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Introduction

Despite an increasingly digital world, geography remains a critical factor shaping educational opportunity and pathways

in the United States. Students often need and want to stay close to home because of work responsibilities, family
commitments, and maintaining important ties to their communities.! As a result, most students do not “shop around” far

and wide for colleges; instead, they tend to stay close to home and only apply to one or two institutions.? Our analysis
underscores this reality further, showing that only Tin 5 undergraduates travel outside of their home state for college. Despite
this, media outlets, college rankings, and even policy conversations often place outsized attention on selective institutions
that draw from national (or even global) markets.

In reality, and described in this brief, most colleges attract students from within their own state boundaries and serve
relatively small geographic areas or “markets.” By viewing higher education through the “geography of opportunity” lens,
researchers and policymakers can find new ways to develop policy frameworks and proposals that reflect the reality of
college choice in the United States, and that contextualize colleges according to the local contexts in which they operate.
For example, upward mobility rates in the United States are highly dependent on local economic forces, so any measure
of a college’s return on investment or upward mobility will be driven in large part by local contexts.®

The geography of opportunity lens also helps amplify the role colleges play in serving and being shaped by their local/
regional communities. Public community colleges and universities are often the only option students consider; these
institutions provide critical pathways toward upward mobility and are incredible assets to regional economic, social, and
cultural wellbeing.* These same institutions also serve the lion’s share of the nation’s students of color, first-generation
students, and students from lower-income backgrounds.® But in many parts of the country there are few -- and in
some cases no -- colleges nearby, resulting in “education deserts” where prospective students have exceedingly limited
opportunities.® The geography of opportunity lens can help explain why these deeply-rooted inequalities exist and how

they can be addressed.

Purpose

Part | of this series provides baseline trends of the number and percentage of U.S. based students who enroll in

colleges out-of-state, disaggregated by institutional sector. This brief finds only 1in 5 undergraduates travel out-of-state
for college and, when they do, they tend to enroll in public research universities or non-profit institutions.” The vast
majority of students stay in-state for college (attending community colleges or broadly accessible institutions focused

on bachelor's/master’s degrees rather than selective research universities), suggesting most colleges operate in relatively
local markets for prospective students. While these findings may not be surprising at face value, they are surprisingly not
well documented in policy or academic research literature. A goal of this series is to simply build a public record of these

trends to highlight the vital role geography plays in shaping higher education opportunity in the United States.

Data Source

This analysis uses data from the U.S. Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS).8 It includes all degree-granting institutions participating in federal Title IV financial aid programs between
2002 and 20207 In even-numbered years, colleges report the number of first-time degree/certificate-seeking
undergraduate fall enrollment by students’ state and jurisdiction of residence.”® Using this data source, Figure 1 shows
the number of incoming students by their residency status where students either attended college in-state or out-of-

state; international students are excluded from this analysis.
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In 2020, approximately 2 million incoming students attended college in their home state while around 570,000 attended

out-of-state (Figure 1)." At the time of this publication, 2020 is the most recent IPEDS residence and migration enrollment
data available at the national level; therefore, this analysis only accounts for the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.
When 2022 and subsequent data years become available, researchers will be able to assess whether post-pandemic

patterns hold or return to pre-pandemic trends.

FIGURE 1. Number of Domestic Students Entering College as First-Time Degree/Certificate-Seeking Undergraduates
by Residency Status, Fall 2002 to 2020

The vast majority of incoming students stay in-state for college. In-state enrollments surged during the Great Recession (2007-2009), largely in the
community college sector, and subsequently fell in its wake. Out-of-state students account for a small share of the total student population and enrollments
have remained relatively stable over time.
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Which colleges enroll out-of-state students?

Surprisingly few studies focus on descriptive trends of students who go out-of-state for college. Among those that have,
Dr. Roman Ruiz has developed an interactive data tool to explore student migration over time.”? Drs. Ozan Jaquette,
Karina Salazar, and Bradley Curs have a series of studies exploring how public universities recruit out-of-state students
for enrollment and revenue management purposes.”® And Dr. Manuel Gonzalez Canché has explored how colleges
compete and set prices for out-of-state students. These studies inspired the current brief and provide important

context for understanding how and why students go out-of-state for college. One key finding from the prior work is that
not all colleges have equal market power to recruit and retain out-of-state students. In fact, most colleges enroll students
from relatively nearby, so the idea of recruiting out-of-state students is not central to the mission of most colleges.® One
budgetary implication is local colleges cannot simply tap into out-of-state markets to generate tuition revenue as many
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research universities have done in recent years. Additionally, some states and systems have policies limiting the number

(or percentage) of incoming students from out-of-state or tuition reciprocity agreements where out-of-state students from
neighboring states pay in-state rates.” These are important policy issues that could be explored in further research and are
not the subject of this brief.

To explore differences across types of institutions, Table T and Figure 2 disaggregate higher education sectors into six
categories based on control and Carnegie Classification.’® One benefit of using these six categories is it differentiates
“four-year universities” into two distinct groups where the “bachelor’s and master’s” category includes four-year liberal arts
colleges and comprehensive institutions while the “research” category only includes four-year research universities.”

Using these six sectors, Table 1 shows 22 percent of incoming students (1=570,384) attended college out-of-state in fall
2020. This table also shows stark differences in the marketplace for out-of-state students. On one hand, public research
universities and non-profit institutions enroll the vast majority of out-of-state students (n=429,455) yet these sectors
account for less than half of all incoming students. On the other hand, community colleges and public bachelor's/master’s
institutions account for half of all incoming students and a minority of out-of-state students (n=104,226). Table 1 starts to
illustrate a tale of two markets: the market for out-of-state students is dominated by selective research universities

and non-profits while the market for in-state students is dominated by broadly accessible public institutions.

TABLE 1. Number and Share of Domestic Out-of-State First-Time Degree/Certificate-Seeking
Undergraduates by Sector, Fall 2020

In fall 2020, approximately one in five students entering college enrolled out-of-state. Most out-of-state students attend public research universities
or non-profit institutions. Most in-state students attend community colleges and public bachelor’s/master’s institutions.

Number of Number of incoming students Percent

degree-granting Out-of-
institutions In-state  Out-of-state  Total State
Community College 938 842,923 50,718 893,641 6%
Public Bachelor’s/Master’s 382 327,649 53,508 381,157 14%
Public Research 210 546,198 176,218 722,416 24%
Non-profit Bachelor's/Master’s 793 151,726 132,307 284,033 47%
Non-profit Research 181 77,495 120,930 198,425 61%
For-profit 704 52,158 36,703 88,861 41%
Total 3,208 1,998,149 570,384 2,568,533 22%

Figure 2 shows how these two markets have changed over time. On the left, community colleges and public bachelor's/
master’s (“BA & MA") institutions have not expanded their out-of-state enrollments over time: in 2020, they enrolled
approximately the same number of out-of-state students as they have any other year in the past two decades. The for-
profit sector, however, was more volatile (driven in large part by closures and conversions) where out-of-state enrollments
surged during the Great Recession and declined until an uptick in 2020.2 On the right, we see steady growth in out-of-
state students attending public research universities and non-profits until 2020. While the 2020 decline is sizable these

sectors still have increased out-of-state enrollments since 2002.
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FIGURE 2. Trends in the Number of Domestic Out-of-State First-Time Degree/Certificate-Seeking Undergraduates
by Sector, Fall 2002 to 2020

The left panel shows flat or declining out-of-state enrollment among public bachelor's and master’s degree-granting institutions, community colleges,
and for-profits. The right panel highlights steady growth until 2020 among non-profit institutions and public research universities.
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FIGURE 3. Number of Domestic Out-of-State First-Time Degree/Certificate-Seeking Undergraduates by Sector, 2020

Public research and non-profit institutions enroll the majority of out-of-state students. Most out-of-states students are concentrated in a handful of states
while most states (particularly in the community college and public bachelor’s/master’s sectors) enroll relatively few out-of-state students.
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Building on the six sectors described in the previous figure, Figure 3 shows where out-of-state students enrolled in fall

2020. Not only are public research universities and non-profit institutions the primary colleges where out-of-state students
attend, but there is considerable variation across the U.S. For example, the largest number of out-of-state students attend
public and private research universities in only a handful of states (California, Indiana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New York).
Similarly, non-profit bachelor’s/master’s institutions in New England tend to enroll large numbers of out-of-state students.
Despite some states having large numbers of out-of-state students, the majority of students stay in-state for college due in
large part to public institutions with the mission of serving their local and regional needs.? Appendix A provides a list of

in-state and out-of-state student enrollments by state.

What share of students are from out-of-state?

The prior analyses focus on the sheer number of students, so Figure 4 adds context by showing the proportion of students
in each sector who are from out-of-state. For example, the prior analyses showed how public research universities enroll
larger numbers of out-of-state students than any other sector; however, public research universities also enroll large

numbers of in-state students, so it is useful to use proportions to gain further insights across sectors.

FIGURE 4. Trends in the Share of Domestic Out-of-State First-Time Degree/Certificate-Seeking
Undergraduates by Sector, Fall 2002 to 2020

The solid line represents the median and the blue band includes the 25th and 75th percentiles, showing how colleges cluster around the median.
Non-profit institutions enroll considerably larger shares of out-of-state students than publics; public research universities are slowly increasing their
out-of-state shares while community colleges and public bachelor’s/master’s remain flat.
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Figure 4 shows the median (solid line) along with the 25" percentile and 75™ percentiles (blue band) to gain a sense

of how tightly colleges cluster near one another. The median community college enrolls 3 percent of its incoming

student body from out-of-state and this pattern is steady over time. The median public bachelor's/master’s institution
enrolls 12 percent of its incoming students from out-of-state and, like community colleges, is holding steady over time.
Public research universities are slowly increasing the share of out-of-state students, rising from 13 percent in 2002 to
19 percent in 2020. The two non-profit sectors have remained stable over this period, where the median non-profit
bachelor's/master’s institution had 35 percent of incoming students from out-of-state and the median non-profit

research university had 50 percent.

FIGURE 5. Percentage of Domestic Students from Out-of-State by Sector, 2020

When compared to for-profit and non-profit sectors, public institutions tend to enroll smaller shares of out-of-state students.

States differ considerably with respect to the proportion of incoming students enrolling from out-of-state.
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Finally, Figure 5 shows the state-level variation in the share of incoming students from out-of-state. In the public
sector, community colleges in nearly every state enroll fewer than 15 percent of incoming students from out-of-state.
Similarly, public bachelor's/master’s institutions and research universities in most states (including many large states like
California, Florida, Illinois, New York, Ohio, and Texas) have fewer than 15 percent of their incoming class from out-
of-state. To some extent, tuition reciprocity policies and out-of-state enrollment quotas likely play a role in explaining
state-level variation in out-of-state enrollments. In the non-profit sector, several states have higher proportions of out-
of-state students, illustrating the pattern found above where the market for out-of-state students is driven in large part
by private non-profit institutions competing for a relatively small (and in some cases declining) number of students.??
There is likely to be a high degree of variation within the sector and further research should explore these markets in

much more detail.
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Conclusions and Next Steps

This brief provides baseline enrollment trends for out-of-state undergraduate students. While many public policy and

research conversations focus on helping students “shop around” for college, this brief shows relatively few students cross
state lines when attending college. The vast majority of students stay close to home (and stay in their home state) for
college. Among the students who travel out-of-state for college, they tend to concentrate in public research universities or

non-profit institutions.

There are several more ways researchers and policy analysts can explore the inter-state migration of students. For
example, Minority Serving Institutions including Historically Black Colleges and Universities and Tribal Colleges and
Universities likely draw students from far distances and across state/tribal boundaries. Similarly, states have tuition
reciprocity agreements and enrollment quotas shaping how many students cross state lines for college. Further research
can explore these issues in greater detail through the lens of “geography of opportunity” where place — and people’s

connection to it — significantly affect where students attend college.

For example, most colleges do not draw a large share of students from out-of-state and are likely to face different market
pressures than those drawing from across the country. However, many research and policy conversations are framed
around the notion that students shop far and wide for college. This framework also assumes all colleges have similar
market power and resources to recruit and retain students regardless of where they live. The findings in this brief present
a different view, where a small share of colleges (largely non-profit institutions and public research universities) enroll the
lion's share of out-of-state students. Meanwhile, most colleges (particularly community colleges and public bachelor's/

master’s) enroll large shares of students from within their own state and, as a result, operate in highly localized markets.

Public policy conversations may use the “geography of opportunity” framework to help design policies that acknowledge
the vital role colleges play in meeting their local (or statewide) markets. The image of students traveling far away for
college is a luxury relatively few experience and, as a result, public policies based on the assumption that students can
“shop around” for college need to be updated to better reflect the lived experiences of today’s college students as well as

the colleges that serve them.?
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Appendix A

Number of domestic incoming students entering college as first-time degree/certificate-seeking undergraduates
by state and residency status, 2020.

In-state %‘::toef- Total :?g;:;
2,025 185 2,210 8%
29,957 13,020 42,977 30%
18,253 5,461 23,714 23%
36,471 23,316 59,787 39%
295,137 34,835 329,972 N%
29,741 14,599 44,340 33%
16,678 1,618 28,296 41%

646 8,910 9,556 93%
4,903 3,672 8,575 43%

16,244 22,147 138,391 16%
68,654 M,777 80,431 15%
5,876 2,402 8,278 29%
21,623 10,774 32,397 33%
9,066 6,296 15,362 41%
68,353 14,455 82,808 17%
41,381 17,477 58,858 30%
19,441 8,160 27,601 30%
27,819 7778 35,597 22%
30,308 6,783 37,091 18%
35,930 23,495 59,425 40%
31,601 9177 40,778 23%
6,661 3,824 10,485 36%
62,795 10,240 73,035 14%
30,735 7,835 38,570 20%
34,278 10,681 44,959 24%
19,780 5,670 25,450 22%
4,778 3,035 7,813 39%
66,239 14,989 81,228 18%
4,132 3,879 8,01 48%
13,403 4,350 17,753 25%
5,946 19,327 25,273 76%
50,089 5,281 55,370 10%
12,206 2,456 14,662 17%
13,810 1,843 15,653 12%
125,862 38,519 164,381 23%
69,999 25,136 95,135 26%
24,702 7,352 32,054 23%
20,008 7,829 27,837 28%
71,927 31,835 103,762 31%
6,080 8,070 14,150 57%
30,747 10,573 41,320 26%
4,780 2,730 7510 36%
40,586 1,876 52,462 23%
202,884 14,785 217,669 7%
23,950 12,71 36,661 35%
56,704 17,027 73,731 23%
1,866 4,272 6,138 70%
35,074 7456 42,530 18%
35,330 1,895 47,225 25%
9,585 7,072 16,657 42%
3,106 1,499 4,605 33%

1,998,149 570,384 2,568,533 22%
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