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As a nonprofit organization with a mission to improve access to higher education in Nebraska, 

EducationQuest Foundation closely follows and supports national and state initiatives that strive to 

increase the number of Americans – and Nebraskans – who earn a postsecondary degree. 

The likelihood that a student will enter college following high school graduation is dependent on 

numerous factors.  Possible barriers include; academic preparation, lack of confidence in a possible 

career field, access to (and understanding of) information about college options, parent and peer 

influence, financial resources or knowledge of college financial aid processes, and sound performance 

on college admission tests.  For a variety of reasons, the students facing a disproportionate number of 

these obstacles are male, students of color, or come from low-income families1.  

To help overcome some of the barriers, EducationQuest staff provides free college planning services 
which include information about standardized exams including the ACT and SAT.  To help students 
prepare for these college admissions tests, we provide details on their formats, their test dates, tips for 
how to take the tests, and websites which provide practice tests.   
 
ACT Format and Composite Scores 
The ACT assessment consists of four curriculum-based achievement tests in English, reading, 
mathematics and science with the highest possible score of 36 within each area.  The 4 sub-scores are 
then computed to create an overall composite score also with a maximum score of 36 to reflect the 
student’s overall performance on the test. 
 
In 2011, the average ACT composite score for Nebraska high school students was 22.1, which was 

higher than the national average of 21.1. Additionally, based on information from ACT, Nebraska’s 

average was second behind Minnesota (average 22.9) among the 17 states where 70% or more of the 

2011 high school graduates took the ACT Assessment2.  

 

As is evident by college admissions requirements which place a strong emphasis on the standardized 

entrance exams, access to, and understanding of, these tests is paramount in getting accepted to 

college and securing scholarship money.  Unfortunately, the greatest barrier some students face is 

getting access to exams which are administered on weekends3. 
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To avoid missing school, students working to provide financial support for their families seek 

employment during evening and weekend hours.  Most often these individuals are male, students of 

color, or low income.  These groups of students are often not only unable to afford a $34 registration 

fee; they are also unavailable for weekend test dates.  These obstacles are limiting access to the test 

which adversely affects their college access.  The administration of a statewide ACT examination for 

juniors would give those students a free test, during a school day, and ensure everybody takes the 

exam at least once. 

“When the exam is given to everybody, we will capture the 25 to 28 percent not taking it,” said former 

Nebraska State Board of Education member Bob Evnen in a 2012 Lincoln Journal Star article. "What 

we hope for is identifying more students who might otherwise have been overlooked, who can go on to 

college4.”  

Using race/ethnicity as one example, Nebraska’s Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary 

Education’s report, 2014 Nebraska Higher Education Progress Report5, shows the percentage of 2011 

Nebraska high school students who took the ACT assessment is noticeably lower than the sector 

representation in the schools.  According to the data, nearly 22% of the Nebraska high school 

graduates were students of color, however the same group represented only 17% of the students who 

took the ACT.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

When a student takes the ACT, colleges can identify and reach out to potential students through ACT 
Score Reports, sent by students, and by the Educational Opportunity Service search through which a 
college purchases student information from ACT.  As a result, colleges can facilitate access by using 
these processes to connect students with appropriate campus programs and resources.  According to 
ACT’s Annual Institutional Data Questionnaire, 81% of colleges require or use the ACT and/or the SAT 
in their admissions process6.  This interaction with a college does not exist for students without 
exposure to these standardized exams.  If interaction with a college is increased, so is the interest level 
of the student and their potential to enroll. 
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2011   Number of Nebraska  Number Who Took   ACT-Tested as a 
High School Graduates   the ACT Assessment  % of the Number of  

High School Graduates 
 
White (non-Hispanic)   17,738     13,157     74% 
Asian    434     343     79% 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander  43    13    30% 
Hispanic    2,457     1,353     55% 
Native American   244     97     40% 
Black (non-Hispanic)   1,205     719     60% 
Two or more races  516    352    68% 
No race identified      427 
 
Total     22,637     16,461     73% 
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If Nebraska replaced statewide testing for juniors with the ACT, not only would all students have access 

to the test, it ultimately would result in less testing and potentially more classroom learning time. In 

2011, the Nebraska Legislature began the research process of this idea by appropriating nearly 

$430,000 to pay for the three-year pilot program to administer the ACT to all 11th graders in eight 

selected pilot districts beginning in 2012.  In an effort to get a good geographic and demographic cross-

section, the state asked the following public school districts to participate in District Choice State 

Testing (DCST):  Lincoln, Alliance, Columbus, Gering, Hastings, Scottsbluff, Sidney, and South Sioux 

City. This special program is designed to provide an in-school, weekday ACT test administration 

experience while operating identically to the standard state testing model for ACT administration.  

DCST provides states considering statewide adoption of the ACT the opportunity to understand 

logistics, obtain sample data from weekday testing, and preview support services from ACT staff. 

Through this Nebraska ACT Pilot, officials look to answer two questions:  

 Would it change attitudes about going to college and push the college-going rate upward, 

particularly for underrepresented groups? 

 Would the ACT be an appropriate measure of college readiness, such that it could replace 

presently required 11th grade state assessments in reading, mathematics, writing and science? 

Based on data collected from other states which have conducted statewide testing, results show 

increased student participation, aspirations and plans, achievement, and college enrollment ‒ 

particularly for minority and low-income students. 

Looking to other states for experience 

According to ACT, state testing is a great equalizer by providing more access to males, minority 

students, middle income and lower-income students and first-generation students.  
 

By reviewing regional data collected from a neighboring state, Colorado shows the college enrollment 

impact of statewide testing. The year following the test, 13% more students enrolled in college even 

though they had not planned on attending college at the time they tested.7  Additionally, more males, 

students of color, and lower-income families had access to the exam as shown in the following three 

charts provided by ACT. 

Colorado - COMPARISON OF GENDER  

   

 

 

*before state testing of all juniors 

2002 and 2010 data shows ACT averages rose following initial decline, while the number of males remained equal to the 

number of females 
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Category N

ACT 

Avg 2001% N

ACT 

Avg 2002% N

ACT 

Avg 2010%

Total Tested 10987 22.5 45371 19.6 51181 20.4

Female 5916 22.3 54% 22403 19.8 50% 25797 20.5 50%

Male 4984 22.6 46% 22740 19.5 50% 25297 20.4 50%

Total Responded 10900 100% 45143 100% 51094 100%

2001 Juniors* 2002 Juniors 2010 Juniors
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Colorado - COMPARISON BY RACE/ETHNICITY     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*before state testing of all juniors 

2002 and 2010 data shows ACT averages rose following initial decline, while students in select ethnic groups continued to 

increase  

 

Colorado - COMPARISON BY FAMILY INCOME   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                  

 

*before state testing of all juniors 

2002 and 2010 data shows ACT averages rose following initial decline, while difference between income clusters decreased 

 

 

Category N

ACT 

Avg 2001% N

ACT 

Avg 2002% N

ACT 

Avg 2010%

By Ethnicity

African-American/Black         235 18.9 2% 1389 16.5 4% 2146 17.2 4%

American Indian/Alaskan Native 65 21.2 1% 513 17.6 1% 573 18.7 1%

Caucasian-American/White       8335 22.9 78% 25367 20.8 66% 29349 22.0 60%

Mexican-American/Chicano/Latino 691 19.1 6% 2845 16.4 7% 7601 16.7 16%

Asian-American/Pacific Islander 330 22.2 3% 1286 19.5 3% 1630 21.5 3%

Puerto Rican/Cuban/Hispanic    111 19.9 1% 2588 16.8 7% 1884 17.8 4%

Other                          145 20.0 1% 889 17.6 2% 1171 18.4 2%

Multiracial                    295 21.6 3% 1459 19.5 4% 2651 20.3 5%

Prefer not to respond          495 23.2 5% 1977 19.9 5% 1992 20.5 4%

Total Responded 10702 100% 38313 100% 48997 100%

2001 Juniors* 2002 Juniors 2010 Juniors

Category N

ACT 

Avg 2001% N

ACT 

Avg 2002% N

ACT 

Avg 2010%

By Estimated Family Income

Less than $18,000        450 20.2 5% 2281 16.8 8% 4025 17.1 11%

About $18,000 to $24,000 481 20.0 5% 2537 17.5 8% 3668 18.2 10%

About $24,000 to $30,000 565 20.5 6% 2659 18.3 9% 3107 18.9 9%

About $30,000 to $36,000 573 21.6 6% 2677 19.1 9% 3164 19.6 9%

About $36,000 to $42,000 758 21.8 8% 3120 19.6 10% 3363 20.2 9%

About $42,000 to $50,000 893 22.1 10% 3156 20.0 10% 3225 21.0 9%

About $50,000 to $60,000 1086 22.4 12% 3187 20.8 10% 3287 21.7 9%

About $60,000 to $80,000 1600 22.9 17% 3908 21.2 13% 4007 22.1 11%

About $80,000 to $100,000 1160 23.8 13% 2916 21.6 10% 3398 23.0 9%

More than $100,000       1612 24.1 18% 3969 22.2 13% 5264 24.0 14%

Total Responded 9178 100% 30410 100% 36508 100%

About $0 to $42K 2827 31% 13274 44% 17327 47%

About $42K and Above 6351 69% 17136 56% 19181 53%

9178 100% 30410 100% 36508 100%

2001 Juniors* 2002 Juniors 2010 Juniors
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Using data collected from Colorado and other states, a conclusion can be drawn that participating 

districts -- and likely the state -- will see lower composite ACT scores because more students will be 

taking the test.  However eight states -- Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Michigan, North Carolina, North 

Dakota, Tennessee, and Wyoming -- give the ACT to all juniors and some report that after a few years, 

their composite scores began to rebound. The allowance of a temporary decline in a state score 

average pales in comparison to the benefits of providing better access to more students.  

Nebraska Perspective 
In Nebraska, the increase in students taking the ACT is shown in the following diagram.  The testing 

pool alone was increased by 1,690 students across all eight pilot districts to reach 100% testing and 

there was a closing of the gap between males and females with nearly a 5% increase in males.  

Additionally, the pilot schools witnessed increased participation across all ethnicities at the same time 

the family income gap closed by a dramatic 14% as shown in the following chart.   
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Additionally, institutions in Nebraska received more test scores as shown in the following diagram8.   
 
 

 

This increase in contact information allows the college to reach students otherwise by-passed in college 
recruitment.  As previously mentioned, these additional scores allow colleges to identify and reach out 
to potential students through ACT Score Reports.  As a result, colleges are able to facilitate access by 
connecting students with appropriate campus programs and resources and increase the likelihood of a 
student attending college. 
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