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Equitable access focuses on creating opportunities for all prospective students to acquire information, apply, and 
enroll in a college or university. Access is especially critical for regional public four-year institutions because location 
matters: nearly 60% of students enrolled in public four-year institutions travel less than 50 miles from their homes, 

and the rate is even higher for Black, Hispanic, and Native American students.1 Academic major also matters: 60% to 70% 
of the growth in earnings gaps by race/ethnicity over the last 30 to 
40 years is attributed to differences in access to college programs 
with labor market value.2 Institutions taking action to ensure access 
to “good jobs”—those in high-demand fields with good wages—can 
help reduce this earnings gap.  

The American Association of State Colleges and Universities  
(AASCU) analyzed data from five higher education institutions to 
examine accessibility for all students. This brief describes a sample 
data inquiry that can help institutions identify inequities. The brief also 
provides guiding questions to assist campuses in facilitating discus-
sions about policies and programs to improve equity and promote 
social mobility.

AASCU’s members are access-oriented regional public four-year institutions meeting the educational needs and advancing 
the economy of their local communities. AASCU has been working closely with a group of five institutions—Austin Peay 
State University (Tenn.), Bowie State University (Md.), California State University-San Bernardino, Lehman College of The 
City University of New York, and Northwest Missouri State University—to refine the institutional transformation process at 
the heart of its student success strategy. This effort is supported by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation3 and aligns with 
AASCU’s strategic goals to assist its members in achieving equitable student outcomes across race/ethnicity, income, and 
first-generation status.4 

Two questions are the focus of this analysis of more than 70,000 students enrolled at the five partner institutions between 
2014–15 and 2018–19: 

➊    Are enrollments representative of the service area population?

➋    What are the enrollment patterns by major field?

The findings reveal patterns that can be examined alongside institutional policies and practices to help institutions under-
stand where to focus future efforts to improve equitable access to education and to promote social mobility.

➊ Are Enrollments Representative of the Institution’s Service Area Population?

The five partner institutions educate students from a relatively local area5—53% to 94% of students enroll from their sur-
rounding counties. Figure 1 displays the racial/ethnic distribution and share of college-educated residents in the service 

The findings reveal patterns that can 
be examined alongside institutional 
policies and practices to help 
institutions understand where to 
focus future efforts to improve 
equitable access to education and to 
promote social mobility.
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area compared to the national average. Although there are composition differences across the five institutions, each serves 
an area with large Black or Hispanic populations and large shares of families with no college credentials. The median family 
income for the five service areas differs, largely due to geography, and the distribution of population by gender is typically 
50% male/50% female; thus, national comparison on these measures does not add to this analysis.6

The five institutions’ enrollments 
reflect the race/ethnicity and 
income diversity of their local 
areas. However, male enroll-
ments and the share of students 
from families with no college 
credentials are smaller than their 
service areas (Figure 2).7

Race/Ethnicity. Four of the in-
stitutions enroll similar or larger 
shares of Black and Hispanic 
students compared with their 
service area populations and all 
five do so for Asian students. In 
fact, three of the five institutions 
enroll similar or larger shares of 
Black, Hispanic, and Asian stu-
dents when compared to their 
service area population. 

Gender.8 None of the five 
studied institutions reflect their 
service areas’ gender makeup. Although the population in 
all five service areas is about 50% male/50% female, 4-in-10 
students are male, on average. At one institution, only 3-in-
10 students are male.

First-Generation Status. The share of the service area 
population that does not have a college credential was 
compared to the share of first-generation students, those 
who are first in their families to attend college. Across the 
five service areas, 64% of the population aged 25 or older 
do not have a college credential at the associate degree 
level or higher. Among the five institutions, just one enrolls 
first-generation students at a rate similar to the service 
area’s population without a degree; notably, this institution’s 
service area has the highest density of people without a col-
lege degree, about 70%. One institution does not provide 
first-generation status data, but across the remaining three, 
the share of students that are first-generation is about 20 to 
30 percentage points smaller than that of the service area.9

Income.10 At four of the five institutions, more than half of 
dependent students are from families with incomes less 
than the service area median. At one institution, 78% of 

Figure 1. Partner institutions' service areas are more racially/ethnically diverse and have less  
college-educated families than the U.S. average.  
Race/Ethnicity and Education Level: Service Areas Compared to U.S. Average
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Figure 2. Black, Hispanic, Asian, and low-income students approxi-
mate the population, but not males and first-generation students.
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students are from families with incomes less than the $53,000 service area median, and the family income for dependent 
students averages $23,400. Only one institution enrolls a smaller share, 36%, of students with family incomes below the 
service area median of $58,000. The average family income for dependent students is $91,000 at this institution.

Questions to Consider

Examining the distribution of students alongside the service area population allows institutions to assess how closely  
their enrollment patterns reflect the localities they serve. The access patterns identified lead to deeper questions— 
see examples below—about related policies and programs and can help institutions understand practices that may per-
petuate inequities.

None of the five studied institutions reflect their service areas’ gender distribution. 

This finding reflects national enrollment patterns. Over the past 50 years, increasing numbers of women entered the work-
force and enrolled in higher education. Across the U.S., the share of male enrollments dropped from 60% in 1970 to 40% 
in 2020.11 How can institutions work with communities in their service areas to improve the college-going rates for men? 
Does the application and enrollment process (e.g., financial aid application, attending orientation, registering for class) and 
experience differ for men and women?  How can the learning environment be transformed to attract male students (e.g., 
experiential learning)? 

The share of enrolled first-generation students is 20 to 30 percent lower than the share of the service areas’ popula-
tions without a college credential. 

Does the institution collect data to understand the experiences of first-generation students and identify potential barriers 
to access, including financial barriers? Is the institution holding conversations with first-generation students to understand 
the effects of processes and systems—such as the financial aid application process—on the decision to attend? What bar-
riers to access exist for first-generation students to attend college? Are programs and events for students and families held 
in the community in their first language, or while students are in middle or high school, to convey the opportunities that a 
postsecondary education can provide? Is the institution partnering with trusted community-based organizations to assist 
in recruiting students?  

➋ What Are the Enrollment Patterns by Major Field? 

Major selection supersedes student demographics, family income, incoming test scores, and institutional prestige in de-
termining graduates’ earnings.12 
Science, technology, engineer-
ing, and math (STEM); health; 
and business are major field 
areas that lead to high-mobility 
jobs and are referred to as “high-
mobility majors” within this 
brief.13 At both entry level and 
mid-career, wages for workers 
with degrees in high-mobility 
majors outpace those in arts, hu-
manities, teaching, and service.14 
Examining enrollment patterns 
by declared major15 can help to 
identify institutional policies and 
practices that may adversely af-
fect access equity.

Figure 3. Males enroll in high-mobility majors with relatively high frequency regardless  
of race/ethnicity. Females do so with less frequency.
Percentage of Students Enrolling in High-Mobility Majors
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Race/Ethnicity and Gender. The trend depicted in Figure 3 is consistent across the five institutions: regardless of race/
ethnicity, males enroll in high-mobility majors with relatively high frequency and, excepting Asians, females do so less 
frequently. 

Asian males enroll in high-
mobility majors with the 
highest rate, while Native 
American females enroll with 
the lowest rate. Among male 
students, Hispanic, Black, and 
Native American males enroll 
in high-mobility majors less 
frequently than white and 
Asian males. At 42%, white 
and Hispanic females enroll 
in high-mobility majors with 
slightly less frequency than 
Black females, at 46%. 

Figure 4 displays enrollment 
rates within the major field 
areas. Among high-mobility 
majors, males enroll in STEM 
and business majors with 
greater frequency than 
health majors, while females 
enroll more frequently in 
health majors, regardless 
of race/ethnicity. Females, 
except Asians, enroll in STEM 
majors at only about half the 
rate of males. Regardless of 
race/ethnicity, males enroll 
in business majors at similar 
rates.  Females, except Na-
tive Americans, also enroll 
in business majors at similar 
rates, but with less frequency 
than males. Females are more 
likely than males to enroll 
in health fields, and Asian 
females do so with the most 
frequency. 

Overall, females and Black and Native American males enroll with higher frequency than others in majors that do not 
always lead to high-demand/high-paying jobs. 

First-Generation Status. Although first-generation students may struggle with navigating systems such as college admis-
sions and the enrollment process, these students’ major field enrollment patterns are nearly identical to that of non-first-
generation students (Figure 5).16 This pattern holds within each of the five colleges.

Figure 4. Historically underserved males enroll in STEM at lower rates than white and Asian males, but 
at similar rates in business. Historically underserved females enroll in STEM, business, and health at 
rates similar to white females, but at higher rates in arts/humanities. 
Percentage Distribution of Students by Major, Race/Ethnicity, and Gender
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Figure 5. Enrollment patterns by major are similar for first-generation and non-first-generation students.
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Income. On average, family income 
does not affect students’ major 
selection (Figure 6). The same is true 
within each of the institutions, except 
one where higher-income students 
enroll in business and STEM majors 
at slightly higher rates than lower-
income students.

Questions to Consider

The evidenced patterns in major 
selection may be a consequence of 
social or cultural influences. However, 
the findings also raise the question as 
to whether students receive implicitly or explicitly biased information about careers and majors. Here are some questions 
to consider about whether policies and programs align with or reinforce historical influences:

Black, Hispanic, and Native American males are less likely to enroll in STEM majors than white and Asian males. 

Research shows that Black, Hispanic, and Native American students sometimes have larger funding gaps than white and 
Asian students and tend to take on larger loans.17 What are the financial and mobility implications if these students enroll 
in majors that lead to lower-demand and lower-paying jobs? Do institutional practices such as career and academic advis-
ing influence student major selection inequitably? Consider student focus groups or surveys to understand the student 
experience, major selection, and first career upon postsecondary completion.

Females, except Asians, enroll in high-mobility majors with less frequency than males. 

Is information presented about career options early on when students are selecting a major (e.g., during career exploration 
in K-12)? Is the information presented in an unbiased manner? For example, on your institution’s website and marketing 
materials, are women more often depicted alongside information for humanities and service majors and less often with 
STEM or business majors? Are female faculty seen teaching STEM and business courses? 

About one-third of Native American females and one-half of Native American males enroll in high-mobility ma-
jors—the lowest rates by race/ethnicity and gender. 

In what specific majors do Native American students enroll? What are the reasons for major selection? Do students have 
accurate and accessible information about job fields and the labor market? How is information about majors and careers 
provided? How can the institution include Indigenous voices in systems, processes, and communications? What social or 
cultural barriers exist for Native American students transitioning to college from tribal communities and high schools? 

Conclusion

This analysis provides an example of an access equity inquiry to assess how accessible institutions are to the communities 
they serve. Examining whether institutional enrollment is representative of the service area can lead to exploration of poli-
cies, practices, or supports to better meet the needs of local students. Examining enrollment patterns across majors can 
lead to inquiry of policies and programs that may create barriers to access to high-mobility majors and, thus, well-paying 
jobs for historically underserved students. 

Among these five institutions, for example, enrollments appear to be relatively equitable across race/ethnicity and income, 
but males and first-generation enrollments are underrepresented. Once males enroll, they do so in high-mobility majors 
with relatively high frequency, while females, except Asians, often enroll in majors that lead to lower-mobility jobs. First-
generation status or family income does not make a difference in major selection. 

Figure 6. Enrollment patterns by major are similar regardless of income.*
Percentage Distribution of Students by Major and Family Income
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When conducting an equity inquiry, it is crucial for insti-
tutions to understand all of the systems and the related 
obstacles that act on students. Below are questions insti-
tutions can consider regarding processes, policies, and 
programs that may introduce inequities, both explicitly 
and implicitly.

• Which student populations should be included in 
equity conversations? What types of data can be 
collected to better understand their experiences 
and outcomes?

• Who most likely benefits from the policy or pro-
gram? Is the program meant to serve all students 
equally?

• How might a practice disadvantage some students, 
particularly Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and low-
income students?

• What is prioritized, rewarded, and normalized to 
consistently privilege those in certain groups? 

• How did those who designed the policy take eq-
uity into account? Was it considered?

• Who might not meet eligibility requirements? Does 
this have uneven effects?

• How is the selection of majors introduced to in-
coming students? How does an institution choose 
to address major and career aspirations?  

COVID-Era Access Equity  
Considerations 

The coronavirus pandemic has had strong adverse 
effects on Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and low-income 
students. Education access includes ensuring sup-
ports for both academic and non-academic concerns. 

During the pandemic, historically underserved stu-
dents have experienced increased challenges related 
to employment and finances, affecting their ability to 
pay for and attend college. Students of color, low-
income, and first-generation students, in particular, 
may lack access to technology or the internet to view 
information about prospective colleges and navigate 
the application processes. Be sure to consider:

•  How is access to financial aid information, 
particularly emergency funds or basic needs 
assistance, affected?

•  Do students have access to federally distrib-
uted assistance (e.g., Coronavirus Aid, Relief, 
and Economic Security Act and Coronavirus 
Response and Relief Supplemental Appropria-
tions Act, 2021) in a timely fashion to meet 
their needs?

•  How is information conveyed regarding admis-
sions to mitigate summer melt issues? 

•  Are all students able to communicate with 
advisors and counselors? 

•  What information can ensure students’ needs 
are understood across the spectrum of  
supports and policies?
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Methodology and Terms

Analytical note. The major field patterns by race/ethnicity and gender, first-generation status, and income analyses were 
conducted for students with reported data. Race/ethnicity and gender is missing for 4% of students. First-generation status 
is missing for 28% of students. Analysis by income is reported for dependent students only, about 70% of students re-
ported. Due to differences in the analyzed groups, there is slight variability in the average distribution of students by major 
field across the student characteristics reported.

Computation of averages. The five institutions vary in size; as such, simple averages were computed across the institu-
tions so that one institution does not weigh more or less than the others.

Income. Total adjusted gross income in tax year prior to academic year enrollment. Only dependent students were includ-
ed in this analysis to be as comparable as possible to the Census estimate definition for the service area comparison.

Major field declaration and groups. Student’s major field at first enrollment. Majors are coded using the U.S. Department 
of Education’s Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) codes.18 Major fields were grouped into five areas to ensure large 
enough group size for analytical purposes and to examine specific major fields of interest. The major field groups follow.

Major Field Groups and Majors
Percentage of Students (Total 
number of students = 78,197))

STEM Agriculture, Agriculture Operations, and Related Sciences 1.4%
Natural Resources and Conservation 0.4%
Biological and Biomedical Sciences 6.5%
Physical Sciences 1.5%
Engineering 0.7%
Engineering Technologies/Technicians 1.1%
Computer and Information Sciences and Support Services 5.4%
Mathematics and Statistics 1.2%

Business Business, Management, Marketing, and Related Support Services 13.1%
Communication, Journalism, and Related Programs 2.2%
Communications Technologies/Technicians and Support Services 0.6%

Health Health Professions and Related Clinical Sciences 12.6%
Arts,  
Humanities

Social Sciences 4.2%
Psychology 7.4%
Area, Ethnic, Cultural, and Gender Studies 0.1%
Foreign Languages, Literatures, and Linguistics 0.6%
English Language and Literature/Letters 1.5%
Liberal Arts and Sciences, General Studies and Humanities 10.1%
Multi/Interdisciplinary Studies 0.7%
Philosophy and Religious Studies 0.1%
History 1.2%
Visual and Performing Arts 3.2%

Education, 
Services

Education 4.5%
Personal and Culinary Services 0.0%
Family and Consumer Sciences/Human Sciences 0.7%
Parks, Recreation, Leisure, and Fitness Studies 3.3%
Transportation and Materials Moving 0.0%
Legal Professions and Studies 0.1%
Public Administration and Social Service Professions 2.9%
Security and Protective Services 3.7%

Missing,  
Undeclared

Missing 8.4%
Undeclared 0.4%
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Native American. Native American includes students identifying as American Indian and Alaska Native.

Service area and demographics. The five institutions’ service areas were defined by the in-state counties represented by 
5% or more of the institution’s enrollment. Typically, one county comprises 50% or more of each institution’s enrollment. 
The demographic distributions of each service area were weighted by the share of enrollment from each county. For exam-
ple, if 75% of enrollments come from County A, County A’s income was weighted by 75% to compute the average income 
for the service area. The counties included for each institution and their respective share of enrollment follow.

• Austin Peay State University: Montgomery, 52%; Davidson, 6%; Shelby, 5%

• Bowie State University: Prince George’s, 58%; Baltimore City, 8%; Anne Arundel, 7%; Baltimore County, 7%;  
Montgomery, 7%; Charles, 6%

• California State University, San Bernardino: San Bernardino, 59%; Riverside, 36% 

• Lehman College in The City University of New York: Bronx, 62%; New York, 13%; Westchester, 12%; Queens, 6% 

• Northwest Missouri State University: Jackson, 17%; Clay, 15%; Nodaway, 9%; Platte, 7%; Buchanan, 5%

Service area demographics were derived from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, demographic, and hous-
ing five-year estimates for educational attainment for the population 25 years and over, median household income, race/
ethnicity and gender. For further information visit  
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?d=ACS%205-Year%20Estimates%20Data%20Profiles&tid=ACSDP5Y2017.DP05. 
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About the American Association of State Colleges and Universities

The American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) is a 
Washington, D.C.-based higher education association of nearly 400 public 
colleges, universities, and systems whose members share a learning- and 
teaching-centered culture, a historic commitment to underserved student 
populations, and a dedication to research and creativity that advances their 
regions’ economic progress and cultural development. These are institu-
tions Delivering America’s Promise.

Prepared in Partnership With ASA Research

This AASCU Data Brief was prepared by Sue Clery, founding partner of ASA 
Research, in collaboration with AASCU. ASA is driven by the belief that 
research—particularly in the fields of higher education and workforce—is 
essential for expanding opportunity, improving economic mobility, and 
contributing to personal and social well-being. ASA is pleased to partner 
with AASCU in support of student success and to provide strategic data 
consulting and assistance to AASCU.
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For questions about this Data Brief, please contact Bao Le, AASCU's director, data analytics & impact, at 
leb@aascu.org. 
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