20 Ul- ¥\

WSJ Print Edition e T\

U.S. Colleges Are Hurtling Toward an ] nrollment CIlifft

Shrinking applicant pool isn’t expected to make it eaSiEt:_Lt()fi:‘géf into coveted schools

BY DOUGLAS BELKIN AND JOSH ULICK

Higher education is hitting a demographic cliff. After years of growth the plpehne of 18-year-olds is dwindling—a result of
lower birthrates. - N (

The largest number of Americans born in a single year amvedon "campus } he ’éutumn of 2025, and now a falloff is looming.
College enrollments are forecast to drop 13% by 2041, according to the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education. In

some parts of the country— especially the Midwest' and the Noxtheast——_‘he' declines have already begun.

You would think a shrinking pool of students would automatlcally make it easier to get into college. But that won’t necessarily
be true everywhere, especially at the most com t1t1ve schools higher—educanon analysts say.

It is impossible to precisely predict colleges -admission rates ds those numbers depend on a lot of things, including the
reputations of campus culture, sports‘team-wins and even the weather. But the demographic cliff is hitting as another
phenomenon is coming into play: Tﬂlght-to -quality, where the most sought-after schools are attracting an ever-growing number
of applicants, while less-attractn}e chools draw fewer.

Part of the reason is rising skept101sm about the yalue of a college degree. More families reason that if they are going to spend
tens of thousands of dollars the diploma better pay off with a good job—otherwise why bother?

This dynamic has been-playmg out in the Ivy League, where admission rates have fallen over the past decade-plus.

Qoveted schools just out--side the Ivies have gotten more competitive ag well.

Many big public flagships are also getting more competitive. Some, such as the University of Michigan, have long held prestige.
Other state schools have surged in status and are drawing students who want a classic campus experience but at a lower cost
than many private schools. On the other hand, many regional or less-selective schools have become even more accessible.

On average, students now submit nearly seven applications each on the Common App, a rise of 46% since 2015-16, according
to a 2024-25 report from the provider.
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