
Graduate Enrollment and Degrees:
1986 to 2005

Heath A. Brown
Director of Research 
and Policy Analysis

COUNCIL OF

G
R

A

D
UATE SCHO

O
L

S

Office of Research
and

Information Services



Introduction

This report presents a summary of the findings of the 2005

CGS/GRE Survey of Graduate Enrollment, a joint project of the

Council of Graduate Schools and the Graduate Record

Examinations Board.  The publication of this report marks the

nineteenth year of the Survey that began in 1986.  The Enrollment

Survey is distributed each year to institutions that are members of

the Council of Graduate Schools or one of the four regional asso-

ciations – the Conference of Southern Graduate Schools (CSGS),

the Midwestern Association of Graduate Schools (MAGS), the

Northeastern Association of Graduate Schools (NAGS), and the

Western Association of Graduate Schools (WAGS). 

The survey results presented here are based upon respons-

es from 643 (87%) of the institutions in the survey population of

741.  The tables and analyses that follow are divided into two

chapters.  Chapter 1 highlights the results of the fall 2005 survey,

including a profile of graduate enrollment for each of the four

regional associations.  Chapter 2 presents trends in graduate

enrollment and degrees over the 1986 to 2005 period.  The tables

in Chapter 2 describing year-to-year changes in enrollment and

degrees include data from the approximately 450 institutions that

have consistently responded to the enrollment survey.

This report subdivides doctoral institutions into two cate-

gories, Research I (based on the 1994 Carnegie classification sys-

tem) and Doctorate-Granting (all other institutions that grant the

doctorate as their highest degree).  This categorization was under-

taken in response to requests from CGS members for data that are

more directly comparable to individual institutions. Over the next

year, CGS will take steps to incorporate the new Carnegie

Classification system.

The 643 responding institutions represent 38 percent of the

approximately 1,700 institutions in the U.S. that offer graduate

programs.  The responding institutions enroll 70 percent of the

national total of 2.16 million graduate students, grant nearly 80 per-

cent of the 530,000 master’s degrees, and grant virtually all of the

45,000 doctorate degrees awarded by U.S. universities.  Since the

responding institutions represent such a large percentage of the

total graduate enrollment and degrees, the trends reported here are

consistent with overall national figures.

This document is part of the Council’s continuing effort to

provide information that is useful to graduate administrators.

Comments or suggestions for improving this report – or for addi-

tional types of publications – are welcome.

1 The survey population of the CGS/GRE Survey of Graduate Enrollment is limited to graduate institutions in the United States.  Data on graduate enrollment
and degrees in Canadian institutions are published by the Canadian Association for Graduate Studies at www.cags.ca.
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Chapter 1
Fall 2005 Graduate Enrollment
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• CGS member and affiliated graduate institutions enrolled 
more than 1.5 million graduate students in the fall of 2005. 
Fifty-eight percent of graduate students were women, while 
men accounted for 42 percent of the total.

• Nearly two-thirds of students pursued graduate degrees at
public institutions, which enrolled 954,537 graduate students 
in 2005.

• Doctorate-Granting institutions accounted for 41 percent of 
total graduate enrollment, followed by Research I institutions 
with 33 percent, and Master’s-Granting institutions with 26 
percent of graduate enrollment.

• More graduate students were enrolled on a full-time basis, 
55 percent, than part-time, 45 percent.

• The figures in Table 1.1 highlight the enrollment differences
across type of institution. The graduate student population at 
Research I institutions was evenly distributed between male 
and female students (50% each), but a larger percentage 
of students were enrolled full-time (73%) than part-time 
(27%). Doctorate-Granting institutions, in contrast, reported 
that 60 percent of their graduate students were women and 
54 percent of their graduate students were part-time. At 
Master’s-Granting institutions, women constituted 65 per-
cent of graduate enrollment, and 53 percent of the graduate 
students attended on a part-time basis.
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Table 1.1
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• The fields of education and business enrolled the largest num-
bers of graduate students, accounting for 20 percent and 14 
percent of fall 2005 graduate enrollment, respectively. These 
two fields, and public administration, also had the highest 
proportions of part-time students of the fields shown in Table 
1.2. At the same time, education and business contrast marked-
ly in their percentages of male and female students. Graduate 
enrollment in business was 57 percent male; in education it 
was 74 percent female.

• Consistent with previous years, the fields of engineering, 
physical sciences, and business enrolled the highest percent-
ages of men, while the health sciences, public administration, 
and education had the highest percentages of women.
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Table 1.2
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• In the fall of 2005, 221,878 non-U.S. citizens were enrolled
in CGS member and affiliated institutions, accounting for 16 
percent of total graduate enrollment. Public and private 
institutions had similar percentages of international students 
enrolled in graduate programs.

• Reflecting the concentration of international students in 
doctoral programs in science and engineering fields, more 
than one-half of non-U.S. graduate students (121,020) were 
enrolled at Research I institutions, representing 26 percent 
of graduate enrollment on those campuses. International stu-
dents accounted for 13 percent of enrollment at Doctorate-
Granting institutions, and just 8 percent at Master’s-
Granting institutions.
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Table 1.3
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• As the two largest fields for U.S. citizen graduate enroll-
ment, education and business accounted for 36 percent of 
U.S. students. In contrast, non-U.S. citizens were concen-
trated primarily in science and engineering fields.

• Two fields – engineering and the physical sciences – had 
the highest percentages of non-U.S. graduate enrollment, at 
48 percent and 40 percent, respectively. The 48,649 inter-
national students in engineering and the 40,188 in the 
physical sciences represented 40 percent of total non-U.S. 
citizen graduate enrollment. At the same time, just 10 per-
cent of U.S. graduate students enrolled in engineering and 
the physical sciences.

• Additional fields with substantial international student 
enrollment in 2005 were the biological sciences (27%),
business (17%) and social sciences (16%). 

• Education (4%) and public administration (5%)
had the lowest percentages of foreign enrollment.

Table 1.4
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• Of the 1,154,534 U.S. citizen and permanent resident gradu-
ate students enrolled in surveyed institutions, 299,748, or 26 
percent, were members of minority groups.

• African Americans were the largest minority group among 
U.S. citizens, with 135,020 students, or 12 percent, of fall 
2005 graduate enrollment.

• Hispanics/Latinos were the second largest minority group
with 7 percent of the total  graduate enrollment  in fall 2005.
Asians and  American Indians were 6 percent and 1 percent,
respectively.

• Women comprised over half of the enrollment of every 
minority group. African Americans had the highest percent-
age of female graduate students, with more than twice as 
many women as men enrolled in graduate programs
(71% women and 29% men).

Table 1.5
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• The concentration of graduate students in the fields of educa-
tion and business (see Table 1.2) was reflected in enrollment 
patterns for all five U.S. ethnic groups. Asian U.S. citizens 
and permanent residents had the lowest percentage of any 
group (13%) in education and the highest in business 
(24%), engineering (13%) and the physical sci-
ences (11%). 

• Education was the primary field of choice for African 
Americans, Hispanics/Latinos, American Indians, and 
Whites, with the enrollment percentages ranging from 28 per-
cent for Whites to 31 percent for African Americans and 
Hispanic/Latinos.

• Business was also a popular field for members of U.S. ethnic 
groups: Asians (24%), African Americans (19%), 
Hispanics/Latinos (15%), Whites (14%), and American 
Indians (13%).

Table 1.6
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• Consistent with previous years, of the four regional associa-
tions, CSGS institutions enrolled the largest number of stu-
dents in fall 2005 (36% of the total), followed by MAGS
(29%), WAGS (19%) and NAGS (16%).

• In contrast to the other three regions, where private institu-
tions accounted for a quarter or less of graduate enrollment, in 
the NAGS region private institutions enrolled 45 percent of 
the graduate students, reflecting the concentration of private 
institutions of higher education in that region.

• WAGS institutions enrolled the highest percentage of full-
time students (64%) and had the highest percentage of 
enrollment in Research I institutions (46%). This reflects the 
influence of large research-oriented campuses in the west, 
especially the University of California system.

• WAGS is also the most diverse of the four regions, with the 
highest percentages of Asian (13%) and Hispanic/Latino 
enrollment (12%). CSGS has the highest African American 
enrollment (17%).

Table 1.7
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• CGS member and affiliated institutions received more than 
1.2 million applications for graduate study for Fall 2005. 
The social sciences led in the number of applications, receiv-
ing 13 percent  of  the total. Business  and  engineering each
received  12   percent  of   the  total. The physical sciences 
received 11 percent of the total applications and the humani-
ties and education each received 10 percent of the total.

• Of the 1,290,635 applications, fewer than one-half were 
offered admission. The wide range of acceptance rates – from 
a low of 32 percent for the biological sciences to a high of 70 
percent in education – reflects the circumstance of each field.  
For example, the low overall acceptance rate in the social 
sciences (34%) reflects the fact that clinical psychology 
programs receive hundreds of applications for very few 
openings, thus generating a disproportionately low accept-
ance rate.

• Graduate programs in education are often part of the service 
mission of universities and therefore tend to have higher 
acceptance rates into graduate programs. Public administra-
tion (63%), which includes social work, is another field where 
the service mission of universities may result in a higher 

Table 1.8
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• Responding institutions awarded 417,389 master's degrees 
and 44,424 doctoral degrees in the 2004-2005 academic year.

• The largest numbers of master's degrees were awarded in the 
fields of education and business, representing 24 percent and 
19 percent of the master's degrees granted by the responding 
institutions, respectively.

• Women earned more than half of the master's degrees award-
ed in 2004-2005. Women accounted for 78 percent of the 
master's degrees granted in health sciences, 77 percent of the 
master's degrees granted in public administration and 75 per-
cent in education.

• The leading field in the number of doctoral degrees was the 
social sciences, representing 15 percent of the doctorates 
awarded in 2004-2005. Education, engineering, and 
physical sciences followed as the next three fields  for the
largest number of doctoral degrees awarded.

• Men earned 52 percent of the 44,424 total doctorates in 2004-
2005. Although men earned the majority of doctoral degrees
overall, women earned the majority of doctoral degrees in 
education, public administration, health sciences, social sci-
ences, and humanities.

Table 1.9



Chapter 2
Trends in Graduate Enrollment and Degrees

1986-2005

21

This chapter presents two types of data: total figures for 2005 and trend
data from 1986 to 2005 described by annual percentage change.  To be
included in the percent change calculations, institutions must have consis-
tently responded to the enrollment survey.  In the Chapter 2 tables, the sta-
tistic “average annual percent change” represents the average percentage
by which the graduate student population would change each year to
account for the total change over the calculated period.  The average per-
centage change statistic provides a convenient summary measure of change
over time and, like a moving average, is not influenced by unusual single-
year fluctuations in the enrollment data.
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• Following a slight decline from 1996 to 1999, graduate 
enrollment entered a growth period. In the last year, that 
growth continued, rising by 2 percent.  

• One of the chief reasons for the overall increase in graduate 
enrollment over the last two decades has been the sustained 
growth in the number of female students, increasing at a 2 
percent average annual pace over the 1986-2005 period.

• There was a 2 percent jump in U.S. citizen and permanent res-
ident enrollment from 2004 to 2005. At the same time, non-
U.S. citizen enrollment declined by 1 percent. Overall, how-
ever, the  number  of international  students has grown at a 3
percent average annual rate since 1986, while the number of 
U.S. students  has  grown, on average, by only 1 percent per
year during the same period.

Table 2.1
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• In the last year, graduate enrollment increased by 4 percent at 
Research I institutions, while enrollment at Master's-Granting 
institutions and Doctorate-Granting institutions increased by 
1 percent. Though few in terms of number of institutions, the 
largest growth was in private Research I institutions where 
graduate enrollment grew by 12 percent.

• The overall 1986 to 2005 increase in graduate enrollment 
occurred across all institutional types. In addition, there was 
only a small difference between overall enrollment growth at 
public and private institutions.

• Over the last 19 years, graduate enrollment at Master’s-
Granting and Doctorate-Granting institutions has grown by 
an average of 2 percent annually, while Research I institutions 
have had a 1 percent average annual growth since 1986.

Table 2.2
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• The overall  average annual  growth of  graduate  enrollment
over the last 19 years is  reflected across all  ten major fields
displayed in Table 2.3.

• Since 1986, enrollment in the health sciences has grown most 
rapidly, rising at an average annual rate of 4 percent.

• Between 2004 to 2005, there were considerable differences in 
growth by field.  Enrollment growth was led by the field of
health sciences, which increased by 12 percent, and Other 
Fields, which grew by 6 percent. Enrollment in only one field, 
business, decreased over the last year.

• One of the major contributing factors to lack of growth in 
engineering and the physical sciences has been the decrease 
in the number of international students enrolled in U.S. grad-
uate programs.  As shown in Table 1.4, these are the fields 
with the highest concentration of international students, 
accounting for over two-fifths of international graduate 
enrollment.

Table 2.3
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• As with total graduate enrollment, U.S. citizen enrollment 
increased from 1986 to 2005. This consistent 1 percent 
average annual growth has been driven by steady increases in 
the number of women and minority students.  In contrast, the 
number of U.S. men enrolled in graduate programs has been 
relatively steady since 1986.

• One of the most notable trends in graduate education over the 
past 19 years has been the growth in the number of U.S. 
minority students pursing graduate degrees. Enrollment by 
African American, American Indian, Asian, and Hispanic/ 
Latino groups grew at an average annual rate between 4 and 
6 percent from 1986 to 2005, while White enrollment was vir-
tually unchanged.

• As with total enrollment, the number of women in underrep-
resented groups enrolled in graduate programs has grown at a 
faster pace than has the number of men.

Table 2.4
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Graduate enrollment by ethnic group and field 1986 to 2005
(U.S. citizens and permanent residents only)



31

• Since 1986, graduate enrollment has increased across nearly 
all ethnic groups and fields, although some fields and ethnic 
groups experienced more substantial growth than others.

• Within ethnic groups, there is considerable variation in the 
percentage change in graduate enrollment across fields.  For 
example,  the  percentage change from 2004 to 2005 for  
Asians varied  from a  2 percent decline in physical sciences 
to a 10 percent increase in health sciences.

• Between 2004 and 2005, the leading growth field was health 
sciences for all groups except Hispanics/Latinos. 

Table 2.5
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• The number of students enrolled in graduate programs for the 
first time increased at a 2 percent average annual rate over the 
1986 to 2005 period.

• In the last year, overall first-time enrollment increased by 2 
percent, driven by increases in non-US citizen temporary res-
ident first-time enrollment (4%), the first increase in four 
years.

• Among ethnic groups, growth in first-time enrollment was 
strongest among Hispanics. Hispanic first-time enrollment 
increased by 10 percent, while Asian first-time 
enrollment declined by 1 percent.

Table 2.6
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• In general, demand for graduate education has been strong 
over the 1986 to 2005 period, resulting in an average annual 
increase of 2 percent in applications submitted for graduate 
study. Average annual growth was between 1 percent and 4 
percent across all fields.

• The recent trend is considerably different. There was no
change in applications between 2004 from 2005, though 
this reflects a turnaround from the previous year's large 
decline.

• Applications increased most notably for health sciences and 
public administration, each experiencing a 7 percent  increase 
from 2004 to 2005. Applications declined for business and 
engineering by 4 percent each.

Note:  Because these data track the number of applications and not 
applicants, some fraction of these trends may be the result of 
changes in the number of applications submitted per individ-
ual.  However, absent a collective change on the part of stu-
dents submitting applications to graduate school, it is likely 
that these data reflect actual changes in the number of stu-
dents interested in graduate education.

Table 2.7
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• Over the 1986 to 2005 period, the number of master's degrees 
awarded increased by an average of 3 percent per year and the 
number of doctorates increased by an average of 2 percent per 
year. 

• All institutional categories exhibited increases in the granting 
of master's degrees from 1986 to 2005, with the number of 
degrees granted by Research I, Doctorate-Granting, and 
Master's-Granting institutions rising by an annual average of 
between 3 and 4 percent.

• The number of master's degrees granted is closely tied to 
graduate enrollment trends in the preceding years. As shown 
in Figure 2.1, graduate enrollment began a new growth phase 
in 2000. That increase in the number of graduate students is 
reflected in the master's degree data: from 2004 to 2005 there 
was a 2 percent increase in the number of master's degrees 
granted.

• Doctoral degrees, representing a smaller portion of total grad-
uate degrees, are normally  not as sensitive to overall gradu-
ate enrollment trends.  However, from 2004 to 2005, the num-
ber of doctoral degrees granted increased 6 percent, with pub-
lic institutions increasing by 6 percent and private institutions 
increasing by 5 percent. Doctoral production at Research I 
institutions outpaced production at Doctorate-Granting insti-
tutions, with increases of 7 percent and 5 percent respective-
ly.

Table 2.8
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2005 CGS/GRE Survey of Graduate Enrollment Questionnaire

Appendix A

Instructions for Completing Enrollment Survey Data Sheets

Data for graduate programs offered by all divisions, schools, colleges, or departments of your institu-
tion should be reported in this survey.  Please note the following:
•  Data should be reported for all matriculated students in graduate programs that lead to master’s or high-   

er degrees other than first professional degrees.
•  Do not include the J.D., M. Div., D.D.S., M.D., D.V.M., and D.P.T.
•  Master’s programs in such areas as business (e.g. M.B.A.), fine arts (e.g. M.F.A.), health sciences (e.g.,  

M.P.H.), public administration (e.g. M.P.A.), and social work (e.g. M.S.W.) are part of this data collec-
tion effort.

Enrollment Status Definitions
First Time ........................Students admitted and enrolled for the first time in graduate degree programs

at your institution for the fall term.

Full Time ........................Students enrolled for credit in graduate degree programs who are engaged full
time in training activities in their field; these activities may embrace any appro-
priate combination of study, teaching, and research, depending on your institu-
tion’s own policy.

Part Time ........................Students who are enrolled in graduate degree programs who are NOT pursuing
graduate work full time as defined above.

Ethnicity Definitions
Non-Resident Alien ........A person who is not a citizen or a national of the United States and who is in

this country on a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain
indefinitely.

American Indian or
Alaskan Native ..........A person having origins in any of the original peoples of North America, and

who maintains cultural identification through tribal affiliation or community
recognition.

Asian or Pacific
Islander ......................A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East,

Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, or the Pacific Islands. This area
includes, for example, China, Japan, Korea, the Philippine Islands, and Samoa.

Black, Non Hispanic. . . A person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa (except
those of Hispanic origin).

Hispanic - Total ..............A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Puerto Rico, Mexico,
Cuba, Central American, South America, or other Spanish culture, regardless
of race. On the data sheet this total is further broken down into three Hispanic
subgroups-Puerto Rican, Mexican Americans, and Other Hispanic (Cuban,
Central American, South American or other Spanish culture.)

White, Non-Hispanic......A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, North Africa,
or the Middle East (except those of Hispanic origin).
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Appendix B

Biological Sciences

Agriculture

Biological Sciences

Business

Accounting

Banking and Finance

Business Administration

and Management

Business, Other

Education

Administration

Curriculum and Instruction

Elementary Education

Evaluation and Research

Higher Education

Secondary Education

Special Education

Student Counseling

and Personnel Services

Education, Other

Engineering

Chemical

Civil

Electrical and Electronics

Industrial

Materials

Mechanicals

Engineering, Other

Health Sciences

Health and Medical

Sciences

Humanities and Arts

Arts–History, Theory,

and Criticism

Arts–Performance and

Studio

English Language and 

Literature

Foreign Language and

Literature

History

Philosophy

Humanities and Arts, Other

Physical Sciences

Chemistry

Computer Sciences

Earth, Atmospheric, and

Marine Science

Mathematical Sciences

Physics and Astronomy

Physical Sciences, Other

Public Administration and

Services

Public Administration

Social Work

Social Sciences

Anthropology

Economics

Political Science

Psychology

Sociology

Social Sciences, Other

Other Fields

Architecture and

Environmental Design

Communications

Home Economics

Library and Information

Sciences

Religion and Theology

All Other Fields

CGS/GRE Survey of Graduate Enrollment Taxonomy
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Appendix C

The CGS/GRE Survey of Graduate Enrollment
Since 1986, the Council of Graduate Schools and the Graduate
Record Examinations Board have conducted an annual survey of
graduate enrollment and degrees at the approximately 720
institutions that are members of the Council or its regional
affiliates. These institutions account for 70 percent of graduate
students enrolled in the U.S. and nearly 80 and 95 percent,
respectively, of master’s and doctoral degrees awarded by U.S.
institutions.

Methodology
The survey is conducted each fall.  Institutions provide data on
graduate enrollment and applications for the fall term, and data on
degrees conferred during the previous (12-month) school year.
Total data, as well as data from up to 51 individual disciplines, are
collected from each institution.  Consistently, more than 85 percent
of the institutions complete and return the survey.

Data
Enrollment: Includes enrollment by gender, ethnicity, citizenship,
enrollment status (full-time and part-time), and first-time
enrollment for the fall term.  Racial/ethnic data reported in this

study are collected from institutional records that are based upon
the self-report of the graduate students. Accordingly, the number of
students in any given racial/ethnic category is subject to individual
interpretation on the part of students as they complete registration
forms.  Applications: Includes the number of complete applications
submitted for the fall term, applications accepted, and applications
not accepted.  Degrees: Includes the number of master’s and
doctoral degrees conferred by gender.

Reporting
The data are cross-referenced by institutional variables such as
public or private affiliation, highest degree granted, and institution-
type categories based on the Carnegie Classification system.
Discipline data are grouped into nine broad fields plus “other.”
Trends in graduate enrollment and degrees since 1986 are reported
in addition to the single-year data.

Data Availability
Survey results published in this annual Graduate Enrollment and
Degrees report are available from CGS (www.cgsnet.org).  Early
release data and special reports are also published in the Council’s
monthly newsletter, the Communicator.

Council of Graduate Schools Contact: Ken Redd
One Dupont Circle, NW, Suite 430 phone: (202) 223-3791
Washington, DC 20036-1173 email: kredd@cgs.nche.edu
www.cgsnet.org

Graduate Record Examinations Program Contact:  Cindy Evans
Educational Testing Service phone: (609) 683-2035
Princeton, NJ 08541-6000 email: cevans@ets.org
www.gre.org
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