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The mission of MassINC is to develop a public agenda for Massachusetts that promotes the growth and vitality
of the middle class. We envision a growing, dynamic middle class as the cornerstone of a new commonwealth
in which every citizen can live the American Dream. Our governing philosophy is rooted in the ideals embodied
by the American Dream: equality of opportunity, personal responsibility, and a strong commonwealth.
MassINC is a non-partisan, evidence-based organization. We reject rigid ideologies that are out of touch with
the times and we deplore the too-common practice of partisanship for its own sake. We follow the facts wherever
they lead us. The complex challenges of a new century require a new approach that transcends the traditional
political boundaries.
MassINC is a different kind of organization, combining the intellectual rigor of a think tank with the vigorous
civic activism of an advocacy campaign. Our work is organized within four initiatives that use research, journalism,
and public education to address the most important forces shaping the lives of middle-class citizens:
•
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Economic Prosperity — Expanding economic growth and opportunity
Lifelong Learning — Building a ladder of opportunity through the continuum of learning
Safe Neighborhoods — Creating crime-free communities for all
Civic Renewal — Restoring a sense of “commonwealth”
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Dear Friend:
MassINC is proud to present Paying for College: The Rising Cost of Higher Education, a report made possible by the
generous support of Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts.
At the same time that a college education has become the ticket to the middle class, college has become less affordable.
The situation in New England is worse than it is nationally. Even though incomes are higher in the region, families
are likely spending a higher share of their income to pay for college. In 2003-04, families with students attending a
community college in New England spent 17 percent of their annual income to cover the costs of college. Families are
stretching even more to attend a public four-year college in the region, spending 21 percent of their income. Private
colleges are the most expensive, requiring that families spend a stunning 33 percent of their income.
Although family incomes and grant aid have increased over past decade, they have not increased enough to offset the
increases in tuition prices. As a consequence, more students and parents are taking out loans to finance their college
education, and the amount of debt that students are carrying has increased significantly during the past ten years.
The increase in loans has shifted a greater amount of risk to students and their families, and the consequences of this
shift deserve more public discussion.
While the long-term value of a college degree may well justify the cost and accompanying debt, a substantial number
of students who start college leave without earning a degree. Many, if not most, college dropouts have debt that still
must be repaid, without the advantages of a college degree. Thus, a renewed focus on getting students through college
and not just into college is needed.
In Massachusetts, there has recently been increased attention to state funding of public higher education. However,
unless the state government is prepared to make an open ended commitment to higher education — or students and
families are willing to assume even greater amounts of debt — the expenditures side of the ledger must be analyzed
anew in order to look for opportunities for greater cost savings.
The challenges around affordability are of national concern, but they deserve particular attention in Massachusetts
and New England. The region’s community colleges and private four-year colleges are less affordable than those
nationally. While our public four-year colleges cost about the same as those nationally, the decline in affordability
has been much more steep, and if similar trends continue, they too will be less affordable in short order. In a region
already struggling with high cost of living and the out migration of young families, the high cost of college should
be of concern to policymakers.
We are grateful to Bridget Terry Long. As this project became more complex than we imagined, she helped us understand
its implications and importance, while pushing it to completion. We would also like to thank the many reviewers whose
critical insights have strengthened this report. Lastly, we owe special thanks to the research team at MassINC of Dana
Ansel and Greg Leiserson for their excellent work in shepherding this research to such a successful conclusion.
Finally, we would like to thank our sponsors at Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts, who have been generous and
enthusiastic partners.
We hope you find Paying for College a timely and provocative resource. As always, we welcome your feedback and invite
you to become more involved in MassINC.
Sincerely,

Ian Bowles
President & CEO
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Gloria Cordes Larson
Co-Chair
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Co-Chair
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
With a college education increasingly becoming

England face compare with those nationally?

the ticket to the middle class, the number of people

The report answers these questions and discuss-

earning a college degree has grown substantially.

es issues related to controlling costs and improv-

In 1950, only 6 percent of adults in the nation

ing graduation rates.

had completed at least four years of college. By

Across the nation, families are spending

2000, that number had risen to over 25 percent;

more of their income to pay for a college educa-

in Massachusetts it was 33 percent. The number

tion than they did even ten years ago. Families in

of people entering college has also steadily in-

New England have been hit especially hard.3 Even

creased, and Massachusetts has one of the high-

though their incomes are higher than the nation-

est rates of college enrollment. In 2000, 57 per-

al average, New England families are still likely

cent of Massachusetts residents had completed

spending a larger share of their income on college.

at least some college. Among recent Bay State

In 2003-04, families with students attending a

high school graduates, nearly two-thirds entered

community college in New England spent 17 per-

college immediately after graduation in 2002,
and many more enrolled in college during the
years afterward.1
The boom in higher education has also intro-

families are spending
more of their income to
pay for college

duced a new financial responsibility — paying for
college. In the United States, in 2005-06, the

cent of their annual income to cover the total cost

average annual cost of tuition and required fees

of college for one year, while families nationally

was $2,191 at a public community college, $5,491

spent 13 percent.4 Families with students at a

at a public four-year college, and $21,235 at a pri-

public four-year college in New England spent 21

vate four-year college. Prices are high and have

percent of their annual income on college.

risen rapidly over the past decade. It is then no

Nationally, families spent the same. And families

surprise that students and their parents every-

with students at private colleges in New England

where are worried about paying for college. A

spent a stunning 33 percent of their annual

2003 MassINC poll on the Quality of Life found

income to cover one year of costs, more than the

that 57 percent of parents in the Bay State believe

30 percent that families nationally spent.5

that the issue of higher education affordability

There are a number of factors that help to
explain why college has become less affordable.

needs to be addressed.
As more students seek a college education, a

First, sources of revenue for colleges have fluctu-

number of questions follow: How affordable is

ated considerably. Public colleges rely on state

college and how has affordability changed over

appropriations as a major source of revenue, and

the last decade? Using the most detailed data

the amount of public money allocated per student

possible, this report finds that college has

has risen and fallen with the economic cycle. This

2

become less affordable. Why has this happened

has contributed to sharp increases in tuition and

and how are families coping with the rising

fees at public four-year colleges in Massachu-

costs? How do the costs that families in New

setts. From 2001-02 to 2005-06, tuition and fees
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increased 69 percent at the UMass campuses

consider implications of college pricing. As tuition

and 68 percent at the state colleges. Second, col-

costs increase, they affect who goes to college,

leges are spending significantly more money per

with low-income students particularly sensitive

student. While some of these increases are

to price changes. Research has found that high-

directly related to educational quality, there are

achieving low-income students are significantly

concerns that others are not. Finally, although

less likely to attend college than high-achieving

grant aid has increased significantly during this

high-income students.6 High cost and unmet

period, it has not increased enough to offset the

financial need are common reasons cited for not

increases in tuition prices. As a consequence,

attending college and also for dropping out of

more students and families are taking out loans

school. Thus, the cost of college affects who

to finance their college education, and students’

attends and graduates from college. Students

overall debt has increased considerably during

and families have to find a way to cover the cost

the last ten years.

of college before the benefits of a college degree

Despite the rising costs, the number of stu-

can be realized.

dents attending college has increased. For some,

In addition, demographic trends also explain

this fact indicates that the increased cost is not a

the increasing enrollment numbers. Thanks to

problem; students and their families believe that

the baby boomers’ children, the United States

the value of a college degree justifies the expense.

will have the largest cohort of high school gradu-

This view, however, is incomplete and does not

ates ever in 2008. The number of high school

Key Facts:
• After accounting for grant aid, families
with students attending private colleges
in New England spent 33% of their annual
income in 2003-04, up from 25% in
1992-93. Nationally, families spent 30%.
• Families with students attending public
four-year colleges in New England spent
21% of their income in 2003-04, up from
18% in 1992-93. Nationally, families
spent 21%.
• Families with students attending community colleges in New England spent
17% of their income in 2003-04, up from
16% in 1992-93. Nationally, families
spent a smaller percentage of their
incomes (13%).

6

• Students in New England are more likely
than their national peers to take out
loans (44% vs. 35%). In 2003-04, at private colleges in New England, 56% of
students took out loans. Since 1992-93,
the share of students at public four-year
colleges in New England taking out
loans nearly doubled from 25% to 48%.
Only 7% of community college students
in New England took out loans.
• The total amount of debt that students
carry has also increased considerably.
The average debt for 4th-year students
at private colleges in New England was
$23,491, an increase of 49%, after accounting for inflation, since 1992-93. And the
average amount of debt for 4th-year
students at public four-year colleges was
$15,399, a 39% increase since 1992-93.
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• In 2004, the share of first-time freshmen
from Massachusetts who attended a
public college in their home state was
much lower than the national average
(48.9% vs. 67.4%).
• First-time freshmen from Massachusetts
are much more likely to go to a private college. In 2004, 43.4% of Massachusetts
freshmen attended a private college, compared with 26.4% of their peers nationally.
• In 2004, first-time freshmen from
Massachusetts were more likely than
their national peers to attend an out-ofstate college (28.5% vs. 15.8%). The vast
majority of Massachusetts freshmen
(86%) stay in New England.

graduates in Massachusetts is expected to peak

ES Table 1

in 2007 and then begin a steady decline. Starting

Enrollment Trends of First-Time Freshmen

soon, colleges will be competing to attract a smaller number of high school graduates. A second
trend is the increasing number of older, nontraditional college students. The growth of nontra-

1994

2004

United States

72.1%

67.4%

Massachusetts

51.7%

48.9%

PERCENT ATTENDING AN IN-STATE PUBLIC COLLEGE

PERCENT ATTENDING AN OUT-OF-STATE COLLEGE

ditional students, who have a different set of

United States

14.8%

15.8%

needs, has implications for colleges and the

Massachusetts

23.2%

28.5%

state.

PERCENT ATTENDING A PRIVATE COLLEGE

United States

21.7%

26.4%

lege degree might justify the cost, the reality is

Massachusetts

42.0%

43.4%

that a substantial number of students who start

Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) Peer Analysis System, National
Center for Education Statistics

Finally, while the long-term value of a col-

college leave without earning a degree. Many colwithout the advantages of a degree. Thus, a re-

Enrollment Trends: Where Do Massachusetts
Freshmen Go to College?

newed focus on getting students through college

As students get ready to start college, families

not just into college is needed, especially in light

face a number of choices about where to attend.

of the loans students are taking out to finance

There are important differences in the choices

their college educations.

that Massachusetts families make. Compared with

lege dropouts have debt that still must be repaid

• The average cost of tuition and fees in
New England and in Massachusetts are
higher than the national averages. In
2005-06, the average cost of community
colleges in Massachusetts was $3,477,
59% higher than the national average.
The average tuition and fees at the public four-year colleges in Massachusetts
was $7,340, 34% higher than the national average.
• From 2001-02 to 2005-06, tuition and
fees increased by 69% at the UMass
campuses and by 68% at the four-year
state colleges — in real terms. Nationally,
they increased by 33% at public four-year
colleges during the same period.
• In 2004-05, the state of Massachusetts
allocated $7,712 per FTE student, substantially higher than the national average of $5,833. While above average, the
level of public funding has been volatile

and declined in recent years. In 2000-01,
the state spent $9,911 (inflation-adjusted) per FTE student.
• Both family incomes and the amount
of grant aid have increased since
1992-93 but not enough to offset
increases in tuition and fees.
• The amount of money colleges spend
per student has increased significantly.
From 1990-91 to 2000-01, expenditures
at public colleges per FTE student
increased 28% nationally and 29% in
Massachusetts, in real terms.
• Total expenditures per student at public
four-year colleges in Massachusetts in FY04
were $24,020, slightly higher than the
national average of $23,880. Expenditures
per student at public community colleges
in Massachusetts were $9,775, also higher
than the national average of $8,939.

• The public four-year colleges in
Massachusetts are among the smallest
in the nation, with an average size of
5,391 FTE students in Fall 2002. The
national average of public four-year colleges is 8,527. Massachusetts ranks 41st
in the nation, with number 1 representing the state with the largest public fouryear colleges.
• Many students leave college without
earning a degree. The six-year graduation rate at UMass Amherst for the students who began in the fall of 1998 was
62%. For UMass Dartmouth, it was
50%, 46% for UMass Lowell, and 28%
for UMass Boston. At the public state
colleges, less than half of students who
entered college in 1998 (48%) had graduated six years later.
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their national peers, Massachusetts high school

munity college and 18.7 percent attending a pub-

graduates are: 1) less likely to attend an in-state

lic four-year college. While the absolute number

public school; 2) more likely to attend an out-of-

of freshmen attending Massachusetts public col-

state college; and 3) more likely to attend a private

leges has increased over the last ten years, the

college. These choices have important implica-

overall share of first-time freshmen entering the

tions for cost.

public system has declined slightly.

Massachusetts high school graduates are

Massachusetts freshmen are much more

much less likely to attend their own state’s pub-

likely as their national peers to attend an out-of-

lic colleges, compared with their national peers.

state college. In 2004, 28.5 percent of Massachu-

Nationally, 67.4 percent of all first-time fresh-

setts freshmen went to an out-of-state college,

men went to a public college in their home state

compared with only 15.8 percent of students

in 2004, while only 48.9 percent of first-time

nationally. Since 1994, the share of Massachu-

freshmen from Massachusetts went to a public

setts students choosing an out-of-state college

7

college in the Bay State. Community colleges

has increased from 23.2 percent to 28.5 percent.

are the most common choice, with 30.2 percent

Nearly three-quarters of those leaving the state

of all freshmen attending a Massachusetts com-

for college attend a private college, and the vast

What do we mean by affordability?

8

There are three components to our measure of afford-

who choose to attend college. We are unable to deter-

ability. The first is the total cost of education, including

mine affordability for students who elect not to enroll,

tuition, required fees, room and board, and other expens-

and thus, we cannot detail whether or how the popu-

es. This is the total student budget as determined by the

lation of students at colleges has changed due to the

institution and includes all living expenses. The second

increasing costs.

piece is the amount of grant aid received from all sources.

The data come from the National Postsecondary

Because grants do not need to be repaid, they discount

Student Aid Survey (NPSAS), administered by the fed-

the price of college. Finally, we use the median total

eral Department of Education. It is the most compre-

incomes of families and students. For dependent stu-

hensive dataset available that documents the aid that

dents, income is parental income. For independent stu-

undergraduates receive, but it only allows a regional ana-

dents, income is the student’s and spouse’s (if married).

lysis, and it is based on the location of college. Because

We calculate affordability separately for community

the vast majority of students from Massachusetts and

colleges, public four-year colleges, and private four-year

New England attend college in New England, our meas-

colleges. For each sector, we calculate the net cost of

ure accurately reflects the issue for the region’s families.

college which equals the total cost of education minus

The data also capture trends at Massachusetts col-

grant aid. We then compare the net cost of college to

leges. According to the Digest of Education Statistics,

the median family income of students attending that

just over half of students in New England attend college

type of college. Thus, in this measure, we quantify the

in Massachusetts. Thus, Massachusetts colleges are

actual financial burden that families with students in

major drivers for the region. While the numbers are not

college face. We also compare how the college cost

perfect matches for Massachusetts residents or for

burden has changed over time. It is important to note

Massachusetts schools, they provide the most accu-

that the affordability numbers are only based on those

rate picture possible.
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majority stays in New England. In 2004, 85.6

ES Table 2

percent of the freshmen from Massachusetts

Share of Income Required to Cover the Cost of College

attended college in New England. On balance,
however, Massachusetts imports more college
students than it exports, for a net gain of almost
8,000 college students in 2004-05.

1992-93

2003-04

United States

10.0%

12.7%

New England

15.9%

16.6%

PUBLIC TWO-YEAR

PUBLIC FOUR-YEAR

A defining characteristic of Massachusetts

United States

19.9%

20.9%

freshmen is their preference for private colleges,

New England

18.1%

21.4%

reflecting the state’s long tradition of private

PRIVATE FOUR-YEAR

institutions. In 2004, more than four out of

United States

25.0%

29.9%

every ten freshman from Massachusetts (43.4%)

New England

25.3%

33.4%

attended a private college. In sharp contrast,

Source: National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS) Peer Analysis System

nationally, only 26.4 percent of freshman attended one, although the national share has been

to pay for college at public community colleges

increasing in recent years. It is important to note

and at private colleges. On average, families with

that the majority of students at private colleges in

students in the region’s public-four year colleges

Massachusetts (63.3%) are from other states. For

pay roughly the same share of their income as

Massachusetts freshmen, Northeastern Univer-

their national peers. Although grant aid and

sity is the most common private school choice,

incomes have increased during this period, they

followed by Boston University, Suffolk Univer-

have not increased enough to offset the increases

sity, and Boston College. The share of Massa-

in tuition and fees.

chusetts freshmen attending private schools has

Although public community colleges in New

remained roughly constant over the last decade.

England are the most affordable, families still
spent 17 percent of their annual incomes for a stu-

The Bottom Line for Families: How
Affordable Is College?

increase from 1992-93 when families spent 16

The bottom line is that families are required to

percent of their annual income. The costs at

spend a large share of their annual income to pay

community colleges in New England require

for college, and the share of income required has

that families spend a greater share of income

increased since 1992-93. This affordability analy-

compared with their national peers, who spent 13

sis focuses on colleges in New England, rather

percent of their income.

dent to attend these institutions. This is a slight

than just Massachusetts, due to the unavailabili-

Families and students are stretching even

ty of information at the state level. However,

more to attend the public four-year colleges. In

because 86 percent of the Massachusetts high

2003-04, families in New England spent 21 per-

school graduates who go onto higher education

cent of their income for one student to attend a

attend college in New England, the data capture

public four-year college. Of course, they are spend-

the affordability issues that the vast majority of

ing much more if they have more than one child

Massachusetts families faces. Families of stu-

in college at the same time. This is a substantial

dents attending college in New England are like-

increase from 1992-93, when families spent 18

ly to spend an even greater share of their income

percent of their income. Nationally, at 21 percent,
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the share of income required for students at pub-

the average cost of a private four-year college

lic four-year schools is the same and a slight in-

increased 37 percent to $21,235.

crease from 20 percent in 1992-93. The share of

The average cost of tuition and fees in New

income required to attend public four-year col-

England and Massachusetts is even higher. In

leges has increased more rapidly in New England

2005-06, the average cost of private colleges in

than in the nation over the past decade.

Massachusetts was $27,780, 31 percent higher

Private colleges are the most expensive, both

than the national average. The average cost of

nationally and in New England. In 2003-04, fam-

community colleges in Massachusetts was

ilies in New England spent a remarkable 33 per-

$3,477, 59 percent higher than the national aver-

cent of their income for a student to attend a pri-

age. The average cost of all the public four-year

vate college, up significantly from 25 percent in

colleges in Massachusetts was $7,340, which

1992-93. Nationally, families spent 30 percent.

was 34 percent higher than the national average.

The high cost of private colleges is particularly

In 2005-06, the average tuition and fees at the

salient for Massachusetts families because of

state colleges — excluding the UMass campus-

their strong preference for private schools. Recall

es — was $5,448. Tuition and fees at our state col-

that 43.4 percent of freshmen from Massachu-

leges are comparable to the national average for

setts attend private colleges, compared with only

all public four-year colleges, which includes

26.4 percent of freshmen nationally. Thus, a much

other states’ flagship schools and major research

larger share of New England families faces the

institutions. The average tuition and fees at the

challenge of paying the bill of private colleges.

UMass campuses was $8,697. The average
tuition and fees of the UMass system surpass

College Tuition and Fees

those of its peer university systems.8

Tuition and fees are high, and they have also in-

The tuition and fees in Massachusetts have

creased much faster than inflation. In the United

been very volatile. During the recession of the

States, the average cost of tuition and fees at a

early 1990s, tuition and fees jumped, in real

public community college increased 30 percent,

terms, 53 percent at the UMass campuses and 56

after accounting for inflation (i.e. in real terms),

percent at the state colleges. After those large

to $2,191 from 1995-96 to 2005-06. During this

increases, there were several years of small in-

same period, the average cost of a public four-

creases and then from 1995-96 to 2000-01, there

year college increased 54 percent to $5,491. And,

were modest but steady decreases in tuition and

ES Table 3
Average Tuition and Fees, enrollment-weighted (Constant 2005 Dollars)

PUBLIC TWO-YEAR
COLLEGES

PUBLIC FOUR-YEAR
COLLEGES

U.S.

MASS

U.S.

UMASS
SYSTEM

MASS STATE
COLLEGES

U.S.

1995-96

$1,686

$3,195

$3,564

$6,281

$4,227

$15,489

n/a

2005-06

$2,191

$3,477

$5,491

$8,697

$5,448

$21,235

$27,780

10 year % change

30.0%

8.8%

54.1%

38.5%

28.9%

37.1%

Source: College Board and Massachusetts Board of Higher Education
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PRIVATE FOUR-YEAR
COLLEGES
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MASS

fees, in real terms. Starting in 2001-02, there have

ES Table 4

been large increases in Massachusetts and the

Share of Students Receiving Grants

nation. The increases coincided with the nation-

1992-93

2003-04

CHANGE

al economic recession that resulted in reductions

U.S. Average

38.1%

50.7%

33%

in state appropriations per student. Nationally,

New England Average

39.6%

56.7%

43%

tuition and fees at public four-year colleges increased 33 percent over the last four years. The
increases in Massachusetts were much more
extreme. From 2001-02 to 2005-06, tuition and

U.S.
Public Two-Year

28.4%

39.8%

40%

Public Four-Year

38.5%

51.7%

34%

Private Four-Year

57.9%

73.5%

27%

NEW ENGLAND

fees at the UMass system increased, in real terms,

Public Two-Year

33.8%

53.5%

58%

by a whopping 69 percent and by 68 percent at

Public Four-Year

33.7%

49.9%

48%

the four-year state colleges.

Private Four-Year

45.5%

67.0%

47%

As a consequence, students in the public sys-

Source: National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS) Peer Analysis System

tem have faced an unpredictable bill for college,
leaving them with little ability to plan and also with

Grant Aid

little recourse. Once a student has started college,

Looking at tuition and fees provides only a par-

that student has very limited options to respond

tial picture because of the substantial amount of

to such drastic increases. They can take out more

grant aid given to students. The majority of grant

loans, increase their work hours, transfer to

aid comes from the federal government. States

another school, or drop out. Moreover, the cost of

then follow one of two broad strategies in terms of

a college degree will vary considerably depend-

subsidizing public colleges. Either, they greatly

ing on the luck of the year of enrollment and

subsidize the price of college but give little in stu-

how it corresponds to the state’s economic cycle.

dent aid (“low price — low aid”) or they do less to

Tuition and fees are not the only costs stu-

subsidize the price of tuition but support the stu-

dents and families face. Our measure of affordability includes tuition and fees as well as living
expenses, such as room and board. Room and
board adds a substantial cost on top of tuition

families are required to spend
a large share of their annual
income to pay for college

and fees. Nationally, in 2005-06, the average cost
for private colleges, including room and board

dents through a lot of direct aid (“high price —

was $29,026 and $12,127 at public four-year col-

high aid”). Massachusetts is a “high price — high

9

leges. While these numbers seem shockingly

aid” state. This strategy has some advantages in

high, it is important to remember that they are

that families who can afford to pay for college are

the “list” price, or the price advertised in the col-

not highly subsidized, and financial aid can be

lege catalogue. The majority of students who

targeted to those who need it the most. But, there

attend college receive some financial aid in the

is also the question of whether the grant aid keeps

form of grants, which discounts the price they

up with the increases in tuition.

pay for college.

Recently, there has also been a trend of shifting financial aid toward merit-based aid. Until
recently, Massachusetts had no significant aid pro-
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United States and in New England. Between

ES Table 5
State and Local Support for Public Higher Education in Massachusetts
STATE AND LOCAL APPROPRIATIONS PER FTE STUDENT
IN CONSTANT
2004 DOLLARS

ADJUSTING FOR INFLATION
AND COST OF LIVING

1992-93 and 2003-04, the share of undergraduate
students in the U.S. receiving grants has increased
considerably, from 38 percent to 51 percent.11 In

RANK

MASS

RANK

2003-04, an even higher share of students in New

1990-1991

$6,740

$7,399

13

$6,065

36

England received grants (57 percent), and the share

1991-1992

6,358

6,267

23

5,183

43

receiving grants in New England increased at a

1992-1993

6,127

6,905

15

5,747

33

faster rate, from 40 percent to 57 percent.

1993-1994

6,200

7,440

12

6,225

24

1994-1995

6,406

7,768

13

6,516

24

1995-1996

6,480

8,241

7

6,987

15

1996-1997

6,690

8,761

6

7,492

12

1997-1998

6,891

9,177

6

7,828

11

year colleges are the most likely to receive a grant

1998-1999

7,060

9,361

6

7,970

11

(67 percent), more than half (54 percent) of com-

1999-2000

7,114

9,723

6

8,175

11

munity college students receive a grant. This is

2000-2001

7,121

9,911

6

8,339

9

up from roughly one-third (34 percent) of students

2001-2002

6,873

8,772

7

7,288

14

2002-2003

6,291

8,421

8

6,913

12

2003-2004

5,949

7,256

9

5,957

20

2004-2005

5,833

7,712

7

6,331

15

YEAR

U.S. AVERAGE MASS

Source: State Higher Education Executive Officers (SHEEO), State Higher Education Finance (SHEF)
data collection obtained via the NCHEMS Information Center, http://www.higheredinfo.org/analyses.

During this time, grant aid has increased the
most at community colleges—both nationally and
in New England. While students at private four-

in 1992-93.
In New England and in the nation, the average amount of grant aid has also increased, even
after accounting for inflation. Of all the undergraduates in New England in 2003-04 who received a
grant, the average grant amount was $5,942, an

grams based solely on merit. However, in 2005,

increase of 16 percent since 1992-93. It was also

the John and Abigail Adams Scholarship program

substantially more than the national average of

began, and this program will shift resources to

$4,019. Without these increases in grant aid,

merit aid. The Governor’s office has estimated

families and students would be required to pay

that the cost of this program will rise to $34 mil-

an even greater share of their income to attend

10

college. But, these increases have done little to

lion by the fall of 2008.

There has also been a growing use of institutional financial aid, which is aid that comes from

stem the increasing cost for families — either in
New England or in the nation.

the college. This is especially true in New England.
ferentiate the price that they charge students.

State Appropriations for Public Higher
Education

Colleges have become adept at targeting financial

As high as tuition and fees are, they do not fund

aid toward students who are financially needy or

the full cost of running a university or college.

meritorious in order to discount the price for

Private schools rely on tuition revenue, donations,

those students. To fund this financial aid, colleges

and endowment income, while public colleges

have increased the tuition prices and are in effect

are highly subsidized by public money. The two

redistributing funds between students.

main sources of revenue for the operating costs

Institutional financial aid allows colleges to dif-

12

Over the last decade, the share of students

of public colleges are tuition and fees and state

receiving grant aid has increased — both in the

appropriations.12 In Massachusetts, each year the

THE MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE FOR A NEW COMMONWEALTH

Legislature approves a single appropriation for

ES Table 6

the University of Massachusetts system and then

State Support and Tuition and Fees in Massachusetts

single-line-item appropriations for the nine state
colleges and 15 community colleges. State appropriations for higher education in Massachusetts
reached a peak of $1,186,500,000 in 2001-02.

YEAR

CHANGE IN REAL STATE
APPROPRIATIONS
PER FTE STUDENT

CHANGE IN REAL TUITION AND FEES
UMASS
SYSTEM

STATE
COLLEGES

COMMUNITY
COLLEGES

22.0%

21.4%

1991-1992

-15.3%

20.4%

1992-1993

10.2%

0.5%

3.1%

0.4%

Then, between 2000-01 and 2003-04, it declined

1993-1994

7.8%

3.4%

-0.3%

7.6%

by 16 percent, in real terms, to $997,800,000.

1994-1995

4.4%

1.8%

-1.1%

10.8%

In the most recent year, 2004-05, it increased to

1995-1996

6.1%

-1.1%

0.3%

-0.8%

$1,059,700,000.
It is helpful to consider state appropriations
in relation to the number of students served by
the system.13 As noted earlier, the use of the Massachusetts public higher education system is much

1996-1997

6.3%

-4.0%

-4.1%

-2.4%

1997-1998

4.7%

-3.0%

-4.6%

-5.7%

1998-1999

2.0%

-3.7%

-4.4%

-6.9%

1999-2000

3.9%

-3.2%

-6.5%

-7.7%

2000-2001

1.9%

-3.6%

-4.1%

-4.7%

2001-2002

-11.5%

-1.8%

-2.0%

3.7%

smaller than elsewhere in the nation. In 2004-05,

2002-2003

-4.0%

20.9%

24.0%

22.0%

the state allocated $7,712 for the equivalent of each

2003-2004

-13.8%

14.8%

20.0%

12.8%

full-time student, substantially higher than the

2004-2005

6.3%

20.3%

7.8%

0.6%

national average of $5,833. Massachusetts ranked

Source: Tables 39 (page 67) and 41 (page 70).
Notes: The percentage changes are relative to the previous year. Inflation adjustments are made
using a producer price index for the real appropriations and the consumer price index for tuition
and fees.

7th highest on this measure in the nation. Because
of the state’s high cost of living, it follows that the
cost of running a public university system would
also be higher. After adjusting for our state’s high

student dropped, tuition and fees at the public

cost of living, Massachusetts drops to 15th high-

colleges increased. In 1996-97, when state appro-

est in its appropriations per full-time equivalent

priations increased by 6.3 percent per FTE student,

(FTE) student, which is still above the national

tuition and fees at the UMass campuses dropped

14

average.

by 4.0 percent. More recently, in 2003-04, state

The level of state funding has been volatile,

appropriations per FTE student decreased 13.8 per-

though, rising and falling with the economic cycle.

cent, and tuition and fees increased 14.8 percent.

In the recession of the early 1990s, state spending, in real dollars, decreased per FTE student.

Increased Expenditures by Colleges

As the state recovered from the recession, state

Fluctuations in state spending partially explain

spending per FTE student steadily increased to

the large increases in tuition and fees in Massa-

$9,911 in 2000-01. Then, when the state faced

chusetts. But, the question of why college has be-

the most recent recession, public spending per

come so costly is tightly connected to the rising

student declined to $7,256 in 2003-04 and then

costs of running a college. Colleges now spend

just increased to $7,712 in the most recent year.

substantially more money per student than they

The increases and decreases in state appro-

did in the past. Colleges compete to offer the best

priations correspond inversely with increases

product to students, helping to create what some

and decreases in tuition and fees. In the reces-

call a “spending arms race.” In just one decade

sion of the early 1990s, as state appropriations per

(from 1990-91 to 2000-01), the expenditures at
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As faculty members, many of whom are Baby
61

ES Figure 1

Expenditures per FTE Student, United States (constant 2000-01 dollars)

Boomers, get older, colleges face increases in

salaries and benefits. The cost of benefits, such
35,000

as health care, has also risen dramatically for all
employees. In addition, funding technological

30,000

advancements for teaching, research, and im-

Private 4 year
25,000

proved student services is costly. Other things,
such as government mandates and regulations

Public 4 year

20,000

as well as the upkeep of facilities, have also con15,000

tributed to increased costs. In the future, the cost
of maintenance for public colleges is likely to

10,000

rise because of a large backlog of deferred mainPublic 2 year

5,000

tenance projects. For instance, in Massachusetts,
a 2003 report estimated that the capital needs at
01
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the state colleges and community colleges would
cost $1.2 billion, and each year that the projects
are not done, the costs increase.16 Finally, there

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Higher Education
General Information Survey (HEGIS), “Financial Statistics of Institutions of Higher Education,”
1975-76 through 1985-86, “Fall Enrollment in Colleges and Universities,” 1975 through 1985;
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), “Finance,” 1986-87 through 1999-2000,
and Spring 2002 survey, “Fall Enrollment,” 1986 through 1999, and Spring 2001 survey; and
Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Price Index.

are increasing demands from students for more
services and amenities. Colleges across the country are all grappling with these same issues. As
schools spend more and then charge higher
tuition, their competitor schools follow suit.

public colleges per FTE student increased 28

Massachusetts is no different from other

percent nationally and 29 percent in Massachu-

states in facing these challenges, but there are

setts, in real terms. In Fiscal Year 2004, expen-

two noteworthy differences. First, as a high-cost

ditures per student at public four-year colleges in

state, the expense of running a college will likely

Massachusetts were $24,020, slightly higher

be more costly in Massachusetts than in other

the total debt students
are carrying has increased
significantly

places. In general, salaries are higher, and other
costs, such as construction and energy costs, are
also higher than the national average.
The second difference is the size of the state’s
public four-year colleges. The public four-year col-

14

than the national average of $23,880. At com-

leges in Massachusetts are among the smallest

munity colleges, expenditures per student were

in the nation. The average size of a Massachu-

$9,775, also higher than the national average of

setts public four-year college is 5,391 students,

$8,939.15 These figures are clearly much higher

compared with a national average of 8,527.

than the tuition and required fees.

Massachusetts ranks 41st in the nation, with 1st

There are a variety of reasons why the costs

representing the state (Iowa) with the largest pub-

have increased. The largest expense that colleges

lic colleges.17 Small public colleges are common

face is personnel costs, including faculty and staff.

in New England: Connecticut ranks 44th; New

THE MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE FOR A NEW COMMONWEALTH

Hampshire ranks 46th; Maine ranks 48th; and

ES Table 7

Vermont ranks 49th. Rhode Island is the one

Average Size of the Public Four-Year Colleges, Fall

exception; Rhode Island’s two public four-year

2002

colleges are larger than the national average.
There are a number of advantages to smaller
colleges. They are dispersed throughout the state,
guaranteeing that students will not have to travel

RANK

STATE

NO. OF PUBLIC
FOUR-YEAR
COLLEGES

AVERAGE
NO. OF FTE
STUDENTS

1

Iowa

3

21,380

2

Arizona

5

18,908

far to attend college. For nontraditional students

3

Michigan

15

15,836

who are often working and balancing family

4

California

34

15,519

demands in addition to attending school, the

5

Florida

15

14,916

proximity of college can make a difference in their

6

Illinois

12

14,217

7

Kentucky

8

11,715

8

Indiana

14

11,657

9

Utah

7

11,559

10

Tennessee

9

11,453

tant role within their larger environment, often

41

Massachusetts

15

5,391

acting as an economic engine and anchor for the

42

West Virginia

12

5,096

surrounding communities.

43

Pennsylvania

44

5,081

44

Connecticut

10

5,048

45

Montana

6

4,890

46

New Hampshire

5

4,529

ability to attend. Smaller schools might also offer
a more personalized environment for the student. In addition, public colleges serve an impor-

At the same time, there are additional costs
associated with maintaining a large number of
campuses because of the fixed costs associated
with running each campus. The UMass campuses

47

North Dakota

7

4,030

48

Maine

8

3,260

act collectively on a number of issues, in order to

49

Vermont

5

2,839

benefit from economies of scale and create a sense

50

South Dakota

9

2,819

634

8,527

of cohesiveness throughout the system. However,
each Massachusetts state college and community

U.S.
Source: Digest of Education Statistics

college is currently in charge of all of its administrative functions — from registration to technol-

help control costs, 30 years ago, Maine began to

ogy to purchasing to accounting and finance. This

implement systems of shared services. For

organization increases the fixed costs of running

instance, in Maine, information technology (IT)

the Massachusetts state and community colleges.

services, accounting and finance, and purchas-

The campuses do benefit from the Massachusetts

ing are handled jointly. The volume allows for

Higher Education Consortium and the volume

steep discounts in purchase prices, and then

discounts it offers members, as well as the state

the shared systems are easier and cheaper to

contracts that the Commonwealth negotiates.

administer. By their estimates, Maine has annu-

There is likely, however, the potential for addi-

al savings of $25 million, and they are currently

tional savings by sharing more services across

pursuing other opportunities for shared servic-

campuses.

es.18 Such an approach in Massachusetts could

Maine has taken this approach. Maine also

substantially reduce costs while also maintain-

has some of the smallest public colleges in the

ing the benefits of a system of many small pub-

nation, ranking 48th in the country. In order to

lic colleges.
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An Increase in Loans: How Families are
Paying for College

take out a loan, the most notable change

Students and their families are coping with the

England. Since 1992-93, the share of students

rising cost of a college education by taking out

taking out loans at public four-year colleges has

loans, allowing them to defer payments into the

nearly doubled from 25 percent to 48 percent.

future. In the United States and in New England,

Overall, New England students at four-year col-

there has been an overall shift in financial aid

leges are only slightly more likely than their

packages from grants to loans. In 1992-93, the

national peers to take out a loan (48 percent ver-

average financial aid package in New England

sus 45 percent), but there has been a more rapid

was 55 percent grants and 36 percent loans (in-

change over the last decade. In contrast, only 7

cluding student and PLUS loans to parents, but

percent of community college students in New

not other parental loans). By 2004-05, it was 47

England took out a loan in 2003-04. Students at

percent grants and 48 percent loans. The shift to

New England community colleges are less likely

loans is happening faster in New England than

than their national peers to take out a loan (7 per-

19

in the rest of the country.

occurred at the public four-year colleges in New

cent versus 12 percent).

In 2003-04, 44 percent of students in New

The size of loans that New England students

England took out loans. This is a large increase

took out in 2003-04 is larger, on average, than

from the 26 percent who took out loans in 1992-

those of their national peers ($7,842 versus

93. It is also considerably higher than the nation-

$6,628). This difference is driven by large loans

al average (44 percent versus 35 percent). While

that students at New England private colleges are

students at private colleges are the most likely to

taking out — the average amount was $9,794 in
2003-04. At public four-year colleges, the aver-

ES Figure 2

age loan that New England students took out is

Shift in Financial Aid Packages to Loans

actually slightly smaller than the national average ($6,025 versus $6,392) and has increased at

U.S. 1992-93
9% other

U.S. 2003-04
6% other

students also took out smaller loans, on average,

51%
grants

44%
grants

41%
loans

a slower rate. New England community college
than their national peers ($3,478 versus $3,727).
The total debt that students are carrying has

50%
loans

increased considerably over the past decade, with
students at private colleges carrying the most. As
the debt burden of students increases, there is

NEW ENGLAND 1992-93
9% other

NEW ENGLAND 2003-04
5% other

es will be constrained. In New England, the aver-

55%
grants
36%
loans

growing concern that students’ future career choic-

47%
grants
48%
loans

age total debt for 4th-year students at private colleges was $23,491, which was 49 percent higher
— in real terms — than in 1992-93.20 And, students at private colleges in New England are carrying more debt than their national counterparts

Source: National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS)
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($23,491 versus $21,946). At the public four-year

colleges in New England, the average amount of

ES Table 8

debt of 4th-year students was less than that of

Share of Students Receiving Loans in the United States and in

their peers nationally ($15,399 versus $17,507),

New England

but was still a 39 percent increase, in real terms,
1992-93

2003-04

CHANGE 1992-93
TO 2003-04

United States Average

20.6%

35.3%

71%

New England Average

26.2%

44.2%

69%

from 1992-93. Unfortunately, it is not possible to
estimate the overall debt burden for community
college students in New England. Nationally, the

UNITED STATES

total debt for 2nd-year students at community

Public Two-Year

6.5%

12.2%

86%

colleges was $8,296. These numbers provide only

Public Four-Year

26.7%

44.9%

68%

a partial picture of the growing debt burden,

Private Four-Year

36.9%

56.8%

54%

because they do not likely include all private

NEW ENGLAND

loans or any loans taken out by parents. During
this period, there has been a large increase in the

Public Two-Year

3.2%

6.8%

117%

Public Four-Year

24.8%

47.8%

93%

Private Four-Year

34.4%

55.8%

62%

share of parents taking out loans to help finance
their children’s college education. In New England,
federal PLUS loans (to parents) accounted for 3.4
percent of the total financial aid package. By
2003-4, federal PLUS loans accounted for 9.3

Source: National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS) Peer Analysis System
(http://nces.ed.gov/das).
Sample weights were used to reflect the total population of undergraduates.
Notes: The total amount of loans includes: all federal loans to students (Perkins, Stafford, and federal loans through the Public Health Service), state loans, institutional loans (from funds provided
by the educational institution), and private/alternative loans (the amount of alternative commercial
or private loans received by students including personal loans secured through financial institutions
or lenders like TERI or Sallie Mae; does not include loans from family or friends). Also includes
PLUS loans (both the Federal Family Education Loan and Direct loan programs).

percent. Thus, the total debt figures have
increased substantially over the past decade and

ES Table 9

are even higher than these numbers suggest.

Total Debt Burden by Full-Year Students (in constant 2003-04 dollars)

Performance Outcomes: Who Graduates
from College?

UNITED STATES

As families and students are increasingly stretch-

Public Two-Year

ing themselves to finance a college education, it
is equally important to ask what happens to students after they start college. The reality is that
many students — and at some schools the majority of students — start college but leave without a
degree. For individual students, whether or not
they earn a degree has important consequences.
Dropouts are often left with substantial debt without the benefits of a college degree. Consider that
among students who began college in 1995 but
who dropped out, the median debt of those who
borrowed money was $7,000, and about one-fifth
of the dropouts with debt defaulted on at least
one of their loans.21 Concern about outcomes is
also a public issue. The taxpayers heavily subsi-

2nd year undergraduates

1992-93

2003-04

CHANGE 1992-93
TO 2003-04

$4,031

$8,296

106%

$9,928

$17,507

76%

$13,939

$21,946

57%

--

--

--

$11,052

$15,399

39%

$15,722

$23,491

49%

Public Four-Year

4th year undergraduates
Private Four-Year

4th year undergraduates
NEW ENGLAND
Public Two-Year

2nd year undergraduates
Public Four-Year

4th year undergraduates
Private Four-Year

4th year undergraduates

Source: National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS) Peer Analysis System
(http://nces.ed.gov/das). Sample weights were used to reflect the total population of undergraduates.
Notes: The symbol “--” indicates the number of cases is too small to produce an estimate. Includes
all loans ever borrowed for undergraduate education. Does not include parent PLUS loans. Data
were collected from the National Student Loan Data System (NSLDS), a repository of federal loan
information. However, because student may also borrow from other sources, self-reported and
institutional information were also used.
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ES Table 10
Six-Year Graduation Rates — University of Massachusetts Campuses
GROUP

UMass Amherst
UMass Boston
UMass Dartmouth
UMass Lowell

1995 COHORT

1996 COHORT

1997 COHORT

1998 COHORT

Institution

59

61

64

62

Peers

63

65

65

NA

Institution

28

35

34

28

Peers

37

37

38

38

Institution

51

53

50

50

Peers

NA

NA

55

NA

Institution

37

44

42

46

Peers

40

42

42

NA

Source: University of Massachusetts 2005 Report on Annual Indicators.
Notes: Peer data for UMass Boston and Lowell are from U.S. News and World Report, and they are four-year averages. Peer data for UMass
Dartmouth is a three-year average from U.S. News and World Report. Except for UMass Amherst, all of the schools include aspirant peers in
their peer group. “NA” indicates the information was not available.

dize higher education. And, from an economic

four years. The six-year graduation rate at UMass

point of view, the investment in higher education

Amherst for the students who began in the fall of

is tied to the health of the Massachusetts economy,

1998 was 62 percent. There is a wide range of

which depends on a highly educated workforce.

graduation rates among the other three UMass

Although measuring student outcomes is

campuses. The graduation rate for UMass Dart-

complicated, both conceptually and technically,

mouth was 50 percent, 46 percent for UMass

graduation rates are important indicators. The

Lowell, and 28 percent for UMass Boston.

graduation rate for a school will be related to the

Because of the significant differences in the stu-

academic preparation and family background of

dent bodies at the campuses, it is more appro-

its students. However, by comparing similar insti-

priate to compare individual schools with peer

a renewed focus on getting
students through college and
not just into college is needed

institutions.22 The graduation rates at Amherst
and Lowell campuses are roughly on par with their
peers, and the graduation rate at Dartmouth is
slightly lower. At 28 percent, the average graduation rate for UMass Boston is significantly lower

tutions, one can get a sense of an individual col-
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than that of its peers, which is 38 percent.23

lege’s effectiveness. The graduation rate at private

At the four-year state colleges, less than half

colleges varies significantly and is related to the

of students (48 percent) who entered college in

institution’s level of selectivity. Our focus here is

1998 had graduated six years later. There are also

specifically on the public colleges and universities

considerable differences between the colleges.

in Massachusetts.

Westfield State had the highest graduation rate,

There are large differences in the graduation

which was 55 percent, and Salem State had the

rates of the public four-year colleges in Massa-

lowest — 38 percent.24 Again, because of the dif-

chusetts. Looking at the graduation rates over six

ferences among the student bodies at the col-

years is the typical time frame, given that the

leges, it is appropriate to compare colleges with

large majority of students do not graduate in

their peer institutions. Compared with their peers,
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ES Table 11
Six-Year Graduation Rates — State Colleges
GROUP

Bridgewater State College
Fitchburg State College
Framingham State College
MA College of Liberal Arts
Salem State College
Westfield State College

1996 COHORT

1997 COHORT

1998 COHORT

AVERAGE

Institution

47.0

45.8

51.4

48.1

Peers

50.6

50.6

51.5

50.9

Institution

44.0

47.7

47.1

46.3

Peers

36.3

38.1

35.1

36.5

Institution

38.7

42.0

44.4

41.7

Peers

33.5

35.4

34.5

34.5

Institution

45.7

46.7

45.0

45.8

Peers

52.8

50.1

53.2

52.0

Institution

34.1

37.0

42.4

37.8

Peers

38.1

39.0

40.1

39.1

Institution

56.4

55.7

53.1

55.1

Peers

37.8

40.7

41.2

39.9

Institution

35.6

40.5

43.2

39.8

Peers

33.1

33.5

33.5

33.4

MA College of Art

Institution

50.7

65.3

65.7

60.6

MA Maritime Academy

Institution

64.5

56.7

61.9

61.0

Worcester State College

Source: Massachusetts Board of Higher Education (2005) Performance Report for 2004.
Note: Mass Maritime and Mass Art have special mission status and, for purposes of six-year graduation rates, are not compared to peer institutions.

three state colleges underperformed their peer

transfer students as well as the fact that many

groups, while four outperformed their peers.25

community college students do not intend to get

There has been some improvement in recent

a degree. While attention to appropriate outcome

years, and the state colleges seem on target to

measures for community college students is im-

reach a 50 percent graduation rate within five

portant, a consensus that graduation rates mat-

years, the goal set by the Massachusetts Board of

ter coupled with a clear strategy to help improve

Higher Education (BHE). Nonetheless, substan-

them is needed. The BHE has recently convened

tial work remains to be done to improve gradua-

a task force to look into these issues.26

tion rates, given the consequences for the students and the state.

To be clear, there is a shared responsibility
for improving outcomes. The students themselves

The graduation rates at community colleges,

must take responsibility for their own success.

which are measured over three years, are much

The state’s high schools and workforce develop-

lower. Of the community college students who

ment programs must do a better job of preparing

began in 1999, only 17 percent of students com-

students for college. In addition, the colleges must

pleted a degree within three years. Some student

take responsibility for improving graduation

take longer than three years to get a degree, and

rates. Given that graduation rates vary consider-

thus the graduation rates increase when a six-

ably, even among schools with similar students,

year time frame is used. In addition, the low

it is clear that colleges can make a difference in

rates reflect the difficulty in accurately capturing

terms of their students’ success. The BHE task
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force should investigate the policies and practices

consequences of this shift deserve more public

of colleges with high graduation rates. And, col-

discussion. Given that the debt burden has

leges must be adequately supported, financially

increased so much in a short period of time, the

and otherwise, by the BHE and the state

consequences of students taking out large loans

Legislature.

is not yet known. Who has been most affected by
the shift, and what policies can be put in place to

Concluding Thoughts

help increase the odds of students earning a

Over the last decade, college has become less

degree?

affordable, meaning that families and students

The cost of attending community colleges

are paying a greater share of their incomes to

has been the most effectively controlled. In New

finance a college education. While this research

England, only 7 percent of community college stu-

does not examine how access to college has

dents took out a loan in 2003-04, and the average

changed as affordability has declined, other

loan amount was $3,478. Moreover, the share of

research has found that low-income students are

the financial aid package that was grants

particularly sensitive to price increases. Thus,

increased for community college students.

the decline in affordability is likely affecting the

Nonetheless, the community colleges in New

composition of college students.

England are still less affordable than those in the

The challenges around affordability are of

nation. This reflects the fact that the typical

national concern, but they deserve particular atten-

income of the community college student in New

tion in Massachusetts and New England. The

England is quite low, and thus the cost is still

region’s community colleges and private four-year

high relative to their income.

colleges are less affordable than those nationally.

Students at private colleges are the most

While the region’s public four-year colleges cost

likely to take out a loan and are also taking on the

the same as those nationally (21 percent of a fam-

largest amount of debt. At the same time, students

ily’s annual income), the decline in affordability

from Massachusetts disproportionately choose to

is much more steep, and if similar trends contin-

attend private colleges, which are significantly less

ue, they too will be less affordable in short order.

affordable than the public colleges. Better infor-

It is well known that Massachusetts has a high

mation on performance indicators — including

cost of living. As families are required to pay an

graduation rates — that allows for comparisons

even larger share of their incomes to attend col-

between schools should be widely available so

leges, it raises important questions about the abil-

that families and students can make informed

ity to attract and retain families, both are key to

choices.

the state’s economic vitality.
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While there is a long tradition of private col-

Students and families are digging deeper

leges in New England, their increasing cost sug-

and deeper into their pockets to finance a college

gests the future could be different. With a price

education. To cover the cost of college, more stu-

tag that requires families to spend 33 percent of

dents and their parents are taking out large loans

their income, the cost of private colleges could be

— at both public and at private colleges. The in-

on the verge of being cost-prohibitive. If private

crease in the loans has shifted a greater amount

colleges are unable to fill their seats, they might

of risk to students and their families, and the

reduce their tuition and fees.27 Alternatively, more
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students may seek to enroll in the state’s public

There are several other important issues that

colleges, offering a real opportunity for the state’s

should also be addressed. Unless the state gov-

public higher education system to expand and

ernment is prepared to write a blank check for

play a more prominent role. This opportunity also

higher education, the expenditures of colleges

raises important questions about the potential

must be analyzed in order to look for opportuni-

capacity of the public colleges and whether the

ties for greater efficiencies and cost savings.

institutions are strongly positioned to absorb

Colleges across the country face the challenges of

new students without sacrificing their mission of

an aging workforce, skyrocketing health care

accessibility.

costs, and other costs associated with providing a

Recently, public attention has focused on the

quality education. While some of the increases are

decline in public dollars dedicated to higher edu-

likely unavoidable and others clearly justified,

cation. There is currently legislation—An Act Sup-

the expenditures of public colleges must be

porting Access and Excellence in Public Higher

more transparent and subject to greater public

Education in the Commonwealth — being con-

scrutiny.

sidered to address some of the major challenges

A place to start is an analysis of the organi-

facing public higher education in Massachusetts.

zation of the public higher education system.

First, it would change higher education funding

the increase in loans has shifted
a greater amount of risk to
students and their families

to a system based on a formula, which takes into
account a comprehensive set of factors that affect
the cost of running an institution. Adopting a
formula would create a transparency in funding
between the different colleges. However, the details

Massachusetts currently has, on average, some of

of the formula are critical in order to create the

the smallest public four-year schools in the nation.

right reform incentives.

There are substantial fixed costs associated with

In addition, the current legislation calls for

maintaining so many campuses. However, there

the creation of a rainy-day fund at each campus,

may also be potential savings opportunities by

which would help address the volatile funding

sharing more services across campuses. For in-

stream that this research has documented. Such

stance, Connect, a consortium of the five public

volatility has created an unpredictable environ-

colleges in Southeastern Massachusetts, jointly

ment for schools and ultimately for students and

bid for banking services, which allowed for both

their families, who have been forced to cope with

savings and improved banking services. The

dramatic increases in tuition and fees. Finally, in

Massachusetts Higher Education Consortium

exchange for a predictable level of funding, the

also allows the campuses to benefit from volume

current legislation limits the rate of increase for

discounts. But more could be done. A comprehen-

tuition and fees, with exceptions in extenuating

sive cost-benefit analysis of different shared serv-

circumstances. It is important to consider the best

ices options would provide important informa-

way to put boundaries around tuition increases,

tion about the best opportunities for cost savings.

taking into account the many costs colleges face.

Other cost-control measures should also be

However, it would make the cost of college for

considered. Some options may require an initial

families much more stable.

investment but would ultimately lead to greater
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savings in the long term. For instance, dual enroll-

Families also need to take responsibility for

ment programs allow high school students to

planning and saving for college. In recent years,

take college courses and receive both high school

federal and state governments have created a num-

credit and college credit. Dual enrollment pro-

ber of college savings options for families. Massa-

grams serve a number of purposes, including de-

chusetts has both prepaid tuition plans and a col-

creasing the number of credits a college student

lege savings plan (a 529 plan). Both plans have

will need in order to graduate from college, which

significant tax advantages. There is also often a

reduces the cost. In addition, such programs are

lack of awareness of financial aid options, mean-

thought to help ease the transition to college,

ing that some families do not get the best possi-

especially for first-generation college students.

ble financial aid packages. Colleges, the BHE, and

More effective advising and use of technology

other stakeholders should consider better ways to

could also help lower costs. For instance, several

inform families about the savings and financial

of the state’s community colleges use software to

aid opportunities available.

help students track the courses needed for a

At the same time that the state considers a

major, allowing them to make informed deci-

different system of funding for higher education,

sions. In addition, more effective advising of

a more explicit system of accountability should

transfer students could be beneficial, since they

be discussed. There should be accountability to

often take unnecessary classes, prolonging their

the taxpayers who are subsidizing public higher

time in college and adding to the cost. Finally,

education as well as to the students and their

careful use of long-distance learning options

families, who are assuming greater risk to attend

could help reduce the costs.

college. Currently, the Performance Measure-

Regionally, the New England Board of Higher

ment reports compiled by the BHE and the

Education’s Regional Student Programs (RSP)

UMass system are important sources of infor-

allows students in New England to receive steep

mation, presenting data on a range of indicators

tuition discounts at out-of-state colleges that offer

related to access, affordability, and quality. The

programs not available in their home states. RSP

information presented in these reports should

encourages only a few colleges in the region to

be given much more attention and scrutiny.

develop and run specialized programs, and the

What types of interventions are needed to help

other colleges benefit by not investing time and

students who are not on track? In addition,

money into running certain high-cost academic

strategic plans with benchmarks should be

programs. A regional summit that discusses other

developed for institutions that are not perform-

opportunities for regional collaboration could be

ing adequately and are not improving.

beneficial. In addition, it is worth asking whether

The Legislature should consider changing the

a similar approach could be beneficial within the

way it funds public colleges to create incentives

state. Can course offerings be more effectively

for schools to improve their graduation rates.

shared across campuses, creating areas of expert-

Instead of considering the total number of en-

ise at campuses while reducing course offerings

rolled students, funding could be weighted toward

at other campuses? Overall, a comprehensive cost-

seniors, rewarding institutions for retention.

savings strategy should be analyzed and imple-

Alternatively, the state should consider including

mented.

money tied to improvements in graduation rates
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within the funding formula. Such efforts must

state relies on the strength of its workforce to

be implemented carefully so that the public mis-

attract the critical industries that then drive the

sion of access is also maintained and that col-

state’s economic growth. Our state’s highly edu-

leges are not pushed into rejecting students that

cated population is our competitive advantage.

they would have otherwise accepted.

Thus, it is in everyone’s interest to increase the

The economic future of individual students

number of college graduates in the state.

and the state are closely related. At the same time
that a college degree is more important than ever
for workers, the Massachusetts economy is also
highly dependent on an educated workforce. The
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