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WHAT PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES NEED
TO KNOW ABOUT PROMOTING COLLEGE
STUDENT SUCCESS

What’s AHEAD draws on the
expertise of higher education trend-spotters to offer
insights into important issues
in higher education management. In this poll, we asked
higher education leaders to
share their views about what
presidential candidates need
to know about promoting college student success.

Although most higher education leaders believe that federal attention to college student
outcomes is appropriate, only a fourth of respondents believe that a “college rating system”
is an effective approach for improving completion. Higher education leaders believe that
many forces influence college completion, and encourage presidential candidates to consider
the diversity of student characteristics and institutional missions when evaluating completion rates.

Most Higher Education Leaders Believe That Federal Attention to College
Student Outcomes Is Appropriate
Most respondents (72%) agree or strongly agree that attention by the federal government to
college student outcomes is appropriate.
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One in Four Respondents Believe That a “College Rating System” Will Improve
Completion
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A fourth (26%) of responding higher education leaders believe that some version of a “college
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rating system” is a potentially useful mechanism for improving college student outcomes.
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One respondent implied the challenges of creating one college rating system for all institutions,
writing:
Colleges serve different people with different levels of readiness. If outcomes are to be measured,
and best practices shared, then colleges should be compared on the basis of like populations served,
and funding should follow to the populations/ institutions that could most benefit in improving
student success.
A few respondents urge the federal government to take a minimal role in higher education. One
higher education leader articulates this view, writing:
We all want students to succeed. This aim is firmly embraced at most higher education institutions.
The federal government doesn’t need to interfere. The next president needs to enable the states,
individual campuses and higher education associations to do what they do best—educate and
graduate students for productive lives.
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There Is No “Silver Bullet”
Higher education leaders are divided on the “most important reason” why students do not
complete their higher education programs. Nearly half of respondents report academic challenges, including students’ academic readiness for college-level work (31% of respondents)
and academic support once students are enrolled (14%), while about a third point to financial
issues, including the ability to pay college costs (21% of respondents) and the complexity of the
financial aid process (7%).
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Respondents also note that there is not one

FI G. 3

force that influences college completion.

The Most Important Reason Why Students Who Enter Higher Education

Do Not Complete Their Educational Program

In a representative comment, one higher
education leader succinctly writes, “There is
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students and contexts.” Another explains:

candidates may be quick to state financial
obstacles and bring up the issues of student
loan debt but the academic preparedness or
lack thereof is just as critical—among other
things—that impact a student’s success.

Diversity Matters
Most responding higher education leaders believe that federal policymakers should take “diversity” into account when trying to understand college completion. Half (48%) of respondents
report that the most important issue that federal policymakers should recognize when trying
to understand college completion rates is diversity of students’ backgrounds, circumstances,
needs and goals. An additional 26% urge policymakers to account for differences in institutional
missions and characteristics of students served.
Several higher education leaders stress that a one-size-fits-all approach will not work. One
higher education leader writes, “Outcomes at elite schools are not the basis to measure
outcomes at open access schools or schools that serve high percentages of non-traditional students.” Another argues that, “There are different definitions of success based upon individual
student goals and institutional mission.” Other higher education leaders urge recognition of the
characteristics of enrolled students. In a representative comment, one leader explains, “Higher
ed is populated mostly by students who are considered ‘non-traditional’ and their needs vary
widely from traditional-aged students attending residential campuses.”
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The Most Important Issue That Federal Policymakers Should Take Into

Account When Trying to Understand College Completion Rates
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There Is No Obvious Federal Solution to Improving College Completion
Respondents offer many answers to the question: What is the most important issue presidential candidates should advance in order to improve college student success? The most common
recommendations are to increase federal and state funding to improve K-12 academic preparation (reported by 26% of respondents) and increase the availability of Federal Pell Grants and/
or other need-based grants (16% of respondents). A few respondents offer comments that call
for a comprehensive approach that simultaneously recognizes multiple factors. Articulating this
view, one leader writes: “If we think that there is one quick fix, we are kidding ourselves. I think
we have to tackle educational improvement P-20 from as many angles as possible.”
A small number of higher education leaders urge the federal government to reduce the regulatory burden on colleges and universities. Others urge the federal government to recognize the
broader contextual issues that limit college completion including childhood poverty and insufficient K-12 preparation.
A few respondents encourage presidential candidates to work directly with higher education
leaders to identify productive solutions, with one leader encouraging presidential candidates
to “gather higher education leaders from a variety of institutions and listen closely to the challenges they face. The Obama Administration has begun such conversations, and it’s important
that they continue.”

FIG. 5

The Most Important Issue Presidential Candidates Should Advance in Order to Improve College Student Success
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About This Poll

We invited alumni of the Executive Doctorate program in Higher Education Management at the University of Pennsylvania to participate in the poll (n = 251); 115 alumni responded during the 9-day period in which the poll was open (February 16 through 24, 2016). About half (57%) of respondents work
at private not-for-profit four-year institutions, 17% work at public four-year institutions, 5% at public
two-year institutions, 4% at for-profit institutions, 2% in administrative units (e.g., system offices), and
2% at non-US based universities. The remaining respondents (12%) work in organizations other than
colleges and universities. Nearly half (44%) of respondents hold positions that focus on administration,
28% on academic matters, 8% in student affairs, 7% in finance, and 14% in other areas.
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About AHEAD

The Alliance for Higher Education and Democracy (AHEAD) is dedicated to promoting the public
purposes of higher education in fostering open, equitable, and democratic societies. Located within the
Graduate School of Education of the University of Pennsylvania, AHEAD applies what is known from
our own and others’ research to improve institutional practice and public policy through technical
assistance and professional development activities. For more information see: www.ahead-penn.org

University of Pennsylvania | Alliance for Higher Education and Democracy (AHEAD) | www.ahead-penn.org

5

