
Spring 2022     13  12     Liberal Education  Illustrations by Joan Alturo

Studies and analysis from the world of liberal education

Research Corner

Get Out the 
Student Vote
A main objective of US higher educa-
tion has long been to prepare college 
and university students to participate in 
and strengthen democracy, and student 
voting rates are one indicator of how well 
institutions are fulfilling this civic mission. 
Student voting also matters because stu-
dents are part of a formidable voting bloc. 
Students, of course, are not a monolithic 
group, but with this kind of power, they 
can shape policy for decades. Why not 
start now? Moreover, because college 
and university students are increasingly 
racially and ethnically diverse, low income, 
and first generation, bolstering student 
voting can help reduce equity gaps in 
political voice and participation.

What can the 2020 elections tell us 
about student voting and how colleges 
and universities should prepare for the 
upcoming 2022 midterm elections? The 
National Study of Learning, Voting, and 
Engagement (NSLVE) offers some key 
insights. An initiative of the Institute for 

Democracy & Higher Education (IDHE), 
located at Tufts University’s Tisch College 
of Civic Life, NSLVE is a one-of-a-kind 
study of student civic engagement and 
participation in democracy. Currently, 
roughly 1,200 colleges and universities 
participate in this free study, which 
matches student enrollment records and 
publicly available voting files. Cam-
puses receive a tailored voting report 
that details in the aggregate how many 
students registered to vote and voted 
after each federal election. Voting rates 
are disaggregated by demographic data 
(age, class level, sex, race/ethnicity, and 
more) and field of study. Campuses can 
use their NSLVE reports to identify and 
close equity gaps in participation, as a 
teaching tool, as a benchmark to improve 
student civic learning, and for accredi-
tation purposes. IDHE uses the NSLVE 
dataset of around eleven million students 
for each election to study patterns and 
equity gaps in voting. Here, we highlight 
key findings from the 2020 election and 
offer recommendations for preparing 
students to vote this November. 

To learn more or to join the study, visit 
idhe.tufts.edu/nslve. 

Promote 
turnout in 
the 2022 
midterms

→ Build a per-
manent, diverse, 
campuswide 
coalition to lead 
your efforts. Make 
sure it represents 
the full campus 
community.

→ Close equity 
gaps in voting. 
Use NSLVE 
reports to see 
which groups of 
students aren’t 
being engaged by 
existing efforts.

→ Fight for 
voting rights. 
Confusing and 
restrictive voting 
conditions often 
target students, 
particularly stu-
dents of color. 

→ Talk politics 
across campus. 
This is IDHE’s No. 1 
finding about 
politically engaged 
campuses. Go be-
yond classrooms 
to involve cultural 
clubs, art groups, 
athletic teams, and 
disciplinary clubs 
like the Engineer-
ing Society.

→ Defend aca-
demic freedom. 
Frame your civic 
mission around 
the future of an 
equitable and 
just democracy, 
and use academ-
ic freedom to 
protect teaching 
democratic prin-
ciples, practices, 
and participation.

→ Encourage 
student activism, 
community 
organizing, 
and leadership. 
Create spaces 
for issue-based 
discussion and 
action.

Rates remained lackluster in the 2016 
presidential election, but then stu-
dents of all ages, campus leaders, and 
faculty rallied. In 2018, midterm voting 
rates more than doubled over 2014, 
and in 2020, students voted at the 
same rate as all Americans—66%.

of college students ages 18–24 voted in the 
2014 midterm elections. This low rate was a 
wake-up call to the higher education community. 13%
of NSLVE campuses increased student voting 
rates from 2016 to 2020. This gain demonstrates 
a continuation of the voting momentum during 
the 2018 midterm elections. 

97%

In 2020, student voting skyrocketed 
compared to past years

Yield rates
Student registration rates have 
always been close to, if not commen-
surate with, those of all Americans. 
Significant gains in yield rates, 
however, in the last presidential 
election are what need to hold in the 
2022 midterms for the overall voting 
rate to keep pace with the general 
electorate.

Why the bounce?
The increase in student voting was likely due to several influences—extreme polarization; Donald 
Trump, who attracted a fervent wave of both critics and supporters; measures to make voting safe 
and accessible; commitment from higher ed institutions; and a greater focus on yield rates, which 
refer to the percentage of students who registered and followed through to vote in the election. 

The future looks promising! 
Voting is habit forming, and students aged 18–21 closed the gap on their older peers.

Highest voting academic disciplines in 2020? Education and library science (fields shown with increases over 2016).
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Participation 
habits
To look at 
participation 
another way, 
check out 
the dramatic 
change in 
the number 
of students 
shifting from 
nonvoters to 
voters.
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Demographic breakdowns
While it’s important that all students 
vote, who voted should be the focus. 
Closing equity gaps will increase the 
overall student voting rate.

Ethnicity
Asian

Black

Hispanic

Multiracial

White

2016
34%

53%

47%

51%

56%

2020
51%

63%

60%

66%

71%

Change
+17

+10

+12

+16

+15

Age
18–21

22–24

 

2016
47%

46%

 

2020
64%

59%

 

Change
+17

+13 

Age
25–29

30+

2016
48%

54%

 

2020
57%

59%

 

Change
+9

+5

73%

Demographic breakdowns/
student communities 
Who leads in participation? 
Black, multiracial, and White 
women. Women’s colleges have 
the highest voting rates. 
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68%
Agriculture 
and Natural 
Resources
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Social 

Sciences 
and History
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Fields
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Psychology
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and Math
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2020 voting rates with increases over 2016 at:
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IDHE Resources 

Election Imperatives series

Data portals and visualizations

Democracy Counts 2020 national voting report

The Politically Engaged Classroom

Politics 365

idhe.tufts.edu/publications-and-resources/election-imperatives

idhe.tufts.edu/resources/book-chapter-politically-engaged-classroom 

idhe.tufts.edu/publications-resources/politics-365 

Participating campuses
idhe.tufts.edu/nslve/participating-campuses

idhe.tufts.edu/publications-and-resources/data-portal-visualizations 

idhe.tufts.edu/resources/democracy-counts-2020-national-nslve-data 

“In 2018 and 2020, students voted at unprecedented rates. 
Campuses can build on this momentum by cultivating new 
programs and norms strong enough to educate and motivate 
students far beyond the 2022 election.” 

Learning opportunities
Election seasons are a chance to have 
class discussions on topics like the history 
of voting rights and issues on the ballot. 
Campus engagement in political issues is 
key to developing student political efficacy, 
and centering student voices and facilitating 
peer-to-peer learning is vital. But don’t as-
sume students know the logistics of voting; help scaffold the 
process through events and accessible content and make sure 
registered voters actually go vote. Building a campus climate 
that promotes political learning is a year-round process.

—Nancy Thomas, IDHE director

2016         2020


