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TRENDS IN THE ACADEMIC ABILITIES, BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS, 
AND EDUCATIONAL AND VOCATIONAL PLANS OF COLLEGE-BOUND STUDENTS: 

1970-71 TO 1974-75 

E., James Maxey, 

Le« M. Wlmpey, 
Richard L. Ferguson, 

Gary R. Hanson 

THe 5-year period from 1970-71 to 1974-75 has 
been a time of unprecedented political, social, and 
economic change. Watergate, the Vietnam war, the 
energy crisis, inflation, high unemployment rate, 
changing attitudes, about drugs, and increased 
educational and economic opportunities for 
women and minority groups have all contributed to 
that change. All segments of society have been 
^affected by these events. This paper focuses on 
changes in the attributes of ACT-tested college- 
bound students which may be related 'to those 
events. . 

Although the extent a.nd nature of the impact of 
these influences on students are not fully known^. 
data which provide information about changes in ~ 
students' abilities, backgrounds, and educational 

plans over the same 5-year period are available.. 
. Causal Velationships between social change and 

changes in these student-related variables cannot 
'be Inferred from these data. On the basis of these 
data, however, some "armchajr" speculations oh 
the nature Of the relationship can be made. 

The data reported in subsequent sections of this 
(taper are drawn from The American College Test- 
Ing Program (ACT) files of. student records 
collected over the pdst 5 years through administra­

tion of the ACT Assessment Program. The data 
from 1970-71 and 1971-72 represent a 5% random 
sample and the data from 1972-73, 1973-74, and 
1974-75, a 10% random sample of students tested 
on the first four national test dates each year. In­ 
cluded in the students' records are their ACT test 
scores and self-reported high school grades, and 
their responses to the ACT Student Profile Section 
(SPS), which contains some 200 items about voca-
tional plans, out-of-class high school .accomplish­ 
ments, educational needs, extracurricular plans, 
and general biographical information. All students 
who write the ACT Assessment complete the SPS. 

Three major categories of trend data based on 
ACT test stores and on selected elements from the 
SPS are reported In subsequent sections of this 
paper. These are trends in students' 

1. academic ablMies 
2. background characteristics (e.g., sex, race, 

and socioeconomic status) 
3. educational plans and goals 

The paper summarizes findings and offers- some 
interpretations,of their implications. 

.
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Trends In Academic Abilities 

Among the important indicators of change are 
'trends'in students' academic perfoftnance a°nd in. 
the kinds of instructional experience's which they 
elect. In this 'section.' these indicators are ex- 
amined.using dat^on college-bound students who 
Wrote the ACT Assessment. Academic perfor-
mance.id-considered from the perspective both of
high sch'ooT grades and special instructional ex­ 
periences and of performance on the ACT Assess-
ment.' 

Trends in High School Average 
When students write the.ACT Assessment, they 

repdrt the last grade earned prior to the senior year 
in high school in four-subjects: English, math-
erna'tics. sociaf studies, and nature! sciences- The 
arithmetic average of these four- grades, or High 
School Average (HSA), is used as a predictor of 
probable success during the first semester of 
college. Table 1 'indicates the distribution of HSA 
for ACT-tested students each year from 1970-71 
through 1974-75 

The mean. HSA increased by at least .05 on a 4- 
point scale each year. Over the 5,-year peri od. the 
mean HSA rose from2.6T1o 2.91. an increase of .24. 
Contributing to that overall increase was the .28 in­ 
crease in men's mean HSA (frorn 2.53 to 381) and 
the .19 increase in women's mean HSA (from 2.81 
to 3.00). Interestingly, the increase in mean HSA 
was not accompanied by any significant change in 
the standard deviation of that index* 

The increase in HSA can be observed, not only 
among college-bound students but also among the 
students in.thaj group who enrolled in college and 
remained at least 1 year. Normative data from the 
ACT Standard Research Service (not shown here) 
indicate that the HSA for the first-year college 
students has increased from 2.65 to 2.79 over the 
last 3 years 

Trends in Student Participation in High School 
Honors Courses 

To determine whether there has been a change in 
. students' participation in special high school 

honors courses over the'past 5 years, data were 
collected from students' responses to an item on 
the ACT Student Profile Section. That item and e,ll 
others referred to in this paper are included as an* 
appendix to this report. 

As indicated in Table 2. there has been no decline 
in the popularity of high school honors Courses 
among ACT-tested students over the past 5 years. 

To the 'contrary, interest in such courses Increased 
slightly (up,from 36% to 38% participation).

 Interestingly, participation in high school honors 
courses has increased significantly for men over 
the 5-year' period but has remained relatively con­ 
stant for women. Morepver, although the pro­ 
portion' of college-bound women enrolled in honors 
courses in the early 1970s exceeded the pro­ 
portion of men enrolled in such courses, by the 
mid-1970s this phenomenon reversed itself. For ex­ 
ample, in' 1974-75 46% of the college-bound men 
'and 37%'of the college-bound women were en­ 
rolled in such courses. The overall, effect of the 
shirts in. enrollment in these courses has .been a 
modest increase in the total percentages of stur 
dents involved in high school honors courses

In recent years, there has been considerable 
speculation in the 'popular press and among 

. educators that more and more students.are look-
ing'with disdain on a college education or, at least, 

*ate not nearly so concerned as they once were 
about intensive academic preparation for college. 

This latter attitude is consistent with reports of 
'dwindling college enrollments and with the 
establishment of open-door admissions policies 'at 
rrfany colleges. These Influences appear to have 
had no negative effect on participation in high 
school honors courses. 

ACT Test Scores 

Table 3 reports mean ACT test scores over the 5- 
year period of the national samples described 
earlier. The data indicate that Composite test 
scores have declined by about .6 from 1970-71 to 
1974-75. A decline of this magnitude Is sufficiently 
large to rule out chance fluctuations. The decline In 
mean Composite scores coincides with .a general
 increase in the proportion of women tested and a 
corresponding decline In the mean Composite 
score'of women as a subgroup over the 5 years. 
Men's scores have remained relatively constant 
over that same period. Also of interest is the trend 
toward an increase in standard deviation from year 
to year. 

When test scores are studied by content area, the 
data show declines in all areas except Natural 
Sciences, which increased by .6 of a standard 
score. Social Studies showed the greatest decline, 
with, a drop of 1.3 standard scores. The mean 
scores .of women declined more than the mean 
scores of men on all subtests. 



TABLE 1' 

Distributions ol High School Averages (Based on Four Sell-Reported Grades) lor 
National Samples.ol College-Bound Students Tested Irom 1970-71 to 1974-75

 (In Percentages) 

1970-71 1971-72 1972-73- 1973-74 1974<75. 

HSA 

 fc.50-4.00 

 

 

 

Men Women Total 

12 21 17 

Men Wpmen Total 

16 23' 19 

Men Women Total 

17 26 22 

Men Women Total 
20 29

25 

Men/ Women Total 

23 31  27

2.50-3.49 
1 
L50-2.49. 

0.50-1.49 

,0.00-0.49

Mean 

--.43- 
,40 

4 

1 

2.53 

52 

26. 
1' 

0 

2.81 

•48 

-.33

3 

0' 

2.67 

45' 

36 

3 

.. 0 

2.62 

52 

24 

1

.0 

2.86 . 

49 

30 

2 

."O 

2.74 

48 

32 

3 

0 

2.69 

52 

21' 

1 

-0 

2.92  

50 

26 

2 

0 

2.81

50 52 

28 19 

21 

0 0. 

2.76 2.96 

51 

23 

1-

0 

2.86 

50 

26 

2 

.0 

2.81 

51  50

17  21

1  1

0 

*• 3.00 
0 

2.91. 

S.D. 0.69 0.65 0.68 0.69 0.65 0.68 , 0.68 0.65 0.68 0.68 0.64 0.67 0.69 0.64' 0.67 

"N 18,705 18.583- 37.288 15.371 16.028 31,399 32,875 35,418 68,293 v32,565 35.846 60.411 29,707 33.854 63,561 

TABLE 2 

Distributions ol Participation In High School Honors Courses lor 
National Samples ol College-Bound Students Tested Irom 1970-71 to 1974-75 

(In Percentages) 

 

1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 1973-74 1974-75 

Participation 

Yes 

Men 

34 

Women 

39 

Total 

36 

Men 

35' 

Women Total 

37 .36 

Men Women 

35 36 

Total 

36 

Men Women Total 

44 43 4? 

Men Women Total 

'37 46 38 

No 66 62 64 66 63 64 . 65 63 64 56 57 57 61 62 62 

N 1.9,766 19,844 39.610 15.627 16.693 32,320 33,422 36.837 70,259 35,068 38,927 73,995 32.932 38.511 71,443 



TABLE 3 

Distributions of ACT Assessment Scores for National Samples of College-Bound Studenti 
Tested from 1970-71 to 1974-75 

(In Percentages) 

1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 1973-74 1974-75 

Teat Score Interval Men Women Tqtal Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women Total \ Men Women Total 

English 26-36-
21-25 
16-20 
1-15 

4    7
25 
37 
35 

 36 
33 
22 

6 
31 
36 
28 

4 
24 
38 
34 

7 
33 
37 
22 

6 
29 
38 
28 

4 
26 
37 
33 

. 7 
34 
3623 

6 
30 
36 
28 

4 
24 
37 
35 

7 
32 
36 

- 25 

5 
28 
37 
30 

4 
24
37 
35 

6 
31 
35 
27 

5 
28 
36 
31 

Mean 
S.D.-

17.1 
5.5 

19.0 
5.3 

18.0 
5.5 

17.0 
.5.5 

18.7 
5.3 

17.9 
5.5 

17.3 
5,3 

18.9 
. 5.1 

18.15.3- 17.1 
5.2 

18.6 
5.1 

17.9 
5.2 

17.1 
5.2 

18.3 
5.2 

17.7 
5.3 

Mathematics 26-36 
21-25 
16-20 
1-15 

28 
19 

.24 
28 

18 
17 
26 
39 

23 
18 
2534 

28 
18 
28 
26 

18 
15 
31 
37 

23 
16 
29 
32 

28 
19 
27 
25 

18 
17 
30 
35 

23 
18 
29 
30 

27 
20 
27 
27 

15 
16 
29 
40 

21 
18 
28 
34 

27 
19 
22 
32 

15 
15 
23 
47 

21 
17 
22 
40 

Social Studies 

Mean 
S_,D. 

26-36-
21-25 
16-20 
1-15 

20.2 
7.1 

19 
30 
21 
31 

18.0 
6.9 

16 
30 
22 
33 

19.1 
7.1 

17 
30 
21 
32 

20.1 
7.2 

21 
29 
17 
33 

17.7 
6.9 

16 
29 
18 
37 

18.8 
7.2. 

18 
30 
17 
35 

20.2 
7.2 

22 
28 
14 
35 

18.0 
7.0 
16' 

27 
16 
41 

19.1 
7.2 

19 
28 
15 
39 

19.7 
7.4 

22 
30 
14 
34 

17.1 
7.2 

15 
27 
15 
43 

18.3 
7.4 

18 
29 
14 
39 

19.3 
7.9-

21 
28 
13 
37 

16.2 
7.6 

12 
24 
14 
50 

17.6 
7.9 

16 
26 
13 
44 

Natural 
Sciences 

Mean 
S.D. 

26-36 
21-25 
16-20 
1-15 

19.0 
7.1 

32 
19 
29 
21 

18.4 
7.0 

22 
19 
33 
27 

18.7 
7.0 

27 
19 
31 
24 

19.1 
7.2 

33 
22 
26 
19 

18.2 
7.1 

21 
22 
31 
27 

18.6 
7.2 

27 
22 
28 
23 

19.0 
7.5 

34 
19 
26 
20 

17.7 18.3 
7.4 7.4 

23 28 
19 19 
32 30 
26 23 

19.1 
7.6 

35 
24 
24 
18 

17.3 
7.5 

18 
23 
31 
28 

18.1 
7.6 

26 
24 
28 
23. 

18.7 16.4 
7.5 7.3 

36   21
24 23 
23 29 
17 27 

17.4 
7.5 

28 
2326" 

22 

Composite 

Mean so. 
26-36

"21-25 
16-20 
1-15 

21.3 
6.4 

16 
29 
29 
26 

19.7 
6.0 

12 
.28 
33 
28 

20.5 
6.3 

1428-
31 
27 

21.6 
6.5 

17 
29 
28 
26 

19.6 
6.1 

12 
26 
32 
30 

20.6 
6.4 

14 
28 
30 
28 

21.7 
6.5 

18 
29 
27 
26 

19.9 20.8 
6.0 6.3 
13 

15 
26 27 
30 29 
30 28 

22.2 
6.5 

18 
29 
27 
26 

19.6 
5.9 

11 
25 

.31 
33 

20.8 
6.4 

14 
27 
29 
30 

22.4 20.0 
6.4 6.0 

17 10 
28 23 
27 29 
27 37 

21.1 
6.3 

14 
26 
28 
33 

Mean 
S.D^ 

19.5 
5.6 

18.9 
5.4 

19.2 
5.5 

19.6 
5.7 

• 18.7 
5.4 

19.1 
5.6 

19.7 
5.8 

18.8 19.2 
-5.5 5.7 

19.7 
5.8 

18 25.5
18.9 
5.7 

19.5 17.8* 
5.9 5.6 

18.6 
5.8 

N 20,082 20.059 40,141 16.501 17.364 33.865 35,350 38,394 73,744 35,068 38.927 73,995 32.932 38,511 71,443 



Another significant finding revealed by the data 
.in Tablets is that the proportion of students with 
scores in the highest interval of the score\scale (26-
36) has remained essentially stable overlhe past 5 
years. At the same time, the proportion of studenis 
scoring In the lowest interval of the score scale (1-
15) has Increased somewhat, suggesting a trend 
towards a slightly less able group of students taking 
the tests In recent years. 

Summary 

The increases in HSA and declines in ACT test 

scores reported above are consistent with earlier 
findings (Ferguson & Maxey, 1976; Munday, 1976). 
On the surface, these two trends appear to 
contradict one another, particularly when one is 
striving to develop a coherent statement of trends 
In the academic abilities of college-bound stu- 
dents. In discussing the relationship of these 
trends, however, Ferguson and Maxey (1975) 
attributed the discrepancies both to a "lowering of 
grading standards" and to an actual decline in test 
scores brought about in part by greater diversity in 
.the academic abilities of'students taking the ACT 
Assessment. . 

Trends In Selected Student Background Characteristics 

In this section, trends in sex, racial/ethnic back­ 
ground, and indications of socloeconomic status of 
the college-bound student population described 
earlier are discussed. 

Sex 

The percentage of women taking the .ACT 
Assessment has grown steadily during the last 5 
years. In 1970-71, 50% of the students tested were 
women; in 1974-75, 54% were women. This in­ 
crease may be due in part to a decline in the 
number of young men who choose to attend 
college and an increase in the number who enter 
the service or take full-time employment instead. 
The increase may also be due in part to a wider 
variety of women seeking college as a means of im-

proving their role In life,. These results are shown in 
Table 4. 

Racial/Ethniq Background 

As reported in. Table 5, the proportions of- mi­ 
nority college-bound students'have remained very 
stable for the 5-year period. About 7% are Afro- 
American Black, 2% are Mexican/Spanish-speaking 
American, about 1% are American Indian, and 1% 
are Oriental American. Some variation has 
occurred in the proportion of students who elect to 
not respond, but generally about .90% of the.stu­ 
dents do respond to the item. The data indicate that 
there has been very little change in the racial-ethnic 
composition of the ACT-tested college-bound stu­ 
dent population since 1970-71. These data differ 
somewhat from the-Initial rise ant) subsequent de­ 
cline in the percentage of Blacks found by W. 
Sedlacek, M: Strader, and G. Brooks, Jr. (1974).' 

TABLE 4 

Distributions by Sex for National Samples of College-Bound Students 
Tested from 1970-71 to 1974-75 

(In'Percentages) 

Sex 1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 1973-74 1974-75 

Males 50 49 48 47 46 

Females 50 51 .52 53 54 

N 40,141 33.865 73,744 73,995 71,443 



TABLE 5

Distributions of Raclal-Ethnic Background for National Samples 
of College-Bound Students Tested from 1970-71 to 1974-75 . 

(In Percentages) 

Racial-Ethnic 
Background 

Afro-American/Black 

1970-71 

6

1971-72 

7

1972-73 

7

1973-74 

7 

"1974-75 

7 

American Indian 1 1 1 3 1 

Caucasian American 79 81' 79 73 
77 

Mexican/Spanish-Speaking 
American 2 

2' 
2 2 2 

Oriental American 
'2' 

1 '1 1 1 

Other or I prefer not to respond 10 8. 10 14 .11 

N 38,405 32,812 71,315 . 69.454 65,960 

Variables Related to Socloeconomlc Status 

The general socloeconomic status (SES) of 
college-bound students is a variable significant to 
the study of changes in student characteristics over 
the past 5 years. Trends in two general indicators of 
SES, self-reported family, income and plans to seek 
financial assistance, are discussed below. 

Self-Reported Family Income 

Table 6 shows distributions of self-reported 
family income over the past 5 years for the students 
Included in this study. 

Because the wording of the SPS item has 
changed during the past 5 years, percentages are 
reported in two ways. The first percentage ineach 
cell Is based on both respondents and non- 
respondents. The second percentage (In paren­ 
theses) In each cell is based only on students who 
responded to the item. About 31-34% of the 
college-bound students who take the ACT Assess­ 
ment come from families whose incomes are be­ 
tween $7,500 and $14,999. Over the 5-year period, 
the percentage of students who reported family in­ 
comes over $15,000 has increased from 15% to over 
29%. This shift in family income is probably the re­ 
sult both of the Inflation economy of the last 5 years 

and of real Increases in family income of the typical 
ACT examinee. 

Students' Plans to Obtain Financial Assistance 

Two items. In the SPS provide information about 
students' need and plans for obtaining financial 
assistance for college. The first Item asks students 
whether-they expect to apply for financial aid to 
meet college expenses. The second asks whether 
they expect to work while in college in order to con­ 
tribute tcr their expenses. Students' responses to 
those Items are reported in Table 7. 

Over the 5-year period, the proportion of 
students who plan to apply for financial aid has in­ 
creased from 58% to 61%. The percentage of stu­ 
dents planning to work while in college increased 
substantially from 42% to 61% in the 3-year period 
for which data were available. The availability of the 
Basic Educational Opportunity Grant Program 
(BEOG) may be one reason for this increased in­ 
terest in financial aid. Growing interest In both 
sources of financial 'support is probably also 
related, in part, to financial strains-caused by in­ 
flation in the mid 1970s. 



TABLE 8 

OMributtoiw of Setf-fteported Family Income for National Sample* 
of CottageBound Studenta Teetod from 1470-71 to 1974-75 

(In Percentages) 

Income 1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 1973-74 1974-7S 

' 

ten than $3,000 
| 3,000-$ 7.499 
i 7.500 - $14.999 
§15.000 -$19,999 
$20,000 -Over 

3(3) 
15(16) 

. 32 32    31(31) 
8 9)  7(7)
7(7)   7(8)

3< 3) 
14(14) 

4< 4)    4(4)
1213) 
32(33 
8( 8) 

13 13) 
34 35 

9 9) 
11 11) 

1 3( 3 . 
*1 11 
32(34 
13(14 
16(17 

CooskliH jttite 
confidential •5(5) . 5(5) 5(5) 26(27) 20(20) 
Do not know* 
No response 

27(28) 
2 ** 

30(31) 
1 

29(29) 
1 3 4 

N Includes percentagaa' ' 
in parentheses 39.474 33.411 72,821 . 70,425 66.161 
No response' 667 454 923 . 2,260 2.852 

Total N 40.141 33.865 73.744 72.685 69.013 

*TMt mponn option m$ diopptd «t»rttog wtth In* 1>7>74 >»«ftng yMr. TMt cnmg* miy MDOimt for ttw lner«»iit m 
irotnteQM^of 1 contidvr tttift infonnction oonftdcntiftr* racponMA And (^ tti9 nufnocr ot Mudonti vrio do not rMpond. 

TABLET 

Dbtributtofw of Ptam to Obtain Flranctol AMhtMtc* for Na»oMl SwnplM 
of Collto^-Bound 8tud>nta Twtod from 1970-71 to 1974-75 

(In P*ro»ntaoM) 

Type of Financial Assistance 1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 1973-74 1974-75 

CoHega or government aid 
(I.O.BEOG) 58 •59 60- . 56 61 

Work while m college* 42 59 61 

39,854 33.631 73.744 72.685 69,013 



Trends In Educational and Vocational Plans 

In a time of substantial social change, it seems 
reasonable tc-expect correspending changes In the 
way students view their world. Such changes 
should be reflected In students' educational and vo­ 
cational plans and goals This section focuses on 
trends In students' responses to i tarns related tothe 
academic aspects of college life and vocational 
plans, data that should -shed some light on- that 
hypothesis. . 

Academic Pltna in College 

Full-tlmf/part-time status. The data in Table 8 
'Indicate that about 90% of the students who.wrlte 
the ACT Assessment plan to enroll In college as 
.fulMime students. The ACT Assessment has 
traditionally been taken by college-bound high 
school students who are likely to attend college 
shortly after high school graduation, and the great 
majority of these students plan full-time enroll­ 
ment. Apparently, little of what has happened In 
recent years has affected the proportion of students 
who prefer to attend college on a lull-time .bast*. 

Educational major. In 1970-71, the three most 
popular educational majors were: 1) Business, 

'Political, and Persuasive Fields: 2) Educational 
Fields; 3) Health Fields. During the 5-year period, 
interest in health fields has increased steadily, 
while interest In education fields has decreased 
steadily. This trend ^probably closely related to" 
thenature of the vocational opportunities In these 
fields during the last 5 years. Interest in scientific, 
agricultural, and engineering' fields has. remained 

stable over the same period. During each of the last 
4 years, about 7-6% ot the students tested/have 
been undecided about their educational major at 
the time they completed the ACT Assessment. 
These data are reported In Table 9. 

Vocational flans. Datareported above suggest 
considerable change over the 5-year period1 in 
'trends in choice of college major. Table 10 pro­ 
vides data on Students' vocational plans. As mfght 
be expected, interest in the health fields as a voca­ 
tion has increased'steadily and interest in the 
educational fields has decreased steadily over the 
5-year period. These trends probably reflect 
students' awareness of economic reality. Students 
seem to. know where the jobs are available. Interest < 
in vocations in the-social sciences and In scjen- 
tlfic, agricultural, and engineering fields has 
remained about the same over the 5-year period. 

Interest In special college programs. Table 1? 
reports trends in'students' interests in special 
educational programs. Over the 5-year period, In­ 
terest in advanced placement has increased 

.steadily. About 5% more of the students tested in 
1974-75 were interested m advanced placement in 
English than was true in 1970-71; about 6% more 
were interested In advanced placement In math­ 
ematics, and about 7% more were interested In ao> 
vanced placement In foreign language. Interest In 
honors courses and Independent study has de­ 
creased over the 5-year period. Only 2 of even/10 
students were interested in honors courses in 1874- 
75: the interest In Independent study declined from 
51% to 43% of the students tested. 

TABLE S 

Distributions of Student Status Plans for National Samples 
of College-Bound Students Tested from 1970-71 to>1974«75 

(In Percentages), 

Student Status Plans. 1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 1973-74 1974-75 

Full-time. 

Part-time 

91 

9 

90 

10 

90 

10 

89 

11 

•91 

8 

N 39.427 32.279 70^99 72.594 68.399 



TABLE 9 

Distributions of Planned EducaHonal Major for National Samples 
of College-Bound Studtnts Tested from 1970-71 to 1974-75 

(In Percentages) » 

1970-71 1971-72. 1972-73 '19.73-74 1974-75 

Educational 
Ma)or Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women Total Men -Women Total' 

Educational 
Fields 9 22 16 9 20 15 8 18 13 7 17 13 6 16 12 
Social Science 
and Religious
Fields 7 13 10 7 13 10 7 12 10 7 10 9 

10    96 
Business, Poli­
tical, and Per­
suasive Fields 23 16 19 25 18 22 24 18 21 23 20 21 21 20. 21 
Scientific Fields 9 5 7 8 4 6 8 4 6 9 5 7 8 5 i* 
Agriculture and 
Forestry Fields 6 0 3 7 1 4 7 1 .4 .8 2 5 8 . 2 5 
Health Fields 7 16 12 9 22 16 11 25 19 10 24 17 10 25 19 

Arts and 
* 

Humanities 
Fields 9 14 

11" 
9 13 11 10 13 11 13 14 13 13 I3 13 

Engineering 
fields 
Trade, Indus­
trial, and Tech­
nical Fields/or 
Not Listed 
Undecided 

12 1 

7 .2 
12 11 

6 

5 
11 

9 0 

8 2 7 
7 

4 

5 
7 

0 9

7' 1 
8 7 

4 

4 
8 

13 1 1 6 

. 

5 0 2 
7 6 7 

13 1 6 

6 0 3 a 
8 8 

N 19.897 19,900 39.797 16,343 17.236 33.579 34,96) 38.025 72.989 34.759 38.612 73.371 31.373 36,902 68275 



Distributions of planned Occupational choice for National Samples 
of College -bound Students Testetd from 1970-71 to 1974-75 

(ln Percentages)

1970-71 1971-72. 1972-73 1973-74 1974-75 

Vocational 
FMd Men Women Total Men Women total Men Women- Total Men Women Total Men Women -Total 

Educational 
Fields 8 23 16 6 18 12 6 17 12 6 .18 .12 6 17 12 

.Spcfal Science 
and Religious 
Fields 
Business, Poli-
tteal. and Per-
tuasive Fields 
Scientific Fields 

7 

22 
'6 

12- 9 

15 19 
0 4

' 

8 J3 .10 7 12 

22 16 19 23 18 
. 0 3 5 5 3 

o 

.9.6 

21. 22 
. 4 6 

-11 

20 
3 

(9 

21 
4 

5 11 

22 20 
5 3 

9 

21 
4 

Agriculture and 
Forestry Fields 7 0 4 7 4 7 1 4 8 2 5 ^2 9 

Health Fields 
Arts and 
Humanities 

8 18 13 10 22 16 12 26 19 11 26 19 11 28 19 

'
Fields . 8 998 10 9 .9 10 9 12 12 12 12 12 12' 
Engineering 
Fields 10 0 '5 8 0 4 9 0   4 12 1 « 12 1 6 

 

 

Trade. Indus-
trial, and Tech­
nical Fields/Or 
Not Listed 18 12 15 19 12 15 10 1 5. y, Q 4 804
"Undecided 9* 788 5 5 11 's 9 11/ 8 9 11 9 10* 

19.577 19.638 39.215 16.146 17,053 33,199 34,658 37.788 72.446 34,524 36.398 72.922 31,573 37,344 68,917 



Distributions of Plans to pursue specialCollege Programs 
for National Samples of College-Bound Students 

Tested from (In percentages)1970 71 to 1974-75

Degree aspirations. Over the 5-year period, as 
'Table 12 Indicates, very few changes of any con- 
sequence have occurred In the degree aspirations. 
students report*- Perhaps the only exceptions have 
been the small decline in the number of students 
planning just 1 or 2 years of graduate study and the 
Increase in the proportion of students Interested In 
pptalning a professional degree. All of the trends 
are essentially the same for women andmen. 

Nonacademic plansin College

Two changes in the nonacademic aspects of 
students life in college, planned participation in
extracurricular activities and plans for college living
Quarters arrangements, are discussed next.
One wouktexpect that both of these dimensions of 
cottage life might be affected by thesocial changes 
alluded to in the Introduction. 

Extneurrkular tcthrittet. For many yearsACT
has asked students to identify the extraeyrrtealar 

.activities in which they planto participate. Ooltege 
officials use such data to recruit students for 
campus clubs and .programs. Such use of this in- 
vformatlon helps colleges-'meet the needs of stu-
dents, and may reduce attrition and Increase stu-

dent satisfaction. Trends for student interest in 
extracurricular activities are reported in table 13. 
Dashes appear for some elements of me table 
because some activities were not part of the SPS for 
all 5 years. The most notable; decreases over the 
past few years appear irr interest In political 
organizations and In racial or ethnic organizations. 
In the early 1970s', students apparently were much 

more Interested In these activities than they are 
now; There have been slight increases In interest in 
Instrumental music, vocal music, and dramatics. 
.Students expressed much greater Interest In publl-
cations in 1974-75 than In 1970-71. Interest in stu-
dent government, debate, and religious organiza­ 
tions iions has i been rather stable over the 5 years. 

Housing In College 

. Asthe data IN Table 14 Indicate, the percentage 
of students. wno indicated interest In living in 
college housing was slightly larger in 1974-75 than 
in 1970-71 (57% versus 53%). The percentage who 
preferred to live at home or with relatives was 
smaller ln 1974-75 than In 1970-71. This trend Is 
consistent with , recent reports that on many 
campuses, there are not sufficient facilities for all 
the students who want to live in college housing. . 



TABLE 12 

Distributions of Educational Degree Aspirations for National Samples 
of College-Bound Students Tested from 1970-71 to 1974-75 

(In Percentages)

1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 1973-74- 1974-75 

Educational 
Degree Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women 'Total 

Vocational or 
Technical Pro­
gram (Less than 
2 years) 
2-Year College 
Degree 
Bachelor's 
Degree 
1 or 2 Years of 
Graduate Study. 
Professional 
Level Degree 
Other 

3

12 

41 

20 

18 
6 

5 4 

19 15 

43 42 

18 19 

8. 13 
7 7

3 

12 

39 

19 

21 
6 

6 4 

21 16 

41 40 

18 19 

8 14 
7 7 

3 1 4 

12 20 16 

40 41 41

(17 16 16 

22 10 16 
5 6 5

5 4 

17" 12 21 

39 39 39 

17 15 16 

23
13 18 

6 7 6 

3

9 

42 

17 

24 
5

5 4 

1.8 14 

44 43 

14 16 

14 19 
5 5 

19.910 19.884 39.794 16,369 17,224 33,593 35,100 38,f35 73,235 34,838 38,634 73.472 31,512 37,008 68.520 



TABLE 13 

Distributions ol Planned College Ertmcurrteular Activities for National Samples 
of College-Bound Students Tested from 1970-71 to 1974-75 

(In Peipentages) 

1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 1973-74 1974-75 

Activity Men Women Total Men "Women Total Men Women Total Men 'Women Total Men Women Total 

Instrumental* 
Music 16 

15' 15 
17 

16 16 >8 17 18 20 20 19 20 19 
Vocal music 12 29 20 12 27 20 12 27 20 14 31 23 15 30 23 
Student . 
Government 
Publications 
Debate 

32* 

18 
16 

35 
32 
13 

33 25" 

14 

30 
18 '14 

33 
-^32 

12

31 
25 
13 

28 
25  40
14 

30

11 

29 
33 
12 

32 
28

.16 

35 
46 
14 

33 
38 
14 

28 
26 
14 

32 
43 
13 

30 
—38

14 
Departmental 
Clubs 
Dramatics 14 28 21 15 27 21 

37
17

52
33

45
25 

33
15 

46 3*1 
41 
24 

Religious 
Organizations 25 39. 32 26 39 32 •24 37 31 28 39 34 25 36 31 
Racial or Ethnic 
Organizations 
Intramural 
Athletics . 

"13 20   17
9 

64 

12 

40 51 

7 

64 

11 

40 

9 

52 
Varsity

..Athletics 
Political 
Organizations 28 
Radio-
Television 
Fraternity, Soror­
ity, or Other 
'Social Clubs 43 

25 27 28

48 45 39 

26' 

"46 

,27 

42 

26 

39. 

26

44 

26

42 

42 

19 

28 

36 

17 29 

.17 17 

18 23 
 

45 .40 

38 

16 

28 

34 

19. 30' 

14 15 

19' 23 

39 44 
Special Interest 
Groups 67 71 69 

. 
59 65 63 

Cam pus or Com­
munity Service 
Organizations 40 65 63 33 57 45 

N 20.017 19,987 40,004 16.446 17.301 33.747 34,146 37,143 71.289 35.068 38.927 73,995 32,932 38.511 71.443 



(In 

TABLE 14 
Distributions of Planned College Living Quarters for National Samples 

of eollege-Bound students Testedfrom 1970-71 to 1974*75. 
Percentages) (In 

1970-71 1971-72 1972-73 .1973-74 1974-7S 

Planned Living 
Quarters     Men. Women Total Men Women Total Meh Women T.otal Men Womep Total Men Women Total . • . —. 

College Housing 50 57 .53 51 56 53 53 56 -«5 54' 56-55. 57 58. 57 

Off-Campus 
Room or 
Apartment 15 8 11 .16 9'- 13 15 10 .12 .16. 11 J4 14 .10 .12 

At Home or 
With Relatives 36, 35 35 34 35 34 32 34 33 30 33 32 '29 32 31 

N 19.903 19.953 39.856 16.360 17,266 33.626 35.049 38.182 72*231 34.846 38.729 73.575 31.170 36.974 68,144 



Summary of Findings and Implication* 

Trend data have been presented for a selection of 
variables which collectively suggest some of the 
changes In the. academic abilities, background 
characteristics, and educational and vocational 
plans of college-bound students which have 
occurred in the early to mid 1970s. Several signifi­ 
cant trends in each of these areas are summarized 
below, 

Changes in Academic Abilities 

Among the most significant trends observed, in 
Indicators of students' academic abilities in the 5- 
year period" are the following: 

1. The mean High School Average (mean of grades 
in four subject areas) has increased, while the 
standard deviations of the HSA distributions 

have remained constant. Although the mean 
 HSA has increased for both men and women, the

increase has been substantially greater for males 
than for females. 

2. A small increase has occurred in the proportion 
of college-bound students .enrolled in high 

.school honors courses. Interest in such* courses 
has grown dramatically"(13%) among men but 
has remained relatively stable for women. 

3. Overall, the ACT Composite score has shown a 
decline, especially for women. The trend toward 
declining scores has occurred on all the ACT 
tests except Natural Sciences. In addition, fhe 
standard deviations of the tests have tended to 
Increase over the 5-year period, and this reflects 
greater academic differences among the stu­ 
dents who write the ACT Assessment. 

Considered together, these trends provide a con- 
"flteting picture of the academic characteristics of 
college-bound students. On the one hand, high 
school grades and students' participation in honors 
courses are on the rise; such findings suggest an 
Improvement In the academic skills of college- 
bound students. On the other hand. ACT test 
scores 4n the content areas on "which the .High 
School Average is based have declined markedly. 
Although the data.reported In this paper do not re­ 
solve the discrepancy" with any certainty, the 
authors are inclined to attribute the increase in HSA 
to the recoct, general patterns^ grade inflation, 

and the decline in ACT test scores to a number of 
factors, including greater variability in the 
academic abilities of students planning to attend 
college. 

Changes In Background Characteristics

There have been several Important changes in 
the background characteristics. of college-bound 
students": 

1. The proportion of women in the population of 
ACT-tested college-bound students has in-' 

creased substantially over the 5-year period. 

2. fhe racial-ethnic composition of the population 
of college-bound students -has remained 

essentially .constant; about 60% of the student- 
tested population is White and -about 7% is 
Black. About 10% of the students who take the 
ACT fail to respond to the request for racial- 
ethnic identification'.' 

3. Although the proportion of ACT-tested students 
from lower income families has declined overthe^'.. 
5-year period, the number of students indicating 
need for financial assistance, either loans and.; 
scholarships on jobs, during this inflationary 
period had shown a small Increase; 

Changes In Educational and. Vocational Plans, 

Among trends in students' educational,and Vo- 
cational plans, the following are most significant: 

1. Little or no change has occurred in the proper-' 
tion of college-bound students planning to 
attend full time. 

2. The most popular educational major continues 
to be business, political, and persuasive fields. 
Interest in teaching fields has declined and .'in-- 
terest in health-related fields has increased. 
Identical.trends appear for vocational choice. 

3. The number pf students interested in advanced 
placement has increased; the number interested 
in Independent studies and honor courses has' 
declined. 



4' About 43% of the atudenta teated in 1974-75 
. planned to earn a bachelor's degree, approxi­ 

mately the same .percentage* aa in 1970-71. A 
larger percentage of atudenta expressed Inter­ 
est in advanced degrees In 1974-76 than In 1970- 
71. 

5. Interest in political and racial-ethnic extracur­ 
ricular activities has declined; Interest in most 
other extracurricular areas has remained 
relatively stable. 

Jmp/fcanbns ol Trends 

As changes have occurred In American society In 
the past 5 years, concomitant changes have 

occurred in American education, specifically in the 
academic attributes and attitudes of college-bound 
students. Although the trends, cited In this paper 
confirm that changes have Indeed occurred, the ex-' 
tent of the changes Is relatively modest Students 
who were college bound in 1974-75 appear to differ 
very little from their 1970-71 counterparts on sny 
significant variables except ACT test scores and 
HSA. Explanations for changes In test,score 
variable* have not yet been documented. Many 
educators are concerned about decline in stan­ 
dardized test scores and many are Investigating the 
reason* for the trend (see Munday. 1976: Ferguson. 
ft Maxey. 1976). This paper provide* information 
about the changing tharacterietics of the college- 
bound population of 1975. 
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APPENDIX* 

Student Profile Section (8PS) Itwm 

t* Student Profile Section Kerns on which the tables in this report are based are I isted below as they appeare
n the SPS each year during the 5-year period covered by this study. 

J d 
I

TABLE a—Distributions of Participation hi High 
School Honora Courses 

ItTWrl. 1*71-71.1972-73 «' 
While In high school I WM enrolled 4n honors, sdvsoced 
ptecement. or ecceierated course(s). 

Yee. applies to me .............. .......\.Y 
No. dow not apply torn* ............... N 

197»J4.1t74-7f 
WhHe in high school. I WM enrolled In advanced place­ 
ment, accelerated, or honors courses in the following 

—trees an the (items items 04-06). m this group.DM the ———-•————————responses below to answer 

Yes.........'...................... .......Y 
No ................^,.................... N 

94 English 
Mathematics • 
Social studies 

91. Natural sciences 
96. Foreign language 

TABLE S-Dtstrtbutlons ol Racial-ethnic Back­ 
ground 

1*70-71.1t71-n 
 Special educational oppcrtunftlss an) sometimes 

available to college students Irom specific racial or ethnic 
backgrounds. In addition, coliegts often need to know 
the racial background of thsir students for federal re­ 
porting. It your background • listed below and you wish 
to identify yourself, plesse respond to th« Item. You ere 
nor nxjotfed to evovios I/MS uiAxmahon, 

Alro-Amertcan/blaca ...... ...y .......... 1 
American Indian ......'........'........... 2 
Caucasien/white ......................... 3 
Mexican/Spanish Amsrlcsn ............... 4 
Oriental American........................S 
Other or I prefer not to respond ..........t 

1*72-73 
Some colleges provide educational opportunities for stu- 
dents from specific ethnic backgrounds, in addition
colts gee may need to know the ethnic background of 
thetr student body for fedsrsl reports. ACT releases tha 
Information only to those Institutions that request It 
Thus, the information you provide msy or mey not be for-,
warded to s given college. If you wish, please respond to 
VMS Warn, row an) not /eowretf fo tfo so. 

Afro-Amertcen/bteck .....................1 
American Indian ......................... 2 
CaucasisnA»hne ......................... 3 
Spen«h lpeeking American .............. 4 

Oriental American........................ S 
Other or I prefer not to respond .......... 6 

1*73-74,1*74-75 
Colleges often provide specie! educsMonsI programs and 
opportunities for students Irom particular racial or ethnic 
backgrounds. ACT releases this Information only to 
those institutions thst requsst ft. If your background Is 
listed below and you wish to Identity yourself, plesse 
respond to this item. You an) not required fo provide ttt» 
information. . 

Afro-American/Black .....................1 
American Indian or native American ..I...2 

_____Caucasian American/White . ..........'..j... 3 
Mexican American or Chlcano............*" 
Oriental American . .^..................... 5 
Puerto Rican or Spanish-speaking ' 
American ................................6 
Other.....................................7 

—I prater not to respond.^——,——...... ft 

TABLE S—Distributions ol Self-Reported Family 

1B70-71 
What do you estimate your family s Income to be? 
(Indicete total Income before taxes.) 

Less than $3.000 per year. ...............0 
$3.000 to $4.999.......................... 1 
$5.000 to $7.499..........................2 
$7.500 to $9.999..... ..................... 3 
$10.000 to 114.999 ....................... 
$15.000 to »19W» ....................... 
$20.000 to $24.999 ....................... 
$25.000 and over.. ........................ 
I consider this information confidential.. . . 
idont know ............................ ~ 

1*71-72.1972-73 
To plan financial aid programs for entering students, 
colleges need to know me financial background of their 
students. Plesse estimate at accurately as possible your 
family's income. (Indicsts total Income before taxes.) 

Lsss than $3.000. ........................ 0 
$3.000 to $5.999......... ...'.............. 1 
$6.000 to 17.499....... ................... 2 
$7.500 to $8.999.. ........................3 
$9.000 to $11.999 
$12.000 to $14.999.... ....... 
|15.000 to $19.999.. ;......». 
$20.000 and over. 
I consider tsis Information confidential. .. . 
I don't know... 

1973-74,1974-71 
Same as 1971-72, 1972-73; however, response 9 
was deleted. 

_



TABLE 7—Distributions of Plant to dbtaln 
Financial Aattotanot 
1*70-71,ItTI-Tl 
Do you expect to apply for'financial aid to help meat 
college expenses? 

Yes. during my firsfyear and 
probably thereafter....................... 1 ' 
Yes. but probably not during my 
first year..................... ............ 2 
Probably not. ............................ 3 

1*73-73 (Sam* ae above; the following Ham wee alee 
added.) 
I need help . in finding employment grille attending 

Yea. appliee tome .......................1 
No. does not apply tome ................2 

1*73-74,1*74-75 

| expect to apply tor financial aid to help meet college 
expenses. 

Yaa. appliee toma .......:...............! • 
No. doaa not apply to ma ................2 

I axpact to worthwhile attanding coilaga and would Ilka 
halp In finding amploymant. 

(Sama 

TABLE S-Dlttributlona of Student Status Plan* 

1*70-71,1*71-72,1*72-73 

In my first college term I will enroll aa a fuM-Mme student. 
Yes. appliee to me .......................Y 

. No. does not apply tome ............... N 

1*73-74,1*74-71 
I plan to enroll aa a 

full-time student .........................1 
part-time student......................... 2 

TABLE •—Dtetributtone of Planned Educational 
Mater and TABLE 10—Dtatrlbuttona of Planned 
Occupational Choice 

AIYeara 
Thlt Ham remained basically tha tame all S year*. The 
students were given a generalised lilt of major* and 
asked to Indicate their reaponae for each of the queeuom 
below by grtddtng the three-digit cow aaaigned to each 
maior on the Uat 

'studenbi who were completely undecided were eaked to 
grid 000. 

1. Which program of etudy do you plan to 
enter? 

What (a your Drat choice of occupation 
(vocation)?
Many paopla conaldar more than ona 
occupation or vocation. What la your 
aacond choice? 

TABLE ll-Oetrtbuttone of Plane to Puraua 

1170-71, 1*71-7*, 1*72-73 
Itama 101-114 conoam college aducatlonal naada you 
may or may not have. Uta tha raaponaaa below to answer 
aM tht Itama m thia group. . 

Yaa. applies to mr. .................... ..Y 
No. doaa not apply to ma ..~... ......... N 

101. I am Interested In participating In an 
Independent study program. 

102. I am Interested in participating in a 
freshman honors program. 

103. 1 want to be considered (or •dvtnced __ 
placement in English. 

104. r want to be considered for advanced 
placement In mathematics. 

106. I want to be considered for advanced 
placement In a foreign language. 

(Itama 106-114 do not apply to this table.) 

1*73-74,1*74-71 

The next questions (25-39) relate to special college 
programs designed tor students who want and are able to 
pursue academic work of an enriched or accelerated 
nature. Please respond Y or N to each Item. 

Yea. I am interested and would Ilka to 
be considered.... ........................Y 
No. I am not interested... ............... N 

25. Independent study (a program of study 
with topica chosen by the student, 
approved by the collage and super­ 
vised by a profeeaor, onen,pert of an 
honors program) 

20. Freshman honors courses (designed to 
challenge academically superior stu­ 
dents) 

27. COM nor cppry to fftft faoto. 
28. Advanced placement In English 
29. Advanced placement In mamematlca 
30. Does nor apply fo mtt raft*. 
31. Does not app/y fo fn/c fsNe. 
32. Advanced placement In French 
33. Advanced placement In Qerman 
34. Advanced placement In Spanish 
35. Advanced placemen} In other language 

(Responses 32-36 were combined for "foreign 
Language" on the table. Iteme 36-39 do not apply 
this table.) . 



TABLE 12-OMrlbution* of Educational Decree 

1971-n 
What I* the highest level of education you expect to 
complete? 

High school diploma 0 
VocatkMial, technical, or certificate 
program (leta than two yean) 1 
two-year college degree 2 
Bachelor's degree or equivalent. 3 
One or two year* of graduate or 
professional study (MA, MBA. etc.)  4 
Doctor of philosophy or doctor of 
education (PhD or EdD)....... ...........5 
Doctor of medicine or dental surgery 
(MO or DOS)  6 
Law degree (LLB or JD) 7 
Bachelor of divinity (BD)  8 

197J-79 
Item remained the same aa above except response *8 
changed to: 

Doctor ormedicineTdental surgery.
•or veterinary medicine (MD. DOS. 
or DVM). 8 

and response M changed to: 
Theology degree 8 

1173-74,1974-79 
What Is the highest level of education you expect to 
complete? 

Vocational or technical program (less 
than two years) .........................1 
Two-year college degree 2 
Bachelor's degree. 3 
One or two years of graduate study 
(MA, MBA. etc.).......................... 4 
Professional level degree (PhD. MD. LIB. 
or JD). 5 
Other   6

TABLE 15—Dlstrlbuttone of Planned College 
eitncwrlcutar Acttvtttee 

1170-71,117*72.1172-79 
Items 28-37 list extracurricular activities that you may or 
may not wish to participate In at college. Use the 
responses below to answer all questions In this group: 

Yes, I do plan to participate   Y 
No. \ do not plan to participate N 

28 Music. Instrumental 
29 Music, vocal 
30. Writing for campus newspaper, year- 

Book, and the like 

31. Student government 
32. Debate 
33. Acting 
34. Fraternity or sorority 
35. Campus religious flroop 

/*36. Art 
37. .Campos political organization* 

In 1672r73 this response was changed to 
"Ethniborgsnizations." 

In 1972-73 this response was deleted. 

1973-74; 1974-78. 
The next questions (40-65) list student activities you may 
be interested in at college. Please, answer eac/i question 
YorN. 

Yes. I do plan to participate  Y 
No. I do not plan to participate N 

40. Instrumental music  41. Vocal music 
42. Student government 
*\ Publications (newspaper. yearbook. 
44. Debate 
45. Departmental clubs 
46. Dramatics, theater 
47. Religious organizations 
48. Racial or ethnic organization* 
49. Intramural athletic* 
50. Varsity athletic* 
51. Political organization* 
52. Radio-TV 
53. Fraternity or sorority 
54. Special-interest group* (ski club, tailing 

club. Judo club, card section, drill team, 
•tc.) 

55. Campus or community service organi­ 
zations 

TABLE 14-DbtributJona of Planned College Living 
Quarter* 

1970-71,1971-72,197J-73 

Where do you expect to live white attending college? 
College housing (dormitory, fraternity 
or sorority, married-student housing) 1 
Off-«ampue room or apartment 2 
At home or with relative*.  3 

1973-74, 1974-78 
Upon entering coMege. I plan to live In 

off-campus room or apartment 2 
parent*' or relative*' home 3 
married *tud*nt housing  4 
fraternity or sorority S 
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