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Message from the SREB President 

Since I was a small child, I’ve loved a good story. Stories change, but all  
the good ones allow a reader to “see” it unfold, to grasp how the parts fit 
together. One of the purposes of the Fact Book on Higher Education is to  
help states understand their own, and the region’s, story of education.

As we emerge from the pandemic, the 2021 Fact Book on Higher Education 
shows the South at a critical juncture. The setting is a region poised for  
growth but challenged by the need for many more people to achieve higher  
levels of education and thus to power our workforce and economy.

The story opens as the SREB region’s slow, gradual gains in education attainment continue. Six-year graduation 
rates for bachelor’s degree-seeking students rose four percentage points. Meanwhile, the three-year graduation 
rates for two-year degree and certificate-seeking students increased nearly eight percentage points. These  
improvements will contribute to education attainment and help meet workforce demand for skilled employees 
with postsecondary credentials. 

But looking ahead, college enrollment has begun to decline, thanks in part to declining birth rates and rising  
costs. Undergraduate enrollment in the SREB region decreased overall by almost two percentage points  
from 2014 to 2019, even before the pandemic. Enrollment changes differed by type of institution, with a four  
percentage point increase at four-year colleges and universities and a seven percentage point decrease at  
two-year colleges. 

Affording college, and shouldering the resultant debt, continues to be a high hurdle for many students — making  
it more difficult for colleges to maintain enrollment. The cost of attendance has risen steadily over the last couple 
of decades, with a short reprieve during the pandemic. And rising student loan debt disproportionately affects  
students from those population groups historically underrepresented in postsecondary education. 

To be clear, we need all students to get to, and through, postsecondary education. Fact Book data sheds light  
on the elements of access and student success we must focus on to help them do so, which will in turn help the 
South and the U.S. remain competitive.  

Few things are certain these days, but I feel confident that postsecondary education is an engine of economic 
growth that will help lead our recovery. The Fact Book shows us where the story can go from here. It is important 
to note that much of the data in this edition was collected just before or at the beginning of the pandemic, so 
annual updates will tell us more about how the region was affected by, and is recovering from, the pandemic.  
The Fact Book can help chart our path to a brighter future.

We continue to make the Fact Book and data updates available at SREB.org/FactBook, though we are not  
providing print copies this year. You can download the book in its entirety or choose the chapters most relevant  
to you. Also, keep in mind that you can download over 100 Fact Book spreadsheets at SREB.org/FactBook for  
your own analyses. 

At SREB, we believe in the power of data to answer important questions and monitor progress on education  
goals. We trust that you continue to find the Fact Book a reliable and comprehensive source of insight on the 
trends we face in improving education. The north star that guides us should be the opportunity for each and every 
student to follow a path to those rewarding careers that drive our states’ stories — and our economies — forward.

  

 
Stephen L. Pruitt, Ph.D. 
President

The Fact Book helps  

leaders understand the 

story of education in  

their states.
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