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California is home to the fifth largest number of Blacks 
in the nation.  In the latest from its new series on the 
State of Higher Education in California, The Campaign 

for College Opportunity has found that gaps between Blacks 
and other ethnic groups in college-going and attainment have 
remained virtually unchanged for more than a decade, and in 
some cases, has worsened.

From the start, Black students 
have limited chances to enroll 
in college.  With the lowest high 
school graduation rates, and the 
second-lowest rates of completing 
the required college preparatory 
curriculum for the state’s four-year 
universities, Black students face 
steep hurdles to reaching their college 
and career dreams, even though a 
recent survey by the Public Policy 
Institute of California found that more 
than half of Black respondents believe 
that a college education is “necessary for 
a person to be successful in today’s work 
world.” 1

The State of Blacks in Higher Education in 
California: The Persistent Opportunity Gap identifies 
the following key findings:

• Blacks are slightly overrepresented at California’s 
community colleges and private for-profit colleges, while 
being underrepresented at the California State University 
(CSU) and University of California (UC) systems.

• In 2012, more Black students in California were enrolled 
in private, for-profit colleges than in the CSU and UC 
combined.  This trend is troubling because graduation 
rates range from very low to very high across for-profit 
colleges and students often incur significant debt to 
attend these schools.

• In the last decade, Black enrollment at CSU and UC has 
remained flat, underscoring the impact the elimination 

of affirmative action has had on Black students.  Today, 
Black students experience the lowest admission rates 
to the UC of any racial/ethnic group.  In fact, prior to 
the elimination of affirmative action, 75 percent of Black 
applicants to the UC were admitted in 1994 compared to 
58 percent in 2010. 

• Black students are the most likely to gain some college 
experience without earning a college degree.

• Across all three public sectors of higher education—
the California Community Colleges, California State 
University, and University of California—Blacks have the 
lowest completion rates for both first-time freshmen and 
transfer students.

• A smaller share of today’s California Black young adult 
population (25 to 34 years of age) holds postsecondary 

degrees than that of Blacks between the ages of 35 
and 64.  

As a state, we have fallen short on the 
promise of offering each new generation 

better opportunities for advancement 
through education and we should fear 
complacency toward this trend. 

The persistent disparities 
between Black students and their 
counterparts should sound an alarm 

for Californians and our elected 
leaders to make a concerted effort to 

systematically narrow and close these gaps.  To do otherwise 
is to accept a society of “haves and have nots,” and questions 
our state’s commitment to diversity, inclusion, and equity. 

For California to thrive and remain economically vibrant, all 
communities must have equitable opportunities to gain the 
skills and training necessary for promising careers.  Blacks 
make up a significant population in several communities 
across the state, especially in Southern California, the East 
Bay, and Sacramento, and their success is inherently tied not 
only to the future of those regions but to California as a whole.

The persistent opportunity gap
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Recommendations

This report offers a demographic overview of the Black population in California and an analysis of key education indicators over 
time.  The Campaign for College Opportunity proposes the following six recommendations for policymakers, college leaders, 
and families so that we secure California’s economic future by significantly increasing completion rates in order to reduce the 
opportunity gap for Black residents in our state.

1.  Create a statewide plan for higher education

• Establish statewide goals for improving high school 
graduation rates of Black students, including successful 
preparation and completion of the A-G curriculum.

• Establish statewide and college-by-college benchmarks 
for increasing Black completion rates and decreasing the 
number of students and amount of time spent in pre-
college level courses.

• Prioritize resources for colleges to examine performance 
problems and identify solutions to improve success for all 
students.

• Monitor progress toward benchmarks and completion 
goals in a public and transparent way.

2.  Expand college knowledge

• Scale proven and successful efforts to improve college 
knowledge among Black students. Efforts should 
include incorporating college knowledge education, 
comprehensive information about financial aid, college 
eligibility criteria, the differences among colleges, and the 
college application process for students and their parents 
as early as middle school.

3.  Invest in services students need to succeed

• New and existing financial resources should be prioritized 
for proven student success services such as orientation, 
counseling, advising, and peer learning opportunities, 
especially at California Community Colleges.

4.  Fund colleges for both enrollment and success 

• Increase funding for higher education to ensure all eligible 
students have a spot in college.

• Establish a new funding mechanism that creates 
incentives beyond just college enrollment funding and 
holds colleges and universities accountable for increasing 
underrepresented minority graduation and completion 
rates. 

5.  Strengthen financial support options for students

• Ensure that all eligible students apply and receive federal 
and California student aid for which they qualify. 

• Expand financial aid for students attending community 
colleges through the Cal Grant program.

6.  Encourage colleges and universities to reach out and re- 
     enroll students who are close to completing a degree

• Because a growing number of Black adults have had some 
college but no degree, colleges and universities should 
make efforts to contact those students who are very 
close to graduating in order to encourage and incentivize 
re-enrollment and completion.
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In 2012, there were estimated to be more than 2,150,000 
non-Hispanic Blacks in California—5.7 percent of the 
state’s population.  While Blacks make up a smaller share 
of California’s population than they do of the country (12.3 
percent), California is home to more Blacks than in states 
like Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South 
Carolina, and Tennessee.2

Thirty-seven percent (almost 800,000) of the state’s Black 
population live in Los Angeles County.3  Another 36 percent 
(more than 780,000) are concentrated in Alameda, Riverside, 
Sacramento, San Bernardino, and San Diego counties 
(Figure 1).

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates, S0201: Selected Population Profile 
in the United States, Black or African American alone, not Hispanic or Latino

The Black Population in California
Fifth largest in the nation

Figure 1: More than 2.1 million Blacks live in California and 
more than one-third of those reside in Los Angeles County 
Black Population by Top Six Counties, 2012

RiversideSacramentoSan
Diego

San
Bernardino

AlamedaLos
Angeles

799,140

179,257 174,941 153,435 138,461 134,585

California is home to more Blacks 
than in states like Alabama, Louisiana, 

and Mississippi
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Educational Attainment
The persistent gap

Blacks in California have the second-lowest rates of degree 
attainment compared to other major racial/ethnic groups—
only 32 percent have earned an associate degree or higher 
(Figure 2).  Almost one-third of Blacks has attended some 

college, but has not earned a degree.  In fact, Blacks are more 
likely to gain some college experience without attaining a 
degree than any other group. 

Figure 2: Blacks have the largest rates of some 
college attendance without earning a degree
Educational Attainment of California Adults 25 Years and Older, 2011

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates, Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)

Note: API = Asian/Pacific Islander
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Educational attainment among working-age (25 to 64 years) 
Blacks has shown some progress over the last decade 
(Figure 3).  The share of those without a high school diploma 
or equivalent has dropped by six percentage points from 
almost 16 percent in 2000 to about 10 percent in 2011.  The 
proportion of those with an associate degree remained flat 
and baccalaureate attainment has increased by slightly more 
than five percentage points from 18 percent to 24 percent. 

The gap between the proportion of Blacks and Whites earning 
a bachelor’s degree or higher in California has narrowed by 
only one percentage point in the past decade.  An 18.7-point 
baccalaureate attainment gap separated Blacks from Whites 
in 2000.  In 2011, there was a 17.7-point gap. 

Figure 3: Black educational attainment has improved since 2000 
but the gap between Blacks and Whites has only decreased by 
one percentage point in the past decade

Source: 2000 Decennial Census of Population and Housing, Public Use Microdata 5% Sample; 
2011 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates, Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)

Black postsecondary attainment has 
increased by more than five percentage 

points in the past decade
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As a collective group, Blacks in California have made some 
educational progress.  However, a troubling trend is that a 
smaller share of the young adult Black population between 
ages 25 and 34 years of age holds postsecondary degrees 
than that of Blacks between 35 and 64 years of age—30 
percent compared to 35 percent, respectively (Figure 4). 

Unfortunately, this is partly true for almost all other racial/
ethnic groups as well: 35 to 44 year-old Whites and Asian 
Pacific Islanders are more educated than their 25 to 34 year-
old counterparts.  Only Latinos between 25 and 34 years of 
age have higher educational attainment than their elders (not 
shown).

Figure 4: Today’s Black young adult population is less educated 
than Blacks between 35 and 64 years of age
Educational Attainment of Black Californians by Age Group, 2011

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates, Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)
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California has three segments within its public higher 
education system: 112 California Community Colleges (CCC), 
the 23-campus California State University (CSU) system, 
and the 10-campus University of California (UC) system.  
Students also can attend nonprofit colleges like the University 
of Southern California, Stanford, and the Claremont Colleges 
that belong to the Association of Independent California 
Colleges and Universities (AICCU), and for-profit colleges 
like the University of Phoenix.  As Figure 5 shows, Black 

college students in California are not equally represented 
among these postsecondary colleges.  While Blacks make 
up more than 6 percent of the traditional college-going age 
population (18 to 24 years), they compose seven percent of 
total undergraduate enrollment at CCCs and 10 percent at 
for-profit colleges.  At the same time, they are significantly 
underrepresented among the CSU and UC, making up less 
than five and four percent, respectively, of the undergraduate 
student body (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Blacks are overrepresented at for-profit colleges and 
underrepresented at CSU and UC
Percent of Undergraduate Enrollment that is Black, Fall 2012

Source: Author’s calculations from California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, California State University Analytic Studies, 
University of California Office of the President, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Association of Independent 
California Colleges and Universities.

Terms: UC: University of California.  AICCU: Association of Independent California Colleges and Universities.  CSU: California State 
University.  For-profit colleges: Degree-granting higher education institutions which are not supported with apportionment money 
from the state, nor are incorporated as a non-profit organization.  CCC: California Community Colleges.

Note: For-profit college data is from fall 2011, the latest available.

College-Going Patterns
Drastically underrepresented at CSU and UC
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and UC combined 
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Growing Number of Black Students Enroll in For-Profit 
Colleges

More Californians enroll in for-profit colleges than residents of 
any other state.4  However, enrollment is not distributed across 
all races and ethnicities equally.  Latino and Black students 
enroll in for-profit colleges at a much higher rate than Whites 
and Asian Pacific Islanders (API).  In fact, API students are 
eight times as likely to enroll in a CSU or UC as a first-time 
freshman than in a for-profit college, while Blacks are just as 
likely to enroll in a CSU or UC as they are in a for-profit college.5  
Nationally, between 2004 and 2009, Black enrollment in for-
profit college bachelor’s programs increased by 218 percent, 
compared to a 24 percent increase in Black enrollment in 
public four-year university programs.6

While 60 percent of for-profit colleges award no more than a 
certificate for students with specialized objectives, others offer 
a variety of degree programs.  A majority of these colleges 
are located in larger metropolitan areas and allow both full- 
and part-time enrollment.  Students who enroll in for-profit 
colleges tend to be older, financially independent, female, 
people of color, and first-generation college-going.  For many 
of these students, for-profit colleges provide the benefits of 
convenient locations, increased online access, a specialized 
skill set with certification, and shorter time to completion to 
enter the workforce.7

For-profit colleges also can have downsides.  Graduation and 
completion rates vary across the board, with some as low as 
five percent and others as high as 100 percent.8  Students who 
attend for-profit colleges are more likely to take out student 
loans and have higher amounts of debt.  A recent report 
from the Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) found that 
in 2010, 78 percent of first-year freshmen who enrolled in 
California for-profit colleges obtained loans, compared with 
59 percent at nonprofit colleges and 39 percent at public four-
year universities.9  The average amount of borrowing for first-
time students at for-profit colleges in California also was the 
highest ($9,189) compared with $7,591 for students at private 
nonprofit universities and $5,289 for public four-year college 
students.10  Students who attend for-profit colleges also have 
higher student loan default rates (9.7 percent) than those who 
attend nonprofit colleges (4.7 percent) and public colleges 
(6.6 percent).11  Almost half of all students in loan default 
in California attended a private, for-profit college.12  Given 
the large number of Blacks who increasingly enroll in these 
colleges, this is particularly troubling.  In fact, national data 
shows that Blacks have the highest rates of borrowing (81 
percent) and the highest average amount of loans ($28,692). 13

Figure 6 compares the number of Black high school 
graduates in California for the 2011-2012 school year 
and the number that completed the A-G course sequence 
(minimum eligibility requirements to apply to CSU or UC) 
to the number of Black students who enrolled as first-time 
freshmen at various colleges within the state. These figures 
do not include Black students who leave California to pursue 
postsecondary education, though research suggests that 
this is a relatively small number.14  More than 28,000 Black 
high school students graduated in 2012 with fewer than 30 
percent fulfilling A-G course requirements.  Black first-time 
freshmen overwhelmingly enroll at California Community 
Colleges—more than 21,000 (70 percent).  For-profit colleges 
enroll the second-largest number of Black freshmen: 3,627.  
Of the 8,000 students who were eligible to apply to the CSU 
and UC, only a little more than half did so—2,705 at CSU and 
1,513 at UC—compared to almost 80 percent of Asian Pacific 
Islanders (not shown).15  A small number of Black freshmen 
(1,177) enrolled in private nonprofit colleges that belong to the 
Association of Independent Colleges and Universities (AICCU). 

Figure 6: The majority of Black 
first-time freshmen enroll in 
California’s Community Colleges
First-time Freshmen Black Undergraduate 
Enrollment, Fall 2012

AICCUUCCSUFor-profit
colleges

CCCA-G
Completers

High
School

Graduates

28,078

8,026

21,107

3,627 2,705 1,513 1,177

Sources: California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office. 
Student Enrollment Status Summary Report. Fall 2012; CSU 
Analytic Studies. System wide first-time freshmen from 
California high schools, by ethnicity. Fall 2012; UC Office of the 
President, Department of Institutional Research. Accountability 
report. (2013). Racial/ethnic distribution of new undergraduates. 
Fall 2012.

Note: For-profit data is from fall 2011, the latest available.
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Even when looking at total Black undergraduate enrollment 
in California, almost two-thirds (110,424) are enrolled in 
community colleges (Figure 7).  For-profit colleges enroll 15 
percent of Black students in California (25,358)—more than 
the CSU (18,339) and UC (6,817) combined.

Figure 7: Almost two-thirds 
of all Black undergraduates 
are enrolled at a California 
Community College

Source: California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 
California State University Analytic Studies, University of California 
Office of the President, Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System, Association of Independent California Colleges and 
Universities.

Note: For-profit college data is from fall 2011, the latest available.

Total Undergraduate Black 
Enrollment, Fall 2012

Black students are more likely to attend community college 
directly out of high school than enroll in four-year universities.  
Figures 8a and 8b show the share of all Black public high 
school graduates who directly enrolled in the CSU or UC from 
2000 to 2010.  Figure 8a shows that Black enrollment to CSU 
dipped in 2001 but began an upward climb around 2004 to 
2007 when it peaked at 15 percent—surpassing White and 
API students. Substantial cuts to higher education budgets 
occurred in 2008 and this affected enrollment across the 
board.  As a result, after 2007, enrollment rates for all groups 
declined significantly, but Black enrollment suffered the 
most—falling more than five percentage points in three years.  
Black enrollment to CSU was only half of one percentage point 
higher in 2010 (9.4 percent) than it was in 2000 (8.9 percent). 

Figure 8b shows enrollment rates from high school directly 
to UC.  Here we see slight improvement over 10 years—three 
percent of all Black public high school graduates enrolled in UC 
in 2000 compared to 4.3 percent in 2010—a one percentage 
point increase. 

Sources for Figures 8a and 8b (next page): California 
Postsecondary Education Commission (2000-2004). Transfers 
to Higher Education. Fall-term transfers to Public Institiutions. 
Enrollment of First-Time Students age 19 and under in Public 
Institutions. Retrieved from  http://www.cpec.ca.gov/OnLineData/
SelectFinalOptions.asp. Johnson, Hans. (2005-2010). Defunding 
Higher Education: What Are the Effects on College Enrollment? 
Public Policy Institute of California. San Francisco, CA. Retrieved 
from http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/R_512HJR.pdf.

After 2007, enrollment rates to CSU for all 
racial/ethnic groups declined signficantly, but 

Black enrollment suffered the most—falling 
more than five percentage points in three years
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Figure 8a: Black enrollment rates to the CSU directly from 
high school have fluctuated but are now in decline
Enrollment Rates to the CSU

Figure 8b: Black enrollment rates to the UC directly from high 
school have remained flat in the past decade
Enrollment Rates to the UC
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Black participation in higher education is not distributed evenly across segments and colleges—the vast majority attends 
community colleges and for-profit colleges.  A variety of factors contribute to Black underrepresentation at California’s more 
selective universities including low high school graduation rates, low eligibility rates, lack of information and college knowledge, 
low socioeconomic status, and declining admission rates.

High School Matters

Black youth in California have the lowest high school graduation rates than any other group—66 percent—13 points lower than 
the California average of 79 percent (Figure 9).  The good news is the number of Black students who graduate from high school 
in California has been steadily increasing over the past two decades—almost a 48 percent increase—from 19,000 in 1994 to 
28,000 in 2012 (not shown).16

Issues in Access
Not enough Black students attend college

Figure 9: Black high school students have lower graduation 
rates than other racial/ethnic groups
California High School Graduation Rates, 2011-2012 

Source: California Department of Education. California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS). Cohort Outcome 
Data for the Class of 2011-2012, Statewide Results
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Eligibility Matters

The minimum requirements for eligibility to the California 
State University (CSU) or the University of California (UC) 
system is completion of the A-G curriculum, a set of courses 
students complete in their 9th through 12th grade years 
with grades of C or higher.  The state of California does not 
require completion of the rigorous A-G course requirements 
for a high school diploma.  Admission to the CSU and UC is 
then based on Grade Point Average (GPA), test scores, and 
the applicant’s overall profile.  The A-G curriculum therefore 
acts as a gatekeeper—only those who have completed the 
curriculum can apply to the CSU and UC, and even then, they 
have no guarantee of admission.

Despite the high stakes of A-G course completion, in the last 
20 years, Blacks have only seen a three percentage point gain 
in the proportion of public high school graduates completing 
the curriculum compared to a nine-point gain for Latinos, 
12-point gain for Whites, and 15-point gain for Asian Pacific 
Islanders (Figure 10).  In other words, fewer than three in 10 
Black high school graduates complete the A-G sequence 
compared to nearly half of White graduates and almost two-
thirds of Asian Pacific Islander (API) graduates.17

Figure 10: Only 28.6 percent of Black high school graduates 
complete A-G curriculum required for CSU and UC admission
A-G Completion of CA Public HS graduates

Source: California Postsecondary Education Commission and California Department of Education
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Information Matters

One explanation for low Black enrollment to the CSU 
and the UC is the low completion rate of A-G courses.  
However, that is not the whole story—even high achieving 
Black students overwhelmingly elect to attend a two-year 
college—a phenomenon known as undermatching.  In 2010, 
23 percent of Blacks who graduated from California’s top-
performing high schools (ranked in the top 10 percent of 
Academic Performance Index scores) enrolled in a California 
Community College—a rate higher than that of their Asian 
(19 percent) counterparts.18  This undermatching matters 
because the more selective university one attends, the more 
likely that student is to graduate and to graduate on time, even 
when controlling for the student’s level of college readiness.19  
Black students may choose community colleges over four-
year schools for valid reasons related to price, proximity, and 
program choice, but there also are other factors at play.  One 
study found that a critical determinant of undermatching was 
students’ and parents’ lack of information about differences 
among various colleges and universities, the admissions 
process, and financial aid.  As a result, students do not apply 
to more selective universities for which they are eligible.20

Income Matters

Family income also has a significant effect on enrollment in 
four-year universities.  Low-income students face a variety of 
obstacles such as financial uncertainty, expensive child care, 
simultaneous part- or full-time employment, and unreliable 
transportation on their pathway to higher education.  Low-
income students, regardless of race, are considerably 
underrepresented at four-year colleges.  However, low-income 
Blacks are still much less likely to attend the most selective 
universities than low-income White students.21  Research 
has shown that robust support services such as high-quality 
financial advising, counseling, and strong academic support 
have been effective in improving rates of persistence and 
success among low-income students.22

Parental Education Matters

Parental education is one of the strongest contributors to 
four-year college enrollment regardless of race or ethnicity.  
Young adults with at least one parent who attended college 
are more likely to enroll in four-year universities—even when 
controlling for income.  Low-income Californians between 
the ages of 18 and 26 with college-educated parents have 
a 24 percent chance of enrolling in a CSU or similarly ranked 
four-year university.  The probability for those whose parents 
do not have a bachelor’s degree decreases to 13 percent.23  
This correlation has implications for the economic success 
of future generations and compels us to increase college 
completion rates now.  Helping first-generation youth and 
their parents access resources and networks to develop 
valuable college knowledge is critical to increasing rates of 
college-going and completion in the future.

High-quality financial 
advising, counseling, 

and strong academic 
support are effective 

methods of improving 
rates of undermatching, 

persistence, and 
college completion 

for low-income and 
underrepresented 

students
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In order to attend more selective four-year universities 
students must first apply and be admitted.  A school’s 
admission rate is calculated by dividing the number of 
students who were granted admission by the total number of 
applicants.  Admission rates vary by segment and institution 
and even by race/ethnicity.  The greatest racial/ethnic disparity 
among admission rates is found at the University of California 
system.  In 2010, Blacks had the lowest UC admission rate of 
any other racial/ethnic group—58 percent (Figure 11).24  Asian 
students had the highest at 85 percent—a difference of more 
than 27 points. 

This low admission rate has not always been the case at 
the UC.  In 1994, almost 75 percent of Black applicants were 

admitted—a rate still lower than other groups, but not by 
more than 10 points.  In July 1995, the governing body of the 
University of California system—the UC Regents—adopted 
SP-1 which eliminated consideration of race and gender in the 
student admissions process.25  In November 1996, California 
passed Prop 209, which eliminated affirmative action policies 
in state employment and education practices.26  In a single 
year (between 1997 and 1998, the year in which the first 
freshman class was admitted under SP-1) the admission 
rate for Blacks dropped 10 percentage points. Though SP-1 
was rescinded in 2001, Prop 209 ensured UC’s admissions 
policy remained race-blind, and Black admission rates have 
not returned to their pre-1997 levels.

Admission Matters

Figure 11: Black admission rates to UC have declined by 17 
percentage points over the past 16 years
Admission Rate to the UC by Race/Ethnicity

Source: The University of California Office of the President Corporate Student System. University of California Applicants, Admits and New 
Enrollees by Campus, Race/Ethnicity. Freshmen. Prepared by Institutional Research, the University of California Office of the President. 
Accessed http://data.universityofcalifornia.edu/student/stu-admissions-enrollment.html.
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Black admission rates to the UC vary by a range of more than 
60 points depending on the campus (Figure 12).  In 2010, 
76 percent of Black applicants were admitted to UC Merced 
compared to only 14 percent who were admitted to UCLA.  

According to Figure 12, six out of the nine UC campuses that 
admitted undergraduates denied more than 70 percent of 
Black applicants.

Figure 12: Blacks are least likely to be admitted to UC’s most 
selective campuses—UCLA, UC Berkeley, and UC San Diego
UC Black Admittance Rate by Campus

Source: The University of California Office of the President Corporate Student System. University of California Applicants, Admits and New 
Enrollees by Campus, Race/Ethnicity. Freshmen. Prepared by Institutional Research, the University of California Office of the President. 
Accessed http://data.universityofcalifornia.edu/student/stu-admissions-enrollment.html.
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For California to meet the growing demands for a more educated workforce, both college-going and completion rates must 
significantly improve.  To achieve this goal in our diverse state, all groups must have greater opportunity and access to improve 
their educational attainment.  This change will provide greater mobility of Blacks into the middle class resulting in improved 
economic security, the results of which significantly impacts California’s cities with large populations of Blacks. Improved 
educational outcomes provide the state of California with a significant return on investment in terms of tax revenue from higher 
earnings and money saved from social services and incarceration costs.27  College completion rates for Black students are 
unacceptably low.

Black students have the lowest completion rates 
across all three segments of public higher education

Stuck in Pre-College Level Work

The number of students across the country requiring some level of remediation in math or English is staggering.  Data reported 
by the CSU system to Complete College America found that nearly 60 percent of first-time freshmen entering the CSU enrolled 
in pre-college level courses.  Black freshmen entering the CSU have the highest rates of pre-college level enrollment at 83 
percent compared to 41 percent of Whites.28 

In the California Community Colleges, 85 percent of incoming students are assessed to be unprepared for college-level math 
and 70 percent unprepared for college-level English.29  Studies have found that Blacks are more likely to be placed into, and 
required to complete, pre-college level courses before enrolling in collegiate-level courses.30  The large population of Blacks in 
community colleges, coupled with overrepresentation in pre-college level courses, spells trouble because research shows that 
only one out of five students in pre-college level courses ever complete a vocational certificate, associate degree, or transfers to 
a four-year university within six years of starting at a community college.31

Access To College Is Not Enough  
Not enough Black students complete college

Only one out of five students in pre-college level 
courses ever complete a vocational certificate, 
associate degree, or transfers to a four-year 
university within six years of starting at a 
community college
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California Community Colleges

Recently, the California Community Colleges (CCC) released 
a scorecard documenting completion rates for students by 
race/ethnicity.  The scorecard reports that in 2011-12, fewer 
than four out of 10 Black students completed a degree, 
certificate, or transferred to a four-year university after six 
years (Figure 13).  The scorecard breaks down outcomes for 
“prepared” versus “unprepared” students and finds that nearly 
66 percent of “prepared” Blacks complete versus 35 percent 
of “unprepared” Blacks.32

Completion rates at CCCs have steadily declined over the 
past six years for all racial/ethnic groups.  Given the volume of 
students enrolled in California’s 112 community colleges, this 
trend is particularly disturbing.  Blacks have similar outcomes 
to Latinos, but there are significant completion gaps when 
Blacks are compared to Whites and Asians.

While the scorecard was a major step forward in providing 
greater data and transparency on student progress, it does 
not tell the full story of what is happening to all students.  
For example, the CCC scorecard captures only those 
students who within their first three years have earned six 
units and have attempted a math or English course, thus 
potentially overestimating student success.33  In a 2010 
study commissioned by the Campaign, researchers looked 
at students who had attempted more than six units during 
their first year, and found that only 26 percent of Blacks 
earned a degree, certificate, or transferred after six years.34  
Currently, the scorecard provides percentages of students 
and does not include raw numbers, leaving questions about 
the total number of Black students that are “prepared” versus 
“unprepared,” and completing at each community college.  
Additionally, students who earn a certificate, associate 
degree, or transfer to a four-year school are lumped together 
as completers—there is no way to disaggregate these figures 
in order to understand the difference in student success 
outcomes within these completion categories.

Two-thirds of 
“prepared” Black 

community college 
students earn a 

certificate, degree, or 
transfer in six years. 

Only 35 percent of 
“unprepared” Blacks 
complete within six 

years

Figure 13: An average of four in 
10 Blacks complete community 
college after six years
CCC 6-year Completion Rate — Overall
(“Prepared” and “Unprepared” included)

Source: California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 
Scorecard Metric Summary Report

Note: Percentage of first-time students with minimum of 6 units 
earned who attempted any Math or English in the first three years 
and completed an associate degree, certificate or transfer-related 
outcome within six years of entry.
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Black students experience lower graduation rates at California 
State University (CSU) than any other racial/ethnic group.  
Less than 35 percent of Black freshmen who entered in 
Fall 2006 graduated by 2012, as compared to 58 percent of 
Whites—a 24-point gap (Figure 14).  Even more disappointing 
is that only eight percent of Black freshmen who entered in Fall 
2008 graduated within the traditional four-year timeframe.  
Between 2003 and 2009, six- and four-year graduation rates 

were on the rise.  Though they began to decline around the 
time of the Great Recession, Black six-year completion rates 
have still improved by more than eight percentage points since 
2003.  Four-year graduation rates have increased by less than 
three points in the past decade.  Unfortunately, the four-year 
completion gap between Blacks and Whites is getting bigger, 
from 11 percentage points in 2003 to more than 15 points in 
2012.

California State University 

Figure 14: Blacks experience lower graduation rates at CSU 
than any other group
CSU 6- and 4-Year Graduation Rates

Source: CSU Analytic Studies, California State University Graduation Rates, Consortium for Student Retention Data Exchange (CSRDE), 
Retrieved from http://www.asd.calstate.edu/csrde/index.shtml.
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Black students who transfer from the CCC to the CSU also 
experience lower graduation rates than any other racial/
ethnic group.  Just half of all Black transfer students will 
graduate within four years of transferring to the CSU (Figure 
15).  A 12-point gap separates Black from Latino and API 

transfer students and an 18-point gap separates Black and 
White transfer students.  Four-year transfer outcomes have 
improved by three percentage points over the past decade, 
but have been declining since 2008.  The completion gap 
separating Blacks from Whites has persisted since 2002.

Figure 15: Only half of Black community college transfer 
students to CSU graduate in four years
CSU 4- and 2-Year Transfer Graduation Rates

Source: CSU Analytic Studies, California State University Graduation Rates, Consortium for Student Retention Data Exchange (CSRDE), 
Accessed from http://www.asd.calstate.edu/csrde/index.shtml.

Only one out of two Black transfer students 
will graduate from CSU within four years of 

transferring from a community college
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Black students at the University of California (UC) have 
the highest rates of college completion (71 percent) when 
compared to their counterparts at the CSU (Figure 16). 
However, this rate remains the lowest when compared to other 
racial/ethnic groups at the UC.  Unfortunately, the six-year 
graduation rate has improved by only two points in 10 years.  
Graduation rates within the traditional four-year timeframe 
are less than 46 percent—Whites graduate from the UC within 
four years at a rate of 67 percent, a 22-point gap.  Similar to 

the CSU, the completion gap separating Blacks from Whites 
and Asians has become wider in the past decade.  In 2003, a 
13-point six-year completion rate gap separated Blacks from 
Asians compared to a 16-point gap in 2012.  The four-year 
completion gap between Blacks and Whites increased from 
20 points in 2003 to 22 points in 2012.  While all groups are 
improving their graduation rates at UC, Asians and Whites are 
doing so at a faster rate than Blacks.

University of California

Figure 16: Seven out of 10 Blacks will graduate from UC 
within six years
UC 6- and 4-Year Graduation Rates

Source: University of California Graduation rates, provided by UC Office of the President, Department of Institutional Research

Note: Does not include part-time students—only full-time matriculation is permitted.
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More than three-fourths of Black students who transfer to 
the UC graduate within four years, a figure that has improved 
by nine percentage points in the last decade (Figure 17).  
Two-year graduation rates for Black transfer students have 
improved by more than 13 points in the past decade, but still 
remain low at 39 percent.  Black transfer students witness a 
sizeable completion gap compared to their White and Asian 
counterparts.  The largest gap can be found among two-year 

completion rates—almost 18 percentage points separate 
Black transfer students from White transfer students and 11 
points separate Blacks from Asians.  The four-year completion 
gap between Blacks and Whites and Asians narrows to 11 
and 10 points, respectively.  Sadly, Black graduation rates for 
transfer students remain lower than for other racial/ethnic 
groups and have been this way for at least 10 years.

Figure 17: 76 percent of Black transfer students complete 
within four years, less than 40 percent complete in two
UC 4- and 2-Year Transfer Graduation Rates

Source: University of California Graduation rates, provided by UC Office of the President, Department of Institutional Research

Note: Does not include part-time students—only full-time matriculation is permitted.
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Conculsion
The persistent opportunity gap

The disparity in college degree completion among ethnic 
groups in California is clear. As this report shows, that gap 
is well-documented and persistent for Blacks in higher 
education. By all measures, it is unacceptable.

The data also suggests the lack of any coordinated, sustained 
effort to correct these inequities over the past decade or more.  
Many trend lines in Black higher education have been flat or 
show only marginal improvements since the 1990s. In some 
key measures—such as acceptance into the UC system and 
CCC college completion—they have been in decline.  Without a 
comprehensive plan to encourage, support, and fund greater 
higher education participation and success, particularly 
among Blacks, we will continue to see the same results—
which is a disservice to all Californians.

Change in policy is critical and can produce startlingly rapid 
results, both positively and negatively. The Black college-
going population in California appears to be especially 
impacted by changes in public higher education policy and 
budget decisions. As demonstrated in the report, Black 
students experienced significant drops in college enrollment 
after the elimination of affirmative action in 1996, and another 
large decrease in enrollment during the state budget cuts of 
2008–2011, especially at the CSU. While all students were 
impacted by these policy and budget changes, Black students 
were affected the most.

The recommendations in this report provide actions that 
California education officials, along with students and their 
families, can take starting now that can help close this 
education gap.

In addition to developing a comprehensive statewide higher 
education plan that would have long-range impacts, the plan 
must also be highly defined, action-oriented, and informed by 
research.

We need to give our students and their families more college 
knowledge about how to prepare for college, find the right 
one, and learn about enrollment and college completion.  And 
we must ensure that all eligible students apply for and receive 
federal and California student aid for which they qualify. 

Students need additional support services, especially financial, 
to help them stay in college and complete a degree. For Blacks 
who are going to college, the data shows that too many are 
not completing degrees. Our colleges and universities should 
re-engage former college students who are near completion 
to encourage and incentivize them to re-enroll and complete 
their degree.

Our colleges and universities need to be incentivized 
and held accountable for increasing the graduation and 
completion rates of underrepresented students. New 
funding mechanisms could reward institutions for efforts to 
support students through to degree completion and to close 
educational attainment gaps between groups.

Without a concerted, focused approach by our high school 
and college leaders to prepare, engage, and support 
underrepresented students, the state will fall short of 
producing the educated workforce it needs.  There may be 
a cost for some of these recommendations, but the bigger 
cost facing California and key regions like Los Angeles, will 
be higher if a significant increase in the number of college-
educated residents does not happen.  

Recommendations

California education officials, along with students and their families, can take action—starting now—that will close this 
education gap and get our workforce growing in the right direction.  The Campaign for College Opportunity offers the following 
recommendations:

1. Create a statewide plan for higher education;

2. Expand college knowledge;

3. Invest in services students need to succeed;

4. Fund colleges for both enrollment and success;

5. Strengthen financial support options for students; 
and

6. Encourage colleges and universities to reach out 
and re-enroll students who are close to completing 
a degree.
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About This Report

The Campaign for College Opportunity conducted this in-depth profile of Blacks and California’s public higher education system 
in the hopes of illuminating the current demographic, educational attainment, and college participation landscape of this key 
population. Most importantly, this report recommends actions for improving Black college completion rates through public 
policy and utilizing a number of strategies.

This is the second report in our new series: The State of Higher Education in California.

Methodology

Data for this report were collected from a variety of sources. Primarily, demographic and social characteristics were collected 
from the 1990 and 2000 Decennial Census and the American Community Survey (ACS). The ACS, annually published by the U.S. 
Census Bureau, provides a detailed socioeconomic and demographic profile of the U.S. population. The ACS replaces the “long 
form” of the Decennial Census; the advantage of the ACS is annual collection, as opposed to collection once every ten years 
through the Decennial Census. Since 2000, the ACS is conducted nationwide with an annual sample of 3 million households. 
Data indicators are based on the 2011 and 2012 ACS one-year estimates collected and analyzed through tools provided by the 
U.S. Census Bureau: Factfinder and DataFerrett using Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) data sets. Data for Hispanic/Latino 
includes those of any race. Data for White, Asian Pacific Islander, and Black/African American excludes persons of Hispanic 
origin and multiple races. In some cases data for Asians is reported and in other cases, Asian Pacific Islander. This reflects the 
difference in data provided by the different segments.

Data was also collected through the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPED) database, available at the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) website, the California Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC), the California 
Department of Education (CDE), the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, the California State University Division 
of Analytic Studies, the University of California’s Office of the President, and the Association of Independent California Colleges 
and Universities (AICCU).
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additional college graduates that our state needs.
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