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By design, Early College High Schools target students who are typically under-represented in higher
education - including first-generation, low-income, and minority students - increasing college access
and success.

Early College graduates are 1.4 times more likely to go to college than their peers.

Early College High Schools open doors of opportunity for Indiana students by allowing them to earn a
high school diploma AND the Indiana College Core, an associate degree, a technical certificate, or 15+
dual credits while in high school.
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College Going Success with Indiana’s Endorsed Early College High Schools 

Carey J. Dahncke, Ed.D. 
Center of Excellence in Leadership of Learning, University of Indianapolis. 

n 2012, Indiana set a goal that 60% of 
working-age Hoosiers will have a college 
degree or postsecondary creden�al. The 

state is also involved in a significant effort to 
rethink high school. A key strategy in suppor�ng 
both goals is the state’s policy and fiscal 
support, encouraging colleges and high schools 
to collaborate around delivering dual credit 
opportuni�es. With their ability to offer dual 
credit and focus on removing barriers between 
high school and college, Early College High 
Schools are a proven solu�on to improve 
postsecondary success. This brief looks at 
recent achievement data to understand the 
impact of Early College High Schools. 

What Are Early College High Schools? 
Early College High Schools allow students to 

earn a high school diploma and an associate 
degree, the Indiana College Core, or a technical 
creden�al while in high school. A unique feature 
of Early College High School (ECHS) programs is 
the emphasis on ensuring underrepresented 
students from sta�s�cally disadvantaged 
backgrounds are included and supported. In this 
way, ECHS programs offer the opportunity to 
expand access to advanced-level coursework for 
a student popula�on that would not otherwise 
have access and support to succeed. In Indiana, 
an increasing majority of these advanced-level 
coursework opportuni�es involve dual credit in 
partnership with a higher educa�on ins�tu�on. 

Na�onal Research on Early College High 
Schools 

Recent large-scale research into dual credit 
programs has demonstrated an increase in 
student grade point averages, college 
enrollment, college persistence, and degree 
atainment (Schaller et al., 2023), suppor�ng 
the merit of Indiana’s policy agenda and 
ini�a�ves like ECHS programming that increase 
access to dual credit. Over the last decade, 

extensive research has shown Early College High 
Schools offer an effec�ve school improvement 
strategy, increasing both college enrollment and 
college comple�on rates (Haxton et al., 2016). 

Indiana’s Early College and College-Going 
Progress 

Data from the Indiana Department of 
Educa�on and the Indiana Commission for 
Higher Educa�on offer insight into the impact of 
ECHS programs by comparing Early College 
graduates—defined as graduates from a CELL-
endorsed Early College High School who earned 
15 or more dual credit hours—with other 
groups of students. For the 2021 cohort, 53% of 
Hoosier students went on to college a�er high 
school, while 76% of Early College graduates 
transi�oned into college, a 23% difference in the 
college-going rate. Early College graduates are ≈ 
1.4 �mes more likely to atend college than the 
rest of Indiana’s students. 

For low-income students who are not 21st 
Century Scholars, 59% of Early College 
graduates transi�oned to college, while only 
25% of other students from the same high 
schools went on to college. This is a marked 
34% difference. This means that low-income 
Early College graduates are ≈ 2.36 �mes more 
likely to atend college. When looking at low-
income Early College graduates who are 21st 
Century Scholars, 86% of those students 
atended college a�er high school, compared to 
78% of 21st Century Scholars who were not Early 
College graduates. 

Early College and College Success 
The Early College High School impact is not 

simply limited to college enrollment. Once 
enrolled, approximately 8% of non-Early College 
graduates needed remedia�on during their 
freshman year in college. However, for Early 
College graduates, that remedia�on rate 
dropped to 3%. 

I 
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Growth of the Early College Model 
The Early College High School model gained 

trac�on in 2002, when the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Founda�on ini�ated a na�onal effort to 
develop and promote Early College programs. 
The goal of this effort was to increase high 
school gradua�on rates and college atendance 
for historically unrepresented students, making 
higher educa�on more accessible and more 
affordable. At that �me, there were no Early 
College High Schools in Indiana. 

In April of 2003, the Center of Excellence in 
Leadership of Learning (CELL) at the University 
of Indianapolis was awarded a $13.7 million 
grant from the Gates Founda�on to support the 
crea�on of new public and private high schools 
in Indiana, which included the development of 
Early College High Schools. By 2005, in 
partnership with the Na�onal Governors 
Associa�on, CELL had incubated 10 Early College 
High Schools around the state. Three years later, 
Indiana’s first class of Early College High School 
students graduated from high school, with 100% 
of the 12 students accepted into four-year 
colleges and universi�es. 

As the popularity of Early College programs 
grew, CELL launched a framework and 
evalua�on process in 2008 to ensure that high 
schools adhered to a set of standards, leading to 
designa�on as a CELL-endorsed Early College 
High School. While any school can offer an Early 
College program, endorsed Early College High 
Schools demonstrate their program quality 
through a rigorous applica�on and evalua�on 
program conducted by CELL. Acknowledging 
CELL’s work at the forefront of the Early College 
landscape, the Indiana Commission for Higher 
Educa�on has authorized CELL as the only 
organiza�on in Indiana to designate schools as 
‘Endorsed’ Early College High Schools. As of 
January 2024, more than 50 Indiana high 
schools have undergone the training and 
evalua�on process, earning the designa�on of 
being called a CELL-endorsed Early College High 
School. 

Conclusion 
The Early College High School model, and 

endorsed Early College High Schools in 
par�cular, have demonstrated tangible results 
to advance the state's goals of increasing 
college readiness and college-going rates. 
Through rigorous research and analysis, it is 
evident that Early College programs have 
posi�vely impacted student outcomes, 
par�cularly college enrollment and comple�on 
rates, with an emphasis on suppor�ng 
marginalized and economically disadvantaged 
students.  

By providing opportuni�es for students to 
earn a high school diploma alongside the 
Indiana College Core, an associate degree, or a 
technical creden�al, Early College High Schools 
effec�vely bridge the gap between high school 
and college, increasing college-going, reducing 
the need for remedia�on, and enhancing overall 
postsecondary success. As a proven model, 
Early College High Schools stand as a cri�cal 
component of Indiana's strategy to achieve its 
educa�onal objec�ves, ensuring that more 
students have access to advanced level 
coursework and the opportunity to pursue and 
succeed in higher educa�on. 
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