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18-24 
years old

Lives on or 
near campus 
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4-year 
university 

Attends 
full time

No children 
or other 
family 
obligations

Has spending 
money for 
clothes, beer, 
travel

Parents help 
with costs
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social clubs, 
campus student 
organizations



of students work 
while in college

of today’s students 
are financially 
independent 

of independent 
college students 
live at or below the 
federal poverty line

of college students are 
older than age 25 

of students in 2016 
attended an institution 
part-time 

of undergraduate 
students attended a 
two-year college in 
2016 

of undergraduates are 
first-generation college 
students 

of today’s students are 
parents 

of first-year students 
live on campus 

Federal 
Poverty 

Line
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To gauge perceptions of today’s students among both the public and policymakers, Higher Learning Advocates 

commissioned a nationally representative survey of 1,000 Americans through Gfk Research. We also asked Whiteboard 

Advisors to survey beltway Education Insiders to understand what they know about today’s college students.

Gfk CUSTOM RESEARCH 
• Nationally representative survey (n=1000) of Americans. The survey 

was administered online from September 28 – 30. Responses were 
analyzed by gender, age, income level, educational level, and 
political affiliation. 

W/A EDUCATION INSIDER
• Proprietary model designed to cut through the noise and provide real-time 

insights on national education trends, debates, and issues—from a 
bipartisan sample of policy experts. The result is not statistically valid data, 
but trendspotting and the capture of candid opinions from Insiders with 
unique perspectives on the education landscape.

WHO ARE THE INSIDERS? 
Influential leaders shaping federal education policy, including individuals who have served or are currently serving as key policy and political roles:
• Current and former White House and U.S. Department of Education leaders; 
• Current and former Congressional policymakers and staff; 
• Higher education institution leaders; and 
• Leaders of education associations, organizations and think tanks.



• INSIDERS IN TOUCH. Beltway Insiders consistently demonstrated a keen 

awareness of higher education’s shifting demographics when compared with 

the general public.

• MONEY MATTERS. Americans surveyed were more in tune with the financial 

pressures of college than the other characteristics of today’s college 

students. While people were more likely to understand how college costs 

pose a barrier to completion, fewer people understand the stresses of 

commuting to campus, or balancing education and parenthood. 

• GENERATIONAL GAP. Misconceptions about today’s students were most 

prevalent among respondents over 65, according to the survey, suggesting a 

generational gap in understanding.

• ACHIEVEMENT GAP. Unlike Insiders, the general public appears to lack an 

understanding or awareness of achievement gaps between historically 

underrepresented groups at four-year institutions.



• Insiders surveyed were significantly more accurate than the general public. In general, Insiders answered 

each question with 85-100% accuracy—significantly higher and more consistent than the 37-81% accuracy 

range of the general public. 

0% 100%



NON-FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS

FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS 75%
63%

• Although a national narrative focused on college cost appears to have shaped public perception of higher 
education, Americans are unaware of other shifts, like college students needing to balance parenthood and 
school, or commuting to campus. 

• Respondents had a better understanding of financial issues than non-financial issues.

18-24 year-olds are particularly aware of 
the financial challenges of higher 
education

of 18-24 year-olds knew that the majority of 
college students work while learning.  
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• The data suggest that the public lacks awareness of achievement gaps in higher 

education.

• When asked whether Hispanic and African-American college students attending 

four-year public institutions were less likely to complete their degree than their 

white peers, a majority (51%) of respondents answered “no.” The truth is that 

these students graduate at rates 10 to 20 percentage points lower than their 

white peers. 

• Those with a bachelor’s degree (62%) were most likely to answer correctly.

• Those 65 and older were least likely to answer correctly, with only 38% 

answering “true.” 

YES
47%NO

51%

UNDECIDED
2%



Hispanic and African-American College Students attending a four-year public institution are less 
likely to complete their degree than their White peers. 

PUBLIC

INSIDERS

47%

100%



• Respondents 65 and older were less likely to identify the percentage of students over 25, realities of student 

poverty, prevalence of working while in school, and the likelihood that Today’s Students were financially 

independent from parents. 

• Only 27% of those 65+ knew that a majority of today’s college students are financially independent, and only 

62% of those 65+ knew that 40% of these independent students live at or below the poverty line. 

PUBLIC
INSIDERS

More than half of today’s college students are defined as 
financially independent, rather than depending on parents 
or family members’ incomes.

37%
84%

More than 40% of independent college students live at 
or below the federal poverty line.

INSIDERS
65+

60-64
35-49
25-34
18-24

62%
84%

71%
81%

75%
73%



More than one in three students attends a two-year college.

65+
INSIDERS

79%
94%

81%
78%

77%
64%

50-64
35-49
25-34
18-24



Most survey respondents know that more than a third of college students are enrolled in two-year programs. 
Awareness generally increases with age. 

of undergraduate 
students attended 
a two-year college 
in 2016 



. 
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Respondents were less certain about the age breakdown of today’s students.

TRUE
57%

FALSE
41%

UNDECIDED
2%

of college 
students are 
older than age 
25 



Approximately 40% of college students are 25 and older.

PUBLIC
INSIDERS 84%

57%
49%65+
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72% of the public identified that 4 in 10 independent college students live at or below the poverty line. This 
awareness was highest among those 35-49. 

of independent 
college students 
live at or below 
the federal 
poverty line

federal 
poverty 

line



More than 40% of independent college students live at or below the federal poverty line.

65+
INSIDERS

62%
84%

71%
81%

75%
73%

50-64
35-49
25-34
18-24
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Consistently across age and income brackets, Americans know that today’s students work their way through 
school. Awareness among the general public was just slightly lower than that of Insiders.  

of students 
work while 
in college 



The majority of students work to support themselves while in college. 

65+
INSIDERS

71%
84%

80%
81%

76%
84%
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35-49
25-34
18-24
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Awareness of first-generation students was the highest of any question asked in our survey, with 81% of 

Americans accurately stating that 3 in 10 college students are the first in their family to attend a higher 

education institution. 

of undergraduates 
are first-generation 
college students 



3 out of 10 college students are the first in their families to attend college.

65+
INSIDERS

83%
84%

80%
85%

75%

50-64
35-49
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18-24

80%
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The American public is much less aware of the proportion of college students who balance going to school with 

raising a family. Women were slightly more likely than men to answer correctly.

of today’s 
student 
population are 
parents 



More than a quarter of today’s students in college are parents.

PUBLIC
INSIDERS

64%
95%

66%WOMEN
MEN 66%
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• At a time when nearly half of parents with a child 18 or older have kept them on the family cell 
phone plan, it’s not surprising that most Americans think that today’s college student is likely 
funded by mom and dad. 

• Only 37% of Americans could accurately identify that more than half of today’s college students 
are financially independent. Those 65 and older were the least likely to identify the correct 
answer — only 27% of 65 and older respondents answered “true” for this question. 

• Insiders, however, were much more in tune with this reality, answering with 84% accuracy. TRUE
37%

FALSE
61%

UNDECIDED
2%

of today’s students 
are financially 
independent 



PUBLIC

INSIDERS

More than half of today’s college students are defined as financially independent, rather than 
depending on parents or family members’ incomes.

37%
84%
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Much as the notion of parent-funded college students remain, so too does the vision of college students living in 

dorms, Greek housing, or other campus accommodations. 62% of Americans surveyed believe that a majority of 

college students live on campus. The reality is that only a tiny fraction — 13% — have this experience.

of first-year students 
live on campus 



The majority of first-year students live on campus while attending college. 

37%PUBLIC
84%INSIDERS
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Get solutions and 

hear first hand 

student stories at 

TodaysStudents.org


