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By 2040, 75 percent of adults in the U.S. labor force will
have college degrees or other credentials of value leading
to economic prosperity.
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Why Americans stopped believing ir

higher education

From rising costs to policy failures, the roots of distrust stretch back
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Myth #1: US adults no longer believe in
higher education.

B % More important [ % Equally important M % Less important
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Myth #2: Interest in pursuing
postsecondary education is declining.

Interest in Higher Education, 2021-2025

Among adults not enrolled in a certificate, certification, associate or bachelor's degree program

— % Have considered pursuing at least one program in past two years
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Instead, many intend to enroll within the
next five years.

Please indicate how likely you are in the next five years to enroll in a program for any of the
following. [Type of degree program or credential]

B % Verylikely W % Likely

ENROLLMENT STATUS
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Myth #3: Students think higher education
is worthless.

Which of the following best describes the quality of the education you are currently receiving
in your program?

M % Excellent M % Verygood M % Good M % Fair [ % Poor
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Myth #4: Students don't think college
leads to meaningful career outcomes.

% Very confident + Confident

B Teach you skills you need to get the type of job youwant W Help you get a job when you graduate
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Fact #1: Only 25% of US adults believe all or
most Americans have access to a quality,
affordable postsecondary education.

W %Al M %Most B % Abouthalf [ % Not too many/None
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Perceptions
of access
vary widely.
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In your view, how many people in the U.S. have access to a quality, affordable education after
high school if they want it?

B %Al H % Most B % About half T % Not too many/None

overa | I [ %
ENROLLMENT STATUS

Stopped out -_ 42
Never enrolled H- _ 43
GENDER
reraic [ ] IS

Male 36
Blas e

Asian adults E-_l 36
Black or African American adults - _I 37
Hispanic adults n -_| 41
White adults B- _| 43
SUBJECTIVE INCOME

More than enough to live comfortably
Living comfortably n - _I 30
Reliable income, but sometimes struggle B- _l 40
Struggling to pay bills - _| 52
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Fact: Current students share similar
perceptions of affordability.

How affordable do you think each of the following institutions or programs are?

M % Very affordable B % Somewhat affordable B % Somewhat unaffordable M % Very unaffordable

four-year colleges
four-year colleges
four-year colleges

Note: Percentages under 3% are not displayed. Due to rounding, percentages may not sum to 100%.
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Fact: Students’
biggest barriers to
completion aren't
academic—they're
financial, emotional,
and personal.
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Which of the following describes why you stopped your coursework? Select all that apply.

% Selected

Cost of the degree/credential program
(tuition, fees, etc.)

Emotional stress

Personal mental health reasons

Child care, or care for an adult
family member or friend

You gota new job

No longer interested

Personal physical health reasons
Didn't feel you belonged

Lack of remote learning options

Did not believe the degree or credential
would help you achieve your career goals

The courses you took were not
relevant to your future career
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You did not believe the degree/credential would




Fact #2: Career outcomes are the primary
motivator for postsecondary decisions.

How important [are/would] each of the following [be] in [your being able to remain enrolled/
getting you to enroll] in [your/a] program [in the next 12 months]?

% Very important

Never
ut enrolled
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Expected future job opportunities

[y

Financial aid or scholarships

Confidence in the value of the degree
or credential

Greater flexibility in course delivery
Able to finish a program in a short time frame
Student loan forgiveness programs

Student loans

Support from a school counselor/mental
health professional
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Affordable student housing
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A new question is emerging

Which pathway
Can | get into will help me build

college”? the future |
want?
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College access work is
evolving from helping students
get into college toward helping

students access opportunity and
economic mobility.



How are states responding?

Across the country, states are building:
*Creating value-aligned attainment goals
*Better workforce data systems
*Postsecondary outcomes tools
*Credential value frameworks
*Connections between K-12, higher ed, & workforce

But information is not enough. Data # decisions.
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What we're learning

Students & families want clearer
information about outcomes.

Making data available is not the

same as making it usable.

Local partnerships matter.
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Young people see college as a path to greater control
over their lives—Ilinked to income but not defined by it.

Because of the pressures they face, low-income
students make postsecondary choices based on
iImmediate realities rather than long-term ROI.

Instead of more tools, young people want guidance
from trusted adults—a need that has only grown as
information sources have multiplied.

Source: “Is College Worth It - For Me? Young People’s Lived Understandings of Postsecondary Value”
College Access: Research & Action, 2026
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The Opportunity

Improved access
to postsecondary
outcomes &
workforce data

Insights into
students’
postsecondary
motivations &
lived perceptions
of value
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College access
advising

More students
on pathways
towards
economic
mobility




Ideas for practitioners who want to
engage now

1. Start paying attention to outcomes, not just access

2. (et curious about your state's workforce and outcomes
tools

3. Bring the student perspective into the conversation
4. Help ensure "value® stays student-centered
5. Participate in pilot efforts when opportunities arise
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Higher Education Is Still Valued.

Our Challenge Is Making It
Reachable.
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