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Executive Summary

Varying Degrees is New America’s nationally representative annual survey of how

Americans feel about educational opportunities after high school.  Now in its

sixth year, we have trend data that show that Americans believe in the value that

education after high school provides, that federal and state governments play an

important role in its funding, and that colleges and universities should be held

accountable for any taxpayer dollars they receive.

The past six years have included serious national upheaval—multiple challenging

election cycles; a global pandemic; a recession and overly hot economic recovery;

a racial reckoning; rampant inflation; and global conflict—and yet views on

higher education have shifted little over the years. Varying Degrees 2022 tracks

year over year data, focusing on the general population overall. We also highlight

findings based on political party identification and other demographics.

While there has been relative consistency in Americans’ views about educational

opportunities after high school, there are some signs over the past couple of years

that positivity has declined somewhat. In early 2020, for example, 69 percent of

Americans said that colleges and universities were having a positive effect on the

way things were going. In 2021 that had fallen to 58 percent, and this year it has

fallen again, to 55 percent.

Other key findings from this year include:

Americans continue to believe in the value of pursuing educational

opportunities after high school. A majority (64 percent) believes that

adults living in the United States need some sort of postsecondary

credential to ensure financial security, with 27 percent saying that

Americans need at least a bachelor’s degree or beyond.

Education after high school continues to offer a good return on

investment. Over three-quarters of Americans (76 percent) continue to

believe that education beyond high school offers a good return in

investment for students. This number has remained relatively stable since

we began collecting data in 2017.

Various higher education sectors contribute to a strong American

workforce. Most Americans (85 percent) believe community colleges

contribute to a strong workforce. The number is 78 percent for public four-

year colleges, 71 percent for private nonprofit colleges, 72 percent for

minority serving institutions (MSIs),  and 58 percent for for-profit colleges.
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Online education quality is seen as similar to in-person education,

but it should cost less. Nearly half of Americans (47 percent) agree that

the quality of online education is about the same as in-person instruction,

an increase from last year, when only about a third of Americans agreed.

Most (4 in 5) Americans believe online education should cost less.

Americans are split on whether someone can get a high-quality

education after high school that is also affordable. About half of

Americans (52 percent) believe that students have access to an affordable,

high-quality education after high school.

Government must spend more money on higher education to make

it affordable. Similar to last year, 58 percent of Americans said the

government should be more responsible for funding higher education.

And a majority still say that states (80 percent) and the federal

government (78 percent) should spend more tax dollars on educational

opportunities after high school to make them more affordable.

Public colleges and universities are worth the investment. The only

institutional types that a majority of Americans are comfortable

supporting with taxpayer dollars are public colleges and universities and

MSIs. Overall, 79 percent of Americans agree with spending their

taxpayer dollars on public community colleges, 68 percent on public four-

year universities, and 63 percent on MSIs.

Americans continue to strongly support holding colleges and

universities accountable. A majority of Americans support the idea that

colleges and universities should lose some access to government funding

if they perform poorly, such as having low graduation rates (78 percent

support), low rates of graduates earning a living wage (73 percent

support), or high student loan debt relative to earnings (70 percent

support).

New this year, we also asked questions about test-optional admissions and about

the financial health of American households. In addition, we oversampled

current student loan borrowers to understand how student loans have impacted

their lives and how they feel about educational opportunities after high school.

These results form a special and separate in-depth feature of this year’s Varying

Degrees.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Preface

We have entered year three of a global pandemic. Last year, with the advent of

COVID-19 vaccines, it felt as though the tide was turning on all of the disruptions

the coronavirus has wrought on the world. Unfortunately, it has proved

pernicious, mutating in ways that put a more normal, post-pandemic world just

out of our grasp.

Meanwhile, our economy has been running red hot, leading to inflation at rates

not seen for many decades. While a nationwide labor movement has resulted in

the proliferation of unionized workers and increased wages, Americans remain

uneasy about their economic prospects over the next year as inflation eats away

at their savings and earnings. The Federal Reserve has been trying to tamp down

inflation by raising interest rates, making it more expensive, and therefore

challenging, for people to borrow money. A recession is likely on the horizon.

When a recession comes, Americans face not much by way of relief from the

federal government. Policymaking in Washington has ground to a halt as the

bipartisan appetite for crisis spending during the height of the pandemic recedes

in the wake of inflation. In the fall, Americans will be heading to the polls and

their dissatisfaction with federal policymakers will likely lead to a shift in which

party holds Congress. Republicans probably will take control of the House of

Representatives and increase their numbers in the Senate, making it an even

more challenging policy environment for getting things done.

This is our new normal, where Americans face headwinds from multiple

directions, leading pessimism to abound. According to the General Social Survey

from NORC at the University of Chicago,  the share of Americans who said they

are not too happy surpassed those saying they were very happy for the first time

since data were collected in 1972.  It will take a Herculean effort to turn

sentiments around, since few obvious positive developments are on the horizon.

All we can do is hope for a better time.

This pessimism must be kept in mind when reading this year’s Varying Degrees

survey. Our data were collected in April and May 2022, as warning signs in the

economy grew stronger and were seen as not completely related to the pandemic.

Despite this, the results of this year’s survey show that even though the future

remains uncertain and positive feelings about higher education have waned a bit,

Americans still value higher education overall and believe that it will help their

children, and the nation, secure economic success. For this reason, they believe

that opportunities after high school should be well funded by state and federal

governments, and that schools which receive federal dollars must be held

accountable.

5
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We now have six years of data that help us understand the impact that national

events have on the opinions of Americans about education after high school. As

we look forward to an unknown future, it is important to understand where

Americans stand on higher education and how it can be used as a tool to achieve

economic growth and prosperity during times of economic downturn.
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Findings

Varying Degrees 2022: New America’s Sixth Annual Survey on Higher Education

interviewed 1,517 Americans ages 18 and older to better understand their

perceptions of education after high school, including oversamples of Black,

Latinx, and Asian Americans, and student loan borrowers. It provides important

trend data to judge how attitudes about the value of education after high school,

how it is funded, and how it should be held accountable have changed over the

past six years, particularly since the COVID-19 pandemic.

Value

Americans continue to believe in the value of pursuing educational opportunities

after high school. While almost two-thirds of respondents to this year’s Varying

Degrees survey attest that well-paying, stable jobs can be obtained with only a

high school diploma or GED (See Figure 1), the majority agree that it is easier to

find consistent employment with additional degrees or postsecondary technical

certifications.

In a new question this year, we asked about the minimum level of education

respondents believe their immediate or close family members should complete

to ensure financial security. Although 64 percent of Americans agree that well-

paying employment can be found with only a high school diploma or GED, the

majority (73 percent) believe that some sort of postsecondary credential will be

required for their child or close family member to achieve economic security. A

plurality of respondents (39 percent) believe that their child or close family

member will need at least a bachelor's degree or beyond. Nearly 10 percent

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2022/ 9



believe that a master’s, doctoral, or professional degree is necessary to ensure

their child or close family member’s financial stability. (See Figure 2.)

There emerged a key difference between Republicans and Democrats on this

question. Republicans are significantly more likely than Democrats to consider a

high school diploma sufficient for economic security, by 31 to 18 percent.

Democrats are more likely than Republicans to recommend that family members

complete at least a bachelor’s degree, by 38 to 24 percent. (See Figure 3.)
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In a variation on this question, we broadened the population of interest from

what one would recommend to a close family member to what one would

recommend for adults in the U.S. Overall, respondents believe that their close

family members personally needed higher levels of education than the general

population of adults in America. While 39 percent of respondents believe that

close family members should complete at least a bachelor's degree or above, only

27 percent believe that all American adults need at least a bachelor's degree or

above to achieve financial security. About one-third (34 percent) believe that a

high school diploma is sufficient for adults in the U.S. to be financially stable.

Only one-quarter of Democrats polled believe that a high school diploma is

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2022/ 11



sufficient for Americans to achieve economic security, compared to 39 percent of

Republicans who said so. (See Figure 2.)

Education after High School Offers Strong Return on Investment

Over three-quarters of Americans continue to believe that education beyond

high school offers a good return on investment for students. (See Figure 4.) This

number has remained relatively stable since we began collecting data in 2017.

Although there is a general consensus on this question, we found demographic

differences among party identification, age, and race. Democrats are statistically

more likely to agree (84 percent) than Republicans (71 percent). Asian

respondents (84 percent) agree at higher rates than White (75 percent), Black (75

percent), and Latinx (76 percent) adults. And older generations, such as Gen X

(79 percent) and Baby Boomers (84 percent), are statistically more likely to agree

than Millennials (64 percent) and Gen Z (71 percent).

In a new question this year, we asked if education beyond high school offers a

good return on investment for the general population. Numbers remain similar to

the previous question that focused on return on investment for students. Overall,

75 percent of respondents agree. (See Figure 5.)

7
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While there were some differences in opinion among party identification, race,

and gender, all agree in the majority that education beyond high school offers a

good return on investment for the general population. We found a slightly wider

partisan divide with this question: 84 percent of Democrats and 69 percent of

Republicans believe that higher education offers a good return on investment for

the public. Differences across racial demographic groups are less significant,

though Asian respondents (82 percent) remain more likely to agree than White

(73 percent), Black (74 percent), and Latinx (77 percent) Americans that

education after high school offers a good return on investment for the general

population. As in the previous question, Gen X (77 percent) and Baby Boomer

(80 percent) respondents agree at higher rates than their Millennial (66 percent)

and Gen Z (67 percent) counterparts.

Colleges & Universities Leading America in a Positive Direction

Just over half of Americans (55 percent) believe that colleges and universities are

leading America in a positive direction. The proportion of Americans who feel

positively about the impact of colleges and universities has dropped by 14

percentage points since we started collecting data on this question in 2020.

Similar to last year, there is a strong and significant partisan divide on this

question. Nearly three-quarters of Democrats (73 percent) believe that colleges

and universities have a positive effect, compared to just over a third of

Republicans (37 percent). (See Figure 6.)

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2022/ 13



In a related question, we found that a greater majority of Americans (60 percent)

believe that colleges and universities have a positive effect on their local

communities. (See Figure 6.) There is a notable partisan divide in these results,

too: 77 percent of Democrats responded positively to this question, compared to

45 percent of Republicans.

Although Americans feel positively about the impact of colleges and universities,

particularly those located in their communities, only 37 percent agree that higher

education in America is fine how it is. But attitudes on this question have

improved significantly since 2017, when only 26 percent agreed higher education

was fine the way it was.

Higher Education Sectors Contribute to a Strong Workforce, but Not All Are Worth the

Cost

Americans have a favorable opinion of how colleges and universities across all

sectors contribute to the workforce, continuing the trend from 2017 when we

started the survey. Most Americans believe community colleges contribute to a

strong workforce. All other sectors share a similar level of agreement, though

there is a significant decline for the for-profit sector. Approximately 78 percent of

Americans agree that public four-year colleges prepare a strong American

workforce, compared to 71 percent for private nonprofit colleges, 72 percent for

MSIs, and 58 percent for for-profit colleges. (See Figure 7.)
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When it comes to whether certain sectors are worth the cost for students, the

number sinks for for-profit colleges and universities. While 81 and 67 percent,

respectively, agree that community colleges and public four-year colleges and

universities are worth the cost and more than half (54 percent) think so for

private nonprofit colleges, only 41 percent think for-profit colleges are worth the

cost. A majority of Americans (67 percent) think MSIs are worth the cost. (See

Figure 8.)
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Democrats and Republicans generally align on how they think about institutions

of higher education from different sectors. When it comes to MSIs, however,

their opinions diverge. While as many as 86 percent of Democrats think MSIs

contribute to a strong American workforce, only 62 percent of Republicans think

so. Eight in 10 Democrats think MSIs are worth the cost, but only 54 percent of

Republicans agree with that statement. (See Figure 9.)
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Opinion on online education experienced a significant shift from last year. More,

albeit still a low number, believe the quality of online instruction in higher

education is better than in-person instruction (8 percent in 2022 vs. 3 percent in

2021), and nearly half (47 percent) think the quality of online instruction is the

same as in-person instruction. Notably, 17 percent of current students think the

quality of online instruction is better than in-person instruction, compared to

only 6 percent of those who are not current students. (See Figure 10.)

As many colleges and universities opt into hybrid education (a mix of online and

in-person instruction) even when most Covid restrictions have been lifted, the

shift in opinion could reflect how widespread and accepted online instruction has

become. But this shift is unexpected and particularly concerning from an

accountability perspective, as experts have raised alarms about the operations of

online programs at public and private nonprofit colleges,  and the predatory,

predominantly online, programs at for-profit colleges.

Having said that, 80 percent of Americans still think online education programs

should cost less than in-person programs, which is similar to last year.

Surprisingly, fewer current students this year (68 percent) than last year (74

percent) think these programs should cost less, and 27 percent think these

programs should cost the same as in-person programs. (See Figure 11.)

8
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Funding

With a hot labor market, rising inflation, and continued supply chain disruption

due to the pandemic, Americans have found it challenging to navigate and

understand their future economic situation. With signs of economic recession on

the horizon, they remain divided on whether students have access to an

affordable education after high school and how that education should be funded.

Similar to previous years, Americans are split on whether someone can get a

high-quality education after high school that is also affordable: 52 percent agree,

a slight increase from last year’s 48 percent. There is a difference between the

way Democrats and Republicans feel about this issue. About half (49 percent) of

Democrats believe that Americans can get a high-quality education after high

school that is also affordable, compared to over half (59 percent) of Republicans.

(See Figure 12.)
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There is also a noticeable difference among generations, with younger

respondents agreeing at much lower rates than older ones. Only 36 percent of

Generation Z, 45 percent of Millennials, and 45 percent of Gen X agree that

someone can get a high-quality and affordable education after high school,

compared with 66 percent of Baby Boomers. The rapid rise in college price for

the youngest generations may explain this difference of opinion.

Government Must Spend Money on Education after High School

When it comes to who should fund higher education—the government, because

it is good for society, or students, because they personally benefit—a majority of

Americans still believe the burden should fall on the government. Similar to last

year, 58 percent of Americans said the government should be more responsible

for funding higher education. However, this still reveals a decline in opinion from

2019 and 2020, when 63 percent of them believed the government should be the

primary funder. (See Figure 13.)
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Democrats and Republicans remain deeply divided over this question, as they

have every year we have collected data. More than three-quarters of Democrats

(77 percent) believe the government should fund higher education because it is

good for society. Meanwhile, 63 percent of Republicans say students should fund

education beyond high school because they personally benefit. (See Figure 14.)

Even though the share of Americans saying that the government should fund

higher education because it is good for society has declined since 2019, a strong

majority still say that states (80 percent) and the federal government (78 percent)

should spend more tax dollars on educational opportunities after high school to

make them more affordable.

Although both Democrats and Republicans disagree on who should be the

primary funder of higher education—government or students—they both agree

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2022/ 20



that federal and state governments should spend additional tax dollars to make

higher education opportunities more affordable. Most Democrats feel that both

federal (93 percent) and state governments (94 percent) should spend more.

Republicans also agree, but at lower rates (66 percent agree for state

government, 62 percent for federal). (See Figure 15.)

Public Colleges & Universities Worth the Investment & Are Underfunded

While a majority of Americans believe that federal and state governments should

spend more money to make higher education opportunities more affordable,

they are only comfortable with taxpayer support going to specific institutions.

The only institutional types that a majority of Americans are comfortable

supporting with taxpayer dollars are public colleges and universities and

minority-serving institutions. Overall, 79 percent of Americans feel comfortable

spending taxpayer dollars on public community colleges, 68 percent on public

four-year universities, and 63 percent on MSIs. Only a third of Americans support

spending taxpayer dollars on for-profit colleges and universities. (See Figure 16.)
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A majority of Americans agree that public community colleges are underfunded

(56 percent) but agree only in the minority that other sectors of higher education

are underfunded. (See Figure 17.)
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Like the general population, Democrats and Republicans both agree that they are

comfortable supporting public two-year and four-year institutions with taxpayer

dollars, albeit at different rates. Democrats agree that they are comfortable

supporting public two-year (89 percent) and four-year institutions (81 percent) at

higher levels than Republicans (74 percent for public two-year, 57 percent for

public four-year). A larger proportion of Democrats support using taxpayer

dollars to fund MSIs (83 percent) than Republicans (46 percent). Just about half of

Democrats are comfortable supporting private nonprofit colleges and universities

with taxpayer dollars, compared to 42 percent of Republicans. Neither

Democrats nor Republicans agree in the majority that they are comfortable

supporting for-profit colleges or universities with taxpayer dollars (35 percent and

31 percent, respectively).

Democrats and Republicans also have divergent opinions as to whether certain

higher education sectors are currently underfunded by state and federal

government. Approximately 70 percent of Democrats agree the public two-year

sector is underfunded, compared with 43 percent of Republicans. Just over half of

Democrats agree that the public four-year sector is underfunded, compared to 39

percent of Republicans. And 57 percent of Democrats agree that MSIs are

underfunded, compared to just 27 percent of Republicans. (See Figure 18.)

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2022/ 23



newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2022/ 24



Taking Loans for Degrees That Are In-Person Seen as More Acceptable Than for Online

Programs

Online education continues to play a big role as we enter year three of the

pandemic. This year we asked whether it is worthwhile for borrowers to take out

loans for education after high school for predominantly online and

predominantly in-person education. Just under half of Americans agree that it is

worthwhile to borrow for predominantly online programs, compared to 68

percent who agree that it is worthwhile to borrow for in-person instruction.

Republicans and Democrats agreed at similar rates when it came to borrowing

for online education (47 percent of Democrats and 46 percent of Republicans),

and in-person programs (69 percent of Democrats and 70 percent of

Republicans). (See Figure 19.)
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Accountability

As in previous years, Americans continue to strongly support holding colleges

and universities accountable for their student outcomes. Nine in 10 Americans

think it is important for colleges and universities to make outcome data, such as

graduation rates or graduate employment rates, accessible. This number has

remained steady since 2019. (See Figure 20.)

A majority of Americans support the idea that colleges and universities should

lose some access to government funding if they have low graduation rates (78

percent), low rates of graduates earning a living wage (73 percent), or high

student loan debt relative to earnings (70 percent), all failures to meet certain

indicators of quality. (See Figure 21.)
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Apart from restricting access to funding for colleges that fail to meet key

indicators, the federal government also allows students who have been misled by

colleges to apply for “borrower defense to loan repayment” (or “borrower

defense” for short),  a process through which students can have some or all of

their federal student loan discharged. The Biden administration in June approved

the largest student loan discharge in history for more than 550,000 borrowers

who attended the now-defunct Corinthian College, which misrepresented

employment outcomes.  This year, nearly eight in 10 Americans (79 percent)

support this measure. (See Figure 22.)
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Accountability is one issue where Democrats and Republicans are aligned. High

levels of both Democrats (96 percent) and Republicans (90 percent) support

greater transparency on quality data such as graduation rates or graduate

employment rates. Both parties agree that colleges and universities should lose

some access to taxpayer money if they fail to meet certain indicators of quality.

On the question about canceling debts for borrowers who were misled by their

colleges, most Democrats (91 percent) and a smaller number of Republicans (63

percent) support the idea.

Opinion on College & University Spending Declines

While Americans generally have a favorable opinion of colleges and universities

across all sectors, they are less positive about whether colleges and universities

operate efficiently or spend their money wisely. Only around half of Americans

believe community colleges are running efficiently and spend money wisely. The

numbers drop for the other sectors: for public four-year colleges, only 43 and 38

percent, respectively, think they are running efficiently and spending money

wisely; for private nonprofit colleges, the numbers are 43 and 33 percent,

respectively; for for-profit colleges, the numbers are 36 and 27 percent; and for

MSIs, the numbers are 39 and 36 percent. (See Figure 23.)
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Compared to Democrats, Republicans agree at lower rates that colleges operate

efficiently and spend their money wisely, even for community colleges, which

usually see broad support from both parties. Nearly two thirds of Democrats (61

percent) think community colleges are running efficiently, compared to only half

of Republicans (51 percent). And while 53 percent of Democrats think community

colleges are spending money wisely, less than half of Republicans (46 percent)

think so.

Focus Feature: Test-Optional Admissions

This year, the Varying Degrees poll asked several questions about the use of testing

in college admissions, given the movement towards test-optional admissions

during the pandemic. Americans have varying perspectives on the value and use

of SAT and ACT scores in the admissions process, though few (6 percent) believe

that the scores should be heavily relied upon when institutions make admissions
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decisions, and some believe that test scores should not be considered at all (11

percent). (See Figure 24.)

There are demographic differences in race and political affiliation when it comes

to support for test-free or optional admissions: higher proportions of Black (47

percent) and Latinx (45 percent) respondents support test-optional policies than

White (41 percent) and Asian (34 percent) respondents. Nearly half of Democrats

support test-optional admissions, compared to about one-third of Republicans.

Almost 40 percent of respondents believe that SAT and ACT scores should be

required but used in combination with other admissions materials. Republicans

were 17 percentage points more likely to support this policy than Democrats (48

percent Republican versus 31 percent Democrat). Asian (55 percent) and White

(42 percent) respondents were significantly more likely than Latinx (29 percent)

and Black (26 percent) respondents to support the use of standardized tests as a

requirement of college applications.

Strong and significant differences emerged among age groups. Gen Z

respondents supported test-optional policies at notably higher rates (60 percent)

than Millennials (45 percent), Gen X (43 percent), and Baby Boomers (35

percent). Older respondents were more likely to agree that test scores should be a

required part of the admissions process: a majority of Baby Boomers (53 percent)

supported mandating the SAT or ACT, compared to approximately one-quarter

(24 percent) of Gen Z respondents.
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Focus Feature: Household Financial Literacy & Security

With the economic outlook hazy, in this year’s Varying Degrees we asked those we

polled about their thoughts on their own finances, along with more global

questions about student lending and the largest forms of consumer debt in

America.

Thinking about their household’s finances before the pandemic began in March

2020, a majority of respondents—76 percent—felt their household was

economically secure. Both Democrats (76 percent) and Republicans (79 percent)

regarded their family finances this way.

There were, however, stark contrasts in this answer when we looked at

educational attainment and race. The higher the educational attainment of the

respondent, the more likely they were to say that their households were

economically secure. For example, 65 percent of high school graduates with no

higher education said they were economically secure compared to 87 percent of

those with bachelor’s degrees. White and Asian Americans were more likely to

say they had been economically secure pre-pandemic than Black and Latinx

respondents. (See Figure 25.)
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When it comes to their finances today, there has been a significant decline in

economic security, but people still think their household’s finances are secure in

the majority (68 percent). Like the previous questions, Democrats and

Republicans are aligned in feeling that their households are currently

economically secure (70 percent for both). Again, we saw a difference when we

looked at educational attainment, with 60 percent of high school graduates with

no college degree saying they were financially secure compared to 80 percent of

those with a bachelor’s degree. White and Asian Americans said they were more

economically secure (73 percent for both) than Black (54 percent) and Latinx (57

percent) respondents. (See Figure 26.)
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Thinking about household finances six months from now, respondents were

optimistic. Overall, 73 percent felt that their household would be economically

secure, with 78 percent of Democrats and 74 percent of Republicans saying so.

There were some notable differences by race, with 76 percent of White and Asian

Americans saying they planned on being economically secure, as compared with

61 percent of Black and 69 percent of Latinx respondents. (See Figure 27.)
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When asked how much, if at all, monthly income has varied over the past six

months, nearly half (47 percent) said it varied at least somewhat, with a small

proportion of those (15 percent) saying it varied a lot. Black and Latinx (20

percent for both) Americans said that their incomes varied a lot at higher rates

than White and Asian Americans (13 and 5 percent, respectively). (See Figure 28.)
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Along with experiencing at least some variability in income over the past six

months, 69 percent of respondents experienced at least some variability in

monthly bills and expenses, with almost a fifth saying their monthly bills varied a

lot. Republicans (22 percent) were more likely to say that their bills varied a lot

than Democrats (15 percent). (See Figure 29.)
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Perceptions versus Reality: Americans’ Perceptions of Student Loan Borrowing and

Consumer Debt

This year we asked two questions to see how perceptions of student loan

borrowing and consumer debt reflect reality. Overall, about two-thirds of

respondents believe that a majority of students borrow for their undergraduate

degrees. (See Figure 30.)

Americans’ views are not far off from reality. According to U.S. Department of

Education data, 60 percent of students who started their higher education in

2012, the most recent year for which we have data, took out loans for their

undergraduate programs.12
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Americans believe that the largest source of consumer debt in the U.S. is student

loan debt. But student loan debt, currently at $1.59 trillion, is dwarfed by

mortgage and home equity loans, which stand at $4.35 trillion. Auto loans fall not

far behind student loan debt, at $1.47 trillion, with credit card and other debts at

$1.29 trillion.  (See Figure 31.)
13
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Appendix: Methodology

Varying Degrees was administered by NORC at the University of Chicago using

NORC’s AmeriSpeak® Panel for the sample source. This was the sixth annual

survey seeking to better understand the general population’s opinions on higher

education. This year’s survey placed an additional emphasis on collecting

detailed information about individuals with student loans and how they are

managing repayment during the COVID-19 pandemic.

A general population sample 18 years and older was selected from NORC’s

AmeriSpeak Panel for this study. Additional African Americans (referred to as

"Black Americans" in this report), Asian/Pacific Islander Americans ("Asian

Americans"), and Hispanic Americans ("Latinx Americans") were also sampled

in order to hit client-specific targets in these subgroups. Lastly, additional sample

flagged as likely to be student loan borrowers (using previously collected

AmeriSpeak Panel profile data) was included to hit client-specific targets for this

subgroup. Sampled panelists in this final subgroup were asked at the beginning of

the survey if they had student loan debt for loans in their name or in someone

else’s name. In order to be eligible for the survey, these individuals must have

answered ‘Yes’ to having student loans in their name or someone else’s name.

The sample for a specific study is selected from the AmeriSpeak Panel using

sampling strata based on age, race/Hispanic ethnicity, education, and gender (48

sampling strata in total). Sample selection takes into account the expected

differential survey completion rates across the sampling strata. The size of the

selected sample per stratum is determined such that the distribution of the

complete surveys across the strata matches that of the target population as

represented by census data. If a panel household has more than one active adult

panel member, only one adult panel member is selected at random. When

panelists are selected for an AmeriSpeak survey, the selection process, within

each sampling strata, favors those who were not selected in the most recent

previous AmeriSpeak survey. This selection process is designed to minimize the

number of surveys any one panelist is exposed to and maximize the rotation of all

panelists across AmeriSpeak surveys.

The survey was offered in English and Spanish, and it was administered in two

modes depending on the preference of the respondent provided during the panel

recruitment: 1) self-administered by the respondent online via the Web; or 2)

administered over the telephone by a live interviewer.

A small sample of English-speaking AmeriSpeak web-mode panelists was invited

on Thursday, March 31 for a pretest. In total, NORC collected 52 pretest

interviews. The initial data from the pretest were reviewed by NORC and

delivered to New America. No changes were made before fielding the Main
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survey to collect the surveys interviews used for the final data. Pretest interviews

are not included in the final data.

For the main survey, a sub-sample of AmeriSpeak web-mode panelists was

invited to the survey on Tuesday April 19 in a soft-launch. The remainder of

sampled AmeriSpeak panelists were invited to the survey on Thursday April 21.

NORC collected 2,174 final interviews, 2,093 by web mode and 81 by phone

mode, but these numbers do not account for interviews that may have been

removed for data quality purposes.

This final collection of survey completers includes specific oversamples of Non-

Hispanic African Americans (155 of completions), Hispanic Americans (157 of

completions), Non-Hispanic Asian/Pacific Islander Americans (160 of

completions), and Student Loan Borrowers (657 of completions) to ensure

adequate sample size of those groups for analysis.

Data Collection Procedures

If invited, AmeriSpeak panelists can take the survey online through the

password-protected AmeriSpeak Mobile App, the password-protected

AmeriSpeak Web portal, or by following a link in the e-mail invitation sent to

them. To encourage study cooperation, NORC sent the initial invitation and nine

email reminders to sampled web-mode panelists.

To administer the phone survey, NORC dialed sampled panelists who prefer to

take surveys on the phone from Thursday, April 21 to Wednesday, May 18.

Although most panelists who have stated a preference to take the survey on the

phone do take them in that mode, they also have the option of taking the survey

online via the web portal or the AmeriSpeak App or can ask the interviewer to e-

mail them an invite instead. These rare phone-preferred panelists who end up

taking the survey online are coded in the data based on the mode they took the

survey, not their previously stated mode preference. Panelists were offered the

cash equivalent of $3 for completing this survey.

Design Effect and Sampling Margin of Error Calculations

General Population Sample Size: 1,517 Margin of Error: ±3.47% Design Effect:

1.97
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Notes

1  AmeriSpeak® is a probability-based panel
designed to be representative of the US household
population. US households are randomly selected
and sampled using area probability and address-
based sampling. Further, the Varying Degrees sample
was selected using 48 sampling strata based on
particular demographic characteristics (age, race/
ethnicity, education status, and gender). The size of
the selected sample per stratum is determined such
that the distribution of the complete surveys across
the strata matches that of the target population as
represented by census data. Finally, an oversample of
African Americans (referred to as "Black Americans"
in this report), Asian/Pacific Islander Americans
("Asian Americans"), Hispanic Americans ("Latinx
Americans"), and respondents likely to be student
loan borrowers was selected to achieve a target
number of complete surveys from these
underrepresented groups. For more, please see
methodology in appendix.

2  To give survey respondents an indication of what
types of institutions are considered minority-serving
institutions, we gave the following information as
background: “Minority Serving Institutions in the U.S.
include Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs), Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs), Tribal
Colleges and Universities (TCUs), and Asian
American Native American Pacific Islander-Serving
Institutions (AANAPISIs).”

3  All survey materials including questionnaire and
data files can be found in the download section of
this report.

4  Our focus feature on borrowers will be released
separately in August 2022.

5  The General Social Survey and NORC at the
University of Chicago (website), “About the GSS,”
https://gss.norc.org/About-The-GSS.

6  Christopher Ingraham, “New Data Shows
Americans More Miserable Than We've Been in Half

a Century,” The Why Axis, Substack, January 28,
2022, https://thewhyaxis.substack.com/p/new-data-
shows-americans-more-miserable.

7  In the Varying Degrees survey, Generation Z
includes people who were born in and before 1995,
Millennials include those born between 1980 and
1994, Generation X includes those born between
1965 and 1979, Baby Boomers include those born
between 1946 and 1964, and the Silent Generation
includes those born in and before 1945. We omitted
data on the Silent Generation this year, due to small
sample size.

8  Jon Marcus, “More Colleges and Universities
Outsource Services to For-profit Companies,” The
Hechinger Report, January 8, 2021, https://
hechingerreport.org/more-colleges-and-universities-
outsource-services-to-for-profit-companies/.

9  Robin Howarth and Lisa Stifler, The Failings of
Online For-profit Colleges: Findings from Student
Borrower Focus Groups (Washington, DC: Brookings,
March 2019), https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2019/03/The-Failings-of-Online-
For-profit-Colleges.pdf.

10  Federal Student Aid (website), “Borrower Defense
Loan Discharge,” https://studentaid.gov/borrower-
defense/.

11  U.S. Department of Education, “Education
Department Approves $5.8 Billion Group Discharge
to Cancel All Remaining Loans for 560,000
Borrowers Who Attended Corinthian,” press release,
June 1, 2022, https://www.ed.gov/news/press-
releases/education-department-approves-58-billion-
group-discharge-cancel-all-remaining-loans-560000-
borrowers-who-attended-corinthian-colleges.

12  New America analysis of U.S. Department of
Education Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS)
survey. BPS:2012/2017, https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/
index.aspx?ps_x=fecaeff0.
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13  Federal Reserve Bank of New York (website),
“Center for Microeconomic Data: Household Debt
and Credit Report,” https://www.newyorkfed.org/
microeconomics/hhdc.
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This report carries a Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 International license, which permits re-use of
New America content when proper attribution is
provided. This means you are free to share and adapt
New America’s work, or include our content in
derivative works, under the following conditions:

• Attribution. You must give appropriate credit,
provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes
were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner,
but not in any way that suggests the licensor
endorses you or your use.

For the full legal code of this Creative Commons
license, please visit creativecommons.org.

If you have any questions about citing or reusing
New America content, please visit 
www.newamerica.org.

All photos in this report are supplied by, and licensed
to, shutterstock.com unless otherwise stated.
Photos from federal government sources are used
under section 105 of the Copyright Act.
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