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Education is a key rung on the ladder of opportunity and, as such, is an important way for 
people of color to level the playing field. In the past few decades, there has been significant 
progress toward this attainment, including increased preschool enrollment, lower high 
school dropout rates, and increased postsecondary education enrollment. Women of color 
have made particularly strong educational gains, enrolling in higher education at higher 
rates than their male counterparts.1 As the Baby Boomer generation nears retirement, the 
U.S. economy needs future generations of highly educated and highly skilled workers.

•	 Children of color are the majority in our public school system. In fall 2014, for the 
first time in the United States, the overall number of Latino, African American, and 
Asian American students surpassed the number of non-Hispanic white students in 
public K-12 schools. Today, children of color make up 50.3 percent2 of U.S. public 
K-12 students, driven largely by the significant growth in the Latino population and, 
to a lesser degree, the steady rise in the number of Asian American children. 

•	 The percentage of 3- and 4-year-old children of color who attend some form of pre-

school is on the rise. In 2013, 45.4 percent of 3- and 4-year-old Hispanic children were 
enrolled in preschool,3 an increase from 41.6 percent in 2011.4 In 2013, 57.2 percent 
of 3- and 4-year-old black children were enrolled in a preschool program,5 an increase 
from 53.1 percent in 2012.6 In 2013, 57.5 percent7 of 3- and 4-year-old Asian American 
children were enrolled in preschool, an increase from 54.1 percent8 in 2012. 

•	 Students of color between ages 16 and 24 have seen a dramatic decrease in their 

percentages of high school dropouts. In 2000, the dropout rate was 27.8 percent9 for 
Latino students and 13.1 percent10 for black students, while the white student dropout 
rate was only 6.9 percent.11 In 2003, the first year for which data on Asian American stu-
dents were available, their dropout rate was 4.3 percent.12 By 2013, however, the dropout 
rate of Latino students fell to 11.7 percent,13 black students’ dropout rate fell to 7.9 per-
cent,14 and Asian American students’ dropout rate fell to 3.4 percent.15 While Latino and 
black students continue to experience higher dropout rates than their white and Asian 
American counterparts, it is clear that the dropout rate is moving in the right direction. 
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•	 Latino and African American students have made great strides when it comes to 

postsecondary education enrollment. In 2003, approximately 1,714,000 Latinos 
were enrolled in college.17 By 2013, that number had risen to approximately 3,219,000 
Latinos.18 In 2003, approximately 2,144,000 African Americans were enrolled in col-
lege.19 By 2013, that number had risen to 2,857,000 African Americans.20 

•	 Women of color are enrolling in higher education at higher rates than their male 

counterparts. As of 2013, 68.9 percent21 of Latinas ages 15 to 24 who completed high 
school enrolled in college the following fall, compared with 50 percent22 of Latinos. 
Sixty percent23 of black women ages 15 to 24 who completed high school enrolled in 
college the following fall, compared with 53 percent24 of black men. White women 
ages 15 to 24 who completed high school enrolled in college the following fall at a rate 
of nearly 70 percent,25 while their male counterparts enrolled in college at a rate of 
67.7 percent.26 Eighty percent27 of Asian American women ages 15 to 24 who com-
pleted high school enrolled in college the following fall, compared with 77 percent28 of 
Asian American men.

•	 Students of color are increasing their college completion rates. Between 1996 and 
2007, the graduation rate for Latinos increased by 7 percent.29 Nearly 30 percent30 of 
Latinos who started college in 2007 graduated, compared with about 23 percent31 who 
enrolled in 1996. Asian and Pacific Islander students have also seen a significant increase 
in college graduation rates. The percent of Asian and Pacific Islander students who 
enrolled in college and eventually graduated increased from 37.5 percent32 in 1996 to 
46.2 percent33 in 2007. It is projected that by 2020, 20 percent34 of all adult black males 
will have completed college. 
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