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STUDENTS’ RIGHT TO KNOW:
HOW STATES ACROSS THE COUNTRY  

HAVE EMPOWERED STUDENTS TO  
CHOOSE SUCCESSFUL PATHWAYS 



K E Y  F I N D I N G S

T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E :

MANY STATES ACROSS THE COUNTRY HAVE PASSED 
STUDENTS’ RIGHT TO KNOW AND HAVE EQUIPPED  

STUDENTS WITH THE INFORMATION THEY NEED TO  
MAKE GOOD DECISIONS ABOUT THEIR FUTURES. 

GOING TO COLLEGE CAN HELP LEAD  
TO HIGHER EARNINGS BUT IT DOES  

NOT GUARANTEE SUCCESS. 

STUDENT LOAN DEBT NOW  
EXCEEDS $1.76 TRILLION. 

STUDENTS’ RIGHT TO KNOW LAWS PROVIDE  
HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS WITH ACCESS TO 

INFORMATION ABOUT COLLEGE, LIKE AVERAGE  
COST, AVERAGE LOAN AMOUNTS, GRADUATION  

RATES, AND EMPLOYMENT PROSPECTS. 

15 STATES HAVE IMPLEMENTED A VERSION  
OF STUDENTS’ RIGHT TO KNOW. 

FLORIDA HAS LED THE WAY WITH A PUBLIC 
DASHBOARD THAT MAKES IT EASY FOR  

STUDENTS TO COMPARE DIFFERENT PATHS.   
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Background   
College tuition costs have soared in recent years, and student debt is on the rise as well. In the 
last 30 years, public college tuition costs have risen from $4,870 to $10,940 annually, adjusted for 
inflation.1 Americans currently hold $1.76 trillion in unpaid student debt, and more than half of 
college students leave school with student loan debt.2-3 While earning a degree can lead to higher 
wages, 35 percent of student debt holders never complete a college degree.4  

AMERICANS CURRENTLY HOLD $1.76 TRILLION  
IN UNPAID STUDENT DEBT, AND MORE THAN  

HALF OF COLLEGE STUDENTS LEAVE  
SCHOOL WITH STUDENT LOAN DEBT.

 
In general, higher levels of education can lead to higher lifetime earnings, but attending college does 
not guarantee success.5 As of June 2023, 40 percent of recent college graduates were underemployed, 
meaning that they were working in jobs that do not typically require a degree.6 Variables like the 
institution and field of study have a big impact on future job opportunities. More than half of college 
graduates with a liberal arts degree were underemployed, while the rate of underemployment for 
graduates of nursing programs was only 10 percent.7 The level of education required to realize higher 
earnings also differs based on the field of study. For instance, workers with associate’s degrees in 
computer- or math-related fields have the same lifetime earnings compared to the average bachelor’s 
degree holder.8 

Most new jobs being created today do not require a college degree at all. The Bureau of Labor 
Statistics estimates that 60 percent of new jobs added to the economy between 2020 and 2030 will 
be in occupations that do not require a college education.9 Many of these jobs, such as those in the 
construction and transportation industry, have higher earnings than the median annual salary for all 
occupations.10 Just 20 percent of new jobs being created require a bachelor’s degree.11 

Students’ expectations about college are not aligned 
with reality
Students have unrealistic expectations about both graduating from college and future employment 
prospects. While 90 percent of incoming college students expect to finish a bachelor’s degree in 
four years, less than half actually achieve this.12 Only 62 percent of students graduate with a 
bachelor’s degree after six years, and only 43 percent of students who start an associate’s degree 
graduated within six years.13 

MOST NEW JOBS BEING CREATED TODAY  
DO NOT REQUIRE A COLLEGE  

DEGREE AT ALL.
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45% 62%
LESS THAN HALF OF 
STUDENTS FINISH THEIR 
DEGREE IN FOUR YEARS 

STUDENTS 
WHO FINISH 

IN FOUR 
YEARS

STUDENTS 
WHO FINISH 

IN SIX  
YEARS

 
Current college students expect to earn twice what the average college graduate actually earns.14 
Simply put, high school students need to be better informed about graduation and employment 
prospects of particular schools and fields of study before they decide what their plans will be after 
high school.  

15 states have passed Students’ Right to Know 
States across the country have helped students have more accurate expectations and make 
informed decisions. Students’ Right to Know laws require information to be provided to prospective 
students, such as how many students in each degree program have full-time employment or are 
enrolled in post-graduate education, average wages for graduates of each degree program at 
different levels of education, and average student debt.15 

By 2022, 10 states had passed Students’ Right to Know legislation.16 More recently, Students’ Right 
to Know bills have also been signed into law in Alabama, Iowa, Ohio, Texas, and Virginia, bringing 
the total to 15 states.17-21 

Source: State Legislature

MORE ACCURATE EXPECTATIONS AND INFORMED DECISIONS
States that have passed Students’ Right to Know
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For example, Texas requires the Texas Education Agency to post information on the costs and 
potential benefits of obtaining a degree or certificate at Texas institutions including the total cost 
of attendance, the graduation rate, the percentage of graduates employed in a related field, and 
the median earnings of graduates in dollars and as a percentage of average student debt.22 Texas 
also requires students to be provided with information on what career fields are projected to be 
most in demand in the state in the future.23  

Arizona requires public institutions to distribute information directly to high schools as well 
as making it publicly available. The information required to be disclosed includes the cost of 
attendance, in-demand career fields with their starting salary and level of education required, 
graduation rates and average wages for associate’s and bachelor’s degrees, and completion rates 
and average wages for apprenticeships and career and technical education.24  

It is vital that incoming college students have accurate information about career and employment 
outcomes of degree programs before they start. Survey data show that 61 percent of college 
graduates would change their major if they could.25 Of those who would change their chosen 
major, more than 60 percent cited the reason as being related to wanting better pay and 
benefits or different career opportunities.26   

States that have passed Students’ Right to Know have given high schoolers this information up 
front, empowering them to make the right decision the first time. Some states have prioritized 
not only providing information to students, but also making it easy to compare different choices.  

States that have passed Students’ Right to Know 
have given high schoolers this information up 

front, empowering them to make the  
right decision the first time.

Florida has led the way with a public dashboard that 
allows students to compare pathways
Florida has gone beyond simply requiring colleges to publish information by implementing a 
dashboard that displays outcomes by university, degree program, and level of education.27 This 
public dashboard makes it easy for students to compare different fields of study and levels of 
education.28  

For example, the dashboard shows that the median earnings of a worker with a bachelor’s degree 
in philosophy are more than $6,000 higher than the earnings of those with a master’s degree in 
philosophy.29 Meanwhile, median earnings for someone with a master’s degree in accounting are 
$20,000 higher than those with a bachelor’s degree.30 This information helps students determine 
if continuing their education will pay off.  
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Source: State University System of Florida

SCALING DEGREES FOR PHILOSOPHY 
 Median Earnings by Degree Five Years After Graduation

  Bachelor’s $54,500 
Master’s $48,300

   SCALING DEGREES FOR ACCOUNTING  
Median Earnings by Degree Five Years After Graduation

  Bachelor’s $71,300
Master’s $91,100

Florida’s dashboard also includes information about associate degree programs and professional 
certificates, allowing students to compare and consider the full range of options after high school.31 

Having information up front helps students decide which field of study to choose, which institution 
to attend, and what level of degree to complete. 

THE BOTTOM LINE: Many states across the country have 
passed Students’ Right to Know and have equipped 
students with the information they need to make good 
decisions about their futures.  
For some students, a college degree is the right choice. But it is not always the pathway to bigger 
salaries and better job opportunities. Many high-paying jobs do not require a bachelor’s degree 
and some fields of study are more valuable than others. Some fields require masters- or doctorate-
level education to realize higher earnings, but in other fields of study the opposite is true.  

The costs of college continue to rise, and so does the percentage of adults who carry student 
loan debt. States that have passed Students’ Right to Know have taken an important step towards 
solving this problem. When students have information about graduation rates, earnings, 
and employment up front, they can make informed decisions about their future and better 
set themselves up for success.  
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