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Introduction
Educators and policymakers have set a goal that 

all students graduate from high school ready for 

college and careers. As a nation, however, we are 

falling short of achieving this goal, particularly 

for students from at-risk groups. In 2013, in 

states with the highest percentages of students 

taking the ACT® college readiness assessment, 

41% of students from the two lowest family 

income categories met ACT College Readiness 

Benchmarks1 in English, 19% in mathematics, 

23% in reading, and 17% in science.2

A substantial body of research supports the idea 

that the path to college and career readiness 

begins well before middle and high school. Gaps 

in vocabulary development begin in very early 

childhood.3 Large numbers of disadvantaged 

students enter kindergarten behind in early 

reading and mathematics skills, oral language 

development, vocabulary, and general knowledge.4 

In turn, early reading and mathematics skills and 

general knowledge predict student success in the 

later grades. 5 Learning gaps are likely to widen 

over time because of “Matthew effects,” whereby 

those who start out ahead are at a relative 

advantage in acquiring new knowledge.6 

As a result of these effects, many middle and 

high schools inherit large numbers of students 

who are academically far off track—well below 

the level that predicts they are likely to graduate 

college and career ready. This is especially true 

for schools serving at-risk student populations. 

Substantial resources and energy have been 

invested into increasing the capacity of high 

schools to address the needs of those students.7 

But if it’s difficult for middle and high schools to 

close these students’ academic preparation gaps 

despite the extra attention, perhaps more should 

be invested in narrowing the gaps earlier.

In an earlier policy report,8 ACT examined the 

percentage of academically far off track students 

in grade 8 from multiple states who were able to 

reach ACT College Readiness Benchmarks on the 

ACT in grade 12, as an indicator of the challenges 

school systems face in closing academic 

preparation gaps at the high school level. We also 

looked at the percentage of far off track students 

in grade 4 in a single state, Arkansas, who 

reached the corresponding Benchmarks on  

ACT Explore® in eighth grade. This served 

to indicate the difficulty of closing students’ 

preparation gaps in the middle grades. In all cases, 

we found that relatively few far off track students 

caught up in four years—typically fewer than 

10%. We also noted that our high school student 

sample in particular was subject to selection bias 

in favor of more motivated students who stayed 

in school and took three college readiness tests. 

Therefore, we concluded, a more representative 

sample would probably show even lower  

catching-up rates for high school students who 

were behind academically.
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the longitudinal grades 8–11 and 8–12 

cohorts in the study.16 17 Students in at-risk 

demographic groups (highlighted in Table 2) 

were Far Off Track at higher rates than their 

less-at-risk counterparts. Using reading as 

an example, 28% of non–low-income but 

51% of low-income eighth graders were 

Far Off Track. Compared with the low-

income student group, similar percentages 

of Hispanic students were Far Off Track 

in each subject, while the percentages for 

African American, English language learners, 

and special education students were 

higher. These percentages underscore the 

challenges faced by many high schools in 

educating students from at-risk groups.18

• Far Off Track students scored more 

than a full standard deviation below the 

Benchmark. These are the students 

treated as “academically far behind” in  

this report.

For example, a score of 16 or better on 

the ACT Explore Reading assessment 

indicated that a student was On Track; Off 

Track students scored from 13 to 15, while 

students scoring 12 or below were classified 

as Far Off Track.14

As shown in Table 2, substantial percentages 

of eighth graders from all demographic 

groups were Far Off Track in mathematics, 

reading, and science in 2006–07, 2007–08, 

and 2008–09, the starting years for 

This report extends our earlier research by 

analyzing student catch-up rates in grades 

4–8 (middle grades) and 8–11 or 8–12 (high 

school) by student demographic subgroup.9 

Two states, Arkansas and Kentucky, supplied 

the data needed to link student enrollment 

and test records across those grade spans 

and to disaggregate students into the 

following demographic groups:

• All students

• Low-income students10

• Non–low-income students

• African American students

• Hispanic students

• Other students (not African American  

or Hispanic)11

• English language learners12

• Special education students

Disaggregating the data by demographic 

group is important because at-risk 

demographic groups are likely not only to 

have higher percentages of students who are 

academically far off track, but also have lower 

percentages of far off track students who 

catch up.

Catching Up in High School

How many students from different 
demographic groups were Far Off 
Track in eighth grade?

Our analysis covered multiple cohorts of 

Arkansas and Kentucky students who took 

ACT Explore as eighth graders and the ACT 

in grade 11 or 12.13 For purposes of this 

study, we divided eighth-grade students from 

each demographic group into three academic 

preparation groups in each subject based on 

their performance on ACT Explore in that 

subject:

• On Track students met the ACT College 

Readiness Benchmark on ACT Explore 

(Table 1) in the subject.

• Off Track students missed the Benchmark 

by one standard deviation or less.

Table 1. ACT College Readiness Benchmarks15

Subject Area Test

ACT Explore 
Benchmark 

Grade 8
ACT Plan® 
Benchmark

ACT  
Benchmark

English 13 15 18

Reading 16 18 22

Mathematics 17 19 22

Science 18 20 23

Table 2. Percentages of Students Who Were Far Off Track on Grade 8 ACT Explore

Category Mathematics Reading Science

All students 32 39 31

Low-income* 43 51 40

Non–low-income 21 28 21

African American 51 61 48

Hispanic 40 50 38

Other* 28 35 28

English language learners 57 70 52

Special education 72 70 63

* Low-income students were defined as those eligible for the free and reduced price lunch program. “Other” students  
were those who are not African American or Hispanic. In Arkansas and Kentucky, the greater majority of Other students 
were White.

At-risk student groups are highlighted.
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What percentage of eighth graders 
from the three academic preparation 
groups (On Track, Off Track, and 
Far Off Track) met ACT College 
Readiness Benchmarks in grade 11 
or 12?

As Figure 1 illustrates, it was difficult for 

students starting Off Track or Far Off Track 

to catch up in high school. For example, 

in mathematics, only 2% of Far Off Track 

eighth graders in longitudinal cohorts in the 

study reached the ACT College Readiness 

Benchmarks in grade 11 or 12 (Figure 1). 

The corresponding percentages were 14% 

for Off Track students and 64% for On Track 

students. The results were similar in reading 

and science.

As Figures 2 and 3 illustrate, catching up 

(for Off Track and Far Off Track students) 

or staying on track (for On Track students) 

was more difficult for low-income than for 

non–low-income students. Using reading as 

an example, 4% of low-income Far Off Track 

eighth graders met the ACT Benchmarks in 

grades 11 or 12 (Figure 2), compared with 

8% for their non–low-income counterparts 

(Figure 3). In general, low-income students 

in each of the three academic preparation 

groups reached the ACT Benchmarks at 

lower rates than their non–low-income 

counterparts in every subject.

These longitudinal cohorts included only 

students who stayed in school and followed 

a normal grade progression. The inclusion of 

dropouts and students who were held back 

a grade would likely reduce the percentages 

of students reaching ACT Benchmarks and 

widen the observed disparity between  

low-income and non–low-income students.19

Figure 1. Percentage Meeting ACT College Readiness Benchmarks (Grades 11 and 12 ACT)
All Students Disaggregated by Grade 8 Academic Preparation Level
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Figure 2. Percentage Meeting College Readiness Benchmarks (Grades 11 and 12 ACT)
Low-Income Students Disaggregated by Grade 8 Academic Preparation Level
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Figure 3. Percentage Meeting College Readiness Benchmarks (Grades 11 and 12 ACT)
Non–Low-Income Students Disaggregated by Grade 8 Academic Preparation Level
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What percentage of Far Off Track 
eighth graders from different student 
demographic groups caught up or 
nearly caught up by grade 11 or 12?

In addition to calculating the percentage of 

Far Off Track eighth graders who reached 

the ACT Benchmarks, we also examined 

the percentage of Far Off Track students 

who nearly reached the Benchmarks. In this 

analysis, we defined “nearly reached the 

ACT Benchmark” as scoring a half standard 

deviation or less below the Benchmark—in the 

top half of the Off Track achievement level.

Figure 4. Percentage of Far Off Track Eighth-Grade Students Reaching or Nearly Reaching  
ACT Benchmarks in Grade 11 or 12, By Student Income
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Figure 5. Percentage of Far Off Track Eighth-Grade Students Reaching or Nearly Reaching  
ACT Benchmarks in Grade 11 or 12, By Student Ethnicity
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Note: Subtotals may not add to totals due to rounding.

Figure 4 shows the percentage of Far Off 

Track eighth-grade students in each subject 

who either reached or nearly reached the 

ACT Benchmark, disaggregated by student 

family income. Using reading as an example, 

4% of low-income students (bottom bar 

segment) who were Far Off Track in eighth 

grade reached the ACT Benchmark in grade 

11 or 12—the same information shown in 

Figure 2. Adding in students who nearly 

reached the ACT Benchmark (top bar 

segment) brings the total to 15%. Conversely, 

85% of low-income eighth graders who 

were Far Off Track in reading did not come 

close to reaching the ACT Benchmark 

by grade 11 or 12. For non–low-income 

students, 24% reached or nearly reached the 

reading Benchmark, leaving 76% who did 

not. This was the highest percentage of Far 

Off Track students from any demographic 

group who reached or nearly reached the 

ACT Benchmark in any subject. In all cases, 

low-income Far Off Track students reached 

or nearly reached Benchmarks at lower rates 

than their non–low-income counterparts.
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subject, we used longitudinal student data 

from the two states in the study to match 

fourth-grade state test and eighth-grade 

ACT Explore scores for the same students. 

We identified the lowest fourth-grade score 

in each subject in each state associated 

with a 50% or better chance of reaching 

the ACT Explore benchmark in the same 

subject; fourth-grade students scoring at or 

above this target score were categorized 

as On Track in the subject.20 Using a similar 

definition as in eighth grade, Off Track fourth-

grade students scored no more than one 

standard deviation below the target score, 

Figures 5 and 6 provide similar information 

by student ethnic category and for English 

language learners and special education 

students. In nearly all cases, Far Off Track 

students from at-risk groups reached 

or nearly reached the Benchmarks at 

lower rates than did their less-at-risk 

counterparts—the sole exception was 

for Hispanic versus Other students in 

mathematics. The picture was slightly more 

favorable in reading than in mathematics and 

science. Taking African American students as 

an example, 12% of Far Off Track students 

reached or nearly reached the Benchmark 

in reading by grade 11 or 12, compared 

with 2% in mathematics and 6% in science. 

This leaves 88% of Far Off Track African 

American students who did not come close 

in reading, 98% in mathematics, and 94% in 

science. Low catch-up rates by students from 

at-risk groups are of special concern since 

students from those groups are more likely to 

be Far Off Track in the first place (Table 2).

Catching Up in Grades 4–8

How many students from different 
demographic groups were Far Off 
Track in fourth grade?

To classify fourth-grade students into the 

three academic preparation groups (On 

Track, Off Track, and Far Off Track) in each 

Figure 6. Percentage of Far Off Track Eighth-Grade Students Reaching or Nearly Reaching  
ACT Benchmarks in Grade 11 or 12, for English Language Learners and Special Education Students
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and Far Off Track students missed the target 

by more than one standard deviation.21

As shown in Table 3, substantial percentages 

of fourth graders from all demographic 

groups were Far Off Track in mathematics, 

reading, and science in 2006–07 and  

2007–08, the starting years for the 

longitudinal grades 4–8 cohorts in the 

study. 22 Students in at-risk demographic 

groups (highlighted in Table 3) were Far Off 

Track at higher rates than their less-at-risk 

counterparts. Using reading as an example, 

29% of non–low-income but 53% of  

Table 3. Percentages of Students Who Were Far Off Track in Grade 4

Category Mathematics Reading Science

All students 38% 43% 44%

Low-income* 49% 53% 55%

Non–low-income 25% 29% 32%

African American 59% 64% 69%

Hispanic 47% 56% 58%

Other* 33% 38% 40%

English language learners 54% 65% 69%

Special education 62% 67% 61%

* Low-income students were defined as those eligible for the free and reduced price lunch program. “Other” students  
were those who are not African American or Hispanic. In Arkansas and Kentucky, the greater majority of those students 
were White.

At-risk student groups are highlighted. Science results were from Kentucky, as Arkansas did not test science in fourth 
grade. Fourth-grade reading results for Arkansas were those on the Literacy test, which also covers writing.
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low-income fourth graders were Far Off 

Track. Similar disparities existed between 

those two groups in mathematics and 

science. As was the case in eighth grade, Far 

Off Track rates for Hispanic students were 

similar to those in the low-income group, 

while African American students, English 

language learners, and special education 

students were Far Off Track at higher 

rates. As is the case for high school, these 

percentages underscore the challenges 

faced by many elementary and middle 

schools in educating students from at-risk 

groups.

What percentage of fourth graders 
from the three academic preparation 
groups (On Track, Off Track, and 
Far Off Track) met the ACT Explore 
Benchmarks in grade 8?

Figure 7 shows how the percentage 

of students meeting the ACT Explore 

Benchmarks in grade 8 was related to 

students’ academic preparation level in 

fourth grade. In mathematics, for example, 

6% of Far Off Track and 31% of Off Track 

students caught up in grades 4–8, while 

69% of previously On Track students stayed 

on track. The pattern was similar for reading 

and science.

As Figures 8 and 9 indicate, catching up 

(for Off Track and Far Off Track students) 

or staying on track (for On Track students) 

in the middle grades was more difficult 

for low-income than for non–low-income 

students. Using reading as an example, 6% 

of Far Off Track low-income fourth graders 

met the ACT Explore Benchmark in grade 

8 (Figure 8), versus 10% for their non–low-

income counterparts (Figure 9). For the 

Off Track group, 27% of low-income and 

40% of non–low-income students reached 

the Benchmark, while the corresponding 

percentages for fourth-grade On Track 

students were 53% for low-income and 71% 

for non–low-income students.

Figure 7. Percentage Meeting ACT College Readiness Benchmarks (Grade 8 ACT Explore)
All Students Disaggregated by Grade 4 Academic Preparation Level
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Figure 8. Percentage Meeting College Readiness Benchmarks (Grade 8 ACT Explore)
Low-Income Students Disaggregated by Grade 4 Academic Preparation Level
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Figure 9. Percentage Meeting ACT College Readiness Benchmarks (Grade 8 ACT Explore)
Non–Low-Income Students Disaggregated by Grade 4 Academic Preparation Level
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The highest percentage for any subject 

and demographic group was for non–low-

income students in science, where 36% of 

Far Off Track students met or nearly met the 

Benchmark, leaving 64% who did not.

Figures 11 and 12 provide similar information 

by student ethnic category and for English 

language learners and special education 

students. The picture was slightly more 

favorable in science than in mathematics and 

reading. Taking African American students as 

an example, 16% of Far Off Track fourth-

grade students reached or nearly reached 

Using mathematics as an example, 5% of 

low-income students (bottom bar segment) 

who were Far Off Track in fourth grade 

reached the ACT Explore Benchmark in 

grade 8—the same information shown 

in Figure 8. Adding students who nearly 

reached the Benchmark (top bar segment) 

brings the total to 13%. Conversely, 87% 

of Far Off Track low-income fourth graders 

did not come close to reaching the ACT 

Explore Benchmark. For non–low-income 

students, 22% reached or nearly reached 

the Benchmark, leaving 78% who did not. 

What percentage of Far Off Track 
fourth graders from different student 
demographic groups caught up or 
nearly caught up by eighth grade?

Figure 10 shows the percentage of Far 

Off Track fourth-grade students in each 

subject who reached or nearly reached the 

ACT Explore Benchmark, disaggregated 

by student family income. As was the case 

in high school, we defined “nearly reached 

the ACT Explore Benchmark” as scoring a 

half standard deviation or less below the 

Benchmark—in the top half of the Off Track 

achievement level in grade 8.

Figure 10. Percentage of Far Off Track Fourth-Grade Students Reaching or Nearly Reaching  
Grade 8 ACT Explore Benchmarks, By Student Income
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Figure 11. Percentage of Far Off Track Fourth-Grade Students Reaching or Nearly Reaching  
Grade 8 ACT Explore Benchmarks, By Student Ethnicity
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Conclusion
The results of this study extend the findings 

of our previous research to show the 

additional difficulty of catching up Far Off 

Track students from at-risk demographic 

groups. Our recommendations in this section 

should be of great interest to educators 

and policymakers concerned about 

meeting the needs of at-risk students. Each 

recommendation should be implemented not 

in isolation, but accompanied by all of the 

supporting changes needed to make it work.

At the local level, school and district leaders 

should consider the following strategies:

• Teach a content-rich curriculum in the 

early grades. Ensure that all students 

receive a content- and vocabulary-rich 

curriculum beginning in the early years, 

spanning a range of subject areas 

including not only English language arts 

and mathematics, but also science, history, 

geography, civics, foreign language, 

and the arts.24 25 Such a curriculum—

the basis for preparing students long 

term for college, careers, and informed 

citizenship—is valuable for all students 

but is likely to be especially beneficial for 

school cohorts, as attrition of less-prepared 

and more poorly motivated students is 

likely to be greater in high school than in 

the middle grades. To the extent that we 

nonetheless observe more students catching 

up in the middle grades, this could strengthen 

the argument that catching students up is 

easier in those grades.

A second issue is differences in the content 

alignment of the fourth-grade state test with 

the eighth-grade ACT Explore, compared with 

the alignment of ACT Explore with the ACT. 

A more closely aligned prior test is better 

able to identify which students are Far Off 

Track with regard to the content measured 

on the later test, producing lower catching-up 

rates for the better-identified Far Off Track 

students. To the extent that ACT Explore is 

better aligned with the ACT than a fourth-

grade state test is with ACT Explore, this 

effect would work in the opposite direction 

from selection effects, making catching up 

appear to be easier in the middle grades.23

Regardless of whether catching up students 

turns out to be easier in earlier grades, 

starting earlier gives students more time to 

do so.

the science Benchmark in eighth grade, 

compared with 9% in mathematics and 7% in 

reading. This still left 84% who did not come 

close to the science Benchmark.

In general, Far Off Track students from 

at-risk groups reached or nearly reached 

Benchmarks at lower rates in the same 

subject than their less-at-risk counterparts, a 

matter of concern given that students from 

at-risk groups were more likely to be Far Off 

Track in fourth grade (Table 3).

How did growth by Far Off Track 
students in the middle grades 
compare with growth by Far Off 
Track students in high school?

A comparison of grades 8 to high school 

(Figures 1–6) with grades 4–8 (Figures 

7–12) provides evidence that students 

caught up at higher rates in the middle 

grades than in high school, especially in 

mathematics and science. However, growth 

comparisons between grades 4–8 and 8–11 

or 12 can be difficult to interpret for various 

reasons. One is differences in selection 

effects between the two levels. These effects 

ought to favor growth by students in high 

Figure 12. Percentage of Far Off Track Fourth-Grade Students Reaching or Nearly Reaching  
Grade 8 ACT Explore Benchmarks, for English Language Learners and Special Education Students
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score trends but at whether the school 

system is putting in place practices that 

are likely, based on sound research, to 

bear fruit over the long term. For example, 

adopting a content-rich curriculum that 

builds knowledge and vocabulary in the 

early grades is likely to pay off with better 

reading comprehension in the upper 

grades.33

• Use data to inform the setting of 

accountability goals. Use data on 

historically observed student growth 

to identify realistic goals that schools 

might be expected to accomplish. For 

example, reasonable growth goals might 

be set based on student performance in 

more successful schools,34 and goals for 

percentages of students reaching college 

and career readiness should take into 

account students’ starting points and the 

number of years the school has available 

to catch them up.

Federal policymakers should consider  

the following:

• Encourage the use of statewide 

longitudinal data systems for research 

studies. Continue to fund the development 

of statewide longitudinal data systems 

that make possible research on long-term 

student progress such as that featured 

in this report. Encourage states to 

facilitate access to the data by third-party 

researchers under appropriate privacy 

protections.35

• Fund evaluation research on teaching a 

content-rich curriculum in the early grades. 

Fund research through the Institute for 

Education Sciences to evaluate programs 

and strategies aimed at reducing 

achievement gaps by promoting a 

content-rich curriculum. 

• Monitor and intervene early. Use multiple 

indicators to monitor whether students 

are on track, beginning in the early 

grades. Monitor student engagement 

as well as student learning. The early 

emergence of preparation gaps and their 

tendency to widen over time underscore 

the importance of monitoring student 

progress in the early years. Monitoring 

should guide decisions about how to 

improve the regular academic program 

as well as the choice of interventions. 

Combining data on student academic 

progress with information on the 

interventions students receive can provide 

evidence on which interventions are most 

effective for students.31

• Use data on students’ prior achievement in 

planning and evaluating secondary school 

programs. Educators and researchers 

should use data to identify what levels of 

prior achievement put students in a strong 

position to succeed in specific middle and 

high school programs, such as Advanced 

Placement or early-college high schools. 

When monitoring the impact of programs 

implemented in the later grades, ask for 

which students (based on prior academic 

preparation) is this program producing 

good results? For example, a high school 

program might turn out to be suitable for 

On Track students but inadequate for Far 

Off Track students. Changes might need 

to be made in earlier grades to enable 

more students to benefit from advanced 

academic programs in the middle and 

upper grades.32

State and local policymakers, for their 

part, should consider the following: 

• Focus on the long term in school 

accountability. Redesign accountability 

systems to encourage actions taken 

to produce long-term gains in student 

learning. Educators and policymakers 

should look not only at short-term test 

students from at-risk demographic groups, 

who are more likely to arrive from home 

with limited knowledge and vocabulary.26 

Thus, teaching a rich curriculum to all 

students is likely to help counteract 

Matthew effects and narrow achievement 

gaps. In addition, educators can work to 

strengthen the reading and mathematics 

program in preschool through third grade 

and implement programs and strategies 

that improve students’ attendance and 

academic behaviors.27 28 29

• Conduct a “gap analysis” of the district’s 

current practices. To perform such an 

analysis, educators can use the ACT Core 

Practice™ Framework, which provides 

a detailed list of district-, school-, and 

classroom-level practices organized into 

five areas: 30

 –  Curriculum and Academic Goals—What 

do we expect all students to know and 

be able to do in each course, grade, and 

subject?

 –  Staff Selection, Leadership, and 

Capacity Building—How do we select 

and develop the leaders and teachers 

needed to ensure every student in the 

system meets these expectations?

 –  Instructional Tools: Programs and 

Strategies—What programs, strategies, 

materials, and time allocation do we 

use to teach the necessary content and 

skills?

 –  Monitoring Performance and Progress—

How do we know if students learned 

what they should?

 –  Intervention and Adjustment—If 

students are not learning what they 

should, what do we do about it?

 Teams of educators at the school and 

district levels can use the framework’s 

self-evaluation rubrics to compare local 

practices with those described in the 

framework and identify where they should 

focus their improvement efforts.
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