
101: TODAY’S 
STUDENTS

July 2020  HIGHERLEARNINGADVOCATES.ORG

WHO ARE TODAY’S STUDENTS?

34% 
are older than 25

22% 16% 39% 

STUDENT RACIAL/ETHNICITY CHARACTERISTICS

The proportion of undergraduate students 
who identify as being a race or ethnicity 
other than white has increased4

1996 2016

30% 45% VS.

The proportion of students who identify 
as Hispanic has nearly doubled5

1996 2016

10.3% 19.8% VS.

2016

15% 

undergraduate 
students who 
identified as Black6

ADDITIONAL IDENTITIES

56% 5% 20%
of students surveyed in an American College Health 

Associaton survey with 45,000 undergraduate 
respondents said they identify as a sexual 

orientation other than heterosexual9

of undergraduates live 
on campus3

of undergradutes 
are parents2

percent of college 
students are  

first-generation7

of students at 
postsecondary 
institutions are 

veterans8

are enrolled part-time1

1



HOW ARE TODAY’S STUDENTS DIFFERENT FROM THOSE IN THE PAST?

Today’s students are diverse in age, race, and income level. They’re more mobile than previous generations and may 
not live on campus. Most participate in the workforce, either full-time or part-time. Work and family responsibilities 
beyond the classroom—whether that is on-campus or online—often compete with today’s students’ educational 
goals. Younger workers are changing jobs as many as four times by age 32, so lifelong learning and continuing 
education are quickly becoming the norm. Despite the changing demographic realities, the federal role in supporting 
postsecondary education is largely the remnant of policies designed for a time when most students graduated high 
school and immediately went to a four-year university or trade school. Federal policy needs to be updated to support 
a system that works for everyone, including today’s students—a system where postsecondary providers can deliver 
the skills and knowledge that employers seek, where programs are flexible and support student success, and in which 
all types of learning, including on-campus, online, competency-based, and more, are fully recognized.
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HOW DO TODAY’S STUDENTS ATTEND COLLEGE?

COLLEGE TYPES

39% 35% 16% 78% 
ONLINE LEARNING

TRANSFER STATUS

35% 
Transfer to at least one 

different institution in their 
postsecondary career.14

Students lose, on average, one 
semester’s worth of coursework 

when they transfer colleges.15

Those at public and private non-
profit community colleges are 
the most likely to transfer at 

least once.16

of all students have 
taken at least one 

online course12

of undergraduates attend 
a two-year college10

of all students are 
enrolled in exclusively 
distance education 

courses13

of undergraduates 
attend a public college  

or university11
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35% 

WHAT CHALLENGES DO TODAY’S STUDENTS FACE?

17% 

INSUFFICIENT FUNDING

The proportion of undergraduate students who have a family income at or below the federal poverty 
level has grown since 2000.17

of undergraduates 
receive a  

Pell Grant18

of college students 
have been 

homeless in the 
past year19

39% 
experience food 

insecurity20

454K
undocumented 

students are 
enrolled in higher 

education.21

216K
of those 

undocumented 
students are  

DACA-eligible.22
  

Undocumented students are 
generally ineligible to receive 

financial aid, although some states 
have extended state financial aid 

to DACA-eligible students.

WORK

64% 
of undergraduate 

students work while 
in college.25

21% 
of all undergraduate 
students work 40 or 

more hours per week.26

5% 
of undergraduate 

students receive funds 
from the Federal Work 

Study program27

The most common 
occupations for 

students across all age 
groups are food and 
personal services.28

49% 
of undergraduate 

students are financially 
independent.24

DEPDENDENT STATUS

60% 
complete a degree or 
credential within six 
years of enrolling.23

COMPLETION

approximately approximately



For more information about Higher Learning Advocates,,please contact Emily Bouck West,
Deputy Executive Director, at ebouckwest@higherlearningadvocates.org
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