EARLY AND MIDDLE COLLEGE MODEL—SUMMARY OF THE LITERATURE

Julie Edmunds, SERVE Center at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro

WHAT ARE EARLY AND MIDDLE COLLEGES?

Early College High Schools (early colleges for short) are one of the most promising models of
implementing dual enrollment. Because the term early college is used differently in different states, it is
important to define the term for purposes of this literature review.

The term early college can mean anything from simply being another name for the state’s dual
enrollment program (as in Maine) to a very specific school model with specific requirements (e.g., Texas
and other states). For purposes of this review, | consider the criteria used by most states: early colleges
are focused schools (or, in some cases, programs) that blur the line between high school and college and
that have an expectation that all students in the program will earn a substantial amount of college
credits, frequently up to an associate degree or two years of college credit at the same time that they
earn their high school diploma. Early colleges are generally targeted at students who are
underrepresented in college, such as those who are first generation college-goers, economically
disadvantaged or members of racial and ethnic groups underrepresented in college. Early colleges also
take a more comprehensive approach than just providing students with dual-enroliment courses; they
usually implement comprehensive academic and affective supports and may be expected to make other
changes in curriculum, instruction, and the professional working environment.

These schools may often be called middle colleges as well, although in some states there are
differences between early and middle colleges. For example, in North Carolina, middle colleges start in
grade 11 while early colleges start in grade 9. Historically, some groups saw the distinguishing factor
between early and middle college as the population served, with early colleges serving gifted students
and middle colleges serving underrepresented students. As the model has evolved, the distinction

between the two has become blurred and | use the term early college here to encompass both.
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Table 1 below summarizes different key definitions of early colleges in states with some of the

higher levels of early college implementation.

OVERVIEW AND METHODOLOGY OF LITERATURE REVIEW

Because early colleges are a comprehensive, generally whole-school, approach to implementing
dual enrollment, the literature covers a wider range of issues than just those related specifically to
college-level coursetaking in high school. Additionally, studies that look at the impact of early colleges
are really looking at the impact of taking dual enrollment courses within a context of broader school
changes and structures.

| used the search terms “early college”, “early college high school”, “middle college” and
“middle college high school” in the following online databases: Academic Search Complete, ERIC,
Education Source, and Psychinfo. | included peer-reviewed journal articles, dissertations, formal
evaluation reports, and book chapters (when available). | reviewed the abstracts for a total of 185
references for their focus, methodology, and key findings including: 5 books or chapters; 60
dissertations; 2 general interest journals; 86 peer-reviewed journal articles; and 32 reports. | reviewed

the full content of the articles or reports for the impact and cost studies, in addition to the complete

articles for most of the peer-reviewed articles.

LITERATURE REVIEW FINDINGS

Despite their relatively recent expansion, there is a fair amount of research on early colleges,
likely at least partially due to their innovative nature. Much of the early literature was descriptive in
nature, describing programming and understanding student experiences. Approximately a fifth of the
citations reviewed were program descriptions. The early college model did benefit early on from being

the subject of a large-scale descriptive evaluation of the national Early College High School Initiative.



Table 1: Early College Definitions and Policies across Selected States

Characteristic

National Early
College Initiative
Core Principles

Indiana

North Carolina

Michigan (also uses
term Middle College)

Texas

(Berger et al., 2009)
Legislation/ policies | NA Authorizing legislation, Authorizing legislation for Authorizing legislation, Authorizing legislation,
Core Principles for Cooperative Innovative High | schools must apply to schools must apply to state to
“endorsing” early college Schools, schools must apply state to operate be designated as an early
to state to operate, college and must meet
recommended Design specific Design Elements
Elements articulated in a Blueprint
Structure NA Grades 9-12; generally Small schools (no more than | Can be stand-alone Stand-alone schools,

implemented in
comprehensive schools

100/grade), often on college
campuses, option for fifth
year, same flexibility as
charter schools

school or programs
within a larger school,
must offer 5t year;
Recommended to be on
college campus

programs within schools,
grades 9-12

Target population

Serve students
underrepresented in
higher education

First generation,
economically
disadvantaged,
underrepresented
minorities

First generation, at-risk of
dropping out, student who
benefit from accelerated
instruction

NA

At-risk students and students
who are underrepresented in
college

Partnerships

LEA, IHE, community

Relationships with IHE,
business

Partner with IHE,
recommend business
partnerships

Formal agreement with
IHE

Formal agreement with IHE

Coursetaking
expectations

1-2 years of college
credit

Associate degree or 30
hours of gen. ed.
coursework; core high
school courses

Associate degree, technical
certificate, two years of gen.
ed courses

60 transferable credits,
associate degree,
technical certificate,
registered
apprenticeship,
curriculum to meet h.s.
graduation requirements

Associate degree, 60
transferable credits,
curriculum to meet h.s.
graduation requirements

Supports Comprehensive Comprehensive academic Comprehensive advising and | Recommended small size | Comprehensive supports,
academic and and affective supports support, parental outreach to create a learning including individualized plans
affective supports community

Other Advocate for Emphasis on rigorous Emphasis on innovative and Recommended multiple Leadership team, must offer

supportive policies

instruction, college-going
culture, leadership, data
use

college-ready instruction,
leadership and professional
practice

opportunities for student
assessment, democratic
school governance, and
professional
development

TSI exam with preparation,
must have college liaison,
professional development




Funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the seven-year program evaluation explored
many aspects of implementation of the early college and provided descriptive information about
student outcomes (American Institutes of Research & SRl International, 2008; Berger et al., 2009;
Berger, Adelman, & Cole, 2010). These reports provide a strong and extensive snapshot of the early
college work through 2009. The findings suggested that early college students had positive academic
outcomes and were more likely to enroll in college, particularly two-year colleges, than similar
populations nationally, although this study could not account for differences in student characteristics
between early college attendees and potential comparison students. Key findings relative to
implementation indicated that the model was more effective when it was on a college campus,
suggesting the “power of the site.” Early colleges provided extensive supports but were also trying to
create independent learners. The evaluation also found that collaboration between secondary and
postsecondary education was not as strong as it needed to be.

As the number of early colleges has also expanded, the amount of research has significantly
grown, and researchers have begun looking at more specific aspects of the early college and have also
been able to look more rigorously at the outcomes. Overall, the research findings could be considered
very positive with almost all articles describing positive outcomes and experiences for the participating
students. There are a small number of articles that take a more critical approach, investigating what
happens if students are not successful in the model or the stresses that can be associated with it. The
overall positive findings from the early college model have led the federal government to regularly
reference it as an example of a proven model (Benson, 2021).

Because the early college is a more comprehensive model that includes dual enrollment as only
one component, the research covers a wider range of topics, including topics that are more tangentially
related to dual enrollment. This literature should not be discarded, however, as the research can be

considered as providing insights not only on dual enrollment but on the other factors that might be



necessary to facilitate the success of dual enrollment opportunities. For example, early college
researchers have sought to understand issues such as college readiness (how to prepare students for
college courses) as well as how to support students who are taking dual enrollment courses. These are
issues that are critical to the successful expansion of dual enrollment but may not always be considered
by traditional dual enrollment researchers.

Because of the range of topics covered by the early college literature, | am focusing this review
on what we have learned about early colleges in five areas: 1) student participation; 2) impacts; 2) their
cost and cost-benefits; 3) various aspects of implementation; 4) students’ experiences; and 5) efforts to
scale up early colleges in other settings. At the end of this literature review, there is a complete list of
references. The hope is that this list will be a resource for other researchers who might be interested in
very specific parts of the early college experience.

Participation

By design, early colleges are focused on students who are underrepresented in college. The
national evaluation found that early colleges, at least in the early years, had higher enrollments of
minority students and low-income students than the districts in which they were located (American
Institutes of Research & SRl International, 2008). More recent studies suggest that early colleges served
students whose race and income levels were representative of the districts in which they were located,;
however, early colleges also had lower proportions of students with disabilities, male students, and
students who had 8™ grade achievement below grade level (Edmunds, Unlu, Furey, Glennie, &
Arshavsky, 2020). One qualitative study examined the recruitment and admissions procedures of five
early colleges in Texas and found that, although early college staff understood the target population, the
admissions process favored students who were more academically inclined and motivated, primarily

because those were students who were seen as best able to succeed in the model (Duncheon, 2020).



It is important to note that there is no national database on early colleges, so it is not clear how
many of these schools exist, although individual states such as Texas, North Carolina and Michigan keep
track of their numbers. The American Institutes of Research (AIR) has received a new grant from the
Institute of Education Sciences that will cover the development of such a database so this information
will likely be available within the next couple of years.

Impact

The structure of early colleges—most of which are schools of choice with more applicants than
they can accommodate—lends itself more easily than regular dual enrollment to a rigorous examination
of the impact of the model. There are three large-scale impact studies that used lottery-based
experimental designs to examine the impact of the model on students’ high school and postsecondary
outcomes. The first is a seventeen-year study of more than 4,000 students who applied to 19 early
colleges in North Carolina (Edmunds et al., 2012; Edmunds et al., 2020; Edmunds, Unlu, et al., 2017). The
second is a retrospective study of 2,500 students in 10 early colleges throughout the country, including
some from the North Carolina study (Berger, Turk-Bicakci, Garet, Knudson, & Hoshen, 2014; Berger et
al., 2013; Haxton et al., 2016; Song & Zeiser, 2019) and the third is an experimental study of the P-Tech
model, a specific early college model that has a strong focus on work-based learning (Rosen et al., 2020).
In all three studies, students applied to attend an early college and then were randomly selected either
to attend or not to attend. The studies then compared results for those accepted through the lottery
(treatment group) and those not accepted (control group). All three studies have been determined to
meet What Works Clearinghouse standards without reservations, which means that the results can be
considered to provide valid evidence of effectiveness.

Both of the broader early college studies have relatively consistent findings with positive
impacts on both high school and college outcomes. The Edmunds et al. study found early college

students had fewer absences and suspensions in high school and that students were more likely to



complete the high school courses necessary for entrance into a four-year university (Edmunds et al.,
2012; Edmunds, Willse, Arshavsky, & Dallas, 2013). The AIR impact study found that early colleges had a
positive impact on students’ English Language Arts test scores but no impact on math test scores (Berger
et al., 2013). Both studies found that students were more likely to remain in and graduate from high
school, although the difference was not always significant at the traditional .05 level (Berger et al., 2013;
Edmunds, Unlu, et al., 2017). Both studies found that early college students were more likely to enroll in
postsecondary education and receive a postsecondary credential with a larger impact on attainment of
associate degrees (Edmunds et al., 2020; Song & Zeiser, 2021). Edmunds et al. also found that students
completed their degree in less time and that treatment and control students had the same GPAs
(Edmunds et al., 2020). The P-Tech study was not able to look at postsecondary outcomes but did find
that P-Tech students earned more credits than comparison students and were more likely to pass the
English-Language Arts Regents exam with a score making them eligible for college-level courses (Rosen
et al., 2020).

Given early college’s emphases on underserved students, these studies have also looked at
results for sub-groups. Results suggest that outcomes are generally more positive for students in the
target population. The Edmunds et al. study found stronger impacts for economically disadvantaged
students; this population was the only sub-group that had a statistically significant impact of four-year
degree attainment within six years of graduating from high school (Edmunds et al., 2020). The AIR study
also found that the impact on college degree attainment was significantly stronger for low-income
students, minority students and for students with higher incoming achievement (Haxton et al., 2016).

There were also four other quasi-experimental studies that looked at the impact of the small
early college model in various settings, two of which suffered from small samples. Two were rigorously
designed quasi-experimental studies that looked at the impact of all the early colleges in place in North

Carolina at the time of the study (Lauen, Barret, Fuller, & Janda, 2017; Swiderowski, Lauen, Fuller, &



Unlu, 2021). On average, these studies came to the same conclusions as the experimental studies,
including positive results for student achievement in English and suspensions (Munoz, Fischetti &
Prather, 2014; Chapa, Galvan-De Leon, Sols, & Mundy, 2014) and positive impacts on postsecondary
enrollment and degree completion (Lauen et al., 2017). A very recently published article from the North
Carolina quasi-experimental study reported positive impacts from the early college on voting
participation and reduced participation in the criminal justice system with higher impacts for black
males and economically disadvantaged white students (Swiderowski et al., 2021).
Funding and Cost

When early colleges first started, Jobs for the Future, one of the early supporters of the model,
contracted for a cost analysis. The estimates suggested that early colleges cost more to operate than
regular high schools, particularly those associated with a four-year university (Webb, November, 2004).
Since then, there have been only two other published estimates of the cost of the early college model.
One was an estimate done by the Washington Institute for Public Policy (2019), which found that early
colleges cost an additional $4,200 per student but the return on investment was 17:1. Similar findings
came from a cost study that was part of AIR’s experimental impact study that found that the early
college cost more to implement than a regular high school (roughly $1,000 for each student annually)
but that the return on investment was very high, on the order of $15 in returns for every $1 invested
(Atchison, Zeiser, Mohammed, Levin, & Knight, 2019). This second study did have its strengths, in that it
was able to connect to impact estimates that were determined experimentally; however, it did face
challenges in that they were only able to use existing administrative data, which is likely to have not
captured all of the relevant expenses associated with the model.

There was one additional small qualitative case study that described how early colleges were

funded in one state (Leonard, 2013).



Implementation

Much of the existing research focuses on varying aspects of implementation of the early college,
including supports provided to students, college readiness, the secondary-postsecondary partnerships,
and a limited amount of research on instructional practices. This section presents a brief overview of
this literature.

Supports. Nine papers had a specific focus on the supports that students received in the early
colleges, although other papers included references to supports in the context of a larger picture. These
papers were qualitative or descriptive in nature and described the type of supports that were provided
to students. Both early college experimental studies explored the extent of supports students received
and found that early college students reported more support than students in the control group (Berger
et al,, 2013; Edmunds et al., 2013).

Partnerships. Nine papers had a primary focus on partnerships. These studies were all
gualitative or used a combination of surveys and interviews to understand the nature of the
relationships between the high school and college. Most of these studies tried to identify factors that
were associated with successful collaboration. For example, one study identified themes from
interviews that suggested that success factors included a history of collaboration, collaboration that was
seen as in the organizations’ self-interest, a favorable political climate, an appropriate cross section of
members, a shared stake in the process and outcomes, shared decision-making, concrete goals and
objectives, and a shared vision (Bush, 2017).

College Readiness. Nine papers had a primary focus on college readiness with half of the articles

using some quantitative measures of college readiness, finding that early college students were either
better or similarly prepared as students who entered college via a traditional route. For example, one
study compared performance on reading and math end-of-course exams for early college students with

comparison students, controlling for background achievement. The study found that early college



students were more prepared in reading but not in math (Chapa et al., 2014), which is similar to the
findings from the AIR study (Berger et al., 2013). Three of the studies also explored conceptualizations of
college readiness, with the general consensus that college readiness needs to be considered as a
multifaceted approach (Duncheon & Munoz, 2019; Edmunds, Arshavsky, et al., 2017; Reynolds, 2017).
One article used data from an experimental study and found that early college students were more
likely to be ready for college on a variety of factors; this article also described strategies that early
colleges were using to promote students’ college readiness (Edmunds, Arshavsky, et al., 2017).

Other implementation issues. Researchers have also engaged in some exploration of other

issues associated with implementation. The national evaluation conducted classroom observations of
high school and college classes, focusing on instruction. Approximately half of the lessons showed high
rigor although only a third showed high support for rigor from the instructors with support lower from
the college instructors (American Institutes of Research & SRI International, 2008). One dissertation
looked at perceptions of instruction and three papers looked at literacy instruction or experiences.

Leadership in the early college was a popular dissertation topic with eight doctoral candidates
and two peer-reviewed articles qualitatively exploring leadership styles or characteristics of leaders. For
example, one dissertation examined the characteristics of middle or early college principals (Rich, 2012).
Student experiences

As noted earlier, a substantial portion of the research focuses on understanding and describing
students’ experiences, particularly for African-American students or Hispanic/Latino students. Twenty-
two studies, almost all of which were based on qualitative student interviews, focused primarily on
students’ experiences, although other papers may have included descriptions of student experiences as
part of a larger discussion. These articles generally highlighted the positive experiences that students
had as part of the early college. For example, one article described how the early college helped Black

males conceptualize themselves more as scholars (Adams, Robinson, & Lewis, 2020). One article
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reported results from a survey conducted as part of the North Carolina experimental study, examining
differences in experiences between early college students and control students attending regular high
schools. This article found that early college students reported more support, higher expectations,
better relationships with staff and more rigorous and relevant instruction (Edmunds et al., 2013). One
article reported on Latina students’ experiences in an early college, describing how the staff and the
small size of the school supported the creation of social capital, although some teachers did have low
expectations for students (Locke, Maxwell, & Tello, 2017).

Some studies did identify challenges for students. One study described how a key challenge was
managing a demanding college schedule while in high school (Allen, 2016). Another reported that early
college students were more likely to experience stress and had fewer social experiences than students
who entered college via a more traditional route (Oliver, Ricard, Witt, Alvarado, & Hill, 2010). A third
study found that a poor experience in a college-level science class made early college students less likely
to take subsequent science classes (Alaie, 2011).

There is a small amount of research that explores students’ experiences once they leave the
early college and enroll in further postsecondary education. One study interviewed three early college
graduates, who all felt they were academically and socially prepared, and did not believe that they were
missing anything because of their participation in the early college (Woodcock & Beal, 2013). The
Edmunds et al. experimental study did look at students’ academic performance in college and found
there was no difference in GPA between early college and control students (Edmunds et al., 2020).
However, there has not yet been any large-scale examinations of students’ post-early college
experiences.

Scaling up early colleges
Given the positive outcomes of the small early college model, there has been considerable

interest in attempting to scale up the model to serve larger numbers of students. The U.S. Department
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of Education has funded five large-scale efforts to implement early college strategies in comprehensive
high schools; two of those efforts—one implemented in Texas and Colorado and one in Michigan and
Connecticut—have completed evaluations.! Both efforts sought to change comprehensive high schools
by fostering a more college-going culture, changing instructional practices, increasing student support,
expanding the number of students taking dual enrollment courses, and changing the way school staff
worked together.

Overall, the evaluations found that it was challenging to implement the changes required by
early colleges in comprehensive high schools. The evaluation of the Early College Expansion Project,
which was implemented in Texas and Colorado, found no impacts on the percentage of students
successfully completing a college preparatory course of study and no impact on the number of Carnegie
units earned in college-level courses, although there were already very high rates of students taking
college-level courses (close to 90% in Texas). In Texas, treatment schools had lower high school dropout
rates than comparison schools, but the opposite was seen in Colorado (Edmunds, Klopfenstein, Lewis &
Hutchins, 2018). The evaluation of the STEM Early College Expansion Project was only able to rigorously
examine outcomes of the work in Michigan. Findings from that quasi-experimental study showed that
the model was able to expand access to college courses and increase the number of credits earned by
students, although there was no significant impact on dropout rates (Edmunds, Dudley, Hutchins,
Arshavsky, & Lewis, 2019).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Based on the currently published research, | have identified several gaps for future research

around early college including: 1) understanding more about the short- and long-term impact of the

model, including any potential trade-offs; 2) further examining the cost and funding mechanisms for

! The first effort, in North Carolina, was not completed because of the bankruptcy of the implementing agency. The
report for another effort in the Columbus Ohio area will be finished by the end of June 2021, and the final effort, in
Indiana, is underway.
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early colleges; 3) exploring early college students’ experiences in postsecondary and career once they
leave the early college; 4) trying to determine which aspects of the model are most important to its
success; 5) examining the impact, cost, and implementation of different types of early college models;
and 6) conducting more nuanced explorations of equity within the model. These topics apply to the
early college model in its entirety; there are many other research questions that still need to be
addressed that focus on specific components of the early college model (e.g., effective instructional
practices to prepare students for dual enrollment courses; examining student support strategies;
teaching students self-advocacy).

The short- and long-term impact of early colleges

Although the early college impact literature is relatively strong because of the existence of
several high quality experimental and quasi-experimental studies, there is still some information that is
missing. In terms of short-term outcomes, there has been less attention paid to the impact of the model
on outcomes that go beyond existing administrative data, such as social-emotional outcomes or
academic identity. These factors could be considered as mediating factors influencing longer-term
outcomes and understanding more about them might also help illuminate the mechanisms by which the
early college model is having positive impacts.

The existing studies have not yet looked at longer-term outcomes, such as earnings and
employment, which would serve as a clear indication of the success of the model. Both the Edmunds et
al. and AIR experimental studies have been funded to look at the longer-term impacts so these data will
likely be available in the next two to four years.

Even though studies have overall found positive impacts, it will be important to look at
outcomes that could determine whether there are any trade-offs from the truncated, more intense
educational experience represented by the early college. For example, graduating early college students

enter college at a younger age, which might lead to lower levels of social adjustment. Additionally, early
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college students may not have access to the variety of extracurriculars or electives in comprehensive
high schools; as a result, it is possible that they may not have had the same opportunity to develop skills
in areas such as the arts, foreign languages, technical fields, or athletics. Impact studies should look at
the extent to which early college students are missing any of these skills.

It is helpful to note that many of the small early colleges use lotteries that could form the basis
of small randomized controlled trials by individuals doing dissertations or small-scale research projects.
Although the large-scale studies have been expensive, it would be possible to do much less expensive
experimental studies in individual early colleges or in early colleges in a region that could explore some
of these other impacts.

Cost, cost-benefit, and funding of early colleges

Research on the cost of early colleges is very limited and has so far been restricted to a review
of administrative data. No one has yet done an examination of the cost of the early college model using
the ingredients method, which is seen as the goal standard for cost studies (Institute of Education
Sciences, 2020; Levin & Belfield, 2015). An ingredients cost study is being conducted of North Carolina’s
model as part of an IES-funded evaluation of the state’s dual enrollment program that is being led by the
same team that did the randomized controlled trial so this information should be available in the next
two years; however, this type of study should be replicated in different states.

The cost studies done to date have suggested that the early college does cost more than a
regular high school experience, which is not unexpected given that the model includes several additional
resource-intensive components, such as the cost of dual enrollment courses, a fifth year (as required in
Michigan), or specialized staffing. Nevertheless, these studies have also shown the that additional costs
are outweighed by the benefits of the model. As estimates of the costs are updated and particularly, as
the impacts are updated to include longer-term outcomes, it would be important to similarly update the

cost-benefit analyses.
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Given the extra costs associated with early colleges, it would be important to provide states with
guidelines of different ways to fund early college. To date, there has been no systematic examination of
how early colleges are funded.

Early college students’ postsecondary experiences

Most of the current research on students’ experiences has focused on their time in the early
college. There is very little that looks at how students experience the transition to college or on how
guidance and supports may need to be revised to accommodate the different high school experiences
these students are bringing with them. Research in this area should continue to explore the extent to
which students are prepared for various aspects of the postsecondary experience, including their
academic readiness, their social readiness, their ability to navigate the logistical factors of colleges, and
their organizational and time management skills.

There are several unique factors associated with early college students’ transition to
postsecondary education. First, because the students earn so many different credits, colleges and
universities may not know how to treat students, whether as incoming freshman or as transfer students.
If they are treated as transfer students, they may lose access to the many services that freshmen get. As
a result, it will be useful to explore how universities treat entering early college students and which
approach might be the most useful.

There is evidence to suggest that, even though early college students can earn up to two years
of college credit while in high school, the average savings in time to degree at a four-year institution is
slightly less than one semester (Edmunds et al, 2020). It will be useful to examine why this is happening.
For example, there could be challenges with students transferring their credits. To test this hypothesis,
researchers could look at the transferability of dual enroliment credits earned by college students and

the extent to which those credits can be applied to college majors. Alternately, students may not want

15



to shorten their time in college and may want to experience the full four years. Qualitative interviews
with students to understand their motivation could help illuminate some of these issues.
Determining which aspects of the model are most important

Early colleges are much more comprehensive than regular dual enrollment, as college-level
courses are placed within a broader school environment. As shown in Table 1, early colleges include a
variety of different components such as student supports, instructional changes, and explicit instruction
in college readiness skills. The impact studies that have been done to date test the overall impact of the
early college model; they have not been able to identify which components of the model are necessary
or most useful for students’ success. Efforts to scale up the model in various settings would benefit from
studies that attempt to tease out the relative importance of different components of the early college.

Formally testing the importance of different aspects of a comprehensive model requires large-
scale studies that can systematically vary implementation of specific components. These types of studies
are rare and extremely expensive. Nevertheless, researchers could do some exploratory analyses that
collect data on implementation of specific components and connect those data to outcomes. These
types of analyses would not be definitively causal, but they could still provide suggestive information
about specific components that might then be more rigorously tested. As the number of early colleges
grow, this kind of research becomes more possible.
Impact, cost, and implementation of different early college models

Much of the existing research on early colleges has been done on the small school model that
focuses on preparing students for transfer to a four-year institution. There are a burgeoning number of
alternative models that have different goals and/or different structures. For example, there are some
early college models, such as P-Tech, that have more of a career-oriented focus with an emphasis on
technical credentials. Outside of the existing P-Tech study, there have not been any impact studies that

focus specifically on these models. Because these models have different emphases than those that
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might focus primarily on attainment of an associate degree or transfer to a four-year institution, it is
likely that the postsecondary and workforce outcomes for these models will be different.

In addition to looking at models with a career-focus, there should also be additional research
that focuses on the different structural approaches to early college implementation. As described above,
there have been some evaluations of efforts to implement early college strategies in comprehensive
high schools, but these studies have only been able to look at high school outcomes. It would be useful
to see if these efforts have had any longer-term impacts.

Additionally, one of the more likely models for scaling up is the academy model in which a
subset of students receive an early college-like experience in a high school. This model is being
implemented in Indiana and Michigan, among other states. There is an evaluation of an ongoing
Education Innovation Research grant project in Indiana that is testing the impact of this model, but
additional research should be done that explores the impact of this specific design. Examining the
impact of the academy version of the model may also help shed light on the additional issue of whether
a critical aspect of the early college model is its location on a college campus or if the environment can
be replicated successfully in non-college settings.

Issues of equity

Given that most early colleges are, by design, focused on students who are underrepresented in
college, issues of equity are regularly considered throughout the literature. As described earlier, the
impact studies all include sub-group analyses that look at outcomes for the model’s specific target
populations and much of the qualitative literature on students’ experiences centers the lived
experiences of students of color.

One interesting finding in the Edmunds et al. study is that students of color outperform or
perform similarly to white students on some outcomes in the early colleges. For example, 85.5% of

underrepresented minority students (Black, Hispanic/Latino, Native American) graduated from high
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school compared to 85.0% of non-underrepresented students (Edmunds, Unlu, et al., 2017) while 25.0%
of underrepresented students graduated from a four-year college compared to 25.1% of non-
underrepresented students (Edmunds et al., 2020). This suggests that there may be issues of motivation
or multiple identities. As a result, studies may want to take a more nuanced approach to sub-group
analyses, perhaps using techniques such as cluster analyses to understand students’ overlapping
identities.
Conclusion

Early colleges present both advantages and disadvantages for researchers seeking to look at
dual enrollment. First, the fact that these are often schools of choice allows researchers to conduct
rigorous impact studies that take advantage of cases when schools used random selection as part of the
admissions process. This situation has led to multiple high quality, rigorous impact studies that provide
unbiased estimates of the impact of the model. Second, the comprehensive design of the early college
provides a context that allows researchers to explore the broader factors associated with
implementation of dual enroliment. Early college researchers are paying attention to topics such as
readiness, supports, instruction, staffing, partnerships and many other issues.

On the flip side, their comprehensive nature can also be a disadvantage. For example, the
impact studies indicate that the model in its entirety is effective; these research studies should not be

necessarily construed to demonstrate the effectiveness of dual enrollment by itself.
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