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Situation: One of the primary responsibilities given to the University of North Carolina Board of 

Governors is to “…foster the development of a well-planned and coordinated system of 
higher education.” One of the key activities the Board oversees in the execution of this 
responsibility is periodically evaluating enrollment trends. The 2021 Fall Enrollment 
Report provides an overview of trends and statistics for the current academic term.  

 
Background: Student enrollment is a key metric for evaluating institutional health and stability. As 

enrollment funding represents one of the largest financial components of institutional 
budgets, significant shifts in growth or decline can have a substantial financial impact. 
National data indicates that student enrollment is flat or declining in colleges and 
universities. Enrollment in the UNC System ran counter to this trend for the fall of 2021, 
however, with a new record set for the eighth straight year. The 2021 Fall Enrollment 
Report also provides information related to the monitoring of Board policy items, 
including non-resident enrollment levels.  

Assessment: The 2021 Fall Enrollment Report is provided for review and discussion.   
 
Action: This item is for discussion only. 
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Introduction and Summary 
 

When the University of North Carolina (UNC) was redesignated in 1972 to include all 16 public four-year 
institutions of higher education, one of the primary responsibilities given to the Board of Governors 
(Board) was to “…foster the development of a well-planned and coordinated system of higher 
education.” One of the key activities the Board oversees in the execution of this responsibility is 
periodically evaluating enrollment trends and making projections about the future. The fall 2021 
Enrollment Report presents the trends in enrollment across the 16 constituent universities of the UNC 
System. 
 

• Overall Enrollment. The fall 2021 total UNC System headcount enrollment was 244,508 
students, an increase of 2,062 students (.85 percent) from the previous fall and the largest total 
enrollment in the history of the UNC System. Eleven institutions saw their total student 
headcount increase and five saw headcount decreases. Decreases in total undergraduate 
student enrollment was offset by increases at the graduate level across the system. 

• New Student Enrollment. Following two years of declines, new first-time freshmen enrollment 
increased by just under 2,000 students, setting a new record. New graduate student enrollment 
growth remained strong, setting a new record, and grew for the eighth straight year. New 
transfer student enrollment declined for the third straight year, however.  

• Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity. Underrepresented minority student enrollment increased as a 
percent of total student enrollment for the ninth consecutive year. One out of every three 
students in the UNC System is now classified as an underrepresented minority student.  

• Resident/Non-Resident First-Time Freshmen. The percent of first-time freshmen from outside 
of North Carolina increased from 13.4 percent in 2020 to 15.9 percent in 2021. This represents a 
significant one-year increase, and the 2021 percentage is the highest in the past 10 years.  

• Demographic Trends. External projections indicate a significant dip in North Carolina high school 
graduates in 2022 and significant national declines over the next decade.     

 
Interactive Data Dashboards 
 
The UNC Data Dashboards are interactive reports sourced from an online database that provide 
students, parents, policymakers, and taxpayers expanded access to detailed system data on selected 
core measures. This fall enrollment report is intended to provide an overview of key trends and data 
points; for additional detailed and customizable information, please visit the interactive data 
dashboards linked below.  

• Enrollment 
Explore enrollment trends across the UNC system; learn more about who our students are and 
where they come from. 

• Transfer Students 
Examine trends in transfer student enrollment, first-year performance, and graduation rates. 

• Freshmen Admissions and Performance 
Students, parents, schools, and school district officials can see admissions and performance 
information about high school graduates pursuing degrees at all the universities. This includes 
graduation rate information, peer comparisons, and more. 

• Degrees 
With over 200 academic programs across our institutions, UNC System students earn degrees in 
a variety of critical fields. Learn more about degrees awarded over the past 10 years, and sort 
the data by level of degree, field of study, and demographics. 
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Overall Fall 2021 Enrollment 
 
For the eighth straight year, the UNC System set a record enrollment, with a total student headcount of 
244,508. This represents an increase of 2,062 students or 0.85 percent over the fall 2020. This runs 
counter to national trends,1 where enrollment decreases are becoming common. While overall 
headcount enrollment increased, trends differ between undergraduate and graduate students. At the 
undergraduate level, UNC System enrollment decreased by 652 students (0.34 percent) from 2020 to 
2021. The fall 2021 undergraduate enrollment of 191,518 is also slightly lower than the 2019 figure of 
191,632. Graduate enrollment, however, continues to exhibit strong growth across the UNC System. 
Total graduate enrollment was 52,990 for fall 2021, which was an increase of 2,714 students or 5.40 
percent from 2020 to 2021. This is the third consecutive year that growth in graduate enrollment has 
been larger on a percentage basis than undergraduate enrollment, and the second consecutive year that 
it has outpaced undergraduate enrollment on a student basis.  
 
Enrollment figures have also varied by individual UNC constituent institutions. Between fall 2020 and fall 
2021, 11 institutions increased and five decreased in total enrollment. Figure 1 and Tables 1 and 2 
provide additional information on overall fall enrollment data. 
 
Figure 1: UNC System Fall Headcount Enrollment, 2012—21  
 

 
 
Table 1: UNC System Fall Headcount Enrollment, 2012—21  
 

 
 

 
1 Inside Higher Ed, Not Coming, Not Staying: https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/09/15/new-federal-
data-confirm-enrollment-declines  



2021 UNC System Fall Enrollment Report 
 

Page 5 of 13 

Table 2: UNC Institutions Total Fall Headcount Enrollment, 2012—21  
 

 
 
Fall 2021 New Student Enrollment 
 
In addition to tracking overall enrollment, analyzing new student enrollment levels can provide an early 
look at emerging trends. Three categories of new student enrollment are analyzed: new first-time 
freshmen, new undergraduate transfer, and new graduate students. While overall undergraduate 
enrollment declined from fall 2020 to fall 2021, new first-time freshmen student enrollment increased 
by roughly six percent year-to-year. This reversed two years of decline, and the total new first-time 
freshmen enrollment of 36,542 set a record.   
 
Figure 2: UNC System New First-Time Freshmen Enrollment, Fall 2012-Fall 2021 
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Table 3: UNC System New First-Time Freshmen Enrollment, Fall 2012-Fall 2021 
 

 
 
In contrast to the positive turn in enrollment seen in first-time freshmen, new transfer student 
enrollment declined for the third consecutive year, and dropped to the lowest level since fall 2015. This 
mirrors trends in enrollment at the community college level in North Carolina and nationally. Additional 
information on transfer student enrollment and initiatives between the North Carolina Community 
College System (NCCCS) and the UNC System can be found in the annual Review of the Comprehensive 
Articulation Agreement report. This report was submitted to the Joint Legislative Education Oversight 
Committee, the Senate Appropriations Committee on Education/Higher Education, and the House 
Appropriations Subcommittee on Education by the NCCCS State Board and the UNC Board of Governors 
on November 1, 2021.  
 
Figure 4: UNC System New Undergraduate Transfer Enrollment, Fall 2012-Fall 2021 
 

 
 
Table 5: UNC System New Undergraduate Transfer Enrollment, Fall 2012-Fall 2021 
 

 
 
The area of strongest enrollment growth was new graduate students. Enrollment increased by roughly 
four and a half percent year-over-year at this level, which was the eighth consecutive year of growth. 
This mirrors national trends,2 where graduate student enrollment has remained strong throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
 

 
2 Inside Higher Ed, U.S. Graduate Enrollments Grew in 2020: 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/10/18/graduate-enrollment-grew-2020-despite-pandemic  
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Figure 5: UNC System New Graduate Student Enrollment, Fall 2012-Fall 2021 
 

 
 
Table 6: UNC System New Graduate Student Enrollment, Fall 2012-Fall 2021 
 

 
 
Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity 
 
The UNC System has seen slow but consistent growth in the percentage of students enrolled from 
underrepresented minority groups. Between the fall of 2012 and the fall of 2021, the percent of 
students enrolled in the UNC System from an underrepresented minority group (American Indian or 
Alaska Native; Black or African American; Hispanic or Latino; or two or more races) increased from 28.7 
percent to 34.2 percent. The largest increase was for individuals who identify as Hispanic or Latino, 
which increased from 4.4 percent to 8.3 percent during that time.  
 
Figure 6: Total Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity 
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Table 7: Total Student Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity 

 
 
First-Time Freshmen Student Residency 
 
The UNC System saw significant enrollment demand from first-time freshmen from outside of North 
Carolina for the fall of 2021. Section 700.1.3 of the UNC Policy Manual, Policy on Out-of-State 
Undergraduate Enrollment, outlines caps set by the Board of Governors on the percent of non-resident 
students enrolled at each institution as first-time freshmen. For the five Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCU) in the UNC System, the cap for fall 2021 was 25 percent. For the other institutions 
the cap was 18 percent (University of North Carolina School of the Arts is exempted from the policy). For 
the fall of 2021, five institutions exceeded their specified cap on non-resident enrollment, as outlined in 
Table 8.  
 
Table 8: New Freshmen Enrollment by Residency 
 

 
 
High School Student Enrollment 
 
The UNC System has two constituent institutions with residential high school programs—the North 
Carolina School of Science and Mathematics (NCSSM) and the high school program at the University of 
North Carolina School of the Arts (UNCSA). Enrollment in these programs is largely stable and generally 
constrained by residence hall capacity. UNCSA high school enrollment is connected to their 
undergraduate and graduate programs. Their decrease in high school enrollment of 26 students is 
connected to their growth in undergraduate/graduate enrollment of 41 students. NCSSM is opening a 
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second campus in Morganton in 2022, with an estimated initial enrollment of 300 residential students. 
That change will be reflected in next year’s Fall Enrollment Report.  
 
Table 9: Residential High School Enrollment 
 

Institution Fall 2020 Fall 2021 
NCSSM 680 677 
UNCSA 278 252 
UNC System Total 958 929 

 
Demographic Trends 
 
Looking to the future, demographic shifts will continue to impact enrollment at UNC System institutions 
in a substantial way. The work of Dr. Nathan Grawe in exploring the impact of shifting demographic 
trends has attracted widespread recognition and attention.3 Data from the Western Interstate 
Commission for Higher Education’s (WICHE) Knocking at the College Door4 report provides national and 
North Carolina specific data projections. At a national level, the total number of annual high school 
graduates has increased steadily and consistently from the mid-1990’s through today and is projected to 
peak around roughly 2025. From 2025 to 2037 the total number of national high school graduates will 
decrease, with projections showing the 2037 levels to be similar to 2015.   
 
Figure 7: Knocking at the Door, U.S. High School Graduate Projections 
 

 
 

 
3 Inside Higher Ed, The Agile College: https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2021/02/01/nathan-
grawe-answers-questions-about-his-new-book-and-projected-demand  
4 Knocking at the College Door, 10th edition, 2020: https://knocking.wiche.edu/wp-
content/uploads/sites/10/2020/12/Knocking-pdf-for-website.pdf  
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The impact of these demographic shifts will not be felt equally across the states and regions of the 
country. WICHE projections are broken out at the regional level, showing that compared to 2019 data, 
there will be more high school graduates in 2025 in the Midwest, Northeast, South, and West. By 2030, 
only the South and West are producing more high school graduates than 2019, with the Northeast and 
Midwest down roughly 85,000 graduates compared to the previous decade. The trend accelerates by 
2037, with the South roughly flat compared to 2019, but the West, Northeast, and Midwest down a 
projected 243,000 graduates.  
 
Figure 8: Knocking at the Door, Regional High School Graduate Projections 
 

 
 
North Carolina’s projections from the WICHE data align broadly with the overall expectations for the 
South region. Total North Carolina High School graduates increased dramatically between 2001 (67,586) 
and 2019 (115,820), and roughly 114,000 students were expected to graduate from North Carolina high 
schools in 2021. Total high school graduates are then expected to dip sharply (-5.6 percent) for the class 
of 2022, rebound in 2023, and then grow until 2026, reaching a total of approximately 121,000 students 
per year. The total number of graduates will then start to decline, and stabilize around 114,000 students 
by 2029/2030, which is roughly equivalent to 2018 data.  
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Figure 8: Knocking at the Door, North Carolina High School Graduate Projections 
 

 
 
A closer examination of the North Carolina data shows that there is substantial variation in the 
projections across race/ethnicity. Between 2021 and 2030, students who identify as White or Black, 
which are the two largest categories of students, are expected to decline. White North Carolina 
graduates are expected to decline by nearly 7,000 students (-12.6 percent), and Black North Carolina 
graduates by nearly 1,000 (-2.7 percent). A decline of roughly 300 students (-26.3 percent) is also 
expected for students who identify as American Indian/Alaska Native.  
 
Growth, however, is expected in students who identify as Hispanic (28.6 percent), Asian/Pacific Islander 
Combined (52.7 percent), and two or more races (58.6 percent). The total expected growth across those 
student categories is roughly equivalent to the total expected decline in White and Black student 
graduates over the next decade. So, while the total number of North Carolina high school graduates in 
2029/2030 will look very similar to 2021, the mix of students will be very different.  
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Figure 10: Knocking at the Door, North Carolina High School Graduate Projections by Race/Ethnicity 
 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
Enrollment in the UNC System maintained a strong and positive trajectory in the fall of 2021. While 
strong enrollment growth is important in any year, it is particularly notable this year given the strong 
headwinds caused by the impacts of COVID-19 and the attendant decreases seen in other states, 
systems, and institutions. Growth of new first-time freshmen and new graduate students helped to 
offset continued declines in new transfer student enrollment, and the overall diversity of students as 
measured by race/ethnicity in the UNC System increased every year between 2012 and 2021. While 
enrollment of North Carolina students increased slightly at the first-time freshmen level in 2021, 
demand from out-of-state students was unprecedented.  
 
Moving forward, the impacts of COVID-19 will continue to be felt in the years to come. Additionally, 
North Carolina is expecting a substantial decrease in total high school graduates this year, which will put 
substantial pressure on institutions to maintain or meet their enrollment targets for the fall of 2022. In 
the coming decade substantial enrollment declines in the Northeast, Midwest, and West will cause 
colleges and universities in those regions to become more aggressive in recruiting students from the 
South, including North Carolina. Changing demographics in North Carolina will result in a decrease in 
White and Black students, the two largest categories of students enrolled in the UNC System. This will 
be offset by roughly equivalent increases in Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and students who identify 
as two or more races.  
 
With all of these shifts, it will be important for the UNC System to have a focused and coordinated 
approach to enrollment and be proactive in identifying and serving students from historically 
underrepresented and non-traditional backgrounds, including returning students, adult learners, 
military affiliated students, and others.  
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