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Policymakers and educators continue to seek options for helping high school students transition successfully into postsecondary education. The importance of this goal is underscored by emerging evidence that American students are unprepared for college. Research shows that nearly half of all postsecondary students need at least one remedial course upon entering college. Additional research suggests that postsecondary success is predicated on a clear understanding of the expectations in college as well as rigorous academic coursework in high school. In order to promote student success in college, high schools and colleges must better work together to ensure students’ high school experiences are related to college expectations. Dual enrollment programs can do just that.  

Dual enrollment programs help blur the distinction between high school and college by allowing high school students to enroll in college courses and earn high school and college credit. While traditionally such courses have been targeted toward the most academically proficient high school students, some educators and policymakers now suggest that a broader range of students can and should benefit from these programs. By exposing high school students to the academic and social demands of college, it is hoped that the need for remediation in college will be reduced. 

The Community College Research Center (CCRC) reviewed publicly available state policies and regulations regarding dual enrollment programs in the 50 states, as well as program information in states where programs existed. We found that ten states have no legislation or regulation addressing the enrollment of high school students in college courses. Of the 40 states with policies or regulations, only 18 mandate that dual enrollment opportunities be provided to students. This simply means, in these states, high school students must have the opportunity to enroll in a college course, although the state is not necessarily required to create a dual enrollment program.  In states without such requirements, dual enrollment availability is likely to be influenced by the resources of local schools and colleges, rather than by student needs. Eleven states do not specify whether dual enrollment is mandatory or voluntary, though it can be assumed that in these states it is optional. 

CCRC also found that there is great variation in the policies where dual enrollment programs do exist. Program structure is the least governed area, while student admissions and program finances are most often addressed by state policy. Although there seems to be little interest in promoting specific models of dual enrollment, states do have a vested interest in ensuring that their financial investment in dual enrollment is used wisely and that dual enrollment programs remain college-level. 

It is clear that states have a difficult balancing act to perform. Any desire to promote access to dual enrollment for a broad range of students is balanced by the need to maintain academic standards and ensure that only students ready for college-level work participate in college courses. Likewise, the intention to ensure that no one is deterred from participating due to funding constraints must be balanced with states’ need to ensure that dual enrollment does not become a disproportionate drain on resources. 

Through our analysis, CCRC identified four key policy recommendations that can help inform policymakers to strengthen dual enrollment programs and support their expansion:

1. It is important that states clarify their program goals so that policies do not have unintended consequences. Policies and regulations for dual enrollment programs that are intended to offer enrichment for academically sound students will differ from policies addressing programs targeted at a wide range of students. 

2. Funding mechanisms have important ramifications for student and institutional participation. Policymakers must consider arrangements such as those used in North Carolina and Michigan, where high schools and colleges share the funding burden for dually enrolled students so that economically disadvantaged students will not be excluded.

3. Dual enrollment programs ought to balance the needs of academically oriented students with the needs of technically oriented students. Some states have created mechanisms to promote technical as well as academic dual enrollment. 

4. Future research is needed and it should focus on exploring the ways that state policy variation influences the implementation of and participation in dual enrollment programs at the local level. 

Our research provides a sense of the myriad ways to structure and regulate dual enrollment. As such, it may aid both federal- and state-level discussions regarding dual enrollment policies and practices.
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