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The first page of this report sets forth starkly the imperative for states to increase substantially the numbers
of postsecondary education degrees and certificates earned each year by their residents: By 2018, the 
United States will fall far short of the number of new college degrees needed for an emerging economy
that increasingly depends on workers with postsecondary education, according to Tony Carnevale and 
his colleagues at the Center on Education and the Workforce at Georgetown University.

Our states and their economies cannot afford this projected shortfall 
of postsecondary-prepared workers. It is also clear that the increases 
in degree and certificate production required from colleges and uni-
versities will be precipitous — perhaps ranging from 3 percent to 
6 percent per year.

Some will say that we should have seen this coming. Indeed, the
Carnevale report traces the share of jobs requiring postsecondary 
education as increasing from 28 percent to 59 percent from 1973 to
2008. This percentage is expected to grow to 63 percent of all jobs by
2018.

Just as significant are the class implications of postsecondary education attainment. The report notes that 
from 1970 to 2007, the percentage of the middle class with postsecondary education increased from 
26 percent to 61 percent. Achieving at least middle-class status now depends increasingly on postsecondary
attainment. As our population continues to see relatively greater growth in lower-income and lesser-educated
groups, it becomes critical that these groups succeed in postsecondary education to ensure a good standard 
of living.

States need to take bold and urgent action to meet these challenges. That’s why this report sets forth an 
ambitious, historic goal for SREB states, as we seek to lead the nation in improving yet another key area of
education:

To increase significantly the numbers of students who complete associate’s and bachelor’s degrees
and postsecondary career certificates of value, so that 60 percent of each state’s adults ages 25 to
64 will have one of these credentials by 2025.

Reaching this goal, or even getting close, will not happen with promises and policies alone. It will take a 
concerted, unified, statewide effort at every level to get the job done. And many different areas in higher 
education, K-12, and state policy require our attention.

This report is a roadmap based on four overriding actions states need to take:

� Set statewide priority and direction, with specific goals, for increasing the numbers of degrees and 
certificates — including raising accountability for system and institutional leaders and setting measures
to assess credential completion, among other actions.

� Increase access and enrollment in postsecondary education even more, by improving college affordability,
students’ college readiness, and drawing more adults to postsecondary study.

� Increase the numbers of credentials earned by students in all colleges and universities through targeted 
institutional actions — building campus cultures that make completion the first priority and institution-
alizing a series of actions that guide students more directly to a credential.
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� Increase productivity and cost-efficiency in degree completion ─ by introducing strategies that reduce
excess credits, streamline college-transfer systems, and expect timely degree completion at lower costs.

These calls to action are discussed in great detail on the pages that follow ─ and are covered in the 10 key
recommendations that SREB developed with governors, legislators, state K-12 and higher education chiefs
and national policy experts.

As states, systems and institutions work to make greater college completion a reality, they also can draw on
50 more specific strategies listed at the end of this report for additional guidance in finding solutions.

The prosperity of every SREB state depends on the educational attainment and consequent earning power of
its citizens. Therefore, increasing the levels of education in our states and across the nation, by increasing the
numbers of people with quality postsecondary education credentials, needs to be among our first priorities.

I want to recognize West Virginia Governor Joe Manchin III, who chaired SREB during the time that this
report was developed. The governor highlighted college completion as SREB’s priority during his chairman-
ship. He now takes that priority with him as the National Governors Association chair this year. I also want
to thank Brian Noland, the chancellor of the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission, who
worked with the governor and SREB staff closely on this report. This work also benefited greatly from the
parallel work of Complete College America, and we thank its president, Stan Jones, for a close working 
relationship.  

We also appreciate the helpful guidance offered by a leading advocate for the completion agenda, the 
Lumina Foundation for Education, especially Jamie Merisotis, its president and chief executive officer, 
and Jim Applegate, its vice president of program development.

Sincerely,

Dave Spence
SREB President



The 16 Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) states — and the nation as a whole — no longer can 
afford to ignore low levels of college completion. Substantially increasing the numbers of students who com-
plete career certificates and two- and four-year college degrees has not been a major state, regional or national
priority, and the American system of higher education has tolerated low degree-completion rates for too
long. Improving college completion is more important than ever, as a majority of American high school
graduates now seek postsecondary education.

The immediate major challenge for the nation and every state is to 
ensure their populations have the levels of education necessary to
meet the job requirements of the next 15 years. The economic and
social futures of SREB states depend in large part on substantially 
increasing the numbers of their residents with postsecondary degrees
and career certificates. Most importantly, as the region’s population
diversifies and there is significant growth in lower-income and lesser-
educated groups, it becomes critical that these groups succeed in
postsecondary education to ensure they can earn a living wage.

Researcher Anthony P. Carnevale and his colleagues at the Center on Education and the Workforce at
Georgetown University recently found that:

By 2018, we will need 22 million new college degrees — but will fall short of that number by at least
three million postsecondary degrees, associate’s or better. In addition, we will need at least 4.7 million
new workers with postsecondary certificates.

Carnevale also asserted that:

This shortage is the latest indication of how crucial postsecondary education and training has become
to the American economy. The shortfall, which amounts to a deficit of 300,000 college graduates every
year between 2008 and 2018, results from burgeoning demand by employers for workers with high
levels of education and training.

State economies simply cannot thrive with a projected shortfall of postsecondary-prepared workers. States will
need substantial increases — perhaps ranging from 3 percent to 6 percent annually — in degree and certificate
production, according to the National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS).

Data clearly show persistently low degree-completion rates in most U.S. public colleges and universities: One
in four of the first-time college freshmen at public four-year institutions does not return as a sophomore, and
four-year graduation rates at most public bachelor’s- and master’s-level institutions rarely exceed 35 percent.
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Six-year graduation rates (the most commonly used measure of completion rates) have ranged from 52 percent
to 56 percent nationally for more than a decade — meaning that barely half of first-time, full-time freshmen
graduate with bachelor’s degrees within six years from the same institution where they began.

State and national leaders’ attention to improving college completion is critical and requires collaboration
among policy-makers, educators, students, and business and industry representatives. America’s economy will
not flourish or be internationally competitive in the future without a better-educated and more skilled work
force, and states will be unable to close their achievement gaps in education. The costs of dropping out are
unacceptable for students, families, states and institutions. When students do not complete the degree and
certificate programs they begin, they surrender higher personal incomes, substantial tax revenues for state
and local governments, and better job opportunities. 

State leaders need to reevaluate how colleges and universities can help achieve their state’s priorities. States
currently look to public colleges and universities as points of student access — but they must also become 
institutions of success. Yet college presidents sometimes have only minimal expectations for students, making
remarks during freshman convocations such as: “Look to your right and to your left. In four years, only one
out of three of you will graduate.” This view of college success should become a relic of the past.

Increasing college completion in SREB states and across the nation will require major cultural changes in all
sectors of American higher education and in how they do business — from public research institutions to
community and technical colleges. Without containing costs and raising productivity, the United States will
continue to lag behind other developed nations in the percentage of adults who have college degrees. For the
first time, today’s school-age generation in America likely will have proportionately fewer college graduates
than their parents’ generation.

Most importantly, achieving these goals will also require states to
focus on low-income and minority populations that heretofore have
been underrepresented, both in enrollments and especially in com-
pletion of postsecondary education. This emphasis includes ensuring 
that they graduate from high school ready for college, drawing more
of these students into postsecondary education, providing them with
additional academic preparation when needed, and providing the 
academic and personal support they need throughout college. Much
of this work involves community colleges, which enroll disproportion-
ately more individuals from low-income families and traditionally 
less-prepared students.

SREB began work on its College Completion Initiative two years ago with an identification and study of 
15 regional universities across the nation that show relatively strong rates of degree completion. Over the
past year and a half, with the assistance of an advisory panel and reliance on a host of experts, SREB began 
to assemble recommendations on how each state could begin to implement a statewide initiative to increase
greatly the numbers of degrees and certificates earned by their residents. Much of SREB’s work has been 
coordinated with Complete College America and the National Center for Higher Education Management
Systems (NCHEMS), and these organizations’ findings and recommendations are generally similar to
SREB’s. These recommendations should prove useful to the National Governors Association, under the lead-
ership of this year’s chairman, West Virginia Governor Joe Manchin III. As Chair of SREB in 2009-2010,
Governor Manchin led SREB as it consulted with state leaders on the development of this report.
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To keep the nation competitive, states must increase college completion significantly. The 16 SREB states
can set the pace for the nation in raising educational attainment levels with the following goal:

To meet this ambitious goal, states will need not only 
to increase institutions’ graduation rates but also to 
increase the numbers of people entering postsecondary 
education — in both cases, well beyond current comple-
tion and participation rates. States cannot rely on current
education policies and practices, or on current population
growth and college-participation rates, to produce much
higher numbers of degrees and certificates needed for a
strong economy by 2025. The following section suggests
an action framework to help states to reach this goal.

How States Can Take Action to Increase College Completion

States, postsecondary education systems and institutions need to take action to meet the SREB college-
completion goal. State leaders should organize, direct, coordinate and support their state’s college-completion
initiative. This state-level leadership needs to direct comprehensive action in three essential areas:

� Increase students’ access to higher education.

� Increase the rates at which students complete postsecondary education at all levels.

� Make the path to degrees and certificates more cost-efficient, both for the student and the state. 
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Set Statewide Priority and Direction 

A successful, effective state initiative to improve college completion needs a formally adopted and widely 
embraced state-level, statewide plan that details the goals, roles and responsibilities at state, system and 
institutional levels. Each state’s plan should identify an organizational structure that will lead, coordinate 
and monitor action and progress on improving college completion. The state plan and coordinating struc-
ture need to:

� set state, system and institutional goals for improving career-certificate and college-degree completion.

� establish in state policy the conditions that must be met in key areas that will contribute to the goals, 
including increased access to college, greater cost-efficiency and degree productivity, and higher comple-
tion rates at each institution. The state will need to establish its specific responsibilities and those of each
postsecondary education sector.

� adopt statewide measures to monitor progress on the goals statewide and in each system and institution.

� structure an accountability system around these measures.

� ensure that state policies support and drive the college-completion initiative and the specific actions for
meeting the goals — to include financing for higher education and educational policies critical to the
state’s agenda for improving college completion. 

This report outlines how states can achieve their college-completion goals — the strategic areas to be 
addressed and the recommended actions to be taken.  

Increase Access to Postsecondary Education 

Substantially raising degree-completion rates in all institutions alone will not enable states to meet their 
goals for increasing degrees and certificates. Three components are crucial in increasing students’ access to
postsecondary education and in ensuring that more students who enter college will finish:  

� Students’ academic readiness to begin college without remediation.

� Students’ ability to afford college without long work hours and sizeable loans.

� Greater participation of adults and students from underrepresented racial/ethnic and low-income groups.

Future enrollments in colleges and universities need to exceed current enrollment levels, and states need
new and better strategies to draw substantially higher percentages of the population to postsecondary study
and help them graduate.

Increase Numbers of Degrees and Completion Rates Through Institutional Actions

Current institutional degree-completion rates need to be raised substantially for each state to meet its goals
for increasing the numbers of degrees awarded each year. However, in most cases, these institutional rates
must increase even as greater numbers of students enroll. Raising completion rates simply through more 
selective admissions will not yield the gains states will need in numbers of degrees and certificates. The 
challenge for institutions is to raise completion rates while also increasing access to college. 
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Increase Productivity and Cost-Efficiency in Degree Completion

States will need to finance the increased enrollment necessary to meet their goals, and they may face 
additional calls on their resources to provide students with the financial aid they will need. But given the
condition of the economy and many states’ budgets, states will need to make postsecondary education 
more productive and cost-efficient.

Postsecondary education needs to do its part in generating the 
increased funding required to raise the numbers of degrees and 
certificates awarded. States will need to examine long-held ideas
about the extent and nature of state support. For students and states,
the cost of a degree is too high when students accrue excess credits.
The objective should be for state and postsecondary education 
systems to create clearer, more efficient paths to degree completion
for more students. The result should be more students graduating
with fewer credit hours and in less time. States should be able to
award more degrees and certificates at the same or lower costs. 

These objectives challenge tradition and should involve an examination of:

� the number of credit hours that institutions require for degrees.

� the number of credit hours individual students accrue while earning a degree.

� the use of technology to increase access and success in key course work.

� more effective college-transfer systems.

� greater opportunities for dual and early college enrollment.

States and students spend large amounts of money and time on postsecondary education. Too often, these
investments do not result in the completion of a degree or certificate. The path to college completion is not
nearly as efficient for students as it could be. On average, students — especially transfer students — take
many more credit hours than are required for a degree. States have supported these inefficiencies but are
finding it hard to secure the necessary resources to handle the projected rise in college enrollment. Also, 
financial aid will need to increase to preserve college affordability for greater numbers of students. 

To help states address these key action areas, SREB makes 10 broad recommendations in this report covering
fundamental issues that impact increasing certificate and degree completion.
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SREB calls on each member state to increase the numbers of students who complete postsecondary career
certificates and associate’s and bachelor’s degrees, so that 60 percent of adults ages 25 to 64 will have one
of these credentials by 2025. These increases will only be possible if states take a number of related actions,
such as statewide goal setting, measurement and coordination; increasing access to postsecondary education;
expecting institutions to be more productive in helping students complete degrees; and requiring postsec-
ondary institutions to be more efficient in using available resources.

SREB states can use these 10 recommendations as a framework to make college completion a top priority,
individually and regionally. Because college completion involves a complex set of activities, these broad 
recommendations are followed by more specific recommendations in the Appendix that can impact student
success. To measure progress toward the overall goal, SREB will report periodically by state and region on 
the numbers of certificates and degrees awarded. 

Set Statewide Priority and Direction for Increasing the Numbers of Degrees and Certificates
1. Each state — led by the governor, legislature and state higher education agency — should make college

completion a top priority and create a statewide plan for improvement with detailed goals, roles and 
responsibilities. The goals should identify specific numbers of bachelor’s and associate’s degrees and 
career certificates needed to meet the 2025 target of 60 percent of the population ages 25 to 64 having
at least one of these awards. 

2. Statewide, system and institutional governing boards should adopt policies that hold postsecondary 
system leaders and individual institutions’ presidents accountable for raising both the numbers of 
degrees and career certificates awarded annually and graduation rates.

3. States should identify and require much-improved statewide measures to assess degree completion and 
related performance indicators for all public colleges and universities.

4. States should develop financing strategies and other education policies for meeting their college-
completion goals, and state appropriations for institutions should be tied in part to meeting the goals. 

Increase Access to Postsecondary Education
5. States should improve college affordability by coordinating their funding, tuition and financial aid 

policies to enable more students to complete career certificates and degrees. 

6. States should ensure that most high school graduates are ready to succeed in college and career training. 

7. States should ensure that more adults return to college and receive the support they need to succeed. 

Increase Numbers of Degrees and Completion Rates Through Institutional Actions
8. States should require institutions to make graduation central to their campus cultures and all institu-

tional actions and to take specific steps to increase completion rates.

Increase Productivity and Cost-Efficiency in Degree Completion
9. States should support institutional productivity and cost-efficiency strategies that reduce students’ 

excess credits toward a degree and result in timely degree completion at lower costs. 

10. States should ensure they have a guaranteed statewide college-transfer system based on standard, 
lower-division curriculum requirements recognized by all public community colleges and universities.

Drawing on these primary recommendations, the remainder of this report examines each key area in more
detail, providing background on the issues and suggestions to help states move forward with new solutions.

Recommendations for Improving College Completion
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To meet its degree-completion goals, each state needs a strong “public agenda” for improvement that estab-
lishes state-level priorities and sets statewide direction. Such an agenda requires a detailed, state-level plan
and organizational structure to set the direction, provide for coordination, and allow for monitoring of state
action and progress. States cannot rely on existing education policies and practices to produce the numbers
of degrees and certificates needed. State improvement plans must set expectations for all postsecondary 
institutions to increase both the rate at which students graduate and the numbers of people entering them. 

State plans also need to include clear state and institutional
goals for increasing graduation rates and the numbers of grad-
uates annually; expectations for increased access, cost-efficiency
and productivity; accountability; measures of progress; and 
financing policies. In turn, each public two- and four-year 
institution and system needs a strategic plan for increasing
timely degree completion — with specific goals and objectives
that support the state’s priorities.

Set Clear Goals and Expectations

The U.S. higher education system traditionally has been seen as the best in the world. However, the 
changing needs of the U.S. economy and the global market now demand a work force with some level 
of postsecondary education or training — a higher level of skill than a high school diploma signifies. 

To meet the target of having 60 percent of the adult population hold a postsecondary certificate or degree 
by 2025, SREB states will need to increase significantly the numbers of associate’s and bachelor’s degrees 
they award each year. The numbers of postsecondary certificates of one year or more duration and of 
economic value should be recognized as well.

However, the goals for increasing the numbers of degrees and certificates and the associated measures should
take into account the relative impact of each level of award on an individual’s economic potential and on the
contribution of each level of award to the state’s economy. This means placing more weight — both in set-
ting goals and measuring progress — on increasing the numbers of associate’s and bachelor’s degrees. Practi-
cally, this suggests separate goals for each level of award. States should be cautious about meeting an overall
educational attainment target simply by producing disproportionately more career certificates. 

Measuring progress on states’ goals will be complicated 
because past and current measures of educational attain-
ment of the population do not include individuals with
career certificates — only degrees. Therefore, in setting 
numerical goals for 2025 and intervening years, states will
need to set separate goals for degrees and certificates to
measure progress accurately.

Aggressive goals for improving degree completion in every
postsecondary institution must support the statewide com-
pletion goal, be monitored through accountability policies,
and be tied to state appropriations. States should be clear
about their expectations around increasing access, comple-

Set Statewide Priority and Direction for Increasing 
the Numbers of Degrees and Certificates

State policy should set Goals and Expectations for:

• establishing numerical goals for increasing the 
numbers of career certificates and degrees for the
state and each public two- and four-year institution.

• creating clear expectations and measurable objec-
tives in key areas, including increased access for 
all students, strong institutional efforts to increase
graduation rates, and greater productivity in terms 
of degrees and certificates awarded in a timely 
manner.
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tion and productivity in each public institution. Each state needs to determine its own course for improve-
ment based on demographics and other characteristics. 

Increase Accountability and Shared Responsibility

Once statewide goals are established for increasing college completion — including specific policy changes
highlighted throughout this report — further steps can ensure these policies are carried out. Accountability
policies can provide policy-makers with a platform and framework to help them assess the effectiveness of
systems’ and institutions’ progress on the statewide goals. 

Appropriate accountability policies will ensure that
improving college completion is a shared responsi-
bility of the state, its institutions and its students. 
Setting statewide goals for improving college comple-
tion will require these constituents to help determine
completion priorities, identifying numerical goals for
each institution and plans to meet them. This shared
responsibility means that:

� states must provide sufficient fiscal and policy sup-
port so that public postsecondary institutions can
provide quality higher education to their students.

� public colleges and universities must use their resources to offer quality higher education that is effective
in helping more students complete career certificates and degrees. Moreover, institutions need to be more
efficient in producing more degrees and certificates at less cost.

� students must be responsible for pursuing the prescribed course work in a timely manner.  

This “shared responsibility” approach establishes a foundation for accountability that will help ensure trans-
parency in the stewardship of public resources and adequacy in the quality of higher education. The state’s
public colleges and universities ultimately are accountable for significant numerical increases in certificate
and degree completion. 

Past efforts at accountability in higher education have been largely unsuccessful in significantly increasing the
number of degrees awarded or producing efficiencies in the process — perhaps due to states’ unwillingness 
to hold institutions accountable for meeting such goals and the lack of a meaningful connection between 
degree-completion goals and state appropriations. 

Most states need to consider new postsecondary education accountability legislation that aligns with the
state’s education and economic development goals. States also need to link college-completion goals to state
appropriations and develop more transparency in higher education spending. 

Few states’ policies currently hold institutions accountable for how funds are spent or tie state funding 
directly to degree-completion and related goals. Identifying the right measures for monitoring progress on
these goals should be a major component of state accountability policies for improving degree completion. 

Use Meaningful Measures

Common reporting measures are essential if states are to assess progress in degree completion consistently
and hold colleges and universities accountable for meeting state and institutional goals. As states set goals 
for improving degree completion for all public institutions, policy-makers should standardize institu-
tional reporting requirements and methods. 

State Accountability policy should: 

• require transparent reporting of spending practices and 
evidence that institutions are managing resources to 
support state and institutional completion goals. 

• align funding with college completion and productivity goals
to reinforce institutional accountability. 

• hold presidents, chancellors and state higher education
agencies responsible for ensuring that degree completion is
an institutional priority and that annual progress is made.   
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States have long used overall college-graduation rates as the primary measure of institutional and system-level
performance. But this measure alone gives an incomplete picture of how well institutions are meeting state
goals — especially for specific groups of students. New measures are needed to provide a more complete 
account of student degree completion and retention by key demographic groups and other characteristics.  

Graduation rates, as currently defined, count only students who begin college as full-time freshmen and who
graduate from the same institution where they started. These rates do not include low-income, transfer, part-
time or developmental students — who are growing segments of overall enrollment. Graduation rates often
are reported only as the percentage of students who complete bachelor’s degrees in six years or less, as required
by the federal government. However, states would benefit by monitoring and reporting four-, five- and six-
year graduation rates, giving policy-makers and educators better data on when students actually graduate. 

States also need to report numerical data on degrees completed and to monitor changes in overall education
attainment levels of working-age adults. Tracking the number of degrees and certificates awarded by academic
discipline can help policy-makers assess these trends against state work force needs. Currently, career-certificate
attainment of the population by age is not collected nationally or regionally. 

Student progression data should not only focus
on semesters or years, but on credits, because
part-time and returning students may spend
twice as many years in college as traditional 
students do — for the same number of credits. 

Performance-based fiscal policy that is targeted 
to help states meet their degree-completion goals
requires new measures to show how institutions
increase the numbers of students reaching certain
milestones, such as reduced student-attrition
rates and increased year-to-year persistence rates.
Most colleges and universities already collect
these data, but states often do not require them
to be reported and do not use them for statewide

planning and goal setting. A new set of metrics from the National Governors Association (www.nga.org) and
Complete College America (www.completecollege.org) capture these new, more comprehensive measures 
indicated above.

Create State Financing and Education Policies

States can create a strong catalyst for improving college completion by restructuring their financing practices
for higher education. Few states have comprehensive education policies that address multiple financing
sources, including performance incentives, tuition policies, cost containment and productivity in postsec-
ondary education. Currently, most state funding only maintains base operations and new enrollments. There
are few financial incentives for institutions to increase degree completion and no negative fiscal consequences
for high student-attrition rates. Yet attrition is costly both to states and students. 

Possible solutions are emerging to make higher-education financing more effective in areas where states can 
collaborate and share best practices. States need to consider funding their higher education systems and 
institutions based in part on degree and certificate completion. When states and institutions make increasing
degree completion their first priority in higher education, it should mean that completion efforts have the first
call on available resources. 

State policy should set Measures that:  

• monitor the state and each of its institutions and systems by the
numbers of degrees awarded (increases in degrees compared
with the base year) and graduation rates.

• expand certificate and degree data and tracking systems to in-
clude the performance of full- and part-time students, returning
adults, first-generation students, transfers and veterans; and by
age, income level, racial/ethnic group, the numbers of degrees
awarded relative to full-time-equivalent enrollment, etc.

• track institutional spending of state support targeted to meet 
degree-completion goals and require transparent reporting for
resource management.   
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Continuing to focus on small, incremental increases in 
college access and degree completion will not be sufficient to
help states reach their college-completion goals and to close
achievement gaps among various student groups. SREB states
and institutions must address student affordability concerns,
improve students’ readiness to begin college, and devise
statewide programs to attract and retain adults who have
some college credits but no degree. In tough economic times,
decreased state support often hits students from low-income
families the hardest, even though they are the least able to

handle the costs — and the most likely to benefit — from higher education. 

Postsecondary education must be accountable for achieving significant gains in degree and certificate 
completion, even while states ensure that students’ access to college is not compromised or sacrificed by 
the degree-completion agenda.  

Stan Jones, 
president of Complete
College America, at

left, with Rich Rhoda,
executive director 
of the Tennessee
Higher Education

Commission

The United States cannot afford to wait until state
economies improve and revenues grow to make in-
creased educational attainment a major priority. Even
in the current fiscal environment, states can reallocate
base funding for higher education to align with their
new performance goals, shifting from enrollment-
based formulas to a combination of enrollment-, 
retention- and completion-based formulas. States 
need not wait for “new money.” They can incremen-
tally increase performance funding while gradually 
reducing enrollment-based funding. 

Various approaches to state funding policies may 
lead to greater levels of student success. And financial
incentives for postsecondary institutions, backed by
fiscal performance indicators, should be key compo-
nents of states’ agendas to increase degree completion. 

Performance funding can be implemented using budgets tied to performance targets for institutions, with 
innovative incentives that promote best practices and rewards for meeting goals. For example, funding can 
be tied to yearly increases in credits or courses completed rather than attempted; increases in student retention,
especially for juniors and seniors; increases in successful completions of developmental courses and related
freshman-year courses; more successful student transfers into higher-degree programs; and annual increases
in degree-completion numbers and rates. 

A comprehensive financing strategy should incorporate explicit goals for keeping tuition reasonable, improv-
ing productivity and implementing cost-reduction strategies. Institutions and states need to examine their
spending practices, focus spending primarily on improving students’ academic performance, and reallocate
resources to help ensure more students graduate. 

State Financing policy should:  

• fund systems and institutions based in part on completed
courses, certificates and degrees, using base money if new
money is not available.

• award funding on the basis of system and institutional per-
formance that is tracked annually against state education
and economic development goals, rewarding improvements
such as less student attrition, seamless college transfers
and specific learning outcomes.

• require institutions to be transparent about use of resources
and to show evidence they are increasing efficiency and
effectiveness, and reallocating cost savings to areas of
greatest educational priority.   

Increase Access to Postsecondary Education
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Help Ensure Affordability

The costs for students to pursue higher education have steadily increased and claim higher percentages 
of families’ income than ever before. Families in the nation’s lowest-two income quartiles now pay about 
40 percent of their annual incomes to send one child to college. Many students remain unable to attend
postsecondary institutions because of their inability to secure sufficient financial aid. 

Making matters worse, tuition increases have outpaced increases in financial aid in most states in recent years.
This means fewer students receive financial aid, and those who do may be receiving less — while tuition costs
continue to rise. Because tuition levels in some states and institutions are out-pricing families, policy-makers
should consider increasing need-based financial aid programs and limiting annual tuition increases.

A statewide plan that requires cost-containment strategies and greater productivity from public colleges 
and universities can help make college as affordable as possible for lower-income families. Institutions also
must make additional efforts to keep tuition and other college costs within reach of middle- and low-
income families. 

Financial aid is a key element in college affordability.
When economies are weak, many states find it difficult
to increase state appropriations for financial aid while
they slash overall budgets. Other strategies can help,
such as simplifying the application process by merging
the applications for federal and state financial aid, pro-
viding information through Web-based information
portals and expanding work/study programs for 
students. 

States — not institutions — bear the primary res-
ponsibility for providing students with “need-based” 
financial aid. In the current economic climate, greater
numbers of families qualify for financial assistance,

compelling states to channel aid to students with the greatest need. Indeed, low-income families would 
benefit from increased need-based aid, in combination with grants and low-interest loans, and aid packages
designed for transfer and upper-division students. States also should encourage institutions to direct larger
portions of their financial assistance for need-based aid. 

To ensure that college affordability is part of efforts to increase degree completion, SREB states need to 
consider institutional appropriations, financial aid and tuition policies together, rather than in isolation.
Aligning financial aid policies with other state financing policies is essential in protecting college afford-
ability. State financial aid policies often are formed in isolation from tuition policies or institutional 
appropriations. In fact, it is common for tuition increases to occur after decisions on state appropriations 
are made. This encourages institutions to use tuition revenues to help fill the gap left by other diminishing
sources of revenue. 

State Affordability policy should:  

• focus financial aid on income-based need rather than
merit programs, so that more students from low-income
families — who represent many of those now aspiring to
college and are needed to boost states’ economies —
receive maximum levels of assistance. 

• develop need-based financial aid for part-time students.
Allocate some need-based aid for upper-division students
to encourage them to graduate.

• limit credit-hour requirements for degrees to reduce 
student costs.
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Help Ensure Readiness

Students’ academic readiness for college is essential to their chances for completing a degree. Recognizing the
critical importance of students’ readiness, many states are embracing the national Common Core State Stan-
dards as a baseline set of college-readiness standards. To ensure future economic and social progress, states
must graduate more students from high school and ensure more graduates are ready to begin college, career
preparation or on-the-job training. Students who leave high school unprepared to succeed in college courses
or career programs often do not attempt or finish these credentials. 

Ensuring that all high school graduates are ready for postsecondary study and careers requires shared 
responsibility and joint action by K-12 and higher education — with involvement from families, busi-
nesses and communities. States need to improve students’ readiness for college and career training on two
fronts: before students enter college and after. Establishing statewide college-readiness initiatives so that 
more high school students meet readiness standards will minimize the need for remediation in college. 
Some SREB states already are instituting such reforms. (See The National Center for Public Policy and
Higher Education/SREB special report, Beyond the Rhetoric: Improving College Readiness Through Coherent
State Policy.) 

Once students enroll in a postsecondary institution, the 
college or university is responsible for providing them with
high-quality developmental courses, if needed, to prepare
them to succeed in college-level courses. Postsecondary 
education must be accountable for boosting college com-
pletion while also maintaining access. States should not
allow higher college-graduation rates to be achieved
through tighter admission requirements.

State high school standards and assessments need to reflect the knowledge and skills that the K-12 and 
postsecondary education sectors determine students will need for success in college and career training — 
even if the skill levels are higher than most states currently require for minimum-level diplomas. Setting 
these “college-readiness standards” requires the full participation of the postsecondary sector. States need 
to validate these standards and assessments by comparing student performance on them with performance 
in introductory college courses and certificate or degree completion. 

States also should adopt assessments that will measure
students’ progress in meeting the college-readiness
standards no later than the junior year of high school.
Using the assessment results, teachers can tailor class-
room instruction to address students’ academic defi-
ciencies. Students who indicate on the tests a lack of
readiness for college should be directed into senior-
year transitional courses designed to close these gaps
in academic performance. The standards on these tests
should also be used by postsecondary institutions to
determine students’ placement into developmental or
introductory college-level classes.

Meeting the readiness challenge on a statewide scale
requires a comprehensive action agenda with specific
goals, the involvement of all key education and political stakeholders, and a plan for implementation. 

State policy for College and Career Readiness should:  

• ensure that students take a quality college-preparatory 
curriculum.

• ensure that all public K-12 and postsecondary institutions
adopt a common set of specific college-readiness standards
(i.e., Common Core State Standards) with rigorous perform-
ance expectations in reading, writing and mathematics that
are emphasized in high school courses and for which stu-
dents are assessed no later than their junior year.

• develop and provide supplemental, transitional courses for
12th-graders who, based on the 11th-grade assessments,
are not college-ready.     
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Encourage and Support Returning Adults

The student pipeline to and through college is not only broken in many places but also is too restrictive.
Broadening the postsecondary education pipeline to accommodate a wider range of individuals is just as 
important as plugging the leaks from elementary through high school and into college. States need to expand
this pipeline to draw many more adults — including the roughly 60 million working-age adults nationally
and the 29 million in SREB states who have taken some college courses but have not completed a degree or
career certificate. Most adults with some college experience began their college careers as traditional students
after finishing high school but left college without completing a degree. Some of them return, particularly to
community colleges. But many do not return because of work, family and other responsibilities. 

Quite simply, states cannot reach the target of having 60 percent of the adult population earn some
type of college degree or career certificate by 2025 without a major commitment to increasing college
completion among these adults. 

Most SREB states’ percentages of adults with an associ-
ate’s degree or higher are below the national average —
and several have the lowest rates in the country. While
significantly more adults have bachelor’s degrees in
SREB states than 20 years ago, the region still lags 
2 percentage points behind the national rate of 
27 percent. 

Adults historically have not been a target market for
American higher education. There are real challenges in
reaching this segment of the population, but there are
also significant opportunities for growth in increasing
educational attainment levels of adults in SREB states. 

Returning adults include full-time, part-time, working
and non-working students, military veterans and first-generation students, all of varying demographics, 
with circumstances and needs different from those of traditional college-age students. Because adults often
struggle to balance work and family obligations, they find it difficult to handle rigid course schedules and
other requirements at most institutions. Affordability is usually a major concern because many adults are
part-time students — and ineligible for most financial aid.

States need to restructure their pathways to help adults earn
career certificates and degrees. Research suggests that successful
certificate and degree programs for adults offer more flexible
course-delivery and time formats than colleges traditionally
offer, and they contain milestones with clear benefits to the
students, such as completing a certain number of hours each
semester and declaring a major. Many returning adults are
eager to have the academic community recognize and award
credits for their documented and assessed knowledge from
prior learning experiences and competency-based skills. To better assist adult students who begin career-
certificate programs, each state needs to create a unified credentialing system that feeds into associate’s and
bachelor’s degree programs. 

State policy for Returning Adults should:   

• create a statewide initiative to encourage more adults
who have attended some college to finish their certifi-
cates and degrees, and promote adult degree completion
in existing statewide college-going campaigns. 

• create accelerated pathways to certificates and degrees
for adults, giving them credit for prior learning experi-
ences and competencies that are tested and verified
through external exams.

• call for a review of state financial aid policies and 
practices to ensure appropriate and adequate financial
assistance for returning adults.    
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Improving college completion in every state demands changes in policy and practice — and both require 
a stronger will among state and institutional leaders to make difficult decisions and take bold action. Post-
secondary institutions face the challenge of designing and implementing solutions to help them reach state
completion goals, while they also will face greater demand for their programs. Supportive state policies can
provide the framework for institutional actions, but solutions must happen at the institutional level. 

Institutional actions and campus cultures can make a 
significant difference in college retention and completion.
Public institutions of higher education have a profound 
responsibility to focus their efforts and resources on helping
students succeed. Indeed, students, their families and policy-
makers should expect public colleges and universities to do
everything possible to help students complete degrees. 

The institutional commitment to degree completion and
closing achievement gaps is especially important for students who need developmental courses before they
can enroll in credit-bearing college classes. Institutions responsible for providing developmental or supple-
mental classes should align them with college-readiness standards adopted by K-12 schools. Institutions
should be held accountable for increasing the percentages of students who successfully complete develop-
mental and related first-year college courses.  

Completion should be every institution’s top priority, reinforced by a campus strategic plan with ambi-
tious goals for increasing completion that support the state’s public agenda and goals. While there is no
single formula for institutions to follow that guarantees a student will graduate, institutions with higher 
degree-completion rates than other similar institutions share several common strategies, especially a campus
culture that supports student success.

Many institutional actions show evidence of success
and can be made part of state completion initia-
tives. (See SREB’s report Promoting a Culture of 
Student Success: How Colleges and Universities Are
Improving Degree Completion.)

Research shows one of the most effective strategies
that institutions can use to help more students
graduate is an effective system of learning commu-
nities — groups of students who often take the
same courses together in a block format. Learning
communities can increase degree completion by
promoting academic success, providing intensive
mentoring and advising, and engaging students
with faculty and other students. 

Colleges and universities already have highly trained professionals at all levels in faculty and administration
who work to help students graduate. But to improve degree completion, staff, faculty and students need
greater intentional leadership from senior institutional administrators and board members and from appro-

Increase Numbers of Degrees and Completion Rates 
Through Institutional Actions

States should expect Systems and Institutions to: 

• make graduating students the first priority of institutional 
leaders, faculty and staff — central to the campus culture and
all institutional practices at every public institution.

• ensure that the selection, performance evaluation and 
accountability of all campus administrators — especially the
president and top-level academic officials — emphasize a
commitment to degree completion.

• ensure that all students choose a major and develop an indi-
vidual graduation plan by the end of their freshman year, then
closely monitor student progress, and intervene if they diverge
from the plan.
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As SREB states and their postsecondary institutions design more efficient paths for students to complete 
college, the results will benefit all. More students should earn degrees in fewer credit hours and less time, 
and states should see the numbers of degrees rise at the same or lower costs. 

To build more efficient pathways for students 
toward college completion, statewide degree-
completion goals must be supported by a commit-
ment to improved productivity. The experiences 
of a wide range of institutions, programs and 
students show there are many areas to consider in
improving productivity, including: the number of
credit hours required for a degree, students’ accrual
of excessive credits, use of technology to support
course availability, better college-transfer systems,
and more opportunities for dual and early college
enrollment.

State governments, college and university systems,
institutions and students can save valuable resources by identifying strategies for increasing productivity and
decreasing costs in public higher education. States need to restructure higher education’s business model, re-
ducing costs and reinvesting in areas that lead to greater student success. States also need to examine “learn-
ing productivity” and find ways to streamline their delivery of educational services, reducing students’ excess
time and credits, creating smoother paths to a degree, and increasing learning outcomes at lower costs. For
example, several institutions have adopted financing approaches identified by the Delta Project and strategies
developed by the National Center for Academic Transformation using technology to reduce the cost of
higher education. Some systems and institutions have even explored offering three-year bachelor’s degrees,
with more clearly focused curricula and year-round classes to expedite graduation. 

Streamline Credits, Time to Degree and Costs

Improving productivity means helping more students earn a degree or certificate more quickly and 
efficiently. While completion is the ultimate goal, it is also important that both the time it takes to earn an
award and the total credit hours accrued be addressed and measured. Both affect student success and system
productivity and efficiency.

priate state policies. These campus leaders need to channel fiscal and human resources into strategies and 
programs that are proven to increase degree completion. In turn, institutions need to share the results of 
their efforts with the state and the public.

State officials, university systems, state higher education agencies and governing boards also need to provide
leadership in improving degree completion through more effective strategic planning, policies and proce-
dures. State agencies and officials need to push for improved student retention and degree completion by 
requiring and monitoring institutional plans and reports on performance — and by rewarding successful and
improving institutions. Governing boards should monitor institutions’ progress in retention and completion
regularly, especially when required by board-approved plans to enhance institutional performance. 

Increase Productivity and Cost-Efficiency in Degree Completion

State policy for Productivity should:    

• require institutions to identify cost- and time-efficiencies
such as providing innovative, alternative delivery through
online and hybrid courses and credit by exam; increasing
enrollment in summer classes; and requiring a minimum
number of online credits. 

• limit course requirements for an associate’s degree to 
60 semester credit hours and 120 for a bachelor’s degree
statewide, recognizing a limited number of exceptions.

• create financial and tuition policies for institutions and 
students to keep credit accrual to a minimum.       
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In terms of time to degree, students who can attend full time throughout college should be expected to com-
plete their course of study efficiently — four years for a bachelor’s degree, two years for an associate’s degree,
and one year for a certificate. Part-time students will take longer, although these students should be expected
to finish in five to six years. All of this means that states’ goals and measures should address different time
horizons (four, five, six, and more than six years) and students’ full- and part-time status.

Just as important are the credit hours accrued in pursuit of a degree or certificate, for credit hours determine
cost to the state and student. Keeping credit hours earned to a reasonable level is a major strategy that states
should use as they work toward more efficiency in postsecondary education.

It is common for states to discover that even students who attend college full time while earning a degree 
do not finish in four years, meaning that they accrue substantially more hours than required for that degree.
Part-time students also often accumulate more hours than required for a specific degree. Too often, transfer
students amass many more credit hours during their community college and university experience than 
students who do not transfer. In short, state expectations regarding both time and credit hours to degree
need to be reduced.

Some states and systems limit the number of credits required for degrees at public colleges and universities.
This practice adds consistency across degree programs at various institutions and prevents colleges from 
requiring extra credits that may deter students from graduating. Such a policy may result in fewer required
major-area and elective classes, possibly meaning fewer choices for students. However, fewer courses can 
save institutions money and may encourage students to choose a major earlier. 

Students must also do their part to reduce excess courses by limiting the number of credits they take above
the required minimum. It is important for states to measure the number of credits and amount of time 
students take to complete degrees. Ignoring credit accrual and the time students spend in degree programs
may result in higher costs for the student and the state. 

Career pathway initiatives are abundant in high schools, but states also should build more bridges that con-
nect industry credentials, career certificates and applied degrees to associate’s degree and bachelor’s degree
programs. Setting expectations for colleges and universities to provide more credentials and certifications 
for credit (and possibly transferring clock hours earned from these credentials into credit hours for degree
programs) creates transparency in the system and can lead to more degrees. 

Improve Transfer and Articulation

College-transfer policies also need to be a key compo-
nent in states’ efforts to increase degree completion.
National research shows that nearly 60 percent of 
all students now attend more than one postsecondary
institution on their way to a bachelor’s degree. Addi-
tionally, many states now encourage and expect more
students to begin studying for a bachelor’s degree at
community colleges — making successful transfer to
four-year institutions critical in attaining bachelor’s
degrees. 

To reach the goal of annual numerical increases in
degrees and certificates, states need to ensure that 
policies support more community-college students as they transfer to four-year institutions. States and 

State Transfer policy should:   

• require that transfer policies be statewide and applied to all
public universities and community colleges.

• be based on a common statewide, lower-division course
curriculum for all public two- and four-year institutions that
includes both general education and major-related courses
acceptable at all universities in a state.

• guarantee that all 60 lower-division credit hours will trans-
fer in full to all public colleges and universities.      
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students need a reliable, robust college-transfer system. Some states have found that guaranteed statewide
college-transfer systems can help more students complete degrees. Some examples: 

� Research from Florida shows that transfer students who enter the state’s public universities accumulate
about the same number of credits as native freshmen.

� Tennessee reports that transfer students graduate within six years at a higher rate than native students.

� Ohio community college students who transfer to four-year institutions are successful: Juniors who earn
credits at two-year institutions have about the same grade-point average as those who enroll in four-year
institutions, and the percentage of bachelor’s degree recipients with one or more years of community 
college increased by 16 percent from 2007 to 2009. 

But transfer policies do not work in most states, especially for students who often must take additional,
sometimes repetitive courses, accrue excess credits toward a degree, and pay for courses they do not need.
Frustrated with transfer policies that were designed to benefit institutions rather than students, these stu-
dents often do not complete a degree. States need to make college-transfer systems more effective for three
key reasons: 

� to provide a clearer, shorter path to a bachelor’s degree for transfer students. 

� to reduce the time and cost required for transfer students to earn a bachelor’s degree.

� to save states money by limiting excess credit hours taken by students. 

The primary reason for ineffective statewide transfer
systems can be traced to low expectations: States simply
do not expect (and then demand) that the system pro-
vide an efficient path to the bachelor’s degree for trans-
fer students. An effective statewide college-transfer
policy should result in an equally efficient path to the
bachelor’s degree for transfer students as for those who
start at four-year universities — meaning that transfer
students can earn a bachelor’s degree in the same num-
ber of hours as native students. Each community college course should be equivalent to a lower-division
course in a public four-year institution. Florida and Louisiana have found that passing comprehensive trans-
fer legislation is more effective than local agreements between neighboring institutions. Faculty from public
universities and community colleges in each academic discipline can review and agree on specific criteria for
these common courses.  
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The current national focus on improving college completion provides states and their institutions with an
historic opportunity to galvanize the interests of the education community, policy-makers, business and 
industry, and American families to push for far greater levels of success for all students in postsecondary 
education. To increase the nation’s educational attainment levels substantially in the next 15 years, all states
need to take action to make increasing the completion of two- and four-year degrees, as well as career certifi-
cates, a top priority. 

Summary
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SREB challenges member states to work toward one major goal: to increase significantly the numbers 
of students who complete postsecondary career certificates, associate’s and bachelor’s degrees so that by
2025, 60 percent of each state’s population ages 25 to 64 will have completed one of these credentials.
The future of state economies depends on a well-educated citizenry. Policy-makers, education leaders, 
business representatives and families all share the responsibility of increasing each state’s educational 
attainment levels. Together, the 16 SREB states call for all of these groups to support a renewed mission 
to increase certificate and degree completion in every state. 

Detailed suggestions follow to assist state policy-makers and system and institutional leaders with specific 
recommendations in each area.



SREB’s Recommended Actions 
for State Policy-Makers and Institutional Leaders

Set Statewide Priority and Direction

1. Establish numerical goals for increasing the number
of career certificates and degrees for the state and
each public two- and four-year institution.

2. Create clear expectations and measurable objectives
for key completion areas, including increasing access
for all students, strengthening institutional actions 
to increase graduation rates, and generating greater
productivity in the path students take to completion.

3. Identify the state’s 15-year demographic projections
for work force, economic and educational gaps; and
create an appropriate set of state and institutional
measures that include frequent milestones and 
aggressive baseline targets that assess progress 
toward college-completion and educational 
attainment goals.

4. Create a statewide accountability and recognition
system to reward system and institutional progress
on the degree-completion and related goals.

5. Require transparent reporting of spending practices
and evidence that institutions are managing 
resources to support completion goals. 

6. Align funding with college-completion and product-
ivity goals to reinforce institutional accountability. 

7. Hold presidents, chancellors and state higher edu-
cation agencies responsible for ensuring that degree
completion is a priority and that annual progress is
made; and hold students responsible for moving 
efficiently through certificate or degree programs.

8. Create accountability and incentives for K-12
schools to improve students’ college readiness and 
for the postsecondary sector to increase student 
completion rates in developmental and related 
first-year college courses. 

9. Design measures to monitor institutional spending
of state support targeted to meet the degree-com-
pletion priority and require transparent reporting 
to show resource management.

10. Establish incentives to motivate and reward better 
institutional performance; and reward students for
graduating from college with a two- or four-year 
degree, using tax incentives.

11. Measure success for the state and each institution and
system by number of degrees (increase in degrees
compared with the base year) and by graduation rate.

12. In addition to publishing the 150 percent graduation
rate required by the U.S. Department of Education,
collect and publish the following time-to-degree 
graduation rates for all public institutions: 100 per-
cent (two years to complete an associate’s/four years to
complete a bachelor’s), 125 percent (two and one-half
years for an associate’s/five years for a bachelor’s) and
150 percent (three years for an associate’s/six years for
a bachelor’s). 

13. Require institutions to report certificate and degree
data by age, so this information can be used to track
the educational attainment of the population. 

14. Measure success for the state and each institution 
and system by number of degrees (increase in degrees
compared with the base year) and by graduation rate;
and include momentum points, such as remediation
and credit completion, first-year persistence rates,
completion of general education course work, and
successful transfer.

15. Expand certificate and degree data-tracking systems 
to include year-to-year persistence and graduation
rates for additional cohorts such as students who are
part time, returning adults, first-generation, veterans
or transfers and by racial/ethnic group and income 
levels. Also, degrees and certificates awarded should 
be related to full-time-equivalent enrollment.

16. Fund systems and institutions based in part on 
completed courses, certificates and degrees, using 
base money if new money is not available.

17. Require institutions to be transparent about use 
of resources to show evidence they are increasing 
efficiency and effectiveness and are reallocating cost 
savings to areas of greatest educational priority.
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18. Balance the need for state appropriations with 
moderate increases in tuition, when needed, accom-
panied by adequate need-based financial aid, cost 
reductions and improved productivity.

19. Award funding on the basis of system/institutional
performance that is tracked annually against state 
education and economic development goals, reward-
ing improvements such as less student attrition,
seamless transfers and learning outcomes.

20. Limit state institutional support and financial aid 
for students who exceed by 10 percent the base
credit requirement (60 semeser credit hours for an
associate’s degree and 120 for a bachelor’s degree);
avoid increasing fees to students to cover the 
decreased state support. 

Increase Access

21. Ensure that all public K-12 and postsecondary 
institutions adopt a common set of specific college-
readiness standards (i.e., Common Core State Stan-
dards) with rigorous performance expectations in
reading, writing and mathematics that are empha-
sized in high school courses and for which students
are assessed no later than their junior year.

22. Develop and provide supplemental transitional
courses for 12th-graders who are assessed as not 
college-ready by 11th grade.  

23. Designate one college-level placement test that is
based on the college-readiness standards and similar
in scope to 11th-grade high school assessments, and
require all public postsecondary institutions to use
the designated placement test.

24. Develop in-service and pre-service training plans for
teachers that focus specifically on the state’s readiness
standards and performance expectations and how to
teach them effectively in grades eight through 12.

25. Focus financial aid on need rather than merit so 
that more students from low-income families receive
maximum assistance. Allocate a larger portion or
provide some additional need-based financial aid 
to upper-division students and returning adults to 
encourage them to graduate.

26. Limit credit-hour requirements for degrees to reduce
student cost.

27. Ensure that tuition policies produce only modest 
increases in costs for students, and avoid disruptive
excessive fluctuations in tuition costs. States can limit
maximum annual institutional tuition increases to a
specified percentage equal to or less than the increase
in median family income. 

28. Make the filing of the FAFSA and state financial aid
forms part of high school requirements, with an 
opt-out provision if needed.

29. Market financial aid through a user-friendly, com-
prehensive Web site that serves as a single portal and
guide for students searching and applying for aid.

30. Create a statewide initiative to encourage more adults
who have attended college to finish their certificates
and degrees, and promote adult degree completion in
existing statewide college-going campaigns.

31. Incentivize institutions to develop successful adult 
degree-completion programs.

Increase Numbers of Degrees and Completion Rates
Through Institutional Actions

32. Make graduating students the first priority of insti-
tutional leaders, faculty and staff, central to campus 
culture and all institutional practices at every public
institution.

33. Provide appropriate and targeted programs and 
services that foster degree completion. 

34. Ensure that the selection, performance evaluation 
and accountability of all campus administrators — 
especially the president and top-level academic officials
— emphasize a commitment to degree completion.

35. Charge a team of campus leaders with overseeing 
efforts to improve student success.

36. Ensure that all students choose a major and develop
an individual graduation plan by the end of the fresh-
man year, closely monitor all student progress, and 
intervene if students diverge from the plan.

37. Increase student contact with professional advisers
and faculty who are trained to help students choose 
a major, enroll in the proper classes and avoid excess
credit hours.

38. Develop an institutional master course schedule that
at covers at least three years.
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39. Create accelerated pathways to certificates and 
degrees for adults through online and hybrid (a 
combination of traditional classroom and online)
courses and credit for prior learning experiences,
tested and verified through external exams.

40. Ensure students who enter postsecondary education
not ready, particularly returning adults, can take 
developmental courses quickly, and that such courses
are succinct and convenient in time and location.

41. Engage the business community, especially entrepre-
neurs, to create innovative strategies to educate and
prepare our students and returning adults for the
workplace.

Increase Productivity and Cost-Efficiencies

42. Limit course requirements for an associate’s degree 
to 60 semester credit hours and to 120 for a bache-
lor’s degree, recognizing a limited number of excep-
tions.

43. Require institutions to be transparent about use of
resources, including evidence that they are increasing
efficiency and effectiveness, and reallocating cost 
savings to areas of greatest educational priority.

44. Require institutions to identify cost- and time- 
efficiencies by financing course completion; provid-
ing innovative, alternative delivery for courses such
as online and hybrid courses and credit by exam; 
increasing enrollment in summer classes; and requir-
ing a minimum number of online credits. 

45. Create financial and tuition policy for institutions 
and students to keep credit accrual to a minimum.

46. Insist that institutions provide core and major courses
as student graduation plans require, either through
traditional or online delivery — so that no student
must wait more than a semester for a needed course.

47. Require that transfer policies be statewide and applied
to all public universities and community colleges.

48. Develop a common statewide, 60 semester-hour,
lower-division (freshman and sophomore) curriculum
guaranteed to transfer for all public two-year colleges
and universities (including general education, major
program prerequisites and electives); identify common
statewide courses using a course-equivalency table.

49. Require that all universities admit transfer students 
as juniors if they have declared a major and have
taken the specified 60 hours, and require students to
complete the number of credit hours remaining to
meet degree requirements.

50. Strengthen pathways to create “stackable” credentials,
folding associate’s degrees into bachelor’s degree 
requirements so that students experience smooth 
articulation. 
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Wellman, Jane V., Donna M. Desrochers, Colleen M. Lenihan, Rita J. Kirshstein, Steve Hurlburt and Steve
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College Completion Advisory Panel

The Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) expresses gratitude to the members of the Advisory Panel
who met with SREB staff on several occasions to help shape the content of and react to the report. We 
appreciate their contributions and acknowledge the essential role they played in making this report possible.

Jim Applegate, Lumina Foundation for Education

Julie Bell, National Conference of State Legislatures

Pat Callan, The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education

Kevin Carey, Education Sector

Sally Clausen, Independent Consultant, formerly with the Louisiana Board of Regents

Erroll Davis, Board of Regents of the University System of Georgia

Houston Davis, Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education

Glenn DuBois, Virginia Community College System

Joni Finney, The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education and the University of Pennsylvania

David Gardner, Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board

Will Holcombe, Division of Florida Colleges, Florida Department of Education

Glen Johnson, Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education

Dennis Jones, National Center for Higher Education Management Systems

Stan Jones, Complete College America

Sandy Kress, Akin Gump Strauss Hauer and Feld LLP

Jim Lyons, Maryland Higher Education Commission

Joe Meyer, Education and Workforce Development Cabinet, Kentucky

Brian Noland, West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission

Richard Novak, Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges

Raymund Paredes, Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board

Joe Pickens, St. Johns River Community College

Richard Rhoda, Tennessee Higher Education Commission

Tim Shaughnessy, State Senator, Kentucky

Jan Somerville, The Education Trust and National Association of System Heads

Garrison Walters, South Carolina Commission on Higher Education

Jane Wellman, The Delta Project on Postsecondary Costs, Productivity and Accountability
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