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OVERALL FINDINGS

1. The United States has made great progress 
in expanding opportunities to students over 
the past century.

2. Access to and benefits from higher education 
are not shared equally across the 
population. 

3. Progress to provide higher education 
opportunity in the United States has slowed 
or stalled, while other countries have 
surpassed the United States in attainment. 
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FINDING #1:
The United States has made great 
progress in expanding opportunities to 
students over the past century.

I N D I C A T O R S  2 0 2 6



www.pellinstitute.org

The national U.S. bachelor’s degree attainment rate for those aged 25 
years and older has increased from 24% to 38% since 1996.

Figure S.7: Percentage of first-generation degree-seeking students and the U.S. bachelor’s attainment rate for 
adults 25 years and older: 1996-2020 
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FINDING #2:

Access to and benefits from higher 
education are not shared equally across 
the population. 
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COLLEGE ACCESS: The gap in college participation rates between 
the highest- and lowest-income quartiles decreased from 1970 to 
2023, but it still persists.
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Indicator 1a: College participation rate: Percentage of 18- to 24-year-old dependents in the general 
population by family income quartile: 1970-2023
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College participation 
rates for low-income 
students vary widely 
across states. Low-
income students have 
better opportunities for 
higher education in 
some states and less in 
others.

Indicator 7a: Estimated college participation 
rates for students from low-income families by 
state: 2023  
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College participation 
rates for low-income 
students vary widely 
across states. Low-
income students have 
better opportunities for 
higher education in 
some states and less in 
others.

Indicator 7a: Estimated college participation 
rates for students from low-income families by 
state: 2023  
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COLLEGE ACCESS: Similarly, the gap in the college continuation 
rate among high school graduates between the highest- and lowest-
income quartiles decreased from 1970 to 2023, but it still persists.

Indicator 1b: High school graduate college continuation rate: Percentage of high school graduates who 
continue to college, by family income quartile: 1970-2023
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COLLEGE ACCESS: Both race/ethnicity and income are correlated 
with high school graduate college continuation rates.

Indicator 1d(ii): High school graduate college continuation rate: Percentage of high school graduates 
who continue to college, by race/ethnicity and family income quartiles: 2023
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ATTAINMENT: Bachelor's degree attainment rates increased across 
all family income quartiles over time, but have not closed between 
the lowest and highest income quartiles.

Indicator 5a(i): Estimated bachelor’s degree attainment by age 24 for dependent family 
members in the U.S. population, by family income quartile: 1970-2023
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ATTAINMENT: Female degree earners now make up the 
majority of bachelor’s degree earners.

Indicator 5a(iii): Number and percentage of bachelor’s degrees conferred by sex: 1870-
2024
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ATTAINMENT: Four-year graduation rates have increased for all students 
since 2017, but the gap between Pell Grant and non-Pell recipients has not 
changed.

Indicator 5c(vi) Percentage distribution of certificates and degrees awarded for first-time, full-time 
students in four and six years, by Pell-Grant status in the student’s first year: 2017-2024
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ATTAINMENT: Six-year graduation rates have increased for all students since 
2017, but the gap between Pell Grant and non-Pell recipients has not changed.

Indicator 5c(vi) Percentage distribution of certificates and degrees awarded for first-time, full-time 
students in four and six years, by Pell-Grant status in the student’s first year: 2017-2024
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ATTAINMENT: 
Bachelor’s degree 
attainment has 
increased over time, but 
growth rates across 
states are inconsistent.

Indicator 7g(ii): Percentage of the 
population age 25 and older with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher by state: 
1940 and 2025   
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ATTAINMENT: 
Bachelor’s degree 
attainment has 
increased over time, but 
growth rates across 
states are inconsistent.

Indicator 7g(ii): Percentage of the 
population age 25 and older with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher by state: 
1940 and 2025   
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INCOME: Bachelor’s 
degree graduates in the 
lowest-income quartile at 
college entry earned 
more than high school 
graduates who did not 
attend college.

Indicator 5f(iii): Average annualized 
income for dependent students who 
received bachelor’s degrees in 2016 in 
2020 by parents’ income quartile, 
compared with full-time, year-round high 
school graduate workers 25 to 34 years 
old (in 2024 constant dollars) 
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FINDING #3:
Progress to provide higher education 
opportunity in the United States has 
slowed or stalled, while other countries 
have surpassed the United States in 
attainment. 
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Many countries are 
outpacing the United 
States in the growth of 
bachelor’s degree 
attainment.

Indicator 6a: Percentage of adults aged 
25 to 34 with a type A (equivalent of 
bachelor’s degree or above) tertiary 
degree, by country: 2015 and 2024 
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Many countries are 
outpacing the United 
States in the growth of 
bachelor’s degree 
attainment.

Indicator 6a: Percentage of adults aged 
25 to 34 with a type A (equivalent of 
bachelor’s degree or above) tertiary 
degree, by country: 2015 and 2024 
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Other countries have 
surpassed the United 
States in degree 
attainment for first-
generation students.

Indicator 6c: Percentage of 25- to 34-
year-olds who earned a tertiary degree, 
by parents' highest educational 
attainment level and country: 2023 
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Other countries have 
surpassed the United 
States in degree 
attainment for first-
generation students.

Indicator 6c: Percentage of 25- to 34-
year-olds who earned a tertiary degree, 
by parents' highest educational 
attainment level and country: 2023 
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CONTACT INFORMATION
For detailed questions about the findings or the methods, email 
pellstaff@pellinstitute.org.

Sean Simone, Ph.D.
Vice President of Research and Director of the Pell Institute
sean.simone@pellinstitute.org

Nicole Brunt
Research Associate
nicole.brunt@pellinstitute.org 
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DASHBOARD DEMONSTRATION
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DASHBOARD DEMONSTRATION

• Figure S.3: Percentage of working-age adults from 18 to 65 years old who 
participate in social safety net benefit programs, by educational attainment: 2022

• Indicator 2a: Percentage distribution of full-time, first-time degree-seeking 
undergraduate students who did and did not receive Pell or other federal grants by 
level of institution attended

• Indicator 3c(i): Unmet financial need of dependent full-time undergraduates 
attending one institution for a full year, by family income quartile

• Indicator 6c: Percentage of 25- to 34-year-olds who earned a tertiary degree, by 
parents’ highest educational attainment level and country
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	COLLEGE ACCESS: The gap in college participation rates between the highest- and lowest-income quartiles decreased from 1970 to 2023, but it still persists.
	College participation rates for low-income students vary widely across states. Low-income students have better opportunities for higher education in some states and less in others.
	College participation rates for low-income students vary widely across states. Low-income students have better opportunities for higher education in some states and less in others.
	COLLEGE ACCESS: Similarly, the gap in the college continuation rate among high school graduates between the highest- and lowest-income quartiles decreased from 1970 to 2023, but it still persists.
	COLLEGE ACCESS: Both race/ethnicity and income are correlated with high school graduate college continuation rates.
	ATTAINMENT: Bachelor's degree attainment rates increased across all family income quartiles over time, but have not closed between the lowest and highest income quartiles.
	ATTAINMENT: Female degree earners now make up the majority of bachelor’s degree earners.
	ATTAINMENT: Four-year graduation rates have increased for all students since 2017, but the gap between Pell Grant and non-Pell recipients has not changed.
	ATTAINMENT: Six-year graduation rates have increased for all students since 2017, but the gap between Pell Grant and non-Pell recipients has not changed.
	ATTAINMENT: Bachelor’s degree attainment has increased over time, but growth rates across states are inconsistent.
	ATTAINMENT: Bachelor’s degree attainment has increased over time, but growth rates across states are inconsistent.
	INCOME: Bachelor’s degree graduates in the lowest-income quartile at college entry earned more than high school graduates who did not attend college.
	FINDING #3:��Progress to provide higher education opportunity in the United States has slowed or stalled, while other countries have surpassed the United States in attainment. 
	Many countries are outpacing the United States in the growth of bachelor’s degree attainment.
	Many countries are outpacing the United States in the growth of bachelor’s degree attainment.
	Other countries have surpassed the United States in degree attainment for first-generation students.
	Other countries have surpassed the United States in degree attainment for first-generation students.
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