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Executive Summary 

In 2012, only 10% of new students at Carleton were first-generation, which was less than 
most other elite national co-ed liberal arts colleges. However, from 2012 to 2020, the 
percentage of new students at Carleton who were first-generation increased to 16%, which 
places Carleton squarely in the middle of elite national co-ed liberal arts colleges. 

Data and Methods 

Data on the percent of new students who identify as first-generation (neither parent 
earned a bachelor’s or advanced degree) is difficult to obtain because it is not reported to 
IPEDS and is not part of the Common Data Set. The data reported here are from surveys of 
new students conducted from 2012 to 2020 at Carleton and several other elite national co-
educational liberal arts colleges. Note that the data sharing agreement for these surveys 
forbids the public disclosure of data that identifies particular schools. As a result, this 
report should be considered confidential and not distributed publicly, and the results for 
specific schools should likewise not be distributed publicly. Response rates for these 
surveys at Carleton have been above 90% and are expected to be similar at other schools. 
The item used for this analysis asked students, “What is the highest level of education 
completed by any of your parents?” and gave the options 1: No high school diploma, 2: High 
school diploma or equivalent, 3: Post-secondary school other than college, 4: Some college 
or associate’s degree, 5: Bachelor’s degree, 6: Graduate or professional degree, 7: 
Unsure/Don’t know. For this report, students who responded between 1 and 4 were 
considered to be first-generation students. Students who responded “Unsure/Don’t know” 
or who did not answer the question were excluded from analysis. 

A standard practice in survey analysis is to adjust the summary of responses for possible 
non-response bias. This is done by weighting the summary statistics according to a 
student’s probability of non-response. Students in groups that responded less frequently 
than other groups are assigned greater weights to make up for the other students in their 
group who did not respond. The result is a weighted percentage that is closer to the 
percentage that would be obtained if every student had responded. 

Results 

Table 1 below presents the weighted percentage of students who indicated they were first-
generation at each institution in each year. 



Table 1: Percent of New Students who are First Generation 

Name 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 

Amherst 17% 16% 13% 16% 16% 

Bowdoin – – 16% 16% 17% 

Carleton 10% 13% 13% 13% 16% 

Middlebury – – 16% 19% 17% 

Oberlin 9% 8% 12% 10% 12% 

Pomona 16% 18% – 17% – 

Swarthmore 12% 15% 21% 22% 24% 

Trinity 16% 18% 18% 18% – 

Wesleyan 15% 17% 14% 12% 16% 

Williams 16% 15% 18% 16% – 

These data are presented in Figure 1 below. 

 

Figure 1: Percent of New Students Reporting that their Parent Education was less than 
Bachelors Degree 


