admissions materials. It’s the price paid by students who aren’t
receiving any financial aid. Net tuition cost is the published
tuition price minus grant aid, tax credits, and tax deductions;
it represents the out-of-pocket tuition costs for students and
families. Colleges and universities have learned to set tuition in
much the same way that airlines set ticket prices, charging different people different rates for the same service. (In economics
this would be referred to as “price discrimination.”) Students
who pay full price help subsidize the grants that lower the
costs for students receiving need-based or merit-based aid.
Parents, politicians, and the press tend to focus on increases
in published tuition prices. Although that measure overstates
the rate of increase, it does contribute to the “sticker shock”
that may discourage some students from pursuing higher
education. According to the College Board’s Trends in College
Pricing 2011, for the most recent five-year period between
2006–07 and 2011–12 average published tuition and fees at
four-year colleges increased by 5.1 percent more than inflation.
But net tuition and fees increased by just 1.4 percent above
the inflation rate during the same period, and some two-thirds
of all students receive at least some form of financial aid.
Tuition prices are rising and are a source of anxiety for many

middle-class families, although the net effect may not be as
great as many people think.
So, why is the price of college tuition rising? AAUP survey
data demonstrate that, contrary to a persistent myth, full-time
faculty salaries are not the cause of rising tuition prices over
the last three decades, as shown in table B. During the 1980s,
increases in inflation-adjusted published tuition and fees at
private four-year colleges and universities were more than
double the increases in full-time faculty salaries. Tuition prices
increased at three times the rate of faculty salaries in public
four-year colleges and at more than four times the rate in community colleges. And this was during a decade when full-time
faculty salaries were rising to compensate for significant losses
against inflation in the previous decade.
During the 1990s, increases in both tuition and fees and
full-time faculty salaries slowed somewhat. Nonetheless, the
pattern of tuition prices rising several times faster than faculty
salaries continued. Tuition and fees in four-year colleges once
again rose three or four times as fast as full-time faculty salaries, on average. And the inflation-adjusted published tuition
and fees in public two-year colleges increased by 5.4 percent,
even while real faculty salaries declined by 2.1 percent.

Table B

Change in Inflation-Adjusted Published Tuition and Fee Prices
and Full-Time Faculty Salaries, by Type of Institution, 1981–82 to 2011–12
		

Percent Change
1981–82
to 1991–92

1991–92
to 2001–02

2001–02
to 2011–12

Private Nonprofit Four-Year
Tuition and Fees
Faculty Salary: Doctoral Universities
Faculty Salary: Master's Universities
Faculty Salary: Baccalaureate Colleges

60.4
30.6
20.9
25.1

35.9
11.4
7.7
11.4

28.9
7.7
1.9
4.3

Public Four-Year
Tuition and Fees
Faculty Salary: Doctoral Universities
Faculty Salary: Master's Universities
Faculty Salary: Baccalaureate Colleges

55.9
19.0
18.4
14.4

37.1
9.6
17.0
4.6

72.0
0.7
-5.3
0.6

Public Two-Year
Tuition and Fees
Faculty Salary: Associate's Colleges

81.5
17.9

5.4
-2.1

44.8
-2.5

Note: Average published tuition and fees are in constant 2011 dollars, weighted for enrollment. Mean salary for all ranks is in constant 2011 dollars. “Two-year” salary is for institutions with ranks only. Private salary excludes religiously affiliated institutions.
			
Sources: Tuition data are from the College Board, Trends in College Pricing 2011 (Washington, DC: College Board, 2011), 13, figure 4 (recalculated using raw data
from figure 4a). Faculty salary data are from the AAUP Faculty Compensation Survey.
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