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INTRODUCTION

Few dividing lines in our nation are as bright as the line between those who have some
form of post-secondary degree or certification and those who do not. A shortfall in
post-secondary educational attainment diminishes both social capital and economic
prospects. And the consequences echo through generations, as the children of those
with low educational attainment are more likely to follow suit.

This report looks at how students who live amidst that echo can overcome it. The re-
port is based off an extensive literature review and interviews with staff, leaders and
researchers from educational organizations across the state. This is the second install-
ment in our Utah Educational Attainment Series.

When looking beyond high school, some Utah students face low expectations, a short-
fall in post-secondary readiness, a lack of knowledge around post-secondary options
and financial challenges. This report not only explores these challenges, but also seeks
to reveal the network of supports that can help smooth the transition out of high school,
broadening the educational horizons of Utah youth.

KEY FINDINGS OF THIS REPORT

Broadening educational horizons begins at home. Setting high expectations in the household and a student’s
wider community can have significant impacts on educational attainment.

Early basic attainment is important for students. Students who are not reading on level by the end of third
grade are far less likely than peers to pursue post-secondary education.

Schools may be able to bridge expectation and attainment gaps by providing challenging curricula, creating
a college prep environment for all students, promoting the development of critical thinking skills and empha-
sizing student engagement.

Intentional exposure to post-secondary education and career paths should begin in elementary school through
mentorship, field trips, career days and other activities.

Students who fill out federal student loan and grant applications are far more likely to continue their education
past high school than those who do not.

Utah currently ranks 50th in the United States for its financial application completion rates. This suggests that
stakeholders should create programming to strongly incentivize high school students to apply as a matter of
course.

Studies suggest a significant tie between higher proportion of school counselors and greater post-secondary
attainment. During the 2019-20 school year, Utah’s ratio of students to school counselors was 547:1 — well
above the national average of 424:1 and the recommended ratio of 250:1 — though Utah is on the path to
improving its ratio.

Providing students with good information on post-secondary options can significantly increase their likelihood
of enrollment and success in post-secondary institutions.

Savings — even just a small amount of college savings for lower-income students — correlates with a much
higher likelihood of graduating from college. To that end, Utah’s my529 is currently helping more than 113,500
Utahns save an average of $14,000 each for post-secondary education.
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BACKGROUND

In 2021, the Utah Foundation released Beating the Odds: Post-Secondary Success for
Adult, First-Generation and Lower-Income Students." The report explored various
means of promoting both student retention and completion of post-secondary certifi-
cates and degrees. It focused on subsets of post-secondary students who have been less
likely to attain higher levels of education and receive the benefits of that attainment.

The report looked at numerous tactics, such as fostering program flexibility for adults, cre-
ating a post-secondary culture for students who are the first in their families to attend, pro-
viding financial support for lower-income students, and many more crossover interventions.

Retaining students and helping them complete their certificates and degrees is of the
utmost importance. Failing to do so would result in wasted time and money — both from
the students themselves and from the institutional and taxpayer perspectives. Utah is
third highest in the nation for people with some college but no degree.” That suggests a
misalignment from K-12 to post-secondary education.

This report, Broadening Horizons, acts as a sort of prequel to Beating the Odds. The
report looks at some of the challenges facing K-12 students and the network of sup-
ports to help students overcome those challenges and continue toward post-secondary
certificates and degrees. These supports are meant to help align student interests with
their educational pursuits, resulting in greater post-secondary success.

Much of the discussion in this report focuses on fostering an expectation and prepara-
tion for post-secondary success at an early age, before students approach high school
graduation. It also looks at programs that open the way to exploring, applying and
enrolling in post-secondary options.

THE CHALLENGES
Access and completion of post-secondary education can be fraught with obstacles.

In 2021, Envision Utah surveyed more than 7,600 Utah high school students about their
perceptions of post-secondary barriers.® Cost topped the list. Students also noted a lack
of information about the application process as a significant challenge. Less than half
of the students felt confident about navigating the process of applying for college and
financial aid. Students were also unsure of what to study and whether they were even
ready for college.

The obstacles might vary for rural students versus urban and suburban peers, and for
lower-income students versus higher-income peers. They might also affect various
cultures differently.

Regardless, more students plan to pursue post-secondary education than actually do. Ac-
cording to Envision Utah’s survey, about 80% of Utah students plan to complete post-sec-
ondary education, but only 67% enroll within five years of high school graduation.*

Expectations

Post-secondary expectations within the family are fundamental to student success.’
These expectations often tie into parental educational attainment. Children whose par-
ents hold post-secondary degrees are more likely to attend college themselves. A Col-
lege Board Poll reported that 80% of college-educated parents urged their children to
pursue college degrees.® However, when parents do not endorse post-secondary attain-
ment, schools and community role models can help broaden students’ outlook.

Many educational reformers are calling for higher expectations for al/l students. The
emphasis on “all” communicates an insistence that schools provide lower-income stu-
dents with the support needed to access the same academic opportunities available to
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their higher-income peers. They cite high-performing school characteristics such as a
positive transformational culture, access to challenging curricula and effective instruc-
tion that results in high rates of student engagement and mastery.’

These reformers also suggest helping students to build social capital through communi-
ty connections, develop personal and professional competencies, and cultivate a spirit
of exploration and commitment to learning.® Ensuring access to such schools implies
significant effort from teachers, school leaders and policymakers.

Further, research suggests that a lack of teacher role models from the student’s back-
ground may have negative impacts on attainment. More than half of public-school at-
tendees in the U.S. are Hispanic/Latino, African-American/Black, Asian or American
Indian, but a minority of teachers come from these groups.’ This is particularly the case
in the Mountain West. While New Mexico and Arizona have advanced toward higher
numbers of Hispanic teachers, Utah, Colorado and Nevada lag behind their changing
populations. As of 2018, about 93% of Utah’s teacher workforce identified as white,
compared to less than three-quarters state’s public school student population.'°

Role-model development is found to be a key ingredient to successful connections pro-
gramming.'' The “Role Model Effect” suggests positive outcomes when students have
one or more teachers from their racial or ethnic group. These outcomes include lower
dropout rates, more interest in college, a higher likelihood of enrolling in colleges, a
likelihood to be hard workers, and lower absenteeism and suspension.!? Current re-
search focuses mainly on African American/Black students, but the effects may extend
to other demographic groups as well.

Readiness

Early basic attainment is important for students. For instance, there is strong evidence to
support the axiom that students should be learning to read until third grade, and then tran-
sition to reading to learn. One study shows that students who are not reading on level by
the end of third grade are four times more likely not to graduate from high school."® They
are five times less likely to be college and career ready.' In fact, only 20% of students
who were not reading-proficient at the end of third grade attended college — compared to
about 33% reading at grade level and about 60% reading above grade level.!

Similarly, students should have a good grasp on mathematics by seventh or eighth
grade so they can progress to using those concepts in more advanced mathematics and
other STEM courses, and then be ready for post-secondary education STEM offerings.

But what is readiness? At its most basic level, it means that students are prepared to
achieve their post-secondary goals.

Recent Utah research measured readiness as having graduated from high school and hav-
ing received a C grade or better in Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate
and/or Continuing Education courses. Kids who passed social studies and language arts
and have taken foreign language classes are more likely to be ready by this standard.
But readiness is also correlated with demographics. English learners are less likely to be
ready, as are lower-income students. These groups, plus Hispanic, Native American, and
Pacific Islander students, were also less likely to enroll in post-secondary education.'®

Another measure of readiness is the American College Test (ACT). The test is often
used for college admissions, though many institutions are moving to test-optional ad-

Only 20% of students who were not reading-proficient at the end of
third grade attended college
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ACT recommends

missions practices and are instead using ACT results to award scholarships. All juniors
attending Utah public schools take the spring ACT. Rather than test content knowl-
edge, these tests aim to assess critical thinking, problem-solving, reading comprehen-
sion, higher-level thinking, attention to detail and data analysis skills. ACT College
Readiness Benchmark Scores indicate a student has a 75% chance of earning at least a
C in a college course.'” For the 2020 graduating class at Utah public schools:

56% of students met the English benchmark.

44% of students met the reading benchmark.

34% of students met the math benchmark.

34% of students met the science benchmark.

o 23% of students met college readiness benchmarks on all four tests.

O
o
O
O

While these percentages might seem concerning, out of the 15 states that test 100%
of their eleventh graders, Utah students earned the highest average composite score.
However, Hispanic, African American, American Indian and Pacific Islander students
lag behind state averages on the ACT.'®

Students score higher on the ACT if they complete more years of coursework. For
example, 46% of students who completed three or more years of math met the col-
lege readiness benchmark compared to 15% of students who took less than three
years of math."

Research by ACT indicates that replacing rigorous core instruction with test prep pro-
duces less prepared students. Instead, ACT recommends a challenging academic atmo-
sphere, demanding academic curriculum, college prep attitude and environment for all
students, development of critical thinking skills, positive school atmosphere, and high
student on-task rates. %

Lack of Knowledge

Role models, mentors, counselors, teachers and more are key to helping broaden stu-
dents’ horizons in terms of post-secondary education and career paths — helping pro-
vide students with the knowledge they may need to be successful. Intentional exposure
should begin in elementary school, giving students the opportunity to explore a wide
range of occupations in a variety of ways: field trips, career days and other activities.”!

Some have suggested an integration of all education, from kindergarten through
post-secondary, into one coherent system. This could include more involvement of
the workforce/employers in education — including expanded work-based education
programs — and a more robust counseling system that makes the K-12 to post-sec-
ondary connections more explicit.”? Utah has taken one step in this direction with
the integration of the Utah System of Higher Education with the Utah System of
Technical Colleges.

It is important to note that many of these educational and career paths require some-
thing less than a four-year college degree. A forthcoming Utah Foundation report will
focus on alternatives to four-year degree programs, including means of connecting
K-12 students with opportunities that may be highly beneficial to them.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF GOOD INFORMATION

In studying high-achieving, low-income high school seniors and their post-secondary education patterns, research-
ers found that there were about 35,000 of these students in the U.S., nine times more than other researchers have
typically estimated.” They also found that though these students had the competitive grades and test scores to ap-
ply to selective universities that were a good match for them — labeled “peer” schools by the researchers — these
high-achievers typically did not apply to the peer schools. More selective institutions traditionally have more funding
and are therefore more subsidized and cheaper for those from lower-income families. Paradoxically, many low-income
students end up paying more at the less-selective institutions at which they do tend to apply.

The researchers found that selective schools were not unaffordable for this set of students. The students were just as
likely to be admitted and to thrive at selective schools as their high-income counterparts. Colleges and school coun-
selors were working to recruit and help them apply. And low-income students did aspire to apply to selective schools,
even if college applications they submitted did not reflect it. So what went wrong?

They theorized that students just needed better information about the selective schools.

To test this theory, the researchers created the Expanding College Opportunities program. They sent customized
materials to a random sample of low-income, high-achieving students, detailing selective and non-selective schools in
their area and how much it would cost that student to attend each of these schools. The materials also included sev-
eral application fee waivers — which are available to all low-income students — but that did not require any paperwork.
Each of these material packets cost only $6. They then followed these students, along with those who did not receive
customized materials, through their college experience to graduation or through the four years it would typically take
to graduate.

After four years, they found that students who received the materials packet submitted 48% more applications, were
78% more likely to be admitted to a peer school and were 46% more likely to actually enroll at a peer school. They also
found that these students had higher grades, paid less to attend college and were more likely to stay in college than
those who did not receive a materials packet.

These findings demonstrate that information regarding selective schools has a large immediate impact on the students
themselves, but the researchers also believe that the students subsequently become “ambassadors” in their commu-
nities to encourage other low-income, high-achieving students to apply to more selective institutions.

Furthermore, it would be fair to extrapolate that targeted, easily digestible materials about post-secondary educational
opportunities and their true costs is critical to boosting attainment levels.

*They defined “low-income” as those belonging to families that fall into the lowest quartile of the income distribution and “high-achieving” as
those who score in the 90th percentile or above on the SAT or ACT, as well as have average grades of an A- or above.

Sources:

Caroline Hoxby, “Income as a Barrier to College,” TEDxStanford, January 22, 2015, video, www.youtube.com/watch?v=gCAEKk5IgQo.

Caroline Hoxby and Christopher Avery, “The Missing ‘One-Offs’: The Hidden Supply of High-Achieving, Low-Income Students,” Brookings Papers
on Economic Activity, 2013.

Financial Obstacles

Envision Utah’s 2021 survey suggests that students perceive costs and student loans
as the greatest barriers to post-secondary education, and financial aid as a significant
barrier to post-secondary education.”

However, Utah students overestimate the debt burden of attending college. The ma-
jority of the students surveyed believe they would graduate from college with more
than $20,000 of debt.?* In reality, Utah college students carry the lightest debt load
in the U.S., averaging $16,633 upon graduation for the class 0of 2019.2> Compare that
to the national average of $29,076. Remarkably, about 71% of Utah students believe
it is unacceptable to graduate with more than $10,000 in student loan debt. This
might indicate that they are not considering the extent to which future earnings from
post-secondary education can dwarf that debt, nor the benefits of borrowing wisely
to complete their education more quickly.
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Low-income students who complete the Free Application for Federal
Student Aid are more than twice as likely to continue their education
than those who do not file.

That said, recent analysis suggests that many college graduates nationally are not earn-
ing enough to pay off their student loans.?® About 25% of graduates take 20 years or
more to pay off their loans. And for students who took on loans but did not graduate,
the financial lift could be even higher.

It can be argued that what you learn in college should not be measured only by a degree
and the cost of tuition. And if students are able to attend high-cost universities or grad-
uate from specific programs that do not guarantee high earnings, they should be free to
do so. However, if those students borrow money from the federal government to attend
college and later default on their loans, their debt becomes national debt. Currently,
about 5.3 million graduates or previous students have defaulted on their student loans,
leaving a debt of $116.6 billion unpaid.”’

But many students neglect the loan application process altogether. The Free Appli-
cation for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is the gateway to receiving federal financial
aid, which can include Pell Grants, Federal Supplemental Educational Opportuni-
ty Grants (FSEOG), Direct Subsidized loans, Direct Unsubsidized loans and Direct
PLUS loans, among others.?®

FAFSA completion is correlated with enrollment in post-secondary institutions; about
90% of FAFSA completers immediately enroll in college, compared to 55% of students
who choose not to complete it.” Lower-income students who complete a FAFSA are
more than twice as likely to continue their education than those who do not file.*® This
suggests that high schools should strongly incentivize students to complete a FAFSA
as a matter of course.

Access to financial aid increases the likelihood that a student will continue their
education. Every $1,000 of extra funding leads to a 4% increase in the probability
that a student will enroll in college.’' Nationally, 52% of students are eligible for Pell
Grants each year, with an average grant award of $4,010. But students must complete
FAFSA to access these funds. Only 54% of high school seniors nationally complet-
ed FAFSA in 2020-21.3

Utah currently ranks 50" in the United States for its FAFSA completion rates. In Utah,
only 37% of high school seniors completed the application in 2020-21.%* Utah high
schoolers who failed to complete the FAFSA in 2020-2021 left nearly $44 million in
Pell Grant funds unclaimed.**

CONNECTING K-12 STUDENTS TO POST-SECONDARY OPTIONS

The first report in this series looked at connections within post-secondary education,
such as stackable credentials and pathways. This report looks at the variety of means to
connect elementary and secondary students to post-secondary educational options and
overcome the expectational, readiness, knowledge and financial obstacles discussed
above. This report includes a description of more than 20 of those programs and initia-
tives, which are directed or funded by school districts, the State Board of Education,
the executive branch, nonprofits, the post-secondary governing body, colleges and uni-
versities, and the federal government. (See Figure 1 on the following page.)

BROADENING HORIZONS | 6 | UTAH FOUNDATION



A large network of programs seek to connect K-12 students
with post-secondary options.

The role of school districts

Career and Technical Education High school

Utah State Board of Education programs

Internships and apprenticeships

Adopt-a-School

Nonprofit programs

AVID

Utah System of Higher Education programs

Utah College Application Week

Programs at Utah institutions

PACE High school

Peoples of the Pacific High school

Federal programs

Talent Search Middle & high school E,R,K,F*

Upward Bound Math & Science High school E,R, K, F*

Financial Resources

Education Savings Vehicles

Child savings accounts, generally




The Role of School Districts

Counselors. School counselors work to help students succeed academically and social-
ly in school. They mediate conflicts, monitor attendance and assist in disciplinary ac-
tion. In addition, through direct, one-on-one interaction and indirect programs, school
counselors are responsible for encouraging students to continue their schooling, help-
ing them to understand various aspects of post-secondary education, and possibly pre-
paring them for real world experiences and jobs. Part of these responsibilities involves
working with teachers and administrators to implement a program and curriculum that
will support these goals.®

For instance, high schoolers often need one-on-one help in completing the FAFSA;
guidance counselors can offer this support for students whose parents are unfamiliar
with the forms and process.*® This is particularly the case with first generation students,
where parents/guardians may emphasize the importance of postsecondary education
but lack the knowledge to support their students. Counselors can also supply informa-
tion on federal aid and the differences between loans, grants and scholarships. They can
provide estimated costs of higher education at different institutions, including tuition
and non-tuition costs. Doing so goes a long way in getting more students to apply to
and attend post-secondary institutions.’’

In 2019, the American School Counselor Association re-emphasized their recommen-
dation that every school employ one counselor for every 200-250 students in order
for counselors to provide the greatest benefit. Studies have suggested that the ratio of
school counselors to students has a significant impact on graduation rates, SAT scores,
attendance and college-going rates.*®

In Utah, a study of student-to-counselor ratios correlated lower ratios with improved
attendance and a decreased need for discipline. Studies in the other states found that
lower ratios were also related to higher rates of completion, lower suspension rates and
greater success in obtaining vocational degrees.*’

According to data for the 2019-20 school year, the national average ratio of students
to school counselors is 424:1. Utah’s average ratio was 547:1, well above the national
and recommended averages.*’

The Utah Legislature has recently sought to improve student-to-counselor ratios. To
qualify for state funding to support school counseling, every school from kindergarten
through 12th grade must have one board certified and licensed school counselor for
every 350 students.*’ Enforcement of this requirement began in the 2021-22 school
year. Although the mandated ratio is higher than the American School Counselor As-
sociation’s recommended ratio, the number is significantly lower than Utah’s current
ratio and considered a meaningful step forward.

And the state has taken other steps toward improving counselor ratios. In 2021, the
Utah Legislature passed the Grow Your Own Teacher and School Counselor Pipeline
Program.** This is a grant program that awards funds to schools so they can provide
scholarships to paraprofessionals and school counselor interns/assistants to train or
enroll to become licensed counselors or teachers.*

Utah students typically meet with a school counselor at least three times during their
secondary education career to develop plans for achieving their college and career
aspirations.* To prepare exiting students to thrive in college and career environments,
local districts and schools across Utah develop college and career readiness programs
under state standards. Board-certified school counselors deliver this program and over-
see individualized college and career readiness plans for each student.*

Career and Technical Education. Career and Technical Education (CTE) can act as
a conduit from high school to post-secondary institutions. CTE provides students the
opportunity to prepare early for specialized industry jobs and to meet workforce needs
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FEDERAL AID

Federal post-secondary need-based aid comes in the form of grants, loans and work study funding. The key programs
are as follows:

Pell Grant: These are need-based grants for students with the greatest financial need as determined by the FAFSA.
These do not need to be repaid unless a student withdraws from school before the end of a semester. The maximum
award amount varies per year; during the 2021-22 year the maximum award is $6,495.

Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant: These grants are available to undergraduate students with
exceptional financial need. Students receive up to $4,000 based on their determined need.

Stafford Loan Program: This program provides federally subsidized loans to students with financial need. These are
low-interest loans with a 10-year maximum repayment period. The subsidized loan is one where the federal government
pays the students’ interest until graduation. Perkins loans fall under a similar program, but are not based on need, and
students are provided funds from the institutions themselves instead of the federal government.

The Federal Work Study Program: This program provides jobs to students who are eligible for financial aid. Students
work part-time on campus — or off campus — under this program. Their employers pay a portion of their wages and
program funds pay the remaining amount.

and requirements. Utah allows students to explore courses related to various career
fields and to receive training for those careers while still in high school and working to-
ward graduation. This provides them with exposure to both the technical and academic
education that students might see at any of Utah’s universities or technical colleges.
These opportunities are available for all high school students in the state.

To graduate from high school in Utah, a student must complete a minimum of 24
credits. CTE classes count toward those credits and there are various levels a student
can reach within the CTE program. Career clusters group similar careers together
under subjects like agriculture, food and natural resources, and law, public safety,
corrections and security. Career pathways are found within each of these clusters,
listing classes and directions for how to learn about and receive certification in the
specified career. Any student can take one or two “exploratory” classes within any
of the career pathways. A “concentrator” is generally a student who takes one ex-
ploratory course and passes a specific concentrator course, usually a higher-level
course, within the same career pathway. A “completer” is a student who completes
a pathway; this generally involves completing one concentrator course and at least
three credits — typically equal to six courses — within the same pathway or subject.
Students also have the option to complete and receive credit for an internship within
their chosen pathway topic.*

CTE program completers can also receive CTE certifications, other certifications or
state licenses specific to different industry jobs. To receive a CTE certification, students
must pass both a written and skill-based assessment with an 80% or higher or whatever
tests a specific industry requires. Secondary CTE students have the option to earn con-
current credit at a Utah System of Higher Education university or technical college.*’

About 72% of CTE concentrators were employed full-time after high school, com-
pared to 67% of their peers.*® In Utah, 63% of students who focused on a CTE career
pathway placed in postsecondary education, advanced training, military service, or
employment.*

During the 2020-21 school year 172,020 Utah students enrolled in CTE courses —
about 80% of Utah’s 9-12 grade students.* There was a 96.1% graduation rate among
students who were CTE concentrators. Utah students earned 64,864 CTE Skill Cer-
tifications and 10,752 third-party certifications. These certifications are supported in
part through the Governor’s 