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September 19, 1996 

The Honorable Carol Moseley-Braun 
United States Senate 

Dear Senator Moseley-Braun: 

In August 1996, we reported that there is widespread concern about the 
increase in college tuition levels and that average tuition levels vary widely 
among the states.’ In our earlier report, we showed that tuitions were rising 
faster than college expenditures and that state funding and grant aid were not 
keeping pace with these costs. 

Based on our report, you requested information on (1) the states’ public 4year 
colleges’ and universities’ average tuition as a percentage of median household 
income and (2) comparative increases in tuition at these schools from school 
year 1980-81 through 1199496, with increases in other selected consumer prices 
and median household income during the same period. 

To determine schools’ average tuition as a percentage of median household 
income, we divided the average annual tuition for in-state undergrad.uate 
students of 4-year public colleges and universities for school year 1996-96 in 
each state by the state’s median household income for calendar year 1994, the 
latest year for which such data were available. For our comparison of tuition 
price increases with changes in selected consumer prices and median 
household income, we used the consumer price index (CPI) and other 
information from the 1996 Statistical Abstract of the United States. 

We conducted our review in August and September 1996 in accordance with 
generally accepted government auditing standards. 

‘Higher Education: Tuition Increasing Faster Than Household Income and 
Public Colleges’ Costs (GAO/HEHS-96-164, Aug. 16, 1996). 
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RESULTS IN BRIEF 

On a nationwide basis, our analysis shows that the average tuition (including 
related fees) for in-state undergraduate students of 4year public colleges and 
universities for academic year 1995-96 was about 8.9 percent of median 
household income; however, there is a significant difference among the states. 
On one end of the spectrum, Hawaii’s average tuition for the 1995-96 school 
year was less than 4 percent of median household income. In contrast, 
Vermont’s average tuition for 4year public colleges and universities was over 
15 percent of median household income. In general, we found that state 
differences are more closely associated with tuition prices than with income 
levels. That is, states in which the average tuition was a low percentage of 
median household income tended to be ones with low tuitions but not high 
incomes. 

From school year 1980-81 through 1994-95, tuition charges at 4year public 
colleges and universities for in-state undergraduate students increased 
nationally by 234 percent. In contrast, other consumer prices and household 
incomes increased at a much slower pace. Medical costs, for example, 
increased 182 percent, and consumer expenditures for new cars increased 160 
percent. Household incomes rose 82 percent during the same period. 

COLLEGE TUITION AS A PERCENTAGE OF 
INCOME VARIES WIDELY AMONG STATES 

Our analysis showed that schools’ average tuition as a percentage of median 
household income at 4year public colleges and universities varies widely 
among the states. Schools in Hawaii, for example, were found to have tuition 
taking 3.61 percent of median household income? In contrast, 4yea.r public 
colleges and universities in Vermont had a higher ratio-tuition was 15.42 
percent of income. The national average was 8.88 percent. Enclosure 1 shows 
the average tuition as a percentage of median household income for 4year 
public colleges and universities in each state. This percentage tends to be 
higher in the Northeastern states, as shown in figure 1. 

2As we pointed out in our August report, however, Hawaii’s schools may not 
have the lowest tuition level in school year 1996-97. The state approved an 
84.6percent increase for in-state undergraduate tuition at the University of 
Hawaii’s Manoa campus. 
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Figure 1: In-State Tuition as a Percentage of 1994 Median Household Income 
at 4Yea.r Public Colleges. School Year 1995-96 
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In general, state differences in this percentage are more closely associated with 
tuition prices than with income levels. That is, states in which the average 
tuition was a low percentage of median household income tended to be ones 
with low tuitions but not high incomes. For example, of the 15 states with the 
lowest percentages, 13 were among the states with the lowest tuitions while 
only 5 of them were among the states with the highest incomes. At the other 
end of the spectrum, of the 15 states with the highest percentages, 11 were 
among the states with the highest tuitions but only 1 of them was among the 
states with the lowest incomes. 

COLLEGE TUITION COMPARED TO SELECTED CONSUMER 
PRICES AND HOUSEHOLD INCOMES 

From school year 1980-81 through school year 1994-95, the average annual 
tuition at 4year public colleges and universities for in-state undergraduate 
students increased from $804 per year to $2,689, or 234 percent. Over 
approximately the same period, median household income increased by 82 
percent, from $17,710 in 1980 to $32,264 in 1994. During this 15-year period, 
the prices and costs of other consumer goods also increased, but not as fast as 
the increases in tuition. (See fig. 2.) For example, the average consumer 
expenditure for a new car went from $7,574 in 1980 to $19,676 in 1994, an 
increase of 160 percent. 
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Figcure 2: Cumulative Percentage Increase in Public College Tuition. Selected 
Consumer Prices. and Household Income 
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Enclosure 2 shows the total percentage increases for tuition and selected 
consumer prices and household income over the &year period. 
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AGENCY COMMENTS 

Information contained in this correspondence is consistent with that in our 
August 1996 report in which the Department was given an opportunity to 
provide comments. 

We are sending copies of this letter to the Secretary of Education, appropriate 
congressional committees and Members, and other interested parties. 

Please call me at (202) 512-7014 if you or your staff have any questions 
regarding this correspondence. Major contributors include Joseph J. Eglin, Jr., 
Assistant Director; Charles M. Novak; Benjamin P. Pfeiffer; and Charles H. 
Shervey. 

Sincerely yours, 

Carlotta C. Joyner 
Director, Education and 

Employment Issues 

Enclosures - 2 
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ENCLOSURE 1 ENCLOSURE 1 

TUITION AT 4-YEAR PUBLIC COLLEGES COMPARED TO MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD 
INCOMES 

State 

Alabama $2,234 $27,196 8.21% 20 43 24 

Alaska 

Arizona 

Arkansas 

California 

Colorado 

Connecticut 

Delaware 

Florida 

Georgia 

Hawaii 

Idaho 

Illinois 

Indiana 

Iowa 

Kansas 

Kentucky 

Louisiana 

Maine 

Maryland 

Massachusetts 

Michigan 

Minnesota 

State rankings 

Average 
tuition in 
1995-96’ 

Median 
household 
income in 
1 994b 

Tuition as a Tuition income Tuition as a 
percent of percent of 
incomec incomec 

2,502 45,367 5.52% 25 1 5 

1,943 31,293 6.21% 9 30 10 

2,062 25,565 8.07% 14 48 21 

2,918 35,331 8.26% 30 14 25 

2,458 37,833 6.50% 24 7 12 

3,828 41,097 9.31% 43 4 33 

3,962 35,873 11.04% 45 9 43 

1,790 29,294 6.11% 5 37 9 

2,076 31,467 6.60% 15 28 13 

2,139 I 25,676 ( 

3,562 30,316 1 1.75% 37 32 47 

3,572 39,198 9.11% 38 6 31 

4,178 40,500 10.31% 47 5 38 

3,789 35,284 10.74% 42 15 41 

3,108 33,644 9.24% 34 18 32 

GAOLHEHS-96-213R States’ Average College Tuition 



ENCLOSURE 1 ENCLOSURE 1 

Tennessee 
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ENCLOSURE 1 ENCLOSURE 1 

State rankings 

State Average 
tuition in 
1995-96” 

Median 
household 
income in 
1 994b 

Tuition as a 
percent of 
incomec 

Tuition Income Tuition as a 
percent of 
incomec 

Wisconsin 2,555 35,388 7.22% 27 13 17 

Wyoming 2,005 33,140 6.05% 12 20 8 

Nationwide 2,865 32,264 8.88% 

aAverage full-time, in-state undergraduate tuition and related fees at 4-year state colleges and universities 
weighted by the estimated number of full-time, in-state undergraduates at each institution. We obtained 
these data from the Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System surveys. 

bThis is the latest year for which median household income data were available. We obtained median 
household income data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census. 

‘The average tuition for in-state undergraduate students of 4-year public colleges and universities for school 
year 1995-96 in each state, divided by the state’s median household income for calendar year 1994, the 
latest year for which such income data were available. 
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ENCLOSURE 2 ENCLOSURE 2 

PERCENTAGE INCREASE IN 4-YEAR PUBLIC COLLEGE TUITION. SELECTED 
CONSUMER PRICES, AND HOUSEHOLD INCOME. 1980-1994 
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Source: For our comparison of tuition price increases with changes in selected consumer 
prices and median household income, we used consumer price index (CPI) and other . . information from the 1995 S~cal Abstract 0 f the United States . For housing prices, 
we used the national median sale prices of new one-family houses. For new car prices, 
we used average consumer expenditures per new car as compiled by the U.S. Department 
of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis. Our food and medical care data were 
extracted fkom the CPI for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) as compiled by the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics. 

(104866) 
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Ordering Information 

The first copy of each GAO report and testimony is free. 
Additional copies are $2 each. Orders should be sent to the 
folIowing address, accompanied by a check or money order 
made out to the Superintendent of Documents, when 
necessary. VISA and Mastercard credit cards are accepted, also. 
Orders for 100 or more copies to be mailed to a single address 
are discounted 25 percent. 

Orders by mail: 

U.S. General Accounting Office 
P.O. Box 6015 
Gaithersburg, MD 20884-6015 

or visit: 

Room 1100 
700 4th St. NW (corner of 4th and G Sts. NW) 
U.S. General Accounting Office 
Washington, DC 

Orders may also be placed by calling (202) 512-6000 
or by using fax number (301) 258-4066, or TDD (301) 413-0006. 

Each day, GAO issues a Iist of newly available reports and 
testimony. To receive facsimile copies of the daily Iist or any 
list from the past 30 days, please cali (202) 512-6000 using a 
touchtone phone. A recorded menu wiU provide information on 
how to obtain these lists. 

For information on how to access GAO reports on the INTERNET, 
send an e-mail message with “info” in the body to: 

infoQwww.gao.gov 

or visit GAO’s World Wide Web Home Page at: 

http://www.gao.gov 
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