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Did COVID 19 Affect College Enrollment in Fall 2020? 
Are Nassau County Students Deferring Enrollment? 

 

by Fred Cohen 
 
There have been many anecdotal reports of Class of 2020 high school 
graduates deferring their college enrollment until Fall 2021. These 
graduates were likely unsure whether they would be able to have a full 
academic and social experience during the pandemic, so they deferred 
their college enrollment. As a result, current seniors now are concerned 
that college acceptance rates might be lower for the class of 2021 be-
cause those deferred students will be taking much needed spots in next 
year’s freshman class.  
 
But did the Class of 2020 really defer their enrollments? To determine 
if 2020 Nassau County graduates actually entered college at a lower 
rate than in the past, we might look at college entry patterns during the 
past few years to establish a benchmark.  Also, was Nassau County’s 
Class of 2020 atypical in any other way? 
 
In the January Newsletter, we reported that the Graduation Rate went 
from 92% in 2019 to 93% in 2020.  There was also an even larger in-
crease in the Advanced Regents Diploma Rate from 59% to 63%. The 
likely reasons for these increases were also noted in that Newsletter.  
 
Of course, a one year change does not represent a trend, and what 
other factors within Nassau County may also affect graduation and col-
lege enrollment rates? In the five-year trend table below, a number of 
key factors are displayed for the five year period prior to the 2019-
2020 pandemic year. The three columns reporting college attendance 
come from Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) reports based on Na-
tional Student Clearinghouse data. All other data are from NYSED 
School Report Card data also reported in the IDW. 

 
 

Five Year Trend for Nassau County HS Graduates 2015-19 

Year of 
Graduation 

Percent 
Gradu-
ating in 4- 
yrs 

Percent 
Earning 
Adv. 
Reg. Di-
ploma 

Percent 
Attending 
2- Year 
School 

Percent 
Attending 
4-Year 
School 

Percent 
Post-grad 
Unknown 

Percent 
Econom-
ic Disad-
vantaged
*  

2015 92 56 24 66 10 28 

2016 92 55 23 66 11 30 

2017 91 57 21 67 11 31 

2018 90 58 20 68 12 33 

2019 92 59 18 66 16 33 

*Percent Disadvantaged is for entire district not just graduates  
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College Enrollment Data Reported by the National Student Clearinghouse 
Enrollment data from the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) always come with a small cau-
tion. A few students who are actually enrolled can be missed. NSC claims that it “covers 99% of 
all postsecondary students in public and private U.S. institutions.”  
 
Here are some exceptions noted in past experiences analyzing NSC data. Military academies 
and a few other institutions do not report enrollment data to the Clearinghouse. We have also 
found that the names of foreign students occasionally change as students move from high school 
to college creating matching problems. Thus, a small number of students who appear in the 
“Post Grad Unknown” column are actually enrolled. There is no reason to suspect, however, 
that the number of missed students has changed over the past five or six years. 
 
The most noteworthy college enrollment trend reported in the 2015-2019 table on page 1 is the 
decrease in overall college enrollment from 90% in 2015 to only 84% in 2019. That decrease 
in enrollment is found almost entirely in the 2-year School column, and it appears to corre-
spond to a similar increase in the percentage of Economically Disadvantaged students.  But 
we are reminded of the old adage, “Correlation is not causation.” Other factors must be intro-
duced as well. Some districts, over this five year period, have changed the way they determine 
“Economically Disadvantaged,” and, as the asterisk below the table indicates, the percentage of 
economically disadvantaged indicated represents students in grades K-12 not just graduates. 
Therefore, though an increase in poverty rates probably has had some effect on 2 year college 
enrollment, other factors likely contributed as well.  Note, as well, that in 2019, when the pov-
erty rate remained at 33%, the 2-yr enrollment also decreased by 2%. Why? 
 
Finally, did that diminution of 2-year enrollment continue in 2020, or did students defer their 
enrollments in 4-yr schools and register instead at local 2-yr schools? Let’s look at the data to 
find out. Below is a table listing the full six year trend from 2015-2020. 

 
 
The table, of course,  
shows the increase 
in graduation and 
Advanced Regents 
Diploma rates re-
ported in last 
month’s Newsletter. 
But the decline in 
both 2-year college 
enrollment and 4-
year college enroll-
ment is evident. 
 

 
The decline in 4-yr enrollment confirms the anecdotal reports noted earlier and the national 
trend data reported in the news media.  Students chose not to enroll in 4-yr schools for a host of 
reasons related to the pandemic—overall health concerns, a diminished freshman year experi-
ence, poor value for their tuition dollar, being sent home mid-semester, etc. Overall, in Nassau 
County, 4-yr college enrollment diminished by 4% when compared to 2019.  And where did 
these students go? Did they simply stay home, or did they enroll in 2-yr community colleges? 
 

Six Year Trend for Nassau County HS Graduates 2015-2020 

Year of 
Graduation 

Percent 
Graduating 
in 4 yrs 

Percent 
Earning 
Adv. Reg. 
Diploma 

Percent 
Attending 
2 Year 
School 

Percent 
Attending 
4 Year 
School 

Percent 
Post-grad 
Unknown 

Percent 
Economic 
Disadvan-
taged*  

2015 92 56 24 66 10 28 

2016 92 55 23 66 11 30 

2017 91 57 21 67 11 31 

2018 90 58 20 68 12 33 

2019 92 59 18 66 16 33 

2020 93 63 14 62 25 NA 

*Percent Disadvantaged is for entire district not just graduates  
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The NSC gathers these data nationally and reports similar trends.  On December 17, the Nation-
al Student Clearinghouse Research Center reported the following estimated declines. 
 

Overall postsecondary enrollments declined 2.5 percent in fall 2020, nearly twice the 
rate of enrollment decline reported in fall 2019. Undergraduate enrollment was the pri-
mary driver for this decline, decreasing 3.6 percent or over 560,200 students from 2019. 
 

Most notable is the public two-year sector, which suffered the most 
from enrollment decline this fall while all other major institutional sectors had more 
positive enrollment outcomes than they did last fall. Public college enrollment (two-year 
and four-year combined), which enrolls 7 out of 10 postsecondary students, declined by 
4 percent or nearly 530,000 students this fall, mainly due to decreases at public two-year 
institutions. 
 

A 13.1 percent drop in freshman enrollment (or over 327,500 students) from last fall is 
unprecedented. Sharp declines at public two-year institutions (over 207,200 students, 
21% decrease) contributed the most to the decline, falling at a rate almost 20 times high-
er than the prior year’s decline (pre-pandemic). [See Current Term Enrollment Estimates - Na-
tional Student Clearinghouse Research Center (nscresearchcenter.org) ] 

 
Presented graphically, NSC’s five year enrollment trend (including 2020) looks like this. I have 
circled the first and last column charts which highlight overall decline and 2-year decline. 

Since these enrollment figures include graduate students, a more accurate picture might be gar-
nered from this November 12th NCS bulletin which included data as of October 20. 
 

With 76 percent of colleges reporting data, undergraduate enrollment has been revised downward. 
Roughly two months into the fall term, undergraduate enrollment is running 4.4 percent be-
low last year’s level and for-profit four-year colleges are now showing slight drops. Graduate en-
rollment is up 2.9 percent and overall postsecondary enrollment is down 3.3 percent compared 
to the same time last year. [Emphasis mine.] 
 

The decline in freshman enrollment has been revised upward from last month’s reporting of a 16.1 
percent drop, to a still substantial decline of 13.0 percent. Community colleges are showing the 
steepest decline (-18.9%), almost 19 times the pre-pandemic loss rate, followed by public four-
year colleges (-10.5%) and private nonprofit four-year institutions (-8.5%). [emphasis mine]. [See 
COVID-19: Stay Informed - National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (nscresearchcenter.org)] 

https://nscresearchcenter.org/current-term-enrollment-estimates/?hilite=%27enrollment%27%2C%272020%27
https://nscresearchcenter.org/current-term-enrollment-estimates/?hilite=%27enrollment%27%2C%272020%27
https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/
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It’s clear then that Nassau County’s 2020 enrollment decline mirrors the national trend, and there is no 
indication that students nationally or locally decided to enroll in community colleges temporarily.  If 
they, in fact, did enroll in a 2-yr college for 2020 only, then the enrollment decline in community col-
leges might actually become even greater than the precipitous declines already reported. 
 
Now that we have looked at a macro picture  to see if national trends reflect local trends, we should 
look at micro trends to see what occurred in a few Nassau districts. Nationally, the fear was that eco-
nomically disadvantaged students would suffer the most severe enrollment effects from the pandemic.  
So why not view a micro picture , as well, to look at one or two districts to see how students from both 
ends of the economic spectrum fared. Was the impact really greater on economically disadvantage stu-
dents? To find out, we go to the IDW and the Actual College Enrollment Summary Report. 

It is important to note that the y-axis ranges on these on these two charts for the Class of 
2019 are quite different. For Non-economically Disadvantaged students (chart on the left), 
the range is from zero percent to 80%, and for Economically Disadvantaged students, the 
range is from zero percent to 50%. Also, each chart represents well over 250 students. In 
2019, almost 68% of non-disadvantaged students attended 4-yr schools and 22% went 
to 2-yr schools. Only 10% failed to enroll. For disadvantaged students, just 46%  at-
tended 4-yr schools, while 33% attended 2-yr schools, and 21% failed to enroll at all. 
Although those percentages are significantly different from each other, let’s now look at the 
Class of 2020. Did these differences remain the same or were the differences exacerbated?  
 

Because the IDW college enrollment charts are currently in the process of being revised, the 
comparative 2019 and 2020 data for this district are shown in the table below. 

The most obvious observation, of course, is that during both school years Economically Dis-
advantaged students were far less likely to enroll in a 4-yr school and more likely to enroll in 
a 2-yr school, or not to enroll in any school at all. But what about the effects of the pandemic 
year?  Did the  pandemic affect both subgroups equally, or were enrollment changes in 2-yr 
and 4-yr schools greater for Economically Disadvantaged students? As can be seen above, 
the effect on 4-yr school enrollments was minimal and comparable for both subgroups. 
 

2019 Non-economically Disadvantaged 2019 Non-economically Disadvantaged 2019 Economically Disadvantaged 

 Non-Economically Disadvantaged  Economically Disadvantaged 

 Percent 2-yr Percent 4-yr Unknown Percent 2-yr Percent 4-yr Unknown 

2019 22 68 10 33 46 21 

2020 18 66 17 24 46 30 
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But the effect on 2-yr enrollments was far greater for Economically Disadvantaged students 
than for Non-economically Disadvantaged students.  There was a 4% decline in enrollment 
for Non-economically Disadvantaged students but a full 9% decline for Economically Dis-
advantaged students and a concomitant increase in students who did not enroll at all. 
 
This discrepancy between these two subgroups mirrors other effects of the pandemic on overall 
schooling.  Students who were already underperforming on tests and graduation rates suffered 
the greatest impact in college enrollment trends as well. It is heartening to see that in at least 
this one particular district Economically Disadvantaged students were able to maintain their 4-
yr enrollment rate between 2019 and 2020. But it is disappointing that so many fewer disadvan-
taged students were able to begin a community college program in 2020. One would hope that 
next fall, those that might have enrolled in 2020 will now be able to enroll in the fall of 2021 as 
economic prospects turn upward. 
 
Districts should check their college tracking reports to compare their pre-pandemic enrollment 
trends to the 2020 enrollment trends.  Don’t forget to disaggregate by subgroups to complete 
the analysis. 
 
As always, IDW personnel are available to provide telephone assistance and in-district training 
for any district seeking to learn more about this newsletter or about other best practices for the 
IDW. Call Fred Cohen at 608-6640, Stephanie Witt at 608-6623, or Tammy Mazza at 608-
6633, to schedule a training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

 


