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Average resident undergraduate tuition and fees for the academic year 2013-14 at public two-
year institutions in the WICHE region (excluding California) increased by 3.2 percent ($106) 
from the previous year, while published prices at public four-year institutions grew by 3.1 
percent ($231). By comparison, nationally, the one-year increase was 3.5 percent for two-year 
and 2.9 percent for four-year institutions.

Policy Insights examines current issues in higher education from the perspective of policymakers at the state level and on campus.
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This issue of Policy Insights reviews the results from the 
Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education’s 
(WICHE) annual survey of tuition and fees at public 
colleges and universities in the WICHE region, and 
discusses related policy implications. The WICHE 
region includes 15 states – Alaska, Arizona, California, 
Colorado, Hawai‘i, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New 
Mexico, North Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, 
Washington, Wyoming – and as of November 2012, the 
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, the 
first of the U.S. Pacific territories and freely associated 
states to participate as a WICHE member.1 The tuition 
and fees survey was administered in summer and fall 
of 2013 to state higher education executive offices or 
system offices in the Western states, and complete data 
from the survey are available in Tuition and Fees in Public 
Higher Education in the West, 2013-14: Detailed Tuition 
and Fees Tables (www.wiche.edu/pub/tf), published by 
WICHE in November 2013.2

Four-Year Institutions
Average tuition and fees for resident undergraduates in 
2013-14 at public four-year institutions in the WICHE 
region were $7,694, an increase over the previous year 
of $231 (3.1 percent). By comparison, the national 
average was $8,266, which was up $240 (3.0 percent).3 
After adjusting for inflation, the change in the regional 
average resident undergraduate tuition was 1.3 percent 
over 2012-13; the five-year increase, over 2008-09, was 
38 percent.4

Within the WICHE West, there was substantial variation 
in tuition prices at four-year institutions. Aside from the 
four institutions that are categorized as baccalaureate/

associate’s colleges under the Carnegie Classification, 
prices ranged from $4,000 at New Mexico Highlands 
University to $16,485 at the Colorado School of Mines.5 
The statewide average price in this sector was lowest 
in Wyoming, at $4,404, and highest in Arizona, at 
$10,027 (Figure 1). The gap between high-price states 
like Arizona and Washington and low-price states like 
Wyoming and New Mexico has widened considerably 
over recent years, with the highest tuition and fees 
now more than double that of tuition and fees in 
the lowest-price states. The largest one-year increase 
in percentage terms occurred in New Mexico, where 
average statewide tuition and fees climbed 9.6 percent. 

WICHE
Western Interstate Commission 

for Higher Education

Figure 1. Resident Undergraduate Tuition and Fees at Public  
Four-Year Institutions, State Averages and WICHE Average, 2013-14
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average for tuition and fees of $3,410 was just below 
the WICHE average, but the increase over the previous 
year of $117 (3.6 percent) was just slightly higher than 
the WICHE average.7 

Within the WICHE states, the community colleges 
in California continue to charge the lowest rates for 
in-district students, at $1,104, unchanged from the 
previous year. The next lowest rate was New Mexico’s, 
at $1,572; and the highest was South Dakota’s, where 
the average was $5,937 (Figure 3). The state with the 
largest increase when measured in dollars was South 
Dakota, where published prices went up by $382, more 
than twice that of the next-largest increase, $165, in 
Idaho. South Dakota also saw the biggest one-year 
percent increase, 6.9 percent (Figure 4).

Recovery Moderates Price Increases
Over the last few decades, Americans have come 
increasingly to recognize the importance of a higher 
education for individual success, and volumes of 
research support the critical role of higher education in 
a global economy where other countries’ increasingly 
skilled workforces are competing more aggressively with 
the United States. At the same time, there has been a 
national trend of accelerating tuition price increases, 
with only the last year or so seeing abatement in 
the rates of increase. As tuitions rise, the protracted, 
weak economy has led to declines in many families’ 
resources and constrained their ability to pay for higher 
education. Loans, grants, and scholarships have begun 
to overtake what students and their families contribute 

Four states saw increases of less than one percent 
between 2012-13 and 2013-14 – California, Montana, 
Nevada and Washington (Figure 2) – with Washington’s 
tuition and fees stabilizing after four years of double-
digit increases. Washington also had the lowest average 
increase in dollar terms, $20; while students in Colorado 
paid the highest average dollar increase, $556, followed 
closely by Hawai‘i’s increase of $529.

The average nonresident undergraduate tuition and 
fees at public four-year institutions in the region were 
$19,765, up 2.3 percent from 2012-13, slightly less 
than the rate of increase for residents. But in dollar 
terms, the $450 average increase for nonresident tuition 
across the region was almost twice the average increase 
for residents. Minot State University in North Dakota 
charged nonresidents the lowest tuition, at $6,087; 
while the most expensive institution for nonresidents 
was the University of California, Davis, at $36,774 (with 
similar nonresident tuition at the other University of 
California campuses).

Two-Year Institutions
The West’s average tuition rate at two-year institutions, 
excluding those in California, continues to be less than 
the national average, albeit just barely. Tuition and 
fees for resident, in-district students at public two-year 
colleges in the WICHE states averaged $3,424 in 2013-
14, an increase of $106 (2.6 percent) over the previous 
year and $899 (35.6 percent) over 2008-09.6 The 
West’s inflation-adjusted growth was $47 (1.4 percent) 
in the past year, again excluding California. The national 
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toward college costs.8 Consequently, years of state 
fiscal distress and the resulting disinvestment in higher 
education factor ever more prominently, influencing 
institutional decisions and accelerating the shift of the 
college cost burden to students and families.

State budgets and fiscal trends are showing hopeful 
signs of growth and increasing stability as the recovery 
from the Great Recession continues. Enhanced 
state revenues are translating into upticks in state 
appropriations to higher education in the majority of 
states yet public institutions are still making do with 
relatively fewer appropriations spread across larger 
numbers of students than before the recession.9 
While total state tax collections showed growth for 
14 consecutive quarters by the end of FY 2013, the 
recovery in revenues is by most accounts slower, 
more prolonged and less predictable than in previous 
recoveries and revenue levels are still far from a 
full, sustained recovery.10 States still face revenue 
uncertainty amidst long-term fiscal challenges and 
spending pressures, particularly from growing Medicaid 
expenditures and pension obligations, K-12 education, 
and the need to restore programs cut during the 
recession. 

Data from the annual Grapevine survey of state 
appropriations to higher education indicate that 40 
states increased funding for public higher education, 
up 5.7 percent overall in FY 2014 but with significant 
variability and with much of the overall increase 
attributed to three states (California, Florida and 
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Illinois).11 As shown in Figure 5, state appropriations 
for higher education in FY 2014 were up 8.5 percent 
for the WICHE region as a whole, a substantial 
bump up from last year’s one-year change, in which 
appropriations to higher education for the region were 
up only 1.7 percent over FY 2012. If California’s 10 
percent appropriations increase between FY 2013 
and FY 2014 is taken out of the picture (made 
possible by passage in 2012 of the Proposition 30 
tax increase), there is a slightly lower increase in state 
appropriations to higher education for the WICHE 
region, 6.5 percent. California made up 55 percent 
of all state higher education spending in the WICHE 
region, on average, in the years FY 2012 to FY 2014. 
Its four-year enrollments comprised 37 percent of the 
regional total, while its two-year enrollments made 
up 65 percent of the region’s total in fall 2012, the 
most recent data available. All but one of the 15 states 
in the WICHE region experienced growth in funding 
levels from the prior year, ranging from about one 
percent in Hawai‘i and South Dakota, to double-digit 
increases in four states – California, Montana, North 
Dakota and Washington.12 Wyoming’s higher education 
appropriations declined 8.1 percent from FY 2013, but 
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this was after it posted some of the highest percent 
increases in appropriations of the Western states for 
several recent years. 

Figure 5 also shows how state funding levels have 
shifted in the WICHE states since FY 2009, the first full 
fiscal year during the recession. In spite of the increases 
in state appropriations in FY 2013 and FY 2014, the 
figure shows how far behind states remain as they 
continue to claw their way back from the recessionary 
cuts. Ten Western states appropriated less in FY 2014 
than in FY 2009. Seven states are down 10 percent or 
more – and in Arizona and Nevada, funding continues 
to be down by 20 percent or more. Alaska, Montana, 
North Dakota and Utah, on the other hand, were able 
to provide increases in funding over both the one-year 
and five-year periods.

Despite this overall positive news that states are 
restoring appropriations to higher education, the 
reality is that the funding continues to be spread 
much more thinly over larger numbers of students 
due to enrollment increases through much of the last 
decade and amplified during the recession. Enrollments 
climbed five percent in the West between 2008 and 
2012, and were 11 percent higher than in 2006, before 
beginning to decline over the last three years, largely 
due to decreases of students enrolling in two-year 
institutions.13 According to the State Higher Education 
Executive Officers annual finance survey (SHEF), which 
provides state appropriations per student (as opposed 
to total appropriations overall, as Grapevine does), state 
support for higher education across the WICHE region 
began recovering in FY 2013, but still amounts to 17 
percent less per student than in FY 2009 (Figure 6) and 
24 percent less per student than prior to the recession 
in FY 2008.14 Idaho’s appropriations lag the most 
among the WICHE states, with per student FTE support 
down 36 percent since FY 2009 (and tied with Arizona 
at 37 percent lower than FY 2008). Higher education 
investments in mineral-rich states like Alaska and North 
Dakota weathered the economic downturn better, and 
North Dakota has even maintained increased support. 

FY 2013 per-student educational appropriations ranged 
from $3,283 in Colorado to $17,960 in Wyoming 
(Figure 7). The chart also demonstrates how widely 
varied states’ higher education finance strategies are 
in the West, with the share of operating revenues 
accounted for by educational appropriations ranging 
from 31.3 percent in Colorado to 88.1 percent in 
Wyoming.

State financial aid also plays a critical role in access and 
affordability, and reduces students’ net price. According 
to the SHEF, the percent of total support allocated for 
financial aid to students attending public institutions 
increased nationally to 7.9 percent in 2013 and was 
up from 5.6 percent in 2008. These data and similar 
results from the National Association of State Student 
Grant and Aid Programs (NASSGAP) show the efforts 
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Figure 7. Public Institutions’ Revenues from Education Appropriations 
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states made to maintain critical aid programs during the 
economic downturn, and some states shifted non-need 
based aid to need-based. States continued to struggle 
to keep up with the demand for aid as the number 
of eligible applicants increased due to enrollment 
increases and many families had to tighten their fiscal 
belts during the recession. Furthermore, state aid 
programs are far less substantial than federal support 
for needy students. The average state financial aid per 
undergraduate student in academic year 2011-12, the 
latest available data, was $482 in the U.S. and $287 
in the WICHE region (per-student state aid was not 
reported for South Dakota and Wyoming). Two WICHE 
states provide substantially more than the national 
average, California and Washington at $1,077 and 
$1,061 per undergraduate, respectively; without these 
high-aid states, the WICHE average per undergraduate 
was $161.15 Ultimately, tuition increases have outpaced 
aid in recent years resulting in net price increases 
nationally between 2009-10 and 2013-14, particularly 
at four-year institutions and in varying amounts by 
income level.16 

In summary, this year’s report shows abatement 
in the rise of sticker prices that characterized the 
recession, some improvement in state spending on 
higher education, and some recent mitigation in 
enrollment demand. There will likely be sustained 
pressure on tuition into the foreseeable future due to 
the uncertainty in state and federal funding. Higher 
education institutions will continue to compete for 
resources with other services and programs that also 
face high levels of demand and are recovering from 
recessionary budget cuts. Pressures to reduce the 
national debt, borrowing and spending limits, not to 
mention the political unpredictability of upcoming 
election cycles create continued uncertainty on the 
national scene. 

But perhaps even more important is anticipating what 
will transpire as higher education’s fate is increasingly 
tied to individuals’ and families’ ability to invest in 
higher education.17 As public institutions become 
substantially reliant on tuition to cover operating 
costs, their fiscal situation becomes more precarious 
given the changes in enrollment long predicted and 
already underway due to demographic changes and 
a continuing slow economic recovery. States will have 
to come to terms with and resolve the dilemma that 
increasing tuition expenses will limit access to higher 
education for many students – and reduce their states’ 
competitiveness – as rapidly diversifying populations 
are less financially able to make that investment from 
their own resources.18 Recognizing these dilemmas, 

the Education Commission of the States reported 
that governors in at least 17 states recently outlined 
proposals related to postsecondary education, a 
majority of them focused on tuition, financial aid 
and affordability issues. At least five governors called 
for a freeze on tuition rates, and many focused on 
performance funding policies intended to incentivize or 
reward students or institutions towards completion with 
a focus on economically important fields of study.19 

Commensurate with recent years’ tuition increases has 
been the virtual explosion in education borrowing, 
which some suggest may be the next national economic 
‘bubble’. Some of this concern may be overstated, 
because average debt and borrowing rates and debt 
levels indicate less steep increases and do not appear to 
be related to recent enrollment declines -- and college 
is an investment that clearly pays off over time, even 
considering the acquisition of debt. So, it is true that 
debt levels need to be monitored, although average 
debt levels and rates of graduates with debt are not 
currently outrageously high. But, some information 
about recent borrowing trends does suggest a potential 
threat to student success for the increasing numbers of 
students who are predicted to have fewer resources to 
pay for college. Recent data confirm that the growth 
in educational debt is concentrated among the lower 
and middle income and groups with lower credit 
scores.20 To the extent that less-resourced students 
need to rely more heavily on loans, student borrowing 
has the potential to counteract increased access to 
education if it reduces economic opportunity or asset 
accumulation over the longer term for some of these 
students.  Furthermore, graduate student debt was 
seen to contribute significantly to increases in student 
debt loads in recent years,21 suggesting a further 
disincentive to students who have to rely more heavily 
on student borrowing, to pursue fields that require 
advanced or specialized training, such as in science, 
technology, engineering, and math (STEM) disciplines. It 
is ultimately uncertain how rising reliance on borrowing 
may impact college graduates. But, policymakers 
will need to be monitoring debt levels to insure that 
borrowing does not rise to the level of becoming a 
barrier to access and success, especially among low-
income students, or become a larger economic issue.  

Policy Implications
While the debate about the value and cost of higher 
education rages on in political, public and private 
conversations, a number of states are grappling with 
these issues and are making or are seriously considering 
changes. Outlined below are some recent initiatives that 
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are examples of the range of approaches being taken 
and strategies for constructive change. 

Many Western legislatures voted to freeze or cap tuition 
during their 2013 legislative sessions, helped by an 
influx of new state funding, including California (for 
four years), Montana (for two years) and Washington.22 
Other states are addressing college affordability through 
their state aid programs. South Dakota and North 
Dakota, for example, created need-based programs. 
In both states, the scholarships range from $500 to 
$2,000 depending on the student’s level of need; in 
South Dakota, aid will be to participating institutions 
based on the percentage of Pell-eligible students 
enrolled at the institution. With Arizona’s Earn to Learn 
program, launched in 2013, federal and institutional 
funds are used to match students’ savings with a 
scholarship of sorts. Students are required to save $500 
in an individual development account (IDA), participate 
in personal finance workshops and college readiness 
trainings, and meet regularly with a financial coach. IDA 
savings are matched at a rate of $8 for every $1 saved, 
for up to $4,000 in matching funds per year.23 

In California, the University of California’s (UC) Blue and 
Gold Opportunity Plan is intended to expand access 
to UC for what it considers ‘lower-income’ students. 
California residents whose total family income is less 
than $80,000 a year and qualify for financial aid will 
not have to pay UC’s system-wide tuition and fees out-
of-pocket. The California state budget also allocates 
funding for scholarships to cover up to 40 percent of 
the University of California system-wide tuition and fees 
amount for Californians with annual family incomes up 
to $150,000 attending the University of California and 
California State University, starting in 2014-15. (And 
at UC Berkeley, the Middle Class Access Plan caps the 
annual parent contribution to a UC Berkeley student’s 
education at 15 percent of their total income.)24 

There is also an increasing number of states adjusting 
their state grant aid programs and system support to 
incentivize productivity, completion and reduced time-
to-completion. In the West, Colorado enacted incentives 
for retention and completion that award participating 
state colleges and universities a fixed, progressive 
amount of aid per student. Beginning with $600 for 
each eligible freshman, funding-per-student increases 
$200 per year to $1,200 for seniors; and dropping 
down to $600 for fifth-year undergraduates. And 
New Mexico increased the number of credits required 
per semester for lottery fund scholarship recipients, 
as lawmakers struggled to keep the fund solvent and 
increased accountability at the same time. 

A number of states in and out of the West are also 
targeting incentives to increase college success among 
underserved students, for example, Nevada and 
Massachusetts’ shift to performance-based funding for 
the state’s public community colleges, among others. 
In a related vein, many states have broached the topic 
of how to make college more viable for undocumented 
students (and perhaps providing new revenue) through 
access to in-state tuition or even state aid. 

Arizona, Montana, Nevada and North Dakota have 
also proposed or passed outcomes-based funding 
innovations that reward institutions based on degrees 
awarded overall, credits completed, and successful 
transfers, among other things.25 These various forms of 
incentive-focused funding might impel accountability 
in institutional and student behavior, but it will take 
some time to determine whether initiatives will achieve 
the desired increases in institutional productivity and 
student progress and completion, and whether there 
are unintended consequences to access and quality.26

And there are also examples of states using higher 
education funding to address other very specific state 
goals. Seeking to increase the number of quality 
teachers working in high-need areas of the state, New 
Mexico’s Teacher Repayment Loan Act provides for 
repayment of the principal and reasonable interest 
accrued on loans obtained from the federal government 
for teacher education purposes. South Dakota also uses 
a scholarship program to encourage its high school 
graduates to stay in the state and pursue a degree in 
teaching and later work in the state in a “critical need 
teaching area.” 

A few states are studying and even moving forward 
with strategies to provide higher education free of 
charge or through pay-it-forward programs. While 
the effort to come up with new solutions is laudable, 
policymakers are urged to use caution as they consider 
untested programs that may have negative unintended 
consequences.27 Among notable recent examples, the 
Tennessee Promise program will provide two years of 
free community or technical college to state students. 
Funded by the lottery, the program is cutting the state’s 
Hope Scholarship awards to freshman and sophomores 
and is increasing awards for juniors and seniors at the 
state’s four-year institutions. Oregon is also considering 
free community college tuition and with the recent 
HB 2838, known as the “Pay Forward, Pay Back” plan, 
required the state education agencies to consider 
jointly creating a pilot concept of a program for future 
legislative approval to defer tuition for students while 
they are enrolled in college in exchange for commitment 
of a percentage of their future salary to the state.



Conclusion
The data continue to indicate a shifting of the costs 
for higher education onto students. Despite the recent 
mitigation in tuition increases and modest re-funding 
through appropriations, higher education financing 
is at a pivotal point. Institutional leaders will face 
continued pressures to seek net tuition revenue as a 
key source of operating funds. This strategy, coupled 
with changing student demographics, may seriously 
erode higher education’s public mission as market 
dynamics determine who gets served, and when. 
Preserving equitable access to higher education is a goal 
worth preserving. Perhaps recent funding innovations 
intended to influence institutional and student behavior 
will protect that goal, but these experiments should be 
closely monitored to determine their effectiveness and 
feasibility. 
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