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What You Need To Do in High School If You Want To Graduate from College 
 

Let’s start by getting the cold, hard truth out in the open: Less than 40 percent of students who plan to go to college 
actually earn a two- or four-year degree within 10 years of graduating from high school (Rosenbaum, 2001). Do you know 
what it takes to succeed in college? The simple answer is that if you take hard classes, do all of your homework, and get 
good grades in high school, you will be ready.

1. GRADES MATTER. Your high school grade point average is a great predictor of whether or not you will earn a 
college degree. Take a look at the chart (below). Less than 14 percent of students with C averages or lower in high school 
earned a two- or four-year college degree. Even worse, 52 percent of college students who had a C average (or lower) in 
high school didn’t earn even one college credit! What are they doing while they are "in college"? They are spending time 
and money on remedial classes that repeat high school work and earn no college credit.

Earning a two-year college degree or higher depends a lot on what your high school 
GPA is.

A Average   

63.9% of students with an A 
average in high school get a A.A. 

degree or higher
B Average  

 37.1% C Average (or lower)

  13.9%
Percentage of twelfth-graders who say they are going to college who have actually earned a two- or four-year 
degree 10 years after high school.

2. HOMEWORK MATTERS. Homework might seem like a waste of time, but it teaches you content, time-management, 
and discipline--all of which you’ll need in college. Forty-four percent of high school seniors do less than three hours of 
homework in a week; only 14 percent of seniors do more than 10 hours. But homework time strongly predicts college 
success: Over half the students who do more than 10 hours of homework a week will get a four-year college degree; only 
about 16 percent of those doing less than three hours of homework a week will earn a bachelor’s degree. 

3. MATH COURSES MATTER. The further you go in math in high school, the better your chances of earning a college 
degree. Look closely at the chart (below). Completing Algebra II (or a higher course) is a huge help in earning a college 
degree. And if you really want a bachelor’s degree, you better go as high as you can in math while you’re still in high 
school.

Getting a four-year college degree depends a lot on how far you go in high school math.
 79.8% OF HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS WHO TAKE CALCULUS GET A B.A.  
 PRE CALCULUS: 74.3%  
 TRIGONOMETRY: 62.2%  
 ALGEBRA II: 39.5%  
  GEOMETRY: 23.1%

  ALGEBRA I: 7.8%
Percentage of high school graduates earning a B.A. by highest level math course taken in high school.

Even if you don’t go to college, your high school grade point average is still important because it predicts future income. 
High-school grades do not predict income right after high school, but they do strongly predict long-term income. If you 
don’t go to college, an increase of one letter grade (from C to B) in your high school grade-point average typically 
increases income by 13 percent by age 28! (Compared to people who haven’t gone to college, a four year degree typically 
increases income by about 14 percent.) So even if you don’t go to college, improving your high school grades from Cs to 
Bs improves the chances that you will be able to support a family. 
 

Sources: James Rosenbaum (2001) Beyond College for All; Clifford Adelman (1999) Answers in the Toolbox. 
 

Return to main article: It's Time To Tell the Kids by James E. Rosenbaum

Return to Spring 2004 Table of Contents

 

Articles not posted online are available. To request a copy, please send an e-mail to amered@aft.org

 
Articles may be reproduced for noncommercial personal or educational use only; additional permission is required for any other 

reprinting of the documents.

American Federation of Teachers, AFL�CIO - 555 New Jersey Avenue, NW - Washington, DC 20001

Copyright by the American Federation of Teachers, AFL�CIO. All rights reserved. Photographs 
and illustrations, as well as text, cannot be used without permission from the AFT.

http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/spring2004/flier.html [6/30/2010 3:46:35 PM]

http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/index.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/index.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/publications/index.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/about/
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/contact.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/search.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/siteindex.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/index.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/index.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/previousindex.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/addressandsubscription.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/addressandsubscription.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/ratecard.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/copyright.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/writer's_guidelines.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/reprints.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/spring2004/tellthekids.html
http://archive.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/spring2004/index.html
mailto:amered@aft.org?subject=Copy of Spring 2004

