OUT OF POCKET:
The High Cost of Inadequate High Schools
and High School Student Achievement on
College Affordability
By Mary Nguyen Barry & Michael Dannenberg

April 2016

Executive Summary
Hundreds of thousands of American families across all income levels are spending billions each year in
extra college costs because our high schools are graduating too many students unprepared for college.
That’s a fact most may not realize, because current discussions around postsecondary remedial
education – prerequisite courses that carry zero credit toward a college degree and represent content
and skills students should have learned in high school already – are often segregated to low-income
students and community colleges. But in truth, many middle-class and upper-income families bear the
brunt of extra costs that come with required remedial classes in all college sectors for students from all
income levels. In fact, at private nonprofit four-year colleges and universities, the children of upperincome families are taking more remedial classes than students from low-income families. Out-ofpocket tuition and additional living expense costs for these courses represent an expansive failure of
our K-12 education system to prepare students to be ready academically for college on day one.
Our analysis of national datasets from the U.S. Department of
Education, cross-checked against state higher education
system data, shows that:
•

i.

Contrary to common belief, remedial education is a
widespread phenomenon not at all confined to
low-income students or community colleges. It affects a
broad swath of students, including those from middle-,
upper-middle, and high-income families, as well as a
broad swath of colleges. In 2011, over half a million rising
college freshmen – approximately one in four students
entering college the fall after high school graduation
– had to enroll in remedial coursework during their first
year of enrollment in an institution of higher education.i Of
those half million students, nearly half – 45 percent
– came from middle, upper-middle, and high-income
families ($48,000 – $113,000 and above). Likewise, nearly
half – 43 percent – of remedial students were enrolled in
public four-year colleges and private nonprofit and
for-profit two- and four-year colleges. Only 57 percent
were enrolled in public community colleges.

Caution: Past estimates of the percentage of students enrolled in
postsecondary remedial courses have varied widely due to the
sample of students studied – some have looked at students under
the age of 25 regardless of high school graduation year, some
have looked at all students regardless of age, while others have
looked at first-year undergraduates based on the accumulated
number of credit hours. Our estimate looks specifically at rising
college freshmen that graduated from high school the summer
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•

On average across all institutions, underprepared
students report taking two remedial courses each during
their first year. There is a stark difference, however, at
private nonprofit four-year colleges. There, remedial
students from the top 20 percent of national family
incomes report taking one more developmental class than
students from the bottom 20 percent of national family
incomes: 2.7 vs. 1.6 classes. In other words, the data and
indicated gap challenge conventional ideas about whom
remedial education serves and the extent of K-12
underperformance across income levels.

•

Underprepared students from families in the top income
quintile (incomes above $113,440) that attended private
nonprofit four-year colleges spent on average over
$12,000 extra to study content they should have learned
in high school. Overall, across all income levels and
institutions of higher education, more than a half million
recent high school graduates and their families spent on
average an extra $3,000 and borrowed an extra
$750 for college to study content and skills they should

prior to enrolling in the fall and comes from our analysis of the
U.S. Department of Education’s National Postsecondary Student Aid
Study (NPSAS: 2011-12). We believe this to be the most accurate
estimate of rising college freshmen and one that is in line with
previous estimates by the U.S. Department of Education for first-year
undergraduates ages 15-23. See: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/
digest/d12/tables/dt12_270.asp

have learned in high school. The aggregate additional,
direct college expenses these half million students and
families had to pay out of pocket for remedial coursework
in the first year in 2011-12 was nearly $1.5 billion.
Heightened student loan burden associated with first-year
remedial coursework was over $380 million. That’s to
say nothing of additional taxpayer costs associated with
those courses.
•

•

Private nonprofit and for-profit colleges are increasingly
a bad bet for students underprepared for college-level
work. Because of much higher tuition and net prices,
students who must initially take remedial coursework pay
and borrow much more at private colleges than they
would have had they attended a public four-year or
two-year college: net tuition expenses at private colleges
are three times higher than those at public four-year
colleges and over 10 times higher than those at
community colleges. Ultimately, while private colleges
represent only 11 percent of the total first-time freshmen
remedial population, they account for over three times
as much remedial course-associated student and parent
loan debt.
In addition to remedial course costs, students who were
not adequately prepared in high school are also more
likely to delay college completion – or drop out all
together. First-time full-time bachelor’s degree-seeking
students who take a developmental education course in
the first year after high school graduation are 74 percent
more likely to drop out of college than first-time full-time
non-remedial students. First-time full-time associate’s
degree-seeking students who take a remedial course in
the first year after high school graduation are 12 percent
more likely to drop out than first-time full-time
non-remedial students. Even among those that do
graduate, first-time full-time bachelor first-year remedial
students take 11 months longer and first-time full-time
associate first-year remedial students take 6 months
longer to complete than non-remedial students. That
represents time they are not working and earning as much
as they otherwise could with a postsecondary degree.

The cost of the disconnect between perceptions of high
school quality and the reality of preparation for college and
career eventually are paid out of pocket by middle-class and
upper-income families as well as those from low-income
households. Ironically, the backlash against Common Core
implementation and the associated testing opt-out movement
– prevalent among middle- and upper-class public officials,
teachers, and parents – hurts the pocketbooks of not just the
less fortunate, but also the well-to-do, by masking the lack of
rigor in the education middle-class children receive.

The High, Out-of-Pocket Family Cost of
Common Core Opposition
The Common Core State Standards were borne out of
recognition the uneven patchwork of academic standards and
proficiency expectations that vary from state to state and are
often disconnected from the needs of higher education and
employers does not serve students well – what can pass as
advanced in one state can be considered basic in another and
both might still be inadequate. National assessments
find academic progress of 17-year-old students largely
stagnant over the past 40 years.1 Achievement levels among
U.S. 15-year-old students have fallen far behind international
peers. 2 And students’ overall readiness for college and
careers, including military service, are considered
unacceptably low by multiple standards. 3 Indeed, a wide
“honesty gap” exists between state-established academic
proficiency benchmarks and those aligned to international
standards, such as those established in accord with the
National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP). 4
These K-12 education shortcomings were tackled anew in
2009 when state education chiefs and governors in 48 states
came together to develop a consistent set of content-specific,
higher learning goals that states could adopt to better
prepare students for college and career. The end result – a
rigorous set of common learning objectives for math and
English for every grade level from kindergarten to 12th grade
– was adopted by 45 states and the District of Columbia.
Excitement began to build among education advocates that
finally all students would graduate from high school prepared
to take credit-bearing college courses or enter the workforce
with the academic skills needed to succeed. The U.S.
Department of Education provided financial incentives to
states to adopt high-quality standards – such as the Common
Core – in its Race to the Top competition and No Child Left
Behind waiver program. It also provided $360 million to two
consortia of states seeking to develop a new generation of
assessments aligned to the new standards.5
But the promise of Common Core standards and aligned
assessments is still not fulfilled thanks to a series of
foreseeable as well as unexpected implementation and
communication challenges. Public support has dissipated due
to a combination of Tea Party activism, teacher and teacher
union resistance, and the opt-out actions of frustrated,
anti-testing parents. A number of conservatives, for example,
began to object to Common Core out of fear of federal
overreach once the U.S. Department of Education began
encouraging states to participate. Likewise, fear among
rank-and-file teachers and the teacher unions led many to
resist Common Core implementation: teachers feared
a disconnect between existing curricula and the standards,
while teacher unions feared what would happen if student
test results associated with the new standards were used to
evaluate teachers.
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An unexpected challenge though has come from grassroots
activists, supported by teacher unions, of frustrated
anti-testing teachers and parents who believe Common Core
standards prompt additional high-stakes testing upon what
they perceive as already over-tested students and
over-burdened teachers. Parents in states scattered across
the country, including states like New York, Colorado, New
Jersey, and Washington began to encourage students to
opt-out of Common Core tests. This was particularly common
in affluent school districts and high schools.6 For example,
in 2015 more than 200,000 students in New York State
– approximately 20 percent of eligible students and at least
triple the number who opted out in 2014 – refused to take
Common-Core aligned assessments. Over one-quarter of
those students came from mostly white and affluent suburban
school districts in Long Island.7 Likewise, in California, more
than half of juniors at a single affluent high school in Los
Angeles opted out of tests. 8 Perhaps what’s contributing to
the opt-out parents’ backlash is the often-cited belief that
their own schools already are doing well.9 For some, that may
be true. But for many others, it is simply wishful thinking.
In fact, little noticed is that the price of opposition – and
perhaps willful ignorance by some – to Common Core
implementation includes how much more students and
families across all socioeconomic backgrounds must pay for
college due to inadequate high school preparation. At least
among those students going directly to college, we find
that rising college freshmen and their families are paying
extremely high out-of-pocket expenses for prerequisite,
zero-credit, remedial coursework that covers content and
skills that students should have already learned in high
school. Specifically, we find that:
1. Remedial education is not a phenomenon at all confined
to low-income students or community colleges. Nearly
half of first-year remedial students come from middle,
upper-middle, and high-income families. Nearly half of
first-year remedial students are enrolled at public
four-year colleges and private nonprofit and for-profit
two- and four-year colleges.
2. One in four recent high school graduates – again from a
broad cross-section of income ranges – on average
must pay an extra $3,000 and borrow nearly an extra
$1,000 for remedial coursework in their first year of
postsecondary education that does not count toward a
college degree. Students from families in the top income
quintile that attend private nonprofit four-year institutions
on average pay out of pocket an extra $12,000 for
remedial coursework.
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Altogether, over half a million students and their families
had to pay a combined $1.5 billion and borrow $380 million
to pay for educational content they should have learned in
high school already. Moreover, they confront additional
opportunity costs – like foregone earnings – that come with a
remedial student’s substantially higher likelihood of dropping
out of college, and for those who do complete, extended
time in school to earn a degree rather than earning full-time
in the workforce. Combined, this direct and indirect cost
represents the hitherto unexamined high price of inadequate
high schools to students and families, a surprising proportion
of which are middle and upper-class families, who until now,
likely thought they attended high-performing high schools.
This is an out-of-pocket cost that will only continue to grow as
college prices continue to grow and financial aid fails to keep
pace. In other words, the college affordability issue – a “crisis”
some call it – is linked to the fate of high school reform and
student achievement. Upgrade standards and learning for
all students now or pay more out of pocket for college later.

Data and Methodology
We analyze and produce national estimates of the actual
out-of-pocket expenses for remedial postsecondary
coursework paid by students and families using data from
the National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS)
sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education. The
2011-2012 dataset (NPSAS:12) provides the most recent
national data available on first-year remedial course
enrollment, net prices, and student and parent loan debt.
The 2007-2008 dataset (NPSAS:08) provides the most recent
data on the average number of remedial classes students
take. The NPSAS:12 survey responses were collected from
95,000 undergraduate students, a nationally representative
sample of the 26 million undergraduate students enrolled
between July 2011 and June 2012.10 The NPSAS:08 survey
responses were collected from 114,000 undergraduate
students nationally, representing the 21 million undergraduate
students enrolled between July 2007 and June 2008.11
All price data produced in this report reflect 2011 dollars and
have not been adjusted for inflation in college costs to remain
consistent with 2011 data on remedial student enrollment.
To come up with per-remedial course price estimates, we
follow previous research precedent and assume that colleges
charge an equivalent price for remedial courses as they do
for non-remedial courses.12 Therefore, we assume that each
remedial course is equivalent to a three-credit non-remedial
course or roughly 1/8th of a year’s worth of coursework
based on research by Complete College America that the
average student takes 11.7 credits per semester or 8 courses
per year.13

Estimates related to the indirect, opportunity costs that first-year remedial students
absorb come from the 2003-04 Beginning
Postsecondary Student Survey (BPS),
which was also administered by the U.S.
Department of Education. BPS tracks
graduation outcomes over six years for
19,000 freshmen enrolled in college for the
first time in 2003-04 and representing the
4 million undergraduates who are first-time
postsecondary beginners.14 Our analysis
of both surveys focused on a smaller subset
of freshmen that entered college in the
fall directly after high school graduation and
enrolled in remedial coursework in their
first year. In fact, the full one-year cost
of remedial education is much higher when
you factor in students starting after a gap
from high school and adult learners,
but we honed in only on students immediately entering college after their high
school graduation to isolate inadequate
high school academic preparation.

Main Findings
Main Finding #1: Contrary to common
belief, remedial education is not a
phenomenon confined to low-income
students or community colleges. It affects
students from a broad range of incomes,
including those from middle-class, uppermiddle-class, and high-income families,
and from a broad range of college sectors.
In 2011, over half a million rising college
freshmen – approximately one in four
students entering college the fall
immediately after high school graduation
– enrolled in remedial coursework during
their first year of “higher” education.ii It’s
true that of those half million students,
low-income students are over-represented:
37 percent came from families in the bottom
family income quintile (below $27,000).
But nearly half of first-year remedial
students – 45 percent – still came from
middle, upper-middle, and high-income
families ($48,000 – $113,440 and above).

Over half a million rising college freshmen
– 1 in 4 students – had to enroll in

remedial coursework their first year in college.

Contrary to
common belief,
remedial
education is not
confined to lowincome students.

18.5%	
  

16.9%	
  
Nearly half (45%) of
students come from
middle-, uppermiddle, and highincome families.

15.5%	
  
36.7%	
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  Income	
  Quin'le	
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Middle	
  Income	
  Quin'le	
  ($48,001-‐$74,000)	
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  Income	
  Quin'le	
  ($113,441+)	
  

12.5%	
  

Second	
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  Income	
  Quin'le	
  ($26,251-‐$48,000)	
  
Second	
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  Income	
  Quin'le	
  ($74,001-‐$113,440)	
  

Source:	
  Educa'on	
  Reform	
  Now	
  Analysis	
  of	
  Na'onal	
  Postsecondary	
  Student	
  Aid	
  Survey	
  (NPSAS)	
  2011-‐12.	
  

Likewise, first-year remedial students are not all isolated within the community
college sector. Again, it’s true that the vast majority of remedial students –
57 percent – are enrolled at community colleges. But that still leaves nearly
half of students who are enrolled in public four-year colleges as well as private
nonprofit and for-profit two- and four-year colleges.

Nearly half of first-year remedial students are enrolled in
colleges beyond the community college sector.
Where	
  First-‐Year	
  Remedial	
  Students	
  Are	
  Enrolled	
  
Private	
  Non-‐Proﬁt	
  Two-‐Year	
  
Private	
  For-‐Proﬁt	
  Two-‐Year	
  
Private	
  For-‐Proﬁt	
  Four-‐Year	
  

31.0%	
  
Public	
  Four-‐Year	
  
57.0%	
  	
  
Public	
  Two-‐Year	
  

9.0%	
  Private	
  
Nonproﬁt	
  	
  
Four-‐Year	
  

0.3%	
  
1.2%	
  

0.9%	
  

Source:	
  Educa'on	
  Reform	
  Now	
  Analysis	
  of	
  Na'onal	
  Postsecondary	
  Student	
  Aid	
  Survey	
  (NPSAS)	
  2011-‐12.	
  

ii. Note that this analysis provides only a one-year snapshot of the
remedial student population in their first year of postsecondary
study. In other words, these are conservative estimates of the full
enrolled remedial student population – let alone the full student
population that may need remediation – because some students
may postpone their developmental course taking until later in their

academic careers (year two or beyond) if college-level math and/or
English or Writing are not immediately necessary to pursue other
college-level courses. We also focus on students enrolling in college
the fall immediately after high school graduation, which would not
capture students who are going back to school after having taken
time off to work in between high school and college.
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A notable pattern also appears when one
examines the average number of remedial
courses taken in each college sector. On
average across all institutions, students
report taking two remedial courses each
during their first year. There is a stark
difference, however, at private nonprofit
four-year colleges: there, remedial students
from the top 20 percent of national family
incomes report taking nearly three
remedial courses, one more class than
students from the bottom 20 percent of
national family incomes: 2.7 vs. 1.6 classes.
In other words, in the most expensive
colleges and universities, the wealthiest
students need more remedial education
than the poorest ones. The difference is
statistically significant – meaning not likely
due to random chance.
Whether or not this is due to the higher
likelihood that wealthy families are more
capable than low-income families to send
their children to private colleges, this gap
nevertheless challenges conventional
wisdom about whom remedial education
serves and the extent of K-12 underperformance across income levels. High school
student underperformance as reflected by
college costs is broader and deeper than
most assume.
Main Finding #2: College remediation
is an expensive and unnecessary burden
for students and families.
Ultimately, underprepared high school
graduates face steep financial consequences. Among those who immediately
enrolled in college the fall after high school
graduation, students and families faced an
average net price – that is the total cost of
attendance after all grant and scholarship
aid – of approximately $1,500 per remedial
course in 2011.iii With an average of two
remedial classes taken per student, the
half million recent high school graduates
and their families overall paid an extra
$3,000 for skills and content they should
have learned in high school. Over $750, or
$380 per course, was financed by federal
and private student loan debt.

On average, students take 2 remedial classes their first year.
But at private non-profit four-year colleges, high-income
students take 3, one more than low-income students.
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Students and families paid an extra $3,000 for skills and
content they should have learned in high school.
Over $750 was financed by student and parent loans.
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iii. Generally speaking, we would consider the total net price, which includes room, board,
textbooks, and other personal expenses, to best represent the full amount students must pay
for remedial education. Traditional Title IV federal student aid has always been available to
offset students’ full cost of attendance. However, some leading political figures – such as
Senate Education Committee Chairman Lamar Alexander (R-TN) – have suggested that federal
financial aid should be limited to offsetting only tuition and fee costs. Further complicating
matters, various higher education tax benefits first introduced during President Bill Clinton’s
tenure are only available to offset tuition and fee expenses. If we were to consider only
average net tuition and fees as opposed to total cost of attendance, the price students and
families must pay out-of-pocket per remedial course drops to about $400. We believe,
however, that this is a dramatic underrepresentation of cost because it fails to capture the
full spectrum of expenses that college students must bear.
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When we multiply per-student costs by the half a million rising first-year
remedial student population, we find aggregate additional, direct college
expenses that students and families had to pay for remedial coursework totaled
nearly $1.5 billion in 2011. Heightened student and parent loan burden
associated with first-year remedial coursework was over $380 million that year.

In aggregate, over half a million families
had to pay $1.5 billion and
borrow over $380 million for remedial coursework.
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High-income students at private nonprofit four-year colleges pay
over $12,000 in extra college costs for remedial classes.
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61-‐80%	
  Incomes	
  

Source:	
  EducaBon	
  Reform	
  Now	
  Analysis	
  of	
  NaBonal	
  Postsecondary	
  Student	
  Aid	
  Survey	
  (NPSAS)	
  2007-‐08	
  and	
  2011-‐12.	
  

Direct college
expenses that
students and
families had to
pay for remedial
coursework
totaled nearly

$4,498	
  

81-‐100%	
  Incomes	
  

billion
It may seem that $1,500 per remedial course
– or $3,000 total for two courses – is not
much on the grand scale of net college
tuition and living expenses (i.e. cost after
financial aid), which range from $12,000 at
community colleges to $28,000 at private
nonprofit four-year colleges.15 But these
are averages across all income groups for
all full-time undergraduate students.
Underprepared high school graduates
from the lowest income quintile must pay
an extra $2,300 for content they should
have received in high school – a price tag
that equals nearly one-fifth of their annual
income.16 This comes on top of an annual
net price that already accounts for over
two-thirds of a low-income family’s income.
The same applies to students from the top
income quintile of family incomes who face
on average an additional $5,000 price tag.
And at private nonprofit four-year colleges
where high-income students take approximately three remedial courses, relevant
students and families incur additional costs
of over $12,000 for content that should
have been learned in high school.
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Given current anxiety levels about college
costs, these high additional expenses
– expenses that could have been entirely
avoided – are cause for concern. But what’s
worse is how much higher these costs are
in the private college sector. Because
students at private colleges face extremely
high tuition and net prices that go far
beyond the prices charged by a community
college or public four-year college, private
nonprofit colleges and for-profit institutions
are increasingly a bad bet for students who
are underprepared for college. Yet the
discussion around remedial education is
typically focused within the public sector
– primarily on community colleges and less
so on public four-year colleges. But they’re
not the only ones to offer remedial
instruction. Private colleges still enroll
11 percent of the rising first-year remedial
student population. And again, these are
students who come from a broad crosssection of incomes.

Net tuition and fees at private four-year colleges are over
3 times higher than tuition charged at public four-year
colleges and over 10 times higher than community colleges.
$4,000	
  

•

•

Net tuition and fees at private nonprofit
and for-profit four-year colleges are
three times higher than at public
four-year colleges and over ten times
higher than at community colleges.
Net total cost of attendance at private
nonprofit and for-profit four-year
colleges cost families two times as
much as at public four-year colleges
and three times as much as at public
community colleges.
Borrowing at private nonprofits and
private for-profits was twice as high as
borrowing at public four-year colleges.

$2,968	
  

$3,000	
  

$3,177	
  
$2,498	
  

$2,000	
  

$1,000	
  

$0	
  

$681	
  
$344	
  
All	
  Colleges	
  

$722	
  
$221	
  
$107	
  
Public	
  Two-‐Year	
  
Colleges	
  

$1,413	
  

$1,391	
  

$1,093	
  

$407	
  
Public	
  Four-‐Year	
  
Colleges	
  

Private	
  Nonproﬁt	
   Private	
  For-‐Proﬁt	
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   Four-‐Year	
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Notes:	
  EsXmates	
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  all	
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  students	
  enrolled	
  at	
  all	
  four-‐year,	
  two-‐year,	
  and	
  less-‐than-‐two-‐year	
  colleges.	
  EsXmates	
  for	
  private	
  non-‐proﬁt	
  
two-‐year	
  colleges	
  were	
  not	
  available	
  because	
  of	
  small	
  sample	
  sizes.	
  	
  
	
  
Source:	
  EducaXon	
  Reform	
  Now	
  Analysis	
  of	
  NaXonal	
  Postsecondary	
  Student	
  Aid	
  Survey	
  (NPSAS)	
  2011-‐12.	
  

Consider, for example, that:
•

Total	
  Average	
  Net	
  TuiXon	
  and	
  Fees	
  (~2	
  courses)	
  
Average	
  Net	
  TuiXon	
  and	
  Fees	
  Per	
  Course	
  

Borrowing among students and parents at

private four-year colleges are 2 times higher than
borrowing levels at public four-year colleges.

$3,000	
  

Total	
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  Loan	
  
Debt	
  (~2	
  courses)	
  
Average	
  Loan	
  Debt	
  
Per	
  Course	
  

$2,000	
  

$1,000	
  

$2,387	
  

$2,184	
  

2X	
  

2X	
  

$1,119	
  

$1,119	
  

$758	
  

$758	
  
$1,136	
  

$0	
  

$383	
  
All	
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$631	
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  Four-‐Year	
  
Colleges	
  

$383	
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  Nonproﬁt	
  
Four-‐Year	
  Colleges	
  

All	
  Colleges	
  

$631	
  
Public	
  Four-‐Year	
  
Colleges	
  

$956	
  

Private	
  For-‐Proﬁt	
  
Four-‐Year	
  Colleges	
  

Notes:	
  EsXmates	
  for	
  all	
  colleges	
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  students	
  enrolled	
  at	
  all	
  four-‐year,	
  two-‐year,	
  and	
  less-‐than-‐two-‐year	
  colleges.	
  EsXmates	
  for	
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  non-‐proﬁt	
  
two-‐year	
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  were	
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  because	
  of	
  small	
  sample	
  sizes.	
  	
  
	
  
Source:	
  EducaXon	
  Reform	
  Now	
  Analysis	
  of	
  NaXonal	
  Postsecondary	
  Student	
  Aid	
  Survey	
  (NPSAS)	
  2011-‐12.	
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•

Ultimately, private nonprofit and for-profit four-year colleges accounted for
disproportionately more student loan dollars than the proportion of
first-year remedial students enrolled. Collectively, private colleges enrolled
only 11 percent of the total first-year student remedial population, yet
accounted for over three times as much – 34 percent – of associated
aggregate student loan debt.
Ultimately, private colleges enrolled only 11 percent of
first-year remedial students, yet accounted for
over one-third of associated student loan debt.
Propor8on	
  of	
  First-‐Year	
  Remedial	
  
Students	
  Enrolled	
  

Propor8on	
  of	
  Loan	
  Dollars	
  Towards	
  
Remedial	
  Coursework	
  

45.6%	
  

57.0%	
  

Public	
  
Four-‐Year	
  

Public	
  Two-‐
Year	
  

15.7%	
  

Public	
  
Two-‐Year	
  

1.2%	
  
For-‐
Proﬁt	
  
Four-‐
Year	
  

3.6%	
  

9.0%	
  

Private	
  
Nonproﬁt	
  
Four-‐Year	
  

0.9%	
  	
  

For-‐Proﬁt	
  
Two-‐Year	
  

31.0%	
  

Public	
  
Four-‐Year	
  

For-‐Proﬁt	
  
Four-‐Year	
  

2.8%	
  

For-‐Proﬁt	
  
Two-‐Year	
  

27.6%	
  

Private	
  
Nonproﬁt	
  
Four-‐Year	
  

Notes:	
  Totals	
  will	
  not	
  equal	
  exactly	
  	
  100	
  percent	
  because	
  esBmates	
  for	
  less-‐than-‐two-‐year	
  colleges	
  and	
  private	
  non-‐proﬁt	
  two-‐year	
  colleges	
  were	
  not	
  
available	
  because	
  of	
  small	
  sample	
  sizes.	
  	
  
	
  
Source:	
  EducaBon	
  Reform	
  Now	
  Analysis	
  of	
  NaBonal	
  Postsecondary	
  Student	
  Aid	
  Survey	
  (NPSAS)	
  2011-‐12.	
  

Bachelor’s degree seeking
students who take a
remedial course their first
year in college are

74% more likely
to drop out
than students who did not
need remedial education.

Main Finding #3: Students face high
indirect opportunity costs in addition to
direct tuition and living expenses
associated with remedial coursework.
Direct out-of-pocket expenses aren’t the
only costs students face due to underpreparation in high school. They also
absorb indirect opportunity costs. There
is the loss of earnings first-year remedial
students face due to their substantially
higher likelihood of dropping out of
college – and the smaller loss associated
with an extended time to degree for those
who do eventually graduate. Moreover,
there are the additional back-end costs
that college dropouts with debt confront:
because they’re less likely to receive the
added earning power that comes with
a college degree, borrowers who drop out
are more than four times as likely as
borrowers who graduate to default on
their student loans.17
Our analysis indicates among rising
first-time full-time bachelor’s degree
seeking students, over one-quarter of
those who take a remedial or developmental education course in their first year
of postsecondary education drop out
of college and do not return within six
years. This makes them 74 percent more
likely to drop out of college than first-time
full-time students who do not need
remedial education. For those that do
cross the finish line, they still take 11
months longer to graduate.
Similar differences exist among first-time
full-time associate’s degree seeking
students, albeit smaller. For full-time
students seeking an associate’s degree,
those who take a remedial course the
first year after high school graduation are
12 percent more likely to drop out than
their peers who do not need developmental education. Likewise, students who
do graduate from community college after
taking remedial courses take 6 months
longer to complete.
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First-year remedial students seeking a bachelor’s degree are
74 percent more likely to drop out.
Those who do graduate take nearly a year longer.
Among	
  ﬁrst-‐;me	
  full-‐;me	
  bachelor-‐seeking	
  students…	
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First-‐Year	
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Source:	
  Educa,on	
  Reform	
  Now	
  Analysis	
  of	
  Beginning	
  Postsecondary	
  Student	
  (BPS)	
  Survey	
  2003:	
  2009.	
  

Conclusion
In many ways, this analysis finds the current discussion around remedial
education has been severely downplayed because it incorrectly suggests the
need for remediation is a phenomenon solely seen among students from
low-income families and within community colleges. In fact, the problem is much
more expansive: high school under-preparation and subsequent enrollment in
costly remedial coursework also affects students from middle, upper-middle, and
high-income families as well as students enrolled in public and private four-year
colleges. This suggests a much broader failure of our K-12 education system
to prepare students to be academically ready for college on day one. By shifting
the expenses of a public K-12 education system into the more privatized higher
education market, students and families are left to assume an unnecessary
financial burden that can have damaging consequences – including long-term
opportunity costs.
To some, the recent backlash against the Common Core State Standards and the
testing opt-out movement illustrates a complacency among public officials,
parents, and teachers – many of whom come from more middle-class and more
affluent backgrounds – that is undermining much needed improvement and
progress in all students’ academic preparation for college success. Traditional
indicators of college readiness – like GPAs or state high school exams – are not
sufficient any longer. We recommend movement in the opposite direction toward
the original promise of Common Core and aligned assessments, and following
in the footsteps of states like California and Washington that use secondary
school assessments – whether aligned with Common Core or not – to provide
students with follow-up opportunities for advancement or interventions in their
senior year of high school to boost college readiness.18 Students cannot afford
to be taught to disparate expectations any longer. Their pocketbooks – and
ultimately America’s – have suffered enough.
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