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Introduction 
Common App is committed to expanding access and 
opportunity for all students, particularly those 
historically underrepresented in higher education. By 
analyzing up-to-date application activity from our 
expansive data warehouse, we can uncover and 
amplify trends as they emerge. The importance of 
communicating these trends to our community has 
never been greater, as students and families grapple 
with the persistent impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Throughout this application season, the Data Analytics 
and Research team at Common App will provide 
timely insights and clarify trends in application 
behavior from the largest, most comprehensive source 
of application data available in U.S. higher education. 
We will release these “Deadline update” reports 
monthly, to coincide with major application deadlines, 
with the goal of providing accessible and detailed 
insights on emerging trends in our application data. 

Note: Each update in this series highlights year-over-
year application activity for first-year applicants 
through a specific date (in this case, November 16) in 
the application season. Since trends from fall 2020 
were anomalous as a result of the global pandemic, 
we provide an additional year of data for comparison 
in all displays. These analyses are restricted to 
members that have been continuously active since 
2019–20.

mailto:esteele@commonapp.org
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Key findings 
1. Prior analyses of the 2020–21 season showed delayed application activity in the early 

months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our examination of the current 2021–22 season 
revealed large increases over both the sluggish start to 2020–21 and the more typical start 
to 2019–20. Through November 16, 2021, 780,024 distinct applicants had applied to 853 
returning members, an increase of 13% over 2019–20 (687,812). Application volume 
through November 16, 2021 rose 22% from 2019–20 (2,534,127) to 2021–22 (3,089,107), 
following a slow start in 2020–21 (2,630,879).  

2. Last season, we sounded the alarm in response to troublingly low application activity among 
first-generation and fee waiver-receiving applicants. Through November 16 of 2020, totals 
for these applicant groups had declined relative to 2019–20. This season, we observed a 
22% increase in the number of first-generation applicants relative to 2019–20, with first-
generation applicants comprising a larger overall share of the applicant pool (27%) than in 
any prior season (through November 16).  

3. About 60% of domestic applicants resided in the most affluent quintile (i.e., top 20th 
percentile) of zip codes nationwide. Applicants from the bottom quintile comprised about 5% 
of the applicant pool, in line with prior years’ trends through this date.  

4. The number of international applicants continued to increase relative to prior seasons. 
Through November 16, the number of international applicants (62,291) was up 40% over the 
2019–20 total. China, India, Canada, South Korea, and Nigeria were among the leading 
home countries for international applicants. 

5. Test-optional policies, and applicants’ test score reporting practices, were a major focus 
during last season. This season, the share of members requiring test scores decreased to 
5% after reaching an historic low of 11% in 2020–21. The share of applicants reporting test 
scores to Common App, after declining significantly from 2019–20 (80%) to 2020–21 (49%), 
increased to 53% this season. This at least partly reflects increases in access to testing sites 
relative to the early months of the pandemic, but could also indicate that applicants are 
calibrating their application strategies as test-optional policies become more familiar. 

○ Among the least likely to report test scores in 2021–22 were first-generation, 
Common App fee waiver-receiving, underrepresented minority1 (URM), and 
female applicants. Students from lower-income communities were also less likely 
to report scores than their peers from more affluent communities. 

6. Applications to public members drove most of the overall increases in total volume. The 
number of applications to public members increased 28% from 2019–20 (relative to 15% 
for private members). Undergraduate selectivity was a strong predictor of growth in 
application volume for private members, but not for public members.

                                                 
1 We use the term underrepresented minority (URM) in alignment with conventions employed by the National Science 
Foundation. In this report, applicants identifying as Black or African American, Latinx, Native American or Alaska 
Native, or Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander are classified as URM applicants. 

https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf19304/digest/introduction
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf19304/digest/introduction
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Overall trends 
Through November 16, the numbers of accounts created by high school seniors (+11%), 
applicants (+13%), applications (+22%), and applications per applicant (+8%) each increased 
from 2019–20. Figures 1–4 reveal year-over-year trends in each category across three 
seasons. 

Figures 1–4: Accounts, applicants, applications, applications per applicant 
increased since 2019–20 

 

Applicant subgroup trends 
Last season, through November 16, we observed surprisingly low applicant totals for multiple 
underrepresented student subgroups, including both first-generation applicants and applicants 
receiving a Common App fee waiver. As a result, we sounded the alarm on these trends by 
keeping them at the forefront of our internal monitoring and external communications. 

This season, we observed large year-over-year increases among applicants from these 
subgroups relative to both 2019–20 and 2020–21. These increases likely reflect a combination 
of factors, including, a) returns to in-person schooling, b) renewed contact with school 
counselors, c) broader day-to-day stability than was present during the early months of the 
pandemic. 



5 

 

Deadline update: first-year application trends through November 16 
November 23, 2021 

Figures 5–7 below showcase applicant trends by URM, first-generation, and Common App fee 
waiver recipient status. We show in Figure 5 that after a very small increase from 2019–20 to 
2020–21, the number of URM applicants rose significantly this season, to over 170,000. This 
marked a 16% increase over the 2019–20 (pre-pandemic) total through November 16. This 
increase was greater than that for non-URM applicants (+13%).  

Figure 6 highlights the dramatic increase in the number of first-generation applicants (+22%), 
double the rate of annual increase for non-first-generation applicants (+11%). The overall share 
of first-generation applicants through November 16 reached its highest level on record this 
season (27%, compared to 23% in 2020–21 and 25% in 2019–20).  

Finally, as shown in Figure 7, we observed just a small increase in the number of applicants 
applying with a Common App fee waiver since 2019–20 (+8%). This was roughly half the 
increase observed in applicants not receiving such a fee waiver (+15%). It is important to note 
that the total number of applications submitted either by applicants with a member fee waiver or 
no application fee each increased dramatically over the past few seasons (+35% and +32%, 
respectively). As a result, it is reasonable to expect that fewer applicants request and receive 
Common App fee waivers as members remove fees and provide their own waivers. 

Figures 5–7: Applicant totals increased across underrepresented subgroups 

  

To develop a clearer understanding of the socioeconomic characteristics of the applicants 
applying to college through Common App, we linked zip code-level median household income 
data from the American Community Survey (5-year estimates, 2015–2019) to each applicant 
residing in the United States. We grouped communities (zip codes) into five quintiles, where 
quintile one comprised the 20% of zip codes with the lowest median household incomes, and 
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quintile five represented the 20% of zip codes with the highest median household incomes in 
the United States.  

In Figure 8, we present trends in domestic applicant totals by median household income 
quintile. We observed three compelling findings. First, a majority (60%) of applicants resided in 
the top income quintile (20%). Second, just five percent of the applicant pool resided in the 
bottom quintile. Finally, we observed that, while the number of applicants in every quintile 
increased from 2019–20, only applicants in the most affluent quintile (5) demonstrated an 
increase in applicant totals from 2019–20 to 2020–21 (in the early months of the pandemic). 
These trends clearly signal that more work is necessary to effectively engage and support 
students from across the country’s diverse communities in the college admissions process. 

Figure 8: 60% of applicants resided in the country’s most affluent zip codes 

 

We also observed meaningful variation in applicant trends across states. The map of the United 
States in Figure 9 is colored to reflect overall applicant totals in 2021–22, while the labels reflect 
percentage increases since 2019–20. The map indicates that the states with the largest 
numbers of applicants were in the Mid-Atlantic and Northeast regions, in addition to California, 
Texas, Illinois, and Florida (indicated by the blue fill), while the states observing the largest 
increases in applicants were typically in the Southwest and Southeast regions. 



7 

 

Deadline update: first-year application trends through November 16 
November 23, 2021 

Figure 9: Largest % increases in US applicant totals came from Southwest, 
Southeast 

 

In addition to percentage increases in domestic applicants, Common App also observed large 
increases in international applicants. Figure 10 presents a graph of applicant totals, grouped by 
domestic or international residence and season. We found that the number of applicants 
increased each year, even as the number of domestic applicants lagged behind last season. 
The top five home countries included China, India, Canada, South Korea, and Nigeria. 

Figure 10. Despite stagnation in 2020–21 for domestic applicants, international 
applicants increased 
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Trends in test score reporting 
In 2019–20, about 55% of Common App members always required standardized test scores, 
while the remainder used some type of test-optional or test-flexible policy. In 2020–21, this 
share fell to 11%, and then fell again to just 5% in 2021–22. Last season, as we observed this 
move away from requiring test scores during the height of the pandemic, we observed sharp 
decreases in the share of applicants reporting test scores, as shown in Figure 11. 
This season, however, we saw a slight increase in student test score reporting, even as our 
membership continued to move toward test-optional or test-flexible policies. The slight increase 
in the current season at least in part surely reflects better access to testing sites than was the 
case at this time last season (see our previous research) during the early months of the 
pandemic. 

Figure 11. After a dramatic decline in 2020–21, the reporting rate increased this 
season 

 

Similar to last season, we also saw major disparities in test score reporting rates across 
subgroups. We observed that URM, first-gen, and fee waiver-receiving applicants were 
significantly less likely to report test scores than their non-URM, non-first-generation, and non-
fee-waiver-receiving peers as shown in Figures 12–14. We also found that female applicants 
were significantly less likely to report scores than their male peers (see Figure A1 in the 
appendix). 

 

 

 

 

 

https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ca.research.publish/Research+briefs+2020/20210830_Paper3_PandemicPatterns.pdf
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Figures 12–14. Reporting rates varied meaningfully across subgroups 

Trends by member characteristics 
This majority of applications submitted through November 16 went to public members. This 
increase (+28% since 2019–20) was significantly larger than the increase for private members. 
Figure 15 highlights year-over-year trends in applications by institutional type. In 2019–20 and 
2020–21, the shares of public and private applications were roughly equal. This season, the 
share of public member applications greatly exceeded that of private members. 
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Figure 15. Applications to public members were off to a fast start in 2021–22 

 
Selectivity was a meaningful predictor for application trends among private members, but not at 
all among public members. Figure 16 presents trends in application volume by member 
selectivity for private members, as measured by undergraduate admit rates reported in the 
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). We observed that the majority of 
applications to private members were submitted to more selective (admit rates between 50 and 
74%) or highly selective (admit rates below 50%) institutions. We also found that highly 
selective members saw over twice the increase in applications since 2019–20 than more 
selective and less selective institutions (admit rates at or above 75%) (24% vs. 11% and 6%, 
respectively). Highly selective institutions were the only subgroup of private members who did 
not see a decline in applications between 2019–20 and 2020–21. Note: members with no 
selectivity data were omitted from these analyses. 
To support members’ efforts to benchmark what they are observing against broader trends, we 
also provide tables of application trends by member characteristics in the appendix (Tables A1-
A4). 
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Figure 16. Selectivity predicted application increases for private members 

 

Conclusion 
Through the first wave of applications, which were largely submitted for early action and early 
decision deadlines, we saw meaningful year-over-year increases in the share of first-generation 
applicants. We also saw that, in each season since 2019–20, the majority of applicants to these 
deadlines resided in the nation’s most affluent communities. In a forthcoming research brief, due 
for release in early December, we will provide further analysis of the associations between 
applicant characteristics and the timing of the deadlines for which they apply. As future early 
and regular deadlines pass, we will continue to provide timely analyses of the trends presented 
above. We will also monitor additional trends not presented here and report on them as 
appropriate. We will plan to release these updates monthly through March 2022. 
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Appendix 
Figure A1. Test score reporting rates varied by legal sex 
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Table A1. Application trends by member region, institutional control2 

 
  

                                                 
2 Members without available IPEDS data are omitted. 
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Table A2. Application trends by member state, institutional control3 

 

                                                 
3 Cells with fewer than 5 members are omitted. Members without available IPEDS data are omitted. 
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Table A3. Application trends by member region, member selectivity grouping 
(undergraduates admitted as a percent of applications)4 

 
  

                                                 
4 Members without available IPEDS data are omitted. 
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Table A4. Application trends by member state, member selectivity grouping 
(undergraduates admitted as a percent of applications)5 

 

 

                                                 
5 Cells with fewer than five members are omitted. Members without available IPEDS data are omitted. 
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