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As Washington aims to increase postsecondary educational attainment and equity in the
state, enrollment is a key focus.’ Although initial post-pandemic gains appeared
promising, enrollment at Washington public institutions has not fully recovered or
stabilized. At 205,523 students, total enrollment is 28,125 students shy of the pre-
pandemic headcount. Postsecondary enrollment concerns are even more urgent as
the number of Washington high school graduates is projected to decline after 2026.
The state needs to improve outreach to prospective students, continue its generous need-
based financial aid, and bolster programs at community and technical colleges (CTCs).

Improved outreach to prospective students, especially underserved
students, is needed to grow new student enrollment.

After some post-pandemic recovery, new student enrollment declined in 2025 by:
1,250 new students across sectors (-3.1%)
886 at community and technical colleges (-4.2%)
364 at four-year colleges and universities (-1.9%)

Figure 1. Fall Enrollment for New Students by Sector and Year
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Source: State Board for Community and Technical Colleges; Washington State Education Research and Data Center
Note. Data labels indicate the year-over-year percent change in enrollment from fall 2024 to fall 2025.

Enrollment of new students is necessary to sustain the state’s postsecondary education
system and labor market. Thus, recruiting—and supporting—underserved students, such
as adult learners and male students, is a pressing need for the state.

"Washington Student Achievement Council. (n.d.). https://wsac.wa.gov/enrollment
2Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education. (2024). Knocking at the college door.
https://www.wiche.edu/knocking/data-visualizations/geography/
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More than ever before, need-based financial aid is increasing access to—
and affordability of—public postsecondary education.

Eligibility for students to receive the Washington College Grant expanded beginning in the
2020-21 academic year, increasing need-based aid recipient enrollment.

At four-year colleges and universities, 2 out of 5 students receive need-based aid.

Figure 2. Fall Enrollment at Four-Year Institutions by Financial Aid Status and Year
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Source: Washington State Education Research and Data Center
Note. Data labels indicate the year-over-year percent change in enrollment from fall 2024 to fall 2025.
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For the first time, CTC enrollment by financial aid status is near-parity: About

1 out of 2 students receive need-based aid, thereby closing the gap in enrollment
by financial aid status at community and technical colleges.

Figure 3. Fall Enrollment at CTCs by Financial Aid Status and Year
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Source: State Board for Community and Technical Colleges
Note. Data labels indicate the year-over-year percent change in enrollment from fall 2024 to fall 2025.
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Bolstering community and technical college programs can help address
gender differences in postsecondary enrollment.

CTCs serve a particularly critical role in postsecondary access, though enrollment needs
differ by gender. Across Washington:

Female student enrollment rose at CTCs (5.9%)

but fell at four-year institutions (-1.2%).3
Male student enrollment rose at CTCs (0.4%)

and rose at four-year institutions (1.6%).*

Washington leads the nation in the number of institutions offering community college
baccalaureate (CCB) programs,® where women make up most enrollees.® A5.9 percent
increase in female enrollment at CTCs, alongside a 1.2 percent decline at four-year
institutions, suggests more women are choosing to earn bachelor’s degrees through
their local CTCs.

Male enrollment at CTCs grew by just 163 students in 2025, highlighting the need for more
effective outreach to prospective male students. Male students make up 72 percent of
CTC enrollment in apprenticeships,” and bolstering vocational programs—including
applied CCB programs—may further support men towards pursuing postsecondary
studies.

Public postsecondary enrollment still has not recovered post-pandemic, and the looming
decline in the number of Washington high school graduates makes enrollment concerns
even more urgent. To increase postsecondary attainment and equity, the state must
improve student outreach (especially to underserved students), sustain need-based
financial aid, and strengthen CCB and vocational programs. In doing so, Washington will
better position its postsecondary education system and labor market to thrive.

See the full research brief: \Washington Public Enrollment Trends, which also
includes enrollment trends by race/ethnicity, age group, state residency, and
enrollment intensity.

3 Source: State Board for Community and Technical Colleges

4 Source: Washington State Education Research and Data Center

5 Community College Baccalaureate Association & Bragg & Associates, Inc. (2024). Watch them grow: The
evolution of community college baccalaureate degrees in the United States. https://www.accbd.org/wp-
content/uploads/2024/04/Watch-Them-Grow-4.22.24.pdf

6 Meza, E. A. (2024). Community college bachelor’s degrees in Washington State: An update on enrollment,
completion, and labor market outcomes. New America. https://www.newamerica.org/insights/community-
college-bachelors-degrees-in-washington-state/

7 State Board of Community and Technical Colleges. (n.d.) Enrollment data dashboard.
https://www.sbctc.edu/colleges-staff/research/data-public/enrollment-data-dashboard.aspx
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