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The State of
College Admissions
in America
A data-driven industry review of college admissions — application trends, the demographic cliff, test policy, AI

& essays, enrollment management, financial aid, access, and the road to 2030.
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10M+
Applications submitted (first time above 10M)

6.80
Applications per applicant

5%
Common App members requiring a test

3.9M
HS graduates — the 2025 peak



E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A RY

More applications, fewer students, a market splitting in two
College admissions in 2026 is defined by a paradox: application volume keeps setting records even as the pool of high-school graduates

peaks and begins a long decline. The result is a splitting market — the most selective schools re-requiring tests and turning away more

qualified students than ever, while the rest compete harder for a shrinking pipeline. A data-driven industry read.

10M+
Applications (first time)

6.80
Apps per applicant

5%
Members requiring a test

3.9M
HS grads — 2025 peak

↗ Biggest trends ✓ Key findings

! Major challenges ★ Opportunities

Application volume rising even as the applicant pool peaks.

Elite schools re-requiring tests; most others stay optional.

The demographic cliff has arrived — and splits the market.

AI reshaped essays, recruitment & operations.

~1.5M applicants submitted 10M+ applications — 6.80 each.

Test-required Common App members fell ~55% → ~5% since 2019.

6 of 8 Ivies now require the SAT/ACT again.

HS graduates peaked in 2025, fall ~13% by 2041.

A shrinking pool pressures tuition-dependent colleges.

Application inflation strains counselors & readers.

AI blurs authorship & complicates essays.

Affordability & FAFSA friction shape enrollment.

Direct admissions & clearer pathways cut friction.

Analytics sharpen recruitment & yield.

Price & outcome transparency wins trust.

Strong digital presence converts searchers.
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S E C T I O N  0 1  —  T H E  A D M I S S I O N S  L A N D S C A P E

From a paper process to a data-driven contest
Modern admissions is a technology-driven, market-segmented contest. Public flagships, private and liberal-arts colleges, community

colleges, research universities, and specialized institutions all compete for attention — increasingly through digital channels, against

rising expectations and a demographic backdrop turning from tailwind to headwind.

The market at a glance
Segments & competition

6.80 applications per applicant — competition is structural.

Public public flagships now draw more volume than privates.

Digital recruitment runs through search, social, CRM &

virtual events.

Segmented elites, mid-tier & open-access face very different

pressures.

What changed the game
Forces reshaping admissions

Application platforms Test-optional → re-required

AI essays & tools Direct admissions Enrollment analytics

The demographic cliff

Admissions shifted from evaluating paper to managing a data-rich

funnel under demographic pressure.
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S E C T I O N  0 2  —  A P P L I C AT I O N  T R E N D S

Record volume — in surprising places
Students keep applying to more colleges. In 2024-25, ~1.5 million first-year applicants submitted 10M+ applications through the

Common App — the first time above that mark — at 6.80 each. But growth isn't where you'd expect: public and mid-selectivity schools

surged while the most selective saw the slowest gains.

First-year applicants keep climbing
Distinct Common App applicants (millions)

1M

1M

2M

2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25

Growth by selectivity
YoY growth, by admit-rate band (2024-25)

Admit rate <25% +4%

Admit 25-49% +8%

Admit 50-74% +8%

Admit 75%+ +8%

Where the volume is going
The application paradox

10M+ total applications — first time above ten million.

Public public universities now exceed privates; Texas is #1.

+4% apps to the most selective (<25% admit) grew slowest.

Reading the split
Concentration vs. competition

Access fee-waiver & low-income applicants grew ~4× faster.

Top selective schools stay flooded — the cliff won't ease

odds.

Signal more apps ≠ more students — yield is harder to

predict.
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S E C T I O N  0 3  —  T H E  D E M O G R A P H I C  C L I F F

The applicant pool has peaked
The single biggest structural force in admissions is demographic. Per WICHE, U.S. high-school graduates peaked around 3.9 million in

2025 and are projected to fall about 13% by 2041 — roughly 576,000 fewer graduates. It doesn't hit evenly: the Northeast and Midwest

shrink most, the South and Mountain West grow.

U.S. high-school graduates, projected
Millions of graduates (2015 → 2041)

3M

4M

4M

2015 2025 2033 2041

What the cliff means
Uneven, structural, lasting

2025 the peak year for HS graduates — now behind us.

−13% projected decline by 2041 (~576,000 fewer).

38 states face declines; South & Mountain West grow.

Split tuition-dependent colleges feel it first; elites stay full.
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S E C T I O N  0 4  —  S T U D E N T D E C I S I O N - M A K I N G  &  R E S E A R C H

Students choose on outcomes — and research online first
Applicants weigh reputation, career outcomes, cost, aid, culture, and location — and investigate all of it digitally before contacting a

school. The research journey runs through search, university sites, virtual tours, reviews, directories, and increasingly AI. It's exactly

where K12 Academics connects students to institutions.

What drives the choice
How students rank colleges

The research journey
Where students look

Search students start with Google, rankings & directories.

Tours virtual tours, reviews & social shape the shortlist.

AI AI assistants are a fast-growing research channel.

K12A the K12 Academics directory is where students

compare colleges.

Career outcomes & ROI1

Academic reputation & fit2

Cost & financial aid3

Culture & student life4

Location5

Internships & research6
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S E C T I O N  0 5  —  T E S T P O L I C I E S

The test-optional era is splitting apart
No topic moved faster. The share of Common App members requiring a test collapsed from ~55% in 2019-20 to ~5% today — yet a high-

profile group of elite schools reversed course, citing research that scores predict success better than grade-inflated transcripts and can

surface talented low-income applicants. The result is a two-track system.

Test-required members collapsed
Share of Common App members requiring a test

2019-20 55%

2021-22 ~8%

2024-25 5%

The great reversal
Two tracks emerging

55→5% share requiring tests fell sharply since 2019-20.

6 of 8 Ivies require the SAT/ACT again (+ MIT, Caltech,

Stanford, Georgetown).

Why cited research: scores predict success & surface low-

income talent.

Rest most schools stay test-optional to compete for

students.
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S E C T I O N  0 6  —  A D M I S S I O N S  M O D E L S ,  E S S AY S  &  A I

Holistic review meets the AI essay
Most selective colleges use holistic review, and early plans (ED/EA) keep growing as both sides chase certainty. Layered on top is the

year's thorniest issue: AI-assisted writing. With capable tools in every applicant's hands, institutions are rewriting essay guidance,

weighing authenticity, and confronting the limits of AI detection.

How students are evaluated
Models & timing

Holistic review Early Decision Early Action

Restrictive EA Rolling Waitlists

Early plans keep growing as both sides seek certainty in an uncertain

funnel.

AI & the college essay
Authenticity in the AI era

Everywhere capable AI writing tools are in every applicant's

hands.

Guidance institutions are revising essay policies & disclosure.

Detect AI detection is unreliable — authenticity is hard to

verify.

Shift more weight on context, interviews & verified work.
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S E C T I O N  0 7  —  R E C R U I T M E N T &  E N R O L L M E N T M A N A G E M E N T

Admissions is now a data-driven funnel
Selective or not, colleges run a funnel — inquiry, prospect, applicant, admit, deposit, enroll — powered by CRM platforms, predictive

analytics, and relentless communication. As the pool shrinks, yield management, melt prevention, and smart territory strategy separate

the schools that hit their class from the ones that scramble in May.

The enrollment funnel
Inquiry to enrollment

Inquiry Prospect Applicant Admit Deposit

Enroll

Powered by Slate, Salesforce & Ellucian CRMs and predictive models.

Summer melt is where classes are won or lost.

The tools of the trade
Recruitment & yield

CRM Slate, Salesforce, Ellucian run modern recruitment.

Predict predictive analytics score prospects & forecast yield.

Melt summer melt prevention protects the class.

Reach digital, email, visits & counselor outreach feed the

funnel.
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S E C T I O N  0 8  —  F I N A N C I A L A I D  &  A F F O R D A B I L I T Y

The sticker price is almost never the price
Cost drives enrollment decisions, and the gap between published and net price is enormous. Private colleges discount tuition at record

rates, public net prices are a fraction of sticker, and the recent FAFSA overhaul added friction that reshaped timelines. Transparency is

now a competitive advantage.

Sticker vs. what students pay
Average public four-year tuition & fees

Published (sticker) $11,950

et (what students pay) $2,300

Aid, price & friction
What families navigate

~57% record discount rate at private colleges; ~90% get aid.

$2,300 average net in-state public tuition vs ~$11,950 sticker.

FAFSA the FAFSA overhaul added friction & reshaped

timelines.

$1.84T student debt keeps ROI & transparency front of mind.
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S E C T I O N  0 9  —  I N T E R N AT I O N A L &  T R A N S F E R  A D M I S S I O N S

Two pipelines under pressure and in flux
International enrollment hit a record ~1.18 million but new-student numbers fell sharply as visa policy tightened — and for the first time

since 2019, domestic applicant growth outpaced international. Meanwhile transfer and adult pathways are a rising strategy for

institutions facing the cliff.

International
Record scale, real fragility

1.18M international students — a record; ~$55B in value.

−17% new international enrollment fell as visas tightened.

Shift domestic growth outpaced international — first

time since 2019.

Compete global competition for students is intensifying.

Transfer & adult learners
The other pipeline

Pathways community-college articulation feeds four-year

schools.

Credit credit mobility & stackable credits ease transfer.

Adult returning & adult learners are a growing target.

Strategy transfer is a cliff-mitigation strategy.
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S E C T I O N  1 0  —  D I V E R S I T Y,  A C C E S S  &  E M E R G I N G  PAT H WAY S

Widening access as the rules change
The applicant pool is diversifying — Latino, Black, first-generation, and fee-waiver-eligible applicants are among the fastest-growing

groups — even as institutions adjust to the end of race-conscious admissions. New front doors are opening too: direct admissions, skills-

based evaluation, and microcredentials.

Applicant growth by group
Year-over-year growth, 2024-25

Latino applicants +15%

Fee-waiver eligible +14%

Black applicants +12%

First-generation +5%

Access & new front doors
Who applies, and how

+15% Latino applicants grew fastest; Black applicants +12%.

4× fee-waiver applicants grew ~4× faster.

Direct direct admissions offers seats without a full

application.

Skills skills-based & competency evaluation is emerging.
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S E C T I O N  11  —  T H E  C O L L E G E  A D M I S S I O N S  I N N O VAT I O N  I N D E X ™

A K12 Academics framework for evaluating institutions
Rankings measure prestige and selectivity. The Index measures what applicants actually experience — clarity, responsiveness,

transparency, and digital quality — across five weighted pillars, so students can judge a school on how well it treats the people applying

to it.

Five-pillar profile
Illustrative — weights sum to 100

Student Exp.

Process

RecruitmentFinancial

Digital

Admissions Process 25%
Simplicity, technology & responsiveness.

Student Experience 20%
Communication, transparency & accessibility.

Recruitment 20%
Virtual engagement & personalized outreach.

Financial Transparency 15%
Net-price clarity & aid communication.

Digital Presence 20%
Website, mobile & application quality.
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S E C T I O N  1 2  —  T H E  F U T U R E  O F A D M I S S I O N S  ( 2 0 3 0  O U T L O O K )

Two forces, and a to-do list
Toward 2030, admissions gets more AI-assisted, personalized, analytics-driven, direct, and outcome-focused — while the demographic

cliff and affordability pressure squeeze the model. The institutions that thrive will simplify the process, prove their value, and meet

students where they research.

↑ Tailwinds

Direct admissions & clearer pathways cut friction.

AI & analytics sharpening recruitment.

Outcomes focus aligning admissions with careers.

Transparency on price & results building trust.

↓ Headwinds

The demographic cliff shrinking the pool.

Application inflation straining staff & yield.

AI complicating authenticity.

Affordability & FAFSA friction shaping enrollment.

For colleges
Simplify & add transparency

Invest in digital recruitment

Use analytics responsibly

For students
Build a balanced, fit-first list

Know each school's test policy

Plan financial aid early

For counselors
Guide on evolving requirements

Promote fit over prestige

Prepare families for AI policies
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D ATA &  M E T H O D O L O G Y

Methodology & sources
This report synthesizes the most recent publicly available data from the Common Application, WICHE, federal sources, and associations,

current as of publication in 2026 — a data-driven industry analysis.

Data sources

The Common Application — application trends

WICHE — Knocking at the College Door

NACAC — admissions practice

NCES — enrollment

College Board / FairTest — test policy

Institutional research offices — test studies

NACE / NY Fed — outcomes & ROI

K12 Academics directory analytics

A data-driven industry analysis. Figures reflect the most recent data available at publication in 2026; cycle snapshots and end-of-season totals differ; percentages rounded; definitions

vary by source.

Contact K12 Academics
Questions about this report, or about listing your institution? We'd love to hear from you.

k12@k12academics.com  ·  www.k12academics.com

© 2026 K12 Academics. Online since 2004, K12 Academics has helped millions find the right school, college, camp, business and program in their community.
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