
The “Cooling Out” Hypothesis & Community College Choice

Under the “cooling out” hypothesis, students enroll in community colleges because their 
grades are not good enough, they do not feel like they are ready for a residential university, 
or because they failed out of another institution. National data, however, shows this may 
not be the case for many community college students. While historical research showed that 
community colleges may lower educational aspirations, new models indicate that students 
who exhibit a higher levels of uncertainty about educational aspirations may be more likely 
to choose community colleges.5 

A recent longitudinal study by the U.S. Department of Education showed students who at-
tend community colleges can raise their educational expectations.6 Another showed that 
nearly 40% of community college students are academically qualified to attend four-year 
colleges, with 24% scoring in the highest proficiency levels for math and 17% in reading dur-
ing their senior year in high school.7 This means that between 20% and 25% of community 
college students are more than proficient in reading and math.

The results of this survey suggest students choose community colleges primarily for three 
reasons: low price, proximity to home, and the availability of a specific program. An open 
admissions policy and entrance requirements, college choice variables consistent with the 
“cooling out” hypothesis, play less significant roles in the decision to attend a community 
college. This seems to confirm that, rather than providing a place to “cool out” or “divert” 
other aspirations, practical considerations play a more prominent role in the college choice 
process for community college students.8
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