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~ Amajor objective o! colleges. of states. and.of the federal
government since the 1960s has been lo increase education-

' al oppormmty by reducing fimancial barriersto college atten- -

dance for low-income students. This reporl examines trends

’ in college participation as evidence of how the nation 1s
‘doMg in improving ‘educational opportunily

Participation rales- 1.e., the percentage of college-eligi-

ble 18-10-24-year-olds who are attending institutions of high-

. er education—are compared over ime and for different popu-

lation subgroups All comparisons by mcome level have

baen adjusted lo reflect 1981 dollars . Although overall rates |

of college participation_remained fairly constant over the
. years considered. there were significant vanations among
! population subgroups. Major resulls include’

slhightly lower in 1981 than they were in 1969 In 1981. 33
percenl of the 18-10-24-year-old population attended
college The rate was 35 percent in 1969.

e The difference in participation rates from 1969 to 1981
* was similar for low-, middle-, and high-income groups
_ ® Male participation rates dropped shayply (11 percent)

over the period white female parficipationtrates in-
creased somewhat (S percent). Despite this trend. males
are stll more likely fo go 1o coliege than are females

e College parlicipation rales of dependent students have

dropped 6 percent while those of independent sludents
{who rely on their own financial resources) have in-
. creased 3 percent -

e Participationrates for blacks increased by 1 percent over

the decade while those of whites declined by 2 percent.

e The proportion of the population attending college part-
- ume inacreased slightly*(1.5 percent) while that-of full-

lime students declined (3 percent)

Factors Which Influence College
Participation
This report describes chéngés'm the college parlnc:Ipvalion

° rates of dependent and indepeﬁdent_ students, blacks and
whites, males and females, and different income groups

- .Washnnglon. DC _ B o
o -t : .

'

e Total participation rates for 18-10-24-year-olds were*

'Prepared by John B Lee and assoc:ales Apphed Systems Inslitute,

L Rates of College Participation
1969 1974, and 1981* S

:

betwéen the years 1969 and 1981 In interpreting these data,
the reader should be aware thal a number’of faclors—includ-
ing the cost of attendance. personal atlitudes and values and
spectlic situational conditions-—are thought o influence

_these rales and to influence various subpopulations differ-
enlly ~

In addition to the direcl costs faced by the siudent for
tudion, lees: elc.. the cost of allendance may also be de-
scrnbed in terms of foregone income and, expecled returns
from education. Federal policy has focused on reducing the
direct costs of education by making financia!l aid availableio
some classes of students. The assumption is that. by reduc-
ing the direcl,coslt of allendance, financial aid increases the
probability that the recipient will attend college or attend a
miore expensive college than he or she otherwise could at-
tend. .

Jhe propensity to atlend college 1s also influenced by
atlitudes and values. These are shaped by social class.
parents’ education, peer pressure and communily values
Specific conditions which influence [he likelihood of enroll- .
ment include the presence of military draft deferments, the
*geographic availability of a oollege. changing admissions
standargls, and the general state of the economy

During the 1970s there were changes in all of these factors. |
It was a decade in which federal and state student aid pro-
grams grew and inflaion reached historically high levels
There were recessions, and changes in job opportunities for
college graduates. The emphasis an civil righls and eco-
nomiceequily ptevalent early in the 1970s.has declined since
then. There has been a shift in women’s economic roles in the
-decade. The military draft came to an end in 1973. High

-schoot gradualtion requirements changed as did college en-
trance requirements.

These cross-currents of factors and shifling participation
rates make it difficult to develop a simple measure of equilty.
This complexily also‘makes it difficult to isolale lhe elfecl of
any single influence on educational opportunity Because
the cosl ol college-has trdditionally been considered a bar-
rier to college participation, increased avatlabilily of finan-
cial assistance (the central federal strategy for improving
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access) has bben presumed lo be a key factor affecung
coltegye parucipaton Yet atis difhcull to evaluate student
aid's rofe in improving equily because it has not been a single
constdnt program but has shifted and evolved over the dec-
ade Ongmally the majority of funds were provided (0 low-

_incorme students Two developments have modilied this orig-

mnal commitment <The first was the increased use of leansin
1he late 1970s. in part to sybsidize middle-income students
The second was rapid inflation. which eroded the value of
maxtmum awards in the grant programs  Hhe lowast ncome
students eligible for the largest grants suffered the most Thed
-combipation of these two factors reduced the avaHf;bl(\ ad
for low-income students through the decade. even though
federal appropniations for student aid increased |

All of these factors. and probably others, mteract and iflu-
ence college p'arnc::pa'hon rales Undoubtedly. they do nol
miluence. subpopulations inidentical ways. For example,
participation rates for mgles Jropped dunng this decade. as
thpse for women increased Rates for dependent students
declined while those for independent students increased

Defining College Participation .

Dalgfrom the October reports of the Census Bureau's Cur-

Popudation Survey (CPS) for 1969, 1974, and 1981 were

used to deternune collfge participation rates The rale 15
expressed by lhe following equation. )

ndividuals attending college
college-eligible population

college participation rate =

Indwviduais attending college were either lull-time or part-
tme students Enroliménts i propnetary. vocational. or
any other traimng pggrams are not mcluded

The coltege-eligible population includes those individu-
als who had graduated Irom hugh school, were between lhe
ages of 18 and 24 were civilians. were not inslitutionalized.*
nor had completed a Bachelor's degree

Notably. parlicipation rates can be influenced by changes
in ‘either the numeralor or denominator. For example, the
participation rale in 1969 for men was influenced both'in the
numerator and mn the denominator by the Vietnam War The
increased number of men in uniform decreased the size of

" the civilian population. even as draft delerments for college

allendance encouraged more men lo allenq and remain in
schoo!l. The overall effect was an increase in the ratio of
college attendees lo college-eligible persons -
The years selected for study (1969. 1974, 1981) were
chosen to capture the factors most afiecting changes in the
participation rales The level ol available federal financial
aid over the decade as well as the effects of the Vietnam War
werg of parlicular concern. Infacl 1969 hadoneof the ighest

; partlcupallon rales and 1974 had one of the lowest in recent

history -

Depgndents in this study are those individuals reported to
the Census-Bureau as a dependenl child i a family. All
olhers—including those married. or househ®id boarders.
including relalives other than spouses—are considered n-
dependent students. These delinitions are not the definitions
used for student aid programs

Income levels have been adjusted lor the effect of inflation.
All income figures are staled 1n 1981 dollars Because the
CPS reports income based on a single questiop, the figures
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ares likely: to undersiate the dylual ncome. espec ally for
mghor mcomo qrourv who have more diverse sources of
mncome

~

Overall Participatibq Rates

College-goingrales demonstrate shlilmg pallemns over the
three years 1969, 1974 and 1981. The most notable indmng 1s
that rales were lower in 1974 than in eithey 1969 or 1981 Four
subgroups expenenced a gamn i participation rates since
1969 women, independent students. black students. and
part-ime students Groups showing dechining participation
rates include men, depertient students, whites. and full- luno
stydents. .

here are differences among groups over time. Males
showed a sharp dechne (11 percent) between 1969 and
1974, with a leveling ofl therealter. Females. on the other
hand. showed ther gain (5 percent) in the fater penod De-
pendent students showed their largest loss between 1969
and 1974: This was a period ol incibase for mdependent

. stludents. however White participation rates have been rela-

.

tively steady through all three time pgriods, with a shght
increase in 1981 ‘

Table 1 displays pawricipation rates for different” sub-
Qroups. wid rates presented separately lor head count. full-
time, and part-time enrolliment Other data. shown i Tabtes 2
and 3, are gxpressed in terms of head count. All figures are
limited lo 18-to-24-year-olds. ’

Dependént and Independent ,
Students |

Dependent sludents.: 18-10-24 years of age. make up the
core of the lraditional college population. Their participation
rate has dropped from 52 percent of those eligible in 1969 to
46 percent in 1981. There has been a roughty equal decline
for ali three income groups through the time period The two
highest income groups show’a shight rebound from the low
point of 1974. The parlicipation rale for the lowest income

group remained at the same level in 1981 (Table 2). Parlicipa--

tron rates for independent students increased 3 percenl be-
tween 1969 and 1981. Nearly 16 percent of the eligible
independent individuals went to college in 1981. it is nol
uselful to éompare parlicipation rates ol independent slu-
dents to those of dependént sludenls by income- financially
indepéndent individuals who opl for school ralther than work
are less{ikely to work tull-time and thd's have a lowgr income
than their counlerparis in the work force.

Most of the increase in participation ratesfer independent
individuals came between 1969 and 1974. The period of
decline in participation rales for dependent students came
between 1969 and 1974, with a slight increase since 1974

Participation Rates by Race,

Overall, participalion rates for ‘whites fell belween 1969
and 1981, from 36 percent to 33 percent. During this same
period, black participationrates increased by 1 percent from
27 percenl lo 28 percent.

When the two racial groups are divided into dependenlt
and independenl categories, some sltriking differences
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. . Table 1
College Partiapabion Rales
(Pn_x!c(\nm)(w of Bhigible Popul.

s -

for Popditon-18 24

\!u‘.’m‘)

1981

. 1969 1044 1969-1981 Dult
All Students ) B
Head, Counlt 39% 308% 331% - 17%
Full-time 312 264 280 ~32:
Parl-time 37 45 52 +15
White Students R -
Head Count 366 308 334 -22
Full-ime - 3178 263 282 -36
Parl-time 38 45 52 +14
-Black Students )
Head Count 269 269 27.8 " +0.8
Full-time " 241 23.2 237 ~0.4
Part-trme 29 37 ° 4.0, +12
All Male Students .
Head Count 455 349- 348 -107
Full-ime 41.3 302- 299 -1183
Part-ime 42 48 49 . +08
All Female Students N
 Head Count 266 ~ 272 317 +50
Full-time 233 230 263° +30
Part-time 33, 42 53, +21
All Dependent Students” -~ . .
Head Count 519 456 459 - 6.1
Full-time - 488  41.3. 410 - 748
Part-time 3.2 474 49 . +18
All Independent Students . T
Head Count 127 ,‘15 0 159 +32 Y
Full-time 8 4 104 104 +20
Part-time % . 9.5 + 11

¢

A7
°

emerge. Black and white dependent individuals show a de-

ching_in participation between 1969 and 1981, a'loss of 6 -

percent for
liongily, the decling is about the same for botp groups—
ap@oximately a 12 percent-decline for each (Table 2).
Black participation rates dropped sharply for those with
under-$12:000 family income. Deglines among while depen-
dent students afe much more evenly distributed among the
income groups§ The very lowest incorpe whiles show the
smallest decli

The participalion rates of indepehdent s}udentmncreased

»amonb both racyal groups, but most markedly for black inde-

pendents (Tablg 2). Bllack mdependenl students doubled
their participation rates (from 7 percent to 15 percent) while
independent white participation increased from 13 percent

hites and a loss ot 5 percent lor blacks. Propor-- 3

o

to 16 percent. The gharp.increase in the participation rates of -

black indépendent students offsets the,decline in black de-

-pendent rates so that, overall, black mdl\gduals show a slight

increase in particlpation rates. The increase in"white inde-

pendenls’ partigipation rates was not as greal and, even '

though, it offset some of the decline in white dependent
participation rates, it did not ovgrcome it.

Males and Females by Income

" Male participation rates dropped sharply between 1969 |

and 1981 while female participation rates increased.+The
male rate dropped most sharply belwee\n 1969 and 1974 with

.

o

v

&

. .Eventhough overallpamcnpatlon rates are shightly down 1rom '

a conlinuing. but lesser. deching until 1981 The rale of de-

cline for dependent males was similar thioughout the income
~ distnbution (Table 3).

FFemale participation rates m{‘réasod for both depe‘n(_iem
and mdependent categories. ';Z{uncrease was strongoest for
fgmales from fAmilies with incae over $25.000. The fowest
income group showed little change over the time perod. _

Independent fémales showéd‘a stong increase in par- o

ticipation rales although they congnued lo lag. lo a signift-

canl degree, behind the male rates. Dependent womens-

participation rates fagged behind males in 1969 but excee.d;'
ed them ir 1981 Dependent female participation rates ex
ceeded h3t ef males In all ‘reported income calegones in
1981.

LN
Discussion oﬁ‘RésuIts

~

*y

- The evidence indicating how well our nation is doing n
“Improving educallonal opportunity 1s mixed - Some largel
populations are domg better while others are donng worse.

1969, they have rebounded somewhat from the even lower®
levels of 1974 f

-

The mixed characler of the changes 1s evidenl when

loweslt income groups dre down mosl sharply among black

'groups are analyzed in delail Participation rates for the -

dependenl students. The pattern for men is that the declines

have laken place among all income groups. Overall, the gap

belween lhe very richest and’lhe very poorest has changed

very hidle sirice 1969. .
It1s useful to recognize that the participation rates of inde-

" pendént stiudents have increased since 1969 for all groups

. excepl males (who show a decline). This may indicale an

“

improvelent in equity because independent stublents ¢an-
not draw on 1gmily resources as readily as dependent stu-
dents if they wanl to go lo schoo!l. Independent studenls are
more llke!y to have to réplace lost income if they are to go lo

collegd Avallablllly of financial assislance may be more

lmporlanl to ihdependent students than dependent students.
The resul(s do not provide any prooi as to what mdy have
caused trfe changes in participation rates. Yel, becabse the
overal\ decline is due, in large parl, lo lthe drop’in mgle
partl(:.lpauon rates between 1969 and 1974, the end of the
drafl -probably was an important faclor in ,changing male
participation rales . .
PEINIC!pallon rales of women were mcreasmg lhroug’houl'
the penod This has been a period of mcreasmg oppor-
lur‘mles forwomen. New job opporlunities have opened dp for
women that have riol historically been available to them. This
may have improved the perceived returns frorr\eduoahon for.

~ women over hISL:?Ca| expeclalions.

. Changesfor black dependent sludents are more diftieult to
understand F}ales for low income blacks are down, sup-
pressmg the total participation rate for" black dependenl stu-

o dents” At the same lime, participation rates for independenl .
black students are up:sharply. Seyeral suggestions have

been made which coyld be considered in providing an ex-
planation: '
L] lnflallon reduced the purchasmg power of low-income

families more severely than that gf any other gréup. Be-

.
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) . : *Table 2
- ? Partic 1 Mot Rates for Independent Students -
! and Dependent Studgnts . = b
."' - bv‘ Race and Income )
. . * ’ . . . - -t B
. Income-Category , 1969 1974 . 1981 19691981 Ol * [ -

Independent Studenls | ' ) . ( <

Total : 12.7% .15.0% 15.9% +3.2% .

Black ! . 75 123 ‘1 153 .+7.8 . '

White » A3 1. - 14.8 » . 15.6 . +2.6 v

. Dependent Students _

$0 -11999 . ° - - - 392% - 33.0% 33:0% ’ -6.2% od
$12,000-24,999 46 6 /385 403 -63 oL
$25.000'0r more 608 © 526 54.4 ) ~64 . )

Total T 51.9 455 458 ~61
Black Dependent Sludenls - ’

. $0 -11,999 . 38.9% 376% 26.7% - -12 2%
$12,000 -24,999 38.6 36.7 ! 402 , +16 .
" $25.000 or thore . ‘449 432" 441 ~08 -
. Total . 383 37.3- 337 ; -46 -
+ White Bependent Students Lt i e : :
$0 -11,999 38.9% - . 29.0% 368 4% ~25%~ ~ .,
'$72.000-24,999 427 39.6 393 . ~3.4 s
$25.000 oy more L » 619 - 529 , 54 8 A
) . Total - Co - 536 e - 462 47.5 n ' -6 1
*Sample size 1s inadequage for valid comparisons - * : '
’ Table'3 1? ) ;

‘ - ' Pn.u(lrdmm Rates for Males and lQm(No - J
Income-Category 11969 - - 1974 1981 7 1969-1981 Dif. :
Males * : . : - A i

. %0 ~11:999 ., ; 42 8% - 34.0% 29.7% ~-13.1% -
., #12,000-24,999 52.1 370 . 37.5 . —14.6
$25.0000r more . . 675 + 519 ) 511 -16 4
_ Total Dependent : ' 58.0 . 451 43 4( -14.6 R '
" Total Independent ! 21.8 ) 20.2 . 195 —2.3 v
Females - . '
$0 - —11,999 356% 32.1% 36.1% T +05% ,
$12,000-24.999 =+ . ) | 412, 40.4 432, +2.0 :
’ $25.000 or more - 53.5 > 536 /58.4 +4.9 " , ;
Total Dependent oo S~ 457 : 46.3 48.7 +30 '
Total Independent 79 15 - 135. +56
. \ ‘ o
cause a large proportion of blacks are ok low-income, There is perhaps a diminished faith in the belief that college *
inflationehas had an inordinate negative effegt on their is @ good avenue for getting out of poverty. C
abihity to send children to college. “In this wntersyu@gmenl lheresullsoflhls analysns suggest :
. M , . ‘- that financial aid pfovided for the most needy in this society
® Sludent financral assistance for low-income students should be increased, particularly to correct for the erosion
has not kept pace with increages in college cosls. A”  caysed by ipflation over the years. Maximum grant awgrds N
largeynumber of black students depend on this” E*d ) -could be incfeased lo compensate for the increased cost of S
@ The activist civil rights era has passed reducmg the college altendance, Co_mpetu_ng reqUest; for funds to ease
the cost of college for middle income families and providing S
immediate pr&ssure for providing specnal servnces for _ i . , : §
jow-income blacks. funds for the most academically talentéd should be weighed .- |
“ . against lhe national commitment to reduce financial barriers )
- e Blacks areincreasing as a'portion of the a'ge‘group' thus, for the most needy. Over the last few years, nalional statistics ’ :
enroliments can remain the same whilerates of par- suggest that we have been moving away from the goal of
. llClpanon drop due to the lakger base. 1« college access for the lowest income population - . ;
Some of thbse propositions argue agamst the increase in the Through its Pulicy Brief series, ACE's Division of Policy fnaly: - ;
participation rates of independent black students who, one “sis and Research publishes studies that offer backgroung inior- '
assumes, are depend%nt on the ava”ab”lty of adequate slu- 3 »m.atiOﬂ.On Im.[)O”ant ln:—mdS and pO'!C‘!: 1ssues aﬂec(ing high(ih .. . ;
dent aid to finance their attendance. education. Addmc‘)nal copies ol this Policy NBuef ’are available | - .
AL upon request. please enclose a sell-addressed stamped enve- .
The general decline in participation rates ¥s, in part, ex- lope R : N . -/
. ) . bl

plainable by the QOr'nbinatloﬁ of inflation and unempjoymenr!
. N ’ ( . )




