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This Research Brief shows trends in Maine over the past decade in high school completion and 
college enrollment, persistence, and completion. The Brief also compares the Maine and 
national averages on these measures. It then presents recent data on the earnings and 
employment payoff for those with a college education, and projected growth in employer 
demand for college-educated workers. Finally, it provides information on two key barriers to 
college: cost and academic preparation. The Brief concludes with key questions, suggested by 
the data, for Maine to address in order to promote economic vitality going forward. 
 
The goal of this Brief is to provide an updated snapshot using available data on key measures of 
college access, the benefits of college, and barriers to college. 
 
We use the term ‘college’ broadly, to encompass any certificate or degree earned above the 
high school level. College enrollment data include students in degree-granting two- and four-
year colleges. Comprehensive data on certificate program enrollment and completion are not 
currently available. 
 
The Mitchell Institute thanks Maine Community Foundation for the financial support for this 
work. 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: This updated version uses a different data source for the national college graduation rates 
shown in the second chart on page 1. 
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The Access to College “Funnel” 

 
 

Comparing Maine and the Nation 
 

 
* Graduation within 150% of normal program time (3 years for associate degrees and 6 years for baccalaureate degrees). 
Excludes students who transfer and graduate from another institution and part-time students. 
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     Maine is above  the national average            Maine is below the national average High school 
graduation, first-

year college 
persistence, and 

community college 
graduation rates in 
Maine exceed the 
national averages. 

Maine trails the 
rest of the nation in 

college-going—
both among recent 

high school 
graduates and 

adults—and four-
year college 

graduation rates. 

In the past decade, 
high school 

graduation in Maine 
has improved steadily. 

 
College-going rates 
dropped, and then 

partially rebounded. 
 

From the limited 
available data, college 

persistence and 
graduation appear to 

be making modest 
gains. 
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College Pays 
 

Earnings and Unemployment in Maine, 2009 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Employer Demand for College-Educated Workers is Growing: 
Total Jobs in the Maine Economy by Education Level, 2008 and 2018 
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The earnings of Maine workers with a bachelor’s degree are more than 
50% higher than for those with only a high school diploma, and their 

unemployment rate is less than half. 

The growth in 
demand for 

college-educated 
workers in Maine 

by 2018 is 
projected to be 

about seven 
times greater 
than for high 

school graduates. 
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Barriers to College 
 

Maine College Costs: A Growing Share of Personal Income 

 
Note: In an attempt to show the costs faced by typical Maine college students, public university figures include average housing 
and meal plan costs; community college figures do not. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

   Proportion of Maine Students Testing Proficient or Above  
   on State Academic Standards, 2010 
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 The factors that most affect access to college are student socioeconomic background and 
academic preparation. These two characteristics are strongly correlated. 

 

 This year, 44% of Maine K-12 students have family incomes low enough to qualify for free 
or reduced-price school meals—below $41,348 for a family of four. 

 

Over the past 
decade, the 

average cost of 
one year at public 
four-year college 

in Maine has 
grown from 35% 
to 46% of annual 

per-capita 
income. 

There is a 25 
percentage point gap 
in math proficiency 

between Maine 
students who qualify 
for subsidized school 

meals and their 
higher-income peers. 
Math proficiency is a 
strong predictor of 
college readiness. 
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Improving Access to College and Degree Completion: 
Key Questions for Maine 

 
 

For Maine to produce and attract enough people with college education to meet 
employer demand and promote a healthy economy, the data on barriers to college 
presented here suggest three policy questions: 
 
• How can we overcome the ‘income gap’ in academic achievement among 

students in our PreK-12 educational pipeline? 
 
• How can we ensure that college is affordable for low- and moderate-income 

students? 
 

• How can we support college persistence and success so that more Maine 
students complete college degrees?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
The Mitchell Institute will use these questions as a guide over the coming year as we continue 
our research on removing barriers to college in Maine.  In 2002, we completed a study that 
examined Maine’s relatively low college-going rate in light of a comparatively strong high 
school graduation rate. Our 2007 report From High School to College: Removing Barriers for 
Maine Students focused on the gap between intentions to enroll in college and actual 
matriculation among recent high school graduates.  In 2012, we will revisit these issues and also 
explore barriers to college persistence and completion.  By systematically interviewing Maine 
students and educators, examining data on college enrollment patterns, and collecting 
information on promising practices and policies from Maine and beyond, we hope to begin 
answering these key questions. 
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