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ABSTRAC"

Key characteristics of adults who tcuk the General
Educational Development (GED) Tests in 198Y were compared with those
of their 1980 counterparts. Findings indicated that the percentage
taking the tests primarily to fulfill postsecondary educational
admissions requirements increased from 29.1 to 32.8 percent. The
percentage who took the tests for employment reasons declined from
38.€ to 32.2 percent. A higher percentage reported studying before
taking the tests, an increacse from 79.5 to 83.8 percent. The average
number of hours studied increased from 20.0 to 30.5. Candidates in
1589 reported having the same in-school grades and yecrs of schooling
as those in 1980. The number of candidates aged 18 to 24 declined by
26 percent. The proportion of Hispanics increased from €.8 to 11.2
percent, whereas the percentage of Black candidates fell from 17.1 to
14.2 percent. Minority adults continued to be more highly represented
among GED candidates than in the general U.S. population. The largest
percentage of candidates in both years cited personal reasons for
leaving high school. The percentage who left school due to pregnancy
or marriage tripled. Nearly one in five cited the need to work as the
most important reason for leaving school. The percentage who left
school because they were not doing well declined. (12 references)
(YLB)
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GED Candidates: A Decade of Change

Thistisa reportin the GED Profiles:
Adults in Transition series compares
Ay characterities of adtldrs wier took the
General Educational Development oGED
Fests on 1989wl those of they 1981
cawnterpdris I deserthes chanees i
redsons tor rakinge the GED e,
patterns of study por o the (GFD Tesy
erades wiile o school, highest erade
attended. ethmciy and race, ave, and
redsons for dropping out of high schoof

e "~

What are the GED Tests and
who takes them?

I'he General Educational Deyelopment
(GEDy Tests measure the magor and Lastine
outcomes ot a4-vear high school program
of study. The content of the tests corre
sponds 1o what graduating high school
eniors are expected o hnow o wntny
shilis. ~social studies. science. hiterature
and the arts. and mathematies. Fach vear
nearhy:. 700,000 people take the GED
Tests, In 1989 more than 375,000
candidates passed the GED Tests

By passing the GED Tests, adults carn
high ~chool diplomas and quality tor
coblege enrollment. traning programs,
jobs and job advancement. To quality tor
a diploma, adults wking the GED Teas
must surpiss the nerformance of abhot
Aot o nationg: ample of eraduatine
high «chool senors. One of every oy
high school diplomas awarded i the
U5 cach sear s based onthe GED Tests

Laner Baldwin, PhD o0 Senter Revear i
Vosowaate with b (08D Foagme Norii ¢

by Janet Baldwin

KEY FINDINGS
AND IMPLICATIONS

] About mo.ooo adults, or
+33% of candidates in 1989,

moﬁ'lﬁe GED Tests_pri-

College admissions offi-

cers and academic and
career counselors should

target- ontreach and re-
cmitmmttdlviﬂutoGED

~ candidates.

Cundidates’ reported study
time has increased 50%.
Also, evidence of waiting
lists for cdult education
grams may not be available
in sufficient quantities for
all adults who want to enroll
in classes. Educational
program planners may
need to expand the dura-
tion and number of GED
instructional programs.

The 26% dccline in the
number of 18- to 24-year-
olds taking the GED Tests
represents a serious threat to

dropout recovery efforts.
Less than 1.3% of White,
Black, and Hispanic adults
over the age of 18 wholacked
a high school -diploma took
the GED Tests in. 1989,
indicating the need for more
cffective outreach to these
groups. Federal, state, and
local government policy
makers, employers, and
educators should seek ways
to increase access to adult
programs for high school
completion and to expand
the availability of such
programs to underserved
groups.

The percentage of GED
candidates who report hav-
ing dropped out of school
due to pregnancy or mar-
riage has tripled. Helping
parents to complete high
school may improve the
educational prospects for
children. Educational pro-
gram planners should seek
ways to provide child care
or other family support
services for candidates.
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Motivations for Taking
the GED Tests Change

The most important reasons candidates
gave tor taking the GED Tests changed in
some wavs: (Fiewre [

M The percentage of candidates
taking the GED Tests primarily to
felfill postsecondary educational
admissions requirements increased
from 29.1% in 1980 to 32.8% in
1989.

B The percentage of candidates who
took the GED Tests for employ-
ment reasons declined from 38.6 %
in 1980 to 32.2% in 1989

B About one in four candidates in
1980 (24.9%) and more than one
i five in 1989 (21.5%) cited per-
s 4l satisfaction as the primary
reason for taking the GED Tests,

Candidates were more lihety 10 tihe
the GED Tests for educatonal reasons in
VOR9 than 1in 1980, For an ¢stimated
00 () adults an 1989, the GED Tests
provi-ded  the chance 1o quahify for higher

education programs. The increase in the
percentage of candidates planming 1o
enroli i colleges or universities, voca-
trmming. and other postsecondary

tonal

cducation programs mav retlect candi-
dates” recogmuon that higher educanon
Amnodead to greater tiancial secunity
and job advancen.ent

Although the motvatnons ot GED
candidates may be based less on employ -
ment goals than in the past. for nearly
200,000 adults an 1989, the GED Tests
represented an avenuce 1o emplovment
opportunity and job advancement.

Candidates
Study Longer

A higher percentage ot 19%9 candi-
dates thare ot 1980 candidates reported
studving hetore taking the GED Tests,
Those who studied tended to study longer.
Candidates an 1989 reported having
the same in-school grades and vears of
schooling as those i 19RO,

W The percentage of candidates who
reported studving for the GED Tests
increased from 79.5% to 83.8%.

M The average number of hours
adults reported having studied for
the GED Tests increased from 20.0
in 1980 to 30.5in 1989, an increase
of 50%.

Q
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B The percentage of candidates who
reported studying over 100 hours
more than doubled. from 11.8% in
1980 to 24.2% in 1989,

B Nearly seven in ten candidates in
1980 (68.5%) and in 1989 (69.9%)
reported having completed 10th
grade or higher before leaving high
school. More than one in three
candidates (36.9% in 1980 and
38.6% in 1989) reported having
completed H1th grade or higher.

B  About three of every four candi-
dates reported having grades while
in school of "mostly C or better"
in both 1980 (76.8% ) and 1989
(74.0%). More than one in five
candidates reported in-school
grades of "mostly B or better" in
1980 (23.2%) and 1989 (21.5%).

Why has reported study nime an-
creased?  One hkelv reason v that the
GED Tests were upgraded i 1988 1o
include greater emphasis on writing and
higher order thinking skills.  Candidates
may have perceived the new tests as more
difficult than previous GED Tests and
thus brlieved they needed more study 10
improve their skills,

Candidates reported simnilarin-school
radesand highestgrade completed in 19R0
and 1989 suggesung that the levels of
schoohing 1in both vears were roughiy
equivalent. Theretore, 11 seems unhkely
that the increase in study tme s due
1o poorer academie shills ot candidates,
However. further research iy needed to
cxamine these issues more directly

The wavs candidates studied for the
GED Tests inboth 1980 and 1989 included
itendimg classes or fearning centers,
working with ruors. taking the Official
GED Practice Tests, studving trom a book
or manual, wuatching televised GED
programs. and other methods. Regardless
of the method selected. the overall trend
i~ toward long-- ~erods of study betore
takhing the GED Tests. Theinereases in the
percentage of candidates studyving and in
the amount of time spent studyving raise
quesprons of whether crasses, programs,
and resources are avalable mosufticient
quantiies tor all adults wino want to
study tor the GED Teus. Indeed. there s
cvidence that many basic skills programs
tor adults have waing hsts and have
turned away potennal feamers.
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GED Demographics
Reflect Change

The s1ize and composition of the GED
candidate population changed in the past
decade (Fivure 2

B Adults between the ages of 18 and
24 accounted for about 30% of
GED candidates in 1980 and 1989.
However. ihe number of candidates
aged 18 to 24 declined by 26 % .

B The composition of minority
GED candidates changed. The
proportion of Hispanic candidates
increased from 6.8% in 1980 to
11.2% in 1989. while the percentage
of Black candidates fell from
17.1% in 1980 to 14.2% in 1989,

B DMinority adulis continued 1o be
more highly represented amung
GED candidates (about 29.5% in
buth 1980 and 1989) than in the
general U.S. population of adults
18 and older (18.2% in 1980 and
21.2% in 1988).

B The proportions of White GED
candidates tabout 70.5%) and
minority  GEL candidates (about
29.5% ) remained the same.

The 26 dechine mthe number ot K-
& Yoyear-old GED candidate s trom 1980
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1o 1989 raises -vrious concerns about
the future educanon and employment op-
portuntties of yvoung adult nongraduates.
Oniv about half of this dechine may be due
tothe 12.5% dechne in the size ot the US.
populaton ot 18- to 24-year-olds dunng
this period. Another tactor may be that
voung people are choosimg to work rather
than complete their schooling.

If voung people are choosing 1o work
rather than complete their schooling. the
price may be hgh tor both individuals
and socie y--individuals lose opportunmities
tor additonal raming, advanced educa-
ton. better jobs. and higher wages. while
saciely oses the increased productivity
of better educated. more highly skilled
workers. In order to quahfy tor tramning,
turther educanion, jobs, and higher eam-
ings. these adults must have opportunities

to earnt high school diplomas.

Hispamics  represent  the most
undereducated major subgroup i the
nation. The yncrease it the percentage of
Hispanic GED candidates dunng  the past
decade represents a0 349 mcrease
the estimated nurmber ot Hispanies tuking
the GED Tests,

J promising s1ien ot educational advance -

Althoogh this mcerease 1.

ment for this group, i 1987 more than
44€of Hispamies aged 1810 24 eneariy 1.2
mithony and nearly hadt of Hispanies over
the age ot 25 4 6 mulhom lacked high
I'he

s hool diplonmas. total number ot
|

3 4
o

Hispanies taking the GED Tests i 1989
represente § only about .14 ot all
Hispanic adults over the age ot 18 who
facked high school diplomas.

Some of the decline in the percentage
of Black GED candidates may be due
to improvements in the high school
graduation rate for Blacks. Nevertheless,
more than 3570 of Blacks over the age of
I8 (6.8 million) lacked high school
diplomas in 1987, Of this group. more
than one million were between the
of 18 and 24.

e

Because Whites represent the fargest
segment of the U.S. adult population
without high school diplomas, 1t 15 not
surprising that this group represents
the largest racial greup among GED
candidates. In 1987, 34,3 nuthon Whites
over the age of 18 lacked high school
diplomas: ot this group. 4.6 milhion were
hbetween the ages of 18 and 24, More than
42 mulhon White. Black. and Hispanic
adults over the age of 18 lacked high
school diplomas in 1987, Of these groups.,
fessthan 1.3% took the GED Tests in 19RO,

Sources of information
for GED Profiles: Aduits
.+3In Transition

In 1980, the GED Testing
Service conducted a national survey
of persons taking the English-
language version of the GED Tests.
A pent survey was conducted
in lmnlamhow GED candi-
damjl)ld changed and to provide an
ln-m profile of candidat#s’atti-
nxﬂs.cxpenem backgrounds, and
goals.” ,lhl989 the GED Testing
Service also analyzed the recent test
achievement of GED examinees and
graduating high school seniors. The
GED Profiies: Adults in Transition
series is based on data from these
studies and from statistical reports
publishedin 1980and in 1989. Tech-
nical documentation for the series is
provided in GED Profiles: Techni-
cal Summaries, which contains
descriptions of samples, instruments,
and procedures, as well as tables of
candidate responses to questions
from the 1980 and 1989 candidate
surveys. This document is available
from the GED Testing Service.
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Why Did They Drop Out?

During the past decade. there were both
amilarities and differences in the most
mportant reason candidates cued for
leaving high school (Figure 3.

B Thelargest percentage of candidates
in both 1980 (40.8%) and 198Y
34.7%) cited personal reasons as
the most important,

B The percentage of GED candidates
who reported having left school
due to pregnancy or marriage
tripled. In 1989, one in five aduits
taking the GED Tests (19.7%)
cited this reason as the most
important. Of these, about nine
in ten are women,

B Nearly one in five candidates cited
the need to work to support
themselves and others as the most

important reason for leaving
school (18.7% in both 1980 and
1989).

M The percentage of candidates who
reported that theyv left school
hecause theyv were not doing well
in classes declined from 13.1% in
1980 to 6.4% in 1989.

The high percentage of candidates who
dropped out ot school for personal reasons
rases questions about students” adjustment
to home and school.  Although teenage
pregnancy rates an the ULSD leveled oft

Juning the past decade. rates ot adolescent
pregnancy and childbearing remain
hieher in the LS. than in most westemn
nations.  The strthing 300% increase
trom 1980 to 19¥9 in the percentage of
candidates who cited pregnancy or
marriage das the most mmportant reason
contributes new informaton to dehates
about the impact ot carly  pregnancy
and marriage on - cducational attainment.
Many adults who lett school due to
pregnancy or marrtage do indeed have
cducational aspirations that lead then,
cventually to take the GED Tests.  Help-
ing narenis to complete high school
may improve the educational  prospects
ol their children.

The finding that nearly one n five
candidates dropped out of school because
they needed 10 work suggests that a
substantial portion of GED candidates
may have been cconomically disadvan-
taged when they lett school.

Only 6.4% of 1989 GED candidates
reported that they lett school because
they were not doing well in classes. a
51 deciine from 1980, This finding
suggests that academic difficulty plavs
not only a dechiming role in candidates’
decisions to drop out of high school,
but also a relatively minor one.

Because reasons tor taking the GED
Tests may vary by the ages of the candi-

dates, subsegquent reports will address
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ditferences 1 candidates’ motvations.,
interests, and attitudes by age group.

More Hispanmios may be ot any race Hispanic GED
candidates were excluded trom racil categones
Minority includes Hispanie, Black, Avan. Pacitic
Isfander, Alaskan Nanve, American  indun, and
other  The percentages given tor minonty aduits
m the U S population m 1980 and [98K may be
intlated bevause wome Hispanios were counted
more than one categon
Additional Sources
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