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College readiness helps provide 

students with early momentum 

towards long-term college success.

Helping more students become 

ready for first-year college courses 

in at least one more subject area 

has the potential to help our nation 

increase the number of its students 

with a college degree and build a 

more highly-skilled and productive 

workforce.

Readiness Matters: 
The Impact of College Readiness on  

College Persistence and Degree Completion

Key Findings
This report highlights the importance of college readiness for persisting 
in college to timely degree completion. Primary findings suggest that:

•	 Being better prepared academically for college improves a student’s 
chances of completing a college degree.

•	 Using multiple measures of college readiness better informs the 
likelihood of a student persisting and succeeding in college.

•	 College readiness reduces gaps in persistence and degree completion 
among racial/ethnic and family income groups. 

•	 Early monitoring of readiness is associated with increased college 
success.

In terms of numbers of ACT-tested 2012 high school graduates, the 
estimated impact of all students being ready for first-year, credit-bearing 
college courses in one more subject area include:

•	 Nearly 92,000 more ACT-tested high school graduates would 
immediately enroll in college the fall following high school 
graduation.

•	 Of ACT-tested students expected to enroll in a two- or four-year 
postsecondary institution immediately after high school, about 
124,000 more students would complete a college degree within  
six years of enrolling in college.

Having more students immediately enrolling in college after high 
school, fewer students requiring remedial coursework, and more 
students completing a college degree in a timely manner has the 
potential to help the nation meet President Obama’s 2020 college 
degree completion goal and build a more highly-skilled and  
productive workforce. 
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Among ACT-tested 2012 high school 

graduates, more than 80% aspire to 

complete a bachelor’s degree, and 

yet significant percentages of them 

are not ready for first-year, credit-

bearing college courses:

•	 33% for English Composition

•	 54% for College Algebra

•	 48% for social sciences courses

•	 69% for Biology1

The ACT longitudinal assessment 

system includes ACT Explore® (taken 

in grade 8 or 9), ACT Plan® (taken in 

grade 10), and the ACT Test (taken 

in grade 11 or 12) that measure 

educational achievement in four 

content areas (English, mathematics, 

reading, and science). Based 

on extensive research into what 

postsecondary educators expect 

from entering college students, each 

assessment measures what students 

are able to do with what they have 

learned in school.

This study is based on a nationally 

representative random sample of 

~25,000 ACT-tested high school 

graduates who immediately 

enrolled in either a two- or four-

year postsecondary institution after 

high school and were tracked for 

seven years using National Student 

Clearinghouse data.2

Introduction
Today, a majority of high school graduates aspire to earn a college 
degree, and yet only 68% of them immediately enroll in a two- or 
four-year postsecondary institution after completing high school.3 Even 
among students who do enroll in college many of them fail to complete 
a degree—only about 60% of students at four-year institutions complete 
a bachelor’s degree within six years of initially enrolling, and degree 
completion rates at two-year institutions are even worse.4 

But, given what we know about the current condition of the college 
and career readiness levels of high school graduates nationally, are 
these low degree completion rates really that surprising? Results from 
standardized test scores that are aligned to college readiness standards 
(such as the ACT® Test) assist in identifying the gaps that exist between 
the knowledge and skills students have acquired in high school and 
those that are needed to be successful in college.5 Many students do not 
persist in college to degree completion because they are ill-prepared for 
college and require remedial coursework.6 Many students also lack the 
academic behaviors and goals that are needed to succeed in college.7

States, districts, and schools are looking for solutions to help improve 
the college and career readiness of their high school graduates. Forty-
five states and the District of Columbia have formally adopted the 
Common Core State Standards. Some states, districts, and schools have 
implemented additional college readiness assessments, such as those 
that comprise the ACT longitudinal assessment system, to monitor 
students’ progress towards becoming college and career ready and 
to increase their awareness of, preparation for, and access to higher 
education.8 Many states are also adopting more rigorous graduation 
requirements, as well as end-of-course exams to help ensure course 
quality.9 States and districts are also working on actions to improve 
teacher preparation and evaluation.10

In this report, we examine the impact of college readiness on students’ 
likelihood of persisting in college and completing a degree.11 This issue 
is examined from the following four angles: 

1.	The effects that high school academic preparation has on students’ 
chances of long-term college success.

2.	The benefits of using multiple measures of readiness to inform the 
likelihood of students persisting and succeeding in college.

3.	The extent to which college readiness reduces gaps in college 
success rates among racial/ethnic and family income groups.

4.	The positive role that early monitoring of college and career 
readiness plays in increasing the likelihood that students will  
persist in college and complete a degree.
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For each additional Benchmark 

that is met, students’ chances of 

completing a bachelor’s degree by 

year 6 increase by 7 to 8 percentage 

points for students who initially 

enroll in a four-year institution 

(referred to as four-year students). 

A similar result holds for two-year 

students’ chances of completing an 

associate’s or bachelor’s degree by 

year 6.

1. �Students who are better prepared academically for college 
have a greater chance of persisting in college and completing 
a degree.

ACT developed its College Readiness Benchmarks to help students 
identify in which subject areas they are ready for college and career. 
The Benchmarks are the minimum scores on the ACT that represent the 
level of achievement required for students to have a high probability 
of success in first-year, credit-bearing college courses—English 
Composition, College Algebra, social sciences courses, and Biology.12

Students who meet the individual ACT Benchmarks have higher college 
persistence and degree completion rates than those who do not meet 
the Benchmarks (by up to 22 percentage points), after controlling for 
postsecondary institution attended. The largest differences in success 
rates are generally seen between students meeting and those not 
meeting the Benchmark in mathematics or English.13 

Moreover, as the number of ACT Benchmarks met increases, students’ 
likelihood of persisting in college and completing a degree also 
increases. In particular, students who are ready in all four subject areas 
have substantially higher college persistence and degree completion 
rates than students who are not ready in any of the subject areas.

Six-year degree completion rates by number of ACT Benchmarks met and 
institution type

Given that about one-fourth of four-year students who are ready in all 
four subject areas are without a bachelor’s degree six years later, there 
are clearly other student characteristics contributing to students’ success 
in college.

44 

21 
29 

52 

23 

35 

60 

26 

42 

68 

29 

50 

75 

33 

57 

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

Bachelor’s degree Associate’s degree Associate’s or bachelor’s 
degree 

Four-year students Two-year students 

P
er

ce
nt

 

0 1 2 3 4 Number of ACT Benchmarks met: 



Policy Report

4   

For each Benchmark group, the 

percentage of students with a 

HSGPA of 3.00 or higher is  

greater for degree completers  

than for non-completers (by 9  

to 23 percentage points).

2. �Using multiple measures of college readiness helps inform 
students’ likelihood of college success.

Using multiple measures—such as both ACT scores and high school 
grade point average (HSGPA)—is generally more beneficial for 
predicting students’ chances of college success than using a single 
measure.14  

HSGPA likely measures aspects of both the cognitive and noncognitive 
components of college readiness, including academic behaviors.15 
ACT scores, on the other hand, more directly measure the cognitive 
knowledge and skills needed for college success. For students who 
meet the same number of ACT Benchmarks, degree completers are 
more likely than non-completers to have a HSGPA of 3.00 or higher. 

Percentages of students with a HSGPA of 3.00 or higher by six-year 
degree completion status and the number of ACT Benchmarks met

Note: Degree completion status is defined as completing a bachelor’s degree for four-year students and 
completing an associate’s or bachelor’s degree for two-year students.

But, because of the large disparities between high schools in their 
grading practices and the rigor of their courses, simply earning higher 
grades in high school is insufficient to guarantee that students will be 
successful in college. A high-ranking or high HSGPA student from one 
school could differ substantially from a high-ranking or high HSGPA 
student from another school in his/her preparedness for college-level 
work. Differences in academic preparation, on the other hand, are 
generally reflected in ACT scores.16
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The number of ACT Benchmarks 

met provides additional differentiation 

in students’ chances of persisting 

in college and completing a degree, 

over and above HSGPA.

The psychosocial factors measured 

by ACT Engage® that are important 

for student success can be grouped 

into three domains:

•	 Motivation and Skills

•	 Social Engagement

•	 Self-Regulation

For the ACT-tested 2012 high school 

graduating class, 59% and 44% 

of African American and Hispanic 

students met none of the ACT 

Benchmarks, compared to 18% of 

White students doing so.

Even among students who earn higher grades in high school (a 
HSGPA of 3.50 or higher), students who meet more of the ACT College 
Readiness Benchmarks have higher persistence and degree completion 
rates than those who meet fewer of them. 

Six-year degree completion rates by number of ACT Benchmarks met and 
institution type for students with a HSGPA of 3.50 or higher

Prior research has shown that academic behaviors (including 
motivation and academic discipline) provide information beyond 
measures of academic achievement that increases accurate 
identification of students who are at risk of poor grades in college 
and for dropping out.17 Other student characteristics, including family 
environment (support and encouragement to succeed in college) and 
life situations (the need to work while in college, care for dependents), 
also help differentiate degree completers from non-completers.18  

3. �Racial/ethnic and family income gaps in college success rates 
are reduced when college readiness is taken into account.

Gaps exist in college readiness and success rates across racial/ethnic 
and family income groups. Underrepresented minority students and 
lower-income students are less likely to be academically prepared for 
college and career. College enrollment rates are also lower for African 
American and Hispanic students than for Asian and White students, and 
for lower-income students than for higher-income students.19 And, of 
students who enroll in college, substantial numbers do not persist to 
a college degree, especially students from underrepresented minority 
groups and those from families with lower annual incomes.20 
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The likelihood of persisting in a four-

year college to bachelor’s degree 

completion is much lower for African 

American, Hispanic, and lower-

income students than for White and 

higher-income students (by as much 

as 20 percentage points).

As the number of Benchmarks met 

increases, the six-year bachelor’s 

degree completion rate also 

increases for each racial/ethnic and 

family income group.

The gap in six-year bachelor’s 

degree completion rates between 

White and African American students 

is reduced from 19 percentage 

points (regardless of number of 

Benchmarks met; 64% vs. 45%, 

respectively) to 9 percentage points 

for students who meet all four of the 

Benchmarks (75% vs. 66%).

Six-year bachelor’s degree completion rates for racial/ethnic and family 
income groups for four-year students

For each racial/ethnic and family income group, persistence and degree 
completion are substantially more likely to happen for students who 
meet more of the ACT Benchmarks than for those who meet fewer of 
them (by at least 26 percentage points between students who meet 
all four of the Benchmarks and those who meet none of them). And, 
compared to the overall racial/ethnic and family income differences 
in college success rates, gaps in rates among racial/ethnic and family 
income groups are smaller when students’ college readiness levels are 
taken into account.

Six-year bachelor’s degree completion rates by race/ethnicity and number 
of ACT Benchmarks met for four-year students
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The difference in six-year bachelor’s 

degree completion rates between 

higher- and lower-income students 

is reduced from 20 percentage 

points (regardless of number of 

Benchmarks met; 69% vs. 49%, 

respectively) to 14 percentage points 

for students who meet all four of the 

Benchmarks (79% vs. 65%).

ACT data support that early 

monitoring is associated with 

increased:

•	 college and career readiness

•	 college enrollment

•	 college achievement

•	 college persistence

•	 degree completion

Six-year bachelor’s degree completion rates by family income group and 
number of ACT Benchmarks met for four-year students

Reductions in family income gaps in college success rates are generally 
smaller than those in racial/ethnic gaps. Lower-income students are 
more likely than their peers to be first-generation students and to 
have non-academic obligations (need to work and/or have family 
responsibilities). These factors can influence their study habits and 
chances of long-term college success, highlighting the obstacles that 
lower-income students face, even among those who are better prepared 
academically for college.21

4. �Early monitoring of readiness is associated with increased 
college success.

ACT research has repeatedly shown that students benefit from 
participating in an early monitoring system.22 Besides evaluating 
readiness and providing opportunity for early intervention, early 
monitoring with ACT Explore and ACT Plan also lets students explore 
their career interests early and helps them plan more effectively to 
achieve their college and career goals. Considering long-term college 
success, students who are monitored early are more likely to persist 
in college and complete a degree than students who are not (i.e., 
those who take the ACT only), after controlling for the number of ACT 
Benchmarks met and the postsecondary institution attended.23 
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Four-year students who are 

monitored early are also more  

likely to complete a bachelor’s 

degree by year 6 than those who  

are not monitored early (by 4 to  

6 percentage points).

Six-year bachelor’s degree completion rates by program participation and 
number of ACT Benchmarks met for four-year students

Note: Students who took all three assessments or just ACT Plan and the ACT Test are compared to those 
who took the ACT Test only. In the chart, these groups are referred to as “Early monitoring” and “ACT only,” 
respectively.

Results from Oklahoma, a state that administers ACT Explore and ACT 
Plan on a state-funded voluntary basis, support this latter finding: 
students who are monitored early consistently out perform in college 
those who take only the ACT Test.24 Moreover, early indicators of 
readiness are predictive of students’ likelihood of graduating from high 
school ready for college and of their chances of persisting in college to 
degree completion.25 It has also been shown that the chances of college 
success increase with improvement in Benchmark attainment between 
grades 10 and 11/12.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Findings from this study highlight the positive effects that college 
readiness has on persistence in college to timely degree completion for 
students attending either two- or four-year postsecondary institutions. 
But, without real reforms in K–12 education, we will continue to see 
too many high school graduates entering college ill-prepared for credit-
bearing college coursework and too few students earning a college 
degree. We will also continue to see large gaps in college readiness 
and success rates among racial/ethnic and family income groups. 
Implementation of college readiness standards is a step in the right 
direction. But, in order for the US to have a properly skilled workforce 
able to meet the workplace demands of the 21st century, multiple 
strategies and programs for increasing the college and career readiness 
of high school graduates are needed.
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To meet the economic demands 

for our nation, we need a more 

highly-skilled and better prepared 

workforce.26 The majority of jobs in 

the next decade will require some 

form of postsecondary education.27 

As a result, we must do a better job 

of preparing and equipping students 

to succeed in college and career.

ACT’s research supports the following actions for states, districts, and 
schools to bolster the academic preparation and college readiness of 
their students.

1.	Evaluate the rigor and content of high school courses in English, 
mathematics, reading, and science and align the curricular content 
with college readiness standards (such as the ACT College Readiness 
Standards™ and the Common Core State Standards) and the skills that 
are needed to be successful in college and career.

2.	Monitor early and often students’ progress towards becoming ready 
for college and intervene with students who are not on target while 
there is still time for them to catch up before they graduate from 
high school.

3.	Help students develop strong academic behaviors that can enhance 
student success.

4.	Provide all students with educational and career guidance by doing 
the following:

•	 Help them to understand how preparing well now academically is 
critical for accomplishing their future career goals.

•	 Encourage them to explore personally relevant career options 
based on their own skills, interests, and aspirations.

•	 Make available useful information and resources about the college 
admissions process and financial aid process to them and their 
parents, and assist them with these processes.

5.	Establish longitudinal K–career data systems to monitor closely 
student performance at every stage of the learning pipeline, from 
elementary school through middle and high school, and all the way 
through college and career to support alignment and cohesion of the 
education system.  
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