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Community colleges and high schools are 
historically very closely linked; in fact, the 
original community colleges were formed as 
extensions of secondary schools in the early 
decades of the 20th century.1

 

 Over time, the 
two have evolved into wholly separate 
educational systems with distinct missions, 
funding streams, and curricula. However, there 
are numerous arenas in which they currently 
work together that contribute to the national 
effort to increase college completion rates—an 
emerging priority given President Obama’s 
goal of returning the United States to its 
position of having the highest proportion of 
college graduates in the world by 2020. 

In this Brief, we focus on partnerships 
between community colleges and high schools 
that may make it more likely for students to 
complete three important milestones on the 
road to college completion:  

1. Enrollment in college – In order for 
students to complete college, they must 
first enroll. Colleges work with high 
schools to increase the likelihood that 
students will view college matriculation 
as an option. 

2. College readiness at enrollment – Many 
students enter college in need of 
remediation; participation in remedial 
(also called developmental) education is 
associated with lower rates of degree 
completion.2

3. Persistence in college – Students often 
enter college only to leave before  

 Colleges and high schools 
can work together to increase the number 
of students who are college-ready upon 
entry. 

 
 

 
completing a degree, frequently during 
the first year. Their success can depend 
on the extent to which they make a 
smooth transition from high school to 
college. 

 
There is a broad range of goals and activities 
among community college-high school 
partnerships; we have organized the most 
prominent programs and initiatives into two 
categories as follows:  
• Initiatives designed to provide high 

school students with access to existing 
and regular college resources and 
offerings, such as assessments or 
college courses. 

• Programs or activities that partnerships 
develop together specifically for high 
school students and their needs. 

The Brief concludes with a short discussion of 
policy and funding considerations. 
Access to Regular College Resources and 
Offerings  
 
Outreach and Recruitment  (addresses 
Milestone 1)  
 
Description: Community colleges are 
frequently involved in active outreach and 
recruitment efforts in and with local high 
schools; the main purpose is to foster ties and 
broaden community awareness of a college’s 
programs and services. Many colleges even 
help high school students consider a full range 
of postsecondary options in light of their 
individual educational and career goals.  
 
Value-added: Students are given help in 
navigating the often complex process of 
matriculating into college. This is likely to be 
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especially important for students who have not 
viewed college as a practical, affordable 
option, including those who do not have 
parents who can effectively guide them 
through the matriculation process. 
 
Population targeted/served: These services are 
typically offered to any interested high school 
student. However, they are likely to be most 
beneficial to students who are less often 
helped by regular school counselors, i.e., those 
who have not been on the college track 
throughout their high school careers.  
 
Evidence of effectiveness: We are not aware of 
studies measuring the effectiveness of these 
activities.  
 
Exemplar: The College Connections program 
run by Houston’s Lone Star College System is 
an example of a multi-faceted outreach 
program in which students are provided help 
with researching college and career options, as 
well as assistance with college applications (to 
any college), placement testing, and acquiring 
financial aid.  
 
Dual Enrollment (addresses Milestones 1, 2, 
and 3)  
 
Description: In dual enrollment, high school 
students are permitted to take college courses 
and, if they pass them, earn college credit. 
Sometimes, as in the case of dual credit, 
students earn both college and high school 
credit for the same course. Dual enrollment is 
quite widespread; the most recent national data 
available show that over 800,000 high school 
students took a college course in the 2002-
2003 school year, and almost all two-year 
public colleges enrolled high school students. 
Quite a few states have policies that encourage 
student participation. While most students 
participate in regular, stand-alone courses, 
there are increasingly structured programs 
available that provide support services in 
addition to a recommended sequence of 
courses.  
 
Value-added: Dual enrollment is seen as a 
means of strengthening preparation for 

college, encouraging college enrollment, and 
increasing college persistence. Dual 
enrollment programs foster collaboration 
among college faculty and high school 
teachers that may lead to better alignment of 
curricula, which should result in better-
prepared students. Also, it is hypothesized that 
early exposure to the college environment and 
college courses assists students in their 
acclimating to college, academically and 
socially.  
 
Population targeted/served: Dual enrollment 
has typically been targeted to more advanced 
students; indeed, several states have policies 
that limit student participation based on grade 
point average (typically, students must have a 
3.0). However, the national and state focus 
seems to be shifting away from serving those 
who are already college-bound and moving, 
instead, toward the recruitment of 
disadvantaged, first-generation, middle-
achieving, and other students for whom 
participation could be life-changing. Many 
states now mandate that all qualifying students 
have access to dual enrollment, and many also 
stipulate that college tuition and fees be 
waived for high school students.  
 
Evidence of effectiveness: There has been little 
rigorous evidence of effectiveness until 
recently, and no randomized controlled trials 
of dual enrollment have been undertaken. 
Studies conducted by the Community College 
Research Center (CCRC)3 of students in 
Florida and in New York City have found 
participation in dual enrollment to be 
positively related to students’ likelihood of 
earning a high school diploma, to college 
enrollment, to persistence in college, and to 
higher postsecondary grade point averages. 
Dual enrollment participants were also more 
likely to go on to enroll in a four-year 
institution rather than a community college, 
perhaps indicating that their early taste of 
college gave them the skills and confidence to 
raise their educational aspirations. 
Importantly, the benefits to dual enrollment 
were stronger for male and low-income 
students. Additional research on the City 
University of New York (CUNY) College 
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Now program, the same program studied by 
CCRC, also found positive results.4 In general, 
studies have found that earning college credits 
prior to high school graduation reduces time-
to-degree and increases the likelihood of 
graduation.5

 
 

Exemplar: The City University of New York’s 
College Now program is widely viewed as a 
leader in dual enrollment, due to its 
commitment to providing New York City high 
school students with engaging and supported 
college experiences. College Now offers a full 
range of remedial, college preparatory, college 
credit, and enrichment activities.  
 
Early Assessment (addresses Milestone 2)  
 
Description: Early assessment is the 
increasingly popular practice of offering 
college placement tests to students while they 
are still in high school. Many incoming 
community college students are unclear about 
testing and placement policies and practices, 
are not well prepared to take the placement 
tests, and are surprised afterward to find that 
they are not deemed “college-ready.”6

 

 Early 
assessment aims to provide information on 
skills deficiencies well before students begin 
college. Presumably, high school students who 
do not do well on the tests can then take steps 
to improve their preparedness, ultimately pass 
the tests, and avoid placement into 
developmental education.  

Value-Added: Early assessment may have a 
positive influence on college-readiness as well 
as persistence in college. In implementing 
such programs in partnership with community 
colleges, high school staff may understand 
better the importance of aligning their 
curricula with the academic standards of the 
colleges and/or help students to better prepare 
for college. It is a national shame that more 
than half of community college students enroll 
in at least one remedial course, and many 
additional students are assigned to remediation 
but simply never enroll.7

 

 Remediation has 
enormous costs to society as well as to 
individual students who must pay for courses 
that do not yield college credit. In addition, 

beginning one’s college career in 
developmental education is associated with a 
reduced chance of persisting and earning a 
college credential. Thus, entering college 
without need for remediation is one of the 
most important factors contributing to eventual 
college completion.  

Population targeted/served: Community 
colleges and high schools may work to target 
early assessment to particular groups of 
students, such as those likely to need focused 
support to become college-ready. 
Alternatively, they may implement it 
universally in a college’s feeder high schools.  
 
Evidence of effectiveness: The California State 
University system’s Early Assessment 
Program8 is just beginning to yield data 
showing that participation does reduce 
students’ probability of needing remediation 
by four and six percentage points in math and 
reading, respectively.9 Some suggestive 
evidence comes from El Paso Community 
College in Texas, which has implemented 
early assessment as part of a “comprehensive 
college readiness protocol” for all El Paso area 
high school students. El Paso’s data show that 
the proportion of incoming students who are 
college-ready has increased with early 
assessment, and students placed in 
developmental education are placing into 
higher levels.10

 
 

Exemplar: El Paso Community College, in 
collaboration with the University of Texas at 
El Paso and 12 El Paso school districts, has 
implemented the “college readiness protocol” 
to improve college readiness. Before 
graduating from high school, virtually all El 
Paso area students complete a joint admissions 
application to both colleges; learn about,  
prepare for, and take the college placement 
test; review scores with counselors; and 
improve their skills and re-test, if necessary. 
Some students also enroll in a summer bridge 
program to strengthen their basic skills.  
 
 
Programs Developed Specifically for High 
School Students (or Recent Graduates)  
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CTE pathways (addresses Milestones 1 and 3)  
 
Description: Partnerships between community 
colleges and high schools have been 
encouraged through federal and state-funded 
career-technical education (CTE) programs. 
Since 1990, federal funds have been set aside 
for Tech Prep programs as part of the Carl D. 
Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology 
Education Act and its re-authorizations. Tech 
Prep aims to improve student transition from 
secondary to postsecondary institutions by 
linking the last two years of high school with 
the first two years of college through technical 
programs that include rigorous academic 
content. Articulation agreements permit some 
high school students to take courses that allow 
them to earn college credit. Over 900 Tech 
Prep partnerships, or consortia, have been 
created, along with thousands of articulation 
agreements.11

 

 Tech Prep has been evolving, 
with stakeholders now promoting the term 
“career pathway” to refer to an updated ideal 
type of Tech Prep, and with the latest Perkins 
re-authorization defining Tech Prep as a 
“program of study.”  

Value-Added: Tech Prep and other career 
pathways programs are designed to create 
clear, career-oriented programs of study that 
link high school with college. Their intent is to 
provide a rigorous academic experience 
leading to a degree in a career area with strong 
employment opportunities. Further, they are 
expected to provide students with a planned 
sequence of courses that can take the 
guesswork out of educational planning and 
lead to higher rates of completion.  
 
Population Targeted/Served: 
Tech Prep was originally proposed in a 1984 
book titled The Neglected Majority12

 

 in which 
it was described as a college transition strategy 
for middle-achieving students. These days, the 
population targeted varies considerably, 
depending on geography, local economic 
conditions, and the specific career area.  

Evidence of Effectiveness: 

Tech Prep has had a mixed record of 
effectiveness. An evaluation of eight Tech 
Prep consortia found that students tended not 
to benefit from the articulated credits, 
sometimes because they were unaware that 
they could earn college credits from their high 
school Tech Prep coursework.13 Moreover, an 
analysis of the 1997 National Longitudinal 
Survey of Youth (NLSY) showed that 
participation in Tech Prep programs had a 
negative effect on college attendance.14 
Another analysis of the NLSY looked 
separately at Tech Prep students’ matriculation 
to two- and four-year colleges, and found that 
Tech Prep encourages enrollment in the former 
but reduces enrollment in the latter.15 Some 
research has shown that when high school 
Tech Prep students do transition to college, 
they graduate more quickly than their non-
Tech Prep peers.16

 

 Rigorous evaluations of 
state-supported programs are not available.  

Exemplar: Sinclair Community College and 
the Miami Valley Tech Prep Consortium are 
leaders in Ohio’s nationally-known College 
Tech Prep program. Their career pathway in 
Engineering Technology is especially notable. 
The pathway enrolls students who begin 
taking courses in grade eleven and culminates 
in either an A.S. degree in Engineering 
Science or an A.A.S. degree, with a major in 
one of 16 Engineering and Industrial 
Technologies Division programs at Sinclair 
Community College. All degree programs 
have either dual enrollment or articulation 
agreements through the baccalaureate degree 
at a four-year institution. 
  
Summer Bridge Programs (addressing 
Milestones 1, 2, and 3)  
 
Description: Bridge programs, generally 
offered in the summer, are intensive 
experiences that help students, usually recent 
high school graduates, master the knowledge 
and skills needed for college success. Some 
focus on college readiness in reading, writing, 
or math, while others are designed to provide 
students with exposure to sciences, sociology, 
or other areas of study. Most are also intended 
to introduce students to college norms and 
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expectations. In some cases, opportunities are 
offered for students to earn college credit. 
These programs exist nationally and are 
typically funded by the state or federal 
government, grant funds, or local colleges.  
 
Value-added: Summer bridge programs have 
the potential to help students enter college 
without the need for remediation, especially 
when they are already close to being college-
ready. The programs offer accelerated, focused 
learning opportunities that can allow students 
to place directly into college-level courses. 
Further, they can smooth the transition into 
college by helping students learn how to 
navigate college systems and become 
comfortable with college faculty, staff, and 
other students. 
 
Population targeted/served: Summer bridge 
programs are generally targeted to students 
interested in attending college, but who face 
barriers to success. Many programs explicitly 
recruit students whose parents have not 
attended college (first-generation students), 
while others are designed for groups 
traditionally underrepresented in college. 
Others are designed for students who are 
underprepared in math, reading, and/or 
writing, and are thus likely to place into 
developmental education.  
 
Evidence of effectiveness: The limited research 
that has followed students as they enter college 
after participating in a summer bridge program 
has found positive student outcomes. Students 
attending summer bridge programs have been 
found to have higher retention rates than 
comparison students.17 In addition, research 
suggests that underprepared students who 
participate show improvement in their 
academic performance. An evaluation of four 
summer bridge programs in New York City 
colleges found that program participation was 
positively related to academic performance.18 
In another study, the lowest performing cohort 
of students in a bridge program were 10% 
more likely that their non-participating peers 
to successfully pass their courses.19

 
  

Exemplar: St. Philips College, one of the 
Alamo Colleges in San Antonio, has offered 
the Fresh X program since 2003. This 
Hispanic-serving institution targets first-
generation Latino students and provides them 
with opportunities to improve their skills in 
math and/or English. They also participate in a 
short “student success” course for which they 
receive college credit. 
 
Early and Middle College High Schools 
(addressing Milestones 1, 2, and 3)  
 
Description:  Early and middle college high 
schools are small high schools created by a 
partnering school district and a postsecondary 
institution, most often a community college. 
They target students traditionally underserved 
in college and encourage them to take college 
courses while still enrolled in high school. 
Early college high schools are explicitly 
designed to offer students the opportunity to 
graduate high school with one to two years of 
college credit earned, or even an associate 
degree. Middle college high schools have a 
similar design, but place less emphasis on 
college-course taking. About 200 early college 
high schools have been created through 
funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, while numerous other middle and 
early college high schools have emerged with 
other sources of support. In all cases, these 
schools are expected to become financially 
self-sufficient over the long term. 
 
Value-added: Both early and middle college 
high schools are committed to assisting groups 
traditionally underserved in college. By 
providing a set of activities that explicitly 
prepares students for college and offering 
support during their participation in initial 
college courses, students are expected to learn 
how to be successful college students. 
 
Population targeted/served: Students in early 
college high schools initially funded by the 
Gates Foundation serve large numbers of 
students of color. In addition, many are first-
generation students, speakers of English as a 
second language, and low-income students. 
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About 42,000 students were enrolled in these 
schools in 2008-09.20

 
 

Evidence of effectiveness: Experimental 
research by the SERVE Center found that 
early college students in North Carolina are 
more likely to be making progress toward 
college readiness than other similar students.21 
The study also found little or no achievement 
gap between minority and non-minority 
students in early colleges. Data from the early 
college students in schools funded by the 
Gates Foundation also show that traditionally 
underserved males of color do as well as their 
female and white male peers, thus reversing a 
national trend. Early college students 
associated with the Middle College National 
Consortium finish 12th grade with an average 
of 27 college credits earned.22

 
  

Exemplar: The Middle College High School at 
Contra Costa College is a highly acclaimed 
middle-early college high school. In 2008, 
48% of graduating students had earned both a 
high school diploma and an associate degree. 
The average number of college credits earned 
by their graduates was 50. One reason for their 
success is the development of supports to 
assist students in the transition from high 
school to college. With assistance from the 
Middle College National Consortium, 
structures have been created that reach down 
to ninth grade to prepare students for, and then 
support them as they undertake, challenging 
college courses.  
 
 
Policy and Funding Considerations 
 
Federal and state policies have a major 
influence on the development of the programs 
and practices discussed here. There are three 
key ways in which the policy environment is 
influential, separately or in combination: 1) 
program or strategy creation, 2) provision of 
funding, and 3) regulations which facilitate or 
hinder these kinds of initiatives. In general, 
these initiatives grow when institutions are 
provided with access to funds or other 
incentives to create them; they are hindered 

when intentional or unintentional barriers to 
student participation are created. 
 
Tech Prep is an example of a federally-created 
initiative which has been carried out, in varied 
forms, throughout the U.S. The original 
legislation provided guidelines for its 
development, as well as a multi-year funding 
stream. In addition, states developed their own 
rules governing these programs, and in some 
cases created complementary initiatives. Other 
programs, such as dual enrollment, are mainly 
influenced by state policies, which determine 
funding streams, student eligibility 
requirements, and sometimes quality 
standards. In states with strong dual 
enrollment programs, both high schools and 
colleges typically receive public funds when 
high school students enroll in college. In other 
cases, such as bridge programs and early 
assessment options, local policies are the most 
influential.  
 
Policymakers often grapple with questions on 
whether to invest scarce resources into the 
kinds of initiatives discussed here. While it is 
hard to state conclusively that any of these are 
cost-effective, some may be more so than 
others. The first set of initiatives—those that 
offer students access to regular college 
resources and offerings—are likely to be low 
in cost because they involve expanding access 
to existing resources. The second set of 
initiatives—those developed specifically for 
high school students—may be more costly as 
they require dedicated funds for their 
development and implementation. To the 
extent that they reduce the time to a college 
degree, however, their benefits may outweigh 
their costs. 
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