
 

Degree Production and 
Cost Trends 
A National Analysis 

 

 

August 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A report from the State Higher Education Executive Officers utilizing the State Policy Resource 
Connection (SPRC) with support from Lumina Foundation for Education. The views expressed in this 

publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of Lumina Foundation for 
Education, their officers, or employees. 



Degree Production and Cost Trends 

 

 

1 
 

 

 

Tables of Contents 

Overview and PurposeΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦн 

MethodologyΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦо 

National Trends in Enrollment, Degrees and Completions from 1997-2007ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦ5 

State Level Growth Rates in Enrollment, Degrees and Completions from 1997-2007ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦΦ11 

Degree Production Ratios (Degrees per 100 FTE) Among States in 2007ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ.18 

ConclusionΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦнн 

Appendix A ς 5ŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦно 

Appendix B ς Carnegie Classification GroupingsΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ.25 

Appendix C ς [ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 5ŀǘŀΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Degree Production and Cost Trends 

 

 

2 
 

Overview and Purpose 

The international imperative for postsecondary education is growing, and the push for state and 

national action is acute. To remain globally competitive, the United States must expedite efforts to 

further develop a well educated citizenry. Recognizing this urgency, the President, several foundations, 

policy organizations, and states recently set bold college completion goals:  

¶ President Obama called for the U.S. to be first in the world again in college attainment by 2020. 

¶ Lumina Foundation for Education set a national goal for 60 percent of Americans to have a high-

quality degree or credential by 2025. 

¶ The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation aims to double the number of low-income adults who earn 

a postsecondary degree or credential with genuine value in the marketplace by age 26. 

¶ Complete College America, along with their Alliance of 24 states, set a national goal that six out 

of 10 young adults in the U.S. will have a college degree or credential of value by 2020. 

 

Each state faces its own set of demographic and economic challenges. States and institutions operate in 

unique contexts of student populations, fiscal realities, and higher education governance structures, and 

undoubtedly will take different approaches to achieve their completion goals. Many states are 

experiencing dramatic demographic shifts requiring significant improvement in educational attainment 

among traditionally underrepresented populations. Others were especially hard hit by the recession 

and, in many cases, full recovery will require a more educated human capital in order to advance a more 

diverse economy. 

 

Despite these differences, however, the national focus must be the same - dramatically increasing the 

educational attainment of each stateΩs citizens. Given the current and foreseeable fiscal constraints, the 

states and their public colleges and universities will need to work creatively and efficiently in order to 

meet this demand. 

In an effort to provide a context for state policymakers and institutional leaders, this report presents an 

overview and analysis of trends in degree and completion production, costs per degree and completion, 

and enrollment in public higher education. This report is the first in a series aimed at providing 

information to states that will help identify pertinent issues, challenges, and opportunities related to 

degree productivity.   

The database constructed by the Delta Cost Project is the principal source of data for this study, 

employing many of its metrics and calculations to build on previous reports.  

 

While our debt to the Delta Cost Project is great, close readers will note some modest technical 

differences. In order to maximize utility to SHEEO member agencies, and be consistent with other 

planned SHEEO studies, the analysis presented here includes some additional institutionsΩ Řŀǘŀ and 

employs slightly different institutional classifications. 
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Methodology 

 

For the purposes of this study, public postsecondary institutions were assembled into six groups based 

on their Carnegie 2005 classifications. No independent institutions were included in the analysis. These 

six groups include: 

 

1. !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ1 

2. .ŀŎŎŀƭŀǳǊŜŀǘŜκaŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ2 

3. Doctoral  

4. Research, High Activity 

5. Research, Very High Activity 

 

Because this study employs change over time, states that did not have data for a Carnegie group in both 

1997 and 2007 were excluded from the analysis. These include Alaska, Connecticut, and Kentucky at the 

!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀƴŘ bŜǾŀŘŀ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ .ŀŎŎŀƭŀǳǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƘŀŘ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴ нллт ŦƻǊ 

the group, but not in 1997. 

 

Table A in Appendix B shows the original Carnegie 2005 classifications and the groupings used for this 

report. Institutions with no data for a Carnegie 2005 classification were excluded from the analysis. In 

some instances, the IPEDS reporting procedures have led to data for multiple institutions being grouped 

under a single institution name.  

The analysis used the following variables from the Delta Cost Project: full-time-equivalent enrollment, 

total degrees awarded total completions, and education and related expenses. Additionally, the Higher 

Education Cost Adjustment (HECA) used in the State Higher Education Finance Report was applied to 

state-level data to adjust for inflation. The glossary in Appendix A describes this element in more detail. 

1. Full-Time Equivalent Enrollment (FTE): The Delta Cost Project uses the same formula employed 

by the U.S. Department of Education to produce Full-Time Equivalent enrollment data published 

annually in the Digest of Education Statistics. 

2. Total Degrees AwardedΥ ¢ƘŜ ǎǳƳ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƻŦ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎΣ .ŀŎŎŀƭŀǳǊŜŀǘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎΣ aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ 

degrees, Doctoral degrees and First Professional degrees as reported to IPEDS. 

3. Completions: The sum total of degrees (see above) plus certificates (Post-Baccalaureate, Post-

aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŀƴŘ tƻǎǘ-Professional) and total awards (awards less than one year, equal to one year 

but less than two, and equal to two years but less than four) as reported to IPEDS.  

                                                           

1 Includes institutions classified as baccalaureaǘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘƭȅ ŀǿŀǊŘ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎ. Associate Institutions with a 

άǎǇŜŎƛŀƭέ /ŀǊƴŜƎƛŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ 

2 Any institution that had a baccalaureate classification (with the exception of those thaǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀǎ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ Lƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎύ ŀƴŘ ŀƴȅ 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ŀ aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ 
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4. Education and Related Expenses: Total spending on direct education costs. Education and 

Related expenses include spending on instruction, student services, and the education share of 

central academic and administrative support and operations and maintenance. This is a Delta 

Cost Project variable derived from IPEDS reported data.  

 

It should be noted that these measures (annual spending divided by annual degree or completion 

production) are useful, but still quite crude indicators of the cost per degree or completion. Due to 

limitations in the data, there is still considerable research to be done in the area of different cost 

mechanisms related to different degree types and award levels. Please refer to Appendix C for more 

information on data limitations. 
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National Trends in FTE Enrollment and Degrees and Completions: 1997-2007 

 

Table 1 examines the total number of FTE enrollments, degrees and completions, nationally and by 

institution type in 1997, 2002 and 2007, as well as the percent change in each category over time. 

  

¶ FTE enrollments grew by 22 percent. 

¶ Degrees and completions grew 26 percent and 30 percent respectively. 

¶ Growth in degrees and completions exceeded enrollment growth in all Carnegie classes. 

¶ /ƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƎǊŜǿ ōȅ пм ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ 

compared to the 28 percent increase in FTE enrollment during the same time period. 

¶ 5ŜƎǊŜŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƎǊŜǿ ōȅ ол ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΦ  

 

Table 1 also indicates that the most rapid growth in degrees awarded occurred during 2002 to 2007, the 

last five years of this ten-year period. Growth in degrees awarded logically lags a few years behind 

enrollment increases, which outpaced or equaled degree and completion growth in the first five years, 

ǎƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǳƴǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎΦ 9ƴǊƻƭƭƳŜƴǘ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘŜŘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

during the recession beginning in 2001, and the surge of growth continued through 2005. The 

enrollment growth in this period would especially influence completions in 2007 and beyond. 

 

In a subsequent study, SHEEO plans to do further analysis on the growth of certificates and degrees, 

considering both disciplines and the award level. 
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1997 2002 2007

% Change 

1997 to 2002

 % Change 

2002 to 2007

% Change 

1997 to 2007
Associate's

FTE 2,809,147   3,268,622   3,591,949   16% 10% 28%
All Degrees 389,407       418,665       507,298       8% 21% 30%
All Completions 570,220       642,927       805,577       13% 25% 41%

Baccalaureate/Master's
FTE 1,852,521   1,995,645   2,221,606   8% 11% 20%
All Degrees 398,951       431,264       504,923       8% 17% 27%
All Completions 403,926       438,115       514,889       8% 18% 27%

Doctoral
FTE 295,547       315,542       339,050       7% 7% 15%
All Degrees 68,028         70,441         81,449         4% 16% 20%
All Completions 69,428         72,143         83,647         4% 16% 20%

Research, High Activity
FTE 951,075       1,042,161   1,146,998   10% 10% 21%
All Degrees 221,719       235,405       274,005       6% 16% 24%
All Completions 223,532       238,755       278,748       7% 17% 25%

Research, Very High Activity
FTE 1,635,050   1,776,078   1,927,958   9% 9% 18%
All Degrees 400,552       427,764       493,359       7% 15% 23%
All Completions 411,832       436,197       501,780       6% 15% 22%

All Sectors
FTE 7,543,340   8,398,048   9,227,561   11% 10% 22%
All Degrees 1,478,657   1,583,539   1,861,034   7% 18% 26%
All Completions 1,678,938   1,828,137   2,184,641   9% 20% 30%

Table 1

FTE, Degrees, and Completions by Carnegie Grouping (Public Institutions)
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Table 2 examines the efficiency of degree production using a simple measure: degrees and completions 

per 100 FTE. The ratio of degrees and completions per 100 FTE was higher in 2007 than in 1996. Over 

that time period, there was a 3 percent increase in degrees per 100 FTE enrollment, and a 6 percent 

increase in completions per 100 FTE enrollment. 

 

In contrast, ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ōǳǘ .ŀŎŎŀƭŀǳǊŜŀǘŜκaŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ shows the ratio of degrees 

and completions per 100 FTE was lower in 2002 than in 1997. While many factors may influence these 

statistics, it seems most likely that the sharp increase in enrollment in 2001 and 2002 is responsible for 

the dip in the ratio for those years and the spike in the ratio for the second five-year period of analysis.  

 

An analysis of the ratios between degrees and completions to enrollments at the state level rarely found 

substantial change from one year to another, but gradual increases in these ratios appear in many 

states. The growth in the ratio of degrees and completions to enrollment between 1997 and 2007 

indicates increased degree production efficiency; future studies will indicate whether such increases in 

efficiency will be sustained.  
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1997 2002 2007

% Change 

1997 to 2002

 % Change 

2002 to 2007

% Change 

1997 to 2007
Associate's

Degrees per 100 FTE 13.86     12.81     14.12     -8% 10% 2%
Completions per 100 FTE 20.30     19.67     22.43     -3% 14% 10%

Baccalaureate/Master's
Degrees per 100 FTE 21.54     21.61     22.73     0% 5% 6%
Completions per 100 FTE 21.80     21.95     23.18     1% 6% 6%

Doctoral
Degrees per 100 FTE 23.02     22.32     24.02     -3% 8% 4%
Completions per 100 FTE 23.49     22.86     24.67     -3% 8% 5%

Research, High Activity
Degrees per 100 FTE 23.31     22.59     23.89     -3% 6% 2%
Completions per 100 FTE 23.50     22.91     24.30     -3% 6% 3%

Research, Very High Activity
Degrees per 100 FTE 24.50     24.08     25.59     -2% 6% 4%
Completions per 100 FTE 25.19     24.56     26.03     -3% 6% 3%

All Sectors

Degrees per 100 FTE 19.60 18.86 20.17 -4% 7% 3%

Completions per 100 FTE 22.26 21.77 23.68 -2% 9% 6%

Degrees per 100 FTE and Completions per 100 FTE by Carnegie Grouping (Public Institutions)

Table 2
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Table 3 shows national trends in cost per degree and completion with costs adjusted for inflation using 

HECA.   Between 1997 and 2002, costs per degree and completion grew in every sector. The surge of 

enrollment beginning in 2001 tended to drive up spending before degree production caught up. While 

state funding stopped growing during the recession beginning in 2001, tuition revenues increased due to 

enrollment growth and price increases.  

 

Over the past decade, costs per degree and completion have been reasonably stable in every Carnegie 

grouping, with a modest amount of variation among the groupings. The cost per degree grew by 6 

percent nationally in the first five years, and it declined by 6 percent in the last five years. This finding 

ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭǎ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜǎ ǇŜǊ C¢9 ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ {I99hΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

Finance (SHEF) report3. Fiscal year 2001 was the peak year of constant dollar per student funding for 

public higher education, before a dramatic decline ending in 2004-2005. Funding levels recovered 

somewhat by 2007, but not to the level of 2002. Adjusted for inflation, funding per FTE student was 

similar in both 2007 and 1997. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 The SHEF report can be found online at http://www.sheeo.org/finance/shef-home.htm. 
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1997 2002 2007

% Change 

1997 to 2002

 % Change 

2002 to 2007

% Change 

1997 to 2007
Associate's

Cost per Degree 61,571$       70,485$       64,287$       14% -9% 4%
Cost per Completion 42,047$       45,899$       40,483$       9% -12% -4%

Baccalaureate/Masters
Cost per Degree 50,774$       51,370$       48,875$       1% -5% -4%
Cost per Completion 50,149$       50,566$       47,929$       1% -5% -4%

Doctoral
Cost per Degree 54,705$       55,749$       52,945$       2% -5% -3%
Cost per Completion 53,602$       54,433$       51,554$       2% -5% -4%

Research, High Activity
Cost per Degree 53,058$       54,769$       53,057$       3% -3% 0%
Cost per Completion 52,628$       54,000$       52,154$       3% -3% -1%

Research, Very High Activity
Cost per Degree 68,601$       71,490$       68,407$       4% -4% 0%
Cost per Completion 66,722$       70,108$       67,259$       5% -4% 1%

All Sectors
Cost per Degree 58,970$       62,799$       59,048$       6% -6% 0%
Cost per Completion 51,935$       54,396$       50,301$       5% -8% -3%

Cost per Degree and Cost per Completion by Carnegie Grouping (Public Institutions)

Table 3
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State Level Growth Rates in Enrollment and Degree Production: 1997 to 2007 

 

Figure 1 displays the ten-year change (1997-2007) in FTE enrollment and completions awarded at the 

!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ōȅ ǎǘŀte, ranked in descending order of growth in completions. The columns to 

the left of the graphic indicate the percentage of completions that were degrees in 1997 and 2007 

respectively for each state. 

 

The right side of Figure 1 (bar chart) shows national completion growth exceeded (41 percent) FTE 

enrollment growth όну ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύ ƛƴ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ /ƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƎǊŜǿ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ C¢9 ƛƴ н9 

states.  

 

Referencing the columns to the left of the bar chart (enumerated percent changes), national degree 

production as a percentage of completions ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ decreased from 68 percent of 

completions in 1997 to 63 percent of completions in 2007, a significant shift, as discussed earlier. 

Interestingly, this trend was not consistent among states. In roughly half the states, degrees accounted 

for a larger percentage of total awards in 2007 when compared to 1997, and in many states the 

percentage of degrees to total completions did not change significantly over the ten-year period. Given 

the number of factors involved in these trends, closer examination of institutional and state data will be 

needed to understand the policies, practices, and demographic factors influencing these data. 
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Figures 2 to 5 display the ten-year growth in enrollments and degrees granted for four-year degree 

granting institutions. Because approximately 98 percent of all completions in four-year institutions are 

degrees, completions are not highlighted for these groups.  

¶ Nationally, enrollment in the 333 .ŀŎŎŀƭŀǳǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ institutions (Figure 2) grew by 20 

percent compared to a 27 percent increase in degrees. Degree growth exceeded enrollment 

growth in 29 of 44 states and equaled it in one. The very rapid growth rate of enrollment and 

degrees in Florida and Arizona is due partly to the establishment of new institutions in this 

sector in these states. 

¶ Nationally, enrollment in the 26 Doctoral institutions, those with relatively modest doctoral 

programs (Figure 3), grew by 15 percent and degrees grew by 20 percent. The rate of growth for 

degrees exceeded that for enrollment in 11 of the 19 states with such institutions. Since there 

are 19 states and 26 institutions in this classification, the data represent a single institution in 

many states. 

¶ Nationally, enrollment in the 66 Research, High Activity institutions (Figure 4) grew by 21 

percent and degrees by 24 percent. In 25 of 40 states, the growth rate for degrees exceeded 

that of enrollment. 

¶ Nationally, the 60 public universities classified as Research, Very High Activity (Figure 5) 

experienced enrollment growth of 18 percent during this time period while degrees grew by 23 

percent. In 26 of the 34 states with these institutions, degree production grew faster than 

enrollments.  

Since this analysis is based on just two data points for each state, these figures raise interesting 

questions and leave much to be explored.  
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