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ABSTRACT 

This study was undertaken to examine the degree of 

relationship between scores on the General Education 

Development Test and the time away from formal schooling. 

The sample consisted of 894 appl i cants who took the GED 

between the years 1988-1990. 

A regression analysis was conducted to compare time since 

leaving school, grade comple t ion, and whether forma l GED 

preparatory classes were predictive of st nd rd score . 

While time away f r om schoo l w snot predictive of 

performance on the GED , gr 

further educat ion were pos iti 

t ion nd 1 nning fo r 

r ic or s o rformanc e . 

A correlation between g n s t n r cor show d 

slight ne ga t ive carrel t ion, ut 

.OS l eve l o f s ignific nc 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction to the Problem 

The traditional method of acquiring post secondary 

education has been to attend element h 1 h' ary sc oo, igh 

school, and then college. During world war Two the 

nation's work force was mobilized in an all out effort to 

make war materials. Many individuals were uprooted and 

unable to finish their formal educational requirements. 

Only after the war were many able to return and pursue 

college degrees. 

The traditional method of acquiring an education has 

not only been interrupted due to war, but has been 

interrupted for other reasons as well. High school 

dropouts have generally been viewed as delinquent. 

However, research conducted by Ogletree (1988) indicates 

the opposite. Ogletree found that very few dropouts had 

been in trouble with the law, raised in dangerous 

communities, involved in gangs, abused as children, etc. 

Instead, Ogletree found poverty and socioeconomic 

background were strongly correlated with dropping out. 

In 1942, the need to supply individuals with the means 

to further their education, resulted in the development of 

what now has become the General Education Development Test. 

The test batteries of General Educational Development were 

introduced by the examination staff of the United States 



.Armed Forces I ns titute (USAFI) · 
to help veterans that did 

not finis h their education (S warm, 1981). 

While the original purpose was to help military 

personnel who had not received ah" h h . ig sc ool diploma, the 

majority of i ndividuals tested today are civilian adults. 

In 1971, there were 387,733 persons tested in 1, 858 

official GED centers. The mean age of the person taking 

the test was 28. Forty one percent indicated that they 

were taking the test to qualify for training beyond high 

school. The average number of years of formal schooling 

completed was 9.78 (Sharon, 1972). 
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Each state department of education determines the 

standard scores required for issuance of a certificate. In 

Canada, the test is given in a central location and metrics 

are used in math. A French version of the test is also 

available. In the U.S., a Braille version is available for 

the blind, large print for those whose sight is partially 

impaired, and a Spanish version (Quigley, 1991). 

The Tests of General Educational Development (GED 

Tests) consist of five multiple-choice tests which measure 

achievement in those areas thought to be associated with 

high school study. The five tests, and their content area 

are described by American council on Education (1992) as 

follows: 

1. WRITING SKILLS: Part 1 - Sentence Structure (35%), 

Usage (35%), and Mechanics (30%). Part 2 - Essay. 



2. SOCIAL STUDIES: H" 
iS t ory (25%), Economics (20 %), 

Political Science (20%), B h 
e avioral Science (20%), and 

Geography ( 15%) . 

3. SCIENCE: Life Sciences - Biology (50%), Physical 

Science - Earth Science, Physics, and Chemistry (50%). 

4. INTERPRETING LITERATURE AND THE ARTS: Popular 

Literature (50%), Classical Literature (25%), and 

Commentary (25%). 

5. MATHEMATICS: Arithmetic - Measurement, Number 

Relationships, and Data Analysis (50%), Algebra (30%), and 

Geometry (20%). 

3 

In 1990, the number of persons taking the GED test 

increased to 763,618. This amounted to a twelve percent 

increase over the previous year. The decade of the 

eighties saw a pattern of declining participation in the 

GED program. However, in 1990 three million high school 

diplomas were issued in the United States. Over 430,000 of 

these diplomas were through the GED program (American 

Council on Education, 1990). 

In the fifty years since the program began, more than 

ten million adults have received their high school diplomas 

as a result of successful performance on the GED Tests. 

The General Educational Development (GED) Tests are 

designed to correspond to what is expected of high school 

seniors in the area of writing skills, social studies, 

science, literature and the arts, and mathematics. 



By passing the GE D adults e . 
' arn a hi gh school di ploma and 

are entitled to enroll in post secondary educational 

institut ions (Ba l dwi n , 199 0 ) . 

Sinc e it's inception in 1942, over 500 research 

s tud i es have been conducted by var1.·o · d ' 'd 1 • us 1.n 1.v1. ua s 1.n a 

variety of educational settings (Test of General 
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Educationa l Development Bibliography, 1991). one issue 

tha t has been the concern of researchers is reliability and 

validity of the instrument. 

Several studies have been conducted to test the 

reliability and validity of the tests. Whitney, Malizia, & 

Patience (1986) report that internal consistency of the GED 

tests were checked using Kuder-Richardson formula 20 (KR20) 

on a sample of high school seniors and a group of GED 

candidates. KR20 coefficients were reported for each group 

and ranged between .81 - .96 for both groups depending on 

the subtest taken. 

Malizia & Whitney (1982) report that during the 1980 

standardization study conducted by Education Testing 

Service, parallel forms reliability was checked when two 

forms of the test was administered to high school seniors 

and GED candidates. Results were that the sample scored 

within three to four points on the test which is what would 

be expected if a student retook the test after a period of 

time. 



To i nsure concurrent 1 . 
va idity , GED testing service 

regu l arly admi ni sters the G 
ED test t o graduating seniors 

across the United States. The data rece i ved he l p t o 

establish norms and standard test scores. On average, 33% 

of graduating seniors fail to reach the · d require scores 

established by most states (GED Testing Service, 1984). 

Thi s indicates that GED standards are slightly more 

stringent than norms established by most of the nation's 

high schools. 
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In recent years, states have established competency 

examinations to insure that high school graduates reach 

minimum standards. Sonnenblick (1980) administered the New 

York minimum competency reading test to a sample of GED 

candidates. In this study, 37% of those who passed the 

states test failed the GED test. No one who failed the GED 

test passed the state test. Whitney et al. (1986) further 

summarized research that dealt with reliability and 

validity issues surrounding the GED, including content and 

predictive validity. 

Research conducted, which examined the relationship 

between pre-college preparation and educational success at 

college, has shown no statistically significant difference 

in the college success of GED recipients and those 

obtaining high school diplomas (Willett, 1982) . A study 

was conducted by Andrew· (1954) to see if the amount of high 

school completion resulted in significantly different GED 



s cor s. The study concluded t ha t various amounts of 

high school training did no t result i'n i 
s gnificantly 

6 

different test scores on the GED tests. 
Andrew's s tudy was 

plagued by small s ample size (N=95 male h' non .1gh school 

graduates) , and he suggested a larger sample size should be 

used i n f uture research. 

Similar research conducted by Moser and Muirhead 

( 1949 ) using 2,000 soldiers as subjects indicated that the 

ability to interpret reading material increased with the 

grade last completed. However, coefficients of correlation 

indicated no relationship between an individual's score and 

the grade last completed. 

In a national survey of applicants to take the GED, 

Cerevero (1983) surveyed 13,000 applicants at over 250 

testing sites across the United States. The survey 

indicated that over half the candidates were 21 years old 

or younger. Nearly 70% of the candidates had completed the 

10th grade and 75% reported an average of "C" or higher 

before leaving school. In this survey, 90% of the 

examinees reported that they regularly read books, 

magazines, newspapers, etc. Over 60% cited general 

knowledge as their most important reason for reading. 

According to the survey, most individuals who left school 

continued to add to their cognitive abilities in some way. 

Si nce recent surveys indicate that the majority of 

individua ls who leave school passively continue their 



7 
education, it s hould be "bl possi e to measure the effect this 

has on scor e s of the GED. That is what this study seeks to 

do . By taking scores of individuals who take the test 

immediately after leaving school and comparing them to 

individuals who take the test after a period of time away 

from school, taking into account grade completion and 

formal preparation for the GED, one should be able to 

hypothesize that time away from school has a significant 

effect on test outcome. 

Additionally, age, formal preparation, and gender 

differences, as a predictive measure of test performance, 

can be hypothesized. Many take the GED as a requirement 

for employment, while others take the GED as a requirement 

before college admission. Indicating that one is taking 

the GED with the intentions of pursuing higher education 

may be hypothesized as predictive of test scores. 



The Sample 

CHAPTER 2 

Method and Results 

The sample consisted of all GED applicants selected 

from files in the Counseling and Testing Center at Austin 

Peay State University, in Clarksville, Tennessee for the 

years 1988 - 1990. The sample consisted of 299 males and 

595 females. All but one subject took the English version. 

Method 

Each applicant's file was reviewed and the following 

information extracted: date of test, date of withdrawal 

from school, was there formal preparation for the GED, 

standard scores on all five subtests, average standard 

scores, age of applicant, gender, whether applicant passed 

or failed, and last grade completed. 

Results 

Information obtained from the files indicates that 

1104 individuals took the GED during the three-year period. 

The age range of the group varied from 17-68 years of age, 

with a mean age of 28.151. Those applicants under 21 who 

took the test accounted for 38.949%. State of Tennessee 

standards require a standard score of 225, average score of 

45, and no subtest score below 35 for passing the GED. 

8 
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Und r h s id l i n s, 7 2 . 1 of the applicants pass d. 
Only firs irne score results were us ed i n the ana l ysis . 

o re t a ke s cores from subsequent tests were included. 

Grade compl etion ranged f rom s i xth grade through 

attendance of the t wel fth year of school, with a mean grade 

compl et i on of 9 .976 years of school. While 1104 took the 

test, certa i n data were absent on some forms. Analysis 

were compl eted on forms that had all data present for the 

various tests resulting in a revised sample of 299 males 

and 595 females for a total of 894 subjects. 

A regression analysis was conducted to compare time 

since leaving school, grade completion, and whether formal 

GED preparatory classes were predictive of standard score. 

The multiple R of 0.203 (2 <.0005) indicates that these 

variables were significant predictors of total standard 

scores on the GED. However, these variables accounted for 

only 4.1% of the variance. The associated beta weights 

(semi-partial correlations) indicate that dropping out in a 

higher grade (Beta= -.092 2 < .02) and planning further 

education (Beta =.107, 2 <.003) were positive predictors of 

performance. 

Time since leaving school (Beta= .043, 2 >.05) and 

gender (Beta= -.004, 2 = .896) were not significant 

predictors . Surprisingly, taking preparatory classes for 

the GED was a negative predictor (Beta = -.137, 2 <.0005) 

of performanc e on the GED . 
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Al hough g nde r was not significantly related to 

av rage standard score , a follow up anal ys is i ndicated 

gende r r elated variability i n subtest scores . Two hundred 

ninety nine males and 595 female sub jects we r e compared on 

several variab l es by using a t - tes t. Resul ts i ndi cate that 

no significant difference was found when gender was 

compared to t he average standard score. However, when each 

subtest was individually compared with gender, females were 

found to preform significantly better on writing and 

reading skills tests, while males preformed significantly 

better on science and mathematics skills tests. No 

s i gni ficant difference was found on the social studies 

ski lls test. Table 1 contains the means, standard 

deviations, and levels of significance of each test by 

gender. 
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Ta 1 1 

rences i n cores b Gender 

nder Number Mean SD Si gnificance 

ST OARD SCORE 

Fema le 595 248.21 39.57 p > . 05 

Ma l e 299 248.74 38 . 48 

WRI TI NG 

Female 595 49.06 8.23 p < .0005 

Male 299 46.12 8.28 

SOCIAL STUDIES 

Fema l e 595 51. 19 9.01 p > .05 

Male 299 51. 73 9.45 

SC IENCE 

Female 595 50.17 8.41 p < .0005 

Ma l e 299 52.35 8.99 

READ ING 

Fema l e 595 51.53 9.60 p < .01 

Ma l e 299 49.90 9.33 

MATHEMATICS 

595 46,42 8.19 p < .0005 
Female 

Male 299 
48 , 61 8.56 



12 
ddi ionally, t - test was preformed on each subt s 

comparing it to cl ss preparation. Res ults were t hat all 

su tests scores were significantly lower for those who took 

preparatory classes . A corre l ation between age and 

standard score was preformed. Res ul ts indicated a slight 

negative correlation between age and standard score 

(r= -. 037) but was not significant to the .05 level 

(p >.05). 

Fina lly, at-test was conducted comparing each subtest 

and s t andard score, to whether individuals were taking the 

GED fo r advanced training beyond high school. Results 

i ndi cate standard score and each subtest score was 

s i gni ficantly higher for those indicating they were 

pl anning to take advanced training beyond the high school 

level. Table 2 lists the mean scores, standard deviation, 

and level of significance for each test. 



Tab l e 2 

ean Differences i n GED Scores for Those Indicating 

Tra i ning Beyond Hi gh School and Those I ndi cat i ng No 

Additional Training Plans 
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Training Number Mean SD Significance 

STANDARD SCORE 

Tra i ning 463 253.19 39.86 p < .0005 

No Training 431 243.23 37.04 

MATHEMATICS 

Training 463 47.97 8.76 p < .001 

No Training 431 46.27 7.86 

READING 

Training 463 52.13 9.60 p < .0005 

No Training 431 49.75 9.32 

SCIENCE 

Training 463 51. 95 9.08 p < .0005 

No Training 431 49.76 8.05 

SOCIAL STUDIES 

463 52.25 9.15 p < .002 
Training 

No Training 431 50.43 9.08 

WRITING 

463 49.10 8.42 p <.0005 
Training 

431 46.97 8 . 16 
No Training 



CHAPTER 3 

Disc ussion 

The res u l ts of t he pre sent study 
indicate time away 

from school has no adverse effect on test results. The 

hypothes i s that time away from school would be a 

significant predictor of standard score was 
not supported. 

Thi s shou l d be encouraging news for those who did not 

complete their high school education and have reached a 

transitional time in their lives. 

While past research conducted by Moser and Muirhead in 

1949 , and Andrew in 1954, indicated that grade completion 

is not a significant predictor of GED scores, results of 

this study found that grade completion was indeed a 

significant predictor of GED scores. However, the purpose 

of the GED test is to recognize those educational 

experiences that have been acquired since leaving school. 

The relatively low correlation between grade completion and 

standard score lends support to the notion that more than 

specific content is being measured. Since time away from 

school is not a significant predictor of test performance, 

it may be that students who have less formal education are 

compensating through experience after leaving school. 

The most surprising finding in this study is the 

negative predi ct i ve relationship between individuals taking 

14 



G r 
ra ory cl s sand standard score . 

15 

unf ir o draw t he 
It would b 

c onclusion that GED preparatory classes 
are no hav i ng a significant effect on GED scores. The 
amount o f time i n these classes and the prior knowledge 
before e ntering these classes is unknown. 

Further study of 
the pr e paratory test instruct1.·on 

program is advised. 

Support for the hypothesis that scores of individuals 

taking the GED for advance training beyond high school was 

found. A quick look at research on GED applicants success 

i n college produces mixed results. A meta-analysis of all 

research on college performance is suggested for future 

research. 

It was found that age was not a significant predictor 

of score results which did not support the stated 

hypothesis. This should lend additional support to those 

who feel that they are too old to take the GED. 

Finally, the matter of gender differences on scores 

should be discussed. No significant difference in standard 

scores according to gender would seem to support the 

hypothesis as stated. However, upon further study it was 

revealed that males did better in mathematics and science, 

females did better in reading and writing, and no 

difference in social studies was found. The hypothesis as 

stated was not supported. For decades the stereotypical 

better l.·n mathematics and science has view that males are 

oft en been stated. The results in this study may be a 



ref l c ion o f 8 r O YP vi ws still present i n the 

c l ass oom . 
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I n conclusion , the GED is provided to give a second 

chance at education. The statements t hat a person is too 

old, been away from school too long, or did not go far 

enough in school, cannot be supported by the evidence 

presented in this study. On October 31, 1981 this author 

took the GED a t age 25, after being away from school for 10 

years, and onl y finishing the ninth grade. 
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