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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. 

This report represents the third release in the 2021–22 
“Deadline Update” series at Common App — the largest, most 
comprehensive source of higher education application data 
available in the U.S. You can find our last update for trends 
through mid-January here, mid-December here, and mid-
November here. We will continue to release these reports 
monthly through March 2022, to coincide with major 
application deadlines across our membership and to keep the 
public apprised of ongoing trends in the state of higher 
education applications. 

Note: Each update in this series highlights year-over-year 
application activity for first-year applicants through a specific 
date (in this case, February 15). Since fall 2020 trends were 
anomalous due to the global pandemic, this year we provide 
an additional year of data for comparison in all displays. 
These analyses are thus restricted to the 853 members that 
have been continuously active since 2019—20 (referred to 
hereafter as “returning members”).

mailto:esteele@commonapp.org
https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ca.research.publish/Research+briefs+2020/20220117_Jan_Deadline_Update_FY.pdf
https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ca.research.publish/Research+briefs+2020/20201221_Dec_Deadline_Update_FY.pdf
https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ca.research.publish/Research+briefs+2020/20211123_Nov_Deadline_Update_FY.pdf
https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ca.research.publish/Research+briefs+2020/20211123_Nov_Deadline_Update_FY.pdf
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Key findings 

1. In general, the trends surfaced in our January deadline update remain consistent in 
cumulative application activity through mid-February application deadlines.

2. Through February 15, 2022, 1,161,560 distinct first-year applicants had applied to 853 
returning members (an increase of 13.9% from 1,019,363 in 2019–20).

3. Total application volume through February 15 rose 20.8% from 2019–20 (5,379,496) to 
2021–22 (6,500,894). Applicants are applying to more members, on average, in 2021–
22 than in 2019–20 (+6.1% from 5.46 to 5.60 applications per applicant).

4. Relatively large increases in underrepresented minority (URM)1 and first-generation
(“first-gen”) applicants highlighted in our December report persisted through January: 
URM applicants increased by 17% over 2019–20, while first-gen applicants increased by 
21%. Indeed, first-gen applicants increased at nearly twice the rate of continuing-gen 
applicants over the same period.

5. About 56% of domestic applicants at this point in the season resided in the most 
affluent quintile (i.e., top 20%) of ZIP codes nationwide. Applicants from the bottom 
quintile comprised six percent of the applicant pool. These trends were similar to those 
observed in prior years.

6. Geographically, growth in applicants was positive across all regions except for New 
England and the Mid-Atlantic.

7. The number of distinct international applicants has increased at nearly triple the rate of 
domestic applicants since 2019–20 (33% versus 12%). China, India, Canada, Pakistan, 
and Nigeria were the leading home countries for international applicants.

8. As previously reported, the share of members requiring test scores decreased further in 
2021–22 to five percent after reaching an historic low of 11% in 2020–21. The stark 
differences in test score reporting by student demographics (URM, first-gen, fee waiver 
recipient, and sex) reported in the previous months’ Deadline Updates persisted through 
the mid-February deadlines.

9. Nearly 60% of applications received through this point in the season went to private 
members. However, public members saw stronger growth in application volume since 
2019–20 (+25%, relative to +18% for private members). Highly selective members 
experienced larger increases in application volume over 2019–20 than less selective 
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://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ca.research.publish/Research+briefs+2020/20211123_Deadline_Update_FY.pdf
https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ca.research.publish/Research+briefs+2020/20211123_Deadline_Update_FY.pdf
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf19304/digest/introduction
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf19304/digest/introduction
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Overall trends 

Through February 15, the overall numbers of accounts created by high school seniors (+13.4%), 
applicant counts (+13.9%), total applications (+20.8%), and applications per applicant (+6.1%) 
each increased from 2019–20. The magnitudes of these trends are all generally consistent with 
what we found during the previous months’ reports. Figures 1–4 display year-over-year trends in 
each category across the three most recent seasons. 

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

Applicant subgroup trends 

Consistent with the results from our previous reports, applicant growth among 
underrepresented subgroups has strengthened since 2020–21, when we saw a concerning 
stagnation among URM, first-generation, and fee waiver applicants on the platform.
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Figures 5–7 below showcase applicant trends over time by URM, first-generation, and Common 
App fee waiver recipient status. 

Figures 5–7. Applicant growth across underrepresented subgroups since 2019–20 

We show in Figure 5 that, after a smaller increase from 2019–20 to 2020–21, the number of 
URM applicants rose significantly this season, to nearly 306,000. This marked a 17% increase 
over the 2019–20 (pre-pandemic) total through February 15. This increase was greater than that 
for non-URM applicants across the same time period (+13%), indicating growing diversification 
of our applicant pool along this dimension. 

Figure 6 highlights the dramatic rate of increase in the number of first-generation applicants 
(+21%), which was roughly double that for continuing-generation applicants (+11%) since 2019–
20. The significant growth here is especially encouraging for Common App as we pursue our 
mission of promoting access for underrepresented students. 

Finally, as shown in Figure 7, we observe an increase in the number of applicants applying with 
a Common App fee waiver since 2019–20 (+14%) — the same as that observed in applicants 
not receiving such a fee waiver. It is important to note here that the total number of applications 
submitted either by applicants with a member fee waiver or to members with no application fee 
increased dramatically since 2019–20 (not pictured; each over 30%). Therefore, slow growth in 
applicants requesting fee waivers is likely attributable, at least in part, to the fact that fewer 
members require them now than in prior years. 
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To develop a clearer understanding of the socioeconomic characteristics of 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 5 quintiles, where quintile 1 
comprised the 20% of ZIP codes with the lowest median household incomes, and quintile 5 
represented the 20% of ZIP codes with the highest median household incomes in the United 
States. In Figure 8, we present domestic applicant totals by median household income quintile. 

Figure 8. Applicants by quintile of ZIP code-level median household income 

We again note that a majority (56%) of applicants came from ZIP codes in the top income 
quintile (20%), and just 6% of the applicant pool came from ZIP codes in the bottom quintile. 
These findings again largely mirror our results from the December and January updates, 
indicating that applicants submitting to this later set of deadlines were not, in general, more 
socioeconomically diverse than those submitting in prior months. Despite the increased rate of 
growth for first-gen and URM applicants, we find growth is more evenly distributed among 
applicants’ communities at this point. 

These trends reiterate the imperative that more work is necessary to effectively engage and 
support students from across the country’s diverse communities in the college admissions 
process. 

We continue to observe meaningful variation in applicant trends across states. The map of the 
United States in Figure 9 is colored to reflect overall (absolute) applicant totals in 2021–22, 
while the labels reflect percentage change since 2019–20. As with our reporting in prior 
months, we see growth is more evenly spread across the country — except for the Northeast. 
Looking at state-by-state growth, we see many states saw growth in the neighborhood of 10–
20% with a few notable exceptions. South Carolina saw by far the greatest growth of 61% over 
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2019–20, followed by Texas at 40%. The lone outlier, South Dakota, is a state with historically 
low applicant volume. We will continue to monitor applicant and application trends in this state. 

Figure 9. State-level trends in total applicant counts and growth since 2019–20 

Figure 10 presents a graph of applicant totals, grouped by domestic/international residence and 
season. We observe that the number of applicants in both categories increased each year, 
though the rate of growth for international applicants since 2019–20 (33%) nearly tripled that 
for domestic applicants (12%). The top 5 home countries, in order, were China, India, Canada, 
Pakistan, and Nigeria.  
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Figure 10. International and domestic applicants since 2019–20 

Trends in test score reporting 

As we’ve reported in the past, the share of Common App members requiring standardized test 
scores since 2019–20 has decreased dramatically — from about 55% to just 5% in 2021–22. 
Given this dynamic, we continue to report on patterns of test score submission among 
applicants over the course of the season. In Figure 11, we show that trends surfaced in the 
previous updates remain consistent here: 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, likely reflects better access to 
testing sites relative to (see previous research) the early months of the pandemic (Spring and 
Summer of 2020). 

https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ca.research.publish/Research+briefs+2020/20210830_Paper3_PandemicPatterns.pdf
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Figure 11. Test score reporting rates since 2019–20 

But even as test score reporting, in general, has increased since 2020–21, the disparities in test 
score reporting rates across student demographic groups that surfaced last year remain 
roughly consistent. Figures 12–14 reveal that the differences in test score reporting rates 
across URM, first-gen, and fee waiver receipt status persisted even as all groups reported 
scores more often. These differences existed prior to the pandemic in 2019–20, but were far 
smaller in magnitude. We also find this trend is similar in gesture, though smaller in scale, for 
other demographic subgroups (see Appendix Figure A1–A2).  
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Figures 12–14. Test score reporting rates across underrepresented subgroups since 
2019–20 

Trends by member characteristics 

Similar to the previous two seasons, the majority of applications submitted through February 15 
were to private members. That said, the rate of application growth for public members since 
2019–20 (+25%) was still more than that for private members (+18%). Figure 15 highlights year-
over-year trends in applications by institutional type — a striking difference in patterns versus 
our November update where public and private application volume was roughly equal for both 
2019–20 and 2020–21 seasons (but similar to the December and January updates). These 
dynamics likely reflect application activity to members with earlier deadlines. 
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Figure 15. Applications to public and private members since 2019–20 

Figure 16 presents trends in application volume by member selectivity, as measured by 
undergraduate admit rates reported in the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS). Growth in application volume since 2019–20 was greater in magnitude for highly 
selective members (admit rates below 50%) at 25% than for less selective members. This marks 
a shift from December, at which point public members had received a larger share of total 
application volume. Note that members with no selectivity data were omitted from these 
analyses. 

Trends for many members, both public and private, are influenced in part by applications from 
in-state applicants. In Appendix Figure A3, we present a graph comparing the share of 
applicants in each state who applied to at least one in-state member institution. We find 
tremendous variation in in-state applicant shares across states but little change across years 
(not shown). 

To support members’ efforts to benchmark what they are observing individually against broader 
trends, we also provide tables of application trends by member characteristics in the Appendix 
(Appendix Tables A1–A4).
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Figure 16. Application volume by selectivity since 2019–20
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Conclusion 

When examining application trends through early and regular decision deadlines, we see the 
trends through November, December, and January essentially mirrored here. The numbers of 
applicants, applications, and applications per applicant have meaningfully increased since 
2019–20; URM and first-gen applicants are increasing at a faster rate than their non-URM and 
continuing-gen counterparts; the majority of applicants continue to hail from the wealthiest ZIP 
codes; and test score reporting behaviors vary significantly across demographic subgroups. 
Breaking from December, however, we are now seeing proportionally higher application volume 
to highly selective schools. 

As the application season progresses, we will continue to provide timely analyses of the trends 
presented here. The final monthly update will be released in mid-March 2022.
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Appendix 

Figure A1. Test score reporting rates by legal sex since 2019–20 

Figure A2. Test score reporting rates by median household income since 2019–20



13 

Deadline update: first-year application trends through February 15 
February 21, 2022 

Figure A3. Percentages of 2021–22 in-state applicants by state  
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Table A1. Application trends by member region and institutional control  
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Table A2. Application trends by member state and institutional control  
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Table A3. Application trends by member region and selectivity group  
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Table A4. Application trends by member state and selectivity group 
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