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Introduction

Open Enrollment Plans and Programs

As we enter the 1970's, controversy mounts
over open enrollment in American colleges, and
especially so for selective 4-year ones. Most of
‘the "target" students rank low on test distribu-
tions, and include few who followed college pre-
paratory programs in high school. Earlier attempts
to enroll such students in selective colleges were
usually limited to relatively small groups. Today,
however, pressures have increased for extended,
or even universal, access to college.

One critical question concerns eventuations
for less able students entering selective col-
leges, or even unselective ones. Considerable
recent information is available on college entrane,
type of college entered, and duration of attend-
ance for students with various academic and socio-
economic characteristics, including the types of
students open enrollment programs are addressed
to. Such hard data on survival rates for various
groups of students at different types of colleges
afford insights into probable outcomes of open
enrollment programs, minus special assistance to
the relevant students. From such data one could
roughly gauge how essential such assistance would
be (assuming its effectiveness) to assure the less
promising entrant a reasonable chance for academic
survival.

The Study Data

In Fall, 1965, the Census Bureau interviewed
a national sample of high school seniors as part
of its Current Population Survey. Information
was obtained on post-high school plans, plus per-
sanal and background information about the stud-
ent, The seniors were followed up in Fall 1968 to
determine proportions entering college,proportions
attending 2- and 4-year colleges, and proportions
still enrolled in Fall 1968. By that date a Fall
1966 college entrant would normally be in the
junior year.

It was also possible to determine relation-
ships between post-high school behavior and
personal and background variables. In this paper
we discuss such relationships for the following:
(a) the student's high school curriculum; (b)his
estimate of his brightness relative to high school
classmates; (c) average high school grade;(d)the
college entrant's estimate of his brightness

*This article reports upon findings from a
larger study in progress (A. J. Jaffe, Director),
supported by the U, S. Office of Education. The
interviews were conducted by the U. S. Census
Bureau and the tabulations and analysis were
made at the Bureau of Applied Social Research.
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relative to college classmates; (e) average
college grade; (f) family income; (g) occupation
of household head; and (h) father's educational
attainment.

The Analysis

We may ask a number of questions for the
various student groups. First, is there any one
variable with an especially strong relationship
to post-high school behavior? If so, with what
sorts of behavior is it most associated (college
entrance per se, type of college entered, or
continuation in college)? Second, which group
of variables is most significantly related to
post-high school behavior, the academic or the
socio-economic ones? Are relationships about
equally strong for all variables comprising each
of these groups, or are there considerable dif-
ferences between variables within each group?
Next, can we determine whether it is the economic
or the social component of socio-economic status
that is the stronger determinant of post-high
school behavior?

Overall, can we infer the likely outcome for
less academically promising and/or lower socio-
economic students who might enter college under
open enrollment? Here we would base our infer-
ences on one of two assumiptions. First, large
numbers of students who would not have qualified
in former years might be admitted to formerly
selective 4-year colleges. The alternative
assumption is that admission standards might be
maintained at most 4-year colleges, but that
increased numbers of less promising high school
graduates would be encouraged and assisted to
enter 2-year colleges.

Our main emphasis is on college dropout,
since it is the survival rate that would largely
determine success or failure of open enrollment.
Nevertheless, we shall also consider college
entrance, since it determines the cast of players
who struggle for survival on the academic stage.
We are further interested in variables which not
only predict the likelihood of college entrance,
but also the likelihood of survival at college.
Should there be such variables, open enrollment
might dissipate the relationship to entrance by
simple fiat, but fail to weaken the relation-
ship to dropout or continuation--assuming no
radical changes were made in the colleges them-
selves, such as introduction of less demanding
curricula. We now turn to the findings, and
refer the reader to appended Tables 1 and 2.



Findings

The High School Curriculum

0f the eight student characteristics in our
analysis, the high school curriculum is of over-
riding significance, not only for entering col-
lege, but also for type of college entered (2-
year or 4-year) and for survival at each type of
school.

College entrance. By Fall 1968 about 53% of
the high school graduates had entered college,
one-third enrolling initially in 2-year and two-
thirds in 4-year ones. A few students transfer-
red from one type of college to another. About
three-quarters of the students ended up in &4-year
colleges, or attended such schools only. In this
analysis we classify the transfers by the type of
colleges they finally reached, since these are
the schools most relevant to dropout or continua-
tion,

Overall, about 17 in 20 college preparatory
students entered college, but only about 5 in 20
students who had followed other programs. About
17 in 20 students at senior colleges were college
preparatory students, Nevertheless, this was the
case for over 10 in 20 students in 2-year schools.
In sum, college preparatory students predominate
among all college entrants. If open enrollment
were to eliminate the high school program as a
criterion for college entrance we might well ex-
pect significantly larger proportions of non-
college preparatory entrants. We may well ask
about the probable effect on college dropout,

College dropout. Overall, about a third of
all the college entrants had dropped from college
by Fall 1968, Additional students will drop, of
course, subsequent to Fall 1968, About 5 in 20
preparatory entrants had dropped, whereas this
was the case for 12 in 20 entrants who had fol-
lowed other programs. Dropout was nearly three
times as frequent at 2-year as at 4-year colleges,
respectively representing 13 in 20 versus less
than 5 in 20 students, But it is also true that
at 2-year and 4-year colleges alike the high
school program was a strong determinant of drop-
out. Under 4 in 20 orélege preparatory 4-year
students dropped, compared with nearly 9 in 20
non-preparatory ones, About 11 in 20 college
preparatory 2-year students dropped, compared
with 15 in 20 non-preparatory ones.

Implications of the above findings for open
enrollment, If substantially larger proportions
of non-preparatory students were to enroll in 4-
year colleges under open enrollment we would
expect nearly half of these students to drop
within several years, basing our expected rate
upon the observed one. The rate might be even
higher if non-preparatory students who now enroll
in 2-year colleges were to select 4-year ones in-
stead, once the admissions criteria were relaxed.
We would not expect them to fare as well at
academically more demanding schools. In short,we
would expect any large increase in non-preparatory
4-year enrollments to raise the dropout rate
sharply, with whatever effects on the academic
climates of the colleges. For the dropouts,
benefits from a brief stay would seem extremely
doubtful,

285

If substantially larger proportions of non-
preparatory students were to enter 2-year colleges
under open enrollment, we would simply expect
about 3 in 4 to drop without transferring or
completing the 2-year program. The net effect
would be to raise the current 64% dropout rate at
these schools to appreciably more than 2 in 3 of
all entrants,

Other Variables and Junior College Dropout

We found the very high dropout rate for non-
college preparatory students at 2-year colleges
rather surprising. Presumably these colleges are
designed to salvage this type of student. We
therefore asked whether non-preparatory 2-year
dropouts possess other unfavorable academic
characteristics which might lead to dropout--or
does dropout relate to financial or other compon-
ents of socio-economic status? Very briefly,none
of the seven other student characteristics tabula-
ted, whether academic or socio-economic, had a
statistically significant relationship to 2-year
dropout. In contract, the high school curriculum
was associated with 2-year college dropout at the
.01 (chi square) probability level--a very strong
relationship, given the small size of the sample.
We infer, then, that high school curricular choice,
though considerably related to ability and class,
nevertheless reflects underlying personal attrib-
utes and predispositions, quite apart from income,
class, and ability.

Grade and Academic Self-image Relative to
Classmates in High School and College

Overall, grades in high school and college
and the student's estimate of his brightness rela-
tive to high school and college classmates are
strongly related to all aspects of post-~high schodl
behavior--college entrance, type of college enter-
ed, and continuation at college--with the excep-
tion of continuation at 2-year colleges. The
student with poor marks at a 2-year college, for
example, is about as likely to remain enrolled as
a student with good marks.

College entrance. The grade and self-image
variables are far less related to college entrance,
however, than is the high school curriculum.
College preparatory students are about three and
a half times as likely to enter college as non-
preparatory ones. Students who think they are
brighter than average in high school are about
twice as likely as the pessimists to enter col-
lege. Students with better high school grades
are about a third again as likely to enter college
as students with poorer grades,

Type of college entered and 4-year college
dropout. For type of college attended,however,and

for the 4-year college continuation rate, average
high school grade and academic self-image relative
to high school classmates present roughly equal
degrees of association.

Implications of the above findings. Many of
the students for whom open enrollment programs

are designed receive poor grades in high school.
Most such students would have low self-images as
well, Of all college entrants in the sample, 8
in 10 with better grades had better self-images




and 7 in 10 with poorer grades had poorer self-
images. Since self-image is far more related to
college entrance than grade, it would appear that
liberalized college access for students with poor-
er grades might yield only modest increases in
proportions entering. Major increases would prob-
ably stem from efforts to raise the confidence
level of academically poorer high school graduates,
whether by high school counselling,encouragement
from colleges to apply, media emphasis on the
availability of college, or other measures.

For those enrolled in a 4-year college both
variables are about equally related to continua-
tion. This would seem reasonable,since the college
student is under pressure to earn reasonably ade-
quate marks. Open enrollment,accordingly,though it
might induce students with poor marks and/or poor
self-images to enter college, might well find that
large proportions of such students would drop. We
argue as follows:

About half of the students had consistent
grades and self~images in high school and college.
0f this half, those with poorer grades and/or self
images were particularly likely to drop from 4-
year schools. ‘For the other half of the entrants,
grades and/or self-images changed between high
school and college, and the strong tendency was
for depreciation for both variables--but especial-
ly so for self-image. Depreciation was strongly
associated with dropout for both variables. Of
all grade changes 63% were unfavorable,but of all
self-image changes 867% were unfavorable. Presuma-
bly a student faces stronger competition,by and
large, in college than in high school. Though
some might manage to maintain acceptable grades by
working harder, it would seem plausible that aca-
demic self-esteem would nevertheless suffer.

At 2-year colleges the lack of relevance of
either high school or college grades or self-
images to dropout is itself not too relevant,
given the extent of dropout at these schools, for
whatever reasons.

Socio-economic Variables

College entrance. For college entrance all
three socio-economic variables have strong and
roughly equal relationships, but this relationship
is not nearly as strong as for the high school
curriculum, or even academic self-image in high
school, For example, the difference in college
entrance between students with family incomes of
$7,500 and over and those with under $7,500 is
25 percentage points, whereas it is 38 percentage
points between students with better and poorer
self-images in high school, and 60 percentage
points between college preparatory and non-prep-
aratory students. Clearly the academic variables
are more significant than the economic one for
college entrance.

Further findings for family income. Apart
from college entrance, family income has no
apparent relationship to type of college attended,
and no statistically significant relationship to
retention at either 2- or 4-year colleges. It
would seem that after the initial sorting of en-
trants and non-entrants by family income, most of
those who do enter are able to finance college,
and dropout or continuation are determined by
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non-financial factors. Apparently, then, continu-
ation of low income college entrants, the likely
entrants under open enrollment, would not be
seriously threatened by inability to meet expersesg
nor would increased student aid assure such con-
tinuation.

Occupation of head of the student's house-
hold and educational attainment of the student's
father., It is important to note, however, that
non-financial aspects of socio-economic status
not only have statistically significant, and in-
deed strong, relationships to college entrance
rates, but also to the dropout rate at 4-year
colleges.

The occupation of the head of the student's
household predicts college entrance about as well
as family income. Roughly 7 in 10 white collar
high school graduates entered college, whereas
this was the case for only 4 in 10 graduates from
blue collar backgrounds. For both occupation of
head and educational attainment of father there
are statistically significant relationships both
to type of college attended and to continuation
or dropout at 4-year colleges, in sharp contrast
to the absence of such relationships for family
income.

In sum, financial and non-financial indica-
tors of socio-economic status are about equally
and positively related to entering college, but
only the non-financial elements have a signifi-
cant positive relationship to attending a 4-year
rather than a 2-year school, and to continuation
in a senior college.

Implications of the above findings. Very
simply, it would seem that financial liberaliza-
tion of access to college might lead to some
increase in proportions enrolling, though we doubt
if the increase would be very large. For the less
affluent entrant, however, increased student aid
would not be likely to reduce the dropout rate
appreciably. It would seem that it is the non-
financial aspect of socio-economic status, inclu-
ding the educational tradition handed on from
father to son, that most relates to continuation
or dropout, To what extent open enrollment pro-
grams could develop effective means of countering
the relationship between lower social class and a
high incidence of college dropout we do not know,
but it is nevertheless clear that the problem is
a more complex one than if lack of money were the
principal socio-economic determinant. Once again,
assuring continuation in college appears appreci-
ably more difficult than inducing more high school
graduates to enter.

Policy Implications

Educators appear to have considerable aware-
ness of the pivotal role of curricular choice for
college entrance and for the type of college
attended, but less awareness of its relatiomship
to continuation or dropout from college. Nor do
they seem to be aware of our inferential finding
that it is not only the curriculum per se that
determines post-high school behavior, but also,
and perhaps more significantly, less understood
and enduring social and psychological correlates
of the curricular decision in the student's early
teens.



It appears that advocates of limited access
to senior colleges, but open enrollment at junior
ones, are overly optimistic in their presumed be-
1&f that large proportions of non-college prepara-
tory type students would survive at 2-year schools.
If these students were admitted to more rigorous
4-year colleges they would be even less likely to
survive, Furthermore, since at 2-year colleges
academic performance and academic self-image bear
virtually no relationship to retention or dropout,
there is no particular reason to believe that sup-
plementary or remedial academic assistance would
appreciably reduce the drepout rate., There is
more reason to believe that dropout might be
reduced at 4-year colleges by academic assistance,
since 4-year college retention appears to have a
significant relationship to academic variables
other than the high school curriculum.

In sum, we suggest that advocates of open
enrollment, whether for 2-year or 4-year colleges,
or both, must face the no doubt unpleasant possi-
bility that the college careers of many of the
target students would be brief. If open enrollment
were to proceed rapidly without a full appraisal
of this possibility, and without effective meas-
ures to assure continuation,disappointment and
frustration consequent to widespread dropout might
outweigh benefits for the students who would sur-
vive.

We suggest the advisability of open enroll-
ment programs of limited size for the years immedi-
ately ahead, with extensive evaluation an essential
feature of their design, and with options retained
to modify such pilot programs, or even abandon
them, should they fail to realize their objectives,
Once widely adopted, an educational innovation
such as open enrollment would be difficult to
reverse, irrespective of its outcome for students
and their colleges. Once conferred, it is politi-
cally awkward to withdraw egalitarian measures,
which tend to be viewed almost immediately as
inalienable rights.

We are not primarily concerned about more
traditional open enrollment programs, such as the
system which has pertained to California public
higher education for many years. In that state
all high school graduates have access to some sort
of higher education, but the type of institution
a student is eligible to enter depends upon his
academic performance in high school. Rigorous
academic requirements at the state university
branches, and moderately rigorous ones at the
state colleges, preserve the academic quality of
these institutions, and assure that only students
reasonably likely to survive enter them. Less able
and/or less well prepared students enter public
2-year colleges, and if they do well have the
option of transferring to senior ones. Even if the
2-year entrant drops after a couple of semesters,
there is the strong possibility that he may bene-
fit, occupationally and otherwise, from a program
_more commensurate with his academic capacity.
There is considerable evidence that even limited
exposure to 2-year terminal vocational courses
represents an advantage for entry into a desirable
job.
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What we are most concerned about is the more
recent version of open enrollment, whose advo-
cates oppose the maintenance of elite, or even
moderately selective, public colleges or univer-
sities. Irrespective of academic performance,it
is claimed that all high school graduates should
have access to the public college of first choice,
however rigorous the program and unlikely the
entrant's survival. For open enrollment of this
sort, or approximations thereto, we foresee the
waste, frustration, and demoralization consequent
to frequent dropout, or else (and this we feel
may be the more likely possibility) adulteration
of the academic offering so as to accomodate the
"high risk" student. If the latter were to occur,
the damage would be sustained by the better stu-
dents seeking rigorous training at formerly elite
institutions, and by society in general, since it
would lose the full measure of the able student's
potential services. It is such open enrollment
in all colleges, 4-year as well as 2-year, and
academically rigorous as well as less rigorous,
which we feel should be approached with extreme
caution and subjected to scrupulous evaluation.

We conclude that the egalitarian impulse
alone, however admirable, is insufficient justifi-
cation for radical change in admission to higher
education, and that open enrollment should stand
or fall on the basis of demonstrable effects upon
college and students.
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Table 1. Post-high school behavior of 1966 high school graduates, as of Fall 1968, by academic characteristics of graduates

Post high-school behavior

All coll
Academic ‘| A11 HS A1l coll non- [All coll 4-yr 2-yr [All coll All &4-yr All 2-yr
characteristics | graduates entrants entrants |entrants. coll* coll** |entrants Contd Dropped [entrants* Contd Dropped |entrants** Contd Dropped
No. % Z % No. AR 4 Z No. X % Z No. Z % b4 No. b 4 % b4
High school
curriculum:
College prep. | 599 100 84 16 (501 100 81 19 (501 100 74 26 |405 100 81 19 96 100 45 55
All other 637 100 24 76 (153 100 50 50 (153 100 41 59 77 100 57 43 | 76 100 25 75
All curr., 1236 100 53 47 |654 100 74 26 |654 100 67 33 (482 100 77 23 |172 100 36 64
Chi square p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.01
Relative bright-
ness in HS:
Above average | 505 100 75 25 380 100 83 17 380 100 76 24 {317 100 84 16 63 100 38 62
Av. or below 741 100 37 63 277 100 61 39 273 100 55 45 [169 100 66 34 |108 100 35 65
All levels 1246 100 53 47 657 100 74 26 |653 100 67 33 486 100 77 23 |171 100 36 64
Chi square p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.001 Not significant, no clear
direction
Average grade
in HS:
Aor B 546 100 62 38 (340 100 87 13 340 100 77 23 |296 100 84 16 44 100 34 66
Less than B 701 100 46 54 (319 100 60 40 [319 100 55 45 (191 100 68 32 |[128 100 37 63
All grades 1247 100 53 47 |659 100 74 26 1659 100 67 33 (487 100 77 23 172 100 36 64
Chi square p =<.001 p =<.001 ‘ p =<.001 p =<.001 Not significant, no clear
direction
Relative bright-
ness in college: :
Above average 224 100 81 19 [224 100 80 20 (182 100 89 11 42 100 40 60
Av. or below Not applicable 431 100 70 30 (431 100 60 40 303 100 71 29 128 100 35 65
All levels 655 100 74 26 |655 100 67 33 [485 100 78 22 |170 100 36 64
Chi square p =<.01 p =<.001 p =<.001 Not significant, no clear
direction
Average grade
in college:
Aor B 284 100 81 19 284 100 80 20 [229 100 89 11 55 100 40 60
Less than B Not applicable 362 100 70 30 1362 100 58 42 1252 100 68 32 110 100 36 64
All grades 646 100 74 26 |646 100 68 32 (481 100 78 22 {165 100 38 62
Chi square p =<.01 p =<.001 p =<.001 Not significant, no clear
. direction

*Includes students who attended a 4-year college only and those who transferred to a 4-year college from a 2-year ome.
**Includes students who attended a 2-year college only and those who transferred to a 2-year college from a 4-year one.
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Table 2,

Post-high school behavior

Post-high school behavior of 1966 high school graduates, as of Fall 1968, by socio-economic characteristics of graduates

All coll
Socio-economic All HS All coll non- |All coll 4-yr 2-yr |All coll All 4-yr All 2-yr
characteristics graduates entrants entrants|entrants coll* coll**|entrants Contd Dropped|entrants* Contd Dropped|entrants%** Contd Dropped
No. DA A %Z . |No. z % Z No. Z % % No. % Z b3 No. Z Z 3
Respondent's
family
income:
$7500 & over 547 100 65 35 358 100 75 25 358 100 69 31 |268 100 79 21 90 100 39 61
Under $7500 615 100 40 60 (246 100 73 27 |246 100 60 40 179 100 73 27 67 100 25 75
All incomes 1162 100 52 48 1604 100 74 26 |[604 100 66 34 |447 100 75 25 {157 100 33 67
Chi square - p =<.001 Not significant,no p =<.05 Not significant, in Almost .05, in expected
clear direction expected direction direction
Occupation of head
of household:
White collar 495 100 69 31 340 100 81 19 {340 100 75 25 {274 100 83 17 66 100 42 58
All other 746 100 42 58 {314 100 66 34 314 100 57 43 (208 100 70 30 (106 100 32 68
All occupations 1241 100 53 47 654 100 74 26 |654 100 67 33 1482 100 77 23 (172 100 36 64
Chi square p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.001 Not significant, in
expected direction
Father's
education:
College grad. 147 100 86 14 [125 100 86 14 |125 100 82 18 |108 100 86 14 17 100 59 41
Some college 134 100 72 28 97 100 69 31 97 100 63 37 67 100 72 28 30 100 43 57
H.S.grad. 338 100 59 41 (199 100 74 26 199 100 64 36 |147 100 76 24 52 100 29 71
Less than
H.S.grad. 507 100 35 65 |178 100 66 34 178 100 56 44 |118 100 71 29 60 100 28 72
All levels 1126 100 53 47 [599 100 74 26 |599 100 65 35 |440 100 77 23 |159 100 35 65
Chi square p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.001 p =<.05 Not significant, in

expected direction

*Includes students who attended a 4-year college only and those who transferred to a 4-year college from a 2-year one.
**Includes students who attended a 2-year college only and those who transferred to a 2-year college from a 4-year one.



