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Executive Summary  
 
To understand the experience s of young people who graduate from the District’s public  and 
public charter  school system, The O ffice of Education Through Employment Pathways ( ETEP ) 
conducted the Alumni Early Career Outcomes Survey . This survey posed questions about 
education, employment, and quality-of-life outcomes for alumni who graduated from DC 
public and public charter schools in the classes of 2017-2019.  

The survey responses highlight the following themes , particularly focused on access to 
opportunity and the primary factors influencing student decision -making:  
 

• Black alumni are not accessing the same opportunities as their pe ers after obtaining 
their bachelor’s degree s, both in terms of median wages and jobs that will put them on 
a strong career path .  

• Financial considerations are a driving force for alumni who either do not pursue college 
or stop out before earning a college degree. Very few alumni who went to work directly 
out of high school indicated they didn’t see value in college or future training.  

• Alumni who stopped out before earning a college degree  face complex and numerous 
barriers to completion , including program cost, mental or physical health challenges, 
family considerations, and academic difficulties. 

• When making decisions about education beyond high school, students are focused on 
selecting programs that will set them up for their future desired career . 

These findings underscore opportunities  to enhance targeted guidance and support  for high 
school students and recent graduates . In particular, there are opportunities to build on 
current work to strengthen communication around financial support  for post-secondary 
education, to consider how to increase access to  wrap-around services , internships, and 
career coaching , particularly for Black  students enrolled in post -secondary education . In 
addition, there is an opportunity to continue to expand work  to provide clear information 
about career opportunities  while in high school — so that students understand how to pursue 
their career goals .  
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Introduction  
 
Background and Purpose  
 
In fall 2024, ETEP executed the Alumni Early Career Outcomes survey in collaboration with 
CityWorks  DC and Bain & Company, as a part of a national survey that included more than 
2,600 high school alumni from the classes of 2017–2019.1 ETEP plans to administer this survey 
every other year to deepen understanding of alumni experiences and decisions. This is the 
second brief  in a series of publications focused on understanding insights from DC alumni 
responses.  
 
Through conducting this survey, ETEP  aims to deepen understanding of the paths that alumni 
have taken after high school, and the fac tors that shaped their post -secondary and 
employment outcomes. This survey is also an example of ETEP’s responsiveness to community 
member feedback  as during the development of ETEP’s research agenda , community 
members shared the importance of hearing directly from young adults about holistic measures 
of success. 2 This qualitative feedback provides important context to the  quantitative data 
gathered through the Education Through Employment Data System and  will inform 
coordination with schools, District agencies, and community partners .  
 
Survey Respondents  
 
Nearly 500 alumni from public high schools throughout the District responded to the survey 
in fall 2024. Respondents received a $15 gift card incentive for their participation. To be 
eligible for the survey, respondents needed to have graduated from a DC public or public 
charter school between 2017 and 2019 and be employed at least part time, working 20 hours 
per week. Full -time advanced degree students who were not currently employed were also 
eligible to participate.  
 
In terms of survey responses, it is important to understand several limitations of the survey. 
ETEP reached out to both D C Public Schools ( DCPS ) and public charter school ( PCS ) alumni, 
but DCPS alumni accounted for 82 % of respondents. Although approximately 41% of the 
graduating classes of 2017–2019 pursued post -secondary degrees, alumni who pursued a two-
year or four-year degree accounted for 75 % of respondents. In addition, Black, Hispanic, and 
Latino alumni were underrepresented  among survey respondents, while white alumni were 
overrepresented . 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Bain and Company, 2024 Alumni Early Career Outcomes Fact Base.  
2 Office of Education Through Employment Pathways, Community Engagement Findings Report .  

https://dme.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dme/page_content/attachments/2024%20ETE%20Community%20Engagement%20Findings%20Report.pdf
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Figure 1. Distribution of survey respondents by highest degree attained   
 

  
 
Figure 2: Distribution of survey respondents by race compared to graduating class average   

  
 
Across all subgroups, findings are shared following the Office of the State Superintendent of 
Education (OSSE) student privacy and data suppression policy .7 Any subgroup with 10 or 
fewer respondents reflected in the data was omitted from the findings highlighted in this brief. 
The findings also do not reflect outcomes for subgroups where less than 20 participants 
provided data, as meaningful insights could no t be drawn from this small sample size.  
 
This information builds on the first brief of this series, which focused on employment, financial 
stability, and the overall well-being of survey respondents. Analysis of  alumni responses 
indicated that alumni with their bachelor’s degree yielded the strongest outcomes for financial 
stability and employment, but this did not seem to correlate to personal sense of  overall well-
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being. To dive deeper into these results along with the survey methodology, please read the 
full report at dme.dc.gov/etep.  
 
Key Insights  
 
Theme #1: Black alumni who have earned their bachelor’s degree are not  accessing the 

same opportunities as their peers with the same  level of education . 

 

Examining outcomes of students who have earned a bachelor’s degree  disaggregated by race  

reveals significant inequities in outcomes among survey respondents. As shown in Figure 3, 

although Black and white respondents with a bachelor’s degree were nearly equally likely to 

be employed full  time, 86% of white alumni respondents with a bachelor’s degree were 

earning a living wage, compared to only 43 percent of Black alumni respondents with a 

bachelor’s degree. 

 

Figure 3. Share of Respondents with a Bachelor’s Degree Employed Full  Time vs. Earning a 

Living Wage by Race   

  

Analyzing trends of career undermatching across alumni with their bachelor’s degree adds 

another layer of context on the return on investment that alumni across different racial groups 

are getting from their post-secondary degree. Undermatching was calculated based on each 

respondent’s self-reported level of education, current job, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 

reporting on the required degree for each job.  If an alumni respondent’s current role does not 

require their education al attainment level, this signifies that the role is a career 

undermatch.  As shown in Figure 4, nearly 40% of Hispanic or Latino alumni, and more than 

30% of Black respondents with their bachelor’s degree were undermatched in their current 

careers.  

 

https://dme.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dme/page_content/attachments/DC%20Alumni%20Early%20Career%20Outcomes%20Survey%20Brief%201.pdf
https://dcgovict-my.sharepoint.com/personal/jade_chandler_dc_gov/Documents/dme.dc.gov/etep
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Figure 4. Share of Respondents with a Bachelor’s Degree Experiencing Undermatching by 

Race   

  

Implications 

 

Targeted support provided by institutions of higher education or other partners could be 

beneficial in supporting students to identify and access jobs that leverage their post -

secondary credentials. This could include career coaching, access to internships, connection 

to professional networks, and career -aligned skill building. For example, the Posse model 

supports students at more than 60 universities and colleges across the country through 

scholarships, academic support, community -building opportunities, mentoring, career 

development, and coaching, along with access to a network, internships, and graduate-level 

fellowship programs.3 This approach to offering a continuum of support from high school 

through career has proven effective, with nearly 100% of Posse alumni immediately entering 

graduate programs or securing full -time employment, and more than 80% advancing into mid-

level, senior-level, or executive-level professional roles after six to 10 years.4  

 

Theme #2: Financial considerations are a driving force for alumni who either do not pursue 

college or stop out before earning a college degree.  Relatedly, very few alumni who went 

directly to career out of high school did so because they did not see value in college or 

future education.  

 

Among alumni respondents who went straight into the workforce after graduating high school, 

most  cited that financial challenges influenced their post-high school path. Specifically, these 

alumni either stated that they prioritized income or lacked financial aid support  to continue 

 
3 Posse Foundation. About Posse. Retrieved from About Posse | The Posse Foundation . 
4 Posse Foundation. The Posse Alumni Report: The Next Generation of Leaders. Retrieved from Posse-Alumni-
Report.pdf. 

https://www.possefoundation.org/about-posse
https://www.possefoundation.org/uploads/reports/Posse-Alumni-Report.pdf
https://www.possefoundation.org/uploads/reports/Posse-Alumni-Report.pdf
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their education further. Similarly, nearly half of alumni who stopped out before completing 

their bachelor's degree cited not being able to afford the cost of their desired program  as a 

driving factor. 

 

Despite common perceptions that young people are not interested in college, less than 5% of 

respondents who did not earn a college degree said that they did not see the value in more 

education or training. This points to the critical nature of alleviating financial barriers as youth 

make decisions about post-high school plans.  

 

Implications 

 

The District currently offers numerous opportunities to offset the cost of post -secondary 

education, including the DC Tuition Assistance Grant (DCTAG), Mayor’s Scholars, and 

scholarships through non-governmental entities such as the DC College Access Progr am. The 

District also promotes the DC FAFSA Completion Initiative, and according to the U.S. 

Department of Education’s data, DC ranks third in the country for high school senior FAFSA 

completion rates and has steadily increased its completion rate each yea r.5 DC also offers an 

affordable post-secondary education through its local public university, the University of the 

District of Columbia. Despite these available resources , survey responses show that finances 

continue to be a barrier to pursuing or earning a post -secondary degree.  

 

To address this gap, there is an opportunity for schools to increase awareness among both 

students and families about available financial support and affordable post-secondary options .  

These conversations with families can start  as early as middle school so students and families 

understand that college is a financially attainable option. There is also an opportunity to 

conduct further analysis on which student demographics may be underutilizing public aid  or 

not be eligible for aid, so that outreach and engagement can be appropriately targeted.  

 

Theme  #3: Alumni who stopped out of college before earning a college degree face 

multiple barriers  along their path to graduation , ranging from physical and mental health, 

family considerations, and academic challenges.  

 

While cost was the most cited  barrier to persisting through college, there was no other single 

driving force that led to students stopping out of college. Instead, alumni named a variety of 

factors, indicating the complex nature of supporting student success. These barriers to 

completion included family considerations, mental or physical health, and academic 

challenges.  

 

 
5 U.S. Department of Education. High School FAFSA Submission Rates by State. Retrieved from fafsa-rates-
107953.pdf. 

https://www.ed.gov/media/document/fafsa-rates-107953.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/fafsa-rates-107953.pdf
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Implications 

 

Because survey respondents would have been in college during the onset of the pandemic, it 

is unsurprising that health, including mental health, was often cited as a factor in non -

completion of a college degree  as well as family challenges. As ETEP conducts this survey over 

time, it will be important to understand if these trends persist beyond the pandemic. Given 

the interrelated factors that impact student persistence, fi ndings illuminate how DC alumni  

graduates could benefit from ongoing support as they transition into post-secondary 

programs.  

 

Theme # 4: Alumni select  their post -secondary program of study based on alignment with 

their desired career, indicating the importance of educating students early about their 

career options . 

 

As one may anticipate, personal interest along with thinking ahead to one’s future career goals 

were the primary drivers of students’ selection of their area of study. Nearly 40 % of 

respondents selected the ir area of study because of alignment with future career goals or 

strong career prospects. In addition, a third of survey respondents selected their area of study 

because of their interest in the subject matter . More than 10% selected a program of study 

because of encouragement from their family, indicating the important role that family 

members play in young adults’ decision-making.  

 

Figure 5. Highest-Ranked Factors for Alumni Post-Secondary Program of Study  Decision  

 
 

 

 

4%

5%

8%

12%

16%

22%

33%

Everyone I knew was enrolling in this field of
study

My high school encouraged me to

I wasn’t sure what else I would do

My family encouraged me to

It provides a clear, secure career path

I saw it as the best way to get to what I wanted
to do for a living

I was interested in the subject matter and
learning
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Implications 

 

While few students selected a program of study because their high school encouraged them 

to do so, high schools have an important role to play in sharing information with both students 

and their families about career opportunities beyond what may be reflec ted in their 

immediate community. Because students are interested in studying what aligns with their 

career goals, they need access to timely and accurate information about what industries offer 

a secure career path in a n ever-evolving labor market. As indicated in the survey responses, 

family perception of career opportunities impact s students’ choices, so it is critical that 

schools engage family members, not just students, in understanding the options available for 

young people and the implications of different career choices.  

 

Next Steps  
 
The final brief of this series will highlight  alumni reflections about which college and career -
oriented opportunities were most impactful during their high school experience. Findings from 
this series, as well as ongoing engagement with students, families, and community partners, 
will inform the development of policies and practices  that can more effectively address 
disparities in post-secondary outcomes  across demographics.  
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Appendix   
 
Figure 6. Primary Alumni Considerations for Going Straight to Work After High School 

Graduation  

 

 
Figure 7. Alumni Considerations for Why They Stopped Out Before Earning Their College 

Degree  
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Figure 8. Share of Alumni Respondents’ Chosen Post-Secondary Program of Study  

 

 

Figure 9. Self -Reported Occupations from Alumni Respondents  vs. Regional Labor Market 

Occupations  
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