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Colorado will allow four-year colleges to grant associates
degrees to those who dropped out. Will more students go
back for a bachelor’s?
By Jason Gonzales July 26, 2021, 6:07pm MDT

Under a new law, Colorado colleges will have the ability to grant an associate’s degree to students with a certain number of credits. State
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officials said about four campuses have expressed interest in the initiative. (FatCamera / Getty Images)

Over 13,000 Colorado residents have earned more than 70 college credits at four-
year state universities in the past five years but stopped short of a degree, according
to the Colorado Department of Higher Education.

Now, a new Colorado law lets universities award those students with an associate’s
degree.

Giving students with some college an associate’s degree won’t drastically enhance
their potential earnings or change why students dropped out in the first place. But
the program could open up new pathways for universities to bring those students
back to finish their bachelor’s degrees. 

Colorado is believed to be one the first to put into place a statewide law like this.

The state also set aside $51 million to help those students complete their degrees.
To be eligible to receive a portion of that money, universities must develop a plan to
attract and engage students.

Kim Poast, the state higher education department’s chief student success and
academic affairs officer, said she views the associate’s degree strategy as a way to
re-engage students, noting: “What we hope happens is this will give that student
some additional incentive to keep going.” 

So far, four universities have shown interest in developing the associate’s degree
program, she said.

The state will pair the associate’s degree program with federal financial aid and a
task force dedicated to getting back students who left college.

Poast said students who stop going to college do so for numerous reasons, including
finances, family responsibilities, or other life circumstances. The pandemic has
exacerbated those hardships. 

Students who stop going to a four-year college may leave with substantial debt but
no degree to show for their work. That’s less likely among those who attended a two-
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year college. The state allows students who went to a four-year college after
attending a community college to be awarded an associate’s degree for their work.

Become a Chalkbeat sponsor

But for those who studied at a four-year college and dropped out, “You can’t just
transfer [those credits] back into a community college,” Poast said. “It goes
nowhere. And so this provides an opportunity for the four-year institution to tailor
an associate’s degree that has some meaning for those students.”

State Rep. Julie McCluskie, a Dillon Democrat who sponsored the legislation, said
supportive lawmakers were looking for as many ways as possible to get students of
all ages back to college and give those who earned credits something to show for
their efforts.

“To me, this is a win-win,” she said.

But Tania LaViolet, who works at the Aspen Institute leading a program that
promotes opportunities for low- and middle-income college students, said the
program is unlikely to change the economic situation of students significantly.
However, that could depend greatly on the labor market.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics shows that those with some college earn $877 a
week on average, compared to $938 for those who earn an associate’s degree — a
difference of about $61 a week. Comparatively, graduates with a bachelor’s degree
earn about $1,305 a week.

But LaViolet praised the new efforts to help students fund their degrees. 

“That kind of financial aid, evidence shows that that makes a difference in solving a
challenge that students are experiencing,” LaViolet said. “The financial gaps that
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they have prevents them from completing their degrees because they’ve got to
work. Sometimes they’ve got families to support.”
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Tennessee lawmaker to file legislation to add appointed
members to Memphis school board
Rep. Mark White cites prolonged frustration with the board’s locally elected leadership

By Marta W. Aldrich and Laura Testino February 6

The ‘science of reading’ debate has begun in the Michigan
Legislature
n Tuesday, the Senate Education Committee began hearing testimony from students,
parents, and teachers who want more structured phonic literacy instruction for all
public school students.

By Hannah Dellinger February 6

Indiana AG’s new tip line for controversial classroom
teaching raises concerns about accuracy and privacy
The website includes examples of “inappropriate” lessons or policies in 13 Indiana
districts and one university, but districts say those are inaccurate.

By Aleksandra Appleton , Amelia Pak-Harvey and MJ Slaby February 6

How many NJ students are still being taught virtually? No
one seems to know.
Some districts are holding classes online to fill gaps caused by teacher shortages.

By Hannah Gross, NJ Spotlight News February 6

In a first, Chicago will elect school board members this year.
Tell us your questions.
Your questions will help guide Chalkbeat’s coverage leading into school board
elections.

By Reema Amin February 6
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Shapiro pitches $1.1 billion hike for basic school funding in
budget plan, excludes vouchers
The Pennsylvania governor’s proposal for public school aid would set a record for a
single-year increase.

By Dale Mezzacappa February 6
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