
Analyses conducted in-house by RSF Staff. 1962-2011 Current Population Survey data obtained from http://cps.ipums.org/cps/ housed at the University of Minnesota Population 

Center (see King, et al. 2010).
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RSF
Comments
We look at the population age 25 to 64 for two reasons. First, many, if not most, college students no longer complete college at the traditional age (age 22), often taking longer to finish. Second, by restricting our analysis to age 64 means that our estimates are unlikely to be greatly influenced by the tendency for higher educated individuals to live longer. 

Similar trends for men and women are apparent in high school completion rates. Nearly half the population age 25-64 had completed high school in 1962 - nearly 90% complete at the present time. For college completion, nearly double the percentage of men compared to women completed college in 1962. Over the following 50 years however, the completion rate of women grew faster than that of men such that women now have higher completion rates than men.  



Analysis conducted in-house by RSF Staff. 1962-2011 Current Population Survey obtained from http://cps.ipums.org/cps/ housed at the University of Minnesota Population 

Center (see King, et al., 2010).
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Percentage of U. S. Population, Age 25 to 64, with High School Diploma and 
Bachelor's Degree, by Birth Cohort and Sex, 1900 to Present. 
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RSF
Comments
Looking at high school and college completion by birth year (cohorts) rather than survey year sheds a different light on the processes of educational attainment. High school completion rose dramatically for individuals born in the first half of the century, but essentially remains unchanged for both men and women born in 1950 and after. For college, completion rates of men increased much faster than that of women for people born before 1950. College completion rates peaked for men born in the early 1950s, then declined and stabilized. Completion rates for women, however, showed relatively stable growth over the entire period  to the point that completion rates for recent cohorts now exceed men by as much as 7 to 9 percentage points. 



Data Source:  http://www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/education/data/cps/historical/index.html.Table  A-2.  Percent of People 25 Years and Over Who Have Completed College, 

by Race, Hispanic Origin and Sex:  Selected Years 1940 to 2011.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1940 1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

P
er

ce
n

t 

Year 

Percentage of US Population, Age 25+, with Bachelor's Degree or 
Higher, by Race/Ethnic Origin, 1940 - 2011. 
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RSF
Comments
Data compiled by the Census Bureau suggests that college completion rates have risen for all racial/ethnic groups since 1940. However, there are significant disparities between groups, and differences in growth trends have exacerbated some of those differences over time. In 1970, for example, there was a six point difference between blacks and whites in the percentage with a bachelor's degree - by 2011, that difference was 10 percentage points. 



Analysis conducted in-house by RSF Staff. Current Population Survey data are drawn from http://cps.ipums.org/cps/ housed at the Minnesota Population Center (King, et al. 

2010).
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Mean Real Income (in 2011 $) by Educational Attainment, Age 25-64, 1970 - 
2011 . 
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RSF
Comments
Mean or average income by educational attainment for the prime working-age population shows clear divisions between educational categories. The total for all individuals is relatively stable through the 1970s and early 1980s, but then slowly increases from the mid-1980s until the early 2000s where the trends stabilize again. Those with less than a high school education have suffered clear declines in inflation-adjusted income over the 40-year period. Those with a high school education have seen no change in average income between 1970 and 2011. Although those with some college did experience some gains in the 1980s and 90s, the most recent decade has erased most of those gains. It is only those with a bachelor's or post-graduate degree that have experienced gains in inflation-adjusted income during this period, but only those with post-graduate degrees appear to have gained significant increases over the full 40-year period. 



Data Source: Bailey, M., and S. Dynarski. 2012. Inequality in Postsecondary Education. In G. Duncan and R. Murnane (eds.), Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and 

Children's Life Chances. Russell Sage Foundation. (Figures 6.2, 6.3, 6.4). 
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RSF
Comments
Bailey and Dynarski examine college entry, completion and persistence rates by income quartiles using the NLSY97. Only 29% of those from the bottom quartile enter college compared to 80% of those from the top, a substantial gap. In addition, only 9% of those from the bottom quartile who enter college actually complete - this is compared to 54% of those from the top income group. These trends produce highly unequal rates of college persistence (the percentage of those who complete divided by the percent who enter). 



Chapman, C., Laird, J., Ifill, N., and KewalRamani, A. (2011). Trends in High School Dropout and Completion Rates in the United States: 1972–2009 (NCES 2012-006). U.S. 

Department of Education. Washington, DC: NCES. (http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch).
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Drop-Out Rates of 15 to 24-Year Olds Who Dropped Out of Grades 
10-12, by SES and Race/Ethnicity, 1972-2009. 
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RSF
Comments
It is clear that completing high school is a significant marker for improved life chances. Data obtained from the National Center for Education Statistics shows that there have been fundamental improvements in drop-out rates over time since the early 1970s - although those from high-SES households have changed little over time, rates for those from low-SES households have dropped from 16% to 8%. Declines are also seen for all racial/ethnic categories, but significant disparities still remain. Based on those data, socioeconomic status is a more distinctive predictor of drop-out rates than one's racial or ethnic status.  



Reardon, Sean F. 2011. The Widening Academic Achievement Gap Between the Rich and the Poor. In G. Duncan and R. Murnane (eds.) Whither Opportunity? NY, NY: Russell 

Sage Foundation.
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Estimated Gaps in Reading Achievement Between High-Low Income (90/10 
Ratio) and Black-White Students, by Birth Year, 1940-Present. 
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RSF
Comments
Using 19 nationally representative studies, Sean Reardon compiles data on changes in achievement gaps in reading and math scores for high/low-income and black-white students. Trends in reading achievement (similar to math, but not shown here) show that while black-white gaps have declined significantly over time, gaps between low and high-income students have increased. A 1 standard deviation gap is substantively very large, and data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress suggests that it corresponds roughly to a difference of 3 to 6 years of learning in middle or high school.  



Drawn from Figures 3.2 and 4.2 in Duncan and Murnane (eds.), Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children's Life Chances. NY, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

-1.34 

-0.62 

-0.77 

-0.03 

-1.38 

-0.85 

-0.50 

0.18 

-1.24 

-0.72 

-0.54 

0.11 

-1.31 

-0.79 

-0.54 

0.13 

-1.75

-1.50

-1.25

-1.00

-0.75

-0.50

-0.25

0.00

0.25

0.50

Bottom and Top SES Quintiles Blacks and Whites Hispanics and Whites Boys and Girls

M
at

h
 G

ap
 

Socio-Demographic Characteristics 

Math Gaps, in Standard Deviation Units, by Grade Level by 
Socio-Demographic Characteristics: SES, Race/Ethnicity and Sex. 
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RSF
Comments
Analyses by Duncan and Magnuson, and Farkas compare math gaps across the educational spectrum from Kindergarten to 12th grade, showing highly consistent results. Gaps between the top and bottom income quintiles are consistently larger than racial/ethnic gaps or those seen between boys and girls. 



Source: Duncan, G. J., and R. J. Murnane. 2012. Pp. 3-27 in G. J. Duncan and R. J. Murnane (eds.), Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children's Life Chances. 

NY, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. [See Figure 1.6]
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Enrichment Expenditures on Children (in $2008), 1972-2006, Top vs. Bottom 
Income Quintiles. 
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RSF
Comments
Children who grow up in families with greater financial resources tend to have higher achievement scores. In 1972-73, families in the top income category spent about $2,700 more on child enrichment activities than did low-income families. By 2005-2006, that gap had nearly tripled to about $7,500. Spending differences are often largest for enrichment activities such as music lessons, travel and summer camps (Duncan and Murnane, 2012: 11).



Data Source: Education at a Glance 2011: OECD Indicators - © OECD 2011 (www.oecd.org). Indicator A1: To What Extent have People Studied?  Table A1.3a. Population with 

Tertiary Education (2009).
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Percentage of Population of Select Countries with Bachelor's Degrees or 
Higher, by Age. 
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RSF
Comments
Data from the OECD provide a glimpse into differing educational attainments within OECD countries. These data suggest that educational attainment in the form of a Bachelor's degree is continuing to rise in all countries shown for newer birth cohorts with the exception of the U.S., and perhaps Germany. Older birth cohorts in the U.S., those age 55-64, show that 32% received a BA or greater - an identical rate for the most recent birth cohorts (age 25-34). In contrast, data from Norway shows a near doubling in the rate of a BA degree or higher (24% for age 55-64 compared to 45% for those age 25-34). 




