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As students diligently work their 
way into the fall 2019 semester, Re-
alPage’s year-end student housing 
performance metrics come into fo-
cus. 

Rents grew 1.7% at the national lev-
el in fall 2019, which is up just 10 ba-
sis points (bps) from the prior year. 
Even considering rent growth’s cy-
cle peak of 2.3% in 2015 and 2016, 
the prevailing trend has been for 
rent increase to stand within the 
mid-1% to mid-2% range across the 
past fi ve years. 

Consistent levels of new supply 
have contributed to uniform rent 
growth. Each year of this current 
cycle, which began in 2011 for stu-
dent housing, developers have not 
deviated from delivering between 
40,000 and 60,000 purpose-built 
off -campus beds.

In the last fi ve years, construction 
has kept an even tighter range. 
Since 2015, purpose-built, off -cam-
pus housing has grown by an aver-
age of 46,000 beds annually. In fall 
2019, about 43,900 beds were de-
livered across the U.S. 

Unlike rent growth and supply vol-
umes, occupancy has varied this 
cycle. Pre-leasing activity through 
August sent occupancy in fall 2019 
to 93.2% – matching 2018’s rate as 

the lowest this cycle. 

Consistency is the predominate 
theme in overall student hous-
ing performance across the U.S. 
Among individual campuses, how-

ever, signifi cant variances emerge.

In terms of pricing, 51 of the core 
175 universities tracked by Real-
Page posted rent growth above 3%. 
Meanwhile, 43 schools saw rents 

decline year over year. Very few ac-
tually posted performances in line 
with the national average. 

While no singular trend can explain 
the performances at opposite ends 
of the spectrum, a couple key fac-

tors reappear throughout.

Several schools seeing high rent 
growth have seen little to no new 
supply of late. For instance, Bowling 
Green State University has seen no 
new purpose-built supply delivered 
since 2007. As a result, the school’s 
existing stock of purpose-built beds 
remains extremely limited, allowing 
local operators more pricing power.

Other schools have grown en-
rollment with such pace to have 
new, captive demand for housing. 
For example, Virginia Tech has in-
creased supply in the past fi ve 
years, but strong enrollment growth 
has boosted demand and therefore 
rent growth. 

Alternatively, schools that per-
formed the worst for rent change 
in fall 2019 have generally seen sig-
nifi cant new supply, decelerating or 
declining enrollment or a combina-
tion of both.

For instance, despite desirable en-
rollment growth at Mississippi State 
University, the school has added 

nearly 6,000 student purpose-built 
beds since 2011. Those beds have 
more than doubled total off -cam-
pus supply, resulting in weak rent 
growth in some years and rent 
cuts in other years. In fall 2019, the 
school cut rents by 2.7%. 
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At the University of Akron, enroll-
ment has declined 30% since 2011 
to stand at about 19,000 students. 
Though the school hasn’t grown 
off -campus supply, drastic declines 
in enrollment create challenging 
environment for local operators. 

Proving that performance is driven 
more by individual school factors 
rather than national drivers, few 
schools perform in line with the 
national norm for both rent growth 
and occupancy. Rather, the theme 
is for widespread diff erences from 
the national norm.

Though the national rent growth 
fi gure was 1.7% in August, most 
universities reported either neg-
ative rent change (about 29% of 
schools) or more than 3% rent 
growth (34% of schools).

The takeaway for national per-
formance is that the U.S. average 
doesn’t tell the full story. Although 
the U.S. aggregate number tends 
to stay consistent, the ebbs and 
fl ows of individuals schools is more 
drastic. 

Unsurprisingly, performance in 
2020 is forecasted to remain con-
sistent with 2019 and 2018 fi gures. 
Early indications for 2020 sup-
ply look remarkably similar to the 
last couple years, standing around 
44,000 beds.

Considering many schools have 
on-campus living requirements, 
the demand pipeline is largely driv-
en by enrollment growth from the 

previous two to four years.

Enrollment has grown at a pace of 
roughly 0.9% (about 53,000 stu-
dents per year) over the past four 
years among the RealPage 175 uni-
versities. The tail end of that four-
year window is considerably softer 
at about 0.3% growth in 2018. This 

could indicate some downside risk 
in the next one to three years. 

RealPage forecasts national stu-
dent housing performance will re-
main in line with current levels. At 
individual schools, expect to see 
lots of variance yet again. 
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