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Are U.S. Students Prepared for College and Careers?

Today’s students become tomorrow’s workers. Research shows that, although many  
U.S. students have quite high aspirations, employers and colleges reveal that the realities are quite  

different. While the American workforce will continue to grow until 2020, current trends  
suggest that many workers will not have the right skills for the available jobs. And although more  

U.S. students aspire to achieve college degrees, the graduation rate from our nation’s  
colleges and universities has not risen to match those numbers.

In the school year 2008–09, 
more than three-quarters of 
public high school students 
graduated on time with a 
regular diploma. The average 
freshman graduation rate 
was 75.5%; that is, just over 
3 million students  
graduated on time.

However, while the U.S. high school 
graduation rate has changed little, 
other industrialized countries  
have improved. In 2009, the U.S. 
ranked 21st out of 26 OECD  
countries when it came to high 
school graduation rate.

Also, the U.S. is the only country in 
the OECD where the college comple-
tion rate is lower among younger than 
older workers. The global share of the 
U.S. population with a tertiary degree 
has slipped by over 15 percentage 
points from 35.8% among 55- to 64- 
year-olds to 20.5% among the 25- to 
34-year-olds who have just entered 
the labor market.

The U.S. college graduation  
rate increased from 42 percent  
in 2000 to 49 percent in 2009,  
but the rate increased much  
faster in other countries. In 2009, 
U.S. ranked 16th among 20  
major industrialized countries in 
college graduation rates.

A growing number of U.S. students expect to go to college. 
The percentage of 12th-grade students who had definite 
plans to graduate from a 4-year college was higher in both 
2010 (60%) and 2000 (56%) than in 1990 (48%).

Approximately 58% of first-time, full-time students  
who began seeking bachelor’s degrees at a 4-year  

institution in fall 2004 completed bachelor’s  
degrees at that institution within 6 years,  

or 150% of normal  
completion time  

to degree.
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But in reality, fewer than 30% of  
Americans earn a bachelor’s degree  
by their mid-20s. Only 40% of  
27-year-olds earn an associate’s  
degree or higher.
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