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Introduction and summary

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic began, higher education was facing a national 
decline in enrollment. From the 2014-15 to the 2018-19 academic year, annual 
undergraduate enrollment across all institutions of higher education fell by 1.25 
million students, a decline of 5 percentage points.1 Moreover, during this time span, 
undergraduate enrollment in public colleges dropped by 425,000 students—a nearly 
2.5 percent decline.

Public higher education also hit an important inflection point during this period: 
2017-18 was the first time that white students no longer constituted a majority of 
undergraduates in U.S. public colleges.2 Similarly, in 2018-19, there were 12 states plus 
Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia where white students did not represent a 
majority of the undergraduate population at public colleges.

These statistics are a function of three divergent stories in undergraduate enrollment 
in public colleges, especially when compared with the prime college-aged population 
of people between the ages of 18 and 24. First, there has been a decline of more than 
200,000 Black students, which is not quite as large as the decreasing overall numbers of 
Black individuals ages 18 to 24; second, there has been growth in enrollment of Latinx 
students, well above the increase in the 18- to 24-year-old Latinx population; and third, 
there was a decline of 810,000 white students, while the white prime college-aged 
population saw even larger declines.

These trends are not a function of students moving between public and private col-
leges. The number of Black and white students in private nonprofit and for-profit 
institutions also declined over this period. Among Latinx students, meanwhile, num-
bers increased at private nonprofit colleges and declined in the for-profit sector by an 
amount that was far smaller than their gains at public colleges.3

The first two trends—the decrease in Black undergraduate enrollment and the increase 
in Latinx undergraduate enrollment—have significant implications for efforts to 
eliminate disparities in college attainment by race and ethnicity. There are large gaps 
between white young adults with at least an associate degree and their Black or Latinx 



2  Center for American Progress  |  It’s Time to Worry About College Enrollment Declines Among Black Students

peers—differences of 19 percentage points and 27 percentage points, respectively.4 And 
absent significant increases in graduation rates, declines in the number of Black students 
in college will make it hard to shrink their attainment gap relative to white students. On 
a more positive front, however, continued growth in Latinx enrollment could help with 
the continued reduction in the white-Latinx gap, but only if colleges enrolling more 
Latinx students take steps to serve them better and improve graduation rates.

The white enrollment story is a bit more complex. The declines are worrisome, but 
compared with those of Black students, they are not as disproportionate relative to 
population changes. States and institutions, therefore, should take a closer look at 
whether these declines may be greater among some subgroups of white students, such 
as those who live in rural areas or those who are first-generation students.

This report takes a closer look at trends in the number of undergraduate students 
enrolled in public colleges, disaggregated by race and ethnicity, state, and type of 
public college. It examines U.S. Department of Education data from the 2014-15 and 
2018-19 academic years. The report also compares these results with 2014 and 2018 
data from the U.S. Census Bureau to determine how enrollment changes relate to over-
all demographic trends in the number of college-aged individuals by state.

Public higher education must recognize the significance of these changes. Many 
of the systems, policies, and practices in postsecondary education were built for 
wealthier white consumers. Yet that is not who most learners are today. Higher educa-
tion must change to meet students where they are. Such an effort must include being 
intentional in addressing seemingly small issues, such as students not understanding 
jargon such as “office hours,” to ensuring that advisers are proactive in working with 
students and have the necessary cultural competence to connect with their advi-
sees. Institutions of higher education must also take on more systemic issues such 
as restrictive credit transfer policies and the rising cost of attendance, as well as the 
fundamental question of whether students get enough value from their degrees given 
racial disparities in wage gains.

Addressing these challenges requires a range of policy solutions, which must start with 
a new commitment from the federal government to postsecondary education in the 
form of big investments in debt-free college—plus requirements for states and institu-
tions to address equity gaps and improve outcomes. As part of this effort, institutions 
and states will have to take a close look at their policies, practices, and supports to 
ensure that they are doing all they can to serve today’s learners well.
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More specifically, this report recommends that the federal government do the following:

•	 Make a big federal investment in debt-free college. In 2018, the Center for American 
Progress called for a significant new investment in delivering debt-free college to 
students at public and private nonprofit colleges through a plan called “Beyond 
Tuition.”5 Under this plan, the federal government would award additional funds 
to states and colleges that would allow them to eliminate charges for low-income 
families and to cap prices at a reasonable share of income for those in the middle class 
and above. These funds would cover not just tuition but also living expenses such as 
food, housing, and transportation. Moreover, this additional investment would need 
to replace tuition while also providing greater resources to community colleges and 
minority-serving institutions, which operate today with much lower revenue than 
other institutions.

•	 Increase the maximum Pell Grant. Additional investments in grant aid would help 
increase college access and completion for low-income students.6 For instance, 
providing a much more generous Pell Grant—ideally, doubling the award from its 
current level of $6,345—could help reverse enrollment declines.7

Additionally, states and institutions should take the following actions:

•	 Conduct equity audits to identify policies and procedures that colleges need to adjust. 
As the Center for American Progress has proposed in the past, an equity audit would 
provide a top-to-bottom review of colleges’ policies, procedures, and supports, ranging 
from admissions and recruitment to career services and graduation.8 The goal here is 
to identify missing supports as well as practices that may have unintended negative 
effects on certain groups of students. This includes looking at the demographics of 
high schools where colleges recruit, whether there are disparate impacts from the 
way colleges determine who needs remedial education, and whether certain types of 
students are less likely to use supports such as advising or tutoring. Colleges can then 
use these audits to figure out how to better serve Black and Latinx students, as well as 
other underserved students.

•	 Conduct quantitative and qualitative work to better understand the Black 
enrollment decline. States and public institutions should start by looking at the 
colleges with the biggest declines in Black enrollment and investigate whether 
institutions are drawing fewer Black students from specific geographic areas 
than they did in the past. This analysis should consider whether declines are 
among adults or those coming straight from high school. It should also examine 
whether declines are disproportionate relative to overall demographic changes. 
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Moreover, colleges should conduct extensive interviews with local high school 
leaders, students who previously attended the college, and those currently enrolled 
to better understand shortcomings in how they recruit, admit, or serve Black 
students that may make them a less welcoming or attractive option.

•	 Adapt programs to meet the needs of Latinx students. While colleges work to stem 
declines in Black enrollment, they must also ensure that they are adapting to meet 
the needs of their growing numbers of Latinx students, since higher enrollment rates 
will come to naught if students are poorly served and do not make it to graduation. 
In doing so, institutions must better understand who they are serving and how their 
needs may be unique. This approach should combine quantitative and qualitative 
analyses. Specifically, institutions should look at issues such as noncompletion rates; 
seek to identify early factors indicating that students may leave college; and identify 
courses that are bottlenecks for Latinx students. In addition, they should try to better 
understand these data as well as factors that cannot be easily measured, such as 
campus climate and culture.

The novel coronavirus makes responding to these enrollment changes even more 
important. While it is currently unknown how the pandemic will affect college atten-
dance and completion for the full academic year, initial data suggest that there has 
already been a significant decline in Black student enrollment over the summer.9 There 
is also a risk that the gains made among Latinx students could slow or reverse—as 
well as other negative outcomes. While colleges will struggle to handle the financial 
implications of the crisis for years to come, they must make sure to avoid any disparate 
effects on Black, Latinx, and other students of color.



5  Center for American Progress  |  It’s Time to Worry About College Enrollment Declines Among Black Students

About the data
This report uses data from two sources. First, it considers unduplicated 
12-month enrollment data for undergraduate students at public col-
leges and universities, as reported to the Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS) for the 2014-15 and the 2018-19 aca-
demic years—the most recent year available—providing a snapshot 
of how enrollment changed from the start to end of a five-year period.

The analysis aggregates these data to look at enrollment for public 
colleges overall, public four-year colleges, and public colleges of 
two years or less. The third category includes both certificate and 
associate degree-granters. “Institutional sector” is defined based on a 
college’s category, not the highest degree awarded. This ensures that 
a community college that grants a bachelor’s degree is still counted 
as a two-year institution.

The data about population estimates come from the U.S. Census 
Bureau. These are one-year estimates from the calendar years 2014 
and 2018—providing the start and end points of a five-year period 
that overlaps with the academic years considered. This analysis looks 
at changes in the wider population of 18- to 24-year-olds. This is an 
age range that represents about two-thirds of public undergraduate 
students, according to data from the U.S. Department of Education.10 
Nationally, about 40 percent of these individuals are enrolled in 
undergraduate or graduate postsecondary education, compared with 

just 12 percent of those between the ages of 25 and 29 and 6 percent 
of those ages 30 to 34.11

All references to enrollment in this analysis apply to undergraduate 
students at public colleges, while all references to two-year colleges 
refer to public colleges of two years or less. Similarly, the report uses 
the term “Black” to refer to individuals identified in the IPEDS data 
as Black or African American or in the census data as Black or African 
American alone. Meanwhile, it uses the term “Latinx” to refer to 
individuals identified in the IPEDS or census data as Hispanic or Latino 
of any race. In the context of census data, “white” is used to refer 
to white individuals who are not Hispanic or Latino. Finally, unless 
otherwise noted, all references to population figures are for 18- to 
24-year-olds of the same race or ethnicity being discussed.

This analysis does not consider the trends for Asian students for sev-
eral reasons. First, in many states, Asian enrollment is less than Black 
and Latinx enrollment, making it harder to assess changes. Second, 
the Asian demographic category is currently too broad as construct-
ed. This category needs to be disaggregated to better understand 
trends among different Asian communities.12

For more on the data used in this analysis, see the Methodology at 
the end of the report.
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Overall trends

Public colleges enrolled 17.84 million undergraduate students in the 2014-15 aca-
demic year. Five years later, that number had fallen by almost 425,000 students—a 
drop of nearly 2.5 percentage points. However, as Table 1 shows, these results are not 
evenly distributed. The number of Latinx public undergraduate students increased 
over this five-year period, with a particularly large gain of more than half a mil-
lion—510,000—students among the group. At the same time, enrollment for Black 
and white students fell by slightly less than 9 percent, a loss of more than 200,000 and 
810,000 students, respectively. (see Table 1)

TABLE 1

College enrollment of Black and white students has fallen,  
while rising for Latinx students 

12-month unduplicated undergraduate enrollment in public colleges,  
in millions of students, 2014-15 and 2018-19 academic years

Total Black Hispanic White

2018-19  17.42  2.08  3.77  8.46 

2014-15  17.84  2.29  3.26  9.27 

Change  -0.43  -0.20  0.51  -0.81

Percentage change -2.38% -8.90% 15.53% -8.74%

Source: Author’s analysis of 2014-15 and 2018-19 12-month unduplicated enrollment data from National Center for Education Statistics,  
“IPEDS Postsecondary Education Data System,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ (last accessed September 2020).

Compared with demographic data from the U.S. Census Bureau, the changes in Latinx 
enrollment exceeded population trends, while the number of Black and white students 
did not decline by as much as the overall decreases in their respective populations. 
Nationally, the number of Latinx individuals ages 18 to 24 increased by 146,000—well 
below the 510,000 increase in college enrollment. The Black population, meanwhile, 
decreased by 294,000—slightly more of a decline than the drop in college enrollment. 
Similarly, the white population decreased by 1.04 million individuals—a larger drop 
than the 810,000 student decline in public college enrollment. (see Table 2).
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TABLE 2

The number of Latinx individuals in the United States  
ages 18 to 24 rose, while the number of Black and white  
individuals in the same age cohort declined, 2014 to 2018

In millions of people

Black Hispanic White

2018  4.53  7.19  16.28 

2014  4.83  7.04  17.33 

Change  -0.29  0.15  -1.04

Percentage change -6.08% 2.08% -6.02%

Source: Author’s analysis of 2014 and 2018 one-year estimates from U.S. Census Bureau, “Explore Census Data: Tables B01001B, B01001I,  
and B01001H,” available at https://data.census.gov/cedsci/ (last accessed September 2020).

The gains of Latinx students, coupled with the declines in white student enroll-
ment, mean that the national public higher education system has hit a tipping point. 
Starting in 2017-18, white students no longer represented the majority of under-
graduate students in public higher education. And by 2018-19, the white student 
population fell to 48.6 percent of all undergraduate students. This is because there 
are 12 states, plus Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia, where white students 
are not the majority. These states include the four largest by enrollment—California, 
Texas, Florida, and New York—plus four others in the top 15. Given the size of 
these states and the fact that they enroll so many nonwhite students, white students 
are no longer a majority in public higher education nationally despite still occupying 
that place in 38 other states.

Just as the enrollment changes are not evenly distributed by race, there are also 
major differences by institution sector. Overall, public four-year colleges increased 
enrollment by more than 178,000 students from the 2014-15 to the 2018-19 aca-
demic year. At the same time, enrollment in two-year public colleges dropped by 
more than 603,000 students—a 5.5 percent decline. (see Table 3) There is no defini-
tive evidence for why enrollment fell so much more at community colleges than it 
did at four-year colleges, but community colleges generally see their enrollments fall 
during good economic times and rise during recessions, as more people go to col-
lege when jobs are scarce.
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TABLE 3

Enrollment has grown at public 4-year colleges  
but fallen by far more at public 2-year institutions

Change in 12-month unduplicated enrollment from the 2014-15  
to 2018-19 academic year, by race

Students Public four-year college Public two-year college

Overall  178,369  -603,349

Black  6,587  -210,310

Latinx  232,763  273,532 

White  -157,517 -652,914

Percentage change

Overall 2.6% -5.5%

Black 0.9% -13.7%

Latinx 24.3% 11.9%

White -4.0% -12.2%

Source: Author’s analysis of 2014-15 and 2018-19 12-month unduplicated enrollment data from National Center for Education Statistics,  
“IPEDS Postsecondary Education Data System,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ (last accessed September 2020).

Trends by race and institution type followed similar patterns. Black enrollment rose 
very slightly at public four-year colleges, increasing by approximately 6,600 students. 
However, it also dropped by nearly 14 percent at two-year colleges, resulting in around 
210,000 fewer students attending these institutions. White students, meanwhile, saw a 
4 percent drop in enrollment at four-year colleges, compared with a drop of more than 
12 percent at two-year colleges—a decline of nearly 653,000 students at those schools. 
Once again, the Latinx story was slightly different: This group saw gains in enrollment 
for both types of public colleges. In terms of percentage, the increase in enrollment at 
public four-year colleges was double what it was at two-year institutions—24 percent 
versus 12 percent. But because more Latinx students go to community colleges than 
four-year institutions, this still represented a larger increase in the number of students 
attending two-year public colleges—a 273,500 increase in community college students 
versus an increase of 233,000 students at public four-year colleges.

One challenge with these national results, however, is that the net picture may be dif-
ferent than the situation in individual states, which have their own stories for enroll-
ment and population changes. For that reason, the rest of this report only looks at 
state-level results, with separate narratives for Black, Latinx, and white students.
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Black students

Among all 50 states plus the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico, 44 reported a decline 
in Black enrollment. Meanwhile, those states that reported an enrollment gain—includ-
ing South Dakota, Idaho, Utah, Vermont, and Maine—all had low levels of Black enroll-
ment to begin with. No state reported more than 540 additional Black undergraduates in 
its public colleges.

However, there was a noticeable difference in enrollment changes by institution sector. 
Overall, 28 states plus Puerto Rico saw an increase in Black students attending four-year 
colleges from 2014-15 to 2018-19, compared with just six states, plus Puerto Rico, that 
had gains in two-year college attendance. Notably, all of these increases at two-year col-
leges were minimal; the largest increase was 235 additional Black students in Maine.

The gains that states made in terms of Black enrollment at four-year colleges were much 
smaller than the declines at two-year public colleges. Texas, for example, saw the larg-
est gain of Black students in public four-year colleges, with an increase of nearly 5,800 
students, or a 9 percent gain. Texas also experienced the sixth-largest drop among two-
year public colleges, losing more than 13,600 Black students attending two-year institu-
tions—an 8 percent loss. Results were similar for Georgia and Maryland, which each 
added more than 4,000 additional Black students to their public four-year college rolls 
while losing nearly double that many Black students in their two-year public colleges.

Unfortunately, the data cannot show why the trends are divergent across the two types 
of public colleges. In particular, a lack of data on enrollment by race and age means that 
it is not possible to see if perhaps there are two different trends at work, such as older 
individuals choosing jobs over community college, whereas traditionally, college-aged 
students have chosen four-year campuses.

Demographics
The declines among Black students are particularly concerning because, in many states, 
the drops in enrollment are larger than the overall decrease in prime college-aged Black 
individuals during this same time. Among the 35 states, plus District of Columbia, that 
saw a decline of at least 400 Black students, 16 experienced larger drops in enrollment 
than they did in the overall population of Black 18- to 24-year-olds; and a 17th state, 
Virginia, was within 100 students of the population change. For example, Illinois’ 28,500 
decline in Black enrollment was larger than its decline of 25,500 Black prime college-
aged individuals. The story was the same in South Carolina, which lost more than 11,250 
students, compared with a drop of 7,400 in the Black population. Texas, meanwhile, saw 
its Black enrollment drop by 7,850, while its Black population rose slightly. (see Table 4)
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TABLE 4

16 of the 36 states with a decline of 400 or more Black students  
had enrollment losses larger than the drop in their Black population

Changes in 12-month undergraduate enrollment at public colleges from the 2014-15  
to 2018-19 academic year, vs. state population changes from 2014 to 2018

State
Change in  

Black enrollment
Change in Black  

population, ages 18 to 24 

Illinois  -28,499  -25,515

Michigan  -19,119  -25,940

North Carolina  -17,689  -19,390

California  -16,163  -25,468

Virginia  -14,923  -15,012

South Carolina  -11,260  -7,433

Texas  -7,849  1,247 

Florida  -7,027  -34,448

Louisiana  -6,398  -14,347

Arkansas  -6,292  -4,261

New Jersey  -5,855  -11,231

New York  -5,578  -40,065

Indiana  -5,371  -4,420

Pennsylvania  -5,350  -14,917

Ohio  -5,096  -17,328

Missouri  -4,587  -8,004

Mississippi  -4,308  -2,157

Georgia  -4,063  -1,465

Maryland  -3,707  -11,544

Oklahoma  -3,682  -6,097

Kentucky  -3,304  -896

Tennessee  -3,007  -10,848

Alabama  -2,968  -11,129

Kansas  -1,749  1,172 

Wisconsin  -1,545  -2,134

West Virginia  -1,412  -742

Connecticut  -1,063  -1,272

Massachusetts  -999  -1,348

Oregon  -996  -224

District of Columbia  -948  -5,477

continues
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State
Change in  

Black enrollment
Change in Black  

population, ages 18 to 24 

Washington  -906  2,989 

Nevada  -791  1,205 

New Mexico  -727  1,023 

Arizona  -683  5,154 

Colorado  -642  -1,459

Nebraska  -641  -458

Puerto Rico  442  9,141 

Maine  525  310 

Minnesota  536  3,239 

Note: This table excludes 13 states where the change in Black students is less than 400 in either direction.

Sources: Author’s analysis of 2014-15 and 2018-19 12-month unduplicated enrollment data from National Center for Education Statistics, “IPEDS 
Postsecondary Education Data System,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ (last accessed September 2020); 2014 and 2018 one-year estimates 
from U.S. Census Bureau, “Explore Census Data: Tables B01001B, B01001I, and B01001H,” available at https://data.census.gov/cedsci/ (last accessed 
September 2020).

In many cases, states that lost fewer students than their population drop still present 
cause for concern. For one, 2018 census data show that about 40 percent of individu-
als between the ages of 18 and 24 are enrolled in undergraduate or graduate studies.13 
This suggests that a proportional enrollment change should be roughly half the size of 
the demographic shift. It also implies that instances where the enrollment rise or fall 
is similar to what is going on in the broader population may well be a sign of dispro-
portionate effects on college enrollment. And of course, the college population by no 
means stops at 24 years of age. According to federal data, only about two-thirds of stu-
dents in public colleges fall within this age range, including just 55 percent of those at 
community colleges, where declines are greater.14 Similarly, not everyone attends their 
in-state public college. A significant chunk of students at many selective public four-
year institutions come from out of state, which could keep overall enrollment figures a 
bit higher. These are further reasons why an enrollment decline close to the change in 
prime college-aged population almost certainly represents a disproportionate decrease 
relative to changes in the population.

Two examples show how enrollment declines that are close to overall population trends 
among 18- to 24-year-olds are cause for concern. Michigan and North Carolina enrolled 
19,000 and 17,700 fewer Black students, respectively, in the 2018-19 academic year 
than they did during 2014-15. Those drops are smaller than their respective Black popu-
lation declines of 25,900 and 19,400 for those between the ages of 18 to 24 from 2014 
to 2018. But if this population comparison had been expanded by five years to include 
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those between the ages of 25 and 29, it would have shown that the Black population 
in Michigan fell by only 1,500 individuals, while it went up by 13,500 individuals in 
North Carolina. These results suggest that the loss of Black students cannot simply be 
explained by demographic changes.

Other states, meanwhile, lost far fewer Black students relative to declines in the Black 
population. New York, for example, saw its annual Black student enrollment fall by 
5,600 students, compared with a population decline of 40,000 individuals. The story 
was similar in Louisiana, where 6,400 fewer Black students were enrolling in college 
but the Black prime college-aged population declined by more than 14,000.

Overall, the results in this section should raise significant concerns about how effec-
tively states and colleges were enrolling Black students over this time period. It is true 
that the total number of Black individuals in their prime college-going years declined 
in many states over the same five years, but in many states, the fall in college enroll-
ment outstrips what one might expect based on the demographic changes. More must 
be done—and quickly—to avert further declines.

Latinx students

Except New Mexico and Puerto Rico, every state plus the District of Columbia 
reported increases in the number of Latinx students. At the high end, states such 
as Tennessee, Georgia, and Idaho reported increases of 45 percent or more, repre-
senting thousands of additional students. And though smaller in percentage terms, 
California and Texas added more than 178,000 and 108,000 Latinx undergraduate 
students in their public colleges, respectively—a 16 percent and 18 percent increase, 
respectively. (see Table 5)

While Latinx students have traditionally enrolled at two-year colleges at higher 
rates, many states reported a greater increase at four-year colleges in absolute terms. 
New York, for example, added 14,000 more Latinx students at its four-year colleges, 
compared with a slight decline in enrollment at two-year public colleges. Arizona, 
meanwhile, added about two times as many public four-year students—12,300 
versus 6,500.
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TABLE 5

22 of the 43 states with an increase of 400 or more Latinx students  
had enrollment gains larger than the gain in their Latinx population

Changes in 12-month undergraduate enrollment at public colleges from the 2014-15  
to 2018-19 academic year, vs. state population changes from 2014 to 2018

State
Change in  

Latinx enrollment
Change in Latinx  

population, ages 18 to 24

California  178,555  -61,560

Texas  108,378  85,113 

Florida  33,724  37,242 

Arizona  18,886  15,832 

Colorado  15,304  8,625 

New York  13,575  -40,493

Georgia  13,422  12,026 

North Carolina  11,917  14,839 

Washington  9,412  11,178 

Ohio  7,775  10,564 

New Jersey  6,657  -4,896

Maryland  6,604  3,696 

Nevada  6,599  5,005 

Wisconsin  6,539  4,494 

Virginia  6,443  10,666 

Oregon  6,125  9,103 

Pennsylvania  6,008  9,161 

Utah  5,474  9,483 

Oklahoma  5,445  6,081 

Kansas  4,274  2,510 

Tennessee  4,107  8,898 

Idaho  4,053  3,581 

Michigan  3,434  5,715 

Minnesota  3,136  3,040 

Alabama  2,841  2,441 

Iowa  2,729  2,421 

South Carolina  2,688  6,598 

Indiana  2,375  3,166 

Nebraska  2,304  3,258 

Massachusetts  2,133  8,681 

continues
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State
Change in  

Latinx enrollment
Change in Latinx  

population, ages 18 to 24

Kentucky  2,104  1,760 

Missouri  2,089  421 

Arkansas  1,789  3,931 

Connecticut  1,671  777 

Illinois  1,441  2,386 

Mississippi  1,244  1,727 

Lousiana  1,093  -2,317

Delaware  928  -589

Hawaii  528  -685

Rhode Island  485  1,550 

Maine  483  1,361 

North Dakota  454  -439

New Hampshire  438  2,000 

New Mexico  -4,559  188 

Puerto Rico  -6,290  -61,819

Note: This table excludes six states, plus the District of Columbia, where the increase in Latinx students was smaller than 400.

Sources: Author’s analysis of 2014-15 and 2018-19 12-month unduplicated enrollment data from National Center for Education Statistics, “IPEDS 
Postsecondary Education Data System,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ (last accessed September 2020); 2014 and 2018 one-year estimates 
from U.S. Census Bureau, “Explore Census Data: Tables B01001B, B01001I, and B01001H,” available at https://data.census.gov/cedsci/ (last accessed 
September 2020).

There are some notable exceptions to this pattern. For example, California enrolled 
more than 56,000 additional Latinx students at its public four-year colleges, compared 
with 122,000 more students in public colleges of two years or less. Texas, similarly, 
enrolled about 10,000 more students at its public colleges of two years or less than it 
did at its four-year institutions.

Demographics
Of the 43 states that added 400 or more Latinx students to their college enrollment 
over this period, 22 saw gains that were greater than overall population changes. The 
most striking of these examples is California, which added more than 178,500 Latinx 
undergraduates to its public colleges while seeing the number of these individuals in 
the overall 18- to 24-year-old population decline by more than 61,500. The result was 
similar in New York, which saw an increase of 13,575 Latinx students in its under-
graduate public colleges despite a loss of about 40,000 Latinx individuals in the overall 
prime college-aged population.
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Similar to the story with Black student enrollment trends, this analysis cannot prove 
that these results are far different from what demographic changes would produce, 
since not every Latinx student who enrolled was between the ages of 18 and 24. This 
could mean that in some of these cases, enrollment growth is more in line with what 
would be expected from a broader measure of the population.

It is also critical to remember that gains in enrollment are not guaranteed to result 
in increases in the number of graduates or the percentage of students who make it 
through to completion. Colleges accepting the additional students must take steps 
to make sure that these students are served well and that barriers are reduced so that 
more make it through to completion.

White students

Forty-eight states plus the District of Columbia reported a decline in their white under-
graduate enrollment. Illinois saw massive drops, losing more than 97,500 white stu-
dents—a fall of 23 percent. That is tens of thousands more students than the declines 
in much bigger states such as California and Texas. On the other end, Utah and Idaho 
were the only states to record a noticeable increase in their white undergraduate popula-
tion, adding more than 13,600 and 5,100 students, respectively. The net effect of these 
trends is that from 2015 to 2019, the share of public undergraduate students who were 
white declined in 44 states as well as the District of Columbia. (see Table 6)

Two-year colleges generally saw greater declines in white student enrollment than did 
four-year institutions. For example, Illinois lost 70,000 more white students at its two-
year public colleges than at its four-year institutions—83,600 versus 13,900. The same 
was true in California, which saw a decline of about 40,000 more white students in the 
two-year colleges; Florida, which saw a difference of 30,000 students; Michigan and 
North Carolina, which both saw differences of 18,000 students; and others. 15

Only two states showed significant increases in their white populations at four-year 
colleges: Arizona and Utah, which both added more than 15,000 students. The growth 
in Arizona appears to be almost entirely due to Arizona State University’s online arm, 
while Utah’s was driven by Weber State University and Utah Valley University. At the 
two-year level, Indiana and Idaho experienced the largest growth of white students, at 
10,000 and 5,200, respectively.
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TABLE 6

27 of the 46 states with a decrease of 400 or more white students had 
enrollment declines smaller than the drop in their white population

Changes in 12-month undergraduate enrollment at public colleges from the 2014-15 to 
2018-19 academic year, vs. state population changes from 2014 to 2018

State
Change in  

white enrollment
Change in white population, 

ages 18 to 24

Illinois  -97,520  -63,365

California  -61,036  -154,538

New York  -51,565  -79,426

Texas  -46,987  -47,902

Michigan  -44,735  -34,197

Florida  -40,340  -56,161

Pennsylvania  -35,320  -71,121

Virginia  -29,779  -20,547

Washington  -27,041  -34,946

Minnesota  -26,185  -14,126

Massachusetts  -24,959  -15,782

Missouri  -22,346  -25,241

North Carolina  -20,925  -17,152

Wisconsin  -20,507  -16,826

Oregon  -20,322  -14,076

New Jersey  -19,006  -18,071

Oklahoma  -18,359  -19,342

Ohio  -18,161  -37,185

Maryland  -15,526  -22,285

Kentucky  -15,350  -14,785

Iowa  -13,713  -10,060

Indiana  -12,750  -27,805

Kansas  -12,563  -12,128

New Mexico  -12,209  -9,325

Colorado  -11,849  -9,721

Connecticut  -11,337  -4,185

Louisiana  -10,882  -20,033

Nebraska  -9,670  -6,640

Arkansas  -9,573  -9,074

South Carolina  -8,262  -6,530

continues
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State
Change in  

white enrollment
Change in white population, 

ages 18 to 24

Georgia  -8,038  -20,757

Arizona  -7,810  -9,782

Nevada  -7,684  -13,171

West Virginia  -6,455  -10,999

Wyoming  -5,004  -3,722

Alaska  -4,350  -9,792

Maine  -2,979  -7,268

North Dakota  -2,758  -10,388

Rhode Island  -2,635  -6,125

Tennessee  -2,504  -15,240

Hawaii  -2,050  -7,065

Vermont  -2,038  -2,620

South Dakota  -1,914  -4,733

Montana  -1,803  -3,179

Mississippi  -1,553  -10,024

Delaware  -1,224  -6,005

Alabama  629  -16,033

Idaho  5,127  1,936 

Utah  13,654  10,675 

Note: This table excludes New Hampshire, Puerto Rico, and the District of Columbia, where the change in white students was fewer than 400 in 
either direction.

Sources: Author’s analysis of 2014-15 and 2018-19 12-month unduplicated enrollment data from National Center for Education Statistics, “IPEDS 
Postsecondary Education Data System,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ (last accessed September 2020); 2014 and 2018 one-year estimates 
from U.S. Census Bureau, “Explore Census Data: Tables B01001B, B01001I, and B01001H,” available at https://data.census.gov/cedsci/ (last accessed 
September 2020).

Alabama and Mississippi also stand out for distressing reasons. White student enroll-
ment at both of these states’ public four-year colleges increased, while Black student 
enrollment at these institutions declined. For example, Alabama added 2,500 more 
white students to its public four-year colleges, even as Black enrollment fell by 1,500. 
Mississippi, meanwhile, added 1,800 white students while losing 2,300 Black students. 
Both of these states had declines in their white and Black populations during this time.

Demographics
Of the 46 states that saw a decline of 400 or more white students, 19 saw a bigger drop 
in enrollment than the overall population change of white 18- to 24-year-olds. This 
includes Illinois, which saw a decrease of 97,500 students versus a population drop of 
63,350, as well as Michigan and Virginia, which each lost about 10,000 more students 
than the population change.
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Many other large states’ declines in white enrollment fell below population changes. 
For example, California saw a decline of 61,000 white students, but this was much 
smaller than the overall decline of 154,000 white 18 -to 24-year-olds. Similarly, New 
York and Pennsylvania saw enrollment declines that were respectively 27,000 and 
35,000 people fewer than overall white population declines.

As with Black students, the comparison between enrollment declines and demo-
graphic changes in such a narrow age range may fail to identify all the states where 
enrollment declines were disproportionate. The said, as detailed in the Methodology, a 
wider age range resulted in only a handful more states appearing as if they had dispro-
portionate results—a smaller effect than what occurred for Black students.

The white student results merit a more in-depth investigation than the IPEDS data 
can provide. Given the large declines, it is worth exploring whether there are trends at 
play, such as greater declines among students from rural areas, low-income students, 
students who are the first in their family to go to college, or other factors. That would 
help to identify if there are crises within this population that must be addressed.
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Recommendations

The findings in this report raise particularly troubling questions about the enrollment 
trajectory of Black students in many states. These concerns come without even delv-
ing into related findings, such as those from the Education Trust, about how the most 
selective colleges do a particularly poor job representing Black students.16 Without 
significant action at the federal and state level, these enrollment slides could continue—
a trend that is likely to worsen due to the global pandemic and its inequitable effects. 
Colleges should also look more closely at the patterns among white students to identify 
if there are any common traits among the declines—such as being concentrated among 
low-income white students—that should merit special efforts.

Nor should higher education take the positive increases among Latinx students for 
granted. Institutions of higher learning must be prepared to serve these students and get 
them through to graduation, not just usher them through their doors. Failing to raise 
completion rates as Latinx student enrollment continues to grow would be a massive 
missed opportunity for higher education to tackle pressing racial gaps in this country.

The federal government should begin to address these various challenges by taking the 
following actions:

•	 Pursue debt-free public higher education. A debt-free college plan would significantly 
reduce the risk of college for students by ensuring that they would not pay more 
than a set share of their income—and by making it free for low-income students. 
This would be funded by a federal-state partnership in which the federal government 
provides greater resources for higher education and in which states are required 
to increase funding in good times and minimize cuts in bad ones. Reduced 
college prices could encourage more students to enroll, and they should help with 
progress toward completion since students would not be forced to go part time or 
balance their education with too many work hours due to the high price of college. 
Importantly, a debt-free college regime must also encompass the indirect costs 
associated with going to college, such as food, housing, and transportation.
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•	 Increase the maximum Pell Grant. As either part of a debt-free college plan or as 
an intermediate step, the federal government should increase the Pell Grant in a 
way that puts it on the path to doubling the maximum award in the short term. 
Providing additional grant aid would have similar benefits as debt-free college in 
terms of encouraging access and helping with success through unilateral federal 
investments instead of the federal-state partnership mechanism that exists at the 
heart of debt-free college plans.

Massive federal investments in college affordability must be paired with efforts by 
states and institutions to ensure that colleges receiving these funds take steps to 
improve their results and pay closer attention to equity gaps in outcomes. To that end, 
states and institutions should take the following actions:

•	 Conduct equity audits to identify any policies or procedures that colleges need to 
adjust to better serve students. Increased federal and state resources would do a lot 
to help students enroll and persist. But institutions must also adapt their policies 
and procedures to ensure that they are serving their students well, particularly those 
who are Black or Latinx. While there are several evidence-based practices colleges 
could employ to do this, there are likely other practices or policies that could hinder 
success that may not be immediately visible. Colleges should try to identify those 
roadblocks by conducting equity audits. As CAP has previously proposed, such a 
top-to-bottom review of colleges’ policies, procedures, and supports would range 
from admissions and recruitment to career services and graduation.17 Institutions 
should then use these results as a guide to improving their services.

•	 Conduct quantitative and qualitative work to better understand the Black enrollment 
decline. While equity audits would help identify issues within a college, it is 
crucial that institutions undertake efforts specifically tailored to understanding 
and addressing declines in Black enrollment. This should start by using data to 
understand if there are clear patterns tied to Black students no longer attending, such 
as those related to a certain age range or students coming from a specific area. These 
findings should then guide qualitative work that involves speaking with current and 
former students, as well as with members of the local community, to determine if 
there are cultural issues on campus or other college-related factors, which may not 
be immediately visible, that are affecting enrollment.
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•	 Adapt programs to meet the needs of Latinx students. institutions also need to 
conduct tailored efforts to ensure that they are adapting to the needs of the 
growing numbers of Latinx students on their campuses. Like the analyses described 
above for Black students, colleges should look at where growth in Latinx student 
enrollment is coming from and reach out to those communities to understand 
what institutions could do better to meet the needs of students and communities. 
Colleges should also interview former and current students to more fully 
understand campus culture and what additional steps they can take or areas they 
can improve on to serve Latinx students.
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Conclusion

Public colleges and universities are in the midst of the most uncertain year for higher 
education in decades. Normally, postsecondary enrollment booms when the economy 
falters, particularly at community colleges and institutions that offer short-term training. 
But the ongoing pandemic and challenges to safely operate in person may work against 
that trend—which may well vary based on the spread of the virus in different areas.

What seems far more likely is that public institutions of higher education will face mas-
sive cuts to their operating budgets as states deal with significant declines in revenue. 
Such cuts will almost certainly result in higher tuition and fees as well as potentially 
greater debt for students.

Policymakers should be extremely worried about how the combination of a pandemic, 
an economic recession, and budget cuts will affect students of color—particularly 
those who are Black. As this report clearly illustrates, the pre-pandemic trends in 
enrollment for Black students in public higher education were already cause for con-
cern. As a consequence, there must be significant and proactive efforts made to further 
arrest, if not reverse, those declines. Similarly, policymakers must not take Latinx 
enrollment growth for granted. The disproportionate effects of the virus and economic 
recessions on individuals of color could threaten enrollment growth or make it harder 
for more of these students to get through to graduation.
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Methodology

This report relies on data from two main sources: the Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS), which is run by the National Center for Education 
Statistics, and population data from the U.S. Census Bureau.

The college data are based on the 2014-15 and the 2018-19 academic years. These 
years were chosen to allow for a five-year period that ended with the most recent 
year of data. To assess enrollment trends, the author pulled 12-month unduplicated 
head-count data by race for undergraduate students at public colleges in each of these 
years. A college’s sector was based on its institutional category, not the highest degree 
awarded as with the default IPEDS variable. This ensures that a community college 
that happens to award a few bachelor’s degrees gets correctly coded as a two-year insti-
tution instead of a four-year one.

One challenge in looking at enrollment over time is that the universe of institutions 
may change as locations open and close or when colleges choose to report their data 
differently—such as the Ivy Tech system of two-year public colleges in Indiana, which 
used to report data for more than a dozen locations but now aggregates all its enroll-
ment to a single main campus. The author partially addressed this by categorizing all 
institutions with the sector variable assigned to them in 2018-19. This ensured that a 
college treated as a two-year college in 2018-19 was also treated as a two-year college 
in 2014-15. Because data are later aggregated to the state level, this analysis did not 
address issues where an institution closed or merged with another college or came into 
existence after 2014-15. If any sort of merger occurred at the same level of institu-
tion—a four-year college versus a two-year college—there would not be any notice-
able effect on enrollment just because of the merger.

This analysis also intentionally excludes data from Purdue University Global, which 
shows up in IPEDS in 2018-19 as a public college but existed in 2014-15 as part of 
Kaplan University, a private for-profit institution. Including Purdue Global would have 
created challenges regardless of how it was incorporated in this analysis. Had it been 
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included only in 2018-19, it would have given a false impression of Indiana’s enrollment 
trends because it would ignore the presence of that college elsewhere in the earlier year. 
On the other hand, including earlier data when it was a private for-profit college would 
be misleading, since it was not a public institution back then.

To create comparison demographics, the author used census data on the number of 
people in different racial or ethnic categories between 2014 and 2018. This covers a 
five-year period that ends with the most recent possible data, which also overlap with the 
start of the 2018-19 academic year. The author used one-year estimates for the state data.

As noted earlier, this analysis used individuals between the ages of 18 and 24 for its 
comparison group. To get a sense of how different age ranges would affect the results, 
the author also looked at the analysis with a comparison group of individuals between 
the ages of 18 and 29—an expanded window that captures about 80 percent of students 
in public colleges.18 This approach does alter the results for Black enrollment. While 16 
of the 36 states with a decline of 400 or more Black students have a disproportionate 
enrollment decline when looking at the 18 to 24 population, 33 of them have enroll-
ment declines that outstrip population changes when looking at 18- to 29-year-olds.

Using a wider age range also affects Latinx results. For Latinx students, 22 of the states 
with an increase of 400 or more students saw gains that exceeded those of the 18- to 
24-year-old population. When comparing results to 18- to 29-year-olds, however, that 
number falls to eight.

Notably, results for white students were less affected. Just 19 of the 46 states with 
a decline of at least 400 white students saw an enrollment drop that exceeded the 
population change among 18- to 24-year-olds. Using the comparison group of 18- to 
29-year-olds only raised that number to 23 states.
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