BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER:
Leaks in the Postsecondary Pipeline
DATA BRIEF

The first three of our four briefs in this series focused on individual aspects of the postsecondary
pipeline, including enrollment, first-year persistence, and six-year attainment. In this supplement, we
examine these three distinct milestones in combination to understand how group differences at each
point may contribute to widening or narrowing educational disparities over time.
Figure 1 displays how attrition at key stages of the postsecondary pipeline impacts the overall
outcomes of the 2009-2011 North Carolina public high school graduates.1
•

67 percent of the 2009-2011 NC public high school graduates enrolled in a postsecondary
program by May 15, 2012.

•
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While 76 percent of postsecondary enrollers persisted to their second year, this represents just
over half—51 percent—of all NC public high school graduates.

•

Among postsecondary enrollers, six-year completion rates were 51 percent. Overall, this yields
34 percent of all 2009-2011 NC public high school graduates who earned a degree or credential
within six years of postsecondary enrollment.
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academic performance. In each subsequent section, we include a visual and narrative overview
of the results found in Table 1, findings from the postsecondary education research literature to
contextualize these leaks in the pipeline, and highlight potential intervention strategies to improve
postsecondary outcomes for all North Carolina students.
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FIG. 1: POSTSECONDARY OUTCOMES
(2009-2011 NC High School Graduates)
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TABLE 1: POSTSECONDARY PIPELINE MILESTONES AND LOSS POINTS BY DEMOGRAPHIC, ECONOMIC, AND ACADEMIC
CHARACTERISTICS (2009-2011 NC High School Graduates)

Note: Percentages may not add
up due to rounding

Total
HS Graduates
(#)

Postsecondary Outcomes (% of HS
graduates making it to each milestone)

Loss from the Postsecondary Pipeline
(% of HS graduates lost at each milestone)

Enrolled

Persisted to
Year 2

Completed in 6
Years

Access: Not
Enrolled

Persistence:
Enrolled but
did not persist

Completion:
Persisted
but did not
complete

268,327

67%

51%

34%

33%

16%

17%

North Central

61,001

70%

56%

39%

30%

14%

17%

Northeast

15,079

67%

49%

30%

33%

18%

19%

Northwest

17,771

64%

48%

34%

36%

16%

14%

Piedmont-Triad

46,857

69%

52%

35%

31%

16%

18%

Sandhills

25,923

62%

43%

26%

38%

19%

17%

Southeast

25,430

65%

48%

31%

35%

17%

17%

Southwest

59,554

69%

53%

37%

31%

15%

17%

Western

16,645

64%

48%

34%

36%

16%

14%

Female

137,465

73%

57%

40%

27%

16%

17%

Male

130,862

62%

45%

29%

38%

17%

16%

American Indian

3,560

57%

36%

20%

43%

21%

16%

Asian

6,565

74%

64%

48%

26%

10%

16%

Black

75,849

65%

43%

22%

35%

21%

21%

Hispanic

17,826

45%

33%

20%

55%

12%

13%

White

158,166

71%

57%

42%

29%

14%

15%

Economically Disadvantaged

90,605

55%

35%

18%

45%

20%

17%

Not Economically Disadvantaged

177,722

74%

59%

43%

26%

14%

17%

Not Reported

12,126

68%

51%

32%

32%

17%

20%

<1.5

10,776

31%

11%

2%

69%

20%

9%

1.5-2.0

32,068

43%

19%

5%

57%

24%

15%

2.0-2.5

51,029

56%

34%

13%

44%

23%

21%

2.5-3.0

59,502

69%

51%

29%

31%

18%

22%

3.0-3.5

59,905

80%

69%

52%

20%

11%

17%

3.5-4.0

42,921

87%

82%

74%

13%

5%

8%

All Students
Prosperity Zone

Sex

Race/Ethnicity

Economic Disadvantage
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High School GPA (unweighted)
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Prosperity Zone
Figure 2 illustrates differences in the postsecondary
pipeline by prosperity zone. While this chart is tightly

FIG. 2: POSTSECONDARY PIPELINE BY PROSPERITY ZONE
(2009-2011 NC High School Graduates)

clustered at the enrollment milestone, disparities
between students from the state’s eight prosperity
zones widen at the persistence milestone and do
not significantly narrow between persistence and
completion, though the relative position of some
prosperity zones shifts substantially.2
At every milestone, rates were highest among students
from the North Central (Triangle) prosperity zone and
lowest among students from the Sandhills prosperity
zone. Specifically, among all 2009-2011 North Carolina
public high school graduates:
•

70 percent from the North Central prosperity zone
enrolled in postsecondary compared to 62 percent

North Central
Southwest
Piedmont-Triad
Western
Northwest
Southeast
Northeast
Sandhills

from the Sandhills prosperity zone, an 8 percentage
point gap.
•

56 percent from North Central persisted in
postsecondary to their second year compared to
43 percent of students from the Sandhills, a 13
percentage point gap.

•

39 percent from North Central earned a degree or
credential within six years of their first enrollment
versus a completion rate of 26 percent among high
school graduates from the Sandhills, a gap of 13
percentage points.

Beyond increasing enrollment among students from

FIG. 3: CHANGES IN THE RANK OF PROSPERITY ZONE
GRADUATES THROUGH THE POSTSECONDARY PIPELINE

the Sandhills prosperity zone, the widening of the gap
at the persistence milestone indicates a significant
leak in the postsecondary pipeline and an important
intervention point for these students. Being from one
of the most economically disadvantaged regions of
North Carolina,3 students from the Sandhills prosperity
zone may experience greater barriers to postsecondary
success due to lack of college preparatory resources
and affordability issues. Interventions that offer
postsecondary educational support4 and financial aid
may help these students persist to degree completion.
The other prosperity zones varied in rank across these
milestones. Figure 3 illustrates how these rankings
Design by AdrialDesigns.com

change at each milestone, from highest to lowest rates.5
The Piedmont-Triad and Southwest (Charlotte)
prosperity zones were consistently ranked second and
third highest for each milestone. The enrollment rate
for Piedmont-Triad graduates was only 0.1 percentage
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points higher than that of Southwest graduates (68.7 percent versus 68.6 percent),
but this gap widened with subsequent milestones in favor of the Southwest. The share
persisting among Southwest graduates was one percentage point higher than students
from the Piedmont-Triad (53 percent versus 52 percent), and the overall completion rate
for Southwest was two percentage points higher (37 percent versus 35 percent).
While the Northeast prosperity zone was fourth highest for both enrollment (67 percent)
and persistence (49 percent), this prosperity zone dropped to seventh for completion (30
percent). The 19 percentage point decrease from persistence to completion means that
19 of every 100 high school graduates from the Northeast enrolled in a postsecondary
program and persisted to their second year but did not complete a degree within six
years. This was the largest change between milestones across all prosperity zones and
indicates the need to provide support for degree completion among these students.
Although fifth in enrollment (65 percent), the Southeast prosperity zone dropped to
seventh in persistence (48 percent) and rebounded to sixth in completion (31 percent).
The lower share persisting in this prosperity zone may suggest differences in academic
readiness for postsecondary education, lack of sufficient finances, or a mismatch between
student capabilities and college of enrollment.
Finally, both the Western and Northwest prosperity zones differed from each other by less
than a percentage point for all milestones, beginning at sixth and seventh in enrollment
(64 percent), respectively. At each subsequent milestone, they incrementally increased in
rank, moving to fifth and sixth in overall persistence (48
percent) and ending at fourth and fifth in completion
(34 percent). These results suggest that students
who do attend college from these prosperity zones
do relatively well, but greater enrollment support may

FIG. 4: POSTSECONDARY OUTCOMES BY SEX
(2009-2011 NC High School Graduates)

be necessary to increase postsecondary attainment
outcomes among students from these areas.

Sex
Across all pipeline milestones, rates were higher
among female high school graduates compared to
male graduates (Figure 4). Although female students
had higher rates of transition at every point, the gaps
between the share of all graduates succeeding to each
milestone were consistent over time. Specifically, the
gaps between female and male high school graduates at
each milestone on the postsecondary pipeline were:
11 percentage points for enrollment;

•

12 percentage points for persistence; and

•

11 percentage points for completion within six years.
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Race/Ethnicity
Figure 5 shows variation in the postsecondary pipeline by
racial/ethnic identification of high school graduates.6
•

Asian students had the highest rates for every

FIG. 5: POSTSECONDARY OUTCOMES BY
RACE/ETHNICITY (2009-2011 NC High School Graduates)

milestone: 74 percent of Asian graduates enrolled in a
postsecondary program, 64 percent persisted to their
second year, and nearly half—48 percent—earned a
degree within six years.
•

In contrast, Hispanic students had the lowest rates for
almost every milestone. The gap between Hispanic
students and Asian students remained relatively constant
across milestones, differing by 29 percentage points for
enrollment, 31 percentage points for persistence, and 28
percentage points for completion rates.
These large but consistent gaps suggest that
interventions for Hispanic students should focus on
improving enrollment rates since these students tend to
fare well in postsecondary once enrolled. Given these
results and the high poverty rates among Hispanics in
North Carolina,7 providing greater financial support for
these students to attend college may help to bolster
overall postsecondary outcomes.8

•

White students had the second highest enrollment (71
percent), persistence (57 percent), and completion
rates (42 percent). These rates were three, seven, and
six percentage points lower, respectively, than those of
the Asian group, suggesting that college persistence
may be a larger factor in these gaps than college access
(enrollment).9

•

Black students had the third highest rates for all
milestones, though the gap between Black students and Asian and White students
widened significantly over time. For example, the gaps between Asian and Black
high school graduates nearly tripled in size between enrollment (9 percentage point
gap) and completion (26 percentage point gap). These widening gaps indicate the
need to provide support to these students throughout their postsecondary education
experience, which may include greater financial support as well as relevant college
preparedness programs.10
American Indian students had an enrollment rate of 57 percent. While this was the
second lowest enrollment rate, it was 12 percentage points higher than that of the
Hispanic group and this gap narrowed over time. Although the persistence rate
among American Indian students was only three percentage points higher than
among Hispanic students (36 percent vs 33 percent), overall completion was slightly
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•

lower than that of Hispanic students (less than one percentage point difference).
Research suggests that lower attainment among American Indian students is related
not only to financial barriers and academic preparedness, but also to social supports
on campus.11 For these reasons, a greater focus on cultural support resources on
college campuses may help to improve outcomes among American Indian students.
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Overall, racial/ethnic differences have important implications for broader postsecondary
education policy and intervention. Beyond the large disparities in enrollment rates,
Figure 5 also illustrates how the more and less advantaged racial/ethnic groups diverge
over time. In general, Black and American Indian students experience a steeper decline
at the persistence and completion milestones compared to Asian and White students,
creating two distinct groupings of higher-achieving (Asian and White) and lowerachieving (Black, American Indian, and Hispanic) groups.
Lower achievement among these students is often attributed to their relative
socioeconomic disadvantage. Beyond needing funding for postsecondary education,
these students may be academically underprepared for college due to a relative lack
of educational resources during their K-12 years.12 Similarly, North Carolina’s American
Indian, Black, and Hispanic students are more likely than Asian and White students
to be first-generation college students, meaning they may have additional difficulties
navigating the college preparation and enrollment process due to limited guidance from
family and peers.13 For all of these students, interventions that include college counseling
during high school and support programs in college can promote postsecondary
educational success.14 While there is a strong relationship between race/ethnicity and
socioeconomic disadvantage, many high schoolers from all racial/ethnic backgrounds
face economic barriers, meaning these interventions could improve outcomes for all
North Carolina students.

Economic Disadvantage
Differences in enrollment, persistence, and completion
by economic disadvantage are shown in Figure 6.15

FIG. 6: POSTSECONDARY OUTCOMES BY
ECONOMIC DISADVANTAGE
(2009-2011 NC High School Graduates)

Graduates from economically advantaged backgrounds
had higher overall enrollment (74 percent), persistence
(59 percent), and completion (43 percent) compared to
those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds
(55 percent, 35 percent, and 18 percent, respectively).
There was a 19 percentage point gap between these
two groups in overall enrollment. The gap increased
substantially at persistence to 24 percentage points and
had a slight increase at completion to 25 percentage
points. The overall gap between these groups in college
enrollment and the significant change in the gap
between enrollment and persistence is suggestive of
how financial barriers may affect these students’ ability
to access and complete college.16 Providing access to
academic preparedness programs (e.g., SAT preparatory
courses), increasing financial aid, and providing
postsecondary educational support programs for these
Design by AdrialDesigns.com

students may improve overall outcomes.
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High School Academic Performance
Figure 7 shows trajectories in the postsecondary pipeline
by academic performance in high school, which is
measured using the student’s unweighted grade point
average (GPA).17

FIG. 7: POSTSECONDARY OUTCOMES BY UNWEIGHTED
HIGH SCHOOL GRADE POINT AVERAGE
(2009-2011 NC High School Graduates)

Students who performed better in high school courses
were more successful across all milestones on the
postsecondary pipeline. Specifically, students who
received mostly As and some Bs in high school (3.5-4.0
GPA) had the highest rates at every milestone. For every
100 of these high school graduates:
•

87 enrolled in postsecondary;

•

82 continued their postsecondary enrollment to their
second year; and

•

74 earned a postsecondary degree or credential
within six years.

In contrast, students who received more Ds and Fs (<1.5
GPA) had the lowest rates at every milestone. For every
100 of these high school graduates:
•

31 enrolled in postsecondary (56 fewer than the
mostly A students);

•

11 persisted to their second year (71 fewer than the
mostly A students); and

•

2 earned a postsecondary degree or credential within
six years (72 fewer than the mostly A students).

While these are the largest gaps, similar patterns exist for
all other high school GPA groups as compared to the 3.54.0 GPA groups: Initial gaps in postsecondary enrollment
widen substantially over time.
Overall, these results underscore the importance of academic preparedness for
postsecondary success. Students who are more successful in high school courses are more
likely to complete the postsecondary pipeline; therefore, greater academic support during
high school and access to postsecondary academic preparedness programs may help to
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improve both high school and college outcomes among these students.
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Conclusions
There is no single point at which an intervention changes the overall outcome for North
Carolina students. Rather, there are many points at which students are lost. Small
differences in enrollment, persistence, and completion rates can compound to create
significantly greater disparities in overall postsecondary pipeline outcomes.
As mentioned earlier in this supplement, the overlaps between economic disadvantage,
geography (prosperity zone), racial/ethnic minority identification, and academic
performance suggest that some universal interventions (e.g., educational support) would
benefit large numbers of North Carolina students. However, some groups may need more
targeted attention. For example, while Hispanic and Black high school graduates had
similar shares of overall completion (20 and 22 percent, respectively), the largest driver
of this outcome for Hispanic graduates was lower enrollment rates, while more Black
students were lost between postsecondary enrollment and completion. For these reasons,
Hispanic students may benefit more from interventions focused on improving access to
financial aid and navigating the admissions and enrollment processes, while Black students
may need more educational and social support while enrolled in college.
In summary, although the specific interventions may vary depending on the group
being targeted and who is providing the intervention, understanding how enrollment,
persistence, and completion rates compound—or not—over time highlights significant

Design by AdrialDesigns.com

areas of opportunity to move all North Carolina students toward postsecondary success.
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