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State Higher Education Funding Remains  
Below Pre-Recession Levels 

High-quality, Affordable Colleges and Universities Key to States’ Workforces and Economies 

 
Higher education funding remains well below pre-recession levels in almost all states, a new CBPP report 

shows.  As a result, colleges and universities have had to raise tuition and make spending cuts that may 
diminish the quality of education available to students at a time when a highly educated workforce is more 
crucial than ever to the nation’s economic future.  
 

“The jobs of the future will require college-educated workers,” said Michael Mitchell, policy analyst at the 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and author of the report.  “For the sake of their economies and their 
future workforces, states should start reinvesting in its colleges and universities now.” 

 
Most states have begun in the past year 

to restore some of the cuts they made to 
higher education funding after the 
recession hit.  Spending is up by roughly 
$450 per student, or 7 percent, on average, 
among states that have increased higher 
education funding. 

 

 Still, states are spending 23 percent less 
per student nationwide this year than they 
did in 2008.  Thirty-seven states have cut 
per-student funding by more than 20 
percent since the start of the recession, 
with per-student funding in Arizona, 
Louisiana, and South Carolina down by 
more than 40 percent during this period.   

 
Eight states cut per-student higher 

education funding further this year even as 
the economy recovers and revenues have returned to pre-recession levels. 
 
Deep Cuts Have Had Major Consequences for Schools and Students 
 

Public colleges and universities across the country have raised tuition to help make up for declining state  
investment in higher education.  Annual published tuition at four-year public colleges has risen by $1,936, or 
28 percent, since the 2007-08 school year, after adjusting for inflation.  In Arizona, published tuition at four-
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Ten States With Largest Percentage Cuts  

to Higher Education Funding 

 
*FY=Fiscal year 

Source: CBPP calculations using data from Illinois State University’s 

annual Grapevine Report and the State Higher Education Executive 

Officers Association. Because enrollment data is only available through 

the 2013 school year, enrollment for the 2013-14 school year is 

estimated using data from past years. 
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year schools is up more than 80 percent, while in two other states — Florida and Georgia — published tuition 
is up more than 66 percent.   

 
 These sharp increases in tuition have accelerated longer-term trends of reducing college affordability and 
shifting costs from states to students and their families.  Federal student aid and tax credits have risen, but 
on average they have fallen short of covering the tuition increases.  The tuition increases have contributed to 
a swelling in student debt levels since the start of the recession — up 20 percent for the average bachelor’s 
degree recipient.   
 

“High levels of student debt are a major problem, and rapidly rising tuition is scaring some students away 
from enrolling in college altogether,” said Mitchell.  “States can help relieve students of crippling debt and 
keep college affordable for students and their families by re-investing in public colleges and universities.” 
  
 Tuition increases have compensated for only part of the revenue loss resulting from state funding cuts.  
Public colleges and universities have cut faculty positions, eliminated course offerings, closed campuses, 
shut computer labs, and reduced library services, among other cuts.  For example, since 2008, the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has eliminated 493 positions, cut 16,000 course seats, increased class sizes, 
cut its centrally supported computer labs from seven to three, and eliminated two distance education 
centers. 
 

States’ Budget Choices Will Determine Whether They Can Successfully Rebuild Their Higher 
Education Systems, Strengthen Economies in Long Run 
 

A large and growing share of future jobs will require college-educated workers.  Sufficient funding for 
higher education to keep tuition affordable and quality high at public colleges and universities, and to 
provide financial aid to those students who need it most, would help states to develop the skilled and 
diverse workforce they will need to compete for these jobs.   

 
Such funding is unlikely to occur, however, unless policymakers make sound tax and budget decisions in 

the coming years.   
 
“To ensure that public colleges and universities are a place where middle-class and low-income students 

can receive a high-quality and affordable education, states need to reject calls for tax cuts,” said Mitchell. 
“Some will need to consider options for new revenues.” 

 

 
The full report, States Are Still Funding Higher Education Below Pre-Recession Levels, is available 
at http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=4135. 
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