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Trends in College Spending: 2001–2011 

This Trends in College Spending update presents national-level estimates for the Delta Cost Project data 

metrics during the period 2001–11. The figures and tables in this report replicate the revenue, spending, 

subsidy, and outcome metrics presented in earlier Delta Cost Project Trends in College Spending reports 

and recent Delta Cost Project data updates (see http://www.deltacostproject.org/product-types/trends-and-

data-updates). To accelerate the release of more current trend data, however, this update includes only a 

brief summary of the financial patterns and trends observed during the decade 2001–11, with greatest 

attention given to recent changes between fiscal year (FY) 2010 and FY 2011. 

Summary of Findings 

Four years after the Great Recession began, higher education appeared to have weathered the worst of the 

financial storm. By 2011, the free-fall in state funding per student had eased at public colleges and 

universities, and average revenues per student were steady or increasing at both public and private four-

year institutions. 

Spending declines had also more or less stabilized. Yet public and private research universities still 

showed cutbacks in education-related spending during 2011, despite posting larger revenue increases than 

other types of institutions. Institutional support spending was reigned in as four-year institutions 

continued to invest in noninstructional student services—although sometimes at the expense of 

instructional spending. Community colleges continued to show the greatest financial strain across higher 

education (even amid slower enrollment growth), with declines in revenue per student accompanied by 

widespread spending cuts. 

As in years past, students paid an ever-larger share of the costs institutions incur to provide a college 

education—particularly students enrolled at public colleges and universities—as cuts in institutional 

subsidies persisted across most types of institutions. However, degree productivity
1
 began to rise again at 

public institutions in 2011, accompanied by progress in lowering overall production costs per degree. 

Private institutions were less successful in boosting degree productivity and controlling costs per degree 

in 2011 but made longer-term gains in degree productivity, if not costs, over the decade. 

  

                                                           
1
 Degree productivity is measured as a change in the number of degrees awarded per FTE student in an academic 

year. Cost per degree measures total institutional spending on education and related activities per degree awarded; it 

does not reflect the cost incurred by students to finance a college education. 

http://www.deltacostproject.org/product-types/trends-and-data-updates
http://www.deltacostproject.org/product-types/trends-and-data-updates
http://www.deltacostproject.org/product-types/trends-and-data-updates
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Revenue: Where Does the Money Come From? 

Per-student revenues increased at research universities and private colleges in 2011; funding levels 

were unchanged at broadly accessible public four-year colleges but declined at public community 

colleges. 

 Revenues per full-time equivalent (FTE) student increased an average of 1 percent to 4 percent in 

inflation-adjusted dollars at public research universities and private institutions in 2011.
2
 

Although community colleges suffered a 2 percent decline, this represented the smallest 

contraction in three years (see Figure 1 and Figure S1).  

 Rising revenues at public research universities and private colleges were boosted by private gifts, 

investment returns, and endowment income and auxiliary services (residence halls, bookstores, 

meal services); public research universities also relied on increases in net tuition revenue more 

than private institutions. But in the rest of the public sector, declines in other revenue streams 

offset the rise in net tuition revenue. 

Cuts in state and local appropriations per student eased considerably in 2011, accompanying 

smaller increases in net tuition revenue. Nevertheless, the damage from the recession was done: net 

tuition revenue nearly equaled or exceeded government funding at public four-year institutions in 

2011.  

 Among public colleges and universities, state and local funding per student decreased 2 percent to 

4 percent in 2011—substantially lower than the 6 percent to 15 percent declines observed during 

the recession (see Figure 2 and Figure S1). However, state and local support reached a decade-

long low in 2011, averaging about $6,000 to $8,000 per student at public four-year colleges and 

universities.  

 Net tuition revenue also rose more slowly compared to the sharp increases observed in 2010; but 

at 4 percent to 6 percent, the increases were similar to those seen in 2009.  

  

                                                           
2
 Changes exclude revenue from private gifts, investment returns, and endowment income, which tend to reflect 

volatility in the financial markets. 
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Spending: Where Does the Money Go? 

Sharp declines in education and related (E&R)
3
 spending per student that were evident during the 

recession had ended by 2011; however, spending still declined at the most and least selective 

institutions (research universities and community colleges), which fared worse than other four-year 

colleges. 

 E&R spending per student decreased by roughly 1 percent at public and private research 

universities and community colleges in 2011
4
, while increasing by less than 1 percent (or 

remaining unchanged) at nonresearch colleges (see Figure 4 and Figure S2). 

 Despite financial difficulties during the 2008 recession and subsequent recovery, average E&R 

spending per student at four-year institutions was still higher in 2011 than it had been five and ten 

years earlier, reflecting spending between 2007 and 2009 levels. But for the second year in a row, 

community colleges posted the lowest spending levels in a decade (see Figure 4 and Figure S2). 

Four-year institutions generally continued to invest in noninstructional student services while 

pulling back on institutional support; efforts to preserve instructional spending were mixed. 

 Only public and private master’s institutions and public bachelor’s institutions boosted average 

instructional spending per student (by roughly 1 percent each); elsewhere per-student spending on 

instruction remained steady or declined (see Figure 5). 

 The student services share of E&R spending continued to grow over the decade, particularly at 

private institutions (see Figure 6). Increases in the proportion of spending devoted to student 

services during this period were largely offset by declines in the share going toward “overhead” 

expenses; however, the share of spending going to instruction also declined at private institutions 

and public research universities. 

  

                                                           
3
 E&R spending incorporates expenditures for the academic mission of higher education. It includes costs related to 

instruction and student services and a prorated portion of spending on institutional and academic support and 

operations and maintenance. E&R spending excludes direct and indirect costs associated with research and public 

service, as well as spending on auxiliaries (e.g., bookstores, dormitories), hospitals, and other independent 

operations. For a complete description of the different spending categories, see 

http://www.deltacostproject.org/sites/default/files/products/Trends2011_Final_090711.pdf 

4
 Broader measures of spending were unchanged, buoyed by spending on research and auxiliary services. 

http://www.deltacostproject.org/sites/default/files/products/Trends2011_Final_090711.pdf
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Spending, Subsidies, and Tuition: Why Are Prices Going Up? 

Institutional subsidies
5
 continued to decline across public institutions in 2011, with average 

subsidies hitting a decade-long low across nearly all types of higher education institutions. 

 Subsidies declined by 2 percent to 4 percent at public nonresearch institutions in 2011—a 

slowdown compared to 2010 when declines averaged 8 percent or more. Public research 

universities were hit hardest, suffering a second year of 8 percent declines. 

 At private research universities, average subsidies declined for a second year (4 percent), 

continuing to erode a long trend of rising subsidies across most of the decade. Average subsidies 

at other types of private institutions changed modestly in 2011 but were close to their lowest 

levels in a decade. 

Educational costs have increasingly shifted onto students, and for the first time in 2011, tuitions 

paid for at least one-half of E&R costs across all types of public and private four-year institutions.  

 The student share of E&R spending increased across most types of institutions by an additional 

1–2 percentage points in 2011; the largest increase was at public research institutions (4 

percentage points). 

 Research institutions experienced a second year of similarly large increases in the student share of 

costs; at other public institutions, the increase in 2011 was only half as large as the substantial 

jumps experienced the year before. 

At public institutions, the student share of costs has increased by more than 50 percent in a decade. 

 At public four-year institutions, students now pay between 50 percent and 60 percent of the cost 

of their education—an 18–22 percentage point increase over the decade. At community colleges 

the student share of costs also rose by 15 percentage points but covered only 38 percent of total 

educational costs. Increases in the student share of costs at public institutions grew between 54 

percent and 62 percent, on average, over the decade. 

 Private institutions had smaller increases in the student share of costs, averaging 8 percentage 

points or less over the decade (a 7 percent to 11 percent increase). But their students already pay a 

much larger share of the total educational costs (72 percent to 92 percent) compared to public 

institutions. 

  

                                                           
5
 Institutional subsidies reflect the difference between what institutions spend to provide students with an education 

and the net tuition revenue institutions receive to pay for students’ education. At public institutions, institutional 

subsidies typically come from state and local appropriations, while at private institutions these subsidies often come 

from private gifts, investment returns, or endowment income. 
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Spending and Results: What Does the Money Buy? 

Degree productivity at public institutions was on the upswing once again in 2011; changes at 

private institutions were more modest, but degree productivity showed a decade-long improvement 

at research and master’s institutions. 

 After recent declines, all types of public institutions increased degree productivity in 2011 

(measured by the number of degrees awarded relative to the number of FTE students), with public 

research and master’s institutions reaching a decade-long high. 

 Degree productivity declined slightly at private research universities in 2011, but rose steadily 

across most of the decade at both private research and master’s institutions. 

The average production cost per degree decreased at public institutions in 2011, but only 

community colleges showed sustained declines across the decade. 

 Average spending per degree declined across all types of public institutions in 2011 but was still 

higher at public four-year institutions than during the middle of the previous decade. Public 

community colleges, however, had the lowest cost per degree/completion
6
 in 10 years. 

 Private colleges and universities managed to contain average spending per degree in 2011. While 

spending at private research and bachelor’s institutions reached its peak in 2009, moreover, 

private research universities still spent considerably more per degree in 2011 (16 percent) than a 

decade earlier. 

                                                           
6
 Completions include degrees and certificates. 
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About the Data 

The 2001–10 data used in this report came from the official IPEDS Analytics: Delta Cost Project 

Database 1987-2010, which has been maintained by the U.S. Department of Education since January 

2012. The 2011 data shown in the report were generated by the Delta Cost Project using the same 

procedures and formulas as those applied to prior year database updates, thus providing comparable 

estimates over time. The 2011 data, however, are not part of the official IPEDS Analytics: Delta Cost 

Project Database. 

All data were drawn from the U.S. Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System (IPEDS) surveys. Adjustments have been made to harmonize and standardize the data to 

the extent possible in order to account for changes in accounting standards and IPEDS reporting 

formats. These adjustments ensure reasonable consistency in the patterns over time and allow broad 

comparisons between public and private institutions. The financial data for each institution are 

standardized by fall FTE enrollments and further adjusted for inflation. National averages are derived 

for each sector from these FTE- and inflation-adjusted institutional data.  

As is true of prior Delta Cost Project data updates, these data are not directly comparable with 

previously published estimates for several reasons. These data were generated using a panel of 

institutions to ensure that variations in spending across time are not explained by differences in the 

number of institutions reporting data. This panel is updated with each additional year of data added; 

more than 2,100 institutions are included in the 11-year matched set (2001–11) used in this report. In 

addition, inflation adjustments are also advanced each year; the data in this report are presented in 

2011 dollars (using a fiscal year Consumer Price Index adjustment). 

The 2001–11 data are organized using the new Carnegie 2010 institutional classification. Prior reports 

used the Carnegie 2005 designation. Although the Carnegie classification structure remains 

unchanged, nearly 170 public and private nonprofit institutions changed Carnegie categories as a 

result of the 2010 update (although not all are included in the panel of institutions used in this 

analysis) and were reclassified across all years to reflect their current Carnegie 2010 designations. For 

additional information about the database, metrics, and definitions, refer to prior Trends in College 

Spending publications and updates. 

http://www.deltacostproject.org/delta-products
http://www.deltacostproject.org/delta-products
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Revenue: Where Does the Money Come From? 

Figure 1 

Total Revenues per FTE Student, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 

Figure 2 

Net Tuition Revenue and State and Local Appropriations per FTE Student, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 
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Figure 3 

Pricing Versus Revenues per FTE Student, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 
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Spending: Where Does the Money Go? 

Figure 4 

Total Expenditures per FTE Student by Grouped Expense Categories, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 
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Figure 5 

Total Expenditures per FTE Student by Standard Expense Categories, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 
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Figure 6 

Average Education and Related Spending per FTE Student by Component, FY 2001–FY 2011 
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Spending, Subsidies, and Tuitions: 

Why Are Prices Going Up? 

Figure 7 

Average Education and Related Spending per FTE Student by Net Tuition and Subsidy, FY 2001–FY 2011 

(in 2011 dollars) 
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Figure 8 

Net Tuition and Subsidy Shares of Education and Related Costs, FY 2001–FY 2011 
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Figure 9 

Changes in Net Tuition Revenue, State and Local Appropriations, and Education and Related Costs, FY 2010–FY 2011 

(in 2011 dollars) 
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Spending and Results: What Does the Money Buy? 

Figure 10 

Total Degrees and Completions per 100 FTE Students, FY 2001–FY 2011 
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Figure 11 

Education and Related Spending per Degree and Completion per 100 FTE Students, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 
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Supplemental Tables 

Figure S1 

Average Revenues per FTE Student, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 
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Figure S1, continued 

Average Revenues per FTE Student, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 
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Figure S2 

Average Expenditures per FTE Student, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 

Standard 
expense 

categories 

Grouped 
expense 

categories 

Standard 
expense 

categories 

Grouped 
expense 

categories 
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Figure S2, continued 

Average Expenditures per FTE Student, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 

Standard 
expense 

categories 

Standard 
expense 

categories 

Grouped 
expense 

categories 

Grouped 
expense 

categories 
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Figure S2, continued 

Average Expenditures per FTE Student, FY 2001–FY 2011 (in 2011 dollars) 

Grouped 
expense 

categories 

Grouped 
expense 
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Figure S3 

Fall FTE Enrollment, FY 2001–FY 2011 
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About the Delta Cost Project 

The Delta Cost Project at American Institutes for Research provides 

data and tools to help higher education administrators and 

policymakers improve college affordability by controlling institutional 

costs and increasing productivity. The work is animated by the belief 

that college costs can be contained without sacrificing access or 

educational quality through better use of data to inform strategic 

decision making. For more information about the Delta Cost 

Project, visit www.deltacostproject.org. 

 

 

 

About American Institutes for Research 

Established in 1946, with headquarters in Washington, D.C., and 

offices across the country, American Institutes for Research (AIR) is 

an independent, nonpartisan, not-for-profit organization that conducts 

behavioral and social science research, and delivers technical 

assistance both domestically and internationally in the areas of 

health, education, and workforce productivity. As one of the largest 

behavioral and social science research organizations in the world, 

AIR is committed to empowering communities and institutions with 

innovative solutions to the most critical education, health, 

workforce, and international development challenges. 
 

AIR currently stands as a national leader in teaching and learning 

improvement, providing the research, assessment, evaluation, and 

technical assistance to ensure that all students—particularly 

those facing historical disadvantages—have access to a high-

quality, effective education. For more information about American 

Institutes for Research, visit www.air.org. 
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