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SUMMARY 

 › Data tracking the first two 
cohorts of Early College students 
in Massachusetts demonstrate 
that we have a viable strategy 
to dramatically increase post-
secondary success. Early College 
students in Massachusetts are 38 
percent more likely than their peers to 
enroll in college immediately after high 
school and 53 percent more likely to 
remain enrolled one year later.

 › If Massachusetts is committed 
to closing post-secondary 
completion gaps, it must 
implement a robust plan to expand 
access to Early College. Half a 
decade has passed since the state 
established Early College as a strategic 
priority, yet less than 2 percent of 
high school students of color and just 
1 percent of low-income students 
participate. Massachusetts should 
set a goal to increase Early College 
enrollment to 45,000 students over the 
next six years.

 › Increasing Early College access 
requires funding to cover the 
higher education costs. A stable 
source of funding for college and 
universities remains the single-largest 
barrier to Early College expansion in 
Massachusetts. Leaders from state 
education agencies must come 
together with legislative leaders to 
establish Early College expansion 
as a shared priority and agree on a 
stable funding mechanism to cover 
the costs that colleges incur providing 
instruction to high school students 
without charging tuition and fees. 

 › Boston and the Gateway Cities 
are central to success expanding 
access to Early College. As both 
regional centers and school districts 
educate large concentrations of 
underserved students, the fate of 
Early College as a force for equity is 
contingent on leaders in a relatively 
small number of urban communities. 

I. Introduction

Leaders in the public, private, and nonprofit sectors have unanimously 
come out in favor of bold change to combat structural inequality in 
our post-pandemic commonwealth. Any meaningful response to 
this call to action must target wide and growing college completion 
gaps. Massachusetts is a national leader in K-12 public education 
and our institutions of higher education are the envy of the world, 
yet something is clearly amiss: The most recent data show non-low-
income students are two-and-a-half times more likely than those from 
low-income families to complete a college degree (Figure 1). In a Bay 
State economy driven by knowledge industries, this stark differential 
in post-secondary success fans the fires of growing inequality. Despite 
our enviable educational strengths, income inequality is greater in 
Massachusetts than all but a handful of states.1 

Figure 1: Share of students completing a post-secondary degree 
within six years of anticipated high school graduation, class of 2012
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Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education

Since 2016, the Department of Higher Education (DHE) and the 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) have 
been working to tailor an Early College Initiative that creates more 
equitable pathways through post-secondary studies (see box p. 4). 
But progress increasing access to high-quality Early College programs 
has been slow. With billions of dollars in one-time federal recovery 
aid flowing into Massachusetts, and the state’s Student Opportunity 
Act (SOA) funding to high-need districts ramping up, we have an 
extraordinary opportunity to advance this proven college completion 
strategy. 

Compelling new data provide a strong case for a major effort to 
expand access to Early College. The figures, generated by a team of 
skilled researchers led by Brown University economist John Papay, 
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show low-income students in Massachusetts are dramatically 
less likely than non-low-income students to complete a four-
year college degree even when they leave high school with 
similar academic preparation.2 

While many factors explain why low-income students do 
not complete college at the same rate as peers with similar 
academic readiness, cost is an increasingly intractable barrier. 
A 2017 review of college affordability found that each year 
Massachusetts falls hundreds of millions of dollars short of 
meeting the financial needs for students attending public 
colleges and universities. According to the analysis, state and 
federal grants went from covering 88 percent of the financial 
need that families applying to college demonstrated in the 
1980s to just 8 percent of these costs in 2013. Moreover, this 
unmet financial need calculation only counts tuition, fees, 
and books; living expenses, a burden that is especially difficult 
to shoulder in our high-cost region, are not included.3

Early College programs that provide students with 
opportunities to tackle a significant amount of their 
college coursework while they are in high school provide a 
particularly cost-effective strategy to address this enormous 
volume of unmet financial need. But Early College is not just 
about easing the financial barriers. From insufficient advising 
and inferior academic preparation to an underdeveloped 
sense of belonging and confidence, first-generation college 
students must overcome an array of thorny challenges to 
make it through post-secondary education. Early College 
directly addresses each of these problems.

The power of this comprehensive approach should have an 
especially large impact on the growing gap between degree 
production and employer needs in STEM fields, where 
intense “weed-out” classes present a substantial obstacle for 
students who lack support and resources to persevere. Study 
after study has pointed to this problem as a growing challenge 
for the Massachusetts economy.4 

As we think deeper about equity in the post-pandemic era, it 
is important to consider other ways in which delivering Early 
College at a significant scale might provide a more disruptive 
force to counter deeply ingrained structural challenges. 
Racial and ethnic school segregation is one intractable source 
of inequality where Early College could make a very real 
difference. Massachusetts students are increasingly segregated 
by both race and income. By concentrating disadvantaged 
students in under-resourced schools and decreasing exposure 
to those with different experiences, segregation becomes a 

self-reinforcing source of inequality. Even when districts serve 
diverse student populations, exam schools and course tracking 
produce highly segregated classrooms. This often means 
disadvantaged students do not receive equal educational 
resources, and all students miss out on opportunities to learn 
from peers from different backgrounds.

In a 2013 education policy blueprint, Gateway City leaders 
emphasized the need to expand Early College because it 
fell in a “sweet spot”—it could help their inclusive urban 
communities maintain socioeconomically integrated high 
schools, and at the same time, position more underserved 
students for college and career success.5 This is consistent 
with the data: Students of color and low-income students 
experience the greatest gains from Early College, but students 
who are white and non-low-income also see substantial 
benefits. Early College high schools offering rigorous college 
courses in integrated learning environments at no cost should 
have broad appeal. This is especially true after the pandemic, 
which taught us that children learn very differently in different 
settings. For far too many, the traditional high school format 
inhibits learning and personal growth. 

 As we think deeper 
about equity in the 
post-pandemic era, 
it is important to 
consider other ways  
in which delivering 
Early College at a 
significant scale 
might provide a more 
disruptive force 
to counter deeply 
ingrained structural 
challenges.
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In addition to confronting segregation, we must also 
seriously consider the disruptive potential of Early College 
when it comes to racial wealth gaps. A recent MassINC 
report found that people of color own businesses at half the 
rate of white residents in Massachusetts, and disparities in 
business ownership are both wider and widening in high-
growth industries.6 A groundbreaking 2019 study published 
in the Quarterly Journal of Economics demonstrates that 
innovation is not so much a matter of intrinsic ability but 
rather environment and exposure.7 By providing STEM 
opportunities on college campuses outfitted with the latest 
technology, along with more opportunities to explore STEM 
careers and interact with STEM employers, Early College 
holds enormous promise as an intervention to recapture the 
“lost Einsteins.” But this only works if we provide far more 
student with the opportunity to participate.

To be sure, no one strategy offers a silver bullet, but Early 
College has a proven track record of increasing post-secondary 
completion and clear potential to interrupt other aspects of 
structural inequality in education. As with any effort promoted 
to advance equity, it is crucial that we do not oversell the 
benefits or overpromise and underdeliver on them.

In this spirit, the pages that follow provide a critical review 
of the state’s efforts to implement Early College. Applying an 
equity lens, our analysis includes an examination of promising 
evidence of success, progress to date increasing access to Early 
College, and strategies to accelerate the expansion of high-
quality programs. Concluding recommendations present 
concrete ideas for leaders seeking to position Early College as 
a disruptive force for equity in post-pandemic Massachusetts. 

THE GENESIS OF EARLY COLLEGE AS A FORCE FOR EQUITY

Like many innovations in education, Early College was born in Massachusetts with the founding of Simon’s Rock in 1966. 
A private institution located in Great Barrington, Simon’s Rock sought to demonstrate that teenagers could tackle far 
more demanding work than the typical high school curriculum at the time asked of them. Years later, Bard College (which 
acquired Simon’s Rock in the 1980s) recognized the model’s promise to help more underserved students succeed in 
higher education. Beginning in New York City, and expanding over time to Baltimore, Cleveland, Newark, New Orleans, and 
Washington, DC, Bard built a network of Early Colleges.  

In the early 2000s, public education leaders adapted Bard’s model and aggressively launched Early Colleges with a heavy 
infusion of philanthropic support. North Carolina built 75 wall-to-wall Early College high schools serving more than 15,000 
students. Texas went even bigger, designating over 200 programs educating more than 70,000 students. 

Over the past two decades, educators have continuously refined the model. Today, an Early College built with an evidence-
based design will generate substantial increases in post-secondary completion by targeting multiple barriers to success, 
including preparation, motivation, advising, and cost.

At the beginning of high school, Early Colleges present students with pathways to various careers. They set high 
expectations, and students receive extensive advising and tutoring to meet them. High school and college faculty also 
carefully align instruction so that students are prepared for the demands of college-level courses. This eliminates the 
need for remedial classes, which ensnare so many underserved students who follow the traditional path to college. 

While in high school, Early College students often have internships and other career exploration opportunities in their 
fields. This makes the coursework more relevant and allows them to build soft skills and networking contacts. Many also 
gain industry certifications so they can earn higher wages immediately, which gives them more financial stability as they 
work their way through college. In a well-designed program, students will accumulate at least 30 college credits before 
graduating high school. This accelerates their progress, which makes the goal of finishing their degree less daunting and 
far less costly.
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II. Early of Evidence of Success

From its inception, the state’s Early College initiative has 
demonstrated a commitment to equity by investing in 
performance monitoring and evaluation. To generate reliable 
data, DHE and DESE worked jointly to establish common 
reporting protocols for state-designated Early College 
programs. DESE hired a research fellow, who develops 
rigorous methodologies to evaluate the data that programs 
generate. This work allows us to follow the annual progress of 
Early College students. Below, we summarize early evidence 
of success from data for the class of 2019 and the class of 2020, 
the first two cohorts to complete high school.8

Early College significantly increases the 
likelihood that students will pursue higher 
education without interruption. More than three-
quarters (76 percent) of Early College students in the class 
of 2019 enrolled in post-secondary studies within six months 
of high school graduation. This compares to 56 percent 
of students with similar demographic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds in the statistical comparison group (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Share of students from the class of 2019 enrolling 
in college within six months of high school graduation

56%

76%

Statistical Comparison Group Early College

Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education

This 20 percentage-point gain provides a strong indication 
that Early College will produce a large increase in post-
secondary completion because immediate enrollment is one 
of the best predictors that a student will eventually earn a 
college degree. A large body of research suggest maintaining 
“momentum” by enrolling immediately in college leads to 
greater degree attainment independent of other factors, 
including socioeconomic status and academic preparation.9 
New longitudinal data for Massachusetts students provide 

additional support: If they continue to post-secondary studies 
without interruption, students are five times more likely to 
complete a four-year degree by age 30.10 

Early College students are attending four-year 
institutions at higher rates. Studies find the majority 
of students participating in Early College do so through 
community colleges and the largest increase in completion 
is among associates degrees. However, new recent research 
shows that students who participate in Early College are also 
more likely to attend four-year colleges and complete a four-
year degree faster than those who do not.11 Preliminary data 
from Massachusetts Early College students foreshadow a 
similar pattern. 

Data from the 2019 cohort show the largest increase occurred 
among students matriculating to community colleges after 
high school, but there was also a noticeable increase in 
enrollment at four-year institutions relative to students in the 
statistical comparison group (Figure 3). The majority of Early 
College students matriculate directly to four-year institutions. 
This is evident with a closer look at where students enrolling 
in the fall of 2020 landed. Nearly one out of four were 
admitted to the UMass system (174), followed by Worcester 
State University (54), Bunker Hill Community College (38), 
and Fitchburg State University (36).

Figure 3: Share of students from the class of 2019 enrolling 
in college within six months of high school graduation by 
level of institution
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Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education

Early College produces outsized post-secondary 
enrollment gains for students of color. Historically, 
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students of color have been severely underrepresented in 
programs that offer high school students opportunities to 
take college courses.12 Massachusetts made equitable access 
the first requirement for Early College designation. This has 
helped ensure that students of color are well represented. 
Approximately two-thirds of students in designated Early 
Colleges are Black (21 percent) or Hispanic (46 percent). 

While the first cohort was considerably smaller than those that 
have followed, the class of 2019 included 274 Black students 
and 615 Hispanic students. These numbers are sufficient to 
disaggregate the data for these subgroups. Figure 4 shows 
students of color matriculated to college within six months 
of high school graduation at far higher rates than their peers 
in the statistical comparison group. Early College increased 
immediate enrollment by 38 percentage points for Black 
students and 22 percentage points for Hispanic students.

Figure 4: Share of students from the class of 2019 enrolling 
in college within six months of high school graduation by 
race and ethnicity

Black Students Hispanic Students

51%

89%

48%

72%

Statistical Comparison Group

Early College

Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education

This striking evidence of outsized impact for students of 
color is consistent with results from the experimental study 
of Early College programs in multiple states conducted by 
the American Institutes for Research (AIR). In that study, 
students of color randomly assigned to Early College were 
dramatically more likely to complete college degrees than 
their peers in the control group.13 

Early College has provided a buffer to the 
serious disruptions caused by the pandemic. 
Post-secondary success metrics record the negative impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on last year’s senior class. Overall, 
completion rates fell sharply for MassCore (the more rigorous 
set of courses recommended by DESE for students who plan 
to pursue college) and many students did not complete FAFSA 
applications for federal financial aid. While Early College 
students managed to complete both MassCore and FAFSA at 
pre-pandemic rates, just 63 percent of Early College students 
from the class of 2020 enrolled in post-secondary studies 
within six months of high school graduation. This is a decline 
of 13 percentage points from the class of 2019 (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Share of Early College students achieving key post-
secondary success milestones, 2019 and 2020
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Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education

However, compared to their peers in the same high school, 
the probability of Early College students completing each 
of these milestones increased between 2019 and 2020. The 
largest differential was in FAFSA completion, but there is also 
a very notable rise in immediate post-secondary enrollment. 
Early College students in the class of 2019 were 38 percent 
more likely than other students in their schools to enroll in 
college in the fall; in comparison, Early College students in 
the class of 2020 were 54 percent more likely than their peers 
to continue their post-secondary studies without interruption 
in the pandemic (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: Increased probability of Early College students 
achieving key post-secondary success milestones 
compared to their school peers, 2019 and 2020
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Through the pandemic, Early College students 
are persevering in college at higher rates than 
their peers. DESE recently presented data on second-year 
college persistence for the 2019 cohort. While we do not 
have statistical comparison group figures yet, it is possible to 
examine the trajectory of Early College students relative to that 
of other students from the same high schools (Figure 7). Early 
College students were slightly more likely to graduate from 
high school on time, but the big differences are in immediate 
post-secondary enrollment and continuation to the second 
year. At each of these milestones, there is approximately a 20 
percentage-point difference between Early College students 
and other students from the same high schools. However, the 
second-year persistence gain is by far the largest in percentage 
terms. Relative to their high school peers, Early College 
students in the 2019 cohort were 38 percent more likely to 
enroll the immediate fall and 53 percent more likely to remain 
enrolled one year later. 

Figure 7: College trajectory of Early College students and 
their school peers, class of 2019
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The fact that nearly 60 percent of Early College students from 
the class of 2019 continue to pursue their college degree despite 
the pandemic is promising. Based on the rate of reduction in 
immediate enrollment between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, 
we estimate that second-year persistence for the class of 
2019 would be closer to 68 percent but for the pandemic. 
According to recent estimates, Massachusetts students who 
persist to the second year of college are seven times more 
likely to complete it than those with an interruption in post-
secondary enrollment.14   

Many Early Colleges have built pathways to 
careers in advanced industries. Accelerated post-
secondary studies can provide a particularly powerful boost 
for students who wish to pursue STEM fields. From computer 
science to nursing, a long body of research describes how 
introductory coursework serves to weed out students. In 
some cases, this is by design and in others it is simply lack of 
access to labs and long waiting lists to get into high-demand 
course sections. Regardless of the source, high exit rates in 
STEM majors clearly exact a heavier toll on students who 
have fewer resources and inferior preparation.15 Early College 
programs that provide students with exposure to these fields 
and the courses required to succeed within them can help 
address this challenge, which has major implications for both 
equity and the economy. 

 From its inception, 
the state’s Early 
College initiative 
has demonstrated 
a commitment to 
equity by investing in 
performance monitoring 
and evaluation.
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This issue merits far more analysis, but it is possible to get a 
high-level understanding of how Early College are attempting 
to counter the problem by examining the various pathways 
that they offer enrolled students (Figure 8). The vast majority 
of schools report giving students a choice between structured 
academic pathways (30 out of 34). Madison Park in Boston 
and Lawrence High offer the most, with seven pathways each. 
On average, the 34 high schools responding to our request for 
information provide students with 4.5 options. 

Most Early College high schools offer students the option 
to pursue general education or a liberal arts major, such as 
political science. However, more than three-quarters also 
provide a Health, IT, or STEM track; 20 provide two out of 
three of these fields, and 11 give students all three options. 
Across the programs, there are also a handful of more 
specialized fields. For instance, Marlborough High has built 
an Advanced Manufacturing course of study.

Figure 8: Number of Early College high schools offering 
pathway
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Source: Data provided by Early College partnerships upon request

EARLY COLLEGE AS A “GROW YOUR OWN” TEACHER PROGRAM

Studies consistently find that students of color experience significant educational benefits and other positive outcomes 
when they attend schools where teachers reflect the diversity of the student population. Grow Your Own teacher 
programs are one of the most successful strategies to bring more educators of color into the profession. By developing 
their own students as future teachers, school districts gain faculty who reflect the local culture. Equally important, 
retention is significantly higher when teachers have roots in the community. 

With 20 state-designated programs offering education pathways, Massachusetts is well positioned to use Early College as 
a teacher workforce strategy. Throughout the country, there is a long history of precollegiate grow your-own-programs. 
South Carolina’s Center for Educator Recruitment, Retention, and Advancement, which launched in 1986, is one of the 
most well regarded. College partnerships and opportunities to earn dual-credit have long been a component of these 
programs. Many see an opportunity to increase their power by employing the more transformative Early College design. 
North Carolina recently opened the Charlotte Teacher Early College, a standalone high school devoted exclusively to 

preparing students for teaching careers.16 
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III. Progress Delivering on the 
Transformative Potential of Early College 

To deliver on its potential to reduce structural inequality in 
Massachusetts, Early College must achieve significant scale. 
We can evaluate progress reaching underserved students 
across three dimensions: total enrollment in high-quality 
programs, progress towards degrees as demonstrated by the 
average number of transferable college credits students earn 
before graduating high school, and the pace of expansion. 

Total Enrollment
There are multiple ways to assess how many students Early 
Colleges must serve to achieve systemic impact. One strategy is 
to count how many additional completions are needed to close 
racial and ethnic college attainment gaps. Laying a foundation 
for the state’s Early College Initiative, this is the tact taken by 
the strategic plan Parthenon-EY developed on behalf of the 
Board of Higher Education and the Board of Elementary 
and Secondary Education. The plan called for growing Early 
College to 16,000 students annually, estimating that this would 
close post-secondary attainment gaps by 40 percent.17  

However, this figure appears to have been built on the 
assumption that underserved students would make up all 
16,000 students enrolled in Early College. According to the 
most recent enrollment count, Black and Latino students 
make up two-thirds of those participating in Early College. 
If Massachusetts reached the goal of serving 16,000 students 
annually retaining the current racial and ethnic enrollment 
composition, we estimate Early College would reduce the 
state’s Black/White and Hispanic/White completion gaps by 
20 percent and 15 percent, respectively. To contribute to a 40 
percent reduction in racial and ethnic disparities based on 
the most recent estimates, Early Colleges would need to serve 
approximately 23,000 Black and Hispanic students.18 

A far simpler way to evaluate progress is to simply look at 
Early College participation among the target populations: 
Currently less than 2 percent of high school students of color 
and just 1 percent of low-income students participate.

We can also examine penetration in high schools with 
large concentrations of underserved students. For instance, 
reaching one-quarter of the students attending the 50 Gateway 
City high schools would require nearly 17,000 spaces. Serving 

25 percent of enrollment in the state’s 51 high schools where 
students of color form a majority would require nearly 18,000 
spaces; reaching a similar share of enrollment in the state’s 
68 high-poverty secondary schools would require slightly 
more than 24,000 spaces. As Figure 9 depicts, the state has 
made considerable progress launching programs in these 
schools; half of Gateway City high schools and roughly one-
third of majority-minority and high-poverty high schools 
in Massachusetts now operate an Early College program. 
However, we are still just reaching 3 percent of students 
attending Gateway City and majority-minority high schools 
and only 2 percent of students in high-poverty high schools.

Figure 9: Early College enrollment relative to total 
enrollment by school characteristics

3% 2%

34%
36%

3%

50%
Share of enrolled students participating in Early College

Share of high schools with Early College program*

Gateway City 
High Schools

High-Poverty 
High Schools

Majority-Minority 
High Schools

* High schools with 400 or more enrolled students

Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education

Average Credit Counts

Our understanding of the power of Early College comes from 
experimental studies following students who were randomly 
assigned to treatment and control groups. Those in the 
treatment group attended Early College programs, where they 
had the opportunity to earn up to 60 college credits while in 
high school. Approximately half of students in this treatment 
group completed at least 30 college credits before their high 
school graduation.19 To replicate the evidence-based model with 
fidelity, Early Colleges in Massachusetts must provide students 
with realistic opportunities to earn at least 30 college credits. 
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Currently, the state designation requires that programs make 
available opportunities to earn a minimum of just 12 credits. 
Bringing Early College up to scale means not only expanding 
the number of programs and their student enrollment but 
also working to ensure that these programs provide students 
with opportunities to earn far more credits. 

Most programs already aim to have their students exceed 
the 12-credit minimum by a large margin. Data-quality 
issues make it difficult to accurately track the number of 
college credits students have completed by high school 
graduation, but it is possible to provide a rough indication. 
The state estimates 3,650 students will participate in Early 
College in FY 21. If these students were on pace to graduate 
high school with an average of 30 college credits, this would 
amount to 27,375 credits; the state estimates it will reimburse 
institutions for providing 21,000 credits in FY21. To provide 
another point of reference, increasing enrollment to 16,000 
students graduating with an average of 30 credits would 
require awarding 120,000 credits annually. 20 

The Pace of Expansion
At the current pace of expansion, it will be many years before 
opportunities to participate in Early College reach a scale 
that has significant impact in reversing the growing gaps 
in post-secondary completion. Setting aside the past year 
due to COVID-related challenges and examining growth 
between 2019 and 2020 and estimated increases for 2021 to 
2022, designated programs have been adding roughly 1,300 
students per year. This includes both growth generated by 
enrolling more students in existing programs and growth 
from opening new programs. If Massachusetts continues at 
this pace, Early College enrollment will be just shy of 15,000 
students in 2030 (Figure 10).

Figure 10: Projected growth in Early College enrollment and designated high schools
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Up until now, most growth has come from existing high 
schools, and many of these operated prior to the formal 
designation in one form or another. However, these high 
schools still have considerable opportunity to reach more 
students. On average, less than 10 percent of their enrolled 
students participate in Early College. 

From an equity perspective, it is critical to provide the option 
to participate to underserved students, and this requires 
timely expansion to more schools. While only one new high 
school has been added since 2019, the state’s projections 
anticipate six more high school designations over the next 
year. At this rate of expansion, Massachusetts would have 59 
high schools with Early College programs by 2030.

Establishing a More Ambitious Goal 
To achieve equity in education, policymakers cannot sugarcoat 
the effort and transformative changes that will be required. 
Those advocating for pilots and other incremental efforts 
must indicate when and how they propose to accelerate the 
work. Strategies that we put forward to achieve population-
level impact must be backed by solid numbers and reasonable 
target dates. 

At this inflection point, it is critical to provide clarity on 
when and how we intend to convert Early College from 
a pilot program to an undertaking sized with the power to 
provide equity in post-secondary opportunity. Basic math 
suggests Massachusetts should plan to serve at least 45,000 
students a year in Early College programs structured to offer 
students opportunities to earn 30 credits before high school 
graduation. At this scale, one out of four students from low-
income families in grades nine through 12 would have access. 
Equally important, two-thirds of participating students 
would be low-income, but programs would still have capacity 
to include 15,000 students who are not low-income, ensuring 
that Early College high schools are positioned to provide 
diverse learning environments. 

In terms of timing, full phase in of SOA funding provides a 
logical milestone. At that point, which should arrive within six 
years, communities will have all of the resources that will be 
available to them to sustain these programs. It also affords the 
state ample time to plan for higher education costs, which will 
increase incrementally as more students enroll in programs.

 To achieve equity in 
education, policymakers 
cannot sugarcoat 
the effort and 
transformative changes 
that will be required. 

 Those advocating 
for pilots and other 
incremental efforts 
must indicate when and 
how they propose to 
accelerate the work. 

 Strategies that we put 
forward to achieve 
population-level impact 
must be backed by 
solid numbers and 
reasonable target dates.
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HOW BIG IS THE RETURN ON INVESTMENT IN EARLY COLLEGE?

Drawing from the results of a randomized controlled trial, researchers have produced a rigorous cost-benefit analysis of 
Early College. They find that each dollar invested returns 15 dollars in total benefits. Students garner much of this value 
in the form of higher lifetime earnings and improved well-being. However, the public gains are also substantial; greater 
tax revenues and decreased government spending return more than six dollars in benefit for every dollar in cost. The 
Washington State Institute for Public Policy, a leading provider of cost-benefit analysis, has also examined the returns to 
Early College programs. Among the 18 evidence-based initiatives to increase college completion that they have analyzed, 
Early College produces the largest net benefits for taxpayers.21 

As strong as a 15-to-1 gain appears, there is good reason to believe that this estimate is too conservative. The figure relies 
on a study that followed students six years after high school, which is too short a window to fully capture the impact on 
completion of four-year degrees. New research tracking students for 10 years finds Early College students are 24 percent 
more likely to earn a four-year degree (and they finish significantly faster) than peers in the control group. This is very 
meaningful for cost-benefit analysis because four-year degrees typically yield much larger returns than two-year degrees 
and credentials.

However, there are many examples of two-year degrees and credentials that do lead to very sizeable increases in 
earnings. Researchers have yet to determine whether Early Colleges shift students to fields that result in higher earnings, 
but it likely that the structured academic pathways do have this effect. To the extent that the heavy healthcare and STEM 
focus of Massachusetts’ Early Colleges leads students to fields with larger labor market benefits, the state’s investment in 
Early College will have an even better payoff for taxpayers. 22

When evaluating Early College investments through an equity lens, it also important to consider recent research 
examining the consequences of declining state spending in public higher education. Like most states, Massachusetts has 
significantly reduced its investment in public higher education over the past two decades. Declining public support has 
been offset by higher tuition and fees at institutions serving wealthier students. Community colleges, which educate large 
numbers of very low-income residents, do not have the same ability to pass costs on to students. A recent study using a 
novel data set quantified the implications of declining state investment in community colleges. For each $1,000 increase in 
the per-student state appropriation, students are 15 percent more likely to transfer to a four-year college, 20 percent more 
likely to obtain at least a BA, and 41 percent more likely to earn a graduate degree.
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IV. Accelerating the Expansion of  
High-Quality Programs

Massachusetts needs a robust strategy to rapidly expand 
Early College from a promising pilot to an initiative with the 
ability to generate meaningful reductions in post-secondary 
completion gaps by race, ethnicity, and income. This strategy 
must reach large numbers of underserved students as 
efficiently as possible. At the same time, care is required to 
ensure that those who could benefit most from Early College 
are able to access the opportunity regardless of their zip code. 
Below we outline a variety of tactics to achieve this scale and 
increase the geographic reach of Early College high schools. 
For each approach, we examine both opportunities and 
challenges from the perspective of equity and inclusion. 

A. Growth in High Schools with Existing 
Programs
Reaching more students in schools with existing programs is 
one of the most efficient ways to increase the scale of Early 
College. As noted in the previous section, most existing 
Early Colleges programs are located in schools with large 
concentrations of underserved students. However, only a 
small percentage of their students currently participate in the 
Early College program. If these programs grew to 25 percent of 
each designated high school’s total enrollment, Massachusetts 
would have 7,200 more students in Early College. Equally 
important, the average Early College program would enroll 
nearly 300 students. Achieving this level of growth will allow 
the high schools to sustainably hire the dedicated staff that 
Early College programs require to operate effectively.  

While the educators leading these programs believe reaching 
one-quarter of enrolled students is achievable, we do not yet 
have many models in Massachusetts of schools operating 
within comprehensive high schools at this scale. In addition, 
there are several unanswered questions about what it would 
take to get to this level of penetration, and how it might 
impact the broader school climate, including what the long-
term consequences might be, positive or negative, for students 
who do not participate in Early College. 

Growing programs to one-quarter of enrollment will 
undoubtedly mean engaging more male students. While 
evidence to date suggests the benefits of Early College are as 
large or larger for male students, they are not participating at 

nearly the same rate as female students; currently, males make 
up just one-third of Early College students in Massachusetts’ 
designated programs.

Qualitative research suggests it might be more difficult to 
convince male students to reduce involvement in sports or 
part-time work, sacrifices that many students must make to 
succeed in Early College. However, this research also reveals 
an opening to engage male students by emphasizing exposure 
to the career opportunities and job training embedded in 
Early College programs; clear inroads to employment can 
provide a particularly powerful motivator for male students.23  

Serving a larger portion of the study body will also call 
for strategies that allow more English Language Learners 
(ELLs) to participate. ELLs account for nearly 20 percent of 
enrollment in the 35 state-designated high schools. Creating 
opportunities for ELLs can be more challenging for logistical 
reasons. For example, students who require English language 
support in some classes often have less scheduling flexibility. 
Structuring programs to reach more ELLs will require 
care. The two randomized controlled trials that provide the 
strongest evidence base for Early College did not include 
significant numbers of ELLs. However, a recent study of ELL 
students participating in Early College in a large urban district 
in California found no increase in immediate post-secondary 
enrollment and a significant reduction in the probability of 
attending a four-year institution.24

While this research underscores the need to proceed with 
caution, the results do not diminish the opportunity Early 
College presents to improve outcomes for ELLs.25 Studies 
consistently tie lower post-secondary completion rates for 
this population to lack of opportunities to tackle rigorous 
coursework in high school. ELLs may not have equal access 
to challenging classes for a variety of reasons, including lack 
of opportunity in the schools they attend and inappropriate 
tracking into lower-level courses in both middle and high 
school. Early College programs designed to support ELLs 
could provide a powerful antidote to these problems.26 
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B. Growth in Wall-to-Wall Early College 
High Schools
In many states, Early College is predominately offered in high 
schools where every enrolled student participates. This was 
the model tested in the two randomized controlled trials. A 
purpose-built school allows leaders to fashion the curriculum, 
schedule, and school culture around the concept. As a result, 
these schools are especially equipped to help students 
accumulate a large number of post-secondary credits.

Creating a wall-to-wall Early College high school often 
requires more resources at startup. However, operating these 
schools is far more efficient because there are significant 
economies of scale in program administration and overhead. 
Many wall-to-wall schools eliminate added transportation 
costs, one of the largest categories of extra expense, by locating 
directly on the college campus.  

Wall-to-wall designs present both opportunities and 
challenges for equity. On the positive side, they can act as 
magnet schools increasing racial and economic integration. 
Conversely, any school format that involves active choice may 
lead to underrepresentation of those with the least resources. 
To mitigate this risk, it is critical that wall-to-wall schools 
have structured partnerships with feeder middle schools. As 
the MetroWest Scholars Program demonstrates, programs 
can increase equity by reaching out to underserved students 
in seventh and eighth grade to ensure that they are equally 
aware of the opportunity (see case study, p. 19).

Massachusetts currently has very few wall-to-wall Early 
College high schools. This is likely the result of the absence of 
a stable funding mechanism to cover higher education costs at 
scale. With a demonstrated commitment to funding stability, 
the wall-to-wall model could provide a catalyst for expansion 
in a manner that is significantly more cost-effective in terms 
of both operations and outcomes. 

C. Growth in Regional Programs
Building regional partnerships that serve students from 
multiple high schools is another approach to efficiently 
increase access to Early College. While perhaps not as cost-
effective as a single wall-to-wall program, high schools that 
share a college partner and work together to create alignment 
on curriculum and scheduling can gain some economies of 
scale. With a larger number of high school students taking 
classes, this scale will also allow colleges to offer more course 
sections, giving students and programs additional scheduling 
flexibility. Regional programs can also gain more visibility 
through their scale, which they can parlay into a richer set 
of community partners and champions, including business, 
economic development, and workforce leaders. 

In the past, transportation costs presented a serious barrier 
to serving high schools that were not proximate to campus. 
Building on experience and capacity developed during the 
pandemic, programs are now much better positioned to utilize 
a blend of online and in-person instruction to significantly 
reduce transportation costs. 

Regional Early Colleges that serve both urban and suburban 
schools could also contribute significantly to overcoming 
the challenge of residential segregation. In addition to the 
educational benefits of integrated learning experiences, the 
building of relationships across communities through Early 
College could also produce social capital with considerable 
long-term value for regional economic development. Previous 
MassINC research has demonstrated how Massachusetts 
residents are increasingly geographically divided both 
politically and socioeconomically. This division is particularly 
problematic in Gateway City regions, where increasingly 
sharp divides between residents of the cities and surrounding 
towns inhibit regional collaboration.27 
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D. Growth in Private College Partnerships
With more than 80 private colleges operating in Massachusetts, 
there is untapped opportunity to create new partnerships 
that give more high school students opportunities to attend 
Early College. So far just three privates—Cambridge College, 
Merrimack College, and Wentworth Institute of Technology 
(see case studies, p. 19 and p. 21)—serve as partners in 
state-designated programs. 

Expansion through private college is particularly compelling 
because of the geographic alignment: Boston is home to both 
an outsized share of private colleges and universities and an 
outsized share of high schools with large concentrations of 
underserved students.28 With easy accessibility by service, 
private colleges could play a particularly powerful role 
helping the city build wall-to-wall magnet schools that lead 
to more racial and economic integration for secondary school 
students in the Boston area.

While there are many advantages to leveraging private colleges 
for expansion, there are also substantial equity concerns to 
consider. Transferability is one challenging issue. The power 
of Early College is vested in the ability to make progress 
toward a degree or credential while in high school. Post-
secondary completion gains will be most pronounced when 
credits transfer and count toward progress in a field of study. 
While progress has been made through the development of 
articulation agreements, transferring credits is still a major 
challenge, particularly when students matriculate at private 
colleges.29 

Funding presents another potential equity challenge. To 
be sure, wealthy private colleges can advance educational 
equity and make a meaningful contribution to their host 
communities by covering the costs. However, many small 
private colleges that would make great partners are in a 
weak financial position to subsidize tuition and fees for 
low-income high school students. By placing more students 
in their regions on a steady path to post-secondary studies, 
Early College could grow the college-going population to the 
benefit of these institutions. But strong guardrails are required 
to ensure that Early College broadens the choices students 
have for future post-secondary studies, rather than narrowing 
them to the partner institution. If there is some level of tuition 
reimbursement for private institutions with limited financial 
capacity, the state will be in a far stronger position to align 
incentives and insist on protections to ensure student choice. 

E. Boston and the Gateway Cities as 
Anchors
Combined, Boston and the Gateway Cities educate nearly half 
of all low-income high school students in Massachusetts. As 
described above, these urban communities are particularly 
well positioned to serve as anchors for regional partnership 
that extend participation to more low-income students, as 
well as suburban students who are looking for an opportunity 
to get an earlier start on college, while learning alongside 
peers from diverse backgrounds. Given their centrality, 
the state’s success deploying Early College as a strategy for 
transformative change is largely contingent on local action in 
these communities. 

For Gateway Cities, the challenge is largely executing on a 
strategy to aggressively scale existing programs; Massachusetts 
could serve 6,000 more Early College students by simply 
growing enrollment to 25 percent of the student body in each 
of these schools. In contrast, Boston must commit to creating 
far more Early College programs. The city should have both 
the advantages and the motivation it needs to act forcefully. 
Boston surely has the magnetism to draw a growing number 
of educators with deep experience building and operating 
Early Colleges. The city also has more urgency that any other 
community in the state. The flaws and inequity in Boston’s 
current portfolio of high schools have long been evident. 
Early College is a particularly compelling strategy to counter 
this systemic challenge.  

 Massachusetts needs 
a robust strategy 
to rapidly expand 
Early College from 
a promising pilot to 
an initiative with the 
ability to generate 
meaningful reductions 
in post-secondary 
completion gaps by 
race, ethnicity, and 
income. 
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V. Advancing Equity through Early College 
Expansion

Massachusetts has an unprecedented opportunity to close 
growing gaps in post-secondary completion by building 
and sustaining high-quality Early College programs. Over 
$2 billion in federal recovery aid is flowing into the state’s 
high-need districts. While these are one-time funds, full 
phase-in of the Student Opportunity Act should soon provide 
communities with $1.5 billion in net new state aid annually.

These new resources are increasing optimism that our 
most under-funded schools will finally be in a position to 
address longstanding opportunity gaps, but there is also a 
very real concern that efforts to deploy these funds will be 
too numerous, too disorganized, and too diffuse to have a 
transformative impact for students. Early College can provide 
a major hedge against this risk. Massachusetts has put 
significant forethought into designing a framework for scaling 
up high-quality Early Colleges. At this opportune time, we 
must make a concerted effort to build on this foundation with 
a thoughtful strategy to put Early College expansion into high 
gear. Toward this end, we offer the following near-term policy 
recommendations: 

1. Develop a clear funding mechanism to cover 
the higher education costs. With the Student 
Opportunity Act, Massachusetts is poised to take a lead 
position among states on equitable funding for K–12 education. 
However, state support for higher education in Massachusetts 
lags considerably, which has serious consequences for both 
equity and long-term economic growth. Early College is not a 
complete solution to this problem, but it does provide a very 
strong remedy at a cost that should not undermine our efforts 
to support low-income children and families in a variety of 
other important ways. 

To significantly expand access to Early College, programs 
need a predictable financial foundation to cover the 
higher education costs. For the past few years, the Baker 
administration and the legislature have creatively cobbled 
together resources to provide as much funding to colleges and 
universities as possible, but this has been challenging, and 
higher education partners have seen the level of funding per 
course offered fall as the number of students participating in 
Early College has grown. In FY 2019, DHE reimbursed colleges 
at $183 per credit, which amounts to the typical tuition and 

fees for a community college class. The FY 21 reimbursement 
was just $135 per credit, a 26 percent reduction. 

For FY 2022, DHE estimates that it will require $6.4 million to 
reimburse programs at this reduced rate. This is a $4.4 million 
increase from the current fiscal year because the state has 
designated new programs and existing programs continue to 
grow as they mature. We must anticipate this cost growth as 
we continue to expand access to Early College and develop a 
detailed financial plan to accommodate similar increases in 
future years.

At 45,000 students each graduating with an average of 30 
credits—a scale that would represent a major advancement 
for equity along with a sizeable jolt to the Massachusetts 
economy—the annual higher education costs would rise 
to $62 million at the full reimbursement rate. While this 
represents a significant commitment of state resources, 
budget makers can steadily phase it in over several years. More 
importantly, this is a modest sum relative to both the equity 
impact and demonstrable return on taxpayer investment that 
it will generate. 

2. Increase the size of the startup grant. In recent 
years, the state has decreased grants for schools launching 
new programs from $120,000 to just $30,000. The size of the 
state’s seed funding sends important signals about both our 
commitment to expansion and the intensity of the planning 
effort required. To fashion a high-quality initiative, schools 
must devote a seasoned administrator to the effort full-time 
for at least one year in advance of receiving students. In most 
instances, these program leaders will need to issue contracts 
for outside consulting services as they work to develop 
equitable recruitment and admission policies, curriculum, 
course sequences, bell schedules, student support systems, and 
MOUs with higher education institutions and community-
based partners. Building a program within a comprehensive 
high school often involves more complexity than creating a 
new school from scratch.
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To put the size of the current startup grant into perspective, 
DESE has typically provided charter schools with a $500,000 
base startup grant, and significantly more dollars for 
charters that take on complex designs, such as serving a high 
percentage of English Language Learners.  

As programs at the 35 high schools with current designations 
scale up and SOA phases in more fully, the state should 
repurpose more than $1.2 million from the Early College 
Programs line item that has been spread thinly across existing 
programs to help them cover operating costs. These dollars will 
have much greater impact helping a small number of programs 
get off to a strong start each year. When awarding sizeable 
design grants, the state should prioritize proposals that give 
a large number of students opportunities to earn a minimum 
of 30 credits and present a viable plan for achieving this scale 
within a short time span.30 Going forward, this “go big from the 
start” approach must be core to the state’s expansion strategy. 

3. Provide challenge grants to help existing 
programs deepen their work. The state can also 
reappropriate some of the limited operating support currently 
provided from the Early College program line item to offer 
modest grants to programs that are working to refine an 
existing early college partnership. 

Funding for the development of college and career pathways 
is one clear area of need. As Early Colleges mature and 
develop focused academic pathways, many seek to integrate 
career exploration opportunities so that students can gain 
a stronger understanding of the job opportunities they can 
pursue with post-secondary education and training within 
their field of study. Building partnerships with workforce 
development agencies and business organizations to create 
these opportunities for students requires considerable effort. 
With modest grants, the state can help facilitate this work and 
increase integration with other initiatives, such as Connecting 
Activities and YouthWorks.  

Similarly, to help overcome the challenges described in the 
previous section, the state could provide grant opportunities 
for Early Colleges testing new models to serve English 
Language Learners, engage more male students, and 
experiment with online courses and blended learning.   

4. Ensure that all credits transfer. Research 
demonstrating the equity implications of credit loss when 
students transfer between institutions has spurred vigorous 
efforts to address this problem. The most common approach 
is articulation agreements. These structures have been built 

to facilitate student transfers from two- to four-year public 
institutions, and to a lesser extent, transfers from two-year 
publics to four-year privates.31 

In recent years, Massachusetts has built the MassTransfer 
program, which guarantees admission to state universities 
and UMass for students who graduate from community 
colleges with at least a B. A core component of this transfer 
guarantee is a 34-credit block of general education courses 
that can be transferred to and from any public institution in 
Massachusetts. DHE has also developed the A2B program, 
which allows credits to fulfill course requirements for 
popular majors. Massachusetts also has the Independent 
College Transfer Guarantee. Similar to the MassTransfer 
for public institutions, students with a GPA of 2.5 or higher 
are guaranteed admission and junior status at the 21 private 
colleges participating.

Early College programs have built on top of these agreements 
to help ensure that students will be able to transfer their 
credits to meet both general education requirements and 
requirements for their chosen majors. As an increasing 
number of students graduate high school with a significant 
number of college credits obtained from both public and 
private institutions, considerable effort will be required 
to maintain these agreements and increase the number of 
private institutions participating in them.

Focus should be placed on ensuring transferability in majors 
that align with pathways that are most common among 
Early College programs. DHE should maintain a list of these 
pathways and update the Early College Joint Committee 
regularly on progress folding them into the A2B program. 
Leaders should also encourage more selective private colleges 
to participate in the Independent College Transfer Guarantee. 
At present, these institutions are conspicuously absent from 
the list of signatories. Private institutions can do their part to 
help address systemic inequity in higher education by allowing 
Early College students to benefit from post-secondary credits 
that they have earned.

5. Conduct qualitative research. In previous reports, 
we described the need to link sustainable funding with strong 
accountability mechanisms to ensure that public investment 
produces gains in college enrollment, persistence, completion, 
and employment. To a degree, accountability has been built 
into the state’s Early College designation. Each program has 
a five-year performance contract. To renew the designation 
and continue to receive state funding, each must meet clearly 
stated goals. 
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However, advancing equity demands a deeper approach 
to evaluation. In recent years, education policymakers 
have learned many hard lessons about how data-driven 
accountability can skew incentives in ways that undermine 
our goals for improvement in student learning. To mitigate 
this concern, it is critical to conduct qualitative reviews that 
allow program evaluators to develop a fuller understanding of 
the experience for students and families. DHE’s equity action 
plan acknowledges this specific need by pledging to “value 
students’ experiences through qualitative research.”

In particular, we must consider not just the gains Early College 
students experience relative to their peers but also how schools 
with large Early College efforts perform as a whole. Many of 
these high schools have complementary redesign initiatives 
occurring simultaneously. These efforts mostly focus on 
making career development a stronger component of the high 
school experience, notably, the state’s Innovation Pathways 
program and efforts to give students attending comprehensive 
high schools greater access to Chapter 74 vocational technical 
education programs. We need to understand how the totality 
of this work influences post-secondary outcomes, including 
but not limited to college completion. In the interest of 
ensuring that we are indeed making progress advancing 
equity and inclusion, DESE and DHE should redouble 
their effort to produce qualitative research examining the 
experiences of administrators, educators, and students from 
multiple vantage points. 

Understanding the impact a transformative model like 
Early College is having on education is also an excellent 
opportunity to leverage teacher leadership. Teachers can 
play a particularly valuable role leading equity audits and 
other forms of participatory action research, providing more 
diverse perspectives as programs work to evaluate their 
impact on students and families with cultural competency.32 
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Framingham and Milford Demonstrate 
the Benefits of Early College 
Pathways that Begin in Middle School 
Framingham and Milford are part of a unique Early College partnership established by 
the MetroWest College Planning Collaborative. Through an intense effort to help students 
prepare for college beginning in middle school, these increasingly diverse communities 
aim to give students a more equitable opportunity to build the skills the region’s top 
employers require. 

Unequal Opportunity in a Vibrant 
Regional Economy
MetroWest is home to a top-tier knowledge 
economy with strong clusters in information 
technology and analytics, biopharmaceuticals, 
and medical devices. The region’s employers pay 
a premium for skilled workers. With plenty of 
money circulating in local economies, thousands 
of service workers have migrated to the area in 
search of opportunity. Framingham and Milford 
have welcomed these families. 

Framingham is now home to one of the state’s 
most diverse high schools. Slightly more than half 
of Framingham High’s 2,300 students are white (56 
percent), followed by Hispanic (28 percent), Black 
(7 percent), and Asian (5 percent) students. One 
out of every six is an English Language Learner 
(ELL) and approximately one-third are low-income. 
Milford High is smaller with 1,200 students, but the 
school is home to similarly large shares of ELL (14 
percent), Hispanic (29 percent), and low-income (35 
percent) students. 

Like most diverse high schools in Massachusetts, 
Framingham and Milford struggle with large 
socioeconomic disparities in post-secondary 
completion. Most notably, only 30 percent of 
low-income students in Framingham High’s class 
of 2012 completed a post-secondary degree or 

credential by 2019; this compares to 69 percent 
of non-low-income students. The six-year post-
secondary completion rates for Milford High’s class 
of 2012 also show yawning gaps (27 percent of 
low-income students vs. 60 percent of non-low-
income students). 

K–12 and higher education leaders in the region 
understand that these figures undermine the 
premise that the American Dream is alive and 
well in their communities. Eager to find strategies 
to give low-income students and students of 
color more equitable access to higher education, 
Framingham State and Mass Bay Community 
College came together to create the MetroWest 
College Planning Collaborative in 2014.

Together, the colleges experimented with a variety 
of approaches to provide outreach, mentoring, and 
advising services to underrepresented students 
and their families. Colleen Coffey, director of the 
collaborative, says nothing they tried during the 
first few years showed the same breakthrough 
potential as Early College. Then they took a hard 
look at the model and asked: What would it take to 
implement the approach in a way that could truly 
close equity gaps? “When you tweak something 
two inches to the left, and all of a sudden you’re 
hitting gold, our design did that.”

(continued)
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Achieving Equitable Outcomes by 
Starting Earlier
The two inches to the left to which Coffey refers is 
beginning in middle school. While many Early Col-
leges start with seniors and expand down to lower 
grades, the MetroWest partners want to ensure 
that all students who enter the program have time 
to establish a strong foundation for success.

To plant the seed, the program initiates conver-
sations with students in the seventh grade. This 
outreach focuses on ensuring that all undeserved 
students know that they can do college in high 
school—outreach isn’t based on grades or teach-
er recommendations—while beginning in middle 
school allows the program to provide the opportuni-
ty to everyone. 

The program will enroll any student, but the leaders 
want students and families to understand that they 
are looking for a true partnership. During eighth 
grade, they meet with students and families in the 
evenings and on weekends in community spaces. 
To overcome language barriers, they have transla-
tors available (Spanish, Portuguese, Haitian Creole, 
and Vietnamese). These recruitment sessions 
include thorough conversations about the college 
process, how Early College works, and the unique 
opportunity the program provides to reduce the 
obstacles to college completion that frequently get 
in the way of underrepresented students. They also 
make sure that both students and families are fully 
aware of the sacrifices successful participation in 
Early College demands. 

In the spring of eighth grade, students and families 
are asked to make a commitment. The taking of 
college courses begins right away with an inter-
disciplinary studies class the summer before ninth 
grade. During ninth grade, all students take a cultur-
al anthropology class. The course’s design provides 
a large number of reading and writing assignments, 
helping students build the higher-level writing abili-
ties that future college coursework will require. 

To ensure that students have places they can turn 
to for assistance persevering through difficult col-
lege courses, program partners have built a com-
munity of support with multiple layers. Both high 
schools have coaches and advisors available to 
meet with students at least three days each week. 
The program also has its own tutors, who can 
assist students during free periods built into the 
schedule. There is a weekly enrichment meeting, 
which brings Early College students together as a 
community within the school. They also partner 
with a counseling agency to increase access to 
social-emotional support. 

A Recipe for Success 
The MetroWest Scholars Program launched in the 
spring of 2019 immediately after receiving a state 
designation. So far, 170 students have joined the 
program (110 at Framingham High and 60 at Milford 
High). These students are now in grades nine and 
10 and already accumulating significant post-sec-
ondary credits. Last fall, 50 percent earned at least 
four credits, a handful earned eight credits, and 
one even earned 12. By beginning early, students 
are on a clear course to complete 15–30 credits 
before high school graduation. 

Coffey believes one of the subtle benefits of getting 
students focused on Early College before high school 
is the supportive peer group it fosters. Students 
come to see college completion as a real possibility 
and not so distant. As friends, they appreciate what 
they each need to do together in high school to earn 
their college degrees. This observation is strongly 
supported by qualitative research on Early College, 
which consistently cites the bonds students develop 
with one another as they confront challenges to-
gether as both motivational and critical to overcom-
ing adversity they experience along the way.33 
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Emerging Early College Model for 
Dearborn 6-12 STEM Academy Students 
Located in Roxbury’s historic Nubian Square, the Dearborn 6-12 STEM Academy is the 
first state-designated Early College in Boston to partner with both a public and a private 
university. While the school’s Early College effort is relatively young, it offers a promising 
example of how we can better position students for successful careers in the region’s 
high-opportunity fields. 

Rebuilding with an Ambitious Plan to 
Bridge the Divide
The Dearborn sits just over a mile from the Long-
wood Medical Area, one of the most advanced life 
science clusters in the world. Despite their prox-
imity, Roxbury residents are largely disconnected 
from this economic engine; nearly one-quarter live 
on incomes below the poverty line.

For years, Boston Public Schools (BPS) have strug-
gled to offer the educational foundation students 
need to take full advantage of the city’s thriving 
knowledge economy. Concerned by the Dear-
born’s especially low performance, DESE placed 
the school in Level 4 turnaround status in 2010. As 
required under state law, the district develop an 
accelerated three-year improvement plan. But the 
Dearborn still struggled to make progress.

In 2014, BPS narrowly avoided a state takeover by 
granting the Boston Plan for Excellence (BPE) full 
control of the Dearborn. A well-respected nonprofit 
that specializes in preparing Boston’s future teach-
ers, BPE went to work on a complete redesign. The 
opportunity to rethink the school was coupled with 
a gleaming new building, including state-of-the-art 
science labs. 

Equally game-changing, the new Dearborn would 
no longer be a standalone middle school. BPE add-
ed grades 9 through 12, providing new possibilities 
for educators to establish seamless pathways to 

the advanced industries flourishing nearby. Jesse 
Solomon, executive director of BPE, says, “We have 
a goal of supporting our grads to be employed at a 
family-sustaining wage six years after they gradu-
ate high school. There are lots of ways to get there. 
We try to make the default to have a pathway.” 

Early College as a Pathway to College 
and Career Success
BPE wanted Dearborn students to understand the 
high-tech work that was happening all around 
them and the academic pathways that provide 
entry to these careers. They saw Early College as 
a compelling opportunity because local colleges 
and universities have connections with employers 
in these industries and they provide a range of 
options to prepare students for these careers. To 
build a strong Early College program, BPE sought 
out Kristen Almquist-Cevallos.

Almquist-Cevallos led the development of one of 
the state’s largest Early College programs as an 
assistant principal at Chelsea High. She immedi-
ately set about creating similar opportunities for 
Dearborn students, drawing on relationships that 
she had built with Bunker Hill Community College 
while at Chelsea High. She also fostered a connec-
tion with the Wentworth Institute of Technology. 
Wentworth had been allowing Boston students 

(continued)
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to take free courses since 2011, but there was 
very little structure around the arrangement. As 
a neighbor to the Dearborn with a similar STEM 
focus, Wentworth could offer a more intentional 
Early College partnership, providing an opportunity 
to get more impact from the valuable resources 
Wentworth made available to BPS. 

Wentworth was also drawn by the Dearborn’s in-
tegrated middle school. The middle school ensures 
equitable access (admission to the Dearborn is 
granted to all students attending one of the feeder 
elementary schools in the surrounding neighbor-
hood). Equally important, the middle grades provide 
a long runway, allowing educators to sequence cur-
riculum and help students build the skills required 
to tackle college-level STEM courses in high school. 

Students entering the Dearborn in sixth grade learn 
immediately that they will be able to complete a 
significant amount of college for free while in high 
school. To help students and families understand 
this opportunity, they provide a number of “college 
bootcamps.” Almquist sees these conversations as 
central to the school’s STEM mission, especially at 
a time when technology can appear inaccessible. 
“Most people don’t know what STEM is… what are 
the fields, what are the jobs? There’s basic knowl-
edge that we all need.” 

The Early College provides a powerful vehicle to 
give students a real feel for the career opportuni-
ties available to them. Erik Miller, Director of the 

Center for Community and Learning Partnerships 
at Wentworth, gives an example of how students 
benefit not just from the knowledge of faculty, but 
also hand-on exposure to the technology. The “first 
classes in construction management are actually 
pouring concrete, so students can better under-
stand what’s on the other end of all of this theory.”

Rising to the Challenge
In the first year (2018-2019) of the program, 
Dearborn students enrolled in 38 college cours-
es but earned passing grades in less than half 
of their attempts. The second year, they took 64 
college classes and the passing rate rose to nearly 
three-quarters. These numbers speak to the rigor 
of the coursework. As Miller says, “Our goal is not 
to treat them any differently. We put them in a 
college class with other college students and we 
tell faculty to provide them with the same support 
that you would provide anybody else.” 

The considerable progress between first-year and 
second-year completion rates suggests the Early 
College partners are finding ways to help Dearborn 
students succeed. As we follow them into college, 
college majors, and careers, we will learn far more 
about how this model expands opportunity in our 
state’s advanced industries.
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