
Educational Inventory: 
Where Does the 

Southeast Stand? 
Gene Wilson and Gene Sullivan 

With its improving educational infrastructure, 
the Southeast is about to catch up with 

national norms of educational attainment. 
Those age groups most likely to enter new 
industries and jobs have shown especially 

dramatic improvement, enhancing the 
competitiveness of the region's work force. 

Potential economic development of a region 
hinges heavily both on people and natural 
resources—but people are its crucial asset As 
important as natural resources are, they remain 
unproductive until men and women acquire 
sufficient knowledge, skills, and capabilities to 
harness them. In fact, a resourceful population 
often can compensate for major deficiencies in 
other assets in fostering an area's economic 
development. 

Like other resources, the population can be 
developed to enhance its potential contri-
bution to a region's economy. Given the all-
important role of people in economic develop-
ment, it seems ironic that some regions have 
paid so little attention to the process of human 
development which includes education and 
training. 

Within the United States, the Southeast his-
torically has lagged seriously in improving its 
human resources. A number of reasons account 
for the neglect of educational development, 
but probably the most important relates to the 
past perception of the economic payoff to 
resources invested in education. In an economy 
where for several centuries the masses were 
employed in hand labor such as chopping 
timber, harvesting tobacco, and picking cotton, 
the economic returns to education seemed 
slim at best. Most people had few incentives to 
take advantage of the formal schooling that 
was offered. Thus, school attendance was readily 
abandoned when any opportunity for produc-
tive employment was available, and especially 
when education involved out-of-pocket costs 
for cash-scarce households. 

For most individuals, those decisions may 
have been a rational response to the economy 
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that persisted in the Southeast until the out-
break of World War II. Yet such rational choices 
have proven to be short-sighted in light of the 
rapid economic changes that have emerged 
within the region since that time. The jobs that 
accompanied the subsequent industrialization 
and urbanization of the Southeast demanded 
capabilities acquired through formal education. 
Unfortunately, much of the native work force 
was ill-prepared to make the transition from 
the low-skilled tasks to which many had been 
involuntarily restricted or to which they had 
unwittingly l imited themselves. 

Although emphasis on education rose with 
postwar awareness of its new importance, 
attempts to attract or create industries requiring 
skilled employees allegedly have continued to 
be hampered by the relatively poor education 
in the region. Today, the belief is widespread 
that desirable future economic development 
depends on elevating the educational level of 
the work force. Hence, there is urgent interest 
in the education of the Southeast's population 
and how it compares with that of other regions. 

This article will attempt to inventory the 
region's educational assets, generally divided 
into two categories: the educational infrastruc-
ture and the educational attainment of the 
population. The latter possibly determines 
economic potential and the former may be 
important in determining future economic 
development. 

Have educational conditions changed in the 
region in recent decades? If so, how dramatically? 
How do the educational systems of southern 
states compare with those of other regions? Are 
higher educational opportunities readily avail-
able? What is the educational level of the 
population? These are only a few of the ques-
tions that must be answered to understand the 
region's potential for economic development. 

Education 
In its broadest sense, education includes any 

intentional or inadvertent transfer of knowledge 
or skill either verbally, pictorially, in written 
form, or via computer. For education to have 
occurred, at least one person must have in-
creased his or her human skills. A more restric-
tive view of education, and the one adopted 
here, would be the purposeful transfer of 
knowledge or skills through a designed process, 
that is, formal education. This is similar to 
manufacturing processes in which inputs are 
utilized to produce some output In this instance, 
human resources and capital are combined to 
turn out individuals with enhanced knowledge 
and skill. 

The Infrastructure 
Human Resources. The most important input 

of the educational process is almost certainly 
the teacher, who both transfers acquired know-
ledge to students and directs the learning 
process with related materials such as books. 
In the past 60 years, the number of teachers in 
the Southeast has increased by 312 percent, 
and by 146 percent since 1950 alone. While 
this surge accompanied an increase in the 
student population, the growth rate in teachers 
far exceeded that of enrollment (see Table 1) 
and also has surpassed the national rate of 
growth. The faster relative gain in the Southeast 
was at least partly attributable to its low starting 
position compared with the rest of the nation. 

As might be expected, the Sixth District's 
teacher distribution is related directly to the 
number of students in different states. Almost 
half of the Southeasts elementary and secondary 
schoolteachers work in Florida and Georgia. 
Mississippi claims the smallest share of teachers, 
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Tab le 1 . Numbers of Teachers and Pupils, Southeast and Uni ted States, 1920-1980 

Number of Public School Teachers 

1920 1930 1940 

Alabama 12,558 17,130 19,405 
Florida 6,819 10,960 13,189 
Georgia 15,921 19,071 22,846 
Louisiana 8,966 12,173 14,830 
Mississippi 11,962 15,138 14,773 
Tennessee 13,277 18,331 20,147 
Sixth Distr ict 69,503 92,803 105,190 
United States 679 ,533 854,263 875,477 

Pupils Enrolled, Elementary 
(in thousands) 

1920 1930 1940 

Alabama 543 562 5 8 6 
Florida 243 301 292 
Georgia 6 8 3 6 3 3 612 
Louisiana 3 4 9 377 3 7 4 
Mississippi 531 5 4 3 521 
Tennessee 611 558 5 4 0 
Sixth District 2 ,960 2,974 2,925 
United States 20,898 21,347 18,832 

Pupils Enrolled, Secondary 
(in thousands) 

1920 1930 1940 

Alabama 58 61 100 
Florida 23 45 77 
Georgia 63 81 126 
Louisiana 42 58 99 
Mississippi 3 0 52 73 
Tennessee 47 70 108 
Sixth District 2 6 3 3 6 7 583 
United States 3,390 4,407 6,601 

Total Pupils Enrol led 
(in thousands) 

1920 1930 1940 

Alabama 601 6 2 3 6 8 6 
Florida 2 6 6 3 4 6 3 6 9 
Georgia 746 713 738 
Louisiana 391 4 3 5 4 7 3 
Mississippi 561 595 5 9 4 
Tennessee 658 628 6 4 8 
Sixth District 3,223 3,340 3,508 
United States 24,288 25,678 25,433 

Source : Statistical Abstract ot the United States, va r i ous years . 

1950 1960 1970 1980 

21,612 28,810 33,026 41 ,300 
16,957 46,210 62,419 78,300 
24,380 37,191 44,007 56,500 
15,652 30,026 35,469 42 ,700 
15,627 19,784 22,533 26,300 
22,202 29,861 35,450 41 ,400 

116,430 191,882 232,904 286,500 
913,671 1,651,310 2,061,115 2,194,000 

1950 1960 1970 1980 

556 6 0 9 5 7 0 522 
3 5 3 7 6 8 1,016 1,064 
571 7 4 8 8 0 0 7 5 9 
4 0 0 542 6 1 6 5 4 8 
4 4 7 452 3 8 9 3 6 0 
539 6 2 9 6 4 9 6 0 0 

2,866 3,748 4,040 3,853 
19,464 27,602 32 ,574 28,304 

1950 1960 1970 1980 

124 179 2 3 6 2 4 3 
97 2 2 5 412 532 

147 201 299 3 3 6 
84 151 2 2 7 245 
81 115 146 155 

120 182 251 2 6 8 
6 5 3 1,053 1,571 1,779 

5,752 8,485 13,300 13,840 

1950 1960 1970 1980 

6 8 0 788 8 0 6 765 
4 5 0 9 9 3 1,428 1,596 
7 1 8 949 1,099 1,095 
4 8 4 693 8 4 3 793 
528 567 5 3 5 515 
659 811 9 0 0 8 6 8 

3,519 4,801 5,611 5,632 
25,216 36,087 45,874 52,144 
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Table 2. Pupil/Teacher Ratios, Sixth-District States Chart 1 . Elementary and Secondary School Enrollment 
Sixth-Distr ict States 

1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 
Alabama 47.9 36.4 35.4 31.5 27.4 24.1 18.5 
Florida 39.0 31.8 28.0 26.5 21.5 22.9 20.4 
Georgia 46.9 37.4 32.3 29.5 25.5 25.0 19.4 
Louisiana 43.6 35.8 31.9 30.9 23.1 23.8 18.6 
Mississippi 46.9 39.3 40.2 33.8 28.7 23.7 19.5 
Tennessee 49.6 34.3 32.2 29.7 27.2 25.4 21.0 
United States 46.4 36.0 33.4 30.2 25.0 24.1 19.9 

Source : C a l c u l a t e d f r o m Tab le 1. 

with only 9 percent of the District's total, but 
student enrollments also are lowest there. 
Thus, in spite of the strong population growth 
in Florida and Georgia and much less vigorous 
growth in Mississippi, current pupil-teacher 
ratios are similar for each District state. 

The pupil-teacher ratio is considered a mea-
sure of the quality of education. The fewer 
students per teacher, presumably the more 
individualized the instruction can be. In both 
the South and the nation, such ratios have 
fallen in recent decades. In Mississippi, for 
example, the pupil-teacher ratio fell from 28.7 
in 1960 to 19.5 in 1980. During the past 60 
years, the Southeast's average ratio fell from 
over46 students per teacher to a current level of 
20 (see Table 2). In 1980, District states ranged 
from a ratio of 18.5 in Alabama to 21 in Ten-
nessee. 

Human Capital. Whi le the population of 
teachers has continued to increase over the 
years, student enrollment trends have begun 
to change course (see Chart 1). Enrollment in 
secondary schools has started to fall in the 
South, just as elementary enrollments begin to 
increase after years of decline. Only Florida 
maintained its growth in the number of ele-
mentary students from 1970 to 1980, largely as 
a result of significant in-migration. For that 10-
year period, District enrollment fell 4.6 percent 
in elementary schools while rising 13.2 percent 
in secondary schools. For the nation, however, 
enrollment during the same period fell 13 
percent in elementary schools and rose only 4 
percent in secondary schools. (Table 3 shows 
that private school enrollments declined in 
both number and share of the total from 1964 
to 1978.) 

Millions b ; 950 
960 

11970 
1980 

V ^ ^ 

S o u r c e Statistical Abstract ot the United States 

1.4 

1.2 

1.0 
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Char t 2. Col lege Enrol lment in Sixth District 

Millions 

I j Enrollment 

0 

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 
Source : S o u t h e a s t e r n R e g i o n a l C o u n c i l fo r E d u c a t i o n I m p r o v e m e n t 

{Fal l 1983) . 

Within the last half-century, the Southeast's 
accomplishments in higher education have 
more closely resembled its accomplishments at 
the elementary and secondary levels. As recently 
as 40 years ago, only 119,000 students (less 
than one percent of the population) were 
enrolled past secondary school; today District 
enrollments exceed 1.3 million, or 4 percent of 
the population as compared with 5 percent 
at the national level (see Chart 2). Reflecting 
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the South's lagging educational development 
in earlier years, growth rates in college enroll-
ments accelerated sharply in the 1960s and 
continue to exceed rates in most regions of the 
country-

During the 1970s, student enrollment at 
southeastern colleges expanded by 59 percent, 
whereas the rate of growth was 43 percent 
nationwide. Even so, the region's enrollment 
(10 percent of the nation's total) remains pro-
portionately smaller than its 13 percent share 
of the college age population. College enroll-
ments as proportions of total population are 
higher in other regions. Although the region 
attracts a number of students from elsewhere, 
many of its residents also go outside the South 
to attend college. However, in spite of relatively 
large gains in recent decades, the Southeast 
still has a way to go to reach parity with the rest 
of the country. 

Physical Capital. A prominent and important 
trend has been the general decline in numbers 
of schools within the region. Three factors appear 
to be responsible: the growing urbanization of 
the region, the economies of scale afforded by 
larger schools, and the end of racially segregated 
school systems, which eliminated many dual 
educational facilities. 

Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana experi-
enced the sharpest decline in number of schools 
in recent years. In the most extreme case, the 
total number fell 29 percent in Mississippi 
from 1969 to 1982. In that same period every 
District state experienced school closures 

except Florida, whose rapid economic growth 
and large population gains led to a 14 percent 
increase in schools. 

Through the first half of the twentieth century, 
southeastern facilities for higher education 
were relatively sparse and generally perceived 
to be of low quality compared with northern 
colleges. In 1942, for example, the Sixth District 
counted 188 institutions of higher education, 
of which 52 percent were in Georgia and 
Tennessee (see Table 4). At that t ime even 
elementary education was thought in some 
quarters to be of doubtful benefit, and so 
advanced education was generally considered 
unnecessary. 

Southern state legislatures appeared indif-
ferent toward higher education through the 
first half of this century. Beginning in the 1950s, 
however, elevating educational levels became 
a prime concern as a new generation of political 
leaders sought to stimulate southern economic 
growth. The number of educational institutions 
expanded, often in response to the states' 
varying paces of population growth. For example, 
by 1962, Florida had added greatly to its 
facilities for higher education while the edu-
cational emphasis of other southern states 
remained relatively unchanged. But from 1962 
to 1982, every District state except Mississippi 
sharply increased the number of educational 
institutions: Alabama by 107 percent; Florida, 
63 percent" Georgia, 63 percent; Louisiana, 45 
percent; and Tennessee, 70 percent 

In summary, the educational infrastructure 
of the Southeast has changed significantly in 
recent years, converging toward national norms. 
The number of institutions of higher education 

Table 3. Private School Enrollments 

Private School 
Enrollments Percent of Public 

(in thousands) School Enrollments 

1964 1978 1964 1978 

Alabama 34 25 4.1 3.3 
Florida 99 121 8.6 8 
Georgia 30 27 2.9 2.5 
Louisiana 162 115 21.2 14.3 
Mississippi 22 17 3.8 3.5 
Tennessee 36 38 4.2 4.4 
Southeast 383 343 7.4 6.2 
United States 6900 4058 17 9.8 

Source : Statistical Abstract ot the United States. 

Table 4. Number of Institutions of Higher Education 

1942 1952 1962 1972 1982 

Alabama 26 26 29 51 68 
Florida 14 18 52 64 85 
Georgia 50 51 49 61 80 
Louisiana 18 20 22 23 32 
Mississippi 32 38 44 41 42 
Tennessee 48 46 47 62 80 
Sixth District 188 199 243 302 379 

Source : Statistical Abstract ot the United States 
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Tab le 5 . Results of Scholast ic Apt i tude Tests 

Numbers Tested Verbal 

Scores 

Math 

1971-72 1981-82 1971-72 1981-82 1971-72 1981-82 

Alabama 4 ,404 2,990 4 1 9 4 6 3 441 501 

Florida 21,845 37,879 4 5 8 4 2 6 4 8 3 463 

Georgia 33,243 34,226 4 0 5 3 9 4 4 2 9 4 2 9 

Louisiana 3,958 2,743 4 5 6 4 7 0 4 8 4 5 0 5 

Mississippi 1,678 845 4 1 3 4 7 9 4 3 8 5 0 9 

Tennessee 5,200 4,725 4 7 9 4 8 0 508 5 1 9 

Southeast 70,328 83,408 4 3 8 4 5 2 4 6 4 4 8 8 

United States 1,027,001 963,416 453 426 4 8 3 4 6 7 

Source : S o u t h e a s t e r n R e g i o n a l C o u n c i l fo r E d u c a t i o n a l I m p r o v e m e n t , SEIS Data Profiles (Fal l 1983) . 

doubled between 1942 and 1982. Clearly, 
numbers of schools alone do not necessarily 
indicate the quantity or quality of education. 
Yet in an area such as the Southeast, where 
accessibility to higher education has been 
limited in the past, increasing numbers of 
facilities have provided greater opportunities 
for the population as a whole to attend college. 

The average pupil-teacher ratio in elementary 
and secondary schools has been halved from 
over 46 students per teacher in 1920 to 20 by 
1982. Although the number of public schools 
has declined, schools have grown in size and 
have reaped certain economies of scale in the 
process. Larger, diverse schools adhering more 
closely to national standards have become the 
rule within the region. Thus, current educational 
infrastructure appears to be superior to its 
historical counterpart. 

Educational Attainment 
Available methods for measuring the educa-

tional level of the public are controversial. A 
lack of uniform testing from one area to another 
is a major problem of current measurement 
techniques. Scores from tests administered to 
students are less than satisfactory because of 
differences between areas in the types of tests 
used and compositions of groups tested. The 
Scholastic Aptitude Test administered to senior 
high school students is one of the most stan-
dardized tests available. The average scores 

are not reliable indicators, however, since vary-
ing proportions of students take the tests in 
each area. Table 5 suggests that score fluctu-
ations from period to period could well be due 
to changes in the proportions of the total of 
students tested. Even if average scores are 
useful indicators of students' educational levels, 
a snapshot of such tests reveals little about 
the adult population that makes up the majority 
of the work force. 

Because of its availability for the general 
population, the median years of school com-
pleted is the educational indicator selected for 
use in this analysis. In 1950, only Florida's 
residents could claim a median of school years 
completed equivalent to the nation's (9.6 years). 
Other southeastern states varied from 7.6 years 
in Louisiana to 8.4 in Tennessee. By 1980, 
however, every state in the Southeast had 
reached a median of at least 12.1 years, in 
comparison with a national average of 12.5 
(see Table 6). 

In the past, remarkable educational level 
differences have existed between the sexes. 
Only in the last 20 years has the southern 
male's median years of school completed caught 
up with the female's. Typically, the male left 
school earlier, as a result of greater work oppor-
tunities or perhaps because of a lower opinion 
of the value of further education. The loss of a 
higher proportion of the more educated males 
through migration to other regions also may 
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Table 6. Median School Years Completed 

1 9 5 0 1 9 8 0 

A labama 7.9 12.1 
Flor ida 9.6 12.4 
Georg ia 7.8 12.3 
Lou is iana 7.6 12.3 
Miss iss ippi 8.1 12.1 
Tennessee 8.4 12.2 
Uni ted Sta tes 9.6 12.5 

Source : U. S. B u r e a u of t h e C e n s u s , Census ol Population: 1940, 1950, 

1960, 1970, 1980. VoL 1: Characteristics of the Population. 

have been a factor. Educational disparity per-
sisted until the 1960s, when the average educa-
tional level of males reached a par wi th that of 
females. Since that time, formal educational 
attainment of the two groups has remained 
approximately equivalent 

A more precise measure of the population's 
educational attainment is available from the 
1980 Census. For the adult population age 25 
or older, Table 7 compares the population of 
southeastern states by grades of schooling 
completed. The proportions of population at 
the various educational levels are similar for 
most District states. Again, the exception is 
Florida, whose populace has attained consis-
tently higher educational levels. Over two-
thirds of the state's adult residents have com-
pleted high school, in contrast to only 54 to 58 
percent for the other states. 

In comparing the Southeast with other regions 
and the nation, we find smaller proportions of 
southeastern residents at each educational 
level. For example, 60 percent of southern 
adults have completed high school compared 
with 66 percent for the nation. One interesting 
point is that southern adults now compare 
favorably with those of the Mid-Atlantic and 
East North Central states in the proportion that 
have completed at least three years of college. 
Immigration of college-educated individuals 
from other regions probably has helped elevate 
the South's position in this comparison. 

For the region's population above age 25, 
distinct gradations of educational attainment 
exist The median years of school completed 
by older citizens is relatively low vis-a-vis 
younger age groups (see Charts 3a and 3b). For 

30 

Table 7. Grade Completed as a Percent of the Population 

8 or 
Less 9-11 12 13-15 16+ 

Alabama 100 75.6 56.7 25.1 12.6 
Florida 100 82.5 67.2 32.0 14.7 
Georgia 100 75.9 56.5 28.2 15.3 
Louisiana 100 75.6 58.0 26.2 13.4 
Mississippi 100 73.4 55.1 26.5 13.0 
North Carolina 100 75.9 55.3 27.6 13.4 
South Carolina 100 74.7 54.0 27.5 14.2 
Tennessee 100 72.4 55.4 23.7 11.9 

New England 100 84.7 70.7 34.8 19.3 
Mid-Atlantic 100 81.8 66.0 29.9 17.1 
East North 100 83.2 67.0 29.6 14.5 

Central 
Pacific 100 86.4 74.2 41.6 19.5 

Southeast 100 76.9 59.0 27.9 13.8 
United States 100 81.6 66.3 31.9 16.3 

Source : N a t i o n a l C e n t e r for E d u c a t i o n Sta t is t ics , Digest ot Education 
Statistics 1982 to 1983-84 

those segments of the population under 45, 
the medians in 1980 were similar and were 
approximately equivalent to the national level. 
This fact is significant for it means that those 
individuals most likely to enter new industries 
or undertake newly created jobs have achieved 
formal educational levels largely comparable 
to the national average. In years of formal 
schooling, at least, the younger portion of the 
southeastern work force approximates that of 
other areas of the country. 

Related Factors 
Legacy of the Past. The educational situation 

in the South today reflects historical develop-
ments in the region. The plantation culture 
common in the nineteenth century fostered a 
predominantly rural society. Education was 
regarded as a luxury restricted to members of 
the upper class, whose sons and daughters 
frequently attended schools outside the region; 
relatively little support existed for public edu-
cation for the masses. But in the last half of the 
nineteenth century, a growing movement of 
educational development swept across the 
country, engulfing the South somewhat belat-
edly. By the turn of the century, the U.S. 
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Char t 3a . Median Years School Completed, 
District Males by Age Group 

25 to 29 
30 to 34 
35 to 39 

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 
Source : U. S. B u r e a u of t h e C e n s u s , Census of Population: 1940, 1950. 

7960, 1970. 1980 Vol. 1 Characteristics ot the Population 

Chart 3b . Median Years School Completed, 
Males 25 to 29 

13 r 
12 

U n i t e d S t a t e s — 

11 

/ / D i s t r i c t S t a t e s 

10 / 
9 

X I 1 1 1 i 

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 

Source: U S. B u r e a u of the C e n s u s , Census ot Population 1940. 1950, 
1960,1970, 1980 Vol. 1: Characteristics ot the Population 

literacy rate was estimated at 89 percent while 
in southern states it ranged from a low of 60 
percent in Louisiana to 78 percent in Georgia 
and Tennessee (see Table 8 ). 

Because of this lag, southeastern states have 
faced major difficulties in closing the gap be-
tween their educational levels and those of the 
country as a whole. Although in recent years 
the South has more rapidly improved in several 
indicators than have other regions, the gains 

Tab le 8. Li teracy Rates* of Adults Age 25 & Over 
(in percent) 

1900 1930 1960 1980 

Alabama 65 86 9 6 . 9 8 
Florida 77 92 97* 99 
Georgia 78 90 96 98 
Louisiana 60 85 94 98 
Mississippi 66 8 5 95 9 8 
Tennessee 78 92 97 9 8 
Uni ted States 89 95 98 99 

' L i t e r a c y ra tes s h o w n re fe r t o t h e bas ic abi l i ty to r e a d a n d wr i te . A l t h o u g h 
p e r h a p s m o r e mean ing fu l , f u n c t i o n a l l i te racy ra tes w e r e not u s e d b e c a u s e of 
t h e d i f f i cu l ty of d e f i n i n g t h i s t e r m a n d t h e lack of h i s to r i ca l d a t a 

S o u r c e : Statistical Abstract of the United States 

reflect upward movement from a lower base or 
starting point. It is likely that a great deal more 
effort will be required to maintain these relative 
gains in the future. In-migration from regions 
with higher educational levels has, no doubt, 
been a source of some past improvements, but 
such gains will dwindle as the South's educa-
tional level approaches equality wi th other 
regions'. At that time, advances will be in-
creasingly dependent upon improvements in 
educating the resident population. 

Urban-Rural Distribution. A major factor in 
the development of the educational infrastruc-
ture has been the distribution of population 
between the urban and rural sectors (see Chart 
4). In the first half of this century, the rural 
population substantially exceeded the urban 
population (residents in towns with 2,500 or 
more people) in every District state except 
Florida Not until the 1950s and 1960s did the 
proportion of the urban population surpass the 
rural share for most states. Mississippi remains 
the only southern state with a larger rural than 
urban population, and even there the two 
groups are equalizing rapidly. 

Interestingly, rapid educational gains also 
accompanied this rural-to-urban population 
shift Traditionally in the United States—and 
especially in the South—a considerable disparity 
has prevailed between educational levels of 
urban and rural residents. The levels for the 
male population in Alabama, shown in Chart 5, 
are illustrative of the urban-rural relationship 
for other southern states. Only rather recently 
have differences begun to narrow. While median 
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years of schooling completed by both groups 
of males is increasing, the rate of increase in 
rural education has been considerably sharper 
since 1970. Some of this rural gain may have 
occurred because of the speed up in migration 
of the less well-educated to the cities as well as 
the reverse f low of former urban dwellers into 
rural areas surrounding towns and cities. The 
educational level of both groups is likely to 
converge before the end of the 1980s. 

In-migration also has influenced median 
educational levels in the South. Because of the 
flow of retirees into the Southeast, especially 
Florida, the region's population of residents 
over 60 years of age exceeds the national 
average. Approximately 17 percent of the South-
east's population is over 60 compared with 15 
percent nationally. This is a considerable change 
since 1950, when only 11 percent of the 
region's population was over 60 compared 
with 12 percent for the nation. 

Median educational levels of older popula-
tion groups probably have been elevated by 
the influx of retirees. The precise impact on 
statewide education levels is difficult to ascer-
tain, however, since in-migration is concen-
trated in certain geographical areas and com-
prises a diverse mixture of retirees, including 
both individuals originally from the South and 
nonsoutherners who have been educated out-
side the region. Of course, elderly in-migrants 

Char t 5. Median Years School Completed, 
Alabama Male Populat ion Over Age 25 

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 

Source: U. S. B u r e a u of the C e n s u s . Census ot Population: 1940. 1950. 
1960, 1970, 1980 Vol 1 Characteristics ot the Population. 

are of far less importance to the South's labor 
force than is the increasing flow of younger 
workers to the area Unfortunately, information 
on the educational characteristics of in-migrants 
is not yet available from the 1980 Census. Such 
information eventually will shed light on the 
South's specific gains from the population 
influx. 

Future Developments- Over the next several 
years, fewer students will be in the educational 
system. In 1980, for every District state except 
Louisiana-the under-5 age group was smaller than 
the 5-9 age bracket Florida for example, counted 
8 percent fewer pre-schoolers than the number 
in the 5-9 age group, 1 7 percent fewer than in 
the 10-14 age group, and nearly one-third 
fewer than in the 15-19 age group. For the 
entire District, the major distinction is the 
difference between the under-10 age group 
and the 10-19 age population: the former was 
15 percent smaller than the latter at the last 
census. 

However, populat ion projections of the 
National Planning Association indicate that the 
0-4 age group will experience a resurgence of 
growth until 1990, when a decline will begin 
once more. Even with this renewed growth, 
numbers are not projected to reach the level of 
the current population in the 15-19 age group. 
Thus, high school enrollments are expected to 
drop from the present volume and to bulge 
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again in the 1990s, though still not regaining 
1980 levels in either the Southeast or the U.S. 
Assuming stability in the proportion of students 
who elect to go to college, enrollments in 
institutions of higher learning also can be ex-
pected to decline as the smaller age groups 
progress upwards through the system. Some 
evidence does exist however, that enrollments 
of foreign and non-traditional students may 
partly cushion the decline from the demo-
graphic age shift 

Summary 

Even though the Southeast has yet to catch 
up fully with other regions in terms of education, 
it has progressed rapidly and improved con-
siderably. Educational attainment of the popu-
lation as measured by median years of school 
completed now indicates that the younger 

groups (under 45 years) have achieved formal 
schooling levels equivalent to the nation's. 
Over time, the Southeast seems likely to shed 
its traditional position of inferiority in the nation 
and among other regions in the formal educa-
tional level of its population. Because this 
improvement has already occurred wi th in 
younger groups—those most likely to enter 
new industries and j obs— the Southeast's work 
force is becoming competitive with most other 
regions'. With sufficient resources, effort, and 
attention devoted to education and with the 
attraction of residents wi th above-average 
education from other regions, the Southeast 
may look to solid educational achievements in 
the future. 

(The authors wish to thank Joy Lanier for her valuable 
research assistance.) 
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