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THE CURRENT STATE OF FLORIDA COLLEGE ACCESS AND SUCCESS 
This document is the product of a request made by the Florida College Access Network (Florida C.A.N.!) Taskforce 
with the goal of capturing the college degree attainment needs of present and future Floridians.  In doing so, 
indicators such as Florida’s current and projected population growth, demographics, K-20 student attrition, adult 
degree attainment, as well as current and projected workforce demands were explored to give the taskforce 
information needed to make informed and well-researched decisions throughout the Florida C.A.N.! strategic 
planning process. 

The request by the Florida C.A.N.! Taskforce yielded four general trends related to higher education access and 
success, (1) Florida is one of the fastest growing states in the nation, (2) Florida’s Black and Hispanic racial/ethnic 
groups, as well as students from low-income households, are increasing in significant numbers, (3) these groups 
have traditionally underperformed in a variety of academic indicators that are used to evaluate success within the 
state’s education system and (4) that projections of college productivity show that the supply of degree earners 
will fall short of what Florida’s future economy will  demand of its workforce.  Below are specific data points that 
reinforce these trends: 

  POPULATION GROWTH 
• Florida is currently the fourth most populated state in the nation behind California, Texas and New York.  It is 

projected that as soon as 2015, Florida will pass New York as the third most populated state in the nation. 
• Based on U.S. Census projections, Florida will gain 6.85 million residents from July 2011 to July 2025, which is 

the largest increase of any state during this time and accounts for over 18% of all the growth projected to take 
place in the United States during that span. 

• Only Texas is projected to see more growth within its population of minors (ages 0-18) between the year 2000 
and 2030.  Minors within the state are projected to increase by 2.12 million (58.2%) during this span. 

• Since 1999-2000, Florida has seen steady increases of its percentage of students from low-income families 
attending public schools, which currently stands at 53.5% (U.S. average, 45.9%). 

• Between 2005 and 2025, the adult (ages 18-64) population of Black and Hispanic racial/ethnic groups in 
Florida is projected to increase more than all other racial/ ethnic groups combined.             

 FLORIDA’S EDUCATION PIPELINE 
• Florida ranks 34th among other states in the nation with progression of its ninth-graders through college 

completion.  Out of 100 high school freshman, only 16 will earn a 2-year or 4-year degree within 150% of their 
normal program completion time. 

• The high school graduation rate for Florida public schools is 68.8%, which is 44th among other states and 
behind the national average of 75.5%.  Black (55.7%) and Hispanic (63.9%) students are outperformed by all 
other racial/ethnic groups in the state. 

• On college entrance exams, graduating high school seniors scored a 19.6 average composite score on the ACT 
and a 1447 average combined score on the SAT, which ranked 49th and 46th among other states in the nation.  

• Six-year graduation rates vary among Florida’s State University System (SUS) institutions.  The University of 
Florida graduates 82% of its full-time, first-time-in-college students in six years while only 38% of Florida 
Atlantic University students graduate when given the same amount of time. 

 ADULT DEGREE ATTAINMENT 
• Just under 37% of the working-aged adult population (ages 25-64) in Florida has earned a 2-year or 4-year 

degree (U.S. average, 41%). 
• Among working-aged adults, there are significant degree attainment gaps among Black (25%) and Hispanic 

(31.9%) racial/ethnic groups compared to White (40.7%) and Asian (55.6%) racial/ethnic groups in Florida. 
• Over 2.1 million working-aged adults in Florida have some college credit but no degree. 
 FUTURE WORKFORCE DEMAND 
• It is projected that 59% of all jobs in Florida will require a postsecondary education by the year 2018. 
• Based on current degree attainment rates, it is projected that Florida will need more than 1.6 million workers 

with postsecondary credentials to fill new and vacant jobs.  
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POPULATION GROWTH 

Florida is currently the fourth most populated state (19.05 million) in the nation behind California (37.69 million), 
Texas (25.67 million) and New York (19.46 million).  Based on U.S. Census projections, Florida will gain 6.85 million 
residents from July 2011 to July 2025, which is the largest increase of any state during this time and accounts for 
nearly 20-percent of all growth projected to occur in America during this span.  It is projected that as soon as July 
2015, Florida will surpass New York as the third most populated state in the nation. 

Figure 1: Projected changes in population for all states: 2011 to 2025 

 
Source: Based on current U.S. Census population estimates and state population projections 

The projected increase of 6.85 million residents in Florida represents a 26.5-percent rise from its 2011 population, 
which is the third largest projected increase in the nation behind Arizona and Nevada. 

FLORIDA DEMOGRAPHICS 

As illustrated above, Florida’s population will grow significantly in the years to come.  This section of the report 
addresses the ways in which the population is expected to grow that are related to college access and degree 
completion.  For example, it is widely known that the average age of Floridians tends to be above the national 
average, due to the number of retirees and older persons that migrate south.  These trends are projected to 
continue into the future, but the number of young people in the state is also projected to increase.  As shown in 
Figure 2, the number of persons in Florida under the age of 18 is projected to grow by 2.12 million (58.2-percent) 
from 2000 to 2030.  Only Texas is projected to see more growth in its total population of minors during this span.  
Based on these projections, Florida will have 5.77 million people under the age of 18 living in its state in 2030, 
which will represent 20-percent of the total population. 
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Figure 2: Population pyramids of Florida, percent of total population: 2000 and 2030 

 
Source: U.S. Census population pyramids and demographic summary indicators for states 

Another trend that warrants attention is the high number of students attending public schools in Florida who are 
considered “low-income”.  This term is commonly used to describe students who come from low-income families, 
which is measured by participation in the federal government’s free or reduced-price lunch program.  As 
demonstrated above, challenges associate with serving students from low-income families will continue to 
compound as the number of these students in Florida’s education system will only continue to grow.  The percent 
of public school students who were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch in Florida was 53.5-percent in 2009-10, 
which is above the nation’s average of 45.9-percent.  Only Texas and California have more students on the federal 
program that supports students from low-income families in the nation. 

Figure 3: Percent of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, Florida and U.S.: 1999-00 through 2009-10 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics¸ Common Core of Data 
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In addition to being a large and growing state, Florida is also one of the nation’s most diverse.  According to the 
U.S. Census, Florida is one of the few states in the country that has 3 racial/ethnic groups that each make up at 
least 7.0-9.9-percent of the state’s population.  

Figure 4: Map of most diverse states in the nation: 2009 

 
Source: U.S. Census  

Projections of Florida’s population show that the change in population varies between age and racial/ethnic 
groups.  Figure 5 illustrates the changes projected to occur by the year 2025 by these two variables.   

Figure 5: Projected changes in Florida population by race/ethnicity: 2005 to 2025 

 
Source: NCHEMS, estimates calculated using data from U.S. Census Bureau 
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Florida’s projected increase of Black and Hispanic racial/ethnic groups is important to degree attainment goals for 
the state.  Nationwide, these are populations that are projected to increase their enrollment in degree-granting 
postsecondary institutions.  Figure 5 displays the projected increase of enrollment in postsecondary institutions by 
racial/ethnic group nationally.   

Figure 6: Projected enrollment increases by race/ethnicity in degree-granting postsecondary institutions in U.S.: 
2008 through 2019 

 
Source: NCES Projections of Education Statistics to 2019 

FLORIDA’S EDUCATION PIPELINE 

The data that has been outlined up to this point has shown that Florida will grow and become more and more 
diverse as time progresses.  What will be described next is the performance of Florida’s education pipeline, or how 
well Florida students navigate through its system of education.  When examining potential education reforms for 
Floridians, it is important to capture the strengths and weaknesses that currently exist within its education system. 

The National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS) calculated for every state the 
progression and educational attainment from ninth grade to college completion which shows strengths and 
weaknesses at each stage of transition within the education pipeline.  Florida was behind the national average of 
ninth graders who earned college degrees and ranked 34th among all states.  In 2008, the data shows 40-percent 
attrition of Florida’s ninth graders before high school graduation and another 50-percent loss of its first-year 
college students before 150-percent of their program of study.  These numbers represent a significant number of 
students who drop-out of their institutions and are not likely to earn a college degree. 
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Figure 7: Florida’s education pipeline, ninth grade to college completion: 2008 

 
Source: NCHEMS Information Center for Higher Education Policymaking and Analysis 

Freshman High School Graduation Rates 

The first indicator to be illustrated is freshman high school graduation rate, seen in Figure 7.  The most current 
data available indicates that only 68.8-percent of public high school freshman graduate in four years, which is 44th 
in the nation and far below the national graduation rate of 75.5-percent.  The lowest performing state in the U.S. 
in the 2008-2009 school year was Nevada, graduating 56.3-percent of its high school freshman, and the highest 
performing state was Wisconsin at 90.7-percent.  Figure 8 shows Florida graduation rates by racial/ethnic group, 
which is only available for the 2007-08 school year.  As shown by the data, there are disparities among students 
from Black and Hispanic racial/ethnic groups when compared to other racial/ethnic groups.  

College-going Rate for High School Graduates 

In total numbers, Florida sends the fourth most high school graduates directly to college than any other state in 
the nation.  This translates to a college-going rate of 58.8-percent, which is 34th among all other states and below 
the national average of 63.8-percent and can be seen in Figure 9.  Raising this rate would make a significant 
difference in the total number of young people with the chance to attain a college degree. 

 

 

 

 

 

100 

60 

35 

24 
16 

70 

44 

30 

21 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

For every 100
Ninth Graders

Graduate from
High School

Enter College Are Still Enrolled
Their Sophomore

Year

Graduate within
150% Time

Florida

Nation



9 
 

Figure 8: Average freshman graduation rates for public high schools for Florida and U.S.: 1999-2000 through 
2008-2009 

 
Source: NCES, Common Core of Data State Dropout and Completion Data File 

Figure 9: Average freshman graduation rates for public high schools for Florida by ethnicity: 2007-2008 

 
Source: NCES, Common Core of Data State Dropout and Completion Data File 
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Figure 10: Estimated rate of high school graduates going to college, selected states: 2008 

 
Source: NCES, Common Core of Data State Dropout and Completion Data File 

Performance on Standardized College Admissions Exams 

As a state, Florida does not have a mandated college admissions exam required for entrance in the state’s 
university system.  Colleges and universities in Florida that require a standardized exam score as an admissions 
requirement typically accept either the SAT or ACT.  Graduating high school seniors in Florida performed near the 
bottom of all states in the nation on both exams.   

Florida’s graduating high school seniors scored an average 19.6 composite score on the ACT in 2011, which was the 
4th lowest of all states.  The lowest performing state was Mississippi (18.7) while the highest, Massachusetts, had 
an average score of 24.2.  The national average, as well as performance of all other states can be seen on Figure 9.  
The ACT breaks down their scores by ethnicity, which can be seen on Figure 10.   Students from Black and Hispanic 
racial/ethnic groups have consistently performed lower than the state’s average over the last five years. 

On SAT exam performance in 2011, graduating high school seniors scored a 1447 combined score, which was 6th 
lowest among the United States is shown in Figure 11.  Florida ranked below the national average in each of the 
SAT subject tests in 2011.  Florida college-bound seniors had a mean score of 487 in critical reading (44th of all 
states, national average = 497), 489 in math (48th of all states, national average = 514), and 471 in writing (46th of 
all states, national average = 471) for a combined score of 1447 (46th of all states, national average = 1500).  Figure 
12 shows SAT subject test scores by ethnicity in 2011.   
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Figure 11: Performance on ACT composite score by state: 2011 

 
Source: ACT, Inc., Data for the Class of 2011 

Figure 12: Performance on ACT by racial/ethnic group in Florida: 2007 through 2011 

 
Source: ACT Profile Report, Graduating Class of 2011, Florida 
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Figure 13: Performance on SAT combined score by state: 2011 

 
Source: College Board State Profile Report 2011, Florida 

Figure 14: Performance on SAT subject tests by racial/ethnic group in Florida: 2011 

 
Source: College Board State Profile Report 2011, Florida 
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College Graduation Rates 

Florida has eleven state public universities that belong to the State University System (SUS).  Figure 15 illustrates 
the 6-year graduation rates for all full-time, first-time in college students seeking degrees for the last available 
Common Data Set.  There is a wide range of performance within Florida’s public universities, with the University of 
Florida graduating 82-percent of its students and Florida International University graduating only 38-percent in 6-
years.  The average 6-year graduation rate for all SUS students was 59.8-percent.  The University of Florida leads all 
universities in the aggregate family income of its students ($103,663) and is well above the average of the ten 
other public universities, which is $66,410 according to 2008 IRS data.  The University of Florida is one of the 
largest in the country and accounted for over one-third of all graduates for the 2003 cohort of students that 
attended an SUS institution.   Figure 16 shows how graduation rates at SUS institutions have changed since 2001.  
There is no consistent, state-wide trend that can be observed when looking at overall or within institution data. 

Figures 16 through 20 indicate data collected from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 
for graduation rates for students attending 4-year and 2-year degree granting institutions within the state.  The 
performance of our students is compared nationally, by racial/ethnic group, and by control of institution.  Florida 
students tend to outperform national averages at 2-year institutions and tend to perform right at, or below 
national averages at 4-year institutions. 

Figure 15: Six-year graduation rates for students attending Florida State University System institutions with 
family’s aggregate household income 

 
Source: SUS figures are from most recent Common Data Sets (11/2011) and IRS data from 2008 income tax returns 
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Figure 16: Undergraduate 6-year graduation rates for FTIC cohorts by SUS institution: 2001-2011 

 
Source: Florida State University System of Florida Board of Governors 2010-2011 Annual Report 

Figure 17: Percentage of students graduating with a bachelor’s degree within 6 years of entry from the degree-
granting institutions where the students started as full-time, first-time students by racial/ethnic group: Cohort 
year 1998 and 2003 

 
Source: United States Education Dashboard, IPEDS 
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Figure 18: Percentage of students graduating with a bachelor’s degree within 6 years of entry from the degree-
granting institutions where the students started as full-time, first-time students by control of institution: Cohort 
year 1998 and 2003 

 
Source: United States Education Dashboard, IPEDS 

Figure 19: Percentage of students graduating with an associate’s degree within 150 percent of normal time of 
entry from the 2-year degree-granting institutions where the students started as full-time, first-time students by 
racial/ethnic group: Cohort year 2001 and 2006 

 
Source: United States Education Dashboard, IPEDS 
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Figure 20: Percentage of students graduating with an associate’s degree within 150-percent of normal time of 
entry from the degree-granting institutions where the students started as full-time, first-time students by 
control of institution: Cohort year 2001 and 2006 

 
Source: United States Education Dashboard, IPEDS 
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Figure 21: Percentage adults with 2- or 4-year degree by economically developed nation, by age group 

 
Source: OECD Education at a Glance by way of the Lumina Foundation 

Figure 22: Percentage of population (age 25-34) with a tertiary type A degree with U.S. bachelor’s degree 
attainment by 24 by upper and lower income half 

 
Source: The Pell Institute (2011), OECD & Mortenson (2010) 
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Figure 23: Percentage adults with 2- or 4-year degree by economically developed nation and state: ages 25-34 

 
Source: OECD Education at a Glance by way of the Lumina Foundation 

Figure 24: Percentage adults with 2- or 4-year degree by Florida county: ages 25-64 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 American Community Survey by way of the Lumina Foundation 
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Figure 25: Levels of educational attainment for Florida ages 25-64: 2008 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 American Community Survey by way of the Lumina Foundation 

Figure 26: Percentage of population with associate’s degree or higher by racial/ethnic group: 2008 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 American Community Survey by way of the Lumina Foundation 
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For economically developed nations, postsecondary institutions provide advanced workforce training for jobs that 
require heuristic tasks like problem solving, critical thinking and the dynamics of communication.  It has been 
projected by Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the Workforce that Americans and Floridians alike 
will be underprepared for the jobs that will exist in the year 2018.  Figure 27 shows the change in jobs by education 
level in Florida, which shows the need for more college educated workers in 2018.  Figure 28 demonstrates the gap 
between the rate of adults who are currently college educated with the rate of adults that will be needed to meet 
workforce demands projected to exist in 2018.  This gap represents a projected shortfall of 1.6 million 
postsecondary credentials.    

The research cited above goes on to further capture future workforce needs by showing differences in demand by 
occupation for each state in America.  Figure 29 outlines within each occupational area, what level of education 
will be needed to fill the job openings.  There is projected to be a total of 5.6 million jobs that will require 
postsecondary education.  Occupations such as business management and operations, financial specialties, 
computer science, engineering, education, community and social services, as well as life and physical science are 
some of the jobs that will require a higher share of postsecondary training.  Blue collar and food/personal services 
occupations are projected to grow in numbers in Florida by 2018 but not require college degrees. 

Figure 27: Change in jobs by education level in Florida: 2008 and 2018 

 
Source: Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce, Projections of Jobs and Education Requirements Through 2018 

Figure 28: Projected degree attainment gap for Florida: 2008 to 2018 

 
Source: Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce, Projections of Jobs and Education Requirements Through 2018 
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Figure 29: Where jobs will be in 2018, by occupation and education level: Florida 

 
Source: Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce, Projections of Jobs and Education Requirements Through 2018 
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Management 15 74 75 38 112 54 368
Business operations 
specialty 6 54 69 32 91 34 286

Financial specialists 1 20 32 28 100 39 221

Legal 1 7 11 9 13 47 89
Computer and mathematical 
science 2 16 38 28 83 31 198

Architects and technicians 2 7 9 8 13 6 44

Engineers and technicians 1 9 15 14 44 21 104

Life and physical scientists 1 4 5 4 13 13 39

Social scientists 0 1 2 1 8 15 26
Community and social 
services 2 12 14 7 40 36 111
Arts, design, entertnmnt, 
sports, and media 6 25 32 21 59 14 156

Education Education 7 42 48 33 218 141 489

Healthcare practitioners 5 43 73 143 134 145 544

Healthcare support 34 108 74 34 20 9 279

Food preparation and serving 181 355 162 73 73 10 852
Building and grounds 
cleaning and maintenance 137 181 61 21 23 6 429

Personal care 34 112 74 29 35 10 295

Protective services 11 64 87 44 50 11 267

Sales 99 386 309 144 303 63 1,305
Office and administrative 
support 86 593 515 217 226 44 1,683

Farming, fishing and forestry 53 18 6 2 3 0 83

Construction and extraction 135 201 70 24 22 5 457
Installation, maintenance, 
and equipment repair 51 163 82 40 25 6 367

Production 69 151 58 23 23 5 329
Transportation and material 
moving 110 232 91 31 38 7 509
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METHODOLOGY & LIMITATIONS 

This goal of this report was to capture the past and present trends related to college access and success in the 
state of Florida.  The National College Access Network manual1 was used to guide the scanning of the absorbent 
amount of data to include in this report, and the following elements of relevance, clarity, detail, robustness, 
acceptance and accuracy2 were considered to inform which sources of data to use and understand performance in 
this area.   

In doing so, the following limitations should be kept in mind while interpreting the data presented in this report3.   

Old data: Within each area of performance reported in this study, the most current data was sought after.  
Educational research depends on the release of institutional data from states and education systems.  For many 
reasons, this data tends to lag behind at least a year and sometimes longer, which is a limitation when attempting 
to understand what is happening in the most present contexts of education. 

Different “denominators”: Denominators are used when calculating rates such as high school and postsecondary 
graduation.  Not all rates are calculated the same, meaning different groups or cohorts of students can be used to 
do so.  These calculations are not perfect and many times “leaves out” entire groups of students, making 
generalizations about broad populations a challenge.  It is acknowledged that there are ongoing debates and 
controversies among education researchers and other entities as to what the best way is to accurately capture the 
performance of students.  As better data is made more available and consensuses are reached, Florida C.A.N.!’s 
data collection will reflect those changes. 

Most data is descriptive: The data that is used in this report is mostly descriptive, meaning they describe very 
basic features (i.e. student/institutional characteristics, performance).  Descriptive data is useful for benchmarking, 
the observation of patterns, and understanding performance gaps, but readers should caution themselves to 
drawing conclusions about root causes about student, institutional or system behaviors.  Further analysis is needed 
to make judgments about the phenomenon observed by descriptive data, which is one goal of Florida C.A.N.!’s 
policy briefs. 

Lack of metro/community data: Higher education data especially is difficult to report locally without the use of 
the National Student Clearinghouse, which we did not have access to at the time of this report.  Without micro-
data, one can only hypothesize the impact broader measures of higher education access and success has on local 
communities. 

Broad, not comprehensive scan of data: This report was limited in the amount of time and resources available to 
scan all of the possible sources of data that exists in databases, reports, websites, etc.  It is acknowledged that it is 
highly likely that sources of data were not considered as a part of this report.  Investigation of the available data is 
ongoing and as better data becomes accessible and attainable it will be considered by the Florida C.A.N.! research 
team to inform its efforts catalyzing a state-wide network.  Among some of the indicators of higher education 
access and success that are not a part of this report but future efforts will include measures of quality, learning, 
rigor, affordability, credentials and career preparation. 
                                                             
1 National College Access Network. (2011, December). Creating and operating a statewide, regional or citywide college access 
and success network. Washington, DC: National College Access Network. 
2 Barber, M., Moffit, A. & Kihn, P. (2011). Deliverology 101: A field guide for educational leaders. Thousand Oaks: Corwin Press. 
3 For any questions or inquiries regarding the limitations of this report or data sources, please contact the Florida C.A.N.! Senior 
Researcher & Policy Analyst, Troy Miller at tmiller@usf.edu. 
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