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Early college and dual- and concurrent-enrollment programs,

costs above and beyond that of a traditional high school. These

while similar, are uniquely different initiatives. Students in dual-

costs include professors’ salaries, student support services, college

and concurrent-enrollment programs enroll through a separate

textbooks, and program coordination. Bard College covers these

academic institution and take individual courses that allow

additional costs; however, the amount Bard College covers

them to earn college and high school credit simultaneously.2 By

varies by location depending on the per-student funding from

contrast, early college programs operate as “schools within a

the local education agency.
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school,” offering a wide-ranging curriculum of college and high
school course work woven into a single program.3 While both
approaches offer students the opportunity to acquire college

Impact on Student Outcomes

credits, early college students typically are not required to meet

With regard to student outcomes, evidence suggests BHSEC is a

academic eligibility criteria, unlike their dual- and concurrent-

promising model for increasing college readiness. A recent quasi-

enrollment counterparts.4

experimental design analysis of the New York City campuses
finds that BHSEC students are more likely to complete high school
and earn a four-year college degree than comparison groups.12

Bard High School Early Colleges

Using propensity score matching,13 researchers paired students in

Bard High School Early Colleges (BHSECs) are prominent

three class cohorts (Classes of 2010, 2011, and 2012) and found

examples of an early college model offered by Bard College.

that on-time graduation rates for BHSEC students were between

BHSECs consist of a network of early college high schools that

2 and 4 percentage points higher than those for both the

allow students to take up to two years of credit-bearing college

selective/specialized14 high school and the traditional high school

courses in the liberal arts and sciences during the four years of

comparison groups.15 The same study also finds BHSEC students

high school. BHSEC students take college-preparatory courses

are more likely to complete a four-year college degree than their

in ninth and tenth grades and college courses in eleventh

comparison group counterparts.

and twelfth grades within the school.5 Courses are taught by
faculty who hold advanced degrees in their fields and have

In the Class of 2010, 34 percent of the BHSEC students completed

college-level teaching experience. Upon successful completion

a four-year college degree in three years or less, compared

of course requirements, students earn a high school diploma

to the 6 percent of students in the specialized/selective high

and up to a Bard College associate of arts (AA) degree6 worth

school comparison group and 7 percent of students in the

sixty transferable credits.7 This can translate into cost savings for

traditional high school comparison group. Moreover, a significant

students as they persist through their postsecondary education.

percentage of the BHSEC students who completed college early

Bard Early Colleges estimates that students can save a total of

were African American or from low-income families—two groups

$27,000 to $72,000 toward the completion of a bachelor’s degree

typically with lower-than-average rates of college completion.

(depending on whether the institution is public or private).8

Among African American students, 55 percent of the BHSEC
students earned a four-year college degree in three years or less,

While BHSECs tailor programming to meet local needs, including

compared to 15 percent of students in the specialized/selective

targeting enrollment to first-generation college students,9 there

high school comparison group and 17 percent of students in the

are several fundamental components each BHSEC includes.

traditional high school comparison group.16 Meanwhile, among

On the human capital side, the flagship Bard College in New

students from low-income families, 46 percent of BHSEC students

York retains considerable discretion in the hiring of faculty, thus

completed their college degree early, compared to 0 percent in

ensuring that instructors are capable of teaching courses across

the specialized/selective high school group and 7 percent in the

all four grade levels (ninth- and tenth-grade college-preparatory

traditional high school comparison group.17

classes and eleventh- and twelfth-grade college courses). The
10

flagship Bard College also retains considerable sway in hiring
school leaders, who serve as provosts as well as local BHSEC
school principals.11 BHSECs are tuition-free; however, there are

For all their success, BHSECs do meet some criticism. For instance,
some suggest that the liberal arts–heavy curriculum is out of step
with today’s rapidly changing, technology-driven economy.18

Guiding Questions
•

What financial resources are available locally or at the state
level to support an early college high school program in the
school district, over the long term?

•

Is the school district willing to cede certain local decisionmaking power, such as teacher selection, to a postsecondary
institution to implement an early college high school program?

•

Strong early college models represent a potential challenge
to community colleges, since they offer the opportunity for
students to secure an associate’s degree while still in high
school. How do school and district leaders plan to manage
potential tensions that arise between the K–12 school system
and local community colleges?

This challenge aside, BHSECs are examples of a potentially
transformative early college model for addressing collegereadiness gaps.
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