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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The racial and ethnic makeup of the United States has changed substantially since the country’s founding, with dramatic 
changes occurring in just the last 20 years. It is well known that the over 50 percent of students from communities of color 
in public K–12 schools will, in the very near future, be the majority of the U.S. adult population. Racial and ethnic diversity 
comes with a host of benefits at all levels of education and in the workforce—greater productivity, innovation, and cultural 
competency, to name a few. Moreover, the current and future health of our nation—economic and otherwise—requires that 
the whole of our population have equitable access to sources of opportunity. 

Chief among such sources of opportunity is higher education. It is therefore imperative that educators, policymakers, com-
munity leaders, members of the media, and others have access to timely data on one of the most salient predictors of higher 
education access and success in this country: race and ethnicity. To be clear, there are myriad factors that inform educational 
access and success, such as income, wealth, geography, and age. Yet it remains the case—as the data in this and other studies 
show—that race is a prevailing factor in many educational outcomes. 

This report examines over 200 indicators, looking at who gains access to a variety of educational environments and experi-
ences, and how these trajectories and their outcomes differ by race and ethnicity. These data provide a foundation from which 
the higher education community and its many stakeholders can draw insights, raise new questions, and make the case for why 
race still matters in American higher education. 

When considering the data on the whole, we offer the following key takeaways. 

Over the past two decades, the U.S. population has grown not only more educated but also more racially and 
ethnically diverse, thanks in large part to a growing Hispanic population that is seeking higher education at 
levels not before seen. 

As the U.S. population has grown more racially and ethnically diverse, so too have students across all levels of higher educa-
tion. The Hispanic population’s growing numbers and rising postsecondary enrollment rates figured centrally in both trends. 
While much progress has been made for nearly all groups, we nonetheless see stagnant and low levels of secondary school 
completion, college participation, and educational attainment for many communities of color. 

 | In 2017, 44.5 percent of the total population ages 25 and older had attained an associate degree or higher, an increase 
from 31.1 percent in 1997. For Hispanics in 2017, each 10-year age cohort had higher rates of college attainment than 
the next-oldest group.

 | Asian adults had the highest levels of educational attainment in 2017, with 30.7 percent holding a bachelor’s degree and 
another 24.7 percent holding an advanced degree. By contrast and despite steadily rising attainment, Hispanic men and 
women and American Indian or Alaska Native men had the lowest levels of educational attainment, with most holding a 
high school credential or less (ranging from 54.5 percent among American Indian or Alaska Native men to 63.4 percent 
among Hispanic men).

 | African American,1 American Indian or Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander populations each 
exhibited low college enrollment rates among secondary school completers of traditional college-going age and were a 
disproportionately older population of undergraduates.

 | On an encouraging note, students of color who received a bachelor’s degree in 2007–08 were more likely than their 
White peers to enter graduate education within four years. Specifically, 43.8 percent of White bachelor’s degree recipients 
enrolled in graduate school, compared with 61.3 percent of Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, 57.7 percent of 
African Americans, and 57.2 percent of bachelor’s degree recipients of more than one race.

1  The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably. 
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Too many Black students fare poorly in America’s postsecondary education system. At both the undergraduate 
and graduate levels, advances in Black students’ enrollment and attainment have been accompanied by some 
of the lowest persistence rates, highest undergraduate dropout rates, highest borrowing rates, and largest 
debt burdens of any group. 

In 2016, Black students accounted for a larger share of secondary school completers, undergraduate and graduate students, 
and graduate completers than was the case 20 years prior. Yet these encouraging gains are too often overshadowed by out-
comes that reflect the effects of systemic and structural barriers that can limit or eliminate opportunity for Black students, 
families, and communities, as well as for our nation at large. 

 | Black students enrolled in bachelor’s degree programs exhibited lower rates of first-year persistence and higher rates of 
dropping out than any other racial or ethnic group. Moreover, the gender gap in enrollment for Black students remained 
the widest of any group. In 2016, 62.2 percent of Black undergraduates and 70.2 percent of Black graduate students were 
women. 

 | Black undergraduates were more likely than others to receive federal grants and loans, but graduated with the greatest stu-
dent loan debt of any group. The 86.4 percent of Black 2016 bachelor’s degree recipients who borrowed owed an average 
of $34,010 by graduation, compared with $29,669 for all bachelor’s degree recipients. The 67.2 percent of Black associate 
degree recipients who borrowed owed an average of $22,303, compared with $18,501 for students overall. 

 | Patterns of borrowing among African American graduate students are deeply concerning, especially among those at the 
nation’s for-profit colleges, which enrolled approximately 50 percent of Black doctoral students in 2016. The vast major-
ity (95.2 percent) of Black doctoral recipients who attended these schools borrowed an average amount of $128,359 for 
graduate study.

 | Even with a bachelor’s degree in hand, African Americans ages 25 to 34 earned 15 percent less and had an unemployment 
rate two-thirds higher than the typical bachelor’s degree holder of similar age.

We still lack precise, national data on many educational outcomes for American Indians or Alaska Natives and 
Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders; but what the available data do show is troubling. 

While some important information is available, federal data preclude precise estimates of many key benchmarks for a rela-
tively small and heterogeneous Native population. As a result, we still don’t know enough about indigenous students’ second-
ary school completion rates or graduate enrollment, or how they fund their college education. The data we can observe show 
troubling, persistent equity gaps in educational and labor-market outcomes for American Indian or Alaska Native and Native 
Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students when compared with other groups.

 | In 2016, high school graduates of American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
descent enrolled in college at less than half the average rate. Only 18.8 percent and 20.4 percent, respectively, were 
enrolled in college, as compared with 40.9 percent of all high school completers ages 18 to 24.

 | American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander undergraduates were less likely than 
undergraduates of any other group to attend a four-year institution, attend a very selective college, or pursue a bachelor’s 
degree.

 | At the graduate level, a higher share of American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
students than of all graduate students completed degrees at for-profit institutions. Among graduates of for-profit institu-
tions, 74.4 percent of 2016 master’s degree recipients who borrowed accrued an average debt of $48,829, and the 87.9 
percent of 2016 doctoral degree recipients who borrowed accrued an average debt of $120,110. These debt levels were 
higher than those of students who completed graduate degrees at public and private nonprofit four-year institutions.

 | American Indian or Alaska Native adults earned substantially less than adults with comparable levels of educational 
attainment. Within every level of postsecondary attainment, the median annual earnings of American Indian or Alaska 
Native adults were between 16.2 percent and 28.5 percent less than the national median in 2016.
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Great differences exist by race, ethnicity, and gender in where students go to college and what they study, sig-
naling an uneven playing field in the labor market and a threat to the opportunity for intergenerational upward 
mobility. 

Where and how students go to school matters, as does what they study. While it is understandable that students experience 
our country’s diverse set of colleges and universities differently given college readiness, family background, and life stage, we 
should be concerned when educational opportunities are distributed along racial and ethnic lines.

 | With the exception of Asian students, larger shares of undergraduate and graduate students of color enrolled in, and 
completed degrees at, for-profit institutions. This was particularly true of Black, American Indian or Alaska Native, and 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students. 

 | In every income quartile, Black undergraduates were less likely than members of any other racial or ethnic group to 
attend a very selective institution, and Black undergraduates were among the least likely to enroll in and complete an 
associate degree or bachelor’s degree in the lucrative STEM fields, at any institution.

 | As a group, Hispanic undergraduates were among the most likely to pursue and complete an associate degree. However, 
they were the least likely to complete their degree in health care fields. Among select occupational fields, health care fields 
have the largest observed earnings gap between high school and associate degree completers ($19,240). 

 | Larger shares of American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, and Hispanic undergradu-
ates than of other groups were enrolled in public two-year and open-admission four-year institutions.

How students pay for higher education varied considerably by race and ethnicity, especially in terms of who 
borrows and who leaves college with high levels of student loan debt.

In 2016, 70.3 percent of undergraduates completed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, and 37.3 percent borrowed 
federal direct loans to pay for college. Yet patterns of financing postsecondary education varied markedly by race and ethnic-
ity. The most notable and consistent finding that emerged from the data was that Black students were most likely to borrow 
and accrue larger debts than other students, with Asian and Hispanic students the least likely to borrow. These patterns held 
within types of institutions, dependent student status, and family income quartile.

 | Asian undergraduates were consistently among the least likely of any group to take out loans: 67.5 percent applied for aid 
and only 26.0 percent borrowed in 2016. Hispanic undergraduates also borrowed at lower-than-average rates and accrued 
lower-than-average debts, whereas Black students were more likely to borrow and left college with higher-than-average 
debts, regardless of income.

 | As one would suspect, lower-income undergraduates were more likely than their upper-income peers to borrow to pay 
for college, but lower-income borrowers took on nearly as much debt as more affluent ones. Among dependent bache-
lor’s recipients, 57.3 percent of upper-income students borrowed an average amount of $27,515, while 74.1 percent of 
low-income students borrowed an average amount of $24,836.

 | At every degree level and within almost every racial and ethnic group, those who received degrees from for-profit institu-
tions borrowed at higher rates and accumulated larger debts than completers who enrolled in other sectors. For instance, 
87.4 percent of associate degree completers at for-profit institutions borrowed an average amount of $26,231 to pay for 
college, compared with 40.4 percent of associate degree completers at public two-year institutions, who borrowed an 
average amount of $15,486.
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Racial and ethnic diversity among college faculty, staff, and administrators still doesn’t reflect that of today’s 
college students. 

People of color make up a larger share of postsecondary students than ever before. Between 1996 and 2016, the non-White 
share of undergraduates grew from 29.6 percent to 45.2 percent, while the non-White share of graduate students grew from 
20.8 percent to 32.0 percent. Even so, college faculty, staff, and administrators remain predominantly White.

 | In 2016, people of color held only 21.1 percent of full-time faculty positions, and faculty of color were less likely than 
White faculty to hold full professorships.

 | Although the non-White share of college and university presidents more than doubled between 1986 and 2016, people of 
color still held only 16.8 percent of all presidencies in 2016. Women of color held only 5.1 percent of all presidencies.

 | Students were more likely to encounter people of color in service roles than in faculty or leadership positions. While 
people of color represented less than one-fifth of senior executives, 42.2 percent of service and maintenance staff and one-
third of campus safety personnel were people of color.

 | Among college and university administrators, chief student affairs and student life officers were the most diverse positions 
on campus, with a little more than one-quarter of individuals in these positions identifying as a racial or ethnic group 
other than White.

 | Among college and university professional staff, more than one in four student affairs professionals and slightly more 
than one in five academic affairs professionals identified as non-White.
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INTRODUCTION
In the 20 years spanning 1997 to 2017, the United States experienced great changes in both the racial and ethnic makeup and 
the educational attainment of its citizenry. During this time, the population grew by more than 50 million people, many of 
whom were people of color. The racial and ethnic group to experience the most growth was the Hispanic population, followed 
by Asians. Looking into the near future, these demographic trends will continue. There are currently more non-White than 
White children at every age from infant to nine years, producing the first minority-White generation at 49.6 percent (Frey 
2018). 

Over this 20-year period, the U.S. population also became more educated, as more adults completed postsecondary education 
than ever before. In 2017, roughly 44 percent of the population ages 25 and older had attained a postsecondary degree, an 
increase from about 31 percent in 1997. Yet despite this encouraging increase in educational attainment, disparities by race 
and ethnicity remain high. This is a troubling trend given what we know from research, namely, that those with a postsecond-
ary education are more likely to be employed, earn higher salaries, own homes, vote, live healthier lifestyles, and volunteer in 
their communities (McMahon 2009; Ma, Pender, and Welch 2016; Turk 2019). These disparities suggest that large groups of 
Americans are left out of opportunities to improve their lives and to maximize their contributions to society. 

KEY FINDINGS
 | As the U.S. population increased, the nation became more racially and ethnically diverse. Overall, Hispanics 

had the largest increase in their total share of the population, increasing from 11.1 percent in 1997 to 18.0 
percent in 2017, followed by Asians, whose share increased from 3.7 percent to 5.7 percent. 

 | Although Whites continued to represent the largest racial and ethnic group in the U.S., their share of the overall 
population decreased from 71.9 percent in 1997 to 61.0 percent in 2017. 

 | Some areas across the country experienced greater demographic changes than others. For example, the share of 
Whites decreased in all but two states (Mississippi and Montana) and the District of Columbia. The greatest 
increases by any one racial and ethnic group occurred in the Hispanic populations in Florida, Nevada, Oklaho-
ma, and Washington.

 | The overall educational attainment of adults ages 25 and older increased, as more of the population enrolled in 
and completed some level of postsecondary education. In 2017, Asians were the racial and ethnic group with 
the highest levels of postsecondary attainment. 

 | Hispanic men and women and American Indian or Alaska Native men had the lowest levels of educational 
attainment, with more than half having attained a high school credential or less. 

 | Across all racial and ethnic groups, adults ages 35 to 44 had the highest levels of educational attainment. How-
ever, Hispanics followed a different pattern than any other racial and ethnic group,acial and ethnic group, with 
each 10-year age cohort having higher rates of college attainment than the next-oldest group.

This chapter analyzes data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey (CPS). Prior to 2003, the CPS reported only on 
Hispanic; White; Black; American Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut; and Asian or Pacific Islander groups. In 2003, the Census Bureau changed the 
CPS to include new categories for Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders and individuals of more than one race, aligning CPS data 
with the outcomes of Census 2000. Because these changes provide individuals the opportunity to select the racial and ethnic groups with 
which they most identify, they present a more complete picture of the evolving demographics of the U.S. population (Bowler et al. 2003). 
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THE U.S. POPULATION BY RACE: 1997 TO 2017
Between 1997 and 2017, the U.S. population grew from almost 267 million to 320 million, an increase of almost 54 million 
people, or 20 percent. Although Whites continued to represent the largest racial and ethnic group in the U.S., their share of 
the overall population decreased as the country became more diverse. Hispanics experienced the largest growth in their total 
share of the overall population, while the share of Asians grew slightly, and the share of Blacks1 and American Indians or 
Alaska Natives declined slightly.  

Figure 1.1: The U.S. Population, by Race and Ethnicity: 1997 to 2017 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1997–2017
Notes: Years prior to 2003 only report the following racial demographic categories: Hispanic; White; Black; American Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut; and Asian or Pacific Islander.  |  Interpret data for Native Hawaiians or 
other Pacific Islanders between 2003 and 2013 with caution. Ratio of standard error is >30%.

1  The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
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Figure 1.2: Percentage Distribution of the U.S. Population, by Race and Ethnicity: 1997, 2003, 2017
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1997, 2003, and 2017
Notes: In 1997, the only racial demographic categories reported were: Hispanic; White; Black; American Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut; and Asian or Pacific Islander.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is >50%.

 | Whites remain the largest racial and ethnic group in the United States, but their total share of the population has decreased. 
In 1997, Whites represented 71.9 percent of the total population, compared with 61.0 percent in 2017. 

 | The overall share of Hispanics grew from 11.1 percent in 1997 to 18.0 percent in 2017—the largest growth among all racial 
and ethnic groups.

 | The overall share of Asians grew slightly, from 3.7 percent in 1997 to 5.7 percent in 2017. 

 | Blacks remained relatively constant as a share of the total population, declining slightly from 12.5 percent to 12.3 percent.

 | As a share of the total population, the share of American Indians or Alaska Natives held fairly constant, declining from 0.8 
percent in 1997 to 0.7 percent in 2017.

 | Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders represented 0.2 percent of the total population in 2003 and 0.3 percent in 
2017.

 | The share of the total population who were of more than one race increased slightly from 1.4 percent in 2003 to 1.9 percent 
in 2017.
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HISPANIC ORIGIN AND ASIAN ORIGIN SUBGROUPS: 2017
The country’s Hispanic and Asian populations are often portrayed as monolithic racial and ethnic groups, when in fact they 
consist of many different subgroups. A closer look reveals great diversity, including their own majority subgroups.  

Figure 1.3: The Hispanic Population, by Hispanic Origin: 2017
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Other Hispanic
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2017
Notes: “Central American excluding Salvadoran” includes respondents of Central American, Central American Indian, Costa Rican, Guatemalan, Honduran, Nicaraguan, or Panamanian origin. | “South American” includes 
respondents of Argentinian, Bolivian, Chilean, Colombian, Ecuadorian, Paraguayan, Peruvian, South American, South American Indian, Uruguayan, or Venezuelan origin.  | “Other Hispanic” includes respondents who reported 
“Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin,” and who subsequently indicated that they belong to one of 24 Hispanic-origin subgroups (e.g., Castilian) that fall outside the other seven Hispanic origin groups listed in this figure.

 | Within the Hispanic population in 2017, the largest subgroup was Mexican, Mexican American, and/or Chicano (62.7 
percent), followed by Puerto Rican (9.3 percent), South American2 (6.3 percent), Central American excluding Salvadoran3 
(5.6 percent), other Hispanic4 (4.9 percent), Cuban (3.9 percent), Salvadoran (3.8 percent), and Dominican (3.6 percent).

Figure 1.4: The Asian Population, by Asian Origin: 2017
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22.3%
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2017
Note: “Other Asian” includes all CPS respondents who reported they were “Asian” but who did not identify as a member of any of the six Asian origin groups listed in this figure.

2 “South American” includes respondents of Argentinian, Bolivian, Chilean, Colombian, Ecuadorian, Paraguayan, Peruvian, South American, 
South American Indian, Uruguayan, or Venezuelan origin.

3 “Central American excluding Salvadoran” includes respondents of Central American, Central American Indian, Costa Rican, Guatemalan, 
Honduran, Nicaraguan, or Panamanian origin.

4 “Other Hispanic” includes respondents who reported they were of “Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin,” and who subsequently indicated that 
they belong to one of 24 Hispanic origin subgroups (e.g., Castilian) that fall outside the other seven Hispanic origin groups listed in this chapter.
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 | Within the Asian population in 2017, the largest subgroup was Asian Indian (24.4 percent), followed by Chinese (22.3 
percent), other Asian5 (17.1 percent), Filipino (14.4 percent), Vietnamese (9.1 percent), Korean (7.7 percent), and Japa-
nese (5.0 percent).

WHERE POPULATIONS ARE GROWING
While the U.S. population has become more diverse over time, some states have experienced greater demographic change 
than others. Comparing the distribution of racial and ethnic groups6 in each state and the District of Columbia between 1997 
and 2017 shows where each racial and ethnic group has experienced the largest change. 

Table 1.1: Change of the U.S. Population, by Location and Race and Ethnicity: 1997 and 2017

American Indian  
or Alaska Native Asian Black Hispanic White

Alaska (3.2 pp) New Jersey (5.2 pp) Maryland (3.1 pp) Nevada (15.6 pp) District of Columbia (13.3 pp)

South Dakota (2.1 pp) New York (5.1 pp) North Dakota (3.0 pp) Washington (10.3 pp) Mississippi (1.0 pp)

New Mexico (1.8 pp) Massachusetts (4.4 pp) Indiana (2.7 pp) Oklahoma (10.1 pp) Montana (0.4 pp)

Florida (10.0 pp)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1997 and 2017
Note: Table depicts states where each racial and ethnic group experienced the largest percentage point (pp) growth in their share of the population.   

 | The total share of American Indians or Alaska Natives rose in Alaska (3.2 percentage points), South Dakota (2.1 percent-
age points), and New Mexico (1.8 percentage points).

 | The total share of Asians grew by 4 percentage points or more in New Jersey (5.2 percentage points), New York (5.1 
percentage points), and Massachusetts (4.4 percentage points).

 | The share of Blacks grew by about 3 percentage points in Maryland (3.1 percentage points), North Dakota (3.0 percent-
age points), and Indiana (2.7 percentage points).

 | The total share of Hispanics grew in all 50 states and the District of Columbia, but grew the most in Nevada (15.6 per-
centage points), Washington (10.3 percentage points), Oklahoma (10.1 percentage points), and Florida (10.0 percentage 
points). 

 | Between 1997 and 2017, the total share of the White population decreased throughout the nation, with the exception of 
the District of Columbia (13.3 percentage point increase), Mississippi (1.0 percentage point increase), and Montana (0.4 
percentage point increase). 

5 “Other Asian” includes respondents who reported they were “Asian” but who did not identify as a member of any of the six Asian origin groups 
listed in this chapter.

6 “Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander” and “more than one race” were not official classifications until 2003. As a result, a 20-year compari-
son is not possible.
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF THE TOTAL U.S. POPULATION: 1997 TO 2017
Educational attainment measures the highest credential earned by an individual, at a specific point in time (e.g., a given year). 
Between 1997 and 2017, overall educational attainment for the U.S. population ages 25 and older increased as more of the 
population enrolled in and completed some level of postsecondary education. 

Table 1.2: Educational Attainment of Adults Ages 25 and Older, by Race and Ethnicity: 1997 and 2017

Less than 
High School

High School 
Graduate

Some College, 
No Degree

Associate
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Master’s 
Degree

Professional 
Degree

Doctoral  
Degree

1997

All racial and ethnic groups 17.9% 33.8% 17.2% 7.3% 16.0% 5.4% 1.4% 1.0%

American Indian or Alaska 
Native 25.8% 35.8% 18.1% 8.1% 7.8% 3.7% 0.2%!! 0.5%!!

Asian 14.8% 23.1% 12.8% 6.7% 27.5% 9.6% 3.2% 2.4%

Black 24.7% 36.1% 19.1% 6.7% 9.5% 3.0% 0.5% 0.3%

Hispanic 45.3% 25.9% 13.3% 5.2% 7.4% 1.8% 0.6% 0.5%

Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander - - - - - - - -

White 13.7% 34.8% 17.6% 7.6% 17.5% 5.9% 1.6% 1.1%

More than one race - - - - - - - -

2017

All racial and ethnic groups 10.4% 28.8% 16.3% 10.3% 21.3% 9.5% 1.5% 1.9%

American Indian or Alaska 
Native 14.7% 35.2% 17.6% 11.9% 13.4% 5.1% 1.4%! 0.6%!

Asian 9.1% 19.9% 9.3% 6.4% 30.7% 17.9% 2.1% 4.7%

Black 11.9% 33.0% 20.4% 10.3% 15.3% 7.1% 0.7% 1.1%

Hispanic 29.5% 31.0% 14.4% 8.0% 12.2% 3.9% 0.5% 0.7%

Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander 10.7% 35.1% 19.2% 9.9% 18.5% 5.3% 0.8%!! 0.6%!!

White 5.9% 28.3% 16.6% 11.2% 23.7% 10.5% 1.8% 2.0%

More than one race 6.6% 27.9% 22.4% 10.4% 20.9% 8.5% 1.6% 1.6%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1997 and 2017
Notes: In 1997, the only racial demographic categories reported were: Hispanic; White; Black; American Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut; and Asian or Pacific Islander.   |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to 
estimate >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is >50%.

 | In 2017, 44.4 percent of the total population ages 25 and older had attained an associate degree or higher, an increase 
from 31.1 percent in 1997. 

 | The percentage of the total population who had some college education but had not completed a credential decreased 
slightly from 17.2 percent in 1997 to 16.3 percent in 2017.

 | In 2017, 28.8 percent of the total population had completed a high school diploma or equivalent as their highest level of 
educational attainment, a decrease from 33.8 percent in 1997. The percentage of the total population who had less than a 
high school education fell from 17.9 percent in 1997 to 10.4 percent in 2017.

 | Bachelor’s degree attainment increased from 16.0 percent of adults ages 25 and older in 1997 to 21.3 percent in 2017. 
Among racial and ethnic groups, Whites saw the largest increase (17.5 percent in 1997 to 23.7 percent in 2017), fol-
lowed by Blacks (9.5 percent in 1997 to 15.3 percent in 2017) and American Indians or Alaska Natives (7.8 percent in 
1997 to 13.4 percent in 2017).
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT BY RACE AND ETHNICITY: 2017
In 2017, more than four in 10 adults in the U.S. ages 25 and older had attained an associate degree or higher (44.4 percent), 
followed by 28.8 percent whose highest level of education was completing high school, 16.3 percent who had some college 
but no degree, and 10.4 percent who had less than a high school education. However, large differences in attainment exist at 
all levels by racial and ethnic groups.

Figure 1.5: Educational Attainment of Adults Ages 25 and Older, by Race and Ethnicity: 2017
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50%

More than 
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HispanicBlackAsian American Indian 
or Alaska Native 

All racial and 
ethnic groups

Less than high school
High school graduate
Some college, no degree
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Professional degree
Doctoral degree

! ! !! !!

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2017
Notes: ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is >50%.

 | Asians had higher levels of degree attainment than other racial and ethnic groups. A little less than one-third of all Asians 
had attained a bachelor’s degree (30.7 percent), 17.9 percent had attained a master’s degree, and 6.8 percent had attained 
a professional7 or doctoral degree.8 

 | Hispanics had the lowest level of degree attainment among racial and ethnic groups. The majority of Hispanics (60.5 
percent) had attained only a high school credential or less, compared with 49.9 percent of American Indians or Alaska 
Natives, 45.8 percent of Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, 45.0 percent of Blacks, 34.5 percent of individuals 
of more than one race, 34.2 percent of Whites, and 29.0 percent of Asians. 

7 Professional degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-professional practice, including chiropractic, dentistry, law, medicine, pharmacy, veteri-
nary medicine, and other degrees for which a credential or license is required for professional practice.

8 Doctoral degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-research/scholarship degrees, including PhD, EdD, DMA, and other research-based 
degrees.
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT BY GENDER: 2017
Data from 2017 show that gender differences in educational attainment exist at each education level when examined among 
all racial and ethnic groups, usually showing greater percentages of attainment for women. Overall, a larger share of women 
than men had an associate degree or higher (45.9 percent versus 42.9 percent). The gaps were largest among American Indi-
ans or Alaska Natives (36.9 percent of women versus 27.2 percent of men) and those of more than one race (45.5 percent of 
women versus 40.1 percent of men). However, the pattern was reversed among Asians, with 62.9 percent of men and 60.8 
percent of women holding an associate degree or higher, and among Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, among 
whom 35.4 percent of men and 34.7 percent of women had at least an associate degree. 

Table 1.3: Educational Attainment of Adults Ages 25 and Older, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 2017

Less than 
High School

High School 
Graduate

Some College, 
No Degree

Associate
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Master’s 
Degree

Professional 
Degree

Doctoral  
Degree

Men

All racial and ethnic groups 10.9% 30.0% 16.2% 9.3% 21.0% 8.7% 1.7% 2.3%

American Indian or Alaska 
Native 17.0% 37.5% 18.3% 9.5% 12.4% 3.7% 0.9%!! 0.7%!!

Asian 7.3% 19.3% 10.5% 5.7% 28.9% 19.6% 2.3% 6.3%

Black 12.6% 35.9% 19.7% 9.2% 15.2% 5.8% 0.6% 1.1%

Hispanic 30.5% 32.9% 13.9% 6.9% 11.4% 3.3% 0.5% 0.7%

Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander 10.9% 31.8% 21.9% 9.2% 19.8% 5.3%! # 1.1%!!

White 6.3% 29.2% 16.6% 10.1% 23.6% 9.5% 2.1% 2.5%

More than one race 6.8% 31.9% 21.2% 9.8% 19.9% 7.2% 1.0%! 2.1%!

Women

All racial and ethnic groups 10.0% 27.7% 16.5% 11.2% 21.6% 10.3% 1.2% 1.5%

American Indian or Alaska 
Native 12.8% 33.2% 17.0% 14.0% 14.4% 6.2% 1.7%! 0.5%!!

Asian 10.6% 20.4% 8.2% 7.0% 32.2% 16.3% 1.9% 3.3%

Black 11.4% 30.6% 21.0% 11.2% 15.4% 8.3% 0.9% 1.1%

Hispanic 28.4% 29.2% 14.9% 9.0% 12.9% 4.5% 0.4% 0.7%

Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander 10.5% 37.8% 17.0% 10.5% 17.4% 5.2%! 1.5%!! 0.1%!!

White 5.5% 27.5% 16.6% 12.1% 23.9% 11.4% 1.4% 1.6%

More than one race 6.4% 24.4% 23.6% 11.0% 21.7% 9.6% 2.1%! 1.1%!

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2017
Notes: ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is >50%.  |  # Zero observations.

 | The gender gap in bachelor’s degree attainment was smallest among White and Black individuals. For Whites, roughly 24 
percent of men and women attained bachelor’s degrees. For Blacks, roughly 15 percent of men and women attained bache-
lor’s degrees.

 | American Indian or Alaska Native women, Asian women, Hispanic women, and women of more than one race were 
slightly more likely than men within these same racial and ethnic groups to have attained a bachelor’s degree, with gender 
differences within these racial and ethnic groups ranging from approximately 1 to 3 percentage points. 

 | Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander men were more likely than women to have attained a bachelor’s degree as their 
highest level of educational attainment (19.8 percent and 17.4 percent, respectively). 

 | Hispanic men and women and American Indian or Alaska Native men had the lowest levels of educational attain-
ment, with more than half of these groups having attained a high school credential or less. 
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT BY AGE: 2017
Educational attainment varied by age. Across all racial and ethnic groups, adults ages 35 to 44 had higher levels of educational 
attainment than other age groups in 2017. Hispanics followed a different pattern than other racial and ethnic groups in that 
each 10-year age cohort had higher rates of college attainment than the next-oldest group. Regardless of age, Asians had the 
highest level of educational attainment when compared with other racial and ethnic groups. 

Figure 1.6: Percentage of Adults with a College Degree, by Age and Race and Ethnicity: 2017
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2017 

 | Across all racial and ethnic groups, adults ages 35 to 44 were the most likely to have attained an associate degree or higher 
(49.3 percent), while adults ages 65 and older were the least likely to have attained an associate degree or higher (37.9 
percent). 

 | More than half of Asians had attained a college degree in every age group, with the exception of adults ages 65 and older. 

 | Hispanics were the only group where educational attainment of a college degree gradually increased as age decreased, with 
25- to 34-year-olds the most likely to have attained a college degree (28.0 percent), compared with 35- to 44-year-olds 
(25.8 percent), 45- to 54-year-olds (25.1 percent), 55- to 64-year-olds (23.5 percent), and adults ages 65 and older (19.5 
percent). 
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Background and Formation of Racial and Ethnic Categories 
Racial and ethnic categorizations in society (and at higher education institutions) are not neutral, but rather they are informed 
by historical, social, political, and economic contexts. Such classification of individuals and groups dates to the founding of 
the United States, with racial classifications tracing back to preconceptions of biological and cultural differences that today are 
understood as tools to uphold majority control and power. Omi and Winant (2015) define race as a social construction used 
to create, organize, and validate a social order. Race and ethnicity operate as tools to distinguish between who is “the norm” 
and who is “the other” and outside the norm—a perspective also known as racial forma-
tion. Further, these authors contend that “race is a master category—a fundamental con-
cept that has profoundly shaped, and continues to shape, the history, polity, economic 
structure, and culture of the United States” (Omi and Winant 2015, 106). In other 
words, how racial and ethnic categories are defined holds immense significance, helping 
to validate social hierarchies, distribute power, and uphold discrimination. For these and 
other reasons, scholars of race have long acknowledged that racial and ethnic categories 
are largely arbitrary and dependent on those with the power to create them. 

In the United States, the most salient of these classification systems is the U.S. Census—
it is both a federal bureau and a constitutionally mandated process. Data derived from 
the Census is significant; it is used in federal and state policymaking, political redistricting, and disaster response, to name a 
few examples. Also significant (but less discussed) are the descriptive classifications themselves, including the racial and ethnic 
categories. For higher education, these categories are paramount given the mandate of postsecondary institutions to use them 
to report data to the federal government. Yet taking these categories at face value obscures their own discriminatory history. 

Race scholar Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998) notes that “although racial categories in the U.S. Census have fluctuated over 
time, two categories have remained stable—Black and White.” The categories, she continues, “create for us a sense of polar 
opposites that posits a cultural ranking designed to tell us who is White or, perhaps more pointedly, who is not White” (8). 
The first Census classifications in 1790 illustrate this divide: free white men (both over and under 16 years of age), free white 
women, all other free persons, and [Black] slaves (Charles 2014).  

Even today, the characteristics to prescribe who suitably “fits” within each racial category are mutable. For example, at dif-
ferent moments in time, the Census has categorized Mexican Americans as racially “white” or ethnically “Hispanic.” In her 
seminal text, Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? And Other Conversations About Race, Beverly Daniel 
Tatum (2017) provides an important discussion of the changing language for common racial classifications. Tatum explores 
examples of Black rather than African American, Latinx rather than Hispanic, and regional variation in the use of terms 
American Indian and Native people rather than Native American, or Asian/Pacific Islanders rather than Asian Pacific Ameri-
cans. Ultimately, Tatum advises to follow the examples of how people describe themselves.

How racial and ethnic 
categories are defined holds 
immense significance, helping 
to validate social hierarchies, 
distribute power, and uphold 
discrimination.
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Racial and Ethnic Categories in Higher Education
Just as in society, racial and ethnic categorization is common practice in higher education; it is most frequently used by 
administrators and higher education policymakers to guide decisions. In higher education, racial and ethnic categorization 
includes not only the categorization of students as “minority” but also the categorization of institutions as “minority serving.” 
Yet rarely are these racial and ethnic categories critiqued for being misrepresentative of the diverse characteristics and experi-
ences of students (and others) sorted into the different boxes.  

There is significant aggregation, for example, in how groups are classified as “underrepresented minority” or URM—labels 
that are often used to confer benefits such as financial aid and student support services (Park 2018). As an illustration, the 
University of California system includes in its URM definition African American, Hispanic/Latino(a), or American Indian 
students (University of California, n.d.). These categories do not take into account the historical and sociocultural diversity 
among Asian American and Pacific Islander students (especially so in California), including those populations that are dispro-
portionately underrepresented in higher education, such as Hmong, Vietnamese, and Filipino/a students. 

Extending the example to faculty classification, the City University of New York (CUNY) defines URM faculty as Asian, 
Black/African American, and Hispanic/Latino(a), and separately defines underrepresented groups as Asian, Black/African 
American, Hispanic/Latino(a), Italian Americans, and women (CUNY 2012). While we are not criticizing institutions for 
creating (additional) categories, it is important to articulate their history and meaning to institutional stakeholders and to 
revisit such categories on a regular basis in a way that includes the named populations in such decision-making. 

Turning to educational research, the common practice of aggregating racial and ethnic data often results in misrepresentative 
categories. Groupings such as Black, Hispanic, and Asian—categories used throughout this very report—ultimately obscure 
who is within these large categories. Generally, research design, data analysis, and interpretation of findings rely on overarch-
ing categories that reduce rich diversity to simple categories or units of analysis. However, as many scholars note, the aggre-
gation of students, particularly students of color, can distort observed results and lead to incorrect conclusions (Allen et al. 
2008). Such aggregation of students can lead to the adoption of policies that further marginalize and penalize disadvantaged 
groups. For instance, rural, low-income whites or those who attended underperforming schools can be denied necessary aca-
demic support services by policies that ignore within-group diversity. Equally as problematic are policy blind spots that often 
omit Native Hawaiian students because of the tendency to dismiss some populations as insignificant due to small sample sizes 
(Chang, Nguyen, and Chandler 2015). This practice leads to statistically erasing populations, as they literally do not appear in 
the data. 

As a result, many scholars call for greater disaggregation of racial and ethnic categories, especially at the institutional level, 
leading to greater nuance and thoughtful, granular narratives about student outcomes, experiences, and backgrounds (Chang, 
et al. 2015; Harper 2012; Teranishi 2007). As an example, when Asian American students are disaggregated, the myth of 
this group as a “model minority”1 collapses since significant differences (e.g., in educational achievement and socioeconomic 
status) among subgroups are revealed (Teranishi 2007). The accompanying figure illustrates how relying on aggregate data 
ignores educational-attainment disparities within the pan-Asian group.

1 For a discussion of the model minority myth.
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Educational Attainment of Selected Groups in the U.S., Ages 25 and Over
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Finally, when it comes to higher education law and policy, many narratives around affirmative action or race-conscious 
policies use and misuse racial categories and their meaning, especially when advancing a political agenda. Opponents of these 
policies frame race-conscious decision-making as “racial preferential treatment” in a supposed color-blind society and “reverse 
discrimination” against white Americans (Crenshaw 2006). These opponents uphold that admissions should be based on 
color-blind merit (Bonilla-Silva 2017). Yet, many of these narratives rely on racial stereotypes—again, based on racial classifi-
cations—to discount the achievements of Black, indigenous, and Latinx students (Crenshaw 2006) and to misrepresent Asian 
Americans as the model minority in order to justify dismissal of race conscious policies (Chang 2011; Moses et al. 2019). A 
recent court case charging Harvard University (MA) with racial discrimination against Asian American students highlights 
how racial classifications can be misused, obscuring how race-conscious policies have benefited Southeast Asians and Pacific 
Islanders (Harmon 2018).  

Looking Ahead
The use and often-misunderstood use of racial and ethnic classifications have serious implications for higher education insti-
tutions. Increased racial and ethnic diversity requires that higher education reflect our dynamic society, and yet perspectives 
rooted in a white majority often result in inadequate attention to the needs of increasingly diverse students. As higher edu-
cation expands, diversifies, and seeks to serve a broader, more complex constituency, we must understand “that educational 
institutions operate in contradictory ways, with their potential to oppress and marginalize coexisting with their potential to 
emancipate and empower” (Solórzano and Yosso 2002, 26). 
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At the same time, the history of racial and ethnic categorization in society, and in higher education, demands systematic 
examination of how these categories are created and deployed. It is necessary to acknowledge the historical and contemporary 
relationship between racial categories and racial hierarchies as we seek to disrupt notions that race does not matter in higher 
education. Substantial evidence in research, theoretical framing, practice, and policies make it clear that American higher 
education is not color-blind, nor is larger society. 

It is our observation that conversations on race and racism in higher education are necessary and valuable. We must bring 
greater energy and nuance to challenge outdated ideas, such as the notion of racial and ethnic categories as absolute. Among 
the scholarly resources to help college administrators better understand the influence and implications of such categories and 
their perceived meaning is Beverly Daniel Tatum’s second edition of Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafe-
teria? And Other Conversations About Race (2017). Another important source is Julie J. Park’s 2018 book, Race on Campus: 
Debunking Myths with Data. The work of Schoem et al. (2001) on intergroup dialogue demonstrates the important process 
of face-to-face relationship building “in which different groups come together to discuss issues of community and conflict” 
(15). Additionally, the documentary Race: The Power of an Illusion critically examines what race is and offers useful tools for 
questioning beliefs and assumptions (Adelman 2003).

To close, we must not lose sight of the paradox that race is an ephemeral, elusive, imaginary construct. At the same time, race 
has real, profound, and lived consequences for students who are sorted across the different boxes. We are right to challenge the 
purpose and consequences of racial and ethnic categories, including their applicability to the students we serve. Going a step 
further, the field should seek to better understand how these categories intersect with other identities, such as class, gender, 
sexuality, country of origin, religion, and the differently abled (Crenshaw 1989). To achieve the goals of inclusive diversity and 
academic excellence, higher education institutions must of necessity compile the most reliable, comprehensive, informative 
data possible. When used critically and judiciously, data categorized by race and ethnicity can provide valuable information to 
help guide efforts to address persistent inequities in higher education.  
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INTRODUCTION
The country’s demographic shifts explored in Chapter 1 of this report, “Population Trends and Educational Attainment,” 
have had great bearing on the makeup of the nation’s high schools. Between 2000 and 2012, the total number of public high 
school graduates grew by 23.3 percent, increasing from 2.5 million to over 3.1 million. The greatest growth during this time 
occurred for non-White students, including a 110.5 percent increase for Hispanic students and a 42.1 percent increase for 
Asian or Pacific Islander students. Although the overall number of high school graduates will soon plateau, enrollment growth 
by students of color will nonetheless continue (Bransberger and Michelau 2016). By 2026, non-White students will represent 
51.0 percent of public secondary school graduates. 

While postsecondary credentials are on the rise and often required for a growing number of jobs in America, the high school 
diploma remains a prevailing signal of individual educational achievement. Therefore, measuring the success of individual 
groups in securing a diploma provides a picture of educational opportunity realized or missed that has lasting implications 
for individuals and families. Multiple measures aimed at describing high school completion rates exist, each with their own 
strengths and limitations (Murnane 2013; Heckman and LaFontaine 2010). In this chapter, we look to the high school status 
completion rate and four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate metrics to explore high school completion in the United States. 
Overall, the percentage of individuals completing high school credentials—both diplomas and alternative credentials such as 
the GED® credential—has increased over time. Yet longstanding gaps in completion remain. For example, in 2016 the high 
school graduation rate gap between White and American Indian or Alaska Native students was 16 percentage points—the 
highest gap between White students and any group of non-White students. And given the aforementioned demographic 
shifts, these gaps have tremendous consequence for our country’s economic and social progress. 

KEY FINDINGS
 | In 2000, about seven in 10 students graduating from high school were White. By 2012, that share had fallen 

to nearly six in 10, as the share who were Hispanic increased substantially. Projections predict this trend will 
continue, with Whites representing just under half of all public high school graduates in 2026.

 | Between 2013 and 2016, public high school graduation rates1 increased for all racial and ethnic groups, with 
those of Black2 students increasing by nearly 6 percentage points, compared with around 2 percentage points for 
American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, and White students. 

 | Between 1996 and 2016, the total share of all 18- to 24-year-olds who had completed a high school diploma or 
alternative credential increased. By race and ethnicity, Hispanics and African Americans experienced the largest 
growth. The status completion rate of Black students increased from 83.0 percent to about 92 percent, while 
that of Hispanic students increased from about 62 percent to 89.1 percent. 

 | The share of 18- to 24-year-old American Indian or Alaska Native men and women who had completed a high 
school education or alternative credential declined between 2006 and 2016—the only racial and ethnic group 
to do so. 

 | Between 2014 and 2018, the pass rate of all GED® test takers varied greatly by race and ethnicity. About seven 
in 10 White test takers passed the exam, the highest of any group. African Americans were the only group for 
whom less than half of all test takers passed the exam.

1 Data reflect adjusted cohort graduation rate, which measures the percentage of students within a given cohort who graduate within four years of 
enrolling in ninth grade.

2 The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
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PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES: 2000 TO 2026
Over 90 percent of high school students in the United States attend public high schools, thus offering researchers the most 
robust trend lines and projections of demographic change (Bransberger and Michelau 2016). The total number of public high 
school graduates grew from 2.5 million in 1999–2000 to over 3.1 million in 2011–12,3 an increase of 23.3 percent. Hispanics 
experienced the greatest growth among all racial and ethnic groups over these years, followed by Asians or Pacific Islanders. 
Projections indicate that the growth in the number of high school graduates will slow. Between 2011–12 and 2025–26, 
projections show the total number of public high school graduates will increase by a little more than 274,000 students, or 8.7 
percent, 14.6 percentage points less than over the earlier 12-year period.  

Figure 2.1: The Number of Public High School Graduates, by Race and Ethnicity: 2000 to 2026
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3 Data in this section reflect actual public high school graduation rates for 2000–2012 and projected rates for 2014–2026. The data presented 
were the most recent publicly available data at the time of analysis.
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 | Between 1999–2000 and 2011–12, the total number of Hispanic public high school graduates grew by 110.5 percent, 
the highest percentage change among all racial and ethnic groups. This growth involved an increase of over 319,000 
public high school graduates. 

 | Asian or Pacific Islander students had the second highest rate of growth between 1999–2000 and 2011–12, growing by 
nearly 51,500 graduates or 42.1 percent. 

 | The total number of Black public high school graduates grew by more than 129,000 students, an increase of 38.4 per-
cent. 

 | Among all racial and ethnic groups, Whites experienced the lowest rate of growth, increasing by just 1.6 percent.

 | Projections show that the total number of high school graduates will grow across all racial and ethnic groups between 
2011–12 and 2025–26, with the exception of American Indians or Alaska Natives and Whites, where the total number of 
graduates is expected to decline by 13.0 percent and 7.2 percent, respectively. 

 | The groups predicted to see the most growth by 2025–26 are Hispanic and Black students. The number of Hispanic 
graduates will grow by nearly 194,000 students and Blacks by nearly 140,000 students, by 2025–26, representing growth 
of 31.8 percent and 29.9 percent, respectively. 

In 1999–2000, Whites represented 69.6 percent of all high school graduates. While Whites remained the majority in 2011–12, 
their total share of all public high school graduates decreased to 57.4 percent. Projections predict this trend will continue, 
with Whites representing 49.0 percent of all public high school graduates in 2025–26. 

Figure 2.2: Public High School Graduates, by Race and Ethnicity: 2000 to 2026
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 | The total share of Hispanics among all public high school graduates increased from 11.3 percent in 1999–2000 to 19.3 
percent in 2011–12—the largest growth of any racial and ethnic group. Projections predict Hispanics will represent 
slightly less than a quarter of all public high school graduates by 2025–26.

 | The total share of Asian or Pacific Islander graduates is expected to increase from 5.5 percent in 2011–12 to 6.4 percent 
by 2025–26, and the total share of Black graduates is expected to increase from 14.9 percent to 17.7 percent.

 | The share of American Indians or Alaska Natives is expected to decrease slightly from 1.0 percent in 2011–12 to 0.8 
percent in 2025–26.

http://www.equityinhighered.org


27 www.equityinhighered.org

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATE 

The adjusted cohort graduation rate (ACGR) for public high schools was first collected in 2010–11. The ACGR measures the percentage 
of students within a defined cohort who graduate with a high school diploma within four years of enrolling in ninth grade. The cohort is 
defined as first-time ninth graders in a specified academic year and is adjusted to include any new students who transfer into the cohort 
and to exclude any students who transfer out, leave the United States, or pass away. States calculate ACGRs at the school, district, and 
state levels.  

Across the nation, the graduation rate of public high school students increased gradually from 81.4 percent in 2013 to 84.1 
percent in 2016. Black students had the largest increase, from 70.7 percent in 2013 to 76.4 percent in 2016 (a 5.7 percentage 
point increase). The public high school graduation rate for Hispanic students increased 4.1 percentage points, from 75.2 per-
cent to 79.3 percent. The graduation rate for American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, and White students 
all increased about 2 percentage points.

Figure 2.3: Public High School Four-Year Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate, by Race and Ethnicity: 2013 and 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, EDFacts Data Groups 695 and 696, School Year (SY) 2015–16; October 25, 2017; U.S. Department of Education, EDFacts/Consolidated State Performance Report, SY 
2012–13
Notes: Implementation of requirements for the Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR) varied by state. As a result, calculation of the ACGR may vary by state. Year-over-year variation of +/- 5% for any group for 
which cohort size was over 50 was reviewed through the U.S. Department of Education’s Coordinated Data Quality Review. All states, with the exception of West Virginia, provided explanations for these variations. 
The data steward did not accept state comments for California, Illinois, Louisiana, New Mexico, Texas, Utah, and the District of Columbia. These states and the District of Columbia, along with West Virginia, received 
notification of concerns around data quality that are expected to be resolved in the submission of future data.  |  Data for Idaho were not available for the 2012–13 academic year due to an approved reporting 
extension from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Elementary and Secondary Education.

Although there was an increase in public high school graduation rates across all groups, differences remained in 2016 by race 
and ethnicity and location. In 2016, the national graduation rate of Asians or Pacific Islanders was 90.8 percent, compared 
with 88.3 percent for Whites, 79.3 percent for Hispanics, 76.4 percent for Blacks, and 71.9 percent for American Indians or 
Alaska Natives.
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Figure 2.4: Public High School Four-Year Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate, by Location and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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 | In 2016, the public high school graduation rate for all students in Iowa was 7.2 percentage points higher than the 
national graduation rate (91.3 percent compared with 84.1 percent). The District of Columbia, New Mexico, and 
Nevada all had public high school graduation rates 9.3 percentage points or more below the national graduation rate.

 | The public high school graduation rate of American Indians or Alaska Natives was highest in the state of Alabama (90.0 
percent)—18.1 percentage points above the national rate of 71.9 percent for that group. South Dakota, Wyoming, and 
Oregon were 15.9 percentage points or more below the national graduation rate for these students.

 | Asians or Pacific Islanders had the highest public high school graduation rates in New Jersey (96.7 percent)—5.9 per-
centage points higher than the national rate of 90.8 percent for these students. The District of Columbia, South Dakota, 
Idaho, Alaska, and New Mexico all had graduation rates 9.8 percentage points or more below the national public high 
school graduation rate for these students.

 | Black students in West Virginia had the highest public high school graduation rate (88.0 percent). This rate was 11.6 
percentage points higher than the national rate of 76.4 percent. Both Nevada and New Mexico were below the national 
rate for this group by more than 15 percentage points.

 | The public high school graduation rates of Hispanic students in Vermont and West Virginia were almost 10 percentage 
points higher than the national rate of 79.3 percent for this group. Comparatively, Minnesota, New York, the District 
of Columbia, Oregon, and Nevada had high school graduation rates of almost 10 percentage points or more below the 
national rate for Hispanic students.

 | The public high school graduation rate of White students in Texas was 5.1 percentage points higher than the national rate 
of 88.3 percent for this group. Both New Mexico and Oregon had graduation rates of more than 11 percentage points 
below the national rate for Whites.
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HIGH SCHOOL STATUS COMPLETION RATE

Another metric of high school completion is the high school status completion rate. The high school status completion rate measures 
the percentage of 18- to 24-year-olds in the United States who have completed a high school diploma or alternative credential, such 
as a GED® credential.  This rate excludes non-civilian and institutionalized members of the population and those still enrolled in K–12 
education (NCES 2017). The high school status completion rate is calculated using data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Popula-
tion Survey (CPS), which allows for a look at long-term trends. Prior to 2003, the CPS reported only on Hispanic; White; Black; American 
Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut; and Asian or Pacific Islander groups. In 2003, the Census Bureau changed the CPS to include new categories for 
Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders and individuals of more than one race, aligning CPS data with the outcomes of Census 2000. 
Because these changes provide individuals the opportunity to select the racial and ethnic groups with which they most identify, they 
present a more complete picture of the evolving demographics of the U.S. population (Bowler et al. 2003).

The high school status completion rate of adults ages 18 to 24 years old increased gradually from 86.2 percent in 1996 to 
92.9 percent in 2016. Over these 20 years, completion by most racial and ethnic groups increased, although some groups saw 
greater increases than others.

Figure 2.5: High School Completion Rate of 18- to 24-Year-Olds Not Enrolled in High School (Status Completion Rate),  
by Race and Ethnicity: 1996 to 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics, 2017, Table 219.65
Notes: The status completion rate is the number of 18- to 24-year-olds who are high school completers as a percentage of the total number of 18- to 24-year-olds who are not enrolled in high school or a lower level 
of education. High school completers include those with a high school diploma, as well as those with an alternative credential, such as a GED®.  |  Prior to 2003, Asian included Pacific Islander.  |  Current Population 
Survey data are based on sample surveys of the civilian noninstitutionalized population, which excludes persons in the military and persons living in institutions (e.g., prisons or nursing facilities).   |  Totals include 
other racial/ethnic groups not separately shown.
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 | Hispanic adults experienced the greatest growth in high school status completion rate, increasing from 61.9 percent in 
1996 to 89.1 percent in 2016. 

 | The status completion rate of Black adults increased about 9 percentage points, from 83.0 percent in 1996 to 92.2 per-
cent in 2016. 

 | Whites and Asians had the highest high school status completion rates in 1996, with slight increases of around 3 percent-
age points by 2016.

In 2006, women had a slightly higher high school status completion rate than men (89.2 percent and 86.5 percent, respec-
tively). While the status completion rate for both groups increased over time, this gender gap remained. In 2016, women had 
a status completion rate of 94.3 percent, compared with 91.6 percent for men.

Table 2.1: High School Completion Rate of 18- to 24-Year-Olds Not Enrolled in High School (Status Completion Rate), by Gender 
and Race and Ethnicity: 2006 to 2016

2006 2016

Men

All racial and ethnic groups 86.5% 91.6%

American Indian or Alaska Native 78.8% 70.3%

Asian 95.2% 97.4%

Black 86.1% 88.7%

Hispanic 65.7% 86.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡

White 92.0% 93.8%

More than one race 90.8% 95.3%

Women

All racial and ethnic groups 89.2% 94.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 84.7% 79.8%

Asian 96.4% 96.2%

Black 83.9% 95.5%

Hispanic 76.6% 91.3%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡

White 93.2% 95.1%

More than one race 88.7% 97.1%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics, 2017, Table 219.67     
Notes: The status completion rate is the number of 18- to 24-year-olds who are high school completers as a percentage of the total number of 18- to 24-year-olds who are not enrolled in high school or a lower 
level of education. High school completers include those with a high school diploma, as well as those with an alternative credential, such as a GED®.  |  Current Population Survey data are based on sample surveys 
of the civilian noninstitutionalized population, which excludes persons in the military and persons living in institutions (e.g., prisons or nursing facilities).  |  ‡ Reporting standards not met (too few cases for a reliable 
estimate). 

 | In 2016, American Indians or Alaska Natives had the largest gender gap, with 79.8 percent of women having completed a 
high school diploma or alternative credential, compared with 70.3 percent of men. Blacks had the second highest gender 
gap, with 95.5 percent of Black women having completed a high school diploma or alternative credential, compared with 
88.7 percent of Black men. 

 | The status completion rate of Black women edged out that of White women by 0.4 percentage points (95.5 percent for 
Black women and 95.1 percent for White women).    
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GED® TEST

The GED® test is a high school equivalency exam founded in 1942 by the American Council on Education (ACE). It is now administered 
by the GED Testing Service (GEDTS), which is a joint venture between ACE and Pearson. The GED® test focuses on four different subject 
areas: Mathematical Reasoning, Reasoning Through Language Arts, Social Studies, and Science (GED Testing Service 2018). 

Between 2014 and 2018, over 965,000 people took one or more subject-area modules of the GED® test, one of the country’s 
most well-known high school equivalency exams. Whites represented the largest share (37.9 percent), followed by Hispanics 
(23.9 percent), individuals of more than one race (18.2 percent), Blacks (15.1 percent), individuals who did not provide race 
and ethnicity information (1.7 percent), Asians (1.6 percent), American Indians or Alaska Natives (1.2 percent), and Native 
Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders (0.3 percent).4

The majority of GED® test takers between 2014 and 2018 completed the exam (70.2 percent), which means that they took all 
four subject-area modules of the test. Among those who completed, 85.3 percent passed the exam and received their GED® 
credential. The pass rate of all test takers, including those who did not complete the exam,5 was 59.9 percent. However, there 
was considerable variation across racial and ethnic groups in completion and pass rates.

Figure 2.6: GED® Test Takers, by Race and Ethnicity: 2014 to 2018
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Source: GED® Testing Service
Note: Figure includes people who took at least one GED® operational test between 2014 and 2018. 

 | Whites and Asians had the highest completion rates (77.7 percent and 71.7 percent, respectively), while Hispanic and 
Black test takers had the lowest completion rates (64.2 percent and 62.2 percent, respectively).  

 | Among all test takers, including both completers and non-completers, Whites had the highest pass rate (70.7 percent), 
followed by Asians (63.0 percent). Blacks were the only group among whom less than half of all test takers passed the 
exam (45.7 percent).

 | More than nine in 10 White test takers who completed the exam passed (91.0 percent)—the highest of any group. The 
greatest gap in pass rate among completers was between White and Black test takers, at nearly 18 percentage points. 

4 Information on GED® test takers are updated regularly through GEDTS. Therefore, the data presented in this chapter reflect an estimation of 
the racial and ethnic backgrounds of GED® test takers as of the time of analysis.

5 The GED® test is structured in a way that allows test takers to take the four sections of the exam in any sequence or combination. Reasons for 
why students do not complete the exam vary, and may include but are not limited to family and work obligations, change in employment, and 
financial reasons.
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Figure 2.7: GED® Test Performance, by Race and Ethnicity: 2014 to 2018
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INTRODUCTION
The importance of postsecondary credentials for the twenty-first century workforce—and indeed for societal health and prog-
ress at large—cannot be overstated. Most jobs that provide a living wage, employment security, and the possibility of a prom-
ising career path require some level of postsecondary education. In addition to having higher earnings and more stable and 
rewarding work opportunities, adults with college credentials are more likely than others to be active citizens, to be healthier 
(McMahon 2009; Ma, Pender, and Welch 2016; Turk 2019), and to be able to provide opportunities for their children. With-
out participation of the whole of our society in postsecondary education, missed opportunities abound—for closing equity 
gaps, certainly, as well as for ensuring the health and vitality of our democracy.

Fortunately, the past two decades have seen an increase in college enrollment by those who have not traditionally sought 
undergraduate credentials, including students of color. Yet significant barriers to access remain. Both enrollment rates and the 
types of institutions where students enrolled in 2015–16 varied greatly by racial and ethnic group, by international status, and 
by income level. Field of study, which is an important indicator of post-college income and opportunity, also varied by race 
and gender. Such gaps in postsecondary participation and success both emerge from and exacerbate inequality across demo-
graphic groups. Improving access to and success in college is thus a prerequisite for addressing the barriers facing underrepre-
sented racial and ethnic groups in American society.

KEY FINDINGS
 | Between 1995–96 and 2015–16, the share of students of color among all undergraduate students increased 

from about 30 percent to approximately 45 percent. This increase was largely driven by the increase in Hispanic 
undergraduate enrollment.

 | Across all racial and ethnic groups, women represented the majority of undergraduate students. The largest gen-
der gap occurred for African American1 students, where women represented about 62 percent and men nearly 
38 percent. 

 | Overall, more undergraduate students were enrolled in public two-year institutions2 than any other sector. This 
is especially true for American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, Black, and 
Hispanic students. 

 | Larger shares of Black and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students than of other student groups were 
enrolled at for-profit institutions. 

 | One-quarter of undergraduates at public four-year institutions were majoring in STEM fields;3 however, the 
total share of men who enrolled in STEM fields was more than double that of women. 

1 The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
2 Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. For more 

information, please refer to the report’s methods section.
3 STEM programs include biological and physical science, science technology, math, agriculture, computer and information sciences, and engi-

neering and engineering technology.
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 | More than 20 percent of White and Black students seeking an associate degree at public two-year institutions 
were in general studies programs,4 which enrolled smaller shares of students from other student groups. Larger 
shares of Asian and international students5 than of other groups chose STEM fields. American Indian or Alaska 
Native students, Hispanic students, and students of more than one race had the highest representation in manu-
facturing, military technology, and other applied fields.6 

 | The share of low-income Asian students who were enrolled in very selective institutions was four times the share 
of low-income Black students enrolled at these institutions. Among students from the highest income families, 
Asian students were more than twice as likely as Black students to enroll in very selective institutions. 

 | Within each income quartile, larger shares of dependent Hispanic students than of those from any other racial 
or ethnic group were enrolled in open admissions institutions.

4 General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social skills, personal awareness and self- 
improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others. 

5 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nonresident alien as “a person who is not a citizen or national of the United 
States and who is in this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.” In this report, nonresident 
aliens are labeled as international students.  

6 Other applied fields for sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, construction, repair, and transporta-
tion; military technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design 
and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.
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COLLEGE ENROLLMENT AFTER HIGH SCHOOL

The U.S. Census commonly measures college enrollment rates in two ways. The first is an immediate college enrollment rate, or the 
percentage of recent high school or equivalent completers, ages 16 to 24 years old, who enroll in college by the October immediately 
following high school completion. The second measures the percentage of high school equivalent completers, ages 18 to 24 years old, 
who are enrolled in college.

In 2016, 69.5 percent of all recent high school or equivalent graduates ages 16 to 24 enrolled in an undergraduate program of 
study. The shares of recent high school or equivalent graduates who enrolled in college ranged from 87.4 percent of Asians to 
56.5 percent of Blacks. Between 1996 and 2016, the share of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians who enrolled in college 
increased, although differences emerged by racial and ethnic group.

Figure 3.1: Immediate College Enrollment of Recent High School or Equivalent Graduates Ages 16 to 24, by Race and Ethnicity: 
1996 to 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics, 2017, Table 302.20  
Notes: This figure uses a three-year moving average, which is a weighted average of the year indicated, the year immediately preceding, and the year immediately following. For the final year, a two-year moving 
average is used.  Moving averages are used to produce more stable estimates.  |  “All racial and ethnic groups” includes persons of other racial and ethnic groups not separately shown.  |  Prior to 2003, Asian 
included Pacific Islanders.  |  After 2002, White, Black, and Asian data exclude persons of more than one race.

 | The total share of recent high school graduates ages 16 to 24 who enrolled in college increased from 64.7 percent in 1996 
to 69.5 percent in 2016—a 4.8 percentage point increase. 

 | Hispanic recent high school or equivalent graduates experienced the largest increase in college enrollment from 57.6 
percent in 1996 to 70.6 percent in 2016—a 13.0 percentage point increase. 
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 | Between 1996 and 2016, the total share of Asian recent high school or equivalent graduates who enrolled in college 
increased from 82.7 percent to 87.4 percent. 

 | The total share of White recent high school or equivalent graduates who enrolled in college increased 3.9 percentage 
points, from 66.6 percent in 1996 to 70.5 percent in 2016.

 | Black recent high school or equivalent graduates experienced a slight increase in the total share who enrolled in college, 
from 55.4 percent in 1996 to 56.5 percent in 2016. While the total share of Blacks who enrolled in college increased over 
this 20-year period, the total share enrolled in college decreased 4.4 percentage points between 2015 and 2016.

In 2016, 40.9 percent of high school or equivalent graduates ages 18 to 24 were enrolled in an undergraduate program of 
study. The shares of adults who were enrolled ranged from 18.8 percent of American Indians or Alaska Natives and 20.4 per-
cent of Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders to 42.2 percent of those of more than one race and 57.2 percent of Asians. 
Between 1996 and 2016, the share enrolled in college increased for Hispanics, African Americans, Asians, and Whites, but 
decreased for American Indians or Alaska Natives. The share of Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders and individuals of 
more than one race who were enrolled in college also decreased between 20037 and 2016. 

Figure 3.2: Percentage of 18- to 24-Year-Olds Enrolled in College, by Race and Ethnicity: 1996 to 2016
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Note: Prior to 2003, the Current Population Survey did not include more than one race or Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander. 

7 Prior to 2003, the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey did not include the racial and ethnic categories of more than one race or 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander.
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Figure 3.3: Percentage of 18- to 24-Year-Olds Enrolled in College, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2016

Figure 3.4: Percentage of 18- to 24-Year-Olds Enrolled in College, by Hispanic Subpopulations: 2016
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2016
Notes: “Central American excluding Salvadoran” includes respondents of Central American, Central American Indian, Costa Rican, Guatemalan, Honduran, Nicaraguan, or Panamanian origin.  |  “South American” 
includes respondents who indicate that they are of Argentinian, Bolivian, Chilean, Colombian, Ecuadorian, Paraguayan, Peruvian, South American, South American Indian, Uruguayan, or Venezuelan origin.  |  “Other 
Hispanic” includes all CPS respondents who reported they were of “Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin,” and who subsequently indicated that they belong to one of 24 Hispanic-origin subgroups (e.g., Castilian) that 
fall outside the other seven Hispanic origin groups listed in this figure.
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Figure 3.5: Percentage of 18- to 24-Year-Olds Enrolled in College, by Asian Subpopulations: 2016
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2016
Note: “Other Asian” includes all CPS respondents who reported they were “Asian” but who did not identify as a member of any of the six Asian origin groups listed in this figure.

 | The share of young adults enrolled in college increased from 35.5 percent in 1996 to 40.9 percent in 2016—a 5.4 per-
centage point increase. 

 | Hispanic young adults experienced the largest increase in college enrollment from 20.1 percent in 1996 to 38.3 percent 
in 2016—an 18.2 percentage point increase. 

 | In 2016, 38.3 percent of Hispanic young adults enrolled in college. Of Hispanics, those of South American8 backgrounds 
(57.0 percent) and Dominican backgrounds (52.2 percent) enrolled at the highest rates.

 | Between 1996 and 2016, the share of Asian young adults enrolled in college increased slightly, from 53.9 percent to 57.2 
percent.

 | Among Asian young adults, a larger share of those of Korean descent were enrolled in college (73.2 percent) in 2016, 
followed by Chinese (68.8 percent) and Japanese high school graduates (56.7 percent). 

 | In 2016, more than one-third (36.3 percent) of Black young adults were enrolled in college, with their enrollment having 
increased 9.0 percentage points between 1996 and 2016.

 | The share of American Indian or Alaska Native young adults enrolled in college declined 11.5 percentage points, from 
30.3 percent in 1996 to 18.8 percent in 2016.

8 “South American” includes respondents who indicated that they were of Argentinian, Bolivian, Chilean, Colombian, Ecuadorian, Paraguayan, 
Peruvian, South American, South American Indian, Uruguayan, or Venezuelan origin.
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UNDERGRADUATE ENROLLMENT: 1995–96 TO 2015–16
As the undergraduate student body has become more diverse over time, the share of White students as a proportion of total 
undergraduate enrollment has declined. In 2015–16, approximately 45 percent of all undergraduate students identified as 
being a race or ethnicity other than White, compared with 29.6 percent in 1995–96. Much of the growth in the student of 
color population can be attributed to the growth of Hispanic enrollment. 

Figure 3.6: Undergraduate Enrollment, by Race and Ethnicity: 1995–96 and 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 1996 and 2016
Note: In 1995–96, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students was not an available category. These students were included in the category “Asian.”

 | The representation of Hispanic students increased from 10.3 percent of all undergraduates in 1995–96 to 19.8 percent in 
2015–16—the largest percentage point increase of any racial or ethnic group. 

 | As a group, Black undergraduates saw the second largest growth in representation. The share of undergraduates who were 
Black increased from 12.3 percent in 1995–96 to 15.2 percent in 2015–16. 

 | The proportion of all undergraduate students who identified as White decreased from approximately 70 percent in 
1995–96 to 52.0 percent in 2015–16. 

Throughout the years between 1995–96 and 2015–16, the consistent majority of undergraduate students were women. Over 
time, the gender gap was largest among Black students. The exception was international students, among whom there was no 
gender gap in undergraduate enrollment in 2015–16. 
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Table 3.1: Undergraduate Enrollment, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 1995–96 and 2015–16

Men Women

1995–96

All racial and ethnic groups 43.2% 56.8%

American Indian or Alaska Native 35.6% 64.4%

Asian 48.0% 52.0%

Black 36.6% 63.4%

Hispanic 43.2% 56.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander N/A N/A

White 43.9% 56.1%

More than one race 50.9% 49.1%

International students 52.6% 47.4%

2015–16

All racial and ethnic groups 43.5% 56.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 47.0% 53.0%

Asian 48.0% 52.0%

Black 37.8% 62.2%

Hispanic 42.1% 57.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 41.7% 58.3%

White 45.0% 55.0%

More than one race 40.6% 59.4%

International students 50.0% 50.0%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 1996 and 2016
Note: In 1995–96, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students was not an available category. These students were included in the category “Asian.”
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UNDERGRADUATE ENROLLMENT: 2015–16
In 2015–16, 52.0 percent of undergraduate students were White, 45.2 percent were students of color, and 2.8 percent were 
international students.

Figure 3.7: Undergraduate Enrollment, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Overall, women made up a larger proportion of undergraduate student enrollment than did men in 2015–16 (56.5 percent 
and 43.5 percent, respectively). The only demographic group for which this pattern did not hold was international students, 
among whom equal shares were men and women.

Figure 3.8: Undergraduate Enrollment, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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 | In 2015–16, the largest gender gap was observed among Black undergraduates. Women made up 62.2 percent of Black 
undergraduates, compared with 37.8 percent who were men.

 | The smallest gender gap among domestic students was among Asian undergraduates. Women made up 52.0 percent of 
Asian undergraduates, compared with 48.0 percent who were men.

Nearly 60 percent of all undergraduate students enrolled in 2015–16 were between the ages of 15 and 23. A little over 40 per-
cent of all undergraduate students were ages 24 and older, with 18.3 percent between the ages of 24 and 29, and 22.8 percent 
ages 30 and older. 

Figure 3.9: Undergraduate Enrollment, by Age and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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 | International (74.1 percent) and Asian (65.0 percent) undergraduates were the most likely to be between the ages of 15 
and 23. The majority of undergraduates who identified as being of more than one race (62.9 percent), Hispanic under-
graduates (62.0 percent), and White undergraduates (59.8 percent) were also between the ages of 15 and 23.

 | Over 50 percent of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander undergraduates (54.9 percent), Black undergraduates (53.0 
percent), and American Indian or Alaska Native (51.4 percent) undergraduates were ages 24 and older.

 | A larger share of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (36.6 percent) and Black (32.7 percent) undergraduate stu-
dents were ages 30 or older than that of other groups. 
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Half of all undergraduate students enrolled in 2015–16 were classified as dependents.9 More than half of dependent Blacks, 
Hispanics, American Indians or Alaska Natives, Asians, Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, and undergraduates of 
more than one race came from families in the bottom two income quartiles. Conversely, more than half of dependent White 
and international undergraduates came from families in the top two income quartiles. 

Figure 3.10: Undergraduate Enrollment of Dependent Students, by Income and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016

 | Slightly more than one-third of White dependent undergraduates came from families in the top income quartile (34.4 
percent), the most of any racial or ethnic group.

 | Among dependent undergraduates, 75.1 percent of Blacks and 70.8 percent of Hispanics came from families in the bot-
tom two income quartiles, the most of any racial or ethnic group. 

 | Approximately 46 percent of Black dependent undergraduates came from families in the bottom income quartile, the 
most of any racial or ethnic group. 

9 Students in the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) are considered dependent if they are “under 24 years of age who are 
unmarried, do not have dependents, are not veterans or on active military duty, are not orphans or wards of the court, are not homeless or at 
risk of homelessness, and have not been deemed independent by a financial aid officer” (Radwin et al. 2018).
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Nearly half (48.1 percent) of all undergraduate students were enrolled in bachelor’s degree programs, 42.7 percent were 
enrolled in associate degree programs, and the remaining 9.2 percent were enrolled in certificate programs. 

Figure 3.11: Undergraduate Enrollment, by Award Level and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016 

 | More than half of international (61.9 percent), White (52.6 percent), and Asian (51.8 percent) undergraduates, and 
undergraduates of more than one race (50.8 percent) were enrolled in bachelor’s degree programs.

 | More than half of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (55.2 percent), American Indian or Alaska Native (51.8 
percent), and Hispanic (51.4 percent) undergraduates were enrolled in associate degree programs. 

 | The share of students enrolled in certificate programs was highest among American Indian or Alaska Native (13.8 per-
cent), Black (11.7 percent), and Hispanic (11.1 percent) undergraduates. 
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UNDERGRADUATE ENROLLMENT ACROSS INSTITUTIONAL SECTOR
The plurality of undergraduate students in 2015–16 (45.9 percent) were enrolled in a public two-year institution. White 
undergraduates, Asian undergraduates, and undergraduates of more than one race were more likely than students of other 
races and ethnicities to be enrolled in a public or private nonprofit four-year institution; international students were also more 
likely to be enrolled in these institutions. 

Figure 3.12: Undergraduate Enrollment Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Over half of all White (50.5 percent) and international (61.5 percent) undergraduates and almost half of Asian under-
graduates (49.3 percent) were enrolled in public or private nonprofit four-year institutions. 

 | American Indian or Alaska Native (60.1 percent), Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (56.9 percent), Hispanic 
(55.4 percent), and Black (44.0 percent) undergraduates were more likely to be enrolled at public two-year institutions 
than in any other sector. 

 | Nearly 16 percent of Black and 12.0 percent of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander undergraduates were enrolled 
at for-profit institutions—the highest of all racial or ethnic groups. Black students made up 15.2 percent of all under-
graduates enrolled in higher education compared to Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, who made up less than 1 
percent.

Overall, there was little difference in enrollment by sector between men and women undergraduates. However, there were 
gender differences among Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, American Indians or Alaska Natives, Blacks, and 
undergraduates of more than one race. 
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Table 3.2: Undergraduate Enrollment Across Sectors, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Public Four-Year
Private Nonprofit 

Four-Year Public Two-Year For-Profit

Men

Men Total 32.9% 14.4% 46.2% 6.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 26.5% 3.6%! 63.7% 6.1%

Asian 36.5% 12.1% 46.8% 4.6%

Black 26.8% 13.7% 46.9% 12.6%

Hispanic 25.8% 9.7% 56.6% 7.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 34.7% 7.7%! 46.6% 11.1%

White 35.7% 16.3% 42.9% 5.1%

More than one race 37.2% 11.1% 44.9% 6.8%

International students 40.9% 23.3% 34.3% 1.5%

Women

Women Total 30.0% 15.1% 45.7% 9.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 25.8% 6.6%! 56.9% 10.8%

Asian 35.0% 15.0% 44.0% 6.0%

Black 27.7% 12.5% 42.3% 17.6%

Hispanic 25.2% 10.9% 54.5% 9.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 12.9% 10.3%! 64.1% 12.6%

White 31.8% 17.4% 43.7% 7.1%

More than one race 31.5% 15.7% 44.8% 8.0%

International students 36.4% 22.4% 37.8% 3.3%!

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.   |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but 
<50%. 

 | Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander men were more than twice as likely to be enrolled at public four-year institu-
tions as Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander women (34.7 percent compared with 12.9 percent).

 | American Indian or Alaska Native men were nearly 7 percentage points more likely to be enrolled in public two-year 
institutions than American Indian or Alaska Native women (63.7 percent and 56.9 percent, respectively). 

 | A larger proportion of Black women (17.6 percent) than of Black men (12.6 percent) were enrolled in for-profit institu-
tions.

 | A larger share of undergraduate men than of undergraduate women who identified as more than one race were enrolled 
in public four-year institutions (37.2 percent and 31.5 percent, respectively). 

Among all groups, a larger share of undergraduates ages 15 to 23 were enrolled in public and private nonprofit four-year 
institutions (56.0 percent) than students of other ages. More than half of all students 24 to 29 years old (52.3 percent) and 
students ages 30 and older (55.9 percent) were enrolled in public two-year institutions. A larger share of older students (ages 
30 years or older) than of younger students were enrolled in for-profit institutions (15.6 percent).
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Table 3.3: Undergraduate Enrollment Across Sectors, by Age and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Public Four-Year
Private Nonprofit 

Four-Year Public Two-Year For-Profit

15 to 23

15 to 23 Total 38.8% 17.2% 40.2% 3.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 32.8% 6.0%! 57.8% 3.4%

Asian 42.9% 16.9% 38.1% 2.1%

Black 38.8% 14.8% 39.5% 6.8%

Hispanic 29.9% 10.9% 53.6% 5.6%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 24.9% 8.2% 62.2% 4.7%!

White 41.8% 20.0% 35.6% 2.6%

More than one race 40.4% 14.8% 41.2% 3.5%

International students 40.0% 26.1% 32.1% 1.9%

24 to 29

24 to 29 Total 25.3% 9.5% 52.3% 12.9%

American Indian or Alaska Native 22.7% 2.3%! 62.9% 12.0%

Asian 29.5% 8.2% 53.7% 8.5%

Black 22.6% 8.9% 45.5% 23.1%

Hispanic 21.9% 8.0% 58.0% 12.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 25.3%! ‡ 51.0% 22.9%!

White 26.3% 10.2% 52.6% 10.8%

More than one race 22.7% 12.7% 49.7% 14.8%

International students 41.5% 14.5% 41.3% 2.7%!

30 or Above

30 or Above Total 15.8% 12.7% 55.9% 15.6%

American Indian or Alaska Native 17.0% 6.2%! 61.7% 15.0%

Asian 13.1% 6.4%! 65.8% 14.8%

Black 13.5% 12.7% 49.7% 24.2%

Hispanic 14.0% 11.1% 58.9% 16.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 16.6%! 14.5%! 53.0% 16.0%

White 17.1% 13.8% 56.8% 12.2%

More than one race 21.8% 11.4% 52.7% 14.1%

International students 17.8%! 11.0%! 63.5% 7.6%!!

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.   |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with 
caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.   |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

Dependent undergraduates from families in the top income quartiles were more likely to be enrolled in public or private 
nonprofit four-year institutions (76.0 percent) than public two-year (23.0 percent) and for-profit (1.0 percent) institutions. 
In contrast, nearly half of all dependent undergraduates from families in the bottom quartile were enrolled in public two-year 
institutions (48.3 percent). Undergraduates in the two lowest income quartiles were more likely than students in the top two 
income quartiles to be enrolled in for-profit institutions. 
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Table 3.4: Undergraduate Enrollment of Dependent Students Across Sectors, by Income and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Public Four-
Year

Private Nonprofit 
Four-Year

Public Two-
Year For-Profit

Income Quartile 1
(Bottom)

Income Quartile 1 Total 33.8% 12.4% 48.3% 5.4%

American Indian or Alaska Native 17.4%! 9.4%!! 68.7% 4.5%!

Asian 44.9% 11.3% 41.3% 2.4%

Black 36.5% 13.6% 43.4% 6.4%

Hispanic 28.6% 10.0% 54.4% 7.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 17.2%! ‡ 73.2% 4.8%!

White 33.7% 13.4% 48.2% 4.6%

More than one race 37.8% 13.8% 44.7% 3.7%

International students 44.0% 25.4% 29.9% 0.6%!!

Income Quartile 2

Income Quartile 2 Total 39.6% 14.7% 42.5% 3.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 30.9% ‡ 66.9% 2.2%!!

Asian 44.3% 12.3% 41.1% 2.3%

Black 44.7% 15.9% 35.8% 3.7%

Hispanic 31.9% 11.0% 52.6% 4.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 24.0%! ‡ 66.0% 5.7%!

White 41.4% 17.0% 39.0% 2.6%

More than one race 43.5% 10.2% 43.6% 2.7%!

International students 44.2% 21.7% 31.0% 3.1%!

Income Quartile 3

Income Quartile 3 Total 43.0% 17.2% 38.1% 1.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 48.1% 10.6%!! 39.0% 2.4%!!

Asian 47.1% 17.2% 34.7% 1.0%!

Black 45.6% 16.6% 34.9% 3.0%

Hispanic 34.5% 8.7% 54.0% 2.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 44.1% 19.2% 35.3% 1.4%

More than one race 47.8% 14.3% 36.7% 1.2%

International students 40.4% 24.7% 33.4% 1.5%!

Income Quartile 4
(Top)

Income Quartile 4 Total 49.0% 27.0% 23.0% 1.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 46.0% 9.1%!! 44.2%! ‡

Asian 42.9% 32.9% 23.6% 0.6%!

Black 49.8% 20.3% 28.6% 1.4%

Hispanic 44.8% 23.1% 30.1% 2.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 26.5%! 15.5%!! 56.6% ‡

White 50.4% 27.1% 21.6% 0.9%

More than one race 47.9% 26.8% 23.3% 1.9%

International students 42.9% 37.2% 19.4% 0.5%!!

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.   |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with 
caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.   |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%. 
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 | Among dependent undergraduates in the top income quartile, approximately half of Whites (50.4 percent), Blacks (49.8 
percent), and undergraduates of more than one race (47.9 percent) were enrolled in public four-year institutions. 

 | Among dependent undergraduates in the bottom income quartile, more than half of international undergraduates (69.5 
percent), Asian undergraduates (56.3 percent), Black undergraduates (50.1 percent), and undergraduates of more than 
one race (51.6 percent) were enrolled in a public or private nonprofit four-year college or university. 

 | Across each income quartile, Black and Hispanic dependent undergraduates were more likely to be enrolled in a for-profit 
institution than undergraduates of other races and ethnicities.
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UNDERGRADUATE ENROLLMENT BY INSTITUTIONAL SELECTIVITY
In 2015–16, over half of all undergraduate students who attended public and private nonprofit colleges and universities were 
enrolled at moderately selective institutions (56.9 percent).10 At very selective institutions, large differences emerged by race 
and ethnicity, with 39.3 percent of Asian undergraduates, 35.7 percent of international undergraduates, and 22.5 percent of 
undergraduates of more than one race enrolled in these institutions. Only 17.2 percent of Hispanic, 12.9 percent of Black, 
and 9.7 percent of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students enrolled in these sectors attended very selective institu-
tions. About one-quarter of all Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (27.0 percent), Hispanic (25.5 percent), and Amer-
ican Indian or Alaska Native (23.8 percent) undergraduates were enrolled in open admissions public and private nonprofit 
four-year institutions. 

Figure 3.13: Undergraduate Enrollment Across Selectivity Bands, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Data reflect only public and private nonprofit four-year institutions. Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.   |   
! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

The majority of dependent college students from all income quartiles attending public and private nonprofit four-year insti-
tutions were enrolled in moderately selective institutions. For all racial and ethnic groups, as well as among international stu-
dents, a higher proportion of students from the top income quartile than from other income groups attended a very selective 
institution. Nearly one-third of students from families in the top income quartile were enrolled in very selective institutions 
(31.6 percent), compared with only 19.1 percent of students from the lowest-income families. 

10 The measure of institutional selectivity used in this chapter was created by NCES to classify public and private nonprofit four-year institutions 
only. The measure uses three criteria derived from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS): (1) whether an institution 
was open admission, (2) the undergraduate admission rate, and (3) the 25th and 75th percentiles of ACT and/or SAT scores. For non-open 
admission institutions, an index was created from the admission rate and ACT/SAT data (weighted equally). Institutions were classified as very 
selective if they were among the top quartile of the index, moderately selective if they were in the middle two quartiles, and minimally selective 
if they were in the bottom quartile.   
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Table 3.5: Undergraduate Enrollment of Dependent Students Across Selectivity Bands, by Income and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Minimally 
Selective

Moderately 
Selective Very Selective Open Admissions

Income Quartile 1
(Bottom)

Income Quartile 1 Total 8.4% 56.1% 19.1% 16.4%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 2.1% 49.9% 41.9% 6.1%!

Black 12.4% 65.3% 10.0% 12.4%

Hispanic 9.0% 46.1% 18.0% 26.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 7.1% 60.4% 18.3% 14.2%

More than one race 9.8%! 57.5% 20.5% 12.2%!

International students 6.8%!! 53.3% 33.5% 6.4%!!

Income Quartile 2

Income Quartile 2 Total 5.9% 62.8% 19.6% 11.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 16.4%!! 61.0% ‡ 18.6%!!

Asian 1.5%! 47.6% 43.6% 7.3%

Black 9.5% 65.4% 15.4% 9.7%

Hispanic 6.6% 56.3% 19.2% 18.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 5.1% 68.1% 16.6% 10.2%

More than one race 5.9%! 59.4% 19.9% 14.9%!

International students 1.5%!! 54.6% 37.5% 6.4%!

Income Quartile 3

Income Quartile 3 Total 5.0% 63.7% 21.6% 9.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 2.5%! 53.7% 39.0% 4.8%!

Black 9.0% 65.5% 15.8% 9.8%

Hispanic 6.1% 54.3% 20.5% 19.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 4.7% 67.4% 19.3% 8.6%

More than one race 4.7%! 64.0% 26.7% 4.6%!

International students 1.6%! 41.8% 44.9% 11.7%!

Income Quartile 4
(Top)

Income Quartile 4 Total 3.3% 60.3% 31.6% 4.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 2.2%!! 34.6% 58.6% 4.6%!

Black 5.0%! 66.4% 23.5% 5.1%!

Hispanic 3.9% 52.4% 34.5% 9.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 3.3% 63.7% 28.7% 4.3%

More than one race 1.5%!! 49.4% 45.1% 4.0%!

International students 3.0%! 50.5% 45.1% 1.4%!

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Data reflect only public and private nonprofit four-year institutions. Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.   |   
‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.   |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.
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 | Nearly 59 percent of Asian dependent undergraduates from families in the top income quartile attending public and pri-
vate nonprofit four-year institutions were enrolled in very selective institutions—the highest of any race or ethnicity and 
twice the share of either Black (23.5 percent) or White (28.7 percent) undergraduates in the top income quartile.

 | Across all income quartiles, a larger share of Asian students than of domestic students from other groups were enrolled in 
very selective institutions. Among students in the bottom two income quartiles, Asians were at least 20 percentage points 
more likely than others to be enrolled in very selective institutions. 

 | Within each income quartile, a larger share of Hispanic students than of those from other groups attending public and 
private nonprofit four-year institutions were enrolled in open admissions institutions. In the lowest income quartile, 26.9 
percent of Hispanic students were at open admissions institutions, compared with 16.4 percent of students overall.
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UNDERGRADUATE FIELD OF STUDY FOR ASSOCIATE DEGREE-SEEKING  
STUDENTS, BY SECTOR
The majority of students enrolled in associate degree programs attended a public two-year institution (89.9 percent), followed 
by for-profit (7.2 percent), private nonprofit four-year (1.6 percent), and public four-year (1.3 percent) institutions. 

Figure 3.14: Enrollment of Associate Degree-Seeking Students Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.   |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with 
caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.   |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

At public two-year institutions, 20.7 percent of undergraduate students seeking associate degrees were enrolled in general 
studies, and 19.2 percent were in health care programs. Fields of study differed across demographic groups. Asian and inter-
national students were the most likely to enroll in STEM programs (23.2 percent and 24.8 percent, respectively). Compared 
with other groups, Hispanic undergraduates were the most likely to be enrolled in manufacturing, military technology, and 
other applied fields (20.6 percent), while White undergraduates chose general studies programs (23.5 percent) more than 
other groups. There were large gender differences in fields of study among students pursuing associate degrees at public two-
year colleges. Almost one-quarter of men (23.9 percent) were in STEM fields, compared with just 8.5 percent of women. The 
other large gap was in health care fields, where 27.6 percent of women and 8.4 percent of men concentrated.
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Table 3.6: Enrollment of Associate Degree-Seeking Students at Public Two-Year Institutions Across Fields of Study, by Gender  
and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

STEM 
Fields

Business and 
Personal and 

Consumer 
Services

Health 
Care 
Fields

Social 
Sciences and 
Humanities

General 
Studies and 
Other Fields

Manufacturing, 
Military 

Technology, 
and Other 

Applied Fields Undecided

All 
Students

All racial and ethnic groups 15.2% 15.6% 19.2% 8.2% 20.7% 17.0% 4.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 19.9% 13.7% 18.1% 7.0% 18.5% 19.9% 2.8%!

Asian 23.2% 20.7% 15.8% 6.6% 17.4% 13.2% 3.1%

Black 12.0% 17.1% 20.9% 7.8% 21.8% 17.0% 3.4%

Hispanic 14.0% 16.0% 17.8% 11.1% 16.3% 20.6% 4.3%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 16.9%! 10.9%! 25.6% 10.5%! 14.0%! 13.3%! 8.9%!!

White 15.3% 13.8% 20.4% 6.9% 23.5% 16.1% 4.1%

More than one race 15.5% 16.1% 17.9% 10.5% 18.0% 19.0% 3.0%

International students 24.8% 26.8% 9.2% 9.0% 17.3% 7.0% 5.9%!

Men

Men Total 23.9% 17.2% 8.4% 7.3% 20.7% 18.3% 4.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 33.3% 10.8%! ‡ ‡ 22.4% 26.8% ‡

Asian 32.7% 20.5% 11.5% 4.8% 15.8% 12.0% 2.7%!

Black 19.7% 20.4% 8.8% 8.8% 21.4% 17.7% 3.1%

Hispanic 20.9% 17.7% 9.5% 9.8% 16.8% 21.2% 4.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 24.4% 15.1% 7.8% 5.9% 23.9% 18.6% 4.3%

More than one race 27.3% 18.4% 8.9%! 8.6%! 16.5% 16.6% 3.8%!

International students 35.7% 30.1% ‡ 8.4%! 13.5% 5.1%! 6.1%!

Women

Women Total 8.5% 14.3% 27.6% 8.9% 20.7% 16.1% 4.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 8.5%! 16.2%! 32.3% 10.9%! 15.2% 14.1% ‡

Asian 13.9% 20.9% 20.1% 8.3% 18.9% 14.4% 3.4%!

Black 6.7% 14.9% 29.0% 7.2% 22.0% 16.5% 3.6%

Hispanic 8.7% 14.7% 24.1% 12.0% 15.9% 20.1% 4.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 15.8%! 12.2%! 32.1%! 7.2%! 15.6%! 14.3%! ‡

White 8.0% 12.7% 30.4% 7.7% 23.2% 14.0% 3.9%

More than one race 7.5% 14.6% 23.9% 11.7% 19.0% 20.7% 2.5%!

International students 15.4% 24.0% 16.2% 9.5%! 20.5% 8.5%! 5.8%!

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM programs include biological and physical science, science technology, 
math, agriculture, computer and information sciences, and engineering and engineering technology.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social 
skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, 
construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal 
studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret 
with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.
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 | About one-third of American Indian or Alaska Native men (33.3 percent), Asian men (32.7 percent), and international 
men (35.7 percent) pursuing associate degrees at public two-year colleges were in programs in STEM fields. In contrast, 
19.7 percent of Black men and 20.9 percent of Hispanic men chose these fields. 

 | The highest representation in general studies programs was among White men (23.9 percent), American Indian or Alaska 
Native men (22.4 percent), and Black men (21.4 percent). 

 | Manufacturing, military technology, and other applied fields accounted for the enrollment of more than 20 percent of 
Hispanic and American Indian or Alaska Native men, but smaller shares of other groups.

 | Among women pursuing associate degrees at public two-year colleges, 30 percent or more of American Indian or Alaska 
Native (32.3 percent) and White (30.4 percent) students were enrolled in a health care program.

 | More international women than women from other groups were enrolled in STEM (15.4 percent versus 8.5 percent of all 
women) and business-related programs (24.0 percent versus 14.3 percent of all women).

The distribution of fields of study was quite different among students pursuing associate degrees at for-profit institutions than 
among those enrolled at public two-year colleges. In particular, in 2015–16 40.7 percent were in health care fields (compared 
with 19.2 percent at public two-year colleges). In the for-profit sector, 38.9 percent of men in associate degree programs were 
in STEM fields, compared with just 5.0 percent of women; 54.2 percent of women were in health care fields, compared with 
14.9 percent of men. 

Table 3.7: Enrollment of Associate Degree-Seeking Students at For-Profit Institutions Across Fields of Study, by Gender and Race 
and Ethnicity: 2015–16

STEM 
Fields

Business and 
Personal and 

Consumer 
Services

Health 
Care 
Fields

Social 
Sciences and 
Humanities

General 
Studies and 
Other Fields

Manufacturing, 
Military 

Technology, 
and Other 

Applied Fields Undecided

All 
Students

All racial and ethnic groups 16.6% 20.5% 40.7% 4.0% 0.3%!! 17.2% 0.7%!

American Indian or Alaska Native 14.7%! 42.5%! 20.1%! 9.8%!! ‡ 12.8%! ‡

Asian 25.2% 17.0% 46.9% ‡ ‡ 8.9%! ‡

Black 14.3% 26.2% 39.5% 3.2% ‡ 15.6% 1.1%!!

Hispanic 17.4% 15.6% 42.9% 4.0%! ‡ 18.9% ‡

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 12.1%!! 32.8%! 39.1% ‡ ‡ 13.2%! ‡

White 17.8% 17.9% 41.6% 3.9% 0.5%!! 17.7% 0.4%!!

More than one race 17.7% 18.4% 32.2% 5.9%! ‡ 25.7% ‡

International students 6.0%!! 21.5%! 22.2%!! 29.8%!! ‡ 20.5%!! ‡

Men

Men Total 38.9% 20.3% 14.9% 4.5%! 0.7%!! 20.1% 0.5%!!

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 47.4% 12.3%! 28.3%! ‡ ‡ 10.6%! ‡

Black 38.2% 30.2% 12.0% 4.5%! ‡ 15.1% ‡

Hispanic 34.5% 14.9% 20.2% 3.5%! ‡ 25.4% ‡

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 41.4% 17.5% 13.7% 4.1%! 1.4%!! 20.9% ‡

More than one race 38.5% 22.0% 7.4%! 7.3%!! ‡ 24.8% ‡

International students ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡
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STEM 
Fields

Business and 
Personal and 

Consumer 
Services

Health 
Care 
Fields

Social 
Sciences and 
Humanities

General 
Studies and 
Other Fields

Manufacturing, 
Military 

Technology, 
and Other 

Applied Fields Undecided

Women

Women Total 5.0% 20.5% 54.2% 3.7% ‡ 15.7% 0.8%!

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ 55.4%! 28.5%! 11.5%!! ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian ‡ 22.0% 66.7% ‡ ‡ 7.1%!! ‡

Black 4.3% 24.5% 51.0% 2.7% ‡ 15.8% 1.6%!!

Hispanic 6.4%! 16.0% 57.6% 4.3%! ‡ 14.7% ‡

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 5.1% 18.2% 56.6% 3.8% ‡ 16.0% ‡

More than one race 5.5%!! 16.4%! 46.8% 5.1%! ‡ 26.2%! ‡

International students ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM programs include biological and physical science, science technology, 
math, agriculture, computer and information sciences, and engineering and engineering technology.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social 
skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.   |  Other applied fields for sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, 
construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal 
studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret 
with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Over one-third of Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders (39.1 percent), Blacks (39.5 percent), Whites (41.6 
percent), Hispanics (42.9 percent), and Asians (46.9 percent) seeking an associate degree at a for-profit institution were 
enrolled in health care fields. 

 | Men were more than 33 percentage points more likely to be enrolled in STEM programs than women, while women 
were more than 40 percentage points more likely than men to be enrolled in health care programs.

 | A similar share of Hispanic men enrolled in manufacturing, military technology, and other applied fields at for-profit 
institutions (25.4 percent) as at public two-year institutions (21.2 percent).
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UNDERGRADUATE FIELD OF STUDY FOR BACHELOR’S DEGREE-SEEKING  
STUDENTS, BY SECTOR 

SNAPSHOT OF UNDERGRADUATES MAJORING IN HUMANITIES DISCIPLINES: As a domain, the humanities (e.g., history, 
literature, and cultural studies) are central to undergraduate education, the cornerstone of a liberal arts education, and foundational for 
students no matter their major or career path. According to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences (2014), more than one-fifth 
of the total credits earned by undergraduates are in the humanities. While the proportion of students who concentrate or major in the 
humanities is small, the importance of these fields cannot be overstated given their role in American higher education. 

In 2015–16, in the public four-year sector, 7.0 percent of bachelor’s degree-seeking students concentrated in the humanities; in the 
private nonprofit four-year sector, the number was 9.2 percent. Of students seeking credentials at for-profit institutions, 6.4 percent did 
so in the humanities. Within distinct racial and ethnic groups, those who seek humanities bachelor’s degrees at public four-year institu-
tions ranged from 4.3 percent of Asian students to 8.6 percent of Hispanic students. At private nonprofit four-year institutions, the range 
spread from 6.6 percent of Black students to 14.2 percent of students of more than one race. International students enrolled at private 
nonprofit four-year institutions were much more likely to major in the humanities than were international students enrolled at public four-
year institutions—11.9 percent compared with 3.2 percent. 

Women and men enrolled in humanities bachelor’s degrees at roughly the same rates at public and private nonprofit four-year institutions. 
However, at for-profit institutions, 10.0 percent of men enrolled in humanities, roughly 6 percentage points more than women. 

The majority of students enrolled in bachelor’s degree programs attended a public four-year institution (62.1 percent), fol-
lowed by private nonprofit four-year (28.6 percent), for-profit (7.1 percent), and public two-year (2.2 percent) institutions. 

Figure 3.15: Enrollment of Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking Students Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.   |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but 
<50%.   |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.  
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Undergraduate students seeking bachelor’s degrees at public four-year institutions were more likely than those in other sectors 
to be enrolled in STEM fields (25.6 percent), and less likely than those in other sectors to be in business (18.0 percent) or 
health care (10.5 percent) programs. Differences by gender and race and ethnicity were present, including a large gender gap 
for STEM fields, with 35.5 percent of men and 17.0 percent of women enrolled in these programs.

Table 3.8: Enrollment of Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking Students at Public Four-Year Institutions Across Fields of Study, by Gender  
and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

STEM 
Fields

Busi-
ness

Educa-
tion

Health 
Care 
Fields

Human-
ities

Social 
Sciences

General 
Studies 

and Other 
Fields

Other 
Applied 
Fields

Unde-
cided

All 
Students

All racial and ethnic groups 25.6% 18.0% 5.5% 10.5% 12.4% 7.0% 4.8% 15.0% 1.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 12.4%! 13.5%! 15.3%! 6.8%! 17.0% 5.5%!! 1.7%! 27.8% ‡

Asian 40.7% 18.3% 2.2% 10.7% 8.9% 4.3% 4.3% 8.8% 1.8%!

Black 17.7% 17.4% 5.2% 13.3% 15.5% 4.4% 4.7% 20.9% 1.0%

Hispanic 22.4% 16.4% 4.5% 9.0% 15.0% 8.6% 5.0% 17.6% 1.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 21.7%! 11.5%! ‡ 16.2%! 17.2%! 8.9%! ‡ 21.1%! ‡

White 25.8% 18.3% 6.4% 10.9% 11.0% 7.7% 5.0% 13.8% 1.1%

More than one race 29.1% 14.7% 5.4% 7.7% 13.8% 8.0% 4.0% 16.1% 1.1%

International students 35.6% 28.4% 2.0%! 4.5% 14.2% 3.2% 4.2% 7.4% ‡

Men

Men Total 35.5% 21.4% 2.8% 4.4% 8.9% 6.7% 4.8% 14.5% 1.1%

American Indian or Alaska Native 17.4%! 12.1%! 10.9%!! 6.8!! ‡ 5.7!! 1.5!! 38.7! ‡

Asian 52.1% 18.9% 1.0% 4.3% 6.2% 3.0% 5.3% 7.9% 1.3%!!

Black 25.6% 21.2% 3.3% 7.4% 11.4% 5.0% 5.4% 19.9% 0.7%!

Hispanic 31.1% 19.9% 2.6% 4.4% 9.8% 8.7% 4.4% 17.7% 1.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 28.7%! 13.0%! ‡ ‡ 14.8%!! 10.8%!! ‡ 23.1%! ‡

White 35.8% 22.1% 3.0% 3.8% 8.4% 7.2% 5.0% 13.6% 1.1%

More than one race 36.2% 19.9% 2.1! 4.3%! 10.0% 7.7% 3.4% ! 15.1% 1.3%!

International students 46.5% 24.9% 2.2!! 3.6%! 9.7% 2.4%! 2.8%! 7.9% ‡

Women

Women Total 17.0% 15.2% 7.8% 15.8% 15.4% 7.3% 4.8% 15.4% 1.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 8.0%! 14.6%! 19.3%! 6.8%!! 26.0%! 5.3%!! ‡ 18.1%! ‡

Asian 29.7% 17.8% 3.4% 16.9% 11.5% 5.5% 3.4% 9.7% 2.2%!

Black 12.9% 15.1% 6.3% 16.8% 18.0% 4.0% 4.3% 21.4% 1.2%

Hispanic 15.8% 13.9% 5.9% 12.5% 18.9% 8.6% 5.4% 17.5% 1.6%!

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 16.5% 14.7% 9.6% 17.5% 13.5% 8.2% 5.0% 14.0% 1.1%

More than one race 23.5% 10.5% 8.1% 10.4% 16.9% 8.3% 4.6%! 17.0% ‡

International students 23.3% 32.4% 1.8%!! 5.6%! 19.4% 4.2% 5.7%! 6.8% ‡

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM programs include biological and physical science, science technology, 
math, agriculture, computer and information sciences, and engineering and engineering technology.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social 
skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.   |  Other applied fields for bachelor’s degrees include the following fields of study: personal and consumer 
services; manufacturing, construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law 
and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |   
!! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.
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 |  A greater proportion of Asian bachelor’s degree-seeking students than of those from any other group enrolled in STEM 
programs (40.7 percent). 

 | Among all bachelor’s degree-seeking students, Black students were the most likely to be enrolled in other applied fields11 
(20.9 percent).

 | Asian women (29.7 percent), women of more than one race (23.5 percent), and international women (23.3 percent) were 
more likely than others to be enrolled in STEM fields. Black women (21.4 percent) were more likely than those from 
other groups to be enrolled in other applied fields. 

At private nonprofit four-year institutions, undergraduate students seeking a bachelor’s degree were less likely than those at 
public four-year institutions to be pursuing degrees in STEM fields (19.0 percent versus 25.6 percent); they were more likely 
to be pursuing degrees in business (20.5 percent versus 18.0 percent) and health care fields (13.1 percent versus 10.5 percent). 
The largest gender gaps at private nonprofit four-year institutions were in health care fields, which enrolled 19.1 percent of 
women and 5.0 percent of men, and STEM fields, which enrolled 13.8 percent of women and 25.8 percent of men.

Table 3.9: Enrollment of Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking Students at Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions Across Fields of Study,  
by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

STEM 
Fields Business Education

Health 
Care 
Fields Humanities

Social 
Sciences

General 
Studies 

and Other 
Fields

Other 
Applied 
Fields Undecided

All 
Students

All racial and ethnic groups 19.0% 20.5% 5.2% 13.1% 9.2% 12.2% 4.4% 14.9% 1.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 12.6%!! 31.2%! 1.2%!! 7.4%!! 21.9%!! 16.8%!! ‡ 6.4%!! ‡

Asian 34.9% 12.9% 3.0% 12.3% 7.5% 13.4% 3.5% 10.0% 2.5%!

Black 12.0% 23.7% 4.0% 11.6% 6.6% 15.1% 5.3% 20.3% 1.3%!

Hispanic 20.0% 21.2% 4.3% 13.2% 7.1% 12.5% 3.5% 17.4% 0.9%!

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 18.6% 20.2% 6.4% 14.1% 9.8% 11.1% 4.3% 14.1% 1.4%

More than one race 17.2% 20.5% 2.2%! 10.0% 14.2% 15.1% 4.8%! 13.2% 2.9%

International students 23.1% 21.9% 0.8%!! 5.8%! 11.9% 13.6% 7.9% 11.6% 3.3%!

Men

Men Total 25.8% 25.5% 3.1% 5.0% 8.7% 9.2% 4.6% 16.3% 1.8%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 41.7% 17.7% 1.6%!! 4.7%! 7.6%! 10.3% 4.6%! 8.7% 3.0%!!

Black 15.0% 27.6% 2.9%! 5.3% 9.4% 9.3% 4.3%! 23.9% 2.3%!

Hispanic 28.6% 26.5% 2.6%! 5.5% 4.2% 8.9% 4.5%! 18.1% 1.2%!

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 25.1% 25.8% 3.6% 4.9% 9.4% 9.2% 4.6% 15.9% 1.6%

More than one race 30.2% 25.8% 0.9%!! 7.6%! 13.6%! 7.0%! 7.1%!! 7.3%! ‡

International students 33.4% 24.5% ‡ 4.2%!! 9.7%! 9.4%! 4.9%!! 10.3% 2.7%!!

11 Other applied fields for bachelor’s degrees include the following fields of study: personal and consumer services; manufacturing, construction, 
repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; architecture; communications; public administration and human ser-
vices; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations. 
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STEM 
Fields Business Education

Health 
Care 
Fields Humanities

Social 
Sciences

General 
Studies 

and Other 
Fields

Other 
Applied 
Fields Undecided

Women

Women Total 13.8% 16.7% 6.9% 19.1% 9.5% 14.4% 4.3% 13.9% 1.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 29.7% 9.3% 4.0% 18.1% 7.4% 15.7% 2.7%! 10.9% 2.2%!!

Black 9.9% 20.9% 4.8% 16.1% 4.6% 19.2% 5.9% 17.8% 0.7%!!

Hispanic 14.2% 17.5% 5.4% 18.4% 9.1% 15.0% 2.9%! 16.9% ‡

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 13.5% 16.0% 8.6% 21.3% 10.2% 12.6% 4.0% 12.7% 1.1%

More than one race 10.9% 18.0% 2.8%! 11.2% 14.4% 19.0% 3.6%! 16.0% 4.1%!!

International students 12.1% 19.1% 0.7%!! 7.5%! 14.3% 18.1% 11.1%! 13.1% 3.9%!

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM programs include biological and physical science, science technology, 
math, agriculture, computer and information sciences, and engineering and engineering technology.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social 
skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.   |  Other applied fields for bachelor’s degrees include the following fields of study: personal and consumer 
services; manufacturing, construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law 
and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! 
Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Black undergraduates were more likely than any other group to be enrolled in either business programs (23.7 percent) or 
other applied fields (20.3 percent).

 | Asian students (34.9 percent) were more likely than any other group to be enrolled in STEM programs, followed by 
international students (23.1 percent).

 | A greater proportion of Asian men (41.7 percent) than of those from any other group were enrolled in STEM programs. 
Black men were more likely than others to be enrolled in programs in other applied fields (23.9 percent compared with 
16.3 percent of all men). 

 | The share of women enrolled in STEM fields ranged from 9.9 percent of Black women to 29.7 percent of Asian women. 
The share enrolled in business programs ranged from 9.3 percent of Asian women to 20.9 percent of Black women. A 
larger share of White women (8.6 percent) than of women from any other group were pursuing degrees in education.

A larger share of undergraduate students seeking a bachelor’s degree at for-profit institutions than in other sectors were 
studying business (27.5 percent), health care fields (20.5 percent), and other applied fields (22.6 percent). The shares pursuing 
degrees in STEM fields and education were smaller than in other sectors. The largest gender gaps were in STEM fields (26.3 
percent of men and 5.3 percent of women) and health care (7.4 percent of men and 29.6 percent of women).

http://www.equityinhighered.org


65 www.equityinhighered.org

Table 3.10: Enrollment of Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking Students at For-Profit Institutions Across Fields of Study, by Gender and  
Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

STEM 
Fields Business Education

Health 
Care 
Fields Humanities

Social 
Sciences

General 
Studies 

and Other 
Fields

Other 
Applied 
Fields Undecided

All 
Students

All racial and ethnic groups 13.9% 27.5% 2.4% 20.5% 6.4% 6.0% 0.5%! 22.6% 0.3%!!

American Indian or Alaska Native 21.7%! 14.2! ‡ 20.2%! 8.6%!! 9.8%!! ‡ 24.5%! ‡

Asian 17.6%! 20.7% 0.4%! 43.6% 3.6% 0.6%!! ‡ 13.5% ‡

Black 13.0% 32.7% 2.9%! 20.5% 4.9%! 6.0% 0.6%!! 19.0% ‡

Hispanic 13.5% 24.2% 0.8%! 22.2% 6.8% 6.5% 0.2%!! 25.6% ‡

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander 14.3%!! 45.7% ‡ 15.7%! 2.6%!! 7.0%!! ‡ 14.5%! ‡

White 14.1% 26.7% 3.1%! 17.9% 7.1% 6.3% 0.3%! 24.1% 0.4%!!

More than one race 14.3% 21.6% 0.8%! 18.8% 7.1%! 7.4%! ‡ 26.8% ‡

International students 14.6%!! 28.2%! ‡ 2.1%!! 19.5%!! ‡ ‡ 34.4%! ‡

Men

Men Total 26.3% 26.7% 0.4! 7.4% 10.0% 2.7% 0.6%! 25.6% ‡

American Indian or Alaska Native 50.7% 10.1%!! ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 11.3%! ‡

Asian 35.2% 21.7% ‡ 25.7% 5.0%! 1.0%!! ‡ 11.4%! ‡

Black 25.9% 31.6% 0.8%!! 5.8%! 9.7%! 3.4%!! 1.3%!! 21.5% ‡

Hispanic 23.5% 24.3% ‡ 7.8% 10.7% 2.5%!! ‡ 30.7% ‡

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander 16.6%!! 59.4% ‡ 4.1%!! ‡ ‡ ‡ 19.5%!! ‡

White 26.9% 26.1% 0.5%! 5.8% 10.5% 2.7%! 0.3%!! 26.5% ‡

More than one race 21.7% 17.7%! ‡ 14.2%! 7.0%!! ‡ ‡ 39.2% ‡

International students 31.0%!! 10.6%!! ‡ ‡ 30.0%!! ‡ ‡ 27.0%!! ‡

Women

Women Total 5.3% 28.1% 3.7% 29.6% 3.8% 8.4% 0.4%!! 20.4% 0.3%!!

American Indian or Alaska Native 9.1%!! 16.0!! ‡ 26.2%! 8.7%!! ‡ ‡ 30.3%! ‡

Asian 4.1%! 19.9% 0.7%! 57.3% 2.5%! 0.3%!! ‡ 15.2% ‡

Black 5.3%! 33.4% 4.2%! 29.2% 2.1% 7.6% 0.1%!! 17.5% ‡

Hispanic 6.1% 24.1% 1.4%! 32.9% 3.9% 9.4% 0.1% 21.8% ‡

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander 12.4%!! 34.5%! ‡ 25.1%! 4.5%!! 12.7%!! ‡ 10.5%! ‡

White 4.5% 27.1% 5.0%! 27.0% 4.6% 9.0% 0.3%!! 22.2% ‡

More than one race 9.4%! 24.2% 1.3%! 21.7% 7.2%!! 12.1%! ‡ 18.8% ‡

International students 1.2%! 42.4%! ‡ 2.9%!! 11.0%!! ‡ ‡ 40.4% ‡

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM programs include biological and physical science, science technology, 
math, agriculture, computer and information sciences, and engineering and engineering technology.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social 
skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.   |  Other applied fields for bachelor’s degrees include the following fields of study: personal and consumer 
services; manufacturing, construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law 
and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |   
!! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.
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 | Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander undergraduates (45.7 percent) enrolled in business more than any other group. 

 | Asian undergraduates (43.6 percent) enrolled in health programs more than any other group.

 | Nearly 51 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native men, 35.2 percent of Asian men, and 26.9 percent of White men 
at for-profit institutions enrolled in STEM programs.

 | The groups with the highest shares of men enrolled in business programs were Black students (31.6 percent) and Native 
Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students (59.4 percent).

 | Larger shares of Hispanic men (30.7 percent) and men of more than one race (39.2 percent) were enrolled in other 
applied fields.

 | The largest shares of women pursuing bachelor’s degrees at for-profit institutions who were enrolled in health care pro-
grams were among Asian women (57.3 percent) and Hispanic women (32.9 percent). 

 | A larger share of Black women (33.4 percent) than of women from other groups were enrolled in business programs.

 | A larger share of international women than of women from other groups were enrolled in other applied fields (40.4 
percent). 
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INTRODUCTION 
Graduate education remains an important, and often required, stepping-stone for those interested in teaching, research, 
and professional practice careers. Moreover, in today’s age of scientific, technological, and humanitarian discovery, graduate 
programs are integral—both for societal advancement in these areas, and to ensure that new discoveries of all kinds reflect the 
diversity of our citizenry in both outlook and outcome. For example, in recent years researchers have emphasized the need 
for educators and doctors with cultural competency, language diversity, and lived experiences they share with those they serve 
(Betancourt et al. 2003; Boutin-Foster, Foster, and Konopasek 2008).

From fall 1995 to fall 2015, graduate student enrollment in the United States increased from 2 million students to approxi-
mately 2.9 million students, an increase of 44.9 percent, and a rapid growth rate considering that undergraduate enrollment 
in the country increased 39.4 percent in this same period (NCES 2017a; NCES 2017b). Furthermore, according to the 
Council of Graduate Schools (2017), enrollment in graduate education is likely to increase as the workforce demands more 
master’s degrees. In 2015–16, master’s program enrollment accounted for three-quarters of students enrolled in graduate 
programs across the country. 

While graduate enrollment of students of color increased between 1995–96 and 2015–16, Black,1 Hispanic, American Indian 
or Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students, in particular, remain underrepresented relative to 
their representation in undergraduate education and in society. Fortunately, and as shown in Chapter 3 of this report, “Enroll-
ment in Undergraduate Education,” undergraduate enrollment has grown for students of color. Moreover, we see promising 
rates of enrollment, relative to other groups, in graduate education for students of color who recently completed bachelor’s 
degrees. 

A final and important point, when it comes to who enrolls in graduation education, concerns where students enroll and what 
they study—important indicators for individuals’ income mobility and career advancement, and critical to the health and 
prosperity of our diverse nation. The data presented here prompt critical questions regarding disproportionate access by some 
groups to certain types of institutions, disciplines, and degree types.

KEY FINDINGS
 | Whites represented 75.4 percent of all graduate students in 1995–96. While they remained the majority in 

2015–16, their total share of all graduate students declined to a little over half (56.0 percent) as the graduate 
student body diversified. 

 | Across all racial and ethnic groups, women represented the majority of all graduate students enrolled in 
2015–16. The widest gender gap was between Black women and Black men, where seven in 10 Black students 
enrolled in graduate education were women.

 | Almost half of 2007–08 bachelor’s degree recipients had enrolled in graduate school by 2011–12 (45.9 percent). 
The highest enrollment rates were 61.3 percent for Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students and 57.7 
percent for Black students. The lowest enrollment rates were 43.8 percent for White students and 46.5 percent 
for Hispanic students.

 | Three-quarters of students enrolled in graduate education in 2015–16 were pursuing a master’s degree. 

1  The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
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 | The distribution of graduate students across postsecondary sectors2 varied across racial and ethnic groups. For 
example, Black graduate students were much more likely than other groups to pursue their degrees at for-profit 
institutions, no matter the degree type. Half of Black students pursuing doctoral degrees3 enrolled at for-profit 
colleges. 

 | Business and management was the top field of study for graduate students pursuing a master’s degree, followed 
by education. White students were more likely than other groups to pursue a master’s degree in education, while 
Asian and international students4 were more likely to pursue a master’s degree in STEM5 fields.

 | The majority of most professional degree6 students were enrolled in a health program, with the exception of His-
panic students, of whom more than one-third were enrolled in a law program.

 | More than half of international doctoral degree students were studying STEM fields in 2015–16. In contrast, 
fewer than one in five Hispanic students were in these fields. Black students were more likely than students of 
other groups to be in business and management, and education programs.

2 Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. For more 
information, please refer to the report’s methods section.

3 Doctoral degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-research/scholarship degrees, including PhD, EdD, DMA, and other research-based 
degrees.

4 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nonresident alien as “a person who is not a citizen or national of the United 
States and who is in this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.” In this report, nonresident 
aliens are labeled as international students.  

5 For graduate-level of study, STEM includes life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science.
6 Professional degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-professional practice, including chiropractic, dentistry, law, medicine, pharmacy, veteri-

nary medicine, and other degrees for which a credential or license is required for professional practice.
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GRADUATE ENROLLMENT RATES OF BACHELOR’S DEGREE RECIPIENTS 

Data on the graduate enrollment rates of bachelor’s degree recipients—those who enrolled in a graduate program following bachelor’s 
degree attainment—come from the U.S. Department of Education’s latest Baccalaureate and Beyond Study (B&B). The B&B data pre-
sented here will follow a cohort of students who earned bachelor’s degrees in 2007–08 for 10 years after they completed college. The 
current dataset allows analysis of student activity four years after earning a bachelor’s degree. 

Nearly 46 percent of all 2007–08 bachelor’s degree earners enrolled in a graduate program within four years of graduation, 
although there exists variation by race and ethnicity. Graduate enrollment rates of bachelor’s degree earners were highest 
among Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students (61.3 percent), international students (57.9 percent), Black stu-
dents (57.7 percent), and students of more than one race (57.2 percent). The lowest graduate enrollment rate of bachelor’s 
degree recipients was among White students (43.8 percent). 

Figure 4.1: Graduate Enrollment Rates of 2007–08 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2012
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, The Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study, B&B: 08/12 

Generally, the graduate enrollment rate of bachelor’s degree recipients was higher among women than men, with the excep-
tion of Hispanic students, where men had a slightly higher enrollment rate (48.7 percent) than women (45.2 percent). The 
graduate enrollment rate of Black women was 19.1 percentage points higher than that of Black men—the largest gender gap 
within any racial or ethnic group. 
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Figure 4.2: Graduate Enrollment Rates of 2007–08 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 2012
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, The Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study, B&B 08/12
Note: Estimates suppressed for “American Indian or Alaska Native” and “Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander.” Reporting standards not met.

Overall, nearly half of all bachelor’s degree recipients between the ages of 15 and 23 (49.2 percent) enrolled in graduate edu-
cation within four years, higher than the rate among 24- to 29-year-olds (39.3 percent) and those who graduated from college 
at ages 30 or older (37.7 percent). Across nearly every student group, 15- to 23-year-olds had higher graduate enrollment rates 
than older students, with the exception of individuals of more than one race and international students. 

Figure 4.3: Graduate Enrollment Rates of 2007–08 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Age and Race and Ethnicity: 2012
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, The Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study, B&B 08/12
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  Estimates suppressed for “American Indian or Alaska Native” and “Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander.” Reporting standards not met.
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Among dependent students,7 graduate school enrollment rates did not differ substantially across income groups. In most 
groups, the lowest-income students were slightly less likely than the most affluent students to go to graduate school (51.0 per-
cent and 52.9 percent, respectively). Among Black bachelor’s degree recipients, the pattern was reversed, but the differences 
remained small, where 63.8 percent of lowest-income students compared with 61.7 percent of students from highest-income 
families enrolled in graduate school. 

Figure 4.4: Graduate Enrollment Rates of 2007–08 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients (Dependent Students), by Income and Race and 
Ethnicity: 2012
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, The Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study, B&B: 08/12
Note: Estimates suppressed for “American Indian or Alaska Native,” “Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander,” and “international students.” Reporting standards not met.

7 Students in the National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS) are considered dependent if they are “under 24 years of age who are 
unmarried, do not have dependents, are not veterans or on active military duty, are not orphans or wards of the court, are not homeless or at 
risk of homelessness, and have not been deemed independent by a financial aid officer” (Radwin et al. 2018).
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GRADUATE ENROLLMENT: 1995–96 TO 2015–16
Graduate students became a more diverse group between 1995–96 and 2015–16. As a share of total graduate enrollment, 
international student enrollment increased 8.2 percentage points, Black student enrollment increased by 6.7 percentage 
points, and Hispanic student enrollment increased 4.3 percentage points. White enrollment as a share of the total declined, 
but that group still represented the majority of graduate enrollment in the United States in 2015–16 (56.0 percent). 

Figure 4.5: Graduate Enrollment, by Race and Ethnicity, Select Years: 1995–96 to 2015–16

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2015–162011–122004–082000–041999–20001995–96

American Indian or Alaska Native 
Asian 
Black
Hispanic
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
White
More than one race
International students

!

9.2%

13.5%

6.3%

0.4%
0.2%

56.0%

2.3%

12.0%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012, and 2016
Notes: In 1995–96, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students was not an available category. These students were included in the category “Asian.”  |  Students in NPSAS:00 and NPSAS:04 were not 
identified separately by international status.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.
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Women represented the majority of graduate students in 1995–96, both overall (53.6 percent) and within all groups other 
than Asian students, students of more than one race, and international students. However, by 2015–16, women were the 
majority in every group except international students, among whom 62.1 percent were men.

Table 4.1: Graduate Enrollment, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 1995–96 and 2015–16

Men Women

1995–96

All racial and ethnic groups 46.4% 53.6%

American Indian or Alaska Native 38.0% 62.0%

Asian 57.5% 42.5%

Black 36.5% 63.5%

Hispanic 44.3% 55.7%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander N/A N/A

White 45.1% 54.9%

More than one race 54.2% 45.8%

International students 70.4% 29.6%

2015–16

All racial and ethnic groups 40.7% 59.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 39.8% 60.2%

Asian 42.6% 57.4%

Black 29.8% 70.2%

Hispanic 39.2% 60.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 41.5%! 58.5%

White 38.9% 61.1%

More than one race 37.9% 62.1%

International students 62.1% 37.9%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 1996 and 2016
Notes: In 1995-96, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students was not an available category. These students were included in the category “Asian.”  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to 
estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Among individuals of more than one race, women represented 62.1 percent in 2015–16, an increase from 45.8 percent 
in 1995–96, and the largest increase among all women during this period. 

 | The majority of all Asian graduate students in 2015–16 were women (57.4 percent), an increase of 14.9 percentage 
points from 1995–96. 

 | Between 1995–96 and 2015–16, the gap between Black men and Black women enrolled in graduate education widened 
from 26.9 percentage points to 40.4 percentage points.
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GRADUATE ENROLLMENT: 2015–16
In 2015–16, 56.0 percent of all graduates students were White, 32.0 were domestic students of color,8 and 12.0 percent were 
international students. 

Figure 4.6: Graduate Enrollment, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Women represented over half of all graduate students in 2015–16 (59.3 percent), while men represented 40.7 percent. With 
the exception of international students, the majority of graduate students across all groups were women. The widest gap, by 
far, occurred for Black students, followed by students of more than one race, and by White, Hispanic, and American Indian 
or Alaska Native students. 

Figure 4.7: Graduate Enrollment, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Note: ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

8 The group students of color includes American Indians or Alaska Natives, Asians, Blacks, Hispanics, Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, 
and students of more than one race.
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 | The widest gap in graduate enrollment occurred for Black students, among whom 70.2 percent were women and 29.8 
percent were men. 

 | The smallest gender gap occurred for Asian students, where women represented 57.4 percent of graduate students in this 
group, compared with 42.6 percent men.

 | The only group for which men represented the majority was international students, where men constituted 62.1 percent 
of graduate enrollment, compared with 37.9 percent women. 

In 2015–16, more than half of all graduate students were under the age of 30 (52.3 percent): 39.2 percent were 24 to 29 years 
old and 13.1 percent between 15 and 23 years old. Adults ages 30 and older represented 47.7 percent of all graduate students.

Figure 4.8: Graduate Enrollment, by Age and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | About one-quarter of all international graduate students were ages 23 or younger, a larger share than among any domestic 
racial or ethnic group. Only 6.5 percent of Black graduate students and 9.8 percent of Hispanic graduate students were 
this young, compared with 15.8 percent of Asian students.

 | More than three-quarters of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander graduate students and 64.1 percent of Black stu-
dents were ages 30 or older. In contrast, 24.0 percent of international and 36.8 percent of Asian graduate students were 
in this older age range.

 | Nearly half of all Asian graduate students were between 24 and 29 years old (47.4 percent). 
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In 2015–16, three-quarters of graduate students were enrolled in master’s degree programs (75.9 percent), 12.5 percent were 
in professional degree programs, and 11.6 percent were in doctoral degree programs.

Figure 4.9: Graduate Enrollment, by Program Level and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is >30% but <50%.

 | One in five international graduate students was enrolled in doctoral degree programs (20.2 percent)—the highest among 
all student groups. 

 | More than one-quarter of Asian students were enrolled in professional programs (27.0 percent)—the highest among all 
groups. 

 | Less than 10 percent of all Black graduate students were enrolled in professional programs—the lowest percent among all 
domestic graduate students. 
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GRADUATE ENROLLMENT ACROSS INSTITUTIONAL SECTORS
A little less than half of all 2015–16 graduate students were enrolled in public four-year universities (46.7 percent), 43.0 per-
cent attended private nonprofit four-year universities, and 10.3 percent were in for-profit institutions. However, the distribu-
tions were quite different across racial and ethnic groups. 

Figure 4.10: Graduate Enrollment Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but 
<50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Black graduate students were the least likely of any group to be enrolled in a public four-year institution. One-third of 
Black graduate students were enrolled in public four-year institutions (33.1 percent).

 | Nearly one-quarter (24.3 percent) of Black graduate students attended a for-profit institution, compared with Hispanic 
(11.6 percent), White (7.9 percent), Asian (7.1 percent), and international (5.2 percent) students. 

Men were slightly more likely than women to be enrolled in public four-year institutions (48.0 percent and 45.7 percent, 
respectively). Women were more likely to be enrolled in for-profit institutions than men (12.0 percent and 7.8 percent, 
respectively). Enrollment patterns differed by student group, particularly for enrollment in for-profit institutions. 
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Table 4.2: Graduate Enrollment Across Sectors, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Public Four-Year Private Nonprofit Four-Year For-Profit

Men

Men Total 48.0% 44.1% 7.8%

American Indian or Alaska Native 74.5% 13.0%!! 12.5%!!

Asian 46.2% 47.1% 6.7%

Black 35.3% 44.4% 20.3%

Hispanic 46.2% 45.4% 8.3%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

White 47.4% 45.8% 6.8%

More than one race 48.6% 41.1% 10.1%

International students 58.2% 38.2% 3.6%

Women

Women Total 45.7% 42.2% 12.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 34.0%! 36.7%! 29.3%!

Asian 46.5% 46.1% 7.3%

Black 32.2% 41.8% 26.0%

Hispanic 41.9% 44.2% 13.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 21.3%!! 52.0%!! 26.8%!!

White 49.9% 41.5% 8.6%

More than one race 44.0% 38.8% 17.1%

International students 48.5% 43.7% 7.7%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with 
caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | The majority of international men were enrolled in public four-year institutions (58.2 percent), compared with just under 
half of all international women (48.5 percent). 

 | Over one-quarter of Black women were enrolled at for-profit institutions in 2015–16 (26.0 percent), compared with 7.3 
percent of Asian women, 8.6 percent of White women, and 13.8 percent of Hispanic women.

 | A smaller share of Black men (20.3 percent) than Black women attended for-profit institutions, but the patterns across 
groups were similar, with 6.7 percent of Asian men, 6.8 percent of White men, and 8.3 percent of Hispanic men enrolled 
in this sector.

The most notable difference in enrollment by age, race, and sector was in the type of institutions where older students chose 
to enroll. Namely, for students who were ages 30 or above, graduate enrollment in for-profit institutions grew, in some cases 
dramatically. About 16 percent of these students were enrolled in for-profit institutions, compared with graduate students ages 
23 or younger (3.0 percent) and those 24 to 29 years old (5.6 percent).
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Table 4.3: Graduate Enrollment Across Sectors, by Age and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Public Four-Year
Private Nonprofit 

Four-Year For-Profit

15 to 23

15 to 23 Total 55.5% 41.4% 3.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 52.8% 45.5% 1.7%!

Black 41.8% 48.9% 9.2%!!

Hispanic 47.2% 47.7% 5.2%!!

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

White 57.2% 41.3% 1.5%

More than one race 44.3%! 43.5%! 12.0%!!

International students 60.5% 36.2% 3.2%

24 to 29

24 to 29 Total 49.9% 44.5% 5.6%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 48.0% 47.7% 4.3%

Black 39.0% 46.5% 14.5%

Hispanic 51.0% 43.4% 5.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

White 51.1% 44.8% 4.1%

More than one race 55.1% 33.9% 11.0%!!

International students 52.1% 42.8% 5.0%

30 or Above

30 or Above Total 41.6% 42.2% 16.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 37.2% 32.4%! 30.3%

Asian 41.5% 45.5% 13.0%

Black 29.5% 40.1% 30.3%

Hispanic 37.3% 45.1% 17.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ 60.0% 36.1%!

White 45.1% 42.4% 12.5%

More than one race 40.9% 41.9% 17.3%

International students 53.1% 39.2% 7.7%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with 
caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Older graduate students were less likely than younger students to be enrolled in public four-year universities. Among His-
panic graduate students, 51.0 percent of those ages 24 to 29 attended public four-year institutions in 2015–16, compared 
with 37.3 percent of those ages 30 or older. Similarly, these shares were 55.1 percent and 40.9 percent among those of 
more than one race.

 | African American students were the most likely to choose for-profit institutions at later ages. In 2015–16, a little less than 
one-third of Black students ages 30 and older were enrolled in for-profit institutions (30.3 percent), compared with 14.5 
percent of those ages 24 to 29.
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GRADUATE ENROLLMENT BY PROGRAM TYPE 
Similar to differences seen in undergraduate enrollment (as shown in Chapter 3 of this report, “Enrollment in Undergraduate 
Education”), we see great variation by student group in where, how, and which students enroll in graduate education. The 
most notable differences occurred at the intersection of race, gender, and international status. 

Master’s Degree Programs

HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR 
By sector, all student groups predominantly enrolled in a master’s degree program at a public four-year (46.1 percent) or pri-
vate nonprofit four-year (43.5 percent) institution, compared with for-profit institutions (10.3 percent) in 2015–16. Notable 
differences emerged when looking at enrollment by student group, particularly in the shares attending for-profit institutions. 

Figure 4.11: Graduate Enrollment in Master’s Degree Programs Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but 
<50% |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Over half of all international students in master’s degree programs were enrolled in public four-year institutions (52.5 
percent), compared with 33.8 percent of all Black students. 

 | Larger shares of Black students (22.2 percent), those of more than one race (17.8 percent), and Hispanic students (11.5 
percent) were enrolled at for-profit institutions. Comparatively, less than 10 percent of all Asian (9.3 percent), White (7.5 
percent), and international (6.3 percent) students were enrolled at for-profit institutions in 2015–16.
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FIELD OF STUDY
In 2015–16, students pursuing a master’s degree were concentrated in business and management (21.4 percent), education 
(18.2 percent), and STEM (16.6 percent) programs. The differences between international and domestic students were sharp. 
In particular, international students were much more likely to be enrolled in programs in STEM and much less likely to be 
studying education.

Table 4.4: Graduate Enrollment in Master’s Degree Programs Across Fields of Study, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16 

STEM 
Fields

Business and 
Management Education

Health 
Fields Humanities

Social and 
Behavioral 
Sciences Law

Other 
Fields

All racial and ethnic groups 16.6% 21.4% 18.2% 16.0% 8.7% 6.5% 0.6% 12.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 25.5%!! 15.8%!! 8.5%!! 15.9%!! 17.2%!! ‡ ‡ 10.1%!!

Asian 24.6% 24.5% 10.8% 19.2% 6.3% 6.5%! 1.2%!! 6.9%

Black 7.4% 22.2% 18.4% 19.8% 8.1% 6.8% 0.6%!! 16.7%

Hispanic 12.1% 25.4% 16.0% 15.2% 9.1% 10.0% 0.2%!! 11.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ 21.7%!! ‡ 32.9%!! ‡ ‡ ‡ 6.1%!!

White 11.2% 19.9% 22.7% 17.5% 9.7% 6.6% 0.4%! 12.0%

More than one race 11.7%! 23.3% 21.1%! 10.1% 8.0%! 9.5%! ‡ 16.1%

International students 51.0% 22.3% 3.4% 5.1% 5.8% 2.5% 1.5%!! 8.4%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate 
is >30% but <50% |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Almost one-quarter of all Asian students (24.6 percent) and half of all international students (51.0 percent) seeking a 
master’s degree were enrolled in STEM programs, compared with fewer than one in 10 Black students (7.4 percent).

 | A larger share of White students sought master’s degrees in education (22.7 percent), compared with only 10.8 percent of 
Asians and 3.4 percent of international students.
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Professional Degree Programs 

HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR 
More than half of students seeking professional degrees (e.g., law and medical fields) were enrolled in private nonprofit four-
year institutions (51.4 percent) in 2015–16, 43.0 percent were enrolled in public four-year institutions, and 5.6 percent at 
for-profit institutions. As with other program types, there was great variation by race and ethnicity, as well as international 
status, as to where students were enrolled.

Figure 4.12: Graduate Enrollment in Professional Degree Programs Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Estimates suppressed for “American Indian or Alaska Native” and “Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander.” Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is 
>30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | In 2015–16, three-quarters of international students seeking professional degrees attended private nonprofit four-year 
institutions (75.8 percent), the most of any group. 

 | The majority of Hispanic (61.8 percent) and Black students (62.9 percent) were also enrolled in private nonprofit four-
year institutions. 

 | More than half of all students of more than one race (55.1 percent) and half of all Asian students (50.6 percent) were 
enrolled in public four-year institutions. 

http://www.equityinhighered.org


87 www.equityinhighered.org

FIELD OF STUDY
Health fields and law were by far the most prevalent fields for students pursing professional degrees in 2015–16. Over half of 
all students in these programs sought a health degree (57.2 percent) and more than one-quarter sought a law degree (27.1 per-
cent). These patterns were similar across race and ethnicity and international status.

Table 4.5: Graduate Enrollment in Professional Degree Programs Across Fields of Study, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

STEM 
Fields

Business and 
Management Education

Health 
Fields Humanities

Social and 
Behavioral 
Sciences Law

Other 
Fields

All racial and ethnic groups 7.2% 0.7%! 0.6%! 57.2% 1.9% 3.9% 27.1% 1.4%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 13.7% ‡ ‡ 60.5% 0.9%!! 4.1%!! 19.1% 1.5%!!

Black 7.8% 1.2%!! 0.9%!! 57.4% 1.0%!! 3.6%!! 27.2%! 0.9%!!

Hispanic 4.4%!! ‡ 0.8%!! 46.2% 2.4%!! 7.4%!! 37.6% 1.1%!!

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 6.5% 1.0%! 0.5%!! 57.5% 2.3% 3.3% 27.4% 1.5%!

More than one race 2.8%!! ‡ ‡ 54.6% ‡ 8.2%!! 32.0%! 1.5%!!

International students 1.3%!! ‡ ‡ 80.4% ‡ ‡ 17.1%!! ‡

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate 
is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | The majority of international students who sought professional degrees were enrolled in health programs (80.4 percent), 
compared with less than half of all Hispanic students (46.2 percent). 

 | Hispanic students were more likely than other groups to pursue law degrees (37.6 percent).
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Doctoral Degree Programs 

HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR 
At the doctoral level, about half of all students were enrolled at public four-year institutions (50.2 percent). A little less than 
one-third were enrolled at private nonprofit four-year universities (32.7 percent), and 17.1 percent attended for-profit institu-
tions. There was great variation by race, ethnicity, and international status. 

Figure 4.13: Graduate Enrollment in Doctoral Degree Programs Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Estimates suppressed for “American Indian or Alaska Native” and “Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander.” Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is 
>30% but <50%.  

 | In 2015–16, half of African American students were enrolled in a for-profit institution for their doctoral programs (50.1 
percent)—a much higher share than for any other group. In contrast, 16.6 percent of White doctoral students, 15.8 
percent of Hispanic students, and just 1.9 percent of international doctoral students were enrolled in this sector.

 | International students were much more likely than other groups to be enrolled at public four-year institutions (68.6 
percent). 

 | A larger share of Asian students were enrolled in private nonprofit four-year institutions than any other group (48.4 
percent). 
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FIELD OF STUDY
Nearly one-third of all students pursuing a doctoral degree in 2015–16 enrolled in STEM fields (31.4 percent). Almost one in 
five were studying education (18.2 percent), 15.3 percent were in social and behavioral sciences, 10.6 percent were in human-
ities fields, and 9.9 percent were in health fields. 

Table 4.6: Graduate Enrollment in Doctoral Degree Programs Across Fields of Study, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

STEM 
Fields

Business and 
Management Education

Health 
Fields Humanities

Social and 
Behavioral 
Sciences Law

Other 
Fields

All racial and ethnic groups 31.4% 7.3% 18.2% 9.9% 10.6% 15.3% 0.5%! 6.8%

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 28.7% 4.7%! 7.5%! 18.0%! 5.7%!! 22.9% ‡ 12.4%!!

Black 13.5%! 14.6% 30.0% 8.0%! 5.2%! 14.0% ‡ 14.5%

Hispanic 18.3% 9.6%! 18.0% 17.2% 8.2% 25.1% ‡ 3.2%!

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 27.0% 5.7% 22.8% 8.9% 12.4% 16.2% 0.6%!! 6.3%

More than one race 21.6% 2.9%! 18.8% 4.2%!! 20.8% 27.1% ‡ 3.0%!!

International students 59.0% 6.7%! 3.3% 9.5%! 10.9%! 7.1% 0.4%!! 3.0%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate 
is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | In 2015–16, slightly less than one-third of African Americans seeking doctoral degrees were enrolled in education (30.0 
percent), compared with 22.8 percent of White students, 18.0 percent of Hispanic students, and only 3.3 percent of 
international students. 

 | The majority of international students were enrolled in STEM programs (59.0 percent), and more than one-quarter of 
Asian students (28.7 percent) and of White students (27.0 percent) were enrolled in these programs—the three groups 
most likely to be enrolled in STEM fields.

 | A larger share of Hispanic students (25.1 percent) and students of more than one race (27.1 percent) were enrolled in 
social and behavioral sciences than White (16.2 percent), Black (14.0 percent), and international (7.1 percent) students.
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INTRODUCTION
The importance of postsecondary credentials for the twenty-first-century workforce, and indeed for societal health and prog-
ress at large, cannot be overstated. Importantly, individuals who earn postsecondary credentials earn higher wages over their 
lifetimes and are more financially resilient during economic downturns. According to Carnevale, Jayasundera, and Gulish 
(2016), by 2016 the economy had added 11.6 million jobs since the height of the Great Recession, and 99 percent of them 
had gone to those with some college education. 

The power of the postsecondary credential holds promise for those in our society who seek to move up the socioeconomic lad-
der and contribute to the economy and to the well-being of their families and communities. Of course, one has to complete a 
credential in order to fully realize this potential, and it is here that we see disparities by race and ethnicity. Beyond the individ-
ual benefits of postsecondary credentials, supporting high rates of completion for all groups in society is critical for creating a 
strong workforce and a healthy society. 

Gaps in educational attainment levels across racial and ethnic groups deprive some Americans of meaningful participation in 
the economy. Disparities in postsecondary credential attainment also interfere with achieving the many attainment goals set 
in the past decade, including goals set by individual states, by the federal government, and by major philanthropies that invest 
in education and educational attainment efforts. Research in fact shows that Black,1 Hispanic, and American Indian or Alaska 
Native students will not meet the nation’s two most prominent college attainment goals (Nettles 2017). Such findings also 
bring to light a host of questions on just how we measure completion, especially when used for accountability purposes and in 
state funding models.  

KEY FINDINGS
 | Between 1996 and 2016, the total number of undergraduate credentials awarded increased from 1.9 million to 

3.7 million. While there was an increase across all credential types, the share of bachelor’s degrees declined, as 
the total number of sub-baccalaureate credentials increased at a faster rate. 

 | Within each racial and ethnic group, more than 90 percent of bachelor’s degree-seeking students who first 
enrolled in a public or private nonprofit four-year institution2 in 2011–12 persisted through that academic year 
and returned in 2012–13. Persistence rates were lower in for-profit and public two-year institutions. 

 | Students of all backgrounds, at all institution types, who enrolled in college exclusively full time in fall 2011 
were more likely to complete a credential in six years than were students overall. 

 | Black students who started college in fall 2011 had the lowest completion rates and highest dropout rates across 
all sectors of higher education.  

 | More than half of all American Indian or Alaska Native, Black, Hispanic, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander students who completed credentials in 2016 earned sub-baccalaureate credentials, whereas more than 
half of all international,3 Asian, and White graduates earned bachelor’s degrees. 

1 The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
2 Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. For more 

information, please refer to the report’s methods section.
3 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nonresident alien as “a person who is not a citizen or national of the United 

States and who is in this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.” In this report, nonresident 
aliens are labeled as international students.  
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 | Among short-term certificate recipients, health care was the most common field of study for Asian (30.3 
percent), Black (35.8 percent), Hispanic (34.8 percent), and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (42.0 
percent) students. For American Indian or Alaska Native (36.4 percent) and White (32.2 percent) students, 
manufacturing, military technology, and other applied fields was the most common. Business and personal and 
consumer services was the most common field of study for international (30.4 percent) short-term certificate 
recipients.  

 | One in five Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students who completed a degree or certificate in 2016 
completed their credentials at a for-profit institution—the highest of any group. Over one in 10 Black, Amer-
ican Indian or Alaska Native, and Hispanic students completed their undergraduate education at these institu-
tions. Although predominant bachelor’s degree fields in 2016 were STEM,4 business, and the social sciences, 
there were great differences by race and ethnicity. For example, depending on institution type, Asian students 
were two to three times more likely to graduate in the STEM fields than were Black students. 

4 STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering and engineering technology, biological and physical sciences, science tech-
nology, math, and agriculture.
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FIRST-YEAR PERSISTENCE RATES FOR BACHELOR’S DEGREE-SEEKING  
STUDENTS

First-year persistence measures the percent of bachelor’s degree-seeking students who first enrolled in postsecondary education in the 
2011–12 academic year and remained enrolled in at least one month in 2012–13. Data come from the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) Longitudinal Study, which follows a cohort of students enrolled in their first year of higher 
education. The data here reflect the cohort of bachelor’s degree-seeking students who first enrolled in 2011–12. 

The majority of students remained enrolled in college in year two of their studies (85.9 percent). Three groups had first-year 
persistence rates of over 90 percent: Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students (94.0 percent), international students 
(91.6 percent), and Asian students (90.9 percent). 

Figure 5.1: First-Year Persistence Rates of Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking Students, by Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2011 Cohort
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, BPS: 12/14
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The majority of all men and women persisted through to their second year; however, women had a slightly higher persistence 
rate than men (88.1 percent compared with 83.1 percent). This pattern occurred within all student groups.

Figure 5.2: First-Year Persistence Rates of Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking Students, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2011 
Cohort 
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 | Asian students had the largest gender gap in first-year persistence rates, with Asian women 10 percentage points more 
likely to have persisted through to their second year than Asian men—95.9 percent compared with 85.9 percent.

 | Students of more than one race had the smallest gender gap among all groups, with 84.5 percent of women and 83.2 
percent of men persisting through to their second year. 

By sector, first-year persistence rates were highest among public and private nonprofit four-year institutions, where over 90 
percent of all students persisted through their first year (94.9 percent and 96.6 percent, respectively). Persistence rates of bach-
elor’s degree-seeking students at public two-year and for-profit institutions were much lower. 
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Figure 5.3: First-Year Persistence Rates of Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking Students, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2011 
Cohort
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Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.

 | International (99.0 percent) and Asian (97.1 percent) students had the highest first-year persistence rates at public four-
year institutions. 

 | Hispanic and White students had the highest first-year persistence rates at private nonprofit four-year institutions (97.8 
percent and 97.2 percent, respectively).

 | Nearly 90 percent of all Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students (89.6 percent) at public two-year institutions 
persisted through to their second year, compared with about three-quarters of students of more than one race (74.3 per-
cent) and African American students (73.9 percent).

 | Nearly all Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students at for-profit institutions persisted from their first to second 
year (98.8 percent), compared with 76.9 percent of Asian students and slightly more than half of all American Indian or 
Alaska Native (55.6 percent) students.
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UNDERGRADUATE COMPLETION RATES: STUDENTS WHO BEGAN COLLEGE IN 
2011

The National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) is a national nonprofit organization that works with postsecondary institutions to provide 
educational reporting, verification, and research services (NSCRC 2018). Eighty-four percent of all Title IV degree-granting colleges and 
universities voluntarily participate in the Clearinghouse, providing NSC the ability to analyze data for 97 percent of all students enrolled in 
these institutions (Dundar and Shapiro 2016). 

Given their ability to follow students as they move through American higher education, including when they transfer from one institution 
to another, the NSC data provide a robust collection of student enrollment, persistence, transfer, and completion information. For this 
reason, NSC data provide a more complete picture of student completion than federal data has historically been able to.5

This section analyzes student completion rates for the fall 2011 cohort who first enrolled in public two-year, public four-year, and private 
nonprofit four-year institutions. Completion rates were calculated within six years of first enrollment, following students through spring 
2017. Six years represents 300 percent of normal time at public two-year institutions and 150 percent of normal time at four-year institu-
tions. 

We share data on students overall, as well as students who enrolled in college exclusively full time. Looking at students who enrolled 
full time is important for two reasons. First, examining the outcomes of exclusively full-time students most closely approximates the 
Student Right-to-Know or federal graduation rate. However, unlike the federal graduation rate, data from NSC allow us to capture students 
who complete at an institution other than their starting college or university. Second, we know from decades of research that students 
who enroll in college full time are more likely to complete. While the proportion of students who enroll exclusively full time is diminishing 
(Bombardieri 2017; CCSSE 2017; Shapiro et al. 2017), these students are the most likely to complete their programs of study on time, 
making their completion rates the most straightforward to interpret and compare. Although the data here present six-year outcomes, 
many students who remain enrolled, regardless of enrollment pattern, will complete a credential outside of this six-year window.  

Across all racial and ethnic groups,6 regardless of where students first enrolled, a larger share of students who attended 
exclusively full time than of the overall student cohort completed within six years of first enrolling. Completion rates varied, 
however, by race and ethnicity and where students first enrolled. 

Public Two-Year Institutions: Completion Rates for All Students 
Nearly 40 percent of students who started at a public two-year college in fall 2011 completed a certificate or degree within 
six years—26.5 percent did so at their starting institution, 3.4 percent at another two-year institution, and 7.7 percent at a 
four-year institution. Slightly less than half (47.3 percent) of all students did not complete and were no longer enrolled in any 
institution six years later. 

Slightly less than half of all Asian (46.8 percent) and White (46.7 percent) students completed a credential within six years, 
while more than one-third of all students of more than one race (38.5 percent) and Hispanic students (35.0 percent) com-
pleted within six years. Comparatively, roughly one-quarter of all Black students (26.0 percent) completed a credential within 
six years—the lowest completion rate of all racial and ethnic groups. 

5 In 2017, the U.S. Department of Education introduced new outcome measures in an effort to provide a broader picture of student success, 
particularly for non-first-time, full-time students (Jones 2017), although limitations still exist. 

6 Race and ethnicity unknown is included among the racial and ethnic categories within National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) and Integrated 
Postsecondary Education System (IPEDS) data, which are used in this chapter of the report. As a result, tables and figures include this group 
alongside other racial and ethnic categories.
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Table 5.1: Six-Year Outcomes (300% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Two-Year Institutions: Fall 2011 
Cohort

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Four-Year

Subsequent 
Completion  

at a Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

All racial and ethnic groups 
(n=766,297) 37.5% 26.5% 3.4% 7.7% 7.0% 15.2% 47.3%

Asian (n=24,403) 46.8% 29.1% 3.8% 13.9% 10.3% 24.5% 28.7%

Black (n=91,067) 26.0% 17.6% 3.4% 5.0% 3.6% 19.1% 54.9%

Hispanic (n=99,974) 35.0% 25.0% 4.1% 6.0% 6.7% 23.3% 41.7%

White (n=310,771) 46.7% 32.6% 3.9% 10.3% 9.7% 13.8% 39.5%

More than one race (n=17,222) 38.5% 26.8% 3.5% 8.3% 8.2% 23.9% 37.6%

Other race or ethnicity 
(n=15,039) 41.8% 26.3% 3.3% 12.2% 8.6% 19.4% 38.8%

Race or ethnicity unknown or 
missing (n=207,822) 28.6% 21.7% 2.2% 4.8% 4.0% 9.6% 61.8%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
Slightly less than one-third of White (32.6 percent) and Asian (29.1 percent) students completed at their starting institution, 
compared with around one-quarter of students of more than one race (26.8 percent) and Hispanic students (25.0 percent). 
The lowest completion rate occurred for Black students, among whom 17.6 percent completed a credential at their starting 
institution. 

Transfer and Completion
About 11 percent of students completed their degrees at another institution within six years of first enrolling: 3.4 percent 
did so at another two-year institution and 7.7 percent transferred and completed at a four-year institution. Asian students 
were the most likely to complete at another institution (17.7 percent), followed by White students (14.1 percent). The lowest 
rates of transfer and completion occurred for Black students (8.3 percent). This pattern held for students who completed a 
subsequent degree at a four-year institution, where Asian students (10.3 percent) and White students (9.7 percent) were more 
likely to have completed a subsequent degree than Black students (3.6 percent). 

Non-completion
Slightly less than one-quarter of all Asian students (24.5 percent), students of more than one race (23.9 percent), and His-
panic students (23.3 percent) were still enrolled and pursuing their first certificate or degree in the sixth year following college 
entry. Nearly one in five Black students (19.1 percent) remained enrolled in the sixth year, as did 13.8 percent of White 
students. 

More than half of Black students had not earned a credential after six years and were no longer enrolled (54.9 percent), com-
pared with 47.3 percent of students overall. Asian students were the least likely to have left without completing a credential 
(28.7 percent). 
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Public Two-Year Institutions: Completion for Full-Time Students 
Among exclusively full-time students who started college at a public two-year institution in fall 2011, nearly 60 percent com-
pleted a certificate or degree within six years—43.9 percent did so at their starting institution, 3.1 percent at another two-year 
institution, and 11.4 percent did so at a four-year institution. Only about 2 percent were still enrolled in spring 2017, and 
roughly 40 percent of students were not enrolled in any institution. 

Over three-quarters of all Asian exclusively full-time students completed a credential within six years (78.8 percent)—the 
highest total completion rate of any racial and ethnic group. Among exclusively full-time students, more than half of all 
White students (69.2 percent), students of more than one race (68.1 percent), and Hispanic students (62.5 percent) com-
pleted a credential within six years. Comparatively, less than half of all Black students enrolled exclusively full time completed 
within six years (43.2 percent), the lowest total completion rate of any group. 

Table 5.2: Six-Year Outcomes (300% of Normal Time) for Exclusively Full-Time Students Who Started at Public Two-Year  
Institutions: Fall 2011 Cohort 

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st  
Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Four-Year

Subsequent 
Completion  

at a Four-Year

Still  
Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Not  
Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

All racial and ethnic groups (n=188,855) 58.5% 43.9% 3.1% 11.4% 17.0% 2.2% 39.4%

Asian (n=4,220) 78.8% 52.3% 3.5% 23.0% 29.2% 2.8% 18.5%

Black (n=17,344) 43.2% 31.3% 3.5% 8.4% 10.4% 3.8% 53.1%

Hispanic (n=15,861) 62.5% 45.5% 4.8% 12.2% 20.0% 3.0% 34.5%

White (n=88,029) 69.2% 51.3% 3.6% 14.3% 22.0% 2.1% 28.7%

More than one race (n=3,374) 68.1% 51.0% 3.3% 13.8% 22.7% 2.9% 29.0%

Other race or ethnicity (n=3,622) 65.7% 44.3% 2.5% 18.9% 20.4% 2.7% 31.6%

Race or ethnicity unknown or missing 
(n=56,404) 42.7% 34.7% 1.8% 6.1% 8.8% 1.3% 56.0%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
Over half of all Asian students (52.3 percent), White students (51.3 percent), and students of more than one race (51.0 per-
cent) completed a credential at their starting institution, compared with Hispanic students (45.5 percent) and Black students 
(31.3 percent).  

Transfer and Completion
Slightly less than one-quarter of Asian students (23.0 percent) enrolled exclusively full time transferred and completed at a 
four-year institution—the highest rate of any group. Black students were the least likely to transfer and complete at a four-
year institution (8.4 percent). Hispanic students were the most likely to transfer and complete at another two-year institution 
(4.8 percent). Nearly three in 10 Asian students completed a subsequent degree at a four-year institution (29.2 percent), 
compared with only 10.4 percent of Black students. 

Non-completion
A very small fraction of all exclusively full-time students remained enrolled at any institution in the sixth year (2.2 percent). 
Over half of full-time Black students (53.1 percent) left without completing a credential, a much higher percentage than 
Hispanic (34.5 percent), White (28.7 percent), and Asian (18.5 percent) students. 
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Public Four-Year Institutions: Completion Rates for All Students 
More than six in 10 students who began college at public four-year institutions in fall 2011 finished a degree within six 
years—53.5 percent did so at their starting institution, 3.4 percent at a two-year institution, and 7.8 percent at another four-
year institution. Nearly one-quarter of students did not complete and were no longer enrolled in any institution in the sixth 
year (24.2 percent). 

By race and ethnicity, more than seven in 10 Asian (75.8 percent) and White (71.1 percent) students completed a credential 
within six years of first enrolling. The total completion rate for Hispanic students was 55.7 percent, while that of students of 
more than one race was 62.3 percent. Black students had the lowest total completion rate of any group, with less than half 
completing a credential within six years (46.0 percent).

Table 5.3: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Four-Year Institutions: Fall 2011 
Cohort

Total  
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any  

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any  

Institution)

All racial and ethnic groups (n=1,011,318) 64.7% 53.5% 3.4% 7.8% 11.1% 24.2%

Asian (n=41,937) 75.8% 66.8% 2.4% 6.6% 11.7% 12.5%

Black (n=98,393) 46.0% 35.5% 3.8% 6.7% 17.5% 36.5%

Hispanic (n=99,009) 55.7% 45.9% 3.6% 6.2% 16.4% 27.9%

White (n=523,444) 71.1% 57.9% 3.9% 9.3% 9.9% 19.1%

More than one race (n=21,853) 62.3% 49.9% 3.9% 8.5% 15.7% 22.0%

Other race or ethnicity (n=45,908) 69.3% 60.6% 1.8% 6.9% 9.0% 21.8%

Race or ethnicity unknown or missing (n=180,774) 58.0% 50.2% 2.3% 5.4% 8.1% 33.9%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
Two-thirds of all Asian students (66.8 percent) completed their degrees at their starting public four-year institutions, com-
pared with White students (57.9 percent), students of more than one race (49.9 percent), Hispanic students (45.9 percent), 
and Black students (35.5 percent).   

Transfer and Completion
The share of students who transferred to a two-year college or to a different four-year institution and completed a credential 
within six years of their original enrollment ranged from 9.0 percent of Asian students to 13.2 percent of White students. 

Non-completion
Blacks (17.5 percent), Hispanics (16.4 percent), and students of more than one race (15.7 percent) were the most likely to 
still be enrolled in the sixth year, compared with Asian (11.7 percent) and White (9.9 percent) students. Over one-third of 
Black students (36.5 percent), and over one-quarter of Hispanic students (27.9 percent) had not completed a degree and 
were no longer enrolled in the sixth year—the highest rates of all groups. In contrast, 12.5 percent of Asian students had left 
college without a credential.
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Public Four-Year Institutions: Completion Rates for Full-Time Students 
Of exclusively full-time students who started a public four-year college in fall 2011, 84.1 percent completed a certificate or 
degree by spring 2017, either at their starting institution (74.2 percent), or at another four-year (7.9 percent) or two-year 
(2.0 percent) institution. About 2 percent were still enrolled in college and 13.6 percent of students were not enrolled in any 
institution in the sixth year. 

The majority of students across all racial and ethnic groups completed a credential within six years. The total completion rate 
was highest among Asian (91.0 percent) and White (88.8 percent) students, followed by students of more than one race (85.1 
percent). Although the majority of Hispanic (81.9 percent) and Black (72.5 percent) students completed within six years, 
they were much less likely to do so than their peers. 

Table 5.4: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Exclusively Full-Time Students Who Started at Public Four-Year 
Institutions: Fall 2011 Cohort 

Total  
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any  

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any  

Institution)

All racial and ethnic groups (n=529,995) 84.1% 74.2% 2.0% 7.9% 2.3% 13.6%

Asian (n=23,170) 91.0% 83.9% 1.2% 5.9% 2.8% 6.2%

Black (n=38,748) 72.5% 61.8% 2.5% 8.3% 4.6% 22.9%

Hispanic (n=38,222) 81.9% 72.9% 2.2% 6.9% 3.4% 14.7%

White (n=293,427) 88.8% 77.6% 2.2% 9.0% 1.7% 9.5%

More than one race (n=10,824) 85.1% 74.0% 2.2% 8.8% 2.7% 12.2%

Other race or ethnicity (n=28,074) 80.3% 73.2% 0.9% 6.2% 3.3% 16.5%

Race or ethnicity unknown or missing (n=97,530) 74.6% 67.5% 1.6% 5.5% 2.4% 23.0%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
Asian students were the most likely to complete at their starting institution (83.9 percent), while Black students were the least 
likely (61.8 percent). Hispanic and White students completed at rates of 72.9 percent and 77.6 percent, respectively. 

Transfer and Completion
As with students overall, transfer and completion rates were similar across racial or ethnic groups. Asian students were the 
least likely of all to transfer and complete at a different institution (7.1 percent). White students were most likely to follow 
this path (11.2 percent). 

Non-completion
Overall, 2.3 percent of exclusively full-time students who started at a public four-year institution remained enrolled in the 
sixth year. More than one in five Black students (22.9 percent) who enrolled exclusively full time had not earned a degree and 
were no longer enrolled in any institution in the sixth year, compared with only 6.2 percent of Asian students—the highest 
and lowest persistence rates among all racial or ethnic groups. 
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Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions: Completion Rates for All Students 
About three-quarters of students who started at a private nonprofit four-year institution in fall 2011 completed their degrees 
within six years—63.7 percent did so at their starting institution, 10.0 percent at another four-year institution, and 2.3 per-
cent did so at a two-year institution. 

Although the majority of all students, regardless of race or ethnicity, completed a credential within six years, Black students 
had the lowest total completion rate among all groups (57.3 percent). Comparatively, 85.9 percent of Asian students, 81.9 
percent of White students, and 72.3 percent of Hispanic students completed within six years. 

Table 5.5: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions: Fall 
2011 Cohort

Total  
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any  

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any  

Institution)

All racial and ethnic groups (n=423,091) 76.0% 63.7% 2.3% 10.0% 7.2% 16.7%

Asian (n=15,010) 85.9% 75.4% 1.6% 8.9% 6.7% 7.5%

Black (n=34,763) 57.3% 44.5% 3.0% 9.8% 13.6% 29.1%

Hispanic (n=28,297) 72.3% 59.6% 3.3% 9.4% 10.3% 17.5%

White (n=229,370) 81.9% 68.3% 2.5% 11.1% 6.5% 11.7%

More than one race (n=8,186) 75.1% 60.9% 3.3% 10.9% 10.2% 14.7%

Other race or ethnicity (n=20,541) 81.5% 73.4% 0.9% 7.2% 5.0% 13.5%

Race or ethnicity unknown or missing (n=86,923) 66.6% 56.6% 1.6% 8.4% 6.0% 27.4%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
The majority of Asian students (75.4 percent), White students (68.3 percent), students of more than one race (60.9 percent), 
and Hispanic students (59.6 percent) completed at their starting institution within six years, compared with less than half of 
Black students (44.5 percent).

Transfer and Completion
The share of students beginning at a private nonprofit four-year college or university in fall 2011 who transferred and earned a 
degree at another institution ranged from 10.4 percent of Asian students to 14.2 percent of those of more than one race.

Non-completion
Black students were the most likely to remain enrolled at any institution in the sixth year (13.6 percent), followed by Hispanic 
students (10.3 percent) and students of more than one race (10.2 percent). As with completion rates, there were substantial 
differences in the rates at which students from different racial and ethnic groups left college without completing. More than 
one-quarter of all Black students left college without completing (29.1 percent), compared with 17.5 percent of Hispanics, 
11.7 percent of Whites, and 7.5 percent of Asians. 
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Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions: Completion Rates for Full-Time Students
Among exclusively full-time students who started at a private nonprofit four-year institution in fall 2011, 88.5 percent com-
pleted a degree by 2017, either at their starting institution (78.2 percent), or at another four-year (9.2 percent) or two-year 
(1.1 percent) institution. Less than 2 percent were still enrolled, and 9.8 percent of students had not completed a degree and 
were not enrolled in any institution in the sixth year. 

The majority of full-time students, across all racial and ethnic groups, completed within six years, although the total com-
pletion rate of some groups was substantially higher than that of others. Roughly nine in 10 Asian students (94.2 percent), 
White students (92.5 percent), and students of more than one race (90.0 percent) completed a credential within six years. The 
total completion rate declined to 87.6 percent for Hispanic students and 77.6 percent of Black students. 

Table 5.6: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Exclusively Full-Time Students Who Started at Private Nonprofit  
Four-Year Institutions: Fall 2011 Cohort 

Total  
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any  

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any  

Institution)

All racial and ethnic groups (n=293,818) 88.5% 78.2% 1.1% 9.2% 1.7% 9.8%

Asian (n=11,248) 94.2% 85.7% 0.7% 7.8% 1.7% 4.2%

Black  (n=19,651) 77.6% 65.8% 1.6% 10.3% 3.5% 19.0%

Hispanic  (n=18,444) 87.6% 77.4% 1.5% 8.7% 1.9% 10.5%

White (n=167,415) 92.5% 81.6% 1.2% 9.7% 1.3% 6.2%

More than one race  (n=5,458) 90.0% 78.8% 1.4% 9.9% 1.9% 8.1%

Other race or ethnicity  (n=15,939) 88.1% 81.5% 0.4% 6.2% 2.2% 9.8%

Race or ethnicity unknown or missing (n=55,663) 79.6% 70.4% 0.9% 8.3% 1.9% 18.5%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
Asian students were the most likely to complete at their starting institution within six years (85.7 percent), compared with 
81.6 percent of White students, 78.8 percent of students of more than one race, 77.4 percent of Hispanic students, and 65.8 
percent of Black students.  

Transfer and Completion
The vast majority of students who transferred and completed elsewhere did so at another four-year institution. The shares of 
students who earned a credential at a different institution were similar across all racial and ethnic groups, ranging from 8.5 
percent of Asian students to 11.8 percent of Black students. 

Non-completion
Only 1.7 percent of students who started at a private nonprofit four-year institution and enrolled exclusively full time 
remained enrolled in the sixth year. However, there were large differences across groups in the share who left college without 
a degree—nearly one in five Black students (19.0 percent) left without finishing, compared with 4.2 percent of Asian, 6.2 
percent of White, and 10.5 percent of Hispanic students. 
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UNDERGRADUATE COMPLETIONS: 1996 TO 2016
Between 1996 and 2016, the total number of undergraduate credentials awarded increased from about 1.9 million to over 3.7 
million. The total number of bachelor’s degrees increased from 1.1 million in 1996 to 2 million in 2016. During this time, 
bachelor’s degrees as a share of all undergraduate credentials completed decreased from 60.8 percent in 1996 to 54.3 percent 
in 2016, as the number of sub-baccalaureate credentials awarded, including short- and long-term certificates,7 increased more 
rapidly.

Figure 5.4: Undergraduate Completions, by Award Level, Select Years: 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012, 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012, and 2016
Notes: Short-term certificates include those that are less than two academic years in length.  |  Long-term certificates include those that are at least two, but less than four, academic years in length.

Consistent with this overall trend, the proportion of undergraduate students who earned certificates increased between 1996 
and 2016 across nearly all student groups. The total share of certificates among all credentials completed increased the most 
for Black students (6.1 percentage points), while the share of bachelor’s degrees declined by 9.2 percentage points, the largest 
decrease of any group. Hispanics followed a similar trajectory, with a 4.3 percentage point increase in certificates as a share of 
all credentials, and an 8.2 percentage point decline in the share that were bachelor’s degrees. 

7 Short-term certificates include those that are less than two academic years in length. Long-term certificates include those that are at least two, 
but less than four, academic years in length.
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Table 5.7: Undergraduate Completions, by Award Level and Race and Ethnicity: 1996 and 2016

 

Short-Term  
Certificates

Long-Term  
Certificates

Associate  
Degrees

Bachelor’s  
Degrees

1996

All racial and ethnic groups 11.8% 0.9% 26.4% 60.8%

American Indian or Alaska Native 21.8% 0.9% 33.7% 43.6%

Asian 9.3% 1.2% 22.4% 67.0%

Black 18.3% 1.0% 27.0% 53.7%

Hispanic 18.1% 0.9% 30.3% 50.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander N/A N/A N/A N/A

White 10.8% 0.9% 26.6% 61.7%

More than one race N/A N/A N/A N/A

Race or ethnicity unknown 15.2% 2.4% 22.1% 60.3%

International students 5.1% 1.2% 19.6% 74.1%

2016

All racial and ethnic groups 18.2% 0.3% 27.2% 54.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 27.4% 0.4% 35.2% 37.1%

Asian 13.0% 0.3% 23.0% 63.7%

Black 25.1% 0.3% 30.1% 44.5%

Hispanic 23.1% 0.2% 34.1% 42.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 20.5% 0.3% 32.3% 46.9%

White 16.7% 0.3% 25.8% 57.2%

More than one race 15.3% 0.3% 26.2% 58.3%

Race or ethnicity unknown 18.8% 0.4% 26.9% 53.9%

International students 6.6% 0.2% 16.4% 76.8%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 1996 and 2016
Notes: In 1996, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students was not an available category. These students were included in the category “Asian.”  |  In 1996, data on students of more than one race were not 
collected separately.  |  Short-term certificates include those that are less than two academic years in length.  |  Long-term certificates include those that are at least two, but less than four, academic years in length.
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UNDERGRADUATE COMPLETIONS: 2016
Over 3.7 million undergraduate credentials were awarded in 2016. Of these, approximately 1.7 million were sub-baccalaureate 
credentials—1 million were associate degrees, over 675,000 were short-term certificates, and over 10,600 were long-term 
certificates. The number of bachelor’s degrees earned was 2 million. 

Figure 5.5: Undergraduate Completions, by Award Level: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Short-term certificates include those that are less than two academic years in length.  |  Long-term certificates include those that are at least two, but less than four, academic years in length.

White students earned the majority of all sub-baccalaureate credentials awarded in 2016 (53.2 percent), followed by His-
panic students (18.7 percent) and Black students (13.9 percent). Whites also earned the largest share of all bachelor’s degrees 
awarded in 2016 (59.9 percent), followed by Hispanics (11.6 percent) and African Americans (9.4 percent). 

Figure 5.6: Bachelor’s Degrees and Sub-baccalaureate Credentials, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Completions Within Student Groups
In 2016, the majority of undergraduate credentials awarded were bachelor’s degrees (54.3 percent), followed by associate 
degrees (27.2 percent), short-term certificates (18.2 percent), and long-term certificates (0.3 percent). There were large differ-
ences across student groups when considering the types of credentials students complete; namely, when examining sub- 
baccalaureate credentials as compared with bachelor’s degrees. 

Figure 5.7: Undergraduate Completions, by Award Level and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Notes: Short-term certificates include those that are less than two academic years in length.  |  Long-term certificates include those that are at least two, but less than four, academic years in length.

 | More than half of the undergraduate credentials earned by American Indian or Alaska Native (62.9 percent), Hispanic 
(57.5 percent), Black (55.5 percent), and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (53.1 percent) students were certifi-
cates or associate degrees. The share of Whites, Asians, and students of more than one race awarded these degrees ranged 
from 36.3 percent to 42.8 percent.   

 | By degree type, all students earning a sub-baccalaureate credential were most likely to earn an associate degree; however, 
some groups were more likely than others to earn a short-term certificate, including American Indian or Alaska Native 
(27.4 percent), Black (25.1 percent), Hispanic (23.1 percent), and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (20.5 per-
cent) students. In contrast, 16.7 percent of Whites and 13.0 percent of Asians earned these credentials. 

 | Among undergraduate credential completers, the groups most likely to earn a bachelor’s degree were international stu-
dents (76.8 percent), Asian students (63.7 percent), students of more than one race (58.3 percent), and White students 
(57.2 percent); the groups least likely to earn a bachelor’s were American Indian or Alaska Native (37.1 percent), His-
panic (42.5 percent), and Black (44.5 percent) students. 
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Completions by Higher Education Sector and Field
In 2016, public two-year institutions awarded 37.4 percent of all undergraduate credentials, public and private nonprofit 
four-year institutions awarded 53.5 percent (36.3 percent and 17.3 percent, respectively), and for-profits awarded 9.0 percent. 

Figure 5.8: Total Undergraduate Completions, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | More than one-third of all international (47.3 percent), Asian (46.1 percent), and White (38.5 percent) students com-
pleted their undergraduate credentials at a public four-year institution, compared with just over one-quarter of all Black 
(28.2 percent), American Indian or Alaska Native (28.0 percent), and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (27.3 
percent) students. 

 | More than one-quarter of all international students completed at a private nonprofit four-year institution (29.2 percent) 
—the largest percentage of any group. 

 | Half of all American Indian or Alaska Native students (50.1 percent) completed at a public two-year institution—the 
highest percentage of any group. Almost half of all Hispanic students (47.7 percent), and about 40 percent of Black (40.9 
percent), Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (37.6 percent), and White (36.3 percent) students completed at these 
institutions. 

 | One in five Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students completed their undergraduate credentials at a for-profit 
institution (21.9 percent)—the highest of any group. Over 10 percent of all Black (17.1 percent), American Indian or 
Alaska Native (12.1 percent), and Hispanic (11.1 percent) students completed their undergraduate education at these 
institutions.  
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Public Two-Year Institutions: Sub-baccalaureate Credentials   
The most credentialed fields at public two-year institutions were in general studies and other programs8 (30.6 percent), health 
care fields (18.9 percent), business and personal and consumer services (13.6 percent), and STEM fields (12.0 percent).

Figure 5.9: Total Sub-baccalaureate Credentials Completed at Public Two-Year Institutions, by Field and Race and Ethnicity: 
2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering and 
engineering technology, biological and physical sciences, science technology, math, and agriculture.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social 
skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, 
construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal 
studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.

 | General studies and other programs were the top credentialed fields for most students; however, the total share of stu-
dents earning credentials in these fields ranged from 25.7 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native students to 41.4 
percent of international students. 

 | A larger share of White students completed a sub-baccalaureate credential in health care fields (22.1 percent) than any 
other group. International students were the least likely to complete a credential in these fields (6.3 percent). 

 | Asian students were nearly twice as likely as Black students to complete a sub-baccalaureate credential in STEM (17.1 
percent and 8.8 percent, respectively).  

 | American Indian or Alaska Native students were twice as likely to complete a sub-baccalaureate credential in manufactur-
ing, military technology, and other applied fields9 as Asian students (26.4 percent and 13.4 percent, respectively). 

8 General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social skills, personal awareness and self- 
improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others. 

9 Other applied fields for sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, construction, repair, and transporta-
tion; military technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design 
and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.
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Public Four-Year Institutions: Bachelor’s Degrees
Three disciplinary areas represented over half of all bachelor’s degrees completed at public four-year institutions in 2016: 
STEM (22.9 percent), business (17.8 percent), and the social sciences (15.6 percent). 

Figure 5.10: Bachelor’s Degrees Completed at Public Four-Year Institutions, by Field and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering 
and engineering technology, biological and physical sciences, science technology, math, and agriculture.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and 
social skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for bachelor’s degrees include personal and consumer services; manufacturing, 
construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library 
sciences; and theology and religious vocations.

 | Within the STEM fields, there existed great variation by race and ethnicity. More than twice as many Asian students 
(36.5 percent) as Black students (14.1 percent) earned bachelor’s degrees in STEM fields.

 | Slightly less than one-quarter of all Black students (23.0 percent) completed a bachelor’s degree in other applied fields,10 

compared with 8.8 percent of Asian students and 8.1 percent of international students. 

 | Roughly one-third of Hispanic students earned bachelor’s degrees in the humanities and social sciences (32.4 percent)—
the highest percentage of any group. 

 | One-third of all international students completed a bachelor’s degree in business—the highest percentage of any group. 

10 Other applied fields for bachelor’s degrees include personal and consumer services; manufacturing, construction, repair, and transportation; 
military technology and protective services; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; 
law and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations. 
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Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions: Bachelor’s Degrees
The share of bachelor’s degrees at private nonprofit four-year institutions that were in STEM fields was smaller than the share 
at public four-year institutions (17.9 percent versus 22.9 percent). This pattern was similar across all racial and ethnic groups. 
Business, health care, and humanities were larger shares of the degrees awarded by private nonprofit four-year than public 
four-year institutions.

Figure 5.11: Bachelor’s Degrees Completed at Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions, by Field and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering 
and engineering technology, biological and physical sciences, science technology, math, and agriculture.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and 
social skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for bachelor’s degrees include personal and consumer services; manufacturing, 
construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library 
sciences; and theology and religious vocations.

 | International students were nearly twice as likely as students of more than one race to have completed a bachelor’s degree 
in business (31.0 percent and 15.6 percent, respectively). 

 | One-third of Asian students completed a bachelor’s degree in STEM fields (33.3 percent), more than twice the share of 
Black undergraduates (12.0 percent). 

 | Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students were more than twice as likely as students of more than one race to 
have completed a bachelor’s degree in health care fields (18.8 percent and 9.1 percent, respectively). International stu-
dents were the least likely to complete a credential in these fields (2.3 percent).

 | For most student groups, the share of all bachelor’s degrees completed at private nonprofit four-year institutions in the 
humanities and social sciences was over one-quarter of students, with the exception of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander students (18.3 percent).
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For-Profit Institutions: Sub-baccalaureate Credentials and Bachelor’s Degrees 
Over half of sub-baccalaureate credentials awarded at for-profit institutions in 2016 were in health care fields (55.3 percent). 
Business and health care together accounted for over half (56.8 percent) of bachelor’s degrees awarded. 

Table 5.8: Sub-baccalaureate Credentials and Bachelor’s Degrees Completed at For-Profit Institutions, by Field and Race and 
Ethnicity: 2016

SUB-BACCALAUREATE CREDENTIALS

STEM  
Fields

Business and 
Personal and 

Consumer Services

Health 
Care 
Fields

Social 
Sciences and 
Humanities

General 
Studies and 
Other Fields

Manufacturing, Military 
Technology, and Other 

Applied Fields

All racial and ethnic groups 6.9% 17.1% 55.3% 1.9% 1.0% 17.9%

American Indian or Alaska Native 5.6% 12.9% 59.4% 0.9% 0.4% 20.8%

Asian 6.0% 14.6% 66.0% 3.4% 0.7% 9.3%

Black 6.8% 19.6% 54.7% 1.2% 0.8% 16.9%

Hispanic 4.8% 10.9% 67.3% 1.0% 0.6% 15.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 5.3% 14.8% 62.2% 1.0% 0.9% 15.9%

White 7.2% 16.1% 53.2% 1.7% 1.2% 20.6%

More than one race 9.6% 19.6% 48.4% 3.9% 1.3% 17.2%

Race or ethnicity unknown 9.8% 28.7% 37.3% 4.3% 1.3% 18.7%

International students 13.4% 36.6% 11.5% 17.6% 0.7% 20.1%

BACHELOR’S DEGREES

STEM 
Fields Business Education

Health 
Care Fields

Social 
 Sciences Humanities

General 
Studies and 
Other Fields

Other 
Applied 
Fields

All racial and ethnic groups 9.7% 31.3% 3.3% 25.5% 6.3% 4.3% 0.4% 19.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 10.0% 32.5% 2.9% 20.9% 7.5% 3.6% 0.7% 22.0%

Asian 10.5% 27.9% 0.3% 45.3% 1.5% 3.7% 0.1% 10.5%

Black 7.8% 36.3% 3.6% 24.1% 7.0% 2.9% 0.4% 17.9%

Hispanic 9.0% 31.0% 3.0% 22.7% 5.7% 4.4% 0.4% 23.7%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 9.6% 33.6% 1.8% 23.2% 7.7% 4.3% 1.9% 17.9%

White 11.1% 28.7% 4.0% 26.5% 6.6% 4.4% 0.5% 18.2%

More than one race 10.6% 29.4% 2.6% 19.9% 9.0% 8.2% 0.2% 20.1%

Race or ethnicity unknown 8.5% 34.5% 2.1% 24.1% 5.9% 4.2% 0.4% 20.4%

International students 8.6% 32.1% 0.5% 10.9% 3.3% 11.1% 0.2% 33.2%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering and 
engineering technology, biological and physical sciences, science technology, math, and agriculture.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social 
skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for bachelor’s degrees include the following fields of study: manufacturing, construction, 
repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sci-
ences; and theology and religious vocations.  |  Other applied fields for sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, construction, repair, and transportation; military technology 
and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.
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 | Over one-third (36.6 percent) of the sub-baccalaureate credentials completed by international students at for-profit insti-
tutions were in business and personal and consumer services—a much larger percentage than any other student group. 

 | Other than international students, of whom only 11.5 percent graduated with sub-baccalaureate credentials in health 
care, nearly every other student group earned more than half of their sub-baccalaureate credentials in these fields, includ-
ing 67.3 percent of Hispanics, 66.0 percent of Asians, 59.4 percent of American Indians or Alaska Natives, 54.7 percent 
of African Americans, and 53.2 percent of Whites. 

 | International students were also more than four times as likely as every other group to complete a sub-baccalaureate 
credential in social sciences and the humanities (17.6 percent). They were also more than twice as likely as nearly all other 
groups to complete a bachelor’s degree in the humanities (11.1 percent). 

 | Asian students were the most likely to have earned bachelor’s degrees in health care fields (45.3 percent), while interna-
tional students were the least likely to do so (10.9 percent). 

Completions by Credential Type
Students from different racial and ethnic groups attend different types of institutions and earn different types of undergradu-
ate degrees in different fields. (As Chapter 6 of this report, “Graduate School Completion,” indicates, there is similar variation 
in graduate degrees earned.)

Short-Term Certificates 
In 2016, undergraduate students completed nearly 676,000 short-term certificates. Among students who completed short-
term certificates, 52.1 percent were White and 42.4 percent were students of color.11 International students made up 1.2 
percent of short-term certificate completers, and 4.3 percent were of unknown race and ethnicity.12 

Figure 5.12: Short-Term Certificates, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Short-term certificates include those that are less than two academic years in length.

11 The group students of color includes American Indians or Alaska Natives, Asians, Blacks, Hispanics, Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, 
and students of more than one race.

12 Race and ethnicity unknown is included among the racial and ethnic categories within IPEDS data, which are used in this chapter of the report. 
As a result, tables and figures include this group alongside other racial and ethnic categories.
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HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR

Figure 5.13: Short-Term Certificates, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  Short-term certificates include those that are less than two academic years 
in length.

 | The majority of short-term certificates earned in 2016 were completed at public two-year institutions (80.7 percent), 
followed by for-profit (15.7 percent), public four-year (2.7 percent), and private nonprofit four-year (0.9 percent) institu-
tions. 

 | Nearly one in four Black and Hispanic students (23.6 percent and 23.0 percent, respectively), and over one-quarter of 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students (30.7 percent) completed their short-term certificates at for-profit 
institutions. By contrast, only 9.7 percent of White students and 14.5 percent of Asian students who completed short-
term certificates graduated from these institutions. 

 | International students were much more likely than all other groups to have completed their certificates at a private non-
profit four-year institution (4.3 percent). 
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FIELD OF STUDY

Figure 5.14: Field of Study for Short-Term Certificate Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Short-term certificates include those that are less than two academic years in length.  |  STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering and engineering technology, biological and physical 
sciences, science technology, math, and agriculture.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, 
and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, construction, repair, and transportation; military 
technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious 
vocations.

 | Over one-third of Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders (42.0 percent), Blacks (35.8 percent), Hispanics (34.8 
percent), individuals of more than one race (33.8 percent), and American Indians or Alaska Natives (33.7 percent) com-
pleted their short-term credentials in health care fields, compared with only 9.2 percent of international students.

 | A larger share of international students earned their short-term certificates in business and personal and consumer services 
(30.4 percent)—more than double that of most other groups.  

 | A larger share of American Indian or Alaska Native students than of any other group completed their certificates in man-
ufacturing, military technology, or other applied fields (36.4 percent) 

Long-Term Certificates 
A small fraction of undergraduate credentials awarded in 2016 were long-term certificates. Of the nearly 11,000 students that 
earned these certificates, 57.0 percent were White and 34.6 percent were students of color. International students made up 
2.1 percent of long-term certificate completers, and 6.3 percent were of unknown race and ethnicity.  
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Figure 5.15: Long-Term Certificates, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Long-term certificates include those that are at least two, but less than four, academic years in length.
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Figure 5.16: Long-Term Certificates, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  Long-term certificates include those that are at least two, but less than four, 
academic years in length.

 | The majority of long-term certificates were completed at public two-year institutions (59.1 percent), followed by for-
profit (18.5 percent), public four-year (12.5 percent), and private nonprofit four-year (9.9 percent) institutions.

 | Nearly half of all international students who completed long-term certificates earned them at private nonprofit four-year 
institutions (46.7 percent), the most of any group by far.  
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 | About one in five American Indian or Alaska Native students (22.4 percent) and Asian students (19.0 percent) earned 
their long-term certificates at a for-profit institution. This share was more than one-third for Hispanic students (36.1 
percent) and close to one-third of students of more than one race (30.6 percent) who earned long-term certificates. 

FIELD OF STUDY

Figure 5.17: Field of Study for Long-Term Certificate Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%
v

V

v

v

v

STEM fields
Business and personal 
and consumer services 
Health care fields 
Social sciences and humanities 
General studies and other fields 
Manufacturing, military technology, 
and other applied fields

Inter-
national 
students

WhiteHispanicBlackAsian More
than 

one race

Native 
Hawaiian 

or other Pacific 
Islander 

American 
Indian or 

Alaska Native 

All racial 
and ethnic 

groups

Race or 
ethnicity 
unknown

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Long-term certificates include those that are at least two, but less than four, academic years in length.  |  STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering and engineering technology, 
biological and physical sciences, science technology, math, and agriculture.  |  General studies and other programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social skills, personal awareness 
and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, construction, repair, and 
transportation; military technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sciences; and 
theology and religious vocations.

 | Half of all American Indian or Alaska Native students completed a long-term certificate in manufacturing, military tech-
nology, and other applied fields (50.5 percent), compared with 23.4 percent of Asian students. 

 | A larger share of international students completed long-term certificates in social sciences and humanities (44.9 percent) 
than any other group. 

 | Just under half of all Asian students who completed a long-term certificate were in health care fields (49.1 percent), 
compared with 38.5 percent of all Hispanic, 21.0 percent of all White, and 19.5 percent of all Black long-term certificate 
recipients. 

Associate Degrees
Of the over 1 million students who received associate degrees in 2016, 53.8 percent were White and 40.1 percent were stu-
dents of color. International students made up 1.9 percent of associate degree completers, and 4.1 percent were of unknown 
race and ethnicity.
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Figure 5.18: Associate Degrees, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
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Figure 5.19: Associate Degrees, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | The majority of associate degrees were completed at public two-year institutions (83.4 percent), followed by for-profit 
(10.6 percent), public four-year (3.4 percent), and private nonprofit four-year (2.6 percent) institutions.

 | Nearly 20 percent of Black and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander associate degree recipients completed their 
degrees at a for-profit institution (19.3 percent and 19.5 percent, respectively), compared with 6.6 percent of Asian stu-
dents and 6.3 percent of international students who earned associate degrees. 
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FIELD OF STUDY

Figure 5.20: Field of Study for Associate Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering and engineering technology, biological and physical sciences, science technology, math, and agriculture.  |  General studies and other 
programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for 
sub-baccalaureate credentials include the following fields of study: manufacturing, construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; education; architecture; communications; 
public administration and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.

 | Asian associate degree recipients were more than twice as likely to have completed their degrees in STEM as Black stu-
dents (17.3 percent and 7.8 percent, respectively). 

 | A larger share of international (43.7 percent) and Hispanic (41.2 percent) associate degree recipients than of other groups 
completed their degrees in general studies.

 | About one in five White students (21.5 percent), Black students (20.5 percent), and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander students (19.9 percent) completed their associate degrees in health care fields, compared with only 5.7 percent of 
international students.

Bachelor’s Degrees
Over 2 million bachelor’s degrees were awarded in 2016. Of those earning these credentials, 59.9 percent were White and 
31.5 percent were students of color. International students made up 4.5 percent of associate degree completers, and 4.1 per-
cent were of unknown race and ethnicity.
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Figure 5.21: Bachelor’s Degrees, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Figure 5.22: Bachelor’s Degrees, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | The majority of bachelor’s degrees earned in 2016 were completed at public four-year institutions (63.4 percent), fol-
lowed by private nonprofit four-year (29.8 percent), for-profit (6.0 percent), and public two-year (0.8 percent) institu-
tions. 

 | Over one-third of international students who completed their bachelor’s degrees earned them at a private nonprofit four-
year institution (36.7 percent), compared with 22.9 percent of Hispanic students. 
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 | Larger shares of Asian students (70.4 percent) and Hispanic students (69.6 percent) than of Black students (59.3 percent) 
and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students (54.4 percent) who earned bachelor’s degrees in 2016 graduated 
from a public four-year institution. 

 | About one in five Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander students (19.9 percent) and more than one in 10 Black 
bachelor’s degree recipients (12.2 percent) earned their degrees at a for-profit institution, a much higher percentage than 
White (4.5 percent), Asian (3.8 percent), and international (2.6 percent) students. 

FIELD OF STUDY

Figure 5.23: Field of Study for Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: STEM fields include computer and information sciences, engineering and engineering technology, biological and physical sciences, science technology, math, and agriculture.  |  General studies and other 
programs include fields such as liberal arts and sciences, interpersonal and social skills, personal awareness and self-improvement, and multi- or interdisciplinary studies, among others.  |  Other applied fields for 
bachelor’s degrees include personal and consumer services; manufacturing, construction, repair, and transportation; military technology and protective services; architecture; communications; public administration 
and human services; design and applied arts; law and legal studies; library sciences; and theology and religious vocations.

 | Over one-third of Asian bachelor’s degree recipients in 2016 completed their degrees in STEM fields (34.7 percent)—the 
highest percentage of any group—compared with 12.6 percent of Black students, who were the least likely to complete 
their degrees in STEM.   

 | Nearly one-third of international students earned their bachelor’s degrees in business (32.4 percent)—the highest of any 
group. 

 | More than one in five Black students completed their bachelor’s degrees in other applied fields (21.9 percent), a much 
larger share than that of Asian students (9.0 percent).

 | Roughly one in 10 students of more than one race (12.6 percent), Hispanic (11.2 percent), American Indian or Alaska 
Native (10.8 percent), and White (10.5 percent) students earned their bachelor’s degrees in the humanities. International 
students were the least likely to complete their bachelor’s degrees in the humanities (6.7 percent). 
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Who Are the Students Community Colleges Serve?
The typical college student is no longer the image many of us hold in our heads—an 18- to 22-year-old who leaves his or her par-
ents’ home for the first time, ready to begin the journey at an ivy-walled four-year college or university. Rather, many of today’s 
college students are beyond the age of 24, employed at least part time, and raising a family. Approximately half are low-income 
and financially independent from their parents, and a third are students of color (Deil-Amen 2015; Ma and Baum 2016). 

Most notably, the majority of today’s students are beginning or continuing their postsecondary education in our nation’s 
community colleges (Deil-Amen 2015), which offer a critical point of access to first-time college-goers and students moving 
up the socioeconomic ladder and out of poverty (Goldrick-Rab, Richardson, and Hernandez 2017). 

However, it is also vital to acknowledge that many of these students have not been served adequately by the educational sys-
tem prior to their enrollment in community college (Deil-Amen and DeLuca 2010). Examining recent national data, scholars 
found that community colleges, in addition to enrolling many adults who return to school, now serve the underserved half of 
high school students (Bittinger et al. 2018). Deil-Amen and DeLuca (2010) define the underserved half as “an underclass of 
students who are neither college ready nor in an identifiable career curriculum” (28). 

Traditionally, secondary and postsecondary students are thought of as being placed on either an academic or vocational track. 
However, Deil-Amen and DeLuca (2010) suggest that students are actually divided across three categories: academic, voca-
tional, and underserved. Students in the academic category are exposed to a rigorous college preparatory curriculum and are 
well-prepared for success in college and rewarding occupations. Vocational students are prepared for the labor force through 
their involvement in either high school or postsecondary career and technical education programs. The underserved students, 
by contrast, are not prepared academically for college and are also not enrolled in any career curriculum or program. 

As Table 1 reveals, this underserved group is composed of mostly low-income students and students of color. Furthermore, 
students in the underserved group are overrepresented in community colleges and, more specifically, in certificate programs 
and remedial or developmental classes (Bittinger et al. 2018). 

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of High School Students by Track: Academic, Occupational, and Neither (Underserved)

Academic Track Occupational Track Neither Track (Underserved)

Racial Identity

   American Indian or Alaska Native 18% 18% 64%

   Asian 63% 9% 28%

   Black or African American 34% 14% 52%

   Hispanic 32% 12% 56%

   Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 25% 13% 63%

   White 42% 17% 42%

   Multiple Races 33% 15% 52%
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Academic Track Occupational Track Neither Track (Underserved)

Socioeconomic 
Class

   First Quintile (Lowest) 22% 16% 62%

   Second Quintile 29% 16% 55%

   Third Quintile 35% 16% 49%

   Fourth Quintile 43% 16% 41%

   Fifth Quintile (Highest) 59% 11% 30%

Gender
   Male 35% 16% 49%

   Female 42% 13% 45%

Individualized 
Education Plan 
(IEP) Status

   Did not have IEP 40% 13% 46%

   Had IEP 17% 18% 65%

   School Not Reported 41% 15% 44%

n = 16,300
Source: Bittinger et al. 2018

Because of low tuition, convenient locations, and open admissions, community colleges enroll a high proportion of under-
graduates who are marginalized by the educational system. But despite high enrollment, community colleges have notoriously 
low completion rates. As the data show, many students who enter the community college system are likely to get trapped in 
remedial classes and eventually drop out without transferring or completing any degree or certificate. If not served properly, 
these students become the new forgotten half—the half of college students who accumulate credits, but end up with no degree 
or credential, and few marketable skills (Rosenbaum et al. 2015). 

The Community College Disadvantage
Community colleges have been a staple of access for a substantial proportion of the U.S. population for more than half a 
century. Since World War II, most attempts to universalize higher education have resulted in dramatic expansion not at the 
top of the higher education hierarchy, but at the bottom—namely, at the least selective public two- and four-year institutions. 
While positive in terms of increased access, this movement solidifies existing inequalities by increasing access at resource- 
constrained, open-access institutions, rather than at the more selective institutions with more resources (Roksa et al. 2007). 
That increase in the volume of students, combined with disparities in public funding, puts community colleges at a disadvan-
tage when it comes to student success.

Most public postsecondary institutions, including community colleges, are financed through a combination of state appro-
priations and tuition revenues, and for community colleges in particular local funding is vital (Baime and Baum 2016). 
In roughly half of all states, community colleges receive some amount of appropriations from their local government, too. 
Reflecting the broader state government disinvestment in higher education (Ma et al. 2015), virtually all community colleges 
have now become increasingly reliant on tuition as a revenue source. In fact, the proportion of expenditures covered by net 
tuition revenue has increased from 26 percent to 39 percent over a decade from 2002–03 to 2012–13 (Baime and Baum 
2016). Furthermore, spending per full-time equivalent student over a 10-year period from 2001 to 2011 increased at public 
and private research universities by $2,700 and $11,000, respectively, while community colleges saw a decline in spending 
of $904 during the same period of time (Kahlenberg 2015). These inequities are especially problematic due to the fact that 
community college students are more vulnerable and need more resources and support structures.

College and university tuition and related costs have risen sharply, especially at selective, four-year institutions, further 
restricting access. Tuition and fees at community colleges continued to remain lower and more affordable. The College Board 
reported that the average in-state tuition and fees at public two-year institutions was $3,570, compared with $9,970 at public 
four-year and $34,740 at private nonprofit four-year colleges (Ma et al. 2017). 
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While tuition and fees are a substantial cost, they are not the only costs associated with attending college today. In addition 
to paying tuition, students and their families must often cover costs associated with transportation, housing, food, health 
care, and child care, as well as lost or reduced wages, to name only a few. So, while tuition may seem relatively affordable at 
community colleges, the total costs of enrolling in higher education, including community college, are still high for the vast 
majority of students. 

Federal financial aid has not kept pace with rising college costs, concentrating low-income students—many of whom are students of 
color—at community colleges. The importance of financial aid is compounded for this demographic, given that the majority of 
community college students have greater financial needs than traditional students attending four-year research institutions.

In short, such disparities in public funding and financial aid, in addition to a large and consistent influx of underserved 
students, exacerbate the challenges community colleges face in addressing the structural barriers preventing student success 
(Baime and Baum 2016). Community colleges already serve the underserved half of high school students; these students are 
now at risk of becoming the new forgotten half of community college students: credits but no degree.

Given these trends, we must examine what success means at community colleges. 
Societally, we’ve experienced a turn away from the idea of higher education serving the 
public good and toward higher education as a private good to be consumed. As a result, 
public support of higher education through tax-based funding has declined, particularly 
in places where the college demographic is more heavily composed of students of color, 
with voters more heavily white and older (Brunner and Johnson 2016). We’ve seen an 
erosion of the belief in higher education serving the public good just as more students 
of color have gained access.

As the desire for public support has declined, the “accountability” movement has 
exploded, calling upon institutions—and their students—to prove they deserve public 
funding. This movement has been particularly problematic for community colleges, 
especially “performance-based funding,” which adjusts the funding allocated based on various success measures, including 
completion (D’Amico et al. 2014; McKinney and Serra Hagedorn 2017). However, at community colleges, due to their 
open-access nature and underserved students, less can be assumed about the level of commitment students have to their 
degree or transfer goals. The less concrete and more-likely shifting nature of those goals is not accounted for when student 
success outcomes are measured (Bailey, Jenkins, and Leinbach 2007). 

As a result, we must be open and flexible when defining success in the community college sector. The fluid development of 
aspirations and exploration of future goals is a fundamental feature of such low-cost, open-access institutions, and is highly 
incompatible with rigid performance measures. Policymakers and administrators must understand the incentive structures 
accountability creates, because it may exacerbate inequities if funding formulas are not grounded in an understanding of 
students’ lives and institutional realities. 

To this end, there are recent examples (see Melguizo and Witham 2018) that examine the potential of various funding for-
mulas to achieve three interrelated and crucial goals: equity, efficiency, and student success. In 2018, Governor Jerry Brown 
of California proposed a budget that applied a new outcomes-based funding supplement (or what he calls the student success 
incentive), which will start impacting California community colleges in the 2018–19 year. The formula seems to provide 
flexibility to institutions and important incentives to increase productivity (broadly measured), with particular attention to 
closing equity gaps. 

The Completion Challenge: How to Better Support Community Colleges
Because community colleges serve so many marginalized students, especially low-income and students of color, any national 
response to growing inequality must include these institutions. But some community colleges are serving students better than 
others. 

Community colleges already 
serve the underserved half of 
high school students; these 
students are now at risk of 
becoming the new forgotten 
half of community college 
students: credits but no degree.
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A recent report by Baime and Baum (2016) found that differences across community colleges are wide and present serious 
challenges for national policies that promote student access and success. For instance, tuition is an important obstacle for 
many students in some states, but not in others. Some scholars have argued that the varying missions and goals of community 
colleges have created institutional structures akin to “mazes” and a “shapeless river” (Scott-Clayton 2015) that leave students 
confused and unable to make timely and informed decisions, thus reducing their chances of success. To make a tangible 
impact on student success, policymakers and community college administrators, faculty, and staff should continually reex-
amine their practices and ways of thinking to overcome the structural, pedagogical, and institutional barriers that frequently 
create the forgotten half—leaving students of color with no college degree and few tools to reap labor market rewards. 

One possible solution to address these structural barriers is redesigning community colleges to create clear, coherent, and 
concise “guided pathways” (Bailey, Jaggars, and Jenkins 2015) to help students navigate their educational journeys with greater 
success. Instead of offering an overwhelming array of courses, schedules, and programs, institutions could rethink the way they 
offer their services. For example, some colleges are working backward from the end goal of a degree with instant value in the 
labor market, or the ability to transfer to four-year institutions. These colleges create more structured pathways with maps—
available in their course catalogs and websites—that clearly state the classes students need to take each term. Other colleges are 
hiring academic coaches and additional career counselors to help students stick to their pathways and complete their goals. 

The building of such pathways requires great human and material resources to meet the academic and social needs of diverse 
students and their range of life circumstances. This includes additional approaches beyond the pathways themselves, for exam-
ple: flexible class schedules; high-quality online courses; competency-based educational options; access to emergency funds; 
off-hour counseling and advising; child care; and food pantries. However, no matter how simple and few options are pre-
sented to students, “there will still be a number of students who enroll in one course at a time, who stop out, who take years 
to find their academic or occupational path, whose past blunders and transgressions continue to exact a material and psycho-
logical price, whose personal history of neglect and even trauma can cripple their performance” (Rose 2016). Therefore, while 
simplification may bring benefits to some students, simplification by itself will not be sufficient to redress inequities. Margin-
alized community college students, particularly racial and ethnic minorities, also need faculty, staff, and administrators who 
care for them and understand who they are and where they come from, in order to succeed academically and in life. 

Students’ Academic and Occupational Trajectories
While community colleges pride themselves on opening their doors to students from all walks of life and being the entry 
point to higher education, access is not enough. Without resources, services, networks, and a clear path to success, access is 
only an empty promise. Research has continuously affirmed the fact that too many low-income and racial and ethnic minority 
students enter community colleges with feelings of being different and ill-prepared for the college learning experience. 

While recommendations often focus on structurally redesigning the way community colleges operate and serve students, the 
main point of contact and connection for community college students occurs within the classroom (Chang 2005; Deil-
Amen 2011). Indeed, Deil-Amen (2011) finds two-year college students’ decisions to persist are shaped by socio-academic 
integrative moments—interactions within and just outside the classroom with instructors and peers who enhance belonging 
and encourage or reinforce students’ academic identity. Moreover, the research of Rebecca Cox (2009) demonstrates how the 
psychological and emotional aspects of classroom experiences cannot be extracted from the cognitive elements of learning. 

To address these issues, faculty in community colleges could consider more systematic efforts to infuse asset-based, culturally 
responsive instructional materials and use pedagogical practices aligned with these materials to address equity gaps and help 
students succeed. Most cultural-specific efforts have occurred in K–12 contexts but can be applied at community college 
classes, many of which cover content similar to secondary classrooms. Additionally, a few examples do exist of how college 
faculty can use non-deficit approaches such as funds of knowledge and community cultural wealth (Mora and Rios-Aguilar 
2018; Solórzano, Huerta, and Giraldo 2018; Neri 2017) to rethink career and technical education and to help other margin-
alized students succeed academically (Kiyama and Rios-Aguilar 2017).
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With respect to creating more welcoming environments, it is important to start with focusing on providing students with ser-
vices that meet their primary needs. In K–12 schooling, the idea that hunger impedes learning is widely accepted and serves 
as a rationale for the provision of reduced-priced meals. This is not the case in higher education. Broton and Goldrick-Rab 
(2017) documented that more than half of community college students experience food insecurity and about one-third 
reported at least one challenge related to housing affordability and stability. Their findings suggest that if we want students to 
be able to focus on learning and completing their academic goals, we must pay attention to serving their material needs. 

Community colleges, and those who work and teach in these institutions, should certainly be lauded for their dedication to 
providing access and opportunity for so many of our nation’s students. Community colleges have been positioned to deliver 
the promise of higher education to the most underserved populations of students, but with inadequate funding structures that 
continue a pattern of persistent inequity for students of color. 

Rather than thinking of individual students at risk, higher education must think more systematically about how institutions 
can create equal opportunities throughout the higher education hierarchy. Simplifying the pathway and enhancing cultural 
responsiveness can improve practice, but adequately meeting the material and financial needs of community college students 
needs to be at the forefront of efforts to address ongoing inequities in opportunity. 

The underserved forgotten half is a growing problem in higher education that disproportionately presents challenges for stu-
dents of color. It is not enough simply to get students into the classroom; they must be enabled to succeed in order to realize 
the promise of higher education. 
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INTRODUCTION
Research has consistently shown the value of achieving higher levels of educational attainment for individuals and families. 
As shown in Chapter 11 of this report, “Employment and Earnings,” median annual earnings increase with each additional 
level of educational attainment. For example, the median annual earnings of adults who attained a master’s degree was about 
$65,0001—nearly $13,000 higher than that of a bachelor’s degree holder—while the median annual earnings of doctoral 
degree holders2 was about $84,000 and that of professional degree holders3 was $95,000. These earnings differentials, as well 
as job-specific requirements, have raised demand for graduate education across a multitude of fields and professions, and 
student enrollment in graduate education is likely to increase as the workforce demands more master’s degrees (Council of 
Graduate Schools 2017). 

The U.S. higher education system is arguably the best in the world. Beyond the individual benefits that our system confers to 
credential holders, the production of knowledge in our country’s graduate schools is critical to the advancement of our society 
and economy. Over 1 million teachers, doctors, researchers, nurses, and other professionals completed graduate degrees in 
2016, and while not all American institutions of higher education produce graduate credentials, roughly half 4 do. Many of 
these institutions are not only knowledge engines for their community and the country but also top employers in their region 
and state. 

While graduate credential completion by students of color has increased over the last 20 years, some groups saw zero growth 
and others were marginal. Moreover, we continue to see disproportionate attendance by certain groups at for-profit institu-
tions and relatively small numbers of domestic students and underrepresented students of color completing STEM graduate 
degrees. Indeed, where students complete their credentials and what they study have great implications not only for them as 
individuals, but also for their families and communities, and for the production and relevance of knowledge for an increas-
ingly diverse citizenry. 

KEY FINDINGS
 | The total number of graduate completions rose sharply between 1996 and 2016, growing from about 527,000 

to over 1 million. While there were increases across all award levels, the largest were in post-baccalaureate certifi-
cates5 and master’s degrees. 

 | African American,6 Hispanic, and international7 students each saw an increase of about 4 percentage points in 
their representation among all graduate credentials earned between 1996 and 2016. This equates to an increase 
of over 69,000 Black graduates, an increase of over 54,000 Hispanic graduates, and an increase of over 102,000 
international graduates over this 20-year period. 

1 Data reflect the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2016 five-year estimates of median annual earnings of individuals ages 25 and older. For more informa-
tion on postgraduate outcomes, please see Chapter 11 of this report, “Employment and Earnings.” 

2 Doctoral degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-research/scholarship degrees, including PhD, EdD, DMA, and other research-based 
degrees.

3 Professional degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-professional practice, including chiropractic, dentistry, law, medicine, pharmacy, veteri-
nary medicine, and other degrees for which a credential or license is required for professional practice.

4 In 2017, 48 percent of degree-granting, Title IV institutions of higher education produced graduate credentials (authors’ calculation of data 
from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)). 

5 Includes post-baccalaureate and post-master’s certificates. 
6 The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably. 
7 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nonresident alien as “a person who is not a citizen or national of the United 

States and who is in this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.” In this report, nonresident 
aliens are labeled as international students.  
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 | Most graduate students earned their degrees from public and private nonprofit four-year institutions.8 However, 
differences emerge when looking at completions by race and ethnicity, in particular for Black, Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific Islander, and American Indian or Alaska Native students, who were more likely to complete 
their graduate education at a for-profit institution. 

 | White, American Indian or Alaska Native, Black, and Hispanic students were much more likely to have com-
pleted a post-baccalaureate certificate in education than Asian and international students. Asians were nearly 
twice as likely as other groups to complete a post-baccalaureate certificate in health.

 | Almost half of all international students who earned master’s degrees in 2016 studied STEM fields. Asian mas-
ter’s degree recipients were also more likely than students in other groups to have completed in STEM fields;9 
however, international students were more than twice as likely as Asian students to do so.   

 | Across all groups, health and law were the top fields of study for all professional degree completers. American 
Indian or Alaska Native students were the only group to have earned more degrees in law than in health, and 
Hispanic students were as likely to earn a degree in law as in health.

 | A larger proportion of Black and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander doctoral students completed their 
degrees in education than any other group. Asian and international students were more likely to complete doc-
toral degrees in STEM fields. 

8 Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. For more 
information, please refer to the report’s methods section

9 For graduate-level field of study, STEM includes life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science.
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GRADUATE STUDENT COMPLETIONS: 1996 TO 2016
The total number of graduate credentials earned rose sharply between 1996 and 2016, growing from about 527,000 to over 
1 million. While there were increases across all award levels, the largest were in post-baccalaureate certificates (44,028 new 
degrees—a 276.3 percent increase) and master’s degrees (394,049 new degrees—a 99.7 percent increase). Master’s degrees rose 
from 75.0 percent to 77.0 percent of all graduate credentials, and post-baccalaureate certificates increased from 3.0 percent to 
5.8 percent. Professional degrees fell from 13.7 percent of the total in 1996 to 10.4 percent in 2016, and doctoral degrees fell 
from 8.3 percent of the total to 6.8 percent.

Figure 6.1: Graduate Student Completions, by Award Level: Select Years, 1996 to 2016
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While White students continued to earn the majority of graduate-level credentials in 2016, their total share of all completions 
declined from 69.5 percent in 1996 to 51.8 percent—a 17.7 percentage point decrease. Black, Hispanic, and international 
students each saw an increase of about 4 percentage points in their representation among all graduate credentials earned 
between 1996 and 2016. This growth has resulted in an increase of over 69,000 Black graduates, an increase of over 54,000 
Hispanic graduates, and an increase of over 102,000 international graduates during this 20-year period. 
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Table 6.1: Graduate Student Completions, by Award Level and Race and Ethnicity: 1996 and 2016

Total Graduate 
Completions

Post-baccalaureate 
Certificates

Master’s  
Degrees

Professional 
Degrees

Doctoral  
Degrees

1996 2016 1996 2016 1996 2016 1996 2016 1996 2016

American Indian or Alaska Native 0.4% 0.4% 0.3% 0.4% 0.4% 0.4% 0.6% 0.5% 0.3% 0.4%

Asian 4.9% 6.0% 4.8% 4.6% 4.2% 5.2% 8.4% 13.4% 5.6% 5.1%

Black 5.9% 9.8% 6.0% 11.4% 6.0% 10.3% 6.5% 6.5% 3.5% 7.6%

Hispanic 3.4% 7.1% 3.5% 6.4% 3.3% 7.4% 4.5% 6.9% 2.1% 4.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander N/A 0.2% N/A 0.2% N/A 0.2% N/A 0.2% N/A 0.1%

White 69.5% 51.8% 70.7% 57.1% 69.5% 50.4% 75.7% 61.3% 59.0% 47.9%

More than one race N/A 1.9% N/A 1.9% N/A 1.9% N/A 2.3% N/A 1.4%

Race or ethnicity unknown 4.3% 6.9% 8.2% 9.2% 4.6% 6.9% 2.3% 6.2% 3.8% 5.9%

International students 11.5% 15.9% 6.6% 8.6% 11.9% 17.3% 2.1% 2.7% 25.6% 26.7%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 1996 and 2016
Notes: In 1996, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students was not an available category. These students were included in the category “Asian.”  |  In 1996, data on students of more than one race were not 
collected separately. 

 | The total share of Black students among all post-baccalaureate certificate completions increased from 6.0 percent of all 
certificates in 1996 to 11.4 percent in 2016, the largest increase of any group. The total share of Hispanics increased from 
3.5 percent in 1996 to 6.4 percent in 2016. 

 | The total share of Black and Hispanic students among master’s degrees completions increased (a 4.3 percentage point and 
4.1 percentage point increase, respectively). The total share of international students rose by 5.4 percentage points. 

 | The total share of Asians among all professional degree completions increased 5.0 percentage points, from 8.4 to 13.4 
percent—the largest increase of any group. The share of Black students remained unchanged at 6.5 percent of all profes-
sional degrees completed. 

 | Black and Hispanic students showed the largest increase in their total share of all doctoral degrees earned. Blacks 
increased from 3.5 percent of all doctoral degree completions in 1996 to 7.6 percent in 2016; Hispanics increased from 
2.1 percent in 1996 to 4.9 percent in 2016. 

 | While the total share of White students decreased across all levels of graduate completions, the largest decline was among 
master’s degrees, where their share fell from 69.5 percent to 50.4 percent, a decline of roughly 19 percentage points. The 
smallest decrease for this group occurred in doctoral degree programs, a decline of roughly 11 percentage points in 20 
years. 
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GRADUATE STUDENT COMPLETIONS: 2016
Over 1 million graduate credentials were completed in 2016. Of these, 77.0 percent were master’s degrees, 10.4 percent were 
professional degrees, 6.8 percent were doctoral degrees, and 5.8 percent were post-baccalaureate certificates. 

Figure 6.2: Graduate Student Completions, by Award Level: 2016
Post-baccalaureate certificates
Master’s degrees
Professional degrees
Doctoral degrees
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016 

In 2016, Whites represented the largest share of graduate completions (51.8 percent), followed by international students 
(15.9 percent), Black students (9.8 percent), Hispanic students (7.1 percent), and Asian students (6.0 percent). American 
Indian or Alaska Native (0.4 percent) and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (0.2 percent) students represented less 
than 1 percent of all graduate completions in 2016. 

Figure 6.3: Graduate Student Completions, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Completions Within Student Groups 
While the vast majority of graduate students earned master’s degrees rather than other forms of credentials, variation emerged 
across student groups. 

Figure 6.4: Graduate Student Completions, by Award Level and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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 | A larger proportion of Asian students completed a professional degree (23.2 percent) than did other student groups. 

 | Black students (6.9 percent) and international students (1.7 percent) were much less likely to complete professional 
degrees than their peers, but were more likely to have completed a master’s degree (81.1 percent for Black students and 
83.7 percent for international students). 

 | A larger proportion of international students completed doctoral degrees (11.3 percent) than did other groups. Whites 
were the next largest group to earn these types of degrees (6.3 percent). 
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Completions by Higher Education Sector and Field
Across all student groups in 2016, public four-year institutions awarded 47.3 percent of all graduate credentials, private non-
profit four-year institutions awarded 44.6 percent, and for-profit institutions awarded 8.1 percent. 

Figure 6.5: Graduate Student Completions Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Notes: In 2016, 0.2% of American Indian or Alaska Native students completed their graduate studies at a public two-year institution.  |   Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution 
and the length of the predominant award granted. 

 | Over half of all international (52.2 percent), American Indian or Alaska Native (51.2 percent), and White (50.1 percent) 
students earned their graduate credentials at a public four-year institution. 

 | A greater proportion of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (25.7 percent) and Black (21.9 percent) students 
earned their graduate credentials at for-profit institutions than any other group. 
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Public Four-Year Institutions
The primary fields in which students completed graduate credentials at public four-year institutions were STEM fields (22.9 
percent), education (18.4 percent), and health (17.5 percent). 

Figure 6.6: Total Graduate Credentials Completed at Public Four-Year Institutions, by Field of Study and Race and Ethnicity: 
2016
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Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and 
computer science. 

 | International students overwhelmingly graduated in STEM fields (62.1 percent), the only student group to choose 
STEM as their top field of study. 

 | More than one in five American Indians or Alaska Natives (28.0 percent), Blacks (23.0 percent), Hispanics (24.1 per-
cent), and Whites (22.8 percent) completed a graduate credential in education, compared with 9.0 percent of Asians and 
3.6 percent of international students. 

 | Larger shares of Asians (31.3 percent), Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders (22.7 percent), and students of more 
than one race (19.6 percent) than of other groups completed a graduate credential in health.
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Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions
The primary fields in which students completed graduate credentials at private nonprofit four-year institutions were business 
and management (21.5 percent), health (19.3 percent), and education (16.7 percent). 

Figure 6.7: Total Graduate Credentials Completed at Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions, by Field of Study and Race and 
Ethnicity: 2016
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Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and 
computer science.

 | Approximately one in five Hispanic (20.0 percent) and White (20.7 percent) students at private nonprofit four-year insti-
tutions completed a graduate credential in education, compared with 7.5 percent of Asian students. 

 | More than one-third of Asian students completed a graduate credential in health (36.1 percent)—the highest percentage 
of any group. 

 | More than one-third of international students earned a graduate credential in STEM fields (38.2 percent), compared 
with less than 10 percent of all American Indians or Alaska Natives, Blacks, Hispanics, Native Hawaiians or other Pacific 
Islanders, and Whites. 
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For-Profit Institutions
The primary fields in which graduate credentials were completed at for-profit institutions were business and management 
(35.3 percent), health (23.4 percent), and education (16.6 percent). 

Figure 6.8: Total Graduate Credentials Completed at For-Profit Institutions, by Field and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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 | Around 41 percent of graduate credentials earned by Black students were in business and management fields, the most of 
any group. This was true for only 29.4 percent of White students. 

 | Asian and international students were more than twice as likely as their peers in other groups to graduate with a creden-
tial in STEM fields (11.0 percent and 11.5 percent, respectively). 

 | One in five international students (20.7 percent) completed a credential in the humanities, compared with less than 5 
percent of all other student groups. 

http://www.equityinhighered.org


145 www.equityinhighered.org

Completions by Credential Type
Similar to differences seen in undergraduate credential completion (as shown in Chapter 5 of this report, “Undergraduate 
Persistence and Completion”), we see great variation across student groups when it comes to where students attend graduate 
school and what types of credentials they complete. 

Post-baccalaureate Certificates 
In 2016, graduate students completed nearly 60,000 post-baccalaureate certificates. Among post-baccalaureate certificate 
completers, 57.1 percent were White and 25.0 percent were students of color.10 International students made up 8.6 percent of 
post-baccalaureate certificate completers, and 9.2 percent were of unknown race and ethnicity.11, 12 

Figure 6.9: Post-baccalaureate Certificates, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016

10 The group students of color includes American Indians or Alaska Natives, Asians, Blacks, Hispanics, Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, 
and students of more than one race. 

11 Numbers may not add to 100 due to rounding.
12 Race and ethnicity unknown is included among the racial and ethnic categories within IPEDS data, which are used in this chapter of the report. 

As a result, tables and figures include this group alongside other racial and ethnic categories.
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HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR 

Figure 6.10: Post-baccalaureate Certificates, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Notes: In 2016, 0.2% or fewer students overall, Asian students, White students, students of more than one race, and international students completed a post-baccalaureate certificate at a public two-year institution.  
|  Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Half of all post-baccalaureate certificates were completed at public four-year institutions (50.7 percent), 42.1 percent at 
private nonprofit four-year institutions, 7.1 percent at for-profit institutions, and 0.1 percent at public two-year institu-
tions. 

 | Nearly one in five Black students (19.5 percent) earned their post-baccalaureate certificate at a for-profit institution—the 
highest percentage of any group. 

 | International students were more likely than other groups to have earned their post-baccalaureate certificate at a private 
nonprofit four-year institution (58.0 percent). 
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FIELD OF STUDY

Figure 6.11: Field of Study for Post-baccalaureate Certificate Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Note: STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science.

 | Over one-third of all White (42.3 percent), American Indian or Alaska Native (39.8 percent), Black (36.6 percent), and 
Hispanic (34.3 percent) students completed their post-baccalaureate certificates in education, compared with 18.2 per-
cent of all Asian certificate completers and 7.0 percent of all international students earning these credentials. 

 | Asians were nearly twice as likely as other groups to complete a post-baccalaureate certificate in health (30.7 percent).

 | International students were more likely to complete their credential in the humanities (11.4 percent) than other groups. 

 | International students were nearly twice as likely as other groups to complete a certificate in a STEM field (29.0 percent). 
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Master’s Degrees
In 2016, graduate students completed over 789,000 master’s degrees. Among master’s degree completers, 50.4 percent were 
White and 25.4 percent were students of color. International students made up 17.3 percent of master’s degree completers, 
and 6.9 percent were of unknown race and ethnicity.

Figure 6.12: Master’s Degrees, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Figure 6.13: Master’s Degrees, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Notes: In 2016, 0.3% of American Indian or Alaska Native students completed a master’s degree at a public two-year institution.  |  Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and 
the length of the predominant award granted.
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 | Almost half of students who completed master’s degrees in 2016 earned their degrees at public four-year institutions 
(46.3 percent), and 44.8 percent completed their degrees at private nonprofit four-year institutions. The remaining 8.9 
percent of students graduated from for-profit institutions. 

 | Nearly one-third of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students earned their master’s degrees at a for-profit insti-
tution (28.5 percent)—the highest percentage of any group. Black students were the second most likely to complete their 
master’s degree at for-profit institutions (23.2 percent).

FIELD OF STUDY

Figure 6.14: Field of Study for Master’s Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Note: STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science.

 | Nearly one-quarter of all American Indian or Alaska Native (24.4 percent), White (23.6 percent), and Hispanic (23.5 
percent) master’s degree recipients completed degrees in education, compared with only 9.9 percent of Asian students and 
3.3 percent of international students. 

 | About half of all international master’s degree recipients earned degrees in STEM fields (49.4 percent), as did 22.9 per-
cent of Asian students. The shares of all other groups of master’s degree recipients earning their degrees in STEM fields 
were much lower.
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Professional Degrees
Graduate students completed over 106,000 professional degrees in 2016. Among professional degree completers, 61.3 percent 
were White and 29.8 percent were students of color. International students made up 2.7 percent of professional degree com-
pleters, and 6.2 percent were of unknown race and ethnicity.

Figure 6.15: Professional Degrees, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Figure 6.16: Professional Degrees, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. 
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 | Over half of the students who completed professional degrees in 2016 earned their degrees at private nonprofit four-year 
institutions (53.8 percent); 43.6 percent earned their degrees at public four-year institutions and 2.7 percent at for-profit 
institutions. 

 | American Indian or Alaska Native students were more likely than their peers to complete their professional degrees at 
public four-year institutions (48.3 percent). 

 | Nearly 10 percent of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students earned their professional degrees at for-profit 
institutions—the highest of any group; 5.8 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native and 5.1 percent of Black profes-
sional degree recipients attended institutions in this sector.

FIELD OF STUDY

Figure 6.17: Field of Study for Professional Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science. 

 | Health was the top field of study for recipients of professional degrees, with 62.8 percent of all degrees awarded in this 
field, followed by law at 34.6 percent. These were the top two fields of study across all student groups.

 | Nearly half of all Hispanic students completed their professional degrees in law (48.8 percent), compared with 17.0 
percent of Asian students, the lowest percentage among all student groups. 

 | American Indian or Alaska Native students were the only group to have earned more professional degrees in law (54.1 
percent) rather than health (44.3 percent). 
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Doctoral Degrees
In 2016, graduate students completed about 69,400 doctoral degrees. Among doctoral degree completers, 47.9 percent were 
White and 19.6 percent were students of color. International students made up 26.7 percent of doctoral degree completers, 
and 5.9 percent were of unknown race or ethnicity.13

Figure 6.18: Doctoral Degrees, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Figure 6.19: Doctoral Degrees, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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13  Numbers may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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 | The majority of students earned their doctoral degrees at public four-year institutions (61.7 percent), followed by private 
nonprofit four-year (31.1 percent) and for-profit (7.2 percent) institutions. There was considerable variation across racial 
and ethnic groups. 

 | Over one-quarter of Black (26.9 percent) and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (26.4 percent) students, and over 
one in 10 American Indian or Alaska Native students (12.2 percent) earned their doctoral degrees at for-profit institu-
tions. 

 | The largest share of any group of students who completed their doctoral degree at public four-year institutions was 70.6 
percent among international students. 

FIELD OF STUDY

Figure 6.20: Field of Study for Doctoral Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: STEM fields include life and physical sciences, math, engineering, and computer science.

 | More than half of all international (69.9 percent) and Asian (51.9 percent) students completed their doctoral degrees 
in STEM fields, compared with only 24.8 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native doctoral degree recipients, 19.8 
percent of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students, and 13.8 percent of Black students.

 | Larger proportions of Black doctoral degree recipients (38.3 percent) and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
students (30.8 percent) than of other groups completed their degrees in education. Asian (9.9 percent) and international 
(3.6 percent) students were the least likely to complete their doctoral degrees in education. 
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INTRODUCTION
College affordability has been a mainstream issue in American society over the last several years, and for good reason. As noted 
elsewhere in this report, postsecondary credentials are associated with higher wages for those who earn them, not to mention 
the many societal benefits that result from an educated citizenry (McMahon 2009; Ma, Pender, and Welch 2016; Turk 2019). 
Yet as college is becoming more valuable to individuals and society, it is also less affordable than in the past. 

For those students who do pursue higher education, there is considerable variation in how they finance college, by race, 
ethnicity, and economic circumstance. The most notable and consistent finding that emerged from these data is that Black1 
students were most likely to borrow and accrue larger debts when compared with other students. Asian and Hispanic students 
were least likely to borrow to fund their undergraduate education. These patterns hold both overall and within types of 
institutions, dependent student status, and family income quartile. As policymakers, institutional leaders, and others seek to 
make college more affordable for everyone, it is important to recognize the uneven financial barriers and opportunities facing 
today’s students.2 

KEY FINDINGS
 | The share of undergraduate students completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) in 

2015–16 ranged from 67.5 percent of Asian students to 84.4 percent of Black students.

 | A larger share of African American students than students from any other racial and ethnic group had no 
expected family contribution (EFC) based on the financial data provided on the FAFSA. White students were 
least likely to have $0 EFCs and most likely to have EFCs of $19,300 or more. The share of Black students with 
EFCs this high was lower than the share of any other racial and ethnic group.

 | Receiving grant aid but not borrowing was more common among Asian and Hispanic students than among 
Black and White students.

 | Larger shares of Black and American Indian or Alaska Native students than of students from other racial and 
ethnic groups received grant aid.

 | Sources of grant aid differed across demographic groups. For example, Black, Hispanic, American Indian or 
Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students received around 30 percent of their grant 
aid from the federal government, compared with 11.6 percent for White students. White students, Asian stu-
dents, and students of more than one race received about half of their aid from their institutions.

 | In 2015–16, 37.3 percent of students took both federal subsidized and unsubsidized direct loans. The shares of 
students borrowing under these programs ranged from 26.0 percent of Asian students to 49.8 percent of Black 
students.

 | Both independent and dependent Black students were more likely to borrow than members of other racial and 
ethnic groups. Asian and Hispanic students borrowed at lower than average rates.

 | Black bachelor’s degree recipients left college with higher average debt per borrower and higher debt per gradu-
ate than students from any other racial and ethnic group. Hispanic students graduated with lower than average 
levels of debt. The same pattern held for associate degree recipients.

1 The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
2 Where possible, the data in this chapter cover a wide range of demographic groups, including international students. However, international 

students who have certain visas, including an F1 or F2 nonimmigrant student visa or a J1 or J2 nonimmigrant exchange visitor visa are not eli-
gible for federal financial aid. Meaningful comparisons are limited by the small sizes of some groups and by exclusion of international students 
from the federal and state aid on which domestic students rely.
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As presented in Chapter 3 of this report, “Enrollment in Undergraduate Education,” Whites represented the majority of undergraduate 
students (52.0 percent) in 2015–16. Hispanics were the second largest racial and ethnic group (19.8 percent), followed by Blacks (15.2 
percent), Asians (5.7 percent), students of more than one race (3.3 percent), American Indians or Alaska Natives (0.8 percent), and 
Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders (0.4 percent). An additional 2.8 percent were international students.3 Comparisons of data 
presented in this chapter across groups should be made with caution, as small sample sizes for certain racial and ethnic groups may not 
be meaningful.   

FINANCIAL AID APPLICATION AND EXPECTED FAMILY CONTRIBUTION
Students who wish to receive federal financial aid must first submit a Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The 
FAFSA is used to determine eligibility for grants, loans, and work-study, and is often required by many state and institutional 
aid programs as well. In 2015–16, over 70 percent of domestic undergraduate students completed the FAFSA. 

Figure 7.1: FAFSA Completion Rates, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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 | About 82 percent of full-time students and 65.0 percent of students who enrolled part time for at least part of the 
2015–16 academic year completed the FAFSA. 

 | Overall, FAFSA filing rates ranged from 67.5 percent of Asian students to 84.4 percent of Black students. 

 | Filing rates rose when looking just at full-time students, ranging from 75.2 percent of Asian students to 90.6 percent of 
Black students.

3 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nonresident alien as “a person who is not a citizen or national of the United 
States and who is in this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.” In this report, nonresident 
aliens are labeled as international students.  
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Low-income students—those with little to no expected family contribution (EFC)4—have the most to gain from submitting 
the FAFSA. These students will have access to greater amounts of grant aid as well access to subsidized student loans. Within 
each income quartile, Black students were the most likely to complete the FAFSA.

Figure 7.2: FAFSA Completion Rates of Dependent Students, by Family Income and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Note: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.

 | Among students in the bottom income quartile, approximately 96 percent of dependent5 Black and Asian students com-
pleted the FAFSA, compared with only 63.1 percent of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students. 

 | In the highest income quartile, 82.1 percent of Black students applied for federal aid, compared with 53.0 percent of 
Asian students.  

 | Seventy-nine percent of dependent students and 65.4 percent of independent students completed the FAFSA, ranging 
from 54.2 percent of independent Asian students to 91.9 percent of dependent Black students. 

 | Full-time students completed the FAFSA at higher rates than those enrolled part time. Among each of these groups, 
Black students had the highest filing rates. 

 | Asians had the lowest FAFSA completion rate overall and among both full-time (75.2 percent) and independent students 
(54.2 percent). 

 | However, among dependent students, White (75.1 percent) and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (74.7 percent) 
students were slightly less likely than Asians (77.3 percent) to submit the form.

4 Expected family contribution (EFC) is a measure used to determine eligibility for federal financial aid as well as how much aid a student can 
receive. The calculation to determine EFC considers family income, assets, benefits, family size, and how many family members will attend 
college that year (Federal Student Aid, n.d.).

5 Students in the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) are considered dependent if they are “under 24 years of age who are 
unmarried, do not have dependents, are not veterans or on active military duty, are not orphans or wards of the court, are not homeless or at 
risk of homelessness, and have not been deemed independent by a financial aid officer” (Radwin et al. 2018). Students who do not fit the previ-
ously mentioned categories are considered independent students. 
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FAFSA submission rates also differed by the higher education sector in which students enrolled. Overall, FAFSA filing rates 
were highest among students in the for-profit sector6 and lowest in public two-year colleges. 

Figure 7.3: FAFSA Completion Rates, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Across sectors, Black students applied for federal aid at higher rates than did students from other groups.

 | In the for-profit sector, approximately 91 percent of Hispanic and Black students completed the FAFSA in 2015–16, a 
larger share than among other races and ethnicities. 

 | Across sectors, the lowest filing rates were generally among Asian, White, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
students.

Students whose resources, combined with those of their parents in the case of dependent students and their spouses in the 
case of independent students, are deemed inadequate to make any financial contribution to their college education have a $0 
EFC. 

6 Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. For more 
information, please refer to the report’s methods section.
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Figure 7.4: Expected Family Contribution, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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Note: Expected family contribution estimated by NCES for non-FAFSA filers.

 | In 2015–16, 39.1 percent of undergraduate students had an EFC of $0, with shares ranging from 29.7 percent of White 
students and 39.1 percent of Asian students to 58.3 percent of Black students. 

 | One-quarter of those with a positive EFC had an EFC of $19,300 or more. The share of students with EFCs this high 
ranged from 6.2 percent of Black students and 7.5 percent of Hispanic students to 21.0 percent of White students.
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FINANCIAL AID
Students receive different types of financial aid depending on their financial circumstances and financial literacy, the types of 
institutions in which they enroll, borrowing behavior, and a variety of other factors. In 2015–16, 86.8 percent of full-time under-
graduates (and 72.3 percent of all undergraduates) received some form of financial aid. Only 8.5 percent of full-time students at 
private nonprofit four-year institutions, 6.2 percent of those at for-profit institutions, and 13.0 percent of those at public four-
year institutions paid for college without financial aid, compared with 21.4 percent of public two-year college students. 

Even among full-time students at one type of institution, there was considerable variation in the types of financial aid pack-
ages that students from different racial and ethnic groups received, largely because of differences in their financial circum-
stances and the particular institutions in which they enrolled. Table 7.1 illustrates the types of financial aid received for all 
full-time undergraduates and those at public four-year institutions, which enrolled the largest share (38 percent) of full-time 
undergraduates in 2015–16.

Table 7.1: Types of Financial Aid for All Full-Time Undergraduates and Full-Time Undergraduates at Public Four-Year Institutions, 
by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

No Aid Any Aid
Grants, No 

Loans
Loans, No 

Grants
Grants and 

Loans

Federal 
Work-Study 

or Other Only

All Undergraduate 
Students

All racial and ethnic groups 13.2% 86.8% 32.2% 8.4% 45.2% 1.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 7.0% 93.0% 56.5% 2.9% 33.2% 0.0%

Asian 16.3% 83.7% 42.1% 5.8% 35.2% 0.6%

Black 3.9% 96.1% 23.7% 6.1% 65.2% 0.9%

Hispanic 9.2% 90.8% 41.0% 5.4% 43.6% 0.7%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 10.0% 90.0% 38.7% 6.9% 42.5% 0.0%

White 13.6% 86.4% 29.2% 10.6% 45.5% 1.1%

More than one race 10.4% 89.6% 35.5% 7.6% 45.4% 1.1%

Public Four-Year

All racial and ethnic groups 13.0% 87.0% 27.1% 12.3% 46.7% 0.9%

Asian 15.0% 85.0% 38.1% 7.6% 38.4% 0.6%

Black 2.8% 97.2% 17.1% 9.1% 70.1% 0.4%

Hispanic 7.8% 92.2% 34.7% 7.3% 49.1% 0.7%

White 13.5% 86.5% 24.8% 15.4% 45.3% 1.0%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Across racial and ethnic groups, the shares of students receiving financial aid ranged from 83.7 percent of Asian students 
and 86.4 percent of White students to 93.0 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native students and 96.1 percent of 
Black students.

 | Asian students were least likely to receive financial aid; Black and American Indian or Alaska Native students were most 
likely to receive aid. 

 | Most students either received grants but not loans, or received both grants and loans. The share receiving grants but not 
loans ranged from 23.7 percent of Black students to 42.1 percent of Asian students and 56.5 percent of American Indian 
or Alaska Native students.
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GRANT AID
Grant aid is the form of financial aid that best relieves the financial pressure of paying for college. Unlike loans, grants do not 
have to be repaid. Unlike work-study, grants do not require work in exchange for funding, and unlike tax credits, they are 
available at the time the bills have to be paid. Some grant aid depends on academic achievement and on the resources and 
policies of the colleges and universities in which students enroll. But most of this aid is allocated at least partially on the basis 
of students’ financial need. Grant aid is awarded by the federal and state governments, colleges and universities, employers, 
and other private entities.

Figure 7.5: Share of Full-Time Students Receiving Grant Aid, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16
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 | In 2015–16, when 77.4 percent of students who attended one institution full time received grant aid from at least one 
source, there was considerable variation across domestic racial and ethnic groups. The proportion of students receiving 
grant aid ranged from 74.7 percent of White students and 77.2 percent of Asian students to 88.9 percent of Black stu-
dents and 89.8 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native students. 

 | International students are much less likely than citizens and permanent residents to receive grant aid, but 62.5 percent of 
those enrolled full time in private nonprofit four-year institutions did receive this assistance in 2015–16.

 | Some of the variation was related to institutional sector, with full-time students in private nonprofit four-year and for-
profit institutions more likely than those attending public colleges and universities to receive some amount of grant aid. 

 | However, within sectors, full-time Black and American Indian or Alaska Native students were generally the most likely 
and White or Asian students the least likely to receive grant aid.
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Almost 80 percent of full-time undergraduate students received grant aid in 2015–16. About half of that aid came from the 
colleges and universities in which students enrolled (i.e., institutional grant aid), and 25.2 percent came from the federal 
government (including 7.4 percent through programs for veterans and members of the military). State governments provided 
11.6 percent of grant aid; employers and other private sources provided the remainder.

Sources of aid varied across racial and ethnic groups, primarily because of differences in their financial circumstances and in 
the institutions in which they enrolled.

 | Black, Hispanic, American Indian or Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students received 
about 30 percent of their grant aid from the federal government (excluding veterans and military aid). White students 
received only 11.6 percent of their grants from this source in 2015–16.

 | White students received almost 60 percent of their grant aid from the institutions in which they enrolled. American 
Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students received just over 30 percent of their 
grant aid from this source in 2015–16.

 | International students received 68.8 percent of their grant aid from their institutions, with the remainder almost evenly 
split between employers and other private sources.

 | Hispanic students received 16.8 percent of their grant aid from their states in 2015–16—a larger share than any other 
group.

 | American Indian or Alaska Native students received 22.9 percent of their grant aid from private sources other than 
employers in 2015–16, compared with 7.0 percent of overall grant aid from this source.

Average grant aid per student depends both on the share of students receiving aid and the average amounts awarded. Only 3.2 
percent of full-time undergraduates received veterans and military aid in 2015–16 and 4.3 percent received employer assis-
tance. The average $651 and $354, respectively, of aid per student in these categories represent relatively large grants ($20,500 
for veterans and military aid and $8,200 for employer aid) to a small number of students. In contrast, 45.3 percent of stu-
dents received federal grant aid averaging $1,573 per student and 42.8 percent of students received institutional grant aid.

Table 7.2: Grant Aid per Student by Source: Full-Time Undergraduate Students, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Total 
Grants Federal

Veterans/
DOD State Institutional Employer Private

Average Grant 
Aid per Student 

All racial and ethnic groups $8,820 $1,573 $651 $1,027 $4,600 $354 $615 

American Indian or Alaska Native $9,311 $2,791 $557 $805 $2,969 $54 $2,135 

Asian $10,828 $2,183 $427 $1,589 $5,486 $556 $587 

Black $9,875 $3,011 $748 $1,194 $4,117 $251 $554 

Hispanic $8,835 $2,618 $611 $1,487 $3,393 $239 $487 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander $8,121 $2,410 $629 $1,008 $2,655 $174 $1,245 

White $8,370 $967 $695 $868 $4,920 $337 $583 

More than one race $9,421 $1,604 $926 $966 $4,738 $257 $930 

International students $8,115 $2 $0 $8 $5,585 $1,255 $1,265 
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Total 
Grants Federal

Veterans/
DOD State Institutional Employer Private

Share Receiving 
Grants 

All racial and ethnic groups 77.4% 45.3% 3.2% 29.6% 42.8% 4.3% 14.9%

American Indian or Alaska Native 89.8% 69.3% 3.0% 25.5% 36.7% 3.2% 34.0%

Asian 77.2% 48.6% 1.7% 37.1% 43.3% 4.8% 11.2%

Black 88.9% 74.5% 4.1% 34.8% 39.3% 4.1% 12.6%

Hispanic 84.6% 64.8% 2.8% 39.3% 34.5% 3.3% 12.2%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander 82.4% 61.1% 1.8% 33.9% 38.9% ‡ 11.2%

White 74.7% 35.2% 3.4% 26.7% 46.6% 4.4% 16.7%

More than one race 80.9% 50.8% 4.4% 31.8% 45.5% 4.7% 17.1%

International students 43.8% ‡ ‡ ‡ 33.1% 7.8% 8.4%

Distribution of 
Grant Aid by 
Source

All racial and ethnic groups 100% 17.8% 7.4% 11.6% 52.2% 4.0% 7.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 100% 30.0% 6.0% 8.6% 31.9% 0.6% 22.9%

Asian 100% 20.2% 3.9% 14.7% 50.7% 5.1% 5.4%

Black 100% 30.5% 7.6% 12.1% 41.7% 2.5% 5.6%

Hispanic 100% 29.6% 6.9% 16.8% 38.4% 2.7% 5.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander 100% 29.7% 7.7% 12.4% 32.7% 2.1% 15.3%

White 100% 11.6% 8.3% 10.4% 58.8% 4.0% 7.0%

More than one race 100% 17.0% 9.8% 10.3% 50.3% 2.7% 9.9%

International students 100% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 68.8% 15.5% 15.6%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Note: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.

 | In 2015–16, total grant aid per student (including both recipients and non-recipients) ranged from $8,115 for interna-
tional students and $8,121 for Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders to $9,875 for Black students and $10,828 for 
Asian students.

 | Asian students received, on average, the highest amount of state grant aid and high institutional and employer grant aid 
relative to other student groups. They had lower than average military and veterans’ aid.

 | Black students had the highest average federal grant aid ($3,011) and the highest aid to veterans and members of the mil-
itary ($748) (other than the small number of students of more than one race). They had lower than average institutional, 
employer, and private grant aid.

 | Despite their relatively low total grant aid, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students had higher than average 
grants from federal and private sources.

 | Many of the differences in grant aid by race and ethnicity were associated with differences in income. 
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Table 7.3: Share of Grant Aid for Full-Time Dependent Undergraduate Students, by Source, Income, and Race and Ethnicity: 
2015–16

Federal Grants 
(Excludes 

Veterans and 
Department of 

Defense)

Federal 
Veterans 

Benefits and 
Department of 

Defense
State 

Grants 
Institutional 

Grants 
Employer 

Aid 

Private 
Source 
Grants

All Income Quartiles

All Income Quartiles Total 19.2% 2.0% 11.6% 56.4% 3.8% 7.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 26.4% 1.3%!! 8.3%! 41.2%! 0.8%!! 22.0%!

Asian 21.3% 0.6%!! 14.8% 52.7% 5.2%! 5.4%

Black 30.5% 2.5% 12.3% 46.4% 2.3% 6.0%

Hispanic 31.5% 1.8% 17.1% 41.2% 2.6% 5.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander 24.2% 4.3%! 12.8%! 41.1%! 0.0%! 17.6%!!

White 13.5% 2.2% 10.1% 63.3% 3.8% 7.1%

More than one race 20.9% 2.8%! 9.9% 55.1% 2.2%! 9.2%

International students 0.0%!! 0.0%! 0.1%!! 69.8% 16.4% 13.6%

Income Quartile 1
(Bottom)

Income Quartile 1 Total 40.7% 0.7%! 15.8% 35.5% 1.7% 5.7%

Asian 35.9% 0.1%!! 19.3% 38.1% 0.6%! 5.9%!

Black 44.8% 0.9%!! 14.1% 32.6% 1.6%! 6.0%

Hispanic 45.4% 0.6%!! 19.5% 28.4% 1.4%! 4.6%

White 40.6% 0.6%!! 15.1% 37.4% 1.6% 4.8%

Income Quartile 2

Income Quartile 2 Total 26.5% 1.4% 15.7% 47.5% 2.3% 6.6%

Asian 26.9% 0.0% 18.0% 43.3% 7.5%!! 4.3%!

Black 29.3% 3.0%! 13.8% 47.7% 1.6%! 4.5%

Hispanic 33.5% 1.4%! 19.4% 38.7% 1.2%! 5.8%

White 23.8% 1.1%! 15.3% 51.4% 1.9% 6.5%

Income Quartile 3

Income Quartile 3 Total 3.1% 2.5% 9.2% 72.6% 4.7% 7.9%

Asian 3.1% 1.4%!! 13.0% 74.5% 3.8%!! 4.2%

Black 3.3% 2.5%! 8.1% 73.5% 6.2%!! 6.3%!

Hispanic 6.8% 2.1%!! 13.7% 65.1% 3.1%! 9.2%

White 2.5% 2.9% 8.8% 73.6% 4.0% 8.3%

Income Quartile 4
(Top)

Income Quartile 4 Total 0.3% 3.8% 4.1% 76.1% 7.4% 8.3%

Asian 0.4% 1.8%!! 2.6%!! 74.1% 14.2%! 6.8%!

Black 0.4% 8.6%!! 3.8%!! 73.9% 2.8%!! 10.5%

Hispanic 0.2% 7.2%!! 3.6%! 71.2% 11.4%! 6.4%

White 0.3% 3.4%! 4.5% 77.6% 6.3% 7.8%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.
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 | Overall, White students received a lower share of their grant aid from the federal government (13.5 percent) and a higher 
share from their institutions (63.3 percent) than other groups. However, low-income Asian students received a lower 
share of their grants from the federal government (35.9 percent) and a higher share from their institutions (38.1 percent) 
than low-income White students.

 | Overall, relative to other groups, Black and Hispanic students received a higher share of their grant aid from the federal 
government (30.5 percent and 31.5 percent, respectively) and a lower share from their institutions (46.4 percent for 
Black students and 41.2 percent for Hispanic students). 

 | Like White and Asian students, Black students from the third income quartile received about three-quarters of their grant 
aid from their institutions (73.5 percent).
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ANNUAL BORROWING

By far the most common forms of loans for all groups of students are direct subsidized and unsubsidized loans from the federal 
government. Subsidized loans are available only to students with documented financial need; the government pays the interest on these 
loans while students are enrolled in college. Unsubsidized loans are available to all students. Students are responsible for paying on the 
interest of these loans while they are enrolled in college (Federal Student Aid, n.d.).

In 2015–16, about 40 percent of undergraduate students—including both full-time and part-time students—borrowed to 
help finance their education. About 37 percent of students took subsidized and unsubsidized direct loans in 2015–16. 

Table 7.4: Types of Loans: Undergraduate Students, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

All racial 
and ethnic 

groups

American 
Indian or 

Alaska Native Asian Black Hispanic 

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 

Islander White

More 
than one 

race

Direct Subsidized 
Loans

% Borrowing 32.4% 27.7% 24.0% 46.2% 26.7% 26.0% 31.2% 37.1%

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower $3,722 $3,427 $3,985 $3,545 $3,735 $3,783 $3,776 $3,711 

Direct 
Unsubsidized 
Loans

% Borrowing 31.2% 23.6% 18.8% 43.0% 22.8% 28.4% 32.2% 33.6%

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower $4,045 $3,853 $3,734 $4,141 $3,884 $4,754 $4,068 $4,048 

Subsidized and 
Unsubsidized 
Combined

% Borrowing 37.3% 29.6% 26.0% 49.8% 29.1% 31.4% 37.9% 40.4%

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower $6,609 $6,274 $6,385 $6,859 $6,463 $7,429 $6,560 $6,775 

Perkins Loans
% Borrowing 2.1% 1.5%! 3.1% 2.3% 1.7% 0.3%!! 2.2% 2.6%

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower $2,131 ‡ $2,173 $2,293 $2,162 $1,221 $2,056 $2,143 

Private Loans
% Borrowing 5.5% 2.2% 4.6% 3.8% 3.9% 3.1% 6.8% 5.6%

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower $8,711 $5,779 $10,034 $7,434 $7,138 $8,226 $9,208 $8,239 

Direct PLUS 
Loans to Parents

% Borrowing 4.4% 1.1% 3.4% 5.5% 3.2% 3.7% 4.8% 4.6%

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower $14,027 ‡ $16,201 $12,549 $12,152 ‡ $14,834 $14,060 

Total Loans 
(Excluding Parent 
PLUS Loans)

% Borrowing 39.5% 31.0% 28.4% 51.2% 31.2% 32.4% 40.4% 42.9%

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower $7,636 $6,557 $7,801 $7,354 $7,109 $8,021 $7,892 $7,635 

Total loans 
(Including Parent 
PLUS Loans)

% Borrowing 39.6% 31.0% 28.5% 51.5% 31.3% 32.4% 40.6% 43.0%

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower $9,175 $7,069 $9,713 $8,664 $8,318 $9,408 $9,602 $9,110 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.
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 | The shares of students borrowing under the Direct Loan Program ranged from 26.0 percent of Asian students to 49.8 
percent of Black students. 

 | Among borrowers (excluding Parent PLUS Loans), average amounts borrowed ranged from $6,557 among American 
Indian or Alaska Native students to $8,021 among Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students.

 | The share of students using private loans ranged from 2.2 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native students to 6.8 
percent of White students. The average amount borrowed ranged from $5,779 among American Indian or Alaska Native 
students to $10,034 among Asian students.

 | Approximately 4 percent of students’ parents used federal student loans, ranging from 1.1 percent of American Indian or 
Alaska Native students to 5.5 percent of Black students. The average annual amount borrowed by those taking these loans 
ranged from $12,152 among Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students to $16,201 among Asian borrowers.

 | The pattern of average loans per student differs from the pattern of average per borrower because of variation in the shares 
of students in different racial and ethnic groups who borrowed. Whether or not Parent PLUS Loans were included, Black 
students borrowed most: $3,767 per student excluding PLUS and $4,458 including PLUS. American Indian or Alaska 
Native students borrowed least: $2,034 per student excluding PLUS and $2,192 including PLUS.

Table 7.5: Total Loans per Student, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Total Loans per Student without PLUS Total Loans per Student with PLUS

All racial and ethnic groups $3,013 $3,636 

American Indian or Alaska Native $2,034 $2,192 

Asian $2,212 $2,764 

Black $3,767 $4,458 

Hispanic $2,216 $2,602 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $2,600 $3,050 

White $3,185 $3,894 

More than one race $3,272 $3,921

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
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Borrowing by Dependency Status
With the exception of American Indian or Alaska Native students, within each racial and ethnic group, a larger share of 
dependent than of independent students took out student loans in 2015–16. The average amounts borrowed were higher for 
independent students ($8,009) than dependent students ($7,344). However, including the amounts borrowed by the parents 
of dependent students ultimately made total borrowing within each group higher for dependent students.

Table 7.6: Total Annual Borrowing, by Dependency Status and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Dependent Students Independent Students

PLUS Total Loans (with PLUS) Total Loans (without PLUS) Total Loans

%  
Borrowing

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower
%  

Borrowing

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower
%  

Borrowing

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower
%  

Borrowing

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

All racial and 
ethnic groups 8.8% $14,027 44.2% $10,078 43.9% $7,344 35.0% $8,009 

American Indian 
or Alaska Native 2.8% $14,889 25.8% $7,793 25.8% $6,197 34.3% $6,727 

Asian 5.9% $16,201 32.3% $9,940 32.2% $7,004 23.2% $9,287 

Black 13.9% $12,549 57.6% $9,693 57.1% $6,742 47.4% $7,840 

Hispanic 6.1% $12,152 33.1% $8,617 32.9% $6,440 29.3% $7,943 

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 
Islander

9.9% $12,061 32.5% $9,522 32.5% $5,862 32.3% $9,339 

White 9.1% $14,834 47.1% $10,614 46.7% $7,799 33.4% $8,036 

More than one 
race 8.9% $14,060 45.8% $9,897 45.4% $7,231 40.1% $8,133 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016

 | Among both dependent and independent students, Black students borrowed at higher rates in 2015–16 than other 
students. 

 | Although these high borrowing rates generated high average loans per student, among borrowers, White dependent stu-
dents had the largest loans, both excluding and including parent loans. Among the relatively small share of Asian parents 
who borrowed, PLUS loans averaged $16,201, compared with an overall average of $14,027. 

 | Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students had the largest loan size among independent students ($9,339). 

 | Among independent students, Asian students borrowed at the lowest rate (23.2 percent) and had one of the highest 
average loan amounts ($9,287). 

 | Among dependent students, Asian and Hispanic students borrowed at similarly low rates relative to other groups. His-
panic students had one of the lowest average loan amounts of any group.
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Borrowing by Income Level
The lower income levels of Black families relative to others likely contributed to their larger reliance on loans to finance post-
secondary education. However, even within income groups Black students consistently borrowed more than others.

Table 7.7: Average Annual Borrowing for Dependent Undergraduate Students, by Family Income and Race and Ethnicity: 
2015–16

Student Loans Parent Loans Total Loans

Income Quartile 1
(Bottom)

Income Quartile 1 Total $2,497 $635 $3,132 
American Indian or Alaska Native $1,530! $435!! $1,965!
Asian $2,006 $753 $2,759 
Black $3,452 $1,126 $4,578 
Hispanic $1,629 $330 $1,958 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $1,522! $146!! $1,669!
White $2,825 $543 $3,367 

More than one race $2,956 $1,027! $3,983 

International students ‡ ‡ ‡

Income Quartile 2

Income Quartile 2 Total $3,173 $955 $4,128 
American Indian or Alaska Native $1,652 $277!! $1,929!
Asian $1,989 $696 $2,685 
Black $4,257 $1,820 $6,077 
Hispanic $2,200 $639 $2,839 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $1,578! $1,147!! $2,725!
White $3,582 $931 $4,514 
More than one race $3,618 $817 $4,436 
International students ‡ ‡ ‡

Income Quartile 3

Income Quartile 3 Total $3,549 $1,443 $4,992 
American Indian or Alaska Native $2,349 $427!! $2,776!
Asian $2,964 $1,306 $4,270 
Black $3,701 $2,389 $6,090 
Hispanic $2,385 $1,181 $3,567 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡
White $3,868 $1,425 $5,293 
More than one race $3,730 $1,410 $5,140 
International students ‡ ‡ ‡

Income Quartile 4
(Top)

Income Quartile 4 Total $3,677 $1,915 $5,592 

American Indian or Alaska Native $853! $623!! $1,476!
Asian $2,192 $1,238 $3,430 
Black $4,643 $3,303 $7,946 
Hispanic $3,180 $1,719 $4,899 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $3,502! $2,924!! $6,426!
White $3,835 $1,903 $5,738 
More than one race $2,710 $1,779 $4,490 

International students ‡ ‡ ‡

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |   Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

http://www.equityinhighered.org


172 www.equityinhighered.org 173 

 | Among 2015–16 dependent students whose parent incomes were in the lowest income quartile, borrowing per student 
(including both borrowers and non-borrowers) for the year ranged from around $1,600 for Hispanic students to approxi-
mately $2,800 for White students and $3,500 for Black students. 

 | Annual parent borrowing per student in the lowest income quartile was much higher for Black students ($1,126) than for 
others. 

 | Adding parent and student borrowing together, averages were $4,578 per Black student and $3,367 per White student, 
compared with about $2,000 per Hispanic student.

 | The highest average student borrowing for Black students was in the highest income quartile—$4,643. 

 | Average borrowing for Black parents increased with income, reaching approximately $3,300 per student in the highest 
income quartile for a combined student and parent average loan of $7,946.

 | At every income level, average borrowing was higher among Black and White students than among Asian and Hispanic 
students.
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DEBT: ASSOCIATE DEGREE RECIPIENTS

The data presented here provide information on the average amount borrowed per borrower and per student. The average amount 
borrowed per borrower includes only those students who took out loans to finance their education. The average amount borrowed per 
student includes all students, regardless of whether or not they took out loans to finance their education.

Among students who received an associate degree in 2015–16, almost half borrowed an average of $18,500, with a median 
debt among borrowers of $15,000 at graduation. Black students and American Indian or Alaska Native students had the 
highest rates of borrowing (67.2 percent each).

Table 7.8: Total Borrowing: Associate Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who 
Borrowed

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Median Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Student
% 

 Independent

% Completed at 
Public Two-Year 

Institution

% Completed 
at For-Profit 
Institution

All racial and ethnic 
groups 48.0% $18,501 $15,005 $8,889 64.3% 82.3% 11.2%

American Indian or 
Alaska Native 67.2% $18,225 $14,713 $12,254 76.3% 84.1% 14.0%!

Asian 29.6% $17,459 $15,013 $5,170 60.4% 87.3% 8.2%

Black 67.2% $22,303 $19,482 $14,986 76.8% 71.5% 20.4%

Hispanic 36.3% $15,778 $12,000 $5,719 55.9% 83.5% 10.9%

Native Hawaiian or 
other Pacific Islander 47.3% ‡ ‡ ‡ 46.3% 82.1% 15.9%!

White 50.9% $17,794 $14,250 $9,063 64.1% 84.0% 9.3%

More than one race 51.0% $21,795 $20,199 $11,113 65.4% 84.4% 9.4%

International students 7.9%! ‡ ‡ ‡ 70.2% 87.2% 4.3%!

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with 
caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Black students had the highest median debt ($19,482), the highest average debt per borrower ($22,303), and the highest 
average debt per student ($14,986). 

 | These higher debt levels could be partly attributed to the fact that 76.8 percent of Black associate degree recipients were 
independent students, compared with 64.3 percent overall (and 55.9 percent of Hispanic students). 

 | Roughly one-fifth (20.4 percent) of Black graduates earned their degrees at for-profit institutions, where tuition prices 
and debt levels are much higher than at public two-year colleges. 
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Students who earned their associate degrees at for-profit institutions were much more likely to borrow and borrow consider-
ably larger amounts than those who earned similar degrees at public two-year colleges. 

Table 7.9: Total Borrowing: Associate Degree Recipients, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who  
Borrowed

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Median Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Student

Public Two-Year

All racial and ethnic groups 40.4% $15,486 $11,811 $6,264 

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 23.0% $12,771 $11,433! $2,931 

Black 57.3% $18,581 $14,334 $10,652 

Hispanic 27.7% $11,624 $6,750 $3,221 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 44.6% $15,451 $12,000 $6,889 

More than one race 44.8% $19,392 $1,700 $8,690 

For-Profit

All racial and ethnic groups 87.4% $26,231 $24,676 $22,928 

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 79.6% $27,913 $22,111 $22,220 

Black 92.9% $30,210 $29,690 $28,075 

Hispanic 85.1% $22,854 $20,588 $19,444 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 87.3% $24,985 $23,346 $21,807 

More than one race 83.4% $28,816 $28,761 $24,022 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with 
caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Among 2015–16 associate degree graduates, 87.4 percent from the for-profit sector had education debt averaging 
$26,231 with a median of $24,676; 40.4 percent of graduates at public two-year institutions had education debt averag-
ing $15,486, with a median of $11,811. 

 | The relatively large share of Black students who graduated from for-profit institutions (20.4 percent of Black students 
compared with 11.2 percent overall) contributed to this group’s high debt levels. Yet, even within sectors, Black associate 
degree recipients were more likely to accrue debt and had the highest average and median debt levels.

 | At public two-year colleges, the average debt per associate degree recipient was around $3,000 for both Asian and His-
panic students, $6,900 for White students, and $10,700 for Black students. In the for-profit sector the average debt per 
Black student was $28,075. 

 | The average debt of $19,444 per Hispanic student was the lowest of the four largest racial and ethnic groups at for-profit 
institutions.
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Table 7.10: Total Borrowing per Borrower and per Student: Associate Degree Recipients, by Dependency Status and Race and 
Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who  
Borrowed

Average Amount  
Borrowed per Borrower

Average Amount  
Borrowed per Student

Dependent Students

All racial and ethnic groups 34.7% $12,087 $4,197 

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 19.9% $12,542 $2,502 

Black 48.7% $12,975 $6,324 

Hispanic 28.5% $12,206 $3,475 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

More than on race 39.0% $13,175 $5,179 

White 38.0% $11,628 $4,415 

Independent Students

All racial and ethnic groups 55.4% $20,728 $11,490 

American Indian or Alaska Native 81.7% $18,540 $15,156 

Asian 36.0% $19,250 $6,921 

Black 72.8% $24,189 $17,601 

Hispanic 42.4% $17,672 $7,488 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

More than on race 57.0% $24,930 $14,251 

White 58.2% $20,050 $11,669 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Note: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.

 | Independent associate degree recipients were more likely to borrow than dependent degree recipients (55.4 percent com-
pared with 34.7 percent). They also, on average, borrow more ($20,728 compared with $12,087). 

 | Within both dependent and independent student groups, Black associate degree recipients were more likely than those 
from other racial and ethnic groups to borrow and they borrowed more. 

 | Asian dependent and independent associate degree recipients were least likely to borrow (19.9 percent and 36.0 percent) 
than other groups. 

 | Among dependent students who borrowed, White associate degree recipients had the lowest average debt level in 
2015–16 at $11,628. Among independent students who borrowed, Hispanic associate degree recipients had the lowest 
average debt level at $17,672.
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Although dependent Black students tended to have lower family incomes than those from other groups, even within income 
quartiles, Black associate degree recipients accrued more debt than did other student groups. Sample sizes permit comparisons 
across groups only within the lower two income quartiles. 

Table 7.11: Total Borrowing: Associate Degree Recipients, by Family Income and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who  
Borrowed

Average Amount  
Borrowed per Borrower

Average Amount  
Borrowed per Student

Income Quartile 1
(Bottom)

Income Quartile 1 Total 33.2% $12,216 $10,875 

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 23.2% ‡ ‡

Black 48.8% $13,178 $9,500!

Hispanic 18.8% $9,970 $8,692!

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

More than one race ‡ ‡ ‡

White 43.3% $11,685 $10,875 

Income Quartile 2

Income Quartile 2 Total 33.1% $11,497 $10,250 

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian ‡ ‡ ‡

Black 57.5% $11,654 $9,500!

Hispanic 28.3% $12,809 $10,250 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

More than one race ‡ ‡ ‡

White 35.3% $10,404 $9,000 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Sample sizes permit comparisons across groups only within the lower two income quartiles.   |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to 
estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Among students from the lowest income quartile, the share of 2015–16 associate degree recipients graduating with debt 
ranged from 18.8 percent of Hispanic students, who borrowed an average of $9,970, to 48.8 percent of Black students, 
who borrowed an average of $13,178.

 | Among students from the lower-middle income quartile, the share of associate degree recipients graduating with debt 
ranged from 28.3 percent of Hispanic students, who borrowed an average of $12,809, to 57.5 percent of Black students, 
who borrowed an average of $11,654.
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DEBT: BACHELOR’S DEGREE RECIPIENTS
The share of 2015–16 bachelor’s degree recipients who borrowed for their undergraduate education ranged from 58.7 percent 
of Asian students to 86.4 percent of Black students and 89.6 percent of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students. 

Table 7.12: Total Borrowing: Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16 

Share 
of Total

% Who 
Borrowed

Average 
Amount 

Borrowed 
per Borrower

Median 
 Amount 
Borrowed 

per Borrower

Average 
Amount 

Borrowed 
per Student

% 
Independent

% 
Completing 
at Public 
Four-Year

% 
Completing 
at Private 
Nonprofit 
Four-Year

% 
Completing 
at For-Profit

All racial and ethnic 
groups 100% 68.9% $29,669 $27,000 $20,432 45.6% 59.8% 27.9% 8.9%

American Indian or 
Alaska Native 0.7% 76.2% $26,380 $24,000 $20,103 63.3% 59.9% 14.5%! 11.7%!

Asian 6.6% 58.7% $25,510 $22,307 $14,968 40.8% 63.0% 28.8% 7.2%

Black 12.0% 86.4% $34,010 $32,523 $29,390 58.0% 53.7% 24.8% 18.3%

Hispanic 15.0% 67.3% $25,524 $23,500 $17,183 49.6% 61.2% 21.5% 12.4%

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 
Islander

0.4% 89.6% $26,515 $29,000 $23,756 66.7% 53.6% 13.9%! 25.2%!

White  58.5% 70.3% $30,119 $27,000 $21,184 42.8% 60.3% 29.7% 6.6%

More than one race 3.0% 73.7% $29,906 $27,958 $22,053 43.0% 61.5% 27.3% 8.8%

International 
students 3.9% ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 59.7% 37.3% 2.3%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  | ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to 
estimate is >30% but <50%.  |   ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met

 | The Black bachelor’s degree recipients who borrowed had median debt of $32,523 and average debt of $34,010, the 
highest of any group. This compares with a median of $22,307 and an average of $25,510 for Asian students, the lowest 
of any group. 

 | Fifty-eight percent of Black bachelor’s degree recipients were independent, compared with 40.8 percent of Asian students. 
Around 18 percent of Black students graduated from for-profit institutions, compared with 7.2 percent of Asian students. 

 | Debt levels for Hispanic bachelor’s degree recipients were lower than those for White students.
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Although some of the differences in the debt levels accrued by bachelor’s degree recipients were associated with the sectors 
from which they earned their degrees, the debt levels of Black graduates stood out even within sectors. 

Table 7.13: Total Borrowing upon Completion of a Bachelor’s Degree, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who  
Borrowed

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Median Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Student

Public Four-Year

All racial and ethnic groups 66.6% $27,079 $25,703 $18,041 

American Indian or Alaska Native 79.4% $24,367 $22,168 $19,353 

Asian 56.5% $20,658 $20,020 $11,664 

Black 83.7% $30,613 $29,750 $25,617 

Hispanic 63.4% $22,322 $20,000 $14,146 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 84.8% ‡ ‡ ‡

White 68.6% $28,079 $26,020 $19,259 

More than one race 74.6% $28,680 $27,140 $21,409

Private Nonprofit 
Four-Year

All racial and ethnic groups 68.7% $31,435 $27,000 $21,598 

American Indian or Alaska Native 72.9% ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 57.0% $29,145 $25,250 $16,626 

Black 88.6% $36,093 $35,693 $31,987 

Hispanic 74.5% $25,612 $25,000 $19,091 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 70.6% $31,925 $27,000 $22,551 

More than one race 67.0% $29,995 $27,000 $20,100 

For-Profit

All racial and ethnic groups 86.1% $40,583 $42,544 $34,923 

American Indian or Alaska Native 87.2% $40,010 $38,474 $34,907 

Asian 88.9% $43,186 $44,000 $38,371 

Black 90.9% $42,046 $45,000 $38,216 

Hispanic 84.6% $37,962 $39,812 $32,107 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 95.9% $27,039! $22,250!! $25,943!

White 85.1% $41,134 $42,650 $34,990 

More than one race 89.5% $38,560 $39,558 $34,517

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.   |  ! Interpret with 
caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | The share of students earning bachelor’s degrees from public four-year colleges and universities who borrowed ranged 
from 56.5 percent of Asian students to 83.7 percent of Black students. 

 | Among bachelor’s degree recipients at public four-year institutions, Black borrowers had debts averaging $30,613; this 
compared with $28,079 for the 68.6 percent of White students who borrowed, $22,322 for the 63.4 percent of Hispanic 
students who borrowed, and $20,658 for the 56.5 percent of Asian students who borrowed.

 | Borrowing rates were higher and less varied in the for-profit sector. The average debt per bachelor’s degree recipient 
ranged from $32,107 for Hispanic students to $38,216 for Black students and a slightly higher $38,371 for Asian stu-
dents.
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Independent bachelor’s degree recipients were more likely than dependent bachelor’s degree recipients to have debt. The 
median debt levels for independent borrowers upon completion was $32,014, compared with $25,536 for dependent grad-
uates in 2015–16. Average debt levels per student were $17,472 for dependent bachelor’s degree recipients and $23,961 for 
independent bachelor’s degree recipients.

Table 7.14: Total Borrowing: Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Dependency Status and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who  
Borrowed

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Median Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Student

Dependent  
Students

Dependent Students Total 65.7% $26,585 $25,536 $17,472 

American Indian or Alaska Native 79.2% $19,345 $20,292! $15,325 

Asian 55.1% $21,995 $19,750 $12,122 

Black 85.7% $29,661 $28,850 $25,418 

Hispanic 64.8% $22,142 $20,250 $14,358 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 87.9% $20,445! $22,000!! $17,973 

White 67.6% $27,583 $26,000 $18,653 

More than one race 73.1% $27,072 $26,188 $19,798 

Independent 
Students

Independent Students Total 72.6% $32,996 $32,014 $23,961 

American Indian or Alaska Native 74.5% $30,722 $26,682! $22,875 

Asian 63.8% $29,913 $26,510 $19,094 

Black 86.9% $37,111 $38,923 $32,261 

Hispanic 69.8% $28,721 $26,528 $20,058 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 90.4% $29,405 $33,000 $26,589 

White 74.0% $33,220 $32,000 $24,569 

More than one race 74.5% $33,598 $33,649 $25,047 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Among both dependent and independent bachelor’s degree recipients, Black students accrued the largest debts. 

 | Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students borrowed at rates similar to those of Black students, but borrowed less. 

 | Average debt per Black graduate was $25,418 among dependent students and $32,261 among independent students.

 | Asian and Hispanic debt levels, for both dependent and independent graduates, were lower than the overall averages.
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Even within income quartiles, Black students had higher rates of borrowing and higher cumulative debt levels than other 
bachelor’s degree recipients. 

Table 7.15: Total Borrowing: Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Income and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who  
Borrowed

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Median Amount 
Borrowed per 

Borrower

Average Amount 
Borrowed per 

Student

Income Quartile 1
(Bottom)

Income Quartile 1 Total 74.1% $24,836 $25,000 $18,407

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 55.2% $18,976 $17,781 $10,467

Black  93.5% $28,994 $28,910 $27,110

Hispanic 62.5% $20,781 $19,500 $12,994

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 81.2% $25,490 $26,000 $20,694

More than one race 84.8% $26,127 $24,451 $22,159

Income Quartile 2

Income Quartile 2 Total 69.5% $26,186 $25,515 $18,188

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 55.0% $20,601 $19,000 $11,329

Black 82.8% $29,905 $28,809 $24,764

Hispanic 67.2% $21,658 $19,500 $14,547

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 75.7% $27,314 $26,000 $20,669

More than one race 76.7% $29,423 $30,000 $22,582

Income Quartile 3

Income Quartile 3 Total 68.2% $27,137 $26,000 $18,506

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 66.4% $21,705 $22,242 $14,421

Black 77.6% $29,390 $29,000 $22,817

Hispanic 69.2% $24,203 $21,500 $16,744

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 70.6% $28,167 $26,400 $19,885

More than one race 72.1% $24,390 $22,250 $17,576

Income Quartile 4
(Top)

Income Quartile 4 Total 57.3% $27,515 $25,106 $15,774

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 44.3% $28,024 $22,539 $12,415

Black 79.3% $31,871 $28,000 $25,278

Hispanic 60.5% $23,073 $20,311 $13,961

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 59.1% $27,903 $26,000 $16,500

More than one race 63.2% $28,909 $27,000 $18,275

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Note: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.
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 | Among bachelor’s degree recipients in the second quartile of the household income distribution, 82.8 percent of Black 
graduates borrowed an average of $29,905, yielding an average debt per student of $24,764. 

 | Approximately 67 percent of Hispanic graduates in the second income quartile borrowed an average of $21,658, yielding 
an average debt per student of $14,547.

 | Across each income quartile, Asian bachelor’s degree recipients borrowed at the lowest rates and borrowed on average the 
least (with the exception of those in the highest income quartile).

It is possible to examine debt levels for bachelor’s degree recipients in the larger racial and ethnic groups broken down by 
dependency status, sector of enrollment, and household income quartile. Focusing on dependent students in the second 
income quartile reveals that Black students consistently borrowed at the highest rates and borrowed more than other groups. 
By sector, the average and median amounts borrowed were highest at for-profit institutions. 

Table 7.16: Total Borrowing upon Completion of a Bachelor’s Degree for Dependent Students in the Second Income Quartile, by 
Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who  
Borrowed

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower

Median Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower

Public Four-Year

All racial and ethnic groups 65.8% $24,387 $23,000

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 51.4% $17,053 $15,208

Black 77.1% $27,534 $27,000

Hispanic 63.9% $19,567 $17,800

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

White 72.1% $26,216 $25,000

More than one race 73.8% $29,553 $30,000

Private Nonprofit Four-Year

All racial and ethnic groups 78.1% $29,445 $27,000

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 59.3% $25,297 $19,200

Black 94.9% $33,951 $31,000

Hispanic 83.6% $26,217 $25,500

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

White 83.1% $29,429 $27,000

More than one race ‡ ‡ ‡

For-Profit

All racial and ethnic groups 81.4% $35,475 $31,461

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 94.5% ‡ ‡

Black 98.1% $41,409 $38,065

Hispanic 82.5% $32,947 $29,999

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡

White 79.1% $34,538 $31,000

More than one race ‡ ‡ ‡

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.
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 | Nearly all Black graduates at for-profit institutions borrowed (98.1 percent), compared with 77.1 percent having bor-
rowed at public four-year institutions and 94.9 percent having borrowed at private nonprofit four-year institutions.

 | The average amount borrowed upon completion of a bachelor’s degree was $27,534 for Black students at public four-year 
institutions, $33,951 at private nonprofit four-year institutions, and $41,409 at for-profit institutions. 

 | Relative to other groups, Asian bachelor’s degree recipients who attended public four-year institutions borrowed at the 
lowest rates (51.4 percent) and on average borrowed the least ($17,053).

 | Hispanic and White graduates from private nonprofit four-year institutions borrowed at roughly the same rates—83.6 
percent and 83.1 percent, respectively—with Hispanics borrowing a lower average amount than Whites ($26,217 and 
$29,429, respectively). 
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INTRODUCTION

While much of the national discourse on college affordability focuses on undergraduate education, it is important to examine 
how students afford graduate education given the workforce importance of these credentials and the role of advanced training 
in knowledge discovery. It is also true that graduate education differs greatly in terms of how students finance their studies. 
For example, the most common form of grant aid was not from the federal government, but from the colleges themselves. In 
addition, loans were more prevalent and loan amounts were higher than at the undergraduate level. Still, like undergraduates, 
graduate students from different demographic groups enrolled and completed their scholarly work across a range of difference, 
in types of institutions attended, in types of degrees sought, and in fields of study chosen.1 Because of these differences, as  
well as those in students’ economic circumstances, there was considerable variation in how students financed their post- 
baccalaureate studies.2 For example, as was the case in Chapter 7, “How Students Finance Undergraduate Study,” African 
American3 students were more likely to borrow and have higher levels of debt than students from other backgrounds. 

KEY FINDINGS
 | Across all types of graduate degrees and at all types of institutions, Black graduate students were more likely to 

borrow and accrue larger debts than other graduates. Asian graduate students were least likely to borrow to fund 
their graduate education. 

 | The most common source of grant aid for graduate students was support from their institutions, especially at 
the doctoral4 and professional5 degree levels. 

 | In 2015–16, only one-quarter of Black doctoral students received institutional aid, compared with over half of 
Asian students. In contrast, about half of Black professional degree students received institutional grants.  

 | Approximately 56 percent of all master’s degree recipients borrowed to fund their graduate education, but this 
was true for 81.3 percent of Black master’s degree recipients. 

 | Half of all Asian master’s degree recipients who borrowed accrued average debt of $59,824, with a median of 
$48,802, compared with a mean of $51,699 and a median of $47,093 for Black students.

 | Ninety percent of Black master’s degree students had borrowed for at least part of their undergraduate and grad-
uate education, compared with 61.5 percent of Asian and 75.9 percent of White master’s degree recipients. This 
average cumulative debt for Black students amounted to roughly $69,000. Seventy-eight percent of professional 
degree recipients borrowed to fund their graduate education, but 91.6 percent of Black graduates and 85.2 
percent of Hispanic graduates accrued debt. 

1 Data presented in this chapter reflect how graduate students finance their education by award level and the type of institution where they com-
plete. When analyzing differences in how graduate students finance their education and their student loan debt, representation by field should 
be considered. However, as shown in Chapter 6 of this report, “Graduate School Completion,” the fields of study in which students complete 
their graduate education varied widely by demographic group. As a result, small sample sizes at the intersection of race and ethnicity, field of 
study, and award level decrease the ability to provide reliable estimates for debt by field and award level.

2 Because of sample sizes in the survey data on which this chapter relies, in most cases meaningful comparisons were possible only across larger 
racial and ethnic groups.

3 The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
4 Doctoral degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-research/scholarship degrees, including PhD, EdD, DMA, and other research-based 

degrees.
5 Professional degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-professional practice, including chiropractic, dentistry, law, medicine, pharmacy, veteri-

nary medicine, and other degrees for which a credential or license is required for professional practice.
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 | Roughly half of all doctoral degree recipients borrowed. Overall, Black students had the highest average debt 
level at $109,148. This number grew to $128,359 among Black students who earned their doctoral degree at a 
for-profit institution. 

 | Black and Hispanic doctoral degree recipients arrived with similar levels of debt, but the higher borrowing 
of Black students for graduate school led to average combined postsecondary debt per student of $103,097, 
compared with a total of $86,556 per Hispanic student, including both borrowers and non-borrowers. The 
combined debt level for White doctoral degree holders was $51,078.

As presented in Chapter 4 of this report, “Enrollment in Graduate Education,” Whites represented the majority of graduate students (56.0 
percent) in 2015–16. Blacks were the second largest racial and ethnic group (13.5 percent), followed by Hispanics (9.2 percent), Asians 
(6.3 percent), students of more than one race (2.3 percent), American Indians or Alaska Natives (0.4 percent), and Native Hawaiians 
or other Pacific Islanders (0.2 percent). An additional 12.0 percent were international students.6 Comparisons of data presented in this 
chapter across groups should be made with caution, as small sample sizes for certain racial and ethnic groups may not be meaningful.   

6 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nonresident alien as “a person who is not a citizen or national of the United 
States and who is in this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.” In this report, nonresident 
aliens are labeled as international students.  
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GRANT AID
In general, graduate students received less grant aid than undergraduates and covered more of their expenses through earnings 
and loans. In 2015–16, approximately 42.1 percent of all graduate students received some amount of grant aid. Grant aid 
was most common among students pursuing doctoral degrees (55.7 percent) and least common for master’s students (40.0 
percent). Patterns of grant receipt across racial and ethnic groups varied by program type. 

Figure 8.1: Share of Graduate Students Receiving Any Grant Aid, by Degree Program and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | American Indian or Alaska Native master’s students and Asian doctoral students were the most likely to receive grant 
aid—62.8 percent and 71.6 percent, respectively.

 | Within the Asian graduate student population, 33.8 percent of master’s students received grant aid, compared with 71.6 
percent of doctoral students—a nearly 38 percentage point difference, the largest difference for any group.  

 | A smaller share of Black doctoral students (37.3 percent) than of other doctoral students received grant aid.
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Types of Grant Aid
Five percent or less of master’s, doctoral, and professional degree students received federal or state grant aid or educational 
aid to veterans and military in 2015–16. Instead, the most common source of grant aid for graduate students was from the 
colleges and universities in which they were enrolled, including graduate fellowships and tuition waivers.7 In 2015–16, about 
one-quarter of these students received grant aid from their universities. The second largest source of grant aid for graduate 
students was from employers; around 13.5 percent received this type of assistance. Patterns varied by degree type and by race 
and ethnicity within degree types. While not explored here, differences may also occur based on field of study.  

Table 8.1: Shares of Graduate Students Receiving Grant Aid from Institutions, Employers, and Other Private Sources, by Degree 
Program and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

 All racial 
and ethnic 

groups

American  
Indian or 

Alaska Native Asian Black Hispanic

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 

Islander White
 More than 
one race

Master’s Degree 
Programs

Institutional 21.9% 31.2%! 20.1% 16.8% 21.3% 22.8%!! 22.6% 27.7%

Employer 15.2% 15.0%!! 9.8% 11.7% 14.0% 11.3%!! 19.1% 14.0%

Private 4.8% 35.3%! 5.2%! 4.0% 4.8% 11.8%!! 5.2% 3.8%!

Professional 
Degree Programs

Institutional 41.7% ‡ 42.3% 49.9% 32.4% ‡ 42.4% 27.7%!

Employer 4.2% ‡ 3.6%! 4.0%! 3.9%! ‡ 4.1% ‡

Private 8.3% ‡ 12.7% 6.9%! 5.5%! ‡ 8.2% 4.7%!!

Doctoral Degree 
Programs

Institutional 45.1% ‡ 56.1% 25.4% 41.4% ‡ 44.3% 47.5%

Employer 10.1% ‡ 16.0%!! 8.5% 8.9%! ‡ 13.5% 6.9%!!

Private 5.3% ‡ 5.9%! 1.4% 4.0%! ‡ 6.4% 5.7%!

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Overall, 45.1 percent of doctoral students received institutional grant aid, a much larger share than among master’s stu-
dents (21.9 percent) and slightly more than among professional degree students (41.7 percent).   

 | Only 25.4 percent of Black doctoral students received institutional grant aid, compared with 45.1 percent of all doctoral 
students and 56.1 percent of Asian students.

 | In contrast, Black professional degree students were more likely than others to receive institutional grants. The shares of 
students that received this aid ranged from 32.4 percent of Hispanic students to 49.9 percent of Black students. 

 | There was less institutional grant aid and less variation across racial and ethnic groups for master’s degree students. The 
shares that received this aid ranged from 16.8 percent of Black students to 27.7 percent of students of more than one 
race. 

Master’s degree students were more likely than professional and doctoral degree students to receive support from employers. 
Overall, 15.2 percent of all master’s degree students received grant aid from their employers. 

7 Teaching and research assistantships are forms of employment and are not included in institutional grant aid.
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Table 8.2: Average Grant Aid per Recipient, by Degree Program, Source, and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

 All racial and 
ethnic groups

American  
Indian or 

Alaska Native Asian Black Hispanic

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 

Islander White
 More than 
one race

Master’s 
Degree 
Programs

Institutional $7,094 ‡ $6,846 $6,132 $5,210 ‡ $6,966 $5,044!

Employer $6,204 ‡ $10,878 $4,568 $4,875 ‡ $6,051 $5,355 

Private $4,926 ‡ ‡ $3,521 $3,615 ‡ $4,453 ‡

Professional 
Degree 
Programs

Institutional $13,472 ‡ $15,562 $12,321 $16,189 ‡ $13,114 ‡

Employer $7,299 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ $6,101 ‡

Private $7,952 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ $4,892 ‡

Doctoral 
Degree 
Programs

Institutional $16,502 ‡ ‡ $15,742 $19,059 ‡ $16,227 $19,577 

Employer $6,649 ‡ ‡ $4,322 $7,472 ‡ $6,278 ‡

Private $15,282 ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ $16,465 ‡

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%. 

 | Only around 4.2 percent of professional degree students received employer grant aid. 

 | Approximately 19.1 percent of White and 14.0 percent of Hispanic master’s degree students received employer grant aid, 
compared with 11.7 percent of Black and 9.8 percent of Asian master’s degree students.

 | Although Asian master’s degree students were 1.9 to 9.3 percentage points less likely than those from other racial and 
ethnic groups to receive employer grant aid, their average grant per recipient was $10,878, compared with $6,204 overall. 

 | Black professional degree students were 7.5 to 22.2 percentage points more likely than those from other racial and ethnic 
groups to receive institutional grant aid, but their average grant per recipient was $12,321, compared with $13,472 
overall.
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ANNUAL BORROWING
Borrowing patterns also differed quite a bit across racial and ethnic groups during the 2015–16 academic year. Segmenting 
students by the types of graduate degree programs they enrolled in helps to identify and recognize meaningful borrowing 
patterns. Students enrolled in professional degree programs were more likely to borrow (72.3 percent borrowed), and borrow 
larger amounts than those in master’s and doctoral degree programs. The amount borrowed did not follow the same pattern 
as the share of students borrowing. Almost all of the borrowing was from federal loan programs, through which graduate 
degree students can borrow to cover their full budgets not covered by other financial aid, including housing, food, books and 
supplies, transportation, and other expenses, in addition to tuition and fees.

Table 8.3: Annual Borrowing, by Type of Loan, Degree Program, and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Federal Loans Private Loans Any Loans

% 
Receiving 

Loans

Average 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

Median 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

% 
Receiving 

Loans

Average 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

Median 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

% 
Receiving 

Loans

Average 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

Median 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

All Graduate 
Degree 
Programs

All racial and 
ethnic groups 42.2% $23,959 $20,360 5.1% $13,125 $9,000 45.9% $23,749 $20,000

American Indian or 
Alaska Native 53.3% $21,157 $13,704 5.3%!! ‡ ‡ 54.2% $21,234 $13,704!

Asian 33.3% $32,203 $20,500 5.0% $21,196 $10,374!! 37.5% $31,471 $20,500

Black 68.1% $22,347 $19,197 4.1% $11,134 $4,433!! 70.1% $22,440 $19,163

Hispanic 57.9% $23,429 $20,218 4.4% $7,312 $3,101!! 59.7% $23,262 $20,000

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 
Islander

71.3% ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 71.8% ‡ ‡

White 43.0% $23,993 $20,465 4.1% $10,002 $7,094 45.5% $23,862 $20,019

More than one race 54.4% $24,441 $20,500 3.4%! ‡ ‡ 55.1% $25,360 $20,500

Master’s 
Degree 
Programs

All racial and 
ethnic groups 39.8% $18,430 $17,010 5.5% $13,324 $8,553 43.8% $18,570 $16,724

American Indian or 
Alaska Native 51.3% ‡ ‡ 4.9%!! ‡ ‡ 51.5% ‡ ‡

Asian 23.9% $21,701 $20,449 6.2% $23,236 $10,374 29.7% $22,362 $20,449

Black 67.0% $17,927 $17,693 4.7% $11,783 $4,433 69.4% $18,119 $17,422

Hispanic 56.3% $18,477 $16,958 4.4% $5,955 $3,100 58.0% $18,402 $16,930

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 
Islander

70.5% ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ 70.5% ‡ ‡

White 39.9% $18,706 $16,609 3.9% $9,035 $6,277 42.3% $18,684 $16,560

More than one race 51.1% $14,769 $15,375 4.6%! ‡ ‡ 51.9% $16,280 $15,900
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Federal Loans Private Loans Any Loans

% 
Receiving 

Loans

Average 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

Median 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

% 
Receiving 

Loans

Average 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

Median 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

% 
Receiving 

Loans

Average 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

Median 
Amount  

Borrowed 
per 

Borrower

Professional 
Degree 
Programs

All racial and 
ethnic groups 69.6% $45,348 $43,500 5.4% $13,126 $9,000 72.3% $45,136 $43,500

American Indian or 
Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 59.8% $43,894 $41,000 3.8% NA NA 61.8% $43,470 $40,500

Black 88.3% $55,579 $59,413 3.7% NA NA 89.3% $55,498 $59,413

Hispanic 79.3% $46,952 $43,500 6.2% NA NA 82.8% $45,988 $41,026

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 
Islander

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 68.6% $42,931 $40,500 6.2% $13,606 $10,000 71.6% $42,982 $40,500

More than one race 80.9% $50,320 $48,042 ‡ ‡ ‡ 81.0% $50,314 $48,042

Doctoral 
Degree 
Programs

All racial and 
ethnic groups 28.8% $18,409 $19,197 1.9% $9,269 $7,983 30.6% $17,984 $18,500

American Indian or 
Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 20.6% $16,838 $14,700 NA NA NA 20.9% $16,803 $14,700

Black 59.0% $17,479 $16,488 0.6% NA NA 59.2% $17,756 $16,488

Hispanic 42.3% $20,246 $20,500 1.3% NA NA 43.2% $20,165 $20,500

Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific 
Islander

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 31.7% $18,087 $19,308 2.6% $9,228 $7,000 34.4% $17,481 $18,506

More than one race 36.3% $26,961 $20,500 ‡ ‡ ‡ 36.7% $26,725 $20,500

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | The share of all graduate students that borrowed ranged from approximately 37.5 percent of Asian students to 70.1 per-
cent of Black students and 71.8 percent of Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students.

 | Professional degree students from all racial and ethnic groups borrowed at higher rates than master’s and doctoral stu-
dents from all groups, with the exception of Asian professional degree students (61.8 percent) and Black master’s degree 
students (69.4 percent).

 | Master’s degree annual borrowing rates ranged from 29.7 percent of Asian students to 69.4 percent of Black students; 
doctoral student borrowing rates ranged from 20.9 percent of Asian students to 59.2 percent of Black students; and 
professional degree student borrowing rates ranged from 61.8 percent of Asian students to 89.3 percent of Black students. 

 | Asian master’s degree students were much less likely than others to borrow (only around 29.7 percent borrowed), but 
among borrowers, their average loans were the largest, at $22,362. 

 | The average borrowing of Black professional degree students ($55,498) was nearly $5,000 more than that of the next 
largest average amount borrowed. The same was not true among master’s and doctoral students, where Black graduate 
students, on average, borrowed amounts similar to students of other race and ethnicities. 
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DEBT LEVELS

The data presented here provide information on the average amount borrowed per borrower and per student. The average amount 
borrowed per borrower includes only those students who took out loans to finance their education. The average amount borrowed per 
student includes all students, regardless of whether or not they took out loans to finance their education.

Master’s Degree Students
The differences in annual borrowing patterns of graduate degree students across racial and ethnic groups are reflected in dif-
ferences in the total debt levels accumulated by those who complete their degrees. Additionally, across all student groups, the 
average amount of debt accumulated for graduate study, $43,354, surpassed the median, $35,250, indicating that a subset of 
the population took out substantially larger amounts of debt. 

Table 8.4: Cumulative Debt for Graduate Study: Master’s Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who Borrowed
Average Amount 

Borrowed per Borrower
Median Amount 

Borrowed per Borrower
Average Debt per 

Student

All racial and ethnic groups 56.4% $43,354 $35,250 $24,446

American Indian or Alaska Native ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Asian 50.1% $59,824 $48,802 $29,996

Black 81.3% $51,699 $47,093 $42,009

Hispanic 72.9% $42,411 $37,532 $30,924

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

White 57.3% $41,506 $32,500 $23,786

More than one race 54.1% $40,336 $30,681! $21,814

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: ‡ Estimate suppressed. Reporting standards not met.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%. 

 | Approximately 56.4 percent of all master’s degree recipients borrowed to fund their graduate education, compared with 
81.3 percent of Black graduates. 

 | The 50.1 percent of Asian master’s degree completers who borrowed accrued larger average debts than others. Asian grad-
uates had an average debt of $59,824, with a median of $48,802.

 | The 81.3 percent of Black master’s degree completers who accrued debt had an average debt of $51,699 and a median of 
$47,093.

 | White students borrowed at about the same rate as the average across all races, 56.4 percent for all students versus 57.3 
percent for White students, but borrowed less on average than all racial and ethnic groups ($41,506 and $43,354, respec-
tively).

Some of the variation in borrowing across racial and ethnic groups is a function of the institutions they attend. Master’s 
degree completers who attended public four-year institutions8 borrowed at lower rates (53.1 percent) and on average less 
($37,251) than master’s degree completers at for-profit or private nonprofit four-year institutions. 

8 Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. For more 
information, please refer to the report’s methods section.
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Table 8.5: Cumulative Debt for Graduate Study: Master’s Degree Recipients, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16 

% Who 
Borrowed

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower

Median Amount 
Borrowed per Borrower

Average Amount 
Borrowed per Student

Public Four-Year

All racial and ethnic groups 53.1% $37,251 $29,958 $19,795

Asian 57.0% $48,344 $40,741 $27,540

Black 77.9% $52,658 $47,258 $41,044

Hispanic 75.8% $33,700 $31,000 $25,554

White 52.9% $35,758 $26,887 $18,900

Private Nonprofit 
Four-Year

All racial and ethnic groups 56.3% $48,235 $40,529 $27,153

Asian 37.4% $82,958 $73,558! $31,019

Black 83.6% $48,597 $47,803 $40,612

Hispanic 69.3% $50,641 $41,000 $35,112

White 60.1% $46,612 $37,391 $28,004

For-Profit

All racial and ethnic groups 74.4% $48,829 $41,000 $36,320

Asian 80.4% $47,890 $34,051! $38,527

Black 82.3% $54,946 $47,093 $45,217

Hispanic 78.0% $40,982 $35,000 $31,971

White 77.3% $47,513 $40,000 $36,707

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Estimates were suppressed for all other groups due to small sample size.  |  Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |   
! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Within each institution type, Black master’s degree recipients borrowed at the highest rate among all race and ethnicities, 
with 77.9 percent at public four-year, 82.3 percent at for-profit, and 83.6 percent at private nonprofit four-year institu-
tions accumulating debt.  

 | Within each race and ethnicity, master’s degree recipients who attended for-profit institutions generally borrowed at 
higher rates than students of the same race at other types of institutions. 

 | Asian master’s degree recipients at private nonprofit four-year institutions borrowed at the lowest rate of only 37.4 per-
cent, but their average debt per borrower was $82,958. In contrast, 83.6 percent of Black master’s degree recipients who 
earned their degrees in this sector borrowed, but had an average debt per borrower of $48,597.

 | The $31,971 average debt per student for Hispanic master’s degree recipients at for-profit institutions was lower than the 
average debt of other racial and ethnic groups.

Some students who did not borrow for graduate school had debt remaining from their undergraduate studies. Approximately 
14 percent of 2015–16 master’s degree recipients without graduate school debt did borrow for their undergraduate education. 
For master’s degree recipients with debt, the majority of their debt (61.6 percent) was accumulated during their graduate 
study. 
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Table 8.6: Undergraduate and Graduate Debt: Master’s Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Average Graduate 
Debt per Student

Average  
Undergraduate 

Debt per Student

Average Combined 
Undergraduate and 

Graduate Debt per Student

% of Total Debt 
That Is from 

Graduate Study
% with 

Any Debt

% with 
Graduate 

Debt

All racial and ethnic groups $24,446 $15,215 $39,661 61.6% 70.8% 56.4%

Asian $29,996 $9,096 $39,091 76.7% 61.5% 50.1%

Black $42,009 $26,950 $68,959 60.9% 90.1% 81.3%

Hispanic $30,924 $18,335 $49,259 62.8% 88.0% 72.9%

White $23,786 $16,274 $40,061 59.4% 75.9% 57.3%

More than one race $21,814 $14,377 $36,191 60.3% 69.2% 54.1%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Note: Estimates were suppressed for all other groups due to small sample size.

 | The gap in the share of students with any debt and the share of students with graduate debt was largest among White 
master’s degree recipients, among whom 75.9 percent borrowed for part of their education, but only 57.3 percent bor-
rowed for graduate education.

 | Despite the high average graduate school debt per borrower among Asian master’s degree recipients, the relatively low 
share of these students who borrowed (50.1 percent) made their debt per student (including borrowers and non-borrowers) 
substantially lower than that for Black students. 

 | Black master’s degree recipients borrowed $42,009 per student, compared with an overall average (across all races and 
ethnicities) of $24,446. 

 | Black students also came to their master’s degree programs with higher levels of undergraduate debt than did others— 
$26,950 per student, compared with just $9,096 for Asian students and an overall average of $15,215. As a result, Black 
master’s degree recipients left graduate school having borrowed $68,959 per student. 

 | Approximately 90 percent of Black master’s degree recipients had borrowed for at least part of their education, compared 
with 61.5 percent of Asian and 75.9 percent of White students.

 | Hispanic master’s recipients also had a very high rate of borrowing for their education (88.0 percent), with an average 
debt of $49,259 per student. Although high, this was nearly $20,000 less than the average for Black students.

Professional Degree Students
Nearly 80 percent of students who earned professional degrees in 2015–16 borrowed to fund their graduate studies. The aver-
age debt level among borrowers was almost $150,000. Comparing debt levels of professional degree recipients across racial 
and ethnic groups within sectors were was not possible because of small sample sizes in available survey data.
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Table 8.7: Cumulative Debt for Graduate Study: Professional Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who Borrowed
Average Amount Borrowed 

per Borrower
Median Amount Borrowed 

per Borrower Average Debt per Student

All racial and ethnic groups 78.3% $149,356 $140,038 $116,926

Asian 65.6% $153,372 $125,000 $100,680

Black 91.6% $204,754! $206,700! $187,614!

Hispanic 85.2% $132,692 $147,203 $113,007

White 78.2% $142,469 $134,322 $111,468

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Estimates were suppressed for all other groups due to small sample size.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Around 78 percent of professional degree recipients borrowed to fund their graduate education, but 91.6 percent of Black 
and 85.2 percent of Hispanic professional degree students accrued debt.

 | The average amount borrowed among Hispanic professional degree recipients was $132,692, nearly $17,000 less than the 
average for all students ($149,356).

 | Asian professional degree students borrowed at a much lower rate (65.6 percent), but borrowed on average more than 
both White and Hispanic borrowers—$153,372.

Because both the share of students borrowing and the average amount borrowed were highest among Black professional degree 
recipients, the gaps in borrowing per student across racial and ethnic groups were even larger than the gaps among borrowers.

Table 8.8: Undergraduate and Graduate Debt: Professional Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Average 
Graduate Debt 

per Student

Average 
Undergraduate 

Debt per Student

Average Combined 
Undergraduate and 

Graduate Debt per Student

% of Total Debt 
That Is from 

Graduate Study
% with 

Any Debt

% with 
Graduate 

Debt

All racial and ethnic groups $116,926 $11,378 $128,303 91.1% 80.7% 78.3%

Asian $100,680 $9,994 $110,674 91.0% 70.1% 65.6%

Black $187,614! $13,699! $201,312! 93.2% 92.4% 91.6%

Hispanic $113,007 $10,320 $123,327 91.6% 85.3% 85.2%

White $111,468 $11,642 $123,110 90.5% 80.6% 78.2%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Estimates were suppressed for all other groups due to small sample size.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Black students came to professional degree programs with higher levels of undergraduate debt than others—$13,699 per 
student, compared with just $9,994 for Asian students and an overall average of $11,378 per student. 

 | In 2015–16, 92.4 percent of Black professional degree recipients had borrowed for at least part of their education, com-
pared with 70.1 percent of Asian and 80.6 percent of White professional degree recipients. 

 | In total, Black professional degree recipients left graduate school having borrowed $201,312 per student.
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Doctoral Degree Students

Institutional funding for doctoral students varies widely by institution and field. For example, 2016 doctoral degree recipients in the 
physical and earth sciences covered 95.7 percent of their expenditures with fellowships, grants, and assistantships and 2.2 percent with 
their own resources. For psychology and social science students, these shares were 72.8 percent and 23.9 percent, respectively (National 
Science Foundation 2018). Students from different racial and ethnic groups had different enrollment patterns that contributed to the 
range of average debt levels for students in these degree programs.

Nearly half of doctoral students borrowed to finance their education (47.7 percent). The average debt level among borrowers 
was $81,176, with the highest debt levels occurring for Black and Hispanic borrowers. 

Table 8.9: Cumulative Debt for Graduate Study: Doctoral Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who Borrowed
Average Amount Borrowed 

per Borrower
Median Amount Borrowed 

per Borrower Average Debt per Student

All racial and ethnic groups 47.7% $81,176 $65,897 $38,758

Asian 21.7%!! ‡ ‡ ‡

Black 80.6% $109,148 $113,054 $87,920

Hispanic 72.3% $96,947 $65,897! $70,065

White 55.7% $72,699 $58,093 $40,461

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Estimates were suppressed for all other groups due to small sample size.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is 
> 50%.

 | The shares of Black and Hispanic doctoral degree recipients who borrowed for their graduate study, 80.6 and 72.3 per-
cent, respectively, were far higher than the shares of White doctoral degree recipients, 55.7 percent.

 | Debt levels were highest for Black doctoral degree recipients, with an average of $109,148 and a median of $113,054 
among borrowers.

 | The 72.3 percent of Hispanic doctoral degree recipients who borrowed had lower debt levels than Black students.

 | Among those who borrowed, the median White doctoral degree recipient borrowed just $58,093, considerably less than 
Black graduates ($113,054).

The differences in the borrowing patterns of White and Black doctoral degree students were stark. Small sample sizes did not 
permit comparisons among other racial and ethnic groups of doctoral degree recipients by sector.

Table 8.10: Cumulative Debt for Graduate Study: Doctoral Degree Recipients, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

% Who Borrowed
Average Amount 

Borrowed per Borrower
Median Amount 

Borrowed per Borrower

Public Four-Year
All racial and ethnic groups 45.5% $72,130 $54,490 

Black 66.5% $111,486 $107,602 

White 62.7% $71,724 $57,968 

http://www.equityinhighered.org


199 www.equityinhighered.org

% Who Borrowed
Average Amount 

Borrowed per Borrower
Median Amount 

Borrowed per Borrower

Private Nonprofit Four-Year
All racial and ethnic groups 67.1% $74,590 $50,000!

Black 86.0% $111,611 $80,926!!

White 78.7% $57,568 $34,217 

For-Profit
All racial and ethnic groups 87.9% $120,110 $129,795 

Black 95.2% $128,359 $133,965 

White 86.0% $108,317 $101,293

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Estimates were suppressed for all other groups due to small sample size.  |  Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  ! 
Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | The shares of Black graduates who borrowed to fund their doctoral degrees ranged from 66.5 percent at public four-year 
universities to 95.2 percent in the for-profit sector. However, average debt per borrower was similar for Black students in 
all sectors, ranging from an average of approximately $111,000 at public and private nonprofit four-year universities to 
$128,359 at for-profit institutions. 

 | The range of borrowing rates was smaller among White doctoral degree recipients, from 62.7 percent at public four-year 
institutions to 86.0 percent in the for-profit sector, but the differences in average debt levels were larger—$57,568 at 
private nonprofit four-year universities and $108,317 at for-profit institutions. 

 | As a result, the racial gap in debt levels varied by sector. Average debt per Black borrower was almost twice as high as 
average debt per White borrower at private nonprofit four-year universities—$111,611 versus $57,568. 

 | Average debt per borrower was more similar for Black and White graduates in the for-profit sector, although the median 
was lower for White students. Debt per borrower was substantially larger for Black doctoral degree recipients at for-profit 
institutions ($133,965) than for their White peers ($101,293) because a much larger share of them borrowed.

Nearly 58 percent of doctoral degree recipients borrowed across their undergraduate and graduate degree programs. This was 
true for 70.8 percent of master’s degree recipients and 80.7 percent of professional degree recipients. As undergraduates, Black 
and Hispanic doctoral degree recipients borrowed more per student than their White counterparts.

Table 8.11: Undergraduate and Graduate Debt: Doctoral Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16

Average Graduate 
Debt per Student

Average 
Undergraduate 

Debt per Student

Average Combined 
Undergraduate and 
Graduate Debt per 

Student

% of Total Debt 
That Is from 

Graduate Study % with Any Debt
% with Graduate 

Debt

All racial and 
ethnic groups $38,758 $9,244 $48,002 80.7% 57.9% 47.7%

Asian ‡ ‡ $16,617!! ‡ 27.9%!! 21.7%!!

Black $87,920 $15,176 $103,097 85.3% 85.2% 80.6%

Hispanic $70,065 $16,491 $86,556 80.9% 74.1% 72.3%

White $40,461 $10,617 $51,078 79.2% 70.9% 55.7%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016
Notes: Estimates were suppressed for all other groups due to small sample size.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is > 50%.

 | Black and Hispanic doctoral degree recipients entered graduate school with similar levels of debt—$15,176 and $16,491, 
respectively—but the higher borrowing rates of Black doctoral degree recipients for graduate school led to average combined 
undergraduate and graduate debt per student of $103,097, compared with $86,556 per Hispanic doctoral degree recipient. 
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Student Debt: The Unique Circumstances of African American Students
Sandy Baum, Nonresident Fellow, The Urban Institute 

Discussions of student debt frequently treat borrowing for college as a general problem. As a result, they pay inadequate 
attention to the sharp differences in borrowing and repayment patterns across demographic groups. The data presented in this 
report show that African American students face unique difficulties. Addressing these difficulties is critical to ensuring access 
to meaningful educational opportunities for all who can benefit.

African American students are more likely to borrow than students from other racial and ethnic groups pursuing similar types 
of degrees, and are more likely to borrow relatively large amounts. They are less successful in repaying their loans and more 
likely to default. The issues facing this group of students are obscured by discussions that paint student debt with a broad 
brush. Racial differences in pre-college circumstances, in the types of institutions attended, and in post-college earnings all 
contribute to the difficulties African American students face in college and beyond. 

Understanding which borrowers are most vulnerable is an important first step in overcoming the barriers some students face 
in converting postsecondary enrollment to meaningful opportunities that will improve their lives and their communities. 
Efforts to mitigate problems with student debt should be grounded in the dramatically different circumstances of students 
from different backgrounds, and the range of difficulties they face financing higher education.

Debt Levels
The general idea of students “drowning in debt” is greatly exaggerated. But some students do have unmanageable levels of 
debt, and African American students are particularly likely to be in that situation. The same is not so true for Hispanic stu-
dents, whose circumstances are often perceived as similar to those of African Americans. 

Twenty-nine percent of 2015–16 bachelor’s degree recipients graduated without debt, but only 14 percent of African Ameri-
can graduates managed this. About one-third of African American bachelor’s degree recipients accumulated $40,000 or more 
in debt, compared with 18 percent overall and 13 percent of Hispanic graduates. The pattern among associate degree and 
certificate recipients is similar (Table 1).

Only 19 percent of African American master’s degree recipients completed their degrees without borrowing for graduate 
school, and 16 percent borrowed $75,000 or more. In contrast, 43 percent of white master’s degree recipients avoided bor-
rowing, and 7 percent borrowed $75,000 or more for graduate school.

Table 1: Total Borrowed for Undergraduate Education, by Type of Credential and Race and Ethnicity: 2015–16 Graduates

  No Debt $1–$9,999
$10,000–
$19,999

$20,000–
$29,999

$30,000–
$39,999

$40,000 or 
More

Bachelor’s Degree

All 29% 11% 13% 17% 12% 18%

White 30% 10% 13% 18% 12% 18%

African American 14% 12% 10% 15% 16% 33%

Hispanic 33% 14% 15% 15% 10% 13%

Asian 41% 11% 14% 16% 9% 9%
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  No Debt $1–$9,999
$10,000–
$19,999

$20,000–
$29,999

$30,000–
$39,999

$40,000 or 
More

Associate Degree

All 51% 17% 13% 10% 5% 5%

White 49% 18% 15% 10% 4% 4%

African American 33% 20% 14% 13% 9% 10%

Hispanic 64% 16% 8% 6% 4% 2%

Asian 70% 10% 8% 11%

Certificate

All 33% 30% 21% 9% 4% 4%

White 34% 30% 18% 8% 4% 5%

African American 17% 33% 27% 13% 6% 4%

Hispanic 38% 30% 20% 8% 2% 2%

Asian 53% 16% 23% 8%

  No Debt $1–$24,999
$25,000–
$49,999

$50,000–
$74,999

$75,000 or 
More

Master’s Degree

All 38% 21% 20% 12% 9%

White 43% 22% 19% 10% 7%

African American 19% 18% 26% 22% 16%

Hispanic 27% 24% 24% 16% 8%

Asian 50% 11% 14% 12% 13%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, NCES, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016

African American students disproportionately enroll in for-profit institutions, where debt levels tend to be highest. For exam-
ple, 18 percent of 2015–16 African American bachelor’s degree recipients earned their degrees in this sector, compared with 
12 percent of Hispanic and 7 percent of white and Asian graduates (see Table 7). But even within sectors, African American 
students borrow more than others.

Within the public four-year sector, the share of African American graduates borrowing $40,000 or more was almost twice 
as high as the share of white graduates—24 percent versus 14 percent. Only 8 percent of Hispanic graduates borrowed this 
much. The differences are starkest in the private nonprofit sector, where 40 percent of African American bachelor’s degree 
recipients graduated with $40,000 or more in debt, compared with 19 percent of white graduates and smaller shares of His-
panic and Asian graduates (Table 2). 

Table 2: Debt Levels of Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity and Sector: 2015–16

  No Debt $1–$9,999
$10,000–
$19,999

$20,000–
$29,999

$30,000–
$39,999

$40,000 or 
More

Public

All 32% 12% 14% 18% 12% 14%

White 32% 10% 14% 19% 12% 14%

African American 16% 14% 13% 17% 17% 24%

Hispanic 38% 15% 16% 15% 8% 8%

Asian 44% 14% 14% 17% 7% 4%
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  No Debt $1–$9,999
$10,000–
$19,999

$20,000–
$29,999

$30,000–
$39,999

$40,000 or 
More

Private Nonprofit

All 28% 9% 12% 19% 12% 20%

White 29% 9% 12% 19% 12% 19%

African American 11% 11% 7% 17% 14% 40%

Hispanic 26% 14% 15% 20% 13% 12%

Asian 43% 4% 16% 16% 10% 11%

Private For-Profit

All 13% 7% 8% 11% 14% 47%

White 15% 6% 8% 11% 13% 48%

African American 9% 7% 8% 10% 16% 51%

Hispanic 15% 10% 9% 11% 13% 42%

Asian 11% 6% 10% 8% 16% 49%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, NCES, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016

This disproportionate borrowing by African American students is likely driven by a combination of problematic societal and 
historical forces. These forces generate significant gaps across racial and ethnic groups in the availability of financial resources 
from family income and wealth, K–12 academic preparation, postsecondary enrollment and success patterns, and post-college 
earnings. 

Available Resources
The relatively high levels of debt among African American students are at least partially attributable to the low levels of 
financial and other resources available to them when they enroll in college. African American parents in the age range when 
children are typically ready for college have a median income equal to about 70 percent of the overall median. African Amer-
ican adults in the age range when those without a college degree are most likely to return to school earn about 80 percent of 
the overall median (Table 3).

Table 3: Median Income: 2016

All White African American Asian Hispanic

Families with Householder Ages 45–54 $90,119 $102,396 $64,358 $103,429 $61,998

Individuals Ages 25–34 $34,067 $35,598 $27,469 $42,038 $27,986

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Tables FINC-02 and PINC-01

Earnings for Hispanics in both of these groups are similar to those of African Americans, and as noted, Hispanic students 
have lower debt levels than African American students. However, the family income levels of African American undergradu-
ates are lower than those of Hispanic students. More than half of 2015–16 African American bachelor’s degree recipients were 
from the lowest income quartile of students completing these degrees. Only 9 percent came from the top quartile, with parent 
incomes of $136,200 or higher. In contrast, 42 percent of Hispanic graduates were from the lowest family income quartile;  
14 percent of Hispanic graduates, 18 percent of Asian graduates, and 31 percent of white graduates came from the highest- 
income families (Table 4).
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Table 4: Parents’ Income for Dependent Bachelor’s Degree Recipients: 2015–16

 Less than $39,200 $39,200–$82,499 $82,500–$136,199 $136,200 or More

All 25% 25% 25% 25%

White 16% 24% 30% 31%

African American 52% 26% 13% 9%

Hispanic 42% 30% 14% 14%

Asian 36% 27% 20% 18%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, NCES, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016

In addition to their relatively low incomes, African American families have much lower wealth than others—including His-
panic families. In 2016, the average wealth of $139,523 for African American families was 15 percent of the average for white 
families and 73 percent of the average for Hispanic families. The median wealth of $17,409 for African American families was 
10 percent of that for white families and 83 percent of that for Hispanic families (Table 5).

Table 5: Average Family Wealth, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016

White African American Hispanic

Mean $919,336 $139,523 $191,727

Median $171,000 $17,409 $20,920

Source: Urban Institute, Nine Charts About Wealth Inequality in America (Updated) 

The racial and ethnic wealth gap is in fact becoming wider over time, with white families experiencing growth in wealth and 
African American and Hispanic families experiencing declines. Between 2007 and 2016, mean wealth rose by 15 percent for 
white families, but declined by 11 percent for African American and Hispanic families. Median (as opposed to mean) wealth 
declined for all groups, but by 28 percent for African American families versus 14 percent for white and Hispanic families 
(McKernan et al. 2017). A long history of racial discrimination in housing policies and in access to financing explains much 
of the wealth gap (Jones 2017; Asante-Muhammad et al. 2017).

The resource gaps facing African American students are not only financial. In 2015–16, 34 percent of African American 
undergraduates (and 44 percent of Hispanic undergraduates) came from families where neither parent had any college expe-
rience. This was the case for 22 percent of white and 30 percent of Asian undergraduates. About a third of African American 
and Hispanic undergraduates had at least one parent with a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared with 52 percent of white 
and 49 percent of Asian undergraduates.1

In sum, on average African American students come to college with less family income and wealth and less social capital than 
others. In addition to these financial strains and lack of family experience with higher education, many African American 
students have had limited educational opportunities in elementary and secondary school.

Academic Preparation
Many African American and Hispanic students attend elementary and secondary schools with relatively low instructional 
resources and come to college less prepared for its academic demands than others. Scholars have attributed these differential 
secondary experiences to a variety of factors, including school resources, teacher attitudes, school segregation, and family and 
community environments (Rouse and Barrow 2006; Jencks and Phillips 1998).

1 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016, PowerStats, author’s 
calculations.
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As a result of these realities and other differences in circumstances, in 2015–16 almost one-quarter of African American 
undergraduates had high school GPAs below 2.5, compared with 17 percent of all undergraduates. And one-third of African 
American students scored 800 or lower on the combined SAT, compared with 17 percent of students overall (Table 6). Lim-
ited access to advanced coursework in high school, combined with the more fundamental gaps in pre-college opportunities, 
make it unsurprising that African American students enroll in developmental education at high rates (College Board 2014). 
Overall, 39 percent of 2015–16 undergraduate students had taken at least one developmental education course, compared 
with 47 percent of African American and Hispanic students. These courses do not carry academic credit that counts toward a 
degree, although students do have to pay tuition for them, resulting in a higher overall cost of college. 

Table 6: Academic Preparation of 2015–16 Undergraduates

 
Ever Took a  

Remedial Course HS GPA < 2.5 GPA 3.5 or Higher
Combined SAT  
800 or Below

Combined SAT  
1200 or Higher

All 39% 17% 34% 17% 17%

White 34% 14% 40% 10% 21%

African American 47% 23% 21% 34% 7%

Hispanic 47% 21% 27% 24% 10%

Asian 35% 14% 41% 12% 27%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, NCES, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016 

The academic profiles of African American students, combined with their financial circumstances and insufficient access to 
good information about higher education limit their access to selective colleges and universities, which have more ample 
resources and better outcomes than other institutions.  

Enrollment Patterns
College-going patterns exacerbate high debt levels for African American students. As noted above, African Americans are 
more likely than others to enroll in for-profit institutions, where tuition prices are higher than at public colleges and universi-
ties. In addition, 30 percent of African American graduates were age 30 or older when they completed their degrees, com-
pared with 18 percent overall and 19 percent of Hispanic graduates. Older students borrow more and have lower completion 
rates than younger students. Twenty-nine percent of African American graduates had dependents of their own, and thus 
greater financial commitments, compared with 18 percent overall and 19 percent of Hispanic graduates. And only 42 percent 
of African American graduates completed their degrees within five years of first enrolling, compared with 57 percent overall 
and 51 percent of Hispanic graduates (Table 7). All of these circumstances are associated with higher levels of borrowing and 
are likely contributors to the differences between debt levels of African Americans and other students.

Table 7: Characteristics of 2015–16 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, by Race and Ethnicity

 All White African American Hispanic Asian

Sector of Bachelor’s Degree
Public four-year 63% 63% 56% 65% 64%

Private nonprofit four-year 28% 30% 26% 22% 29%

For-profit 9% 7% 18% 12% 7%

Age in December 2015
23 or younger 60% 64% 47% 55% 65%

24 to 29 21% 19% 23% 26% 25%

30 or older 18% 17% 30% 19% 10%
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 All White African American Hispanic Asian

Dependency Status

Dependent 54% 57% 42% 50% 59%

Independent without dependents 28% 27% 29% 30% 28%

Independent with dependents 18% 16% 29% 19% 13%

Time Elapsed Between First 
Enrollment and Degree 
Completion

Within four years 38% 42% 26% 31% 41%

Five years 19% 19% 16% 20% 17%

Six years 10% 9% 11% 11% 12%

Seven or eight years 11% 9% 12% 15% 13%

Nine to 11 years 8% 8% 11% 8% 8%

12 years or more 14% 13% 24% 15% 9%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, NCES, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016

After College
Given their higher debt levels, African American students would have more difficulty than others repaying their loans even 
if their post-college earnings were similar. But African American (and Hispanic) adults between the ages of 25 and 34 have 
lower earnings than white and Asian adults with the same level of educational attainment—further exacerbating an already 
uphill climb to student loan repayment. For example, median earnings for bachelor’s degree recipients in 2016 were $41,529 
for African American young adults, $41,664 for Hispanics, and $47,478 for white adults in this age range (Table 8). 

Table 8: Median Earnings, Ages 25 to 34, by Race and Ethnicity and Educational Attainment: 2016

Some College Associate Degree Bachelor’s Degree Master’s Degree

All $35,282 $38,544 $46,854 $56,419

White $30,867 $35,387 $47,478 $55,187

African American $27,058 $30,850 $41,529 $57,397

Asian $31,239 $32,298 $52,178 $68,687

Hispanic $28,156 $31,681 $41,664 $56,127

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Table PINC-03

In addition to having lower earnings than their peers, African American borrowers in repayment on their student loans are 
less likely than others to have assistance from parents or others in repaying their loans. Among students who began college 
in 2003–04, the range of borrowers saying after they left school that they had help repaying their loans was from 10 percent 
among African American borrowers to 20 percent among Asian borrowers (Table 9).

Table 9: Share of Borrowers Reporting Assistance Repaying Their Student Loans

All 17%

White 18%

African American 10%

Hispanic 15%

Asian 20%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, NCES, Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, 2004/09
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Repayment
The release of new data from the U.S. Department of Education has recently focused attention on the repayment patterns 
of African American borrowers. Given their debt levels and limited access to resources before, during, and after college, it is 
not surprising that they struggle more with student debt. But the findings are, nonetheless, startling. The data reveal that 12 
years after they first enrolled in 2003–04, about half of African American borrowers had defaulted on at least one federal loan 
and more than half of the borrowers in this group owed more than they originally borrowed. This was not the case for other 
borrowers—including Hispanic borrowers (Miller 2017).

Controlling for family background eliminates about half of the difference in default rates between Black and white borrowers. 
But even accounting for differences in degree attainment, college GPA, and post-college income and employment cannot fully 
explain the Black-white difference in default rates (Scott-Clayton 2018). Solving this problem and alleviating the challenges 
facing these students is critical to achieving the nation’s goals for a successful postsecondary system.

Of particular concern is that even African American bachelor’s degree recipients appear to be having difficulty repaying their 
loans. The median amount owed by this group 12 years after starting college was 114 percent of the amount borrowed, 
compared with 47 percent for white graduates, 79 percent for Hispanic graduates, and 80 percent for those from low-income 
households, as measured by having received a federal Pell Grant (Scott-Clayton 2018).

Conclusion
Student debt is more of a burden for African American students than for others. The financial resources available to them 
before, during, and after college are very limited. They are more likely than others to have attended elementary and secondary 
schools that did not prepare them well for college-level work and they come disproportionately from families without college 
experience. Other underrepresented groups, such as Hispanic students, face some but not all of the same barriers.

These circumstances, combined with the institutions in which they enroll and the timing of their postsecondary education, 
likely all contribute to the fact that African American students tend to accrue more debt than those from other racial and eth-
nic groups—including other underrepresented minority groups—earning similar degrees. The barriers that African American 
students face in repaying their loans are at least partially the result of the difficulty they have completing their studies, their 
own post-college earnings, and the limited resources of their families of origin. Further research should improve our under-
standing of how all the circumstances facing African American students contribute to their unique struggles with student 
debt. Improved understanding of these distinct factors and how they interact should make it possible for educators and poli-
cymakers to better target solutions that can reverse these trends.

Failure to address these problems threatens the potential for college education to improve the lives of young African Ameri-
cans. Solutions should not ignore the role of access to loans in making college a realistic possibility for students lacking family 
resources. Among 2003–04 beginning college students, 10 percent of African American students reported being able to start 
college sooner because of loans—more than in any other group.2 Providing more grant funding, better guidance in choosing 
postsecondary paths, and stronger supports while students are in college has the potential to mitigate some of the difficulties 
facing African American students. Over the longer run, only diminishing disparities in pre-college and post-college circum-
stances can put African American students on a more level playing field with their peers. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Minority serving institutions, also known as MSIs, are an integral part of U.S. higher education, providing access to college 
for millions of students of color, many of whom are from low-income backgrounds and are the first in their family to attend 
college. While often referred to as a collective group, there are vast differences across MSIs in terms of their histories, missions, 
and student bodies. In fall 2016, over 700 institutions met the eligibility requirements to receive federal MSI designation.1 
Collectively, these institutions enrolled over 5 million undergraduate and graduate students. 

MSIs are not only enrolling large percentages of students from diverse backgrounds, but are supporting them through to 
credential completion. Recent data show that, overall, MSIs have higher completion rates than what federal data suggest 
(Espinosa, Turk, and Taylor 2017). Moreover, these institutions contribute to the upward income mobility of the students 
they enroll, propelling their lowest income students up the income ladder at higher rates than non-MSIs (Espinosa, Kelchen, 
and Taylor 2018). As America’s K–12 and college student populations continue to become more diverse in the years ahead 
(Hussar and Bailey 2017), we expect that the number of MSIs will steadily increase. Understanding enrollment and outcomes 
data for MSIs provides a lens by which we can view this important sector of higher education and their contributions to 
individuals, families, and communities. 

KEY FINDINGS
 | In 2016, African American2 students represented the majority of undergraduates enrolled at Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). This pattern was evident across postsecondary sectors, with the exception 
of public two-year3 HBCUs, which had slightly more racial and ethnic diversity. 

 | Overall, four in 10 students who started at a public four-year HBCU in fall 2010 completed a credential within 
six years. The total completion rate rose to six in 10 among students who attended college exclusively full time.

 | Nearly half of students who started at a private nonprofit four-year HBCU in fall 2010 completed a credential 
within six years. The total completion rate increased for students who attended exclusively full time to more 
than six in 10. 

 | Across all sectors, American Indian or Alaska Native students represented the majority of undergraduate stu-
dents enrolled at Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs). The majority of TCUs were public two-year institu-
tions, followed by private nonprofit two-year institutions. 

 | In fall 2016, Hispanic students represented just under half of all students enrolled in Hispanic-Serving Institu-
tions (HSIs). This pattern was similar across sectors, except for private nonprofit four-year HSIs, where Hispanic 
students represented more than half of all students. 

 | More than one-third of all students who started at a public two-year HSI in fall 2010 completed a credential 
within six years. The total completion rate for students who attended exclusively full time increased to over 50 
percent. 

1 In this report, MSI status was determined using data from the Department of Education’s College Scorecard for the 2015–16 academic year, the 
most recent publicly available data at the time of analysis. Data from the College Scorecard provide the number of institutions that are eligible 
to apply for a grant under Title III and Title V of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008. It should be noted that the number of MSIs 
whose designation is predicated on an institution reaching an enrollment threshold varies annually; therefore, this chapter covers a snapshot of 
institutions eligible for MSI designation and funding in one given fiscal year and is thus a conservative estimate of the number of MSIs. 

2 The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
3 Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. For more 

information, please refer to the report’s methods section.
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 | More than one-third of all students who started at a public two-year Alaska Native- and Native Hawaiian- 
Serving Institution in fall 2010 completed a credential within six years; this increased to slightly more than half 
for exclusively full-time students. 

 | Across all sectors, Asians and Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders represented nearly one in five under-
graduate students enrolled at Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander-Serving Institutions 
(AANAPISIs) in 2016. Turning to completions, nearly four in 10 students who started at a public two-year 
AANAPISI in fall 2010 completed a credential within six years. Among exclusively full-time students, about six 
in 10 completed within six years. 

 | Black students represented nearly half of all students enrolled at Predominantly Black Institutions (PBIs) in 
2016. Just over one-third of students who started at a public two-year PBI in fall 2010 completed a credential 
within six years. Slightly less than half of exclusively full-time students completed within six years. 

 | Overall, American Indian or Alaska Native students were the second largest student group enrolled at Native 
American-Serving Nontribal Institutions (NASNTIs) in 2016. Nearly four in 10 students who started at a pub-
lic two-year NASNTI in fall 2010, and nearly half of all exclusively full-time students completed a credential 
within six years of first enrolling. 

Institutions can receive federal recognition as a minority serving institution in two ways. Historically designated MSIs—HBCUs and 
TCUs—were established with the specific purpose of providing access to higher education for Black and Native American4 students. 
Institutions can also receive MSI recognition when they reach a specified enrollment threshold, outlined in legislation that defines each 
MSI type. As a result, institutions can meet the enrollment eligibility threshold for multiple MSI designations (e.g., an institution can be 
recognized as both an HSI and an AANAPISI). Since federal recognition is predicated on enrollment, MSIs determined by that criteria 
can have great variability in student demographics and institutional characteristics, even within each MSI type. For example, community 
colleges, large public institutions, and small private institutions could all be HSIs, but have different student bodies and resources with 
which to serve their students.  
 
MSIs can apply for institutional capacity building grants from the Department of Education through Title III and Title V of the Higher 
Education Opportunity Act. Federal designation and participation in these programs further requires enrollment-based MSIs to meet 
additional eligibility requirements: institutions must enroll a high percentage of low-income students and have low educational and 
general expenditures, meaning they often have fewer resources with which to serve their students (Espinosa, Turk, and Taylor 2017). 
Research shows that MSIs invest their resources in institutional practices that meet students where they are, including intrusive advising; 
implementation of learning communities; academic and student support services that are culturally responsive; and faculty development 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2018; Garcia 2017; Garcia and Okhidoi 2015; CARE 2013; Teranishi et al. 
2014). While not exhaustive, these practices serve as examples for the broader field of how MSIs serve the millions of students of color 
and students from low-income backgrounds that they enroll.  
 
Historically, MSIs have been regionally concentrated. For example, the majority of HBCUs are located in the South and AANAPISIs in 
the West. However, as the population enrolling in postsecondary education continues to diversify, it can be expected that the number of 
enrollment-based MSIs will continue to grow throughout the nation. 

4  The terms Native American and American Indian are used interchangeably.

http://www.equityinhighered.org


215 www.equityinhighered.org

Table 9.1: MSIs at a Glance

Department of Education Federal Institutional Eligibility Criteria by MSI Type

MSI Type Acronym Federal Recognition Definition

Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities

HBCU Higher Education Act of 19651 Any historically Black college or university established prior to 1964, whose 
principal mission was, and is, the education of Black Americans.

Tribal Colleges and 
Universities

TCU Tribally Controlled College or 
University Assistance Act of 

19782,3

Institutions chartered by their respective Indian tribes through the sovereign 
authority of the tribes or by the federal government with the specific purpose to 
provide higher education opportunities to American Indians through programs 
that are locally and culturally based, holistic, and supportive.

Hispanic-Serving Institutions HSI Higher Education Act of 19924 Institutions with 25 percent or more total undergraduate Hispanic full-time 
equivalent student enrollment.

Alaska Native- and Native 
Hawaiian-Serving Institutions 

ANNH Higher Education Act of 19985 Alaska Native-Serving Institutions are institutions that have at least 20 percent 
Alaska Native students. Native Hawaiian-Serving Institutions are institutions 
that have at least 10 percent Native Hawaiian students. These institutions are 
collectively referred to as ANNH institutions.

Asian American and Native 
American Pacific Islander-
Serving Institutions

AANAPISI College Cost Reduction and 
Access Act of 20076,7

Institutions that have at least 10 percent enrollment of Asian American Pacific 
Islander students.

Predominantly Black 
Institutions 

PBI Higher Education Opportunity 
Act of 20088

Institutions that serve at least 1,000 undergraduate students; have at least 50 
percent low-income or first-generation to college degree-seeking undergraduate 
enrollment; have low per-full-time undergraduate expenditure in comparison 
with other institutions offering similar instruction; and enroll at least 40 percent 
African American students.9 

Native American-Serving, 
Nontribal Institutions

NASNTI Higher Education Opportunity 
Act of 2008

Institutions that have at least 10 percent enrollment of Native American 
students.10 

1 Higher Education Act of 1965, Pub. L. No. 89–329 (1965).
2 Tribally Controlled College or University Assistance Act of 1978, Pub. L. No. 95–471 (1978).
3 TCUs were not established by this piece of legislation, as they are founded by individual Native tribes. Rather, this piece of legislation provides federal support for these institutions.
4 Higher Education Act of 1992, Pub. L. No. 102–325 (1992).
5 Higher Education Act of 1998, Pub. L. No. 105–244 (1998).
6 College Cost Reduction and Access Act of 2007, Pub. L. No. 110–84 (2007). 
7 AANAPISIs were first designated under the College Cost Reduction and Access Act of 2007. The AANAPISI program was further expanded under the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 (AANAPISI 

2016).
8 Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008, Pub. L. No. 110–315 (2008).
9 It is important to note that these institutions are not the same as HBCUs in that PBIs are predicated on the institution meeting an enrollment threshold and HBCUs were established for the primary purpose of 

educating Black students.
10 It is important to note that these institutions are not the same as TCUs in that NASNTIs are predicated on the institution meeting an enrollment threshold, and TCUs were established for the purpose of educat-

ing Native American students.
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MSI ENROLLMENT AND OUTCOMES
According to the U.S. Department of Education, in 2015–16, 709 institutions5 were eligible to apply for federal MSI des-
ignation and funding in the United States, its territories, and the District of Columbia. Of this number, 156 were public four-
year institutions, 166 were private nonprofit four-year institutions, 321 were public two-year institutions, and 66 were private 
nonprofit two-year institutions. 

Table 9.2: Total Number of MSIs, by Sector and MSI Type

Total Public Four-Year
Private Nonprofit 

Four-Year Public Two-Year
Private Nonprofit 

Two-Year

Total MSIs 709 156 166 321 66

HBCU 99 40 41 11 7

TCU 34 1 0 25 8

HSI 375 77 88 182 27

ANNH 27 7 3 14 3

PBI 104 8 23 56 17

AANAPISI 120 36 23 54 7

NASNTI 26 9 2 12 3

Source: U.S. Department of Education, College Scorecard, 2015–16
Notes: “Total MSIs” reflects an unduplicated count of institutions.   |  Institutions eligible for multiple MSI designations are included in the total counts for each MSI type. For example, an institution that is eligible for 
AANAPISI and HSI designation appears in the total count for both MSI types.  |  Total number of HSIs includes one non-degree-granting, sub-baccalaureate institution.  |  Institutions were categorized into sectors 
based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  Total number of HBCUs does not include the three HBCUs that offer only graduate-level credentials.

The National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) is a national nonprofit organization that works with postsecondary institutions to provide 
educational reporting, verification, and research services (NSCRC 2018). Eighty-four percent of all Title IV degree-granting colleges and 
universities voluntarily participate in the Clearinghouse, providing NSC the ability to analyze data for 97 percent of all students enrolled in 
these institutions (Dundar and Shapiro 2016).  
 
Given the Clearinghouse’s ability to follow students as they move through American higher education, including when they transfer from 
one institution to another, the NSC data provide a robust collection of student enrollment, persistence, transfer, and completion informa-
tion. For this reason, NSC data provide a more complete picture of student completion than federal data has historically been able to.6 

 

This chapter analyzes data for the cohort of students who first enrolled in fall 2010.7 It analyzes six-year outcomes for select public two-
year, public four-year, and private nonprofit four-year MSIs. Completion rates were calculated within six years of first enrollment, following 
students through spring 2016. Six years represents 300 percent of normal time at public two-year institutions and 150 percent of normal 
time at four-year institutions.

5 This report used the College Scorecard to identify institutions that were eligible to apply for federal funding in 2015–16 under Title III and 
Title V of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008. The College Scorecard flagged 718 institutions as eligible to apply for MSI desig-
nation and funding. The total number of 709 MSIs includes only institutions that enrolled undergraduate students. Institutions were removed 
from this total if they did not enroll undergraduate students or if authors could not match enrollment information from the Integrated Postsec-
ondary Education Data System (IPEDS). 

6 In 2017, the U.S. Department of Education introduced new outcome measures in an effort to provide a broader picture of student success, 
particularly for non-first-time, full-time students (Jones 2017), although limitations still exist.

7 Due to small sample size, National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) data presented in this chapter reflect students who first started at an MSI 
regardless of their racial and ethnic group. 
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We share data on students overall, as well as students who enrolled in college exclusively full time. Looking at students who enrolled 
full time is important for two reasons. First, examining the outcomes of exclusively full-time students most closely approximates the 
Student Right-to-Know or federal graduation rate. However, unlike the federal graduation rate, data from NSC allow us to capture students 
who complete at an institution other than their starting college or university. Second, we know from decades of research that students 
who enroll in college full time are more likely to complete. While the proportion of students who enroll exclusively full time is diminishing 
(Bombardieri 2017; CCSSE 2017; Shapiro et al. 2017), these students are the most likely to complete their programs of study on time, 
making their completion rates the most straightforward to interpret and compare. Although the data here present six-year outcomes, 
many students who remain enrolled, regardless of enrollment pattern, will complete a credential outside of this six-year window. 
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HISTORICALLY BLACK COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) are institutions established prior to 1964, whose principle mission was, 
and is, the education of Black Americans. In fall 2016, there were 102 HBCUs8 enrolling 267,276 undergraduate and 35,638 
graduate students. Of these, 44 were private nonprofit four-year institutions, 40 were public four-year institutions, 11 were 
public two-year institutions, and seven were private nonprofit two-year institutions. 

Undergraduate Enrollment9

In 2016, Black students represented the majority of undergraduates enrolled at HBCUs. This pattern was evident across post-
secondary sectors, with the exception of public two-year HBCUs, which had slightly more racial and ethnic diversity. 

Figure 9.1: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at HBCUs, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Almost three-quarters of all undergraduate students enrolled at HBCUs were Black (73.8 percent). Over one in 10 (11.4 
percent) were White, and 5.1 percent were Hispanic. The remaining 9.7 percent were from other backgrounds,10 includ-
ing 2.5 percent who were international students.11 

8 College Scorecard flagged 102 institutions as HBCUs in 2015–16. Analysis for undergraduate enrollment and completions excludes the three 
HBCUs that were classified as graduate student only institutions. 

9 Counts of institutions are included throughout the enrollment figures in this chapter. It is important to note that undergraduate enrollment 
data from IPEDS include all institutions within each MSI type that report federal data to the U.S. Department of Education. Completion rate 
data from the NSC only include those institutions that voluntarily report data to the NSC. As a result, counts of students are included through-
out the outcomes tables in this chapter.

10 Race and ethnicity unknown is included among the racial and ethnic categories within IPEDS data, which are used in this chapter of the report. 
As a result, tables and figures include this group alongside other racial and ethnic categories.

11 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nonresident alien as “a person who is not a citizen or national of the United 
States and who is in this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.” In this report, nonresident 
aliens are labeled as international students.  
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 | Black students represented the majority of students enrolled at public four-year (78.0 percent), private nonprofit four-
year (85.1 percent), and private nonprofit two-year (87.5 percent) HBCUs. However, Black students represented less 
than half of all students at public two-year HBCUs (45.0 percent), followed by White students (34.3 percent) and 
Hispanic students (14.7 percent).

Over half of all Black undergraduate students enrolled at HBCUs attended a public four-year HBCU (61.9 percent), followed 
by private nonprofit four-year (26.1 percent), public two-year (10.9 percent), and private nonprofit two-year (1.1 percent) 
HBCUs. The majority of other student groups also enrolled in public four-year HBCUs, with the exception of Hispanic and 
White students, who were more likely to enroll in public two-year HBCUs (51.6 and 53.5 percent, respectively), compared 
with other sectors. 

Figure 9.2: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at HBCUs Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. 

Public Two-Year HBCUs: Completion Rates 
Overall, one-third of students who started at a public two-year HBCU in fall 2010 completed a credential (at their starting 
institution or at another institution) within six years. The total completion rate increased to close to half for exclusively full-
time students (48.7 percent). 
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Table 9.3: Six-Year Outcomes (300% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Two-Year HBCUs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Four-Year

Subsequent 
Completion  

at a Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=6,851) 33.4% 23.9% 3.5% 6.0% 3.6% 13.4% 53.2%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=1,853) 48.7% 40.3% 2.7% 5.7% 8.2% 4.1% 47.2%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center 

First Completion at Starting Institution
Almost one-quarter of all students who started at a public two-year HBCU completed at their starting institution within six 
years (23.9 percent). The completion rate increased to 40.3 percent for students who enrolled exclusively full time.

Transfer and Completion 
About one in 10 students who started at a public two-year HBCU in 2010 transferred to another institution to complete 
their first certificate or degree: 3.5 percent did so at another two-year institution and 6.0 percent did so at a four-year insti-
tution. About 4 percent of students who completed their first credential at a two-year institution went on to earn a subse-
quent degree from a four-year institution (3.6 percent). Students who enrolled exclusively full time were slightly less likely to 
transfer and complete their first credential at a different institution (8.5 percent), but more than twice as likely to complete a 
subsequent credential at a four-year institution within six years (8.2 percent). 

Non-completion
A little more than one in 10 students in the 2010 cohort remained enrolled in college six years after entry (13.4 percent), and 
a little more than half were no longer enrolled and had not completed a credential (53.2 percent). These rates decreased for 
students who enrolled exclusively full time, with 4.1 percent who remained enrolled and 47.2 percent no longer enrolled at 
any institution in the sixth year. 

Public Four-Year HBCUs: Completion Rates
Overall, 42.0 percent of students who started at a public four-year HBCU in fall 2010 completed a credential (at their 
starting institution or at another institution) within six years. The total completion rate rose to 60.1 percent for students who 
attended college exclusively full time.

Table 9.4: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Four-Year HBCUs: Fall 2010 Cohort 

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=30,354) 42.0% 32.3% 2.9% 6.8% 18.9% 39.0%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=13,568) 60.1% 51.4% 1.7% 7.0% 8.5% 31.4%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center      
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First Completion at Starting Institution
Nearly one-third of students who started at a public four-year HBCU completed at their starting institution (32.3 percent). 
This completion rate increased to over half for students enrolled exclusively full time (51.4 percent). 

Transfer and Completion 
About 10 percent of students completed their credential at another institution: 2.9 percent did so at a two-year institution 
and 6.8 percent did so at another four-year institution. The transfer and completion rate decreased slightly for students who 
enrolled exclusively full time, to 8.7 percent. 

Non-completion 
Nearly one in five students from the 2010 cohort remained enrolled six years after college entry (18.9 percent), and over 
one-third were no longer enrolled at any institution (39.0 percent). These rates decreased for students enrolled exclusively 
full time—the percent of students who remained enrolled fell to 8.5 percent, while the percent of students who left without 
completing decreased to 31.4 percent.  

Private Nonprofit Four-Year HBCUs: Completion Rates
Nearly half of students who started at a private nonprofit four-year HBCU completed a credential (at their starting institu-
tion or at another institution) within six years (47.1 percent). The total completion rate increased for students who attended 
exclusively full time to 63.6 percent. 

Table 9.5: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Private Nonprofit Four-Year HBCUs: Fall 2010 
Cohort 

Total  
Completion  

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)
Not Enrolled (at 
Any Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=11,798) 47.1% 37.3% 2.2% 7.6% 16.7% 36.3%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=6,703) 63.6% 55.0% 1.4% 7.2% 6.9% 29.6%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center      

First Completion at Starting Institution
Nearly four in 10 students who started at a private nonprofit four-year HBCU completed a degree at their starting institution 
(37.3 percent) within six years. This rate increased to over half for students who enrolled exclusively full time (55.0 percent). 

Transfer and Completion 
Nearly one in 10 students completed their first credential at another institution: 2.2 percent did so at a two-year institution 
and 7.6 percent did so at another four-year institution. These rates decreased slightly for the exclusively full-time sub-cohort: 
1.4 percent completed at a two-year institution and 7.2 percent completed at another four-year institution. 

Non-completion 
Of students who started at a private nonprofit four-year HBCU in 2010, 16.7 percent remained enrolled in the sixth year, 
while over one-third of students were no longer enrolled at any institution (36.3 percent). These rates decreased for students 
enrolled exclusively full time, with 6.9 percent still enrolled and 29.6 percent left without completing a credential.
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TRIBAL COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES
Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) are chartered by their respective Indian tribes through the sovereign authority of 
the tribes or by the federal government. In 2016, there were 34 TCUs12 enrolling 16,677 undergraduate and 143 graduate 
students. Of these, 25 were public two-year colleges, eight were private nonprofit two-year institutions, and one was a public 
four-year institution. Due to small sample sizes, completion rate data are unavailable for TCUs. 

Undergraduate Enrollment
American Indian or Alaska Native13 students represented the majority of undergraduate students enrolled at TCUs, a pattern 
that held true across sectors. 

Figure 9.3: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at TCUs, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | More than three-quarters of all undergraduate students enrolled at TCUs in 2016 were American Indian or Alaska Native 
(77.8 percent). White students represented the second largest group (16.5 percent); the remaining 5.7 percent of under-
graduate students were from other backgrounds. 

 | The student body at the one public four-year TCU was slightly more diverse, where Hispanics represented one-fifth of 
the study body, American Indian or Alaska Native students represented 63.8 percent, and Whites made up 7.7 percent. 

Most students attending TCUs enrolled at public two-year institutions, followed by private nonprofit two-year institutions. 
Nearly three-quarters of all American Indian or Alaska Native undergraduate students enrolled at TCUs attended a public 
two-year institution (74.5 percent), and slightly less than one-quarter were enrolled at private nonprofit two-year institutions 
(23.0 percent). The majority of students from other groups were also enrolled in public two-year TCUs. A larger share of 
Hispanic students, however, were enrolled in the public four-year institution (30.7 percent) than most other groups. 

12 The total count of TCUs only includes those institutions that report data to IPEDS. 
13 Data from IPEDS, from which this analysis was derived, do not disaggregate enrollment data for individuals who are American Indian or Alaska 

Native. Therefore, estimates in this chapter represent these groups as a combined total. 
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Figure 9.4: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at TCUs Across Sector, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.
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HISPANIC-SERVING INSTITUTIONS
Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) are institutions with 25 percent or more total undergraduate Hispanic full-time equiv-
alent student enrollment. In 2016, there were 375 HSIs14 enrolling about 3.5 million undergraduate and 290,080 graduate 
students. Of this number, 182 were public two-year colleges, 88 were private nonprofit four-year institutions, 77 were public 
four-year institutions, and 27 were private nonprofit two-year institutions.

Undergraduate Enrollment
Hispanic students represented just under half of all students enrolled in HSIs. This pattern was similar across sectors, with the 
exception of private nonprofit four-year HSIs, where more than half of students were Hispanic. 

Figure 9.5: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at HSIs, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  The total count for HSIs includes one non-degree-granting, sub- 
baccalaureate institution.

 | Hispanics represented nearly half of all undergraduate students at HSIs in 2016 (49.0 percent), followed by White (24.6 
percent), Black (9.0 percent), and Asian (8.3 percent) students. The remaining 9.2 percent were from other backgrounds, 
including 2.5 percent who were international students. 

 | Enrollment at private nonprofit four-year HSIs followed a different pattern than other sectors. Hispanics represented 
65.0 percent of students, followed by White (17.3 percent), and Black (6.6 percent) students. 

The majority of Hispanic students attending HSIs enrolled in public two-year institutions (63.8 percent), compared with 
public four-year (27.0 percent), private nonprofit four-year (8.2 percent), and private nonprofit two-year (1.0 percent)  
HSIs. The majority of students from other groups were also enrolled in public two-year HSIs, with the exception of inter-
national students who were as likely to enroll in public two-year and public four-year HSIs (47.1 percent and 47.5 percent, 
respectively). 

14  The total count for HSIs includes one non-degree-granting, sub-baccalaureate institution.
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Figure 9.6: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at HSIs Across Sector, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Notes: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.  |  The total count for HSIs includes one non-degree-granting,  
sub-baccalaureate institution.

Public Two-Year HSIs: Completion Rates
Over one-third of students who started at a public two-year HSI completed a credential (at their starting institution or at 
another institution) within six years (34.2 percent). The total completion rate for students who attended exclusively full time 
rose to 53.0 percent. 

Table 9.6: Six-Year Outcomes (300% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Two-Year HSIs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Four-Year

Subsequent 
Completion  

at a Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=273,604) 34.2% 22.0% 3.6% 8.5% 5.8% 22.1% 43.8%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=43,118) 53.0% 37.9% 3.3% 11.8% 16.8% 4.3% 42.8%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
More than one in five students who began college at a public two-year HSI completed their first credential at their starting 
institution (22.0 percent). The completion rate was much higher for students who enrolled full time, at 37.9 percent. 
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Transfer and Completion 
About 12 percent of students overall completed their first credential at another institution: 3.6 percent did so at another 
two-year institution and 8.5 percent did so at a four-year institution. Among all students who started at a public two-year 
HSIs, 5.8 percent completed an additional, subsequent degree at a four-year institution. These rates increased for students 
who studied exclusively full time: 15.1 percent of full-time students transferred and completed their first credential at another 
institution, while the percent of students who went on to complete a subsequent degree at a four-year institution nearly 
tripled (16.8 percent).

Non-completion 
A little more than one in five students who started college in 2010 remained enrolled in 2016 (22.1 percent). More than 40 
percent of students had left without completing a credential (43.8 percent). Exclusively full-time students were substantially 
less likely to remain enrolled in the sixth year (4.3 percent), but were nearly as likely as students were overall to have left with-
out completing a credential (42.8 percent). 

Public Four-Year HSIs: Completion Rates
Among students who started at a public four-year HSI, over half completed a credential within six years (53.6 percent), either 
at their starting institution or at another institution. The total completion rate increased to more than three-quarters of exclu-
sively full-time students completed within six years (76.4 percent). 

Table 9.7: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Four-Year HSIs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total  
Completion 

 Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)
Not Enrolled (at 
Any Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=167,859) 53.6% 41.9% 3.0% 8.7% 18.0% 28.5%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=53,705) 76.4% 67.4% 2.0% 7.0% 5.6% 18.1%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
About four in 10 students who started at a public four-year HSI completed at their starting institution (41.9 percent). This 
rate increased to more than two-thirds of students among those who studied exclusively full time (67.4 percent). 

Transfer and Completion 
Over one in 10 students who started at a public four-year HSI transferred and completed at another institution: 3.0 percent 
did so at a two-year institution and 8.7 percent did so at another four-year institution. Students who enrolled exclusively full 
time were slightly less likely to complete at another institution (9.0 percent).

Non-completion 
Nearly one in five students remained enrolled six years after starting college (18.0 percent), and more than one-quarter of all 
students left without completing a degree (28.5 percent). These rates decreased substantially for students who enrolled exclu-
sively full time, where 5.6 percent of full-time students remained enrolled and 18.1 percent had left without a credential. 

http://www.equityinhighered.org


227 www.equityinhighered.org

Private Nonprofit Four-Year HSIs: Completion Rates 
Over half of all students who started at a private nonprofit four-year HSI completed a credential (at their starting institution 
or at another institution) within six years (61.0 percent). The total completion rate increased to more than three-quarters of 
exclusively full-time students (76.4 percent). 

Table 9.8: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Private Nonprofit Four-Year HSIs: Fall 2010 
Cohort

Total  
Completion  

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)
Not Enrolled (at 
Any Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=20,605) 61.0% 48.0% 3.1% 9.9% 12.8% 26.3%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=10,682) 76.4% 66.6% 1.8% 8.0% 4.3% 19.3%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center 

First Completion at Starting Institution
Almost half of all students who started at a private nonprofit four-year HSI completed at their starting institution (48.0 per-
cent) within six years. This rate increased to 66.6 percent for students who enrolled exclusively full time. 

Transfer and Completion 
Thirteen percent of students completed at a different institution within six years: 3.1 percent did so at a two-year institution 
and 9.9 percent did so at a different four-year institution. Roughly one in 10 students who enrolled exclusively full time com-
pleted a credential at a different institution (9.8 percent). 

Non-completion
More than 10 percent of students who started in 2010 remained enrolled six years later (12.8 percent), and more than 
one-quarter were not enrolled in any college and did not earn a degree (26.3 percent). These rates decreased for students who 
enrolled exclusively full time, of whom 4.3 percent remained enrolled, and 19.3 percent left college without completing a 
degree. 
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ALASKA NATIVE- AND NATIVE HAWAIIAN-SERVING INSTITUTIONS
Alaska Native-Serving Institutions are institutions with at least 20 percent Alaska Native undergraduate students. Native 
Hawaiian-Serving Institutions are institutions with at least 10 percent Native Hawaiian15 undergraduate student enrollment. 
Collectively, these institutions are referred to as ANNH institutions; in 2016, there were 27 ANNHs enrolling 83,225 under-
graduate and 9,075 graduate students. Of these, 14 were public two-year institutions, seven were public four-year institutions, 
and three each were private nonprofit two-year and private nonprofit four-year institutions. 

This report utilizes data from the U.S. Department of Education’s College Scorecard to identify institutions that were eligible in 2015–16 
to apply for a grant under Title III and Title V of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008. Under this act, Alaska Native-Serving Insti-
tutions and Native Hawaiian-Serving Institutions have different enrollment thresholds for meeting eligibility requirements for federal MSI 
designation and funding. Although the enrollment threshold varies for the two MSI types, these institutions are collectively referred to 
as ANNH institutions and are under the same program within Title III. As a result, the College Scorecard identifies institutions as eligible 
for ANNH designation and funding, but does not explicitly state whether an institution is an Alaska Native-Serving Institution or a Native 
Hawaiian-Serving Institution. Therefore, the data for this section examine enrollment and outcomes for these institutions as a collective 
MSI type. Of note, completion rate data for private nonprofit four-year ANNHs were not available due to small sample size. 

Undergraduate Enrollment
Roughly one-quarter of all undergraduate students at ANNHs were Asian. American Indian or Alaska Native and Native 
Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students represented slightly fewer than one in five students enrolled at these institutions. 
Of note, and as described in the text box above, enrollment by distinct racial and ethnic groups at ANNH institutions can be 
misleading given that the two institution types (Alaska Native-Serving Institutions and Native Hawaiian-Serving Institutions) 
are combined into one overarching MSI type; the reader should interpret these data with that limitation in mind. 

Figure 9.7: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at ANNHs, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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15 Data from IPEDS, from which this analysis was derived, do not disaggregate enrollment data for individuals who are Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander. Therefore, estimates in this chapter represent these groups as a combined total.  
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 | About one-quarter of all undergraduate students enrolled at ANNHs in fall 2016 were Asian (24.9 percent), followed by 
White students (20.6 percent) and students of more than one race (20.2 percent). American Indian or Alaska Native and 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students represented 17.4 percent of all undergraduate students at ANNHs in 
2016. The remaining 16.9 percent were from other backgrounds. 

 | By sector, American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students together represented 
the largest share of students at private nonprofit four-year (22.9 percent) and private nonprofit two-year (36.5 percent) 
institutions. The second largest racial and ethnic group within both sectors was Asian students. 

Students enrolled at ANNH institutions were more likely to attend public institutions than private nonprofit institutions. 
The majority of American Indian or Alaska Native students at ANNHs were enrolled in public four-year institutions (61.7 
percent), followed by public two-year (29.9 percent), private nonprofit four-year (6.9 percent), and private nonprofit two-year 
(1.5 percent) institutions. Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students followed a different pattern, with the majority 
of these students enrolling in public two-year ANNHs (70.0 percent), followed by public four-year (25.2 percent), private 
nonprofit four-year (3.4 percent), and private nonprofit two-year (1.4 percent) institutions. 

Figure 9.8: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at ANNHs Across Sector, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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 | More than half of Asian students (54.0 percent), Hispanic students (52.0 percent), students of more than one race (57.0 
percent), and international students (58.4 percent) who attended ANNHs were enrolled in public two-year institutions, 
while nearly two-thirds of White students were enrolled in public four-year ANNHs (64.3 percent). 

 | The share of Black students who attended public four-year ANNHs was 42.0 percent, followed by 33.2 percent at public 
two-year, and 22.8 percent at private nonprofit four-year institutions. 
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Public Two-Year ANNHs: Completion Rates
More than one-third of all students who started at a public two-year ANNH completed a credential within six years at their 
starting institution or at another institution (39.3 percent). The total completion rate increased to slightly more than half for 
exclusively full-time students (50.7 percent). 

Table 9.9: Six-Year Outcomes (300% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Two-Year ANNHs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Four-Year

Subsequent 
Completion  

at a Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=5,510) 39.3% 31.6% 4.1% 3.7% 7.6% 11.6% 49.1%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=1,483) 50.7% 43.8% 2.5% 4.4% 16.1% 3.0% 46.3%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
Slightly less than one-third of students who started at a public two-year ANNH completed at their starting institution (31.6 
percent). This completion rate increased to 43.8 percent for students who enrolled exclusively full time. 

Transfer and Completion 
About 8 percent of students who started in 2010 transferred and completed their first credential at another institution: 4.1 
percent did so at another two-year institution and 3.7 percent did so at a four-year institution. About 8 percent of students 
completed another, subsequent degree at a four-year institution (7.6 percent). The rate of students who completed a subse-
quent degree at a four-year institution more than doubled for students who enrolled exclusively full time (16.1 percent). 

Non-completion 
Roughly one in 10 students overall remained enrolled six years after starting college (11.6 percent). Nearly half of all students 
left without completing a credential (49.1 percent). For exclusively full-time students, the percent that remained enrolled 
decreased substantially (3.0 percent), while the percent of students who left college without a credential stayed nearly the 
same (46.3 percent). 

Public Four-Year ANNHs: Completion Rates
Roughly four in 10 students who started at a public four-year ANNH completed a credential within six years (43.8 percent), 
either at their starting institution or at another institution. The total completion rate for students who attended exclusively 
full time rose to 69.7 percent. 

Table 9.10: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Four-Year ANNHs: Fall 2010 Cohort 

Total  
Completion  

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution:  
Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)
Not Enrolled (at 
Any Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=7,370) 43.8% 33.5% 3.7% 6.7% 15.2% 41.0%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=2,442) 69.7% 58.2% 3.3% 8.1% 5.8% 24.6%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center
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First Completion at Starting Institution
One-third of students who started at a public four-year ANNH completed at their starting institution (33.5 percent). The 
completion rate increased to 58.2 percent among students who enrolled exclusively full time. 

Transfer and Completion 
About 10 percent of students transferred and completed their first credential at a different institution: 3.7 did so at a two-year 
institution and 6.7 percent did so at another four-year institution. These rates increased slightly for students who enrolled 
exclusively full time to 11.4 percent, with 3.3 percent completing at a two-year institution and 8.1 percent completing at a 
different four-year institution. 

Non-completion 
About 15 percent of students in the 2010 cohort remained enrolled in college in the sixth year (15.2 percent), while nearly 
four in 10 had left without completing a credential (41.0 percent). These numbers decreased substantially for students who 
studied exclusively full time, of whom 5.8 percent remained enrolled and nearly one-quarter left college without a credential 
(24.6 percent). 
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ASIAN AMERICAN AND NATIVE AMERICAN PACIFIC ISLANDER-SERVING  
INSTITUTIONS
Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander-Serving Institutions (AANAPISIs) are institutions with at least 10 per-
cent Asian American and Pacific Islander undergraduate student enrollment. In 2016, there were 120 AANAPISIs enrolling 
over 1.3 million undergraduate and 169,241 graduate students. Of this number, 54 were public two-year colleges, 36 were 
public four-year institutions, 23 were private nonprofit four-year institutions, and seven were private nonprofit two-year 
institutions. 

Undergraduate Enrollment
Across all AANAPISIs, Asians and Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders represented nearly one in five undergraduate 
students. The total share of Asian and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students varied by sector. 

Figure 9.9: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at AANAPISIs, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Over half of all undergraduate students enrolled at AANAPISIs in fall 2016 were White or Hispanic (28.9 percent and 
28.7 percent, respectively). Nearly one in five students at AANAPISIs were Asian or Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander students (20.2 percent), one in 10 were Black (9.6 percent), and the remaining 12.5 percent were from other 
backgrounds. 

 | The racial and ethnic backgrounds of students enrolled at public AANAPISIs followed a similar pattern. Differences 
emerge, however, among private nonprofit AANAPISIs. Asian and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students 
represented 16.5 percent of all students at private nonprofit four-year AANAPISIs, the third largest group behind White 
(35.1 percent) and Hispanic (19.8 percent) students. At private nonprofit two-year AANAPISIs, Asian and Native 
Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander students represented nearly 25 percent of all students, the second largest racial or 
ethnic group behind Hispanic students (40.1 percent). 
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A little more than half of all students enrolled at AANAPISIs attended a public two-year institution. This increased to nearly 
two-thirds of all students from Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander backgrounds. Nearly half of Asian students enrolled 
at AANAPISIs attended a public four-year institution (49.1 percent), followed by public two-year institutions (46.4 percent) 
and 4.5 percent who were enrolled in private nonprofit two-year and four-year institutions. Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander students attending AANAPISIs had a different enrollment pattern, with nearly two-thirds of these students enrolling 
in public two-year institutions (65.7 percent), followed by public four-year (29.4 percent) and private nonprofit four-year and 
two-year institutions (4.8 percent). With the exception of international students, over half of all other student groups enrolled 
in AANAPISIs were in two-year colleges. The majority of international students enrolled in AANAPISIs were in public four-
year institutions (58.9 percent). 

Figure 9.10: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at AANAPISIs Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

Public Two-Year AANAPISIs: Completion Rates
Nearly four in 10 students who started at a public two-year AANAPISI completed a credential, at their starting institution 
or at another institution, within six years (37.6 percent). The total completion rate for students who attended exclusively full 
time rose to 60.6 percent. 

Table 9.11: Six-Year Outcomes (300% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Two-Year AANAPISIs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Four-Year

Subsequent 
Completion  

at a Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=86,330) 37.6% 24.2% 3.8% 9.6% 7.9% 21.6% 40.8%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=14,976) 60.6% 42.4% 3.2% 15.1% 21.8% 3.9% 35.5%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

http://www.equityinhighered.org


234 www.equityinhighered.org 235 

First Completion at Starting Institution
Nearly one-quarter of all students who started at a public two-year AANAPISI completed their first credential at their starting 
institution (24.2 percent). This completion rate nearly doubled for exclusively full-time students (42.4 percent). 

Transfer and Completion 
About 13 percent of students overall completed their first credential at another institution: 3.8 percent did so at another two-
year institution and 9.6 percent did so at a four-year institution. About 8 percent of students completed another, subsequent 
degree at a four-year institution within six years (7.9 percent). Students who enrolled exclusively full time were more likely 
to transfer and complete their first credential within six years: 3.2 percent did so at another two-year institution and 15.1 
percent did so at a four-year institution. Exclusively full-time students were also nearly three times as likely to complete a 
subsequent degree at a four-year institution (21.8 percent). 

Non-completion 
Slightly more than one in five students who started at a public two-year AANAPISI remained enrolled in the sixth year (21.6 
percent). The percent of students who had left without completing a credential was nearly double that at 40.8 percent. Stu-
dents who enrolled exclusively full time were much less likely to remain enrolled in the sixth year (3.9 percent), and were less 
likely to have left college without a credential (35.5 percent). 

Public Four-Year AANAPISIs: Completion Rates
Roughly six in 10 students who started at a public four-year AANAPISI completed a credential within six years (61.4 
percent), either at their starting institution or at another institution. The total completion rate for students who attended 
exclusively full time rose to 82.8 percent. 

Table 9.12: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Four-Year AANAPISIs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total  
Completion  

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Two-Year

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=87,062) 61.4% 49.4% 2.7% 9.3% 15.7% 22.9%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=35,411) 82.8% 73.3% 1.5% 7.9% 5.1% 12.1%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
Almost half of all students who started at a public four-year AANAPISI completed their first credential at their starting 
institution within six years (49.4 percent). This rate increased for students who enrolled exclusively full time, of whom nearly 
three-quarters completed at their starting institution (73.3 percent). 

Transfer and Completion 
About 12 percent of students completed their first credential at another institution: 2.7 percent did so at a two-year institu-
tion and 9.3 percent did so at another four-year institution. This rate decreased for the exclusively full-time student cohort, of 
whom 9.4 percent completed at a different institution. 
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Non-completion 
Approximately 16 percent of students and 5.1 percent of exclusively full-time students remained enrolled in 2016. More than 
22 percent of all students had yet to complete a credential and were no longer enrolled in the sixth year. This rate decreased to 
about 12 percent among students who enrolled exclusively full time.  

Private Nonprofit Four-Year AANAPISIs: Completion Rates 
About seven in 10 students who started at a private nonprofit four-year AANAPISI completed a credential within six years, at 
their starting institution or at another institution (73.0 percent). The total completion rate for exclusively full-time students 
was 87.3 percent. 

Table 9.13: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Private Nonprofit Four-Year AANAPISIs: Fall 
2010 Cohort

Total  
Completion  

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Two-Year

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=11,274) 73.0% 60.2% 2.9% 9.9% 10.6% 16.4%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=6,956) 87.3% 77.2% 1.4% 8.7% 2.6% 10.1%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
The majority of all students who started at a private nonprofit four-year AANAPISI in 2010 completed at their starting insti-
tution within six years (60.2 percent). This rate increased to 77.2 percent among students who enrolled exclusively full time. 

Transfer and Completion 
Around 13 percent of students completed their first credential at another institution: 2.9 percent did so at a two-year institu-
tion and 9.9 percent did so at another four-year institution. Students who enrolled exclusively full time were slightly less likely 
to complete their first credential at another institution (10.1 percent). 

Non-completion 
Roughly one in 10 students overall (10.6 percent) and 2.6 percent of exclusively full-time students remained enrolled in the 
sixth year. A little more than 16 percent of all students and 10.1 percent of exclusively full-time students left college without 
completing a degree within six years. 
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PREDOMINANTLY BLACK INSTITUTIONS
Predominantly Black Institutions (PBIs) are those that enroll at least 1,000 undergraduate students, have at least 50 percent 
low-income or first-generation college degree-seeking undergraduate student enrollment, have low undergraduate expen-
ditures in comparison with other institutions offering similar instruction, and enroll at least 40 percent African American 
students. PBIs are different from HBCUs in that PBIs must meet these criteria before receiving federal designation, whereas 
HBCUs were established for the purpose of educating Black Americans. In 2016, there were 104 PBIs enrolling over 403,982 
undergraduate and 22,209 graduate students—56 were public two-year colleges, 23 were private nonprofit four-year, 17 were 
private nonprofit two-year institutions, and eight were public four-year institutions. 

Undergraduate Enrollment
Black students represented nearly half of all students enrolled at PBIs. This pattern continued across all sectors, with the 
exception of private nonprofit two-year PBIs, where Black students represented nearly six in 10 students. 

Figure 9.11: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at PBIs, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | About half of all undergraduate students enrolled at PBIs in fall 2016 were Black (49.5 percent), followed by White (30.0 
percent) and Hispanic (9.2 percent) students. The remaining 11.3 percent were from other backgrounds. 

 | Similar enrollment patterns occurred across PBI sectors, though the share of Black students increased to nearly six in 10 
at private nonprofit two-year PBIs (57.3 percent). 

Across all groups, the majority of students who were enrolled at PBIs attended public two-year institutions, the dominant PBI 
type. Over three-quarters of all Black students attending PBIs were enrolled in a public two-year institution (78.0 percent), 
followed by public four-year (13.7 percent), private nonprofit four-year (6.2 percent), and private nonprofit two-year (2.2 
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percent) institutions. The majority of students across all other backgrounds followed a similar pattern, and were enrolled in 
public two-year PBIs. Asian students were more likely than their peers to enroll in public four-year PBIs (40.4 percent). 

Figure 9.12: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at PBIs Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

Public Two-Year PBIs: Completion Rates
Just over one-third of students who started at a public two-year PBI completed a credential at their starting institution or at 
another institution within six years (33.8 percent). The total completion rate rose for students who attended exclusively full 
time to 45.3 percent. 

Table 9.14: Six-Year Outcomes (300% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Two-Year PBIs: Fall 2010 Cohort 

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Four-Year

Subsequent 
Completion  

at a Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=62,693) 33.8% 23.5% 3.5% 6.8% 4.0% 14.8% 51.4%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=14,869) 45.3% 34.9% 2.7% 7.7% 9.3% 4.0% 50.7%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
Slightly less than one-quarter of all students who first began college at a public two-year PBI in 2010 completed at their 
starting institution within six years (23.5 percent). This rate increased to 34.9 percent for students who enrolled exclusively 
full time. 
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Transfer and Completion 
Approximately 10 percent of students overall (10.3 percent) and those who studied exclusively full time (10.4 percent) 
completed their first credential at a different institution. Four percent of all students completed another, subsequent degree 
at a four-year institution within six years. This rate more than doubled for students who enrolled exclusively full time (9.3 
percent). 

Non-completion 
About 15 percent of students overall remained enrolled in 2016 (14.8 percent), compared with only 4.0 percent of exclusively 
full-time students. Roughly half of students overall, as well as those who attended exclusively full time, left college without 
completing a credential within six years (51.4 and 50.7 percent, respectively). 

Public Four-Year PBIs: Completion Rates
Half of all students who started at a public four-year PBI completed a credential within six years (49.9 percent), either at their 
starting institution or at another institution. Nearly 70 percent of exclusively full-time students completed a credential at any 
institution in this same period (68.3 percent). 

Table 9.15: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Four-Year PBIs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total  
Completion  

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Two-Year

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=9,197) 49.9% 34.6% 3.6% 11.7% 20.9% 29.2%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=2,773) 68.3% 53.2% 2.1% 13.0% 7.8% 24.0%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
A little more than one-third of all students who first enrolled at a public four-year PBI completed at their starting institution 
within six years (34.6 percent). This rate increased to more than half of students who enrolled exclusively full time (53.2 
percent). 

Transfer and Completion 
Approximately 15 percent of students overall, as well as exclusively full-time students, completed their credential at a different 
institution (15.3 percent and 15.1 percent, respectively). 

Non-completion 
About one in five students overall were still enrolled in the sixth year (20.9 percent), while nearly three in 10 students had left 
without completing a credential (29.2 percent). These rates decreased for students who enrolled exclusively full time, where 
the percent of students who remained enrolled fell to 7.8 percent, and the percent of students who left without completing 
decreased slightly to 24.0 percent. 

Private Nonprofit Four-Year PBIs: Completion Rates
About four in 10 students who started at a private nonprofit four-year PBI completed a credential within six years, either at 
their starting institution or at another institution (42.7 percent). Over half of exclusively full-time students completed in six 
years (55.8 percent). 
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Table 9.16: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Private Nonprofit Four-Year PBIs: Fall 2010 
Cohort

Total  
Completion  

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Two-Year

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=3,282) 42.7% 28.3% 3.3% 11.0% 15.8% 41.5%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=1,332) 55.8% 44.2% 2.4% 9.2% 6.7% 37.5%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center 

First Completion at Starting Institution
More than one-quarter of all students who started at a private nonprofit four-year PBI completed their first credential at their 
starting institution (28.3 percent). This rate increased to 44.2 percent for students who enrolled exclusively full time. 

Transfer and Completion 
About 14 percent of students completed at a different institution: 3.3 percent did so at a two-year institution and 11.0 per-
cent did so at another four-year institution. Roughly 12 percent of students who enrolled exclusively full time completed at a 
different institution (11.6 percent). 

Non-completion 
Approximately 16 percent of all students remained enrolled in the sixth year (15.8 percent), and 41.5 percent were no longer 
enrolled in any institution. These rates decreased for students who enrolled exclusively full time, with 6.7 percent still enrolled 
in the sixth year and 37.5 having left without completing a credential. 
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NATIVE AMERICAN-SERVING NONTRIBAL INSTITUTIONS
Native American-Serving Nontribal Institutions (NASNTIs) are institutions that have at least 10 percent undergraduate 
enrollment of Native American students. These institutions are different from TCUs in that NASNTIs receive federal designa-
tion predicated on reaching the established enrollment threshold, while TCUs were established for the purpose of educating 
Native American students. In 2016, there were 26 NASNTIs enrolling over 63,216 undergraduate and 4,460 graduate stu-
dents. Of these, 12 were public two-year colleges, nine were public four-year, three were private nonprofit two-year, and two 
were private nonprofit four-year institutions. Of note, due to small sample size, the NSC data presented here do not capture 
undergraduate outcomes at private nonprofit four-year institutions. 

Undergraduate Enrollment
Overall, American Indian or Alaska Native students were the second largest student group at these institutions. The racial 
and ethnic breakdown of the student body differed by sector, with private nonprofit NASNTIs having more racial and ethnic 
diversity than public institutions. 

Figure 9.13: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at NASNTIs, by Sector and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | American Indian or Alaska Native students represented 16.8 percent of all undergraduate students enrolled in NASNTIs 
in fall 2016, the second largest racial or ethnic group, behind White students (50.1 percent). Combined, nearly one- 
quarter of students at NASNTIs were Black (7.5 percent), Hispanic (7.1 percent), or of more than one race (8.8 percent). 

 | At private nonprofit four-year NASNTIs, over one-quarter of all students were Black (28.1 percent), followed by 
American Indian or Alaska Native (25.2 percent) and White students (20.0 percent). American Indian or Alaska Native 
students represented about one in five students at private nonprofit two-year NASNTIs, the second largest group behind 
White students (46.3 percent). 

A little more than half of all students enrolled at NASNTIs attended public four-year institutions (53.5 percent), followed by 
public two-year institutions (43.0 percent) and private nonprofit two-year and four-year institutions (3.6 percent). American 

http://www.equityinhighered.org


241 www.equityinhighered.org

Indian or Alaska Native students attending NASNTIs were most likely to be enrolled in public four-year and public two-year 
institutions (47.7 percent and 47.4 percent, respectively), compared with private nonprofit four-year and two-year institu-
tions (2.6 percent and 2.3 percent, respectively). Enrollment differed by student group when looking at NASNTIs across sector. 
More than half of Asian students (68.1 percent), Black students (60.6 percent), White students (53.3 percent), and students 
of more than one race (59.8 percent) were enrolled in public four-year NASNTIs, while Hispanic and Native Hawaiian or 
other Pacific Islander students were more likely to be enrolled in public two-year institutions (54.8 percent and 63.3 percent, 
respectively). 

Figure 9.14: Undergraduate Student Enrollment at NASNTIs Across Sectors, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

Public Two-Year NASNTIs: Completion Rates
The total completion rate for students who started at a public two-year NASNTI was 38.2 percent for students overall, and 
47.3 percent for exclusively full-time students—this rate captures completion at students’ starting institution or at another 
institution. 

Table 9.17: Six-Year Outcomes (300% of Normal Time) for Students Who Started at Public Two-Year NASNTIs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Two-Year

1st Completion 
at Different 
Institution: 
Four-Year

Subsequent 
Completion  

at a Four-Year

Still Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled  
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=3,408) 38.2% 26.0% 2.9% 9.2% 8.5% 10.6% 51.3%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=969) 47.3% 39.5% 2.1% 5.7% 18.4% 3.6% 49.1%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center
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First Completion at Starting Institution
More than one-quarter of all students who started at a public two-year NASNTI completed at their starting institution within 
six years (26.0 percent). This rate increased by 13.5 percentage points for students who enrolled exclusively full time, to 39.5 
percent. 

Transfer and Completion 
Over one in 10 of all students (12.2 percent) and 7.8 percent of exclusively full-time students completed their credential at 
a different institution. About 8 percent of all students earned another, subsequent degree at a four-year institution. This rate 
more than doubled for students who enrolled exclusively full time (18.4 percent). 

Non-completion 
Approximately 11 percent of all students remained enrolled in the sixth year. More than half of students overall had yet to 
complete a credential and were no longer enrolled (51.3 percent). Students who studied exclusively full time were much less 
likely to remain enrolled (3.6 percent), but nearly as likely as students overall to have left without completing a credential 
(49.1 percent). 

Public Four-Year NASNTIs: Completion Rates
Roughly four in 10 students who started at a public four-year NASNTI in 2010 completed a degree within six years (40.3 
percent), either at their starting institution or at another institution. This number increased to 60.0 percent for exclusively 
full-time students. 

Table 9.18: Six-Year Outcomes (150% of Normal Time) at Public Four-Year NASNTIs: Fall 2010 Cohort

Total 
Completion 

Rate

1st Completion 
at Starting 
Institution

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Two-Year

1st Completion at 
Different Institution:  

Four-Year

Still Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Not Enrolled 
(at Any 

Institution)

Overall Cohort (n=7,971) 40.3% 28.1% 4.0% 8.2% 16.2% 43.6%

Exclusively Full-Time (n=2,546) 60.0% 49.1% 2.5% 8.5% 5.1% 34.9%

Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

First Completion at Starting Institution
More than one-quarter of students who started at a public four-year NASNTI completed at their starting institution within 
six years (28.1 percent). This rate increased to almost half for students who enrolled exclusively full time (49.1 percent). 

Transfer and Completion 
About 12 percent of all students and 11.0 percent of exclusively full-time students completed their first credential at another 
institution. 

Non-completion 
Around 16 percent of students overall remained enrolled in college in the sixth year, and 43.6 percent did not complete a 
credential and were no longer enrolled. These rates decreased for students who studied exclusively full time, with 5.1 percent 
still enrolled and 34.9 percent who left without completing. 
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INTRODUCTION
Conversations on diversity in higher education often focus solely on student diversity, overlooking the importance of diver-
sity among faculty, staff, and leadership. This diversity is critical, both for the effective management of the institutions, given 
research that has shown that diverse companies and teams are more productive and innovative (Lorenzo and Reeves 2018; 
Hewlett, Marshall, and Sherbin 2013), and for their ability to educate a diverse student body. Diverse boards, presidential 
cabinets, research teams, and admissions offices, to name a few examples, are imperative for the twenty-first-century campus. 

In academe in particular, diverse faculty attract and mentor diverse students—one argument among many for the need to 
diversify higher education’s faculty body. Furthermore, a diverse pool of faculty has the potential to offer a wider array of 
methods for inquiry, instruction, and research available within an institution (Antonio 2002). As of 2016, almost three- 
quarters of full-time faculty1 at colleges and universities were White. The undergraduate student body was just 52.0 percent 
White. This imbalance appeared among all full-time faculty, from instructor to full professor, to a different extent at different 
types of institutions. College administrative, professional, and staff diversity varied greatly as well, depending on the area of 
work. There was greater racial and ethnic diversity among student affairs and academic affairs staff than in other areas. But the 
largest shares of employees from underrepresented groups were in service and maintenance staff positions. In the most visible 
positions at the top of the higher education employment hierarchy, 83.2 percent of college presidents were White in 2016. 

KEY FINDINGS
 | Nearly three-quarters of all full-time faculty in 2016 were White, one in five were faculty of color,2 and about 3 

percent each were international faculty3 or faculty of unknown racial and ethnic backgrounds.4

 | Among full-time faculty across all types of institutions, larger shares of White and Asian faculty than of other 
groups were full professors. A larger share of American Indian or Alaska Native faculty, Hispanic faculty, Black 
faculty, and faculty of more than one race were instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no academic rank5 than 
other groups. 

 | Among full-time faculty at public two-year institutions,6 larger shares of White and Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander faculty were full professors than any other group. About seven in 10 American Indian or Alaska 
Native and Hispanic faculty were instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no academic rank—the highest per-
centage of any other group. 

 | Full-time faculty of color at public four-year institutions were more likely to hold assistant professor positions 
than White faculty. Approximately one-third of all Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, Black, and full-
time faculty of more than one race held the rank of assistant professor, compared with nearly one-quarter of 
White faculty. 

1 Full-time faculty are those individuals reported to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) as full-time instructional staff 
with faculty status.

2 The group faculty of color includes American Indians or Alaska Natives, Asians, Blacks, Hispanics, Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, 
and faculty of more than one race.

3 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nonresident alien as “a person who is not a citizen or national of the United 
States and who is in this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.” In this chapter, nonresident 
aliens are labeled as international faculty.  

4 Race and ethnicity unknown is included among the racial and ethnic categories within IPEDS data, which are used in this chapter of the report. 
As a result, tables and figures include this group alongside other racial and ethnic categories.

5 IPEDS instructs institutions to report full-time instructional staff with faculty status as having no academic rank if their institution operates 
without standard academic ranks (e.g., full professor, associate professor, assistant professor).

6 Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. For more 
information, please refer to the report’s methods section.
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 | Overall, a larger share of White full-time faculty at private nonprofit four-year institutions had tenure compared 
with Hispanic and Black full-time faculty.

 | Full-time faculty of color were more likely than White full-time faculty to hold assistant professor positions at 
private nonprofit four-year institutions. Over one-third of full-time faculty of more than one race, and of Asian, 
Black, and Hispanic full-time faculty were assistant professors, compared with about one-quarter of White full-
time faculty. A larger share of White full-time faculty than of any other group were full professors.

 | Almost three-quarters of full-time faculty at for-profit institutions were instructors, lecturers, and faculty with 
no academic rank. The shares in this category ranged from 73.7 percent of White faculty to 82.8 percent of 
Hispanic faculty and 84.6 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native faculty. 

 | A little more than one-quarter of all chief student affairs and student life officers identified as a racial or ethnic 
group other than White—the largest percentage across all college and university administrative positions. 

 | Among college and university professional staff, more than one in four student affairs professionals and slightly 
more than one in five academic affairs professionals identified as people of color.

 | Whites represented the majority of all staff positions. However, there was greater racial and ethnic variation 
across staff positions than administrative or professional positions on campus. 

 | The percentage of college and university presidents who identified as a race or ethnicity other than White more 
than doubled between 1986 and 2016; however, fewer than one in five presidents identified as a person of color 
in 2016. Blacks represented the second largest racial or ethnic group and the largest share of non-White presi-
dents at nearly every institution type.

 | Across all Carnegie classifications, associate institutions were more likely to be led by presidents of color than 
any other institution type. 
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HIGHER EDUCATION FACULTY 
As shown in Chapter 3 of this report, “Enrollment in Undergraduate Education,” White students represented just over half of 
all undergraduate students in 2016. While the student body has increasingly become more diverse, the college and university 
faculty body remains largely White. Among the over 700,000 full-time faculty employed by higher education institutions in 
fall 2016, 73.2 percent were White, 21.1 percent were faculty of color, 3.1 percent were international, and 2.6 percent were of 
unknown racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

Figure 10.1: Total Full-Time Faculty, by Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Data reflect full-time faculty at public four-year, private nonprofit four-year, public two-year, and for-profit institutions. Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the 
length of the predominant award granted.

Full-Time Faculty by Rank
When considering diversity of faculty, it is important to also look at faculty rank, a hierarchical structure that often represents 
a promotion and increase in salary with each upward step (Tien and Blackburn 1996). Across all faculty ranks, the majority 
of all full-time faculty were White. The total share of Whites was highest among full professors (79.8 percent), followed by 
instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no academic rank (73.9 percent), associate professors (73.3 percent), and assistant 
professors (65.4 percent). 

http://www.equityinhighered.org


250 www.equityinhighered.org 251 

Figure 10.2: Full-Time Faculty, by Rank and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Data reflect full-time faculty at public four-year, private nonprofit four-year, public two-year, and for-profit institutions. Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the 
length of the predominant award granted.

By rank, 26.0 percent of all full-time faculty were full professors, 22.4 percent were associate professors, 25.0 percent were 
assistant professors, and 26.7 percent were instructors, lecturers, and faculty who had no academic rank. Large differences 
emerged by race and ethnicity and international status, where American Indian or Alaska Native, Black, Hispanic, Native 
Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander full-time faculty and full-time faculty of more than one race were more likely to be in 
non-professorial ranks than White, Asian, and international full-time faculty. 
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Figure 10.3: Full-Time Faculty Across Faculty Rank, by Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Data reflect full-time faculty at public four-year, private nonprofit four-year, public two-year, and for-profit institutions. Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the 
length of the predominant award granted.

 | Among full-time faculty, a larger share of White and Asian faculty were full professors (28.3 percent and 27.0 percent, 
respectively) than any other group, and were roughly 10 percentage points above the proportion of Black and Hispanic 
faculty in these positions (17.2 percent and 18.9 percent, respectively). International faculty were the least likely to hold 
full professor positions (8.4 percent). 

 | A larger share of Asian faculty held associate professor positions than other groups (26.8 percent). American Indian or 
Alaska Native (19.5 percent) and international (14.5 percent) faculty were the least likely to be associate professors. 

 | Over half of all international full-time faculty were assistant professors (55.0 percent)—the highest of any group. 

 | About four in 10 American Indian or Alaska Native full-time faculty were instructors, lecturers, and in faculty positions 
with no academic rank (40.3 percent)—the highest of any group. Roughly one-third of all Hispanic faculty (34.9 per-
cent), faculty of more than one race (32.5 percent), and Black faculty (32.3 percent) held these positions. 
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Faculty Rank and Tenure, by Higher Education Sector

Tenure plays an important role in higher education as a means to protect the academic freedom of faculty who teach and conduct 
research in colleges and universities across the country. Tenure allows for the free exchange of ideas, inquiry, and expression, while also 
protecting open dissent, elements which are necessary for teaching and learning (AAUP, n.d.). Faculty without tenure, therefore, do not 
have protections for academic freedom, making them susceptible to dismissal for ideas they express (AAUP 2018). The National Center 
for Education Statistics (2018) uses the following categories to describe faculty tenure status:7 

 Tenure: Status of a personnel position with respect to permanence of position 
 Tenure track: Personnel positions that lead to consideration for tenure 
 Not on tenure track: Personnel positions that are considered non-tenure earning positions

Public Two-Year Institutions
In 2016, there were over 122,000 full-time faculty at public two-year institutions. Of these, over three-quarters were White 
(76.8 percent), 20.4 percent were faculty of color, 0.7 percent were international, and 2.2 percent were of unknown racial and 
ethnic backgrounds. 

Figure 10.4: Full-Time Faculty at Public Two-Year Institutions, by Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

7 IPEDS allows institutions to categorize faculty into the categories outlined as most appropriately fits their institutional structure. As a result, 
there may be variance in how faculty are categorized into these three groups across institutions. 
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Among all full-time faculty at public two-year institutions in fall 2016, 63.8 percent were instructors, lecturers, and faculty 
with no academic rank, 14.1 percent were full professors, 11.6 percent were assistant professors, and 10.6 percent were associ-
ate professors. Differences in academic rank emerged by race and ethnicity and international status. 

Figure 10.5: Full-Time Faculty at Public Two-Year Institutions, by Faculty Rank and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | A larger share of White (15.1 percent) and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (14.9 percent) full-time faculty at 
public two-year institutions were full professors than any other group.

 | Over three-quarters of all American Indian or Alaska Native full-time faculty were instructors, lecturers, and faculty 
with no academic rank (76.3 percent)—the highest percentage of any group. Comparatively, just over half of all Native 
Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander full-time faculty (54.2 percent) and international full-time faculty (52.8 percent) held 
these positions. 
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Among all full-time faculty at public two-year institutions, roughly four in 10 faculty held tenure (40.1 percent), 14.9 percent 
were on the tenure track, and 45.0 percent were not on the tenure track or were at an institution with no tenure system. Dif-
ferences are apparent when examining these data by race and ethnicity. 

Table 10.1: Full-Time Faculty at Public Two-Year Institutions, by Faculty Rank, Tenure Status, and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016

Full Professors Associate Professors Assistant Professors
Instructors, Lecturers, 

and Faculty with No 
Academic Rank

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

All racial and ethnic groups 9.5% 0.3% 4.3% 6.3% 0.8% 3.4% 3.7% 3.8% 4.1% 20.6% 10.0% 33.1%

American Indian or Alaska Native 5.3% 0.8% 2.9% 3.5% 0.5% 2.2% 1.6% 2.7% 4.2% 18.8% 5.9% 51.7%

Asian 10.8% 0.2% 2.9% 7.2% 0.9% 2.9% 4.1% 4.4% 2.6% 29.4% 15.4% 19.3%

Black 6.2% 0.2% 3.1% 5.9% 1.0% 3.6% 4.6% 4.7% 4.9% 17.1% 9.3% 39.3%

Hispanic 7.9% 0.2% 2.6% 5.7% 0.5% 2.0% 3.7% 4.2% 2.0% 28.9% 16.5% 25.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 6.2% 0.0% 8.7% 7.6% 0.7% 1.1% 14.2% 2.9% 4.4% 25.5% 11.6% 17.1%

White 10.0% 0.3% 4.7% 6.4% 0.9% 3.6% 3.6% 3.6% 4.3% 19.5% 8.8% 34.3%

More than one race 8.0% 0.1% 3.3% 9.4% 0.8% 2.8% 3.3% 2.9% 4.4% 28.1% 13.3% 23.7%

Race or ethnicity unknown 7.5% 0.3% 1.6% 4.6% 0.6% 1.3% 4.0% 3.4% 2.1% 27.6% 24.3% 22.8%

International faculty 4.7% 0.2% 4.7% 7.7% 1.8% 4.8% 2.2% 14.6% 6.6% 22.3% 13.7% 16.9%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. 

 | Across rank, of the three largest groups among public two-year college full-time faculty—White, Hispanic, and Black— 
a larger share of Hispanics had tenure (46.1 percent), compared with 39.5 percent of Whites and 33.8 percent of Blacks. 

 | Over half of all American Indian or Alaska Native full-time faculty at public two-year institutions were instructors, 
lecturers, and faculty with no academic rank who were not on the tenure track or were at an institution without a tenure 
system (51.7 percent)—the highest percentage of any group. Over one-third of all Black (39.3 percent) and White (34.3 
percent) full-time faculty were also in these positions. 

 | Among full-time faculty, over one-quarter of all Asians (29.4 percent), Hispanics (28.9 percent), faculty of more than one 
race (28.1 percent), and Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders (25.5 percent) were instructors, lecturers, and faculty 
with no academic rank who had tenure. 
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Public Four-Year Institutions 
In 2016, there were over 345,000 full-time faculty at public four-year institutions. Of these, the majority were White (70.6 
percent), 22.2 percent were faculty of color, 4.5 percent were international, and 2.7 percent were of unknown racial and 
ethnic backgrounds. 

Figure 10.6: Full-Time Faculty at Public Four-Year Institutions, by Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. 

Among all full-time faculty at public four-year institutions, 29.0 percent were full professors, followed by assistant professors 
(27.5 percent), associate professors (25.3 percent), and instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no academic rank (18.2 per-
cent). Large differences emerged by race and ethnicity and international status. 

Figure 10.7: Full-Time Faculty at Public Four-Year Institutions, by Faculty Rank and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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 | A larger share of White (31.7 percent) and Asian (30.4 percent) full-time faculty at public four-year institutions were full 
professors than any other group. International full-time faculty were the least likely to hold full professor positions (8.2 
percent). 

 | A larger share of full-time faculty of color were assistant professors than White faculty. Around one-third of all Native 
Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders (34.6 percent), faculty of more than one race (34.5 percent), and Blacks (31.8 per-
cent) were assistant professors, compared with 24.0 percent of White full-time faculty. 

 | Over half of all international full-time faculty were assistant professors (57.7 percent)—the highest percentage of any 
group. 

 | A smaller share of Asian full-time faculty were instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no academic rank (9.9 percent) than 
all other groups, who were twice as likely to hold these positions. 

Overall, the majority of all full-time faculty at public four-year institutions had tenure (47.6 percent) or were in tenure track 
positions in 2016 (19.5 percent). A little more than one-quarter of all full-time faculty at public four-year institutions were 
tenured full professors (26.4 percent), followed by tenured associate professors (20.0 percent), and instructors, lecturers, and 
faculty with no academic rank who were not on the tenure track or were at an institution without a tenure system (17.6 per-
cent). Large differences emerged by race and ethnicity and international status, with some groups more heavily concentrated 
in tenure track positions. 

Table 10.2: Full-Time Faculty at Public Four-Year Institutions, by Faculty Rank, Tenure Status, and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016

Full Professors Associate Professors Assistant Professors
Instructors, Lecturers, 

and Faculty with No 
Academic Rank

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

All racial and ethnic groups 26.4% 0.4% 2.2% 20.0% 1.7% 3.6% 0.9% 17.1% 9.5% 0.2% 0.4% 17.6%

American Indian or Alaska Native 25.2% 0.4% 1.1% 21.5% 1.7% 2.8% 1.8% 18.3% 7.8% 0.0% 0.2% 19.1%

Asian 27.7% 0.4% 2.4% 22.4% 2.3% 4.6% 0.5% 18.0% 12.0% 0.1% 0.1% 9.6%

Black 19.4% 0.3% 1.2% 23.1% 2.5% 3.0% 2.3% 19.0% 10.5% 0.5% 0.6% 17.6%

Hispanic 21.2% 0.2% 1.5% 21.9% 1.5% 3.3% 0.7% 18.9% 9.8% 0.3% 0.3% 20.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 16.3% 0.5% 1.8% 16.7% 2.3% 5.0% 0.0% 17.2% 17.4% 0.2% 0.9% 21.6%

White 28.9% 0.4% 2.5% 20.1% 1.5% 3.7% 0.9% 14.4% 8.7% 0.3% 0.4% 18.3%

More than one race 17.3% 0.4% 1.0% 18.8% 1.9% 2.3% 0.6% 23.6% 10.3% 0.0% 0.2% 23.4%

Race or ethnicity unknown 12.7% 0.6% 1.5% 14.1% 2.7% 2.7% 0.3% 29.5% 12.0% 0.1% 0.3% 23.5%

International faculty 7.1% 0.2% 0.8% 11.6% 1.5% 1.5% 0.3% 43.3% 14.0% 0.1% 0.5% 19.0%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Overall, of the three largest groups among full-time faculty at public four-year institutions—White, Asian, and Black—
half of all Asian (50.6 percent) and White (50.2 percent) faculty and 45.3 percent of Black faculty had tenure. 

 | Over one-quarter of White (28.9 percent), Asian (27.7 percent), and American Indian or Alaska Native (25.2 percent) fac-
ulty were tenured full professors. Comparatively, only 7.1 percent of all international faculty were tenured full professors.
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 | A larger share of international faculty were assistant professors on the tenure track (43.3 percent)—the highest percentage 
of any group.

 | About one in five Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (21.6 percent), Hispanic (20.4 percent), American Indian 
or Alaska Native (19.1 percent), and international (19.0 percent) faculty were instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no 
academic rank who were not on the tenure track or were at an institution without a tenure system. 

Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions
Among the nearly 219,000 full-time faculty at private nonprofit institutions in 2016, three-quarters were White (75.5 percent), 19.4 
percent were faculty of color, 2.6 percent were international, and 2.5 percent were of unknown racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

Figure 10.8: Full-Time Faculty at Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions, by Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

Among all full-time faculty at private nonprofit four-year institutions in 2016, 29.7 percent were assistant professors, followed 
by full professors (29.0 percent), associate professors (25.3 percent), and instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no academic 
rank (15.9 percent). Large differences in academic rank emerged by race and ethnicity and international status. 
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Figure 10.9: Full-Time Faculty at Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions, by Faculty Rank and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Nearly one-third of White full-time faculty at private nonprofit four-year institutions were full professors (32.0 per-
cent)—the highest percentage of any group. In contrast, 18.8 percent of all Black full-time faculty, 18.0 percent of all 
faculty of more than one race, and 8.8 percent of all international faculty held full professor positions. 

 | Over half of all international faculty were assistant professors (52.8 percent)—the highest percentage of any group. A 
larger share of international faculty were instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no academic rank (24.2 percent) than any 
other group. 

 | Full-time faculty of color were more likely than White full-time faculty to hold assistant professor positions at these insti-
tutions. Over one-third of faculty of more than one race (40.8 percent), Asian (36.7 percent), Black (35.5 percent), and 
Hispanic (33.5 percent) faculty were assistant professors, compared with 26.9 percent of White faculty. 

Similar to public four-year institutions, in 2016, the majority of full-time faculty at private nonprofit four-year institutions 
had tenure (39.8 percent) or were in tenure track positions (19.7 percent). Slightly less than one-quarter of all full-time 
faculty at private nonprofit four-year institutions were tenured full professors (23.2 percent), followed by tenured associate 
professors (15.8 percent), and assistant professors who were on the tenure track (15.4 percent). Large differences emerged by 
race and ethnicity and international status, with some groups more heavily concentrated in tenure track positions. 
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Table 10.3: Full-Time Faculty at Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions, by Faculty Rank, Tenure Status, and Race and Ethnicity: 
Fall 2016

Full Professors Associate Professors Assistant Professors
Instructors, Lecturers, 

and Faculty with No 
Academic Rank

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

All racial and ethnic groups 23.2% 0.7% 5.2% 15.8% 3.1% 6.4% 0.7% 15.4% 13.6% 0.1% 0.5% 15.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 18.1% 0.6% 6.1% 19.6% 2.4% 8.1% 0.4% 13.4% 11.8% 0.0% 1.0% 18.7%

Asian 19.7% 0.7% 3.8% 15.8% 4.7% 6.3% 0.3% 21.5% 14.9% 0.1% 0.9% 11.3%

Black 13.8% 0.5% 4.5% 15.8% 3.6% 6.3% 0.9% 17.2% 17.3% 0.1% 1.0% 18.9%

Hispanic 16.8% 0.6% 3.7% 18.0% 3.5% 6.5% 0.5% 17.9% 15.1% 0.1% 0.7% 16.6%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 14.8% 0.4% 7.6% 16.3% 3.8% 10.6% 0.4% 17.4% 14.4% 0.0% 0.8% 13.6%

White 25.7% 0.7% 5.6% 16.1% 2.9% 6.5% 0.7% 13.3% 12.8% 0.1% 0.4% 14.9%

More than one race 14.2% 0.7% 3.1% 14.1% 2.5% 5.4% 0.8% 23.5% 16.5% 0.2% 0.4% 18.5%

Race or ethnicity unknown 11.1% 0.5% 3.5% 10.7% 2.8% 6.4% 0.4% 21.2% 20.2% 0.0% 0.7% 22.5%

International faculty 5.9% 0.3% 2.6% 9.1% 2.6% 2.5% 0.3% 37.9% 14.5% 0.0% 0.4% 23.8%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

 | Overall, of the three largest groups among private nonprofit four-year institutions—Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics—a 
larger share of Whites had tenure (about 43 percent), compared with 35.4 percent of Hispanics and 30.7 percent of 
Blacks. 

 | About one-quarter of all White full-time faculty were tenured full professors (25.7 percent)—6 percentage points higher 
than Asians, the next highest group.

 | Over one-third of all international faculty were assistant professors on the tenure track (37.9 percent)—the highest per-
centage of any group.

 | A larger share of American Indian or Alaska Native full-time faculty than of any other group were tenured associate profes-
sors (19.6 percent), while all other full-time faculty of color were most likely to be assistant professors on the tenure track. 
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For-Profit Institutions
Among the nearly 16,000 full-time faculty at for-profit institutions in 2016, the majority were White (69.2 percent), 26.0 
percent were faculty of color, 0.3 percent were international, and 4.5 percent were of unknown racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

Figure 10.10: Full-Time Faculty at For-Profit Institutions, by Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.

Nearly three-quarters of all full-time faculty at for-profit institutions in 2016 were instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no 
academic rank (74.6 percent), followed by full professors (9.3 percent), assistant professors (8.6 percent), and associate profes-
sors (7.5 percent). Slight differences in academic rank emerged by race and ethnicity and international status. 

Figure 10.11: Full-Time Faculty at For-Profit Institutions, by Faculty Rank and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016

Full professor
Associate professor
Assistant professor
Instructors, lecturers, and faculty 
with no academic rank

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%
v

v

v

v

International 
faculty

WhiteHispanicBlackAsian More
than 

one race

Native 
Hawaiian 

or other Pacific 
Islander 

American 
Indian or 

Alaska Native 

All racial 
and ethnic 

groups

Race or 
ethnicity 
unknown

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted.
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 | Across all groups, the majority of all full-time faculty at for-profit institutions were instructors, lecturers, and faculty 
with no academic rank. However, a larger share of American Indian or Alaska Native (84.6 percent) and Hispanic (82.8 
percent) faculty held these positions than other groups. 

 | International faculty were more likely than any other group to hold associate professor positions at for-profit institutions 
(12.8 percent). 

The majority of all full-time faculty at for-profit institutions were instructors, lecturers, and faculty with no academic rank 
who were not on the tenure track or were at an institution without a tenure system (74.5 percent). Although slight differences 
emerged by race and ethnicity and international status, full-time faculty at for-profit institutions were more likely than other 
sectors to work at institutions without tenure systems or not be on the tenure track. 

Table 10.4: Full-Time Faculty at For-Profit Institutions, by Faculty Rank, Tenure Status, and Race and Ethnicity: Fall 2016

Full Professors Associate Professors Assistant Professors
Instructors, Lecturers, 

and Faculty with No 
Academic Rank

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

Ten-
ured

On 
Tenure 
Track

Not on 
Tenure 
Track 
or No 

Tenure 
System

All racial and ethnic groups 0.3% 0.0% 9.0% 0.2% 0.1% 7.2% 0.0% 0.1% 8.5% 0.1% 0.0% 74.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 1.1% 0.0% 4.4% 0.0% 0.0% 4.4% 0.0% 0.0% 5.5% 0.0% 0.0% 84.6%

Asian 0.3% 0.1% 10.4% 0.0% 0.1% 8.2% 0.0% 0.0% 10.4% 0.0% 0.0% 70.4%

Black 0.2% 0.0% 6.9% 0.2% 0.3% 7.1% 0.0% 0.0% 7.3% 0.0% 0.0% 78.0%

Hispanic 0.0% 0.0% 8.8% 0.1% 0.0% 4.4% 0.0% 0.0% 4.0% 0.0% 0.0% 82.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 0.0% 0.0% 13.6% 2.3% 0.0% 2.3% 0.0% 0.0% 2.3% 0.0% 2.3% 77.3%

White 0.4% 0.0% 9.5% 0.2% 0.1% 7.3% 0.0% 0.1% 8.6% 0.1% 0.0% 73.6%

More than one race 0.7% 0.0% 8.5% 0.3% 0.0% 8.5% 0.0% 0.0% 12.1% 0.0% 0.0% 70.0%

Race or ethnicity unknown 0.0% 0.0% 5.8% 0.0% 0.1% 8.2% 0.0% 0.0% 13.6% 0.0% 0.0% 72.2%

International faculty 0.0% 0.0% 12.8% 0.0% 0.0% 12.8% 0.0% 0.0% 8.5% 0.0% 0.0% 66.0%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2016
Note: Institutions were categorized into sectors based upon control of the institution and the length of the predominant award granted. 

http://www.equityinhighered.org


262 www.equityinhighered.org 263 

HIGHER EDUCATION STAFF AND ADMINISTRATION 

The College and University Professional Association for Human Resources (CUPA-HR) conducts an annual survey of individuals employed 
at institutions of higher education across the country. Data presented in this report come from CUPA-HR’s 2017–18 academic year 
surveys of administrators, professionals, and staff in higher education. The Administrators in Higher Education Annual Report reflects 
responses of nearly 50,000 individuals in approximately 200 senior-level administrator positions at more than 1,100 institutions. The 
Professionals in Higher Education Annual Report includes responses from nearly 200,000 individuals in about 350 mid-level professional 
positions from more than 1,100 institutions. The Staff in Higher Education Annual Report reflects responses from nearly 175,000 individu-
als in 150 staff positions at more than 800 institutions. CUPA-HR uses the following definitions in its surveys: 
 
Administrative positions include top executive officers; senior institutional officers; academic deans; institutional administrators; heads 
of divisions, departments, and centers; and academic associate and assistant deans (Bichsel, Pritchard, Li, and McChesney 2018a). The 
administrative positions highlighted in this report include 11 of the most common administrators found in colleges and universities and 
are typically considered top executive officers.  
 
Professional positions include institutional affairs, student affairs, fiscal affairs, external affairs, facilities, information technology, 
research professionals, athletic affairs, and safety professionals, among others (Bichsel, Li, Pritchard, and McChesney 2018). Positions 
covered in this category include those with supervisory responsibilities that do not represent the majority of their time and effort. Addi-
tionally, all positions require at least a baccalaureate degree or equivalent in the field, and may require a terminal degree and/or profes-
sional licensure in the field (CUPA-HR 2018).  
 
Staff positions include office and clerical staff, service and maintenance staff, technical and paraprofessional staff, and skilled craft 
staff. These positions usually receive an hourly wage and are generally eligible for overtime pay and do not require a college degree 
(Bichsel, Pritchard, Li, and McChesney 2018b).

http://www.equityinhighered.org


263 www.equityinhighered.org

Administrative, Professional, and Staff Positions

Administrative8 
According to the CUPA-HR data, in 2017, Whites represented the majority of all administrative positions, although some 
positions had a larger percentage of people of color9 than others. 

Figure 10.12: College and University Administrators, by Position and Race and Ethnicity: 2017
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Source: Bichsel, Jacqueline, Adam Pritchard, Jingyun Li, and Jasper McChesney. 2018. Administrators in Higher Education Annual Report: Key Findings, Trends, and Comprehensive Tables for 2017–18 Academic 
Year. Research Report. Knoxville, TN: CUPA-HR.
Note: Some totals may not add to 100% due to rounding. 

 | A smaller share of chief student affairs and student life officers than of other types of administrators were White (75.0 
percent). About one-quarter of individuals in these positions identified as people of color (26.0 percent). 

 | Nearly one in five chief human resources officers identified as people of color, the group with the second largest share of 
people of color among all administrative roles. 

 | Police chiefs or chief campus security administrators made up the group with the third most racial and ethnic variation, 
with 18.0 percent of individuals in these roles identifying as people of color. 

 | Whites represented the vast majority of chief development officers (94.0 percent White), chief facilities officers (92.0 
percent White), and chief athletics administrators (90.0 percent White). 

8 Totals may not add to 100 percent due to rounding.
9 People of color include individuals who identified as Asian, Black, Hispanic, or an ethnicity other than White. 
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Professional
Whites also represented the majority of all professional positions, although there was great variation in the shares of people of 
color across different professional areas. 

Figure 10.13: College and University Professionals, by Position and Race and Ethnicity: 2017
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Source: Bichsel, Jacqueline, Jingyun Li, Adam Pritchard, and Jasper McChesney. 2018. Professionals in Higher Education Annual Report: Key Findings, Trends, and Comprehensive Tables for 2017–18 Academic 
Year. Knoxville, TN: CUPA-HR. 

 | People of color represented more than 30 percent of positions in the professional areas of safety (33.4 percent), other 
education (e.g., statistician and data analyst) (33.2 percent), and research (30.1 percent). However, safety and other edu-
cation positions represented less than 1 percent of all professional positions in higher education.

 | Student affairs (e.g., student programming and housing) and academic affairs (e.g., advisors and librarians) professionals 
made up the largest share of the professional workforce (19.2 percent and 16.2 percent, respectively). Over one in five 
academic affairs professionals identified as a race or ethnicity other than White (22.1 percent), and slightly more than one 
in four student affairs professionals identified as people of color (26.5 percent).

 | External affairs professionals (e.g., advancement services and alumni relations) were the least racially and ethnically 
diverse, with Whites representing 88.3 percent of all individuals in this role. 
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Staff
Whites represented the majority of all staff positions. However, there was more racial and ethnic variation among staff than 
other positions on campus, with the percentage of people of color ranging from 17 percent to over 42 percent. 

Figure 10.14: College and University Staff, by Position and Race and Ethnicity: 2017
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Source: Bichsel, Jacqueline, Jingyun Li, Adam Pritchard, and Jasper McChesney. 2018. Professionals in Higher Education Annual Report: Key Findings, Trends, and Comprehensive Tables for 2017–18 Academic 
Year. Knoxville, TN: CUPA-HR. 

 | The largest group of staff on campus were office and clerical staff (e.g., administrative assistants and records clerks). 
Roughly one-quarter of all office and clerical staff identified as people of color (25.9 percent), with 13.7 percent identify-
ing as Black, 7.4 percent as Hispanic, 2.5 percent as another racial or ethnic group, and 2.2 percent as Asian. 

 | About 42 percent of service and maintenance staff (e.g., construction and facilities) identified as people of color, with 
25.2 percent identifying as Black, 11.6 percent as Hispanic, 2.7 percent as Asian, and 2.7 percent as another race or 
ethnicity. 

 | More than one-quarter of all technical and paraprofessional staff (e.g., paralegals and IT systems specialists) identified as a 
race or ethnicity other than White, with 11.7 percent identifying as Black, 7.1 percent as Hispanic, 5.1 percent as Asian, 
and 2.9 percent as another race or ethnicity. 

 | Skilled crafts (e.g., electricians and carpenters) had the largest share of staff that identified as White (82.8 percent). 
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COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY PRESIDENTS

The American College President Study (ACPS), administered by the American Council on Education (ACE), is the longest-running and 
most comprehensive survey of college and university presidents across the United States. ACE first conducted the survey in 1986, and 
subsequently published the ACPS in 1988, 1993, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2007, 2012, and 2017. The data featured here were published in the 
American College President Study 2017, and represent responses from more than 1,500 presidents and chancellors. For more information, 
see www.aceacps.org.

College and University Presidents: 1986 to 2016
In 1986, Whites represented 91.9 percent of all college and university presidents. While Whites remained the majority in 
2016, their representation declined as the presidency became more racially and ethnically diverse. In 2016, 83.2 percent of all 
presidents identified as White, and 16.8 percent identified as people of color.  

Figure 10.15: College and University Presidents, by Race and Ethnicity, Select Years: 1986 to 2016
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Source: American Council on Education, American College President Study 2017
Notes: Data on individuals of more than one race were not collected prior to 2001.   |  In 2016, ACE introduced a new racial and ethnic category to allow presidents to identify as Middle Eastern or Arab American. 

College and University Presidents: 2016 
Whites represented the majority of presidents in 2016, followed by Blacks (7.9 percent), Hispanics (3.9 percent), Asians (2.3 
percent), and individuals of more than one race (1.4 percent). American Indians or Alaska Natives (0.7 percent) and Middle 
Eastern or Arab Americans10 (0.6 percent) made up the smallest fraction of all college and university presidents. 

10 The American College President Study 2017 included a broader set of racial and ethnic categories to allow respondents the ability to select the 
group with which they most closely identify. 
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Figure 10.16: College and University Presidents, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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In 2016, women represented only 30.1 percent of all college and university presidents, while men represented 69.9 percent. 
Women of color represented only 5 percent of all college and university presidents, while men of color represented just 12 
percent (Gagliardi et al. 2017). Approximately 83 percent of men and 83 percent of women presidents were White. A larger 
share of men presidents identified as either Asian or Hispanic (2.6 percent and 4.4 percent, respectively) than did women 
presidents (1.8 percent and 2.9 percent, respectively). A slightly larger share of women presidents identified as Black (9.0 
percent), compared with men (7.6 percent).

Figure 10.17: College and University Presidents, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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About three in 10 presidents led associate institutions (30.5 percent), followed by master’s (23.9 percent), bachelor’s (22.0 
percent), doctorate-granting (11.0 percent), special focus (9.4 percent), and “other” 11 (3.2 percent) institutions. 

Figure 10.18: College and University Presidents Across Carnegie Classification, by Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Note: “Other” includes institutions and systems not included in Carnegie Classification, including some state higher education systems.

 | A larger share of Middle Eastern or Arab American presidents (44.4 percent), Asian presidents (40.0 percent), presidents 
of more than one race (40.9 percent), Hispanic presidents (36.7 percent), and Black presidents (33.9 percent) led associ-
ate institutions than American Indian or Alaska Native (30.0 percent) and White (29.4 percent) presidents. 

 | American Indian or Alaska Native presidents were by far most likely to lead special focus institutions (70.0 percent), with 
the share of other groups leading these institutions in the single digits. Of note is that the classification of special focus 
includes Tribal Colleges and Universities.

 | Nearly one-third of all Hispanic presidents led master’s institutions (31.7 percent), compared with 9.0 percent of presi-
dents of more than one race. 

 | Nearly 26 percent of Asian presidents led doctorate-granting institutions, more than double any other group. 

11 Includes institutions and systems not included in the Carnegie Classification, including some state higher education systems. 
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Making up 83.2 percent of presidents nationally, Whites represented the majority in all Carnegie Classification types; how-
ever, some institutions had more racial and ethnic diversity in the presidency than others. 

Figure 10.19: College and University Presidents, by Carnegie Classification and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
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Note: “Other” includes institutions and systems not included in Carnegie Classification, including some state higher education systems.

 | Associate institutions and institutions classified as “other” were the most diverse, where about one out of five presidents 
were non-White (19.9 percent and 20.8 percent, respectively). 

 | Blacks represented the second largest racial or ethnic group and the largest share of non-White presidents at every insti-
tution type, with the exception of institutions classified as “other,” where Blacks and Hispanics held the same share (8.3 
percent each). 

 | American Indians or Alaska Natives represented 4.9 percent of all presidents at special focus institutions—the highest 
share of any institution type. 

 | Asians were most represented at doctorate-granting institutions, at 5.4 percent of all presidents. 
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While the American professoriate has long been predominantly White and male, there has been an increased emphasis on 
the lack of faculty diversity in higher education, particularly in the last five years. As students across the country protested 
incidents of racism and discrimination on and off campus in 2015–16, they called attention to the small numbers of Black, 
Latinx,1 and Native American professors on their campuses, and faculty diversity has consistently appeared on activists’ lists 
of demands (Chessman and Wayt 2016; Flaherty 2015). National agencies such as the National Science Foundation and 
National Institutes of Health have also widely noted the lack of national progress in diversifying the professoriate, and have 
developed new funding initiatives to support the training and development of scholars from underrepresented populations. 

Concerns about a lack of progress in faculty diversity are well founded. As evidenced in this volume, the numbers of under-
represented minority faculty2 on college and university campuses remain small, and racial and ethnic diversity of the professo-
riate remains significantly out of alignment with the nation’s undergraduate student body. According to data presented in this 
report, about three-quarters of all full-time faculty at degree-granting postsecondary institutions are White, while those who 
identify as Black, Latinx, and Native American collectively represent approximately 11 percent. Comparatively, over one-third 
of all students enrolled in college are Black, Latinx, or Native American, and 52 percent are White. 

In response to these trends, internal protests, and external pressures, colleges and universities have voiced both their struggles 
with and commitment to hiring a faculty body that looks more like their students. Some have instituted new recruitment 
strategies, policies, and programs directed at increasing the presence of Black, Latinx, and Native American professors, with 
varying levels of success. Given the challenges and opportunities inherent in efforts to move the needle on faculty diversity, it 
is important to consider and better understand the barriers that limit progress toward increased representation, as well as the 
efficacy of solutions at hand.  

To make substantive progress, colleges and universities must innovate, test, and replicate new strategies. This includes 
attending to the multiple ways that academic environments limit the success of talented scholars of color. Research shows 
that academic contexts and structures often result in decreased interest in entering, and increased levels of departure from, 
faculty positions (Gibbs et al. 2014; Kayes 2006; Tuitt, Sagaria, and Turner 2007). Recent discourse and research point to 
three specific areas that need to be addressed to catalyze progress: 1) attractiveness of faculty positions; 2) hiring, tenure, and 
promotion processes; and 3) departmental and campus climates for faculty of color. 

Extending Conversations About the Underrepresentation of Black, Latinx, and Native  
American Faculty
As the data in this report show, demographics of the U.S. professoriate suggest a mixed story of progress and stagnation in 
faculty diversity over the last 20 years. In many cases, newly hired professors are more diverse than the faculty body as a whole 
(e.g., Finkelstein, Conley, and Schuster 2016; Li and Koedel 2017); thus, it may be tempting to assume that the shifting 
demography of the U.S. population will eventually translate to a more diverse faculty body. It is important to view these data

1 “Latinx” is a gender-neutral version of Latino that is being used more widely. It includes Latina and Latino, which are usually used to refer to 
women and men within the community. It also is inclusive of individuals who are trans, queer, gender fluid, or do not identify with the gender 
binary.   

2 Black, Latinx, and Native American individuals have been identified as underrepresented minorities given that their representation in higher 
education is smaller than in the broader U.S. population. While Asian Americans experience marginalization in the academy and are not equally 
represented across all ethnic subgroups or in all disciplines (Poon et al. 2016), they are not usually considered underrepresented in the professoriate.    
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with a critical eye; the rate of change in the faculty body is not consistent with increases in diversity among undergraduates or 
even PhD recipients. 

Further, much of the shift in the demographics of the academy has been due to increases in the number of faculty from 
underrepresented backgrounds in non-tenure track and part-time positions (Finkelstein, Conley, and Schuster 2016). 
Although part-time and non-tenure track positions still provide students with exposure to faculty from a more diverse range 
of backgrounds, these positions do not have access to the protections of tenure, are more likely to be on temporary contracts, 
and are at the lowest ranks of the academic hierarchy. In other words, increasing faculty diversity in the most vulnerable aca-
demic positions does not solve the overall problem; rather, it creates new, pernicious inequities. 

Black, Latinx, and Native American faculty are also more scarce in particular academic disciplines. For example, much (and 
well-deserved) attention has been focused on science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields, where Black, Latinx, 

and Native American scholars were less than 9 percent of all faculty members in 2013. 
Looking beyond STEM, an analysis of selective U.S. research universities revealed that 
Black scholars are 2.7 percent and Latinx scholars are 5 percent of all economics profes-
sors, and under 2 percent of all English professors at these institutions identify as Black 
(Li and Koedel 2017). Finally, it is important to note that while Asian American faculty 
are rarely viewed as underrepresented within the professoriate, there are substantive 
differences across disciplines. Asian American faculty are more present in biology (13 
percent), chemistry (14 percent), and economics (21 percent) departments; however, 
they appear in much smaller numbers in humanities and social science disciplines such 
as English (6 percent) and sociology (8 percent) (Li and Koedel 2017). 

We must acknowledge that much of the discourse on increasing faculty diversity has focused on research universities, which 
may be rooted in the significant underrepresentation of Black, Latinx, and Native American professors in these environments. 
According to a TIAA Institution report (Finkelstein, Conley, and Schuster 2016), Black, Latinx, and Native American schol-
ars are most underrepresented at research universities; White faculty outnumber underrepresented minority tenured professors 
9.3 to 1, and 6.1 to 1 among tenure-track faculty. Disparities are also notable at master’s comprehensive institutions; under-
represented minority faculty are outnumbered by White faculty by 8 to 1 among tenured faculty and 5.9 to 1 for those on the 
tenure track. Disparities remain at baccalaureate and two-year institutions, but their faculties are more diverse. Analyses also 
reveal smaller differences between the representation of Black, Latinx, and Native American faculty when comparing those 
who are tenured and on the tenure track (Finkelstein, Conley, and Schuster 2016).

Higher Education’s Faculty “Pipeline Problem”
As institutions and national organizations have developed interventions to promote the increased representation of faculty 
of color, there has been an emphasis on increasing the number of potential candidates available. This is particularly true for 
faculty positions at research universities given the disparities described above and their role in the creation of new knowledge 
and the next generation of scholars. Some argue that outstanding Black, Latinx, and Native American faculty candidates are 
in short supply, and are frequently sought and hired away by institutions able to make more lucrative or otherwise attractive 
offers (Smith, Wolf, and Busenberg 1996; Tuitt, Sagaria, and Turner 2007), thus making it difficult for certain schools to 
build a diverse faculty body. Others argue that most Black, Latinx, and Native American applicants are uncompetitive or a 
poor fit for their available positions (Smith et al. 2004; Tuitt, Sagaria, and Turner 2007). 

In response, attention has been focused on increasing the number and quality of potential candidates of color—preparing 
diverse students to enter and complete graduate programs, compete for faculty positions, and successfully navigate tenure and 
promotion processes. These strategies intend to address what is commonly referred to as the “pipeline problem,” or the sheer 
unavailability of scholars of color (e.g., Knowles and Harleston 1997; Patel 2015). 

Increasing faculty diversity in 
the most vulnerable academic 
positions does not solve 
the overall problem; rather, 
it creates new, pernicious 
inequities. 
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This framing is not wrong—we absolutely must increase the number of Black, Latinx, and Native American graduate students 
and PhDs as part of a larger strategy to increase faculty diversity. However, focusing on the pipeline offers incomplete solu-
tions to a complex problem. Blaming a lack of faculty diversity on the number and quality of candidates alone is short-sighted 
and ignores the many qualified candidates who report that they are not being recruited to available positions (Smith et al. 
2004) or choose to leave the academy. It is equally important to ensure the professoriate becomes a more attractive option for 
Black, Latinx, and Native American scholars. As a field, higher education must refocus its attention on understanding and 
addressing how faculty—especially full-time and tenure track faculty—are recruited and hired, and the culture and climate of 
the environments in which they ultimately work.  

Addressing Aspirations, Hiring, and Retention to Promote Faculty Diversity
As institutions develop new strategies to promote faculty diversity, a first step is to consider whether doctoral students from 
underrepresented minority backgrounds are interested in and will ultimately apply for faculty positions. Recent research sug-
gests that students’ interest in pursuing academic careers—particularly at research institutions—significantly decreases as they 
make their way through their graduate programs (Fuhrmann et al. 2011; Sauermann and Roach 2012). Importantly, declines 
are greater for Black, Latinx, and Native American graduate students, with underrepresented minority women showing the 
lowest levels of interest in faculty careers by the end of their graduate training (Gibbs et al. 2014). 

Multiple factors shape students’ interest in becoming faculty, and may account for steeper declines among underrepresented 
minority scholars. Negative racial climates and marginalization by faculty and peers have an influence on these trends (e.g., 
Felder, Stevenson, and Gasman 2014; Griffin et al. 2015; Robinson et al. 2016), creating a discriminatory environment that 
may translate to less interest in staying in the academy long term. Scholars have further connected disinterest in faculty careers 
to a perceived lack of alignment with the culture of the academy and the nature of faculty life and work. Graduate students 
generally report a disconnect between their personal values and the structural dynamics of the academy. Namely, they express 
concern about a heavy workload with limited time for personal interests and commitments, and an emphasis on publishing 
and getting grants over mentorship, teaching, and unfettered intellectual exploration as particularly discouraging (Fuhrmann 
et al. 2011; Gibbs and Griffin 2013). 

Black, Latinx, and Native American students may be particularly invested in doing work that addresses persistent social 
problems, serves their home and institutional communities, or diversifies higher education. They may not see faculty life and 
work as a way to reach these goals, particularly if they are seeking positions at research 
universities that emphasize obtaining funding and conducting research that is linked to 
more abstract discoveries (Gibbs and Griffin 2013; Johnson 2007). Thus, we must con-
sider whether we will have any success increasing faculty diversity without addressing 
the contexts within which students are trained. One solution is to rethink whether and 
how institutions recognize the importance and value of multiple forms of scholarly and 
other contributions to make faculty positions more appealing, and to address the issue 
of work-life balance. 

It is also critical for institutions to examine how potential candidates are recruited 
and how hiring decisions are made; this is an area of particular relevance given recent 
research on the ways that bias can infiltrate the faculty search and selection processes 
(Carnes et al. 2015; Tuitt, Sagaria, and Turner 2007). Multiple studies suggest that 
myths about stiff competition and bidding wars for a small number of underrepre-
sented minority scholars are overinflated. Black, Latinx, and Native American faculty 
candidates do not feel sought after or in demand; rather, they feel overlooked and less desirable in academic searches (Smith, 
Wolf, and Busenberg 1996; Smith et al. 2004; Tuitt, Sagaria, and Turner 2007). 

One solution is to rethink 
whether and how institutions 
recognize the importance 
and value of multiple forms 
of scholarly and other 
contributions to make faculty 
positions more appealing, and 
to address the issue of work-
life balance. 
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While many institutional leaders and search committees assert that they are doing their best to identify and encourage schol-
ars of color to apply to open positions, their efforts often do not reach Black, Latinx, and Native American scholars. Experts 
suggest that institutions should go beyond a few well-placed position descriptions and general affirmative action statements. 
Pre-search campus visits with potential candidates, cluster hires (i.e., targeted resources toward hiring a group of faculty at one 
time), and strategic placement of advertisements in resources targeting people of color are necessary to make progress in diver-

sifying applicant pools (Kayes 2006; Smith et al. 2004). Tuitt and colleagues (2007) 
assert that institutions also must find new ways to send scholars of color signals that 
they will be welcomed into a hospitable climate and have access to community beyond 
the campus, offering critical career development resources and holistic support. 

It is also important to consider the characteristics and criteria on which search commit-
tees place value as they engage in the hiring process. Researchers have called attention to 
how implicit bias can manifest in the applicant review process. Search committee mem-
bers (who are often White and/or male) often unconsciously give preference to individ-
uals that remind them of themselves, and more critically assess the qualifications and 
scholarly pursuits of those that do not (Smith et al. 2004; Tuitt, Sagaria, and Turner 
2007). Another common practice used by search committees is to lean heavily on their 

own networks—often consisting of individuals who were educated at the same or similar institutions or otherwise represent 
a similar profile—again resulting in a homogeneous candidate pool (Tuitt, Sagaria, and Turner 2007). This is especially true 
at highly selective institutions that favor academic pedigree above all else (Tugend 2018). While institutions may articulate a 
broad commitment to promoting diversity and equity in higher education, search committees may instead focus on recruiting 
faculty with well-established research agendas from top-ranked institutions, overlooking scholars focused on teaching, mento-
ring, or community-based research that aims to address the very social problems that institutions and departments study and 
care about. Implicit bias training and requiring search committees to complete anti-bias checklists may be helpful in shifting 
the hiring process and making real progress on faculty diversity goals (Tugend 2018). 

Finally, increasing faculty diversity requires attention to departmental and campus climates and environments, including the 
provision of support and resources necessary for faculty retention. Some describe a revolving-door phenomenon, noting that 
higher education makes little progress in faculty diversity because Black, Latinx, and Native American new hires often simply 
replace scholars of color who did not persist. A growing body of research has documented the multiple challenges that faculty 
of color generally, and underrepresented minority faculty in particular, face in the academy, which can ultimately lead to their 
departure (see Turner, Gonzalez, and Wood 2008 for a comprehensive review). Faculty members of color face subtle and overt 
racism from their colleagues, navigating stereotypes, microaggressions, and racist comments on a regular basis (Jayakumar et 
al. 2009; Pittman 2012; Stanley 2007). Studies show that faculty members of color face questions about their legitimacy as 
scholars, the quality and contributions of their scholarship (especially if focused on communities of color), and exclusion from 
informal social networks that are often an invaluable source of support (Griffin et al. 2011; Stanley 2007). 

Research suggests classroom contexts can also be challenging, and students are described as questioning the authority and 
expertise of scholars of color in ways that they do not question White faculty. Students’ stereotypes and negative perceptions 
appear to translate to lower teaching evaluation scores, which can have negative implications for tenure and promotion 
reviews (Griffin, Bennett, and Harris 2013; Pittman 2010; Stanley 2007). Faculty of color also carry a heavier service burden 
than their colleagues, more often engaging in committee work, community engagement activities, and mentorship of students 
(Padilla 1994; Turner, González, and Wood 2008). While many find this work fulfilling and central to their mission as faculty 
members, it can also be emotionally draining and time-consuming (Baez 2000; Diggs et al. 2009; Joseph and Hirshfield 
2011; Stanley 2007). Perhaps most importantly, engagement in service is often undervalued as faculty are considered for 
tenure and promotion, particularly at research universities (O’Meara 2016; Tierney and Bensimon 1996). Retaining a more 
diverse professoriate requires attention to distinctions in experiences once scholars become faculty, particularly those that 
translate to lower rates of success and satisfaction, and higher rates of departure. 

Increasing faculty diversity 
requires attention to 
departmental and campus 
climates and environments, 
including the provision 
of support and resources 
necessary for faculty retention.
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Conclusion
Increases in faculty diversity will not just happen as the nation’s demographics shift (Gibbs et al. 2014). Rather, there are 
multiple factors and forces within the academy that must be addressed to make substantive gains in the number of professors 
from underrepresented groups in the academy. Campus leaders, consortia of institutions, and national organizations must 
work individually and collaboratively to develop new, innovative strategies that address the multiple factors that have limited 
progress in diversifying the professoriate. 

There have been several initiatives of note that are attempting to promote change. The National Institutes of Health and the 
National Science Foundation have issued statements and funded initiatives focused on increasing diversity in science, with 
specific attention focused on expanding access to faculty positions. The Consortium for Faculty Diversity in Liberal Arts 
Colleges offers residential postdoctoral fellowship awards, fostering the ability of member institutions to build relationships 
and recruit young scholars to their institutions. Institutions such as Harvard University (MA), Brown University (RI), and 
Boston College have developed comprehensive strategies to recruit, hire, and retain a more diverse faculty body. California 
Lutheran University, a liberal arts college, contracted with the University of Southern California’s Center for Urban Education 
to increase inclusion and mitigate bias in their faculty search and hiring processes. 

National agencies and consortia such as the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities and the Center for the Inte-
gration of Teaching, Research, and Learning have encouraged discourse, provided resources, and offered training focused on 
expanding access to and increasing diversity in the academy at research universities and community colleges, respectively. 
Philanthropic entities such as the Kresge Foundation, Mellon Foundation, and ECMC Foundation have partnered with the 
Penn Center for Minority Serving Institutions to support faculty and increase access to positions at minority serving institu-
tions, collaborating to offer mentorship, leadership development, and workshops focused on faculty success. These efforts are 
a promising start, and should be encouraged, evaluated, and expanded to promote meaningful progress toward a more diverse 
academy. 
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INTRODUCTION
A postsecondary education provides an opportunity to millions of Americans to improve their futures and those of their fam-
ilies. Recent research has shown that attaining a postsecondary credential results in both individual and public benefits, such 
as living healthier lives and active civic engagement (McMahon 2009; Ma, Pender, and Welch 2016; Turk 2019). However, 
examining employment and earnings after postsecondary graduation provides a complex picture of racial and ethnic ineq-
uities that permeate our nation. Research has shown persistent gaps in college enrollment, attainment, and earnings based 
upon race and ethnicity (Farley and Allen 1987). These findings persist today. A study of economic opportunity and upward 
mobility found disparities in economic outcomes by race and ethnicity when comparing White children with both Black1 
and Hispanic children. As the findings show, Hispanics move up in income distribution from generation to generation, while 
Black children have higher rates of downward income mobility and lower rates of upward income mobility when compared 
with White children (Chetty et al. 2018).

As shown in previous chapters of this report, there are substantial differences across racial and ethnic groups in the completion 
rates of students who enroll in postsecondary education, the types of credentials students earn, and the institutions at which 
they complete.2 In addition, there are differences in how students finance their education and how much educational debt 
they accumulate. These factors contribute to post-graduation employment and earnings.3 Overall, Census data show that 
median annual earnings and the likelihood of being in the labor force, of being employed, and of working full time, increase 
with each additional level of educational attainment. While these patterns appear across all racial and ethnic groups, there 
is variation across groups. For example, American Indians or Alaska Natives, African Americans, and Hispanics have lower 
median annual earnings than other groups, even within the same levels of educational attainment. These gaps are troubling 
and prompt critical questions regarding the access and opportunities afforded to members of different racial and ethnic 
groups.  

KEY FINDINGS
 | Across age groups, those who had earned a college degree were more likely to be employed full time in 2016 

than those who had not completed a degree. 

 | In 2016, the unemployment rate for White graduates ages 35 to 44 whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree 
was lower than that for Black graduates (2.7 percent and 5.1 percent, respectively).

 | Overall, Whites and Asians had the highest median annual earnings, while American Indians or Alaska Natives 
and Hispanics had the lowest overall median annual earnings.

 | For adults ages 25 and older whose highest credential was a bachelor’s degree, the median annual earnings 
ranged from about $41,000 for American Indians or Alaska Natives to over $57,000 for Asians.

 | Median annual earnings for Asians in STEM4 occupations with a bachelor’s degree were roughly $22,000 higher 
than those of Asians whose highest degree was an associate degree, while this difference for Blacks in STEM 
occupations was $13,000.

1 The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably.
2 For more information on undergraduate student completion, please see Chapter 5 of this report, “Undergraduate Persistence and Completion.” 

For more information on graduate student completion, please see Chapter 6 of this report, “Graduate School Completion.”
3 Research also shows that choice of majors also plays an integral role in labor market outcomes (Carnevale and Cheah 2018).
4 STEM occupations were defined as having a two-digit Standard Occupation Classification (SOC) code of 15 (Computer or Mathematical 

Occupations), 17 (Architecture and Engineering Occupations), or 19 (Life, Physical, and Social Science Occupations).

http://www.equityinhighered.org


284 www.equityinhighered.org 285 

 | Adults in education occupations saw modest gains with an associate degree, but their median annual earnings 
relative to high school graduates increased to nearly $40,000 once they completed a bachelor’s degree.

 | Among adults in health occupations, Asians, Hispanics, and Whites with graduate degrees all had median 
annual earnings $30,000 more than their peers whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree.

This chapter analyzes data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS). The ACS is a yearly 1 percent sample of all 
Americans; it includes a little over 3 million observations each year. ACS also releases a five-year sample, which includes all observations 
from the most recent five years, and has a sample size of around 16 million. The very large sample size of the five-year sample allows for 
the measurement of characteristics of small subgroups with good precision. This chapter analyzes data from the 2016 five-year sample, 
making them representative of Americans during 2012 to 2016. 
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EMPLOYMENT STATUS, BY AGE
Employment status varies by educational attainment, with those who have attained higher levels of education more likely to 
be in the labor force, to have lower rates of unemployment, and to be employed full time. 

This section presents information on employment status. Individuals are considered to be in the labor force if they are either employed or 
actively seeking a job. Individuals working at least 35 hours per week are categorized as having full-time employment. The unemployment 
rate is the share of people in the labor force who are not employed. People without jobs who are not actively seeking employment—who 
are not in the labor force—do not affect this measure. Individuals not in the labor force include a host of categories, including students, 
retired workers, and stay-at-home parents (U.S. Census Bureau 2018). 

Ages 25 to 34
In 2016, among adults who were employed, those with an associate degree were 2.4 percentage points more likely than 
adults with only a high school diploma or alternative credential to be employed full time (84.0 percent compared with 81.6 
percent). Roughly 89 percent of adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree were employed full time, 7.8 percentage 
points higher than among those with only a high school credential. The unemployment rate of all 25- to 34-year-olds whose 
highest level of education was high school was 11.1 percent, double that of adults whose highest level of education was an 
associate degree (5.5 percent) and more than triple that of adults whose highest level of education was a bachelor’s degree (3.5 
percent). Among adults ages 25 to 34,5 22.4 percent of those whose highest level of education was high school were not in 
the labor force, compared with 11.4 percent of adults whose highest degree was an associate degree and 8.6 percent of adults 
whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree. 

Table 11.1: Employment Status of Adults Ages 25 to 34, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Not Enrolled, 
Not High School 
Graduate 

All racial and ethnic groups 34.6% 15.0% 78.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 50.1% 32.3% 73.2%

Asian 34.4% 9.1% 79.2%

Black 46.8% 31.3% 67.2%

Hispanic 28.1% 9.8% 81.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 43.4% 13.7% 74.8%

White 38.8% 18.5% 75.0%

More than one race 41.8% 21.1% 72.2%

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

All racial and ethnic groups 22.4% 11.1% 81.6%

American Indian or Alaska Native 32.5% 19.6% 82.0%

Asian 23.6% 8.1% 80.6%

Black 26.3% 18.6% 78.0%

Hispanic 21.1% 8.8% 83.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 22.8% 11.4% 83.8%

White 21.5% 10.0% 81.8%

More than one race 25.0% 12.9% 77.7%

5 Adults ages 25 to 34 are among those most likely to be enrolled in graduate education. The U.S. Census classifies students in the category “not 
in the labor force.” 
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Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Some College but 
No Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 15.5% 8.1% 82.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 23.7% 14.0% 81.2%

Asian 17.2% 7.8% 81.0%

Black 14.6% 13.1% 80.8%

Hispanic 15.4% 7.5% 82.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 15.6% 9.1% 81.7%

White 15.6% 6.7% 83.0%

More than one race 17.1% 10.2% 80.2%

 Associate Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 11.4% 5.5% 84.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native 16.4% 7.1% 85.8%

Asian 17.6% 5.8% 80.9%

Black 10.2% 9.4% 83.1%

Hispanic 11.6% 6.0% 85.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 17.0% 10.3% 85.1%

White 11.1% 4.6% 84.2%

More than one race 12.9% 7.0% 79.7%

Bachelor’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 8.6% 3.5% 89.4%

American Indian or Alaska Native 10.3% 4.9% 91.3%

Asian 16.2% 4.3% 90.6%

Black 6.3% 5.8% 89.8%

Hispanic 9.2% 5.0% 87.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 8.9% 8.8% 85.9%

White 7.7% 2.9% 89.5%

More than one race 8.9% 4.8% 87.9%

 Master’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 7.6% 2.5% 91.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 7.8% 0.6% 91.1%

Asian 17.4% 3.3% 94.4%

Black 4.0% 4.2% 93.3%

Hispanic 6.5% 3.0% 91.7%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 3.6%! 3.9% 86.5%

White 5.8% 2.1% 91.0%

More than one race 8.3% 3.3% 90.4%

Professional Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 5.5% 2.7% 92.4%

American Indian or Alaska Native 5.3%!! 1.8% 83.7%

Asian 9.2% 3.0% 92.7%

Black 5.0% 4.4% 93.8%

Hispanic 10.6% 4.3% 90.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 7.6%!! 4.0% 83.6%

White 4.2% 2.4% 92.5%

More than one race 4.7% 3.9% 91.2%
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Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Doctoral Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 4.0% 1.8% 92.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 10.7%!! # 58.0%

Asian 6.2% 1.4% 93.8%

Black 4.4% 2.2% 93.4%

Hispanic 5.7% 2.2% 90.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander # # 96.0%

White 3.0% 1.8% 91.9%

More than one race 8.1% 4.0% 90.7%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: This table includes all individuals, including those in the military, incarcerated, or enrolled in school. Those in the military are counted as employed. Those incarcerated are counted as not in the work force. 
Those enrolled in school are counted the same way as individuals who are not enrolled. Employed includes individuals employed either full or part time. Individuals working at least 35 hours per week are categorized 
as having full-time employment. The unemployment rate is the share of people in the labor force who are not employed. People without jobs who are not actively seeking employment—who are not in the labor 
force—do not affect this measure. Individuals not in the labor force include a host of categories, including students, retired workers, and stay-at-home parents.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to 
estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is >50%.  |  # Zero observations.

 | Among adults whose highest degrees were associate and bachelor’s degrees, Blacks and Native Hawaiians or other Pacific 
Islanders ages 25 to 34 had higher unemployment rates than their peers in other groups, while White adults had the 
lowest unemployment rates. For example, the unemployment rate for those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree 
ranged from 2.9 percent for White graduates to 8.8 percent for Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander graduates.

 | The unemployment rate of Black adults who had completed only high school was more than triple that of Black adults 
whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree (18.6 percent and 5.8 percent, respectively). Whites followed a similar 
pattern, where the unemployment rate of White adults who had completed only high school was more than triple that of 
those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree (10.0 percent and 2.9 percent, respectively). 

 | In 2016, among college graduates whose highest level of education was an associate degree or bachelor’s degree, Black 
adults ages 25 to 34 were least likely to be out of the labor force (10.2 percent and 6.3 percent, respectively). 

Ages 35 to 44
Across all levels of educational attainment, the majority of adults ages 35 to 44 who were employed had full-time employ-
ment, although adults with higher levels of educational attainment were more likely to be employed full time. The unemploy-
ment rate decreased with each additional level of educational attainment, where adults who had completed only high school 
had an unemployment rate of 8.2 percent, compared with 4.7 percent for adults whose highest degree was an associate degree 
and 3.1 percent for adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree. The share of the population out of the labor force 
declined as level of education increased. Roughly 22 percent of adults ages 35 to 44 whose highest level of education was high 
school were not in the labor force, compared with 13.1 percent of adults whose highest degree was an associate degree and 
12.0 percent of adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree.
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Table 11.2: Employment Status of Adults Ages 35 to 44, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Not Enrolled, 
Not High School 
Graduate 

All racial and ethnic groups 31.9% 10.5% 80.9%

American Indian or Alaska Native 50.1% 19.7% 77.2%

Asian 26.9% 6.5% 79.7%

Black 45.4% 23.5% 73.8%

Hispanic 25.7% 7.4% 82.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 32.4% 10.1% 80.9%

White 38.9% 14.0% 79.7%

More than one race 40.3% 14.8% 75.0%

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

All racial and ethnic groups 21.8% 8.2% 84.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 32.0% 14.0% 83.1%

Asian 21.6% 5.9% 83.2%

Black 25.8% 13.5% 83.9%

Hispanic 20.3% 6.9% 84.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 19.2% 10.6% 86.0%

White 21.0% 7.3% 85.0%

More than one race 27.3% 10.4% 82.5%

Some College but 
No Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 16.6% 6.3% 85.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 24.6% 11.8% 86.2%

Asian 18.1% 5.2% 84.4%

Black 16.4% 9.7% 86.3%

Hispanic 15.9% 6.1% 86.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 15.2% 9.8% 87.2%

White 16.5% 5.4% 85.5%

More than one race 21.3% 8.9% 83.6%

 Associate Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 13.1% 4.7% 85.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 19.0% 8.8% 85.4%

Asian 19.2% 4.9% 84.7%

Black 11.8% 6.9% 87.4%

Hispanic 13.3% 5.1% 86.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 13.1% 4.5% 88.2%

White 12.7% 4.1% 85.1%

More than one race 14.7% 5.7% 84.9%

Bachelor’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 12.0% 3.1% 88.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 12.4% 3.8% 90.8%

Asian 16.9% 3.7% 89.1%

Black 7.5% 5.1% 91.8%

Hispanic 12.8% 4.0% 88.6%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 11.9% 3.1% 91.3%

White 11.7% 2.7% 87.6%

More than one race 11.9% 4.0% 86.9%
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Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

 Master’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 8.6% 2.4% 90.1%

American Indian or Alaska Native 9.0% 4.7% 92.6%

Asian 12.8% 2.9% 92.5%

Black 4.6% 3.7% 93.9%

Hispanic 8.3% 2.7% 91.7%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 6.7%! 0.2% 90.4%

White 8.2% 2.0% 89.0%

More than one race 8.9% 4.3% 90.1%

Professional Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 6.8% 1.7% 89.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 1.3%!! 2.6% 91.7%

Asian 8.0% 1.8% 88.1%

Black 5.8% 2.7% 92.6%

Hispanic 12.1% 2.3% 87.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 19.7%!! # 77.8%

White 6.0% 1.5% 89.3%

More than one race 7.7% 3.5% 90.5%

Doctoral Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 5.6% 2.0% 91.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 13.6%! 4.1% 86.8%

Asian 7.1% 2.4% 93.5%

Black 5.8% 2.6% 92.0%

Hispanic 7.1% 2.3% 90.9%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 41.5%! # 76.2%

White 4.8% 1.7% 90.9%

More than one race 6.2% 2.7% 91.6%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: This table includes all individuals, including those in the military, incarcerated, or enrolled in school. Those in the military are counted as employed. Those incarcerated are counted as not in the work force. 
Those enrolled in school are counted the same way as individuals who are not enrolled. Employed includes individuals employed either full or part time. Individuals working at least 35 hours per week are categorized 
as having full-time employment. The unemployment rate is the share of people in the labor force who are not employed. People without jobs who are not actively seeking employment—who are not in the labor 
force—do not affect this measure. Individuals not in the labor force include a host of categories, including students, retired workers, and stay-at-home parents.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to 
estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is >50%.  |  # Zero observations.

 | Among employed adults ages 35 to 44 whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree, Black and Native Hawaiian or 
other Pacific Islander adults were more likely than those in other groups to be working full time (91.8 percent and 91.3 
percent, respectively).

 | Among adults ages 35 to 44 whose highest degree was an associate degree, the unemployment rate of American Indians 
or Alaska Natives was more than double that of Whites (8.8 percent and 4.1 percent, respectively).

 | Among adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree, Blacks had the highest unemployment rate (5.1 percent), 
while White adults had the lowest unemployment rate (2.7 percent). 

 | In 2016, among college graduates whose highest level of education was an associate degree, bachelor’s degree, or master’s 
degree, Black adults ages 35 to 44 were least likely to be out of the labor force, while Asians were the most likely to be out 
of the labor force. Among professional and doctoral degree6 recipients, Asian and Hispanic adults were more likely than 
their Black or White peers to be out of the labor force.

6 Professional degrees reflect those classified as doctorate-professional practice, including chiropractic, dentistry, law, medicine, pharmacy, veteri-
nary medicine, and other degrees for which a credential or license is required for professional practice. Doctoral degrees reflect those classified as 
doctorate-research/scholarship degrees, including PhD, EdD, DMA, and other research-based degrees.
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Ages 45 to 54
Across all levels of educational attainment, the majority of all adults ages 45 to 54 who were employed had full-time employment, 
although the share of those with full-time employment increased with educational attainment. Roughly 90 percent of employed 
adults who completed a graduate degree had full-time employment, compared with 85.2 percent of adults with only a high 
school credential. The unemployment rate of adults ages 45 to 54 who had completed only high school was almost twice that of 
those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree (6.7 percent and 3.5 percent, respectively). Nearly one-quarter of adults ages 
45 to 54 whose highest level of education was high school were not in the labor force (23.8 percent), compared with 15.3 percent 
of adults whose highest degree was an associate degree and 12.3 percent of adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree.

Table 11.3: Employment Status of Adults Ages 45 to 54, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Not Enrolled, 
Not High School 
Graduate 

All racial and ethnic groups 37.5% 9.9% 80.6%

American Indian or Alaska Native 55.4% 18.5% 73.4%

Asian 29.3% 7.3% 78.7%

Black 52.0% 18.8% 75.4%

Hispanic 27.2% 7.5% 82.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 34.0% 14.0% 77.2%

White 44.7% 11.1% 79.8%

More than one race 48.2% 13.5% 78.1%

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

All racial and ethnic groups 23.8% 6.7% 85.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 34.8% 12.4% 84.3%

Asian 21.0% 5.7% 83.2%

Black 29.5% 10.7% 85.2%

Hispanic 21.3% 6.4% 85.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 22.4% 9.4% 87.7%

White 23.0% 5.9% 85.4%

More than one race 29.6% 9.2% 83.2%

Some College but 
No Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 19.0% 5.4% 86.1%

American Indian or Alaska Native 30.2% 9.8% 84.8%

Asian 17.6% 5.1% 85.9%

Black 22.0% 8.1% 87.6%

Hispanic 17.9% 5.6% 86.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 21.1% 6.2% 85.6%

White 18.2% 4.8% 85.9%

More than one race 28.2% 8.1% 83.2%

 Associate Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 15.3% 4.4% 85.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 21.5% 7.5% 88.2%

Asian 17.1% 4.6% 83.9%

Black 16.5% 6.7% 88.2%

Hispanic 15.4% 5.3% 86.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 16.0% 6.0% 84.9%

White 14.9% 3.8% 85.1%

More than one race 20.5% 6.8% 85.1%
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Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Bachelor’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 12.3% 3.5% 87.4%

American Indian or Alaska Native 15.4% 4.1% 89.7%

Asian 15.3% 3.9% 87.4%

Black 10.4% 5.1% 91.8%

Hispanic 12.6% 4.6% 87.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 11.7% 10.1% 85.6%

White 12.1% 3.2% 87.0%

More than one race 15.0% 5.7% 86.9%

 Master’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 8.6% 2.9% 90.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 15.5% 3.4% 91.1%

Asian 11.1% 3.5% 90.7%

Black 6.4% 4.5% 92.8%

Hispanic 8.6% 3.4% 90.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 14.9% 3.1% 91.4%

White 8.5% 2.5% 89.9%

More than one race 11.0% 4.9% 89.1%

Professional Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 7.6% 1.9% 88.8%

American Indian or Alaska Native 13.2% 4.5% 91.9%

Asian 7.5% 1.9% 88.5%

Black 7.0% 2.6% 91.8%

Hispanic 10.6% 2.7% 87.6%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 4.6%!! # 80.8%

White 7.3% 1.7% 88.9%

More than one race 7.6% 2.3% 84.7%

Doctoral Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 6.0% 2.3% 91.8%

American Indian or Alaska Native 10.8%! 6.0% 85.1%

Asian 5.7% 2.9% 94.5%

Black 6.2% 4.1% 92.7%

Hispanic 7.9% 3.3% 88.6%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 7.4%!! # #

White 5.7% 1.9% 91.3%

More than one race 10.8% 3.4% 91.5%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: This table includes all individuals, including those in the military, incarcerated, or enrolled in school. Those in the military are counted as employed. Those incarcerated are counted as not in the work force. 
Those enrolled in school are counted the same way as individuals who are not enrolled. Employed includes individuals employed either full or part time. Individuals working at least 35 hours per week are categorized 
as having full-time employment. The unemployment rate is the share of people in the labor force who are not employed. People without jobs who are not actively seeking employment—who are not in the labor 
force—do not affect this measure. Individuals not in the labor force include a host of categories, including students, retired workers, and stay-at-home parents.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to 
estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is >50%.  |  # Zero observations.

 | Among employed adults ages 45 to 54 whose highest level of education was a bachelor’s degree, Blacks were more likely 
than any other group to be working full time (91.8 percent), while Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders were the 
least likely to have full-time employment (85.6 percent).
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 | The unemployment rate of American Indians or Alaska Natives who completed only high school was three times that of 
those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree (12.4 percent and 4.1 percent, respectively). The unemployment rate  
for Blacks who had completed only high school was more than twice that of those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s 
degree (10.7 percent and 5.1 percent, respectively). 

 | Regardless of educational attainment, American Indians or Alaska Natives were more likely than all other groups to be 
out of the labor force. 

Ages 55 to 64
Employment status among adults ages 55 to 64 followed a slightly different pattern than among younger adults. While the 
majority of all employed adults in each college degree category were employed full time, this share was lower than in the 
younger age brackets. The unemployment rate of adults whose highest level of education was a high school credential (5.5 
percent) was higher than that of adults whose highest degree was an associate or bachelor’s degree (4.5 percent and 4.2 per-
cent, respectively). Over four in 10 adults whose highest level of education was a high school credential were not in the labor 
force (40.3 percent), compared with 31.2 percent of adults whose highest degree was an associate degree and 27.5 percent of 
adults whose highest degree was an bachelor’s degree.

Table 11.4: Employment Status of Adults Ages 55 to 64, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Not Enrolled, 
Not High School 
Graduate 

All racial and ethnic groups 53.7% 8.2% 77.2%

American Indian or Alaska Native 67.3% 10.7% 75.0%

Asian 48.0% 7.3% 74.0%

Black 63.2% 12.3% 74.7%

Hispanic 45.1% 7.8% 79.2%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 52.9% 15.6% 79.2%

White 57.7% 7.3% 76.7%

More than one race 60.7% 9.8% 74.8%

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

All racial and ethnic groups 40.3% 5.5% 81.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 50.7% 8.8% 80.9%

Asian 36.9% 6.2% 79.6%

Black 47.3% 8.3% 81.9%

Hispanic 38.3% 6.7% 80.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 45.8% 9.2% 80.8%

White 39.3% 4.9% 81.4%

More than one race 46.1% 6.7% 79.1%

Some College but 
No Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 35.8% 5.3% 81.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 46.1% 7.0% 83.3%

Asian 31.4% 5.5% 82.1%

Black 42.4% 7.3% 82.9%

Hispanic 33.8% 6.4% 82.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 37.1% 4.8% 86.3%

White 34.7% 4.8% 81.5%

More than one race 46.6% 7.5% 80.1%
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Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

 Associate Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 31.2% 4.5% 81.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 40.6% 5.5% 81.4%

Asian 30.3% 4.7% 81.8%

Black 35.7% 6.4% 85.2%

Hispanic 31.8% 5.3% 82.8%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 35.4% 3.8% 84.9%

White 30.4% 4.1% 80.9%

More than one race 39.6% 6.9% 82.0%

Bachelor’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 27.5% 4.2% 83.4%

American Indian or Alaska Native 33.5% 6.2% 85.1%

Asian 28.2% 4.6% 85.2%

Black 29.0% 6.3% 86.8%

Hispanic 26.6% 5.4% 85.7%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 34.1% 5.7% 84.7%

White 27.3% 3.9% 82.8%

More than one race 30.3% 6.9% 83.5%

 Master’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 25.6% 3.6% 84.1%

American Indian or Alaska Native 30.6% 4.5% 89.7%

Asian 23.1% 4.6% 87.3%

Black 25.4% 5.2% 86.6%

Hispanic 23.1% 4.4% 86.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 26.7% 3.5% 90.9%

White 25.9% 3.3% 83.5%

More than one race 24.3% 5.1% 86.3%

Professional Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 17.1% 2.0% 85.8%

American Indian or Alaska Native 26.7% 2.0% 89.9%

Asian 16.2% 2.5% 86.5%

Black 22.1% 4.2% 88.7%

Hispanic 18.8% 3.9% 84.5%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 18.5%!! # 84.0%

White 16.8% 1.7% 85.6%

More than one race 17.5% 2.2% 83.6%

http://www.equityinhighered.org


294 www.equityinhighered.org 295 

Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Doctoral Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 14.8% 2.4% 87.3%

American Indian or Alaska Native 19.1% 1.4% 83.1%

Asian 14.2% 2.6% 92.3%

Black 16.6% 4.0% 88.0%

Hispanic 17.3% 3.6% 85.2%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 15.4%!! 6.2% #

White 14.4% 2.1% 86.8%

More than one race 21.4% 3.6% 86.3%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: This table includes all individuals, including those in the military, incarcerated, or enrolled in school. Those in the military are counted as employed. Those incarcerated are counted as not in the work force. 
Those enrolled in school are counted the same way as individuals who are not enrolled. Employed includes individuals employed either full or part time. Individuals working at least 35 hours per week are categorized 
as having full-time employment. The unemployment rate is the share of people in the labor force who are not employed. People without jobs who are not actively seeking employment—who are not in the labor 
force—do not affect this measure. Individuals not in the labor force include a host of categories, including students, retired workers, and stay-at-home parents.  |  !! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error is 
>50%.  |  # Zero observations.

 | Among employed adults ages 55 to 64 whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree, the share of full-time employment 
ranged from 82.8 percent of Whites to 86.8 percent of Blacks.

 | Blacks and adults of more than one race had the highest unemployment rates among adults whose highest degree was an 
associate degree (6.4 percent and 6.9 percent, respectively) or bachelor’s degree (6.3 percent and 6.9 percent, respectively). 

 | Among adults whose highest degree was an associate degree, about four in 10 American Indians or Alaska Natives and 
adults of more than one race were not in the labor force (40.6 percent and 39.6 percent), compared with 31.2 percent of 
all adults in this age group who had this degree. 

Ages 65 and Older
The majority of adults ages 65 and older were not in the labor force in 2016. Among adults who remained employed, differ-
ences emerged by level of educational attainment, with those with higher levels of education being more likely to work full time. 
Among all adults ages 65 and older who were employed, more than 60 percent of all professional degree holders and doctoral 
degree holders had full-time employment, compared with roughly half of all adults without a college degree who were employed. 

Table 11.5: Employment Status of Adults Ages 65 and Older, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Not Enrolled, 
Not High School 
Graduate 

All racial and ethnic groups 90.9% 6.4% 53.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 91.9% 4.6% 56.4%

Asian 91.5% 4.9% 61.9%

Black 91.0% 9.1% 51.9%

Hispanic 88.4% 7.5% 62.6%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 90.0% 8.1% 43.6%

White 91.7% 5.1% 48.4%

More than one race 90.2% 7.4% 56.5%
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Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

All racial and ethnic groups 86.4% 4.4% 51.6%

American Indian or Alaska Native 85.5% 7.2% 59.6%

Asian 86.5% 4.7% 64.3%

Black 85.3% 5.9% 56.3%

Hispanic 83.6% 5.3% 61.3%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 86.3% 2.1% 61.9%

White 86.7% 4.1% 49.8%

More than one race 85.3% 7.2% 58.1%

Some College but 
No Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 81.0% 5.1% 54.9%

American Indian or Alaska Native 79.3% 7.7% 66.9%

Asian 80.1% 5.3% 66.1%

Black 80.8% 7.9% 58.1%

Hispanic 77.9% 5.9% 63.2%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 74.6% 10.5% 63.7%

White 81.2% 4.7% 53.7%

More than one race 80.0% 8.0% 53.9%

 Associate Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 78.8% 5.0% 56.9%

American Indian or Alaska Native 76.1% 7.0% 80.1%

Asian 79.7% 4.8% 67.3%

Black 78.2% 6.9% 60.6%

Hispanic 77.4% 5.7% 63.2%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 83.8% 1.2% 50.0%

White 78.8% 4.7% 55.3%

More than one race 80.2% 7.3% 60.0%

Bachelor’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 77.3% 4.3% 59.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 75.7% 4.4% 65.7%

Asian 78.1% 5.4% 70.2%

Black 77.3% 6.4% 62.3%

Hispanic 75.1% 5.9% 66.4%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 75.0% 3.5% 74.3%

White 77.3% 4.0% 58.2%

More than one race 74.4% 6.1% 63.4%

 Master’s Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 75.4% 3.8% 55.5%

American Indian or Alaska Native 68.7% 5.3% 68.0%

Asian 72.4% 4.9% 66.8%

Black 76.0% 5.9% 60.0%

Hispanic 71.4% 6.3% 64.0%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 69.9% 15.6% 74.0%

White 75.6% 3.5% 54.3%

More than one race 72.5% 6.8% 55.6%
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Percent Not in 
Labor Force Unemployment Rate

Share of Employed Working 
Full Time

Professional Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 60.9% 2.0% 63.4%

American Indian or Alaska Native 68.3% 5.0% 82.2%

Asian 61.3% 1.6% 69.5%

Black 63.3% 5.5% 62.0%

Hispanic 62.2% 2.7% 69.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 55.7% # 70.2%

White 60.7% 1.8% 62.6%

More than one race 63.0% 3.0% 65.5%

Doctoral Degree

All racial and ethnic groups 64.7% 2.7% 64.7%

American Indian or Alaska Native 64.3% 0.8% 79.7%

Asian 66.7% 3.4% 76.2%

Black 61.5% 5.1% 69.1%

Hispanic 61.9% 4.1% 68.1%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 75.2% # 76.5%

White 64.9% 2.4% 63.3%

More than one race 61.1% 4.6% 70.5%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: This table includes all individuals, including those in the military, incarcerated, or enrolled in school. Those in the military are counted as employed. Those incarcerated are counted as not in the work force. 
Those enrolled in school are counted the same way as individuals who are not enrolled. Employed includes individuals employed either full or part time. Individuals working at least 35 hours per week are categorized 
as having full-time employment. The unemployment rate is the share of people in the labor force who are not employed. People without jobs who are not actively seeking employment—who are not in the labor 
force—do not affect this measure. Individuals not in the labor force include a host of categories, including students, retired workers, and stay-at-home parents.  |  # Zero observations.

 | Within all postsecondary degree categories, with the exception of professional and doctoral degree holders, Hispanic 
adults were more likely than White, Black, and Asian adults to be in the labor force and more likely to be employed.

 | Within all postsecondary degree categories, with the exception of professional degree holders, White employed adults 
were less likely than Black, Hispanic, and Asian employed adults to be working full time.

Employment Status Patterns Across Age Groups

 | Labor force participation was lower for adults ages 55 to 64 than for those ages 45 to 54 across all levels of education 
and all racial and ethnic groups. The decline in labor force participation was much smaller for professional and doctoral 
degree holders in the 55 to 64 age group than for those with lower levels of educational attainment, but in each degree 
category, the declines were smaller among White, Asian, and Hispanic graduates than among those from other groups.

 | Among American Indian or Alaska Native and Black graduates whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree, the unem-
ployment rate was at least 1 percentage point higher among adults 55 to 64 years old than among those 45 to 54 years 
old. The same is true of American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, and Hispanic graduates whose highest degree is a 
master’s degree and among Black and Hispanic professional degree recipients.

 | Among Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree, the unemployment rate 
of adults ages 45 to 54 was more than 4 percentage points higher than those 55 to 64 years old.  
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MEDIAN ANNUAL EARNINGS, BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
Overall, median annual earnings increased with each additional level of educational attainment, with adults with master’s, 
doctoral, and professional degrees having higher median annual earnings than those with undergraduate degrees or less. While 
all racial and ethnic groups followed a similar pattern, differences emerged based upon race and ethnicity; Asians and Whites 
had higher median annual earnings than other racial and ethnic groups both overall ($44,307 and $41,216, respectively) and 
within each postsecondary degree category. Overall, American Indians or Alaska Natives and Hispanics had the lowest median 
annual earnings ($28,995 and $27,179, respectively), roughly $10,000 less than the overall median annual earnings.

Table 11.6: Median Annual Earnings of Adults Ages 25 and Older, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
Not Enrolled, 

Not High 
School  

Graduate

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

Some 
College 
but No 
Degree

Associate 
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Master’s  
Degree

Profes-
sional 
Degree

Doctoral 
Degree

All  
Education 

Levels

All racial and ethnic groups  $20,800 $29,100 $34,430  $39,493  $52,000  $64,809  $95,000  $84,049  $37,094 

American Indian or Alaska Native  $18,248 $24,331 $28,851 $32,404 $41,316  $50,690  $67,948  $61,842  $28,995 

Asian  $20,253 $25,089 $32,442 $37,308 $57,495  $81,104 $101,380  $92,735 $44,307 

Black  $17,517 $25,000 $30,000 $33,452 $45,337 $56,000 $79,000  $75,000  $30,379 

Hispanic  $20,608  $25,345 $30,912  $35,442 $44,607 $60,758 $69,952  $74,000  $27,179 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $21,638 $29,166 $31,570  $35,542 $48,000 $52,859 $77,279 $75,948  $31,392 

White  $23,699  $30,912 $36,100 $40,552 $53,670 $63,796 $100,000 $85,000 $41,216 

More than one race  $20,253 $27,000 $31,200  $36,455 $50,000 $61,823  $80,000 $78,063 $36,000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Note: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.

 | American Indians or Alaska Natives had the lowest median annual earnings across most levels of educational attainment. 
Blacks had the lowest median annual earnings among those who did not have a high school credential ($17,517).

 | Whites had the highest median earnings among all groups for those who had not graduated from high school ($23,699), 
had only a high school credential ($30,912), had some college but no degree ($36,100), and whose highest degree was an 
associate degree ($40,552). Asians had the highest median earnings among those with a bachelor’s degree or above.

 | The median annual earnings among those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree ranged from $41,316 for Ameri-
can Indians or Alaska Natives to $57,495 for Asians, a difference of more than $16,000 (39.2 percent). The earnings gap 
between these two groups was more than $30,000 (60.0 percent) among adults whose highest degree was a master’s degree. 

Median Annual Earnings, by Educational Attainment and Age
Overall, median annual earnings increased with educational attainment within each age group. Median annual earnings varied 
across age, with 45- to 54-year-old adults having higher earnings overall than other age groups. However, earnings peaked for 
Asians between the ages of 35 and 44 and for American Indians or Alaska Natives between the ages of 55 and 64.

Ages 25 to 34
In 2016, the median annual earnings among adults ages 25 to 34 were $30,414. Median annual earnings among adults in this 
age group increased with educational attainment, with bachelor’s degree holders earning 79.3 percent more (about $19,000) 
than high school graduates. Overall, Asians had the highest median annual earnings ($40,505) among all racial and ethnic 
groups, while American Indians or Alaska Natives had the lowest ($22,304). 
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Table 11.7: Median Annual Earnings of Adults Ages 25 to 34, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
Not Enrolled, 

Not High 
School  

Graduate

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

Some 
College 
but No 
Degree

Associate 
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Master’s  
Degree

Profes-
sional 
Degree

Doctoral 
Degree

All  
Education 

Levels

All racial and ethnic groups $18,248 $24,000 $27,373 $31,428 $43,037 $52,268 $62,722 $62,854 $30,414

American Indian or Alaska Native $13,281 $20,000 $22,304 $28,225 $35,124 $43,905 $31,361! $59,746 $22,304

Asian $18,547 $22,998 $28,225 $30,912 $51,520 $70,000 $62,722 $62,000 $40,505

Black $12,983 $20,000 $23,317 $26,790 $36,588 $46,000 $59,000 $62,722 $24,331

Hispanic $19,026 $22,998 $26,329 $30,379 $40,000 $50,690 $54,611 $52,268 $25,000

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $17,235 $25,345 $25,345 $30,000 $40,000 $40,000 $67,948 $60,828! $26,936

White $18,547 $25,345 $29,881 $33,797 $44,307 $51,520 $64,812 $64,915 $34,430

More than one race $16,728 $22,481 $26,134 $30,379 $41,216 $51,000 $60,000 $55,759 $30,000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Hispanics had the highest median annual earnings among all adults who had not completed high school ($19,026), while 
Blacks had the lowest ($12,983). 

 | Median annual earnings among adults whose highest degree was an associate degree ranged from $26,790 for Blacks to 
$33,797 for Whites, a difference of more than $7,000 (26.2 percent).

 | The median annual earnings of Asians whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree ($51,520) were substantially higher 
than those of Blacks ($36,588) and American Indians or Alaska Natives ($35,124) with this degree. 

 | The largest earnings gap among all racial and ethnic groups with a doctoral degree was between Whites and Hispanics 
(24.2 percent). Whites had the highest median annual earnings of all groups with this degree ($64,915)—over $12,000 
more than the median for Hispanics with the same degree ($52,268).

Ages 35 to 44 
The median annual earnings of adults ages 35 to 44 were $40,552. Median annual earnings varied by level of educational 
attainment, with bachelor’s degree holders earning 93.6 percent more (about $28,000) than high school graduates. Profes-
sional degree holders had the highest median annual earnings ($104,070). Overall, Asians had the highest median annual 
earnings ($55,000) among all racial and ethnic groups, while Hispanics had the lowest ($29,366).

Table 11.8: Median Annual Earnings of Adults Ages 35 to 44, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
Not Enrolled, 

Not High 
School  

Graduate

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

Some 
College 
but No 
Degree

Associate 
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Master’s  
Degree

Profes-
sional 
Degree

Doctoral 
Degree

All  
Education 

Levels

All racial and ethnic groups $21,000 $30,379 $36,455 $40,552 $58,800 $70,000 $104,070 $84,674 $40,552

American Indian or Alaska Native $18,248 $25,345 $30,379 $31,361 $42,580 $52,000 $65,000 $60,828 $30,414

Asian $20,276 $25,760 $35,442 $40,505 $70,000 $91,242 $121,656 $90,674 $55,000

Black $17,980 $25,345 $30,912 $35,000 $48,607 $60,000 $85,000 $78,402 $32,949

Hispanic $20,907 $26,359 $34,827 $38,480 $50,000 $65,821 $80,000 $75,000 $29,366

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $24,000 $30,400 $32,847 $40,000 $51,520 $60,000 $70,966! $75,948 $35,033

White $25,089 $32,615 $39,155 $41,870 $60,758 $68,000 $106,327 $84,674 $45,787

More than one race $20,608 $30,379 $35,542 $40,505 $57,495 $68,006 $100,000 $89,000 $41,814

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.
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 | Whites ages 35 to 44 had the highest median annual earnings among all adults whose highest degree was an associate 
degree or less. Whites with an associate degree had median annual earnings of $41,870, roughly $10,500 (33.5 percent) 
more than American Indian or Alaska Native adults with this degree ($31,361).

 | Asians whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree had substantially higher median annual earnings ($70,000) than 
American Indians or Alaska Natives ($42,580) with this same degree (roughly $27,400 or 64.4 percent). This earnings 
gap between these two groups was 75.5 percent (nearly $40,000) for master’s degree holders. 

 | Asians, Whites, and adults of more than one race who had earned a professional degree all had median annual earnings of 
$100,000 or more.

Ages 45 to 54
The overall median annual earnings of adults ages 45 to 54 were $42,580. Median annual earnings increased with each level 
of educational attainment, with bachelor’s degree holders earning 91.2 percent more (about $30,000) than high school gradu-
ates. Across educational attainment levels, professional degree recipients had the highest median annual earnings ($114,373), 
followed by doctoral degree recipients ($99,309). Overall, Whites had the highest median annual earnings ($48,428) among 
all racial and ethnic groups, while Hispanics had the lowest ($30,379).

Table 11.9: Median Annual Earnings of Adults Ages 45 to 54, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
Not Enrolled, 

Not High 
School  

Graduate

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

Some 
College 
but No 
Degree

Associate 
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Master’s  
Degree

Profes-
sional 
Degree

Doctoral 
Degree

All  
Education 

Levels

All racial and ethnic groups $23,317 $32,809 $40,505 $44,556 $62,722 $76,035 $114,373 $99,309 $42,580

American Indian or Alaska Native $20,907 $26,790 $31,942 $37,468 $49,676 $60,000 $81,011 $66,975 $32,404

Asian $20,580 $26,126 $36,692 $41,216 $60,000 $93,163 $131,794 $110,000 $45,569

Black $20,253 $28,354 $35,442 $38,678 $52,718 $65,000 $93,000 $80,493 $35,483

Hispanic $22,304 $28,995 $36,455 $40,000 $50,000 $70,885 $81,011 $85,061 $30,379

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $23,317 $30,414 $36,455 $35,000 $57,495 $61,000 $91,242 $87,583! $35,000

White $27,179 $35,542 $42,000 $46,368 $65,945 $77,279 $120,000 $99,948 $48,428

More than one race $24,729 $31,392 $37,569 $41,216 $57,495 $72,127 $101,380 $85,000 $41,518

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Among adults ages 45 to 54 whose highest degree was an associate degree, Whites had median annual earnings 32.5 per-
cent higher (roughly $11,000) than Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders ($46,368 and $35,000, respectively).

 | Among adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree, Blacks ($52,718), Hispanics ($50,000), and American Indi-
ans or Alaska Natives ($49,676) had lower median annual earnings than Whites ($65,945).

 | Asians and Whites who had earned a professional degree had the highest median annual earnings, of $120,000 or more.

Ages 55 to 64 
The median annual earnings of adults ages 55 to 64 were $41,216. Median annual earnings increased with each additional 
level of educational attainment, with those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree earning 80.0 percent (over $25,000 
per year) more than high school graduates. Overall, Whites had the highest median annual earnings ($45,000) among all 
racial and ethnic groups, while Hispanics had the lowest ($29,270).
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Table 11.10: Median Annual Earnings of Adults Ages 55 to 64, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016
Not Enrolled, 

Not High 
School  

Graduate

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

Some 
College 
but No 
Degree

Associate 
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Master’s  
Degree

Profes-
sional 
Degree

Doctoral 
Degree

All  
Education 

Levels

All racial and ethnic groups $23,521 $31,942 $39,000 $42,860 $57,495 $67,948 $108,000 $96,173 $41,216

American Indian or Alaska Native $25,000 $27,388 $32,302 $36,455 $46,368 $53,670 $76,035 $58,733 $32,442

Asian $20,276 $25,316 $35,483 $40,552 $51,223 $78,402 $113,343 $109,763 $38,480

Black $21,000 $27,821 $33,455 $37,633 $50,000 $60,828 $86,765 $77,357 $33,455

Hispanic $21,638 $27,821 $35,033 $38,480 $45,569 $62,722 $76,035 $83,629 $29,270

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $25,345 $30,379 $39,600 $40,000 $51,520 $66,975 $75,000! $82,431! $35,442

White $27,900 $34,000 $40,505 $44,950 $60,000 $68,994 $112,313 $96,857 $45,000

More than one race $22,000 $30,379 $35,442 $42,531 $50,690 $65,000 $100,000 $86,000 $39,493

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.

 | Among all adults who had completed only a high school credential or had not completed high school, Asians had the 
lowest median annual earnings of all racial and ethnic groups ($25,316 and $20,276, respectively). In contrast, Asians 
had the highest median annual earnings in each graduate degree category.

 | Among adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree, Hispanics had the lowest median annual earnings ($45,569), 
24.1 percent (about $14,000) less than Whites, who had the highest median annual earnings of bachelor’s degree holders 
($60,000).

 | Among adults ages 55 to 64 whose highest degree was a master’s degree, Asians had the highest median annual earnings, 
while American Indians or Alaska Natives had the lowest. Asians had median annual earnings of $78,402, nearly $25,000 
(46.1 percent) more than the median annual earnings of American Indians or Alaska Natives with this degree ($53,670). 

Ages 65 and Older
Median annual earnings of adults who were at or approaching retirement age were lower than those of younger workers. 
The median annual earnings of adults 65 and older were $23,291 in 2016. While median annual earnings were lower across 
all levels of educational attainment for all racial and ethnic groups, those ages 65 or older who had earned professional and 
doctoral degrees had much higher earnings than adults with lower levels of educational attainment. Overall, Asians had the 
highest median annual earnings ($30,718) among all racial and ethnic groups, while Blacks and Hispanics had the lowest 
(nearly $21,000 each).
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Table 11.11: Median Annual Earnings of Adults Ages 65 and Older, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

Not Enrolled, 
Not High 
School  

Graduate

High School 
Graduate or 
Equivalent

Some 
College 
but No 
Degree

Associate 
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Master’s  
Degree

Profes-
sional 
Degree

Doctoral 
Degree

All  
Education 

Levels

All racial and ethnic groups $15,680 $17,517 $22,000 $25,000 $31,361 $31,839 $78,000 $65,858 $23,291

American Indian or Alaska Native $15,471 $19,262 $25,000 $27,848 $31,942 $44,607 $106,000 $48,800 $23,699

Asian $19,262 $21,226 $26,134 $30,912 $36,064 $51,520 $101,380 $86,173 $30,718

Black $15,353 $18,600 $21,000 $23,802 $28,233 $32,000 $52,657 $50,489 $20,608

Hispanic $17,200 $20,253 $25,089 $26,359 $30,379 $39,016 $57,787 $65,000 $20,907

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander $15,400 $25,345 $30,912 $50,632! $49,400 $19,200!! $69,000! $56,773!! $27,373

White $15,000 $16,810 $21,638 $24,729 $31,361 $30,912 $78,402 $65,821 $23,521

More than one race $15,000 $18,248 $21,722 $27,373 $33,100 $31,988 $50,000 $58,800 $23,696

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  ! Interpret with caution. Ratio of standard error to estimate is >30% but <50%.  |  |  !!  Interpret 
with caution. Ratio of standard error is >50%.

 | The median annual earnings of White adults ages 65 and older whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree were nearly 
twice the median annual earnings of those who had completed only high school ($31,361 and $16,810, respectively).

 | Blacks in this age group whose highest degree was an associate degree or a bachelor’s degree had lower median annual 
earnings in 2016 ($23,802 and $28,233, respectively) than other racial and ethnic groups with the same degrees.

Median Annual Earnings Across Age Groups
 | Overall, Asians had the highest median annual earnings among adults 25 to 34 years old, 35 to 44 years old, and ages 65 

and older; Whites had the highest median annual earnings among adults 45 to 54 years old and among adults 55 to 64 
years old. Black, Hispanic, and American Indian or Alaska Native adults had lower earnings in each age group.

 | Across all age groups and all levels of educational attainment, median annual earnings in 2016 ranged from $27,179 for 
Hispanic adults ages 25 and older to $44,307 (63.0 percent higher) for Asians. The gap was smallest for adults ages 55 to 
64, among whom the median earnings for Asians was 31.5 percent higher than the median for Hispanics ($38,480 and 
$29,270, respectively). The gap was largest for adults 35 to 44 years old, among whom the median annual earnings level 
for Asians was 87.3 percent higher than the median for Hispanics ($55,000 and $29,366, respectively).

Median Annual Earnings, by Educational Attainment and Select Fields 
Median annual earnings within fields increased with each additional level of educational attainment. It is important to note 
that the jobs within occupational fields differ with educational attainment. For example, someone with a bachelor’s degree 
who works in health occupations could be a registered nurse, nutritionist, or researcher, whereas those in these fields whose 
highest degree is an associate degree are more likely to be medical technicians or licensed practical nurses. Someone with a 
graduate degree in education could be a teacher, principal, or reading specialist, whereas those with lower levels of attainment 
are more likely to be early childhood teachers or classroom assistants. The sections below provide examples of the relationship 
between education and earnings within select occupational fields. 

Business, Management, and Financial Occupations
Among adults in business, management, and financial occupations, median annual earnings of all adults whose highest degree 
was a bachelor’s degree were $70,966, almost $20,000 (37.7 percent) more per year than those who had some college but no 
degree or an associate degree ($51,520 each). Adults who had completed a graduate degree in these fields had median annual 
earnings of $91,242, over $20,000 (28.6 percent) more than those with a bachelor’s degree. 
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Table 11.12: Median Annual Earnings of Adults in Business, Management, and Financial Occupations, by Educational Attainment 
and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

High School 
Diploma or Less

Some College 
but No Degree

Associate  
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Graduate  
Degree

All racial and ethnic groups  $44,050  $51,520  $51,520  $70,966  $91,242 

American Indian or Alaska Native  $42,556  $43,276  $45,000  $59,814  $70,000 

Asian  $40,505  $50,177  $50,000  $70,000  $97,325 

Black  $38,124  $43,905  $45,000  $60,000  $75,000 

Hispanic  $38,000  $46,368  $47,391  $60,828  $83,132 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander  $42,531  $41,814  $42,246  $61,823  $81,104 

White  $46,581  $53,580  $53,580  $74,007  $94,082 

More than one race  $43,593  $49,459  $50,000  $65,000  $83,132 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016) 
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  Business, Management, and Financial Occupations were defined as having a two-digit Standard 
Occupation Classification (SOC) code of 11 (Management Occupations) or 13 (Business and Financial Operations Occupations).

 | Bachelor’s degrees had the largest dollar earnings increase over associate degrees for Whites and Asians in business, 
management, and financial occupations (a $20,427 difference for Whites and $20,000 difference for Asians). The largest 
percentage difference was 46.3 percent ($19,577) for Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders.

 | Hispanics and Asians had the largest differences in median annual earnings between those with a graduate degree and 
those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree (a $27,325 or 39.0 percent difference for Asians and $22,304 or 36.7 
percent difference for Hispanics).

STEM Occupations
Among adults in STEM occupations, adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree had median annual earnings of 
$78,402, about $17,500 (28.9 percent) more than those whose highest degree was an associate degree. Adults with graduate 
degrees in STEM occupations had median annual earnings of $90,125, roughly $12,000 (15.0 percent) more than bachelor’s 
degree holders. 

Table 11.13: Median Annual Earnings of Adults in STEM Occupations, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

High School 
Diploma or Less

Some College 
but No Degree

Associate  
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Graduate  
Degree

All racial and ethnic groups  $52,000  $60,793  $60,828  $78,402  $90,125 

American Indian or Alaska Native  $45,569  $48,087  $46,784  $65,897  $70,000 

Asian  $54,745  $60,828  $60,828  $82,431  $94,283 

Black  $50,000  $52,000  $55,000  $68,000  $79,998 

Hispanic  $47,040  $53,313  $55,404  $70,885  $82,000 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander  $50,690  $64,915  $68,938  $75,000  $73,175 

White  $53,313  $62,722  $61,823  $79,000  $90,000 

More than one race  $55,000  $55,759  $56,449  $74,000  $83,629 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  STEM Occupations were defined as having a two-digit Standard Occupation Classification (SOC) 
code of 15 (Computer or Mathematical Occupations), 17 (Architecture and Engineering Occupations), or 19 (Life, Physical, and Social Science Occupations).
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 | Median annual earnings for Asians in STEM occupations whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree were 35.5 percent 
(roughly $22,000) higher than the median for Asians whose highest degree was an associate degree; this difference for Blacks 
was only 23.6 percent ($13,000) and for Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders, it was 8.8 percent (about $6,000).

 | Blacks and Hispanics had the largest differences in median annual earnings between those with a graduate degree and 
those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree (a $11,998, or 17.6 percent, difference for Blacks and a $11,115, or 
15.7 percent, difference for Hispanics).

Education Occupations
Among adults in education occupations, median annual earnings for those whose highest degree was an associate degree were 
slightly higher than the median for those with some college but no degree ($18,248 versus $19,262). The median annual 
earnings of adults whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree were $38,000, roughly twice as high (about $19,000 more) as 
the median for those with an associate degree. Adults with a graduate degree in this field had median earnings 42.1 percent 
($16,000) higher than the median for those with bachelor’s degrees. 

Table 11.14: Median Annual Earnings of Adults in Education Occupations, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

High School 
Diploma or Less

Some College 
but No Degree

Associate  
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Graduate  
Degree

All racial and ethnic groups  $17,316  $18,248  $19,262  $38,000  $54,000 

American Indian or Alaska Native  $20,276  $22,278  $23,287  $35,000  $48,662 

Asian  $23,216  $20,907  $20,000  $30,379  $55,695 

Black  $20,000  $20,608  $20,608  $37,105  $51,644 

Hispanic  $19,059  $19,700  $20,759  $41,216  $53,731 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander  $28,000  $28,225  $20,608  $36,588  $51,520 

White  $16,000  $17,215  $18,547  $38,000  $54,359 

More than one race  $20,000  $20,608  $20,608  $37,500  $51,644 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  Education Occupations were defined as having a two-digit Standard Occupation Classification 
(SOC) code of 25 (Education, Training, and Library Occupations).

 | The median annual earnings of Hispanics and Whites in education occupations whose highest degree was a bachelor’s 
degree were approximately twice as high as the medians for members of these groups with an associate degree (about 
$20,000 and $19,000 more, respectively). These were the largest differences across all racial and ethnic groups. 

 | Asians had the largest difference in median annual earnings between those with graduate degrees and those whose highest 
degree was a bachelor’s degree ($55,695 compared with $30,379).

Health Occupations
Among adults in health occupations, median annual earnings of those whose highest degree was an associate degree were 
$43,543, roughly $13,000 (43.6 percent) more than the median for adults who had some college but no degree. Median 
annual earnings for those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree ($55,404) were about $12,000 (27.2 percent) more 
than the median for adults with an associate degree ($43,543). The largest increase in median annual earnings was for those 
who earned graduate degrees. Adults with a graduate degree earned 55.4 percent (about $31,000) more than those whose 
highest degree was a bachelor’s degree ($86,074 compared with $55,404). 
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Table 11.15: Median Annual Earnings of Adults in Health Occupations, by Educational Attainment and Race and Ethnicity: 2016

High School 
Diploma or Less

Some College 
but No Degree

Associate  
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Graduate  
Degree

All racial and ethnic groups  $24,303  $30,315  $43,543  $55,404  $86,074 

American Indian or Alaska Native  $24,331  $26,359  $40,505  $50,000  $65,821 

Asian  $24,043  $33,452  $48,662  $65,897  $101,380 

Black  $23,317  $28,225  $38,000  $52,657  $78,402 

Hispanic  $22,669  $29,270  $40,505  $50,690  $81,000 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander  $28,851  $34,003  $40,100  $55,695  $82,431 

White  $25,089  $30,414  $45,000  $54,359  $85,061 

More than one race  $24,729  $30,000  $42,246  $53,731  $81,538 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016 5-Year Estimates (2012–2016)
Notes: Only earnings for employed adults are included. All employed adults (both full and part time) are included.  |  Health Occupations were defined as having a two-digit Standard Occupation Classification (SOC) 
code of 29 (Healthcare Practitioners and Technical Occupations) or 31 (Healthcare Support Occupations).

 | Asians, Hispanics, and Whites with graduate degrees all had median annual earnings 53.8 percent to 59.8 percent (at 
least $30,000) more than those in these groups whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree. The earnings increase was 
31.6 percent (just $15,821) for American Indians or Alaska Natives. 
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Race and Ethnicity in Higher Education: A Status Report provides an in-depth examination of the educational journeys of 
students, from secondary to postsecondary and graduate education, first and foremost by race and ethnicity. In addition to 
exploring student access and attainment, this report presents data on the racial and ethnic makeup of college and university 
faculty, staff, and chief executives. To tell these stories, the report presents over 200 indicators drawn from 11 principal data 
sources. Many of the report’s indicators present a snapshot of data, drawn from the most current data source, while others 
were expanded to show changes over time. 

The purpose of this section is threefold: first, to familiarize the reader with the various data sources used throughout the 
report; second, to clarify how key concepts were defined; and finally, to provide guidance on how to interpret the findings 
contained in this report. Additionally, helpful methodological notes are included throughout the report both in the text and 
in table and figure notes.

Principal Data Sources
Data for this report were drawn from 11 principal sources. The majority of these data were collected by federal agencies—the 
U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, and U.S. Census Bureau. When federally collected data were 
insufficient to address a particular indicator, non-federally collected data were sought and included. Each of the principal data 
sources used in this report is described below, with notes indicating the chapters where data were presented.

Current Population Survey (CPS)
The Current Population Survey (CPS), sponsored jointly by the U.S. Census Bureau and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
is the primary source of labor force statistics for the population of the United States. The CPS is used to collect data for a 
variety of other studies that keep the nation informed of the economic and social well-being of its people. Providing informa-
tion on many of the things that shape American life—work, earnings, and education—the CPS also conducts supplemental 
inquiries that vary month to month, covering a wide variety of topics such as child support, volunteerism, health insurance 
coverage, and school enrollment. The CPS is representative of the civilian noninstitutionalized population, which includes 
civilians in households, people in non-institutional group quarters (other than military barracks), and military in households 
living off post or with their families. Other military in households and in group barracks and people living in institutions are 
excluded. Data from the CPS has been published since 1947. The survey also has one of the highest response rates among 
government household surveys, averaging around 90 percent. Data from CPS were presented in Chapters 1 and 3. 

GED® Test
The GED® test is made up of four subjects, broken into separate exams. By collecting information on Mathematical Reason-
ing, Reasoning Through Language Arts, Social Studies, and Science, the GED Testing Service has compiled comprehensive 
data on prospective students in higher education. With college readiness being an integral issue of equity for American higher 
education, these nationwide data provide information to assess current curricula and work toward more coherent and relevant 
instruction that better aligns with students’ career goals and provides an entrance for students into higher education and the 
U.S. labor market. Data from the GED® were presented in Chapter 2.

Digest of Education Statistics
The primary purpose of the Digest of Education Statistics is to provide a compilation of statistical information covering the 
broad field of American education from pre-kindergarten through graduate school. The Digest includes a selection of data 
from government and private sources in addition to the survey results carried out by the National Center for Education Statis-
tics (NCES). The publication contains information on a number of schools and colleges, teachers, enrollments, and graduates, 
in addition to educational attainment, finances, federal funds for education, libraries, and international education. Addition-
ally, supplemental information is collected on population trends, attitudes on education, education characteristics of the labor 
force, government finances, and economic trends to provide context for evaluating education data. Data from the Digest of 
Education Statistics were presented in Chapters 2 and 3.
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National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS)
The National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) examines the characteristics of students in postsecondary education, 
with a special focus on how they finance their education. NPSAS sample surveys provide access to nationally representative 
data for undergraduate and graduate students. NPSAS is a comprehensive research dataset, based on student-level records and 
financial aid provided by the federal government, the states, postsecondary institutions, employers, and private agencies, along 
with student demographic and enrollment data. NPSAS is the primary source of information used by the federal government 
(and others, such as researchers and higher education associations) to analyze student financial aid and to inform public policy 
on such programs as Pell Grants and Direct/Stafford loans. Data from NPSAS were presented in Chapters 3, 4, 7, and 8.

Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study (B&B)
The Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study (B&B) examines students’ education and work experiences after they com-
plete a bachelor’s degree. The study draws its cohorts from NPSAS. The B&B sample is representative of graduating seniors in 
all majors, with a special emphasis on the experiences of new elementary and secondary teachers. Following several cohorts of 
students over time, B&B looks at bachelor’s degree recipients’ workforce participation, income and debt repayment, and entry 
into and persistence through graduate school programs, among other indicators. B&B also gathers extensive information on 
bachelor’s degree recipients’ undergraduate experience, demographic backgrounds, expectations regarding graduate study and 
work, and participation in community service. Data from B&B were presented in Chapter 4.

Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS)
The Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) Longitudinal Study currently surveys cohorts of first-time, beginning stu-
dents at three points in time: at the end of their first year, and then three and six years after first starting in postsecondary 
education. The study draws its cohorts from NPSAS and collects data on a variety of topics, including student demographic 
characteristics, school and work experiences, persistence, transfer, and degree attainment. BPS tracks students’ paths through 
postsecondary education to allow for a more in-depth exploration of what academic fields students pursue, how financial aid 
influences their persistence and completion, and in some cases, why students leave higher education without an award. Data 
from BPS were presented in Chapter 5.

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)
The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) is the primary source for information on U.S. colleges, uni-
versities, and technical and vocational institutions. IPEDS is a system of interrelated surveys conducted annually by the U.S. 
Department of Education’s NCES. IPEDS gathers information from more than 7,500 colleges, universities, and technical and 
vocational institutions that participate in the federal student aid programs in fundamental areas such as enrollment, program 
completion and graduation rates, institutional costs, student financial aid, and human resources. Data collected through 
IPEDS are publicly released and can be accessed through the IPEDS Data Center. Data from IPEDS were presented in Chap-
ters 5, 6, 9, and 10.

National Student Clearinghouse (NSC)
The National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) is a nonprofit and nongovernmental organization that contracts with colleges and 
universities to provide educational reporting, data exchange, verification, and research services. Given its direct relationship 
with college enrollment, completion, and tracking, NSC has an expansive network of information, data, and resources about 
student-level educational outcomes nationwide. With increasing participation from colleges and universities, as of spring 
2018 the NSC data account for 97 percent of the enrollments at U.S. Title IV, degree-granting institutions. By tracking 
students across institutions, NSC data are robust and can be used to more fully understand trends in college enrollment and 
completion. The research arm of NSC works with higher education institutions, states, districts, high schools, and educational 
organizations to better inform practitioners and policymakers about student educational pathways and enable informed deci-
sion making. Data from NSC were presented in Chapters 5 and 9.
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American College President Study (ACPS)
Since it was first published in 1988, the American Council on Education’s American College President Study (ACPS) has 
remained the most comprehensive source of information about the college presidency and higher education leadership pipe-
line. The report provides information on the demographics, career paths, and experiences of college and university presidents. 
College and university presidents occupy a leadership role unlike any other, and ACPS includes insight into key areas, includ-
ing diversity and inclusion, state funding and political climate, relationships with governmental officials, political constituen-
cies, and governing boards, as well as presidential perspectives on matters concerning performance measures, evaluation, and 
other topics shaping the future of higher education. The American College President Study 2017 analyzed responses from 1,546 
college and university presidents. Data from ACPS were presented in Chapter 10.

College and University Professional Association for Human Resources (CUPA-HR)
With the most reliable and comprehensive higher education salary and benefits data available, CUPA-HR collects data on sal-
aries for administrators, faculty, and professionals and staff, along with data on health care and other benefits. The collection 
of surveys includes administrators, faculty, professionals, and staff in higher education. Additionally, benchmarking data on 
voluntary and involuntary turnover rates; student, staff, and faculty ratios; collective bargaining for faculty, staff, and gradu-
ate students; chief human resource officer reporting relationship; diversity data; and comparison groups are available to assist 
leaders in planning for budgets; salary increases; and creating equity in the hiring and human resources processes. Data from 
CUPA-HR were presented in Chapter 10.

American Community Survey (ACS)
The American Community Survey (ACS), a product of the U.S. Census Bureau, is an ongoing survey that supplies vital 
information about the U.S. and its people. Information from the survey generates data that is used to inform a variety of state 
and federal policy decisions. As a robust source for detailed population and housing information in the U.S., the ACS dissem-
inates information about jobs and occupations, educational attainment, veterans, whether people own or rent their homes, 
and other topics. The ACS is representative of both the civilian and military population in households and in group quarters. 
The group quarters includes individuals in correctional institutions or nursing homes and noninstitutionalized individuals. 
Data from the ACS have been published since 2005. Data from the ACS were presented in Chapter 11.

Key Definitions
With various data sources, it is important to be clear about how key terms were defined throughout the report. The following 
section provides an overview as well as definitions of some of the key terms used throughout the report. 

Race and Ethnicity 
Race and ethnicity are complex social constructions. As the United States has grown more diverse, the language and methods 
used to identify groups of people have changed substantially. This is perhaps most evident in the changes made over time in 
the collection of race, ethnicity, and origin data by the U.S. Census Bureau.1 These changes include new racial categories, the 
collection of information on ethnicity (defined as whether an individual is of Hispanic origin or not), and allowing indi-
viduals to self-identify their race and ethnicity, as well as to identify as being of more than one race. These changes made by 
Census have informed the data collection efforts of other federal agencies, including the U.S. Department of Education. 

While the language used to identify race and ethnicity varies by data source, this report primarily uses the race and ethnicity 
categories as currently defined by IPEDS. In doing so, the report identifies individuals as “Hispanic” if they reported being 
of Hispanic or Latino origin, regardless of race. We also refer to students identified as nonresident aliens as “international 
students.” The racial and ethnic categories used throughout the report are defined below:

1 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/06/ST_15.06.11_MultiRacial-Timeline.pdf
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American Indian or Alaska Native: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of North and South America 
(including Central America) who maintains cultural identification through tribal affiliation or community attachment.

Asian: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian Subcontinent, 
including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and 
Vietnam.

Black (or African American): A person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa. 

Hispanic (or Latino): A person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture 
or origin, regardless of race.

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, 
Samoa, or other Pacific Islands.

White: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa.

More than one race: Category used by institutions to report persons who selected more than one race. This is the 
IPEDS’ category “two or more races.”

International student: A person who is not a citizen or national of the United States and who is in this country on a visa 
or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely. This is the IPEDS’ category “nonresident alien.”  

Gender
Throughout this report data are disaggregated by gender. This report uses the gender terms of “men” and “women” rather than 
the sex terms of “male” and “female.” While the authors recognize gender to be a complex construct with psychological, social, 
and behavioral dimensions, the analysis presented in this report is bound by the limitations in the data collected by federal 
agencies such as the U.S. Census Bureau and the U.S. Department of Education. As a result, many other identities associated 
with gender, including transgender and gender non-conforming, could not be addressed in this report.  

Higher Education Institutions
In this report, higher education was broadly defined as any formal education beyond high school offered at public and private, 
nonprofit and for-profit colleges and universities. In Chapters 3 through 10, higher education institutions were defined as 
colleges and universities that are degree-granting, located in the 50 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico,2 and 
eligible to receive Title IV federal funds. The term sector is used throughout the report to describe both the control of an 
institution and the most common type of award it confers.3 In this report, institutions were classified into one of four sectors 
based on their control and the length of the predominant credential awarded. Those categories are defined below:

Public Four-Year Institutions: Colleges or universities whose programs and activities are operated by publicly elected or 
appointed school officials and which are supported primarily by public funds. More than 50 percent of the total number 
of degrees and certificates awarded by these institutions are at or above the bachelor’s level. Institutions that confer only 
graduate degrees with no undergraduate programs were also included here. 

Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions: Colleges or universities in which the individual(s) or agency in control 
receives no compensation, other than wages, rent, or other expenses for the assumption of risk. More than 50 percent of 
the total number of degrees and certificates awarded by these institutions are at or above the bachelor’s level. Institutions 
that confer only graduate degrees with no undergraduate programs were also included here. 

2 Chapter 9 of this report provides a snapshot of minority serving institutions (MSIs). The analysis of MSIs includes institutions located in other 
U.S. territories, including American Samoa, Federated States of Micronesia, Guam, Marshall Islands, Northern Marianas, and the Virgin 
Islands.

3 The choice to classify institutions this way, rather than by the length of the longest program offered was made in order to more accurately clas-
sify community colleges that award a small number of bachelor’s degrees. Because these institutions award predominantly associate degrees and 
certificates, in this report, they are classified as two-year institutions and not four-year institutions. 
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Public Two-Year Institutions:  Colleges or universities whose programs and activities are operated by publicly elected 
or appointed school officials and which is supported primarily by public funds. A college or university was classified as 
being a two-year institution if it (1) offers only associate degrees and other postsecondary certificates, awards, or diplomas 
of less than four academic years or (2) less than 50 percent of the total number of degrees and certificates awarded by the 
institution are at or above the bachelor’s level. 

For-Profit Institutions: Colleges or universities in which the individual(s) or agency in control receives compensation 
other than wages, rent, or other expenses for the assumption of risk. These institutions are degree-granting and may offer 
both undergraduate and graduate credentials.

Postsecondary Credentials
The U.S. Department of Education’s definitions of postsecondary awards, as defined in IPEDS, were used throughout this 
report. While IPEDS recognizes three types of undergraduate certificates, this report aggregates the data into two categories: 
short-term and long-term certificates. Similarly, IPEDS recognizes two types of graduate certificates. In this report we aggre-
gate those awards into a single category called post-baccalaureate certificates. Finally, IPEDS classifies doctoral degrees into 
one of three categories: professional practice, research/scholarship, and other. In this report, doctor’s degrees-research/schol-
arship and doctor’s degrees-other were aggregated into a single category called doctoral degrees. Doctor’s degrees-professional 
practice were renamed professional degrees. The postsecondary credentials presented on throughout the report were defined as 
follows:

Short-Term Certificate: An award that requires completion of an organized program of study at the postsecondary level, 
below the baccalaureate degree, of less than two academic years.

Long-Term Certificate: An award that requires completion of an organized program of study at the postsecondary level, 
below the bachelor’s degree, of at least two but less than four academic years.

Associate Degree: An award that normally requires at least two but less than four years of full-time equivalent college 
work.

Bachelor’s Degree: An award that normally requires at least four but not more than five years of full-time equivalent 
college-level work. 

Post-baccalaureate Certificate: An award that requires completion of an organized program of study beyond the bache-
lor’s or master’s degree. 

Master’s Degree: An award that requires the successful completion of a program of study of at least the full-time equiva-
lent of one but not more than two academic years beyond the bachelor’s degree. 

Professional Degree: A doctor’s degree that is conferred upon completion of a program providing the knowledge and 
skills for the recognition, credential, or license required for professional practice. Some examples include law (JD), medi-
cine (MD), veterinary medicine (DVM), pharmacy (PharmD), and others, as designated by the awarding institution.

Doctoral Degree: A PhD or other doctor’s degree that requires advanced work beyond the master’s level, including the 
preparation and defense of a dissertation based on original research, or the planning and execution of an original project 
demonstrating substantial artistic or scholarly achievement. Some examples include doctor of education (EdD), doctor of 
business administration (DBA), doctor of science (DSc), and others, as designated by the awarding institution. 

Fields of Study
The Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) provides a taxonomic scheme that supports the accurate tracking and 
reporting of fields of study and program completions activity. CIP was originally developed by the U.S. Department of 
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Education’s NCES in 1980, with revisions occurring in 1985, 1990, 2000, and 2010. In this report, the 2010 CIP was used 
to group academic programs into fields of study in line with the variables MAJORS2Y, MAJORS4Y, and GRADMAJ in the 
2015–16 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study.4 These variables aggregate fields of study into categories most appropri-
ate for analyzing students in sub-baccalaureate programs, baccalaureate programs, and graduate programs, respectively. The 
table below presents the field of study categories used throughout the report. Additional details about fields of study can be 
found in Chapters 3–6.

Sub-baccalaureate Credential Programs Baccalaureate Credential Programs Graduate Credential Programs

STEM Fields STEM Fields STEM Fields
Business and Personal and Consumer Services Business Business and Management

Health Care Fields Education Education
Social Sciences and Humanities Health Care Fields Health Care Fields
General Studies and Other Fields Social Sciences Humanities

Manufacturing, Military Technology, and Other 
Applied Fields Humanities Social and Behavioral Sciences

Undecided General Studies and Other Fields Law
Other Applied Fields Other Fields

Undecided

Occupations
The Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) is a federal statistical standard used by federal agencies to classify workers 
into one of 867 detailed occupations.5 These detailed occupations are combined to form 459 broad occupations, 98 minor 
groups, and 23 major groups. Using the SOC’s 23 major groups, identified by two-digit numerical codes, Chapter 11 of this 
report presents data on four occupations groups defined below: 

Management, Business, and Financial Occupations:  Any occupation classified into the following major groups: Man-
agement occupations (11) or Business and Financial Operations occupations (13).

STEM Occupations: Any occupation classified into the following major groups: Computer or Mathematical occupa-
tions (15), Architecture and Engineering occupations (17), or Life, Physical, and Social Science occupations (19).

Education Occupations: Any occupation classified as an Education, Training, and Library occupation (25).

Health Occupations: Any occupation classified into the following major groups: Healthcare Practitioners and Technical 
occupations (29) or Healthcare Support occupations (31)

Notes on Interpreting the Data
This study presents a descriptive analysis of key data to provide readers with an in-depth picture of the educational journeys of 
students disaggregated by race and ethnicity. Descriptive analysis is used to describe or summarize data and to identify mean-
ingful patterns. While descriptive analysis can provide important insights into data, it cannot be used to explain why a pattern 
may or may not exist. It is important to note that this study does not discuss causality and readers should not interpret 
our findings as being causal. 

Furthermore, much of the data analyzed in this study come from complex surveys that rely on statistical analysis weights to 
make the data representative of the populations of interest (e.g., the United States, all students enrolled in undergraduate 
education). Data derived and presented from ACS, CPS, B&B, BPS, and NPSAS are weighted estimates. As a result, some 

4 Each variable aggregates students’ fields of study into categories most appropriate to analyze students in sub-baccalaureate, baccalaureate, and 
graduate certificate and degree programs, respectively.

5 For more information on SOC, see https://www.bls.gov/soc.
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data point estimates in the report were flagged as “unstable” and others could not be reported at all due to small sample sizes.6 
Data were flagged or suppressed most frequently when multiple levels of disaggregation were presented, particularly among 
American Indian or Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander groups. 

In the book Beyond the Asterisk, Shotton, Lowe, and Waterman (2013) note that the continued use of quantitative 
research has perpetuated a long history of educational research that excluded American Indian and Alaska Native 
populations, ultimately making them invisible. The same could be said for Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Island-
ers. While not an exhaustive list, the following books may provide readers a deeper understanding of the character-
istics and challenges of American Indian, Alaska Native, and Asian American and Pacific Islander groups enrolled in 
higher education, along with examples of how to serve these students through to completion.

Brayboy, Bryan McKinley Jones, Amy J. Fann, Angelina E. Castagno, and Jessica A. Solyom, eds. 2012. Postsecond-
ary Education for American Indian and Alaska Natives: Higher Education for Nation Building and Self-Determina-
tion. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.

Museus, Samuel D., Amefil Agbayani, and Doris Ching, eds. 2017. Focusing on the Underserved: Immigrant, Refugee, 
and Indigenous Asian American and Pacific Islanders in Higher Education. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Pub-
lishing.

Shotton, Heather J., Shelly C. Lowe, and Stephanie J. Waterman. 2013. Beyond the Asterisk: Understanding Native 
Students in Higher Education. Sterling, VA: Stylus.

Finally, while this report presents over 200 indicators, these indicators alone cannot provide a complete picture of race and 
ethnicity in higher education. Future iterations of this work, will seek to include additional data and analyses to further illu-
minate the racial and ethnicity diversity of students, faculty, and staff. 

6 Throughout the report, NCES data reporting guidelines were followed to suppress cases with too few respondents and to flag estimates as unsta-
ble when the standard error represented more than 30 percent of a given estimate. 

http://www.equityinhighered.org






American
Council on 
Education




