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Educational Attainment in the United States:

March 1986 and 1987

INTRODUCTION

This report contains data from the Current Popula-
tion Surveys (CPS) conducted by the Bureau of the
Census in March 1986 and 1987. Summary data on
years of school completed by age, sex, race, and
Hispanic origin are shown for 1986 and 1987 in table
1. Detailed data are shown for 1987 in tables 2 through
10. This allows for the continuation of the biennial
series of detailed tables as presented in previous
reports. Tables 11 and 12 contain a time series of the
data collected from 1940 to 1987 in the decennial
censuses and CPS (1947-1987).

The detailed tables present data on years of school
completed by persons 15 years old and over by age,
sex, race, Hispanic 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.

This report is designed to provide published tabu-
lations of the data and a short discussion of basic
trends; detailed analysis of these data will be included
as part of additional analytic reports. Percentages in
the text are shown with the necessary amounts to add
and subtract in order to construct 90-percent confi-
dence intervals. For details of calculation and interpre-
tation, see appendix B, Source and Reliability of the
Estimates.

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT IN 1987

The educational level of the adult population con-
tinued to move upwards in 1987, continuing the gen-
eral trend that has been noted consistently in the
Current Population Survey data since first produced in
1947. About three-quarters (75.6 (+.3) percent) of all
adults ages 25 or older reported that they had com-
pleted at least 4 years of high school, the highest level
measured in the history of the survey. Educational
attainment in 1987 reached a peak level not only for
the entire population, but also for both sexes, White
persons, and Hispanic persons. (The proportion for
Blacks was not statisticaliy different from the 1986
level, but both the 1987 and 1986 figures were higher
than in previous years.)

Another basic measure of educational attainment is
the proportion of persons who have obtained a col-
lege education. As with high school completion, this

figure is also at a record-high level. One in five adults
(19.9 (+.3) percent) ages 25 or above has completed
four or more years of college. The proportion of the
population having attained this level of education has
doubled in the past 20 years.

Traditionally, differences in educational attainment
have been noted across many dimensions; in 1987,
this continued to be true. Table A shows the educa-
tional attainment of the population age 25 and older,
cross-classified by a series of sociodemographic fac-
tors, in order to illustrate some of these differences.
The proportion of adult men completing high school
(76.0 (=.4) percent) is slightly higher than it is for
women (75.3 (+ .4) percent). While substantively this
would appear to be a small difference, one should
remember that as recently as 1969 the proportion of
women who were high school graduates exceeded
the proportion for males. Education differences between
males and females are much more pronounced at the
college level, where the proportion of men with 4 or
more years of college completed (23.6 (+.4) percent)
is about 1.4 times the proportion for women (16.5
(+.3) percent). By contrast, in 1967, the ratio of the
proportions of men and women who had completed 4
or more years of college was about 1.7.

Differences between White and Black persons are
much more substantial than those across gender.
While 77 (+.3) percent of White adults have com-
pleted high school, the same is true for 63.4 (+1.0)
percent of Blacks. Examination of the proportions
over time for the two races indicates that the gap has
narrowed considerably, even in the past 10 years, but
is still large. At the college level, differences are also
evident; 20.5 (+.3) percent of Whites and 10.7 (+.6)
percent of Blacks have completed 4 or more years of
college. By contrast, a third (33.4 + 1.7 percent) of the
adults of other races (for example, Asian and Pacific
Islanders) have completed 4 or more years of college.

In 1987, the educational attainment of Hispanic
persons was considerably lower than that for persons
of White or Black races.! About one-half (50.9 (+1.3)
percent) of Hispanics ages 25 and older had com-
pleted high school, and 8.6 (+.7) percent had finished
4 or more years of college.

"Hispanic origin is an ethnic grouping, not a racial category;
persons who report themselves as Hispanics may be of any race. In
the March 1987 CPS, about 97 percent of all Hispanics were White.



Geographic variation in attainment levels is also
evident. Among the four census regions (Northeast,
Midwest, South and West) the percentage of persons
who completed 4 years of high school or more ranges
from 70.8 (£ .5) in the South to 80.6 (+.5) in the West.
There is also a difference between metropolitan and
nonmetropolitan areas, where, respectively, 77.6 ( +.3)
and 68.7 (+.8) percent of adults had completed high
school.

One other dimension which shows great variability
in proportions of persons completing high school or
college is age. In general, attainment levels are lowest
for the oldest persons, and across age groups there
are rising levels of completion (both high school and
college). The youngest age group (ages 25 to 34)
deviates from this pattern in table A, principally because

these individuals have not completed their schooling,
particularly at the postsecondary level. High school
completion is twice as likely among persons ages 35
to 44 than it is for those who are ages 75 or older, and
persons completing 4 or more years of college con-
stitute three times the proportion of this young group
as they do for the oldest group shown in table A.

The data shown in table A are meant to be illustra-
tive of some of the differences that exist along socio-
demographic dimensions. These factors are not inde-
pendent of one another, and in some respects may be
related. Readers should note that the relationships
shown here summarize more detailed and complex
relationships between many social and demographic
factors and the population’s distribution of educa-
tional attainment.

Table A. Summary Measures of the Educational Attainment of the Population, Ages 25 and Over

(Numbers in thousands)

Percentage with—
Age, sex, race, region, residence, and Hispanic origin Number of 4 years of high| 1 or more years 4 or more years
persons school or more of college of college
Al PErSONS .. i vttt iierinieeennneernnseesennsseennnnns 149,144 75.6 37.0 19.9
Sex:
- 1= A 70,677 76.0 40.6 236
Female.....ccoviiiiiiiiii ittt ireneernnannaaan 78,467 75.3 33.6 16.5
Race:
White ...t iiiiiiiii it iietiineennneeeananeennanns 129,170 77.0 378 205
2] T R 15,5680 63.4 26.4 10.7
[0 1T N 4,394 78.4 50.9 334
Hispanic origin:
HispaniC....covviiiniiiii i it enneeennnnnnenns 9,449 50.9 219 8.6
NON-HiSpaniC ......covieiiiiirernniennennneeennnnnn 139,695 773 38.0 20.6
Region:
Northeast. ......c.ciiiiiiiiiiiiiiierrnnnreannnnas 32,030 765 36.8 22.2
Midwest. ...ttt i it 36,322 77.4 33.7 176
£ T4 o 50,848 70.8 34.1 18.3
L= 29,943 80.6 45.9 228
Metropolitan residence:
Metropolitanarea ............ccoieiviinneennnnnnnann 115,614 77.6 40.0 221
Nonmetropolitanarea ...........ccevvviieennnnnn. 33,529 68.7 26.5 12.6
Age groups:
2510 34 YLArS . ..vvveiiieiriieiiinntnenanianaaaas 42,635 86.5 45.4 23.9
35todd4yearsold.......cciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiea, 33,632 85.9 46.8 26.5
45toB4vyearsold.......ccciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiaa 23,018 776 35.6 195
B5tobd4yearsold.......ccovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinann. 21,883 67.8 28.0 149
65to74yearsold........cciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiaa 17,232 56.9 21.9 10.6
75vyearsorolder........ccviiiiiiiiiiiiiiinaeaaa, 10,743 42.0 18.0 8.9




