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Controlling skyrocketing college tuition costs will require parents, 
students, and other stakeholders in higher education to recognize 
that maintaining academic quality means accepting trade-offs in 
nonessential aspects of the college experience.

T he rising cost of 
a postsecondary 
education is again the 
focus of the federal 

government. There’s a lot to be 
concerned about since the current 
pace of growth can’t be sustained 
over the long term. In the April 
2012 Education column, Miami 
University (MU) president David 
Hodge addressed some factors 
that contribute to increases in 
tuition such as reduced state 
funding and expected support for 
students that are outside the area 
of education. I will add to these 
factors given my perspective as 
a faculty member, focusing on 
the big business of education, 
cost-benefits that influence the 
delivery of high-quality education, 
the perceived need for better 
facilities, and the financial 
commitment to athletics. 

TUITION GROWTH RATE
As Figure 1 shows, annual tuition 

has doubled almost three times 
since 1980, significantly outpacing 
inflation. Today, student loan debt is 

the highest in history, at over  
US $1 trillion. The problem is 
compounded by the fact that fewer 
first-year students are prepared for 
college-level work. A joint commission 
using data compiled by Columbia 
University’s Teachers College found 
that half of all undergraduates and 
70 percent of community college 
students must take remedial courses 
based on their ACT scores. This 
statistic is particularly troubling 
because students have little chance 
of graduating in four years if they 
require remedial courses, driving 
the cost of a bachelor’s degree even 
higher.

COLLEGE IS BIG BUSINESS
Tuition isn’t the only money a 

university or college receives. A 
column in The Chronicle of Higher 
Education recently reported that 
US public institutions of higher 
education receive over $76 billion 
in direct state support. Add to this 
funding from research grants, 
investments with endowment 
money, and donations, to name a 
few sources of revenue. 

It should then come as no 
surprise that universities and 
colleges are really big businesses. 
MU’s annual operating budget was 
$635 million in 2011-2012 (www.
units.miamioh.edu/bpa/documents.
html) for a school of approximately 
16,500 undergraduate students. The 
university just ended a successful 
fund-raising campaign whose goal 
was $500 million (The Cincinnati 
Enquirer, 9 Oct. 2013). When a 
university or college isn’t “for 
profit,” a common assumption 
is that its profits are low or even 
deemphasized; rather, nonprofit 
status means the organization 
invests its profits back into the 
organization.

While searching for a new 
president, the Ohio State University 
sought input from current and 
former presidents as to whether 
the next OSU president should 
possess the qualities of a CEO or an 
academician. It’s not surprising that 
OSU would search for a CEO to run a 
university that has an annual budget 
of $5.2 billion—yes, that’s with a 
“b”—more than 63,000 students, 
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more than 42,000 employees, and 
a current fund-raising campaign of 
$2.5 billion (The Cincinnati Enquirer, 
8 Sept. 2013). The new president will 
certainly be compensated like a CEO: 
the last OSU president received $1.9 
million in total compensation (The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, 13 May 
2013).

These extraordinarily high 
salaries aren’t just associated with 
Ohio-based higher education. Data 
compiled by the news site Deadspin 
show that in 39 of the 50 states, the 
highest-paid public employee is a 
college coach. Out of the remaining 
11 states, nine of the highest-paid 
public employees are either a college 
president, chancellor, dean, or chair.

SHIFT IN FACULTY 
COMPOSITION

Tenured and tenure-track faculty 
have declined to only 23 percent 
of the instruction workforce 
from 45 percent just 25 years 
ago. It’s believed that universities 
orchestrated this decline in an 
attempt to cut costs. On the other 
hand, increases in the number and 
compensation of administration 
positions seem to contradict this 
conjecture since administrators have 
the highest faculty salaries, starting 
at double the Ohio governor’s salary. 

As Figure 2 shows, 42 percent 
of faculty are part-timers. These 
instructors might have a master’s 
degree, be “everything but a 

dissertation,” or possess work 
experience. They’ve been contracted 
(usually for one year) to teach a topic 
they’re very familiar with; however, 
no strong evidence such as research 
funding or publications might 
actually exist. Even more troubling 
is that a part-timer’s primary focus 
probably isn’t education since he or 
she must typically work elsewhere 
due to low compensation. This 
stark, upward trend is surprising, 
given the increased demands on 
K-12 educators to provide evidence 
of teaching competence through 
higher standards of certification and 
continuing education credits. 

Parents and students should 
be concerned about credentials, 
given the high tuition they pay. 
Sadly, though, I don’t have direct 
evidence that parents or students 
even notice, let alone seek, a high-
quality education. And shouldn’t they, 
given the top dollar they pay? Back 
in the 1980s, when institutions relied 
heavily on teaching assistants in the 
classroom, an outcry from parents 
led to greater scrutiny of faculty 
staffing in postsecondary education. 
What I hear from parents and 
students today as they evaluate which 
school to attend usually includes 
some variation of the following:

• “The campus is so beautiful!”
•	 “His dorm room is so large!”
•	 “So many fresh cafeteria 

choices!”
• “His brother (or uncle/aunt or 

cousin) went here!”

Never do I hear comments like, 
“Johnny just loves math—we’re so 
glad he’s in such a good program!” 
The focus seems to be on the 
physical experience, not on the 
potential for learning. 

NEW FACILITIES
If you were to visit MU today, 

it would be difficult to maneuver 
through campus. Construction 
occupies literally every block, 
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Figure 1. Tuition trends (source: US Department of Education).
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Figure 2. The number of full-time faculty decreases while the number of part-time 
faculty increases (source: American Association of University Professors).
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involving a staggering array of 
support facilities such as student 
centers, dormitories, and recreation 
centers. While it’s laudable that 
our university is going “green” by 
converting  some buildings and 
constructing new dormitories that 
use geothermal energy for heating 
and cooling, the projected cost is 
$58.5 million (Today’s Pulse, 13 Oct. 
2013). Ultimately, the university 
expects to save $1 million a year 
in heating and cooling costs after 
the conversion but at a hefty 
start-up cost in a relatively new 
technology. Such offerings are the 
new necessities of postsecondary 
education, and the consequences 
of these costs should be weighed. 
While it’s natural to prefer having 
something new instead of old,  if 
your education costs were decreased 
by, say, 20 percent in exchange 
for adequate, but not exorbitant, 
facilities, I’m willing to bet you 
would rather pay the lower tuition. 
An exception to this observation—
and there are probably more—is the 

historic dormitories in the heart of 
the University of Virginia campus, 
where students fill waiting lists with 
the hope of grabbing a rare opening.

COST OF ATHLETICS
Even a lower athletic-tier 

university such as MU still has a 
strong commitment to athletics. 
Almost $1,000 of an MU student’s 
annual tuition goes to athletics, 
which isn’t a trivial amount. 
The Knight Commission on 
Intercollegiate Athletics calculated 
that, on average, Division I schools 
with football programs spent 
$91,936 per athlete in 2012—seven 
times the average amount for a 
student. 

Xavier University’s athletic 
director admitted that institutions 
use athletics to increase visibility 
(The Cincinnati Enquirer, 15 Sept. 
2013). Yet, the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association has consistently 
found that the vast majority of 
college and university athletic 
programs lose money for their 
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institutions. While the cost of 
athletics is an added expense to 
every student’s tuition, no direct 
educational benefit comes from it.

Gordon Gee, former 
president of OSU, 
observed that people say 

they want universities to be more 
efficient, but doing so means bigger 
classes, fewer curriculum options, 
simpler facilities, and less faculty 
interaction. Nevertheless, parents 
and students want more, not less 
(The Cincinnati Enquirer, 8 Sept. 
2013). 

It’s time that parents and students 
start demanding less of the non- 
essentials mentioned above because, 
not surprisingly, asking for more 
translates directly into higher educa-
tion costs. 
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