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Summary 
 

• State-level expenditures for higher education increased 3 percent over a six-
year period from School Years (SY) 2010-2016. 

 
• Over the same timeframe, tuition at both two-year and four-year public 

schools also increased an annual average of 3 percent. 
 

• While many claim the rise in tuition is due to a decline in state funding, our 
research finds that regardless of state expenditures tuition tends to grow at an 
average of 3 percent a year.  

 

Overview 
One common assertion accounting for the continuous rise in college tuition is that 
state budget cuts for higher education are passed on to students in the form of 
increased tuition and fees. Indeed, policymakers and pundits often express concerns 
that declines in higher education budgets are making higher education unaffordable 
for low-income students and their families. Examining the previous six years of 
state-level expenditures for higher education, this analysis explores the relationship 
between funding levels and changes in tuition. We examine national trends as well 
as state-level data.  
 

Findings 
From 2010 to 2012, state fiscal support for higher education fell by nine percent. 
However, this trend was reversed in the following three years when state fiscal 
support began increasing.1 2 Overall, state expenditures increased three percent 
during the six-year timeframe. Chart 1 shows the trend of annual state expenditures 
between SY2010-11 and SY2015-16. 
 



RESEARCH  

AmericanActionForum.org 

 
 
By comparison, over the same timeframe, national tuition at both two-year and 
four-year public schools increased annually at an average of three percent. Tuition at 
two-year schools grew from $3,473 to $3,962 and at four-year schools from $8,229 
to $9,318.3 And while the rate of tuition increase is greater in the years that showed 
sharp declines in state funding, tuition continues to climb despite three years of 
funding increases. Charts 2 and 3 show the comparison of the percent change of 
state expenditures versus the changes in tuition at public institutions of higher 
education. 
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Over this six-year period the states spent nearly $463 billion to fund higher 
education; however, expenditures by individual states vary widely with California 
spending nearly $65.5 billion and Vermont spending nearly $550 million, in 
unadjusted dollars. These figures are shown in the following chart. 
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The following tables further demonstrate the trends of annual expenditures and 
changes in tuition for the five leaders and lagers in the nation.   
 
Table 1 explores the six-year growth of expenditures and the correlating changes in 
public school tuition. Here we find that despite California’s $65 billion increased 
investment, tuition at two year schools increased nearly 59 percent. Meanwhile, New 
Hampshire had the second smallest six-year increase of $662 million and decreased 
tuition at two year schools by 5 percent. For four year public institutions, New York 
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and North Carolina, both top five states in six year expenditures, saw an increase in 
tuition of 20 percent from SY2010-11 to SY2015-16.  
 

 
 
Table 2 reflects the most recent one-year changes in expenditures and tuition. 
Similar to the results in table 1, tuition tends to increase with only two states, 
California and New Hampshire, seeing decreases in tuition for two-year public 
schools.  
 

 
 
Tables 3 and 4 focus on the six-year percent change of state expenditures for higher 
education rather than the actual dollar amounts.  
 

State Expenditures
Percent 

Change 2yr 
Tuition

Percent 
Change 4yr 

Tuition
California 65,498,338,723$                        58.76% 13.13%
Texas 40,261,370,915$                        16.07% 7.54%
New York 31,342,513,981$                        17.68% 20.53%
Florida 23,247,161,843$                        6.48% 15.42%
North Carolina 22,120,148,423$                        19.31% 19.67%
Montana 1,293,866,218$                          -1.99% 3.38%
South Dakota 1,209,849,346$                          22.29% 16.46%
Rhode Island 999,537,802$                             6.71% 11.65%
New Hampshire 661,951,691$                             -5.14% 15.93%
Vermont 548,221,490$                             10.06% 9.80%

Table 1. Top 5 and Bottom 5 States in Total Expenditure & Percent Change in Tuition,                 
SY10-11 - SY15-16

State Expenditures
Percent 

Change 2yr 
Tuition

Percent 
Change 4yr 

Tuition
California 13,159,274,906$                        -0.50% 0.90%
Texas 7,417,595,527$                          2.91% 2.99%
New York 5,600,379,681$                          5.01% 4.62%
Florida 4,373,335,560$                          1.61% 0.24%
North Carolina 3,842,709,309$                          0.67% 4.32%
Delaware 1,326,348,200$                          2.62% 1.40%
South Dakota 1,209,849,346$                          7.41% 4.43%
Rhode Island 999,537,802$                             7.82% 3.76%
New Hampshire 661,951,691$                             -0.17% 2.74%
Vermont 548,221,490$                             2.69% 3.39%

Table 2. Top 5 and Bottom 5 States in Recent Expenditure & Percent Change in Tuition,       
SY15-16
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We find that Montana leads the cohort with a 45 percent change in funding, as 
shown in table 3. This translated to a 2 percent decrease in tuition at two-year 
schools and slightly more than a 3 percent increase for Montana’s four-year 
institutions. In Louisiana, one of only two states where tuition behaved in a manner 
that corresponds to the change in state expenditures, an 8 percent decrease in 
funding led to a 64 percent and 52 percent increase in two-year and four-year 
tuition, respectively.  
 

 
 
Table 4 reflects the most recent one-year percent change in state expenditures. 
Here we find the second state where tuition behaved in a manner that corresponds 
to the change in state expenditures. A 12 percent year over increase in state funding 
translated to nearly a 4 percent decrease for both two and four year public schools. 
 

 

State Percent Change 
Percent 

Change 2yr 
Tuition

Percent 
Change 4yr 

Tuition
Montana 44.61% -1.99% 3.38%
North Dakota 43.22% 3.74% 6.91%
Utah 33.92% 13.60% 18.23%
Massachusetts 31.18% 11.68% 11.57%
Colorado 28.33% 19.29% 25.81%
Kentucky -4.18% 8.99% 16.23%
Oklahoma -5.69% 17.64% 18.35%
Louisiana -8.23% 63.94% 51.92%
New Hampshire -9.91% -5.14% 15.93%
Arizona -27.31% 14.54% 20.44%

Table 3. Top 5 and Bottom 5 States in Percent Change of Expenditure & Change in 
Tuition, SY10-11 - SY15-16

State Percent Change
Percent 

Change 2yr 
Tuition

Percent 
Change 4yr 

Tuition
Oregon 16.21% 2.17% 4.72%
Washington 12.03% -3.56% -3.88%
Wyoming 11.18% 3.65% 5.10%
Colorado 11.07% 4.36% 4.84%
Nevada 10.53% 3.71% 3.57%
Oklahoma -3.13% 4.13% 5.02%
West Virginia -3.78% 1.69% 7.07%
Alaska -6.14% N/A 6.87%
Wisconsin -8.12% 3.41% 0.34%
Arizona -14.03% 1.93% 2.23%

Table 4. Top 5 and Bottom 5 States in One Year Percent Change of Expenditure & 
Percent Change in Tuition, SY14-15 - SY15-16
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Finally, in table 5 we group all states based on six-year percent change in state 
funding levels finding only nine states that saw an overall decrease comparing 
SY2010-11 to SY2015-16. 

 
 

Conclusion 
From 2010 to 2012, community colleges and universities felt the sting of sharp 
decreases in in state-level funding for higher education. The cut and dry correlation 
between tuition hikes and state funding cuts isn’t demonstrated in the analysis. 
Instead we find that regardless of state expenditures tuition tends to grow at an 
average of 3 percent a year. This would suggest that other factors such as those that 
AAF previously examined explain the constant rise in college tuition. 

1 Grapevine | College of Education - Illinois State. education.illinoisstate.edu. N.p., 2016. Web. May 
2016. 
An Annual Compilation of Data on State Fiscal Support for Higher Education - A joint project of the 
Center for the Study of Education Policy at Illinois State University and the State Higher Education 
Executive Officers (SHEEO). 
2 The data reported here exclude FY16 figures for Illinois (which has not yet enacted a FY16 state 
budget) and Pennsylvania (where the FY16 budget remains incomplete.)   
3 Trends In College Pricing - Trends In Higher Education - The College Board. Trends.collegeboard.org. 
N.p., 2016. Web.  May 2016. 

                                                        

Decrease Incomplete Data

Alaska Alabama Maine North Carolina Illinois
Arizona California Maryland North Dakota Pennsylvania

Arkansas Colorado Massachusetts Ohio
Kansas Connecticut Michigan Oregon

New Jersey Delaware Minnesota Rhode Island
Oklahoma Florida Mississippi South Carolina
Vermont Georgia Missouri South Dakota

West Virginia Hawaii Montana Tennessee
Wisconsin Idaho Nebraska Texas

Indiana Nevada Utah
Iowa New Hampshire Virginia

Kentucky New Mexico Washington
Louisiana New York Wyoming

Increase

Table 5. Grouping Six-Year Percent Changes in State Expenditures

http://www.americanactionforum.org/research/summary-accounting-rise-college-tuition/
http://education.illinoisstate.edu/grapevine/
http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing
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