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MINORITIES IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Minorities in the United States have long suffered lower eco-
nomic prosperity and social status compared to the white major-
ity. Higher education often serves as the best means of social
mobility available to our nation’s youth. For example, graduat-
ing from college is associated with more stable patterns of
employment and higher earnings. As the gap in earnings
between high school and college graduates continues to widen,
college has become even more important for minorities who are
trying to enter into a globally competitive labor market. This
essay reviews the higher education aspirations and preparation,
college enrollment, persistence, and completion rates of minori-
ties in comparison with the majority white population. For the
purpose of this essay, the Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) standard classification scheme is used, and the categories
of black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and American
Indian/Alaskan Native are used to denote racial/ethnic minori-
ty groups. In the data used for many comparisons, however, the
sample size of the two latter groups is too small for them to be
reported separately and therefore they are not shown.

PLANS AND EXPECTATIONS

• The proportion of all high school seniors in
minority groups who planned to continue their
education at 4-year colleges and universities
directly after high school increased between
1972 and 1992, although between-group differ-
ences have remained fairly constant.
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Although many students decide whether or not to attend college
early in their high school careers, students’ plans as high school
seniors are likely to reflect their previous academic performance,
their financial means, and their educational and career goals. In
both 1972 and 1992, similar proportions of black and white
seniors planned to attend 4-year colleges and universities the fol-
lowing year. Although the proportion of Hispanic seniors who
planned to attend a 4-year college increased by 9 percentage
points between 1972 and 1992, the corresponding proportion for
whites increased 20 percentage points—widening the gap
between Hispanic and white plans. In 1992, Asian/Pacific
Islander seniors were more likely than white seniors to plan to
attend a 4-year college immediately after high school graduation.

A larger proportion of black and Hispanic seniors planned to
attend an academic program the next year at a 2-year college in
1992 than in 1972: the proportion of black seniors increased from
5 percent to 11 percent, while the proportion of Hispanic seniors
increased from 11 to 26 percent. However, no change occurred
among white seniors during this time period. In 1992, Hispanic
seniors were more likely than their white peers to plan to attend
a 2-year academic program.

Percentage of high school seniors who planned to continue
their education the next year at 4-year colleges

or in academic programs at 2-year colleges

2-year
4-year academic

program program
Race/ethnicity 1972 1992 1972 1992

Total 34 54 11 13

White 35 55 12 12
Black 32 52 5 11
Hispanic 11 20 11 26
Asian/Pacific Islander 47 65 18 12

SOURCE: National Longitudinal Study of 1972 and National Education
Longitudinal Study of 1988, Second Follow-up.
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Students take many factors into account when selecting a college,
including financial considerations such as the cost of attendance
and the availability of financial aid. The percentage of black,
white, and Hispanic seniors who reported that tuition and
expenses were very important considerations in selecting a col-
lege declined between 1972 and 1992. On the other hand, the pro-
portions of Asian/Pacific Islander seniors who reported that
tuition and fees were important factors did not differ significant-
ly between the two time periods. Availability of financial aid,
however, remained very important over this time period for
black and Hispanic seniors. In 1992, black and Hispanic seniors
were more likely to say that financial aid was a very important
consideration in selecting a college (67 and 62 percent, respec-
tively) than were white seniors (40 percent).1

• The proportion of high school students in all
racial and ethnic groups expecting to com-
plete only high school or less fell dramatically
between 1972 and 1992, while the proportion
expecting to graduate from college increased.

Students’ long-term expectations for education may differ sub-
stantially from their short-term plans. While not all high school
seniors plan to attend college immediately after graduation,
nearly all students expect to continue their education eventually.
The proportion of seniors expecting to at least finish college
ranged from 62 percent for Hispanics to 79 percent for
Asian/Pacific Islanders in 1992. Since 1972, the proportions of
white, black, and Hispanic seniors who expected to complete col-
lege increased by 20 percentage points, compared to an increase
of 9 percentage points for Asian/Pacific Islander seniors.2 Even
though educational plans and expectations are generally high
among white, black, Hispanic, and Asian/Pacific Islander high
school seniors, wanting to go to college is only the first step—
preparing to go to college is the second step.
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PREPARATION AND COURSE-TAKING PATTERNS

Success in higher education depends on good preparation in
high school.3 The level of courses taken in high school, as well as
the level of academic achievement near the end of high school,
are measures of students’ preparedness for higher education.

• Students from all minority groups are taking a
more rigorous curriculum than in the past,
although black, Hispanic, and American
Indian/Alaskan Native students continue to
trail their Asian/Pacific Islander and white
counterparts in advanced mathematics and
science course taking.

Examining the transcripts of high school graduates shows if the
academic rigor of the courses they take has changed over time.

Percentage of 1992 high school seniors expecting to complete
various levels of education

Asian/
Pacific

Islander

Hispanic

Black

White

Total 36% 25% 5%

37% 25% 5%

34% 24% 5%

31% 31% 6%

36% 19% 3%

33%

32%

38%

31%

43%

High school
or less

Some
college

Finish
college

Graduate
school

SOURCE: National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, Second Follow-up.
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The average number of academic course units earned by public
high school graduates increased between 1982 and 1992 for all
racial and ethnic groups. In 1992, Asian/Pacific Islander gradu-
ates earned the most academic credits (18.5), while American
Indian/Alaskan Native graduates earned the least (16.0); this
range is equivalent to five semester courses. White graduates
earned 17.6 credits compared to Hispanic and black graduates,
who earned 16.9 and 16.7 credits, respectively.4

This renewed emphasis on academic course taking also is reflect-
ed by the increase in the percentage of high school graduates tak-
ing the “New Basics” curriculum—a core curriculum compro-
mising 4 units of English and 3 units each of science, social stud-
ies, and mathematics recommended by the National Commission
on Excellence in Education in A Nation at Risk.5 The proportion of
1994 high school graduates who took this core curriculum
ranged from about 44 percent for blacks, Hispanics, and
American Indians/Alaskan Natives to about 54 percent for
whites and 57 percent for Asian/Pacific Islanders. This repre-
sents a substantial increase from 1982, when 14 percent of grad-
uates took this stringent a curriculum.

Percentage of high school graduates taking
the “New Basics” curriculum

Race/ethnicity 1982 1987 1990 1994

Total 14.0 28.3 39.6 50.6

White 15.5 29.3 40.6 53.6
Black 11.5 24.1 41.5 44.7
Hispanic 6.7 16.8 30.4 43.8
Asian/

Pacific Islander 21.3 45.6 48.7 56.6
American Indian/

Alaskan Native 6.5 24.6 21.6 43.6

NOTE: The panel’s recommendation of 0.5 units of computer science is not
included here.
SOURCE: NCES, The 1994 High School Transcript Study Tabulations: Comparative
Data on Credits Earned and Demographics for 1994, 1990, 1987, and 1982 High School
Graduates, 1996.
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Students in all racial and ethnic groups are taking more
advanced mathematics and science courses, although black,
Hispanic, and American Indian/Alaskan Native graduates still
trail their Asian/Pacific Islander and white counterparts in
advanced mathematics and science course taking. From a course-
taking perspective at least, it appears that all racial and ethnic
groups are better prepared for college today than they were in
the early 1980s.

• The reading skills of white seniors are better
than those of their minority counterparts.
Although the gap in white-black and white-
Hispanic scores has narrowed somewhat,
large differences still remain. 

Course taking is only one component of preparing for college;
the skills that students gain from those classes is another impor-
tant measure of their readiness to enter college. For example, a
student must be able to comprehend and effectively use written
language before taking on a more advanced college curriculum.
There is substantial variation in average reading proficiency
among seniors from different racial and ethnic groups. In 1994,
for instance, the reading proficiency of white seniors was higher
than Asian/Pacific Islander seniors, who, in turn, scored higher
than their black and Hispanic counterparts. However, the read-
ing proficiency scores of American Indian/Alaskan Native
seniors were not statistically distinguishable from their Asian/
Pacific Islander and Hispanic peers.6

Reading proficiency scores for white, black, and Hispanic 17-
year-olds are available for the years between 1975 and 1992.
Although the reading gap between whites and their black and
Hispanic counterparts remains wide, this gap has narrowed over
time.7 In fact, the reading skills of white, black, and Hispanic 17-
year-olds have all increased since the mid-1970s with the scores
of black and Hispanic students increasing more than those of
their white peers.8 There is some evidence, however, that the
white-minority gap in reading is no longer narrowing.9
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Percentage of high school graduates taking selected 
mathematics and science courses in high school,

by race/ethnicity: 1982 and 1994

American
Asian/ Indian/
Pacific Alaskan

White Black Hispanic Islander Native

19821

Algebra II 36.0 22.0 18.0 45.6 10.8
Trigonometry 13.7 6.0 6.4 26.8 3.0
Analysis/

pre-calculus 6.8 2.2 2.8 14.5 1.8
Calculus 5.4 1.3 1.7 12.8 4.0
AP calculus 1.8 0.3 0.4 5.5 0.1

Biology and
chemistry 31.3 19.7 14.2 48.5 21.9

Biology,
chemistry,
and physics 12.2 4.8 3.9 28.4 7.8

1994

Algebra II 61.6 43.7 51.0 66.6 39.2
Trigonometry 18.6 13.6 9.8 25.3 6.7
Analysis/

pre-calculus 18.2 9.8 13.9 33.9 8.7
Calculus 9.6 3.8 6.0 23.4 3.8
AP calculus 7.3 2.0 4.6 21.0 2.2

Biology and
chemistry 56.4 42.2 45.1 64.8 39.6

Biology,
chemistry,
and physics 22.7 13.0 13.4 37.2 8.0

1Numbers were revised from previously published figures.

SOURCE: NCES, The 1994 High School Transcript Study Tabulations: Comparative
Data on Credits Earned and Demographics for 1994, 1990, 1987, and 1982 High School
Graduates, 1996.



• Among high school seniors, both Asian/Pacific
Islanders and whites have higher mathematics
proficiency than Hispanics, American Indians/
Alaskan Natives, and blacks. Over the past 20
years, however, scores for whites have
increased at a slower rate than those for
blacks and Hispanics, thereby causing this gap
to narrow.

Proficiency in mathematics allows students to use higher level
thinking skills to solve complex problems. If students do not
have a firm grasp of mathematics upon leaving high school, they
will be at a disadvantage when trying to master technical mater-
ial in college. Among the senior class of 1992, both Asian/Pacific
Islanders and whites had higher mathematics proficiency scores
than their Hispanic, American Indian/Alaskan Native, and black
peers.10

8

Average reading proficiency of seniors: 1994

0 200 225 250 275 300 325
Score

287

294

275

280

270

265

American
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Alaskan
Native

Asian/
Pacific

Islander

Hispanic

Black

White

Total

SOURCE: NCES, National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1994 Reading
Assessment.
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For the years 1973–92, mathematics trend data are available for
white, black, and Hispanic 17-year-olds. These data suggest that
although there is a large gap in mathematics proficiency at age 17
between whites and their black and Hispanic peers, that gap is
narrowing. Among white 17-year-olds, mathematics proficiency
declined between 1973 and 1982, but has since rebounded. On
the other hand, the mathematics scores of black and Hispanic 17-
year-olds were level from 1973 to 1982, but have increased siz-
ably between 1982 and 1992—narrowing the gap between the
scores of blacks and Hispanics and their white counterparts.11

• With the exception of Asian/Pacific Islanders,
large gaps in science proficiency exist be-
tween whites and other racial/ethnic groups.
Science scores for most groups have increased
since the early 1980s.

The ability to apply scientific information, interpret data, and
make inferences about scientific findings is a prerequisite for

Average mathematics proficiency of seniors: 1992

0 200 225 250 275 300 325
Score

American
Indian/
Alaskan
Native

Asian/
Pacific

Islander

Hispanic

Black

White

Total 299

305

275

283

315

281

SOURCE: NCES, National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1992
Mathematics Assessment.
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entry into most scientific fields. Adequate preparation in science
in high school can influence success in college-level biology,
chemistry, and physics—courses that often serve as gateways to
many scientific fields, including medicine and engineering. For
the senior class of 1990, science proficiency scores are available
for all racial/ethnic groups. Scores for white and Asian/Pacific
Islander seniors were higher than those for black and Hispanic
seniors. However, the average science proficiency of American
Indian/Alaskan Native seniors was lower than that of white stu-
dents, higher than the average science proficiency of black stu-
dents, and not significantly different from the average science
proficiency of Asian/Pacific Islander and Hispanic students.12

Trend data on science proficiency are available for whites and
blacks starting in 1970 and for Hispanics starting in 1977. These
data demonstrate that between 1970 and 1982, the science profi-
ciency of white and black 17-year-olds declined, but scores for
both groups have risen since then. In 1992, the science proficiency

Average science proficiency of seniors: 1990

0 200 225 250 275 300 325

Score

American
Indian/
Alaskan
Native
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Islander
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286

308
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SOURCE: NCES, National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1990 Science
Assessment.
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of white 17-year-olds was still below their 1970 level, while the
scores of blacks had fully regained ground. Moreover, between
1977 and 1982, scores for Hispanics declined, but have since
rebounded.13

• Average SAT scores for minority test-takers
have improved over the past 20 years, espe-
cially for college-bound blacks and American
Indians/Alaskan Natives.

The Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) is designed to predict suc-
cess in the freshman year of college and is used in college admis-
sions. The SAT measures not only the skills of those who could
potentially go to college but also the skills of those who actually
plan to go. Since 1976, the mean SAT scores of black test-takers
have risen 24 points on the verbal section and 34 points on the
mathematics section, while the mean scores of whites have fallen
3 points on the verbal section and have risen 5 points on the
mathematics section. American Indians/Alaskan Natives also
had relatively large increases in SAT scores over this time period:
15 points on the verbal section and 27 points on the mathematics
section.14

COLLEGE ENROLLMENT RATES

• Blacks and Hispanics are less likely than
whites to make an immediate transition from
high school to college.

Since most college students enroll in college immediately after
completing high school, the percentage of high school graduates
enrolled in college the October following graduation is an indi-
cator of the total proportion who will ever enroll in college.
College enrollment rates reflect the accessibility of higher educa-
tion to high school graduates, as well as their assessment of the
relative value of attending college compared to working, enter-
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ing the military, or other possible pursuits. Enrollment rates for
white high school graduates increased from 50 percent in the
early 1970s to about 60 percent in the mid-1980s and have fluctu-
ated between 60 and 65 percent since then. After a period of
decline in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the percentage of blacks
enrolling in college immediately after high school graduation
rose again until the late 1980s, when it appeared to have leveled
off at around 50 percent. Between 1972 and 1994, Hispanic enroll-
ment rates have mostly fluctuated between 45 and 55 percent.

The type of institutions that high school graduates first attend
can affect their likelihood of completing a bachelor’s degree.
Students who begin their higher education at a 2-year college are
far less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree than their counterparts
who begin at a 4-year college.15 In 1994, white graduates were
twice as likely to enroll in a 4-year college as a 2-year college after

Percentage of high school graduates aged 16–24 who were
enrolled in college the October following graduation:

October 1972–94

0
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20

30

40

50

60

70

Percent

’72 ’75 ’78 ’81 ’84 ’87 ’90 ’94
Year

White
Hispanic

Black

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, October Current
Population Surveys.
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high school, while black graduates were about 1.5 times as likely
and Hispanic graduates were equally likely to enroll in a 4-year
college.16

• Although the proportion of 1980 high school
sophomores who made the immediate transi-
tion to college after high school varied by
race/ethnicity, the proportion who delayed
entry into college did not differ measurably
for whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asian/
Pacific Islanders.

Although most college students first enrolled in college in the fall
following their high school graduation, a sizable number delayed
entry to college. Research has shown that delayed entry is nega-
tively associated with earning a bachelor’s degree.17 Although
the proportion of 1980 high school sophomores who started at 4-
year or 2-year public institutions in the fall of 1982 varied by
race/ethnicity, the proportion who delayed was similar for
whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asian/Pacific Islanders—about 14
percent each. A larger proportion of American Indians/Alaskan
Natives (25 percent) were more likely to delay entry.18

• Higher education enrollment rates of high
school graduates aged 18–24 have risen sub-
stantially for whites and moderately for
blacks, although whites are still more likely to
enroll than blacks or Hispanics. Enrollment
rates among older adults are similar for
whites, blacks, and Hispanics.

Racial and ethnic differences in the college enrollment rates may
reflect variations in access to and persistence in higher education.
Between 1972 and 1994, white high school graduates aged 18–24
were more likely to be enrolled in college than were their black
and Hispanic counterparts. Between 1992 and 1994, the average
enrollment rate for whites was 9 percentage points higher than
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Percentage distribution of 1980 high school sophomores 
according to the timing, enrollment status, and institution

type of their initial enrollment in postsecondary education,
by race/ethnicity as of spring 1992

Race/ethnicity

Time of American
entry and Asian/ Indian/
type of Pacific Alaskan
institution Total White Black Hispanic Islander Native

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Immediate entry (fall 1982)
Full-time
4-year 23.4 25.6 18.9 11.1 40.6 8.4

Full-time
public 2-year 10.5 11.0 8.8 9.5 16.1 6.1

Part-time
4-year 1.1 1.1 0.7 1.4 2.1 0.2

Part-time
public 2-year 4.1 4.4 2.8 3.8 7.0 2.8

Other1 5.0 5.3 4.3 4.6 2.8 3.0

Delayed entry2

4-year 4.2 4.1 5.1 3.8 3.7 9.2
Public 2-year 10.3 10.1 9.7 10.7 11.1 16.6
Other1 5.9 5.5 8.6 6.1 3.3 5.2

Other
enrollment3 1.9 1.7 2.5 2.1 0.8 2.5

No entry by
spring 1992 33.6 31.2 38.7 46.9 12.5 46.0

1Includes less-than-4-year institutions other than public 2-year.
2Student first enrolled in postsecondary education after October 1982 and before
spring 1992.
3Includes students who could not be placed in one of the other categories, usual-
ly because information on timing of enrollment was missing.

SOURCE: NCES, High School and Beyond (HS&B) study 1980 Sophomore
Cohort, Base Year, First, and Fourth Follow-up surveys.
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that of blacks and 8 percentage points higher than that of
Hispanics. White enrollment rates for this age group have grown
substantially since 1981, while enrollment growth for blacks and
Hispanics grew moderately over this period.

Enrollment rates for older adults (high school graduates aged 25
or older) generally were much lower than those for their younger
counterparts aged 18–24 regardless of racial/ethnic group.
Between 1992 and 1994, the average college enrollment rates
were similar for white, black, and Hispanic high school gradu-
ates aged 25–34.19

• Hispanic college students are more likely to
be enrolled part-time than their white or black
peers.

Percentage of 18- to 24-year-old high school graduates
enrolled in college: October 1972–94
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, October Current
Population Surveys.
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Students who initially enroll part-time in college are less likely to
persist toward a bachelor’s degree than those who enroll full
time.20 Hispanic high school graduates aged 18–24 were far more
likely to be enrolled in college part time, rather than full time,
than were their white or black counterparts in 1994.21

COLLEGE PERSISTENCE AND COMPLETION

• Among bachelor’s degree seekers, whites and
Asian/Pacific Islanders are more likely to per-
sist toward a bachelor’s degree than are their
black and Hispanic counterparts.

Half of all students beginning postsecondary education at 2- or 4-
year colleges indicate that their initial degree goal is a bachelor’s
degree.22 Among beginning students seeking bachelor’s degrees
in 1989–90, 63 percent had either completed or were still enrolled

Percentage of 1989–90 first-time bachelor’s degree seekers
who had earned a bachelor’s degree  or were still enrolled

toward a bachelor’s degree in spring 1994

Asian/
Pacific

Islander

Hispanic

Black

White

Total 46% 18%

48% 17%

34% 18%

32% 22%

47% 22%

Earned
bachelor’s
degree
Still enrolled
for bachelor’s

SOURCE: NCES, 1990 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study,
Second Follow-up (BPS:90/94).



in spring 1994. An additional 8 percent had earned an associate’s
degree or a vocational certificate and were not working toward a
bachelor’s degree. Whites and Asian/Pacific Islanders were more
likely than blacks or Hispanics to have either earned a bachelor’s
degree or still to be working toward a bachelor’s degree in spring
1994.
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Percentage distribution of 1989–90 beginning postsecondary
students seeking bachelor’s degrees according to persistence
toward and completion of bachelor’s and other degrees as of

spring 1994, by race/ethnicity

Total
no degree,

Completed a degree not
Highest Still enrolled

degree completed1 Total enrolled toward a
Race/ Bach- Asso- Certi- any for bach-
ethnicity elor’s ciate’s ficate degree bachelor’s2 elor’s

Total 45.8 5.1 3.3 54.3 17.5 28.3

White 48.1 4.9 3.3 56.4 16.6 27.0
Black 34.3 7.3 3.6 45.2 18.0 36.8
Hispanic 32.4 3.5 5.4 41.3 22.1 36.6
Asian/
Pacific
Islander 46.8 5.3 0.6 52.8 21.8 25.5

American
Indian/
Alaskan
Native – – – – – –

—Too few sample observations for a reliable estimate.
1Includes students who are no longer working toward a bachelor’s degree, but
who had completed another type of degree or award.
2Includes students who had completed another type of degree or award (associ-
ate’s degree: 11.8 percent, certificate: 2.7 percent), but are still working toward a
bachelor’s degree.

SOURCE: NCES, 1990 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study,
Second Follow-up (BPS:90/94).



The proportion of bachelor’s degree seekers who were no longer
enrolled toward a bachelor’s degree in spring 1994 but had
earned associate’s degrees or vocational certificates were similar
for whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asian/Pacific Islanders,
although the latter were less likely to earn vocational certificates.
Of 1989–90 bachelor’s degree seekers who had not earned a
degree and were no longer enrolled toward a bachelor’s degree
in spring 1994, blacks were more likely to have been enrolled for
18 months or less (57 percent) than were their white, Hispanic, or
Asian/Pacific Islander counterparts (36, 40, and 37 percent,
respectively).23

• Of those who began their postsecondary edu-
cation at a community college in 1989–90,
whites and blacks were less likely than
Hispanics to have either earned a degree or
certificate or still to be enrolled for one by
spring 1994.

About 44 percent of undergraduates attend public 2-year col-
leges. These institutions serve many purposes: they provide
vocational training and skill development; they offer an inexpen-
sive way to complete lower division requirements before enter-
ing a 4-year institution; and they meet purely avocational
interests. Among students who began their postsecondary edu-
cation at a community college in 1989–90, less than one-quarter
had completed an associate’s degree or vocational certificate
there by spring 1994, although 37 percent had completed an
award at some institution. Those who did not complete an award
at this community college spent a substantial amount of time
there, however, averaging 14 months of enrollment.24

White community college students were more likely to earn an
associate’s degree at their first institution by spring 1994 than
their black counterparts (18 and 11 percent, respectively).25

Hispanics completed associate’s degrees at their first institution
at a rate similar to whites, but were less likely to earn vocational
certificates there.

18



Both blacks and whites, however, were more likely to have nei-
ther earned an award nor still be enrolled for one by spring 1994
(55 and 50 percent, respectively) than were Hispanics (40 per-
cent).26

Four out of 10 first-time, beginning community college students
transfer to another institution—half to a 4-year college or univer-
sity and half to a less-than-4-year institution.27 Transfer rates for
whites and blacks were similar, both around 40 percent.28

Differences between white and Hispanic transfer rates were not
statistically significant. Hispanics were more likely than whites,
however, to transfer to a less-than-4-year institution as opposed
to a 4-year institution.29
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Among 1989–90 beginning students at community colleges,
percentage distribution according to attainment at first 

institution, by race/ethnicity

78%

77%

81%

83%

5%

5%
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17%
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16%Hispanic

Black
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Total

None Certificate Associate’s

SOURCE: NCES, 1990 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study,
Second Follow-up (BPS:90/94).
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In spring 1994, 17 percent of white students, 11 percent of black
students, and 15 percent of Hispanic students who had started in
a community college in 1989–90 had either earned a bachelor’s
degree or were enrolled in a 4-year college or institution.30

Among 1989–90 beginning students at community colleges,
percentage distribution according to 1994 attainment

at any institution, by race/ethnicity

Hispanic

Black

White

Total 16% 14% 12% 10% 49%

17% 14% 12% 8% 50%

11% 8% 16% 10%

15% 12% 15% 19% 40%

Bachelor’s or enrolled
at 4-year institution

No degree,
not enrolled

Associate, not
enrolled in a 4-
year institution

Certificate, not
enrolled in a 4-
year institution

No degree, enrolled in
less-than-4-year institution

55%

SOURCE: NCES, 1990 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study,
Second Follow-up (BPS:90/94).
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• Compared to 1981 levels, the number of
bachelor’s degrees earned in 1993 was up for
males and females in all racial/ethnic groups.
The increase was greater for females than
males in each racial/ethnic group.

The ability of colleges and universities to attract minority students
who will then graduate is important to the goal of equal opportu-
nity. Changes in the number of degrees earned by minorities of
both sexes, particularly in relation to the number earned by whites,
provides a measure of higher education’s progress toward this
goal. Compared to 1981 levels, the number of bachelor’s degrees
earned in 1993 was up for males and females in all racial/ethnic
groups, with the largest increases occurring for Asian/Pacific
Islander and Hispanic males and females (two groups with large
immigration rates). Between 1981 and 1993, Hispanic,
Asian/Pacific Islander, and American Indian/Alaskan Native
males and females showed higher percentage gains in the number
of bachelor’s degrees earned than did whites of the same sex.31

Percentage of 1989–90 first-time community college students
who transferred to another institution by spring 1994, by

destination of first transfer

Hispanic

Black

White

Total

Public
4-year

Public less-
than-4-year

Private
4-year

Private less-
than-4-year

19% 14% 6%

19% 13% 5%

11% 19% 5%

20%

2%

17% 12%

4%

3%

3%

SOURCE: NCES, 1990 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study,
Second Follow-up (BPS:90/94).



• Black and American Indian/Alaskan Native
college graduates were less likely than their
white and Asian/Pacific Islander peers to have
completed their bachelor’s degree program in
4 years or less. 

The traditional time to complete most bachelor’s degree pro-
grams is 4 years. However, a number of circumstances such as
changing schools or majors, stopping out for periods of time,
attending on a part-time basis, or having difficulty enrolling in
required classes may delay graduation. Taking longer to com-
plete college not only causes students to incur additional tuition
costs, but also delays them in starting their careers. Blacks and
American Indian/Alaskan Native students are less likely than
their white and Asian/Pacific Islander counterparts to complete
college in 4 years or less. Among 1993 bachelor’s degree recipi-
ents, 4 out of 10 American Indian/Alaskan Native graduates
took longer than 6 years to complete college, while 2 out of 10
Asian/Pacific Islander graduates took that long to complete col-
lege.32
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Number of bachelor’s degrees conferred (in thousands)

Male Female
Race/ Percent Percent
ethnicity 1981 1993 change 1981 1993 change

White 406.2 435.1 7.1 401.1 512.2 27.7
Black 24.5 28.9 17.8 36.2 49.0 35.5
Hispanic 10.8 19.9 83.8 11.0 25.5 131.5
Asian/
Pacific
Islander 10.1 25.3 150.3 8.7 26.2 201.3

American Indian/
Alaskan Native 1.7 2.4 44.1 1.9 3.2 70.2

SOURCE: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).



• Educational attainment rates for white, black,
and Hispanic young adults have risen since
the early 1970s, although young adult whites
are still far more likely to have completed col-
lege than their black and Hispanic counter-
parts.

Differences in college enrollment and persistence rates across
racial/ethnic groups are reflected in educational attainment fig-
ures for young adults. The proportion of white, black, and
Hispanic 25- to 29-year-olds with either some college or more or
a bachelor’s degree or more rose between 1971 and 1995. Whites
in this age group were still almost twice as likely as their black
and Hispanic counterparts to have earned a bachelor’s degree in
1995. 
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Percentage of college graduates completing the bachelor’s
degree within various years of starting college: 1993

American Indian/
Alaskan Native

Asian/
Pacific Islander

Hispanic

Black

White

Total

4 years
or less

More than 4 up
to 5 years

More than 5
up to 6 years

More than
6 years

37% 28% 25%

36% 28% 11% 26%

25% 28% 32%

23% 29% 35%

36% 34% 17%

27% 22% 43%

11%

15%

13%

13%

8%

SOURCE: NCES, 1993 Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study, First
Follow-up (B&B:93/94).



• Asian/Pacific Islander college graduates were
more likely than whites to have majored in
engineering and computer science (a relative-
ly high paying field). Black, Hispanic, and
Asian/Pacific Islander graduates were less
likely than whites to major in education (a rel-
atively low paying field). 

Career opportunities available to college students are affected by
the fields they choose to study. For college graduates, both starting
salary33 and the degree to which job opportunities have career
potential34 are related to college major. In 1993, Asian/Pacific
Islanders were far more likely than whites to major in biologi-
cal/life sciences, computer and information sciences, or engineer-
ing, but were far less likely to major in education. Black bachelor’s
degree recipients were more likely than their white counterparts to
major in business management, but were less likely to major in
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Percentage of 25- to 29-year-olds who earned a 
bachelor’s degree: March 1971–95

’71 ’73 ’75 ’77 ’79 ’81 ’83 ’85 ’87 ’89 ’91 ’93 ’95

Year

Total

White

Black

Hispanic

0

10

20

30

40

Percent

Year

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, March Current
Population Surveys.



25

Percentage distribution of bachelor’s degrees conferred,
by field of study: 1993

American
Asian/ Indian/

Field of Pacific Alaskan
study All White Black Hispanic Islander Native

All fields 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Biological/
life sciences 4.1 3.8 3.6 4.1 10.1 3.8

Business
management 22.1 21.6 24.6 21.1 22.9 18.5

Computer and
information
sciences 2.1 1.7 2.9 1.9 4.5 1.5

Education 9.3 10.2 7.2 6.6 2.1 11.4
Engineering 5.3 4.8 3.4 5.1 12.7 3.2
English language
and literature 4.8 5.2 3.9 3.9 3.1 4.1

Health sciences 5.8 6.0 6.1 4.4 4.9 6.1
Humanities 2.9 2.8 3.5 4.2 2.0 4.5
Mathematics 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.0 1.8 1.0
Physical sciences 1.5 1.5 1.1 1.0 2.2 1.6
Psychology 5.8 5.8 6.1 7.0 5.0 6.1
Social sciences
and history 11.7 11.6 12.8 13.4 11.1 13.6

Other 23.3 23.6 23.6 26.5 17.6 24.5

SOURCE: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).

education. Hispanic bachelor’s degree recipients were more likely
than whites to major in the social sciences or history, but were less
likely to major in education. American Indian/Alaskan Native
bachelor’s degree recipients were more likely than whites to major
in the humanities or social sciences and history, but were less like-
ly to major in business management.35
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COLLEGE ACCESS, PARTICIPATION, AND
COMPLETION: AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH

An alternative approach to the experiences of minorities in post-
secondary education is to look back at two high school graduat-
ing classes when each class reached age 30. The Postsecondary
Education Transcript Studies (PETS) were conducted in 1984 for
the high school class of 1972 and in 1993 for the high school class
of 1982. Transcripts were requested from each member of the two
graduating classes who reported attending a postsecondary insti-
tution. The transcripts provide information on courses taken,
credits earned, and degrees completed and provide a rich source
of information about the experiences of these two groups in post-
secondary education. The information in the table below was
compiled on the basis of these two studies.

First, consider the proportion of each class for whom transcripts
were received. This statistic can be interpreted as the proportion
of the class who had access to postsecondary education. The per-
centage increased from 60 for the class of 1972 to 70 percent for
the class of 1982. Note that this statistic includes both those who
enrolled in higher education immediately after high school grad-
uation as well as those who delayed entry for up to 10 years. The
increase is evident for whites, blacks, Hispanics and
Asian/Pacific Islanders.

Second, consider the proportion of each class who completed
more than 10 postsecondary credits. This statistic can be inter-
preted as the proportion who participated significantly in higher
education and corresponds roughly to those who completed the
equivalent of at least one full-time semester. This percentage also
increased between the two classes from 51 percent to 62 percent.
Note that between 12 and 15 percent of those who attend a high-
er education institution did not complete more than 10 credits.
Again, the increase is evident for whites, blacks, Hispanics, and
Asian/Pacific Islanders.
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Access, participation, and completion in postsecondary
education for the high school class of 1972 as of 1984

and the high school class of 1982 as of 1993

Asian/
Pacific

Total White Black Hispanic Islander

Percentage with 1 or more postsecondary transcripts
1972 60 61 54 53 77
1982 70 73 62 58 92
Change +10 +12 +8 +5 +14

Percentage with more than 10 completed postsecondary semester
credits
1972 51 53 42 43 70
1982 62 65 54 48 84
Change +11 +12 +11 +5 +15

Percentage who attended a 4-year institution and completed
more than 10 credits
1972 37 38 30 24 54
1982 44 47 35 26 66
Change +8 +9 +5 +2 +12

Percentage with a baccalaureate or higher degree
1972 24 26 14 11 43
1982 29 32 15 13 52
Change +4 +6 0 +2 +9

Percentage with a bachelor’s degree or higher degree among
those who attended a 4-year institution and completed more
than 10 credits
1972 66 68 49 44 81
1982 65 68 42 49 79
Change -1 0 -7 +5 -2

NOTE: Transcripts were collected at approximately age 30 for each high school
graduating class. American Indians/Alaskan Natives and others are included in
the total but are not shown separately.

SOURCE: NCES, Postsecondary Education Transcript Studies of the National
Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 and the High School and
Beyond (HS&B) Sophomore Cohort, 1984 and 1993.
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Third, consider the proportion of each class who completed more
than 10 credits and attended a 4-year institution. This statistic can
be interpreted as the proportion who had an opportunity to earn
a bachelor’s degree. This percentage is substantially lower than
the percentage with significant participation as defined above—
44 versus 62 percent in the class of 1982, for example. However,
the percentage did increase between the two classes from 37 to 44
percent. While this increase was confined principally to whites
and Asian/Pacific Islanders, it should be noted that, in both gen-
erations, Hispanics attended community colleges at a higher rate
than other groups.

Fourth, consider the proportion of each high school graduating
class that completed a bachelor’s degree or higher. Though asso-
ciate’s degrees are important credentials for many individuals, a
bachelor’s degree is associated with significant long-term eco-
nomic advantages. This percentage increased moderately
between the two classes from 24 to 29 percent. The increase was
confined to whites. (Although it appears there was an increase
for Asian/Pacific Islanders as well, the small samples of
Asian/Pacific Islanders in the studies preclude a definitive con-
clusion.)

Finally, among those who attended a 4-year institution and com-
pleted more than 10 credits, consider those who completed a
bachelor’s degree or higher. This is the proportion who had the
opportunity to earn a bachelor’s degree. Overall, there was no
change in this proportion between the two generations: 66 per-
cent for the class of 1972 and 65 percent for the class of 1982.
Among racial/ethnic groups, however, there is evidence of a
decline for blacks—from 49 to 42 percent. (Although it appears
there was an increase in degree completion rates for Hispanics,
the small sample sizes of Hispanics in the studies preclude a
definitive conclusion.)
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SUMMARY

As the gap in earnings between high school and college gradu-
ates continues to widen, access to a college education is becom-
ing even more important for minorities wanting to share in the
American dream. Almost all high school seniors expect to com-
plete at least some college, although Hispanic seniors are less
likely than their white, black, and Asian/Pacific Islander coun-
terparts to plan to attend college right after high school. High
school graduates from all racial and ethnic groups are taking a
more rigorous high school curriculum, and mathematics and sci-
ence test scores are generally up—although blacks, Hispanics,
and American Indians/Alaskan Natives continue to trail their
white and Asian/Pacific Islander counterparts in important skill
areas.

However, black and Hispanic high school graduates are less like-
ly than their white peers to make the immediate transition to col-
lege and Hispanics are more likely to enroll in a 2-year college or
as part-time students—two conditions that make it less likely
they will persist toward a bachelor’s degree. Among bachelor’s
degree seekers, whites and Asian/Pacific Islanders are more like-
ly to persist towards a bachelor’s degree than their black and
Hispanic counterparts. Of those who earn a bachelor’s degree,
black and American Indian/Alaskan Native graduates are less
likely than their white and Asian/Pacific Islander peers to finish
in 4 years or less—a condition that delays their entrance into the
full-time labor market. 

Several minority groups do tend to major in fields that will help
them recoup their college costs. Black, Hispanic, and
Asian/Pacific Islander graduates were less likely than whites to
major in education. Asian/Pacific Islander graduates were more
likely than white graduates to major in computer science and
engineering.
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OTHER NCES PUBLICATIONS

For more information, see the following NCES publications:

The Condition of Education, 1996. Washington, D.C.: 1996
(NCES 96-304)

The Condition of Education, 1995. Washington, D.C.: 1995 
(NCES 95-273)

The Condition of Education, 1994. Washington, D.C.: 1994
(NCES 94-149)

Digest of Education Statistics, 1996. Washington, D.C.: 1996
(NCES 96-133)

Digest of Education Statistics, 1995. Washington, D.C.: 1995
(NCES 95-029)

Digest of Education Statistics, 1994. Washington, D.C.: 1994
(NCES 94-115)

Other Findings from the Condition of Education:

No. 1:  High School Students Ten Years After A Nation at Risk
(NCES 95-764)

No. 2:  The Educational Progress of Black Students (NCES 95-765)
No. 3:  America’s Teachers Ten Years After A Nation at Risk

(NCES 95-766)
No. 4:  The Educational Progress of Hispanic Students (NCES 95-767)
No. 5:  The Educational Progress of Women (NCES 96-768)
No. 6:  The Cost of Higher Education (NCES 96-769)
No. 7:  Teachers’ Working Conditions (NCES 97-371)
No. 8:  Preparation for Work (NCES 97-373)

Until supplies are exhausted, a single copy of The Condition of Education
1996 (NCES 96-304), as well as other NCES publications, may be
obtained at no cost from either the National Library of Education (NLE),
phone (800) 424-1616 or e-mail: LIBRARY-NLE@ed.gov, or the National
Education Data Resource Center (NEDRC), phone (703) 845-3151 or e-
mail: ndrc@inet.ed.gov. If you need more than one copy of a publication
or supplies have been exhausted, copies may be purchased from the
Government Printing Office (GPO). To order a copy from GPO see the
ordering form at the end of this document.

This report, as well as many other NCES products are available through
the Internet at http://www.ed.gov/NCES/
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ELECTRONIC ACCESS TO
NCES AND OTHER ED INFORMATION

NCES constituents with access to the Internet can tap a rich collec-
tion of education-related information at the U.S. Department of
Education’s (ED) public Gopher/FTP/World Wide Web site, includ-
ing:

• announcements of new publications and data sets
• descriptions of NCES and ED programs
• statistical tables, charts, and data sets
• press releases
• general information about the Department
• searchable ED staff directory
• funding opportunities
• event calendars
• directories of effective programs
• directory of education-related information centers
• research findings and synthesis
• full-text publications for teachers, parents, and researchers
• pointers to public Internet resources at R&D Centers, Regional

Laboratories, ERIC Clearinghouses, and other ED-funded insti-
tutions.

They can access the information by using:

A Gopher client, gopher.ed.gov or select North America-->U.S.
Department of Education. From the main gopher menu, NCES pro-
duced information is available under Educational Research,
Improvement and Statistics (OERI & NCES)/National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES)/.

An FTP client, ftp to ftp.ed.gov, log on anonymous.
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A World Wide Web client such as NCSA Mosaic or Lynx point to
URL=http://www.ed.gov/ or http://www.ed.gov/NCES

Dial-in users can access much of the same information through the
OERI Toll-Free Electronic Bulletin Board, which provides on-line
access to statistical data, research findings, information about
Department of Education programs, and, in some cases, full texts of
departmental documents. Computer users can retrieve this informa-
tion at any hour using a modem (at speeds up to 14,400 baud) and
calling (800) 222-4922. Local direct, call (202) 219-1511.
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