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Progress toward an audacious goal

or the past two years, Lumina Foundation for Education has been calling for the United States

to increase higher education attainment rates — the proportion of the population that holds a

high-quality postsecondary degree or credential — to 60 percent by the year 2025. This call —

Lumina’s Big Goal — has been taken up by many others. Foundations, state governments,

national higher education associations and President Obama have all issued their

own calls for increasing the proportion of Americans with high-quality

degrees and credentials.

In February 2009, Lumina issued its first Stronger Nation report
on higher education attainment in the U.S. and in individual
states. Since then, the national conversation about higher
education has shifted dramatically as a result of a new focus
on attainment. Factors that influence attainment — most
notably, the need to improve completion rates in higher
education — are receiving much more attention at the

federal, state and institutional levels.

This year, there were several proposals advanced
through the federal budget process to increase

completion and attainment. In spite of the current state

budget crisis, several states have enacted attainment-

focused policies this year, including performance funding

plans — proposals that tie funding allocations directly

to completion rates. There's a growing realization that

our higher education system must increase its capacity to

serve more students, and that improving higher education
productivity is essential to accomplishing this. Of perhaps the
most long-term importance, there is new attention to the need

to assure the quality of postsecondary degrees and credentials. This
need can only be met if we better define the learning outcomes that

How do we define quality?

Quality in higher education must be defined in terms
of student outcomes, particularly learning outcomes,
and not by inputs or institutional characteristics.

The value of degrees and credentials — both for

the individual and society as a whole — ultimately
rests on the skills and knowledge they represent.
Lumina defines “high-quality degrees and credentials”
as having well-defined and transparent learning
outcomes that provide clear pathways to further
education and employment. The term “achievement
has traditionally been used to describe these
outcomes, but Lumina prefers the simpler term
“learning.” Ultimately, learning is what students need,
what degrees and credentials should represent, and
what higher education should provide

to everyone who seeks it.

students must obtain at each level of education and then ensure that academic

programs give students the opportunity to achieve those outcomes. (See "How do

we define quality?”)

This new version of A Stronger Nation, which we intend to update annually, is the first to report

progress toward the Big Goal as well as the gap between current performance and the need. This

report also refines the methodology used to calculate higher education attainment, particularly at the

state and county levels.

The report includes individual profiles for all 50 states. Each profile shows the current level of

attainment, the rate of improvement in attainment over the past eight years, and the level of increase

needed to reach "Goal 2025," 60 percent attainment by that year.
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In this report, we also assess our deepening understanding of the factors driving the need to increase
attainment, as well as some of the implications of the Big Goal for colleges and universities, higher
education systems, and state and federal policy.

Our intention in these Stronger Nation reports is not just to call attention to the need to increase
attainment, nor simply to indicate the enormity of the challenge facing states and the nation. We
believe these reports show that the Big Goal — while audacious and necessary — is also realistic and

attainable.

Closing the gap

In 2007, 37.7 percent of Americans between the ages of 25 and 64 held a two- or four-year college
degree. For 2008, the most recent year for which data are available, the number is 37.9 percent.
While the proportion of Americans with college degrees increased between 2007 and 2008, the level
of increase is not nearly enough to reach the Big Goal. If the rate of increase over the past eight years
continues, the U.S. will reach a higher education attainment level of
only 46.6 percent by 2025, and the shortfall in college graduates

Graduate or
will be just under 23 million.!

professional degree \

10.5% h];ge}?sszzf)lz)l Increasing the number of Americans who earn college

degrees by 23 million above current rates sounds
12.8% like a daunting task, and it is. However, it needn't
happen overnight. The key to reaching the

Bachelors Big Goal is to begin to increase the number
degree .
of college graduates and to continue that
19.0% 5 i ol growth each year until 2025. To reach the Big
Goal, the UL.S. needs to increase the number

0
27.1% of college degrees awarded each year, every
year, by 278,000. If current rates of degree
production continue, the number of graduates can
) Some college, be expected to increase by 112,000 per year. The
Associate no degree gap — 166,000 college graduates — is how much we
degree . .
22.29, need to increase degree production each year to reach

the Big Goal.

Levels of education for the Closing this gap will require us to increase access and

u.s population ages 25-64  success in higher education across the board. Two
D. ,
strategies will be especially critical: increasing the rate at
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 which students complete college, and providing ways for

American Community Survey .
adults in the workforce to return to college to complete

'"The metric for the Big Goal is the percentage of the U.S. population between the ages of 25 and 64 — the adult, working-age population
— that holds a two- or four-year college degree. The baseline year for this metric is 2007, and the data source is the U.S. Census American
Community Survey (ACS). The most recent year for which data are available is 2008.
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