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About Sallie 

We’re Sallie, the smarter way to college. Sallie℠ supports student success at every 
step of the higher education journey. 

From finding free money through scholarships and grants to 
comparing schools and exploring responsible financing, Sallie 
is the go-to partner providing tools, resources, and guidance 
to help students and families make confident decisions. 
Because doing college smarter changes everything.

We’ve been around as Sallie Mae®, helping millions of 
students plan and pay for school. We still offer Sallie Mae 
student loans and savings accounts, but we’re listening, 
learning, and growing. As Sallie, we simply do more.

Resources

Take on school with Sallie Smart TakesSM

Sallie Smart TakesSM are everything students and families 
need to tackle big and small decisions, so they can stay  
on track, explore their options, and take on school the 
smart way.

Find the right college 

Getting ready for college starts with finding the right 
match. ScoutSM College Search is a free, easy way to 
explore and compare schools by location, majors,  
campus life, and more. 

Search for scholarships 

Scholly® Scholarships connects students and families  
to thousands of scholarships, no signup required.  
Want to apply even faster? Check out Scholly® Easy Apply 
Scholarships to apply for multiple scholarships with just 
one application.* Less searching. More opportunities.

Create scholarships

Want to make a real difference for students? Make your 
own scholarship to help support their education with 
Scholly® Scholarship Creator. Set it up, fund it, and we’ll 
handle the rest.

Get support at every step of the school journey

From breaking down the FAFSA® to understanding 
scholarships, student loans, and federal PLUS loans, 
Sallie’s free guides help students and families know what 
to expect, and what to do next.

Help cover costs with Sallie Mae® private student loans

After income, savings, scholarships, grants, and federal 
financial aid have been used to pay for school, a private 
student loan may help cover the rest. Sallie Mae® student 
loans are designed to support students and families 
throughout their undergraduate, graduate, or career 
training journeys. 

Save for college with Sallie Mae savings® products  

With a Sallie Mae® High-Yield Savings Account, Sallie Mae® 
Certificate of Deposit, Sallie Mae® Money Market, or a 
SmartyPig® by Sallie Mae savings account, students and 
families have easy ways to grow their money and save for 
all their goals. 

All things college start here

Get study help, money tips, and real college talk 
on @SallieMae and @HeySallie across all your  
favorite platforms.

*No purchase necessary. Void where prohibited. Odds of winning depend on number of entries received.
Click here for Official Rules and Entry Periods.

FAFSA is a registered service mark of U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student Aid.

Deposit products are offered through Sallie Mae Bank, Member FDIC. 

© 2026 Sallie Mae Bank. All rights reserved. Sallie Mae, the Sallie Mae logo, and other Sallie Mae names are 
service marks or registered service marks of Sallie Mae Bank. All other names and logos used are the trademarks 
or service marks of their respective owners. SLM Corporation and its subsidiaries, including Sallie Mae Bank, are 
not sponsored by or agencies of the United States of America. SMSM 1039650 0426

https://www.sallie.com/colleges/search?utm_campaign=cc_act_col_u_u_u_u_05082025&utm_source=slmcom&utm_medium=web&utm_content=has_report
https://www.instagram.com/heysallie
https://www.facebook.com/HeySallie
https://www.youtube.com/@Hey_Sallie
https://www.linkedin.com/company/salliemae/
https://x.com/SallieMae
https://www.sallie.com/
https://www.sallie.com/colleges/search
https://www.salliemae.com/scholarships/search/
https://www.sallie.com/scholarships/scholly/easy-apply
https://www.sallie.com/scholarships/scholly/easy-apply
https://www.sallie.com/scholarships/scholly/create
https://www.salliemae.com/blog/?dtd_cell=SMLRSOPANLNLEFOTAGZ1005N030013&TPID=ESWR451009df94efd7dfC182983796379&utm_source=sallie&utm_medium=direct
https://www.sallie.com/financial-aid/fafsa/guide
https://www.sallie.com/scholarships/guide
https://www.sallie.com/scholarships/guide
https://www.salliemae.com/student-loan-guide/
https://www.salliemae.com/federal-plus-loan-guide/
https://www.salliemae.com/student-loans/
https://www.salliemae.com/savings/
https://www.instagram.com/heysallie/
https://www.facebook.com/HeySallie/
https://www.youtube.com/@Hey_Sallie
https://www.linkedin.com/company/salliemae
https://x.com/SallieMae
https://www.sallie.com/hubfs/donor/official-rules-01012026.pdf
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About Ipsos

Ipsos is one of the largest market research and polling companies globally, 
operating in 90 markets and employing nearly 20,000 people. 

Our passionately curious research professionals, analysts 
and scientists have built unique multi-specialist capabilities 
that provide true understanding and powerful insights 
into the actions, opinions and motivations of citizens, 
consumers, patients, customers or employees. Our 75 
business solutions are based on primary data from our 
surveys, social media monitoring, and qualitative or 
observational techniques.

“Game Changers” – our tagline – summarizes our ambition 
to help our 5,000 clients navigate with confidence our 
rapidly changing world.

Founded in France in 1975, Ipsos has been listed on the 
Euronext Paris since July 1, 1999. The company is part of 
the SBF 120, Mid-60 indices, and is eligible for the Deferred 
Settlement Service (SRD).

ISIN code FR0000073298, Reuters ISOS.PA, Bloomberg 
IPS:FP

www.ipsos.com

About this study

To empower families with the knowledge they need to succeed in higher 
education, Sallie conducts and publishes impactful research, including How 
America Pays for College, How America Completes College, How America Succeeds 
After College, and more.  

Our newest publication, How America Plans for College 
2026, explores students’ education plans post-high school. 
The report answers key questions around motivation 
behind each path, the steps families take to prepare, and 
approaches they are considering for paying for school. The 
research also examines perceptions of higher education's 
value, confidence in outcomes, and how families feel about 
graduate school. 

This study was last conducted in 2020, making the 2026 
edition an important opportunity to examine how students’ 
plans, perceptions, and decision-making have evolved over 
the past several years. 

 

We again partnered with Ipsos, one of the leading market 
research and polling companies. The report is based on 
2,010 surveys in English, conducted between January 21-27, 
2026 with:

• �1,005 adults, ages 32 to 75 who are parents of teens in 
high school

• �1,005 teens, ages 14 to 18 who are currently attending 
high school

For details on methodology, including sampling, weighting, 
and credibility intervals, see the technical notes section at 
the end of this report.

http://www.ipsos.com/
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Executive summary

How America Plans for College 2026 finds that post-secondary education remains 
the expected next step for nearly all U.S. high school students. Ninety-five 
percent of families with a high school student say the student either will continue 
education after high school (76%) or likely will (19%). Just 5% say the student is 
unlikely to pursue education after graduation.

Families are not only committed to education after high school, but they are also taking proactive steps to 
prepare for it. More than 8 in 10 families (85%) have taken steps related to the admissions process, such 
as researching colleges, meeting with counselors, or visiting campuses. Nearly two-thirds (64%) say they 
have a plan to pay for higher education. Families who have a payment plan in place are even more likely to 
feel committed to continuing education and more confident in their ability to succeed.

Families remain optimistic about the value of education and are planning earlier than they were five 
years ago. At the same time, many are still not fully evaluating the financial and career outcomes before 
enrolling. The findings point to a clear opportunity to support students and families with more practical, 
trusted guidance as they navigate an increasingly complex planning and paying for college process.

�Intent to continue with post-secondary education 
remains strong. 

Consistent with 2020 findings, 95% of high school 
students plan to pursue education after graduation. 62% 
are planning for 2- or 4-year college, 14% will continue 
with career training, and 19% are undecided but likely 
to continue their education in some form. Only a small 
share of high school families (5%) do not plan to pursue 
post-secondary education, most often to avoid long-term 
financial burden (35%) or due to uncertainty about career 
goals (33%).

Families see higher education as an investment in 
their future and careers.

Nearly all families with high school students (90%) view 
higher education as an investment in the student’s future. 
For students planning to attend college, top motivations 
include better career opportunities (67%), gaining 
specialized skills (50%), and higher earning potential 
(48%). For those considering career training or 
alternative education paths, motivations include a 
demand for skilled trades (40%), hands-on learning  
(39%), and a faster path to employment (38%).

Key findings in How America Plans for College 2026 include:
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Families are confident in the value of higher 
education, but confidence does not always translate 
into fully informed decision-making. 

More than 8 in 10 families with high school students 
considering higher education believe it will be worth the 
cost (82%), including 83% of students and 81% of parents. 
Confidence is even stronger among college-bound families, 
where nearly 9 in 10 (88%) agree college will pay off. 
While families who remain undecided about their post-
high school path raise more questions about value, even 
among this group, a clear majority (67%) feel confident in 
the return on education. However, this confidence often 
exists without rigorous evaluation. Many families are 
not consistently considering the practical outcomes that 
should inform the early decisions that shape a student’s 
path. Fewer than 4 in 10 families say they have discussed 
average salaries in the student’s field of interest (38%), 
potential earnings compared with the cost of education 
(28%), career placement rates (28%), or average student 
debt in that field (21%). 

Families start planning earlier.

Eighty-five percent of families have taken steps to prepare 
for higher education, up from 77% in 2020. Preparation 
is nearly universal among high school seniors (97% have 
taken action), but momentum is building even earlier: 75% 
of families with a freshman have already taken concrete 
steps to get ready for post-high school education, up from 
60% five years ago. Compared to 2020, today’s freshmen 
are more likely to have researched schools, met with a 
college or career counselor, and visited a college campus, 
among other actions. Education planning is also stretching 
well beyond the undergraduate years. More than 4 
in 10 high school families (44%) are already planning 
for graduate school and another 34% are open to it, 
suggesting that advanced education is increasingly seen as 
a likely next step, not a distant possibility.

 
 
 
 

Planning to pay for school is becoming a more active 
family effort. 

On average, 78% of high school students are involved in 
conversations about how to pay for higher education, and 
64% of families say they have a plan in place. Financial 
preparedness increases as graduation approaches, with 
77% of families with high school seniors reporting they 
have a plan to pay.

Financing strategies are evolving as families try to 
reduce uncertainty.  

Six in 10 families (60%) have savings set aside for higher 
education, with an average savings totaling $42,307, 
up from $26,266 from 2020. Although general savings 
accounts are the most widely used savings vehicle (53%), 
39% of families are saving through 529 college savings 
plans designed specifically for education expenses. Fewer 
families expect to borrow than in 2020 (46% vs 54%). Even 
so, most families remain open to borrowing if needed, 
with 73% saying they would rather borrow than not attend 
college. Together, these findings suggest families are trying 
to close funding gaps earlier while still viewing loans as a 
practical tool for reaching their goals.

How America Plans for College 2026 shows that students 
and parents remain deeply committed to education after 
high school and are approaching the process with more 
planning and intention than they did in 2020. However, 
the research also highlights an important gap between 
optimism and action. As families weigh multiple education 
paths, financial realities, and changing workforce 
dynamics, they need clear, credible guidance to make 
confident and informed decisions. Supporting them with 
practical tools, information, and resources will be critical to 
helping turn aspiration into a successful plan.
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Table 1: Plans for continuing education after high school

Total 2010 1% 11% 2% 62% 17% 4% 1% 1%

Student 1005 2% 11% 1% 64% 17% 2% 2% 1%

Parent 1005 1% 11% 2% 60% 18% 6% 1% 1%

Income

Under $50k 646 1% 17% 3% 42% 24% 8% 3% 3%

$50k – <$100k 692 2% 11% 2% 60% 17% 6% 0% 1%

$100k – <$150k 383 2% 10% 1% 70% 14% 2% 1% 1%

$150k+ 289 0% 8% 1% 72% 16% 1% 2% 0%

Student year in high school

Freshman 384 2% 12% 1% 52% 26% 6% 2% 1%

Sophomore 458 1% 12% 2% 59% 21% 3% 1% 1%

Junior 587 1% 12% 1% 63% 16% 5% 1% 1%

Senior 581 2% 9% 3% 72% 9% 2% 2% 2%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 - - - 100% - - - -

Technical/career/vocational program, 
intensive skills training boot camp, or 
apprenticeship

323 10% 78% 12% - - - - -

Undecided 333 - - - - 100% - - -

No college 134 - - - - - 74% 26% -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1282 2% 10% 2% 73% 10% 1% 1% 0%

No plan to pay for higher education 728 0% 13% 1% 42% 30% 9% 3% 2%

Region

Northeast 371 1% 12% 2% 64% 13% 4% 1% 1%

Midwest 429 1% 13% 2% 59% 18% 5% 1% 0%

South 824 1% 11% 2% 64% 15% 4% 1% 2%

West 386 2% 8% 1% 61% 21% 3% 2% 1%

Base: Total sample (Parents and Students)
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Q: �[Parent] What does your child plan to do after high school? If you have more than one child in high school, please 
answer about your oldest. [Student] What do you plan to do after high school?

a. Attend an intensive skills training boot camp

b. �Attend a technical, career, or vocational program offering a 
certification or license

c. Complete an apprenticeship

d. Attend a 2- or 4-year college or university

 

e. �Haven't decided, but probably will attend college/post-high school 
education program

f. �Haven't decided, but probably will not attend college/post-high school 
education program

g. Definitely do not plan to continue education

h. Other (Specify)

Return to the "Table of tables"
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Table 2: Plans for gap year after high school

N Yes No
Haven't 

decided yet

Total 1943 9% 69% 22%

Student 976 9% 71% 20%

Parent 967 9% 68% 24%

Income

Under $50k 601 14% 51% 35%

$50k – <$100k 679 11% 63% 25%

$100k – <$150k 379 6% 78% 16%

$150k+ 284 7% 79% 14%

Student year in high school

Freshman 376 7% 66% 27%

Sophomore 441 7% 68% 25%

Junior 572 12% 68% 20%

Senior 554 9% 75% 16%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 6% 81% 13%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 19% 60% 21%

Undecided 333 11% 43% 45%

No college* 96 18% 26% 57%

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1262 10% 76% 14%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 681 7% 56% 37%

Region

Northeast 355 6% 77% 16%

Midwest 416 11% 67% 22%

South 795 9% 67% 24%

West 377 9% 70% 22%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
* Small base size

Q: �[Parent] Is your child planning to take a gap year before continuing their education?
     [Student] Are you planning to take a gap year before continuing your education?

Return to the "Table of tables"
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Q. Why [Parent: is your child planning or] [Student: are you] considering a gap year?

Table 3: Reasons for gap year after high school

N 189

Personal growth, volunteering, or travel 45%

Academic burnout 32%

Mental health or wellbeing reasons 31%

Financial reasons 27%

Uncertainty about future plans 26%

Other 2%

Base: Planning to take a gap year

Return to the "Table of tables"
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Q: What will [Parent: your child] [Student: you] plan to do immediately after high school?

a. Head straight into the workforce

b. Complete an apprenticeship or intern experience in a career field

c. Serve in the military

d. Do volunteer work full time

e. Be a full-time homemaker

f. Work on starting/growing [Parent: their] [Student: my] own business

g. �Work independently on developing [Parent: their] [Student: my]  
skills/talents

h. Pursue art, music, acting, or content creation

i. Not sure yet

j. Other (Specify)

Table 4:  Expected actions among those not planning to continue education

N 134

Head straight into the workforce 37%

Work independently on developing [Parent: their] [Student: my] 
skills/talents 14%

Work on starting/growing [Parent: their] [Student: my] own 
business 11%

Be a full-time homemaker 10%

Complete an apprenticeship or intern experience in a career field 8%

Pursue art, music, acting, or content creation 4%

Serve in the military 2%

Do volunteer work full time 2%

Not sure yet 33%

Other 0%

Base: Not planning to pursue post-high school education

Return to the "Table of tables"
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Table 5: Reasons to attend college

Total 1524 67% 50% 48% 35% 33% 21% 14% 9% 1%

Student 788 66% 48% 48% 33% 35% 22% 15% 11% 1%

Parent 736 68% 51% 49% 37% 32% 19% 13% 7% 0%

Income

Under $50k 420 64% 50% 51% 39% 27% 20% 12% 9% 0%

$50k – <$100k 534 59% 47% 48% 34% 33% 18% 14% 13% 2%

$100k – <$150k 322 72% 54% 43% 36% 37% 18% 16% 7% 0%

$150k+ 248 71% 46% 53% 31% 32% 27% 13% 7% -

Student year in high school

Freshman 285 61% 47% 49% 37% 34% 18% 14% 8% 1%

Sophomore 338 63% 45% 53% 34% 35% 20% 16% 8% 1%

Junior 449 68% 53% 49% 35% 34% 17% 12% 10% 0%

Senior 452 74% 51% 43% 33% 31% 26% 14% 9% 1%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 71% 50% 48% 33% 35% 22% 13% 8% 0%

Technical/career/vocational program, 
intensive skills training boot camp, or 
apprenticeship

- - - - - - - - - -

Undecided 333 54% 47% 49% 41% 29% 17% 15% 11% 1%

No college - - - - - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1040 71% 49% 50% 34% 34% 22% 13% 8% 1%

No plan to pay for higher education 484 58% 51% 44% 37% 33% 18% 17% 10% 1%

Region

Northeast 272 63% 46% 51% 34% 37% 26% 18% 7% 0%

Midwest 327 66% 49% 49% 35% 37% 17% 13% 9% 1%

South 616 66% 51% 47% 36% 33% 22% 12% 8% 0%

West 309 71% 50% 48% 34% 29% 18% 15% 10% 1%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
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Q: �What are the main reasons [Parent: your child is] [Student: you are] considering college? Select up to 3 reasons.

Return to the "Table of tables"
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Q: �What are the main reasons [Parent: your child is] [Student: you are] considering a boot camp, trade school, 
apprenticeship, career, or vocational program? Select up to 3 reasons.

a. �Faster path to earning money/employment compared to a  
4-year degree

b. High demand for skilled trades or technical roles

c. Lower cost than traditional college

d. Avoiding student debt

e. Prefer hands-on, practical learning

f. More focused program

g. Required for the chosen career path

h. Uncertainty about committing to a longer-term degree

i. Flexibility to work while training

j. Other (Specify)

Table 6: Reasons to attend a boot camp, trade school, apprenticeship, career, or  
vocational program

N 323

High demand for skilled trades or technical roles 40%

Prefer hands-on, practical learning 39%

Faster path to earning money/employment 38%

Flexibility to work while training 32%

Lower cost than traditional college 25%

More focused program 21%

Avoiding student debt 19%

Required for the chosen career path 15%

Uncertainty about committing to a longer-term degree 6%

Other 0%

Base: Planning to attend technical/career/vocational program, intensive skills training boot camp, or apprenticeship

Return to the "Table of tables"
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Q: �Why [Parent: isn't your child] [Student: aren't you] considering education after high school?  
Sel�ect up to 3 reasons.

a. Can't afford it

b. Prefer to start working immediately

c. Trying to avoid student debt and long-term financial burden

d. Uncertain about career goals

e. Prefer hands-on experience over academic learning

f. Family/life obligations make it impossible to pursue education

g. Feel unprepared to continue education (e.g., academically, socially)

h. Concern about weak job prospects even with a college education

i. Concern about the impact of AI on job prospects

j. Don't feel a college degree is worth the cost

k. Mental health or wellbeing factors

l. Other (Specify)

Table 7: Reasons for not considering higher education

N 134

Trying to avoid student debt and long-term financial burden 35%

Uncertain about career goals 33%

Don't feel a college degree is worth the cost 29%

Prefer hands-on experience over academic learning 27%

Prefer to start working immediately 26%

Can’t afford it 24%

Mental health or wellbeing factors 20%

Family/life obligations make it impossible to pursue education 11%

Feel unprepared to continue education (e.g., academically, 
socially) 7%

Concern about weak job prospects even with a college education 6%

Concern about the impact of AI on job prospects 5%

Other 2%

Base: Not planning to pursue post-high school education

Return to the "Table of tables"
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Q. �To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about higher education?

Table 8: Attitudes toward higher education

N
Strongly 

agree
Somewhat 

agree

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Higher education is an investment 
in [Parent: my child's] [Student: my] 
future

1847 56% 34% 7% 2% 1%

I am willing to stretch financially to 
obtain the best opportunities for 
[Parent: my child's] [Student: my] 
future

1847 44% 39% 12% 4% 2%

I would rather borrow to pay for 
college/post-high school education 
than [Parent: have my child] not be 
able to go at all

1847 35% 38% 15% 7% 5%

[Parent/Student] A college degree is 
necessary for career success today 1847 35% 31% 19% 10% 5%

I'm confident that [Parent: my 
child's] [Student: my] college/post-
high school education will be worth 
the cost

1847 46% 35% 12% 5% 1%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided 

Return to the "Table of tables"
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Table 9: Attitudes toward higher education (% strongly agree + % somewhat agree)

N

Higher education 
is an investment 

in [Parent: my 
child's] [Student: 

my] future

I am willing 
to stretch 

financially to 
obtain the best 
opportunities 

for [Parent: my 
child's] [Student: 

my] future

I would rather 
borrow to pay for 
college/post-high 
school education 

than [Parent: 
have my child] 
not be able to  

go at all

A college degree 
is necessary for 
career success 

today

I'm confident 
that [Parent: my 
child's] [Student: 

my] college/
post-high school 
education will be 

worth the cost

Total 1847 90% 83% 73% 66% 82%

Student 942 89% 79% 69% 70% 83%

Parent 905 91% 87% 77% 62% 81%

Income

Under $50k 549 85% 77% 67% 60% 75%

$50k – <$100k 646 89% 80% 72% 63% 81%

$100k – <$150k 375 92% 87% 73% 69% 84%

$150k+ 277 91% 85% 78% 70% 85%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 86% 78% 68% 65% 79%

Sophomore 419 92% 86% 71% 64% 81%

Junior 546 88% 81% 74% 66% 80%

Senior 538 91% 86% 78% 69% 86%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 94% 88% 80% 74% 88%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 75% 72% 57% 45% 71%

Undecided 333 86% 74% 62% 54% 67%

No college - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 91% 88% 78% 70% 87%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 86% 72% 62% 58% 70%

Region

Northeast 341 87% 85% 73% 67% 82%

Midwest 396 85% 77% 69% 58% 77%

South 746 91% 83% 73% 67% 83%

West 364 93% 86% 76% 72% 85%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
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Table 10: Exploration of potential careers

Total 2010 54% 52% 51% 50% 32% 31% 27% 25% 21% 19% 14% 0% 4%

Student 1005 58% 54% 52% 51% 34% 30% 27% 27% 21% 18% 13% 0% 3%

Parent 1005 49% 50% 51% 49% 30% 32% 28% 22% 21% 21% 15% 1% 6%

Income

Under $50k 646 50% 49% 42% 47% 28% 29% 24% 13% 16% 14% 8% 1% 6%

$50k – <$100k 692 53% 53% 53% 53% 29% 31% 26% 23% 21% 16% 12% 1% 4%

$100k – <$150k 383 57% 54% 56% 54% 34% 34% 29% 30% 21% 24% 16% 0% 2%

$150k+ 289 51% 52% 51% 44% 35% 31% 31% 28% 26% 21% 18% - 5%

Student year in high school

Freshman 384 59% 50% 44% 42% 28% 27% 26% 20% 16% 18% 11% 0% 6%

Sophomore 458 52% 50% 50% 49% 35% 29% 30% 22% 23% 20% 10% 0% 4%

Junior 587 52% 53% 56% 50% 32% 34% 25% 26% 23% 19% 14% 1% 5%

Senior 581 52% 55% 54% 56% 32% 33% 28% 30% 22% 20% 20% 0% 2%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 55% 58% 59% 55% 33% 35% 29% 28% 24% 22% 16% 0% 2%

Technical/career/vocational program, 
intensive skills training boot camp, or 
apprenticeship

323 54% 46% 42% 45% 28% 27% 24% 20% 20% 21% 18% 1% 1%

Undecided 333 53% 46% 45% 44% 35% 28% 28% 21% 17% 12% 8% 0% 8%

No college 134 35% 16% 15% 20% 18% 13% 16% 13% 7% 6% 5% 1% 25%

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1282 57% 56% 56% 54% 34% 35% 30% 30% 23% 22% 18% 0% 1%

No plan to pay for higher education 728 48% 45% 43% 43% 28% 25% 22% 16% 18% 15% 7% 1% 10%

Region

Northeast 371 53% 50% 45% 52% 28% 33% 31% 24% 23% 20% 13% 1% 8%

Midwest 429 51% 53% 50% 56% 28% 38% 31% 21% 19% 21% 19% 0% 4%

South 824 55% 53% 53% 46% 36% 29% 27% 25% 21% 20% 13% 1% 3%

West 386 54% 51% 54% 49% 30% 29% 23% 28% 22% 17% 12% 0% 4%

Base: Total sample (Parents and Students)
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Q: �How, if at all, [Parent: has your child] [Student: have you] explored potential careers so far? Check all that apply.

a. Talked to family or friends about their jobs

b. Met with a school counselor or career advisor

c. Took career interest assessments or quizzes

d. Researched careers online

e. Attended career fairs or info sessions

f. Completed job shadowing or an internship

g. Volunteered in areas of interest

h. Used AI (e.g., ChatGPT, Gemini, etc.) to explore career options

i. Used social media platforms (TikTok, YouTube, etc.)

j. Spoke with teachers/mentors

k. Participated in career-focused clubs

l. Other (Specify)

m. None of the above
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Table 11: Student's career goals

N
Know exactly the 
career to pursue

Know the general 
field, but not the 

exact job

Have a sense of 
a preferred work 
environment, but 

not the role

Have multiple 
ideas of goals, 

but haven't 
narrowed them 

down yet

Don't know yet 
what [Parent: 

they] [Student: I] 
would like to do

Total 2010 23% 31% 15% 24% 7%

Student 1005 24% 31% 16% 24% 6%

Parent 1005 23% 32% 15% 23% 8%

Income

Under $50k 646 19% 29% 13% 29% 10%

$50k – <$100k 692 23% 33% 18% 20% 6%

$100k – <$150k 383 26% 30% 17% 22% 4%

$150k+ 289 22% 33% 11% 26% 8%

Student year in high school

Freshman 384 12% 25% 17% 35% 11%

Sophomore 458 25% 31% 15% 22% 7%

Junior 587 24% 32% 15% 23% 6%

Senior 581 30% 36% 13% 16% 4%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 28% 36% 15% 19% 2%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 25% 30% 20% 22% 4%

Undecided 333 9% 20% 16% 37% 17%

No college 134 4% 17% 7% 38% 35%

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1282 27% 36% 15% 20% 2%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 728 16% 23% 16% 30% 15%

Region

Northeast 371 24% 30% 13% 22% 11%

Midwest 429 20% 33% 15% 26% 7%

South 824 26% 31% 15% 22% 5%

West 386 21% 31% 17% 24% 7%

Base: Total sample (Parents and Students)

Q: �How would you describe the status of [Parent: your child's] [Student: your] career goals?

a. Know exactly the career to pursue

b. Know the general field, but not the exact job

c. Have a sense of a preferred work environment, but not the role

d. Have multiple ideas of goals, but haven't narrowed them down yet

e. Don't know yet what [Parent: they] [Student: I] would like to do
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Table 12: Plans for continuing education after college

N

Definitely planning 
for graduate 

or professional 
education

Possibly interested, 
but not certain

Not planning any 
further education 

after college
Haven't thought about 

it yet

Total 1524 44% 34% 6% 15%

Student 788 44% 32% 6% 18%

Parent 736 44% 36% 7% 13%

Income

Under $50k 420 42% 32% 6% 20%

$50k – <$100k 534 45% 34% 7% 14%

$100k – <$150k 322 46% 38% 6% 11%

$150k+ 248 44% 30% 7% 20%

Student year in high school

Freshman 285 36% 37% 6% 21%

Sophomore 338 41% 39% 4% 16%

Junior 449 43% 35% 6% 16%

Senior 452 54% 27% 9% 10%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 51% 32% 6% 12%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

- - - - -

Undecided 333 21% 42% 7% 29%

No college - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1040 52% 31% 6% 10%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 484 28% 39% 7% 26%

Region

Northeast 272 42% 34% 9% 16%

Midwest 327 44% 32% 7% 17%

South 616 49% 30% 6% 14%

West 309 39% 41% 4% 15%

Base: Planning to pursue college or undecided

Q: �What are your [Parent: child's] graduate or professional education plans after college?

a. Definitely planning for graduate or professional education

b. Possibly interested, but not certain

c. Not planning any further education after college

d. Haven't thought about it yet
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Q: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the statements below.

Table 13: Attitudes toward loans

N
Strongly 

agree
Somewhat 

agree

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don't  
know

The government should make loans 
available to parents to help them 
pay for their child's college

1847 41% 40% 14% 3% 1% 2%

There should be limits to how 
much debt federal student loan 
borrowers can take on

1847 27% 41% 22% 7% 4% 1%

College costs have risen because 
people can borrow from the 
government whatever a school says 
it costs to attend

1847 22% 35% 34% 6% 3% 1%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
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Table 14: Attitudes toward loans (% strongly agree + % somewhat agree)

N

 The government should  
make loans available to 

parents to help them pay for 
their child's college

 There should be limits to how 
much debt federal student 
loan borrowers can take on

 College costs have risen 
because people can borrow 

from the government 
whatever a school says it  

costs to attend

Total 1847 81% 68% 57%

Student 942 82% 67% 57%

Parent 905 81% 69% 56%

Income

Under $50k 549 81% 62% 55%

$50k – <$100k 646 80% 70% 56%

$100k – <$150k 375 85% 69% 59%

$150k+ 277 79% 69% 56%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 78% 62% 47%

Sophomore 419 82% 65% 52%

Junior 546 80% 70% 58%

Senior 538 85% 73% 66%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 83% 69% 59%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 77% 66% 58%

Undecided 333 79% 65% 48%

No college - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 85% 71% 61%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 74% 61% 47%

Region

Northeast 341 81% 66% 59%

Midwest 396 77% 63% 53%

South 746 83% 69% 55%

West 364 83% 72% 60%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
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Table 15: Preparation for higher education discussion topics

Total 1847 53% 47% 45% 43% 41% 39% 38% 36% 35% 28% 28% 21% 5%

Student 942 54% 46% 45% 45% 40% 40% 35% 39% 35% 31% 30% 21% 5%

Parent 905 52% 48% 45% 41% 43% 37% 41% 33% 35% 25% 26% 22% 5%

Income

Under $50k 549 49% 42% 39% 38% 37% 45% 32% 32% 25% 25% 19% 19% 7%

$50k – <$100k 646 53% 45% 47% 39% 39% 44% 41% 38% 36% 31% 31% 22% 6%

$100k – <$150k 375 59% 53% 52% 47% 41% 39% 38% 38% 40% 30% 33% 22% 2%

$150k+ 277 51% 46% 37% 46% 47% 28% 37% 35% 34% 25% 25% 21% 7%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 46% 41% 39% 39% 36% 33% 31% 32% 32% 28% 26% 17% 8%

Sophomore 419 55% 51% 43% 44% 43% 30% 39% 31% 35% 24% 23% 18% 5%

Junior 546 54% 50% 47% 46% 43% 41% 38% 35% 34% 31% 32% 23% 4%

Senior 538 57% 45% 48% 43% 42% 48% 41% 44% 37% 29% 31% 26% 3%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 58% 54% 50% 45% 45% 41% 38% 40% 39% 30% 31% 24% 3%

Technical/career/vocational program, 
intensive skills training boot camp, or 
apprenticeship

323 40% 30% 31% 33% 28% 33% 44% 31% 19% 27% 33% 19% 6%

Undecided 333 47% 37% 37% 44% 38% 36% 33% 27% 33% 24% 14% 14% 13%

No college - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 56% 50% 48% 46% 43% 42% 39% 39% 37% 31% 32% 24% 2%

No plan to pay for higher education 607 47% 40% 38% 37% 39% 33% 35% 31% 31% 23% 21% 16% 10%

Region

Northeast 341 48% 43% 36% 41% 37% 32% 34% 34% 34% 24% 27% 22% 7%

Midwest 396 53% 45% 46% 41% 43% 43% 41% 40% 39% 27% 28% 22% 4%

South 746 58% 52% 46% 43% 43% 40% 39% 36% 32% 29% 26% 20% 4%

West 364 50% 45% 48% 48% 41% 38% 35% 34% 36% 31% 33% 23% 6%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided 
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Q: �Have you and your [Parent: child] [Student: parent(s)] discussed any of the following topics? Please select all  
that apply.

a. �Which schools [Parent: your child is] [Student: you are] interested in 
attending after high school

b. How/when to start applying to schools

c. Researching and applying for scholarships

d. Financial aid process/FAFSA®

e. College prep or SAT®/ACT® prep

f. How your family will pay for education after high school

g. The total cost for all years of education after high school

h. Average salaries in the field of interest

i. Career placement rates in the field of interest

j. Average amount of student debt in the field of interest

k. �Potential earnings vs how much the education will cost (return on 
investment)

l. �Differences in cost between in-state/out-of-state and public/private 
schools

m. None of the above
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Table 16: Student involvement in planning to pay

N Not at all
Aware, but does 
not participate

Actively engages in 
planning, but parents 

take the lead

Proactively contributes 
to the planning process, 

equally or more than 
parents

Does all the 
planning

Total 1847 6% 16% 44% 27% 7%

Student 942 6% 16% 46% 25% 7%

Parent 905 6% 17% 42% 29% 6%

Income

Under $50k 549 7% 15% 42% 30% 6%

$50k – <$100k 646 5% 15% 44% 29% 6%

$100k – <$150k 375 5% 15% 45% 28% 6%

$150k+ 277 6% 21% 44% 21% 8%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 9% 20% 45% 21% 4%

Sophomore 419 6% 24% 41% 24% 5%

Junior 546 5% 17% 45% 27% 6%

Senior 538 3% 7% 45% 34% 10%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 5% 15% 47% 28% 7%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 6% 17% 40% 28% 9%

Undecided 333 9% 23% 39% 25% 4%

No college - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 4% 11% 48% 29% 8%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 10% 27% 37% 23% 3%

Region

Northeast 341 6% 15% 42% 27% 10%

Midwest 396 3% 19% 43% 29% 6%

South 746 6% 15% 43% 29% 6%

West 364 7% 17% 48% 22% 5%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided

Q: How involved [Parent: is your child] [Student: are you] in helping to plan to pay for education after high school?
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Table 17: Family's expected need to borrow

N Yes No Don't know

Total 1847 46% 32% 22%

Student 942 47% 29% 24%

Parent 905 45% 36% 19%

Income

Under $50k 549 58% 19% 24%

$50k – <$100k 646 52% 22% 25%

$100k – <$150k 375 44% 33% 23%

$150k+ 277 33% 53% 15%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 46% 28% 26%

Sophomore 419 45% 31% 24%

Junior 546 50% 31% 20%

Senior 538 43% 38% 19%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 44% 36% 21%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 51% 26% 23%

Undecided 333 51% 25% 24%

No college - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 43% 40% 17%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 52% 17% 31%

Region

Northeast 341 48% 28% 24%

Midwest 396 51% 28% 21%

South 746 45% 32% 24%

West 364 42% 39% 19%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided

Q: Do you think your family will need to borrow money to help pay for college or post-high school education?
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Table 18: Have a plan to pay for higher education

N Yes No Don't know

Total 2010 64% 21% 15%

Student 1005 66% 15% 19%

Parent 1005 63% 26% 11%

Income

Under $50k 646 50% 28% 21%

$50k – <$100k 692 63% 21% 16%

$100k – <$150k 383 65% 20% 15%

$150k+ 289 78% 14% 8%

Student year in high school

Freshman 384 60% 21% 19%

Sophomore 458 53% 26% 21%

Junior 587 64% 22% 14%

Senior 581 77% 14% 8%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 76% 14% 10%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 65% 22% 13%

Undecided 333 37% 31% 32%

No college 134 24% 52% 23%

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1282 100% - -

No plan to pay for higher 
education 728 - 58% 42%

Region

Northeast 371 64% 20% 16%

Midwest 429 62% 24% 14%

South 824 68% 18% 14%

West 386 62% 22% 16%

Base: Total sample (Parents and Students)

Q: �[Parent] Do you or your child have a plan for how to pay for your child's education after high school? 
[Student] Do you or your family have a plan for how to pay for your education after high school?
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Table 19: Actions taken to prepare for higher education

Total 1847 15% 46% 33% 30% 23% 23% 22% 22% 22% 21% 21% 20% 20% 12% 11%

Student 942 15% 46% 35% 32% 24% 21% 19% 22% 19% 22% 22% 19% 19% 11% 12%

Parent 905 15% 45% 30% 29% 23% 25% 26% 22% 26% 21% 20% 20% 20% 14% 11%

Income

Under $50k 549 19% 37% 25% 25% 22% 24% 20% 17% 16% 18% 14% 21% 18% 6% 11%

$50k – <$100k 646 17% 43% 33% 30% 22% 23% 26% 21% 22% 19% 20% 25% 20% 12% 15%

$100k – <$150k 375 13% 50% 36% 28% 26% 24% 23% 24% 24% 22% 26% 18% 21% 13% 9%

$150k+ 277 12% 50% 34% 37% 22% 20% 21% 26% 26% 26% 20% 15% 19% 16% 11%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 25% 35% 24% 22% 16% 15% 15% 21% 23% 19% 17% 12% 12% 6% 8%

Sophomore 419 21% 47% 30% 24% 21% 20% 13% 21% 18% 24% 15% 8% 20% 10% 8%

Junior 546 13% 47% 36% 30% 26% 23% 23% 23% 21% 21% 23% 17% 23% 16% 12%

Senior 538 3% 52% 38% 42% 28% 31% 36% 24% 27% 22% 26% 37% 23% 16% 16%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 7% 53% 37% 36% 27% 27% 25% 26% 27% 24% 24% 22% 23% 14% 13%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 20% 30% 28% 19% 20% 19% 22% 19% 16% 19% 17% 21% 17% 11% 12%

Undecided 333 37% 33% 23% 19% 14% 13% 12% 13% 10% 16% 11% 11% 11% 5% 4%

No college - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher 
education 1240 4% 52% 36% 37% 28% 28% 28% 28% 30% 24% 26% 23% 23% 15% 15%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 37% 33% 26% 17% 14% 12% 12% 12% 6% 16% 10% 12% 12% 6% 4%

Region

Northeast 341 17% 46% 30% 29% 22% 22% 19% 27% 22% 17% 22% 16% 16% 12% 13%

Midwest 396 12% 47% 35% 35% 21% 24% 26% 22% 22% 22% 17% 21% 23% 12% 11%

South 746 13% 49% 35% 30% 26% 24% 25% 22% 22% 22% 20% 21% 21% 11% 12%

West 364 18% 38% 30% 28% 22% 21% 17% 21% 23% 23% 24% 20% 18% 14% 9%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided 
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Q: Have you done any of the following as part of planning for education beyond high school?

a. Have not done any planning for higher education yet

b. Met with the college/career counselor at the high school

c. Researched schools

d. Read info/used tools to help figure out how to pay for college

e. Read info/used tools about how to increase the chances of being 
admitted to college

f. Visited a college campus

g. Took a virtual tour of a school

h. Met with an independent college consultant

i. Filed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA®)

j. Applied for scholarships from sources other than college

k. Reached out to peers for advice or guidance about college

l. Used AI tools to research schools, majors, costs for college

m. Used a net price calculator

n. Compared financial aid offers

o. Created a budget or cost estimate for college
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Table 20: Average amount saved

N $

We don't have any money 
set aside for post-high 

school education Don't know

Total 1847 42,307 28% 12%

Student 942 32,843 24% 24%

Parent 905 49,581 31% -

Income

Under $50k 549 14,594 46% 13%

$50k – <$100k 646 25,746 30% 17%

$100k – <$150k 375 40,378 22% 10%

$150k+ 277 69,711 19% 10%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 29,490 29% 15%

Sophomore 419 46,845 32% 14%

Junior 546 46,764 30% 13%

Senior 538 43,913 20% 9%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 47,676 20% 13%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 22,985 36% 10%

Undecided 333 30,183 49% 13%

No college - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 44,389 15% 11%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 31,761 54% 15%

Region

Northeast 341 47,693 24% 10%

Midwest 396 34,820 28% 15%

South 746 38,391 30% 12%

West 364 50,066 25% 12%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided

Q: �[Parent] How much money have you saved in total, if any, for the post-high school education of your oldest  
child in high school? Please consider all relevant accounts and investments. If you aren't sure, please provide  
your best estimate.

     �[Student] How much money have you saved in total, if any, for your post-high school education? Please consider 
all relevant accounts and investments. If you aren't sure, please provide your best estimate.
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Table 21: Frequency using each vehicle to save

Total 1027 53% 39% 32% 32% 13% 9% 7% 7% 7% 6% 3% 2% 2%

Student 446 48% 41% 29% 30% 11% 14% 8% 8% 7% 8% 5% 2% 2%

Parent 581 57% 38% 35% 33% 15% 5% 7% 6% 6% 5% 2% 1% 2%

Income

Under $50k 223 55% 12% 13% 35% 5% 8% 14% 6% 5% 5% 3% 5% 4%

$50k – <$100k 350 53% 30% 29% 37% 12% 10% 9% 4% 6% 7% 3% 2% 2%

$100k – <$150k 251 53% 47% 37% 27% 14% 9% 5% 7% 8% 8% 3% 0% 2%

$150k+ 203 52% 50% 37% 31% 17% 8% 6% 9% 5% 5% 3% 2% 0%

Student year in high school

Freshman 177 53% 41% 28% 29% 12% 10% 6% 2% 3% 4% 1% 1% 3%

Sophomore 207 41% 47% 32% 31% 10% 8% 7% 7% 4% 6% 3% 1% 2%

Junior 298 52% 39% 31% 27% 15% 9% 9% 9% 7% 9% 4% 3% 2%

Senior 345 61% 34% 36% 37% 15% 9% 7% 7% 10% 5% 3% 1% 0%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 757 54% 40% 35% 31% 12% 9% 7% 7% 7% 6% 2% 1% 1%

Technical/career/vocational program, 
intensive skills training boot camp, or 
apprenticeship

151 50% 29% 27% 36% 18% 12% 13% 5% 8% 10% 12% 2% 3%

Undecided 119 51% 45% 25% 29% 14% 2% 5% 7% 3% 3% 1% 3% 2%

No college - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 868 56% 41% 34% 34% 14% 10% 8% 7% 7% 6% 3% 2% 1%

No plan to pay for higher education 159 39% 32% 23% 20% 10% 4% 5% 5% 3% 8% 1% 1% 5%

Region

Northeast 201 58% 46% 42% 27% 20% 9% 8% 7% 5% 3% 3% 1% 0%

Midwest 196 47% 34% 28% 33% 13% 8% 8% 5% 6% 5% 2% 2% 5%

South 401 51% 38% 29% 31% 13% 10% 8% 8% 8% 9% 3% 2% 1%

West 229 57% 40% 35% 34% 10% 7% 6% 6% 5% 5% 3% 2% 1%

Base: Parents who have saved between $1-$400,000 for the post-high school education of their eldest child in high school
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Q: What types of savings or investments are your family using to save this money? Please select all that apply.

a. A 529 college savings plan

b. A pre-paid or guaranteed state college savings plan

c. Coverdell Education Savings Account

d. �Investments such as stocks, mutual funds, money market accounts, or 
bonds that are not part of your 520 or 401(k)

e. A checking account

f. �A juvenile life insurance policy, one that acts as a college savings plan 
as well

f. General savings account

g. CD (Certificate of Deposit)

h. GoFundMe or other crowd-sourced fund

i. Bitcoin or other cryptocurrency account

j. �Non-institutional savings (e.g., piggy bank or other at-home fund, safe 
or safety deposit box, or other non-interest bearing stash)

k. Some other way

l. Don't know
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Q: �[Parent] Why haven't you started a plan for how to pay for your child's education after high school? Please check 
all that apply.

Table 22: Reasons for not planning

N 324

I can't afford to save money, so there is no point in planning 39%

It's overwhelming 32%

I just haven't gotten around to it yet 22%

It's too early to think about 18%

I don't know how to do this or what to consider 10%

I haven't thought about it 9%

Didn't think my child would go to college 8%

I don't know where I can get free information on this 5%

It's too late to start now 5%

I don't think it's important 4%

I don't have time 3%

Other 7%

Base: Parents who have not saved for child's post-high school education
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Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about paying for college?

Table 23: Attitudes toward financial preparation

N
Strongly 

agree
Somewhat 

agree

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don't  
know

Paying for college is stressful 1847 35% 36% 14% 8% 5% 2%

I don't know where to go for help 
planning to pay for college 1847 8% 17% 19% 27% 28% 1%

I'm confident my family can 
navigate college financing 
effectively

1847 34% 40% 16% 7% 3% 1%

It feels like we're on our own to 
figure out how to plan and pay for 
college, with no clear path to follow

1847 12% 29% 22% 23% 15% 1%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
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Table 24: Attitudes toward financial preparation (% strongly agree + % somewhat agree)

N
Paying for college is 

stressful

I don't know where to 
go for help planning to 

pay for college

I'm confident my 
family can navigate 

college financing 
effectively

It feels like we're on 
our own to figure out 
how to plan and pay 
for college, with no 
clear path to follow

Total 1847 71% 25% 73% 40%

Student 942 70% 26% 73% 38%

Parent 905 71% 24% 73% 42%

Income

Under $50k 549 74% 26% 60% 41%

$50k – <$100k 646 73% 25% 69% 35%

$100k – <$150k 375 74% 27% 79% 42%

$150k+ 277 61% 21% 80% 42%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 71% 21% 71% 39%

Sophomore 419 73% 22% 72% 43%

Junior 546 72% 30% 69% 38%

Senior 538 68% 25% 81% 41%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 69% 22% 80% 36%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 75% 38% 65% 52%

Undecided 333 75% 27% 56% 44%

No college - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 66% 20% 86% 36%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 80% 36% 48% 48%

Region

Northeast 341 68% 25% 74% 39%

Midwest 396 76% 24% 69% 38%

South 746 67% 25% 76% 41%

West 364 74% 26% 71% 41%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided

Return to the "Table of tables"



Sallie | Ipsos   30How America Plans for College 2026

Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about paying for college?

Table 25: Perceptions on paying for education after high school

N
Strongly 

agree
Somewhat 

agree

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don't  
know

The amount families actually pay for 
college is often lower than the price 
that is advertised by the school

1847 13% 24% 27% 18% 10% 8%

I feel confident comparing cost and 
aid packages across schools

1847 24% 43% 20% 9% 2% 3%

Private schools are always more 
expensive than public schools

1847 44% 34% 11% 8% 1% 3%

A financial aid package can be 
negotiated

1847 16% 35% 24% 10% 5% 11%

It's not worth applying for 
scholarships if the parents make 
too much money

1847 9% 16% 17% 29% 26% 3%

Scholarships are only available for 
students with exceptional grades or 
abilities

1847 18% 30% 15% 22% 13% 2%

Students can only apply for 
scholarships before their freshman 
year of college

1847 12% 20% 21% 19% 17% 11%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
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Table 26: Perceptions on paying for education after high school  
(% strongly agree + % somewhat agree)

Total 1847 37% 67% 78% 51% 25% 48% 32%

Student 942 37% 64% 79% 50% 24% 48% 33%

Parent 905 36% 70% 76% 51% 26% 47% 31%

Income

Under $50k 549 34% 58% 77% 43% 19% 46% 27%

$50k – <$100k 646 31% 61% 78% 51% 23% 46% 29%

$100k – <$150k 375 36% 72% 81% 48% 25% 47% 38%

$150k+ 277 45% 73% 74% 58% 31% 50% 31%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 35% 61% 77% 42% 19% 43% 24%

Sophomore 419 30% 65% 80% 48% 22% 51% 27%

Junior 546 41% 67% 72% 54% 26% 48% 37%

Senior 538 38% 73% 81% 56% 30% 47% 37%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 40% 73% 78% 53% 24% 48% 33%

Technical/career/vocational program, 
intensive skills training boot camp, or 
apprenticeship

323 35% 60% 75% 52% 34% 54% 38%

Undecided 333 27% 49% 80% 41% 22% 40% 21%

No college - - - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 41% 78% 79% 57% 24% 47% 35%

No plan to pay for higher education 607 28% 45% 74% 38% 25% 49% 26%

Region

Northeast 341 40% 65% 75% 52% 24% 44% 31%

Midwest 396 37% 62% 75% 42% 22% 48% 27%

South 746 34% 69% 78% 54% 25% 47% 31%

West 364 37% 69% 81% 51% 27% 50% 37%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
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Q: How confident are you about each of the following?

Table 27: Confidence in higher education outcomes

N
Very 

confident
Somewhat 
confident

Neither 
confident 

nor 
unconfident

Somewhat 
unconfident

Not at all 
confident

[Parent] Your child finding the right school 
where they can thrive 
[Student] Finding the right school where 
you can thrive

1847 33% 47% 16% 4% 1%

[Parent] Your child being admitted into the 
school of their choice 
[Student] Being admitted into the school of 
your choice

1847 31% 44% 19% 4% 2%

[Parent: Your child] Finding the right major/
career

1847 35% 45% 14% 5% 1%

Understanding the real out-of-pocket costs 
of your [Parent: child's] education

1847 26% 42% 19% 11% 3%

How you'll pay for attending the school of 
your [Parent: child's] choice

1847 27% 37% 24% 9% 2%

Not paying more than you have to for your 
[Parent: child's] education

1847 18% 38% 29% 13% 3%

[Parent] Your child successfully completing 
their post-high school program 
[Student] Successfully completing your 
post-high school program

1847 46% 40% 11% 2% 1%

[Parent: Your child] Being prepared for life 
after college/post-high school program

1847 30% 43% 18% 7% 1%

[Parent] Your child learning how to manage 
finances effectively 
[Student] Learning how to manage your 
finances effectively

1847 29% 47% 16% 7% 2%

[Parent] Your child getting a job after 
completing their post-high school program 
[Student] Getting a job after completing 
your post-high school program

1847 33% 47% 15% 5% 1%

[Parent] Your child having a career that is 
worth the time and money spent furthering 
their education after high school 
[Student] Having a career that is worth 
the time and money spent furthering your 
education after high school

1847 37% 42% 15% 5% 1%

[Parent] Your child paying off student loans 
in a timely manner 
[Student] Paying off your student loans in a 
timely manner*

942 21% 35% 29% 11% 4%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided 
*Plan to borrow for post-high school education
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Table 28: Confidence in higher education outcomes  
(% very confident + % somewhat confident)

Total 1847 80% 76% 80% 67% 64% 56% 86% 73% 75% 79% 79% 56%

Student 942 78% 74% 80% 65% 66% 57% 85% 73% 76% 78% 81% 56%

Parent 905 81% 78% 80% 70% 63% 54% 87% 74% 75% 80% 78% 56%

Income

Under $50k 549 77% 71% 75% 60% 56% 56% 81% 69% 76% 76% 75% 49%

$50k – <$100k 646 75% 69% 77% 65% 61% 57% 83% 71% 76% 77% 79% 55%

$100k – <$150k 375 84% 79% 84% 69% 66% 55% 89% 75% 77% 84% 79% 57%

$150k+ 277 80% 83% 81% 73% 73% 54% 89% 78% 72% 78% 84% 65%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 79% 71% 75% 64% 62% 53% 83% 70% 76% 76% 78% 54%

Sophomore 419 71% 77% 78% 61% 57% 53% 87% 70% 72% 79% 76% 54%

Junior 546 78% 72% 80% 65% 64% 55% 82% 72% 72% 78% 77% 57%

Senior 538 88% 81% 85% 78% 73% 60% 92% 80% 80% 83% 85% 59%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 85% 82% 85% 73% 71% 58% 91% 79% 79% 82% 86% 62%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 71% 65% 79% 65% 57% 57% 79% 70% 73% 80% 76% 58%

Undecided 333 66% 61% 63% 48% 45% 46% 75% 57% 65% 68% 59% 35%

No college - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 88% 83% 87% 79% 79% 63% 92% 83% 83% 84% 87% 69%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 62% 61% 65% 43% 35% 40% 73% 55% 59% 69% 63% 34%

Region

Northeast 341 79% 78% 78% 67% 66% 52% 83% 75% 76% 80% 81% 62%

Midwest 396 81% 74% 81% 65% 60% 53% 86% 71% 75% 79% 78% 48%

South 746 80% 79% 80% 70% 66% 59% 89% 75% 77% 81% 80% 59%

West 364 78% 71% 80% 66% 65% 54% 83% 73% 72% 74% 78% 54%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
*Plan to borrow for post-high school education
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Table 29: Proportion of each source* families expect to use to pay for higher education

Total 1847 32% 21% 13% 9% 7% 7% 5% 2% 2%

Student 942 30% 21% 12% 9% 7% 7% 5% 2% 2%

Parent 905 34% 21% 14% 9% 7% 6% 5% 2% 2%

Income

Under $50k 549 23% 29% 14% 9% 8% 7% 4% 1% 1%

$50k – <$100k 646 26% 25% 13% 9% 8% 8% 5% 2% 2%

$100k – <$150k 375 34% 18% 15% 9% 6% 6% 5% 2% 2%

$150k+ 277 43% 16% 10% 8% 6% 6% 5% 3% 2%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 29% 21% 13% 10% 9% 7% 4% 2% 2%

Sophomore 419 32% 23% 13% 8% 7% 7% 5% 2% 2%

Junior 546 33% 19% 16% 9% 6% 6% 5% 2% 2%

Senior 538 34% 22% 11% 8% 6% 7% 5% 3% 3%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 35% 20% 12% 9% 6% 6% 5% 2% 2%

Technical/career/vocational program, 
intensive skills training boot camp, or 
apprenticeship

323 31% 20% 10% 9% 9% 8% 5% 3% 2%

Undecided 333 24% 24% 18% 10% 7% 7% 4% 2% 2%

No college - - - - - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 35% 20% 11% 8% 7% 7% 5% 2% 2%

No plan to pay for higher education 607 25% 23% 18% 10% 6% 6% 4% 2% 1%

Region

Northeast 341 37% 19% 10% 9% 7% 6% 5% 3% 2%

Midwest 396 30% 21% 17% 8% 7% 7% 3% 2% 3%

South 746 30% 22% 13% 9% 7% 6% 6% 2% 2%

West 364 34% 21% 13% 9% 6% 7% 5% 2% 2%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided
*Responses represent the average proportion that each segment expects to use from that source to pay for college; they do not represent the proportion of 
families expecting to use that source
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Q: �What percentage of the total post-high school education costs [Parent: for your oldest child in high school] will 
come from the following sources? Please enter a percentage in the table below. Your best estimate is fine. If you 
do not expect to use the source, please enter 0.

a. Parent's income or savings

b. Education loans taken out in the parent's name

c. Home equity line of credit (HELOC) loan

d. Retirement pay (e.g., Social security, 401(k) payment, IRAs)

e. Child's income or savings

f. Child's (student) loans

g. Contributions from other family or friends

h. Free aid, including scholarships and grants

i. Other (Specify)					   
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Q: How much do you agree or disagree with these statements concerning artificial intelligence (AI)?

Table 30: Attitudes on the impact of artificial intelligence (AI)

N
Strongly 

agree
Somewhat 

agree
Somewhat 

disagree
Strongly 
disagree

Don't  
know

I believe AI skills will be essential in many 
future careers 2010 39% 40% 10% 4% 6%

AI is likely to create new job and career 
opportunities 2010 31% 38% 17% 7% 8%

AI is likely to improve [Parent: my child's] 
[Student: my] early career by making 
some tasks easier or more efficient

2010 28% 41% 15% 6% 10%

I have not thought about how AI may 
impact [Parent: my child's] [Student: my] 
future career

2010 14% 33% 27% 22% 5%

AI is likely to make it harder for [Parent: 
my child] [Student: me] to enter the 
workforce and get a good job

2010 16% 30% 28% 20% 6%

"[Parent] I have advised my child to 
reconsider his/her career plans because 
of evolution of AI 
[Student] My parents or other adults have 
advised me to reconsider my career plans 
because of the evolution of AI"

2010 14% 23% 26% 32% 4%

"[Parent] My child changed his/her career 
plans because of the emergence of AI 
[Student] I changed my career goals 
because of the emergence of AI"

2010 10% 18% 28% 37% 7%

Base: Total sample (Parents and Students)
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Table 31: Attitudes on the impact of artificial intelligence (AI)  
(% strongly agree + % somewhat agree)

Total 2010 79% 69% 69% 46% 46% 37% 29%

Student 1005 81% 72% 72% 50% 45% 38% 30%

Parent 1005 77% 65% 67% 43% 47% 37% 27%

Income

Under $50k 646 69% 60% 58% 48% 50% 33% 22%

$50k – <$100k 692 77% 68% 69% 50% 42% 32% 23%

$100k – <$150k 383 85% 74% 74% 46% 46% 41% 34%

$150k+ 289 83% 69% 74% 42% 47% 42% 34%

Student year in high school

Freshman 384 70% 67% 63% 49% 46% 29% 26%

Sophomore 458 78% 63% 64% 47% 47% 37% 26%

Junior 587 82% 71% 72% 49% 46% 40% 31%

Senior 581 85% 72% 77% 41% 45% 40% 30%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 84% 72% 73% 43% 42% 38% 27%

Technical/career/vocational program, 
intensive skills training boot camp, or 
apprenticeship

323 75% 69% 67% 54% 55% 43% 35%

Undecided 333 71% 66% 66% 49% 48% 33% 30%

No college 134 60% 49% 49% 59% 62% 32% 22%

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1282 84% 75% 76% 42% 44% 41% 32%

No plan to pay for higher education 728 71% 57% 58% 55% 50% 30% 22%

Region

Northeast 371 80% 68% 69% 39% 48% 35% 27%

Midwest 429 74% 65% 64% 47% 46% 31% 24%

South 824 79% 69% 72% 46% 43% 38% 29%

West 386 83% 71% 70% 51% 51% 43% 32%

Base: Total sample (Parents and Students)
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Table 32: Quiz - FAFSA® definition

N

An application that 
qualifies a student for 
federal grants, loans, 

and work-study

A process for 
obtaining scholarships 

for post-high school 
education

An application for 
admission to a post-

high school institution Not sure

Total 1847 64% 13% 9% 15%

Student 942 62% 13% 9% 16%

Parent 905 66% 12% 9% 13%

Income

Under $50k 549 59% 10% 11% 20%

$50k – <$100k 646 65% 14% 8% 13%

$100k – <$150k 375 68% 12% 6% 14%

$150k+ 277 61% 13% 13% 13%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 65% 10% 10% 14%

Sophomore 419 64% 11% 8% 16%

Junior 546 59% 13% 9% 18%

Senior 538 68% 14% 8% 10%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 65% 14% 9% 13%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 59% 14% 14% 13%

Undecided 333 63% 8% 7% 22%

No college - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 66% 14% 10% 10%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 60% 9% 6% 24%

Region

Northeast 341 62% 11% 11% 16%

Midwest 396 66% 11% 8% 15%

South 746 66% 13% 9% 12%

West 364 59% 14% 9% 18%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided

Q: Which of the following best defines the FAFSA®?

Return to the "Table of tables"



Sallie | Ipsos   38How America Plans for College 2026

Table 33: Quiz - Financial aid that needs to be repaid

N

Loans 
(federal or 

private) Scholarships Grants Work-study
None of the 

above
All of the 

above Not sure

Total 1847 76% 14% 13% 11% 2% 4% 7%

Student 942 74% 15% 12% 12% 2% 4% 8%

Parent 905 78% 13% 14% 9% 2% 4% 6%

Income

Under $50k 549 68% 12% 17% 10% 4% 5% 12%

$50k – <$100k 646 78% 11% 14% 9% 2% 4% 7%

$100k – <$150k 375 82% 18% 13% 12% 2% 4% 2%

$150k+ 277 70% 14% 7% 11% 2% 3% 9%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 75% 10% 9% 7% 2% 3% 9%

Sophomore 419 78% 13% 13% 5% 2% 5% 8%

Junior 546 74% 15% 16% 13% 2% 4% 8%

Senior 538 76% 16% 11% 15% 2% 5% 3%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 77% 13% 12% 10% 2% 4% 5%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 69% 21% 17% 18% 2% 3% 7%

Undecided 333 77% 12% 12% 5% 1% 3% 13%

No college - - - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 76% 16% 14% 13% 3% 4% 4%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 74% 9% 11% 6% 1% 3% 14%

Region

Northeast 341 68% 14% 9% 13% 3% 4% 11%

Midwest 396 81% 8% 14% 6% 1% 3% 7%

South 746 77% 18% 16% 12% 2% 3% 5%

West 364 74% 14% 8% 10% 3% 5% 6%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided

Q: Which of the following types of financial aid need to be repaid? Check all that apply.
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Table 34: Quiz - Onset of student loan interest accrual

N

When the 
student 

graduates

Once the loan 
money is sent to 

the school
After the first 

payment is made
On the first day 

of school Not sure

Total 1847 45% 22% 9% 5% 20%

Student 942 45% 19% 7% 5% 23%

Parent 905 45% 25% 10% 4% 16%

Income

Under $50k 549 34% 20% 7% 7% 31%

$50k – <$100k 646 46% 19% 8% 6% 22%

$100k – <$150k 375 50% 23% 7% 3% 17%

$150k+ 277 45% 26% 12% 4% 12%

Student year in high school

Freshman 344 44% 23% 8% 4% 21%

Sophomore 419 44% 18% 9% 6% 23%

Junior 546 45% 20% 8% 3% 24%

Senior 538 46% 26% 9% 6% 12%

Higher education-bound status

2- or 4-year college or university 1191 46% 23% 9% 4% 17%

Technical/career/vocational 
program, intensive skills training 
boot camp, or apprenticeship

323 41% 27% 5% 6% 20%

Undecided 333 42% 15% 8% 6% 30%

No college - - - - - -

Planning status

Plan to pay for higher education 1240 46% 26% 9% 5% 15%

No plan to pay for higher 
education 607 43% 13% 9% 4% 30%

Region

Northeast 341 45% 26% 7% 5% 18%

Midwest 396 48% 21% 7% 4% 20%

South 746 44% 20% 9% 5% 21%

West 364 43% 23% 10% 5% 20%

Base: Planning to pursue post-high school education or undecided

Q: When do most student loans start accruing interest?
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Technical Notes 

Target Population 
On behalf of Sallie Mae, Ipsos conducted the How America 
Plans for College 2026 survey online between January 
21-27, 2026. A sample of 1,005 adults ages 32-75 who 
are parents of teens in high school, and a sample of 
1,005 teens ages 14-18 who are currently attending high 
school, from the continental U.S., Alaska, and Hawaii were 
interviewed online in English. The students under age 18 
were recruited by requesting their participation from their 
parents.  

Sample Design 
The sample for this study was randomly drawn from Ipsos’ 
online panel, partner online panel sources, and “river” 
sampling and does not rely on a population frame in the 
traditional sense. Ipsos uses fixed sample targets, unique 
to the study, in drawing sample. After a sample has been 
obtained, Ipsos calibrates respondent characteristics to 
be representative of the U.S. population using standard 
procedures such as raking-ratio adjustments. The source 
of these population targets is 2025 American Community 
Survey (ACS) data. The sample drawn for this study reflects 
fixed sample targets on demographics.  

Weighting 
To correct for adjustments to sample targets during 
fielding, the survey was weighted using a statistical 
technique called rim-weighting to align the respondent 
demographics with the current US population. All of the 
demographic profiles used in the weights were sourced 
from the 2025 American Community Survey (ACS).  

Credibility Interval 
Statistical margins of error are not applicable to online 
non-probability polls. All sample surveys and polls may be 
subject to other sources of error, including, but not limited 
to, coverage error and measurement error. Where figures 
do not sum to 100, this is due to the effects of rounding.

The precision of Ipsos' online polls is measured using a 
credibility interval. In this case, the study has a credibility 
interval of plus or minus 3.8 percentage points for all 
respondents. Ipsos calculates a design effect (DEFF) for 
each study based on the variation of the weights, following 
the formula of Kish (1965). This study had a credibility 
interval adjusted for design effect of the following for all 
respondents (n=2,010, DEFF=1.5 adjusted Confidence 

Interval=+/-4.2 percentage points). The survey also had a 
credibility interval of plus or minus 3.8 percentage points 
for parents and plus or minus 3.8 percentage points for 
teens.

The calculation of credibility intervals assumes that Y has 
a binomial distribution conditioned on the parameter 
θ\, i.E., Y|θ~bin(n,θ), where n is the size of our sample. 
In this setting, Y counts the number of “yes,” or “1," 
observed in the sample, so that the sample mean (Y ̅) is 
a natural estimate of the true population proportion θ. 
This model is often called the likelihood function, and it is 
a standard concept in both the Bayesian and the classical 
framework. The Bayesian 1 statistics combines both the 
prior distribution and the likelihood function to create a 
posterior distribution. 

The posterior distribution represents our opinion about 
which are the plausible values for θ adjusted after 
observing the sample data. In reality, the posterior 
distribution is one’s knowledge base updated using the 
latest survey information. For the prior and likelihood 
functions specified here, the posterior distribution is also 
a beta distribution (π(θ/y )~β(y+a,n-y+b)), but with updated 
hyper-parameters.

Our credibility interval for θ is based on this posterior 
distribution. As mentioned above, these intervals 
represent our belief about which are the most plausible 
values for θ given our updated knowledge base. There 
are different ways to calculate these intervals based on 
π (θ/y ). Since we want only one measure of precision 
for all variables in the survey, analogous to what is done 
within the classical framework, we will compute the largest 
possible credibility interval for any observed sample. The 
worst case occurs when we assume that a=1 and b=1 and 
y=n/2. Using a simple approximation of the posterior by 
the normal distribution, the 95% credibility interval is given 
by, approximately: (Y ) ̅ ∓ 1/√n

As mentioned above, the Bayesian credibility interval was 
adjusted using standard weighting design effect 1+L=1.5 to 
account for complex weighting.

 




