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I. RESULTS FROM THE SURVEY

Overview

In March 2018, stakeholders at the State Council of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV)
discussed how to assess the value and impact of higher education in Virginia in a holistic way
that would include — but go beyond — employment and wages. It would be a broader and more
nuanced study combining a custom-designed survey with a variety of administrative' and
secondary data that could describe the quality and value of higher education in Virginia from
graduates’ points of view while meshing with SCHEV’s strategic planning goals.

This report describes knowledge gained from Virginia Educated, a unique research vehicle
designed to do just that.

There are many kinds of studies that contribute to discussions about the far-reaching effects of
higher education. (See Appendix D for an extensive literature review representing some of these
studies.) Such research includes, but is not limited to:

1. Introspective studies focused on community impacts, like those occurring under the
auspices of the Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities’ Innovation &
Economic Prosperity University credentialing process (APLU IEP; n.d.)

2. Quantitative studies of the economic impact of specific institutions on their local and
regional economies

3. Extensive inquiries about specific topic areas — for instance, the American College
Health Association’s National College Health Assessment (ACHA NCHA; 2021) or
the Council for Advancement and Support of Education’s Global Alumni Engagement
Metrics Survey (CASE; 2021)

4. First-destination surveys, such as those conducted by the National Association of
Colleges and Employers (NACE; 2021; see also SCHEV, 2019a)

5. Long-term, multi-institution assessments of student activity, pedagogy and high-
impact practices like the National Survey of Student Engagement, implemented by the
Center for Postsecondary Research at Indiana University (NSSE; 2020)

! This report uses the following terminology:

Administrative data — information already held by an organization in the course of its regular business.

Credential — blanket term for a bachelor’s degree, associate degree, two-year certificate or one-year certificate
earned from an institution of higher education.

Focal credential — the credential that was used to identify graduates who were eligible for the survey, and the
credential they were asked to think about when answering the survey questions.

General education classes, courses or requirements (“gen ed”) — courses required by most institutions of higher
education in various subject areas intended to provide a well-rounded education.

Secondary data — existing information which can be used for purposes other than, or in addition to, the purposes for
which it was originally created or collected.
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6. National, recurring surveys with special field of study emphases, economic foci,
and/or varying contact methods, such as the National Center for Science and
Engineering Statistics’ (NCSES) and the U.S. Census Bureau’s National Survey of
College Graduates (NSCG; 2021) and occasional research funded by groups like the
Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU; n.d.)

7. Surveys available for use at different educational milestones, or for gathering more
information about campus dynamics, like those managed by the Higher Education
Research Institute at the University of California Los Angeles (HERI; 2021)

8. Surveys conducted by colleges and universities themselves, per the remit of alumni
offices, career services offices, institutional effectiveness offices, individual
departments, or other internal bodies

9. Wage and economic data that can be mined from public domain sources, like the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and the U.S. Census Bureau (for an example, see
Abel & Dietz, 2014)

10. Enrollment and student debt data that can be mined from public domain sources, like
SCHEV

Virginia Educated is not an economic impact study, nor does it directly address issues such as
pedagogy, curriculum content or campus climate. To the research team’s knowledge, however,
there is no other assessment of graduate outcomes in the United States that combines this study’s
scale, lengthy multi-dimensional questionnaire and linkage to administrative and secondary data
to address questions about the impact of higher education on community, family and individual
well-being, as well as employment and wages.

Virginia Educated sought to answer the key question:

Considering traditional and non-traditional measures, what is the overall value proposition of
certificates, associate degrees, and baccalaureate degrees, according to Virginia’s recent
graduates?

Value, for the purpose of this project, was not limited to economic terms like employment and
wages. It also incorporated social and emotional factors — for instance, satisfaction with life,
health, and community engagement.

Summary of methods

Virginia Educated was developed in several stages. Below is a summary of how the project was
conducted. Details can be found in Appendix B.

Funding

After working with an advisory task force formed in spring 2018, SCHEV received an
appropriation from the Virginia General Assembly for a research study. SCHEV contracted with
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the Survey and Evaluation Research Laboratory (SERL) in the L. Douglas Wilder School of
Government and Public Affairs (Wilder School or LDWSGPA) at Virginia Commonwealth
University (VCU) to carry out the study. Funding was later supplemented by Virginia public
institutions of higher education, the Virginia Economic Development Partnership (VEDP) and
SCHEV.

Survey advisory committee

In summer 2019, SCHEV convened a survey advisory committee with representation from
several institutions of higher education and the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond. The
advisory committee stayed active throughout the course of the study.

Focus groups

In summer and fall 2019, SERL conducted initial topical research, and designed and executed
eight focus groups and two one-on-one interviews around Virginia with members of the study
population. A total of 44 participants attended, and their input influenced the content and
operationalization strategy for Virginia Educated pilot and production phases. Focus group
attendees represented more than two dozen colleges and universities. Details about the focus
groups can be found in a report previously furnished to SCHEV in September 2019.

Cognitive interviews

From the topical research and the focus group findings, SERL worked with the survey advisory
committee to create a draft survey questionnaire. In November and December 2019, SERL
recruited nine members of the study population to participate in cognitive interviews. SERL
contracted with Well World Solutions to conduct the interviews and assess the overall design,
phrasing, flow, comprehension and “cognitive burden” of the instrument among likely
respondents. Details about the cognitive interviews can be found in a report which Well World
Solutions filed with SERL and SCHEV early in 2020. Feedback from the cognitive interviews
led to refinement of survey questions about family, employment, and underemployment and
some additional minor changes.

Consultations

As described in the pilot survey report, Virginia Educated also benefited from numerous
consultations with subject matter and technical experts. Potential survey domains, survey
questions, and broad issues such as higher education’s impact on employment outcomes were
discussed with researchers located within VCU, Drexel University, Georgetown University,
Harvard University, Northwestern University, the University of California-Berkeley, the
University of Michigan, and the University of Pennsylvania. These conversations were
frequently arranged by Dr. Stephen Moret of VEDP. Beyond this, SERL reached out to
colleagues at the Association of Academic Survey Research Organizations (AASRO) and the
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American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) for guidance on methodological
concerns like incentives.

Pilot survey

In spring 2020, SERL carried out a pilot survey with a probability-based sample of 3,648
graduates from the study population. The pilot took longer than anticipated because of the
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, but it was completed in summer 2020. It had both web-
based and mail-based components — all sampled graduates had postal mailing addresses and
some also had likely email addresses. All contact information was obtained from a commercial
matching service by SCHEV and later refreshed using commercially available updates for
mailing addresses. The pilot featured methodological experiments concerning stationery type,
envelope type, logo type, letter versus postcard reminder, incentive amount and cash gift amount.
Pilot data collection continued into May 2020, and analysis concluded by June 2020. The pilot
survey ended up with a response rate of 28 percent. Details about the pilot can be found in a
report previously furnished to SCHEV in June 2020.

Production survey

Sampling

The Virginia Educated probability-based sample was designed to represent a study population of
499,665 people who recently received an undergraduate credential from a Virginia state-
supported institution between 2007 and 2018, while ensuring enough completed survey cases in
key subgroups to support some comparative analyses.

The population for the production survey was reduced to 476,122 individuals by excluding those
who had already been sampled for invitations to a focus group, a cognitive interview, or the pilot
survey. Graduates who were known to be deceased from automated checks of the mailing
addresses were also excluded from the population for the production survey.

The main sampling frame for the production survey was 254,585 graduates with a mailing
address. From this frame, 46,474 graduates were selected. A secondary sampling frame was
221,537 graduates without a mailing address. From this frame, 3,000 in-state graduates and
3,000 out-of-state graduates were randomly selected for individual online lookups to try to find
mailing addresses. Ultimately 4,021 graduates for whom contact information could be obtained
were added to the probability-based sample. Thus, the total sample size for the probability-based
sample was 50,495.

The sample of 46,474 cases with contact information was disproportionately stratified — that is,
some groups were intentionally oversampled to ensure adequate representation of those
participants’ experiences in the results. The following strata were used:
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1. Institutions (community colleges were grouped by enrollment into six institution-
equivalent strata to facilitate sampling and analysis)

Discipline groups (areas of study)

Race/ethnicity (non-Hispanic Black/African-American or not)

In-state resident/out-of-state resident at time of enrollment

Email/no email address present on the graduate’s case

Aol o

The oversampled groups were graduates who were from the three smallest institutions; had
trades credentials; were non-Hispanic Black/African-American; enrolled from out of state; had
email addresses; or had credentials in business and communication, education, health
professions, and science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) disciplines.

Email-only census

The production stage of Virginia Educated also included a census of persons with email
addresses not otherwise in the probability sample (n = 52,173 cases). Reaching out to this email-
only group was a convenient way to supplement completions in the probability sample, and it
provided an opportunity to “soft launch” the survey to a small subsample of the email-only list
prior to launching the probability sample. The email-only group received up to five emails
scheduled for different days and times. All emails contained an unsubscribe link. Recruits
completed the survey via Qualtrics exclusively; they received no postal mail, no $1 upfront
incentive, and were not offered the chance to request paper booklets.

See Figure 1 through Figure 4 for maps showing where the sampled cases for the probability-
based and email-only supplement samples were geographically located, as well as the number of
out-of-state students originating from each state. See Appendix B (Methods) for more detailed
information.
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Figure 1: Virginia Educated Geographic Concentration, Probability-Based Sample and Email-Only Census, by State
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102,676
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Figure 2: Virginia Educated Geographic Concentration, Probability-Based Sample and Email-Only Census, Virginia Only
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73,795

Note: This map excludes 1,165 cases whose addresses could not be geo-coded to the county level.
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Figure 3: Virginia Educated Geographic Concentration, Probability-Based Sample and Email-Only Census, by FIPS Code

(Locality)

# of Sampled Addresses

Least Most

]
Total Sample Size

102,676

© 2021 Mapbox ® OpenStresthiap

Note: This map excludes 2,002 cases whose addresses could not be geo-coded to the county level. FIPS codes = Federal Information Processing
System codes that translate to geographic areas.
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Figure 4: Virginia Educated Responses, Probability Sample and Email-Only Census — States of Origin for Out-of-State
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Survey incentives

Graduates in the probability sample received $1 cash in the advance letters. All graduates,
whether in the probability sample or the email-only census, were offered a $10 gift card if they
completed the survey and the chance to be in drawings for 32 gift card prizes, ranging in value
between $50 and $250 (limit one prize per person).

Data collection

The primary mode of communication for the probability sample was postal mail, with email used
when the sampled graduate had an email address in the file. The only mode of communication
with the email-only census group was up to five email invitations with unique clickable links to
the survey. The primary mode of survey response for the probability sample was by web using a
Qualtrics survey, with a paper questionnaire also being available by request using a postage-paid
reply card. (All 2,125 graduates in the trades discipline group plus a random sample of 3,875
other graduates received a booklet mailing proactively.) The only mode of survey response for
the email-only census group was the Qualtrics web-based survey. Due to the size of the
probability sample — and also COVID-19 conditions — the production survey’s three mailings
were printed off-site and mailed by a third-party vendor. All three mailings traveled with first-
class postage and Richmond postmarks.

The first postal mailing to the probability sample, an Advance Letter, contained a $1 bill to raise
interest in the survey.

The second mailing to the probability sample invited participants to return an enclosed business-
reply postage-paid postcard if they wanted to complete the survey by paper, change their contact
information, or be removed from the distribution list.

The third mailing to the probability sample served as either a paper survey booklet mailing with
a cover letter, or just a final reminder letter. A planned fourth mailing was cancelled because the
project was on pace with completions projections, time was running short, and the budget did not
support collecting many completions beyond the targeted number due to the promised incentives.

Each mailing to the probability sample offered probability sample recruits access to the web-
based version of the survey via internet URL, Quick Response (QR) code, or text-back code.

In addition to these three postal contacts for the probability sample, SERL sent as many as five
emails to probability sample cases that had email addresses (about 35 percent of the sample).
These emails contained individualized clickable Qualtrics survey links. The timing of the emails
varied across weekdays, weekends, and times of day. Each email included an unsubscribe link.

The survey opened on December 15, 2020 with a “soft launch” of a sample of 1,976 email-only
cases. The advance letters for the probability sample were mailed on December 23, 2020.

Data collection for both groups closed on May 17, 2021.
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Response

SERL received 13,294 completed surveys from the probability sample (26.3 percent response
rate) and 2,054 completed surveys from the email-only census (3.9 percent response rate). The
response rates do not attempt to adjust for non-working email addresses or undeliverable mail, as
this was a survey of known persons.

At the institutional level, the number of completed surveys from the four-year colleges and
universities ranged from 351 to 943. There were 162 completed surveys from Richard Bland
College’s 787 eligible graduates. The community colleges were collapsed into six groups by
enrollment for sampling and analysis, and the number of completed surveys in those six groups
ranged from 500 to 883.

Combining data

A review of the survey data and demographics among the different sampling strata and across
the probability-based sample and the email-only census did not show large differences in how
graduates in those groups responded to survey questions. The lack of large differences supported
the decision to combine all of the completed surveys and treat them as one sample from the full
study population for weighting and analysis purposes.

Weighting

The survey dataset was weighted back to selected demographics of the full study population to
adjust for disproportionate sampling and differential response rates by various demographic
groups.

Sampling error

Taking the weighting into account, the responses to questions answered by all 15,348
respondents have a sampling error of +/- 1.2 percentage points at the 95 percent level of
confidence. This means that if this survey were administered in the same fashion 100 times to
100 different samples of the study population of the same size, then 95 out of those 100 surveys
would produce answers to a given survey item that are within +/- 1.2 percentage points of one
another. Additionally, if survey sampling were the only source of error in the survey, we would
expect that the true value in the population is within +/- 1.2 percentage points of the survey
estimate 95 percent of the time.

Sampling errors are larger for questions not answered by everyone, and for subgroups. For
example, the sampling errors for respondents from the individual institutions range from +/- 4.0
percentage points to +/- 8.0 percentage points.

Technically, each question or survey statistic has its own individual sampling error. Different
distributions of survey responses will affect the margin of error. Margins of error were calculated
for six key survey questions. For the full data file, those margins of error ranged from +/- 0.8
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percentage points to +/- 1.2 percentage points. Within institutions, those margins of error ranged
from +/- 2.1 percentage points to +/- 8.2 percentage points.

The large numbers of cases overall and within important subgroups provide good statistical
precision for analyses.

Note that surveys are subject to errors other than sampling error and those errors may be difficult
or impossible to measure.

Analysis and reporting

SERL obtained case-level administrative data from SCHEV for survey respondents who
consented to matching (68.6 percent [unweighted]), and added it to the survey dataset. SERL
produced descriptive statistics using the survey dataset. The Center for Urban and Regional
Analysis (CURA) in the Wilder School at VCU produced multivariate modeling using the survey
dataset plus the administrative data from SCHEV. The multivariate analyses were guided by
input from VEDP. The multivariate analyses will be released separately from this report.

This report is a starting point. It will almost certainly raise numerous questions for consideration.
The Virginia Educated dataset should be a resource for further analysis in the coming months.

The logic of the questionnaire

Before reviewing the results of the Virginia Educated production survey, it may be useful to
understand the logic of the questionnaire.

Broadly, the value and impact of higher education may be thought of as economic or non-
economic, and occurring at the individual or societal levels. The intersection of these two
dimensions creates four types of effect pathways of higher education: economic/individual,
economic/societal, non-economic/individual, and non-economic/societal.?

For example, people with college degrees earn more on average than those without college
degrees — this is the college “earnings premium.” Even though the college earnings premium is
shrinking due to increasing costs for higher education, some estimates of this earnings premium
range from $765,000 to $1 million or more over the course of a lifetime for graduates of public
institutions in the U.S. (see Appendix D). This economic benefit of higher education can be an
individual benefit for the college graduate, who will be able to afford a higher quality of life or a
wider range of opportunities for themselves and their families. This economic benefit can also be
an advantage for society, in the form of greater revenues from income and payroll taxes to
support public services, healthcare and pension plans, and collective quality of life.

2 See American Association of Community Colleges, American Association of State Colleges and Universities, &
Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities. (2015). Advancing a comprehensive study of post-collegiate
outcomes: Framework and toolkit [White paper]. https://www.aplu.org/library/advancing-a-comprehensive-study-
of-post-collegiate-outcomes-framework-and-toolkit/file
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Similarly, a non-economic benefit such as a sense of personal growth or achievement can be felt
at the individual level. College graduates — because of their education and experiences at college
— may be more assertive, positive or entrepreneurial, which benefits themselves and their
families in myriad ways. These same benefits can also accrue to society in the form of more civil
and productive interactions in public realms, greater entrepreneurship yielding advances for
society, and numerous other ripple effects.

Much of the time, these impacts are assumed to be positive, but this way of thinking can also be
applied to negative impacts such as student debt.

This model® was useful as Virginia Educated went through development, and may be worth
keeping in mind when considering the results of the study. See Table 1.

Table 1: A Model of Potential Benefits of Higher Education with Selected Examples

Individual Societal
e Wages — weekly, biweekly, annual, e Philanthropy — monetary, in-kind
and lifetime e Tax revenues — income, property,
¢ Fringe benefits associated with other
Economic employment (e.g., health insurance, | ¢ Relative use of public assistance
paid time off, retirement plan) programs or healthcare resources
e Personal net worth — property, (e.g., cost savings)

savings, other
e General knowledge base, specific e Awareness of local, regional, state,

knowledge base national, or global issues
e Perspective-taking e Voting and other forms of political
e Sense of personal growth or participation
Non- achievement e Volunteering, not associated with
. e Career satisfaction, job tenure, work
Economic professional respect e Post-college service (e.g., Peace
e Education satisfaction Corps, military)
e Physical health e More civil, kinder interactions in the
e Mental health public sphere

e General well-being; happiness

3 See American Association of Community Colleges, American Association of State Colleges and Universities, &
Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities (2015), Advancing a comprehensive study of post-collegiate
outcomes: Framework and toolkit [White paper]. https://www.aplu.org/library/advancing-a-comprehensive-study-
of-post-collegiate-outcomes-framework-and-toolkit/file. For an excellent summary of many of these benefits, see
Trostel’s 2015 study, It’s Not Just the Money: The Benefits of College Education to Individuals and to Society. The
Pew Research Center’s 2014 report, The Rising Cost of Not Going to College, and SCHEV’s Interim Report: Post-
College Taskforce (2019a) are also helpful resources.
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Dimensions covered by Virginia Educated

The Virginia Educated survey collected data in seven main dimensions directly from graduates:

1.

Demographics — including status while an undergraduate student (full-time or part-time,
transfer student); additional degrees and credentials obtained; most selective institution
applied to; gender; age; race/ethnicity; relationship status; caretaking status currently and
during undergraduate education; number of friends from undergraduate education still in
direct contact with; first-generation college student status; current residence; rent or own
housing; personal and household income; household size.

Undergraduate experience and impacts — including satisfaction with various aspects and
outcomes of the undergraduate experience; primary reason for starting their
undergraduate education; opinions and experiences regarding general education,
internships, mentoring, extracurricular activities, job preparation; ways in which they feel
successful (or not); employment during undergraduate education; overall impacts of their
undergraduate education on their lives; advice they would give undergraduates today.
Student debt — including whether they had any debt after their undergraduate education;
any debt for any other education; types of debt; how much of a problem paying the debt
has been; impacts of student debt on aspects of life; current debt status; level of worry
about current undergraduate debt; whether the undergraduate education was worth the
cost.

Employment — including current employment status; hours worked per week; actively
seeking a new job; level of education required to do their job; how closely current job
relates to undergraduate field of study; type, industry, number of employees and ZIP code
of current primary employer; type of occupation and job title; benefits offered in the
primary job; opinions about the primary job; underemployment (malemployment); years
of full-time work experience; satisfaction with career progress; and entrepreneurship.
Residence and mobility — including residence prior to starting undergraduate education;
change in residence after graduating; reasons for relocating; willingness at time of
graduation to relocate for a job.

Community engagement — including volunteering; donating time or money; voting;
interacting with elected officials; attending public meetings or demonstrations, or
supporting or avoiding businesses for political or social reasons; and impacts of
undergraduate education on engaging with other people.

Health and well-being — including overall ratings of physical and mental health; use of
alcohol and tobacco in the past 30 days; impacts of COVID-19 on various life aspects;
ratings of satisfaction with several aspects of life.

The study also linked survey responses to secondary data for about two-thirds of the cases. The
secondary data includes but is not limited to information about class enrollments in higher
education, education loans, family income at time of enrollment, financial aid in more than 40
categories, high school GPA and college admissions test scores.
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Respondents from two-year and four-year institutions are often different on some key variables,
so their responses are often described separately in this report. Overall numbers are presented in
some cases when the differences between two-year and four-year graduates are not large.

Demographic characteristics of the respondents

In Virginia from fall 2007 through fall 2017 — a timespan comparable to the one from which
graduates were selected for the Virginia Educated study — annual undergraduate enrollment at
public four-year colleges and universities rose from 150,578 to 173,763 students (an increase of
15.4 percent). In the same time, the Commonwealth’s public two-year institutions saw annual
enrollment go from 168,568 to 169,034 students (an increase of 0.3 percent). See Appendix D
for details.

In line with trends nationally, racial and ethnic diversity increased among students at Virginia’s
public institutions of higher education during this span. In 2007, non-Hispanic White students
were 65.6 percent of the student body at all public institutions of higher education, compared to
54.9 percent in 2017. There have been increases in the percentages of non-Hispanic Asian and
Hispanic students over that time, with the percentages of non-Hispanic Black/African-American
students holding steady at four-year institutions and declining slightly at two-year institutions.
See Appendix D for more information. The Virginia Educated study population covered those
who graduated between 2007 and 2018, so the percent of non-Hispanic White students in the
study population is different from the percent found in graduates in 2017.

The demographics of the survey respondents are a good representation of the demographics of
the population under study — that is, the 499,665 people who earned undergraduate credentials
from a Virginia institution of higher education between fall 2007 and spring 2018. The
percentages of respondents by race (non-Hispanic Black/African-American or other), gender
(male or female) and academic discipline (seven categories) do not differ from the population
percentages by more than 10 percentage points and in most cases differ by only two or three
percentage points. After weighting the survey data to account for oversampling that ensured
representation from small institutions as well as graduates who were non-Hispanic
Black/African-American, attended from out of state, had email addresses on file and earned
credentials in the trades, the demographics of the survey data used in the weighting match the
comparable demographics of the study population in those categories with great precision. (For
more about weighting, see the Summary of Methods above, and Appendix B.)

After weighting the data, Virginia Educated respondents taken as a whole tended to be non-
Hispanic Whites (68.8 percent) and female (57.5 percent). The comparable figures for the study
population taken as a whole were 62.1 percent and 56.6 percent.

Figure 5 (below) shows the weighted data from the survey broken out by two-year and four-
graduates. In both groups, respondents were predominantly female, non-Hispanic White,
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currently married, and living in non-rural areas. Among four-year graduates, 55.6 percent were
female, and 61.2 percent of those graduating from two-year institutions were female. In addition,
66.7 percent of graduates of two-year institutions and 69.9 percent of graduates from four-year
colleges and universities described themselves as non-Hispanic White only; the next largest
group being non-Hispanic Black/African-American (17.3 percent of two-year graduates and 11.8
percent of those graduating from four-year institutions).

Also, 51.9 percent of graduates from two-year institutions and 48.1 percent from four-year
institutions were currently married; another 17.6 percent of participants with two-year degrees
and 23.5 percent of respondents with four-year degrees were currently partnered but not married.
While large majorities of graduates from both types of institutions lived in non-rural areas, those
graduating from two-year institutions were more likely to live in rural areas than those
graduating from four-year institutions (22.5 percent compared to 5.5 percent). See Figure 5.4

4 In this report, percentages in the text include a decimal. Figures display percentages rounded to whole numbers for
clarity in the displays.
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Figure 5: Gender, Race/Ethnicity, Relationship Status and Current Residence
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Because the survey focused on more recent graduates, the respondents tended to be relatively
young — 88.0 percent were age 44 or younger when they took the survey. This means that many
of the graduates have not reached their peak earning years or concluded their career trajectories,
and they may add more education credentials in the future.

Additionally, 50.5 percent of the Virginia Educated survey respondents taken as a whole — 39.9
percent of two-year graduates and 56.0 percent of four-year graduates — owed money for their
education when they graduated. Among those who had student debt when they completed their
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undergraduate education, 73.4 percent of graduates of two-year institutions and 62.9 percent of
those graduating four-year institutions still carried student loan debt at the time of the survey.

Graduates of two-year institutions were more likely than graduates of four-year institutions to
say that their student loan debt was more of a problem than they expected it to be when they took
it on (57.7 percent versus 52.4 percent). More two-year graduates (50.8 percent) were at least
moderately worried about their current student loan debt situation than four-year graduates (39.0
percent).

Expressed as percentages of all graduates — including those who had no debt and those who
previously paid it off — 13.0 percent of two-year and 17.9 percent of four-year graduates said that
paying their undergraduate debt was “a lot more of a problem” than they expected, and 19.6
percent of two-year and 21.2 percent of four-year graduates reported that they were at least
moderately worried about a current student debt situation.

Employment and income

In this section, it is important to note that even though graduates will be described in terms of the
two-year and four-year groups that correspond to their focal undergraduate credential, their
current wages could be influenced by additional credentials they earned beyond their focal
credential.

Most of the respondents, whether graduates of two-year institutions (77.7 percent) or four-year
institutions (84.8 percent) reported being currently employed by another party, and a small
number in each group (5.6 percent of two-year graduates and 4.6 percent of four-year graduates)
reported being self-employed (see Figure 6). Graduates from four-year institutions were more
likely to report personal incomes and household incomes before taxes for 2019 of $100,000 or
higher (19.7 percent and 48.5 percent, respectively) compared to those from two-year institutions
(7.0 percent and 28.3 percent, respectively). More than half of those graduating from two-year
institutions (55.1 percent) reported household incomes for 2019 of less than $75,000 compared
to just over one-third of those from four-year institutions (35.0 percent). Among two-year
graduates, 58.2 percent reported personal incomes of less than $50,000 and 82.9 percent reported
personal incomes less than $75,000. Among four-year graduates, 61.8 percent reported personal
incomes of less than $75,000 and 35.8 percent reported personal incomes less than $50,000.
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Figure 6: Current Employment Status, Personal and Household Income in 2019
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The median personal income for 2019 reported by those graduating from two-year institutions
was $40,000 compared to $59,000 for those graduating from four-year institutions. For annual
household incomes in 2019 the medians were $70,000 and $95,000, respectively.

Among both groups of graduates, men, non-Hispanic Whites and those currently living in non-
rural areas were more likely to report higher personal and household incomes compared to
women, graduates of other races/ethnicities, and those currently living in rural areas.

Among all graduates taken as a whole, those STEM (in science, technology, engineering, and
math); business and communication; and to some extent health professions enjoyed higher wages
than those in other academic disciplines. The differences may not be as stark as one might
expect: the percentage of graduates who reported personal incomes of $100,000 or more in
calendar year 2019 ranged from 32.2 percent of liberal arts graduates to 50.8 percent of business
and communication graduates.

Graduates of four-year institutions were more likely to attribute all (27.8 percent versus 21.2
percent of their two-year counterparts) or some (50.2 percent and 35.6 percent, respectively) of
their current income to the undergraduate certificate or degree they received.
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Educational achievement

Survey respondents were sampled based on receiving an undergraduate degree or certificate from
a Virginia state-supported institution between 2007 and 2018. As footnoted on page 1, this
credential was the “focal credential” because it was the focus of the survey. The discipline group
— as defined by SCHEV — in which they received the focal credential varied between graduates
of two- and four-year institutions (see Figure 7). Those graduating from a two-year program
were more likely to concentrate in the liberal arts (32.4 percent compared to 20.6 percent of their
four-year counterparts), health professions (26.3 percent versus 7.3 percent), and in trades such
as construction and other vocational studies (2.1 percent versus 0.3 percent). (Most of the trades
credentials in the sampling frame — 79.4 percent — were awarded by two-year institutions.)
Graduates of four-year institutions, on the other hand, were more likely to concentrate in
psychology and social sciences (24.1 percent versus 8.2 percent of their two-year counterparts);
STEM disciplines (23.5 percent versus 17.6 percent); business and communication (20.4 percent
versus 13.1 percent), and education (3.8 percent versus 0.2 percent).

Figure 7: Discipline Group of the Focal Credential
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While survey respondents were sampled based on the focal credential, they may have earned
additional degrees or credentials from other institutions before, during or after the educational
experience that was the focal point of the survey. These additional credentials could influence a
respondent’s current employment and life situation.
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About half of all respondents (50.3 percent overall, 53.9 percent of two-year graduates and 48.4
percent of four-year graduates) reported earning additional credentials beyond the focal
credential. Among the respondents who added credentials, most reported a credential at a higher
level than their focal credential (79.5 percent of two-year graduates and 79.0 percent of four-year
graduates). Expressed as a percentage of all graduates — whether they earned any additional
credentials or not — 35.9 percent of all graduates obtained credentials at a higher level than their
focal credential. Among two-year graduates who added to their focal credential, 17.8 percent
reported adding a bachelor’s degree and 10.8 percent reported a postbaccalaureate credential.
Among four-year graduates who added to their focal credential, 19.4 percent obtained a master’s
degree and another 7.7 percent obtained other credentials higher than a master’s degree. See

Figure 8.

Figure 8: Highest Level of Education Reported and Additional Education (Among Those

Earning Additional Credentials)
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Overall, 35.9 percent of all graduates (36.8 percent of two-year graduates and 35.5 percent of
four-year graduates) reported earning an additional credential higher than their focal credential.

Survey and Evaluation Research Laboratory, Wilder School, VCU

21



Virginia Educated: A Post-College Qutcomes Study October 2021

Student characteristics, enrollment and residency

Graduates of Virginia’s state-supported four-year institutions were more likely to have started
their degrees during the traditional ages of 18 to 20 years (48.3 percent), with another 32.9
percent were younger than 18 when they started. Those graduating from two-year institutions
were more likely to report starting at an older age, with 44.9 percent starting at age 25 or older.
Graduates of two-year institutions were more likely to be the first generation in their families to
earn a credential (44.7 percent compared to 21.5 percent of four-year graduates) and to have
transferred at some point (42.4 percent versus 30.9 percent of those with four-year degrees).
Usually this was a transfer from a community college to a four-year institution — 29.6 percent of
all two-year graduates indicated this (presumably those who answered this way were thinking of
a transfer after they earned their two-year credential) and 22.6 percent of all four-year graduates
said this

Almost all the graduates (96.0 percent of two-year graduates and 80.1 percent of four-year
graduates) were Virginia residents when they started. Most continue to reside in the
Commonwealth, though fewer four-year graduates (61.8 percent) live in the state now compared
to two-year graduates (86.9 percent). See Figure 9.
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Figure 9: Student Characteristics, Enrollment, and Residency
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Furthermore, 75.9 percent of those finishing at a two-year institution compared to 68.8 percent of
those graduating from four-year institutions reported working for pay while obtaining their
degrees. Also, 65.9 percent of those attending two-year institutions attended as full-time students
compared to 94.4 percent attending full-time at four-year institutions. Those finishing at two-
year institutions were also more likely to be caregivers while completing their degrees (45.4
percent) compared to those in four-year institutions (11.6 percent).

At the time of the survey, graduates of two-year institutions were more likely to be homeowners
(60.4 percent compared 51.7 percent of graduates of four-year institutions) while those
graduating from four-year institutions were more likely to be renting (33.8 percent versus 23.3
percent of their two-year counterparts).
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In summary, graduates of Virginia higher education institutions tended to be married, non-
Hispanic White females living in non-rural areas who were working for someone else. Most
were Virginia residents at the time of enrollment, and they were generally residents of the
Commonwealth at the time of the survey. Those graduating from four-year institutions were
more likely to leave the state. They were also more likely to earn more income. Those graduating
from two-year institutions, while less likely to have student debt, were more likely to continue
carrying that debt post-graduation. They also may have had a more stressful undergraduate
experience generally, as they were more likely to work for pay and/or fulfill caregiving roles
while pursuing their education.

Graduates from four-year institutions tended to have higher earnings than graduates from two-
year institutions, but two-year graduates were more likely to be homeowners at the time of the
survey compared to their four-year counterparts. Additionally, 36.8 percent of two-year
graduates and 35.5 percent of four-year graduates went on to obtain higher degrees. Four-year
graduates were more likely to receive their focal credential in the fields of psychology and the
social sciences, STEM, and business and communication. Those graduating from two-year
institutions were more likely to focus on the liberal arts and health professions.

Reasons for pursuing undergraduate education

Although a majority of graduates overall said they pursued their focal credential for
employment-related reasons, a substantial minority cited other reasons. Among those graduating
from two-year institutions, 68.8 percent gave employment-related reasons for their education as
did 61.9 percent of four-year graduates.

Overall, 64.3 percent of graduates said the primary reason they started their undergraduate
education was job- or career-related (e.g., “get a good job,” “get a promotion or advance your
career,” “attend an apprenticeship program’) and 35.7 percent gave other reasons that were not
job- or career-related (e.g., “your family, teachers, or friends expected you to,” “have a well-

rounded education,” “figure out what you wanted to do).

As indicated below in Figure 10, the reasons for starting undergraduate education were grouped
into career-related and non-career-related sets. Graduates of four-year institutions who
mentioned career-related reasons were more likely than two-year graduates to say they enrolled
in order to get a good job (28.6 percent versus 18.7 percent of their two-year counterparts) or to
get the job or career they wanted (29.4 percent versus 27.6 percent). Two-year graduates who
mentioned career-related reasons were more likely than four-year graduates to say they started
because they wanted to change careers (10.0 percent compared to just 1.7 percent of their four-
year counterparts) or to get a promotion or to advance their career (11.2 percent versus 2.2
percent). These differences reflect the life situations of two-year graduates when they enrolled,
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as they were more likely to be older and have families and an existing job or career compared to
four-year graduates.

Graduates of four-year institutions were a little more likely to provide non-employment reasons
for enrolling, such as family expectations (12.8 percent versus 5.3 percent of two-year
graduates), having a well-rounded education (9.7 percent versus 5.7 percent) and figuring out
what they wanted to do (8.1 percent versus 6.7 percent). See Figure 10.

Figure 10: Primary Reason for Starting Undergraduate Education
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Among two-year graduates, women (70.4 percent) were slightly more likely than men (67.2
percent) to give career-related reasons. Even though only 19 weighted non-binary/third
gender/self-described gender respondents gave a response to this question, they were statistically
more likely to mention non-career related reasons (54.0 percent compared to 29.6 percent of
women and 32.8 percent of men). There were no differences among four-year graduates by
gender.

Among four-year graduates, non-Hispanic Asian graduates (64.7 percent) were a little more
likely to mention career-related reasons, especially in comparison to non-Hispanic
Black/African-Americans (59.7 percent). Additionally, liberal arts graduates from two-year
institutions — who were almost one-third of all graduates from the two-year institutions — were
more likely to give non-career-related reasons compared to those in other academic disciplines.
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Among graduates of four-year institutions, those concentrating in the health professions (77.3
percent) followed by those in STEM (70.2 percent) and in business and communication (62.8
percent) were more likely to offer career-related reasons compared to those in other disciplines.

See Figure 11 for details.
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Figure 11: Reason for Attending Two- Or Four-Year Institution by Gender, Race/Ethnicity

and Discipline
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Career-related reasons for enrolling in the undergraduate program were most often cited by
graduates (taken as a whole) in health professions (81.5 percent) and STEM disciplines (70.6
percent), and least often by those in liberal arts (55.7 percent) and education (58.3 percent).

Furthermore, among graduates of two-year institutions, those with bachelor’s degrees as their
highest degree (which could include credentials in addition to the focal credential) were more
likely to give career-related reasons, though those with a post-bachelor’s certificate, a graduate
certificate or a specialist degree as their highest degree were more likely to give non-career
related reasons for enrolling in and completing their two-year degree or certificate. Among four-
year graduates, however, those residing in rural areas and those with specialist degrees as their
highest degree were more likely to give career-related reasons for completing their focal
credential. Those with higher incomes in both groups were also more likely to give career-related
reasons.

In summary, career-related reasons motivated about two-thirds of all graduates to start their
focal education, but about one-third of graduates started their focal education for reasons not
related to employment. Two-year graduates were a little more likely to have started their focal
education for career-related reasons.

Assessing the undergraduate experience

Satisfaction with the undergraduate experience

There were six major satisfaction questions on the survey (see Appendix A for the full
questionnaire). The full question wording and answer categories for each item were as follows.
For each item the two most favorable responses were combined to indicate “agreement,”
“satisfaction” or “appreciation.”

e Please indicate your agreement or disagreement with the next few items.
Remember, there are no right or wrong answers. (Item c in this list of items was “I
am satisfied with my life.”)

o Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither agree nor disagree, Agree, Strongly
agree (Question 97¢)

e How satisfied are you with how your undergraduate experience prepared you for
the workplace?

o Very dissatisfied, Dissatisfied, Neither dissatisfied nor satisfied, Satisfied,
Very satisfied (Question 67)

e Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following
statement: Your undergraduate education was worth the cost.

o Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither agree nor disagree, Agree, Strongly
agree (Question 91)
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e Think for a moment not just about your job, but about your career. Since
completing your undergraduate education, how satisfied are you with the progress
you have made toward your long-term career goals?

o Extremely dissatisfied, Dissatisfied, Neither dissatisfied nor satisfied,
Satisfied, Extremely satisfied (Question 53)

e Opverall, how satisfied are you with the undergraduate education you received?

o Very dissatisfied, Dissatisfied, Neither dissatisfied nor satisfied, Satisfied,
Very satisfied (Question 9)

e What level of appreciation do you have now for the general education classes you
took as part of your undergraduate experience?

o Not at all appreciative, Slightly appreciative, Moderately appreciative,
Very appreciative, Extremely appreciative (Question 6)

There were high levels of satisfaction overall on three of these measures. In total, 88.1 percent
said they were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with their undergraduate education overall.
Similarly, 69.2 percent were “satisfied” or “extremely satisfied” with the progress they have
made toward their long-term career goals since completing their undergraduate education. In
addition, 69.0 percent said they “agree” or “strongly agree” that they are satisfied with their
lives. Also, 69.5 percent said they were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with how their
undergraduate experience prepared them for the workplace.

Graduates expressed moderate satisfaction with the cost of their undergraduate education — 56.3
percent overall said they “agree” or “strongly agree” with the statement “your undergraduate
education was worth the cost.”

Graduates were less enthusiastic when reflecting on general education courses. Only 38.1 percent
said they were “very” or “extremely” appreciative of their general education courses. Two-year
graduates were more appreciative (45.8 percent) than four-year graduates (34.8 percent). Figure
12 shows this information.

Of the 29.5 percent of all graduates who were the most dissatisfied with general education
classes, roughly half said that the courses did not provide much value, knowledge or skills; were
not relevant to — or took time away from — major fields of study; and were not worth the cost or
time. These concerns from the survey data echo comments that were heard in the questionnaire
development focus groups.
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Figure 12: Favorable Responses to Six Satisfaction Questions, All Graduates
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Satisfaction by graduation year

Generally, graduates from the earliest cohorts included in the study (those graduating in 2007-08,
2008-09 and 2009-10) gave higher satisfaction ratings than those graduating in 2010-11 through
2014-15. Those in the most recent cohorts starting with the graduates of 2015-16 show
moderately better ratings. Figure 13 shows the percentages of positive responses for each of the
six satisfaction measures over the 11 graduation cohorts. Although the figure looks like it is
presenting trend data collected at different points in time, it is important to recall that all of the
data were collected at esssentially one point in time from people who graduated in different years
in the past. See Figure 13.

Of the six measures, agreement with the statement “I am satisfied with my life” saw the largest
drop over the 10 graduating cohorts, going from 74.8 percent of 2007-08 graduates agreeing to
62.3 percent in the 2017-18 cohort.

For three measures — appreciation of the undergraduate general education experience, agreement
with the statement “Your undergraduate education was worth the cost,” and satisfaction with
how the undergraduate experience prepared one for the workplace — there was a shift to a slight
upward trend in the percentage of satisfied respondents from the 2015-16 graduating cohort to
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the 2017-18 cohort (33.5 to 40.3 percent, 51.3 to 55.5 percent, and 66.
respectively).

5to 72.1 percent,

Figure 13: Percent of Graduates Who Were Satisfied by Year of Graduation
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Overall satisfaction with the undergraduate experience

Respondents were asked “Overall, how satisfied are you with the undergraduate education you
received?” Figure 14 shows the breakdown of responses from two-year and four-year graduates
to this question about overall satisfaction: 86.9 percent of two-year graduates and 88.7 percent of
four-year graduates were satisfied (that is, they said they were either “satisfied” or “very satisfied

Figure 14: Overall Satisfaction with Undergraduate Experience
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There were few striking differences in overall satisfaction among demographic subgroups.
Among four-year graduates, non-Hispanic Whites were most likely to express satisfaction (91.0
percent, while other race/ethnic groups ranged from 77.1 to 86.7 percent), as were women (89.3
percent) compared to those of non-binary/third gender/self-described gender identities (73.1
percent). Among two-year graduates, women were more likely to express overall satisfaction
(88.9 percent compared to 83.8 percent of men), though overall satisfaction varied less by
race/ethnicity. Two-year graduates in business and communication (89.5 percent) were more
satisfied compared to those in the liberal arts (85.4 percent) or the STEM disciplines (82.5
percent). When it came to graduates of four-year institutions, those concentrating in the health
professions (92.3 percent), in the STEM disciplines (91.0 percent), and in business and
communication (90.6 percent) were more likely to be satisfied than graduates of liberal arts (86.2
percent) or psychology or social science (86.1 percent) programs. Additionally, among four-year
graduates, those currently living outside Virginia were a little more likely to express satisfaction
(91.5 percent versus 87.2 percent of those currently living in-state). See Figure 15.
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Figure 15: Overall Satisfaction with Undergraduate Experience by Selected Demographics
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Figure 16: Overall Satisfaction with Undergraduate Experience by Selected Demographics

for Four-Year Graduates
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Satisfaction with sub-components of the undergraduate experience

In addition to the six major satisfaction questions described above, respondents provided their
satisfaction with nine specific sub-components of their undergraduate experience. A five-point
response scale was used. The top two categories — “very satisfied” and “satistied” — were
combined as “satisfied.” The four highest-rated sub-components of the undergraduate experience
for graduates of both two- and four-year institutions were academic quality (92.0 percent of four-
year graduates and 88.4 percent of two-year graduates were satisfied), class size (90.2 percent of
four-year graduates and 86.1 percent of two-year graduates were satisfied), relevance of course
content (88.0 percent of four-year graduates and 88.2 percent of two-year graduates were
satisfied) and variety of course offerings (83.3 percent of four-year graduates and 80.1 percent of
two-year graduates were satisfied). Satisfaction with professional networking (50.7 percent of
two-year graduates and 47.1 of four-year graduates were satisfied) was the only specific sub-
component of the undergraduate experience with favorable ratings below 60 percent. See Figure
17.

Figure 17: Satisfaction with Aspects of Undergraduate Experience (Percent Satisfied)
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Four-year graduates were more likely to be satisfied with social connections and relationships
(75.7 percent compared to 59.9 percent of their two-year peers), their sense of belonging to the
college or university (71.8 percent versus 60.3 percent) and with extracurricular activities (68.2
percent versus 44.4 percent). Graduates of two-year institutions were more likely to be satisfied
with their personal contact with faculty in their major (71.0 percent versus 64.5 percent of their
four-year counterparts).
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When the ratings for these nine aspects are averaged on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 was “very
dissatisfied” and 5 was “very satisfied,” graduates of two-year institutions were less likely to be
satisfied with their undergraduate education, giving them a combined average rating of 3.91
compared to 4.00 for those graduating from four-year institutions.

For simplicity, the following findings about how satisfaction with these nine aspects of the
undergraduate education relate to demographic variables are based on the respondents as a
whole, combining two-year and four-year graduates.

Male (4.02) and non-Hispanic White graduates (4.05) from four-year institutions were a little
more likely to be satisfied, on average, with the nine aspects compared to females or other
genders (3.99 and 3.64, respectively) and those from other race/ethnicities (less than 4.00
average rating).

Graduates concentrating in the liberal arts (3.95) and in psychology and social sciences (3.94)
were slightly less likely to be satisfied with the various aspects of their undergraduate education
compared to those in other disciplines (4.02 to 4.10). These differences were statistically
significant but small in magnitude.

Additionally, greater satisfaction was expressed by those earning higher incomes, those who did
not have student loan debt at graduation or had paid off their debt since graduation, graduates
who attended the institution full-time, those who did not work while obtaining their degree,
graduates who no longer live in the state, and those who live in rural areas.

Notably, those with additional degrees or certifications were less likely to express satisfaction.
Income levels did not have as much of an impact on average satisfaction across these nine
aspects of the undergraduate experience.

See Figure 18 and Figure 19.
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Figure 18: Mean of Satisfaction Across Nine Undergraduate Experience Items by
Demographics, All Respondents - Part A
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Figure 19: Mean of Satisfaction Across Nine Undergraduate Experience Items by
Demographics, All Respondents - Part B
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Also (not shown), among two-year graduates, women were more likely to express satisfaction
(3.93) with the nine aspects compared to male or other gender participants (3.87 and 3.6,
respectively); non-Hispanic Black/African-American graduates were more likely to express
satisfaction (average rating of 4.00) compared to their non-Hispanic White (3.91) and Hispanic
(3.86) counterparts; and those concentrating in the health professions (4.05) were more likely
than those in other disciplines (ranging from 3.81 to 3.92) to be satisfied with the various aspects
of their undergraduate education. Among both two- and four-year graduates, those who did not
have student loan debt at the time of graduation and those who lived in rural areas generally
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expressed slightly greater satisfaction with the nine different aspects of their undergraduate
education.

Opinions about general education courses

Almost all graduates at four-year institutions (92.6 percent) and more than three-quarters of
graduates of two-year institutions (77.6 percent) reported taking general education classes as a
part of their undergraduate experience.

Overall, graduates of two-year institutions were more likely to be “very” or “extremely”
appreciative of their general education experience (45.5 percent) compared to their four-year
counterparts (34.7 percent). Those graduating from four-year institutions were more likely to
appreciate their general education experience at the “moderate” or “slight” levels (56.0 percent
compared to 47.1 percent of their two-year counterparts). Refer to Figure 20 for details.

“As a full-time student and full-time employee, | felt “I learned useful skills, both with my
held down by my numerous Gen Ed courses. | was general education and degree focused
at school to get in and get out and | felt those courses. Though | am not using my
provided 0 value to my life.” degree, | do use skills | learned daily.”
— Virginia Educated respondent® — Virginia Educated respondent

5 In this report, quotes from respondents are featured in blue boxes. These quotes are derived from five main open-
ended questions:

1. “In what ways do you not feel successful?”” (Asked of those who volunteered not feeling successful when
asked in a closed-ended format “There are many ways to define success. In what ways are you
successful?”)

2.  “What could your college or university have done differently to prepare you for the workplace?”

3. “What are the biggest impacts your undergraduate education has had on your life — positive or negative?
What would your life be like today without your undergraduate education?”’

4. “What advice would you give undergraduate students today?”

5. “Please use this space for any other comments about the i 1ssues covered in this survey.”

In addition, a sixth closed-ended question included an “Other, write in” response that could be a source of some
quotes:

6. “What should Virginia’s colleges and universities focus on to make students more successful?”
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Figure 20: A