
 

Executive Summary 
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and Latino Students in Illinois | 2018 
Meegan Dugan Bassett 

Around one in three Illinoisans hails from a racial or ethnic group that has historically lacked access to 

high-quality education. The largest of these groups, Black and Latino Illinoisans, continue to be 

underrepresented in the institutions most likely to lead to the highest levels of economic prosperity. The 

lack of Blacks and Latinos with a bachelor’s or more advanced degree has implications for which 

professions are available to them, as well as their long-term income. As long as inequalities in degree 

completion persist, the entire state will feel the effects of a third of the populace earning less.  

An estimated 20,000 Black students and 30,000 Latino students of any race graduate from Illinois high 

schools each year. Given the sheer number of students, inequities in access to all levels of higher 

education are an issue that is not likely to go away without focused efforts by state leaders.  

Getting a bachelor’s degree without breaking the bank poses a formidable challenge for both low- and 

middle-income students. Increasing tuition costs have made it more important than ever to provide 

students a smooth transition from community college to a four-year university. However, despite having 

one of the highest transfer graduation rates nationally, Illinois graduates fewer than two in ten transfer 

program students. And the gap between low-income and high-income students is notable.  

For those students who make it to a four-year institution, overall graduation rates for Black and Latino 

students at most Illinois public universities are poor. Only two of Illinois’ twelve public universities 

graduate more than fifty percent of the Black 

and Latino students who come through their 

doors as freshman. Statistics are often worse for 

students who transfer to nonprofit four-years. 

There simply aren’t nearly enough seats at the 

leading schools to meet the need. 

Evidence from other university systems serving 

similar populations with similar preparation 

levels suggests this is not an intractable problem. 

Numerous universities have drastically improved 

student success rates among students of color 

without changing their standards or the students 

they serve, even when those students are less 

prepared and/or low-income. Committed 

leaders have found ways to ensure more Black 

and Latino students get the same high-quality 
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education as their peers. It’s time for the higher education community in Illinois to rise to this challenge 

in a cohesive, coordinated manner.  

Current Attainment Goal 
Overall, Illinois has made slow but steady progress towards the 60 by 2025 goal, reaching 51 percent of 

the population with some postsecondary credential by 2016. However, Blacks, and especially Latinos, 

considerably lag the state average for bachelor’s degree attainment. Closing these gaps will require 

major annual increases. 

Where Can We Impact Attainment? 
Aggressively increasing degree attainment levels among African-Americans and Latinos will improve 

lives, the state income base, and state revenue. To close attainment gaps of this size, small campus 

pilots won’t meet the scale of the problem. Illinois needs statewide policies and resources to accelerate 

progress. 

Enrollment 

Overall enrollment in Illinois has dropped in recent years within the community college and public 

university systems. Many attribute this to a two year budget impasse that left these schools without 

operating funds or Monetary Award Program funds. Black student enrollment has considerably dropped, 

though Latino enrollment is on the rise. 

Black Enrollment Patterns Predict Drop in Attainment 

 Breaking with the national trend, Black and White students are enrolled at Illinois public universities 

and community colleges in similar proportions.  

 Drops in Black enrollment at public and nonprofit schools suggest bachelor’s degree attainment may 

soon decline. This is not explained by population trends, though it may be partially due to increases 

in employment. Enrollment has fallen faster at community colleges. 

o Black enrollment in traditional higher education is on the decline, dropping by 36 percent at 

community colleges, just under 15 percent in public universities, and 16 percent at nonprofit 

four-years between 2011 and 2016.  

o In contrast, Black student enrollment at for-profit four-years rose 15 percent in the same 

period—despite national research showing higher average debt loads and drop-out rates at for-

profit schools. Nearly as many Blacks are now enrolled at for-profit bachelor’s degree granting 

institutions as at nonprofits.  

Latino Enrollment Patterns Suggest a Potential Rise in Attainment 

 Latinos continue to be overrepresented at community colleges and underrepresented at public 

universities in Illinois. 

 Growing transfer program enrollment and particularly enrollment at bachelor’s degree-granting 

institutions suggest bachelor’s degree completion may trend higher for Latinos. Increases are 

greater than the growth in population. 

33% 
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o Latinos have seen nearly a nine percent increase in community college enrollments between 

2011 and 2016. More Latinos attend nonprofit four-years than public universities, but both 

sectors saw 34 percent increases in enrollment between 2011 and 2016.  

o Latino enrollment also grew at for-profit four-years by 56 percent. That is faster than the rate 

among Blacks, though it represents half as many students.  

Student Progress 

In other states, data such as completion of gateway courses or when students drop out has been 

harnessed to better understand where students of color are progressing and where there may be areas 

for improvement. Illinois no longer shares most of this data so transfer program data is the most readily 

available interim student progress measure. 

Transfer 

Illinois has a large community college system and many nonprofit colleges and universities, but only 

twelve public universities. As a result, transfer programs offer an important lower-cost route to a 

bachelor’s degree. However, most Illinois transfer students don’t take this cost-saving route from a 

community college to a public university. In some cases, they are taking the reverse journey. 

 Illinois’ transfer system is generally quite strong and ranks nationally. However, in real numbers 

fewer than 2 in 10 Illinois transfer program students will complete their bachelor's degree. 

 All students, regardless of income, have a better chance of completing their bachelor’s when they 

transfer to a public university. Unfortunately, this is not where most Black and Latino students go. 

 Increasing the transfer out and bachelor’s completion rates further could substantially cut costs and 

improve attainment in Illinois. Lack of funding, however, has threatened to undercut recent gains. 

Black Transfer Enrollments Differ Geographically, Include Alternative Pathways 

 Illinois Black community college transfer program enrollment between 2013 and 2016 dropped at a 

slightly higher rate than the system-wide drop. Drops in most transfer programs downstate suggest 

Black attainment may decline there, while major increases in Black transfer program enrollment in 

the City Colleges of Chicago suggest a potential rise in Black baccalaureates upstate.  

 System-wide, Blacks are underrepresented at the community colleges with the highest number of 

transfers, raising the question whether Black students are receiving the same level of transfer 

support as students at leading transfer institutions. 

 Black students are less likely than other groups to transfer from a community college to a public 

university. Furthermore, only 17 percent of Black transfer students transferred from a community 

college to any public or nonprofit four-year. 

 Transferring back to a community college is more common, with just over one in five transferring to 

a community college from another community college or public or nonprofit four-year. 

 High numbers, particularly among Black females, are taking the potentially expensive route to a for-

profit school. 

 A small percentage transfer with enough credits for sophomore status. 
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Latino Transfer Enrollments Growing Quickly but Many Transfers End Up At Community Colleges 

 Countering statewide trends, between 2013 and 2016 Latino transfer program enrollment grew 

rapidly particularly in the City Colleges of Chicago, with some small drops in southern Illinois. The 

sheer numbers across most of the state suggest that bachelor’s degree attainment among Latinos 

could rise with continued improvement to the transfer system. 

 Latinos were more likely than any other group to start at a community college. Under one in five of 

all Latino transfers went from a community college to a public university. Almost one in three Latino 

transfers were from a community college to a public or nonprofit four-year.  

 However, Latino transfers are more likely to end up at community colleges than most groups. In 

2016, nearly one in four Latino transfer students transferred to a community college from a public 

university, nonprofit, or other community college. 

 A low percentage transfer with enough credits for sophomore status. 

Graduation 

Ultimately, enrollment and transfer mean little without successful degree completion. At most schools, 

graduation rates are consistently higher for White students. The picture is somewhat complicated for 

Illinois Black and Latino students, but it is consistent with national research suggesting that going to the 

most selective school possible increases the chance of completing a bachelor’s degree even for average 

students.  

 Just two Illinois public universities, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) and Illinois State 

University (ISU) graduate more than half of their first-time Black and Latino students. 

 Despite the large number of independent colleges in Illinois, only 11 independent, nonprofit schools 

receiving Monetary Award Program (MAP) funding graduate more than half of their Black and Latino 

freshmen. 

 Just four of these eleven nonprofit schools fully participate in the Illinois Articulation Initiative, 

making it more difficult for students to save money at a community college first. 

 For central and southern Illinois students, access to nonprofit, bachelor degree-granting institutions 

where they are likely to graduate is extremely limited. Six-year completion rates for Black and Latino 

students are poor at the majority of such schools receiving MAP. Only three in the central part of 

the state graduate more than fifty percent of their Black and Latino students and none do in 

southern Illinois.  

Black Students Are Underrepresented at Schools Where They Are Most Likely to Graduate  

Black students are more likely to enroll at the public universities with fewer resources and the lowest 

completion rates. Combined with enrollment in for-profit schools, Black students are at a higher risk of 

leaving school with debt but no degree. 

 Bachelor’s degrees earned by Blacks are on the decline across the sectors. This includes public 

universities, which confer the largest number of bachelor’s degrees to Blacks (3,249). This 

represents just ten percent of public university degrees, down from 3,433 the year before. Across 62 

nonprofit colleges and universities, Black students earned only 2,218 bachelor’s degrees, 
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representing seven percent of all bachelor’s degrees, down from 2,324 in 2016. The number of 

degrees (1,895) slightly decreased at for-profit schools as well. 

 The institutions conferring the most Black bachelor’s degrees are not always those where Blacks are 

most likely to graduate. 

 The majority of Black public university students are at schools where they have less than a fifty 

percent chance of graduating. Around twenty percent of Black students attend the public 

universities where more than half complete in six years. This means many more are not graduating. 

Latinos Underrepresented at Public Universities but Degrees Increasing 

 Overall numbers drop closer to graduation, although bachelor’s degrees earned by Latinos are on 

the rise across the board. As of 2017, nonprofit, four-year institutions conferred the most degrees to 

Latinos (4,166), up from 3,751 in 2016. This represents 13 percent of bachelor’s degrees at these 

schools. At public universities, Latinos earned 3,828 bachelor’s degrees in 2017, up from 3,519 in 

2016. Statewide, 2017 saw slightly more Latinos (1,218) receiving bachelor’s degrees at pricier, for-

profit, four-years than in 2016. 

 While Latinos are less likely to enroll in a public university in Illinois than Blacks or Whites, 

enrollment is growing and when they do, most enroll in the institutions they are most likely to 

graduate from. In 2016, 54 percent of Latino public university students enrolled at the three 

universities with over 50 percent six-year Latino completion rates—though 28 percent of them all 

attend a single school.  

Policies from Other States 
Over the last few decades, states such as California, Texas, Virginia, and Georgia—each for their own 

reasons—have taken a proactive approach to improving bachelor’s degree attainment among 

underrepresented students. 

In Illinois, questions often arise about how many seats at the top public universities are filled by Illinois 

students versus out-of-state or foreign students. Policies in California, Texas, and Virginia have 

addressed these questions. Legislative efforts in California and Texas have had mixed results. 

California 

 The University of California created an enrollment guarantee to high school students who 

completed in the top 12.5 percent of high school graduates. By 2014, only the rural Merced campus 

had remaining seats. That year, only 2 percent of California students took the offer. 

 Following a report from the state auditor, state legislators offered the university system financial 

incentives for hitting certain California-resident enrollment benchmarks and capping outside-

student enrollment. The system president put an 18.5 percent internal cap into place with different 

campus-specific goals, approved by the Board of Regents. The system exceeded enrollment 

expectations in fall 2016 and was on track to meet the goal for fall 2017. 

 To address the scope of demand for college, legislators offered a $35 million incentive for California 

State University (CSU) to increase completion rates, with clear expectations for both Pell and non-

Pell students. The system was tasked with taking an aggressive approach to increase both the four-
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year and six-year graduation rate. Following the lead of the UC system, in 2017 the CSU system 

began an initiative to increase admissions options.  

Texas 

 In 1997, after affirmative action was ruled unconstitutional, Texas put in place guaranteed 

enrollment policies designed for both rural and urban students. The Texas 10 Percent Plan provides 

that students who graduate in the top 10 percent of their high school class are automatically 

admitted into any public university in Texas. 

 The impact was immediate, with Black enrollment going up by 44 percent and Latino enrollment 

increasing by 10 percent. The GPAs of students under the new policy were also higher than those of 

general admissions students. 

 However, results have been mixed. Some feel the policy has not increased diversity as much as 

hoped. One large study found that Top 10 Percent students primarily came from high schools that 

already had high college enrollment rates. Students in the top 10 percent were more likely to be 

female and White. Students were also less likely to be low-income. 

 The study also found that Top 10 Percent students enrolled in a flagship were not more likely than 

other traditionally admitted students to transfer to a less-selective institution or drop out of the 

flagship. 

 The policy seems to have had the biggest impact at University of Texas at Austin. After five years, 

seventy percent of entering classes were affected by the rule and some worried it was pushing out 

other students. With permission from the legislature, the school capped Top 10 percent admissions 

to 75 percent of all admissions.  

 UT-Austin has spent millions trying to help students from poorer schools get up to speed and 

complete. By 2016, the school had reached a 60 percent graduation rate, up from 52 percent in 

2012. The goal was to reach 70 percent by 2017. 

 The university launched a highly successful effort to improve performance among struggling 

students, including those from poor areas, Latino students from the border, rural Whites, and 

Vietnamese immigrants. The TIP program includes smaller classes, additional information, and peer 

advising. It has changed the internal culture to recognize that students come with very different 

levels of preparation. Students are tracked closely to see how they progress and the results have 

been astounding. Following development of the program, the persistence rate gap between the 

most at-risk and least at-risk students shrunk by more than half between 2011 and 2015. 

Addressing the Challenge at Scale 
Each year in Illinois, tens of thousands of Black and Latino students are projected to graduate from high 

school. Yet only two public universities graduate more than five in ten of their Black and Latino students. 

At the last enrollment peak, there were just over 49,000 undergraduate seats at the two top public 

universities. While Illinois’ numerous nonprofit institutions can enroll many more, a scant 11 graduate 

more than 50 percent of Blacks and Latinos. Illinois must do better if we are to ensure that our entire 

populace has the opportunity to fully participate at the highest levels of our economy. 
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A further challenge is that Black and Latino students have often been concentrated in high schools that 

are simply not funded equitably. Often these students do not have access to the same advanced 

coursework or programs that would give them the same level of preparation as students in more 

affluent schools. This trend doesn’t end when Blacks and Latinos attend college. On average, the public 

four-year universities where these students attend received less state funding than the state average. 

When Illinois has made across the board percentage cuts, these inequities have largely continued. 

Furthermore, for students who take the transfer route, opportunities are limited. Universities accept 

one to two thousand transfer students each year, much fewer than the numbers in the system. This 

doesn’t come close to meeting the need or the variety of preparation levels among students. Even those 

students who are well prepared are less likely to graduate from less selective or open access schools. 

Perhaps one of the most underestimated challenges is that while the transfer system in Illinois is 

designed to help all students, it works best when students already know where they will transfer when 

they first begin at a community college. Yet, community college students may have no idea which 

university will accept them or know how early they need to start the process.  

There are a smattering of university-based initiatives addressing minority enrollment and attainment. 

Unfortunately, the size, scope, and quality of these types of programs varies and in some cases there are 

more students than program spots. This scattershot approach isn’t helping enough students. Digging in 

to see where improvements are needed and putting funding behind proactive, large-scale initiatives is 

the only way to meet this challenge head-on, at the scale of the problem. 

Policy Recommendations 
Thoughtful changes to state policy have the potential to increase bachelor’s attainment among Black 

and Latino students and low-income students of all backgrounds. For example, aligning MAP and other 

funding with student success efforts could have a major impact. And, while top 10 percent policies 

haven’t always had the expected results, setting aside a specific number of spots for Pell-eligible, top 10 

percent students is one small way to expand opportunity for students who need it. 

Illinois is coming back from a multiple-year budget impasse and a wave of students leaving to go to 

college in other states. The success of policies such as these will be contingent on finding a solution for 

the structural budget issues that continue to plague the state and on a stable funding environment 

where students and institutions are not worried they will be left holding the bag mid-year. 

Furthermore, there are thousands more students who are not the top students in their class but also 

need access to the economic opportunity higher education brings. To meet the scale of the challenge, 

any strategy to increase baccalaureate attainment must consider: 1.) How to increase the number of 

students in the places they are most likely to graduate, and 2.) How to improve student outcomes at the 

affordable universities most accessible to underrepresented students. Policies to consider follow. 

Improve Low-Cost Pathways 

 Consider requiring participation in the Illinois Articulation Initiative for MAP institutions. 
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 Protect or increase funding for MyCreditsTransfer, including funding for Transferology licenses 

for schools serving lower income students. 

 Protect or increase funding for the Illinois Articulation Initiative, particularly for major panels. 

 Create a public awareness campaign and outreach to help students with choosing an institution 

and planning for college. Similar to 15 to Finish campaigns, educate students on completing 

gatekeeper courses early on and needed credits in the first and second years of a transfer 

program. Help high school counselors and students select a transfer-receiving institution early. 

 Create new flexible, low-cost pathways focused on high demand careers to provide an 

alternative to costly for-profit institutions, particularly marketed to women. 

Align Funding with State Needs 

 Reevaluate current higher education funding to develop a rational funding formula that 

supports increased attainment among students from rural and urban, low-income areas. 

 Create a separate fund to help regional comprehensive public universities improve graduation 

and completion rates among students of color. Fund technical assistance to support these 

schools in their efforts to create or expand programs similar to the programs at Eastern Illinois 

University or University of Texas at Austin. 

 Require schools receiving MAP or other state funding to create campus-wide assessments and 

plans to increase graduation rates among low-income, Black, and Latino students. 

 Prioritize MAP grants in zip codes with low attainment, balancing rural and urban areas.  

 Increase MAP dollar limits for any school that increases their graduation rates for 

underrepresented students above 65 percent or reduces graduation gaps significantly. 

 Consider how to improve access to more selective schools, such as creating a MAP bonus for 

community college students with remaining need who transfer to one of the public universities 

with completion rates over 65 percent for Black and Latino students. 

Focus on Improving Graduation Rates 

 Create a statewide recruitment and advising initiative focused on increasing Black and Latino 

enrollment at more selective institutions. Educate high school counselors and youth workers 

about which colleges have the best completion rates for Black and Latino students. 

 Require top public universities to set stretch enrollment goals over the next five years to 

increase in-state enrollments by students in the top 10 percent of their high school class with a 

special emphasis on Pell recipients. Suggest a cap on out-of-state students at 18 percent.  

 Create incentives for regional public universities to increase graduation and completion rates. 

 

For additional details, references, and charts, see the full report: 

www.duganbassett.com/gettingtothegoalrpt 
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