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The National Research Continuum for Grad 

Class of 2012

• The Condition of College & Career Readiness 

• Released in August of 2012

• College Choice Report Part 1: Preferences & Prospects

• Released in November of 2012

• College Choice Report Part 2: Enrollment Patterns

• Released in July of 2013

• College Choice Report Part 3: Persistence & Transfer

• Released in April of 2014





Setting Context



ACT’s Unique Vantage Point

• The ACT Assessment began in 1959

• 52% of the 2012 HS graduating class took the ACT

• Virtually all students take the ACT in 8 states

• ACT Explore (grade 8 & 9), ACT Plan (grade 10), and 

the ACT (grade 11 & 12) form longitudinal 

assessment system

• Assessments of academic behaviors, psychosocial 

factors

• Interests measured through Interest Inventory (over 

120 million since the 1970’s)
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College & Career Readiness System

• Academic Readiness

• Academic Behavioral Readiness

• Career and Educational Planning



ACT College Readiness Standards



Define Knowledge and Skills
College Readiness Benchmark Scores

Test

College 

Course PLAN

The 

ACT

8th 

Grade

9th 

Grade

English

English 

Composition 13 14 15 18

Math Algebra 17 18 19 22

Reading Social Sciences 15 16 17 22

Science Biology 20 20 21 23

The ACT Benchmark Score indicated a 50% chance of 
obtaining a “B” or a 75% chance of obtaining a “C” in 
corresponding credit-bearing college courses



The Condition of College Readiness

2012
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Condition of College Readiness – 2012 

• 1.66 

Million

• 52% of 

grad 

class



Condition of College Readiness – 2012 
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2012 College Choice Report Part 1: Preferences 

& Prospects
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• As students’ ACT Composite scores, parent education levels, 

and degree aspirations increase, so does their likelihood of 

preferring 4-year colleges (in general), 4-year private 

colleges (in particular), out-of-state colleges, and colleges 

located farther from their homes. 

• College preferences differ by student characteristics in similar 

ways both at the time of score sending and at the time of 

enrollment. This suggests that self-reported preferences are 

fairly stable throughout the college choice process 

• The extent to which students’ college choices match their 

self-reported preferences will be explored further in Part 2 of 

this report.

Key Finding 1: Enrollment Preferences Vary by 

Student Characteristics



14

• Recommendations:

- Admissions personnel should use self-reported college 

preferences in tandem with student characteristics to 

identify prospective students who are more likely to enroll 

and to track yield rates for students at different stages of the 

enrollment funnel.

- Admissions personnel should consider using self-reported 

college preferences as a means of developing marketing 

messages that reinforce enrollment preferences fitting the 

characteristics of the college as well as messages intended 

to modify students’ college preferences when they don’t 

match the characteristics of the college.

Key Finding 1: Enrollment Preferences Vary by 

Student Characteristics
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• ACT research has consistently found that academic 

achievement as measured by ACT Composite score is an 

important indicator of student behavior during the college 

choice process. 

• For example, with the exception of students in states that 

administer the ACT Test statewide to all 11th graders, 

students’ chances of first taking the ACT Test before 12th 

grade increase with their academic achievement level. 

• Students with higher ACT Composite scores also tend to 

send their test scores to a greater number of colleges, and 

they are more likely to send their test scores to at least one 

college that selected them through EOS.

Key Finding 2: College Choice Behaviors Differ in 

Predictable Ways by Student Achievement Level
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• Recommendations:

- When placing EOS orders, admissions personnel should 

segment their search names using tighter ACT 

Composite score ranges (e.g., 3–5 points) to more 

effectively track yield rates for students at different stages 

of the enrollment funnel. This tracking will help colleges 

to better understand the differences in college choice 

behaviors by academic achievement level that are unique 

to that institution.

- When placing EOS orders, admissions personnel should 

use ACT Composite score ranges that exhibit desired 

testing and enrollment behaviors.

Key Finding 2: College Choice Behaviors Differ in 

Predictable Ways by Student Achievement Level



17

• As the ACT Test participation rate in a state increases, 

ACT-tested students look and behave more like typical 

high school graduates in the state. 

• As the ACT Test participation rate in a state decreases, 

ACT-tested students tend to be a more select subset of 

high school graduates in the state. 

• These differences are evident both in the college 

preferences and college choice behaviors of ACT-tested 

students across the states. 

Key Finding 3: Enrollment Preferences and 

College Choice Behaviors Vary by State



18

• States with lower ACT Test participation rates are more 

likely than their peers to prefer a 4-year college (especially 

a 4-year private college), out-of-state college, and a 

college located farther from their homes. 

• States with higher ACT Test participation rates are more 

likely to have taken the ACT Test before 12th grade, opted 

into EOS, and sent their ACT Test scores to at least one 

college that selected them through EOS. 

• For any market where a college searches for students, the 

ACT Test participation rate provides important clues to 

student enrollment intentions and likely enrollment 

behaviors.

Key Finding 3: Enrollment Preferences and 

College Choice Behaviors Vary by State
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• Recommendations:

- Admissions personnel should take into consideration 

both the historic trends and future state policy changes 

that may have an impact on the ACT Test participation 

rates in their state and other states in which they recruit 

ACT-tested students. 

- When placing EOS orders, admissions personnel should 

pay close attention to the testing environment in a given 

market and choose the source of names that is most 

likely to provide a group of students that match the 

desired student characteristics and enrollment behaviors 

of your search pool.

Key Finding 3: Enrollment Preferences and 

College Choice Behaviors Vary by State
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2012 College Choice Report Part 2: Enrollment 

Patterns
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• As students’ ACT Composite scores, parent 

education levels, and degree aspirations increase, 

so does their likelihood of preferring 4-year colleges 

(in general), 4-year private colleges (in particular), 

out-of-state colleges, and colleges located farther 

from their homes. 

• College preferences differ by student characteristics 

in similar ways both at the time of score sending and 

at the time of enrollment. This suggests that self-

reported preferences are fairly stable throughout the 

college choice process 

Key Finding 1: Enrollment Preferences Vary by 

Student Characteristics
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• Recommendations:

- Use self-reported college preferences with student 

characteristics to identify prospective students who 

are more likely to enroll (and track yield rates for 

students throughout the funnel)

- Consider using self-reported college preferences to 

develop marketing messages that reinforce these 

preferences or modify students’ college preferences 

when they don’t match the characteristics of the 

college.

Key Finding 1: Enrollment Preferences Vary by 

Student Characteristics
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• ACT research has consistently found that academic 

achievement as measured by ACT Composite score 

is an important indicator of student behavior during 

the college choice process. 

• Students with higher ACT Composite scores also 

tend to send their test scores to a greater number of 

colleges, and they are more likely to send their test 

scores to at least one college that selected them 

through EOS.

Key Finding 2: College Choice Behaviors Differ in 

Predictable Ways by Student Achievement Level
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• Recommendations:

- When placing EOS orders, segment search 

names using tighter ACT Composite score 

ranges (e.g., 3–5 points) to more effectively track 

yield rates for students at different stages of the 

enrollment funnel. 

- When placing EOS orders, use ACT Composite 

score ranges that exhibit desired testing and 

enrollment behaviors.

Key Finding 2: College Choice Behaviors Differ in 

Predictable Ways by Student Achievement Level
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• Lower ACT Test participation rates are more likely 

than their peers to prefer a 4-year college, out-of-

state college, and travel farther from their homes. 

• Higher ACT Test participation rates are more likely to 

have taken the ACT before 12th grade, opted into 

EOS, and sent their ACT Test scores to at least one 

college that selected them through EOS. 

• These differences are evident both in the college 

preferences and college choice behaviors of ACT-

tested students across the states. 

Key Finding 3: Enrollment Preferences and 

College Choice Behaviors Vary by State
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• Recommendations:

- Consider both the historic trends and future state 

policy changes that may impact on the ACT Test 

participation rates specific states 

- When placing EOS orders, understand the 

testing environment in a given market and 

choose the source of names that match the 

desired student characteristics and enrollment 

behaviors for you

Key Finding 3: Enrollment Preferences and 

College Choice Behaviors Vary by State
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• Enrolling on the basis of unofficial scores is especially 

pronounced among:

- first-generation students

- students who plan to obtain an associate’s degree

- students in the highest ACT Composite score range

- students in states with the low ACT participation rate.

• Official score reports contain more than 250 data 

elements – including student interests, needs, 

preferences, and abilities and used for pre-enrollment 

and post-enrollment inititiatives.

Key Finding 4: Significant Numbers of Students 

Enroll at Institutions Through Unofficial ACT Scores
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• Recommendations

- Institutions that require or recommend test scores 

for admission should consider requiring official 

scores at point of admission

- Open admission institutions, should consider 

requiring or recommending ACT score reports for 

students enrolling directly from high school as a 

way of reducing the number of students required to 

take course placement tests at point of entry

Key Finding 4: Significant Numbers of Students 

Enroll at Institutions Through Unofficial ACT Scores



2012 College Choice Report Part 2: Enrollment 

Patterns



30

Key Finding 1: Two Years Later, College 

Preferences Still Matter

• In general, students who attended colleges that matched 

their college type, location, or distance preference were 

less likely to transfer than those students who did not 

match their self-reported preference

• As the fit between students’ preferences and the initial 

college attended (as indicated by the number of matched 

preferences) improved, students were less likely to 

transfer to another college
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Key Finding 2: Academic Achievement Level 

Consistently Predicts College Preferences, 

Enrollment, Persistence, and Transfer

• ACT research has consistently found that student 

academic achievement (as measured by ACT Composite 

score) is an important indicator of student behavior during 

the college choice process.

• Academic achievement is a key determinant of both 

student dropout and transfer. Specifically, students with 

lower achievement scores were more likely than their 

higher-achieving peers to drop out of college before their 

second year of study. 
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Key Finding 3: Some Colleges Face Dropout and 

Transfer Challenges Unrelated to Student Achievement

• Even after accounting for differences in students’ dropout 

rates by their academic achievement (as measured by 

ACT Composite score), we found that students who 

attended 2-year colleges, less-selective colleges, in-state 

colleges, and colleges located closer to home were more 

likely to drop out of college than their peers at 4-year 

colleges, more-selective colleges, out-of-state colleges, 

and colleges located farther away. 

• Students who initially attended 2-year colleges and less-

selective colleges were more likely to transfer to another 

college for their second year of study than their peers at 4-

year colleges and more-selective colleges
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Key Finding 4: Student Characteristics Other Than 

Academic Achievement Can Help to Identify Students 

Who Are at Risk of Dropping Out or Transferring

• We found that both dropout rates and transfer rates 

differed systematically by such student characteristics as 

their parents’ education levels and their degree 

aspirations, even after accounting for differences in 

students’ academic achievement levels (as measured by 

their ACT Composite score). 

• Gaps in dropout rates and transfer rates among students 

with different parent education levels and degree 

aspirations appear to be widest among students who 

entered college with lower achievement levels.
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Key Finding 5: Delayed-Entry Students Are Less Likely 

to Attend Colleges that Match Their Preferences

• Compared to students who entered college directly from 

high school, we found that students who delayed their 

college entry by one year were more likely to be first 

generation college students (i.e., neither parent attended 

college), to be a member of a historically 

underrepresented racial/ethnic group (i.e., African 

American, American Indian, and Hispanic students), and to 

have a lower family income. They also had lower ACT 

Composite scores and were less likely to plan on earning 

a bachelor’s or graduate degree in college
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Profile of Direct-Entry and Delayed-Entry Students
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Student Flow in Year 1 and 2 of College by College Location 

Preference
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Student Flow in Year 1 and 2 of College by College Type Preference
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Student Flow in Year 1 and 2 of College by College Distance 

Preference
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Recommendations

• All institutions that require or recommend test scores for 

admission should consider requiring or recommending 

official scores at the point of enrollment and, when 

possible, at the point of admission. 

• Open admission institutions, including community 

colleges, should still consider requiring or recommending 

ACT score reports for students enrolling directly from high 

school. 

• The official ACT score report sent to colleges contains 

several data elements that can be used to identify 

students who want academic and personal help and 

students who may be at risk of dropping out or transferring 

because of issues related to fit
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Recommendations

• College administrators who track yield rates by students’ 

backgrounds, preferences, and achievement levels should 

extend that type of tracking to examine differences in 

student persistence by these same characteristics.

• As student characteristics and preferences diverge from 

those of students with good college preference match, it 

may be beneficial to identify and provide special attention 

or guidance as those students may be more likely to 

transfer or drop out

• High school students who fit the profile of delayed entry 

students should be targeted with specific information that 

may help them navigate the college selection and 

admissions process
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