302.43.

Postsecondary enrollment status differed by individual for male students in bachelor’s degree programs (33 vs.
and family characteristics, including sex, race, and SES. 30 percent) and associate’s degree programs (27 vs.

Some 70 percent of male students were enrolled in a 23 percent). The percentages of males and females enrolled
postsecondary institution, compared with 79 percent of in occupational certificate programs; however, were not
female students. Enrollment was higher for female than measurably different.
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Figure 3. Percentage distribution of fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed high school, by fall 2013 postsecondary

enroliment status and race/ethnicity: 2013
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NOTE: Total enrolled in a postsecondary institution includes students who were taking classes only, although they are not shown separately in the figure. Detail
may not sum to totals because of rounding. Race categories exclude persons of Hispanic ethnicity. Although rounded numbers are displayed, the figures are

based on unrounded estimates.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), Base-Year, First Follow-up,
2013 Update, and High School Transcripts Restricted-Use Data File. See Digest of Education Statistics 2015, table 302.43.

Among fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed
high school, postsecondary enrollment status differed
by race/ethnicity. The findings for overall postsecondary
enrollment are similar to those for enrollment in
bachelor’s degree programs. Enrollment in bachelor’s
degree programs was highest for Asian students:

50 percent of these students were enrolled in fall 2013.
Enrollment in these programs was also higher for
White students (39 percent) than for students of Two

or more races (28 percent), Black students (24 percent),
Hispanic students (18 percent), and Pacific Islander
students (18 percent). For associate’s degree programs,
the percentage of Hispanic students (29 percent) enrolled
in these programs was higher than the percentages of
their White and Asian counterparts (23 percent each).
The findings for students in occupational certificate

programs were the opposite of those for bachelor’s

degree students. The percentage of students enrolled

in an occupational certificate program was lower for
Asian students (1 percent) than for American Indian/
Alaska Native students (16 percent), Hispanic students
(4 percent), White students (3 percent), Black students

(3 percent), and students of Two or more races (3 percent).
In addition, higher percentages of Hispanic students

(30 percent), Black students (29 percent), and students
of Two or more races (29 percent) were not enrolled

in a postsecondary institution, compared with the
percentages of White (23 percent) and Asian (10 percent)
students. The percentage of American Indian/Alaska
Native students (28 percent) who were not enrolled in a
postsecondary institution was also higher than that of
Asian students.
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Figure 4. Percentage distribution of fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed high school, by fall 2013 postsecondary
enrollment status and socioeconomic status (SES): 2013
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), Base-Year, First Follow-up,
2013 Update, and High School Transcripts Restricted-Use Data File. See Digest of Education Statistics 2015, table 302.43.

Students from families with a low SES are less likely than
those from families with a higher SES to obtain higher
levels of postsecondary education.” In this Spotlight,
postsecondary enrollment status also differed by SES,
and the findings for overall postsecondary enrollment
are similar to those for enrollment in bachelor’s degree
programs. The percentage of high-SES students enrolled
in a bachelor’s degree program was more than twice as
high as the percentage of middle-SES students enrolled
in a bachelor’s degree program (60 vs. 28 percent), and
both percentages were higher than the percentage of
low-SES students (12 percent) enrolled in a bachelor’s
degree program. The pattern for enrollment in associate’s
degree programs was different: the percentage enrolled in

an associate’s degree program was higher for middle-SES
students (27 percent) than for low- and high-SES students
(23 and 20 percent, respectively). Turning to enrollment
in occupational certificate programs, these findings

were the opposite of those observed for bachelor’s degree
students. The percentage enrolled in an occupational
certificate program was highest for low-SES students

(5 percent) and lowest for high-SES students (1 percent).
Similarly, a higher percentage of low-SES students

(41 percent) than of middle-SES students (27 percent)
were not enrolled in a postsecondary institution, and
both percentages were larger than the percentage of
high-SES students (8 percent) who were not enrolled in a
postsecondary institution.
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Figure 5. Percentage distribution of fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed high school, by fall 2013 postsecondary
enrollment status and highest mathematics course completed in high school: 2013
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NOTE: Total enrolled in a postsecondary institution includes students who were taking classes only, although they are not shown separately in the figure. Detail
may not sum to totals because of rounding. Although rounded numbers are displayed, the figures are based on unrounded estimates.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), Base-Year, First Follow-up,
2013 Update, and High School Transcripts Restricted-Use Data File. See Digest of Education Statistics 2015, table 302.43.

Students’ high school academic characteristics, such as
mathematics coursetaking and GPA in high school are
strong predictors of students’ success in postsecondary
education.®? Postsecondary enrollment status also
differed in this analysis by mathematics coursetaking and
GPA. Enrollment in postsecondary institutions, overall,
as well as enrollment in bachelor’s degree programs
specifically was highest for students with higher levels
of high school math coursetaking.'® The majority of
students whose highest machematics course was calculus
(70 percent) enrolled in a bachelor’s degree program in
fall 2013. This percentage was also higher for students
whose highest level of mathematics was precalculus

(47 percent) than for students whose highest level was

other math (27 percent) and algebra II or trigonometry
(18 percent); the percentage was lowest for students who
completed their highest mathematics course in lower-
level courses such as algebra I or below (4 percent) and
geometry (4 percent). Enrollment in associate’s degree
programs was higher for those who completed mid-level
mathematics courses such as algebra II or trigonometry
(30 percent) and other math (30 percent) than for those
who completed both higher levels of mathematics courses
(such as calculus [16 percent] and precalculus [25 percent])
and lower levels of mathematics courses (such as algebra

I or below [16 percent] and geometry [22 percent]).
Overall coursetaking patterns were similar for students
who were enrolled in an occupational certificate program
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and those who were not enrolled in a postsecondary
institution. For example, more than half of students
whose highest machematics course was algebra I or below
(56 percent) and students whose highest mathematics
course was geometry (54 percent) were not enrolled in a
postsecondary institution, compared with 5 percent of

Spotlights

students whose highest mathematics course was calculus.
Additionally, 10 percent of students whose highest
mathematics course was algebra I or below were enrolled
in occupational certificate programs, compared with

1 percent of students whose highest mathematics course
was calculus.

Figure 6. Average overall grade point average (GPA) earned in high school of fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed
high school, by students’ fall 2013 postsecondary institution enroliment status: 2013
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), Base-Year, First Follow-up,
2013 Update, and High School Transcripts Restricted-Use Data File. See Digest of Education Statistics 2015, table 302.43.

The average high school GPA was 2.8 for fall 2009
ninth-graders who had completed high school by 2013.
Among students who were enrolled in a postsecondary
degree or certificate program, the average high school
GPA was highest for students who were enrolled in a
bachelor’s degree program (3.3) and lowest for those who
were enrolled in an occupational certificate program
(2.4). The average high school GPA of students who
were not enrolled in a postsecondary institution (2.3)
was lower than the average GPAs of students who were
in a bachelor’s degree program, students who were in an
associate’s degree program (2.8), and students who were
taking classes only (2.6). But, it was not measurably

different from the average GPA of students who were
enrolled in an occupational certificate program (2.4).

Students’ educational expectations have been shown

to relate to their eventual educational attainment.!!
HSLS:09 collected data on ninth-graders’ educational
expectations in fall 2009: some 15 percent of these
students expected to complete high school or less,

7 percent expected to complete some college, 17 percent
expected to complete a bachelor’s degree, and 39 percent
expected to complete a graduate or professional degree
(see High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, table 1). In
addition, 22 percent of these students did not know what
level of education they would complete.
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Figure 7. Percentage distribution of fall 2009 ninth-graders who had completed high school, by fall 2013 postsecondary
enrollment status and expected levels of educational attainment at 9th grade: 2013
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NOTE: Total enrolled in a postsecondary institution includes students who were taking classes only, although they are not shown separately in the figure. Detail
may not sum to totals because of rounding. Although rounded numbers are displayed, the figures are based on unrounded estimates.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), Base-Year, First Follow-up,
2013 Update, and High School Transcripts Restricted-Use Data File. See Digest of Education Statistics 2015, table 302.43.

In this analysis, students’ educational expectations educational expectations at 9th grade were a graduate
were associated with their postsecondary enrollment or professional degree were enrolled in occupational
status, and the findings for overall postsecondary certificate programs at a lower rate (2 percent) than
enrollment were similar to those for enrollment in students whose educational expectations at 9th grade
bachelor’s degree programs. Students whose 9th-grade were high school or less (5 percent), a bachelor’s degree
educational expectations were a graduate or professional (6 percent), or some college (7 percent). In addition,
degree were enrolled in bachelor’s degree programs by 47 percent of students whose educational expectations at
2013 at a higher rate (37 percent) than students whose 9th grade were high school or less were not enrolled in a
9th-grade educational expectations were high school postsecondary institution by 2013 versus 20 percent of
or less (10 percent), a bachelor’s degree (11 percent), or students whose expectations at 9th grade were a graduate
some college (14 percent). In contrast, students whose or professional degree.
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