
Copyright © MDC 2019 
 

   
 

 

  
 
Setting a postsecondary 
attainment goal for 
Mississippi 

 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

A Report to the Woodward Hines Education Foundation 
 

July 2019 
 

 
 
 



 

 1 Copyright © MDC 2019 

The rationale for an attainment goal 
  
Across the nation, states are rallying to raise their rates of 
postsecondary attainment to position 
themselves and the country to compete in a global 
economy where talent and skill are the primary drivers of 
prosperity. By joining this national movement, 
Mississippi has a timely opportunity to center its 
investments and collective energy toward equipping its 
residents with the knowledge, skills, and training to 
compete in a 21st century economy. 
 
A powerful and compelling postsecondary attainment 
goal can serve many purposes. First, a compelling goal, 
skillfully communicated and widely endorsed, can forge 
a consensus among leaders in the private, public, and 
civic sectors; without aligned and supportive leadership, 
structural improvements in system performance will not 
take root. Second, an attainment goal can drive policy 
and practice change across the education continuum. 
Finally, the presence of a challenging goal, accompanied 
by pathways to a stable pipeline of jobs that offer living-
wage work, holds the promise of catalyzing an 
important shift in cultural norms.  
 

State of postsecondary attainment in Mississippi 
 
For the state of Mississippi to mobilize efforts around a clear, challenging, and quantifiable 
postsecondary attainment goal, there must be shared understanding of the current 
landscape of attainment across dimensions of race and ethnicity, gender, and geography of the 
state’s working age population—as well as an assessment of the complete talent development 
pipeline that is preparing youth and young adults for the jobs of the future. 
 
To achieve greater equity and competitiveness for the current and emergent workforce, 
stakeholders must start with a shared analysis of the deep disparities that characterize the 
entire talent development system and commit to strategies that fundamentally produce different 
outcomes. Then, to address these historic and structural barriers, strategies must examine 
attainment gaps that currently define the state’s attainment landscape:  
 

• Race/Ethnicity: 
o Despite notable improvement in Black attainment rates (particularly among women), 

large gaps separate Blacks and Hispanics from their White peers 
• Gender: 

o While enrollment trends reflect increases for women, attainment gaps are still 
significant, necessitating strategies that support single-women with children, and 
Black and Hispanic men 

• Geography: 
o In 38 of the state’s 82 counties, less than 25 percent of the adult population (25 to 

64) has an Associate’s degree or higher—the majority of these counties have had 
high-poverty rates for 30 decades or more. 

Sources: Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce “Job 
Growth Education Requirements Through 2020”; and Lumina 
Foundation 

 

Overall Projected MS Workforce Needs (2020) 
by Degree Type vs. Current Degree Attainment 
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Prioritizing pathways to family-supporting employment 
Much of the currently forecasted demand for labor across the state over the next 10 years is 
concentrated in low-wage occupations. 
To successfully align the aspirations of 
the state’s young and working-age 
population with an ambitious 
postsecondary attainment goal, the 
state must consider and support the 
overall competitiveness of its 
industries and work to catalyze 
changes in the wage structure and 
racial composition of its future 
workforce. 
 
For those jobs requiring a 
postsecondary credential, the wage 
prospects greatly improve—nearly half, 
43 percent, of job openings offer the 
prospect of a living-wage or higher.  

 
Mississippi’s talent 
development system 
 
The implications of establishing an attainment goal will require greater access to high-quality 
education, alignment of goals across the system, and coordination among stakeholders inside and 
outside the formal talent development system. This work begins with shaping each young person’s 
foundational education experience—ideally starting with high-quality pre-K—all the way through an 
educational experience beyond high school that connects with the potential of securing a family-
supporting wage. While much of the analysis presented here focuses on commonly utilized 
measures of access, preparation, persistence, and success, the progress of youth and young 
adults does not occur in a vacuum. In fact, Mississippi’s alarmingly high rate (16.4%) of 
disconnected youth (aged 16-24) who are neither working nor in school (and in many regions 
much higher) illustrates systemic challenges to support young people inside and outside the 
classroom. Below, are the key indicators of access, progress, and completion for young people 
throughout the entire talent development system. 
 
Pre-K through 4th grade 
Despite notable improvements in the state’s investment in access to high quality pre-K, recent 
estimates show that roughly 39,000 four-year-olds are not in preschool or kindergarten. Research 
shows that pre-K enrollment generates extremely high return on investment, particularly for low-
income children and students.  
 
Recently adopted legislation focusing on a “reading to learn” model by 3rd grade appears to be 
generating substantial improvements in literacy, with more than 93 percent passing recent state 
assessments. 

 
 
 

Top 20 Occupations with Most Openings (2017-2027), 
by median wage and percent change in jobs 

Source: EMSI. 2018.3 – QCEW Employees, Non-QCEW Employees, and Self-Employed 
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8th grade  
Performance gaps on national test scores (NAEP) across subgroups have remained virtually 
unchanged. Less than half of Black students (43 percent) score at or above Basic achievement on 
Math, compared to 60 percent of Hispanics and 75 percent of White students.  
 
High School graduation  
The state of Mississippi has made substantial 
improvements in its high school graduation rate 
over the last decade. Newly released data from the 
Mississippi Department of Education show that the 
graduation rate has risen to an all-time high of 84 
percent. However, disparities are found when 
disaggregated by race/ethnicity, income, and 
gender. Economically disadvantaged students are 
lagging the overall upward trend in high school 
graduation rates. Additionally, key indicators such as 
the share of economically disadvantaged students 
requiring remedial classes  do point to some 
concerns about the alignment between high school 
preparation and college readiness. 
 
FAFSA completion  
Approximately 61 percent of Mississippi high school 
seniors complete the FAFSA by high school 
graduation, compared to 57 percent nationwide. Yet 
disparities in the state’s FAFSA completion 
rates appear when disaggregated by racial 
composition (50 percent or more of students are 
either Black or White) of the school district and 
poverty rates.  

College-going rates 
Recent data as of 2016 show that the college-going 
rates are virtually identical between White, Black, and 
disadvantaged students. While these figures do not 
account for students attending colleges outside of 
the state, the progress does seem to point to a 
positive shift in educational access and 
aspirations for Black and low-income students. 

Remedial course work  
The burden of remedial education in the state’s two-
year and four-year colleges is still disproportionally 
applicable to poor students and students of color. 
The share of Black students requiring remedial math 
(60 percent) or English (48 percent) at either 
community colleges or public universities is a signal 
that college preparation is uneven across race, 
gender, and income.  
 

Source: MS LifeTracks; nsparc 
 

MS high school graduates going to: 

High School graduation rates - 2018 
Percent of students who graduated within four years 

Source: Mississippi Department of Education 
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Fall-to-fall retention rates 
Public postsecondary institutions have seen increases in retention rates for White, Black, and 
Native American students, but a decrease for Asians and students who identify as Other. Similarly, 
the state’s two-year public colleges have witnessed slow and steady progress, with nearly 60 
percent of first-time, full-time students staying enrolled the following semester. However, with 
roughly one-third of the state’s four-year students, and 40 percent of community-college students, 
failing to return after their first year of college, there are likely a myriad of structural forces derailing 
continued progression. 
 
Postsecondary completion 
The graduation rates for Black and Hispanic students in public universities and community colleges 
are well below that of White students, and these gaps have only widened. Despite positive 
indicators of progress in fall-to-fall retention rates, Black students have experienced a 
continuing decline in graduation rates since the 2003 cohort. While historically lower than their 
four-year peers, the share of community college students graduating has risen from 23 percent to 
29 percent. However, the gap between White students and Black students enrolling in the state’s 
community colleges has more than doubled.    
 
 

Setting an aspirational goal: Learning from other states 
 
As states across the country consider 
the changing economy and how to 
grow a highly skilled workforce pool, 
many have recently established or are 
working to set aspirational 
postsecondary attainment goals. 
Mississippi is one of only a handful 
of states that has not set an 
attainment goal. Recent case studies 
by the Lumina Foundation identify the 
following key factors that contribute to 
a successful process.  
 

• Setting the stage 
• Building a case 
• Identifying leaders and 

champions 
• Engaging stakeholders and 

establishing a goal 
• Launching and communicating the effort 
• Planning to achieve the goal  
• Establishing policies and plans to implement and support the goal  

 
 
 
 
 

Source: HCM Strategies. States with Higher Education Attainment Goals. February 
2019. Lumina Foundation for Education 

*,** Goals are for the population aged 25 to 44 
 

Current postsecondary attainment vs. established goal 
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Enabling conditions and considerations for a 
postsecondary attainment goal for Mississippi 
 
Lessons from MDC’s recent work in North Carolina suggest the following enabling conditions and 
considerations: 

1. Review the current landscape and state of postsecondary attainment through a review of 
disaggregated data from pre-K to postsecondary education, entry into the labor market, 
and labor market outcomes. 

2. Examine the data and the needs of the demand side of talent development.  
3. Consider geographic distinctions and differences in access to services, resources, 

instructional delivery, and technology.  
4. Review the data to identify areas of potential strengths, gaps, and inequities across the 

state. Where is there momentum and leadership?  
5. Understand the political and policy landscape; identify allies from the beginning. 
6. Ensure that the private sector in established and emerging industries are at the table 

from day one.  
7. Identify a lead entity and set of partners to set an attainment goal. Determine the 

structure, governance, roles, and responsibilities and how the effort will be funded from the 
beginning.  

8. Engage students and community members.  
9. Identify short -, mid-, and long-term goals and consider how progress toward an 

attainment goal will be measured. How will it be implemented and who will be charged with 
leading the effort? 

 
 

Current, projected, and proposed attainment ranges  
in Mississippi 
 
Recent estimates commissioned by the 
Lumina Foundation find that with the 
addition of workforce certificates 
(beginning in 2014), approximately 41 
percent of the state’s 25- to 64-year-olds 
have some postsecondary credential or 
degree (7 percent, or roughly 100,000 
adults, have a certificate). The creation of 
an aspirational goal for the state of 
Mississippi will require careful attention 
to examining the net effects of 
current trends in the state’s birth rates, 
in-migration, and ability to retain more of 
its homegrown talent. A phased-in 
growth model, assuming year-over-year 
increases over current trends in degree 
and certificate production, suggest that 
an appropriate range for an attainment goal may be between 55%-65% (of working-age 
adults between 25-64 by 2030).  

Source: Lumina Foundation for Education. Calculations by MDC. 
  

Current, projected, and target attainment 
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Potential next steps and caveats 
 
A compelling attainment goal will be a key driver of any state-level campaign to raise 
postsecondary attainment rates. To catalyze system change, re-orient policy, and spur more 
Mississippians to aspire to a postsecondary credential, however, broad understanding of the 
rationale and urgency behind the goal is required, along with a clear action plan developed 
through an inclusive process that engages key stakeholders in shaping a reform agenda.  
 
MDC recommends that the EAC consider the following steps to build understanding, inclusion, 
and commitment to an attainment goal and to build readiness and appetite for the 
implementation of key reforms. 
 

• Create a cross-sector leadership “council,” first to set a postsecondary attainment 
goal. Such a council will shape and oversee the process of developing a more detailed 
analysis of the barriers to increased attainment, priority recommendations for change in 
policy and practice, and an implementation plan. Membership must include a broad cross-
section of stakeholders from government, nonprofit, business, education, and 
constituencies with low postsecondary attainment rates. 

• The “council” should be established with a clear mandate to select an aspirational goal 
based on the preliminary options contained in this report and create recommendations for 
action based on a fleshed-out analysis of the issues.  

• Engage a representative array of stakeholders to build understanding and 
commitment to the attainment goal and the reform agenda required to advance it. 

• The council could either sunset after its work is accomplished or continue as an 
independent vehicle to ensure accountable execution of its action plan and 
recommendations. 

 
Looking ahead 
Achieving higher postsecondary attainment for all adult Mississippians will require equal attention to 
fundamental improvements in the state’s talent development system and redoubled efforts to 
create more high-paying jobs. Mississippians will aspire and reach for a postsecondary 
credential only if they see realistic opportunities to improve their life chances and 
earnings through higher credential and skill attainment. Until Mississippi can increase 
dramatically the proportion of its jobs that pay family-sustaining wages, aspirations for 
postsecondary attainment run the risk of being limited because the return on investment is unclear 
or elusive, or because people with credentials will leave the state for more rewarding work 
opportunities elsewhere. Mississippi will ultimately need to align the desire for higher 
postsecondary attainment with a commitment to strengthen the sectors of its economy that can 
reward attainment through good wages. Ultimately, achieving a stronger, more competitive, and 
more equitable Mississippi will hinge on how well supply and demand for talent reinforce each 
other. 
 
 
For a copy of the complete report, “Setting a postsecondary attainment goal for Mississippi,” 
please contact the Woodward Hines Education Foundation. 


