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Introduction 
The overwhelming majority of high school students aspire to earn a postsecondary 

degree.2 Despite high educational aspirations, students from some demographic groups 

are generally less likely than their peers to enroll in college after high school.3 Among 

college enrollees, students from these same demographic groups are less likely to persist 

in college and complete a degree.4 Students who are generally considered at greater risk 

than their peers for not persisting to a college degree include economically disadvantaged, 

underrepresented racial/ethnic minority, and first-generation students. These students also 

tend to be: 

•	 Less academically prepared for college5 

•	 More likely to require remedial coursework in college6 

•	 Less knowledgeable about college planning and admissions7 

But students from all demographic groups must be prepared to compete in a technology-

based economy. The majority of jobs over the next decade will require some form of 

postsecondary education.8 Moreover, that education has concrete benefits: the average 

earnings of workers who hold a bachelor’s degree are nearly two times greater than those 

of workers with only a high school diploma.9 

In recent years postsecondary institutions have been under considerable pressure to 

increase their retention and degree completion rates while maintaining equal opportunity 

and diversity in student enrollments; they are also being required to be more transparent 

about their net prices, graduation rates, and average student-loan debts.10 As a result, 

postsecondary institutions continue to invest resources in better understanding the 

cognitive and noncognitive factors associated with student persistence for improving 

degree completion. Specifically, institutions are interested in identifying students at risk of 

dropping out of college and implementing interventions that address the needs of these 

students, including the unique needs of students from underserved demographic groups. 

This study examines the precollege academic preparation, achievement, behaviors, and 

other noncognitive characteristics of recent high school seniors in the midst of the college 

planning and application process. The study has two primary goals: 

•	 Learn more about students’ attributes and needs, including those of students from the 

following at-risk demographic groups: 

–	 First-generation students (defined as those whose parents did not enroll in
 

postsecondary education)11
 

–	 Racial/ethnic minority students (African American, American Indian, Hispanic, and 

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander combined)12 

–	 Lower-income students (defined as those from families whose annual income is less 

than $36,000)13 

Among students taking 
The ACT, the percentages 
of high school graduates 
aspiring to complete a 
post-high school credential 
include:1 

•	 First-generation: 94% 

•	 African American: 86% 

•	 Hispanic: 83% 

•	 Lower income: 95% 
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•	 Identify information that could be used to help shape educational planning and advising 

strategies that facilitate student success in college, especially those strategies targeted 

to meet the needs of students from at-risk demographic groups. 

In particular, the study looks at the following characteristics: 

•	 Academic preparation and achievement 

•	 Academic behaviors and high school engagement 

•	 Parental involvement 

•	 College planning activities 

•	 College concerns and financial issues 

•	 College intentions 

Based on the study’s findings, this report suggests ways secondary and postsecondary 

institutions can enhance educational planning and advising strategies that are aimed at 

boosting students’ chances of enrolling and succeeding in college. 

Study Details 
Data for the study consisted of 6,820 high school seniors who took The ACT in fall 2012 

and completed an online questionnaire (representing 12% of the total sample surveyed). 

The questionnaire asked about students’ academic engagement; the involvement of their 

parents in their college planning; and their own college intentions, planning activities, 

expectations, commitment, and financial concerns.14 The study data was weighted to 

resemble that of all seniors taking The ACT nationally in 2012–2013 in terms of student 

demographics and achievement levels.15 Approximately one-fifth (21%) of the survey 

respondents were first-generation students, 32% were racial/ethnic minority students, and 

30% were lower-income students.16 

To learn more about the unique attributes and needs of first-generation, racial/ethnic 

minority, and lower-income students, the percentages of agreement, participation, or 

activity frequency for these student groups were compared to those of their peers.17 

Categories were used to describe the magnitudes of group differences.18 Overall 

percentages for all students were generally reported to provide context. Group differences 

were also examined by ACT Composite score range (1–18, 19–23, 24–36) to account for 

academic achievement levels. Group differences of five or more percentage points were 

considered to be of practical significance. 

Academic Preparation and Achievement 
Being well prepared academically is important for college success. Research has shown 

that, regardless of demographic group, students who take rigorous, higher-level high 

school coursework are more likely than those who do not to be ready for college, and 

students who are ready for college at the time they graduate from high school are more 

likely than those who are not to persist beyond their first year of college and to complete a 

degree in a timely manner.19 
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In this study, an overwhelming majority of first-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-

income students indicated that they plan to enroll in college (over 90% of each group), 

and more than 90% of those planning to enroll indicated they would do so within six 

months of graduating from high school. The majority of these students (at least 90%) also 

indicated that they have the knowledge and skills needed for their post-high school plans. 

This finding was seen for both lower- and higher-scoring students20 and for each student 

demographic group. 

However, compared to their peers, high school students from at-risk demographic groups 

were less likely to have taken a core curriculum, to have taken higher-level mathematics 

and science coursework, to have participated in a dual-credit or a concurrent-enrollment 

program, and to be expecting to earn more than six college credit hours while in high 

school (table 1).21 Differences in academic preparation were even greater between lower- 

and higher-income students. For example, 43% of lower-income students indicated that 

they had participated in a dual-credit or concurrent-enrollment program while in high 

school, compared to 54% of higher-income students. 

Not surprisingly given these differences in academic preparation, first-generation, 

racial/ethnic minority, and lower-income students had substantially lower average ACT 

Composite scores (by more than 3 score points), were less likely to earn a high school 

grade point average of 3.0 or higher (by 9 to 18 percentage points), and were less likely 

to meet the individual ACT College Readiness Benchmarks (by 22 to 35 percentage 

points).22 Given that only 26% of all students in the study met all four ACT Benchmarks, 

these findings illustrate that for many students, especially for those from at-risk groups, 

there is a discrepancy between students’ actual and perceived levels of college readiness. 

Table 1. Academic Preparation by Student Demographic Group23 

Among those who took 
The ACT, the percentages of 
2013 high school graduates 
nationally who were ready 
for first-year, credit-bearing 
college courses included: 

•	 64% for English 
Composition 

•	 44% for College Algebra 

•	 44% for social science 
courses 

•	 36% for Biology 

Demographic group comparisons 

Coursework 
All students 

(%) 

First-
generation 

(vs. non-first-
generation) 

Minority 
(vs. White/ 

Asian) 

Lower-
income 

(vs. higher-
income) 

Less likely to indicate: 

Take HS core curriculum 82 

Take HS math coursework beyond Algebra II 68 

Take HS Biology, Chemistry, and Physics 42 

Participate in dual-credit/dual-enrollment program in HS 49 

Expect to earn more than six college credit hours in HS 30 

Note. HS = high school; the following symbols indicate, in percentage points, the magnitude of difference: 

= 0–4; = 5–9;  = 10–14;   = 15–19;  = 20 or more. 

Table reads as: 82% of all students took a high school core curriculum. First-generation and lower-income students 
were less likely than non-first-generation and higher-income students, respectively, to take a high school core curriculum 
(differences in the 5–9 percentage-point range). Racial/ethnic minority students were as likely as White/Asian students 
to take a high school core curriculum (difference in the 0–4 percentage-point range). 
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More than 90% of first-
generation, racial/ethnic 
minority, and lower-income 
students indicated they have 
the knowledge and skills 
needed for their post-high 
school plans. However, nearly 
one-half of students from 
these groups did not meet any 
of the ACT College Readiness 
Benchmarks. These findings 
suggest there is a discrepancy 
between students’ perceived 
and actual levels of college 
readiness. 

For higher-scoring students, differences in academic preparation among the demographic 

groups included: 

•	 Racial/ethnic minority (53%) and lower-income (51%) students were less likely than 

White/Asian (60%) and higher-income (60%) students to have participated in a dual

credit/dual-enrollment program in high school. 

•	 Lower-income (45%) students were less likely than higher-income students (51%) to 

expect to earn more than six college credit hours in high school. 

These findings suggest that there is still a need to: 

•	 Encourage more students, including those from the at-risk demographic groups, to take 

rigorous, higher-level high school coursework, especially in mathematics and science. 

•	 Intervene with appropriate instruction and resources in earlier grades to make certain all 

students are prepared for higher-level high school coursework. 

•	 Ensure students from all demographic groups have equal access to rigorous high 

school coursework, including the opportunity to earn college credit hours while in high 

school. 

•	 Educate students about what it means to be ready for college, regardless of the type of 

college they plan to attend. 

Students need to know how well they must perform academically to have a reasonable 

chance of success in first-year, credit-bearing college courses and to avoid having to take 

remedial coursework. Avoiding remedial courses—which typically are not credit bearing— 

can help students prevent delays in educational program completion and avoid the extra 

financial costs associated with remediation. 

Academic Behaviors and High School Engagement 
Prior research has shown that measuring students’ academic behaviors and other 

psychosocial skills more accurately identifies students at risk of poor grades in college and 

of dropping out than measures of academic achievement alone.24 Academic behaviors that 

have been shown to be important for student success can be grouped into three broad 

areas:25 

•	 Motivation 

•	 Social engagement 

•	 Self-regulation 

In terms of students’ study skills and high school engagement levels, many (but not all) 

students indicated that, always or almost always, they put forth their best effort in school 

(61%), are well-prepared for in-class activities (55%), turn in their class assignments on 

time (72%), and are challenged by their high school courses to perform to the best of their 

academic abilities (51%).26 Responses slightly differed among the student demographic 

groups for some of these academic behaviors. For example, first-generation, racial/ethnic 
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Figure 1. Percentage of Students Indicating That They Always or Almost Always Put 
Forth Their Best Effort in School by Student Demographic Group 
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minority, and lower-income students were slightly more likely than their peers to indicate 

that they always or almost always put forth their best effort in school (by 6 to 9 percentage 

points; see figure 1).27 

High school seniors were also asked about the number of hours a week they spend doing 

homework and studying outside of class, including study halls, evenings, and weekends.28 

Their responses showed that: 

•	 Higher-scoring students were two times more likely than lower-scoring students to 

indicate studying more than ten hours (38% vs. 19%). This result generally held true for 

each student demographic group. 

•	 About one-half of first-generation (49%), racial/ethnic minority (47%), and lower-

income (50%) students indicated studying five or fewer hours (compared to 45% for all 

students). 

•	 Only about one-fourth of first-generation (24%), racial/ethnic minority (26%), and 

lower-income (25%) students indicated studying more than ten hours (compared to 

27% for all students). 

Many students in this study were academically successful in high school (as measured by 

high school grade point average) without spending much time outside of class studying. 

But, given the discrepancies between students’ actual and perceived levels of college 

readiness, the study’s findings call into question whether students are developing the 

types of academic behaviors and study skills that are needed to be successful in the 

college environment. Learning and performance expectations can substantially differ 

between high school and college.29 College students spend less time in class, but they 

are expected to spend more time outside of class studying and doing homework (e.g., two 

to three hours per week for every hour in class). Indeed, about one-third of high school 
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First-generation and lower-
income students were 
less likely than non-first
generation and higher-income 
students to indicate that their 
parents: 

•	 Discuss with them what 
they need to do to prepare 
for college and/or career 

•	 Are involved in their post-
high school plans 

seniors from each demographic group in this study indicated it will be difficult to keep 

their academic commitments in college such as attending classes and being prepared for 

class discussions.30 Even higher-scoring students have been found to lack the motivational 

drive and necessary study and time-management skills to be successful in the college 

environment.31 

Development and mastery of the academic behaviors and study skills that are necessary 

for college success are important indicators of college readiness.32 It is important to help 

students, including those from the at-risk demographic groups, to graduate from high 

school academically prepared with realistic college expectations and strong academic 

behaviors and study skills that can enhance their chances of achieving their educational 

goals and being successful in the college environment. 

Parental Involvement 
Parents can strongly influence students’ educational aspirations and college plans.33 Prior 

research has suggested that parents of first-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-

income students are often unfamiliar with the college planning process, and therefore 

these students often lack the guidance and support at home that can help contribute to 

their success in college.34 

Even though most students in this study (nearly 90%) indicated that their parents discuss 

with them what they need to do to prepare for college and/or career and are involved in their 

post-high school plans, lower percentages were seen for first-generation and lower-income 

students when compared to non-first-generation and higher-income students (table 2). 

Table 2. Parental Involvement by Student Demographic Group35 

Demographic group comparisons 

First- Lower-
generation Minority income 

All students (vs. non-first- (vs. White/ (vs. higher-
Parental involvement (%) generation) Asian) income) 

Less likely to indicate parents: 

Discuss with them what they 
need to do to prepare for college 
and/or career 

89 

Are involved in post-HS plans 86 

Check that HS class assignments 
and projects are done 46 

Note. HS = high school; the following symbols indicate, in percentage points, the magnitude 
of difference: 

= 0–4; = 5–9;  = 10–14;   = 15–19;  = 20 or more. 

Table reads as: 89% of all students indicated that their parents discuss with them what they 
need to do to prepare for college or career. First-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-
income students were less likely than non-first-generation, White/Asian, and higher-income 
students, respectively, to indicate this (differences in the 10–14 percentage-point range by 
parents’ education level and family income, and in the 5–9 percentage-point range by race/ 
ethnicity). 

6
 



 

 

 

 

 

P
er

ce
nt

 

Figure 2. Percentage of Students Indicating That Their Parents Discuss with Them 
How to Prepare for College and Career by Parents’ Education Level and ACT 
Composite Score Range 
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Students from these two at-risk groups were also slightly less likely to indicate that their 

parents regularly check to make sure that they have completed their class assignments 

and projects.36 Similar results were seen for racial/ethnic minority students compared to 

White/Asian students, although to a lesser degree. 

Surprisingly, larger group differences in parental involvement were generally seen among 

higher-scoring students than among lower-scoring students. In most cases, it was higher-

scoring students from at-risk groups who were least likely to indicate that their parents 

were involved in college planning and other activities. For example, as shown in figure 2, 

higher-scoring first-generation students (70%) were less likely than higher-scoring non

first-generation students (91%) and lower-scoring first-generation students (84%) to 

indicate that their parents discuss with them what they need to do to prepare for college 

and/or career. 

Findings from this study highlight the reasons first-generation and lower-income students 

may need extra help and support with the college planning process. There still appears 

to be a need to increase the involvement of parents in educational planning and advising 

activities and discussions, especially for students from the at-risk demographic groups with 

higher scores on The ACT. Such programs should aim to “empower parents to be involved 

to shape their children’s educational futures.”37 

College Planning Activities 
The college planning process can be daunting for high school students, especially for 

students whose parents are not familiar with the process. Helping students start the 

planning process earlier may open up more college opportunities for students from all 

demographic groups, especially for those with higher scores on The ACT.38 

Among higher-scoring 
students, first-generation 
students were substantially 
less likely than non-first
generation students to 
indicate that their parents 
discuss with them what they 
need to do to prepare for 
college and/or career (70% vs. 
91%, respectively)—a larger 
difference than that seen 
among similar lower-scoring 
students (84% vs. 92%). 

7
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Table 3. Early Participation in College Planning Activities by Student Demographic 
Group39 

Demographic group comparisons 

First- Lower-
generation Minority income 

All students (vs. non-first- (vs. White/ (vs. higher-
College planning activity (%) generation) Asian) income) 

Discuss post-HS plans with school counselor* 72 

Determine education or training required for jobs of 
interest 75 

Review college admissions requirements 88 

Take The ACT before senior year* 63 

Determine colleges that offer major or training of interest 88 

Visit colleges* 66 

Attend college fair* 64 

Interact with college admissions counselor* 56 

Compare college costs 77 

Apply to colleges 74 

Less likely to participate: 

Note. HS = high school; the following symbols indicate, in percentage points, the magnitude of difference: 

= 0–4; = 5–9; = 10–14; = 15–19; = 20 or more. 

* Differences also seen among higher-scoring students. 

Table reads as: 72% of all college-bound students discussed their post-high school plans with a school counselor 
before or during the fall of their senior year. First-generation and lower-income students were less likely than non-first
generation and higher-income students, respectively, to do this (differences in the 5–9 percentage-point range). Racial/ 
ethnic minority students were as likely as White/Asian students to discuss their post-HS plans with a school counselor 
(difference in the 0–4 percentage-point range). 

In this study, first-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-income students were found 

to be less likely than other students to participate early in college educational planning 

activities (defined as occurring before or during the fall of their senior year; see table 3). 

Relatively large group differences were seen for the following planning activities: 

• Taking The ACT prior to their senior year 

• Visiting colleges 

• Interacting with college admissions counselors 

• Comparing college costs 

In particular, the largest differences in early planning were seen between lower- and 

higher-income students. Moreover, for each student demographic group early participation 

in planning activities increased as ACT Composite score increased (illustrated in figure 3 

for lower- and higher-income students visiting colleges). 
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Figure 3. Percentage of Students Visiting One or More Colleges before or during 
the Fall of Their Senior Year by Family and ACT Composite Score Range 
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However, even among students with higher scores on The ACT, those from at-risk groups 

were less likely than their peers to have participated early in the following activities: 

•	 Discuss post-high school plans with their school counselor (by 7 percentage points for 

first-generation students) 

• Take The ACT before their senior year (by 13 to 15 percentage points) 

•	 Visit colleges (by 10, 11, and 13 percentage points for racial/ethnic minority, first-

generation, and lower-income students, respectively) 

• Attend a college fair (by 6 percentage points for lower-income students) 

•	 Interact with a college admissions counselor (by 9 percentage points for first-

generation and lower-income students) 

In addition, approximately one-half of students from all demographic groups indicated 

having difficulty:40 

•	 Identifying their interests related to their educational and career goals (46% for all 

students) 

• Deciding what post-high school educational options are best for them (44%) 

• Making plans needed to pursue their education (55%) 

These findings suggest there is a need to encourage all students, especially those from 

the at-risk demographic groups, to start the college planning process earlier, including 

exploring their interests and taking The ACT prior to their senior year. For example, high 

school counselors could be more proactive in informing economically disadvantaged 

students about fee waiver opportunities for testing, and they could encourage all students 

to take The ACT in their junior year and again early in their senior year to gauge their 

readiness for college. States that administer The ACT test to all of their public school 

eleventh graders do so as a means not only to gauge students’ readiness for college, but 

also to broaden the post-high school opportunities available for all students, including entry 

to the college-going process.41 

Within each ACT Composite 
score range, lower-income 
students were considerably 
less likely than higher-income 
students to visit one or more 
colleges before or during 
the fall of their senior year. 
This finding also held true 
when examined by parents’ 
education level and race/ 
ethnicity. 
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Early interactions with school counselors (as early as ninth grade) have been shown to be 

positively related to first-generation students’ attitudes and plans about college.42 In terms 

of the benefits of students’ exploring their interests early, prior research has suggested 

that if students’ measured interests are similar to the interests of others in their chosen 

college majors, they are more likely to persist in college and complete a degree in a more 

timely manner.43 

College Concerns and Financial Issues 
Students’ concerns about how they will pay for college have increased as college costs 

have risen.44 Moreover, a lack of timely and accurate information about the financial aid 

process has been shown to influence students’ chances of initially enrolling and persisting 

in college.45 

In this study, an overwhelming majority of high school seniors indicated concern about how 

they are going to pay for their education after high school (more than 90%; see table 4)—a 

finding seen for most student demographic groups. However, lower-income students were 

slightly more likely than higher-income students to indicate this concern (96% vs. 86%, 

respectively). Moreover, students from at-risk groups were considerably more likely than 

their peers to strongly agree that this is an area of concern for them (by 12, 16, and 29 

percentage points for racial/ethnic minority, first-generation, and lower-income students, 

respectively). 

Many seniors also indicated they were concerned about their ability to adapt to college life 

(56%), with higher percentages seen among the at-risk student demographic groups. 

Table 4. College Concerns by Student Demographic Group46 

Demographic group comparisons 

First- Lower-
generation Minority income 

All students (vs. non-first- (vs. White/ (vs. higher-
Concern (%) generation) Asian) income) 

More likely to indicate concern about: 

Ability to adapt to college life 56 

How to pay for college 92 

Note. The following symbols indicate, in percentage points, the magnitude of difference: 

= 0–4; = 5–9;  = 10–14;   = 15–19;  = 20 or more. 

Table reads as: 56% of all college-bound students indicated concern about their ability to 
adapt to college life. First-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-income students were 
more likely than non-first-generation, White/Asian, and higher-income students, respectively, 
to be concerned about this (differences in the 10–14 percentage-point range by parents’ 
education level and family income, and in the 5–9 percentage-point range by race/ethnicity). 
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Table 5. Financial Issues by Student Demographic Group48 

Demographic group comparisons 

First- Lower-
generation Minority income 

All students (vs. non-first- (vs. White/ (vs. higher-
Financial issues (%) generation) Asian) income) 

More likely to indicate: 

Need financial aid 92 

Work while in college 79 

Less likely to indicate: 

Have plan to pay for college 77 

Family resources will pay for first year 51 

Note. The following symbols indicate, in percentage points, the magnitude of difference: 

= 0–4; = 5–9; = 10–14; = 15–19; = 20 or more. 

Table reads as: 92% of all college-bound students indicated that they need to receive financial aid in 
order to attend college. First-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-income students were more 
likely than non-first-generation, White/Asian, and higher-income students, respectively, to indicate this 
(difference in the 5–9 percentage-point range by parents’ education level and race/ethnicity, and in 
the 10–14 percentage-point range by family income). 

In accordance with their financial concerns, most students (greater than 90%) from each 

demographic group said they need to receive financial aid in order to attend college (see 

table 5).47 However, only 62% had started to learn about the financial aid process. 

Even though first-generation and lower-income students indicated at a higher percentage 

that they expect to work while attending college, they were somewhat less likely than other 

students to have a plan in place for how they will pay for college. About 50% of students 

indicated that family resources will pay for most of their first-year college expenses. 

Substantially smaller percentages were seen for first-generation and lower-income 

students. Despite these concerns, students from at-risk demographic groups were as likely 

as their peers to indicate: 

• They are committed to completing a college degree (more than 90%). 

• The benefits of a college degree are worth the costs (more than 95%). 

The findings in this section highlight high school seniors’ concerns about their ability to 

adapt to college life and their financial concerns about going to college. Financial concerns 

and barriers often lead to students stopping out of college for a period of time with 

intentions of eventually returning to finish their degrees. However, students who stop out 

are generally at greater risk of not completing their degrees. 

Prior research has shown that many students who would have qualified for financial aid 

did not apply for it because they either lacked the knowledge and information about the 

application process or they were unaware of their eligibility for aid.49 Offering classes or 

seminars on financial literacy and strategies for successfully transitioning from high school 

to college may be beneficial for high school students and their parents, especially for first-

generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-income students.50 
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College Intentions 
Prior research has suggested that certain college-attending behaviors can positively 

influence timely degree completion, while others can negatively influence completion. For 

instance, noting that a majority of part-time college students never complete their degrees, 

Complete College America explained, “the longer it takes the more life gets in the way of 

success.”51 Additionally, transferring from one institution to another can increase time to 

degree completion and reduce the likelihood of completing a degree.52 More positively, 

other studies suggest that college students can benefit from continuous full-time college 

enrollment for making greater progress toward degree completion and from living on 

campus for becoming more socially engaged.53 

In this study, when high school seniors were asked about their short- and long-term 

college intentions and plans, first-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-income 

college-bound students were less likely to indicate they would initially enroll in a four-year 

institution, live on campus, or enroll as a full-time student (table 6). They were more likely 

to indicate they would simultaneously enroll in multiple types of institutions during their first 

term, transfer to another institution before completing a college degree, and stop out of 

college for a term or more after initial enrollment. 

Table 6. College Intentions by Student Demographic Group54 

Demographic group comparisons 

First- Lower-
generation Minority income 

All students (vs. non-first- (vs. White/ (vs. higher-
College intentions (%) generation) Asian) income) 

Less likely to indicate intent to: 

Enroll in four-year institution 87 

Live on campus 66 

Enroll full-time 95 

More likely to indicate intent to: 

Enroll in multiple institutions first term 12 

Transfer to another institution 26 

Stop out of college for a term or more 20 

Note. The following symbols indicate, in percentage points, the magnitude of difference: 

= 0–4; = 5–9; = 10–14; = 15–19; = 20 or more. 

Table reads as: 87% of all college-bound students indicated that they planned to initially enroll in a 
four-year postsecondary institution. First-generation and lower-income students were less likely than 
non-first-generation and higher-income students, respectively, to indicate this (differences in the 5–9 
percentage-point range). Racial/ethnic minority students were as likely as White/Asian students to 
plan to initially enroll in a four-year postsecondary institution (difference in the 0–4 percentage-point 
range). 
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Demographic group differences in college intentions were generally smaller among higher-

scoring students than among lower-scoring students. For higher-scoring students, the only 

notable difference in college intentions among the demographic groups was that first-

generation and lower-income students were less likely than non-first-generation students 

and higher-income students to plan to live on campus (67% vs. 82% and 72% vs. 86%, 

respectively).55 

Given the college intentions of high school seniors from at-risk demographic groups, 

findings from this study and those from prior research suggest it is important to ask 

students about their own college intentions and to identify the primary reasons behind 

their intentions. Possible options can then be explored with students, such as financial aid 

or scholarships that would allow them to focus on their studies and engage in college-

attending behaviors that can positively influence timely degree completion. 

Summary and Implications 
Findings from this study are in general agreement with those previously reported in the 

literature for first-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-income college students.56 

This study focuses specifically on high school seniors in the midst of the college planning 

and application process who took The ACT. Findings suggest students continue to need 

education and guidance in the following areas: 

•	 Preparing better academically for college 

•	 Knowing what it means to be ready for college 

•	 Developing strong academic behaviors 

•	 Starting the college and career planning process earlier 

•	 Finding the help and support they need to pursue and achieve their educational goals 

From a practical perspective, educators, counselors, and advisors at both the secondary 

and postsecondary levels can use this study’s results to help evaluate and inform their 

educational planning and advising strategies as they attempt to better equip students 

with the knowledge, skills, and support they need to enroll and succeed in college. 

Postsecondary institutions might also find the results useful for identifying ways to 

strengthen their high school outreach efforts, freshman orientation, and onboarding 

strategies. Educational planning and advising strategies should include the following types 

of activities, all of which have also been suggested by others: 

1. Early Monitoring. Monitor student progress to college readiness early and often, and 

intervene with students who are not on target while there is still time for them to catch 

up before they graduate from high school.57 For postsecondary institutions, student 

monitoring might include setting up early alert systems to intervene with students 

identified as being at risk of not persisting and succeeding in college.58 

2. Educational and Career Guidance. Provide students with educational and career 

guidance. Encourage them to: 

–	 Take rigorous high school coursework through their senior year to better prepare for 

more educational and career options. Preparing well academically in high school is 

critical for students to accomplish their future career goals. 

13
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–	 Explore career options based on their own skills, interests, and aspirations. Through 

ACT Profile, students can explore careers and college options that are a good match 

with their individual strengths, interests, and values. 

–	 Begin the college planning process early (including taking The ACT during their junior 

year).59 

3. Secondary/Postsecondary Partnerships. Collaborate in secondary/postsecondary 

partnerships to get relevant information into the hands of high school students, 

including those with higher scores on The ACT, prior to their senior year. Such 

information could include tips about: 

–	 College admissions/course placement processes60 

–	 Financial aid processes, options, and available services61 

–	 Realistic college expectations 

–	 Positive behaviors that influence college success (such as being academically self-

disciplined, socially engaged, continuously enrolled, and working part time or not 

working while in school)62 

4. Academic Behaviors. Evaluate academic behaviors and noncognitive characteristics 

of students to get a more holistic view of students’ college readiness levels; use this 

information in advising and intervention programs.63 Examples of academic behaviors and 

noncognitive characteristics that have been shown to predict success in college include:64 

–	 Motivation (such as academic discipline, goal striving, study skills, vocational interests, 

academic goals, and achievement needs) 

–	 Social engagement (such as social connection and social activity) 

–	 Self-regulation (such as steadiness and academic self-confidence) 

–	 Personality attributes (such as conscientiousness) 

5. Additional Resources. Equip first-generation, racial/ethnic minority, and lower-income 

students with the resources and tools they need to succeed: 

–	 Offer academic and social support services, including classes/seminars targeted to 

meet students’ needs.65 

–	 Raise student awareness of all the resources available to them, and actively
 

encourage students to take advantage of these resources.66
 

–	 Help students understand and know how to use information about financial aid and 

postsecondary institutions to make informed college decisions.67 

–	 Inform students’ parents about and involve them in the college planning, admissions, 

and onboarding processes.68 

–	 Increase students’ exposure to the college environment.69 

6. Mentoring. Engage faculty and peers in mentoring first-generation, racial/ethnic 

minority, and lower-income students.70 Fostering these types of relationships might help 

to provide these students with academic and social support beyond high school and 

beyond their first-year of college.71 

Finally, examining the academic behaviors, other noncognitive characteristics, and the 

interests and goals of incoming students can help postsecondary institutions improve their 

retention strategies, including those intended to help first-generation, racial/ethnic minority, 

and lower-income students persist and succeed in college. 
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