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Educational Attainment in the United States:

March 1982 to 1985

This report contains data from the Current Population
Survey (CPS) conducted by the Bureau of the Census in
March of 1982 to 1985. Summary data on years of
school completed by age, sex, race, and Spanish origin
are shown for 1982 to 1985 in table 1. Detailed data are
shown for 1985 in tables 2 through 8 and for 1983 in
tables 9 through 17. This allows for the continuation of
the biennial series of detailed tables as presented in
previous reports. Tables 18 to 20 contain a time series
of the data collected from 1940 to 1985 in the decen-
nial censuses and CPS.

The detailed tables present data on years of school
completed by persons 15 years old and over by age,
sex, race, Spanish origin, type of residence, region of
residence, occupation, marital status, and education of
spouse. Also, summary data are presented for the 15
largest States and metropolitan areas.

TRENDS IN EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

Between 1940, when the Bureau of the Census
began to collect data on educational attainment, and
1985, there has been a remarkable increase in the
proportion of the U.S. population who completed at
least 4 years of high school. Figure 1 shows that the
proportion of the adult population 25 years old and over
who completed high school increased from roughly
one-quarter in 1940 to nearly three-quarters in 1985.
The proportion who were college graduates also rose
considerably during the same period.

While the opportunity to complete high school is
now nearly universal, the chance of continuing on
through college is not. Nearly half of all high school
graduates attend college, but only slightly more than
half of those complete 4 years of college. In March
1985 about 74 percent of all adults 25 years old and
over were high school graduates (completed 4 years
of high school or more), about 36 percent completed
at least 1 year of college and 19 percent completed 4
or more years of college. In 1940 about 24 percent
were high school graduates and 5 percent had com-
pleted 4 or more years of college.

A picture of recent changes in educational attain-
ment can be seen in the experience of young adults,
25 to 29 years old. The proportion of young adults
who were high school graduates rose from 38 to 86
percent between 1940 and 1985. The proportion has

been at least 75 percent since 1970 and 85 percent
since 1977. The proportion of young adults who were
college graduates rose from 6 percent in 1940 to 22
percent in 1985.

GENDER DIFFERENCES

By 1980, gender differences in the proportion of the
population who completed high school were virtually
nonexistent—86 percent of young men (25 to 29 years
old) and young women had completed high school. As
late as the 1950’s, more young women than young men
were high school graduates (figure 2a). In the 1970’s,
the relationship was reversed for a short time, with
higher proportions of men than women high school
graduates. The higher proportions for men at that time
may be attributed to the high proportion of men in that
cohort who served in the Armed Forces, which had a
pay incentive for high school completion.

For both men and women, the proportions who
completed college increased since 1940, but the
differences between them also increased (figure 3a).
In 1940, young men were more likely than young
women to have completed college, but the difference
was small (7 percent vs. 5 percent). By the 1950’s,
the gap had widened to 7 percentage points, and the
proportion for men was twice that for women (14
percent vs. 7 percent). Perhaps the combination of
the Gl Bill for men and the lowered marriage age and
increased fertility for women resulted in the increased
difference: enrollment of men increased but enroll-
ment of women did not." Although, in the two decades
that followed, increased proportions of both men and
women completed college, some difference remained —
in 1975, 25 percent of young men and 19 percent of
young women had completed 4 or more years of
college. By 1985, there was a slight decrease in the
proportion of young men and an increased proportion
of young women who completed college, which resulted
in a decrease in the gap between the groups—23
percent of men and 21 percent of women were
college graduates. The decline for men can be explained
in part by the passing of the ‘’Vietham cohort’’ from

'U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1940 Census of Population, and
Current Population Reports, Series P-20, Nos. 1, 19, 413 (annual
school enroliment series).



the 25 to 29 year old age group. This cohort includes
men who were of traditional college age and draft-
eligible age during the Vietnam period, when the
largest proportion of that age group was in the Armed
Forces. Some men remained in college longer when
college provided a draft deferment; others took advan-
tage of the education benefits of the Gl Bill following
their military service. While changes in enroliment
trends in recent years have reduced the difference in
the proportions of young men and young women who
are college graduates, a substantial difference remained
among all adults 25 years old and over— 23 percent of
men and 16 percent of women were college gradu-
ates in 1985.

RACIAL DIFFERENCES

Racial differences in the ratio of proportions of per-
sons who were high school graduates narrowed consid-
erably between 1940 and 1985. The proportion for
Whites 25 years old and over was 1.3 times that for
Blacks in 1985, compared with 3.6 times in 1940.
About 76 percent of Whites and 60 percent of Blacks
were high school graduates in 1985 (figure 2b). In
1940, the proportions were 26 percent and 7 percent.
Among young adults 25 to 29 years old, the difference
between Whites and Blacks was very small by 1985: 87
percent of White young adults and 81 percent of com-
parable Blacks were high school graduates in 1985
compared with 41 percent of Whites and 12 percent of
Blacks in 1940. In the 45-year period, the proportion of
Whites who were high school graduates slightly more
than doubled, while the proportion of Blacks with a
comparable level of attainment grew to about 7 times its
original size.

While progress was made in the proportions of
Whites and Blacks who completed high school and
college, the difference between the race groups was
greater at the college completion level than high
school completion level in 1985, as demonstrated by
the White to Black ratios. It is much easier for all
racial, ethnic, and economic groups to converge at the
high school completion level, since all States provide
public education through the 12th grade. College, on
the other hand, usually entails greater costs in both
direct payments and foregone wages. While the ratio
of the proportions of Whites to Blacks who completed
4 years of college has decreased (in 1985 Whites
were nearly twice as likely as Blacks to have com-
pleted college compared with almost 4 times as likely
in 1940), the percentage point gap has widened
(figure 3b). In 1985, 20 percent of White adults and

11 percent of Blacks were college graduates; 45 years
earlier the proportions were 5 percent and 1 percent.
For Whites, the proportion of young adults who were
college graduates in 1985 was barely different from
that for all White adults, while for Blacks the propor-
tions were not significantly different—23 percent of
Whites and 12 percent of Blacks. For young Blacks,
the proportion grew from about 2 percent in 1940 to
about 11 percent in 1975 and has not changed
significantly since. Among young Whites, there has
been a slight decrease since 1977 when the ‘'Vietnam
cohort’’ was 25 to 29 years old.

REGIONAL DIFFERENCES

Regional differences in the proportions of adults who
completed high school and college have remained over
time, but the magnitude of the differences changed
(table A).The proportion who were high school gradu-
ates was highest in the West and lowest in the South in
both 1970 and 1985; the difference had declined by
1985, however. Over the period, the proportion grew
from 62 percent to 80 percent in the West and from 45
percent to 69 percent in the South. In both years, the
proportion who were college graduates was highest in
the West, 24 percent in 1985, and lowest in the South
and Midwest, 18 percentin 1985; the difference increased
since 1970.

In all regions, over 80 percent of young adults were
high school graduates in 1985; the proportion was
lowest for the South in both 1970 and 1985. Signif-
icant changes have occurred in the proportions who
were college graduates: whereas, in 1970, no one
region stood out from the others in the proportion of
young adults who were college graduates, in 1985,
the proportion was significantly higher among young
adults residing in the Northeast than in other regions —
27 percent vs. an average of 21 percent in the other
regions. At a time when there was evidence of signif-
icant outmigration of young adults from the Northeast,?
the economic opportunities for college graduates were
apparently relatively greater in the Northeast than in
other regions. In addition, the higher enrollment rates
of the traditional college-age population in the Northeast,3
provides evidence of greater educational opportuni-
ties in the Northeast than in other regions.

2Population estimates in table A show the increase for the 25- to
29-year-old age group in the Northeast from 1970 to 1985 was less
than half the rate of increase for the rest of the country. See 1980
census data on migration by age in U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1980
Census of Population, PC80-1-D1-B, table 315.

3U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1980 Census of Population, PC80-1-
C1, table 186 and October 1984 Current Population Survey, unpub-
lished data.



Table A. High School and College Graduates by Region: March 1970 and 1985

(Numbers in thousands)

1985 1970
Percent completed Percent completed
Age and region
High school, High school,
4 or more| College, 4 or 4 or more College, 4 or
Population years more years Population years more years
25 years and over
United States . ..............oiinninnt. 143,524 73.9 19.4 109,899 52.3 10.7
Northeast ...........coviiiiiiiiiinnnnnn, 31,184 74.0 20.8 27,685 52.9 11.2
Midwest . ... 35,548 75.5 17.5 30,292 53.7 9.6
South. ..ot 48,649 69.0 17.5 33,331 45.1 9.8
WeESE .. 28,144 80.2 23.5 18,591 62.3 13.2
25 to 29 years
United States .. ......oovvnnnnennn, 21,106 86.1 22.2 13,395 73.8 16.3
Northeast ...........cciiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnn, 4,097 88.9 26.9 3,143 75.1 18.1
Midwest ... 5,250 87.9 21.4 3,643 771 15.8
South. ... ... 7,192 82.7 20.1 4,147 66.9 14.3
WesSt ..o e 4,568 87.1 221 2,463 79.2 18.2

Source: 1970 data—U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census of Population, Volume |, Chapter D, ‘‘Detailed Characteristics,’’ tables 199 and
276.



Figure 1.
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Figure 2a.

High School Completion of Men

and Women by Age: 1940 to 1985
(Completed 4 years of high school or more)
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Figure 2b.

High School Completion of Whites
and Blacks by Age: 1940 to 1985
(Completed 4 years of high school or more)
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Figure 3a.

College Completion of Men

and Women by Age: 1940 to 1985
(Completed 4 years of college or more)
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Figure 3b.

College Completion of Whites
and Blacks by Age: 1940 to 1985
(Completed 4 years of college or more)
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