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“

”

Every university community should embrace 

the shared responsibility to reexamine 

current practices and expenditures with a 

determination to keep its tuition and fees 

within the reach of every qualified student. 

We should all remind ourselves every day that 

the dollars we are privileged to spend come, 

for the most part, from either a family or a 

taxpayer.

– Mitch Daniels, president, Purdue University 
January 18, 2013
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America’s great public universities were founded 
with the highest expectations of academic 

excellence and service to their states. For Thomas 
Jefferson and his fellow commissioners of the new 
University of Virginia, the purpose of the university 
was, among other public benefits, “To develop the 
reasoning faculties of our youth, enlarge their minds, 
cultivate their morals, and instill into them the 
precepts of virtue and order; to enlighten them with 
mathematical and physical sciences, which advance 
the arts, and administer to the health, the subsistence, 
and comforts of human life; and, generally, to form 
them to habits of reflection and correct action, 
rendering them examples of virtue to others, and of 
happiness within themselves.” The Texas Constitution 
of 1876 sought to: “. . . establish, organize and 
provide for the maintenance, support and direction 
of a university of the first class, to be located by 
a vote of the people of this State, and styled ‘The 
University of Texas,’ for the promotion of literature, 
and the arts and sciences, including an agricultural 
and mechanical department.” The mission and vision 
statements of the University of Illinois hold, “The 
University of Illinois is among the preeminent public 
universities of the nation and strives constantly to 
sustain and enhance its quality in teaching, research, 
public service and economic development.  . . . 
The University of Illinois will transform lives and 
serve society by educating, creating knowledge and 
putting knowledge to work on a large scale and with 
excellence.”1

These are indeed the goals that the American public 
should expect from its leading public institutions. 
How well have these institutions held on to these 
important principles? Unfortunately, when we move 
from rhetoric to data, the reality is deeply troubling. 

Overall, these institutions, often called the “flagship 
universities,” do a poor job of ensuring that under-
graduate students engage in an intellectually vibrant 
campus culture and leave with a solid foundation of 
common skills and knowledge. Of seven key subject 
areas: Composition, Literature, intermediate-level 
Foreign Language, U.S. Government or History, 
Economics, Mathematics, and Natural or Physi-
cal Science, 17 universities require two or less, and 
another 21 require only three of these crucial subjects. 
While almost two-thirds of these leading universities 
have at some point used a nationally-normed assess-
ment of student progress in core collegiate skills, only 
one in four has taken the added step of making the 
results publicly available. Most of these prestigious 
institutions participate in the National Survey of 
Student Engagement (NSSE), but at those institutions 

Overview

Overall, these institutions, often called the 
“flagship universities,” do a poor job of 
ensuring that undergraduate students engage 
in an intellectually vibrant campus culture and 
leave with a solid foundation of common skills 
and knowledge.

OVERVIEW
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that report frequency data concerning time-on-task, 
nearly half of the seniors do not complete a single 
extended, comprehensive writing assignment during 
the entirety of their senior year. On average, 34% of 
the seniors at research universities spend ten hours or 
less each week studying or doing homework, a figure 
corroborated by school-specific findings detailed in 
this report. Overall, throughout American higher 
education, over one-third of first-year students report 
spending more hours each week under the influence 
of alcohol than in preparing for class. In this study, 
for example, the University of Vermont and the Uni-
versity of California–Santa Cruz report 13.0 and 18.7 
substance abuse-related incidents per 100 students, 
respectively. Finally, the free exchange of ideas, which 
is the lifeblood of academic excellence, is under threat 
at almost all of America’s flagship public institutions. 
The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education 
has given 21 of the universities “red light” warnings 
for substantial restrictions of free speech, and another 
27 have received “yellow light” warnings for restric-
tions that jeopardize free expression.2

Not all schools have succumbed to the disturbing 
academic trends our report documents, making it 
clear that America’s great public universities can do 
better. The University of Georgia, for example, stands 
out among its peers with an “A” rating for its general 
education requirements. In addition to maintaining 
a strong core curriculum, with robust requirements 
for American history and government, the University 

of Texas was an early pioneer in the use of nationally-
normed assessment of student growth in core colle-
giate skills.3

Cost is also a major issue. Between 1983 and the 
present, the “sticker price” of tuition and required 
fees at a public four-year university has risen 231% 
after adjusting for inflation. In the period 2008-13 
alone, inflation-adjusted tuition and required fees at 
four-year public colleges increased 27%. In the most 
recent five-year period for which data are available 
(2007-12), the flagship institutions discussed in this 
report saw an average increase of 31% after adjusting 
for inflation. Students are the victims of these run-
away prices, especially those from middle-class homes 
who do not qualify for major amounts of financial aid 
and are often forced to take on a crushing burden 
of student loans. Exacerbating the effects of rising 
tuition and fees is the low percentage of students who 
graduate from four-year universities on time—that is, 
in four years, rather than five, six, or more. At the 52 
leading public institutions in this study, the average 
four-year graduation rate was 53.6%. This means, of 
course, lost opportunity costs and extra semesters of 
tuition bills.4

The United States outspends every other nation per 
pupil on higher education, spending nearly twice the 
average of other nations in the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Yet, 
its graduation rates are below the OECD average. The 
costs borne by students are heavy. Contrary to a myth 
widely disseminated by higher education leaders, edu-
cational debt is only “good debt” for the colleges and 
universities that benefit from the tuition dollars that 
students have borrowed. Millions of Americans carry 
student debt well into middle age, causing them to 
delay home purchase and often marriage and family. 
The societal consequences are severe.5

Overall, throughout American higher edu-
cation, over one-third of first-year students 
report spending more hours each week under 
the influence of alcohol than in preparing for 
class.

   OVERVIEW
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OVERVIEW

For too long, many higher education leaders have 
blamed state funding cuts, and state funding cuts 
alone, for the steep and steady upward trend in 
tuition. This report will look at some other culprits: 
broken faculty reward systems that push teaching 
responsibilities ever downward, runaway executive 
salaries and administrative bloat, and the campus 
building boom that continues to add underutilized 
physical facilities. This report will call on campus 
administration to follow the example Frank Brogan 
set as chancellor of the State University System of 
Florida, when he articulated in the midst of serious 
state budget reductions: 

During this period of fiscal constraint, we must 
continue to maximize the effective and efficient 
use of our resources and work with our partners 
in the Legislature to achieve the proper balance 
of revenue derived from appropriation and from 
tuition. We must also remain keenly aware that the 
economic pressures our students face are as real as 
the economic challenges our universities and the 
Legislature are experiencing.6

University of Georgia president Jere W. Morehead 
similarly observed: “We must never forget that our 
tuition and fees constitute a lot of money to students 
and families striving to realize the dream of achieving 
a UGA education. Keeping that dream available for 
as many as possible should be a priority for all of us.”7

Some universities have clearly resisted the trend to 
offset decreases in state funding with increases in 
tuition and fees. The University of Maryland has 
aggressively pursued cost-cutting measures, including 
a 10% system-wide increase in teaching productivity. 
And it shows: the in-state tuition has risen only 0.9% 
in the past five years. Both Florida State University 
and the University of Florida have had to deal with 
quite substantial reductions in state funding. In 2008-

09, the state contributed 68% of the funding for each 
full-time equivalent student in the state system, while 
in 2011-12 that contribution dropped to 55% and fell 
to 47% in 2012-13. 

In specific terms, this means that between 2008-09 
and 2012-13 per-student state funding at Florida State 
dropped from $8,975 to $5,033, and from $8,264 to 
$5,644 at the University of Florida. These institutions 
did increase their historically low tuitions ($4,566 and 
$4,373 in 2009), but they did not simply substitute 
tuition dollars for lost state funds. They made do with 
less, and at the same time increased their graduation 
rates and rose in the national rankings for research 
and development expenditures. The State University 
System of Florida now tracks and publishes data on 
“excess credit hours”: universities are held account-
able for the percentages of students who take more 
than 120 semester hours to complete their degrees.8

Public higher education, including the most presti-
gious public universities, will need to make hard and 
judicious choices about priorities, and do it soon. 
Most of the top public universities have allowed run-
away increases in athletic spending, often billed back 
to the students as mandatory student athletic fees 
or drawing resources away from other institutional 
needs. Many severely underutilize existing classroom 
space, yet keep on building new buildings. Few have 
followed the University of Maryland’s example and 
changed faculty expectations to encourage more and 
better teaching.

“While figures for the flagship institutions 
were more positive, the data over all put public 
colleges on a path to economic oblivion.”

Chronicle of Higher Education, August 2013
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   OVERVIEW

As recently as the summer of 2013, there was more 
bad news from the financial sector. Moody’s predic-
tion for public universities was dour: “The developing 
trend of expense growth outpacing revenue growth 
is unsustainable.” The Chronicle of Higher Education 
summarized: “While figures for the flagship institu-
tions were more positive, the data over all put public 
colleges on a path to economic oblivion.” These are 
serious warnings, and business visionary Clayton 

Christensen has predicted, “Fifteen years from now 
more than half of the universities will be in bankrupt-
cy, including the state schools.”9

The data in this report suggest that for many schools, 
there is no time to lose. And, most important, stu-
dents, their families, and taxpayers deserve a better, 
more cost-effective education. The institutions we 
evaluate in this report are listed below.•

Auburn University
Clemson University
College of William & Mary
Colorado School of Mines
Florida State University
Georgia Institute of Technology
Indiana University
Iowa State University
Miami University
Michigan State University
North Carolina State University
Ohio State University
Pennsylvania State University
Purdue University
Rutgers University
SUNY–Stony Brook University
SUNY–Binghamton University
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & 

	 Forestry
Texas A&M University
University of Alabama
University of Tennessee
University of Texas
University of California–Berkeley
University of California–Davis
University of California–Irvine
University of California–Los Angeles

University of California–San Diego
University of California–Santa Barbara
University of California–Santa Cruz
University of Colorado
University of Connecticut
University of Delaware
University of Florida
University of Georgia
University of Illinois
University of Iowa
University of Kansas
University of Maryland
University of Massachusetts
University of Michigan
University of Minnesota
University of Missouri
University of Nebraska
University of New Hampshire
University of North Carolina
University of Oklahoma
University of Pittsburgh
University of Vermont
University of Virginia
University of Washington
University of Wisconsin
Virginia Polytechnic Institute



General Education



“

”

It cannot be assumed that students at any 

age will always select the subjects that 

constitute education. If we permit them to 

avoid them, we cannot confer upon them 

insignia which certify to the public that they 

are in our opinion educated. In any field 

the permanent studies on which the whole 

development of the subject rests must be 

mastered if the student is to be educated.

– Robert Maynard Hutchins, president (1929-1945) and 
chancellor (1945-1951) of the University of Chicago
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”

Around the nation, a consensus is building that 
college students must acquire certain core skills 

and knowledge to be ready for the responsibilities of 
citizenship and for the challenges of today’s dynamic, 
ever-changing workplace. In August 2011, the GfK 
Roper group administered a national survey: 70% of 
the public responded that colleges and universities 
should require all students to take basic classes in core 
subjects such as writing, math, science, economics, 
U.S. history, and foreign language. The strongest 
support for the core curriculum (80%) came from 
respondents age 25-34—those who have recently 
transitioned from college into today’s demanding 
workplace.10

Evidence is mounting that overall colleges must do a 
better job of ensuring that graduates have the basic 
collegiate skills and knowledge that employers expect. 
Demands from the public, the press, and policymakers 
for better results are increasing—rapidly, too.

The National Adult Literacy Survey and the National 
Assessment of Adult Literacy, conducted by the U.S. 
Department of Education in 1992 and 2003, revealed 
that most college graduates fall below proficiency in 
verbal and quantitative literacy. They cannot reliably 
answer questions that require the comparison of view-
points in two different editorials, or compute the cost 
per ounce of food items. These shocking findings were 
confirmed in 2006 with an analysis conducted by the 
prestigious American Institutes for Research.11

A recent cover story for TIME magazine entitled 
“What Colleges Will Teach in 2025” investigated 
the role of a liberal arts core curriculum in higher 
education. Drawing upon the work of the American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni, TIME reported 
that slightly over half of the recent college graduates 
surveyed knew that the U.S. Constitution establishes 
the separation of powers, while 62% failed to identify 
the correct term lengths for members of Congress.12

That article also cited the 2011 study Academically 
Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses, by 
professor Richard Arum of New York University and 
professor Josipa Roksa of the University of Virginia. 
Working with the Social Science Research Council, 
these distinguished sociologists examined Collegiate 
Learning Assessment scores from over 2,300 college 
students at 24 accredited institutions, from private 
liberal arts colleges to large research institutions. 
Their findings have rattled the nation: 45% of the 
students showed no significant intellectual gains after 

1.	 What are students 
learning?

WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?

Drawing upon the work of the American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni, TIME 
reported that slightly over half of the recent 
college graduates surveyed knew that the 
U.S. Constitution establishes the separation 
of powers, while 62% failed to identify the 
correct term lengths for members of Congress.
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the first two years of college, and 36% showed no 
improvement after four years. The study showed that 
“high- and low-performing students can be found at 
each institution and within each level of selectivity.”13

Most recently, the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development compared the 
literacy levels of adults in developed nations. The 
United States did not fare well. What is particularly 
distressing—and damning—is that the United States 
leads the world in per pupil expenditure in higher 
education, but the average literacy of its college 
graduates, at best, hovers near the average of peers in 
other nations.

The economic reality of the 21st century is that the 
skills, knowledge, and intellectual agility that come 
from a solid general education are more valuable 
than ever: the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that 
workers will hold an average of 11 different jobs 
between the ages of 18 and 46 alone. A significant 
number of graduates will find their careers taking 
them in directions they had not planned and far away 
from the subject they chose to major in when they 
enrolled in college. An education for the modern 
marketplace must be a preparation for challenge and 
change.14

This is a lesson that has not been lost on the leaders 
of business and industry. In a 2013 survey of over 
300 employers, 93% of the executives responded 
that critical thinking, clear communication skills, and 
problem solving ability are more important to them 
than the undergraduate major. A majority called upon 
colleges to put more emphasis on writing, science, and 
mathematics, and over 40% called for greater empha-
sis on foreign language proficiency. In other words, 
they asked for better general education requirements. 
The phenomenally successful investor Charlie Munger 
sharply criticized contemporary higher education: 
“too many academic departments are too narrow, too 

territorial, too self-absorbed with parochial issues to 
focus on what they should be about, which is helping 
students become truly educated people.”15

A robust collegiate core curriculum, also known as gen-
eral education, ensures what employers call for, namely, 
a solid basis of common skills and knowledge outside 
of the major for all students, whatever their prepara-
tion. And requiring standard classes in foundational 
subjects is a far more cost-effective model than offering 
a large list of narrow and often esoteric courses.

We have focused on these 52 elite public institutions 
of higher education because, beyond their status as 
research institutions, they are widely held to represent 
the highest standards of collegiate education. They 
were listed by U.S. News & World Report as the “Top 
50” public institutions nationwide: “ties” in these 
rankings brought the actual number of schools to the 
52 covered in our report. Students and their parents 
believe that those who attend these institutions benefit 
from the attention of outstanding teacher scholars, 
dedicated to preparing students for a lifetime of 
meaningful professional, civic, and cultural life. These 
leading institutions are deemed to be communities of 
discovery and learning devoted to the development 
of intellect and character, as well as advancing the 
frontiers of knowledge.

   WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?

In a 2013 survey of over 300 employers, 
93% of the executives responded that critical 
thinking, clear communication skills, and 
problem solving ability are more important to 
them than the undergraduate major. A majority 
called upon colleges to put more emphasis on 
writing, science, and mathematics, and over 
40% called for greater emphasis on foreign 
language proficiency.
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WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?

INSTITUTION Comp Lit Lang
US Gov/ 

Hist Econ  Math Sci In-State Out-of-State

Schools with One or Two Requirements

North Carolina State University ● ● 	 $  7,788 	 $20,953
Rutgers University ● ● 	 13,073 	 26,393
University of California–Berkeley ● 	 12,874 	 35,752
University of California–Davis ◒ ◒ 	 13,877 	 36,755
University of California–Irvine ● ● 	 13,122 	 36,000
University of California–Los Angeles ● ● 	 12,692 	 35,570
University of California–San Diego: Earl Warren College ● 	 13,217 	 36,095
University of California–San Diego: Eleanor Roosevelt College ● ● 	 13,217 	 36,095
University of California–San Diego: John Muir College ● ◒ ◒ 	 13,217 	 36,095
University of California–San Diego: Sixth College ● ● 	 13,217 	 36,095
University of California–Santa Cruz ● ● 	 13,416 	 36,294
University of Illinois ● 	 14,522 	 28,664
University of Massachusetts ● ● 	 13,415 	 26,830
University of Missouri ● ● 	 9,257 	 23,366
University of Nebraska ● ● 	 7,984 	 20,734
University of Pittsburgh ● ● 	 16,590 	 26,280
University of Vermont ● ● 	 15,284 	 35,612
University of Virginia ● ● 	 12,216 	 38,228
University of Washington ● ◒ ◒ 	 12,383 	 29,938
University of Wisconsin ● ● 	 10,378 	 26,628

Schools with Three Requirements

Auburn University ● ● ● 	 9,446 	 25,190
College of William & Mary ● ● ● 	 13,570 	 37,344
Indiana University ● ● ● 	 10,033 	 31,483
Iowa State University ● ● ● 	 7,726 	 19,838
Miami University ● ● ● 	 13,594 	 29,158
Michigan State University ● ● ● 	 12,622 	 32,580
Ohio State University ● ● ● 	 10,037 	 25,445
Pennsylvania State University ● ● ● 	 16,444 	 28,746
Purdue University ● ● ● 	 9,900 	 28,702
SUNY–Binghamton University ● ● ● 	 7,645 	 16,795
SUNY–Stony Brook University ● ● ● 	 7,560 	 18,180
University of California–San Diego: Thurgood Marshall College ● ● ● 	 13,217 	 36,095
University of California–Santa Barbara ● ● ◒ ◒ 	 13,671 	 36,549
University of Colorado ● ● ● 	 9,482 	 31,378
University of Delaware ● ● ● 	 11,682 	 28,772
University of Florida ● ● ● 	 6,143 	 28,420
University of Kansas ● ● ● 	 9,678 	 23,748
University of Maryland ● ● ● 	 8,908 	 27,287
University of Michigan ● ● ● 	 12,994 	 39,122
University of Minnesota ● ● ● 	 13,459 	 18,709
University of New Hampshire ● ● ● 	 16,422 	 28,882
Virginia Polytechnic Institute ● ● ● 	 10,923 	 25,915

Schools with Four or More Requirements

Clemson University ● ● ● ● 	 12,674 	 29,600
Florida State University ● ● ● ● ● 	 6,402 	 21,570
Georgia Institute of Technology ● ● ● ● 	 10,098 	 29,402
Texas A&M University ● ● ● ● 	 8,506 	 25,035
University of Alabama ● ● ● ● 	 9,200 	 22,950
University of California–San Diego: Revelle College ● ● ● ● ● 	 13,217 	 36,095
University of Connecticut ● ● ● ● ● 	 11,242 	 29,074
University of Georgia ● ● ● ● ● ● 	 9,842 	 28,052
University of Iowa ● ● ● ● 	 8,057 	 26,279
University of North Carolina ● ● ● ● 	 7,693 	 28,445
University of Oklahoma ● ● ● ● ● 	 8,706 	 20,343
University of Tennessee ● ● ● ● 	 9,092 	 27,582
University of Texas ● ● ● ● 	 9,790 	 33,128

Tuition & Fees 2012-13

Source: Tuition data are from Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). 
Note: Dollar amounts are expressed in 2012 inflation-adjusted numbers. The Colorado School of Mines and SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry are not 
included because they do not offer four-year degree programs in the liberal arts.

GENERAL EDUCATION REQUIREMENTS
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But are they really? Emory University professor of 
English Mark Bauerlein notes that the cost of the ex-
aggerated emphasis on research and the low commit-
ment to students at research universities falls heavily 
on undergraduates who come to these institutions 
seeking an education. “Star” professors who seldom, 
if ever, teach undergraduates have little impact on 
their intellectual development. The prestige factor on 
which U.S. News & World Report rankings, as well as 
the popular imagination, rely can be illusory. Jeffrey 
Selingo, former editor-in-chief of the Chronicle of 
Higher Education, observed that springtime brings a 
spate of advertisements for colleges and universities 
aimed at garnering higher scores for reputation in the 
U.S. News rankings. All of this has precious little to do 
with student learning.16

Instead of examining schools on the basis of their 
prestige or their reputation for research, we have 
evaluated them in this section according to what they 
require all students in their various arts and sciences 
programs to master.

Using the most recent publicly available catalogs, we 
examined whether these institutions require their 
students to take general education courses in seven 
key subjects: Composition, Literature, intermediate-
level Foreign Language, U.S. Government or History, 
Economics, Mathematics, and Natural or Physical 
Science.

To receive credit in this report, a course must be a true 
general education course—broad in scope, exposing 
the student to the rich array of material that exem-
plifies the subject. Further, a course must truly be a 
requirement. Many universities give the appearance 
of providing a core curriculum because they require 
students to take courses in several subject areas other 
than their majors—often called “distribution require-
ments.” But these are “requirements” in name only, 
typically giving students dozens or even hundreds of 

“distributional” courses from which to choose. For 
further details on the criteria used for this section of 
the report, please see Appendix A.

Even when finances are good, a bloated curriculum is 
academically unsound. When resources are tight, as 
they are in this challenging fiscal landscape, reforming 
the general education curriculum offers financial 
advantages in addition to academic benefits. A more 
structured and coherent program of courses can 
improve student achievement and cut costs. Indeed, 
the Lumina Foundation has noted that students 
get “tangled up” when they have too many course 
choices, leading to lower graduation rates. Complete 
College America recommends a common set of core 
requirements to increase graduation rates.17

Solid, fundamental courses that students need 
are typically much less expensive to deliver than 
many of the “boutique” and “niche” programs. An 
English composition program, for example, will 
usually employ a very high proportion of adjuncts 
and graduate instructors under the guidance of a 
small core of senior professors. With this structure, 
thousands of students can receive high-quality 
writing instruction in small classes, in sharp contrast 
to specialized or trendy programs that have fewer 
majors and limited application to current business, 
industry, or public sector needs. Institutions looking 
to create distinguished undergraduate programs and 
cost efficiencies could consider the development of 
interdepartmental “signature” courses in such areas 
as United States economic history, world literature, 
or American institutions, leveraging the expertise of 
multiple departments and faculty.

Former University of Northern Colorado president 
Robert C. Dickeson, author of Prioritizing Academic 
Programs and Services, explains the fiscal prudence of 
maintaining rigorous general education requirements:

   WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?
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General education creep is expensive. What 
might have been considered a peripheral luxury 
item before (offering a groaning buffet table with 
excessive course choices) should now be seen as a 
waste of precious resources.

Academic departments proliferate their general 
education offerings in the absurd belief that by 
doing so more students will be produced. The 
truth is there are only so many students to go 
around. Instead, the question should be: How 
many quality general education courses ought we 
offer to mount a distinguished program?

In practice, 80% of students typically enroll in less 
than 20% of general education offerings. Query: 
What is the cost of sustaining the unnecessary 
balance?18

As the chart on page 9 shows, there is significant 
variation among flagships when it comes to curricular 
expectations. But overall, the data are not reassuring. 
Some schools provide students with a coherent experi-
ence, but far more leave it to students to do it them-
selves. Twenty out of 55 schools reviewed (including 
four colleges of the University of California–San 
Diego, which each have separate general education re-
quirements) require only one or two of these key areas 
of study, and another 22 schools require only three. 

There are a few remarkable exceptions. Florida State 
University, UCSD’s Revelle College, the University 
of Connecticut, and the University of Oklahoma 
all require five out of seven core subjects, while the 
University of Georgia stands out with the most com-
prehensive general education requirements, including 
every subject except Economics. In his 2013 State of 
the University address, former University of Georgia 
president Michael F. Adams recognized the school’s 
distinction, reminding the community that despite 
operating in “an era of cafeteria course loads at many 
places,” the university “has remained steadfast in the 
belief that in the first two years, all students should 
have a similar liberal arts foundation laid in prepara-
tion for the specialization to come.” Georgia’s new 
president, Jere W. Morehead, added his strong sup-
port for the core curriculum, recognizing: “We are 
privileged at UGA to enroll very strong, bright and 
committed students; we owe them an educational 
experience that is equal to their credentials.”19

Most institutions fail to ensure that students receive 
college-level instruction in areas necessary to operate 
in an increasingly global economy, leaving them with 
vast gaps in their ability to acclimate to world markets 
and cultures. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has 
called for action: “It’s clear to all of us that schools, 
colleges, and universities need to invest more and 
smarter in linguistic instruction.” Yet fewer than half 

WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?

Of the top-ranked public universities reviewed:

 Not one requires an economics course.

 Only five require a survey course in U.S. history.

 Only ten require a survey course in literature. 
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of the top public universities in the country require 
intermediate-level coursework in a foreign language. 
Moreover, not a single school in this study ensures 
that college graduates have taken even an introduc-
tory course in economics.20

And in a country where less than half of college gradu-
ates could correctly identify the American general 
at Yorktown, and fewer than 40% could accurately 
state the term limits of members of Congress, only five 
schools require a survey course in U.S. government 
or history. At many schools, U.S. government and 
history courses are just options in broad distribution 
areas that can also be satisfied by courses such as the 
University of Colorado–Boulder’s “Wops and Dons 
to Movers and Shakers: The Italian American Experi-
ence,” or Indiana University’s “The Fame Monster: 
The Cultural Politics of Lady Gaga” and “Vampires, 
Ghosts and the Gothic in Popular Culture.” Study-
ing Lady Gaga or vampires may be fun or interesting, 
but does little to prepare college students for civic 
participation and the responsibilities of citizenship. 
It anticipates—wrongly—that students will gradu-
ate from high school with the intellectual depth and 
maturity to put into context such an array of narrow, 
specialized topics.21

Assessing Learning Outcomes

Since most schools do not expect students to fulfill 
core curricula, they have forfeited the most power-
ful and effective way of delivering to students the 
core skills and knowledge that characterize a college-
educated person. A vague “quantitative literacy” or 
“writing across the curriculum” requirement carries 
little assurance that the student will graduate with 
the essential skills of effective expository writing and 
collegiate-level mathematics.

There are ways to test whether an institution’s gen-
eral education program is working as it should. Some 

schools have elected to administer one of the three 
nationally-normed assessments in wide use—the Col-
legiate Learning Assessment (CLA), ETS Proficiency 
Profile, or the Collegiate Assessment of Academic 
Proficiency (CAAP)—to measure academic progress 
in core collegiate skills, at least in the key areas of 
writing, critical thinking, and problem solving. These 
instruments can be used to show the value-added fac-
tor of a college education and to show attainment of 
skills relative to other institutions.22

A majority of the institutions in this report have taken 
an initial step to assess their effectiveness in general 
education. Based on a review of institutional websites, 
information from the designers of the nationally-
normed instruments, and other publicly-available 
material, 33 out of 52 institutions have used or piloted 
one of these three standardized tests to assess student 
learning outcomes. But only one-quarter of the institu-
tions publicly report these results.

While a nationally-normed instrument offers 
the opportunity to compare the performance of 
institutions within peer groups, even a self-designed 
instrument, such as that used at the University of 
Virginia, can be revealing. A recent writing assessment 
showed that only 69% of fourth-year students in 
the College of Arts and Sciences were “competent,” 
below the school’s target goal of 85%.

Other institutions may rely on rubrics and student 
portfolios as a way to measure program performance. 
Such methods lack the objectivity and comparability 
offered by a nationally-normed assessment of student 
learning. Especially in the absence of a coherent, rig-
orous core curriculum that ensures the teaching of key 
skills and knowledge, a portfolio or rubric will fail to 
provide students, families, trustees, and policy- 
makers with a frame of reference necessary to com-
pare institutions’ general education programs or even 
to benchmark properly the progress of their students.

   WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?
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Education policy analyst Kevin Carey at the New 
America Foundation has warned that the public and 
policymakers are running out of patience with higher 
education’s refusal to use valid and clear metrics to 
demonstrate its effectiveness in student learning. As 
he observed in the Chronicle of Higher Education, “If 
higher education has the courage to take responsibil-
ity for honestly assessing student learning and for 
publishing the results, the measuring stick will be 
a tool. If it doesn’t, the stick could easily become a 
weapon. The time for making that choice is drawing 
to a close.” Sadly, as of this moment, many flagships 
continue to believe that they are exempt from such 
scrutiny and accountability.23

Grade Inflation

Despite reports showing that undergraduates are 
studying and learning less and less in their four 
years at college, their GPAs are increasing. In 1991, 
the average student at a public college or university 
earned a 2.85. In 2006, that student would receive a 
3.01. Are today’s students really that much better than 
their earlier peers or has grade inflation become the 
academic norm? The evidence points to the latter. 

A 2012 study by Stuart Rojstaczer and Christopher 
Healy found that, as of 2009, “A’s represent 43% 
of all letter grades, an increase of 28 percentage 
points since 1960 and 12 percentage points since 
1988. D’s and F’s total typically less than 10% of all 
letter grades.” From 1960 to 2006, the University of 

Michigan saw its average GPA increase by .65; the 
University of Wisconsin–Madison by .7; the University 
of California–Berkeley by .76. Unfortunately, large 
increases appear to be the rule, instead of exceptions 
to it. When so many students are earning top marks, 
the value of those grades is substantially reduced. It 
also becomes rather difficult to distinguish excellent 
students from those who are average.24

While few students would complain about higher 
marks, this system of undeserved grades actually hurts 
students and weakens institutions. When students 
know they can put in little effort and still receive an A 
or B, they are far more likely to opt for the easy grade 
and more free time, instead of doing the hard work 
that academic excellence requires. Grade inflation 
may in fact explain why students are spending less 
time studying and more time partying than their ear-
lier peers who had to work hard to earn high marks. 
Disciplines like mathematics (see below) that resist 
grade inflation risk unpopularity compared with easy 
and often trendy majors that readily award honors 
grades.

At the University of Colorado–Boulder in the 2007-
08 academic year, A’s and B’s constituted 73% of 
the course grades awarded. The distribution of high 
grades among academic programs is uneven and 
revealing. In Applied Math more students actually 
earned C’s than A’s, and in Economics under a quarter 
of students earned A’s, while half of the students got 
an A in English. In the entire School of Education, 
A’s represented 75% of the grades awarded while C’s, 
D’s, and F’s combined only 5%.

The same is true at the University of Wisconsin–
Madison, where in the Spring 2013 term, 85% of the 
grades in the Counseling Psychology program were 
A’s; 3.891 was the average GPA in the Education De-
partment’s Curriculum and Instruction courses; and 
over 64% of grades in Life Sciences Communication 
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A 2012 study by Stuart Rojstaczer and 
Christopher Healy found that, as of 2009, “A’s 
represent 43% of all letter grades, an increase 
of 28 percentage points since 1960 and 12 
percentage points since 1988.”
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were A’s. At the same time, A’s made up less than a 
quarter of the grades awarded in Mathematics.

In the Spring 2013 term at the University of Missouri, 
only 23 of the 162 scheduled Math classes had average 
GPAs above or equal to 3.0, while only two Women 
and Gender Studies courses of the 13 scheduled 
had average GPAs below 3.0. In other words, 14% 
of Math courses had an average grade of B or better 
while 84.6% of Women and Gender Studies courses 
had average grades of B or higher.25

This breakdown reflects just how unfair grade infla-
tion is for students and society. It encourages students 
to game the system to ensure they do not diminish 
their chances of admission to graduate or professional 
school. Perhaps that is why, as many believe, students 
turn to classes like Indiana University’s “The Fame 
Monster: The Cultural Politics of Lady Gaga” that do 
little for their education, but where the most common 
grade awarded is an A+. And it may also explain why 
America is having so much difficulty recruiting much-
needed workers in the STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics) fields. In the end, 
grade inflation often makes it exceedingly difficult for 
employers and graduate schools to tell students apart 
on the basis of their transcripts and grade point aver-
ages.26

One promising recent development is the “honest 
transcript” movement. Dartmouth, Columbia, Indiana 
University, and the University of North Carolina–Cha-
pel Hill have begun to use one or another version of 
this system, in which next to each grade is the average 
grade that the particular professor gave to the class. 
In Texas, legislation has been introduced to require all 
public colleges and universities to implement an “hon-
est transcript” system.

The bottom line is clear. To achieve an equitable grad-
ing system, return student focus to the classroom, and 
ensure a rigorous education, schools need to reverse 
an established and troubling trend of grade inflation 
and reinstate meaningful distribution of grades across 
all departments.27

Student Engagement

Low standards of academic rigor are also reflected 
in student survey data. In recent years, colleges and 
universities have administered the National Survey of 
Student Engagement (NSSE), a survey that provides 
a variety of data related to student academic life, 
academic standards, and campus culture. The nation-
wide data in this survey are disturbing: 34% of college 
seniors at research-intensive universities study ten 
hours per week or less, while 54% study 15 hours or 
less. In other words, even at research universities, most 

   WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?

-	 According to the National Survey of Student Engagement, 34% 
of college seniors at research-intensive universities study ten 
hours per week or less, while 54% study 15 hours or less.

-	 Despite reports showing that undergraduates are studying and 
learning less and less in their four years at college, their GPAs 
are increasing.
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students study no more than two hours per day—and 
many don’t even do that. Many take on coursework 
with minimal reading or writing requirements—nearly 
half (46%) of seniors had not written a single paper 
over ten pages all year.

To put this problem in perspective, compare the 
time-on-task of the average college student with 
the expectations placed upon a new member of the 
workforce. The average full-time college student will 
spend approximately 15 hours per week in class, and 
then 15 hours or less preparing for class. In other 
words, the average full-time student devotes, at best, 
three-quarters of the hours expected each week of 
a full-time employee. Employers who complain that 
newly-hired college graduates lack the skill and self-
discipline to be effective will find much of the cause in 
the relatively low level of expectation for student work 
set at colleges and universities.28

Although NSSE is not the only survey available, nearly 
all of the 52 flagship institutions in this report have 
administered the NSSE to its students. The majority 
of these institutions make selected findings publicly 
available on their school websites, but in many cases 
they are presented in a limited format that is less 
useful for drawing conclusions. ACTA requested each 
institution send a copy of their Frequency Distribution 
Report, the form that documents time-on-task with the 
greatest specificity. Only two schools—the University of 
Colorado–Boulder and the University of Connecticut—
responded with the information requested. ACTA 
researchers were able to obtain recent NSSE 
Frequency Distribution Reports from the websites 
of ten additional schools. While such transparency is 
commendable, the overall results are still troubling.

An alarming portion of college seniors at these elite 
institutions reflect broader national trends: 60% 
of seniors at Rutgers University spend 15 hours or 

less preparing for class, as do 59% at the University 
of Massachusetts and 54% at the University of 
Connecticut. And at several schools—including 
Rutgers University, the University of Massachusetts, the 
University of Texas, and the University of Wisconsin—
at least a quarter of the senior class had failed to read 
more than four course-required books all year.29

Nearly half of students at many of these institutions will 
not complete a single writing assignment of 20 pages 
or more in their senior year. Of the 12 institutions for 
which frequency distribution data were publicly avail-
able, the percentage of college seniors who wrote no 
papers of 20 pages or more during their senior year 
ranged from 47% (North Carolina State University and 
the University of Minnesota) to 54% (the University of 
Texas and the University of Wisconsin).30

Substance Abuse on Campus

When students’ academic responsibilities are so 
minimal, they have a great deal of free time, and it 
is not unusual for the weekend to start on Thursday 
night and continue through Sunday night. Needless 
to say, time spent partying cuts directly into time that 
could be spent studying; indeed, many students report 
spending more time drinking each week than they 
spend studying. According to a survey of over 30,000 
freshmen on 76 campuses, students who consumed at 
least one drink in the last two weeks spent an average 
of 10.2 hours a week drinking, versus an average of 8.4 
hours a week studying.31

According to a survey of over 30,000 freshmen 
on 76 campuses, students who consumed at 
least one drink in the last two weeks spent an 
average of 10.2 hours a week drinking, versus 
an average of 8.4 hours a week studying.

WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?
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Federal law requires colleges and universities to 
report, on an annual basis, the frequency of drug- 
and alcohol-related incidents that occur on campus. 
According to data reported to the Department of 
Education, the average number of substance abuse-
related incidents varies by campus, with as many as 
18.7 incidents per 100 students at the University of 
California–Santa Cruz, and similarly high numbers at 
the University of Vermont (13.0) and the University 
of Colorado (12.7). While other schools report 
seemingly low numbers, they are not necessarily 
reflective of what is known to occur on campus. The 
University of Iowa reports only 3.2 incidents per 100 
students, but it also carries the dubious honor of 
being the nation’s “best party school” according to 
The Princeton Review, based on responses to student 
surveys that include questions on drug and alcohol 
use and popularity of Greek life. Likewise, thousands 
of students at the University of Illinois (2.3 reported 
incidents per 100 students) carry on an unofficial 
St. Patrick’s Day tradition at local bars, resulting in 
hundreds of citations each year; or at the University 
of Massachusetts–Amherst, where an annual off-
campus pre-St. Patrick’s Day party called the “Blarney 
Blowout” ended with 73 arrests after partiers threw 
beer bottles at police instead of dispersing.32

At the University of Delaware, a party estimated at 
between three and four thousand students turned 
into a riot with students “urinating in public,” 

“trespassing,” “blocking traffic,” and “walking on the 
hoods of cars.” (The incident was captured on film 
by a company that exists solely to film undergraduate 
parties.) Of particular note, however, is that this out-
of-control party did not happen over the weekend but 
on Monday night during the academic term—a vivid 
reminder of the connection between deteriorating 
campus culture and the decline of classroom rigor.

Some of America’s most historic institutions have 
even made drinking a part of their campus tradition. 
Students at the University of Virginia have one par-
ticularly dangerous tradition: the “fourth-year fifth,” 
which involves seniors attempting to drink an entire 
fifth of alcohol alone on the day of the year’s last home 
football game.

And a reputation as a party school is expensive to 
shake. The University of Colorado–Boulder spent tens 
of thousands of dollars to develop a marketing cam-
paign in part to change perceptions of the university as 
a party school—a perception perpetuated by Boulder 
placing 1st in 2011 and 3rd in 2013 on Playboy’s list of 
party schools. Instead of creative marketing, students 
would be better served by a serious academic culture—
starting with scheduling classes at times that approxi-
mate a standard work week. A 2010 study at CU found 
that most classrooms were empty on Friday afternoons, 
with only 41% in use at 3:00 p.m.—and only 11% in 
use at 4:00 p.m.33 •

   WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING?



Intellectual Diversity



18 G E T T I N G  W H AT  YO U  PAY  FO R?   A  LO O K  AT  A M E R I C A’ S  TO P - R A N K E D  P U B L I C  U N I V E R S I T I E S

   DO SCHOOLS PROMOTE A FREE EXCHANGE OF IDEAS?

2. Do schools promote a free
exchange of ideas?

The university should be a place where free ex-
pression of diverse views is the first and most 

sacred principle. It is this very principle which is at 
the heart of a university education and which under-
girds the statement issued in 2006 by the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities—a national 
organization whose members include over 80% of the 
schools reviewed in this study: “In any education of 
quality, students encounter an abundance of intellec-
tual diversity.”

To make this possible, AAC&U maintains, students 
should learn to think critically—so that they under-
stand “the inappropriateness and dangers of indoctri-
nation . . . see through the distortions of propaganda, 
and . . . [can] assess judiciously the persuasiveness of 
powerful emotional appeals.” Students then “require a 
safe environment in order to feel free to express their 
own views.” They “need the freedom to express their 
ideas publicly as well as repeated opportunities to 
explore a wide range of insights and perspectives.”34

Despite this necessary condition to the free exchange 
of ideas, many institutions have broad policies that 
punish so-called “offensive” speech or restrict expres-
sion to designated “free speech zones.” A close review 
of schools by the Foundation for Individual Rights in 
Education (FIRE) has found that many state colleges 
and universities are failing to protect legitimate ex-
pression and free speech and are actively discouraging 
a robust exchange of ideas.

Dedicated to defending and sustaining individual 
rights at America’s colleges and universities, FIRE 
examines speech codes and assigns a “red light,” “yel-
low light,” or “green light” rating to indicate whether 
a given school protects or restricts freedom of expres-
sion. According to FIRE, the vast majority of the top 
public colleges and universities in the country have 
restrictive policies in place. Twenty-seven schools 
earned “yellow light” warnings for jeopardizing or 
excessively regulating protected speech, while 21 
schools are on the “red light” list for clear and sub-
stantial restrictions of free speech. (See the chart on 
the following page.)

The obstruction of the free exchange of ideas is not 
only an unconscionable assault on the intellectual 
values of higher education. It is also a violation of the 
U.S. Constitution for a publicly-funded university to 
abrogate the First Amendment rights of its students.

Auburn University’s community residence standards 
require students to refrain from a very broad and 
ill-defined range of speech and expression, including 
“teasing, ridiculing, insulting, intimidating, harass-
ing or discriminating” against groups or individuals. 
Georgia Tech’s policy also punishes free expression, 
prohibiting “acts of intolerance” or “verbal comments 
that adversely affect the environment of an indi-
vidual.” In 2012, FIRE called Georgia Tech’s policy 
“overbroad on its face.” At Iowa State University, 
“inappropriate put-downs” fall under the category of 
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DO SCHOOLS PROMOTE A FREE EXCHANGE OF IDEAS?

SPEECH CODES AT THE TOP-RANKED PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES

l Auburn University l Clemson University l College of William & Mary

l Florida State University l Colorado School of Mines l University of Nebraska

l Georgia Institute of Technology l Indiana University l University of Tennessee

l Iowa State University l Michigan State University l University of Virginia

l Miami University l North Carolina State University

l Ohio State University l Purdue University

l Pennsylvania State University l Rutgers University

l SUNY–College of Environmental
        Science & Forestry l SUNY–Binghamton University

l Texas A&M University l SUNY–Stony Brook University

l University of Alabama l University of California–Berkeley

l University of California–Santa Cruz l University of California–Davis

l University of Connecticut l University of California–Irvine

l University of Iowa l University of California–Los Angeles

l University of Kansas l University of California–San Diego

l University of Massachusetts l University of California–Santa Barbara

l University of Michigan l University of Colorado

l University of Minnesota l University of Delaware

l University of Missouri l University of Florida

l University of New Hampshire l University of Georgia

l University of Texas l University of Illinois

l University of Wisconsin l University of Maryland

l University of North Carolina

l University of Oklahoma

l University of Pittsburgh

l University of Vermont

l University of Washington

l Virginia Polytechnic Institute

RED LIGHT SCHOOLS

21 out of 52

Institution has at least one policy that 

clearly and substantially restricts free-

dom of speech.

YELLOW LIGHT SCHOOLS

27 out of 52

Institution policies restrict a limited  

amount of protected expression or 

could too easily be used to restrict 

protected expression.

GREEN LIGHT SCHOOLS

4 out of 52

Institution policies do not seriously  

imperil free speech.

Source: Research and evaluation for this chart completed by The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE), www.thefire.org.
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   DO SCHOOLS PROMOTE A FREE EXCHANGE OF IDEAS?

sexual harassment, as do “derogatory or demeaning 
comments about women or men in general, whether 
sexual or not” (emphasis added). Student policy at 
Texas A&M goes so far as to say that “no custom, 
tradition or rule in conflict will be allowed to prevail” 
over the right to “respect for personal feelings.” It 
appears that A&M believes campus policy commands 
greater respect than the United States Constitution.35

Like so many things in life, overly broad speech and 
sensitivity codes emerge because of good intentions. 
As some thinking goes, we should not offend; we 
should not make people uncomfortable. We need to 
get along. But in mounting this argument, those who 
look favorably upon speech codes miss an important 
point: speech codes often create a chilling atmo-
sphere, effectively empowering the institution to 
silence students and faculty on the grounds that a per-
son, or even a group, has been, or may be, “offend-
ed.” When faced with speech codes or harassment 
policies (whatever the name and whatever the guise), 
students will hold back from expressing controversial 
opinions or making forceful arguments, worried that 
they might face administrative or disciplinary reper-
cussions for constitutionally-protected speech.

Ultimately, speech codes are not a benign attempt to 
encourage civility and sensitivity. They are a threat to 

all of us in a democratic society that depends upon 
citizens evaluating multiple perspectives in order to 
determine what is in the country’s best interest.

In addition to eliminating speech codes, another very 
positive step trustees can take is to ensure that crucial 
subjects such as military and constitutional history are 
not pushed out of the curriculum in favor of trendier, 
contemporary topics. In a recent semester, for ex-
ample, UCLA offered no courses on U.S. military or 
constitutional history, but did introduce the option of 
specializing in one of three new “clusters,” including 
“Gender, Sexuality, Women” and “History in Prac-
tice.” 

Boards of trustees—often charged by state law with 
overseeing institutional policy—have a critically 
important role to play in ensuring the free exchange 
of ideas on their campuses. In their role as fiduciaries, 
they have both the authority and the duty to see that 
their institutions do everything possible to guarantee 
the free exchange of ideas and the First Amendment 
rights of their students. Students, faculty, and the tax-
payers who support public institutions depend upon 
those in charge to make sure the intellectual climate is 
healthy and open to a robust exchange of ideas.36 •

Of the public universities in this report, only four 

merited the Foundation for Individual Rights in 

Education’s “green light” rating, meaning no serious 

threat to free speech.
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   HOW MUCH ARE STUDENTS PAYING?

3.	How much are students
paying?

The cost of higher education has gone up all over 
the country. Nationwide, during the five-year pe-

riod ending in 2012-13, inflation-adjusted tuition and 
required fees at four-year public colleges increased by 
an average of 27%. Students will not accept endless 
tuition hikes in the place of logical spending cuts. In 
the past, students have protested from Connecticut to 
Oregon and most notably in California where, when 
faced with a 32% tuition increase in 2009, students at 
Santa Cruz and Berkeley occupied university build-
ings.37

The charts on the following pages show the tuition 
and fees at the top 52 public universities for 2007-08 
and 2012-13 in constant 2012 dollars, along with the 
percent change over those years. On average, in-state 
tuition rose 31%, after adjusting for inflation. Two 
of the four schools with the highest percentage of in-
state tuition increases—Florida State University and 
the University of Florida—did so from an already-
low base of just under $3,800 per year. Commend-
ably, three schools stand out as making only modest 
changes: in-state tuition at Texas A&M University, 
Ohio State University, and the University of Maryland 
rose by no more than 4.7%, with the University of 
Maryland’s 0.9% change barely outpacing inflation.38

State colleges and universities have increasingly 
turned to admitting out-of-state students to raise 
revenue, relying on tuition rates that now rival the 

most selective private institutions. The average pub-
lished tuition and fees at private non-profit four-year 
institutions was $29,056 in 2012-13, according to 
the College Board’s Trends in College Pricing 2012 
report—21 of the top public universities in the coun-
try already charge at least this much in out-of-state 
tuition.39

This is a zero-sum game for state taxpayers. The 
prestigious state flagships typically decrease the 
number of available places for resident students, 
who pay in-state rates, hoping to accommodate more 
out-of-state or foreign students who will pay higher 
tuition rates. (Some schools have even levied a foreign 
student surcharge, further enhancing their revenue.) 
Twenty-five percent of the freshman class at the 
University of Illinois at Champaign–Urbana is from 
out-of-state or overseas. At the University of Washing-
ton, 18% of the freshman class of 2012 is comprised 
of international students, up from 2% in 2006. At 
the University of Oregon, 47% of the school’s fresh-

The prestigious state flagships typically 
decrease the number of available places for 
resident students, who pay in-state rates, 
hoping to accommodate more out-of-state or 
foreign students who will pay higher tuition 
rates.
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HOW MUCH ARE STUDENTS PAYING?

INSTITUTION
	

2007-08 2012-13 
5-Year

% Change
University of Pittsburgh 	 $14,258 	 $16,590 16.4%
Pennsylvania State University 	 14,222 	 16,444 15.6
University of New Hampshire 	 12,258 	 16,422 34.0
Colorado School of Mines 	 11,129 	 15,654 40.7
University of Vermont 	 13,348 	 15,284 14.5
University of Illinois 	 12,324 	 14,522 17.8
University of California–Davis 	 8,996 	 13,877 54.3
University of California–Santa Barbara 	 8,743 	 13,671 56.4
Miami University 	 11,687 	 13,594 16.3
College of William & Mary 	 10,147 	 13,570 33.7
University of Minnesota 	 10,628 	 13,459 26.6
University of California–Santa Cruz 	 8,467 	 13,416 58.5
University of Massachusetts 	 10,986 	 13,415 22.1
University of California–San Diego 	 8,256 	 13,217 60.1
University of California–Irvine 	 8,367 	 13,122 56.8
Rutgers University 	 11,833 	 13,073 10.5
University of Michigan 	 11,568 	 12,994 12.3
University of California–Berkeley 	 7,934 	 12,874 62.3
University of California–Los Angeles 	 7,934 	 12,692 60.0
Clemson University 	 11,483 	 12,674 10.4
Michigan State University 	 10,730 	 12,622 17.6
University of Washington 	 7,070 	 12,383 75.1
University of Virginia 	 9,623 	 12,216 27.0
University of Delaware 	 9,025 	 11,682 29.4
University of Connecticut 	 9,802 	 11,242 14.7
Virginia Polytechnic Institute 	 8,191 	 10,923 33.4
University of Wisconsin 	 7,956 	 10,378 30.4
Georgia Institute of Technology 	 5,874 	 10,098 71.9
Ohio State University 	 9,607 	 10,037 4.5
Indiana University 	 8,678 	 10,033 15.6
Purdue University 	 8,212 	 9,900 20.6
University of Georgia 	 6,225 	 9,842 58.1
University of Texas 	 8,493 	 9,790 15.3
University of Kansas 	 7,308 	 9,678 32.4
University of Colorado 	 7,348 	 9,482 29.0
Auburn University 	 6,460 	 9,446 46.2
University of Missouri 	 8,419 	 9,257 10.0
University of Alabama 	 6,312 	 9,200 45.8
University of Tennessee 	 6,569 	 9,092 38.4
University of Maryland 	 8,824 	 8,908 0.9
University of Oklahoma 	 7,205 	 8,706 20.8
Texas A&M University 	 8,122 	 8,506 4.7
University of Iowa 	 6,968 	 8,057 15.6
University of Nebraska 	 6,883 	 7,984 16.0
North Carolina State University 	 5,666 	 7,788 37.4
Iowa State University 	 6,822 	 7,726 13.2
University of North Carolina 	 5,913 	 7,693 30.1
SUNY–Binghamton University 	 6,657 	 7,645 14.8
SUNY–Stony Brook University 	 6,378 	 7,560 18.5
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry 	 6,284 	 6,593 4.9
Florida State University 	 3,715 	 6,402 72.3
University of Florida 	 3,607 	 6,143 70.3

TRENDS IN UNDERGRADUATE IN-STATE TUITION & FEES
FOR FIRST-TIME, FULL-TIME FRESHMEN

Source: IPEDS.
Note: Dollar amounts are expressed in 2012 inflation-adjusted numbers.
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    HOW MUCH ARE STUDENTS PAYING?

INSTITUTION
	

2007-08 2012-13 
5-Year

% Change
University of Michigan 	 $34,660 	 $39,122 12.9%
University of Virginia 	 30,939 	 38,228 23.6
College of William & Mary 	 29,825 	 37,344 25.2
University of California–Davis 	 30,057 	 36,755 22.3
University of California–Santa Barbara 	 27,789 	 36,549 31.5
University of California–Santa Cruz 	 28,478 	 36,294 27.4
University of California–San Diego 	 29,982 	 36,095 20.4
University of California–Irvine 	 30,093 	 36,000 19.6
University of California–Berkeley 	 29,660 	 35,752 20.5
University of Vermont 	 30,936 	 35,612 15.1
University of California–Los Angeles 	 29,519 	 35,570 20.5
University of Texas 	 27,178 	 33,128 21.9
Michigan State University 	 26,077	 	 32,580 24.9
Indiana University 	 24,711 	 31,483 27.4
University of Colorado 	 27,459 	 31,378 14.3
Colorado School of Mines 	 25,508 	 30,684 20.3
University of Washington 	 24,506 	 29,938 22.2
Clemson University 	 24,693 	 29,600 19.9
Georgia Institute of Technology 	 24,028 	 29,402 22.4
Miami University 	 26,998 	 29,158 8.0
University of Connecticut 	 25,242 	 29,074 15.2
University of New Hampshire 	 26,609 	 28,882 8.5
University of Delaware 	 21,482 	 28,772 33.9
Pennsylvania State University 	 26,257 	 28,746 9.5
Purdue University 	 24,609 	 28,702 16.6
University of Illinois 	 27,922 	 28,664 2.7
University of North Carolina 	 23,240 	 28,445 22.4
University of Florida 	 19,756 	 28,420 43.9
University of Georgia 	 22,950 	 28,052 22.2
University of Tennessee 	 20,124 	 27,582 37.1
University of Maryland 	 24,591 	 27,287 11.0
University of Massachusetts 	 22,699 	 26,830 18.2
University of Wisconsin 	 23,735 	 26,628 12.2
Rutgers University 	 21,985 	 26,393 20.1
University of Pittsburgh 	 24,788 	 26,280 6.0
University of Iowa 	 21,554 	 26,279 21.9
Virginia Polytechnic Institute 	 21,897 	 25,915 18.3
Ohio State University 	 23,569 	 25,445 8.0
Auburn University 	 18,087 	 25,190 39.3
Texas A&M University 	 17,357 	 25,035 44.2
University of Kansas 	 17,836 	 23,748 33.1
University of Missouri 	 19,432 	 23,366 20.2
University of Alabama 	 18,291 	 22,950 25.5
Florida State University 	 18,256 	 21,570 18.2
North Carolina State University 	 19,173 	 20,953 9.3
University of Nebraska 	 17,978 	 20,734 15.3
University of Oklahoma 	 17,297 	 20,343 17.6
Iowa State University 	 18,735 	 19,838 5.9
University of Minnesota 	 23,506 	 18,709 -20.4
SUNY–Stony Brook University 	 13,310 	 18,180 36.6
SUNY–Binghamton University 	 13,589 	 16,795 23.6
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry 	 13,216 	 15,843 19.9

TRENDS IN UNDERGRADUATE OUT-OF-STATE TUITION & FEES
FOR FIRST-TIME, FULL-TIME FRESHMEN

Source: IPEDS.
Note: Dollar amounts are expressed in 2012 inflation-adjusted numbers.
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men were from out of state in 2010. The same year, 
the University of Colorado–Boulder admitted 43% 
of freshmen from out of state. Although between 
2007 and 2012 the number of Indiana high school 
graduates increased by nearly 10%, the number of 
undergraduates from Indiana attending Purdue Uni-
versity fell by 3,447 while the number of international 
students increased by 2,864. Simultaneously, highly 
qualified in-state students are shut out: in 2011, for 
example, while increasing non-resident enrollment, 
the University of Washington cut its in-state fresh-
man enrollments by several hundred places, rejecting 
students who had graduated Washington high schools 
as valedictorians and with outstanding test scores. 

What is lost in the rush for students who will pay the 
high non-resident rates is service to resident students 
and taxpayers. Instead of a resolve to serve the state 
better, recognizing that state and household budgets 
are stretched to the breaking point, a sense of cyni-
cism often surfaces. University of Washington presi-
dent Michael Young was asked by the exasperated 
parents of in-state students rejected for admission 
if by paying the out-of-state rates they could secure 
places for their children in the freshman class: to this 
question President Young responded, “It does appeal 
to me a little.” A former chief lobbyist for University 
of Washington was quoted by the Chronicle of Higher 
Education with the facetious solution to fiscal issues 

at the University of California and his own institution, 
saying, “The answer to both of our budget prob-
lems is, I take your kids and you take mine, and then 
they’re both nonresidents.”

University officials liken recruitment “to an interstate 
game of swap,” denying students of their own state 
places, while aggressively crisscrossing the country 
in pursuit of non-resident enrollments, sometimes 
even using merit-aid to persuade them to matriculate. 
Elsewhere, affordability suffers in the form of cuts to 
need-based aid. The University of Virginia board, for 
example, recently voted to end its “no loans” policy 
for low-income students.40 

Of course, many argue such practices and rising 
in-state tuition are the result of diminishing state 
appropriations. But cuts to state funding are not 
the sole cause of tuition increases—and the State 
University System of Florida has shown it. Between 
2007 and 2012, state funding fell from $2.6 billion to 
$1.7 billion; state funding per full-time student fell 
from $7,656 to $4,387. While there have been tuition 
increases during this period, the System maintained 
its historically low tuition rates, significantly below the 
national average. The University of Florida continues 
to have the distinction of the lowest tuition rate in the 
Association of American Universities.41

HOW MUCH ARE STUDENTS PAYING?

-	 In-state tuition at the top 52 public universities, on average, 
rose 31% from 2007-08 to 2012-13, after adjusting for 
inflation.

-	 21 of the top public universities in the country charge out-
of-state tuition rates that rival the average tuition and 
fees charged by private institutions. 
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Some have even argued that changing to a more 
privatized state “affiliated” (instead of state “con-
trolled”) institutional model is necessary to become 
financially sustainable. This idea runs counter to 
the very purpose of public flagship institutions—to 
serve the public—and ignores the significant financial 
investment taxpayers have contributed over the life of 
these institutions.

Increased tuition and fees are not an inevitable 
consequence of declining state support. Schools have 

many options for efficiency and cost-cutting, which 
will be explored in the “Where is the money going?” 
section of this report. American higher education 
spends more per pupil on higher education than any 
other nation in the world, and not surprisingly the 
American public when polled has shown its skepti-
cism about higher education’s fiscal responsibility and 
believes colleges and universities can do better with 
what they have.42 •

    HOW MUCH ARE STUDENTS PAYING?
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4.	How does tuition compare to 
family income?

Increases in college costs place a heavy burden on 
families that, in many cases, are already strain-

ing to pay mortgages and put food on the table. The 
chart on the following page illustrates the problem 
by showing the rise in in-state tuition and fees as a 
percentage of the median household income in the 
state in which that college or university is located—
the share of income demanded by the “sticker price” 
of tuition and fees. Over the five-year period studied, 
undergraduate tuition and required fees at all of the 
colleges and universities in this study demanded an 
increasing percentage of household income.

In 2007-08, in-state tuition at the flagship public 
universities in this report represented on average 
15.2% of respective states’ median household in-
come. By 2012-13, that figure climbed to 21%, with 
nine schools setting their “sticker price” at over one-
quarter of household income. To put this in context, 
in 1970, tuition at a four-year college or university 

cost on average 4% of median income nationwide. By 
2010 the nationwide average was 11%, according to 
the Delta Cost Project.43 (See the chart on the follow-
ing page.)

The Rise of Student Debt

The high cost of a college education has long been 
justified as a prudent investment for increased earning 
capacity. Yet as tuition and fees continue to rise—on 
average by 231% at four-year public institutions since 
1983—students and families must seriously consider 
the impact on long-term financial security of carrying 
substantial student debt loads.

The Federal Reserve Bank of New York reports that 
as of 2011 nationwide nearly 12 million individuals 40 
or older still owed money on student loans. Astonish-
ingly, approximately two million individuals 60 and 
over still owed money. The total amount of student 
debt held nationwide recently surpassed $1 trillion 
and comprises 9% of all consumer debt. Defaulting 
on a student loan has serious lifetime consequences, 
making it difficult to rent an apartment, sign up for 
a cell phone plan, or find a job. Unlike most other 
debts, student loan debt cannot be discharged in 
bankruptcy.44

The chart on page 29 summarizes data from the Project 
on Student Debt, a project of the Institute for College 

HOW DOES TUITION COMPARE TO FAMILY INCOME?

In 2007-08, in-state tuition at the flagship 
public universities in this report represented 
on average 15.2% of respective states’ median 
household income. By 2012-13, that figure 
climbed to 21%, with nine schools setting 
their “sticker price” at over one-quarter of 
household income.
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INSTITUTION 2007-08 2012-13 
University of Pittsburgh 26.6% 32.0%
Pennsylvania State University 26.5 31.7
Miami University 21.5 30.6
Clemson University 23.5 28.5
University of Illinois 21.2 28.1
University of Vermont 25.4 27.5
Colorado School of Mines 16.4 27.3
University of Michigan 21.2 26.0
Michigan State University 19.6 25.2
University of California–Davis 14.6 24.3
University of New Hampshire 16.4 24.2
University of California–Santa Barbara 14.2 24.0
University of Delaware 14.9 23.9
University of California–Santa Cruz 13.7 23.5
University of California–San Diego 13.4 23.2
University of California–Irvine 13.6 23.0
Ohio State University 17.7 22.6
University of California–Berkeley 12.9 22.6
University of California–Los Angeles 12.9 22.3
University of Minnesota 16.5 21.8
Indiana University 16.5 21.7
Auburn University 13.8 21.7
Purdue University 15.6 21.4
University of Alabama 13.5 21.2
University of Tennessee 14.4 21.1
University of Massachusetts 17.0 21.1
College of William & Mary 15.5 21.0
Georgia Institute of Technology 10.9 21.0
University of Georgia 11.6 20.5
University of Washington 11.0 19.9
Rutgers University 17.7 19.6
University of Wisconsin 14.0 19.6
University of Kansas 13.6 19.4
University of Virginia 14.7 18.9
University of Texas 16.7 18.9
North Carolina State University 11.8 18.7
University of Missouri 16.5 18.6
University of North Carolina 12.3 18.5
University of Oklahoma 15.1 18.0
University of Connecticut 13.8 17.5
Virginia Polytechnic Institute 12.5 16.9
University of Colorado 10.9 16.6
Texas A&M University 15.9 16.4
SUNY–Binghamton University 12.3 16.0
SUNY–Stony Brook University 11.8 15.9
University of Nebraska 12.6 15.3
University of Iowa 12.9 15.1
Iowa State University 12.6 14.5
Florida State University 7.3 13.9
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry 11.6 13.8
University of Florida 7.1 13.3
University of Maryland 12.1 12.4

UNDERGRADUATE IN-STATE TUITION AND FEES
AS A PERCENTAGE OF MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Source: IPEDS and U.S. Census Bureau.
Note: Percentages are based on the median household income for the state in which the institution is located, and in-state tuition and fees for first-time, full-time undergradu-
ate students.

    HOW DOES TUITION COMPARE TO FAMILY INCOME?
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HOW DOES TUITION COMPARE TO FAMILY INCOME?

STUDENT LOAN DEBT OF GRADUATES

Source: Project on Student Debt
Note: Dollar amounts were not adjusted for inflation in the Project on Student Debt report. The University of Missouri was not included in the latest edition of the Project on Student 
Debt report. Average debt amounts are for students who graduated with debt, and include both federal and non-federal debt. 

INSTITUTION
Average Debt of 

Graduates 2011-12
% of Graduates with 

Debt 2011-12
University of New Hampshire  	 $35,168 78.0%
Pennsylvania State University 	 35,100 66.0
University of Pittsburgh 	 33,662 67.0
University of Delaware 	 33,649 56.0
Colorado School of Mines 	 33,209 51.0
Clemson University 	 31,172 45.0
Iowa State University 	 30,374 65.0
University of Minnesota 	 29,702 63.0
Indiana University 	 28,769 52.0
University of Iowa 	 28,554 55.0
University of Massachusetts 	 27,945 71.0
Miami University 	 27,817 55.0
University of Michigan 	 27,815 44.0
Purdue University 	 27,798 54.0
University of Alabama 	 27,639 43.0
University of Vermont 	 27,588 59.0
Rutgers University 	 27,535 75.0
Georgia Institute of Technology 	 26,412 44.0
Ohio State University 	 26,409 59.0
University of Texas 	 26,097 50.0
University of Oklahoma 	 26,005 50.0
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry 	 26,000 80.0
Virginia Polytechnic Institute 	 25,759 54.0
University of Maryland 	 25,276 46.0
Michigan State University 	 24,987 46.0
Auburn University 	 24,903 45.0
University of Wisconsin 	 24,700 49.0
University of Illinois 	 24,657 52.0
University of Connecticut 	 24,373 62.0
College of William & Mary 	 24,344 41.0
SUNY–Binghamton University 	 23,710 53.0
University of Kansas  	 23,468 51.0
University of Colorado 	 23,413 45.0
University of Nebraska 	 23,280 60.0
Texas A&M University 	 22,955 46.0
University of Tennessee 	 22,860 49.0
North Carolina State University 	 22,626 57.0
Florida State University 	 22,405 51.0
University of Virginia 	 21,591 36.0
SUNY–Stony Brook University 	 20,954 59.0
University of Washington 	 20,800 49.0
University of California–San Diego 	 20,474 56.0
University of California–Los Angeles 	 20,409 46.0
University of California–Santa Cruz 	 20,358 56.0
University of California–Irvine 	 19,828 50.0
University of Florida 	 19,636 51.0
University of Georgia 	 19,621	 44.0
University of California–Santa Barbara 	 19,325 53.0
University of California–Davis 	 19,285 55.0
University of California–Berkeley 	 17,964 40.0
University of North Carolina 	 16,983 35.0
University of Missouri N/A N/A
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Access and Success. On average, members of the Class 
of 2012 who graduated with debt left with $25,203 in 
student debt with 30 out of 52 schools leaving more 
than half their graduates with some level of debt.

Yet far more disturbing are the numbers of former 
students—with and without degrees—who have 
ended up in default. The federal government recently 
released the first year of three-year cohort default 
data—the percentage of borrowers who default within 
the first three years of entering repayment. Nation-
wide, 9.3% of borrowers from four-year public schools 
who entered repayment in FY 2010 defaulted on their 
loans, including 12,605 borrowers from the 52 presti-
gious institutions in this study. In light of the national 
average, default rates of 5-8% are unacceptable at 
flagship public institutions, which serve as a primary 

point of access to higher education to the academically 
distinguished students in their respective states.45

Recognizing the tremendous financial risks taken on 
by students, some institutions and states have taken 
admirable steps toward making consumer data more 
accessible to prospective students. The University 
of Texas’s seekUT website incorporates data from 
68,000 alumni, and allows site visitors to view student 
debt loads and earnings by program of study. At the 
state level, the State Council of Higher Education for 
Virginia (SCHEV) Longitudinal Data System provides 
prospective students with historical wage data for 
graduates of institutions in the state, often disaggre-
gated by program. Such information provides students 
and families with valuable insight prior to making a 
significant financial commitment.46 •

    HOW DOES TUITION COMPARE TO FAMILY INCOME?

-	 As of 2011 nationwide nearly 12 million individuals 40 or 
older still owed money on student loans. Astonishingly, 
approximately two million individuals 60 and over still 
owed money.

-	 30 out of 52 schools in this report graduated more than half 
of the Class of 2012 with some level of debt.
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5.	Where is the money
going?

Increased tuition might be tolerable if it were 
devoted to improving student learning. But 

nationwide, a growing share of school funds is going 
to pay for layers and layers of administration. Some 
support staff are integral to the process of instruction. 
However, the long-term trend nationwide is simply 
unsustainable. A 2010 study of higher education 
costs at 198 leading public and private colleges and 
universities showed a 39.3% increase from 1993-2007 
in expenditures per student for instruction, a 37.8% 
increase for expenditures in research and service, 
but a 61.2% increase per student for administration. 
Furthermore, a recent report documents this 
diversion of resources from faculty to administrators. 
It found that the ratio of faculty and staff positions 
per administrator has declined at public research 
universities from 3.5 in 1990 to 2.7 in 2000, and all 
the way down to 2.2 in 2012.47

Spending Priorities

The charts on the following pages display data sub-
mitted to the U.S. Department of Education by the 
colleges and universities studied in this report. In the 
five-year period ending 2011-12, three schools cut ad-
ministrative spending by 25% or more: Florida State 
University, Indiana University, and the University of 
Pittsburgh, with Indiana University coupling a 37.3% 
decrease in administrative spending with a 20.6% in-
crease in instructional spending. But the sad reality is 

that at more than half of these schools, notwithstand-
ing the recession, growth in administrative spending 
outpaced growth in instructional spending. In some 
cases, such as the University of Missouri, year-to-year 
fluctuations can be explained by changes in account-
ing practices. For the most part, however, the federal 
data provide the most meaningful comparisons avail-
able across institutions.

Given these trends, it is not surprising that the media 
and public are increasingly calling out schools for un-
necessary spending. The University of Connecticut was 
challenged for having a chief of campus police who 
made $256,000 annually. In 2011-12, the University of 
Minnesota University Senate Committee on Finance 
and Planning reviewed the school’s administration and 
discovered wasteful practices. Instead of centralized 
administrative functions, several different admini-
strative units maintained their own communications, 
information technology, and public relations staff, and 
there was strong suspicion that these same functions 
were subject to further wasteful duplication at the  
college and department level. When a subsequent Wall 

WHERE IS  THE MONEY GOING?

[T]he sad reality is that at more than half of 
these schools, notwithstanding the recession, 
growth in administrative spending outpaced 
growth in instructional spending.
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Source: IPEDS.
Note: Data are reported in 2012 inflation-adjusted numbers, and are for the most recent five-year span of data available. Public Institutions use the Government 
Accounting Standards Board (GASB) accounting standards, with the exception of the University of Delaware, which uses the Financial Accounting Standards Board 
(FASB) accounting standards. Data are for main campuses only, with the exception of Miami University, Rutgers University, the University of Connecticut, and the 
University of Minnesota, which represent system-wide data.
*  Cuts in instructional spending at Miami University, the University of North Carolina, and the University of Wisconsin outpaced cuts in administrative spending, 

making administrative spending larger relative to instructional spending.
**See page 31 regarding the University of Missouri’s administrative spending.

INSTRUCTIONAL VS. ADMINISTRATIVE SPENDING

Administrative Spending Growing Faster than Instructional Spending

INSTITUTION
        2006-07 FY
       Expenditures

         2011-12 FY
      Expenditures       $ Change  % Change

College of William & Mary Instruction 	 $107,964,931 	 $126,859,624 	 $18,894,693 17.5%
Administration 	 19,381,099 	 24,900,543 	 5,519,444 28.5

Colorado School of Mines Instruction 	 52,520,069 	 67,823,850 	 15,303,781 29.1
Administration 	 8,258,345 	 11,181,511 	 2,923,167 35.4

Georgia Institute of Technology Instruction 	 270,334,058 	 273,327,264 	 2,993,207 1.1
Administration 	 52,005,111 	 63,987,435 	 11,982,324 23.0

Iowa State University Instruction 	 312,593,440 	 349,266,732 	 36,673,292 11.7
Administration 	 30,541,628 	 37,457,438 	 6,915,810 22.6

Miami University* Instruction 	 244,920,264 	 224,661,831 	 -20,258,433 -8.3
Administration 	 46,776,553 	 46,687,751 	 -88,802 -0.2

Michigan State University Instruction 	 623,932,327 	 670,221,959 	 46,289,631 7.4
Administration 	 78,090,470 	 104,858,697 	 26,768,226 34.3

North Carolina State University Instruction 	 410,834,416 	 445,390,906 	 34,556,490 8.4
Administration 	 61,042,849 	 75,564,359 	 14,521,510 23.8

Ohio State University Instruction 	 965,333,347 	 1,016,685,204 	 51,351,857 5.3
Administration 	 152,441,239 	 216,947,838 	 64,506,599 42.3

Purdue University Instruction 	 554,693,138 	 577,771,802 	 23,078,665 4.2
Administration 	 111,743,460 	 147,666,326 	 35,922,866 32.1

Rutgers University Instruction 	 719,246,482 	 825,704,084 	 106,457,603 14.8
Administration 	 122,747,376 	 146,375,757 	 23,628,381 19.2

SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry Instruction 	 33,676,464 	 32,460,814 	 -1,215,650 -3.6
Administration 	 8,361,763 	 9,376,710 	 1,014,947 12.1

University of California–Davis Instruction 	 739,104,768 	 782,234,747 	 43,129,979 5.8
Administration 	 88,030,394 	 149,744,049 	 61,713,655 70.1

University of California–Irvine Instruction 	 578,918,538 	 641,487,100 	 62,568,562 10.8
Administration 	 52,531,016 	 63,352,466 	 10,821,450 20.6

University of California–Santa Cruz Instruction 	 167,187,936 	 164,246,076 	 -2,941,860 -1.8
Administration 	 34,722,676 	 39,436,573 	 4,713,897 13.6

University of Connecticut Instruction 	 385,292,767 	 555,020,605 	 169,727,839 44.1
Administration 	 76,687,283 	 135,456,650 	 58,769,367 76.6

University of Delaware Instruction 	 325,496,976 	 357,654,108 	 32,157,132 9.9
Administration 	 52,844,575 	 66,840,126 	 13,995,551 26.5

University of Georgia Instruction 	 318,241,080 	 321,817,730 	 3,576,649 1.1
Administration 	 64,800,218 	 69,224,274 	 4,424,056 6.8

University of Kansas Instruction 	 400,577,859 	 420,682,045 	 20,104,186 5.0
Administration 	 54,862,553 	 66,061,124 	 11,198,571 20.4

University of Maryland Instruction 	 501,359,864 	 536,684,288 	 35,324,425 7.0
Administration 	 76,652,228 	 94,810,699 	 18,158,472 23.7

University of Michigan Instruction 	 924,963,161 	 1,028,959,063 	 103,995,902 11.2
Administration 	 127,239,036 	 158,584,284 	 31,345,248 24.6

University of Minnesota Instruction 	 1,023,247,050 	 965,924,008 	 -57,323,042 -5.6
Administration 	 155,860,325 	 184,456,999 	 28,596,674 18.3

University of Missouri** Instruction 	 312,169,961 	 357,947,568 	 45,777,607 14.7
Administration 	 25,155,717 	 56,062,570 	 30,906,853 122.9

University of Nebraska Instruction 	 239,226,100 	 245,578,770 	 6,352,670 2.7
Administration 	 37,499,438 	 42,784,289 	 5,284,851 14.1

University of New Hampshire Instruction 	 165,667,454 	 178,336,580 	 12,669,126 7.6
Administration 	 19,876,796 	 27,035,024 	 7,158,227 36.0

University of North Carolina* Instruction 	 822,147,073 	 811,019,514 	 -11,127,559 -1.4
Administration 	 86,767,806 	 86,147,103 	 -620,703 -0.7

University of Oklahoma Instruction 	 273,711,125 	 311,878,308 	 38,167,183 13.9
Administration 	 31,832,251 	 37,730,993 	 5,898,741 18.5

University of Tennessee Instruction 	 567,578,841 	 598,828,168 	 31,249,327 5.5
Administration 	 86,945,260 	 112,976,496 	 26,031,236 29.9

University of Wisconsin* Instruction 	 633,483,020 	 601,254,569 	 -32,228,450 -5.1
Administration 	 67,298,831 	 66,995,697 	 -303,134 -0.5

Virginia Polytechnic Institute Instruction 	 340,398,052 	 331,902,487 	 -8,495,564 -2.5
Administration 	 52,262,382 	 53,580,721 	 1,318,339 2.5
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Source: IPEDS.
Note: Data are reported in 2012 inflation-adjusted numbers, and are for the most recent five-year span of data available. Public Institutions use the Government 
Accounting Standards Board (GASB) accounting standards, with the exception of Penn State University and the University of Pittsburgh, which use the Financial 
Accounting Standards Board (FASB) accounting standards. Data are for main campuses only, with the exception of Penn State University and the University of Wash-
ington, which represent system-wide data.
* 	 Cuts in administrative spending at Clemson University outpaced cuts in instructional spending, making instructional spending larger relative to administrative 

spending.

INSTRUCTIONAL VS. ADMINISTRATIVE SPENDING

Instructional Spending Growing Faster than Administrative Spending

INSTITUTION
        2006-07 FY
       Expenditures

         2011-12 FY
      Expenditures       $ Change  % Change

Auburn University Instruction 	 $239,628,373 	 $269,176,142 	 $29,547,769 12.3%
Administration 	 55,546,352 	 60,240,266 	 4,693,914 8.5

Clemson University* Instruction 	 230,530,373 	 222,370,011 	 -8,160,362 -3.5
Administration 	 30,793,601 	 29,523,430 	 -1,270,170 -4.1

Florida State University Instruction 	 322,864,670 	 350,076,149 	 27,211,479 8.4
Administration 	 73,838,836 	 47,746,013 	 -26,092,823 -35.3

Indiana University Instruction 	 478,007,619 	 576,309,039 	 98,301,420 20.6
Administration 	 160,280,225 	 100,470,099 	 -59,810,126 -37.3

Pennsylvania State University Instruction 	 1,006,586,334 	 1,350,725,859 	 344,139,525 34.2
Administration 	 181,615,004 	 241,983,190 	 60,368,186 33.2

SUNY–Binghamton University Instruction 	 154,338,426 	 162,967,015 	 8,628,589 5.6
Administration 	 35,110,863 	 36,415,132 	 1,304,269 3.7

SUNY–Stony Brook University Instruction 	 359,231,322 	 429,899,195 	 70,667,873 19.7
Administration 	 109,176,239 	 97,679,092 	 -11,497,148 -10.5

Texas A&M University Instruction 	 583,138,028 	 600,538,010 	 17,399,982 3.0
Administration 	 68,782,466 	 57,244,872 	 -11,537,594 -16.8

University of Alabama Instruction 	 256,983,740 	 337,248,077 	 80,264,337 31.2
Administration 	 62,933,949 	 67,923,413 	 4,989,464 7.9

University of California–Berkeley Instruction 	 685,515,752 	 745,792,891 	 60,277,139 8.8
Administration 	 147,516,423 	 157,366,595 	 9,850,172 6.7

University of California–Los Angeles Instruction 	 1,403,375,103 	 1,853,456,686 	 450,081,583 32.1
Administration 	 141,549,940 	 156,681,709 	 15,131,769 10.7

University of California–San Diego Instruction 	 668,555,862 	 911,530,202 	 242,974,340 36.3
Administration 	 115,375,540 	 107,430,137 	 -7,945,403 -6.9

University of California–Santa Barbara Instruction 	 251,464,651 	 276,898,087 	 25,433,436 10.1
Administration 	 39,151,699 	 35,866,184 	 -3,285,515 -8.4

University of Colorado Instruction 	 353,429,888 	 414,905,329 	 61,475,441 17.4
Administration 	 37,240,377 	 41,951,706 	 4,711,330 12.7

University of Florida Instruction 	 757,477,983 	 801,099,223 	 43,621,240 5.8
Administration 	 121,389,855 	 109,303,112 	 -12,086,744 -10.0

University of Illinois Instruction 	 549,126,809 	 736,454,152 	 187,327,343 34.1
Administration 	 40,467,954 	 44,018,090 	 3,550,137 8.8

University of Iowa Instruction 	 449,320,925 	 487,309,154 	 37,988,230 8.5
Administration 	 71,285,748 	 62,671,663 	 -8,614,085 -12.1

University of Massachusetts Instruction 	 330,368,228 	 346,698,282 	 16,330,054 4.9
Administration 	 55,268,833 	 56,345,398 	 1,076,565 1.9

University of Pittsburgh Instruction 	 513,506,322 	 561,095,034 	 47,588,712 9.3
Administration 	 121,172,237 	 90,645,127 	 -30,527,110 -25.2

University of Texas Instruction 	 715,238,443 	 796,252,418 	 81,013,975 11.3
Administration 	 102,418,129 	 112,407,411 	 9,989,283 9.8

University of Vermont Instruction 	 197,662,668 	 211,895,157 	 14,232,490 7.2
Administration 	 48,268,266 	 45,146,338 	 -3,121,928 -6.5

University of Virginia Instruction 	 425,676,585 	 442,268,597 	 16,592,012 3.9
Administration 	 78,784,395 	 73,820,378 	 -4,964,017 -6.3

University of Washington Instruction 	 1,142,179,133	 	 1,242,564,201 	 100,385,068 8.8
Administration 	 159,931,158 	 164,923,120 	 4,991,962 3.1
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Street Journal article criticized the university’s level of 
administrative spending, the Minnesota state legisla-
ture required the school to examine its cost-efficiency. 
The university’s administration commissioned studies 
and selected consultants to perform the studies. After 
spending 12 weeks and $495,000 of school funds, one 
of the two groups hired concluded that the university 
administration had already made important steps to 
improve efficiency, although it had significant room for 
improvement. The controversy continued. Some leg-
islators criticized the report as having “lacked depth” 
and cited concerns about the quality of the data.48

Sharp increases in administrative spending that 
overshadow growth in instructional spending are only 
one aspect of the problem. Skyrocketing presidential 
compensation also draws resources from student 
needs and sits ill with the public and elected officials. 
On average in fiscal year 2012, the 49 schools in 
this report that had accessible data paid their chief 
executive a base salary of $431,986. The University of 
California–Santa Cruz and the University of Califor-
nia–Santa Barbara have, in comparison, relatively 
lower presidential salaries: $310,000 and $315,000, 
respectively.

Generous packages for administrators have a price 
that may be passed on to students. The University of 
Colorado increased tuition by 9.3% three years ago 

and used part of the revenue generated to give large 
administrative raises. A significantly higher percent-
age of administrators than faculty received increases, 
and nine highly paid administrators received increases 
over $10,000, including a $49,000 raise for the chan-
cellor of University of Colorado–Boulder, which the 
system president justified as “build[ing] up for their 
retirement.” In 2012, the CU board allowed a 5% in-
crease instead of the requested 15.7%, but still much 
above inflation. An 8.7% increase was approved in 
2013, drawing inquiries from credit rating agencies, a 
reminder of the consequences of runaway costs. 

No one would claim that the task of serving as the 
chief executive officer of a major public university is 
easy or should not be well-compensated. But should 
the base salary of a college president be larger than 
the base salary of the chief executive of the United 
States of America? The base salary of the President 
of the United States for over a decade has been set at 
$400,000 per year. Thirty-two of the institutions in 
this study pay their president or chancellor a salary 
that equals or exceeds that of the president of this na-
tion. Meanwhile, the average salary of a full professor 
at these 32 universities is $133,194.49

It is not surprising that the appointment of the highly 
and justifiably acclaimed new president of Penn 
State University gave rise to controversy when it was 

   WHERE IS  THE MONEY GOING?

-	 32 of the institutions in this study pay their president or 
chancellor a salary that equals or exceeds that of the 
President of the United States.

-	 Public universities in Division I of the NCAA now spend 
three to six times as much on athletics per athlete than 
they spend on academics per student.



35A  R E P O RT  B Y  T H E  A M E R I C A N  CO U N C I L  O F  T R U ST E E S  A N D  A L UM N I

WHERE IS  THE MONEY GOING?

announced that he would receive a first-year base 
salary of $800,000 plus a $200,000 signing bonus. 
Even a gifted leader will find his or her credibility 
diminished by an outsized salary in these times of 
economic recession and escalating tuition. (Penn State 
already has the second highest in-state tuition among 
the universities in this report.)50

With tuitions rising, schools have an obligation to 
make sure their presidents are earning their gener-
ous salaries. Boards of trustees can do this by tying 
presidential compensation to presidential perfor-
mance. For example, Purdue University’s trustees, at 
the suggestion of its new president, made payment of 
nearly one-third of its executive’s salary dependent on 
success based on five performance metrics each year: 
fundraising, graduation rates, student debt, institu-
tional academic excellence, and student academic 
knowledge. Other schools, however, evaluate their 
presidents with vaguer standards and less of a focus 
on students. 

The University of Virginia Board of Visitors evaluates 
its president on metrics from “Maintains a positive 
relationship with the faculty and staff” to “Effectively 
presents the University’s resource needs to govern-
ment officials and private contributors.” The UVA 
president’s salary, however, is not specifically keyed to 
performance as it is at Purdue. Instead the “Assess-
ment Committee” that reviews the president will also 
simply provide a recommendation regarding future 
compensation adjustments.51

Public institutions of higher education are supposed 
to provide an affordable education and effectively uti-
lize taxpayer dollars. They cannot do that unless they 
begin to rein in wasteful and duplicative administra-
tive spending. Many of the schools in this report have 
proven that it can be done. The rest need to follow 
their lead.

Athletic Spending

And what about athletic spending? Universities are 
not required to report their athletic department’s 
expenditures to the Department of Education as a 
separate item, so it is harder to say what exactly is 
going on. According to a recent study by the Delta 
Cost Project, public universities in Division I of 
the National Collegiate Athletic Association now 
spend three to six times as much on athletics per 
athlete than they spend on academics per student. 
USA Today revealed that barely one in ten Division I 
athletic departments at public institutions brings in 
more money than it spends.

In addition, based on information obtained by USA 
Today through a Freedom of Information Act request, 
at least 33 of the top public universities have allowed 
their athletic spending to grow at a higher rate than 
did their instructional spending during the five-year 
period ending in 2010-11. Student athletic fees also 
continued to rise during this time—by as much as 
413.3% at the University of California–Santa Barbara 
and 318.3% at Auburn University. The chart on the 
following page illustrates the trend of increased ath-
letic spending and student fees.

In 2010-11, the athletic operating expenses of the 
Division I schools in this report totaled almost  
$3 billion, up more than $800 million from five years 
prior. Out of 45 flagship institutions reporting athletic 
expenses, 34 would appear to be profitable. But that 
number drops to 14 if one excludes from revenue stu-

[A]t least 33 of the top public universities 
have allowed their athletic spending to grow 
at a higher rate than did their instructional 
spending during the five-year period ending in 
2010-11.
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TRENDS IN ATHLETIC SPENDING

Source: USA Today
Note:  The USA Today study covered only those schools in NCAA Division I. Dollar amounts are expressed in 2012 inflation-adjusted numbers.
*	Public universities in Pennsylvania are exempt from Pennsylvania’s Right to Know Law. Penn State University voluntary disclosed data for 2010-11 to USA Today.

INSTITUTION 2005-06 2010-11 % Change   2005-06      2010-11 % Change

University of Alabama 	 $71,284,600 	$110,627,625 55.2% 	 $3,295,498 	 $                0 -100.0%
Indiana University 	 48,710,263 	 72,982,151 49.8 	 1,204,232 	 0 -100.0
University of Michigan 	 79,833,873 	 117,762,585 47.5 	 0 	 0 0.0
College of William & Mary 	 16,557,736 	 23,929,538 44.5 	 7,868,399 	 10,594,644 34.6
Auburn University 	 74,355,444 	 105,815,425 42.3 	 1,084,192 	 4,534,938 318.3
University of Delaware 	 26,682,187 	 37,983,668 42.4 	 0 	 0 0.0
University of Kansas 	 56,266,687 	 75,801,480 34.7 	 1,139,516 	 1,952,604 71.4
University of Iowa 	 69,624,540 	 92,716,873 33.2 	 1,757,587 	 594,559 -66.2
University of Texas 	 106,672,408 	 140,760,587 32.0 	 1,987,763 	 0 -100.0
University of Oklahoma 	 75,617,401 	 99,357,008 31.4 	 176,339 	 0 -100.0
Florida State University 	 69,962,205 	 91,550,580 30.9 	 7,067,458 	 7,926,335 12.2
University of Vermont 	 13,718,096 	 17,942,871 30.8 	 1,769,513 	 2,645,910 49.5
Iowa State University 	 39,196,694 	 51,034,619 30.2 	 1,280,413 	 1,779,099 38.9
University of Illinois 	 59,456,971 	 77,364,698 30.1 	 3,344,330 	 3,104,289 -7.2
Rutgers University 	 49,168,451 	 63,374,940 28.9 	 6,827,860 	 9,510,279 39.3
University of California–Davis 	 21,090,246 	 27,080,487 28.4 	 11,868,450 	 18,670,709 57.3
University of Virginia 	 60,650,668 	 76,231,262 25.7 	 10,730,102 	 13,659,754 27.3
University of Washington 	 57,617,167 	 71,493,673 24.1 	 0 	 0 0.0
University of Minnesota 	 67,045,754 	 83,100,826 23.9 	 0 	 0 0.0
University of Tennessee 	 82,956,155 	 102,743,679 23.9 	 1,175,597 	 1,052,913 -10.4
Virginia Polytechnic Institute 	 53,268,042 	 65,906,876 23.7 	 6,920,694 	 7,620,027 10.1
University of Florida 	 92,479,210 	 112,827,875 22.0 	 2,940,510 	 2,612,773 -11.1
University of California–Santa Barbara 	 12,963,471 	 15,727,785 21.3 	 1,268,517 	 6,510,852 413.3
University of Massachusetts 	 23,514,950 	 28,389,794 20.7 	 8,124,227 	 8,274,045 1.8
University of New Hampshire 	 23,784,947 	 28,571,574 20.1 	 8,509,953 	 10,744,011 26.3
University of California–Irvine 	 13,282,784 	 15,565,237 17.2 	 8,366,903 	 4,058,328 -51.5
University of Georgia 	 73,155,722 	 85,032,726 16.2 	 3,541,741 	 3,366,570 -4.9
University of Colorado 	 53,761,842 	 62,318,362 15.9 	 1,762,792 	 1,644,094 -6.7
University of Nebraska 	 74,425,674 	 86,250,932 15.9 	 0 	 0 0.0
Texas A&M University 	 72,251,617 	 82,454,466 14.1 	 0 	 0 0.0
Miami University 	 24,938,829 	 28,402,926 13.9 	 12,528,572 	 14,922,276 19.1
University of California–Los Angeles 	 61,189,644 	 69,496,358 13.6 	 2,842,757 	 2,661,173 -6.4
University of Connecticut 	 58,676,509 	 66,327,184 13.0 	 7,462,771 	 9,207,347 23.4
Clemson University 	 55,092,201 	 61,456,305 11.6 	 1,653,881 	 1,678,778 1.5
University of Maryland 	 58,220,904 	 64,893,135 11.5 	 8,881,198 	 10,011,390 12.7
University of North Carolina 	 70,469,813 	 78,244,706 11.0 	 5,677,581 	 7,376,803 29.9
University of Wisconsin 	 92,690,325 	 100,683,064 8.6 	 0 	 0 0.0
Ohio State University 	 119,681,430 	 128,757,436 7.6 	 0 	 0 0.0
Michigan State University 	 82,548,509 	 88,449,146 7.1 	 0 	 0 0.0
North Carolina State University 	 49,919,898 	 53,235,876 6.6 	 2,826,958 	 1,096,469 -61.2
University of California–Berkeley 	 63,156,250 	 65,985,438 4.5 	 2,314,005 	 2,377,364 2.7
Purdue University 	 60,926,738 	 62,573,971 2.7 	 0 	 0 0.0
University of Missouri 	 65,900,627 	 67,555,276 2.5 	 0 	 0 0.0
Georgia Institute of Technology 	 57,247,419 	 57,978,931 1.3 	 2,466,879 	 5,040,146 104.3
SUNY–Stony Brook University 	 22,727,696 	 22,645,178 -0.4 	 5,868,955 	 7,675,695 30.8
SUNY–Binghamton University 	 16,474,311 	 14,682,831 -10.9 	 4,479,442 	 5,405,812 20.7
Colorado School of Mines N/A N/A N/A    N/A                N/A N/A
Pennsylvania State University* N/A 	 106,698,502 N/A    N/A 	 0 N/A
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry N/A N/A N/A    N/A                N/A N/A
University of California–San Diego N/A N/A N/A    N/A                N/A N/A
University of California–Santa Cruz N/A N/A N/A    N/A          N/A N/A
University of Pittsburgh* N/A N/A N/A    N/A          N/A N/A

Total Athletic Operating Expenses Student Fees
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dent fees and institutional funds—monies that could 
otherwise go toward student instruction or reducing 
tuition. In other words, students are being forced to 
shoulder an even greater burden of the cost.

More broadly, athletic spending has a negative 
impact on institutions’ abilities to grow in areas 
pertinent to their academic mission. Attracting and 
retaining prominent faculty requires not only offering 
competitive salaries, but often requires investment 
in technologically sophisticated and costly research 
facilities. Doing so can be difficult when the highest-
paid state employee is a school’s head football 
or basketball coach—as was the case in 2011 in 
Oklahoma, Connecticut, and Maryland. Governing 
boards have the duty to control the rapid growth 
of non-academic budgets relative to those of other 
functions of the university and remedy misaligned 
priorities.52

Endowment

The average endowment at the top public universities 
(including university systems) was just shy of $2 bil-
lion at the end of FY 2012-13, according to the most 
recent data from the National Association of College 
and University Business Officers (NACUBO). 

While this figure includes foundations for state 
university systems that have additional campuses not 
covered in this report, the number is still astounding. 
Nationwide, in the three-year period leading up to 
June 2013, the average public institution endowment 

grew by 10.3%, suggesting that these funds largely 
weathered the financial crisis of 2009.

The chart on the following page shows the value of 
each school’s endowment assets at the end of fiscal 
year 2012-13.

Large endowments, however, have not held down the 
rising sticker price of a college education, a particular 
barrier to middle-class families that do not qualify for 
substantial levels of grant aid. To put this in context, 
1% of the endowment of the University of Michigan 
would be enough to cut in-state tuition and fees in 
half for nearly 13,000 students. At the University of 
Virginia, over 8,400 students would benefit, at the 
University of North Carolina, over 6,100—yet these 
two schools still managed to raise in-state tuition over 
five years by 27% and 30.1%, respectively. In-state 
tuition and fees at the University of Washington 
increased by about $1,800 in 2012-13, a 17.1% jump; 
1% of the school’s endowment would be enough 
to pay this increase for nearly 13,000 students. It 
is certainly true that by far, most of the funds in 
university endowments are restricted for particular uses 
according to donor intent, but it is also clear that there 
are significant amounts of unrestricted and partially-
restricted funds to ease student tuition burdens 
substantially. 

One-third of the University of Virginia’s endowment 
is classified as an unrestricted net position. In June 
2013, the University of North Carolina had over 
$53 million in unrestricted funds from accumulated 
income and appreciation of the endowment alone. 
Twenty percent of the University of Washington’s en-
dowment funds are classified as “long-term operating 
monies” not restricted by donor purpose.53

Institutions must also be transparent about their 
reserve funds, as became evident in a recent contro-
versy with the University of Wisconsin system. The 

The average endowment at the top public 
universities was just shy of $2 billion at the end 
of FY 2012-13, according to the most recent 
data from the National Association of College 
and University Business Officers.
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VALUE OF ENDOWMENT ASSETS

Source: National Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO) and Commonfund Institute.
Note: Institution and foundation names are listed as they were identified in the NACUBO report. Endowments for state systems may include campuses 
not covered in this report.
* SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry and the University of California–Santa Cruz were not included in the NACUBO data.

INSTITUTION FY 2013
University of Texas System 	 $20,448,313,000
Texas A&M University System and Foundations 	 8,732,010,000
University of Michigan 	 8,382,311,000
University of California 	 6,377,379,000
University of Virginia 	 5,166,660,000
Ohio State University 	 3,149,169,000
University of Pittsburgh 	 2,975,896,000
Pennsylvania State University 	 2,956,803,000
University of Minnesota & Foundations 	 2,757,476,000
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill & Foundations 	 2,381,151,000
University of Washington 	 2,346,693,000
Purdue University 	 2,182,171,000
University of Wisconsin Foundation 	 2,020,019,000
University of Illinois & Foundation 	 1,925,949,000
Indiana University & Foundation 	 1,735,086,000
Georgia Institute of Technology & Foundations 	 1,714,876,000
Michigan State University 	 1,637,164,000
UCLA Foundation 	 1,526,901,000
University of Florida Foundation, Inc. 	 1,359,643,000
University of Nebraska 	 1,338,728,000
University of Oklahoma 	 1,324,313,000
Kansas University Endowment Association 	 1,288,995,000
University of Missouri System 	 1,259,738,000
University of California, Berkeley Foundation 	 1,243,182,000
University of Delaware 	 1,171,166,000
University of Iowa & Foundation 	 1,094,803,000
University of Alabama System 	 1,054,890,000
University of Tennessee System 	 919,408,000
University of Colorado Foundation 	 885,384,000
University System of Maryland Foundation, Inc 	 867,017,000
University of Georgia Foundation 	 786,171,000
Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey 	 783,492,000
North Carolina State University & Related Foundations 	 769,404,000
College of William & Mary & Foundations 	 697,724,000
Iowa State University & Foundation 	 673,515,000
University of Massachusetts Foundation, Inc. 	 664,240,000
Virginia Tech Foundation 	 660,340,000
Florida State University Foundation 	 548,095,000
University System of New Hampshire & Foundations 	 540,992,000
Clemson University & Foundation 	 528,697,000
Auburn University & Foundation 	 522,145,000
UC San Diego Foundation 	 438,869,000
Miami University Foundation 	 416,658,000
University of Vermont & State Agricultural College 	 374,316,000
University of Wisconsin System 	 352,086,000
University of Connecticut & Foundations 	 344,174,000
University of California, Irvine Foundation 	 330,104,000
Michigan State University Foundation 	 321,186,000
University of Maryland College Park Foundation 	 247,896,000
UC Davis Foundation 	 240,391,000
Colorado School of Mines Foundation, Inc. 	 230,840,000
SUNY, Stony Brook Foundation 	 180,716,000
UC Santa Barbara Foundation 	 123,822,000
Foundation for SUNY at Binghamton, Inc. 	 76,759,000
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry* N/A
University of California–Santa Cruz* N/A
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nonpartisan Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau, for 
example, discovered that the University of Wisconsin 
system in June 2012 held a reserve fund of almost 
$650 million. This fund included $414.1 million in 
tuition receipts and came on the heels of 5.5% tuition 
increases each year since 2009. State legislators de-
manded that the university freeze tuition while spend-
ing down the reserve fund. While there is general 
agreement that keeping a reserve fund is appropriate 
and necessary, state legislators will properly demand 
that such reserves be clearly disclosed and that 
schools be sensitive to the burden a tuition increase 
imposes on students and their families.54

Academic Program Prioritization

The steady addition of new programs is an immense 
contributor to costs, and any efforts to reduce costs 
and enhance productivity must include prioritization 
and, where appropriate, the closing of programs. In 
Prioritizing Academic Programs and Services, former 
University of Northern Colorado president Robert 
C. Dickeson describes the problem: “[F]or the most 
part, adding academic programs results in a substan-
tial diminution of resources for existing programs,” 
and the “price for academic bloat for all is impoverish-
ment of each.” Dickeson recommends that governing 
boards take the lead in the important job of academic 
prioritization.55

Particularly for large institutions, the number of 
students graduating from an academic program is 
one indicator of effectiveness, at the very least a 
barometer of how much that program answers real 
student needs. And yet while most major public 
universities have undergraduate enrollment in the 
tens of thousands, at many schools, smaller, niche 
departments and programs account for a significant 
proportion of the academic programs offered.

The chart on the following page shows the number 
of baccalaureate degree programs at each institution, 
and the percentage of those programs that produced 
fewer than ten graduates in 2011-12. At four institu-
tions—SUNY–Binghamton, the University of Dela-
ware, the University of Nebraska, and the University 
of Vermont—more than 40% of programs each pro-
duced fewer than ten graduates. A total of 182 bac-
calaureate programs at these 52 institutions produced 
no graduates in 2011-12, including 26 programs at 
the University of Minnesota (ranging from Actuarial 
Science to Technical Teacher Education).

Despite having one of the smallest undergraduate 
populations of any school in this study, the Colorado 
School of Mines is the only school not to have any 
programs with fewer than ten completions. This is 
mainly a product of its compact selection of pro-
gram offerings—its 4,156 undergraduates choose 
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-	 One percent of the endowment for the University of 
Washington could have paid its 2012-13 tuition increase for 
nearly 13,000 students.

-	 At ten of the top-ranked public institutions, over one-third 
of undergraduate degree programs graduate fewer than 
ten students in their first major.
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UNDERGRADUATE PROGRAMS WITH FEW COMPLETIONS

INSTITUTION

# of Bachelor Programs 
with Fewer than 10

Completions 2011-12

% of Bachelor Programs with 
Fewer than 10

Completions 2011-12
University of Minnesota 	 60 39.0%
Purdue University 	 55 36.4
University of Nebraska 	 55 40.7
University of Delaware 	 43 41.0
University of Vermont 	 41 43.6
University of Illinois 	 40 30.5
University of Michigan 	 39 35.1
Miami University 	 38 35.2
University of Georgia 	 35 26.9
University of Iowa 	 32 35.2
University of Wisconsin 	 31 24.2
SUNY–Binghamton University 	 30 41.1
University of Oklahoma 	 30 30.9
University of California–Los Angeles 	 29 28.2
University of New Hampshire 	 29 36.7
Michigan State University 	 27 22.5
University of Texas 	 27 26.5
Ohio State University 	 25 17.9
Indiana University 	 24 26.7
University of California–Davis 	 24 25.3
University of Connecticut 	 24 25.8
Florida State University 	 22 22.9
University of California–Irvine 	 22 28.9
University of California–San Diego 	 22 29.3
Pennsylvania State University 	 19 14.7
Rutgers University 	 19 21.1
University of California–Berkeley 	 19 20.9
University of Washington 	 18 16.7
Iowa State University 	 17 18.1
SUNY–Stony Brook University 	 16 27.1
University of Maryland 	 16 18.0
North Carolina State University 	 15 15.8
University of Massachusetts 	 14 18.2
University of Pittsburgh 	 14 17.5
Clemson University 	 13 18.8
Texas A&M University 	 13 13.1
University of California–Santa Barbara 	 13 18.6
University of Florida 	 13 13.8
University of Kansas 	 13 15.1
University of Tennessee 	 13 15.7
Auburn University 	 11 12.2
University of North Carolina 	 11 16.9
University of Alabama 	 9 12.9
University of Colorado 	 9 14.8
University of Missouri 	 9 11.4
University of California–Santa Cruz 	 8 14.8
University of Virginia 	 6 12.8
College of William & Mary 	 5 16.1
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry 	 4 23.5
Virginia Polytechnic Institute 	 4 6.1
Georgia Institute of Technology 	 2 5.9
Colorado School of Mines 	 0 0.0

Source: College Navigator.
Note: Data reported are for first majors only.
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from two dozen possible programs. It is important 
to note that the school is one of the most selec-
tive universities in the region, with an international 
reputation for research. By way of comparison, out 
of 12 undergraduate-level engineering programs at 
the University of California–Berkeley, four had fewer 
than ten completions each.56

A low number of majors and completions should 
not alone be a reason to terminate a program—for 
example, a foreign language department may produce 
few majors, but still provide crucial courses for the 
student body at large. However, in a world of limited 
resources, completion rates remain an important  
trigger for further review and scrutiny.

Building Utilization

States often set guidelines for how often classrooms 
should be in use as a way of containing capital ex-
penditures and maximizing access and enrollment, 
yet many public institutions fail to meet minimum 
expectations for hours of classroom use. 

State standards in California require public universi-
ties to generate student contact of at least 35 hours 
per station per week. Yet out of nine University of 
California campuses, only one (UC-Santa Cruz) met 
this standard, at 35.9 hours per week. Other UC 
schools ranged from 20.8 hours per week (UC-Mer-
ced) to 32 hours per week (UC-San Diego).

In South Carolina, where the state expects that rooms 
are to be scheduled for a minimal 30 hours per week 
of instruction, Clemson University falls short (26.8 
hours per week). As one South Carolina state rep-
resentative made clear, this shortcoming is reflective 
of a larger problem: institutions repeatedly request 
more and more funding to build new buildings, while 
deferring necessary maintenance on the facilities they 

already have. The end result: more buildings, but 
fewer prime locations. 

In Virginia, the weekly room use standard is 40 hours 
per week: the College of William & Mary, the Univer-
sity of Virginia, and Virginia Polytechnic Institute all 
fail to meet the standard.57

Of the institutions studied, very few actually met mini-
mum state standards for classroom usage. Two excep-
tions: the University of Washington meets the state’s 
standard of 22 hours per week of scheduled class time 
in each classroom, and at the University of Maryland, 
classroom use between 8:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. ex-
ceeds the state-recommended standard of 67%.58

There is commonly a significant drop-off in classroom 
use on Friday afternoons, as well as in most early 
morning and late afternoon hours. The Penn State 
University strategic plan recognizes that poor use of 
space has caused significant waste:

The University has invested heavily in both the con-
struction of classroom and laboratory facilities and 
the renovation of existing facilities to accommodate 
new modes of teaching and learning and the greater 
use of technology. Too often, these facilities are not 
fully utilized—and the University constructs ad-
ditional facilities—because of lack of use outside 
of certain “prime time” class periods or times of 
the day. Classroom space at University Park, for 
example, is near fully utilized between 10:00 a.m. 
and 2:00 p.m. on a typical day, but much capacity 
is underutilized at other times of the day. While 
a notable reduction in classroom utilization has 
occurred at 8:00 a.m., in response to student (and 
some faculty) preferences, mid- and late-afternoon 
scheduling remains significantly lower.59

Florida’s public universities fall into a similar 
category. According to a 2009 study by the Florida 
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Office of Program Policy Analysis & Government 
Accountability, classroom use on Fridays at the 
University of Florida and Florida State University was 
just over half the usage during prime hours (between 
9:00 a.m. and 1:00 p.m., Monday through Friday). 
Meanwhile, at the University of North Carolina–
Chapel Hill, only 19% of rooms are in use starting 
at 3:00 p.m. on Fridays, and at North Carolina State 
University, usage drops to 3% by Friday at 4:00 p.m.60

The University of Iowa’s Office of the Registrar has 
recognized the problem, a solution, and its added 
benefits: “Classroom utilization on Fridays is currently 
well below campus standard. Therefore, departments 
who schedule one day a week discussion sessions or 
required courses on Fridays would expand the current 
level of usage and return student focus towards the 
classroom.” They also note that this can help reduce 
operating costs—“especially imperative in these fis-
cally challenged years ahead.” The University System 
of Georgia has also taken an admirable step toward 
addressing this issue by demanding comprehensive 
data on classroom utilization systemwide and recently 
completing a two-year study of classroom utilization at 
system campuses. The results indicate that significant 
work lies ahead—the 440 classrooms at the University 
of Georgia are used only 18.5 hours per week on aver-
age.61

Teaching Loads

Timely degree completion often rests on the avail-
ability of courses to complete one’s major or general 
education requirements. A study by the University of 
Texas found that students who needed five years to 
graduate had taken nearly the same number of credit 
hours as those who graduated in four years, and that 
“the patterns revealed in the data suggested that  
having enough hours to graduate may be less of a 
barrier to timely graduation than having the courses 
required to graduate.” The report identified the 
existence of “bottleneck” courses required for gradu-
ation, but without sufficient seats offered to meet 
student demand—and recommended that faculty be 
provided incentives to teach these courses.62

The limited data on teaching loads collected by the 
federal government fails to provide the public and 
policymakers with sufficient information to ensure 
that faculty time—universities’ most precious re-
source—is being used in a cost-effective manner. The 
Department of Education’s Data Analysis System 
contains teaching load data for only a select number 
of years, the most recent being 2004. Moreover, it 
is self-reported faculty survey data, a far less reli-
able method than those used by universities to track 
course schedules and faculty rolls.63
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-	 Of the institutions studied, very few actually met 
minimum state standards for classroom usage.

-	 Teaching load is a crucial metric for academic quality 
and cost-effectiveness. At today’s public universities, 
tenured and tenure-track faculty can be expected to 
teach as few as three classes per year.
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Recognizing the opportunities to broaden student 
access and maintain academic quality, the University 
System of Maryland increased teaching loads across 
the system by 10%, as part of an initiative that helped 
the system bring time-to-degree to historic lows, and 
add 5,000 more students without the need for ad-
ditional funding—while still freezing tuition for four 
straight years.64

Expectations of teaching loads vary significantly, but 
it is a crucial metric for both academic quality and 
cost-effectiveness, and it should be carefully moni-
tored by university administration. This is rarely the 
case, however. Auburn University’s faculty handbook, 
for instance, provides that “Considerable flexibility is 
given to the individual department head” in determin-
ing teaching loads, and that there is “no set teaching 
load formula at the University level.”65

Moreover, the trend at prestigious schools seems ever 
downward. In Fall 2010, the College of William & 
Mary’s School of Education reduced its teaching load 
for tenured/tenure-track faculty to two courses per 
semester (down from a previously 3:2 course load), 
with clinical supervision qualifying as the equivalent 
of one course assignment. In other words, faculty are 
in the classroom approximately six hours per week.66

The University of Illinois offers a “Humanities 
Release Time” program to all tenure-line faculty with 
a 2:1 teaching load (three courses per year), allowing 
participants to be exempted from all teaching 

requirements for one semester to perform research in 
selected areas of the humanities.67

The College of Engineering and Applied Science at 
University of Colorado–Boulder, even after the reces-
sion of 2008, urged its faculty to seek course reduc-
tions: “Research-active faculty are encouraged to ‘buy 
down’ their teaching responsibilities to two courses 
per academic year . . . . The teaching weight for 
evaluation purposes may be reduced when there is a 
reduction in teaching.” Faculty less active in research 
were encouraged to take on an additional course, but 
the message was loud and clear: research is the gold 
standard.68

The various activities that qualify as exemptions 
from teaching requirements—often referred to as 
release time—make it difficult for the public and 
policymakers to quantify faculty productivity. In 
the University of California System, there have 
been attempts to define teaching responsibility very 
broadly. The expected annual teaching load ranges 
from three courses for faculty in the biological 
sciences to four-five courses for humanities faculty. 
In 2007, however, the University reported to the 
California legislature that any activity that contributes 
to students’ advancement toward graduation should 
be deemed part of a professor’s teaching load:

[I]f students obtain academic credit toward 
graduation as a result of an instructional activity, 
then the faculty who guided that activity should 
receive instructional workload credit as well. 
In the existing methodology, faculty workload 
measured primary classes per FTE and excluded 
independent study enrollments. The new system 
corrects this problem by counting all instructional 
activities as “classes.”

Given such a broad and vague definition, it is perhaps 
not surprising that the University boasts that the more 
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The limited data on teaching loads collected 
by the federal government fails to provide 
the public and policymakers with sufficient 
information to ensure that faculty time—
universities’ most precious resource—is being 
used in a cost-effective manner.
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“accurate” teaching load is over eight courses per 
year. It is fair to say that such a faculty-centered cal-
culation does little to help the students clamoring for 
admission to a UC campus or those who would like to 
graduate on time but cannot find seats in the courses 
they need to complete their programs.69

Institutions were asked to provide data on teaching 
loads of tenured and tenure-track faculty. Out of 52 
institutions, two schools provided substantive re-
sponses. Texas A&M’s policy requires that full-time 
faculty complete nine “teaching workload credits” 
every semester. While the policy allows faculty to 
obtain credits through certain non-teaching activities, 
data provided by the university confirm that profes-
sors indeed spend significant time in the classroom. In 
Fall 2012, tenured and tenure-track faculty members 
at Texas A&M taught, on average, the equivalent of 
slightly more than three undergraduate courses or 
two graduate courses during the semester.70

The University of Connecticut’s College of Liberal 
Arts and Sciences prescribes a standard teaching load 
of three courses per semester for faculty not engaged 

in research, while teaching expectations for faculty 
engaged in research are set by academic department. 
Departments may also reduce expectations in individ-
ual cases to allow faculty to participate in administra-
tive functions or “to take advantage of an exceptional 
opportunity.” Data provided by the university do not 
provide sufficient information to determine the aver-
age number of hours that faculty spend in the class-
room per week. However, there are some indications 
that the number is decreasing: between 2011 and 
2013, the average number of “academic year credit 
hours” generated by permanent (tenured and tenure-
track) faculty decreased by 9.8%. Meanwhile, during 
the same period, the number of permanent full-time 
instructional faculty increased from 962 in 2010-11 
to 1,028 in 2012-13—suggesting that faculty rolls are 
increasing as the average number of courses taught is 
decreasing.71

How an institution allocates its resources—how often 
buildings are used, how much time faculty spend 
teaching, how many departments are supported—
is a determining factor for student access and 
affordability. •
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ARE STUDENTS GRADUATING AND DOING SO ON TIME?

According to the most recent national data public-
ly available from the U.S. Department of Educa-

tion, less than 59% of the first-time, full-time students 
who begin college earn a degree from that school in 
six years: 56% of the students in public institutions 
and 65% of the students in private, non-profit col-
leges and universities. Even allowing for students who 
transfer and finish at another institution, these low 
rates put the U.S. behind global competitors. Despite 
spending more per student on higher education than 
any other Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development country, the U.S. ranks 14th in the 
percentage of young adults who have completed col-
lege. Students who enter college but do not graduate 
represent a failed investment, with consequences for 
the student, the institution, and taxpayers.72

The national six-year graduation rate is not only unac-
ceptably low, but it is also an inappropriate standard 
for assessing college completion—a baccalaureate 
degree is supposed to take only four years, not six. 

Accordingly, the chart on the following page shows 
the four-year graduation rates for first-time, full-time 
students. The results are surprising for a group repre-
sentative of the top public institutions in the country: 
a full 17 schools have four-year graduation rates of 
under 50%, while only five schools manage to gradu-
ate seven out of ten freshmen within four years.

These numbers are sadly typical of many colleges 
and universities—of those who started at any four-
year public institution in 2005, only 32% managed 
to graduate within four years, a number only slightly 
higher than the dismal 26% of freshmen entering in 
1996.73

6.	Are students graduating
and doing so on time?

[O]f the top public institutions in the country: 
a full 17 schools have four-year graduation 
rates of under 50%, while only five schools 
manage to graduate seven out of ten freshmen 
within four years.
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BACCALAUREATE GRADUATION RATES FOR FIRST-TIME, FULL-TIME FRESHMEN

INSTITUTION Class of 2005 Class of 2010
University of Nebraska 23.0% 29.0%
Georgia Institute of Technology 33.0 34.0
University of Oklahoma 25.0 36.0
University of Tennessee 29.0 36.0
University of Kansas 31.0 37.0
Auburn University 34.0 38.0
Iowa State University 32.0 39.0
North Carolina State University 37.0 39.0
Purdue University 36.0 39.0
Colorado School of Mines 41.0 40.0
University of Alabama 39.0 41.0
University of Colorado 41.0 42.0
SUNY–College of Environmental Science & Forestry 40.0 44.0
SUNY–Stony Brook University 39.0 47.0
University of Iowa 40.0 47.0
University of Missouri 41.0 47.0
Texas A&M University 38.0 49.0
University of Minnesota 37.0 50.0
University of Texas 47.0 51.0
University of California–Davis 43.0 52.0
University of California–Santa Cruz 46.0 52.0
Florida State University 48.0 53.0
Michigan State University 44.0 53.0
Ohio State University 40.0 53.0
University of Wisconsin 46.0 53.0
University of Georgia 48.0 54.0
University of Massachusetts 49.0 54.0
Indiana University 50.0 55.0
University of Washington 48.0 56.0
Clemson University 46.0 57.0
Rutgers University 48.0 57.0
University of California–San Diego 56.0 57.0
Virginia Polytechnic Institute 51.0 59.0
University of New Hampshire 59.0 60.0
University of Pittsburgh 55.0 62.0
University of Maryland 58.0 63.0
University of Florida 53.0 64.0
Pennsylvania State University 58.0 65.0
University of Vermont 56.0 65.0
University of California–Irvine 51.0 66.0
University of California–Santa Barbara 50.0 67.0
University of Connecticut 54.0 67.0
University of Delaware 64.0 67.0
Miami University 67.0 68.0
SUNY–Binghamton University 62.0 68.0
University of California–Berkeley 61.0 68.0
University of Illinois 63.0 69.0
University of California–Los Angeles 66.0 71.0
University of Michigan 70.0 76.0
University of North Carolina 71.0 76.0
College of William & Mary 84.0 83.0
University of Virginia 84.0 87.0

Source: IPEDS.
Note: Original data were reported without decimal points. Class of 2005 and Class of 2010 refer to the cohorts of first-time, full-time freshmen who entered in 
2001 and 2006.
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   RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations

Understand Your Role in Strengthening Public 
Higher Education

Governors are accountable for their state universi-
ties through the boards that they appoint. It is their 
responsibility to find men and women who will ask 
probing questions and be active fiduciaries, not 
merely cheerleaders and fundraisers.

Trustees have the authority—and responsibility—to 
require detailed reporting on university activity and to 
set policy, both fiscal and academic. They are account-
able not just to their institutions, but to present and 
future students and to taxpayers.

Legislators can help state public higher education 
improve by tying funding to appropriate performance 
metrics.

Donors can target their gifts to programs that fulfill 
their intentions and vision.

Parents can make their thoughts known through 
contact with the admissions office, the administration, 
the Board of Trustees, and, if appropriate, the State 
Legislature.

Action Steps

1.	 Get the data on academic standards and academic 
rigor. Find out what the level of academic focus 
and rigor really is and determine how effectively 
your school adds value.

•	 Ask to see all of the National Survey of 
Student Engagement (NSSE) indicators, 
especially those that pertain to the number of 

hours students spend in academic pursuits, 
and the rigor of their courses.

•	 If state institutions do not use one of the 
three nationally-normed tests of core colle-
giate skills, trustees or legislators can require 
that they do so and make the findings on the 
institution’s effectiveness publicly available. 
Individuals can themselves arrange to take the 
new CLA+ exam as a credential for employ-
ment.

•	 Ask to see the percentage of A, B, C, D, and F 
grades awarded each semester in each depart-
ment and program. Ask for data that shows 
how these percentages have changed over 
time.

2.	 Take steps to restore academic standards and rigor.

•	 Do not assume students arrive at college 
with a common foundation of core skills 
and knowledge. Colleges and universities 
need to embrace a deliberate and disciplined 
curriculum that will ensure students have a 
common foundation in essential skills and 
knowledge: math, science, writing, litera-
ture and foreign language, U.S. history, and 
economics. Different institutions will develop 
different curricula, but it is imperative that 
school leaders—trustees, administrators and 
faculty—thoughtfully determine what college 
graduates should know and be able to do. 
Governors and legislators also have the right 
and responsibility to make their voices heard 
about curricular standards in public higher 
education.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 Be careful when revising credit transfer poli-
cies. When the CUNY system tried to stream-
line the process of transferring credits from 
community colleges to four-year institutions, 
it ended up gutting its core by capping the 
number of required courses at each institu-
tion.74

•	 Take steps to control grade inflation. Percent-
ages of A and B grades should be an item in 
all faculty evaluations. Institutions may wish 
to consider Princeton University’s example 
of capping the number of A-range grades a 
department can award, or the “honest tran-
script” program described on page 14 of this 
report.

•	 Use data gained from nationally-normed 
assessments of student progress in writing, 
critical thinking, and problem solving to 
supplement the evidence of course grades that 
students receive. Establish benchmarks and 
requirements to ensure that all students gain 
high levels of proficiency before graduating.

3.	 Create a safe and academically focused campus 
environment.

•	 First get the data you need. Trustees can com-
mission a professional survey on student use 
of alcohol and drugs. They can also obtain 
information on utilization of classrooms and 
laboratories by day of the week and time of 
day in a clear, readable format. Are facilities in 
full use on Friday afternoons? Are classrooms 
in full use at 8:00 a.m., keeping the schedule 
of the working world that students hope to 
join?

•	 If there is an excessive “party culture” on 
campus, trustees can work with faculty and 

administration to take steps to replace it with 
an engaging and vibrant academic culture.

•	 Trustees, working with administration and 
faculty, can ensure that Friday remains a 
working day, with quizzes, tests, and assign-
ments due.

•	 Everyone needs to take appropriate reme-
dial action if there is evidence of illegal and 
dangerous behavior. Legislators can create 
funding incentives to encourage reduction in 
substance abuse related incidents.

4.	 Protect the free exchange of ideas.

•	 Trustees can determine the level of free 
expression in the classroom with a campus 
climate survey.

•	 Trustees and the college community need 
to acknowledge the goal of free exchange of 
ideas and intellectual diversity at convoca-
tions, commencement, and in the course cata-
log. Professors may wish to articulate these 
principles in their classroom materials.

•	 Colleges must eliminate restrictions on the 
free exchange of ideas, such as speech codes 
and limitation of controversial topics to “free 
speech zones.”

•	 Colleges must also review disciplinary policies 
to ensure that they are not so broadly written 
as to impinge upon vigorous debate, inquiry, 
and argument, but that they do strictly forbid 
the disruption of classes and duly scheduled 
campus programs and the use of heckling and 
intimidation. Trustees can lead this initiative.

•	 Colleges must encourage intellectual diversity 
through faculty recruitment initiatives and 
speakers programs.
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•	 Legislators can require that institutions 
regularly report actions taken to ensure the 
free exchange of ideas on campus and the 
implementation of appropriate protections 
for freedom of expression.

5.	 Keep public higher education financially accessible.

•	 Trustees should obtain from their 
administration the data they need on 
classroom utilization, administrative 
staffing and salaries, teaching loads, athletic 
expenditure, and student life programs.

•	 Trustees should make comparisons of 
administrative staffing and salary over time 
a part of all budgeting discussions. State 
legislatures can be particularly effective in 
challenging excessive executive compensation 
levels.

•	 Trustees should evaluate their top leadership 
based on objective criteria tied directly to the 
mission of the institution and to the benefit 
of the students. Trustees should consider 
the example of Purdue University, whose 
president’s compensation is based on metrics 
including graduation rates, reduction of 
student debt, and “demonstrated student 
outcomes in knowledge and understanding.”75

•	 Trustees should annually review all executive 
administrative compensation packages above 
a fixed level.

•	 Trustees should challenge new building 
projects in the absence of clear evidence of 
need for additional facilities. Legislatures 
should create guidelines for capital projects 
that reflect the level of usage of existing 
buildings.

•	 Working with faculty and administration, 
trustees should change the faculty reward 

system to encourage more and better 
teaching. Investigate innovative models such 
as the Iowa State Position Responsibility 
Statement that assigns each faculty member 
specific, flexible, and mutually agreed upon 
standards and expectations as the basis for 
evaluation and promotion.76

•	 Colleges must ensure that growth in athletic 
expenditure does not outdistance the higher 
priority of instructional spending. Legislators 
should require institutions to make data on 
athletic expenditures publicly available. This 
disclosure should also include the sources of 
athletic funding and whether a program is 
self-sustained by its revenue.

•	 Trustees and administrators must vet campus 
programs carefully with the recognition that 
campus fees are an increasing burden for 
students and their families.

•	 Legislatures should consider performance-
based models of state funding. Tennessee 
conditions 100% of its funding, above a base 
amount set aside for operational support, on 
institutional outcomes; and in 2014, 80% of 
state funding for Ohio’s four-year institutions 
will be performance based. Many other 
states, including Florida, Louisiana, Maine, 
and Mississippi also have an outcomes-based 
component in their funding formula.77

For more information, see ACTA’s series of guides for 
trustees, including: Substance Abuse on Campus: What 
Trustees Should Know; Cutting Costs: A Trustee’s 
Guide to Tough Economic Times; Are They Learning? 
A College Trustee’s Guide to Assessing Academic 
Effectiveness; Restoring a Core: How Trustees Can 
Ensure Meaningful General Education Requirements; 
and Measuring Up: The Problem of Grade Inflation 
and What Trustees Can Do. •
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Appendix A

Distribution requirements on most campuses today 
permit students to pick from a wide range of courses 
that often are narrow or even outside the stated field 
altogether. Accordingly, to determine whether insti-
tutions in fact have a solid core curriculum, ACTA 
defines success in each of the seven subject areas as 
follows:

Composition
An introductory college writing class focusing on 
grammar, clarity, argument, and appropriate exposi-
tory style. Remedial courses and SAT/ACT scores 
may not be used to satisfy a composition requirement. 
University-administered exams or portfolios are ac-
ceptable only when they are used to determine excep-
tional pre-college preparation for students. Writing-
intensive courses, “writing across the curriculum” 
seminars, and writing for a discipline are not accept-
able unless there is an indication of clear provisions 
for multiple writing assignments, instructor feedback, 
revision and resubmission of student writing, and 
explicit language concerning the mechanics of formal 
writing, including such elements as grammar, sentence 
structure, coherence, and documentation.

Literature
A comprehensive literature survey or a selection of 
courses of which a clear majority are surveys and the 
remainder are literary in nature, although single-au-
thor or theme-based in structure. Freshman seminars, 
humanities sequences, or other specialized courses 
that include a substantial literature survey component 
count.

Foreign Language
Competency at the intermediate level, defined as at 
least three semesters of college-level study in any for-
eign language. No distinction is made between B.A. 
and B.S. degrees, or individual majors within these 
degrees, when applying the foreign language criteria.

U.S. Government or History
A survey course in either U.S. government or history 
with enough chronological and topical breadth to 
expose students to the sweep of American history and 
institutions. Narrow, niche courses do not count for 
the requirement, nor do courses that only focus on 
a limited chronological period or a specific state or 
region. State- or university-administered and/or state-
mandated exams are accepted for credit on a case-by-
case basis dependent upon the rigor required.

Economics
A course covering basic economic principles, prefera-
bly an introductory micro- or macroeconomics course 
taught by faculty from the economics or business 
department.

Mathematics
A college-level course in mathematics. Specific topics 
may vary, but must involve study beyond the level of 
intermediate algebra and cover topics beyond those 
typical of a college-preparatory high school curricu-
lum. Remedial courses or SAT/ACT scores may not 
be used as substitutes. Courses in formal or symbolic 
logic, computer science with programming, and lin-
guistics involving formal analysis count.
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Natural or Physical Science
A course in astronomy, biology, chemistry, geology, 
physical geography, physics, or environmental sci-
ence, preferably with a laboratory component. Overly 
narrow courses, courses with weak scientific content, 
and courses taught by faculty outside of the science 
departments do not count. Psychology courses count 
if they are focused on the biological, chemical, or 
neuroscientific aspects of the field.

Half-Credit
If a requirement exists from which students choose 
between otherwise qualifying courses within two 
subject areas (e.g., math or science; history or 
economics, etc.), one-half credit is given for both 
subjects.

APPENDIX A



54 G E T T I N G  W H AT  YO U  PAY  FO R?   A  LO O K  AT  A M E R I C A’ S  TO P - R A N K E D  P U B L I C  U N I V E R S I T I E S

Below we explain, as applicable, why we did not 
count as core subjects certain courses that might ap-
pear, at first glance, to meet core requirements. The 
colleges and universities are listed alphabetically.

Auburn University
No credit given for Composition because students 
may test out of the “English Composition” require-
ment through SAT or ACT scores. No credit given 
for Foreign Language because the requirement only 
applies to select degree programs and may be ful-
filled with elementary-level study. No credit given 
for U.S. Government or History because the qualify-
ing courses for the “History” requirement are world 
history courses rather than American government or 
history surveys.

Clemson University
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
intermediate-level language study is only required for 
select degree programs.

College of William & Mary 
No credit given for Composition because the “Lower-
Division Writing” section of the “Writing Proficien-
cy” requirement may be satisfied by “Freshman Semi-
nars” that are offered in a range of disciplines and do 
not focus primarily on expository writing instruction. 
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Literature and History of the Arts” requirement. 
No credit given for U.S. Government or History 
because a survey course in American government or 

history is an option, but not required, to fulfill the 
“World Cultures and History” requirement.

Indiana University
No credit given for Composition because students 
may test out of the “English Composition” require-
ment through SAT or ACT scores, and the “Intensive 
Writing” requirement may be satisfied by topic cours-
es in a range of disciplines that do not focus primarily 
on writing instruction. No credit given for Literature 
because a survey course in literature is an option, 
but not required, to fulfill the “Art and Humanities” 
requirement.

Iowa State University
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
students may fulfill the requirement with elementary-
level study.

Miami University
No credit given for Literature because it is one of four 
areas of the College of Arts and Sciences “Humani-
ties” requirement from which students need only 
choose two. Furthermore, the required “Composition 
and Literature” course of the “Foundation I. English 
Composition” requirement is not a literature survey. 
No credit given for U.S. Government or History 
because a survey course in American government 
or history is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Historical Perspective” requirement. No credit 
given for Economics because it is one of six areas of 
the College of Arts and Sciences “Social Science” 
requirement from which students need only choose 
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two. No credit given for Mathematics because both 
the “Mathematics, Formal Reasoning, Technology” 
requirement of the “Global Miami Plan” and the 
“Formal Reasoning” requirement in the College of 
Arts and Sciences may be satisfied by courses with 
little college-level math content.

Michigan State University
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
intermediate-level language study is only required for 
select degree programs.

North Carolina State University
No credit given for Composition because students 
may test out of the “Introduction to Writing” re-
quirement through ACT scores. No credit given for 
Foreign Language because students may fulfill the 
requirement with elementary-level study.

Ohio State University
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Literature” section of the “Arts and Humani-
ties” requirement. No credit given for Mathematics 
because the “Mathematical and Logical Analysis” sec-
tion of the “Quantitative and Logical Skills” require-
ment for the B.A. degree may be satisfied by courses 
with little college-level math content.

Pennsylvania State University
No credit given for Foreign Language because the re-
quirement only applies to select degree programs. No 
credit given for U.S. Government or History because 
the “United States Cultures” requirement may be 
satisfied by courses narrow in scope.

Purdue University
No credit given for Literature because a survey 
course in literature is an option, but not required, to 
fulfill the “United States Tradition” and “Western 
Heritage” requirements. No credit given for Foreign 

Language because intermediate-level language study 
is only required for select degree programs. No credit 
given for U.S. Government or History because a sur-
vey course in American government or history is an 
option, but not required, to fulfill the “United States 
Tradition” requirement. Moreover, this requirement 
only applies to select degree programs.

Rutgers University
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Arts and Humanities” requirement. No credit 
given for Foreign Language because language study is 
only an option in the “Arts and Humanities” require-
ment. No credit given for Mathematics because both 
the “Quantitative Information” and the “Mathemati-
cal or Formal Reasoning” requirements can be satis-
fied by courses with little college-level math content.

State University of New York–Binghamton 
University
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Humanities” requirement. No credit given for 
Foreign Language because students may fulfill the 
requirement with elementary-level study. No credit 
given for U.S. Government or History because the 
“Pluralism in the United States” requirement may be 
satisfied by niche courses or courses that are narrow 
in scope.

State University of New York–Stony Brook 
University
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Interpreting Texts in the Humanities” require-
ment. No credit given for Foreign Language because 
students may fulfill the requirement with elementary-
level study. No credit given for U.S. Government or 
History because the “American History Competence” 
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requirement may be satisfied by courses narrow in 
scope. No credit given for Economics because a 
course in economics is an option, but not required, to 
fulfill the “Social and Behavioral Sciences” require-
ment.

Texas A&M University
No credit given for Literature because the require-
ment only applies to select degree programs. No 
credit given for Foreign Language because interme-
diate-level language study is only required for select 
degree programs.

University of Alabama
No credit given for Foreign Language because the 
requirement may be fulfilled with elementary-level 
study. No credit given for U.S. Government or His-
tory because a survey course in American government 
or history is an option, but not required, to fulfill the 
“History” requirement.

University of California–Berkeley
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Arts and Literature” requirement. No credit 
given for Foreign Language because students may 
fulfill the requirement with elementary-level study. No 
credit given for U.S. Government or History because 
the “American History and Institutions” requirement 
may be satisfied by high school coursework. No credit 
given for Economics because a course in economics is 
an option, but not required, to fulfill the “Social and 
Behavioral Sciences” requirement. No credit given 
for Mathematics because students may test out of the 
“Quantitative Reasoning” requirement through SAT 
or ACT scores. No credit given for Natural or Physi-
cal Science because the “Biological Science Breadth” 
and “Physical Science Breadth” requirements may be 
satisfied by courses with little science content.

University of California–Davis
One-half credit given for both Composition and 
Literature because students may take either a course in 
expository writing or a literature survey to satisfy the 
“Lower Division Writing” component of the “English 
Composition” section of the “Literacy with Words 
and Images” requirement. Full credit is not given for 
Composition because the “Upper Division Writing” 
requirement may be satisfied by courses that do not 
focus primarily on expository writing; because students 
may test out of the “Entry Level Writing” require-
ment through SAT or ACT scores; and because the 
“Writing Experience” requirement may be satisfied by 
topic courses in a range of disciplines that do not focus 
primarily on expository writing instruction. Full credit 
is not given for Literature because a survey course in 
literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill the 
“Arts and Humanities” requirement. No credit given 
for Foreign Language because the requirement only 
applies to select degree programs and may be fulfilled 
with elementary-level study. No credit given for U.S. 
Government or History because the “American His-
tory and Institutions” requirement may be satisfied 
by high school coursework, and the “American Cul-
tures, Government, and History” requirement may be 
satisfied by courses that are not history or government 
surveys. No credit given for Mathematics because the 
“Quantitative Literacy” requirement may be satisfied 
by courses with little college-level math content. No 
credit given for Natural or Physical Science because 
the “Science and Engineering” and “Scientific Litera-
cy” requirements may be satisfied by courses with little 
science content.

University of California–Irvine
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
students may fulfill the requirement with elementary-
level study. No credit given for U.S. Government or 
History because the “American History and Institu-
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tions” requirement may be satisfied by high school 
coursework. No credit given for Natural or Physi-
cal Science because the “Science and Technology” 
requirement may be satisfied by courses in computer 
science and mathematics.

University of California–Los Angeles
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Literary and Cultural Analysis” section of the 
“Foundations of the Arts and Humanities” require-
ment. No credit given for Foreign Language because 
students may fulfill the requirement with elementary-
level study. No credit given for U.S. Government or 
History because the “American History and Institu-
tions” requirement may be satisfied by high school 
coursework or by courses narrow in scope. No credit 
given for Mathematics because students may test out 
of the “Quantitative Reasoning” requirement through 
SAT or ACT scores.

University of California San Diego–Earl Warren Col-
lege
No credit given for U.S. Government or History 
because the “American History and Institutions” 
requirement may be satisfied by high school course-
work. No credit given for Mathematics because the 
“Formal Skills” requirement and the “Natural Scienc-
es, Math & Engineering” program of concentration 
may be satisfied by courses with little college-level 
math content. No credit given for Natural or Physical 
Science because the “Natural Sciences, Math & En-
gineering” program of concentration may be satisfied 
by courses with little science content.

University of California San Diego–Eleanor  
Roosevelt College
No credit given for Composition because students 
may test out of the “UC Entry Level Writing Require-
ment” requirement through SAT or ACT scores. No 

credit given for U.S. Government or History because 
the “American History and Institutions” requirement 
may be satisfied by high school coursework. No credit 
given for Mathematics because the “Quantitative 
Methods” requirement may be satisfied by courses 
with little college-level math content.

University of California San Diego–John Muir  
College
No credit given for U.S. Government or History 
because the “American History and Institutions” 
requirement may be satisfied by high school course-
work. One-half credit given for both Mathematics 
and Natural or Physical Science because math and 
science are folded into the “Math/Natural Sciences” 
requirement, thus students may choose between one 
or the other.

University of California San Diego–Revelle College
No credit given for U.S. Government or History 
because the “American History and Institutions” 
requirement may be satisfied by high school course-
work. Moreover, the “American Cultures” require-
ment may be satisfied by courses narrow in scope.

University of California San Diego–Sixth College
No credit given for U.S. Government or History 
because the “American History and Institutions” 
requirement may be satisfied by high school course-
work. No credit given for Mathematics because 
the “Structured Reasoning” and “Exploring Data” 
requirements may be satisfied by courses with little 
college-level math content.

University of California San Diego–Thurgood 
Marshall College
No credit given for U.S. Government or History 
because the “American History and Institutions” 
requirement may be satisfied by high school course-
work.
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University of California–Santa Barbara
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
students may fulfill the requirement with elementary-
level study. No credit given for U.S. Government or 
History because the “American History and Institu-
tions” requirement may be satisfied by courses narrow 
in scope. One-half credit given for both Mathematics 
and Natural or Physical Science because math and 
science are folded into the “Quantitative Literacy” 
and “Science, Mathematics, and Technology” require-
ments; in each case, students may choose either one 
or the other.

University of California–Santa Cruz
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Textual Analysis and Interpretation” require-
ment. No credit given for U.S. Government or His-
tory because the “American History and Institutions” 
requirement may be satisfied by high school course-
work. No credit given for Natural or Physical Science 
because the “Scientific Inquiry” requirement may be 
satisfied by courses in linguistics and the history of 
science. Furthermore, science courses are options, but 
not required, to satisfy the “Mathematical and Formal 
Reasoning” and “Statistical Reasoning” requirements.

University of Colorado
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Literature and the Arts” requirement. No credit 
given for U.S. Government or History because the 
“United States Context” requirement may be satisfied 
by courses narrow in scope. No credit given for Math-
ematics because the “Quantitative Reasoning and 
Mathematical Skills” requirement may be satisfied by 
courses with little college-level math content.

University of Delaware
No credit given for Foreign Language because the re-
quirement only applies to select degree programs. No 

credit given for U.S. Government or History because 
a survey course in American government or history is 
an option, but not required, to fulfill the “History and 
Cultural Change” requirement.

University of Florida
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
students may fulfill the requirement with elementary-
level study.

University of Illinois
No credit given for Composition because students 
may test out of the “Composition I” requirement 
through ACT scores, and the “Advanced Composi-
tion” requirement may be satisfied by courses offered 
in a range of departments that do not focus primarily 
on expository writing instruction. No credit given for 
Literature because a survey course in literature is an 
option, but not required, to fulfill the “Humanities & 
The Arts” requirement. No credit given for Mathe-
matics because the “Quantitative Reasoning” require-
ment may be satisfied by courses with little college-
level math content. No credit given for Natural or 
Physical Science because the “Natural Sciences & 
Technology” requirement may be satisfied by courses 
with little science content.

University of Iowa
No credit given for Mathematics because the “Quanti-
tative or Formal Reasoning” requirement may be satis-
fied by courses with little college-level math content.

University of Kansas
No credit given for Foreign Language because the 
requirement only applies to select degree programs.

University of Maryland
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the“Humanities” requirement.
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University of Massachusetts
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
intermediate-level language study is only required for 
select degree programs. No credit given for Math-
ematics because students may test out of the “Basic 
Mathematics” requirement through a university-
administered examination, and the “Analytic Reason-
ing” requirement may be satisfied by a course with 
little college-level math content.

University of Michigan
No credit given for Mathematics because the “Quan-
titative Reasoning” requirement may be satisfied by 
science courses.

University of Minnesota
No credit given for Literature because the “Litera-
ture” requirement may be satisfied by courses that 
are not literature surveys. No credit given for Foreign 
Language because the requirement only applies to 
select degree programs.

University of Missouri
No credit given for U.S. Government or History 
because the “American History or Government” 
requirement may be satisfied by courses narrow in 
scope. No credit given for Mathematics because stu-
dents may test out of the “College Algebra” require-
ment through SAT or ACT scores, and the “Math 
Reasoning Proficiency Requirement” may be satisfied 
by courses with little college-level math content.

University of Nebraska
No credit given for Composition because the “Writ-
ten Communication” requirement may be satisfied by 
writing courses offered in a range of departments and 
in languages other than English. No credit given for 
Literature because “Modern Languages and Litera-
tures” is one of six areas of the “Humanities” require-
ment, from which students need only choose two. No 
credit given for Mathematics because the “Natural, 

Physical and Mathematical Sciences” requirement 
may be satisfied by science courses. Furthermore, the 
“ACE 3” general education requirement may be satis-
fied by courses with little college-level math content.

University of New Hampshire
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Humanities” requirement. No credit given for 
Foreign Language because the requirement only 
applies to select degrees and may be fulfilled with 
elementary-level study. No credit is given for U.S. 
History or Government because a survey course in 
American government or history is an option, but 
not required, to fulfill the “Historical Perspectives” 
and “Humanities” requirements. No credit given for 
Economics because a course in economics is an op-
tion, but not required, to fulfill the “Social Science” 
requirement.

University of North Carolina
No credit given for Literature because the “Literary 
Arts” requirement may be satisfied by courses that 
are not literature surveys. No credit given for U.S. 
Government or History because a survey course in 
American government or history is an option, but not 
required, to fulfill the “Historical Analysis” and “U.S. 
Diversity” requirements.

University of Pittsburgh
No credit given for Literature because the “Literature” 
requirement may be satisfied by courses that are not lit-
erature surveys. No credit given for Foreign Language 
because students may fulfill the requirement with ele-
mentary-level study. No credit given for U.S. Govern-
ment or History because a survey course in American 
history or government is an option, but not required, to 
fulfill the “Historical Change” requirement. No credit 
given for Mathematics because students may test out of 
the “Algebra” skills requirement through SAT or ACT 
scores or a university-administered examination, and 
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the “Quantitative and Formal Reasoning” requirement 
may be satisfied by courses with little college-level math 
content.

University of Tennessee
No credit given for Literature because a survey course 
in literature is an option, but not required, to fulfill 
the “Arts and Humanities” requirement. No credit 
given for U.S. Government or History because the 
“United States Studies” requirement may be satisfied 
by courses narrow in scope.

University of Texas
No credit given for Composition because students 
may test out of the “Rhetoric and Composition” 
requirement through SAT or ACT scores, and the 
“Writing Flag” requirement may be satisfied by 
courses offered in a range of departments that do not 
focus primarily on expository writing instruction. No 
credit given for Foreign Language because interme-
diate-level language study is only required for select 
degree programs.

University of Vermont
No credit given for Literature because the require-
ment only applies for select degree programs. No 
credit given for Foreign Language because the re-
quirement only applies to select degree programs and 
may be fulfilled with elementary-level study.

University of Virginia
No credit given for Composition because students 
may test out of the “First Writing Requirement” sec-
tion of the “Competency Requirements” through SAT 
or ACT scores, and the “Second Writing Require-
ment” may be satisfied by courses offered in a range 
of departments that do not focus primarily on exposi-
tory writing instruction. No credit given for Literature 
because it is one of three areas of the “Humanities” 
requirement, from which students need only choose 
two. No credit given for U.S. Government or History 

because a survey course in American government or 
history is an option, but not required, to fulfill the 
“Historical Studies” requirement. No credit given 
for Economics because a course in economics is an 
option, but not required, to fulfill the “Social Sci-
ences” requirement. No credit given for Mathemat-
ics because the “Natural Science and Mathematics” 
requirement may be satisfied by science courses.

University of Washington
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
students may fulfill the requirement with elementary-
level study. One-half credit given for both Mathemat-
ics and Natural or Physical Science because math and 
science are folded into the “Natural World” require-
ment, thus students may choose either one or the 
other. 

University of Wisconsin
No credit given for Composition because only stu-
dents who do not receive a satisfactory score on a 
university-administered examination must take a 
“Communication A” writing course, and the “Com-
munication B” requirement may be satisfied by topic 
courses in a range of disciplines that do not focus 
primarily on expository writing instruction. No credit 
given for Literature because the “Literature” section 
of the College of Letters & Science “Humanities” 
requirement may be satisfied by niche courses or 
courses that are narrow in scope. No credit given for 
Mathematics because the “Quantitative Reasoning 
A” requirement may be satisfied by courses with little 
college-level math content, and the “Quantitative 
Reasoning B” requirement may be satisfied by science 
courses.

Virginia Polytechnic Institute
No credit given for Foreign Language because 
students may fulfill the requirement with elementary-
level study.
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