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programs and the College Board Standards for College Success are all good places to start building 
rigorous curricula that prepare all students for college enrollment and success.

VI.	� School-university partnerships are essential and should be expanded and strengthened. The 
profession encourages school-university partnerships to improve academic preparation, foster 
student aspiration and provide early awareness programs for all students — especially for first-
generation college students and their families.

VII.	� Professional norms must govern student admission. The profession insists that colleges and 
universities should commit to (1) providing concise information about their programs and 
requirements; (2) presenting themselves clearly, forthrightly and accurately; (3) selecting students 
using valid and equitable methods; and (4) using test results in accordance with professional norms 
and expectations.

VIII.	� Financial aid processes should be simplified and focused. The profession believes that financial 
aid processes (at the institutional, state and federal levels) need to be simplified and made more 
coherent and predictable, with the goal of minimizing confusion on the part of students and families. 
The profession also believes that merit aid, particularly when financed publicly by regressive taxes 
or lotteries, has to clear a very high bar before it can justify itself as appropriate student aid.

IX.	� Access to success, not simply access, must be the goal. As the College Board’s CollegeKeys Compact 
emphasized, admission is a hollow promise without financial aid and sustainable academic support. 
The profession believes that all institutions and faculty must be dedicated to the success of students 
once they are admitted. The institutional aspiration should be that all students succeed in attaining 
the goals they set for themselves upon enrollment, e.g., a training certificate, successful transfer to a 
four-year institution, or an associate or bachelor’s degree.

X.	� College rankings must be revisited. The profession urges the College Board to convene a panel of 
experts (including educators, statisticians, sociologists and students of organizational behavior) to 
explore the validity, reliability and value of existing rankings and suggest, if necessary, new ways 
of providing better information to students and the general public. What the profession needs are 
accurate and educationally defensible assessments that focus on outcomes and help students and 
the public understand institutional value and functioning, without minimizing the importance of 
diversity or distorting institutional purposes.

The commission endorses the task force’s 
fundamental belief that the community has a 
professional obligation to see to it that EVERY 
student in EVERY middle and secondary school 
in the United States has the best information 
about college admissions and financial aid. That 
is why, in Recommendation II, the commission 
insists that college and universities should become 
active participants in the middle and high school 
college counseling processes. The goal should 
be to demonstrate to ALL students that they can 
make the dream of a college education come true 
for themselves, even in communities and families 
where no one has ever attended college and 
sometimes few have completed high school. 

•  �The higher education community and its 
associations must do this work. The commission 
endorses the task force’s recommendation that 
the College Board help to develop training 
modules for admissions officers, financial aid 
officers and counselors. These modules should 
emphasize what admissions and financial aid 
and school counselors need to know and do: how 
to reach out to low-income and first-generation 
students; how to simplify the processes of 
admissions and student aid; how to communicate 
earlier and more effectively with counselors, 
students and parents; and how to accurately 
and reliably assess academic readiness for 
college. The modules contemplated include 
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topics such as advocacy, communications, 
complexity, changing demographics, educating 
institutional leaders, college prices and aid 
policy, professional standards, rankings and 
assessments, system alignment, and testing and 
its use and abuse.

Training opportunities and booklets, widely 
available to school counselors as well as admissions 
and financial aid officials, can go a long way toward 
improving and streamlining the complex processes 
of college admissions for all students.

VII.	�Provide More Need-Based Grant Aid While 
Simplifying and Making Financial Aid 
Processes More Transparent 

WE RECOMMEND that federal and state 
officials encourage increased access by 
providing more need-based grant aid, making 
the process of applying for financial assistance 
more transparent and predictable, and finding 
ways to inform families, as early as the middle 
school years, of aid amounts likely to be 
available to individual students.

Need-based Pell Grants, the foundation of 
student aid programs, have not maintained their 
value over the years. According to the American 
Council on Education, in inflation-adjusted 
dollars, the maximum grant reached its highest 
value in 1975-76 and has not returned to that 
level since.51 Today, the Pell Grant, which at its 
maximum covered 99 percent of the average costs 
of attendance at public two-year institutions, 
77 percent at public four-year institutions and 
36 percent at private colleges and universities, 
promises at best to cover 62 percent, 36 percent 
and 15 percent, respectively, of these costs. In 
fiscal 2006, more than 5.2 million students from 
families with median incomes below $20,000 
annually received Pell Grants, with the maximum 
award set at $4,310. Recent Congressional action 
has made some inroads toward closing the gap 
between Pell Grants and college costs, but more 
needs to be done.

Meanwhile, there are problems with the 
balance of grant-based aid and loans. While in 
1976, the two major federal grant programs (Pell 

Grant and the Federal Supplemental Educational 
Opportunity Grants) accounted for 43 percent 
of all student aid under Title IV of the Higher 
Education Act, today the Pell/FSEOG share 
amounts to just 16 percent of all Title IV funding.

The crisis in the Pell program has accelerated 
as the nation’s financial crisis has deepened. The 
hollowing out of the middle class in recent years 
has created a dramatic increase in the number of 
eligible students. In October 2008, the number of 
Pell-eligible students seeking financial aid was 
1.3 million higher than the number anticipated, a 
situation suggesting that the Pell Grant program 
would be required to reduce aid awards for 
millions of students or receive an immediate  
$6 billion increase in funding.

Although state support for public higher 
education and for state-funded student aid is 
essential, state legislators are sometimes tempted 
to use higher education as a “piggy bank,” in the 
words of one report from state legislators; that 
is to say, as a source of discretionary funding 
for other state priorities (on the assumption 
that cutbacks in state support can be made up 
by increases in student tuition). This approach 
threatens to undermine the educational 
underpinnings of state economies. State 
policymakers need to understand that even a  
1 percent decrease in state appropriations for 
higher education can easily translate into a  
5 percent hike in tuition rates. Meanwhile, states 
have frequently oriented several of their grant 
programs around academic merit instead of need, 
further eroding the availability of aid for low-
income students. 

Clarity, predictability and greater simplicity in 
processes are other features badly needed in the 
student aid discussion. With the reauthorization 
of federal student aid programs completed, now 
is the time to ask how these programs work and 
who benefits from them. The commission calls 
for a clear and careful reassessment of federal 
student aid. Some plans for broad-based reform 
have already been put forward, for example, from 
the U.S. Department of Education and from the 
College Board’s study group, Rethinking Student 
Aid.52 The commission applauds these efforts and 

51 � Bryan J. Cook and Jacqueline E. King, “2007 Status Report on the Pell Grant Program” (Washington, DC: American Council on 
Education, June 2007).

52 � See Fulfilling the Commitment: Recommendations for Reforming Federal Student Aid (New York: The College Board, September 2008).
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hopes that more will be forthcoming to promote 
a rich and broad discussion. The commission 
is especially impressed with the principles 
undergirding the Rethinking Student Aid study 
group, and believes they deserve restatement. 
Student aid should:

1.	� Have as its main purpose helping those who are 
unlikely to meet their educational goals without 
financial help.

2.	� Provide federal grant aid that, in combination 
with a reasonable amount of work and loans, 
is adequate to make completion of a four-year 
degree financially possible for all qualified 
students.

3.	� Be provided as clearly, as transparently and as 
simply as possible; communication with families 
and students about college opportunity should 
be early, proactive, encouraging, sustained and 
accurate.

4.	� Be predictable so that individuals and families 
in given economic circumstances can anticipate 
confidently the resources that will be available 
to meet their needs.

5.	� Be oriented first and foremost to helping 
students, with concerns about the impact of 
policy changes on particular institutions such 
as colleges, banks or government agencies 
relegated to secondary interest.

6.	� Help students not only to begin postsecondary 
education but also to succeed after they arrive.

7.	� Use taxpayer funds as efficiently as possible in 
advancing the principles set out above.

•  �State role. States have a responsibility to 
maintain support for higher education and 
to ensure that student access is maintained 
even in the face of state fiscal challenges. The 
commission considers it essential that states:

✓ �try to maintain higher education funding levels, 
even amidst constrained state budgets.

✓ �maintain a commitment to access by providing 
additional state support for need-based 

grant aid to compensate for appropriations 
reductions that cannot be avoided.

✓ �make sure that state grants generally follow 
need-based approaches. The commission 
understands the appeal of merit-based state 
awards, but believes the lion’s share of state 
grants should be awarded on the basis of need.

•  �Federal role. Since enactment of the Higher 
Education Act in 1965, the federal government 
has taken the lead in shaping and financing 
student aid. The commission believes the federal 
government should:

✓ �immediately increase the maximum Pell grant 
to $5,100 and fund the program at levels 
sufficient to meet the needs of all eligible 
students;

✓ �appropriate $1 billion annually for the FSEOG 
program, to provide up to $4,000 additionally 
for extremely needy students (colleges and 
universities match these funds on a one-to-
three basis);

✓ �launch a multiyear conversation with the 
admissions, financial aid and school counseling 
communities about how to reshape federal 
student aid;

✓ �enact a federal “Title I-like” program that 
would provide institutions with resources 
to help low-income and first-generation 
students with the counseling, guidance and 
supplementary services they require; and53

✓ �develop a “Title I-like” program, which would 
consist of a formula-grant providing a specified 
amount for each Pell Grant student enrolled 
on campus, require that these funds be used 
to supplement and not supplant existing 
academic advisement and student services 
funding on campus, and be employed to 
provide academic advisement, student support 
and enrichment activities, based on academic 
need, for all Pell Grant recipients.

The proposal to provide supplementary 
funds for counseling and advisement actually 

53 � “Title I” refers to Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (now known as No Child Left Behind), which provides 
elementary and secondary schools with supplementary funds to improve the education of disadvantaged children.
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restores one of the original intents of the Pell 
Grant program (known as the Basic Educational 
Opportunity Grant when enacted in 1972). The 
original legislation provided for complementary 
institutional allocations, known as “cost of 
education allowances,” that would accompany 
grant recipients to the college or university of their 
choice. These cost of education allowances were 
never funded. It is the commission’s belief that this 
new “Title I-like” program should provide a grant of 
perhaps $500 annually for each Pell recipient who 
enrolls at an eligible public or private, nonprofit, 
two- or four-year college or university, along with 
$2,500 for each Pell recipient who graduates.

VIII.	 Keep College Affordable

WE RECOMMEND that academic leaders 
work to control tuition increases and that state 
officials maintain state support.

College affordability has become a high priority 
among state and federal policymakers, and is a 
major concern of parents, students and institutional 
leaders. We understand and sympathize with the 
concern. Everyone in higher education understands 
that “sticker shock” is a real phenomenon, even 
though the published price does not always match 
the cost to the recipient. 

A dual responsibility exists to maintain college 
affordability. The commission urges institutional 
vigilance with regard to costs, particularly as 
the nation pursues the ambitious goal of having 
55 percent of all young adults completing a 
community college degree or higher within a 
generation. Colleges and universities should be 
held accountable for finding lower-cost means of 
delivering high-quality education. At the same 
time, states should be expected to meet their 
obligations and pay their fair share of the cost of 
education. If state officials truly believe that an 
educated citizenry is critical to the future of states 
and the nation, they need to make the investments 
required to secure that future.

•  �Higher education can shoulder a part of the 
burden. The commission believes that the 
nation’s colleges and universities should:

✓ �strengthen institutional cost control efforts and 
increase institutional productivity, conceivably 
through institutional efficiency reviews to 

identify effective cost-saving possibilities 
relevant to institutional mission and quality.

✓ �use consortia arrangements for the purchase 
of certain services to benefit from economies 
of scale that result from joint purchases of 
insurance, energy, equipment and the like.

✓ �employ promising new strategies involving 
the effective use of information technology to 
improve student learning, monitor progress 
and reduce instructional costs.

✓ �make greater use of distance learning. Many 
institutions are exploring the use of Web-
based instruction both as a way to extend their 
reach to more students and to reduce costs. 
Several models are emerging for efficient, cost-
effective and sustainable delivery of online 
courses. These models should be explored for 
implementation and expansion. 

•  �States have a large responsibility, too. The 
historic relationship of a shared partnership 
between the state and the student is eroding, 
with students and their families paying an 
increasing share of their educational costs. The 
traditional partnership needs to be revisited 
and shored up. High-quality, affordable higher 
education requires that states meet their 
responsibility and pay their “fair share” of the 
cost of education. In addition to the suggestions 
for states included in Recommendation VII, the 
commission believes that the nation’s governors 
and legislators should:

✓ �pull together statewide task forces to re-
examine college financing and the appropriate 
share of operating and capital costs to be borne 
by students, local taxing agencies and the 
states; and

✓ �convene similar high-level working groups 
of legislators, agency officials and university 
leaders to establish appropriate goals for the 
net cost of a public institution for students 
from low-income families to ensure that cost 
is not a barrier to college access and degree 
completion.
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IX.	 Dramatically Increase College Completion Rates

WE RECOMMEND that institutions of higher 
education set out to dramatically increase 
college completion rates by improving retention, 
easing transfer among institutions, and 
implementing data-based strategies to identify 
retention and dropout challenges.

Colleges and universities have an obligation to 
improve student retention, minimize dropouts and 
raise degree completion rates. What is needed is the 
development of a culture on campus that includes 
the expectation that every admitted student will, in 
fact, graduate, and a determination to understand 
what is going on when students do not. 

There are several issues here: While successful 
colleges pay attention to data around graduation 
and student progress, too many have little capacity 
to monitor their performance. Unlike universities 
elsewhere in the world that collaborate around 
lifelong learning, credit exchange and qualifications 
frameworks, many college and universities in the 
United States make the awarding of transfer credit 
a laborious, often unpredictable, process. Finally, 
while the most generous estimates of successful 
transfer from two- to four-year institutions cite  
50 percent transfer rates, most estimates are at the 
25 percent level.

•  �Only the higher education community can 
address these issues. The commission believes 
that the nation’s colleges and universities should:

✓ �implement data-based strategies, such as the 
seven-point dropout prevention plan outlined 
in Chapter 2, that focus on student retention, 
monitor year-to-year change, examine blockages 
in the pipeline (particularly in foundation 
courses), study the impact of different 
interventions on student success, break 
down the numbers among different student 
populations and continually explore how to 
improve institutional performance (see p. 34).

✓ �focus relentlessly on the educational needs 
and challenges of those students most likely 
to run the risk of dropping out — low-income, 
minority or first-generation students. Even 
after secondary school programs are improved 
and greater alignment is achieved between 
K-12 and higher education institutions, it would 
be foolish to believe that these students, once 
on campus, will not continue to need additional 
academic support and advisement.

✓ �convene a national, ongoing forum to explore 
and make recommendations about how to 
facilitate ease of movement among institutions 
(and transfer of credit) while maintaining 
institutional autonomy and program integrity. 
The commission does not believe that 
European “qualifications frameworks” can be 
imposed on the unique system of American 
higher education, but it is apparent that 
European institutions have started to respond 
to growing social mobility in 21st-century 
advanced economies in ways that American 
institutions have not. 

✓ �develop programs of study at community 
colleges that enable students to transfer with 
junior standing to four-year institutions. States 
should also explore the possibilities of adapting 
“competency-based” transfer programs 
between two- and four-year institutions.
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X.	� Provide Postsecondary Opportunities as 
an Essential Element of Adult Education 
Programs

WE RECOMMEND a renewed commitment 
to adult education opportunities, one that 
supplements existing basic skills training 
and General Educational Development 
opportunities with a new “honors GED,” and 
better coordination of federal and state efforts 
to provide adult education, veterans benefits, 
outreach programs and student aid.

Most of the nation’s 2020 workforce is already out 
of school. It will take the next 17 years of high 
school graduates to equal the pool of employees 
already in the workforce. The nation cannot achieve 
its goals of economic growth and development 
while ignoring Americans already on the job 
(or looking for work). Older workers, displaced 
workers, and the underemployed and unemployed 
require serious policy attention.

A hodgepodge of existing programs in adult 
literacy and adult basic education already exist. 
Most are underfunded; too many of them operate in 
isolation from each other and from K-12 and, apart 
from community colleges, the higher education 
community. In the commission’s view, these 
programs need better support and coordination, and 
they need to be supplemented with a new emphasis 
on postsecondary opportunities for adults who 
dropped out of high school or graduated but chose 
not to pursue a tertiary degree.

•  �State role. States have the major responsibility 
for providing K-12 education. Through their 
adult education efforts, they should renew their 
commitment to adult literacy and adult basic 
education programs. They should also work to 
provide school dropouts (and recent immigrants) 
with the dignity of a high school credential by 
encouraging completion of GED programs.

•  �Private sector role. The GED was developed 
following World War II to provide veterans with 
the equivalent of a high school diploma. It is still 
highly useful as the first rung on the educational 
ladder for dropouts and recent immigrants. 
Recent research suggests that although GED 
holders fare better in the job market than school 
dropouts, they do not advance as far or as fast as 
regular diploma holders and experience greater 
difficulty in higher education. The commission 
understands that some consideration is being 
given to developing an “honors GED” by the 
American Council on Education (which developed 
and administers the program). The honors GED 
would be more oriented around confirming 
the GED as a more appropriate credential for 
college admission. The commission applauds the 
concept.

•  �Federal role. Given the need (and the 
acknowledged federal leadership role in 
adult education over the years), the federal 
government provides surprisingly little support 
for adult education, a total of about $580 million 
annually.54 Clearly, other programs (including 

54 � Appendix to the Federal Budget (2008): 325.

Achieving the Dream

Achieving the Dream, a program funded by the Lumina Foundation for Education and others, is one 
example of an initiative that puts the seven-point dropout prevention program into action.

The program involves more than 80 institutions (predominantly community colleges) in 15 states 
that are using an evidence-based approach to improving student retention, progression and degree 
achievement, with particular attention to low-income students and students of color.

These colleges use research and data to drive intervention strategies aimed at closing performance 
gaps among students. Early outcomes are identifying some promising practices that can be adopted and 
adapted by colleges across the nation to reduce college dropout rates.

See Achieving the Dream at http://www.achievingthedream.org.
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student aid, GI Bill benefits, and the vocational 
and technical offerings of community colleges) 
provide additional resources for adult learning, 
but this area seems to the commission to be 
one in which doubling the federal investment 
could produce enormous benefits in educational 
outcomes and improved productivity, at 
a relatively modest cost. The commission 
recommends that the federal government:

✓ �provide $1 billion annually for adult education 
programs at the federal level;

✓ �encourage outreach activities to job-training 
and adult education activities by two- and four-
year institutions; and

✓ �help states establish statewide coordinating 
bodies to integrate existing federal and state 
workforce training programs, adult education 
opportunities, the Webb GI Bill, student aid, 
and activities such as TRIO to reach out to 
older, displaced, unemployed and immigrant 
employees.

Annual Progress Report

Measures of annual progress toward the commission’s goal of increasing college access, admission and 
success based on a set of core indicators.

Recommendation Indicator
Increase the number of adults who 
earn a college degree or postsecondary 
education credential to 55 percent by 2025

Percent of adults 25 to 34 years of age with a two- or four-year college 
degree or credential

Provide voluntary access to preschool 
education, universally available to 
children from low-income families

National — Percent of children ages 3 to 4 from low-income families 
enrolled in preschool in given year

State — Number of states that have legislated (and funded) preschool 
programs for children from low-income families

Implement proven dropout prevention 
programs

Decrease in dropout rates, as defined by U.S. DOE

Increase in the percent of students who graduate from high school

Establish college-preparatory curriculum 
aligned to world-class standards

Number of states that require a college-prep curriculum for all students 
in order to graduate from high school

Percent of annual increase in AP participation and success

Clarify financial aid processes; increase 
grant aid in step with inflation; minimize 
student debt; make aid more predictable; 
provide incentives to institutions to enroll 
and graduate low-income and first-
generation students

Summary of changes made to federal student aid that affect simplicity 
and predictability

Total grant aid per student

New policies that provide incentives to institutions to enroll and 
graduate low-income and first-generation students

Keep college affordable College costs rise at a rate that is equal to or below the rate of inflation

Improve college retention Increase in the percentage of students enrolled in college who graduate 
in six years
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Evaluation, Accountability and Follow-up

Since “A Nation at Risk” was published in 1983, 
many reports from blue-ribbon commissions critical 
of K-12 education and higher education have 
appeared. Some have been well informed; some 
have not. Many of the reports have been valuable; 
others have gathered dust on library shelves. The 
most effective reports have been those that were 
accompanied by well thought-out plans for follow-
up action.

The College Board will disseminate this report 
widely, hold conversations with leaders who would 
have responsibility for implementing the report’s 
recommendations, and publish an annual review 
(on a state-by-state basis, where possible) of 
national progress toward the goals and objectives 
set forth here. The table on page 35 provides a 
preliminary outline of the sort of evaluation and 
accountability assessments that will be included in 
these annual reports.

Final Thoughts

Throughout this document, we have pointed 
to powerful and sobering trends, which, if not 
reversed, threaten our nation’s economic and 
national security. International comparisons 
indicate that the typical performance of American 
students at the end of secondary school lags 
far behind that of students in many European 
and Asian countries. We no longer lead the 
world in the proportion of young adults with a 
college degree, as we did a few decades ago. 
The growing diversity of the student population 
in American schools promises to make white 
Americans a minority at some point in the middle 
of this century. What is welcome about this latter 
development is that it affirms America’s unique 
sense of itself as a “melting pot” and land of 
opportunity; what is cause for concern, however, 
is that K-12 achievement and graduation levels 
for large numbers and proportions of financially 
disadvantaged minority populations lags well 
behind those of white Americans. As the nation 
faces this reality, we must do so in the knowledge 
that it will require enormously more effort and 
resources simply to maintain the educational  
status quo.

As this report goes to press, our country is facing 
an economic crisis of a magnitude not seen since 
the 1930s. Quite literally overnight, our nation’s 
political leaders determined that it was necessary 
to appropriate nearly $1 trillion to avoid the 
collapse of major financial institutions, which would 
lead to unthinkable outcomes for society. The 
growing education deficit described in this report is 
no less a threat to our nation’s long-term well-being 
than the current fiscal crisis. It requires the same 
kind of attention and action at the highest levels 
of our national and state governments. Indeed, 
the economic bailout of our financial institutions 
will fail if it is little more than an effort to patch 
up what went wrong so that the system that just 
collapsed can stumble along as it did before. It is an 
illusion to believe that if a society is making money, 
it is creating wealth. Real wealth is created when 
societies invest in the future, including investing in 
the human capital of a productive people.

As columnist Thomas Friedman recently pointed 
out, what we need is not just a bailout, but also 
a buildup. For the reality is that the future of 
the United States and the health of its economy 
depend largely on the productivity of its people. 
Economists have demonstrated over and over again 
that expenditures on education are not costs, but 
investments in a better tomorrow. They are repaid, 
many times over, in higher incomes, increased 
productivity and lower expenditures on public 
assistance, public housing and the criminal justice 
system. In the past, many of America’s leaders 
have understood this fact. Even when the United 
States was indebted, broken and practically on its 
knees, these leaders had the courage to look to the 
future, confident that its people, properly educated, 
would preserve the dream that is America for the 
rest of the world.

So, even before the United States became 
a Republic, Congressional leaders of the 
Confederation, presiding over a debt-ridden new 
entity, enacted the Northwest Ordinance of 1785, 
setting aside public lands for schools. Leading a 
nation that was shattered physically, President 
Lincoln signed the Morrill Act in 1862, creating a 
burst of American energy with public land-grant 
colleges and universities. President Roosevelt 
helped launch the economic boom of the 1950s and 
1960s with the 1944 G.I. Bill, a triumph built upon 
by President Eisenhower in 1958 with the National 
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Defense Education Act, and President Nixon in 
1972, who signed into law the most significant 
federal student aid provisions since the G.I. Bill.

This is not a partisan matter. Even in the 
most demanding and trying and dangerous 
times, presidents from both political parties 
have understood that the federal budget is an 
amazingly flexible instrument of public policy and 
that the education of the next generation was one 
of government’s preeminent obligations. In the 
right hands, the public treasury is a great resource 
capable of being applied to magnificent public 
purposes. If our nation’s and our states’ leaders act 
wisely in the coming months and years, we will find 
that to be no less true today than it was in previous 
eras.

The time for what President Kennedy once 
termed “comfortable inaction” has come and 
gone. What has arrived is the time for the kind of 
bold new investments and courageous innovative 
actions called for in this report. The commission 
members are of the firm belief that should this 
occur, should its recommendations be widely 
adopted and embraced, we can reverse the 
troubling trends of the past several decades and 
place the United States on a different trajectory, 
one that leads the United States and its people 
into a bright future where we once again set 
the standard for the world in the education, 
productivity and prosperity of our citizenry.
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Commission Charge

Access and success in higher education have become the keys to personal and collective achievement 
for our nation’s young people and for the development of a vibrant and globally competitive democratic 
society. In recent years, concern has grown that access to a postsecondary educational opportunity 
has become more elusive for a growing number of students and, to an even greater degree, for those 
historically underrepresented in our nation’s collegiate population. 

The reasons for this growing gap in access are many and involve a complex set of interactions. At 
the core of this issue has been an intense discussion — among educators, students, families, the press, 
policymakers and business owners — about the actual transition process from high school to college. 
Once thought to be orderly and relatively accessible to most seeking higher education, the process is now 
viewed to be less transparent and unpredictable and, as a result, has itself become a potential barrier to 
access to postsecondary education, especially for underrepresented populations.

Whatever the causes, the effect of diminished access has a devastating impact on the lives of 
individuals seeking advancement through education and on our collective hopes for advancing our 
society’s interests and welfare. For the individual, having access to and successfully graduating from an 
institution of higher education has proved to be the path to a better job, to better health and to a better 
life. The benefits of an educated citizenry in a global economy are critical to the nation as a whole.

Finding ways to address and positively impact the reasons for reduced access, including the problems 
in the admissions process that impact access, is critical to our national welfare. 

The charge to the commission is to create a national conversation on the antecedents and root causes 
of diminished access to, and graduation from, higher education in society today. The commission will 
explore the demographic, political, socioeconomic, public policy and educational trends that impact 
access, admission and retention in higher education. At the core of the examination will be how to achieve 
both higher participation and graduation rates among all the nation’s college aspirants. The conversation 
will weave together the societal issues of access with the issues of admission, financial aid and retention 
practices and examine their interdependencies. 

The commission will seek advice and counsel from national experts. It will report on its deliberations 
and make recommendations to decision makers — in school systems, on campuses and in the public policy 
arena — for actions that address the issues. It will develop plans to help facilitate the speedy adoption 
of its recommendations in order to achieve the goal of increasing access to higher education in American 
society as rapidly as possible. 
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Presentations to the Commission

The following is a list of presentations by subject matter experts made to the full commission at one of its 
five working meetings. 

“Access and Success in Higher Education: A Look at the Numbers,” Kati Haycock, president,  
The Education Trust, May 2007

“American Diploma Project: State Policies That Promote Readiness for All Students,” Matthew Gandal, 
executive vice president, Achieve Inc., November 2007

“The College Board’s Low-Income Task Force: Research Plan and Goals,” Youlonda Copeland-Morgan, 
vice provost for enrollment, Syracuse University; and Steve Brooks, executive director, North Carolina 
State Education Assistance Authority, co-chairs, May 2007

“The College Board Standards for College Success: Supporting a Pathway to College Readiness and 
Success,” Natasha Vasavada, senior director, College Board Standards, The College Board, March 2008 

“Counseling to Success: Challenges in the Profession,” Phyllis Hart, senior consultant, National School 
Advocacy Project, The College Board, March 2008

“Education at a Glance, 2007,” Andreas Schleicher, head, Indicators and Analysis Division, Directorate for 
Education, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, March 2008

“Fulfilling the Commitment: Recommendations for Reforming Federal Student Aid,” Sandy Baum, 
professor of economics, Skidmore College, senior policy analyst, The College Board; and Michael 
McPherson, president, The Spencer Foundation, June 2008

“How the World’s Best-Performing School Systems Come Out on Top,” Sir Michael Barber, expert 
principal, McKinsey & Company, November 2007

“Motivating the Middle School Student: Support and Preparation for the Next Steps,” Gene Bottoms, 
senior vice president, Southern Regional Education Board, November 2007

“Preliminary Report from the Task Force on Admissions in the 21st Century,” Jerry Lucido, vice provost for 
enrollment policy and management, University of Southern California, chairman of the Task Force and vice 
chairman of the commission, June 2008

“Preserving the Dream: An Open Letter to the Professionals in Admissions, Financial Aid and 
Counseling,” Jerry Lucido, vice provost for enrollment policy and management, University of Southern 
California, chairman of the Task Force and vice chairman of the commission, October 2008

“Retention and Challenges to Completion: What the Research Says,” Don Hossler, professor of education 
leadership and policy studies, Indiana University School of Education, March 2008

“Re-Thinking Student Aid,” Sandy Baum, professor of economics, Skidmore College, senior policy analyst, 
The College Board, May 2007

“Successful Retention Activities,” Kati Haycock, president, The Education Trust, June 2008

Appendix C
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“The Task Force on Admissions in the 21st Century: Goals and Objectives,” Jerry Lucido, vice provost for 
enrollment policy and management, University of Southern California, chairman of the Task Force and vice 
chairman of the commission, May 2007

“Task Force on College Access for Students from Low-Income Backgrounds,” Youlonda Copeland-Morgan, 
vice provost for enrollment, Syracuse University, co-chair, Low-Income Task Force, November 2007

“Teacher Preparation: Report From the Front Lines,” Sharon Robinson, president and CEO, American 
Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, November 2007

“Winning the Skills Race and Strengthening America’s Middle Class: An Action Agenda for Community 
Colleges,” Ron Williams, vice president, Community College Initiatives, The College Board, March 2008
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Advocacy is central to the work of the College Board. 
Working with members, policymakers and the education 
community, we promote programs, policies and practices 
that increase college access and success for all students. 
In a world of growing complexity and competing demands, 
we advocate to ensure that education comes first. 
www.collegeboard.com/advocacy

To access this report online and learn more  
about the Commission on Access, Admissions  
and Success in Higher Education, visit  
www.collegeboard.com/comingtooursenses




