
 

      Meeting the Nation’s 2020 Goal:  State Targets for Increasing  the        
       Number and Percentage of College Graduates with Degrees
 

In his first joint address to Congress on February 24, 2009, President Obama set a goal that the nation 
should once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world by the year 2020. To 
reach this goal, the U.S. Department of Education projects that the proportion of college graduates 
in the U.S. will need to increase by 50 percent nationwide by the end of the decade. Translated into 
additional degree-holders, eight million more young adults will need to earn associate’s and bachelor’s 
degrees by 2020. To achieve this ambitious goal, the higher education system must undertake far-
reaching reforms to widen college access, improve college readiness, ensure quality, and accelerate college 
completion. Colleges and universities in every state have a vital role and a unique opportunity today to 
help America again lead the world in college attainment. 

The table below shows the total number of college graduates that each state would need to achieve 
to be on target to reach the 2020 goal, with the corresponding degree attainment rate.  States start at 
different baselines in college attainment in 2009, and the table displays a range that each state can use 
to benchmark progress toward its college completion targets. If every state makes its contribution at the 
midpoint of the ranges shown, the United States will again lead the world in college attainment by the 
end of the decade. States with a check mark have already set attainment goals, although target dates and 
target age groups vary. 

Note:  Young adults account for the majority of college graduates, and attainment rates among young adults age 25-34 are 
often used in key international comparisons. The 25-34 age range used below represents this international benchmark, 
but older and younger graduates outside of the range will add to our success as a nation. Figures in the “College 
Graduates as of 2020” column include the additional eight million graduates needed as well as the projected growth 
rate in degree attainment.
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Sources: U.S. Census Bureau: American Community Survey (ACS), Education Attainment Ages 25-34, Three-Year Averaged Estimates for 
2007-2009; and U.S. Census Bureau: 2020 Population Projections.

 = State has already established an attainment goal (target dates and target age groups vary).  
Methodology:  To be first in the world in the proportion of college graduates with an associate’s degree or higher, the U.S. must increase the 
national attainment rate by 50 percent from its current level by 2020. This would lift the nation as a whole to a 60 percent college attainment rate. 
The current college attainment rate is 39 percent as measured by the ACS (while international comparisons use the Current Population Survey 
(CPS), CPS does not yield state-by-state data). While some states with low college attainment rates will need to at least double their attainment 
rates, states with higher attainment rates are nearer to the national attainment goal of 60 percent and thus do not need as much of an increase. The 
table above shows two scenarios—on the one hand, a state’s attainment rate if it increased its current attainment rate by 50 percent; and on the 
other, the achievement of a statewide attainment rate of 60 percent. The resulting number of degree holders is calculated by applying the 60 percent 
rate and the 50 percent increase to the Census projections of the adult population aged 25-34 in 2020. The national projection is calculated in the 
same way rather than as a sum of the numbers.
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