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INTRODUCTION

Ensuring students from all backgrounds can access valuable 
postsecondary opportunities is critical to meeting the 
national imperative for an educated, resilient, and diverse 
workforce. Black, Latinx, Indigenous, Asian American, Native 
Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, and first-generation students 
and students from low-income backgrounds often face 
systemic barriers to accessing and succeeding in higher 
education. These barriers include limited college counseling 
and planning resources, inequitable admissions practices, 
and unclear degree pathways. These obstacles are beyond 
students’ control, but they can be removed or mitigated by 
institutional leaders and state policymakers.1



Improving access to opportunity for students from historically marginalized 
backgrounds can be done in several ways. In 2023, however, the Supreme Court’s 
Students for Fair Admissions (SFFA) v. President and Fellows of Harvard College  
decision limited the ways in which colleges and universities can use race-conscious 
admissions practices nationwide.2 

While this ruling poses new challenges for many states and institutions seeking to 
expand opportunity, California state and college leaders have navigated this landscape 
for nearly three decades. In 1996, California voters approved Proposition 209, a 
measure that led to the elimination of affirmative action in admissions programs. 
Previously, these programs had helped foster greater student body diversity at the 
University of California (UC) system, the state’s most selective public university system.3  
The effect was stark: enrollment of Black, Latinx, and Native American students at UC’s 
most selective institutions fell sharply after Proposition 209 was enacted in 1998. The 
University of California, Berkeley, and the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) 
campuses experienced 50 percent and 40 percent declines, respectively.4  

Since those enrollment declines, California leaders have implemented strategies that 
have yielded progress in addressing them, though more work remains. This brief offers 
a snapshot of several strategies the state has employed to expand postsecondary 
access without race-conscious policies or practices. Drawing on conversations with 
K–12 and college access practitioners, researchers, and advocates in the state, we 
highlight what has worked, where challenges remain, and what lessons policymakers in 
other states can learn as they chart their own paths forward in the post-SFFA era.

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA (UC)

CALIFORNIA’S TWO PUBLIC UNIVERSITY SYSTEMS
Together, the UC and CSU systems serve more than 600,000 undergraduate 
students and provide distinct but complementary pathways to a postsecondary 
degree in California.5 While admissions rates vary across campuses within both 
systems, the UC system is more selective overall.    
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WHAT STEPS ARE BEING 
TAKEN TO EXPAND 
COLLEGE ACCESS  
IN CALIFORNIA?

While no single policy change can eliminate the many 
barriers historically marginalized students face in pursuing 
a college degree, California’s approach illustrates what 
deliberate and sustained action can accomplish in a  
race-neutral context. Three strategies stand out: 

1.	 Strengthening clear pathways from high 
school to college and career 

2.	 Investing in robust data infrastructure 
3.	 Rethinking recruitment, admissions,  

and enrollment strategies at  
selective institutions



Expanding entry points into postsecondary education helps 
ensure all students, regardless of background or circumstance, 
can earn a degree and enter the workforce with the skills 
needed to thrive. California has invested in multiple pathways 
that create stronger bridges from high school and community 
college to four-year degrees and careers. 

PUTTING STUDENTS ON AN EARLY  
COLLEGE TRAJECTORY
Dual enrollment programs can help students earn college 
credit while in high school, jumpstarting their college journey 
and building confidence that they belong in higher education. 
Studies show that dual enrollment participants are more likely 
to enroll in, persist through, and complete college.6 Roughly 
one-third of the state’s entire high school class of 2025 took 
dual enrollment coursework, though participation varies across 
racial and ethnic groups.7 

To improve access to dual enrollment programs, the state 
created the Career and College Access Pathways (CCAP) Grant, 
which incentivizes partnerships between local education 
agencies and community colleges.8 Courses are taught at 
local high schools and tuition, fees, and materials are free for 
students. CCAP has grown rapidly compared with traditional 
dual enrollment coursework: Of the students who participated 
in dual enrollment between 2024-2025, 45 percent did so 
through CCAP. Unlike traditional dual enrollment programs, 
CCAP’s demographics closely resemble the state’s K–12 
population (56 percent Latinx, 13 percent Asian, and 4 percent 
Black).9 And outcomes are strong. Eighty-two percent of CCAP 
students enroll in college, compared with 66 percent of high 
school graduates statewide.10 California invested $200 million 
in 2022 to expand dual enrollment and is currently exploring 
legislation to eliminate logistical barriers and broaden dual 
enrollment pathways for students.11

1. STRENGTHENING CLEAR  
PATHWAYS FROM HIGH SCHOOL  
TO COLLEGE AND CAREER 
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IMPROVING TRANSFER STUDENT PIPELINES
While California high school students follow a common set of curricular requirements to ensure eligibility 
for both the UC and CSU systems, community college students have had to face a confusing constellation 
of transfer requirements that vary by system and campus. This complexity creates a barrier to equitable 
access to four-year degrees. In 2022 alone, more than half of Black and Latinx high schoolers who enrolled 
in a college after completion, enrolled in a California Community College (CCC) institution, making the 
transfer pathway a critical route to four-year institutions.12 To help address some of these challenges, the 
state has introduced initiatives that aim to improve transfer pathways into its public systems.  

These reforms have made the transfer pipeline more navigable, opening multiple pathways to 
higher education—particularly for Black and Latinx students. California has encouraged institutional 
collaboration, and it should continue to support these partnerships and promote greater alignment  
across its three systems to ensure seamless pathways to a four-year degree.

THESE INITIATIVES INCLUDE: Associate Degree for Transfer (ADT): While most of California’s 
community college students intend to transfer, less than half 
do so within six years of their initial enrollment, and those who 
do transfer often arrive with credits that do not end up counting 
toward their degrees.13 A student who earns an ADT through CCC 
is guaranteed admission to a CSU campus, or other participating 
university, as a college junior.14 Research shows ADT has helped 
streamline the process: Students graduate with 6.5 fewer excess 
credits than peers who pursue traditional associate degrees. And 
at CSU, more than 50 percent of ADT transfer students graduate 
within two years.15 

California General Education Transfer Curriculum (CalGETC): 
CalGETC is a standardized education pathway that simplifies 
transfer requirements across institutions and systems, 
eliminating redundancies, and is designed to support timely 
degree completion for transfer students.16  

Dual Admissions Pilot: The California legislature has directed  
UC and CSU to partner with CCC on a dual admission pilot that 
would guarantee eligible students a spot in one of the state’s 
four-year systems.17

CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY  
COLLEGES (CCC) 
CCC is the nation’s largest 
system of higher education, 
with 116 colleges serving 
more than 2 million students 
across California. Twenty-nine 
percent of UC and 51 percent 
of CSU graduates start at a 
California community college.18 
CCC regularly works with 
UC and CSU to implement 
strategies and pathways that 
smooth the transfer process 
for students. This includes 
piloting a new dual admissions 
program and providing fully 
transferrable associate 
degrees, known as Associate 
Degrees for Transfer.19 
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BUILDING PATHWAYS TO COLLEGE AND CAREER
Today’s college students continue to weigh job opportunities when deciding whether 
and where to enroll in college.20 California is responding with investments that tie 
education more closely to workforce opportunities.

In 2022, the state approved nearly a half billion dollars for the Golden State Pathways 
Program (GSPP), which creates structured pathways from high school into fields 
deemed “high-wage, high-skill, high-growth areas.” This includes technology, health 
care, education, and areas aligned with regional market needs.21 Legislation requires 
these academically rigorous pathways to include career-technical coursework, a 
work-based component such as an internship, and at least 12 transferrable college 
credits earned through dual enrollment, Advanced Placement (AP), or International 
Baccalaureate (IB) coursework.22  

GSPP can support the expansion of innovative education models like Linked Learning, 
which integrates a program of study, work-based learning, and personalized student 
supports to help students make connections between what they’re studying in school 
and professional opportunities.23 In a survey, 80 percent of students who participated 
in a Linked Learning pathway said the model allowed them to apply what they were 
learning in a classroom setting to real-life opportunities, and 78 percent planned to 
pursue a postsecondary education immediately after high school.24 

By investing in these approaches, California is removing logistical and administrative 
barriers, creating clearer pathways from high schools and community colleges to a 
four-year degree, and strengthening connections to the workforce—helping ensure 
students are prepared to succeed in college and their career.
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Robust data systems are essential for supporting informed 
decision-making by students and families and driving continuous 
improvement in postsecondary education. In California, state 
policymakers have invested in two data systems that support 
these goals. 

	» Cradle-to-Career (C2C) System: California’s statewide 
longitudinal data system (SLDS), C2C, connects data across 
nine agencies to serve as the state’s primary source of 
actionable student information. By breaking down barriers 
between agencies that do not typically share information 
with one another, C2C streamlines data sharing and 
empowers users to find deeper insights into student 
outcomes.25  The system is being implemented gradually  
over a five-year period, with some dashboards already 
publicly available and additional data tools planned for  
future rollout.26

	» California College Guidance Initiative (CCGI): CCGI manages 
californiacolleges.edu, the portal through which students 
apply to public colleges and universities in the state. As 
the legislatively authorized service provider for all school 
districts, CCGI gives every 6th through 12th grade student 
an account so they can access tools for college and career 
planning. Students can use the portal to complete career 
assessments, track A–G course completion and launch their 
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) or California 
Dream Act Application, California’s state alternative to the 
FAFSA for undocumented students.27 Parents and guardians 
can also monitor their children’s progress and access 
guidance through the portal.

2. INVESTING IN ROBUST  
DATA INFRASTRUCTURE 

WHAT ARE A–G COURSE REQUIREMENTS?

California’s college preparatory curriculum, 
known as the A–G requirements, outline 
the minimum course requirements needed 
for admission as a freshman to either 
the UC or CSU system.28 Students must 
complete a set of courses, which cover 
seven subject areas (history, English, 
math, science, world language, arts, and 
electives), with a grade of C or better to  
be eligible to apply to either system.
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LINKING DATA SYSTEMS TO REMOVE BARRIERS 
IN THE COLLEGE PLANNING PROCESS
In 2021, as part of a larger bill to implement higher education 
budget provisions, the California legislature called for CCGI to 
be integrated with C2C.29 This linkage allows students to explore 
their college options while providing policymakers, educators, 
advocates, and researchers with information, through CCGI 
data, to guide targeted interventions and support.30 The 
integration has enabled innovative program and  
policy reforms. 

For example, CSU leveraged these linked data systems to 
launch a direct admissions pilot program in partnership with 
the Riverside County Office of Education.31 High school seniors 
in Riverside County who were on track to meet or had already 
completed their A-G requirements were extended guaranteed 
admission to one of 10 participating CSU campuses before 
they submitted an application. The C2C-CCGI linkage identified 
which students were already eligible and which were close and 
could become eligible with targeted support. In its first year, 
CSU sent more than 17,000 direct admissions letters to students 
in Riverside County. Preliminary results showed a 15 percent 
increase in applications, a 9 percent increase in admissions, 
and a 43 percent increase in Riverside County students who 
committed to attend a participating CSU campus.32 In October 
2025, policymakers passed legislation that will expand CSU’s 
direct admissions program to all CSU campuses with enrollment 
capacity. The law will take effect beginning in January 2026.33 
California’s data infrastructure will provide CSU with the 
foundation needed for expanding this effort across the state. 

By integrating key data sources and breaking down traditional 
data silos, California has created a system that can deliver 
essential information to those who need it. Investments in data 
architecture and infrastructure have improved access to higher 
education data and equip educators, counselors, and families 
with actionable insights to support students through the college 
application process. The CSU-Riverside County partnership is 
a prime example of how data can drive innovative reforms that 
benefit students and open pathways to college opportunity. 
Additional investment in the state’s SLDS could enhance data 
quality and usability, enabling users to more effectively track 
outcomes for students across different pathways. 
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While California has taken several steps to expand and broaden college pathways, 
Latinx and Black students remain disproportionately underrepresented at selective 
institutions in the state. For example, at UCLA, one of the state’s most selective public 
universities, there was a 31 percentage point difference between the share of Latinx 
high school graduates (54 percent) and the share of Latinx students in the fall of 2023 
(23 percent).34 While the long-term effects of Proposition 209 have impacted Black 
and Latinx enrollment at these selective campuses, the state has enacted several 
changes to its admissions process, including implementing holistic application reviews, 
eliminating legacy admissions policies, and prioritizing in-state students. These 
policies are intended to improve access to the UC system for students regardless of 
their background or circumstance.35 

IMPLEMENTING HOLISTIC APPLICATION REVIEWS
A majority of selective colleges and universities across the country use some form of 
holistic review in their admissions process, a practice that considers factors beyond 
standardized test scores and GPA, such as geography, personal interests, academic 
growth, or life experiences that define a student.36 In 2002, UC implemented holistic 
review at six campuses, resulting in a 7 percent increase in the number of students of 
color at those campuses between 2002-2012.37 Today, all UC campuses use holistic 
review, and standardized test requirements were removed in 2020 across the system.38 

3. RETHINKING RECRUITMENT, ADMISSIONS, 
AND ENROLLMENT STRATEGIES AT 
SELECTIVE INSTITUTIONS 
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ELIMINATING LEGACY ADMISSIONS POLICIES
Legacy admissions policies, which give preference to applicants based on their relationship to alumni or 
donors, are relatively common at selective institutions. In 2022, almost one-third of all selective four-
year institutions across the country considered legacy status in their admissions process. The practice 
is most prevalent at selective private institutions.39 Legacy admissions policies can increase a student’s 
chance of admission by 45 percentage points and disproportionately benefit wealthy, White students.40  

Neither UC nor CSU considers legacy status in their admissions decisions, and in September 2025, new 
state legislation prohibited the practice at private colleges and universities in the state. The law allows 
the state’s Department of Justice to post names of institutions in violation of the ban. It will also require 
institutions that continue using the practice to submit detailed data about legacy status, donor status, 
race, county of residence, income bracket, and athletic status of newly enrolled students as well as the 
admission rate of students who receive a legacy or donor preference in admissions.41  

California is one of the only states to extend legacy bans to private institutions, but the approach is 
not without limitations. Stanford University, for example, announced in the summer of 2025 that it will 
continue to grant legacy preferences in admissions decisions, despite the state ban. Eliminating legacy 
admissions is one step toward creating a more equitable higher education system. Doing so helps to 
promote fairness in the admissions process and ensures that access to opportunity is not influenced by 
inherited advantage.

PRIORITIZING ACCESS FOR CALIFORNIA STUDENTS
While some institutions of higher education expend significant resources on recruiting and enrolling  
out-of-state students who are willing to pay higher tuition fees, research finds that increasing 
nonresident enrollments can negatively impact access for students from low-income backgrounds and 
students of color, particularly at prestigious universities and in states with affirmative action bans.42 To 
ensure access to postsecondary opportunities for California residents, UC offers two paths into its system 
for local students: (1) a statewide guarantee for students who rank in the top 9 percent of all California high 
school students and (2) a local guarantee for students who rank in the top 9 percent of their graduating 
high school class.43 The system also aims to limit nonresident enrollment across its campuses.44  

While top percent policies have resulted in modest improvements in campus diversity, the system’s 
most selective campuses continue to face limited enrollment capacity and remain out of reach for many 
California students.45 

These race-neutral policies and practices seek to expand access to selective public and private 
institutions in the state and have demonstrated varying levels of effectiveness. While the impacts of the 
state’s legacy ban on selective private institutions are yet to be seen, holistic application reviews have 
been shown to be an effective strategy for addressing declines in Black and Latinx student enrollment at 
UC campuses, followed by the system’s statewide and local guarantee policies. In fall 2024, UC announced 
that it had admitted its largest class to date, with Black enrollment increasing by 5 percent and Latinx 
enrollment by 3 percent.46 Although there is no silver bullet, a comprehensive approach to recruitment, 
admissions, and enrollment that prioritizes equitable access to opportunity can affect change.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STATE LEADERS
Since voters banned affirmative action through Proposition 209, California has adopted a range of 
strategies to expand access to postsecondary opportunity. While there are opportunities to improve 
these efforts, they offer four valuable lessons for other states seeking to broaden and diversify pathways 
to a four-year degree following the SFFA decision.

THESE LESSONS INCLUDE: Develop a broad set of pathways to college opportunity: 
Expanding access requires multiple, clearly defined on-ramps to 
college that meet students where they are, support them through 
graduation, and prepare them for the workforce. California’s 
investments, including in dual enrollment programs, streamlined 
transfer requirements, and career-focused pathways, are preparing 
students to succeed in postsecondary education and the workforce. 
Policymakers should consider their state context and identify where 
pathways can be built, streamlined, or expanded. 
 
Invest in robust data infrastructure: Strong data systems can 
transform how students, families, educators, and policymakers 
navigate and improve postsecondary opportunity. In California, the 
linkage between CCGI and C2C demonstrates how integrated data 
can streamline college planning and the application process. SLDSs 
give users a way to identify what obstacles exist within their state’s 
postsecondary system and to open new opportunities for innovation 
and reform. States should prioritize the continuous improvement of 
their data infrastructure, and carefully weigh the benefits and costs 
of developing, expanding, or maintaining an SLDS. 

Encourage institutions to rethink their recruitment, admissions, 
and enrollment strategies: The strategies institutions use to 
recruit, admit, and enroll their students shape who gains access 
to higher education. UC’s decision to move towards strategies 
like a holistic review process, combined with statewide and local 
guarantees, has helped increase access for Black and Latinx 
students. While institutions ultimately make their own admissions 
decisions, state policymakers can  encourage colleges and 
universities to expand access in legally sound ways. Policymakers 
elsewhere should consider what incentives would encourage their 
state’s institutions to implement strategies like holistic reviews to 
improve access within their state context. 

1.

2.

3.
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Bring diverse voices to the table: No single sector can improve 
college access alone. The CSU-Riverside County partnership 
highlights how collaboration between K–12, higher education, 
and community partners can streamline pathways to college. The 
state’s CCAP program is an example of how policymakers have 
incentivized partnerships between the K–12 and postsecondary 
education sectors to the benefit of students and their 
communities. Decision-makers should incorporate a diverse 
set of voices, including students, practitioners, employers, and 
community partners, to ensure policy and practice reflect the 
needs of the students who these investments are intended to 
benefit.47 Cross-sector collaboration can accelerate innovation 
and improve outcomes. 

California’s experience shows that expanding higher education access is not about a single program or 
policy, but about building a comprehensive system of pathways that support students at every stage 
of their educational journey. From incentivizing reforms in admissions and recruitment strategies 
to establishing data tools that smooth access and promote innovation across sectors, the state is 
demonstrating how clear, well-designed routes into and through higher education can strengthen equity 
and opportunity. As other states consider how to respond to the shifting legal landscape for college 
admissions, California’s investments offer lessons and strategies for ensuring that students—regardless 
of race, income, or background—can access and complete a high-quality postsecondary education.

4.
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