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Young Black America Part Two: College Entry
and Completion
By Cherrie Bucknor*
As documented in part one of this series, the high school completion rate of blacks is currently at
the highest it has ever been.1 This second installment turns to college entry and completion. The
data show that blacks are starting—and finishing—college at higher rates than in the past, but they
still lag far behind whites.
The figures below analyze Census Bureau data to determine college entry and completion rates
using a methodology similar to that of Bailey and Dynarski (2011).2 The college entry rate is defined
as the percentage of 19-year-olds who have started college. The college completion rate is the
percentage of 25-year-olds who have obtained a bachelor's degree or higher.3
College entry rates rose significantly during the 1980s and have continued to rise at a slower pace
since then. Figure 1 displays college entry rates for all races, blacks, and whites from 1980 to 2013,
using data from the Decennial Census in 1980, 1990, and 2000, and the American Community
Survey (ACS) for more recent years. In 1980, the college entry rate for young blacks was 33.2
percent. This rate rose significantly to 57.5 percent in 1990 before falling slightly to 55.7 percent in
2000. By 2006, however, the rate had increased to 60.4 percent, and then jumped another 2.8
percentage points to 63.2 percent by 2013.
Although entry rates for blacks have increased 30.0 percentage points since 1980, this has not been
enough to noticeably close the gap between whites and blacks. The gap between entry rates for
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blacks and whites was 10.8 percentage points in 1980 and fell slightly to 10.0 percentage points in
2000. While annual rates reflect some sampling variation, the black-white gap in college entry rates
was 10.1 percentage points in 2013, only 0.7 percentage points below where it had been more than
three decades earlier in 1980 (10.8 percentage points).
FIGURE 1
College Entry Rate, 1980-2013
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Source: Author's analysis of Census PUMS 1980, 1990, 2000, and American Community Survey (ACS) 2006–2013.
Entry rates were estimated using data on 19-year-olds in each year. Immigrants are excluded from the sample.

Throughout the entire period, women of all races had higher college entry rates than their male
counterparts. This is not surprising, given that women are more likely than men to graduate from
high school.4 Figures 2 and 3 separately show college entry rates for the same period for women
and men. For most of this period, the gap between black men and women was larger than the gap
between white men and women. In 1980, the entry rate for black women was 40.0 percent, only 6.9
percentage points lower than white women, but 14.1 percentage points higher than black men.
During this same year, the gender gap in entry rates for whites was only 6.0 percentage points (in
favor of white women).
After making significant progress between 1980 and the mid-2000s, the entry rate for black women
has only increased slightly over the last decade. Between 1980 and 2006, the entry rate for black
women increased 24.0 percentage points. Since 2006, it has increased just 2.6 percentage points, to
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66.6 percent in 2013. The rate in 2013 for black women was 6.6 percentage points higher than the
rate for black men in the same year, but black women remained 11.3 percentage points behind white
women.
The college entry rate for black men in 1980 was 25.9 percent, 15.0 percentage points lower than the
rate for white men. This rate rose sharply over the next 25 years, reaching 57.0 percent by 2006.
Since then, however, the rate has been mostly stagnant, reaching 60.0 percent in 2013. This increase
closed some of the gap between black men and white men, which stood at 9.0 percentage points in
2013, down from 15.0 percentage points in 1980.
FIGURE 2
College Entry Rate of Women, 1980–2013
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Source: Author's analysis of Census PUMS 1980, 1990, 2000, and American Community Survey (ACS) 2006–2013.
Entry rates were estimated using data on 19-year-olds in each year. Immigrants are excluded from the sample.
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FIGURE 3
College Entry Rate of Men, 1980–2013
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Source: Author's analysis of Census PUMS 1980, 1990, 2000, and American Community Survey (ACS) 2006–2013.
Entry rates were estimated using data on 19-year-olds in each year. Immigrants are excluded from the sample.

While the data on college entry suggests that black teens have made substantial progress, black men
and women in their twenties continue to lag far behind their white counterparts in college
completion rates. In fact, the college completion gap between blacks and whites is bigger now than
it was in 1980. Figure 4 displays college completion rates for all races, blacks, and whites from 1980
to 2013. In 1980, only 10.5 percent of 25-year-old blacks had completed college. In the same year,
21.7 percent of whites of the same age had completed college, yielding a black-white completion
gap of 11.2 percentage points. Although blacks have completed college at increasing rates since
1980, the gap relative to whites has grown by 8.3 percentage points. In 2013, the completion rate for
blacks was 16.7 percent, less than half of the 36.2 percent rate for whites.
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FIGURE 4
College Completion Rate, 1980–2013
45
40
35

Percent

30
25
20
15
10
5
0
1980

1995
All races

White

2010
Black

Source: Author's analysis of Census PUMS 1980, 1990, 2000, and American Community Survey (ACS) 2006–2013.
Completion rates were estimated using data on 25-year-olds in each year. Immigrants are excluded from the sample.

As with college entry rates, black women had higher completion rates than black men throughout
the entire period. Figures 5 and 6 show completion rates by gender. In 1980, 11.5 percent of 25year-old black women and 9.3 percent of black men had completed college. In the same year, the
black-white completion gap was smaller for women than for men. In 1980, young black women were
9.8 percentage points less likely than white women to have a college degree. For black men, the gap
relative to white men was 12.9 percentage points.
The completion rate for black women was 11.6 percent in 1990 and increased 5.6 percentage points
in the 1990s to reach 17.2 percent by 2000. During the 2000s, however, black women made little
progress, reaching 19.7 percent in 2013. Meanwhile, the completion rate for young white women
continued to rise, hitting 41.1 percent in 2013, 21.4 percentage points higher than the corresponding
rate for black women. The 2013 completion gap for women was over twice as large as it was in 1980
(9.8 percentage points).
The completion rate for black men has always lagged behind that of white men, and the size of the
gap has grown since 1980. In 1980, 9.3 percent of 25-year-old black men had finished college, 12.9
percentage points below their white, male counterparts. The size of this gap has increased in the
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ensuing years, albeit at a slower pace than the black-white completion gap for women. In 2013, the
completion rate for black men was 13.7 percent, less than half of the 31.3 percent rate for white
men.
Although black women have lagged far behind white women in completion rates (especially in
recent years), they have mostly been able to keep pace with white men. (Both black women and
white men have pulled further away from black men.) In 1980, the gap between black women and
white men was 10.7 percentage points. During the past 13 years, this gap has been as low as 5.4
percentage points (in 2007), and stood at 11.6 percentage points in 2013. Meanwhile, the gap
between black women and black men has increased from 2.2 percentage points in 1980 to 6.0
percentage points in 2013.
FIGURE 5
College Completion Rate of Women, 1980–2013
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Source: Author's analysis of Census PUMS 1980, 1990, 2000, and American Community Survey (ACS) 2006–2013.
Completion rates were estimated using data on 25-year-olds in each year. Immigrants are excluded from the sample.
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FIGURE 6
College Completion Rate of Men, 1980–2013
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Source: Author's analysis of Census PUMS 1980, 1990, 2000, and American Community Survey (ACS) 2006–2013.
Completion rates were estimated using data on 25-year-olds in each year. Immigrants are excluded from the sample.

The data also allow us to examine the entry and completion rates for the two cohorts of young
people born in 1987 and 1988. These are the only years of birth for which we have data that cover a
birth-cohort at both age 19 (the year for our entry measure) and at age 25 (the year for our
completion measure). For example, for those born in 1988, the entry rate was calculated using
survey data from the American Community Survey for 2007, when they were 19 years old. For the
same group born in 1988, we can then estimate the completion rate at age 25 using the American
Community Survey from six years later in 2013. Dividing the completion rate by the entry rate gives
us the “persistence rate,” which measures the percent of 19-year-old college entrants who went on
to graduate by age 25.5
Table 1 shows the college entry and completion rates for the cohort of young people born in 1988.6
For blacks, 58.8 percent had started college by age 19, and 16.7 percent completed college by age 25.
These numbers imply that only 28.4 percent of black college entrants in this cohort went on to
graduate by age 25. For whites born in 1988, 72.8 percent entered college by age 19, and 36.2
percent finished college by age 25. These numbers imply that just under half (49.7 percent) of white
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Although not displayed in Table 1, the data for the cohort born in 1987 showed similar results.
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college entrants in this cohort went on to graduate by age 25, a substantially higher cohort
completion rate than for blacks born in the same year.
Black men in the 1988 birth cohort had lower entry and completion rates than black women, and
were also 5.9 percentage points less likely to persist through college and graduate. For black men
born in 1988, the entry rate was 54.5 percent, and the completion rate was 13.7 percent, for a
persistence rate of 25.1 percent. For black women born in 1988, the persistence rate was 31.0
percent.
TABLE 1
College Entry, Completion, and Persistence Rates of Those Born in 1988
(percent)
Entry
(by age 19)

Completion
(by age 25)

Persistence
(completion/entry)

Men and Women
All races
White
Black

69.0
72.8
58.8

30.8
36.2
16.7

44.6
49.7
28.4

Men
All races
White
Black

65.8
70.0
54.5

26.3
31.3
13.7

40.0
44.7
25.1

Women
All races
72.5
35.3
48.7
White
76.0
41.1
54.1
Black
63.6
19.7
31.0
Source: Author's analysis of Census PUMS 1980, 1990, 2000, and American Community Survey (ACS) 2006–2013.
Entry rates were estimated using data on 19-year-olds in 2007 (who were born in 1988). Completion rates were
estimated using data on 25-year-olds in 2013 (who were born in 1988). Persistence rates are calculated by dividing the
completion rate by the entry rate. Immigrants are excluded from the sample.

Although the data only allow for a strict cohort analysis using birth years 1987 and 1988, we can
obtain an approximate estimate of the “persistence rate” by using the entry rate for 19-year-olds and
completion rate for 25-year-olds in the same year.7 Figure 7 displays this estimated persistence rate
for all races, blacks, and whites, from 1980 to 2013. By this alternative measure, in 1980, about onethird (31.6 percent) of blacks who entered college at age 19 completed a degree by age 25. In the
same year, using the same method, about half (49.5 percent) of whites who entered college finished
by age 25.

7

The cohort method and alternative method described here only overlap for two years of data, 2006 and 2007. Using the cohort
method, the persistence rates for blacks in 2006 and 2007 were 26.3 percent and 28.4 percent, respectively. Using the alternative
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During the next 25 years, the persistence rates of blacks and whites decreased, while the black-white
gap increased slightly to 18.5 percentage points by 2006. From 2006, however, the persistence rate
of whites started to increase steadily, while the corresponding rate for blacks stagnated, leaving large
gaps between blacks and whites. In 2013, the approximate persistence rate for blacks was 26.5
percent, down 5.1 percentage points from the 31.6 percent rate in 1980, and 22.9 percentage points
below their white counterparts.
FIGURE 7
Approximate College Persistence Rate, 1980–2013
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Source: Author's analysis of Census PUMS 1980, 1990, 2000, and American Community Survey (ACS) 2006–2013.
Entry rates were estimated using data on 19-year-olds in each year. Completion rates were estimated using data on 25year-olds in each year. Persistence rates are calculated by dividing the completion rate by the entry rate. Immigrants are
excluded from the sample.
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Young blacks have experienced significant gains in college entry since 1980. Today, blacks are about
30 percentage points more likely to enter college than they were in 1980. Black men in particular,
have seen about a 34 percentage point increase in entry rates. But, much work remains with respect
to college completion and persistence. Black men and women still lag almost 20 percentage points
behind their white counterparts when it comes to college completion rates. Furthermore, the
persistence rate for blacks has stagnated in recent years, while the persistence rate for whites has
increased, leaving a significant gap between blacks and whites (about 23 percentage points). 8 This
disparity in college completion is likely to lead to inequality in employment, wages, and a host of
other outcomes. Future reports will examine these issues, but the next report in this series will focus
on the issue of employment.
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