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States Are Still Funding Higher Education Below 
Pre-Recession Levels  

By Michael Mitchell, Vincent Palacios, and Michael Leachman 

 
Most states have begun in the past year to restore some of the cuts they made to higher education 

funding after the recession hit.  Eight states, though, are still cutting, and in almost all states ½ 

including those that are have boosted their support ½ higher education funding remains well below 
pre-recession levels.  The large funding cuts have led to both steep tuition increases and 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 nationõs economic future.  

 
After adjusting for inflation: 

 

¶ Forty-eight states ñ all except Alaska and North Dakota ñ are spending less per student 
than they did before the recession.1 

¶ States cut funding deeply after the recession.  The average state is spending $2,026 or 23 
percent less per student than before the recession.  

¶ Per-student funding in Arizona, Louisiana, and South Carolina is down by more than 40 
percent since the start of the recession (Louisiana is among the eight states that continued to 
cut funding over the last year). 

¶ Wyoming, West Virginia, Louisiana, Wisconsin, and North Carolina cut funding the most 
over the last year.  Of these, all but Wyoming have cut per student funding by more than 20 
percent since the recession hit. 

¶ In the last year, 42 states increased funding per student, by an average of $449 or 7.2 
percent.2 

 

                                                 
1 CBPP calculation using the òGrapevineó higher education appropriations data from Illinois State University, 
enrollment data from the State Higher Education Executive Officersõ Association, and the Consumer Price Index, 
published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  Since enrollment data are available only through the 2012-13 school year, 
enrollment for the 2013-14 school year is estimated using data from past years. 

2 CBPP calculations, unweighted average across states that have increased per-student funding.  
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Deep state funding cuts have major consequences for public colleges and universities.  States (and 
to a lesser extent localities) provide 53 percent of the revenue that can be used to support 
instruction at these schools.3  When this funding is cut, colleges and universities generally must 
either cut educational or other services, raise tuition to cover the gap, or both.  

 
Indeed, since the recession, higher education institutions have: 
 
¶ Increased tuition.  Public colleges and universities across the country have increased tuition to 

compensate for declining state funding and rising costs.  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.4  In Arizona, published tuition at four-year schools is up more than 80 percent, 
while in two other states ñ Florida and Georgia ñ 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.  Over the last 20 years, the price of 
attending a four-year public college or university has grown significantly faster than the median 
income.5  Federal student aid and tax credits have risen, but on average they have fallen short of 
covering the tuition increases. 

¶ Cut spending, often in ways that may diminish access and quality and jeopardize 
outcomes.  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.6 

 
A large and growing share of future jobs will require college-educated workers.7  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.   

 

                                                 
3 State Higher Education Executive Officersõ Association, òState Higher Education Finance: FY2013,ó 2014, p. 20, 
http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/SHEF_FY13_04172014.pdf. 

4 Calculated from College Board, òTrends in College Pricing,ó table 2, http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing.  

5 Calculated from òTrends in College Pricing 2013: Tuition and Fee and Room and Board Charges over Time,ó Table 2 
https://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/tuition-and-fee-and-room-and-board-charges-over-time, 
and the Census Bureauõs Income, Poverty and Health Insurance in the United States, September 2013, Table A-1, 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2012pubs/p60-243.pdf.   

6 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, òImpact of Budget Reductions,ó September 2011, 
http://execbranch.web.unc.edu/files/2011/09/2011-12-UNC-CH-Budget-Reduction-Impacts.pdf. 

7 See Anthony P. Carnevale, Nicole Smith, and Jeff Strohl, òRecovery: Job Growth and Education Requirements 
through 2020,ó Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, June 2013, 
https://georgetown.app.box.com/s/tll0zkxt0puz45hu21g6.  

http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing
https://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/tuition-and-fee-and-room-and-board-charges-over-time
http://www.census.gov/prod/2012pubs/p60-243.pdf
http://execbranch.web.unc.edu/files/2011/09/2011-12-UNC-CH-Budget-Reduction-Impacts.pdf
https://georgetown.app.box.com/s/tll0zkxt0puz45hu21g6
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Such funding is unlikely to occur, however, unless policymakers make sound tax and budget 
decisions in the coming years.  While some states are experiencing greater-than-anticipated revenue 
growth due to an economy that is slowly returning to normal, state tax revenues are barely above 
pre-recession levels, after adjusting for inflation.8   To bring higher education back to pre-recession 
levels, many states may need to supplement that revenue growth with new revenue to fully make up 
for years of severe cuts.  

 
But just as states have an opportunity to reinvest, lawmakers in many states are jeopardizing it by 

entertaining tax cuts their states and citizens can ill-afford.  For example, Florida ½ where higher 
education funding is 30 percent below 2007 levels and tuition at four-year schools is 66 percent 

higher ½ is cutting taxes by $400 million in the current 2014 legislative session.  Other states are 
also considering damaging changes to their tax codes that would make it very difficult to reinvest in 
higher education.  

 

States Have Reversed Only a Portion of Funding Cuts, but They Must Do Much 

More to Make Up for Deep Cuts 

State and local tax revenue is a major source of funding for public colleges and universities.  
Unlike private institutions, which may rely upon gifts and large endowments to help fund 
instruction, public two- and four-year colleges typically rely heavily on state and local appropriations.  

In 2013, state and local dollars constituted 53 percent of education revenue ½ funds used directly 
for teaching and instruction.9  

 
While states have begun to restore funding, resources are well below what they were in 2008. 

Since the start of the recession, states have cut higher education funding by 23 percent per student.  
Even today, as state revenues return to pre-recession levels, most states continue to fund their 
colleges and universities at much lower levels than before the recession.  Compared with the 2007-
08 school year, when the recession hit, adjusted for inflation:  

¶ State spending on higher education nationwide is down $2,026 per student, or 23 percent. 

¶ Every state except Alaska and North Dakota has cut per-student funding. 

¶ 37 states have cut funding per student by more than 20 percent. 

¶ Nine states have cut funding per student by more than one-third.  

¶ Per-student spending in Arizona, Louisiana, and South Carolina is down by more than 40 
percent since the start of the recession.10  (See Figures 1 and 2.)  Louisiana continued to cut 
funding further over the last year.  

                                                 
8 Michael Leachman, òCaution is the Right Approach to State ôSurplusesõó January 2014, 
http://www.offthechartsblog.org/caution-is-the-right-approach-to-state-surpluses/ & CBPP analysis of Census 
quarterly state and local tax revenue, http://www.census.gov/govs/qtax/. 

9 State Higher Education Executive Officersõ Association, òState Higher Education Finance: FY2013 2014,ó 
http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/SHEF_FY13_04172014.pdf. 

10 CBPP calculation using the òGrapevineó higher education appropriations data from Illinois State University, 
enrollment and combined state and local funding data from the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association, 
and the Consumer Price Index, published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  Since enrollment data is only available 
through the 2012-13 school year, enrollment for the 2013-14 school year is estimated using data from past years. 

http://www.offthechartsblog.org/caution-is-the-right-approach-to-state-surpluses/
http://www.census.gov/govs/qtax/
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Figure 1 

State Funding for Higher Education Remains Far Below Pre-

Recession Levels in Most States 

 
*FY=Fiscal year 

Source:  CBPP calculations using data from Illinois State Universityõs annual Grapevine 

Report and the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association.  Illinois funding 

data is provided by the Fiscal Policy Center at Voices for Illinois Children.  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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Figure 2 

State Funding for Higher Education Remains Far Below Pre-

Recession Levels in Most States 

 
*FY=Fiscal year 

Source:  CBPP calculations using data from Illinois State Universityõs annual Grapevine 

Report and the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association.  Illinois funding data 

is provided by the Fiscal Policy Center at Voices for Illinois Children.  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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Over the past year, most states have started to increase funding for their public higher education 
systems after years of deep cuts.  Forty-two states are investing more per student this school year 
than they did a year ago, adjusted for inflation.  Over the past fiscal year, adjusted for inflation: 

 
¶ Spending is up $449 per student, or 7.2 percent, on average, among states that have increased 

higher education funding. 
 
¶ The funding increases vary from $22 per student in South Carolina to $1,911 in North Dakota. 
 
¶ Twenty-six states increased funding by more than 5 percent per student. 
 
¶ Ten states ɣ New Hampshire, North Dakota, Florida, Washington, Montana, Massachusetts, 
California, Indiana, Tennessee, Maryland ɣ increased funding by more than 10 percent.  

 
¶ Eight states reduced higher education funding per pupil, with the deepest cuts coming in 

Wyoming, West Virginia, Louisiana, Wisconsin, and North Carolina.  (See Figures 3 and 4.) 
 
  



 7 

Figure 3 

Most States Increased Higher Education Funding Over Last 

School Year, but Some States Are Still Cutting 

 
*FY=Fiscal year 

Source:  CBPP calculations using data from Illinois State Universityõs annual Grapevine 

Report and the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association.  Illinois funding 

data is provided by the Fiscal Policy Center at Voices for Illinois Children.  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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Figure 4 

Most States Increased Higher Education Funding Over Last 

School Year, but Some States Are Still Cutting 

 
*FY=Fiscal year 

Source:  CBPP calculations using data from Illinois State Universityõs annual Grapevine 

Report and the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association.  Illinois funding data 

is provided by the Fiscal Policy Center at Voices for Illinois Children.  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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Why Did States Cut Higher Education Funding After the Recession? 

The cuts resulted from state and federal responses to the deep recession and a slow recovery.  
 
¶ State tax revenues fell very sharply and are only now returning to pre-recession levels.  

The recession of 2007-09 hit state revenues hard, and the slow recovery continues to affect 
them.  High unemployment and a slow recovery in housing values left people with less income 
and less purchasing power.  As a result, states took in less income and sales tax revenue, the 
main sources of revenue that they use to fund education and other services.  By the fourth 
quarter of 2013, state tax revenues are only 0.4 percent greater than they were in 2008 after 
adjusting for inflation.11  

 
¶ Limited revenues must support more students.  Public higher education institutions must 

educate more students, raising costs.  In part due to the òbaby boom echoó causing a surge in 
the 18- to 24-year-old population, enrollment in public higher education increased by about 1 
million full-time equivalent students, or 10 percent, between the beginning of the recession and 
the 2012-13 academic year (the latest year for which there is actual data).12   
 
The recession also played a large role in swelling enrollment numbers, particularly at community 
colleges, reflecting high school graduates choosing college over dim employment prospects in 
the job market and older workers entering classrooms in order to retool and gain new skills.13  
 
Other areas of state budgets also are under pressure.  For example, about 492,000 more K-12 
students are enrolled in the current school year than in 2008.14  Long-term growth in state 
prison populations ñ with state facilities now housing more than 1.35 million inmates ñ also 
continues to put pressure on state spending.15     
 

¶ Many states chose not to reduce the size of spending cuts by enacting significant new 
revenues.  Rather than choosing a balanced mix of spending cuts and targeted revenue 
increases, states relied disproportionately on damaging cuts to close the very large budget 

                                                 
11CBPP analysis of Census quarterly state and local tax revenue, http://www.census.gov/govs/qtax/.  

12 State Higher Education Executive Officersõ Association, òState Higher Education Finance: FY2013,ó 2014, 
http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/SHEF_FY13_04172014.pdf; Note, while full-time equivalent 
enrollment at public two- and four-year institutions is up by over 1 million since FY 2008, between FY 2012 and 2013 it 
fell by approximately 280,000 enrollees ñ a 2.4 percent decline.  

13 See, for example, òNational Postsecondary Enrollment Trends: Before, During and After the Great Recession,ó 
National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, page 6 , July 2011, 
http://pas.indiana.edu/pdf/National%20Postsecondary%20Enrollment%20Trends.pdf ; a survey conducted by the 
American Association of Community College indicated that increases in Fall 2009 enrollment at community colleges 
was, in part, due to workforce training opportunities; see Christopher M. Mullin, òCommunity College Enrollment 
Surge: An Analysis of Estimated Fall 2009 Headcount Enrollments at Community Colleges,ó AACC, December 2009, 
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED511056.pdf.   

14 National Center for Education Statistics, Projections of Education Statistics to 2022, Table 6. 

15 National Association of State Budget Officers, òState Spending for Corrections: Long-Term Trends and Recent 
Criminal Justice Policy Reforms,ó September 2013, 
https://www.nasbo.org/sites/default/files/pdf/State%20Spending%20for%20Corrections.pdf.   

http://www.census.gov/govs/qtax/
http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/SHEF_FY13_04172014.pdf
http://pas.indiana.edu/pdf/National%20Postsecondary%20Enrollment%20Trends.pdf
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED511056.pdf
https://www.nasbo.org/sites/default/files/pdf/State%20Spending%20for%20Corrections.pdf
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shortfalls they faced over the course of the recession.  Between fiscal years 2008 and 2012, 
states closed 45 percent of their budget gaps through spending cuts and only 16 percent of their 
budget gaps through taxes and fees (they closed the remainder of their shortfalls with federal 
aid, reserves, and various other measures).  States could have lessened the need for deep cuts to 
higher education funding if they had been more willing to raise additional revenue.  

 

State Cuts Have Driven Up Tuition  

Over the past year, as states have started to restore funding for public higher education, tuition 
hikes have been much smaller than in recent years.  Published tuition ñ the òsticker priceó ñ at 
public four-year institutions rose in 38 states in the 2013-14 school year, but the average across all 
states was a modest $120 or 1.4 percent after inflation.16   

 
¶ Just seven states ñ Louisiana, Colorado, Connecticut, Hawaii, Kansas, Virginia, and Mississippi 
ñ raised tuition by more than $300 after inflation.  

 
¶ In 12 states, tuition actually fell slightly, adjusted for inflation, with declines ranging from $6 in 

Ohio to $165 in New Hampshire.17 
 

Still, since the 2007-08 school year, average annual published tuition has risen by $1,936 
nationally, or 28 percent, above the rate of inflation (in non-inflation-adjusted terms, average tuition 
is up $2,702).  Steep tuition increases have been widespread, and average tuition at public four-year 
institutions, adjusted for inflation, has increased by: 
 
¶ More than 60 percent in six states; 
 
¶ More than 40 percent in ten states; and 
 
¶ More than 20 percent in 29 states.  (See Figures 5 and 6.) 
 
¶ In Arizona, the state with the greatest tuition increases since the recession, tuition has risen 80.6 

percent or $4,493 per student after inflation.18  
 

Public Colleges and Universities Also Have Cut Staff and Eliminated Programs 

Recent tuition increases, while substantial in most states, have fallen far short of fully replacing the 
funding that public colleges and universities have lost due to state funding cuts.    

 
Between 2009 and 2010 (the latest year for which data is available), tuition increases offset: 

 
¶ Just over 60 percent of cuts to funding that state and local governments provided to public 

                                                 
16 This paper uses CPI-U-RS inflation adjustments to measure real changes in costs.  Over the past year CPI-U-RS 
increased by 1.47 percent.  We use the CPI-U-RS for the calendar year that begins the fiscal/academic year. 

17 CBPP calculation using College Board òTrends in College Pricing,ó 2013, http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-
pricing. See appendix for FY13-FY14 change in average tuition at public, four-year colleges. 

18 Ibid. 

http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing
http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing
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colleges that offer graduate degrees; 
 
¶ About 30 percent of the cuts to funding that state and local governments provided to public 
colleges that offer bachelorõs degrees but not graduate degrees; and    

 
¶ Only 14 percent of the cuts to funding that state and local governments provided to community 

colleges.19 
 

Because tuition increases have not fully compensated for the loss of state funding, and because 
most public schools do not have significant endowments or other sources of funding, public 
colleges and universities have simultaneously cut spending to make up for declining state funding.   

 
Data on spending at public institutions of higher learning in recent years are incomplete, but 

considerable evidence suggests that many public colleges and universities have constrained spending 
to make up for lost state funding, often in ways that reduce the quality and availability of their 
academic offerings.  For example, since the start of the recession, in response to state budget cuts: 
  

                                                 
19 American Institutes for Research, Delta Cost Project, òSpending, Subsidies, and Tuition: Why Are Prices Going Up?  
What Are Tuitions Paying For?ó September, 2012, p. 5. 
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Figure 5 

Tuition Has Increased Sharply at  

Public Colleges and Universities 

 
*FY=Fiscal year 

Source:  College Board, òTrends in College Pricing,ó 2013 

 
  


