
academe  |  March–april 2012 |  7

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 dif-
ferent 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 com-
munity 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 sala-
ries, 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 60.4 35.9 28.9
Faculty Salary: Doctoral universities 30.6 11.4 7.7
Faculty Salary: Master's universities 20.9 7.7 1.9
Faculty Salary: baccalaureate Colleges 25.1 11.4 4.3

public four-year
Tuition and Fees 55.9 37.1 72.0
Faculty Salary: Doctoral universities 19.0 9.6 0.7
Faculty Salary: Master's universities 18.4 17.0 -5.3
Faculty Salary: baccalaureate Colleges 14.4 4.6 0.6

public two-year
Tuition and Fees 81.5 5.4 44.8
Faculty Salary: associate's Colleges 17.9 -2.1 -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” sal-
ary 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. 

TABLE A

Percentage Change in Average Nominal and Real Salaries for Institutions Reporting Comparable
Data for Adjacent One-Year Periods, and Percentage Change in the Consumer Price Index,

1971–72 to 2011–12

Prof. Assoc. Asst. Inst. All Ranks Prof. Assoc. Asst. Inst. All Ranks
Change in

CPI-U

NOMINAL TERMS REAL TERMS

ALL FACULTY
1971–72 to 1973–74 9.7 9.6 9.1 8.8 9.4 -2.8 -2.9 -3.4 -3.7 -3.1 12.5
1973–74 to 1975–76 12.4 12.1 11.7 12.3 12.1 -7.7 -8.0 -8.4 -7.8 -8.0 20.1
1975–76 to 1977–78 10.1 10.4 10.2 10.4 10.2 -1.8 -1.5 -1.7 -1.5 -1.7 11.9
1977–78 to 1979–80 13.5 13.2 13.1 12.8 13.3 -10.0 -10.3 -10.4 -10.7 -10.2 23.5
1979–80 to 1981–82 18.6 18.0 18.7 17.5 18.5 -3.8 -4.4 -3.7 -4.9 -3.9 22.4
1981–82 to 1983–84 11.2 11.0 11.9 12.1 11.4 3.4 3.2 4.1 4.3 3.6 7.8
1983–84 to 1985–86 13.2 12.7 13.2 12.5 13.1 5.3 4.8 5.3 4.6 5.2 7.9
1985–86 to 1987–88 11.3 10.9 10.9 8.9 11.1 5.7 5.3 5.3 3.3 5.5 5.6
1987–88 to 1989–90 12.5 13.4 12.7 11.0 12.3 3.2 4.1 3.4 1.7 3.0 9.3
1989–90 to 1991–92 9.1 9.0 9.5 9.1 9.1 -0.3 -0.4 0.1 -0.3 -0.3 9.4
1991–92 to 1993–94 5.7 5.5 5.7 5.6 5.6 0.0 -0.2 0.0 -0.1 -0.1 5.7
1993–94 to 1995–96 6.6 6.4 6.0 6.2 6.4 1.3 1.1 0.7 0.9 1.1 5.3
1995–96 to 1996–97 2.9 3.0 2.4 3.2 3.0 -0.4 -0.3 -0.9 -0.1 -0.3 3.3
1996–97 to 1997–98 3.6 3.2 2.8 2.6 3.3 1.9 1.5 1.1 0.9 1.6 1.7
1997–98 to 1998–99 4.0 3.6 3.5 2.9 3.6 2.4 2.0 1.9 1.3 2.0 1.6
1998–99 to 1999–00 4.3 4.0 3.9 3.7 3.7 1.6 1.3 1.2 1.0 1.0 2.7
1999–00 to 2000–01 4.4 3.9 4.4 3.6 3.5 1.0 0.5 1.0 0.2 0.1 3.4
2000–01 to 2001–02 4.2 3.8 4.8 4.2 3.8 2.6 2.2 3.2 2.6 2.2 1.6
2001–02 to 2002–03 3.4 3.1 3.8 2.2 3.0 1.0 0.7 1.4 -0.2 0.6 2.4
2002–03 to 2003–04 2.4 2.0 2.3 2.0 2.1 0.5 0.1 0.4 0.1 0.2 1.9
2003–04 to 2004–05 3.4 3.0 3.2 2.7 2.8 0.1 -0.3 -0.1 -0.6 -0.5 3.3
2004–05 to 2005–06 3.7 3.3 3.3 3.2 3.1 0.3 -0.1 -0.1 -0.2 -0.3 3.4
2005–06 to 2006–07 4.2 3.9 4.1 3.9 3.8 1.7 1.4 1.6 1.4 1.3 2.5
2006–07 to 2007–08 4.3 4.1 4.1 3.9 3.8 0.2 0.0 0.0 -0.2 -0.3 4.1
2007–08 to 2008–09 3.8 3.6 3.6 3.3 3.4 3.7 3.5 3.5 3.2 3.3 0.1
2008–09 to 2009–10 1.0 0.8 1.1 1.4 1.2 -1.7 -1.9 -1.6 -1.3 -1.5 2.7
2009–10 to 2010–11 1.4 1.2 1.5 0.9 1.4 -0.1 -0.3 0.0 -0.6 -0.1 1.5
2010–11 to 2011–12 2.2 1.6 2.1 1.7 1.8 -0.8 -1.4 -0.9 -1.3 -1.2 3.0

CONTINUING FACULTY
1971–72 to 1973–74 10.4 12.4 12.8 13.7 11.9 -2.1 -0.1 0.3 1.2 -0.6 12.5
1973–74 to 1975–76 14.2 15.7 16.5 17.9 15.6 -5.9 -4.4 -3.6 -2.2 -4.5 20.1
1975–76 to 1977–78 12.5 13.2 13.5 13.7 13.0 0.6 1.3 1.6 1.8 1.1 11.9
1977–78 to 1979–80 15.2 16.3 17.4 18.0 16.1 -8.3 -7.2 -6.1 -5.5 -7.4 23.5
1979–80 to 1981–82 19.9 21.0 22.4 22.3 20.9 -2.5 -1.4 0.0 -0.1 -1.5 22.4
1981–82 to 1983–84 13.3 13.9 15.3 14.7 14.1 5.5 6.1 7.5 6.9 6.3 7.8
1983–84 to 1985–86 14.2 15.1 16.3 16.1 14.9 6.3 7.2 8.4 8.2 7.0 7.9
1985–86 to 1987–88 12.8 13.7 14.6 13.8 13.5 7.2 8.1 9.0 8.2 7.9 5.6
1987–88 to 1989–90 13.7 15.0 16.0 15.5 14.6 4.4 5.7 6.7 6.2 5.3 9.3
1989–90 to 1991–92 10.2 11.6 12.5 12.5 11.2 0.8 2.2 3.1 3.1 1.8 9.4
1991–92 to 1993–94 7.1 8.3 9.1 9.1 8.0 1.4 2.6 3.4 3.4 2.3 5.7
1993–94 to 1995–96 8.0 9.0 9.6 9.5 8.8 2.7 3.7 4.3 4.2 3.5 5.3
1995–96 to 1996–97 3.0 4.0 4.2 4.6 3.5 -0.3 0.7 0.9 1.3 0.2 3.3
1996–97 to 1997–98 4.0 4.6 4.8 5.0 4.3 2.3 2.9 3.1 3.3 2.6 1.7
1997–98 to 1998–99 4.5 5.0 5.3 5.3 4.8 2.9 3.4 3.7 3.7 3.2 1.6
1998–99 to 1999–00 4.5 4.9 5.4 5.3 4.8 1.8 2.2 2.7 2.6 2.1 2.7
1999–00 to 2000–01 5.0 5.4 5.8 5.8 5.3 1.6 2.0 2.4 2.4 1.9 3.4
2000–01 to 2001–02 4.8 5.1 5.7 5.4 5.0 3.2 3.5 4.1 3.8 3.4 1.6
2001–02 to 2002–03 4.1 4.4 4.7 4.5 4.3 1.7 2.0 2.3 2.1 1.9 2.4
2002–03 to 2003–04 2.8 3.3 3.5 3.8 3.1 0.9 1.4 1.6 1.9 1.2 1.9
2003–04 to 2004–05 4.2 4.7 4.8 4.7 4.5 0.9 1.4 1.5 1.4 1.2 3.3
2004–05 to 2005–06 4.1 4.7 4.8 4.4 4.4 0.7 1.3 1.4 1.0 1.0 3.4
2005–06 to 2006–07 4.7 5.3 5.4 5.1 5.0 2.2 2.8 2.9 2.6 2.5 2.5
2006–07 to 2007–08 4.8 5.4 5.4 5.7 5.1 0.7 1.3 1.3 1.6 1.0 4.1
2007–08 to 2008–09 4.5 5.0 5.2 6.0 4.9 4.4 4.9 5.1 5.9 4.8 0.1
2008–09 to 2009–10 1.4 2.1 2.1 2.1 1.8 -1.3 -0.6 -0.6 -0.6 -0.9 2.7
2009–10 to 2010–11 2.2 2.7 2.8 2.3 2.5 0.7 1.2 1.3 0.8 1.0 1.5
2010–11 to 2011–12 2.7 3.1 3.3 3.2 2.9 -0.3 0.1 0.3 0.2 -0.1 3.0

Note: Salary increases for the years to 1995–96 are grouped in two-year intervals in order to present the full 1971–72 through current year series. Consumer Price
Index for all Urban Consumers (CPI–U) from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics; change calculated from December to December. Nominal salary is measured in current
dollars. The percentage change in real terms is the nominal change adjusted by the change in the CPI–U. Figures for All Faculty represent changes in salary levels
from a given year to the next. Figures for Continuing Faculty represent the average salary change for faculty on staff at the same institution in both years over which
the salary change is calculated. Figures for prior years have been recalculated using a consistent level of precision.




