ACT AT SIXTY

From Data Provider
to Change Agent

LEARNING | MEASUREMENT | NAVIGATION

INTRODUCTION
You may know ACT as the college admissions test that’s been in existence for 60 years.
And that is still core to what we do. But in 2004, we decided to use the data to
develop our first public-facing report about the state of college readiness. Since then,
we have continued to evolve, building on our foundation as not only an assessment
provider but also a leader in the fields of education and workforce development
policy. And now, in 2019, we are taking another evolutionary step: transforming into a
learning company.
This paper presents a brief selected narrative of ACT’s history: from the predictive
value of our testing data for colleges, to sharing what our data tell us about the state
of education and workforce development in the United States, to our role in
advancing policies and creating tools to enable individual learning and success both
now and in the future.

THE PAST

In November 1959, the ACT Assessment was administered for
the first time, beginning ACT’s longstanding history of
measuring how well students near the end of their high school
career will perform academically in the first year of college and
beyond. Just over two years later, in January 1962, ACT
announced the predictive value of the test in an analysis of the
original cohort of test takers.1
Throughout the 1960s, as part of one of their main charges,
ACT researchers continued to conduct studies addressing
core issues related to the predictive value of admissions
testing, helping to establish ACT as a leader in the field of
educational measurement research.
During its first four decades, ACT also leveraged its research
findings to inform education-related policy discussions. For
example, in 1989 ACT was elected to membership in the
Washington Higher Education Secretariat, then composed of
35 national higher education organizations, whose leaders met
monthly to discuss and develop pressing issues in higher
education. (ACT remains a member of the Secretariat; see
http://whes.org/members.)
Ten years later, in 1999, ACT expanded the scope of its research,
which until then had consisted mainly of studies related to
college admissions and college course placement.2 This
expansion meant a focus on two additional areas: equity (i.e.,
opportunity gaps in K–12 education) and the relationship
between high school coursework and performance on the ACT.
Then, in 2000, ACT developed a set of priorities for the new
millennium that included the charge to “[e]xpand ACT’s
involvement in research and national dialogues aimed at
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informing policy decisions on significant educational and
workforce development issues.” The goals of this charge were
to make ACT research findings more broadly available and
take a stronger role in influencing state and federal education
and workforce policy.
The steps taken in 1999 and 2000 led eventually to Crisis at the
Core (2004),3 the first ACT report to present ACT data in
relatively straightforward language designed for accessibility
by a general readership. The report’s main findings were that
substantial percentages of high school students had not taken
a core curriculum and were not academically ready for
college-level courses. Crisis at the Core was also the first ACT
report that deliberately engaged an audience of educators,
administrators and legislators by concluding with policy
recommendations, as well as the first to earn significant media
attention about its findings, including coverage in The New
York Times, The Washington Post and CNN.
After Crisis at the Core, ACT continued to publish a number of
reports containing recommendations based on ACT data,
including (but not limited to) Reading Between the Lines,4
about how the ability to read complex texts is the strongest
indicator of readiness for college-level reading; Ready for
College and Ready for Work: Same or Different?,5 a
demonstration that students need to be educated to a
comparable level of readiness in reading and mathematics
regardless of whether they are headed for college or
workforce training after high school; Rigor at Risk,6
which makes the case that the rigor of high school
core courses has more impact on students’
college readiness than simply taking those
courses; and The Forgotten Middle,7 which
showed that students’ level of academic
achievement by eighth grade has a larger
impact on their eventual level of college and
career readiness than anything that happens
academically in high school.

THE
PRESENT

Just as ACT’s work has evolved throughout the past 60 years
— adding assessment-based policy research to assessment
development — today ACT is again pushing into new territory.
While ACT research and reports have performed a valuable
function by identifying issues and offering recommendations
for changes, the next stage of ACT’s evolution is as an
implementer of change.
Indeed, ACT has served a critical role in “sounding the alarm”
about a particular set of education- and/or workforce
development–related problems (as noted above). And yet we
realize now, more than ever, that the solutions needed to
solve the problems of today demand moving beyond
measuring and highlighting the problem or issue and
recommending ways to solve it. As shared by CEO Marten
Roorda, ACT’s next step involves finding ways to “connect
measurement with educational research in ways that help
make the best recommendations for teachers and students.”8
What does this look like? First, in recent years, ACT has been
framing its data and research not solely around what others
can do to solve problems, but also around how ACT itself can
contribute — and is contributing — to doing so. Two steps in
this direction have been the white papers that helped explain
the research behind and rationale for the ACT Holistic
Framework of Education and Work Readiness9 and the ACT
Hierarchical Education and Workplace Readiness Framework.10
In addition, ACT has begun broadening its policy offerings to
include practice. In 2015, ACT launched an initiative to increase
the number of eligible high school students in dual enrollment
programs across the nation.11 Last year, ACT released the
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second edition of its policy platforms for K–12
education, higher education and workforce
development (all first published in 2014) and a new
platform devoted to career and technical education;12
all four platforms display a thorough engagement
with the education and workforce policy landscapes
on the federal and state levels, and contain numerous
references to and ideas for practical solutions to
education and workforce challenges.
As an example of one policy platform
recommendation — addressing the needs of the
whole learner — moving into practice, ACT recently
began its “breakfast before testing” initiative, in which
students at selected ACT test centers were offered
the opportunity to eat breakfast before taking the
ACT test, both to potentially offset hunger during the
administration that could detract from students’
ability to perform, and simply to help ensure that
students can begin the test day with something in
their stomachs.
There are many other ways that ACT is putting a
spotlight on challenges and opportunities for
improvement in the education and workforce
development spaces while also offering solutions and
interventions and explaining how these can
accelerate both institutional success and individuals’
learning and progress along their chosen educational
and career paths.
For example, we anticipate that the formative
assessments and other innovative methods of
measuring individualized student learning that
ACT is working on will continue to be in demand
in the classroom and that this demand may
broaden in coming years. Similarly, the growing
prevalence of efforts to incorporate socialemotional learning into the school curriculum is
another area where ACT can expand its reach to
focus on cutting-edge, equity-based interventions
outside the context of assessment.

Or, to take an even simpler example, ACT can leverage
its experience working on data privacy legislation to
focus attention on what ACT is doing to ensure
responsible research use, and the continued security,
of the student data it collects.
Another avenue by which ACT turns research into
practice is its Center for Equity in Learning, which
focuses on closing gaps in equity, opportunity and
achievement for underserved populations and
working learners. Launched in 2016 as a means of
doubling down on ACT’s mission of education and
workplace success for all, the Center works both
within ACT13 and with external partners to affect
change through research, partnerships and strategic
engagement. In September 2017, alongside partners
from the National College Access Network, Better
Make Room, American University’s Center for
Postsecondary Readiness and Success, and the
American College Access Campaign (ACAC), ACT’s
Center for Equity in Learning launched Steps2College.
org, which created a one-stop resource for all the
steps in the college-going process. This effort unified
resources from all the partners in a single, easy-to-use
site for counselors, advising professionals, students
and their families.
In January 2019, ACAC joined the Center, further
enabling ACT to reach, empower and advance the
education goals of first-generation and underserved
students. ACAC, previously housed at the American
Council for Education and supported by ACT, reaches
students in all 50 states and the District of Columbia
with tools and resources to empower their college
application journey.
By means of these kinds of changes, ACT is 1)
translating its data into research-based tools to help
solve nationwide education and workforce problems;
2) helping to implement the recommendations made
in its reports; and 3) moving beyond policy into
policy-driven, policy-informed actions.

THE
FUTURE

ACT’s evolution is also reflected in its current transformation
into a learning company, devoted as much to intervention as
to diagnosis — a company that does not just assess learning
but also helps make learning happen. To this end, ACT has
recently taken steps to create a new internal “ecosystem”
that integrates new initiatives and foci into ACT’s traditional
work, through both self-driven innovations and those made
possible via investing in or acquiring like-minded
companies or technologies.14
A big part of the new ecosystem is the creation of ACTNext.
Driven by an awareness that most of the learning a person
does over a lifetime does not take place in a classroom and
that recent breakthrough technologies have improved the
understanding of what people learn, how they learn it and
how their learning and needs develop over time, ACTNext
integrates psychometric research with artificial intelligence
algorithms and emerging technologies to support
development of the next generation of instruments for
adaptive and personalized learning. These instruments will be
designed to provide learners with actionable feedback on, and
meaningful interventions related to, hard-to-measure
constructs such as teamwork, collaborative problem solving,
engagement, creative thinking and social-emotional skills.
In this way, ACTNext is helping transform ACT into a
company that both monitors student progress toward
readiness and helps accelerate that progress with datadriven innovative solutions.

CONCLUSION
Just as ACT’s onetime motto, “Information for life’s transitions,” evolved into
the mission statement “Helping people achieve education and workplace
success,” ACT has evolved from providing data to also providing data-driven,
people-oriented services and policy solutions. As ACT enters its next 60 years,
its past and current expansions into new territory position it for even greater
successes in the future.
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