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The ACT Commitment

As a research-based nonprofit organization, ACT is committed to providing more meaningful 
data for individuals and institutions to make better decisions. The focus is on providing 
better and more relevant data to students, parents, schools, districts, and states so that all 
can make more informed decisions to improve outcomes.

We accomplish this goal by taking a holistic view and using consistent and reliable historical 
information so that individuals and institutions have a better context to make critical 
decisions about the journey they have undertaken.
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The ACT Multidimensional Holistic Framework
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ACT’s Holistic Framework
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• English Language Arts
• Mathematics
• Science

Core Academic 
Skills

• Technology and Information Literacy
• Collaborative Problem Solving
• Studying and Learning Skills
• Thinking and Metacognition

Cross-Cutting 
Capabilities

• Acting Honestly Getting Along Well with Others
• Maintaining Composure Sustaining Effort
• Socializing with Others Keeping an Open Mind

Behavioral Skills

• Self Knowledge
• Environmental Factors
• Integration
• Managing Career and Education Actions

Education & 
Career Navigation

ACT’s Holistic Framework
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The Condition of College & Career Readiness, 2017
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• A review of the ACT-tested graduating class of 
2017

• 2,030,038 high school graduates, or an estimated 
60% of the graduating class, took the ACT*.

• Those numbers are down slightly from last year due 
to changes in statewide testing but remain 
significantly higher than in previous years.

• A drop in the number of graduates tested in both Michigan 
(down 74%) and Illinois (down 14%)—each of which moved 
away from statewide ACT testing— account for a large portion 
of the decline this year.

• Up from 54% in 2013, and 47% in 2011

• Between 2013 and 2017, the number of students 
taking the ACT nationally increased by 230,795 
students (13 percent).

* Totals for graduating seniors were obtained from: 1) Grad 2013-2016: Knocking at the College Door: Projections of 
High School Graduates, 8th edition. Copyright December 2012 by the Western Interstate Commission for Higher 
Education. 2) Grad 2017: Knocking at the College Door: Projections of High School Graduates, 9th edition. Copyright 
December 2016 by the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education
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• The number and percent 
of Hispanic students 
taking the ACT continued 
to rise in 2017

• The number of African 
American ACT-tested 
students dropped slightly 
in 2017

• Underserved students 
represent roughly half of 
the students in the 
graduating class.
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• The largest gain occurred in the state of 
Oklahoma, which saw a 29 percent increase 
compared to 2016. 

• Populations of first-generation college students 
taking the ACT also remained stable, dropping 
only a point from 19% to 18% between 2016 and 
2017.
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• The ACT College Readiness 
Benchmarks are scores on 
the ACT subject area tests 
that represent the level of 
achievement required for 
students to have a 50% 
chance of obtaining a B or 
higher or about a 75% chance 
of obtaining a C or higher in 
corresponding credit-bearing 
first-year college courses 

• The national average ACT 
Composite score rose to 21.0

• Since 2013, the percentage of 
ACT-tested graduates who 
met or surpassed the ACT 
College Readiness 
Benchmarks has increased in 
reading, stayed relatively 
steady in science, and 
declined in both English and 
mathematics.
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• The percentage of 
graduates ready for college 
coursework in three or four 
subject areas rose slightly 
to 39% for the 2017 US high 
school graduating class, up 
from 38% in 2016. These 
gains can be explained 
largely by the reduced 
number of states 
administering the ACT to all 
students compared to last 
year.



The 2017 
Condition of 
College & 
Career 
Readiness:

Performance

12

• Average scores and college 
readiness levels among 
Hispanic students improved 
slightly this year even while 
their numbers increased. 

• Underserved learners (low-
income, minority, and/or first-
generation college students) 
continue to struggle in terms 
of their achievement levels 
and readiness for college. 
Less than a fourth of 
graduates who qualify as 
underserved met or 
surpassed three or four of the 
ACT College Readiness 
Benchmarks, compared to 
more than half of ACT-tested 
graduates who are not 
underserved.
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• Among 2017 ACT-tested graduate records, 65% registered to send 
free score reports to one or more postsecondary institutions. This 
compares to 67% of 2016 graduates who registered to send free 
score reports. ACT encourages students to take advantage of free 
score report requests during registration.
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• Within subjects, ACT has 
consistently found that 
students who take the 
recommended core 
curriculum are more likely to 
be ready for college or career 
than those who do not. A core 
curriculum is defined as four 
years of English and three 
years each of math, social 
studies, and science.
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• Nearly half (48%) of 2017 
graduates were interested in 
pursuing a STEM major or 
occupation, unchanged from 
2016. 

• The percentage of graduates 
meeting the ACT STEM 
Benchmark has increased from 
19% to 21% since 2013. 

• Among graduates meeting the 
STEM benchmark, the average 
science score has increased 
from 28.0 to 28.7 between 
2013 and 2017, while the 
average math score has 
remained unchanged at 28.7. 

• Students meeting or exceeding 
a STEM score of 26 (i.e., the 
ACT STEM Benchmark) are 
considered ready for first-year 
STEM college courses such as 
physics or calculus.
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• ACT research has shown that 
students meeting at least one 
underserved criterion tend to 
realize lower college and 
career readiness levels than 
students meeting none of the 
criteria. That relationship 
comes into tighter focus when 
we take into account how 
many criteria are met. 

• Students who meet 
increasingly more underserved 
criteria tend to demonstrate 
progressively lower college 
and career readiness rates.

• Underserved learners self-
report: Highest parental 
education level excluding 
college; family income less 
than $36,000 per year; or 
race/ethnicity of African 
American, American Indian, 
Hispanic, or Pacific Islander.
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• 82% of 2017 ACT-tested 
graduates aspired to 
postsecondary education. 

• Interestingly enough, 84% of 
the national 2016 ACT-tested 
graduating class aspired to 
enroll in postsecondary 
education, compared to 64% 
who actually did enroll. 

• If we fully closed the 
aspirational gap, an additional 
411,178 of the nation’s 2016 
ACT-tested graduates would 
have enrolled in postsecondary 
education.
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• Health Sciences and Technologies continues to be the most popular 
college major choice among ACT-tested US high school graduates, 
beating the next-highest-named major (Business) by a nearly two-to-
one margin. 

• Though Business was the second-highest-named major, the 
number of students specifically indicating being undecided 
about major exceeded Business by nearly 95,000.

• Only 4 percent of 2017 graduates (80,873 students) expressed 
interest in an education major, the same percentage as last year. 

• These numbers are aligned with the projected expansion of the 
current US teacher shortage to more than 100,000 educators by 
2021.
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• Understanding which student 
characteristics can predict 
future performance is essential 
to early identification and 
support for students at risk for 
later academic difficulties. 

• A longitudinal research study 
found that, in 8th grade, the 
most important predictor of 
12th-grade GPA was student 
grades, followed by academic 
achievement (measured by 
ACT Explore®) and 
psychosocial and behavioral 
factors (measured by ACT 
Engage® Grades 6–9). 
Demographics (gender, 
race/ethnicity, and parent 
education) and school factors 
(percent eligible for 
free/reduced lunch and percent 
minority) were less important 
predictors.
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• Across all ACT College 
Readiness Benchmark levels, 
students with higher ACT 
Engage College scores (based 
on the mean percentile scores 
of ACT Engage scales 
Academic Discipline, 
Commitment to College, and 
Social Connection) attained a 
postsecondary degree within 
four years of college at higher 
rates than students with lower 
ACT Engage College scores. 
For students meeting three or 
four Benchmarks, those with 
high ACT Engage College 
scores attained a timely 
postsecondary degree at 
nearly twice the rate as those 
with low ACT Engage College 
scores.

Academic Achievement, Behaviors, and 
College Completion
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• Academic achievement, as 
measured by ACT College 
Readiness Benchmark 
attainment, has a clear and 
distinctive relationship with the 
path taken by high school 
graduates. Those who were 
more academically ready were 
more likely to enroll in four-
year institutions. Graduates 
who enrolled in two-year 
colleges or pursued other 
options after high school were 
more likely to have met fewer 
Benchmarks. For the sizable 
number of 2016 graduates who 
did not meet any Benchmarks, 
their post–high school 
opportunities appear to have 
been limited compared to their 
college-ready peers.
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• Of 2017 ACT-tested graduates, 45% took the ACT two or more times. 
• This is a slight increase from 44% in 2016. 
• On second testing, average ACT Composite scores in recent 

graduating classes have risen by nearly a point, compared to 
first testing. 

• Similarly, more than half of all graduates who take the ACT at 
least twice see a Composite score gain from first to second 
testing.

• Nationally, 73% of 2017 ACT-tested graduates participated in the 
Educational Opportunity Service (EOS), thus allowing them to receive 
information about opportunities and programs available from colleges 
across the country.
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• Among 2017 ACT-tested graduate records, 65% registered to send 
free score reports to one or more postsecondary institutions. This 
compares to 67% of 2016 graduates who registered to send free 
score reports. ACT encourages students to take advantage of free 
score report requests during registration.

• During the 2016-2017 academic year, 656,061 fee waivers were 
awarded to prospective ACT examinees. 

• More than a fourth (28%) of these fee waivers were not used, 
suggesting that more than 180,000 eligible students missed out 
on an opportunity to take the ACT free of charge during the past 
year alone. 

• Note: These numbers are based on fee waivers issued 
nationwide during this academic year, and not specific to the 
2017 graduating class.
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1. Use a holistic assessment model for school accountability that 
measures student readiness for college and career across multiple 
domains.

2. Make special efforts to ensure that underrepresented students have 
equal access and opportunity to pursue postsecondary education. 

3. Increase emphasis on STEM readiness initiatives, measures, and 
programs. 

4. Focus on fewer, higher, and clearer learning standards in K–12 
schools. 

5. Begin assessing learning and implementing intervention strategies 
early. 
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