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Investments in Postsecondary Education

Executive summary
Legislative interest
Since 2016, Idaho has substantially increased funding for the
Advanced Opportunities and Opportunity Scholarship
programs with the intent of improving postsecondary academic
participation and outcomes. For fiscal year 2020, the
Legislature appropriated nearly $44 million for these two
programs.
During the 2020 legislative session, legislators expressed
interest in determining whether these programs are enabling
more students to earn postsecondary degrees and certificates.
This study attempts to establish a baseline for how these
programs are working. Legislators wanted us to assess program
goals, tangible progress and results, and measures of success. In
other words, for the dollars invested, are these programs
working as intended?

Evaluation approach
We used a cohort research methodology to respond to
legislators’ questions. Our approach focused on tracking the
entire Idaho high school graduating class of spring 2017 who
had participated in Advanced Opportunities in high school or
received an Opportunity Scholarship at a postsecondary
institution.
The key step in this research endeavor was to combine multiple
datasets that were kept at the State Board of Education and the
Department of Education. The data allowed us to analyze
statistics regarding postsecondary progression of enrollment,
retention, stop-out, and graduation.
Enrollments are easily tracked because of the availability of
data. Other data are more difficult to uncover. Since at least
5

2015, Idaho’s total postsecondary enrollment rates have been flat
and lower than national rates. Retention rates have been below
national rates, and graduation rates have been increasing but are
still less than national rates. Our study focused on stop-outs and
graduations, which were the most difficult to capture.
Employment-related data, although initially desired for these
graduates, was not yet available. With the data gathered, we were
able to identify issues with the programs that merited further
review.
Finally, we interviewed program informants from neighboring
states. Informants in five of our six neighboring states provided
information for comparing programs in their states to the two
Idaho programs.

Key findings
We found that
neither program
had a commonly
agreed upon
definition of
success.

In the early stages of the evaluation, our research found that
Advanced Opportunities program material did not include clear
goals or measurable objectives. Similarly, we found that the
Opportunity Scholarship program had one goal, and to a limited
degree, objectives specified in Idaho code, but the program
lacked sufficient, defined performance measures. Further, we
found that neither program had a commonly agreed upon
definition of success.
Another important finding was that about 46 percent of
Advanced Opportunities students and 17 percent of Opportunity
Scholarship students either did not enroll in, or stopped out of, a
postsecondary institution. However, on average, students who
received more Advanced Opportunities funds or Opportunity
Scholarship funds also progressed further toward degree or
certificate completion and stopped out less than students who did
not participate in the programs.

Advanced Opportunities
Of the 10,185 Advanced Opportunities participants in the 2017
cohort, 7,843, or 77 percent, enrolled in a postsecondary
institution. The remaining 2,342, or 23 percent, of participants
did not enroll in a postsecondary institution. Furthermore, 2,331
enrollees stopped-out and did not complete their study. In other
words, a total of 46 percent of the cohort either did not enroll in a
postsecondary education or stopped-out. About 36 percent, or
6
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$2.2 million, of the state’s investment in Advanced Opportunities
went to these students.
Although a significant portion of Advanced Opportunities
students did not enroll at a postsecondary institution or stopped
out, 11 percent of the Advanced Opportunities students earned a
degree and 43 percent had not earned a degree but were still
enrolled as of spring 2020. See exhibit 1.

Exhibit 1

Advanced Opportunities: academic progress of 2017 cohort as of spring
2020
Advanced
Opportunities
participants

Enrolled in postsecondary
institution

10,185

(77%)

7,843

Still enrolled, no degree

4,383
(43%)

(100%)

Earned a degree
1,129 (11%)
Stop-outs

2,331
(23%)
Did not enroll

2,342
(23%)
Source: Office of Performance Evaluations’ analysis of data received from the Idaho State Board of Education and the
Department of Education.
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Opportunity Scholarship
Of the 1,376 Opportunity Scholarship recipients, 861, or 62.6
percent, are still enrolled. See exhibit 2. Another 282, or 20.5
percent, have earned a degree or certificate. The remaining 233,
or 17 percent, of scholarship recipients stopped-out (as compared
to the 30 percent of Advanced Opportunities students that
stopped-out from their postsecondary education). For these 233
Opportunity Scholarship students, the state invested $787,000,
or 9 percent of the state’s total investment in the Opportunity
Scholarship for the 2017 cohort.

Exhibit 2

Opportunity Scholarship: academic progress of
2017 cohort as of spring 2020
Opportunity
Scholarship
participants*

1,376

Still enrolled, no degree

861
(63%)

(100%)

Earned a degree or certificate

282
(20%)

Stop-outs

233
(17%)
*Includes all students who received an Opportunity Scholarship at some point
during their postsecondary education, regardless of when the scholarship was
awarded.
Source: Office of Performance Evaluations’ analysis of data received from the Idaho
State Board of Education and the Department of Education.
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Are the programs working as intended?
From 2016 to 2020, total annual expenditures for Advanced
Opportunities increased by more than $18 million. This equates
to an increase of 144 percent annually, while the number of
participants increased on average by 82 percent. The amount of
expenditure per participant per year has been increasing. By
comparison, for the Opportunity Scholarship, the total annual
expenditure over the same period increased by a total of $15
million. The average increase of expenditures was 101 percent per
year, while the number of scholarships increased by an average of
91 percent per year.
The state invested $14.4 million in both Advanced Opportunities
and the Opportunity Scholarship for the 10,397 students from
our 2017 cohort who participated in one or both programs. So
far, about $2.9 million has gone toward students who have
earned postsecondary degrees or certificates. An additional $8.5
million has been invested in the 4,509 students who were still
enrolled in the spring of 2020.

The state
invested

$14.4
million in
both Advanced
Opportunities
and the
Opportunity
Scholarship for

the 10,397
students in the
2017 cohort.

We estimate that in total about 2,345 students from the cohort
will earn a degree or certificate by 2022, five years after the
cohort graduated from high school.
When accounting for students whom we estimate will receive a
degree or certificate by 2022, the state will have invested $6,100
in Advanced Opportunities or the Opportunity Scholarship for
each student who will have earned a degree or certificate.
Given the significant investment policymakers have committed to
Advanced Opportunities and the Opportunity Scholarship, they
want to know if the programs are achieving desired results.
However, results of the program are still in progress and ongoing.
The findings in this evaluation provide a baseline snapshot of
these programs to help policymakers. The programs have not
been operating long enough for all results to be measured and all
needed data to become available, especially future data on fouryear degrees or employment following graduation.

We estimate that
in total about

2,345

students from
the cohort will
earn a degree or
certificate by
2022.

Finally, it is difficult to know whether these programs are
achieving desired results because both programs lack formal
articulation of goals, measurable objectives, or commonly agreed
upon definitions of program success.

9

Policy considerations
The above findings raise important questions for policymakers
and program administrators to consider:
Why are some program participants not pursuing
postsecondary education?
Are students who pursue Workforce Training or Career and
Technical Education obtaining relevant employment?
Why are a significant portion of program participants
stopping out?
Are there ways for these programs to become more costeffective?
To find answers to such questions, the Legislature should
consider asking the State Board of Education and the
Department of Education to do the following:
For the Advanced Opportunities program, continue to collect
and expand analyses and reporting of more data than just
participation and enrollment rates.
For both programs, collect, analyze, and report on the kind of
information used in this evaluation’s cohort research
including program cost data as it relates to program
results. In addition, expand the data collection to include
employment information.
Add an analysis component to understand what is working
and not working in the programs, with the aim of making
the programs more cost-effective.

10
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Introduction

1

During the 2020 legislative session, legislators and stakeholders
expressed interest in understanding what happens in the years
following high school graduation to students who have
participated in the Advanced Opportunities program or have
received the Idaho Opportunity Scholarship. These programs are
designed to improve postsecondary education participation and
outcomes.
Advanced Opportunities allows students to individualize
their high school learning plan and accelerate their path through
education into the workforce. Advanced Opportunities offers
students a variety of options depending on each student’s goals.
Advanced Opportunities covers the cost of overload courses,
which allow students to take additional courses outside regular
school hours. Overload courses can help students complete high
school requirements early, meaning students can graduate early
or make room in their schedules to take advanced courses or earn
college credit later in high school. Students who graduate high
school early can receive a postsecondary scholarship of $1,800
for every year of school skipped.
Costs for dual credit courses, certification exams, and Advanced
Placement can all be paid for with the Advanced Opportunities
program. These offerings give students the opportunity to enroll
in college level classes or earn college credits while still in high
school. By earning college credits while in high school, students
make their college progression more efficient and may be able to
complete a postsecondary degree or certificate in less time than
they otherwise would.
For students who choose to pursue a career that does not follow
the traditional path of postsecondary education, Advanced
Opportunities pays for workplace training courses. Those
students can earn certifications through Career and Technical
Education (CTE) exams or participate in workforce training to
begin apprenticeships or have in-the-field experiences.
11

Idaho spent

$23
million

on examinations,
overload
courses, and
dual credit
courses in fiscal
year 2020.

Idaho spent

$21
million

on the
Opportunity
Scholarship for

6,416

students in fiscal
year 2020.
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The Advanced Opportunities program offers every 7th through
12th grade student attending an Idaho public school an allocation
of $4,125. In fiscal year 2020, Idaho spent $23 million on
examinations, overload courses, and dual credit courses.
Expenditures for this program have been increasing since 2016.
Idaho Opportunity Scholarship was developed to help
economically disadvantaged students attend college. Financial
need is determined based on a student’s Free Application for
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). In addition to financial need,
students must have a cumulative grade point average of 2.7 or
above to qualify. The scholarship is designed to assist those
seeking their first college degree or certificate, as well as those
who previously attended postsecondary school but did not
graduate. The scholarship is available to Idaho residents
enrolling in one of the qualifying postsecondary institutions in
Idaho. Idaho spent $21 million on scholarships for 6,416 students
in fiscal year 2020.
Students can participate in both programs, meaning that
students who receive an Opportunity Scholarship in college could
have earned Advanced Opportunities credits while in high school.
For example, about 86 percent of the students who graduated
high school in 2017 and received an Opportunity Scholarship
while in college also earned Advanced Opportunities credits in
high school.
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Study request and evaluation approach
The Joint Legislative Oversight Committee directed the Office of
Performance Evaluations to conduct an evaluation to determine
whether there is evidence of postsecondary measurable progress
and tangible results in return for the millions of dollars spent on
these programs in recent years. The study request can be found
in appendix A.
One question asked by a policymaker during our scoping process
was whether the state was paying for programs that do not lead
to a college degree or employment. Another asked whether these
programs were working. These are important, but difficult,
questions. In response, this study addresses the relationship
between postsecondary enrollments, retentions, graduations, and
postgraduation employment. Our evaluation scope is in appendix
B.
In recent years, many national and state policymakers have
turned their attention to the efficiency and effectiveness of their
states’ public colleges and universities and advocated for more
accountability. Policymakers are recognizing that measures
beyond first-time enrollments—like academic progress,
graduations, and entry into the labor market—are increasingly
important measures of achievement.

Cohort research
This evaluation uses a cohort research methodology 1 to respond
to these questions. We began by tracking a cohort consisting of
the entire Idaho high school graduating class of spring 2017 that
participated in Advanced Opportunities in high school or
received an Opportunity Scholarship at a postsecondary
institution.
The study tracks the cohort as its members:
progress into first year college enrollment,
either stay in college or stop-out, and
move on to graduation.

1. A cohort methodology is a form of longitudinal study that investigates
certain characteristics of a defined group (in this case, Idaho students)
over a period of time.
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We already have information on graduation for some of those
students. More complete data on graduation and employment for
the cohort will become available over the next several years as the
cohort has had more time to complete their education and find
employment.
Although more data is needed to fully describe graduations and
employment, some of the current results can be compared to
national and state goals and outcomes. We can make forecasts
using data for recent graduating classes and current cohort
numbers.
This analysis was enabled by the willingness and effort of the
State Board of Education and the State Department of Education
to provide datasets that we were able to combine. See appendix C
for additional details on our approach and methodology.

Enrollments
This evaluation will consider the extent and impact of the two
subject programs on first-time enrollments for the Idaho colleges
and universities.

Retention and stop-outs
This evaluation also analyzes the number of students who
continue after their first year (retained), and those who do not
(stop-outs). As the academic years progress for a given cohort of
students, the potential for graduation is reduced. As time passes,
the number of students enrolled from a given cohort naturally
diminishes. Many students decide to stop attending college for a
variety of reasons.

Completion of degrees and certificates
The number and rate of graduations in postsecondary
institutions relative to first-time enrollments is an important
focus of this study. As the cost of college degrees has increased,
so has the value of completion, or graduation rates.2

2. Graduation rates are a measure of the share of students who enter
college and graduate within a certain number of years. Attainment
rates, which are different, are a measure of the share of the U.S.
population that has earned a postsecondary degree.
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Employment
Finally, a major reward for students following graduation or
certification is gainful employment. Meaningful postgraduation
employment with a living wage is an important target for Idaho
students.
At the time of this study, employment data was not available for
the 2017 cohort. Additional research will be needed to determine
the actual number of Idaho graduates that obtain postgraduation
employment in Idaho when that data becomes available.

Study objectives
This evaluation seeks to examine, for the program funds received,
whether more public postsecondary students are graduating, and
graduating sooner. Specifically, we focus on four objectives:
1. Assess whether each program has clearly stated criteria,
measurable goals and objectives, and a definition of
program success.
2. Assess the measures of progress and the explicit results
for each program.
3. Assess to what extent these programs have advanced the
completion of college degrees and certificates.
4. Compare and contrast how similar programs in
neighboring states are measuring and producing results.

15

2

Enrollment, retention,
and graduation trends
Before we discuss the details of the Advanced Opportunities and
Opportunity Scholarship programs, in this chapter we examine
trends in enrollment, retention, and graduation for
postsecondary education in Idaho. In addition, we discuss those
same metrics for national trends. Idaho and national trends in
postsecondary education provide larger context for
understanding the progress of students who participate in the
Advanced Opportunities and Opportunity Scholarship programs.
The data used in the following section comes from the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and the State Board of
Education. When available, data from NCES is used for both
Idaho and national trends. When Idaho data is not available from
NCES, data from the State Board of Education is used.

16
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Despite increasing total enrollments,
Idaho’s enrollment rates have been flat
and lower than national rates.
Contrary to national trends, total academic enrollments have
increased in Idaho’s postsecondary system. As seen in exhibit 3,
there were a total 101,323 students at public postsecondary
institutions in 2018, an increase from the 90,298 students who
were enrolled at public postsecondary institutions in 2015.

101,323
students were
enrolled at
Idaho’s public
postsecondary
institutions in
2018.

Exhibit 3

Total academic enrollment at Idaho public
postsecondary institutions increased by 11,000
students from 2015 to 2018.
Enrollment
Total enrollment

2015

2016

2017

2018

90,298

89,791

96,602

101,323

2-year institutions

28,078

28,520

33,103

37,166

4-year institutions

62,220

61,271

63,499

64,157

Source: Data from the Idaho State Board of Education.

Enrollment trends for Idahoans ages 18–24
Though enrollment totals at Idaho public institutions have
increased over the last several years, the enrollment rate for
college-aged Idahoans has not experienced a similar increase.
This can be seen in the percentage of Idahoans aged 18–24 who
are enrolled at a postsecondary institution.

In 2018, 43 percent of all students aged 18–24 nationally were
enrolled at a postsecondary institution, compared to 34 percent
in Idaho. As shown in exhibit 4, national enrollment rates for 18–
24-year-olds remain unchanged since 2015 and the enrollment
rate for the same age group in Idaho has remained roughly even.

Postsecondary
enrollments for
students ages 18
–24 have not
significantly
changed since
2015.
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Exhibit 4

Percentage (%)

Total enrollment rates for Idahoans aged 18–24
have remained below national enrollment rates.
4545

4040
3535
3030
2525
2020
1515
1010
5

0

5
0

2015
2015

2016
2016

2017
2017

2018
2018

Idaho
Source: Data from the National Center for
EducationNational
Statistics.

Most students
who enroll at a
postsecondary
institution do so
immediately
after graduating
high school.

The State Board of Education tracks enrollment rates for high
school graduates over multiple time intervals. Most high school
students who enroll at a postsecondary institution do so
immediately after high school. Immediate enrollment is when a
student graduates from high school in the spring and begins
college in the fall. As exhibit 5 shows, immediate enrollment rates
in Idaho and nationally have remained mostly unchanged since
2015.
Exhibit 5

Percentage (%)

The immediate postsecondary enrollment rates in
Idaho and nationally have remained flat since 2015.
80
80

70
70
60
60
50
50
40
40
30
30
20
20
10
10

00

2015
2015

2016
2016
Idaho

2017
2017
National

2018
2018

Source: Data from the Idaho State Board of Education and the National Center for
Education Statistics.
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In addition to immediate enrollment, the State Board of
Education tracks postsecondary enrollment rates for high school
graduates in one-, two-, and three-year intervals after graduation.
As exhibit 6 shows, though most high school graduates who
enroll at a postsecondary institution do so immediately after
graduation, an additional 15 percent of high school graduates
enroll at a postsecondary institution from one to three years after
graduation.

Exhibit 6

15% of high
school graduates
enroll at a
postsecondary
institution one to
three years after
graduation.

For Idaho high school graduates in 2014–2016, 49
percent immediately enrolled at a postsecondary
institution and 64 percent enrolled within three
years of graduation.
64%

49%

Immediate

53%

1-year

58%

2-year

3-year

Source: Data from the Idaho State Board of Education.
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Idaho’s retention rates are below national
rates.
Retention rates for full-time students attending college for the
first-time have remained unchanged at public postsecondary
institutions in Idaho since 2015. Retention rates vary at two- and
four-year institutions. In 2018, the retention rate at two-year
institutions was 56 percent, while the retention rate for four-year
institutions was 75 percent.

70% of full-

Exhibit 7

The retention rate for full-time students at Idaho
public institutions is below the national average
retention rate for public institutions.
Percentage (%)

time first-time
students at
Idaho’s public
institutions
continued after
their first year.

Systemwide in 2018, 70 percent of all full-time first-time
students at Idaho public institutions were retained compared to
74 percent of students nationally. As exhibit 7 shows, the
retention rate in Idaho has remained below the national rate
since 2015.

8080
7070
6060
5050
4040
30

30

20

20

10

10

0

0

2015

2015

2016

2016

National Public

2017

2017

Idaho Public

Source: Data from the National Center for Education Statistics.
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Idaho graduation rates have increased
but are still less than national rates.
Timeliness of graduation is generally measured at two points—
graduations within normal time and graduations within 150
percent of normal time. Normal time for students to complete a
degree and graduate is four years for four-year institutions and
two years for two-year institutions. Students who complete
degrees and graduate within six years for four-year institutions or
three years for two-year institutions graduated within 150
percent of normal time.
Graduation within 150 percent of normal time at Idaho public
institutions has increased in recent years. As seen in exhibits 8
and 9, despite the increases, Idaho’s graduation rates are still
below national figures. In 2015, 41 percent of students at an
Idaho four-year postsecondary institution graduated within six
years. By 2018, that number had risen to 44 percent. Nationally,
at public four-year institutions, 58 percent of students graduated
within 150 percent of normal time in 2018.

44% of
students at an
Idaho four-year
public institution
graduated within
six years.

Exhibit 8

Percentage (%)

The six-year graduation rate at Idaho public fouryear institutions is lower than the national average.
70
70
60
60
50
50
40
40
30
30
20
20

10
10

0

0

2015
2015

2016
2016
4-year national public

2017
2017

2018
2018

4- year Idaho public

Source: Data from the National Center for Education Statistics.

21

Exhibit 9

The 3-year graduation rate at Idaho public 2-year
institutions is lower than the national average.
Percentage (%)

35

30

30

25

25

20

20

15

15

10

10

5

5

0

0

2015
2015

2016
2016
2-year national public

2017
2017

2018
2018

2-year Idaho public

Source: Data from the National Center for Education Statistics.

25% of
students at an
Idaho 2-year
public institution
graduated within
3 years.
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At Idaho public two-year institutions graduations within 150
percent of normal time increased from 20 percent in 2015 to 25
percent in 2018. Again, while Idaho has made progress on
graduation rates the figure still trails national rates.
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Criteria, goals,
objectives, and success

3

Program success is the desired outcome. Clear goals and
measurable objectives are stepping stones on the way toward that
desired outcome. Performance measures are used to determine
progress of the program toward those goals and objectives.

This chapter examines the Advanced Opportunities and
Opportunity Scholarship programs to determine if each has welldefined criteria for participation, clear goals, measurable
objectives, and a definition of program success.

23

Both programs have well-defined criteria
for participation.
The Advanced
Opportunities
and Opportunity
Scholarship
programs have
well-defined
criteria for
participation.
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The Advanced Opportunities program has well-defined criteria
for participation listed in Idaho code. All public students from
7th to 12th grade have access to a maximum of $4,125 that may
be spent on dual enrollment courses, Advanced Placement tests,
overload courses, or workforce training. Once the $4,125 has
been exhausted, the student may no longer participate in the
Advanced Opportunities program.
The Opportunity Scholarship also has clearly defined
participation criteria. The scholarship is awarded based on a
combination of financial need and unweighted grade point
average specified in Idaho administrative code.

Investments in Postsecondary Education

Advanced Opportunities does not have
clear goals, measurable objectives, or a
definition of program success.
Idaho code does not specify any goals or objectives for the
Advanced Opportunities program or its components. We
conducted document reviews and interviewed policymakers,
agency leadership, and program staff to identify program goals
and objectives. We found an implicit understanding that the
program’s intent is to improve postsecondary education
participation and outcomes, increase the number of students
earning postsecondary degrees and certificates, and lead to gainful
employment. However, that intent is not formally articulated nor
is it universally viewed as the primary purpose of the program.
Without policy guidance from the Legislature concerning goals
and objectives, the State Board of Education has determined
several objectives for the program. The Advanced Opportunities
program is incorporated into the State Board of Education’s fiveyear strategic plan, but the objective in the plan is limited to
aiming for 80 percent of high school graduates to have
participated in the Advanced Opportunities program.

There is an
implicit
understanding
of the program’s
intent, but that
intent is not
formally
articulated nor is
it universally
agreed upon.

Measuring the level of participation is an important program
activity, but ignores program results in terms of retention,
graduation or completion, and subsequent employment.
Even with the lack of formally specified objectives and
performance measures, the State Board of Education has
produced annual reports for the dual credit subcomponent of the
Advanced Opportunities program.
Until recently, reports have almost exclusively focused on
measures of program participation. For example, how many
students earned dual credits each year or how many dual credits
students in a particular graduating class earned. In 2020, the State
Board of Education strengthened reporting to include measures
such as enrollment rates, retention rates, and degrees or
certificates earned for Advanced Opportunities participants.
The State Board of Education’s most recent report on dual credit
students shows that students who earn 20 or more dual credits
have higher enrollment, retention, and graduation rates than
students who earned fewer dual credits. The State Board of
Education’s improved reporting is a good step.

The State Board
of Education
reported that
students who
earn 20 or more
dual credits have
higher
enrollment,
retention, and
graduation rates
than students
who earned
fewer dual
credits.
25

The Opportunity Scholarship program has
a goal, and to a limited degree, objectives
specified in Idaho code, but the program
lacks sufficient measures of success.
In contrast to Advanced Opportunities, the Opportunity
Scholarship program has a goal and several objectives given in
statute. According to statute, the goal is to “increase individual
economic vitality and improve the overall quality of life for many
of Idaho’s citizens.” This goal is to be achieved by increasing
access to postsecondary education for economically
disadvantaged Idaho students by providing funding to remove
financial barriers and incentivize students to complete
postsecondary degrees or certificates.

Objectives for the
Opportunity
Scholarship
program do not
specify how
progress or
success should
be measured.

While there is a defined goal and several objectives for the
program, the objectives do not specify how progress or success
should be measured. For example, providing access to college for
economically disadvantaged students has historically been
difficult to define and measure.
There are few measures of progress for this program tracked by
the State Board of Education. The single performance measure
within the State Board of Education’s five-year strategic plan that
directly relates to the Opportunity Scholarship measures
participation but does not measure results for participants.
The State Board of Education’s strategic plan calls for 3,000 or
more scholarships to be awarded annually at a cost of $16 million
or more. The state is currently achieving this objective with the
Opportunity Scholarship.
Since 2015 the State Board of Education has produced an annual
report on the Opportunity Scholarship program.
The State Board of Education’s 2021 report on the Opportunity
Scholarship found that high school graduates who were eligible
and applied for the Opportunity Scholarship enrolled
immediately at a higher rate than those who were eligible to
apply but did not. Additionally, once in postsecondary education,
Opportunity Scholarship recipients took more credits per
semester and had a higher degree completion rate than students
who were academically eligible for the Opportunity Scholarship
but did not receive one.

26
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Neighboring states struggle with
measuring results for similar programs.
In our analysis of neighboring states we reviewed programs in
Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. We
found that neighboring states have programs similar to portions
of Advanced Opportunities, most notably the dual enrollment
component. Other states also have programs similar to the
Opportunity Scholarship. Like in Idaho, information and
reporting on the programs, including performance measures and
outcomes, are limited.
Of the six neighboring states reviewed, Montana and Oregon
report positive effects on college graduation from participation in
dual enrollment. The other four states track and report
participation data, and all cited efforts to better understand and
report measures and outcomes.
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Policy considerations
The Advanced Opportunities and Opportunity Scholarship
programs both lack formal articulation of clear goals, measurable
objectives, and commonly agreed upon definitions of program
success. Had the programs established such metrics and gathered
relevant data, this evaluation could have attempted to measure
performance against those metrics.
Policymakers, including the State Board of Education, should
consider formally establishing clear goals with actionable and
measurable objectives for the programs. As it stands, it is unclear
what analysts should be measuring to demonstrate program
success to policymakers.
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Program progress and
results

4

The state has made significant investments in postsecondary
education through the Advanced Opportunities and Opportunity
Scholarship programs, with the investment in both programs
having increased over recent years.

Legislators wanted to know what happens in the years following
high school graduation to students who have participated in
these programs. They also wanted to know if the increasing
annual investments in the programs led to more students earning
postsecondary degrees and certificates.
Legislators asked the Office of Performance Evaluations to help
establish a baseline for how these programs are working so they
can set new goals, determine progress, and measure future
success.
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Funding for Advanced Opportunities and
the Opportunity Scholarship has
increased substantially since 2016.
As the purposes and aspirations of the Advanced Opportunities
and Opportunity Scholarship programs have changed since their
inception, so too have the annual investments in the programs.
In 2016, the two programs combined spent $9.8 million. By
2020, that amount had increased to $44 million.

Advanced Opportunities
Of the $23

million that
was spent on
Advanced
Opportunities in
fiscal year 2020,

$19 million
went to dual
credit costs.

The Advanced Opportunities program has experienced growth in
its budget from $4.7 million in fiscal year 2016 to $23 million in
fiscal year 2020. Dual credit expenditures are the largest subset
of the Advanced Opportunities program. Of the $23 million that
was spent on Advanced Opportunities in fiscal year 2020, $19
million went to dual credit costs. Exhibit 10 outlines the growth
in annual investments in the program from 2016 to 2020.

Exhibit 10

Annual expenditures on Advanced Opportunities
increased by over $18 million between 2016 and
2020.
2016
Expenditure
($)

2017

2018

2019

2020

4,684,351 13,107,469 15,938,399 19,282,337 23,077,901

Students
served

*

21,333

35,327

37,468

39,304

* Numbers not available
Source: Data from the Idaho State Board of Education.

Changes to the Advanced Opportunities program contributed
toward its budgetary growth. When first introduced in 2013, the
Advanced Opportunities program was designed to pay for dual
credit courses and Advanced Placement tests for high school
seniors or students who completed all required courses prior to
their senior year.
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In 2015 and 2016, the Legislature passed bills amending the
Advanced Opportunities program. These bills consolidated
several programs designed to help students complete their K–12
education early and enroll in a postsecondary institution. The
bills also expanded the eligibility of the program to public school
students in grades 7–12 and established a maximum lifetime
disbursement of $4,125 for each student.
In 2019, the Legislature passed an additional bill incorporating
career technical workforce training courses into the Advanced
Opportunities program.

Opportunity Scholarship
The current version of the scholarship was created during the
2013 legislative session by combining the previously established
Opportunity Scholarship program with the Robert R. Lee
Promise Scholarship.
As seen in exhibit 11, similar to Advanced Opportunities,
Opportunity Scholarship has seen an increase in expenditures
over recent years. In the 2015–2016 school year, the Opportunity
Scholarship program provided scholarships to 1,764 students
with a budget of $5.2 million. By the 2019–2020 school year, the
number of students awarded the scholarship had increased to
6,416 with a budget of $20.8 million.

From 2016 to 2020, the Opportunity Scholarship
increased expenditures by over $15 million while
awarding almost 5,000 more scholarships.
2017

2018

2019

2020

Appropriation
($)

5,191,800 10,142,300 10,294,300 13,777,300 20,777,300

Expenditure
($)

5,124,248

Students
served*

1,764

four times
greater in

2020 than it was
in 2016.

Exhibit 11

2016

Funding for the
Opportunity
scholarship was

9,014,248 11,585,371 14,342,146 20,959,263
3,461

3,739

4,311

6,416

* Includes both first-time scholarship recipients and renewals.
Source: Data from the Idaho State Board of Education.
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The state
invested more
than $65

million on
roughly

21,000
Opportunity
Scholarships
from 2014 to
2020.
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Since the introduction of the most recent iteration of the
Opportunity Scholarship program, the state has invested more
than $65 million on scholarships awarded through the program.
In total, roughly the Opportunity Scholarship was awarded to
21,000 students from 2014 to 2020.
In addition to appropriations from the general fund, the
Opportunity Scholarship has an endowment that was established
in the beginning of the scholarship program in 2007. Program
expenditures in recent years have primarily been general fund
dollars.
The State Board of Education projects that about 5–10 percent of
students who are awarded the Opportunity Scholarship do not
end up enrolling. To account for students that do not enroll after
being awarded a scholarship, the State Board of Education
awards the scholarship to 5–10 percent more students than are
budgeted for. When the number of scholarship recipients who
enroll exceeds projections, the endowment is used to cover the
additional costs.
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About 46 percent of Advanced
Opportunities students and 17 percent of
Opportunity Scholarship students either
did not enroll in, or have stopped out of, a
postsecondary institution.
At the core of the questions posed by legislators was, what
happens to students after their first year in postsecondary
education? More specifically, is the state paying for programs
that do not lead to college degrees or certificates?

Our approach was a form of cohort study in which a class of
Idaho high school students was tracked over a four- and six-year
period to determine their attainment of certain milestones. As
the subject group for our analysis, we selected all the students
within the Idaho public high school graduating class of 2017 who
earned Advanced Opportunities credits during high school or
have since received the Opportunity Scholarship.3
We selected the graduating class of 2017 because it is the first
graduating class to have participated in the Advanced
Opportunities program after the significant changes made in
2016. Because only three years have passed of the four- and sixyear periods generally used to analyze postsecondary graduation,
some aspects of our study, such as graduation rates and
employment, need to be part of an ongoing analysis.
We followed each student in this cohort as they progressed
through the following milestones:

Some aspects of
our study, such
as graduation
rates and
employment,
need to be part
of an ongoing
analysis.

The cohort study
is designed to
account for and
describe what
happens to the
students who
participated in
the programs.

high school graduation
first year of enrollment in postsecondary education
second year in postsecondary education
graduation from postsecondary education

gainful employment
The cohort study is not designed to show that the Advanced
Opportunities or Opportunity Scholarship programs caused
enrollments, retention, or graduations. Instead, the study is

The study is not
designed to show
that the
programs caused
changes to
enrollments,
retention, or
graduations.

3. All students were assigned a unique identification number.
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designed to account for and describe what happens to the
students who participate in those programs.

Advanced Opportunities

10,185
students who
graduated high
school in 2017
had participated
in Advanced
Opportunities.

The Idaho high school graduating class of 2017 had 17,760
students. Of those students, 10,185 participated in the Advanced
Opportunities program. The state invested $6.1 million in
Advanced Opportunities credits earned by those students.
Exhibit 12 shows what happened to students as they went
through school as of spring 2020.
Exhibit 13 shows state spending on Advanced Opportunities for
the various student outcomes as of spring 2020.

Of the Advanced Opportunities participants in the cohort, 7,843
enrolled at a postsecondary institution. The Advanced
Opportunities credits earned by these participants accounted for
$5.1 million of the state’s investment.

Exhibit 12

Advanced Opportunities: academic progress of the 2017 cohort as of spring
2020
Advanced
Opportunities
participants

Enrolled in postsecondary
institution

10,185

(77%)

7,843

Still enrolled, no degree

4,383
(43%)

(100%)

Earned a degree
1,129 (11%)
Stop-outs

2,331
(23%)
Did not enroll

2,342
(23%)

Source: Office of Performance Evaluations’ analysis of data received from the Idaho State Board of Education and the
Department of Education.
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In contrast, 2,342 of the students who participated in Advanced
Opportunities have not yet enrolled at a postsecondary
institution. The Advanced Opportunities credits earned by these
students accounted for about $976,000 of the state’s investment.
Advanced Opportunities students not enrolling in postsecondary
education is not always an undesirable outcome. Several of the
Advanced Opportunities subcomponents are not necessarily
intended to lead students to postsecondary education. For
example, overload courses are intended to accelerate completion
of high school graduation requirement, and Career and Technical
Education is intended to prepare students for the workforce. Of
the 2,342 students who did not enroll at a postsecondary
institution, 82 participated only in Career and Technical
Education, and 212 participated in overload courses or a
combination of Advanced Opportunities components that were
not necessarily intended to lead to a postsecondary education.

It is not always
an undesirable
outcome for
students to
choose a path
other than
postsecondary
education.

Exhibit 13

By spring 2020, about one-third of Advanced Opportunities funds went to
students who stopped out or did not enroll at a postsecondary institution.
Advanced
Opportunities
dollars

Enrolled in postsecondary
institution

$6.1 million

(84%)

$5.1 million

Still enrolled, no degree

$2.8 million
(47%)

(100%)

Earned a degree

$1.1 million
(18%)
Stop-outs

$1.2 million
(20%)
Did not enroll

$976,000
(16%)
Source: Office of Performance Evaluations’ analysis of data received from the Idaho State Board of Education and the
Department of Education.
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Of the 7,843 students who participated in Advanced Opportunities
and enrolled in a postsecondary institution, 2,331 were stop-outs
as of spring 2020. Stop-outs are students who have stopped
enrolling and have not earned any degree or certificate. The state
invested $1.2 million in Advanced Opportunities credits for
stop-outs.4
Of the 7,843 Advanced Opportunities students who enrolled at a
postsecondary institution, 1,129 had earned a degree or certificate,

Stop-outs
Stop-out calculations represent a single point in time. Students who
are identified as stop-outs could return to school the following term
and would no longer be counted as stop-outs.
In addition, there is no single definition for what constitutes a stopout. Some institutions define stop-outs as students who have not
earned a degree and have not enrolled for two years. In its academic
progress report the State Board of Education counts stop-outs as
students who have not earned a degree and have not enrolled for a
year. For our analysis, we defined stop-outs as students who had not
earned a degree or certificate and were not enrolled for the most
recent semester for which we had data.
For the 2017 cohort, calculating stop-outs as students who had not
earned a degree and were not enrolled for a year results in 1,978 stop
-outs and $1 million invested by the state.

As of spring
2020,

1,129

Advanced
Opportunities
students had
earned a degree
or certificate and
an additional

of which 859 earned a degree or certificate from one of Idaho’s
public postsecondary institutions. The state invested $1.1 million
on Advanced Opportunities for the 1,129 students in the cohort
who earned degrees or certificates.
In our 2017 cohort, an additional 4,383 Advanced Opportunities
students had not earned a degree or certificate but were still
enrolled and could still earn a degree or certificate in the coming
years. About half of those students were enrolled in one of Idaho’s
public postsecondary institutions.

4,383

were
still enrolled.
4. Some of the students identified as stop-outs may be on official leave
of absence for reasons such as religious missions.
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Opportunity Scholarship
Once students from the cohort enrolled in one of Idaho’s
postsecondary institutions, they were eligible to apply for the
Opportunity Scholarship.5 Out of the 9,545 students who
graduated in 2017 and enrolled at a postsecondary institution, a
total of 1,376 received the Opportunity Scholarship totaling $8.3
million.6 Exhibit 14 shows what happened to students after
graduating high school up until spring 2020.

1,376
students in the
cohort received
the Opportunity
Scholarship.

Exhibit 14

Opportunity Scholarship: academic progress of
2017 cohort as of spring 2020.
Opportunity
Scholarship
participants*

1,376

Still enrolled, no degree

861
(63%)

(100%)

Earned a degree or certificate

282
(20%)
Stop-outs

233
(17%)
*Includes all students who received an Opportunity Scholarship at some point
during their postsecondary education, regardless of when the scholarship was
awarded.
Source: Office of Performance Evaluations’ analysis of data received from the Idaho
State Board of Education and the Department of Education.

5. Annually the State Board of Education reports on how effectively the
Opportunity Scholarship program is reaching the economically
disadvantaged population it is intended to.
6. We excluded 35 students who received the Opportunity Scholarship
from our analysis. Those 35 students attended private institutions in
Idaho but could not be matched to enrollment or graduation data. With
those 35 students included a total of 1,411 students received the
Opportunity Scholarship totaling $8.5 million. Of those students 1,194
had also earned Advanced Opportunities credits.
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Exhibit 15 shows how much the state spent on the Opportunity
Scholarship for the various student outcomes as of spring 2020.
Of the 1,376 students who received the Opportunity Scholarship,
233 were stop-outs. The state invested $787,000 in the
Opportunity Scholarship for stop-outs.

As of spring
2020,

282

Opportunity
Scholarship
students had
earned a degree
or certificate and
an additional

861 were still
enrolled.

Of the 1,376 Opportunity Scholarship students, 282 earned a
degree or certificate, of which 265 earned a degree or certificate
from one of Idaho’s public postsecondary institutions. The state
invested $1.9 million on the Opportunity Scholarship for the 282
students who earned degrees or certificates.
An additional 861 Opportunity Scholarship recipients had not
earned a degree or certificate but were still enrolled at a
postsecondary institution and could still earn a degree or
certificate in the coming years.

Exhibit 15

Of Opportunity Scholarship funds for the 2017
cohort, 9 percent went to students who stopped-out.
Opportunity
Scholarship dollars

$8.3 million

Still enrolled, no degree

$5.7 million
(68%)

(100%)

Earned a degree or certificate

$1.9 million
(23%)
Stop-outs

$787,000 (9%)
Source: Office of Performance Evaluations’ analysis of data received from the Idaho
State Board of Education and the Department of Education.
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Most Opportunity Scholarship recipients
also earned Advanced Opportunities
credits in high school.
We found that there was significant overlap between the two
programs. Of the 1,376 students who received the Opportunity
Scholarship, 1,164 (85 percent) had also earned Advanced
Opportunities credits. However, those 1,164 students made up
only 11 percent of students who participated in Advanced
Opportunities.
The largest determining factor of the Opportunity Scholarship
program is the financial need of the student, whereas Advanced
Opportunities does not have a financial need component. The
overlap of the two programs demonstrates that both programs
have been used by students with financial need to access financial
assistance.

85% of the
Opportunity
Scholarship
students in the
cohort had also
participated in
Advanced
Opportunities.
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Students who participated in Advanced
Opportunities or received the Opportunity
Scholarship stopped-out less than
students who did not participate in the
programs.
In total, of the 17,760 students who graduated high school in the
2017 cohort, 8,055 had earned Advanced Opportunities credits
and then enrolled in a postsecondary institution or had received
the Opportunity Scholarship while enrolled in a postsecondary
institution.
Of those 8,055 students, 2,381 were stop-outs, 1,165 earned a
degree or certificate, and 4,509 had not earned a degree or
certificate but were still enrolled.
For all 2017 high school graduates in Idaho who enrolled at a
postsecondary institution, 65 percent of students were either still
enrolled or had obtained a postsecondary degree or certificate by
spring 2020. The remaining 35 percent of students had stopped
attending a postsecondary institution by spring 2020 without a
degree or certificate.

The stop-out rate for Idaho’s 2017 high school graduates who had
earned Advanced Opportunities credits or received the
Opportunity Scholarship was 30 percent compared to 35 percent
stop-out rate for the entire 2017 cohort. Although the reason for
the observed difference is unclear, it presents an opportunity to
focus future analysis by the State Board of Education.
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On average, students who received more
Advanced Opportunities funds or
Opportunity Scholarship funds also
progressed further toward degree
completion.
There are positives for participants of the program, such as
higher retention rates when compared to all students. We found
that on average, the students who received more Advanced
Opportunities funds or Opportunity Scholarship dollars were also
the students who progressed further in postsecondary education.
The average Advanced Opportunities investment for those who
did not attend postsecondary education was $417, while the
average investment for Advanced Opportunities participants who
enrolled in postsecondary was $651. For students who have
completed a postsecondary degree or certificate, the average
Advanced Opportunities investment was $948. Opportunity
Scholarship recipients on average received $789 in Advanced
Opportunities funds while in high school.
This finding is partially echoed by a recent finding by the State
Board of Education. Analysis of the dual-credit participants has
shown that a greater proportion of students who graduate high
school with dual enrollment credits graduated postsecondary
with a bachelor’s degree within three to four years than those
who do not participate in dual enrollment courses in high school.
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Exhibit 16 shows the relationship between the amount the state
spent on Advanced Opportunities credits per student and the
amount of progress students made toward a degree or certificate.
The same is true for Opportunity Scholarship. Exhibit 17 shows
the relationship between the amount the state spent on the
Opportunity Scholarship per recipient and the amount of
progress recipients made toward a degree or certificate.

The relationship
between program
participation and
postsecondary
achievement is
promising.

The relationship between program participation and
postsecondary achievement is promising. However, the
relationship does not necessarily mean that the programs are
working or cost effective.

Exhibit 16

Advanced Opportunities spending was lower for
students who did not enroll or stopped-out
compared to those still enrolled or who have earned
a degree or certificate.
$948

$646

$516
$417

Did not enroll

Enrolled,
stopped-out

Still enrolled,
no degree or
certificate

Earned a
degree or
certificate

Source: Office of Performance Evaluations’ analysis of data received from the
Idaho State Board of Education and the Department of Education.
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It is very difficult to measure the impact of programs, such as
Advanced Opportunities, when there is a form of self-selection
involved. Students more likely to fully take advantage of the
program may also be the students who are more likely to succeed
through college.
It is unknown how far students would have progressed through
their postsecondary education without the programs. Many of the
students may have made the same amount of progress even
without the programs.

Exhibit 17

Students who are still enrolled or who have earned a
degree or certificate received twice as much in
Opportunity Scholarship as students who stoppedout.
$6,581

$6,663

Still enrolled,
no degree or
certificate

Earned a
degree or
certificate

$3,376

Enrolled,
stopped-out

Source: Office of Performance Evaluations’ analysis of data received from the
Idaho State Board of Education and the Department of Education.
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We estimate that the state will have
invested about $6,100 in Advanced
Opportunities and the Opportunity
Scholarship for each student who will
have earned a degree or certificate.
Not enough time has passed since the cohort graduated from
high school to determine exactly how many of the 4,509 students
who are still enrolled will earn degrees or certificates within four
and five years. However, based on State Board of Education
reported graduation rates for students who earned dual credits in
prior years, we estimate that approximately 1,178 of those
students will earn degrees or certificates within the next two
years.

The state
invested

$14.4
million
in both Advanced
Opportunities
and the
Opportunity
Scholarship for
the 10,397
students in the
2017 cohort.
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Overall, the state invested $14.4 million in both Advanced
Opportunities credits and the Opportunity Scholarship for the
10,397 students from our 2017 cohort who participated in one or
both programs. So far, about $2.9 million has gone toward
students who have earned postsecondary degrees or certificates.
An additional $8.5 million has been invested in the 4,509
students who were still enrolled in the spring of 2020.

We estimated that in total, about 2,345 students from the cohort
will earn a degree or certificate by 2022, five years after the
cohort graduated from high school.
When accounting for individuals whom we estimated will receive
a degree or certificate by 2022, the state will have invested
$6,100 on Advanced Opportunities or the Opportunity
Scholarship for each student in the programs who will have
earned a degree or certificate.
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Policy considerations
Our cohort analysis shows that higher levels of participation in
the programs is associated with greater progress toward
completion of degrees or certificates. This finding is encouraging
but does not necessarily mean that the programs are working or
are cost effective. When we look at the overall picture of Idaho’s
postsecondary enrollment, retention, and graduation rates in
comparison to prior years rates, it is difficult to see an impact.
In addition, we found that the programs have spent a significant
amount on students who have not earned degrees or certificates.
For the 2017 cohort, nearly $2.9 million of the $14.4 million the
state spent on Advanced Opportunities and the Opportunity
Scholarship was for students who either did not attend a
postsecondary institution or stopped-out without earning a
degree or certificate. An additional $8.5 million was spent on
students who, as of spring 2020, were still enrolled but had not
earned a degree or certificate.

The above findings help establish a baseline for how the
programs are working but also raise important questions for
policymakers and program administrators to consider as they set
new goals, determine progress, and measure future success for
the programs:
Why are some program participants not pursuing
postsecondary education?
Are students who pursue Workforce Training or Career and
Technical Education obtaining relevant employment?
Why are a significant portion of program participants
stopping out?
Are there ways for the programs to address these problems to
become more cost-effective?
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The Legislature should consider asking the State Board of
Education and the Department of Education to do the following
tasks:
For the Advanced Opportunities program, continue to collect
and expand analysis and reporting of more data than just
participation and enrollment rates. For example, it would
be helpful for the State Board of Education to annually
report on how many of the Advanced Opportunities
students participated in each of the subcomponents of the
program, how much funding went to each component,
and how participation in each component affected
attainment of degrees, certificates, or employment.
For both programs, collect, analyze, and report on the kind of
information used in this evaluation’s cohort research
including program cost data as it relates to program
results. In addition, expand the data collection to include
employment information.
Add an analysis component to understand what is working
and not working in the programs, with the aim of making
the programs more cost-effective.
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Request for
evaluation

A
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B

Evaluation scope
We will focus this evaluation on five primary objectives:
1. Assess whether each program has clearly stated criteria,
measurable goals and objectives, and a definition of
program success.

2. Assess the measures of progress and the explicit results
for each program.
3. Assess to what extent these programs have advanced the
completion of college degrees and certificates.
4. Compare and contrast how similar programs in
neighboring states are measuring and producing results.
5. If possible, collect and analyze the attainment of
employment for recent graduates.
The essential over-arching rationale for this effort is to ascertain
a taxpayer return on investment by exhibiting whether taxpayers,
students, and institutions can produce evidence of real
measurable results in return for the millions of dollars of
accelerated program expenditure growth since 2015. Challenges
for the evaluation include potential constraints in gathering state
post-secondary higher education data. Since these programs have
been operating for only a few years, stakeholders have recognized
a need for better data collection. We will identify which data are
necessary for stakeholders to track and measure appropriate
progress and intended outcomes.
After conducting preliminary interviews with multiple legislators
and stakeholders, we determined that a meaningful evaluation of
occupancy costs and the broader higher education funding model
is not feasible at this time because of economic instability. As a
result, we have excluded occupancy costs and the funding model
from this evaluation.
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Methodology

C

This evaluation was designed to help policymakers establish a
baseline for how the Advanced Opportunities and Opportunity
Scholarship programs are working and to help them better see
the relationship between the state’s investment in the programs
and program results.
We designed the evaluation to account for and describe what
happened to the students who participate in the programs. Our
analysis was not intended to establish causal relationships and
the results should not be interpreted as causal.

Interviews and document review
We conducted a series of interviews with stakeholders to gain an
understanding of the Advanced Opportunities and Opportunity
Scholarship programs, as well as to learn how other states are
approaching similar programs. We interviewed individuals from
the following groups:
legislators
staff at the State Board of Education
staff at the Department of Education
staff at education departments for neighboring states
In addition to conducting interviews, we reviewed documents
and other studies pertaining to postsecondary education
scholarship programs. These documents include reviews and
evaluations conducted by the State Board of Education on the
Advanced Opportunities and Opportunity Scholarship programs,
as well as overviews of similar programs in Oregon, Montana,
Nevada, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming.
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Our analysis was
not intended to
establish causal
relationships and
the results
should not be
interpreted as
causal.

Analysis of Idaho and national trends
Data from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES)
was used to compare trends among national and Idaho public
schools when available. NCES data was chosen to ensure
consistency in underlying methodology for national and Idaho
trend numbers. NCES data was used exclusively for 18–24
enrollment rate, retention rate, and two- and four-year
graduation rates.
For immediate enrollment rate, a combination of both NCES and
State Board of Education data was used. NCES was used for
national numbers for immediate enrollment rate. The Idaho
immediate enrollment rate was not available from NCES, so State
Board of Education data was used for that metric. The
methodology to calculate immediate enrollment rate for NCES
and the State Board of Education differ. As such, direct
comparisons between immediate enrollment rates nationally and
for Idaho are not made, but rather both are shown to display that
they have remained flat since 2015.

We selected the
2017 graduating
class for two
reasons.
1. Any class that
graduated before
2017 would not
have experienced
the program
changes made in
2016.
2. Any class that
graduated after
2017 would have
only been
enrolled in
postsecondary
education for two
years at most.
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State Board of Education data was solely used for metrics that
were not compared to national level data. This included the total
enrollment numbers in Idaho public institutions and the threeyear high school enrollment rate.

When discussing retention and graduation rates, comparisons
only included national and Idaho public schools. Enrollment
rates by time or age included students who attend any type of
postsecondary institution.

Cohort analysis
We began by tracking the entire Idaho high school graduating
class of Spring 2017 who participated in Advanced Opportunities
in high school or received the Opportunity Scholarship at a
postsecondary institution.
We selected the 2017 graduating class for the analysis cohort for
two reasons:
1. Any class that had graduated before 2017 would not have
participated in the Advanced Opportunities program after
the significant changes in the 2016 legislative session.
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2. Any high school class that graduated after 2017 would
have only been enrolled in postsecondary education for
two years at most making it difficult to see any
completion of degrees or certificates.
We tracked the cohort as its members progressed into first year
college enrollment, either stayed in college or stopped-out, and
moved on to graduation. We also analyzed program financial
data for each student with postsecondary enrollment, retention,
and graduation data. By combining the two data sets we were
able to account for accumulated program costs for each of the
individual students who earned Advanced Opportunities credits
or who received Opportunity Scholarship funding and link those
costs to outcomes.

Data
We were able to conduct the cohort analysis because of the
willingness and effort of the State Board of Education and the
State Department of Education to provide datasets that we were
able to combine.
The State Board of Education provided student-level data for
postsecondary enrollments, degrees and certificates earned, and
dollar amounts of Opportunity Scholarship awarded by semester.

The Department of Education provided student-level data for
each Advanced Opportunities course or test taken including the
program subcomponent, the dollar amount for each course or
test taken, and the number of credits for each course or test
taken.

Limitations

By combining
datasets from
the State Board
of Education and
the State
Department of
Education, we
were able to link
accumulated
program costs
for the cohort to
outcomes for the
cohort.

We were only able to analyze one cohort of students. The
outcomes for this cohort are not necessarily the same outcomes
that other cohorts will experience. This is especially true because
the 2017 cohort only had access to the new Advanced
Opportunities program for their senior year. For the other years
of high school, these students only had access to the older
Advanced Opportunities program. The students who are now
able to access the Advanced Opportunities program throughout
all of high school may have different outcomes.
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Further, the 2017 cohort has only been in college for at most
three years as of the time the data was collected for this report.
This means that students who pursued a bachelor’s degree have
not had enough time to graduate in the standard amount of time.

The limitations
for this
evaluation
underscore the
importance of
ongoing and
repeated cohort
analysis.
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Although these are limitations for this evaluation, they
underscore the importance of ongoing and repeated cohort
analysis.
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Responses to the
evaluation

“With the state’s large investment in this program, I
have been clear about the need for policy changes to this
program to ensure its alignment with our state’s longterm postsecondary goals.”
–Brad Little, Governor

“One of the biggest indicators of college success is self
-efficacy, the AO program [Advanced Opportunities]
will likely have a greater impact of the self-efficacy of
a student who has participated for multiple years
versus a student who participated only in their senior
year.”
–Sherri Ybarra, Superintendent of Public Instruction

“The fact that these students have only been in college
for at most three years is a key factor that needs to be
kept in mind when interpreting any findings regarding
the number of students who have graduated with a
postsecondary degree or certificate.”
–Matt Freeman, Executive Director
State Board of Education
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