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Rhode Island has invested substantial resources in early college programs for high school students in an effort 
to increase college degree attainment. The Regional Educational Laboratory Northeast & Islands collaborated 
with the Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE) and the Rhode Island Office of the Postsecondary Com-
missioner (RIOPC) to investigate the effect of participation in each of the state’s three early college programs 
— dual enrollment, concurrent enrollment, and Advanced Placement — on college enrollment and persistence. 
The study examined the cost associated with providing each program beyond the cost of a typical high school 
course as well as the cost per student associated with improved outcomes. The study used statewide admin-
istrative records on enrollment and costs for the cohort of first- time grade 9 students in Rhode Island public 
schools in the 2014/15 school year who graduated from high school on time, as well as information on program 
costs from interviews and focus groups with staff from 12 local education agencies. RIDE and RIOPC can use the 
findings to inform decisions on expanding access to early college programs.

Key findings

• Each early college program had a statistically significant positive effect on college enrollment within 
one year of high school graduation. The programs had positive effects ranging from an 11 to a 14 percent-
age point higher predicted probability of enrolling in college for participants than for nonparticipants.

• Each early college program had a statistically significant positive effect on being enrolled in college 
24 months after high school graduation. The programs had positive effects ranging from a 13 to 34 per-
centage point higher predicted probability of remaining enrolled in college 24 months after high school 
graduation for participants than for nonparticipants.

• The estimated average annual incremental cost per student to provide each early college program 
in 2017/18 varied widely across programs — from $900 to $6,400 — and within programs. Dual enroll-
ment had the highest estimated average cost per student, and the cost varied widely across local education 
agencies. Dual enrollment’s wide range of K–12 personnel costs reflected variation in how the sample local 
education agencies designed and implemented their programs, with some agencies reporting large amounts 
of direct staff support to participating students. Dual enrollment programs also typically served a very small 
number of participants over whom fixed costs had to be spread.

• Cost- effectiveness varied across programs; dual enrollment had the highest cost per outcome. To 
increase the probability of student success by 5 percentage points across all outcomes, AP required invest-
ment of $100–$300 per student and concurrent enrollment required investment of $300–$700. Dual enroll-
ment required much higher investment of $1,900–$2,900. These findings for the dual enrollment program 
should be considered in the context of the population of students served by the program, which reaches a 
higher proportion of students from populations that have been less likely to enroll in college, such as stu-
dents eligible for the National School Lunch Program. The cost estimates may reflect the higher investment 
required to support these students successfully.
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