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BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 
OF THE STUDY
Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders (NHPIs) have been 
largely invisible in policy considerations at the federal, 
state, and local levels, and in the development of campus 
services and programs. This is driven, in part, by a lack of 
knowledge about the needs, challenges, and experiences 
of NHPI students, particularly with regard to the wide 
range of social and institutional contexts in which they 
pursue their educational aspirations. This report is a 
response to a dearth of knowledge about the demogra-
phy of NHPI students, their educational trajectory, and 
their postsecondary outcomes. Specifically, we build on 
prior research by providing a portrait of NHPI students in 
American higher education in the continental U.S. and 
the U.S. affiliated islands throughout the Pacific region.1 

The report responds to the following research questions:
 
1. What are the trends in college participation and 
degree attainment for NHPI students?

2. How does NHPI college participation and degree 
attainment vary by different institutional sectors (e.g., 
two-year or four-year; public or private) and types (e.g., 
Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander 
Serving Institutions [AANAPISIs])?

3. In what ways, if at all, is geography (e.g., Pacific 
Islands vs. continental U.S.) a factor in understanding the 
distribution of NHPI postsecondary enrollment?
 

There are more than 20 NHPI ethnic sub-
groups recognized by the U.S. Census 
Bureau.2 Polynesians include individuals 
who identify as Native Hawaiian, Samoan, 
Tahitian, Tongan, and Tokelauan. Micro-
nesians include individuals who identify 
as Guamanian or Chamorro, Mariana 
Islander, Saipanese, Palauan, Carolinian, 
Kosraean, Pohnpeian, Chuukese, Yapese, 
Marshallese, and I-Kiribati. Melanesians 
include individuals who identify as Fijian, 
Papua New Guinean, Solomon Islander, 
and Ni-Vanuatu.

TRENDS IN NHPI COLLEGE 
PARTICIPATION AND DEGREE 
ATTAINMENT
College participation remains a persistent challenge for 
the NHPI community. 

While the proportion of total U.S. population that has 
attended college is 54.9%, it is 47.0% for the NHPI 
population. 

The proportion of NHPI adults who have not enrolled in 
any postsecondary education is particularly high for 
NHPI ethnic sub-groups, including 57.9% of Samoans, 
56.8% of Tongans, 53.0% of Native Hawaiians, and 
49.3% of Guamanians or Chamorros.

NHPI students who attend college have the highest 
attrition rates of any ethnic sub-group in the AAPI 
community. A significant proportion of Samoans 
(58.1%), Tongans (54.2%), Native Hawaiians (50.0%), 
and Guamanians or Chamorros (47.0%) who attended 
college, left without earning a college degree.

In three-year American Community Survey data (2011–
2013), the national bachelor’s degree attainment rate 
was 29.1%, which was greater than the bachelor’s 
degree attainment rate for Native Hawaiians (20.5%), 
Guamanians or Chamorros (18.6%), Samoans (13.4%), 
and Tongans (12.3%). 

 



INSTITUTIONAL REPRESENTA-
TION OF NHPI STUDENTS
The distribution of NHPI enrollment in different institutional 
sectors (e.g., two-year or four-year; public or private) and 
types (e.g., AANAPISIs) is revealing and provides context 
for understanding the enrollment and educational trajectory 
of NHPI students. 

While NHPI enrollment has declined from 2012–2013 
to 2016–2017 (-17.2%), one counterintuitive finding in 
our analysis is that NHPI enrollment has declined 
more in two-year institutions (-29.9%) than four-year 
institutions (-4.3%).

While NHPI enrollment is declining in public institu-
tions (-22.3%), their enrollment in private institutions 
tells a different story; among the top 25 institutions with 
regard to NHPI enrollment, more than half (n = 13) are 
private institutions. 

Private for-profit institutions are the only sector of 
higher education that had an increase in enrollment at 
40.3%, which is an important finding considering 
private for-profit institutions have been scrutinized for 
their low degree completion rates, high tuition, and 
high proportion of students who are carrying high 
levels of debt.3 
 
A critical mass of NHPI enrollment can be found in 
AANAPISIs (38.1%), which make these institutions 
critical sites for serving the NHPI community. 

AANAPISIs also confer a disproportionately high 
concentration of associate’s (43.6%) and bachelor’s 
degrees (27.1%) to NHPI students. 

One possible explanation for the significant 
decline in NHPI student enrollment can be 
that many NHPI students identify as multira-
cial and multiethnic.4 With 50% of the NHPI 
population identifying as multiracial in the 
2010 Census, the new “two or more races” 
data category in IPEDS can be disrupting 
racial and ethnic trend analysis, which can 
impact how enrollment trends are being un-
derstood by researchers and policymakers.5 
This is evident in the significant increase in 
enrollment for the “two or more races” 
category, which increased by 34.9% be-
tween 2012–2013 and 2015–2016.

REGIONAL REPRESENTATION 
OF NHPI STUDENTS
Regional analysis of NHPI enrollment in higher education 
also point to the importance of geography for understand-
ing college access and success. 

The top five institutions in terms of total NHPI enroll-
ment are all located in the Pacific Islands (College of 
Micronesia, University of Guam, Guam Community 
College, American Samoa Community College, and the 
College of the Marshall Islands), enrolling nearly 1-in-5 
NHPI college students in the nation.
 
NHPI undergraduate enrollment on the continental 
U.S. (n = 53,066) was nearly four times greater than 
NHPI undergraduate enrollment in Hawai’i or the 
Pacific (n = 14,748). 
 
The NHPI population on the continental U.S. is increas-
ing at a faster rate than in Hawai’i or the Pacific. For 
example, while Hawai’i is home to the largest number 
of NHPI residents in the U.S., the five states with the 
fastest rate of growth between 2000 and 2010 were 
Arkansas (151%), Nevada (102%), Alaska (102%), 
Arizona (87%), and Alabama (87%). 

There is a particular need for attention to NHPI youth in 
communities where there is a critical mass of NHPI 
residents. The NHPI bachelor’s degree attainment rate 
is disproportionately low in Los Angeles (20%), Seattle 
(15%), Las Vegas (11%), and Salt Lake City (9%). 



RECOMMENDATIONS
Future research should explore reasons why NHPI student 
enrollment trends exist for particular higher education 
sectors (e.g., community colleges where enrollment has 
declined at a particularly high rate, private for-profit 
institutions where enrollment has increased, etc.).

With a disproportionately high concentration of NHPI 
enrollment and degree conferrals at AANAPISIs, practices 
and services for NHPI students (e.g., as incubators for 
best practices, their ability to leverage status and funding 
to bring attention to NHPI students, etc.) should be 
explored at these institutions, as well as at Native Hawaiian 
Serving Institutions.
 
There are key institutions in the Pacific region with high 
concentrations of NHPI enrollment that are anchor sites 
for cross-enrollment, transferring, and other formal 
connections for other institutions in the region that need 
attention in research, policy, and in the development of 
campus services. 
 
Data points to important regional sites on the continental 
U.S. (e.g., Long Beach, Las Vegas, Salt Lake City, 
Seattle, etc.) where there is a need for a deeper under-
standing of and attention to college access and success 
for NHPI students. More research should focus on the 
role of colleges and universities for being mindful of and 
responsive to migration patterns, displacement, religion, 
and familial commitments as considerations for regional 
access to education. 

While this report disaggregated data for NHPI ethnic 
sub-groups, there is a need for further disaggregation of 
data to look at gender differences in higher education 
enrollment, degree attainment, and the overall educational 
trajectory of NHPI students.
 
More analysis of particular entry points for NHPI students 
in higher education and if these are factors in their 
educational trajectory (e.g., athletics, online programs, 
etc.) is needed in future scholarship.

Future research should critically examine the relationship 
of these educational trends within the lens of settler-colo-
nialism, imperialism, militarism, etc. to further situate the 
experiences of NHPIs as it relates to postsecondary access, 
college choice, and academic success. 
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