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Preparing for Postsecondary Education: Dual Enrollment 
as a High School-to-College Access and Success Strategy 

By Joel Vargas 

Joel Vargas delivered the keynote address for Washington State’s 2005 Running Start 
Conference, “Dual Enrollment: Strategies for Student Success: Advanced Placement, 
College in the High School, Early College, International Baccalaureate, Running Start 
Programs, and Tech Prep.” The audience was composed of a mix of college and high 
school educators who work on a variety of dual enrollment initiatives in Washington. 

Dr. Vargas, a senior project manager at Jobs for the Future, works with the Early 
College High School Initiative, examining the district and state policy implications related 
to the initiative and exploring how state and federal policies can improve the 
postsecondary attainment of underserved students. He is co-editor, with Richard Kazis 
and Nancy Hoffman, of Double the Numbers: Increasing Postsecondary Credentials for 
Underrepresented Youth (Harvard Education Press, 2004). He was recently featured in 
the Chronicle of Higher Education as one of “Higher Education's Next Generation of 
Thinkers.” 

Let me begin by thanking you for having me here today and for inviting me to share a 
few thoughts about why the topics you’re exploring at this meeting and the work that 
you’re doing every day to offer college-level work to high school students is so 
imperative, timely, and right. 

When I tell non-educators about my interest in this subject, they usually readily share 
their enthusiasm for encouraging “talented, gifted” kids to get ahead in their studies. In 
what is typically a short interaction and not a symposium, I briefly try to let them know 
that these early postsecondary opportunities don’t just help the “gifted” but can and need 
to be about so many more of our older adolescents. You have the great fortune—or 
perhaps misfortune—of getting the long version of the story I’d like to tell if I had more 
time to bend an ear. 

First, let me paint a picture that speaks to the imperative of your work: 

If you’re someone who cares about the future of this country, our economy, our 
democracy, then you will care about a story told from the perspective of our 
commonwealth. The numbers may startle you because they quite simply don’t add up. 

A prime example is this: the output of our education systems is not matched to the 
emerging demands of our economy. 
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The illustration shows that our education pipeline—the metaphor for how students are 
assumed to progress through the education system—is broken. Nationally, for every 100 
students who enter ninth grade, only about 68 will graduate four years later with a high 
school diploma, about 39 will enter a two-year or four-year college, and fewer than 18 
will earn an Associate’s or Bachelor’s degree within 150 percent of optimal program 
completion time. In Washington, these figures are a little worse, with only about 30 of 
every 100 students entering college and only about 15 finishing. 

 

For Latino students nationwide, who happen to be the fastest-growing part of our 
country’s demographic, only about 11 in 100 ever earn an Associate’s or Bachelor’s 
degree. These problems are obviously systemic, with leakage of talent and human 
potential all along the pipeline. 

This is a problem of the commonwealth because our economy increasingly demands 
workers who possess some kind of postsecondary training. Economist Anthony 
Carnevale has warned that at the pipeline’s current output, the labor market by 2020 will 
be short of the postsecondary-trained workers it needs by about 14 million, in large part 
because of the impending retirements of well-educated baby boomers. 

We will all feel the impact if we do not close this gap. We’ll feel it in weakened economic 
competitiveness. We’ll feel it in lost tax revenues. This is not to mention losses in civic 
engagement and participation. 

This is a problem that my organization, Jobs for the Future, is dedicated to remedying. 
We help policymakers and practitioners to scale up promising models that provide 
further training to adults in the workforce and to ensure that young people finish their 
journey on the education pipeline with a postsecondary credential—an A.A., a B.A., or 
certification in a high-growth industry. One of our major projects is the Early College 
High School Initiative. By the end of the decade, we’re starting over 170 schools that 
enable high school students across the nation to simultaneously to earn a diploma and 
up to two years of college credit or an Associate’s degree. 

Being in this line of work, a natural and good question that I am often asked is, “Does 
everyone need to go to college?” This is often accompanied by the inquirer citing 
someone he or she knows who has several degrees in a variety of obscure disciplines 
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yet seems to have a less stable job history and fewer prospects than a person they know 
doing (insert a hands-on job here) with no college degree. 

I’m certain this person knows these two individuals and that their tale is true. But 
statistical outliers divert attention from the larger likelihoods and probabilities of 
aggregates and averages. First, we know that education attainment is on average 
positively correlated with lifetime earnings. We also know that the skill demands of jobs 
with good prospects for growth and family-sustaining wages are getting more rigorous. 

The policy and research organization, Achieve, recently interviewed college professors 
about the skills they expected of freshmen and interviewed employers about the skills 
expected of workers in some of the fastest-growing jobs with decent wages—many 
though not all of these requiring a college degree. The core skills—problem-solving, 
literacy, and mathematics—that colleges and employers described were very similar 
whether referring to college freshmen, machine operators, manufacturing technicians, or 
licensed practitioner nurses. 

Thus, my answer to the oft-asked question of whether everyone needs to go to college 
is, “No.” Not everyone needs a college education, but if we believe everyone should 
have a shot at a middle-class lifestyle, then all high school students need preparation for 
and some experience with the rigors of postsecondary education and work. But referring 
back to the statistics on your handout, current pipeline performance doesn’t get us there. 

What does this problem look like from a student’s perspective? 

It might be summed up as, “I didn’t know what I didn’t know.” I experienced this 
revelation as a young person with parents who valued and supported my education and 
who had earned their GEDs but had not attended college. I eventually learned what I 
didn’t know about preparing for college only when I ventured beyond the confines of my 
primarily low-income middle school—where there was no institutional expectation that 
students were college bound—and got into a citywide program focused on getting 
students into college preparatory high school programs. 

This ignorance was not due to an absence of will but rather boundaries ensconced in 
institutionalized inequities by race and class. 

There’s another kind of boundary that gives rise to the “I didn’t know what I didn’t know” 
phenomenon: the silos in policy and practice between our secondary and postsecondary 
systems of education. A few years ago, the Bridge Project at Stanford University 
interviewed high school students, families, and educators in several states to understand 
what they knew about preparing for postsecondary education. 

They found that students received confusing, if any, signals about postsecondary 
education. The resulting ignorance could often be traced to gaps in secondary and 
postsecondary education policy. 

For example, students often thought (and I’m guessing some of this may sound familiar): 

• "Meeting high school graduation requirements will prepare me for college,” when in 
fact state high school curricula and exit exams are unaligned with the expectations of 
two- and four-year colleges for starting credit-bearing coursework.  
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Students thought: 

• “My senior year in high school doesn’t matter,” when we know that the strength of 
academic preparation throughout high school is positively related to postsecondary 
persistence—although states’ graduation requirements tacitly endorse a laissez-faire 
senior year.  

Students believed: 

• “Community colleges don’t have academic standards,” not knowing that of course 
they do have high standards for placement into credit-bearing coursework, although 
there is rarely any systematic way that their corresponding placement tests are made 
known or transparent to high school students. Not surprisingly, many of these 
students eventually find themselves lost in remedial courses for content they could 
have covered in high school. 

Students also knew very little about the availability of and processes for obtaining 
financial aid. After all, financial aid falls in the realm of higher education policy, not K-12 
policy, no? 

I have found in my research that the difficult negotiation of the chasm between 
secondary and postsecondary education—a challenge that exists for all students—is all 
the more difficult and complex for students facing the boundaries related to race and 
class. That is, these boundaries, barriers, and gaps exact compounding costs for 
students already underrepresented in postsecondary education. 

In sum, change is imperative, but you may be asking yourself . . . 

What does this have to do with dual enrollment? 

. . . Quite a lot these days. As I started out by saying, your work and thinking today is 
timely. State policymakers and education opinion leaders have become increasingly 
aware of the problems of the education pipeline, and they are looking for ways to 
address them. Many see dual enrollment as a potential lever for bridging the divide 
between the secondary and postsecondary sectors and stemming the leaks that occur at 
the transition from high school into and through postsecondary training. 
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One hypothesis is that if students are exposed to postsecondary-level courses during 
high school, subsequently they will be better prepared for the demands of full-time 
postsecondary training and work. Another is that offering postsecondary learning 
opportunities to young people in high school is motivational because it makes the worlds 
of work and college immediate and real—thus making high school more relevant. 
(Initiatives like school-to-career and Tech Prep have known this for a while.) 

Another line of reasoning is that, if high schools and colleges truly cooperate and 
promote dialogue when structuring dual enrollment pathways, then they may well be 
beginning to engage in the hard work of aligning their curricula, standards, and support 
systems in order to ensure that students never have to worry about “what it is that they 
don’t know” about preparing for education or work after high school. 

The National Governors Association is currently encouraging several states to give more 
high school students opportunities to take college-level coursework. Many of these 
states are looking for lessons from states like Washington and Minnesota that have 
established dual enrollment programs in constructing or adapting their own policies. 

In Virginia, we may be seeing the beginnings of a fundamental reshaping of the state’s 
education pipeline. Governor Mark Warner’s initiative encourages all high school seniors 
to complete a year of college credit or technical training by graduation. In states with 
large concentrations of early college high schools—like Ohio, Texas, and North 
Carolina—the policies necessary to accommodate these blended schools may provide 
glimpses into what a more integrated secondary and postsecondary system could look 
like. 

What makes us think that giving high schoolers college-level work can help improve the 
secondary to postsecondary transition? What are the signs that our hunches about the 
effectiveness of these strategies can be realized? Why is this the right thing to be doing 
right now? 

Here are some data points based on the work of some innovators in this area. 

For over 30 years, La Guardia Middle College has been working with New York City 
students—many of whom are at risk of dropping out of high school. As a high school 
based on a college campus, La Guardia Middle College, and now many more middle 
colleges like it, use the “power of the site”—that is, the college—to surround students 
every day with a college-going culture. It has seen many more of its students graduate 
with a high school diploma in comparison to other New York City students, and often 
with several college credits earned in the process. One study said 88 percent versus 50 
percent for NYC. 

Based on the success of middle college, early college high schools were conceptualized 
and developed—formalizing and increasing the college credit goals for students. Though 
not all early college high schools are located on college campuses, many are, and those 
that aren’t go to great lengths to bring college to the students. Many middle colleges 
have modified their programs to become early college high schools. Of those that have, 
recent data are showing that 81 percent have taken at least one college course, and 96 
percent of these students have passed their courses. 
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Closer to home, you might want to attend later today the concurrent session of my 
colleague, Bjorn Danielson from Antioch University, who is helping to start several early 
college high schools targeting Native-American youth in Washington. These schools are 
showing early indications of success in helping their students achieve at higher levels by 
essentially designing the high school experience as a “college in the high school” 
experience. I will not steal Bjorn’s thunder here by citing specific indicators, but I will 
hopefully pique your interest by telling you that one of them has something to do with 
WASL [Washington Assessment of Student Learning] scores. 

For those who need evidence from studies with robust control groups, I’ll start by coming 
clean; these are hard to come by. Programs have not been sophisticated about it or 
resourced to do it. Policy has not mandated it. In the Early College High School Initiative, 
we are being quite intentional about data collection that will allow for this kind of 
research, but these schools are so new that such research findings are a few years off 
yet. 

That being said, some interesting evidence does exist. The strongest of the bunch is 
research that the City University of New York (or as it is known by its nickname, CUNY) 
has done about students in its College Now program—which is actually a mix of dual 
enrollment and other college preparation programs. They’ve found that College Now 
students, in comparison to other New York City students, were more likely to persist in 
CUNY schools after high school, controlling for the effects of gender, race, family 
income, and previous achievement. 

Other quantitative studies—that employ some semblance of legitimate, statistical control 
groups—show similar findings but are too few in number and rigor to offer conclusive 
evidence. 

We know even less from the research about the experiences of the students in these 
programs—who they are, what courses they take, whether they receive some kind of 
financial, academic, or moral support from a program while taking college courses, or 
just do them solo. We especially need to know more about if and how such programs 
can help typically underserved youth. 

Thomas Bailey, from Teachers College Columbia University, an expert in credit-based 
transition programs (another name for dual enrollment), has observed that in order to 
extend the benefits of dual enrollment to students who wouldn’t have otherwise gone to 
college, the design of programs or schools needs to be comprehensive. They need to 
encompass much of a student’s day-to-day academic experience and be accompanied 
by substantial academic, social, and financial support. I would add that this kind of 
programming is most likely to be built on a foundation of a strong high school-college 
partnership where both institutions take joint responsibility for students, align their 
curricula, and provide scaffolded transitions into progressively tougher postsecondary 
academic or technical courses. 

What do first-generation college goers experience in such comprehensive programs? 
JFF has commissioned Michael Nakkula, a professor at the Harvard Graduate School of 
Education and an expert in adolescent development, to study what students are 
experiencing over time in two early college high schools. I’d like to end my remarks 
today by taking some instruction from these students’ voices. Even as we anxiously 
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await the important and definitive quantitative evidence about these strategies, we can 
learn a lot in the meantime from listening hard to what our students have to say. 

As a point of contrast, I’ll start by quoting some students and adults who I interviewed in 
three California comprehensive high schools and who wanted to go to college but were 
not being actively steered by their high schools toward that goal. Students received no 
signals, or at best mixed signals, from their schools and their communities about the 
preparation needed to achieve their college goals. 

Here is how that is manifest in terms of what my interviewees said about taking college 
preparatory classes and the struggle to stay in them. 

• One student: “I know that I wasn’t gonna take trig last year. I figured I did all my 
requirements or whatever.”  

• An adult advocate: “And a senior will say, ‘You know what? I only have to take one 
more . . . I only have to take two or three classes next semester. I have to take my 
social studies, my English class, and PE, and I can graduate in spring . . . in the fall . 
. . or in the, you know, first semester.’ And we’re like, ‘No you’re going to take math, 
and you’re going to take science.’ ‘What?’ ‘Yes you are.’ ‘Because why?’ ‘This is not 
about high school. This is about admission to college.’”  

• Another student: “I know there was this one instance where [my mentor] wanted me 
to take either physics or chemistry or something like that. And I was kind of sketchy 
on taking it, and she was trying to get me to take it. And I'd go to my counselor and 
ask her about it. And she said, ‘Oh, you know, you really don't need to take it to 
graduate. Whatever, whatever.’ Because she didn't really expect me to go to college 
or anything anyway. So, she's like, ‘You know you don't really need to take it to 
graduate. And you can take this other class instead.’ And so, I just took the other 
class.” [chuckles]  

• Another adult advocate said: “When students start to struggle in classes, their first 
thought is, ‘“This isn’t right for me. I can’t do it.’ They don’t have a parent at home 
saying, you know, ‘Of course you’re going to college. Of course this is the right track 
for you. Of course you can succeed.’ And so their first inclination is to say, ‘I’m 
reaching too far. I can’t do this. . . .’ If they get a D on the test, it’s like, ‘I should drop 
this class." 

In the quotations from students from Dr. Nakkula’s study, I think you will hear what may 
be fundamentally different and powerful about programs that import the typically distant 
and remote postsecondary future into high schools. These programs complement the 
push of a rigorous curriculum with the personalization and support that students need to 
be resilient in the face of new challenges. 

• One student says: “Okay, it’s, actually, it’s amazing for real. Because it’s different 
than going to regular public or private school. Especially on a college campus. 
Because first of all, you’re around adult people, and a whole bunch of ’em. And then 
you’re around a whole bunch of older kids. Like [college] seniors and everybody else 
there. Kind of keeps you out of trouble. For me, taking my first college class, that’s 
going pretty good. Because at first I thought I couldn’t do it and it was going to be too 
hard. And plus I’m the only 15-year-old in the class. So. [lowers voice]. Nobody really 
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knows that. [laughs]. I wish they kind of would because they treat me kind of older. 
But that’s good too, but still.”  

• Another student: “I'm more concentrated on my work now, since it's really graded 
and our grades count for like, going into college and like . . . I was concentrated last 
year, but like more this year. And the teachers make it a little easier for us too. . . . 
They help us more, explain to us . . . last year they did the same thing but it was like . 
. . I don't know, it's different. Well, probably cause me, I concentrate more and I listen 
more and I do . . . I work harder than I did before.”  

• Yet another: “Every once in a while I feel overwhelmed with work . . . trying to space 
out my time so I can get everything done. Sometimes you just want to throw all the 
books on the ground and quit. But the method I learned, I just sit down, just write 
everything I need to do down, and just start at the top and just start like that. Check 
off. I get like an organizer and just do that. Ever since I’ve been doing that I don’t feel 
overwhelmed. I just calm down. You always have your advisor to help you with 
anything you need help with.” 

By the way, these themes are echoed in survey responses from high school dropouts 
who participated in alternative education programs in Massachusetts that co-enrolled 
them in postsecondary courses. Over 60 percent of students surveyed in early 2000 
indicated that their attitude toward education had changed positively as a result of taking 
college courses. Eighty-one percent of students from one program serving several 
Massachusetts alternative schools earned a C-grade or better in at least one credit-
bearing college class. 

I share these students’ voices with you to encourage you to think about the work you’re 
undertaking as being more than just about giving some students who are ahead a 
chance to move further ahead (though that as one among several goals is not a bad 
one). Rather, with intentionality around constructing programs that offer broad access, 
high course quality, and appropriate supports for a diverse group of learners, this work 
can really be about fundamentally rethinking and positively restructuring the 
relationships between high schools and postsecondary institutions—perhaps even with 
employers and communities. It can be about giving students a clearer window into 
seeing the relationship of what is learned today to what they will need as adults 
tomorrow. And it can be about giving them the supportive push needed to be prepared 
for the work and life of a productive citizen. 

 


