The recent decline in college-going among Black Americans[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  Throughout this paper, we will use the term Black to refer to people of the African Diaspora, and to such populations that reside within the United States.  To some, African Americans are a subgroup within the larger Black community.  Since our discussion purposely includes those who may be first-generation immigrants or who, for whatever reason, do not identify as African American, we employ the term “Black.”  Furthermore, we capitalize it to distinguish the racial category and related identity from the color.  Similarly, we capitalize the word White when referring to race.
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Black enrollment in higher education grew steadily throughout the second half of the 20th century and continued to expand until 2010, a driving force behind the growth of the Black middle class (Landry 1987, 2018). After 2010, however, this long upward trend reversed. As we document below, the number of Black undergraduates enrolling in college has fallen year after year since 2010 and is now 9% below its peak (a decline of about 202,000 Black students), too large and too sustained a decline to be dismissed as a temporary blip.  This paper investigates why the number of Black students enrolling in college has fallen and considers whether this trend threatens the economic future of the Black community.  
We draw upon multiple data sources to identify the underlying causes of this shortfall, first asking whether demographic trends – the number of Black children born each year – account for the shrinkage. We then investigate whether the decrease results from a drop in high school graduation rates, or in the proportion of Black graduates proceeding immediately from high school into college, or whether shrinking college enrollments reflect higher drop-out rates among Black students already in college. We also compare different sectors of higher education, to see whether enrollment declines have occurred across the board or are concentrated in for-profit colleges, or at public community colleges, or at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). Finally, we consider whether shrinking enrollments might have a silver lining: Has a booming economy generated enough jobs that more Black Americans are being drawn into the labor market instead of to college?
The first section of this paper provides a sketch of the current educational circumstances of the Black community as a whole, summarizing the research literature on that topic, in order to provide a broader context for a following section focused on the recent reversal in enrollments.

Context & Prior Literature: 
Figure One is reproduced from a recent government report by de Brey et al (2019) and portrays the level of educational attainment for racial/ethnic groups in the United States, for persons age 25 or older, based on data from the US Census’ American Community Survey of 2016.
One important feature is the large proportion of Black adults (25%) who have attended college but without completing a degree at either the associates or the bachelor’s level. Government statistical agencies refer to this group as having “some college,” a category that includes some individuals who receive a short-term credential (but less than an associate degree) combined with those in degree tracks who left college with no credential whatsoever.

Figure One: Educational Attainment of US adults age 25 and older by race and ethnicity, 2016.
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Scholars disagree whether attending college without completing a credential represents an economic step upward, compared to leaving education immediately after graduating high school, or whether incomplete college implies a waste of the student’s time and money. Our own research (Giani et al 2019) has shown that Black Americans with some college but no credential are much more likely to find employment years later compared to high school graduates who never went on to college. Once employed, “some college” individuals earn significantly more than high school graduates who never attended college at all.  In other words, in our judgement, attending college does “pay off” even for those who do not complete a credential. But it is also clear that completing a degree – whether an Associates or a BA – pays off more than only “some college,” so the unusually large proportion of Black college-goers who do not complete a degree is still a matter of policy concern.
Why do so many young people – of all races, but Black students disproportionately – fail to complete college? Researchers point to several causes (Attewell et al 2011, Braxton 2000, Chen et al 2019, Radford et al 2018 Table 13 p.22). College-goers who were not academically-oriented, who received poor grades and lacked more advanced courses while in high school are much more likely to drop out when they attend college. Nevertheless, most dropping out from college is not due to academic failure. Decades ago, Tinto (1993) estimated that somewhere between 15% and 25% of undergraduates quit college because of academic difficulties. In the most recent data, about 24% of drop-outs still cite academic difficulties as their reason for leaving college (Radford et al 2018). So that problem has neither improved nor gotten worse over time.
Many students who come from lower-income families drop out of college even though they are not having academic difficulties: about 46% of recent Black college leavers cite financial stresses as their motivation for quitting college, compared to 35% of White college leavers (Radford et al 2018). There is a burgeoning literature on the economic stresses experienced by students (US GAO 2018). Undergraduates often juggle competing obligations: some are parents, others support their own parents and siblings in financial and/or emotional ways. A larger proportion of Black college leavers (56%) cite family and personal reasons for dropping out, compared to Whites (48%) (Radford et al 2018). In addition, the majority of undergraduates hold paid jobs while in college and it is often difficult to balance paid work hours with class attendance and studying, although recent research suggests that accumulating paid work experience while in college pays off in higher wages after students leave college (Douglas and Attewell 2019). 
Taken together, financial, family, work and academic difficulties result in far lower degree completion rates among Black undergraduates than among Whites. At four-year colleges, 64% of Whites graduate within six years, while only 40% of Black students at those colleges complete a bachelor’s degree in that time frame (de Brey et al 2019 p.138). 
Attending a local community college is almost always cheaper than attending a four-year college: tuition and fees are lower, and most two-year college students live at home and commute, avoiding the considerable cost of a dorm room[footnoteRef:4]. Consequently, about 43% of Black undergraduates attend a two-year college. Unfortunately, the community college route to a degree is also a hazardous one. Completion rates at public two-year colleges are very low: among Black students who start their college career there, only 38% obtain a certificate or an associate or a bachelor’s degree within six years; the remaining 62% earn no credential (Chen et al 2019: Table 2).   [4:  The College Board (2018 p.3) notes that “On average, full-time students at public two-year colleges receive more than enough grant aid and federal tax benefits in 2018-19 to cover tuition and fees. After this aid, they face an average of $8,270 in living expenses out of pocket.” https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/trends-college-pricing-2018-full-report.pdf] 

Most students entering community college aspire to a bachelor’s degree, but few get that far, in part because most do not manage to transfer to a four-year college. Those who do transfer frequently find that the new institution does not fully recognize the credits they accumulated at the community college, so they have to take extra courses to make up for those lost credits (Monaghan and Attewell 2015). Even if they do make it all the way to a bachelor’s degree, individuals who started at a community college earn significantly less in later years than counterparts who began at a four-year college (Witteveen and Attewell 2019a.)
Two other issues are important to mention about the current educational context for Black Americans. Over the last two decades Black students have entered for-profit colleges in large numbers (Cotton 2017, Ruch 2001). Our analyses of government data show that 10.5% of Black undergraduate men and 12% of Black undergraduate women enrolled in for-profit colleges in 2010. Research suggests that graduation rates at for-profit colleges are about the same as at public colleges, for students of equivalent backgrounds (Deming et al 2012). But all evidence indicates that students at the for-profits pay a lot more in tuition and fees than their counterparts who attend public colleges. The vast majority of students at for-profit colleges pay by taking out student loans; the for-profit sector loads debt upon its students (Dynarski and Kriesman 2013). It comes as no surprise therefore that default rates are especially high for those institutions. Black non-completers who attended for-profit colleges have the worst loan repayment records of all (Scott-Clayton 2018, Witteveen and Attewell 2019b).
A second issue concerns the extent to which Black students find predominantly-White colleges to be unsupportive or unwelcoming, and whether this might account for the lower retention and graduation rates of Black collegians, rather than or in addition to issues of academic preparation, financial stresses, and family obligations. This possibility is sometimes raised by advocates of HBCUs, who view majority Black colleges as culturally more supportive and caring places for their students. 
Prior research speaks to this but reaches a complicated conclusion. Studies of Black and low-income students at highly-selective predominantly-White institutions report that many such students have to study extremely hard to keep up and often find college a very stressful and joyless experience (Arcidiacono et. al. 2016, Aries 2008, Byrd 2017, Goodwin and Weiss 2006, Jack 2019, Lee 2016). Minority and low-income freshmen are often shocked to find that even though they were outstanding students at their high schools, their academic skills at college entry are considerably below those of White classmates who attended more affluent schools.
 In addition, staff and administrators at more elite four-year colleges are often quite insensitive to the challenges that low-income Black students face. They don’t understand when scholarship students cannot afford to go home during breaks between semesters, or the financial binds that some first-generation students face because they are sending money home, or the stresses that students face when they need to work long hours for pay (Jack 2019). Add to this, racist comments and stereotyping that Black students sometimes face from White classmates. Taken together this might suggest that most Black students would do much better attending predominantly Black colleges.
But they don’t. While HBCUs offer a supportive and culturally-sensitive environment to most of their students and consequently generate great loyalty among many alumni, HBCUs don’t escape the problems of high student dropout rates or low graduation rates (Nichols and Evans-Bell 2017, Smith-Barrow 2019). Researchers disagree over whether graduation rates at HBCUs are worse or somewhat better than at public colleges – the picture changes depending on how one adjusts the numbers to account for students’ socio-economic backgrounds (Allen 1992, Franke and DeAngelo 2018, Kim and Conrad 2006, Nichols and Evans-Bell 2017). But no one claims that the degree completion problem has been solved at HBCUs: Nichols and Evans-Bell (2017) report a 32.1% graduation rate within six years at HBCUs, for example. Beyond this, HBCUs currently educate about 9% of all Black undergraduates[footnoteRef:5], so while they are very important producers of graduates who will join the Black professional and middle classes (Natheson et al 2019) they educate a relatively small proportion of the total Black undergraduate population.  In addition to financial stresses (Smith-Barrow 2019) HBCUs are also facing declining enrollments, as we will document below. [5:  https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=667 “] 

With this overview as context, we will now focus our inquiry on the changes in Black college enrollment since its peak in 2010.
Changing Birth Rates.
Birth rates in the US have been declining in recent years, both among African American women and among non-Hispanic White women, drops that are reflected years later in fewer numbers of college-age individuals. Figure Two illustrates the decline in the number of Black 19-year-olds, from a high in 2010 to the present. These data, from the US Census’ estimates, include 19-year-old Black immigrants as well as US-born Black 19-year-olds. 
There were about 79,000 fewer Black nineteen-year-olds in 2015 than there were in 2010, the high point. Since 2015 those numbers have increased slightly, so the shortfall is now about 72,000. Since we know how many babies were born last year, we can also look forward and anticipate how many Black nineteen-year-olds there will be in the near future. They suggest a roughly stable number of Black youths, around the current lower level. going forward.  However, one source of uncertainty about future numbers stems from Black immigration into the United States. Black immigration of families with children has been and will continue to contribute substantially to the number of Black college-goers in the years ahead (Hamilton 2019, Robinson 2010).
Although the demographic figures do show a decline in the size of the college-age cohort since 2010, the decrease is not large enough to account for the recent drop-off in Black college enrollments, which is nearly three times larger. We therefore need to look more deeply at the numbers of high school graduates, and determine whether they are heading to college or into the labor force, and whether college entrants are persisting or dropping out. 
Figure Two.
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Changing Black Incarceration Rates.
As a side note, the decline in numbers of Black undergraduates since 2010 is certainly not due to incarceration levels. Although the incarceration rates of Black men and women are much higher than for other racial and ethnic groups, the number of incarcerated persons has been decreasing for most of the last two decades. Black male incarceration levels reached their peak in 2001 and have since declined by a third. Black women incarceration numbers have dropped by 57% from their peak in 1999 to the latest 2017 numbers (Bronson and Carson 2019. Lane and Humphreys 2019). Other things being equal, declining numbers of Black men and women in prison might potentially lead to increasing numbers of Black men and women college-goers. A decline in incarceration could not plausibly create the drop in the number of Black college enrollments that we have experienced since 2010.
Changing High School Graduation Rates 
For several decades, educators, policy makers, and community leaders have been urging minority youths to “stay in school.” Their efforts have been modestly successful, and the high school graduation rate – measured as the proportion of Black 18-to-24 year-olds who have graduated from high school – has increased from 89% in 2010 to 93% in 2017 [footnoteRef:6]. This success story applies both to young Black men and to young Black women, and it increases the pool of Black youth who are qualified to go on to college and therefore offsets to some degree the recent demographic decline in the size of the Black youth cohort. Why then are Black college enrollments declining? [6:  These numbers refer to the High school status completion rate for Black 18-24 year-olds. They are obtained from multiple years of the US Department of Education’s annual Digest of Education Statistics Table 219.67. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_219.67.asp. ] 

Immediate Transition from High School to College.
The first clue is to be found in government figures about the proportion of high school graduates who enter college in the year immediately after high school graduation.  There has been a quite rapid drop in the proportion of Black high school graduates enrolling in college in the year following high school, from 66% in 2010 to 56.5% in 2016 (the latest figure available).[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  This is a three-year rolling average reported by the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (2017). Table 302.20. “Percentage of recent high school completers enrolled in college, by race/ethnicity: 1960 through 2016.” In Digest of Education Statistics (2017 ed.). Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d17/tables/dt17_302.20.asp 
These figures come from the Current Population Survey, and the relatively small sample sizes for high school graduates moving immediately to college in those surveys means that we cannot be sure that the observed 10% drop between 2010 and 2016 was not due to sampling error. However, we will show that institutional data from the department of Education’s IPEDS system – based on much larger numbers -- show a similar large decline in college going for first-time undergraduates (see Table One below). ] 

This roughly ten percentage-point decline in the immediate transition to college raises the question as to what these high school graduates are doing instead. The most plausible answer is that the economic recovery in the years after the 2007/8 recession and the recent economic expansion have greatly improved employment prospects for Black youth and led some who might otherwise have continued into college to take jobs instead.
The evidence for this is indirect, and is presented in Figure Three. We focus initially on a group of young people that demographers refer to as NEETs, which stands for “Neither in Employment nor Education nor Training.” NEETs are young people who are disconnected from the worlds of work and education. The changing numbers of Black NEETs – in Figure Three below -- provide a window into how the economy is affecting a very economically-vulnerable part of the community.    
Black youth ages 20 to 24 who have not completed high school are the least likely to go to college or to find employment. About 65% of this group were NEETs in 2010. But by 2016, only 54% of Black high school non-completers in this age group had NEET status, a ten percentage-point reduction in six years. They have been able to find employment.
Some Black youth who have successfully graduated from high school also do not find jobs or continue in education, although they are much less likely to enter NEET status than their counterparts who did not graduate high school. Nevertheless, about one-quarter of Black high school graduates aged 20 to 24 were NEETs in 2010. Again, their numbers have dropped considerably in the six years since 2010, to 19.5%. This recent drop in the proportion of Black youths who are NEETS is evident both for men and for women. 

Figure Three.
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Source:  Digest of Education Statistics (2018 eds.), Table 501.30 Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_501.30.asp
Every 2017 figure is statistically significantly lower than the corresponding 2010 number.

The fact that fewer individuals than previously are unable to find employment or go to school is a strong hint that a buoyant economy is drawing economically vulnerable young people into employment. By implication, we might expect similar increases in employment opportunities to draw some students away from college, which we examine next.
Changing Enrollments across College Sectors. 
Table One presents our analyses of college enrollment, using data collected from over 4000 individual colleges by the US Department of Education, in a reporting system known as the Integrated Postsecondary Data System (or IPEDS). IPEDS covers all colleges nationwide that are covered by Title IV and whose students are therefore eligible for federal funding.
The left-hand side of Table One reports Fall enrollment numbers for all undergraduates (from freshmen to seniors) and separately for Black undergraduates for the period 2010 to 2017. The right-hand side reports similar numbers but for first-time undergraduates. 
Looking first at the left-hand panel, we see that Black enrollments as a whole have dropped by 8.8% (by about 202,000 students) compared to a 2% decline for undergraduates of all races. 
This overall shrinkage in undergraduate numbers combines two opposite trends. At four-year public colleges and universities—the largest sector in higher education with about 7.5 million undergraduates – enrollments grew substantially between 2010 and 2017. Total (all race) enrollment in the four-year public sector increased by 15% (nearly one million extra undergraduates) in this period, while Black enrollments at public four-year colleges also increased but not by as much (by 8%, or about 62,000 students). 
Over the same period, enrollments dropped dramatically in the second largest sector of higher education: the two-year public colleges (community colleges). Their total enrollments shrank by 1.3 million students, about 19% of their 2010 enrollments. In proportional terms, the loss of Black enrollment from community colleges was even larger: a 24% reduction.
Other smaller sectors experienced even more drastic shifts in enrollment during those seven years. The for-profit two-year sector has faced a huge enrollment reduction of 39%, and the for-profit four-year colleges have similarly lost 16% of their enrollment. 
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Table Two.

	
In sum, Black undergraduate enrollment has dropped overall: roughly 202,000 fewer Black undergraduates were in college in 2017 compared to 2010. But among the generation who did attend college in 2017, there has been a modest shift towards four-year colleges (about 8% more Black students), in both public and non-profit baccalaureate institutions, compared to the earlier cohort in 2010.
These numbers do not imply that individual students have left certain types of institutions and have enrolled in others instead. The enrollment numbers refer to two different time periods. A better way to think about these figures is that in 2017 fewer people are going to college overall than was the case in 2010, and that the kinds of colleges where the current generation is enrolled differ from those that their counterparts (older sisters and brothers, perhaps) attended in 2010.
There is a gendered aspect to some of these changes. The enrollment drops at two-year for-profit colleges between 2010 and 2017 were disproportionately among Black men, compared to Black women, although both have markedly lower numbers in those institutions compared to 2010. 
We had wondered whether the decline in college enrollments might vary across the age spectrum, but that seems not to be the case. Overall, enrollments in four-year colleges are up and those in two-year colleges are down for all age groups since 2011. The only unusual pattern is that in both the two-year and the four-year sectors there has been a substantial uptick in the numbers of students who are younger than 18. In the four-year sector, under-eighteens have jumped from 493,665 to 753,688, while in the two-year sector, which has been shrinking overall, the numbers of under-eighteen year-olds have also jumped, from 293,112 to 480,321. These are large increases percentagewise, but since these young students only constitute a very small proportion of undergraduate enrollment as a whole, they barely affect the larger picture. We suspect that the increase in under-18s represents the growing popularity of “dual enrollment” – taking one or more college courses while still enrolled in high school. Unfortunately, the IPEDS numbers don’t allow us to check on that possibility.
The right-hand side of Table One provides a different perspective on changing enrollments that is limited to incoming first-time students. It shows that the enrollment decline for first-time students is even larger for than for students as a whole. There are again large decreases in enrollments in the two-year sector, and in for-profit colleges (both two and four year). One difference is that while total enrollment figures for Black men at four-year public colleges have increased between 2010 and 2017, they have decreased a little (by about 2%) for first time Black male students. The number of Black women first time students attending public four-year colleges has increased by about 1%. 
Table Two presents similar data on enrollment changes between Fall 2010 and Fall 2017 in the number of Black men and women undergraduates at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). The overall enrollment shrinkage at the HBCUs was 24,195. The number of Black men enrolled decreased by 18% between 2010 and 2017, and the number of Black women decreased by 12.7%. By 2017, Black students constituted 80% of total enrollment at the HBCUs. 
In summary, national enrollment data show a substantial decrease in the numbers of undergraduates between 2010 and 2017.  This decrease has been more dramatic among Black students than among undergraduates as a whole, but is evident for both Black and non-Hispanic White undergraduates. The enrollment decline has been greatest in the two-year sector, where both public community colleges and the for-profit two-year colleges have experienced large drops in Black enrollment. In contrast, there has been enrollment growth in these years at the four-year colleges, including growth in numbers of Black students at those institutions, although in percentage terms Black growth at four-year colleges has not been as strong as for other racial groups. Looking at first-time undergraduates separately, the picture also shows strong declines in two-year enrollments between 2010 and 2017, but a decline of almost 7% in the numbers of Black first-time undergraduates entering four-year institutions.
Discussion & Conclusion.
For half a century the economic progress of Black Americans has been closely tied to improvements in educational opportunity, and especially in access to higher education. College-going has been central to the growth of the Black middle class. For that reason, government data that indicate recent declines in the numbers and percentage of Black youth enrolling in higher education have sounded alarms among community members, educators, and researchers. Undergraduate enrollments have dropped by 7% among Black men and by nearly 10% among Black women over the last seven years. This does not seem to be a temporary aberration; on the contrary the trend has intensified over the last seven years. 
Only a small part of this trend can be attributed to population changes reflecting Black birth rates. Nor is the source of this shortfall to be found in the k-12 schooling system. On the contrary, high school graduation rates have improved over this period. Instead, we have documented a marked decrease in the proportion of Black high school graduates who are going on to college immediately after high school, as well as shrinkages among the numbers of already-enrolled Black undergraduates.
Some of this seems to be a response to improving employment prospects for Black youth as the national economy has emerged from the long recession following 2007/8. We can tell that the most economically-disadvantaged group among Black youth – those who did not graduate high school or find employment – has shrunk in size since 2010. More of them are now employed. Similarly, fewer Black high school graduates are without work today than in 2010.  It therefore seems plausible that some of the decline in college enrollment is due to individuals who might otherwise have gone to college choosing employment instead. 
That inference is strengthened by data that show that the drops in college enrollments have been largest at public community colleges and most especially in the for-profit college sector. To some extent, this decline in Black college-going may have a silver lining. If those who were least likely to complete a credential are instead finding gainful employment immediately after high school, that may not be a bad thing. If college-bound Black Americans are increasingly gaining entry into four-year bachelors-granting colleges rather than entering two-year colleges that is also probably a good thing: most will earn considerably more in the long run if they make it all the way to the bachelor’s degree.
An unresolved question is whether those Black youths who choose to go directly into jobs after high school are helping or harming their long-term mobility prospects. If they do finally go to college after spending a few years in the labor force, some evidence suggests that might not be bad for their long-term mobility. We re-analyzed national data on intergenerational mobility from the Equality of Opportunity Project (Chetty et al 2017) that tracked people born between 1980 and 1982 until they were in their early thirties. About 12% of those age cohorts delayed entry into college until they were between 23 and 29 years old. Many of those delayed students (27%) came from low-income families: those with family incomes in the bottom fifth of the national population.  Remarkably 39% of the delayed undergraduates from those low-income families had risen into the middle to top income quintiles by their early thirties. In other words, evidence from an earlier generation suggests that delaying entry to college until one’s twenties does not necessarily harm social mobility in the longer run[footnoteRef:8]. If a similar dynamic occurs for the current cohorts of Black high school graduates who are not proceeding immediately to college, then the delay would not be a cause for alarm.  [8:  One note of caution: The Equality of Opportunity Data from Chetty et al (2017) only indicate parental income and do not report race. Therefore the figures on upward mobility of students from low income families are based on the 1980-1982 birth cohorts of low-income individuals of all races. Unfortunately, the publicly-released data do not allow for disaggregation by race or by gender.] 

However, if the Black high school graduates who go into employment rather than college are not just delaying college but will never go to college, the consequences may be different. Again, our re-analyses of the data indicate that 30% of youth from low-income families who never went to college were able to rise to middle incomes by their thirties.
A few years will need to pass before researchers will be able to tell with greater certainty whether and how the current shift in Black college-going has impacted long term social mobility in the Black community. What seems clear at this point is that a sea change has been underway for most of the last decade in college going among Black Americans, implying that community leaders, policy makers and researchers should pay close attention to this change.
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