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ABSTRACT 
 

Higher education has long been lauded as a vehicle for improved employment 

opportunity and economic stability.  For today’s generation of students - one that is more 

economically and racially diverse than those before - the promise of a better future 

through pursuit of a postsecondary degree seems more unattainable as state funding cuts, 

steep tuition increases, and economic shocks threaten opportunities for accessible and 

affordable higher education.  Using finance and completion data from the Delta Cost 

Project dataset between 2000 and 2015, the current study estimates the effect of state 

investment in higher education on college completion.  The results show a positive 

relationship between state investment in higher education and college completion among 

students enrolled at public colleges and universities.  The magnitude of these estimates 

are small, yet statistically significant.  
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Introduction 
 

        In response to the Great Recession (2007-2009), states across the country 

significantly reduced the investment they have historically made in public higher 

education.  The events following this recession brought to light both the value of state 

and federal postsecondary investment and the grim reality of the rising costs of attending 

college.  This research seeks to contribute to existing literature by connecting past 

responses by institutions and states with the current realities of college affordability and 

financing.  Costs associated with attending postsecondary education have been rising for 

decades, but were exacerbated in response to the Great Recession.  As more students 

enrolled in college during this time and institutions received less funds from state and 

local governments, increases to costs of attending postsecondary education were made to 

fill budget deficits.  These actions have led to a dire college affordability crisis, impacting 

students and families long after degrees are conferred.  

        As the United States experiences another economic recession brought on by the on-

going COVID-19 global pandemic, the current study aims to estimate how cuts to state 

higher education funding may affect college completion.  Rising costs also create 

concerns for equitable access to postsecondary education.  Previous discourse on state 

investment of higher education fails to center students when considering the impact of 

funding cuts, especially for students from marginalized identities.  This study also helps 

to illuminate how funding cuts sustain equity gaps in postsecondary education.  Failure 

by administrators and policymakers to address these intersecting crises will continue to 

perpetuate barriers to equitable and affordable postsecondary education, which is 

increasingly important to meet the demands of our ever-changing world. 
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Background 
 

        Federal and state funding play critical roles in the financial support of public 

colleges and universities.  The historic investment in higher education underscores the 

value of the perceived individual and societal benefits that come with the pursuit and 

completion of postsecondary degrees. 

         According to past studies on such benefits, attainment of postsecondary education 

is associated with higher earnings (Zaback, Carlson, & Crellin, 2012), increased civic 

engagement (Perrin & Gillis, 2019), improved health outcomes (Rosenbaum, 2012), and 

a more educated workforce to fill labor market demands (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 

2013), among other benefits.  It is important to name, however, that these perceived 

individual and societal benefits are not equally accessible as participation in higher 

education differs greatly across race and socioeconomic status.  State and federal 

financial support help to narrow equity gaps by reducing (though, not eliminating) 

barriers to postsecondary enrollment and attainment for historically marginalized 

students. (Murakami, 2020; Ward, et al., 2020)  State appropriations account for a greater 

percentage of public higher education funding, supporting general expenditures and 

contributing less to financial aid and research initiatives.  During Fiscal Year 2017, 

higher education was the third largest sector of state funding allocations behind primary 

and secondary education and Medicaid. (Pew, 2019)  According to Pew Charitable Trusts 

(2019), funding for higher education accounts for about two percent of the federal 

budget, annually.  These funds are primarily provided directly to students through 

financial assistance programs including grants, scholarships, loans, work-study jobs, and 

aid for military-connected and international students. (U.S. Department of Education, 
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n.d.)  The federal government also provides funding for important research projects that 

are conducted through colleges and universities.  Ultimately, public colleges and 

universities rely on state and federal revenue to support operations, totaling about one-

third of institutions’ budgets.  Over the past two decades, however, state and federal 

funding have converged, with states decreasing appropriations to public institutions as the 

federal government increases direct financial support to students. (Pew, 2019).  

        One of the primary actions contributing to the decline of state investment in higher 

education is through funding cuts in response to economic recession.  The most recent 

documented example of this can be observed in efforts by state governments to close 

budget gaps during the Great Recession, which occurred between 2007 and 2009, making 

deep cuts to historic state funding for higher education (Mitchell, Leachman, & Saez, 

2019).  This response to the economic shock of the Great Recession provides a useful 

lens to understand the context and consequences of declining state financial support for 

higher education. 

        In the wake of a weak labor market, demand for postsecondary education during the 

Great Recession increased (Barr & Turner, 2013).  Though enrollment expanded, the 

decline in state appropriations contributed to the rapid and-still-increasing cost of tuition 

as institutions responded to loss in expected revenue from states.  Efforts by colleges and 

universities to make up for lost revenue by increasing the cost of tuition and other 

associated fees have shifted the burden of financing higher education to students and their 

families.  This is an important consideration given the burden of financing one’s 

education is felt more harshly by students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Financial support and access to aid contribute to students’ decisions to enroll, persist, and 
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complete their degrees (Dynarski, 2003; Hossler, et al., 2009).  With the fiscal futures of 

colleges and universities hanging in the balance, there is a need to restore public trust in 

the value of postsecondary education.  Reviewing the literature on state investment in 

public higher education provides useful grounding to the current study and perspective 

for remediating challenges presented by the COVID-19 global pandemic. 
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Literature Review 
 

        Over ten years after the official end of the Great Recession, state investment in 

higher education remains below pre-recession levels, while tuition and student debt 

continue to climb.  Studies about state disinvestment in higher education have surfaced 

debates around the myths and realities of such funding cuts and their impact on 

postsecondary operations, enrollment, and completion. 

Incidence of State Disinvestment 

        The first topic to consider is the incidence of state disinvestment.  A recent analysis 

by Gillen (2019) asserts that state funding for higher education tends to be cyclical, 

falling during recession and rising during recovery.  While Gillen acknowledges cuts to 

state higher education funding occur in response to economic shocks, the analysis finds 

there is no evidence of long-term state disinvestment (2019).  Long (2016), however, 

finds that state support significantly declined for all types of institutions between 1988 

and 2013, purporting a downward trend in higher education funding for several decades.  

Additional studies and analysis support the belief that state disinvestment is occurring, 

urging policymakers and administrators to be responsive to concerns in order to reduce 

college costs borne by students and families (Baylor, 2014; Zhao, 2019).  

        Understanding how political shifts in state governance shape education policy is also 

salient to the current study and incidence of state disinvestment.  Since education is not 

included within the clauses of the U.S. Constitution, states provide leadership and direct 

funding when it comes to K-12 and postsecondary policy.  Gubernatorial and state 

legislature elections, thus, can have significant long-term impact on policy responses. 

When shifts in party control occur, distribution of funding may prioritize certain sectors 
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over others.  Though changes in the party control of states is documented, little literature 

exists to understand the impact such shifts have on higher education policy.   

Response to State Disinvestment 

        In response to declining state financial support for higher education, institutions 

have become increasingly more reliant on tuition revenue.  Tuition costs, as a result, have 

skyrocketed in the years since the Great Recession.  Hiltonsmith (2015) asserts that state 

funding cuts for higher education are responsible for about 79 percent of tuition increases 

at public research universities and about 78 percent of tuition increases at public masters- 

and bachelors-granting universities between 2001 and 2011.  Conversely, Gillen (2019) 

finds a “sizable and statistically significant trend” toward increased tuition revenue at 

public colleges and universities, though fails to acknowledge such tuition hikes are, in 

some part, due to declining state appropriations.  Two separate studies – one by Rizzo 

and Ehrenberg (2004) and one by Kim and Ko (2014) – find there is a weak and 

negatively associated effect between changes in state appropriations on the cost of 

tuition.  Though the research is limited, these analyses give pause to acknowledge that 

while improving state investment in postsecondary education may have marginal effects 

on tuition, that investment may not yield sustainable outcomes for reducing tuition in the 

long-run.  

        State financial support for higher education has rebounded slightly since the Great 

Recession, though overall state spending on colleges and universities remains well-below 

historic levels (Mitchell, Leachman, and Saenz, 2019).  The State Higher Education 

Executive Officers Association (SHEEO) found that as of 2018, the national average per-

student funding from government sources recovered about halfway from the 
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unprecedented reductions made during the Great Recession.  Variation in recovery looks 

different across states with some restoring previously cut funds in full, some recovering 

strictly due to increases in tuition, and yet others remaining below pre-recession revenue 

levels (SHEEO, 2019).  

        Beyond increasing tuition, in response to state appropriation cuts, public institutions 

have also cut faculty positions, reduced student support services, and eliminated courses 

and programs to decrease overall spending.  According to Tinto (2006), enrollment is just 

the tip of the iceberg; to promote retention and completion, colleges and universities must 

invest in resources to see students through to graduation. While schools continue to face 

difficult decisions as they work within resource-constrained environments exacerbated by 

the current pandemic, failure to invest adequate fiscal resources in academic and student 

support services could limit an institution’s ability to address the increasingly complex 

needs of its student population and may decrease the quality of education, on the whole.   

Impact of State Disinvestment 

        It is important to acknowledge the tension that exists between state disinvestment in 

higher education and the desire to improve college completion.  A study by Deming and 

Walters (2018) on state appropriations and postsecondary attainment found there are 

large impacts of state budget cuts on enrollment and statistically significant causal 

impacts on completion.  The authors assert that such impacts are mostly driven by 

retention and completion among current students than by students who are just enrolling. 

        The increased burden on students and their families to finance higher education, due 

in part to state funding cuts, perpetuates barriers to equitable and accessible 

postsecondary degrees.  In particular, tuition increases disproportionately affect students 
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of color, students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, and non-traditional students.  

Allen and Wolniak (2018) found that tuition increases at open-access, non-selective 

public four-year colleges and universities are negatively and significantly associated with 

the racial and ethnic diversity of enrolled students.  Tuition increases in response to state 

appropriation cuts may also affect enrollment decisions by students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds.  Hoxby and Avery (2013) found that high-achieving 

students from economically disadvantaged families may not apply to more selective 

colleges due to financial constraints, which may reduce future earnings.  Additional 

research by Hemelt and Marcotte (2016) found that while large increases in tuition at 

public institutions do not seem to have much effect on enrollment overall, tuition 

increases do have an effect on where students decide to enroll particularly for students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Consideration of the Current Context 

        Continued price hikes in response to declining state financial support for higher 

education threaten national goals of improved educational attainment and economic 

mobility.  Consideration of our current context must be made to include present 

challenges which have impact on college completion.  Prior to the current pandemic, 

Grawe (2018) estimated that postsecondary enrollment would sharply decline beginning 

around the year 2025 due in part to demographic changes and shifts in financing higher 

education.  These changes, Grawe asserts, are a product of the Great Recession in which 

the U.S. birthrate slowed and people relocated to where jobs were more readily available. 

Coupled with less state investment in higher education to remedy budget gaps and rising 

tuition costs, warnings began to emerge about the detrimental effects an “enrollment 
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cliff” could have on postsecondary education.  The current pandemic has brought this 

enrollment crisis front and center – adding more pressure to institutions and policymakers 

to make postsecondary education affordable and accessible.  According to data produced 

by the National Student Clearinghouse (2020), enrollment at public two-year institutions 

dropped by about 10.1 percent compared to Fall 2019 enrollment rates, while public four-

year institutions dropped by about .2 percent from the previous year.  Such data are 

useful for measuring the effect of the pandemic on postsecondary enrollment, but more 

work is needed to understand how changes in revenue streams might affect retention and 

completion.  Some colleges and universities may also seek to implement tuition freezes – 

capping tuition at a fixed cost - to reduce price sensitivity among students and families. 

Tuition freezes and the decision to implement them by campus administrations vary by 

institution type and across states.  At the current moment, while many colleges grapple 

with the financial and enrollment realities of the pandemic, there is little research on the 

long-term impact continued cuts to state appropriations or present enrollment challenges 

might have on higher education.  The present study may be useful for understanding how 

past examples of disinvestment in higher education affect students’ ability to complete 

their degrees so to balance intersecting interests of college affordability, financing, and 

attainment. 

        Overall, the existing literature points to evidence that state disinvestment, in some 

part, may drive increases to tuition; though the relationship between cuts to state 

appropriations and students’ completion of their college degree is not well-defined. 

Without knowing the effect of state investment in higher education on college 

completion, funding and resources cannot be directed to the institutions and students that 
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need it most - which may threaten students’ ability to complete their degrees and impede 

goals to promote educational attainment and improve economic mobility. 
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Conceptual Framework 
 

        Based on the review of literature, I hypothesize that states’ financial investment in 

public higher education affects undergraduate college completion when controlling for 

institutional, student, and economic factors.  College completion will be measured by the 

total number of undergraduate degrees conferred by public colleges and universities. 

Institutional Factors 

         In terms of institutional analysis, the current study is concerned with public 

institutions offering two- and four-year undergraduate degree programs.  As is evidenced 

in the literature, when cuts occur to state funding for higher education, institutions often 

make up for reductions by increasing the cost of tuition and fees.  In addition to state 

funding, tuition and fees are a substantial stream of revenue that contribute to institutional 

operations, services, and expenditures (National Center on Education Statistics, n.d.).  

Tuition and fees are represented in the model by the net student tuition variable, that is, 

the net tuition revenue directly from students.  Additional revenue taken into 

consideration includes the revenue received through federal appropriations and federal, 

state, and local grants and contracts.  Revenue received from affiliated entities, private 

gifts, grants, and contracts; investment returns; and endowment earnings are also 

included in the model.  A final revenue stream includes revenue from auxiliary enterprise 

operations of an institution.  Examples of auxiliary enterprise operations include 

residence halls, student health, food services and intercollegiate athletics.  The 

expenditure variable captures the total education and general expenditures including 

auxiliary, independent, and other institutional operations 
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Student Factors 

        Beyond economic and institutional factors that may create barriers to access, student 

factors should also be considered.  Student factors included in the model are percent by 

racial identity (based on students’ reported race and/or ethnicity), financial aid awarded 

(including federal grants, educational assistance programs, scholarships, etc.), and loans 

(monies that must be repaid by the borrower). 

Economic Factors 

        State investment in higher education differs from state to state.  As described in 

previous research, reduction of higher education appropriations occurs to reduce state 

budget gaps and invest in other services such as Medicaid (Zhao, 2018).  State 

appropriations make up a portion of the total revenue an institution may receive.  As 

discussed in the background section, the Great Recession produced a significant 

economic shock. The model will control for periods of economic shock and recovery. 

State unemployment rate is also taken into consideration. 
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Data and Methods 
 

        Data for the current study is primarily drawn from the Delta Cost Project, a 

longitudinal database derived from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

(IPEDS) surveys on finance, enrollment, staffing, completions, and student aid.  Data 

collected through the Delta Cost Project allow for analyses of revenues and expenditures 

in postsecondary education.  The current study uses Delta Cost Project data collected 

between 2000 and 2015.  Data on unemployment rates for the month of May for every 

academic year included in the Delta Cost Project dataset were obtained from the Bureau 

of Labor Statistics. Rates were obtained based on May’s reported rate from June reports 

for each academic year in the dataset. 

Table 1. Variable Definitions 
Concept Operational Definition Variable 

Dependent variable 

Associate 
degrees 
conferred 

Total number of associate degrees conferred (these degrees 
require at least 2 but less than 4 years of full-time equivalent 
college work). 

associatedegrees 

Bachelor 
degrees 
conferred 

Total number of bachelor degrees conferred (these degrees 
normally require at least 4 but not more than 5 years of full-time 
equivalent college-level work. Includes all bachelor's degrees 
conferred in a 5-year cooperative (work-study) program and 
bachelor's degrees in which the normal 4 years of work are 
completed in 3 years. 

bachelordegrees 

Degrees 
conferred 

Total number of associate and/or bachelor degrees conferred by 
all public institutions in the dataset. 

degreesconferred 

Key Independent Variable 

State 
Investment 

Natural log of the revenue received by the institution through acts 
of a state legislative body; used for operational expenses 

log_stateappropriations 
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Table 1 (cont.) 
Institutional Control Variables 

Revenue 

Natural log of the revenue from additional sources, 
other than state appropriations, received by the 
institution. Includes revenue from net student tuition, 
federal, state, and local grants and contracts, private 
investments and endowments, and auxiliary operations. 

log_net_student tuition 
log_fed_state_loc_grants_con 
log_priv_invest_endow 
log_auxother_rev 

Expenditures The sum of all operating expenses at an institution that 
result from providing goods and services 

log_eandg_w_aux_expenditures 

Public 4-Year 
Institution 

A dummy variable; 1 = 4-year institutions; 0 = 2-but-
less-than 4 years 

public4year 

Student Control Variables 

Financial aid 

Average amount of federal grants (grants/educational 
assistance funds), state and local grants 
(grants/scholarships/waivers), and institutional grants 
(scholarships/fellowships), received by first-time, full-
time degree/certificate-seeking undergraduate students.  

fed_grant_avg_amount 
state_grant_avg_amount 
inst_grant_avg_amount 

Loans 

Average amount of student loans received by first-time, 
full-time degree/certificate-seeking undergraduate 
students. Loans to students - Any monies that must be 
repaid to the lending institution for which the student is 
the designated borrower. Includes all Title IV 
subsidized and unsubsidized loans and all 
institutionally- and privately-sponsored loans. 

loan_avg_amount 

Race and 
Ethnicity 

American Indian - percentage of students having 
origins in any of the original peoples of North America 
and who maintains cultural identification through tribal 
affiliation or community recognition. 
 
Asian - percentage of students having origins in any of 
the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, the 
Indian Subcontinent, or the Pacific Islands. This 
includes people from China, Japan, Korea, the 
Philippine Islands, American Samoa, India, and 
Vietnam. 
 
Black - percentage of students having origins in any of 
the black racial groups of Africa (except those of 
Hispanic origin). 
 
Hispanic - percentage of students of Mexican, Puerto 
Rican, Cuban, Central or South American or other 
Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race. 
 
White - percentage of students having origins in any of 
the original peoples of Europe, North Africa, or the 
Middle East (except those of Hispanic origin). 
 
Multi-racial - percentage of students that identify as 
being more than one race. 
 
Unknown - percentage of students whose race and/or 

pct_enrollamin 
pct_enrollasian 
pct_enrollblack 
pct_enrollhisp 
pct_enrollwhite 
pct_enrollmulti 
pct_enrollunkn 
pct_enrollnonres 
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ethnicity were not provided and the postsecondary 
institution finds it impossible to place the student in one 
of the defined racial/ethnic categories. 
 
Non-resident - percentage of students who are not 
citizens or nationals of the United States and who are in 
this country on a visa or temporary basis and do not 
have the right to remain indefinitely. 

Economic & State Control Variables 

Recession 
Dummy variables to control for the effect of economic 
shocks during the 15-year dataset: the Great Recession 
and recovery following the Great Recession 

econshock_08 
econshock_post_finan_crisis 

State 
unemployment 
rate 

Matches each institution to its state's May 
unemployment rate for each academic year observed in 
the dataset. 

unemprate 

 

Using these variables, I estimate the following empirical model: 
 
 #(Degrees Conferred)= β0 + β1(State Investment)+ β2(Institution Controls)i + 
 β3(Student Controls)j + β4(Economic Controls)k + μ 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 (cont.) 
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Descriptive Statistics 
 

        The original data were manipulated to drop observations not relevant to the scope of 

the current study.  In this case, all private, not-for-profit institutions, private-for-profit 

institutions, and institutions offering less than two-year programs were dropped. 

Additionally, observations for U.S. territories were dropped, limiting the analysis to U.S. 

states and the District of Columbia.  Removing observations not relevant to the study 

yields 22,778 observations in which each observation represents institution-year data 

between 2000 and 2015. Of the 22,778 observations, 8,678 are classified as four-year 

public institutions while the remaining 14,106 observations are classified as two-year 

public institutions.  A breakdown of total institutions observed for each year can be found 

in Table 2 below. 

Table 2. Institution-Year Observations 
Academic Year # of Institutions % 

1999-2000 1,481 6.50 

2000-2001 1,475 6.48 

2001-2002 1,471 6.46 

2002-2003 1,477 6.48 

2003-2004 1,474 6.47 

2004-2005 1,473 6.47 

2005-2006 1,474 6.47 

2006-2007 1,473 6.47 

2007-2008 1,376 6.04 

2008-2009 1,376 6.04 

2009-2010 1,377 6.05 

2010-2011 1,375 6.04 

2011-2012 1,372 6.02 

2012-2013 1,369 6.01 

2013-2014 1,368 6.01 

2014-2015 1,367 6.00 

Total 22,778 100.00 
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Table 3 below provides summary statistics on the dependent variable, key independent 

variables, and control variables used in the current study’s analysis.  

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics   
Mean/% SD Min Max Observations 

Level of 
Institution 

Public 4-year (8,672) 38.09 - - - 22,778.00 
Public 2-year (14,106) 61.91 - - - 22,778.00  
      

Degrees 
Conferred 

Associate degrees 427.46 804.70 0.00 18,270.00 22,778.00 
Bachelor degrees 700.31 1,711.63 0.00 34,823.00 22,775.00 
Total degrees conferred 1,126.68 1,857.59 0.00 38,056.00 22,775.00  
      

State 
Appropriations 

Log of revenue from 
state appropriations 16.64 1.38 0.00 21.39 21,727.00 

 
      

Revenue Log of revenue from net 
student tuition  

15.76 1.91 0.00 21.14 17,852.00 

Log of revenue from 
federal appropriations 
and federal, state, and 
local grants and 
contracts  

15.60 1.62 6.91 21.67 22,593.00 

Log of revenue from 
affiliated entities, 
private gifts, grants, and 
contracts; investment 
returns; and endowment 
earnings  

13.31 2.21 2.21 21.31 21,140.00 

Log of revenue from 
auxiliary, hospitals, 
independent operations, 
sales and services of 
educational activities, 
and other sources 

15.46 1.93 0.00 22.20 22,355.00 

 
      

Expenditures Log of institutional 
current year total 
education and general 
expenditures with 
auxiliary, hospital, 
independent and other 
operations 

17.77 1.39 7.80 23.20 22,713.00 
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Table 3 (cont.) 
  Mean/% SD Min Max Observations 

Enrollment 
(first-time 

undergrads) 

Full-time students 1,140.78 1,637.09 0.00 34,267.00 22,257.00 

Part-time students 357.85 728.94 0.00 34,728.00 21,658.00  
      

Full-Time 
Equivalent 
Enrollment 

(level of 
institution) 

Public 4-year  1,140.78 11,276.88 4.00 34,267.00 8,664.00 

Public 2-year 357.85 4,070.54 8.00 126,963.00 14,075.00 

 
      

Enrollment by 
Race (%) 

American Indian 1.62 12.62 - - 22,730.00 
Asian 0.49 7.00 - - 22,730.00 
Black 5.14 22.08 - - 22,730.00 
Hispanic 2.04 14.13 - - 22,730.00 
White 77.81 41.55 - - 22,730.00 
Multi 0.00 0.00 - - 7,630.00 
Unknown 0.19 4.35 - - 22,730.00 
Non-resident 0.00 0.00 - - 22,730.00  
      

Financial Aid 
+ Student 

Loans 
(average 
amount) 

Federal grant/aid money 
received by first-time, 
full-time 
degree/certificate-
seeking undergraduate 
students (in dollars) 
  

3,322.01 1,070.55 0.00 14,899.00 20,519.00 

State and local grant/aid 
money received by first-
time, full-time 
degree/certificate-
seeking undergraduate 
students (in dollars) 
  

1,740.54 1,225.77 0.00 12,217.00 20,189.00 

Institutional grant/aid 
money received by first-
time, full-time 
degree/certificate-
seeking undergraduate 
students (in dollars) 
  

2,025.94 1,707.44 0.00 21,621.00 19,061.00 

Student loans received 
by first-time, full-time 
degree/certificate-
seeking undergraduate 
students (in dollars)  

3,883.66 1,714.71 0.00 14,862.00 17,948.00 
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Results 
 

The regression results are summarized in Tables 4 through 6.  The dependent 

variable for all regressions indicates the number of degrees conferred (including associate 

and/or bachelor degrees) by a public two- or four-year institution.  Model 1 is a bivariate 

ordinary least squares (OLS) regression of the relationship between the dependent 

variable (degrees conferred) and key independent variable (state appropriations received 

by an institution in the observed academic year).  The key independent variable reflects 

the natural log value of state appropriation for all regression models.  Model 2 is a 

multivariate OLS regression and adds controls for institutional and student factors 

including revenue, expenditures, financial aid, student demographics, and a dummy 

variable for public four-year colleges and universities, creating a reference category for 

two-year public colleges and universities.  Model 3 adds controls for economic factors 

including state unemployment rates and periods of economic shock and recovery that 

occurred during specific academic years across the 15-year analysis. 

In Table 4, the simple bivariate regression (Model 1) shows that, on average, a 

one-percent (1%) increase in the annual state appropriations allocated to public colleges 

and universities is associated with an 8.49 unit increase in the number of degrees 

conferred.  This estimate is statistically significant at the one-percent level (p<0.01), 

however, the result is almost certainly biased due to the omission of several variables 

correlated with both the dependent and key independent variables.  Even so, this estimate 

is consistent with my hypothesis that an increase in the amount of state appropriations 

allocated to public colleges and universities is associated with an increase in degrees 

conferred. 



 20 

When controlling for institutional factors in the multivariate OLS regression in 

Model 2, the state appropriations coefficient is significantly smaller, but still maintains 

statistical significance at the one-percent level (p<0.01).  In this output, we observe the 

number of degrees conferred still increases by about 2 degrees with a one-percent (1%) 

increase in annual state appropriations.  When looking at the models including the 

percent of Black- and Hispanic-identifying enrolled students (Models 2a and 2b, 

respectively), we observe a negative and statistically significant relationship between net 

student tuition and degrees conferred. This result is consistent with literature that students 

of color are disproportionately affected by increases to tuition. We also observe in Model 

2 that when controlling for institutional revenue and expenditures, in addition to state 

appropriations, two-year public colleges and universities confer, on average about 338 

more degrees than four-year public colleges and universities.  For every one-percent (1%) 

increase in enrollment of Black students, there is an expected decrease of about nine (9) 

degrees conferred by public colleges and universities.  For every one-percent (1%) 

increase in enrollment of Hispanic students, there is an expected decrease of about one 

(1) degree conferred by public colleges and universities. These results reflect the value of 

retention efforts to help students through from enrollment to graduation. Overall, the 

results from Model 2 are also likely biased, as the controls in this model do not include 

economic factors correlated with both state appropriations and college completion.  

Additional controls must be added to produce more precise estimates – Model 3 reflects 

the inclusion of these variables.1 

 
1 A fixed-effect model was also done using the variables for Models 2; results were not substantively 
different than those in the OLS multivariate regression models. 
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In tables 5 and 6, Model 3 builds on the previous multivariate OLS regression 

(Model 3) with the addition of economic controls including dummy variables for 

economic shocks and introduction of state unemployment rates between 2000 and 2015.  

According to the literature, in periods of economic recession, undergraduate enrollment 

increases as students see a greater benefit to furthering their education than entering the 

workforce. Two periods of economic shocks were analyzed using the dataset: the 

academic years including the Great Recession (2007-2009), and the academic years 

including its economic recovery (2009-2015).  For all iterations of Model 3, 

unemployment rate is statistically significant.2 

In the Model 3 iteration of the economic shock from the Great Recession (3a), the 

state appropriations coefficient is slightly bigger than the basic iteration of Model 3 and 

maintains statistical significance at the one-percent level (p<0.01).  We also observe that 

when controlling for institutional, student, and economic factors, in addition to state 

appropriations, there was an average decrease of about 116 degrees conferred at public 

colleges and universities during this time period, compared to other academic years in the 

dataset.  For every one-percent (1%) increase in enrollment of Black students, there is an 

expected decrease of about nine (9) degrees conferred by public colleges and universities. 

These results are similar to those from the previous model. The years represented in this 

model (academic years 2007-2008 and 2008-2009, respectively) include students who 

enrolled prior to and during the Great Recession and those who completed their degrees 

during these years, as well. Of note, the coefficient on the log of revenue from federal 

appropriations and federal, state, and local grants/contracts was slightly larger when 

 
2 Another model was run to include the economic shock following September 11, 2001, however these 
results did not appear to substantively add to the analysis of the research question. 
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controlling for the percent of enrolled students whom identify as Black than in the basic 

model. 

In the Model 3 iteration of the economic recovery following the Great Recession 

(3d), the state appropriations coefficient is slightly bigger than the basic iteration of 

Model 3 and maintains statistical significance at the one-percent level (p<0.01).  We 

observe that when controlling for institutional, student, and economic factors, in addition 

to state appropriations, the period of economic recovery brought an average increase of 

about 159 degrees conferred at public colleges and universities during this time period, 

compared to other academic years in the dataset.  For every one-percent (1%) increase in 

enrollment of Black students, there is an expected decrease of about nine (9) degrees 

conferred by public colleges and universities.  These results are similar to those from the 

previous model.  Because the years included in this defined recovery period include 

students who would have enrolled prior to, during, and after the Great Recession, this 

finding is consistent with literature on college enrollment during periods of economic 

recession.  Thus, we see an increase in degrees conferred during this period of recovery. 

In comparing the basic iteration of Model 3 to the iterations representing economic 

recession and recovery, a one-percent (1%) increase in state allocations was associated 

with a small, yet slight increase in degrees conferred over time.  Similarly to the first 

iteration of Model 3, the coefficient on the log of revenue from federal appropriations and 

federal, state, and local grants/contracts was slightly larger when controlling for the 

percent of enrolled students whom identify as Black than in the basic model.  These 

results also reflect a positive relationship between federal appropriations and federal and 

state grants, giving evidence to support findings in the literature for increased federal 
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government support to remedy decreases in state appropriations and demonstrate to some 

extent the effect these important programs have for students of color. Overall, the 

reported coefficient of the log of state appropriations on degrees conferred is relatively 

small for all models.3  

  

 
3 A fixed-effect model was also done using the variables for Models 3; results were not substantively 
different than those in the OLS multivariate regression models. 
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 (1) (2) (2a) (2b) (2c) 

Key Independent Variable      

State allocations for public, 
higher education institutions 

849.92*** 
(20.47) 

179.16*** 
(19.23) 

186.90*** 
(19.15) 

180.01*** 
(19.31) 

178.93*** 
(19.01) 

Institutional Control Variables      

Revenue from federal 
appropriations and federal, state, 
and local grants/contracts 

- 31.55*** 
(11.36) 

57.32*** 
(11.41) 

31.14*** 
(11.38) 

29.69*** 
(11.39) 

Revenue from net student tuition - -14.52 
(11.36) 

-39.59*** 
(11.34) 

-14.92 
(11.56) 

-8.07 
(10.21) 

Revenue from private 
investments and endowment - 53.71*** 

(8.36) 
42.53*** 

(8.32) 
55.08*** 

(8.31) 
57.81*** 

(8.43) 
Revenue from auxiliary and other 
sources - -23.40 

(17.47) 
-34.82** 
(17.52) 

-24.27 
(17.55) 

-15.82 
(17.19) 

Total education and general 
expenditures including auxiliary 
operations 

- 1164.57*** 
(49.79) 

1159.96*** 
(49.60) 

1165.23*** 
(50.10) 

1145.20*** 
(44.12) 

Public 4-Year institutions - -416.71*** 
(30.57) 

-338.35*** 
(30.53) 

-416.43*** 
(30.43) 

-427.43*** 
(32.57) 

Student Control Variables      

Average amount - federal 
grants/educational assistance - 0.05*** 

(0.02) 
0.04** 
(0.02) 

0.05*** 
(0.02) 

0.04*** 
(0.02) 

Average amount - state 
grants/educational assistance - 0.06*** 

(0.01) 
0.05*** 
(0.01) 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

Average amount - institutional 
grants/educational assistance - -0.05*** 

(0.01) 
-0.03*** 

(0.01) 
-0.05*** 

(0.01) 
-0.05*** 

(0.01) 

Average amount - student loans - -0.08*** 
(0.01) 

-0.07*** 
(0.01) 

-0.08*** 
(0.01) 

-0.08*** 
(0.01) 

Enrollment - percent of Black 
students - - -8.93*** 

(0.31) - - 

Enrollment - percent of Hispanic 
students - - - -0.57 

(1.14) - 

Enrollment - percent of White 
students - - - - -0.81* 

(0.48) 

Constant -12983.57*** 
(335.55) 

-22967.33*** 
(665.86) 

-22735.83*** 
(664.11) 

-22989.53*** 
(668.40) 

-22783.62*** 
(588.37) 

Observations 21726 13117 13108 13108 13108 

R-Squared 0.3971 0.5764 0.5826 0.5767 0.5768 

 
Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. 
* p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01 

 

 

Table 4. OLS Regression – Institutional and Student Controls 
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 (3) (3a) (3b) (3c) 

Key Independent Variable     

State allocations for public, higher 
education institutions 

171.07*** 
(19.32) 

178.38*** 
(19.40) 

185.02*** 
(19.31) 

179.15*** 
(19.48) 

 Institutional Control Variables     

Revenue from federal 
appropriations and federal, state, 
and local grants/contracts 

31.71*** 
(11.37) 

34.41*** 
(11.40) 

60.04*** 
(11.45) 

33.99*** 
(11.42) 

Revenue from net student tuition -16.68 
(11.50) 

-14.55 
(11.52) 

-39.97*** 
(11.51) 

-15.08 
(11.74) 

Revenue from private investments 
and endowment 

52.62*** 
(8.32) 

55.47*** 
(8.43) 

44.03*** 
(8.40) 

56.86*** 
(8.38) 

Revenue from auxiliary and other 
sources 

-26.94 
(17.48) 

-26.14 
(17.50) 

-37.91** 
(17.55) 

-27.10 
(17.59) 

Total education and general 
expenditures including auxiliary 
operations 

1180.91*** 
(51.08) 

1164.28*** 
(51.64) 

1162.04*** 
(51.49) 

1165.28*** 
(51.99) 

Public 4-Year institutions -420.08*** 
(30.80) 

-428.77*** 
(31.01) 

-350.10*** 
(30.95) 

-428.38*** 
(30.85) 

 Student Control Variables     

Average amount - federal 
grants/educational assistance 

0.06*** 
(0.02) 

0.06*** 
(0.02) 

0.06*** 
(0.02) 

0.06*** 
(0.02) 

Average amount - state 
grants/educational assistance 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

Average amount - institutional 
grants/educational assistance 

-0.05*** 
(0.01) 

-0.05*** 
(0.01) 

-0.03*** 
(0.01) 

-0.05*** 
(0.01) 

Average amount - student loans -0.08*** 
(0.01) 

-0.07*** 
(0.01) 

-0.07*** 
(0.01) 

-0.07*** 
(0.01) 

Enrollment - percent of Black 
students - - -8.94*** 

(0.31) - 

Enrollment - percent of Hispanic 
students - - - -0.66 

(1.14) 
Economic Control Variables     

State unemployment rate -22.74*** 
(6.90) 

-15.91** 
(7.36) 

-18.22** 
(7.31) 

-16.20** 
(7.37) 

Economic shock - 2008 Recession - -115.84*** 
(34.73) 

-108.83*** 
(34.48) 

-115.62*** 
(34.73) 

Constant -22958.16*** 
(664.81) 

-22922.64*** 
(665.34) 

-22692.23*** 
(663.48) 

-22945.39*** 
(667.92) 

Observations 13,117 13,117 13,108 13,108 

R-Squared 0.5767 0.5770 0.5832 0.5773 

 
Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. 
* p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01  

   

Table 5. OLS Regression | All Controls - Economic Shock: Great Recession 
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 (3) (3d) (3e) (3f) 

Key Independent Variable     

State allocations for public, higher 
education institutions 

171.07*** 
(19.32) 

186.32*** 
(20.27) 

188.78*** 
(20.13) 

187.15*** 
(20.37) 

 Institutional Control Variables     

Revenue from federal 
appropriations and federal, state, 
and local grants/contracts 

31.71*** 
(11.37) 

40.95*** 
(11.46) 

63.65*** 
(11.51) 

40.57*** 
(11.49) 

Revenue from net student tuition -16.68 
(11.50) 

-13.31 
(11.34) 

-39.24*** 
(11.30) 

-14.00 
(11.55) 

Revenue from private investments 
and endowment 

52.62*** 
(8.32) 

59.42*** 
(8.32) 

46.28*** 
(8.31) 

60.83*** 
(8.28) 

Revenue from auxiliary and other 
sources 

-26.94 
(17.48) 

-23.10 
(17.41) 

-35.83** 
(17.47) 

-24.18 
(17.49) 

Total education and general 
expenditures including auxiliary 
operations 

1180.91*** 
(51.08) 

1142.74*** 
(49.20) 

1150.88*** 
(49.10) 

1143.92*** 
(49.49) 

Public 4-Year institutions -420.08*** 
(30.80) 

-411.40*** 
(30.37) 

-336.87*** 
(30.41) 

-410.69*** 
(30.20) 

 Student Control Variables     

Average amount - federal 
grants/educational assistance 

0.06*** 
(0.02) 

0.02 
(0.02) 

0.03* 
(0.02) 

0.02 
(0.02) 

Average amount - state 
grants/educational assistance 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

0.06*** 
(0.01) 

Average amount - institutional 
grants/educational assistance 

-0.05*** 
(0.01) 

-0.05*** 
(0.01) 

-0.03*** 
(0.01) 

-0.05*** 
(0.01) 

Average amount - student loans -0.08*** 
(0.01) 

-0.09*** 
(0.01) 

-0.08*** 
(0.01) 

-0.09*** 
(0.01) 

Enrollment - percent of Black 
students - - -8.82*** 

(0.31) - 

Enrollment - percent of Hispanic 
students - - - -0.83 

(1.15) 
Economic Control Variables     
State unemployment rate -22.74*** 

(6.90) 
-22.31*** 

(6.88) 
-24.31*** 

(6.84) 
-22.61*** 

(6.89) 
Economic recovery - post-2008 
Recession - 158.58*** 

(40.01) 
111.48*** 

(39.81) 
158.67*** 

(40.17) 

Constant -22958.16*** 
(664.81) 

-22755.86*** 
(649.06) 

-22586.74*** 
(648.01) 

-22779.55*** 
(651.25) 

Observations 13,117 13,117 13,108 13,108 

R-Squared 0.5767 0.5772 0.5832 0.5774 

 
Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. 
* p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01 

 

Table 6. OLS Regression | All Controls - Economic Recovery: Great Recession 
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Implications for Policy and Practice 
 

        The results of the current study demonstrate a relatively small effect of the log of 

state appropriations on degrees conferred.  Despite the small effect size, there is no 

conclusive evidence from the current study - nor previous literature - to suggest there is a 

negative relationship between increases in state allocations for public higher education 

and degrees conferred.  With the United States facing the college affordability crisis, 

enrollment crisis, and economic recession brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic at 

once, it is increasingly important that solutions are oriented with these intersecting 

challenges in mind.  To this end, strategies for policy and practice must occur on all three 

levels of higher education governance – federal, state, and institution – to maximize 

efforts. 

Leveraging the Federal Role in Higher Education 

        The federal role in higher education cannot be understated enough.  The Higher 

Education Act of 1965 (HEA) is a critical piece of legislation that provides a frame for 

the federal government’s relationship with colleges and universities including funding 

and regulations.  Reauthorization of HEA is now several years overdue – and while 

efforts have been made to address certain aspects of the law, failing to reauthorize HEA 

in its totality leaves federal funding for critical higher education programs hanging in the 

balance.  At a time when fiscal futures and enrollment yields are uncertain, 

reauthorization of HEA must take priority.4  

 
4 Most efforts to reauthorize have stalled due to lack of partisan compromise. The most recent efforts to 
reauthorize HEA were presented through H.R. 4674, the College Affordability Act, which would seek to 
lower the cost of college, improve the quality of higher education, and expand opportunity for students 
from all backgrounds. (U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Education & Labor, 2019) 
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        As has been previously described in the review of literature, federal support for 

higher education improved following the Great Recession with more direct aid being 

available to students through federal grant programs such as the Pell Grant.5  Federal aid 

programs are particularly beneficial for students from low-income backgrounds, helping 

to reduce the overall costs of education without repayment.  The results of the current 

study reflect the value of expanding federal financial aid programs, increasing eligibility 

and closing equity gaps for students who have been historically denied access to higher 

education.  However, despite improvements to federal financial aid programs in recent 

years6, aid awards have not kept up with the cost of college.  In the absence of 

appropriately funded aid programs, students look to alternative loan sources such as 

private loans or the federal parent PLUS loan program for assistance.7  Loan programs 

such as these come with high interest rates, saddling students and their families with long 

repayment timelines.  Therefore, consistent with evidence from the current study and 

with respect to the intersecting crises policy efforts must address, one would expect 

further expansion of federal aid programs to help – not hinder – college completion rates 

and decrease the overall burden of financing one’s education. 

        In the current economic crisis brought on by the COVID-19 global pandemic, 

federal recovery support for higher education is necessary as colleges and universities 

grapple with uncertain financial futures.  While we lack data to understand the full scope 

 
5 Pell Grants are available to undergraduate students who demonstrate “exceptional financial need.” (U.S. 
Department of Education) The current maximum Pell Grant award is $6,345 and will increase by $150 for 
the 2021-2022 academic year. (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2021) 
6 This includes simplification of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). FAFSA must be 
submitted for students to be considered for federal aid awards and is often used by states and institutions 
for aid distribution, as well. 
7 Through the parent PLUS loan program, “the U.S. Department of Education makes direct loans to parents 
of dependent undergraduate students for which the borrower is fully responsible for paying interest 
regardless of loan status. (U.S. Department of Education) 
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of how the pandemic will affect enrollment, completion, and institutional finances, there 

is evidence from the current study that the increase in federal dollars allocated to key 

higher education aid programs has a positive and statistically significant relationship with 

students’ postsecondary attainment.  If colleges and universities are to operate at an 

optimal level to support the complex needs of students and stakeholders, the American 

Council on Education (2020) estimates that $120 billion in relief money beyond what has 

already been distributed through the CARES Act is needed.  As the Biden administration 

considers executive action on canceling a portion of student loan debt and new data 

emerge on the impact of the ongoing freeze on federal student loan repayment, the 

federal role in these intersecting crises will continue to shape higher education finance 

and access. 

Bolstering State Support for Higher Education 

        Budgets vary greatly by state, thereby affecting how education is fiscally prioritized. 

The results of the current study demonstrate the value of state funding allocations in 

addition to state and local aid programs.  While there seems to be a small effect, every 

cent matters when facing both the affordability and economic crises.  

        There is already evidence of states reducing funding to public higher education as 

the pandemic has contributed to declines in tax revenue, increases to unemployment 

rates,  and redirection of funds to health and human services (Whitford, 2021).  This 

decline in funding comes at a critical time when colleges and universities must also adapt 

institutional spending to include testing infrastructure, distance education technology, and 

health and safety resources such as personal protective equipment and specialized 

cleaning services.  Other states seem to be including higher education funding initiatives 
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in planning efforts, providing some relief to institutions as they plan for next fiscal year 

and beyond. (Education Commission of the States, 2021)  However, as the pandemic 

persists, it remains unclear if these states will act on plans to improve funding for higher 

education through their intended objectives. 

        As the federal government has done, states are positioned to re-evaluate their 

financial aid programs to determine better means of distributing funds to students who 

may otherwise not pursue a postsecondary degree.  One strategy for state-level 

governance is to review state funding models.8  By re-evaluating current formulas, states 

have greater ability to identify institutions and students with the highest needs in which 

state aid and allocations can make the biggest difference, particularly as institutions and 

students alike face uncertain economic futures.  Evidence from the current study 

demonstrates that when controlling for variables of interest, two-year colleges appear to 

confer more degrees, on average, than four-year colleges. This is practically significant 

considering four-year colleges receive most of their revenue through tuition and fees, 

while nearly half of the revenue received by two-year colleges comes from state and 

federal appropriations (Ward, et al., 2020). Thus, any change in dollars allocated to two-

year colleges will make a greater difference when taking the portion of revenue these 

funds make up into consideration.  With its role in distributing allocations and grant aid 

money, states should also consider how they prioritize student needs when distributing 

funds.  Shifting more funds to need-based aid programs and improving flexibility for use 

of funds creates more secure pathways to see students through to graduation.  

 
8 Models for funding higher education differ greatly by state. Increasingly, performance metrics are 
employed by states to distribute allocations, though evidence exists that moving to outcomes-based models 
doesn’t necessarily improve college completion. (Ortagus et al., 2020) Other states may distribute 
allocations for institutions based on formulas which may allow greater flexibility of use by the recipient. 
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        Outside of increasing taxes, it is well-worth the effort for states to review and adjust 

how they distribute allocations so investment in higher education can be maintained and 

strengthened regardless of the state of the economy.  Building in continual review periods 

of these funding methods is critical as student and institutional needs change.   

Improving Institutional Effectiveness 

        Finally, the current study supports efforts to improve institutional effectiveness and 

the retention of students through to graduation.  Colleges’ and universities’ responses to 

the COVID-19 pandemic have be criticized by many, leading to questions about the value 

of a college degree given the costs associated with attaining one.  While institutions will 

undoubtedly work to manage the present and on-going enrollment crisis, administrators 

should not sacrifice retention efforts as they face uncertainty around future enrollment.  

Results from the current study contribute to the understanding that during previous 

periods of economic recession and recovery, enrollment increased at colleges and 

universities.  But the pandemic has presented new challenges which institutions must 

work through to both attract new students and maintain the students already enrolled.  

Embedded in this, administrators must ensure that critical student support services are 

well-funded and fully staffed, giving them the resources to meet the complex needs of 

today’s student populations as these services are often the key to students remaining in 

school and finishing their degrees. 

        Evidence from the literature and the current study also demonstrate the effect of the 

cost of tuition for students from marginalized identities. As state funding allocations are 

up in the air, institution administrators should make concerted efforts to bring down the 

overall costs of education while balancing investment in students, maintaining support 
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and academic services, and reducing wasteful spending.  These actions in and of itself are 

challenging, but situated within the current context, are necessary as institutions chart 

their pathways forward. 
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Limitations and Future Research 
 

One primary limitation of the current study is with regards to the dataset 

available.  As has previously been described, Delta Cost Project data are derived from the 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) in which all institutions 

participating in federal financial aid programs under Title IV of the Higher Education Act 

are required to complete survey information which in turn creates the longitudinal 

database used in the present study.  However, Ozan and Parra (2016) challenged the 

accuracy of the Delta Cost Project data, expressing concern with how data are grouped 

through a “parent-child” reporting structure.  To pull an example from Ozan and Parra’s 

paper, the University of Texas at Dallas would be considered a “child institution” of the 

University of Texas at Austin, the University of Texas’ flagship institution.  The concern 

arises in that child institutions are collapsed and represented under the parent institution 

as a single observation.  This structure creates challenges in that flagship universities tend 

to have larger enrollments, differences in costs to students, and access to resources.  

Thereby, collapsing multiple institutions into one observation, we lose the ability to 

measure the effect of revenue, expenditure, enrollment, and completion data for the child 

institutions.  Ozan and Parra caution use of Delta Cost Project data in analysis of public 

institutions and do not recommend using the data as a tool to compare public and private 

colleges and universities.  With regards to the current study, it is not anticipated that 

parent-child observations have much bearing on results, though it is important to 

acknowledge should future analysis be conducted.  

Another limitation of the current study is lack of a good proxy to measure 

socioeconomic status.  Improving access to college for students from low-income 
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backgrounds is often a stated priority in research, but rarely do studies use data on student 

and/or familial income.  Instead, analyses will use financial aid awards or loan 

participation as a proxy for socioeconomic status.  For example, federal Pell Grants have 

historically been awarded to students from low-income backgrounds.  Coupled with 

readily available data on Pell Grant recipients and the lack of data on student incomes, 

the Pell Grant thus becomes a widely-used, though certainly incomplete proxy for 

socioeconomic status.  The dataset applied in the current study combined financial aid 

and loan categories and did not include a variable for income, making it difficult to 

specifically the effect of state investment in higher education on students from low-

income backgrounds.  Improvement of more useful proxies for socioeconomic status in 

higher education is necessary for more accurate analyses. 

One final limitation is that the percentage of enrolled students by race is heavily 

skewed towards students whom identify as white, making up around 77% of total 

enrolled students captured across all institution-year observations in the dataset.  We 

must interrogate how higher education maintains barriers for students who have 

historically been denied access in order to break them down and improve access and 

completion overall.  

When making considerations for future research based on the findings of this 

study, research following the present economic recession caused by the COVID-19 

global pandemic will deepen the contributions of previous literature and the current 

analysis.  Complete data to assess changes to state investment in public higher education 

may not be available for several years, but institutional-, state-, and federal-level 

administrators and policymakers should begin to anticipate what data are needed to 
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understand the full impact of the pandemic on student completion.  The current study 

could also be duplicated to analyze institution-year observations by state.  This will 

deepen the analysis by focusing on institutional, student, and economic factors within 

context as these factors vary greatly by state.  Since there is a lack of literature 

documenting the effect of political shifts in state governance on higher education, another 

approach to future research could also look at how changes in gubernatorial and state 

legislatures affect states’ fiscal investment in public higher education. 
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Conclusion 
 

        It is well documented that completion of a higher education degree is associated 

with better employment opportunities, higher earnings, improved health outcomes, and 

participation in civic engagement.  However, skyrocketing attendance costs, declining 

enrollment, uncertain institutional financial futures, and a student debt crisis now 

exceeding more than $1.8 trillion threaten access, affordability, and university operations. 

What is clear, however, is that now more than ever local, state, and federal investment in 

higher education must not wane.  The current state of higher education access and 

financing cannot be remedied with one act of legislation, increased government 

allocations, or better enrollment and retention strategies.  But failure by every level of 

education governance – institutional, state, and federal - to act at this critical time, will 

only sustain barriers to affordable, quality education.  Each level of higher education 

governance plays a critical role in developing and implementing policy initiatives to 

address the intersecting challenges described in the current analysis.  And while they each 

control different parts of this increasingly complex puzzle, there is a need for better 

coordination among all three levels of oversight to ensure strategies are connected in 

meaningful ways to address college affordability and improve postsecondary attainment 

rates. In the absence of coordinated policies and practices, rather than operating as a 

vehicle for economic mobility, higher education will only further widen equity gaps and 

fail to meet critical workforce demands in our society. 
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Appendix: Conceptual Model 
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