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Abstract
Public colleges and universities are a key driver of social and economic mobility, yet they 
also face increasingly challenging financial and political environments. In this essay, 
I discuss four key areas in which state higher education policy can influence student 
success and equity: the amount of funding provided, funding allocation mechanisms, 
tuition policies, and policies related to admissions and enrollment. I then conclude 
with some key policy questions going forward.
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The Role of State Higher Education Policy 
in Student Success and Equity

Public higher education in the United States is at an inflection point in the mid-2020s. 
The challenges facing the sector that enrolls more than three in four undergraduate 
students (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023) are numerous. A key chal-
lenge is declining enrollment across the vast majority of colleges. Overall enrollment in 
public higher education fell nearly 13% between 2011 and 2021 (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2023), placing tremendous strain on many institutions’ budgets 
and leading to program closures and institutional consolidations. These enrollment 
declines are driven in part by the so-called “demographic cliff,” a drop in the number 
of high school graduates that has already begun in some states and is expected to spread 
widely throughout the rest of the decade (Bransberger et al., 2020; Grawe, 2018).

Yet more of the decline in enrollment to this point comes from two potentially more 
concerning factors that point to other challenges facing the sector. The first is a sizable 
decline from 69% in 2018 to 62% in 2021 in the share of recent high school graduates 
attending college. Notably, the gender gap in enrollment widened from 4.5 percentage 
points to 14.6 percentage points in favor of women during this period (National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, 2023). The second is a decline of nearly 50% in the number 
of undergraduate students age 25 or older since the end of the Great Recession (author’s 
calculations using Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System [IPEDS] data).

These declines in the potential collegegoing pool are likely a symptom of declining 
public trust in higher education. Between 2015 and 2023, the share of Americans who 
have a “great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in higher education fell from 57% to 
36%. This decline was largely among self-identified Republicans, widening a partisan 
gap in confidence from 12 to 40 percentage points (Brenan, 2023). This decline in 
public trust has not yet led to widespread cuts in funding, as state appropriations 
reached an all-time high in Fiscal Year 2022 (Kunkle & Laderman, 2023). Yet poli-
cymakers across the political spectrum have made it clear that they will not provide 
additional funding without implementing provisions that hold colleges accountable  
for their performance (Kelchen, 2018).

The challenges facing higher education threaten to make an already inequitable sys-
tem even more so. There are longstanding gaps in enrollment and completion rates 
by race/ethnicity and family income that have barely budged over time (e.g., Bailey 
& Dynarski, 2011; Voss et  al., 2022). Public higher education is highly stratified, 
with resources concentrated among flagship universities at the expense of commu-
nity colleges and regional comprehensive universities that serve the vast majority of 
low-income, minority, and first-generation students (Kelchen et al., 2020; Taylor & 
Cantwell, 2019). This trend has become more pronounced in recent years with rapid 
growth at many flagship public universities and declines across the rest of public higher 
education (Gardner, 2023).
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State higher education policy plays a pivotal role in supporting (or detracting from) 
student success and closing gaps in college attainment rates. Barring a massive partisan 
realignment in Washington, it does not appear that Congress is likely to implement 
major changes to higher education policy in the near future. While presidents can take 
some steps through executive actions (Natow, 2022), the Supreme Court is likely to 
limit what can be done through this mechanism. Additionally, higher education policy 
in the states is much less partisan than in Washington, with a majority of states endors-
ing college completion goals (HCM Strategists, 2023) and ideas for improving student 
success frequently diffusing across states (e.g., Gándara et al., 2017; Lacy & Tandberg, 
2014). This creates the opportunity for substantial student success innovations to  
occur in states even while the federal government is gridlocked.

In this essay, I draw upon my expertise as a scholar of higher education finance and pol-
icy and my work with the InformEd States team (informedstates​.org) to examine some 
of the key mechanisms that states are exploring in an effort to help improve student 
success and foster equity. I first examine the theories of action that could result in state 
policies affecting student success before considering the effectiveness of various mech-
anisms. I then conclude with several key policy areas to consider in the coming years.

Theories of Action
The two most common theoretical frameworks used to explain the relationships between 
colleges and state policymakers are principal-agent theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976) 
and resource dependence theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Under principal-agent 
theory, the principal (the state government) tries to influence the actions of the agent 
(a public college or university) by providing rewards or sanctions based on the institu-
tion’s behavior. Growing accountability pressures in public higher education have led to  
state policymakers trying to influence a host of actions from how colleges are funded 
to their ability to set tuition (Kelchen, 2018).

Resource dependence theory posits that organizations will take the steps necessary 
for them to obtain the funding that they need to operate. In higher education, this 
has two major implications. The first is that public colleges and universities seek to 
diversify their revenue sources so they are not as dependent on state funding as their 
main source of revenue. Four-year universities have sought to increase out-of-state 
enrollment, donations, and research funding as alternative revenue sources. Research 
universities have been particularly successful, with state funding only making up 15% 
of total revenue in Fiscal Year 2021 compared to about 30% at regional comprehensives 
(author’s calculations using IPEDS data). Community colleges have less of an ability to 
use these sources, but local funding (present in approximately 29 states) helps to pro-
vide a buffer (Ortagus et al., 2022). As a result, state policies may be more effective at 
influencing the actions of regional comprehensive universities and community colleges 
that do not have a backstop of local funding.

http://informedstates.org
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In order for either of these theories to be effective in explaining institutional behaviors, 
two key conditions must hold (Kelchen, 2018). The first is that institutions must be 
able to change their actions in ways that improve their performance. This requires col-
leges to have the technical and financial resources to effectively make changes, some-
thing which is often an issue for underresourced institutions (Dougherty et al., 2016). 
Research suggests that regional comprehensive universities are already operating closer 
to their efficiency frontier given available resources than are public research universities 
(McClure et al., 2023; Titus et al., 2017).

The second is that institutions must have some level of confidence that they will see 
benefits from the efforts that they take in response to pressures or incentives from state 
policymakers. Turnover among public college presidents has increased substantially 
over the last several decades (Melidona et al., 2023; Monks, 2012), making it more likely 
that new leadership will be in place by the time that any changes become successful. 
On the other hand, frequent changes in the direction of state higher education policy 
(often driven by changes in partisan balance) also run the risk of behaviors that used 
to be valued now being ignored or actively disincentivized. This is particularly true for 
equity-focused work given sharp disagreements between Democrats and Republicans 
regarding what should be allowed and rewarded. Finally, even if an incentive structure 
remains in place and colleges can improve their performance, the zero-sum nature of 
many mechanisms means that colleges that do not improve as quickly as their (often 
better resourced) peers are harmed (Hagood, 2019; Ortagus et al., 2023a).

Put together, the common theories of actions and the two key caveats suggest that 
while state higher education policies are implemented with the intention of improving 
student outcomes, they are unlikely to be successful unless they are large in magnitude, 
sustained in nature, and provide supports to institutions that need additional capacity 
to make changes. As discussed in the next section, common policies vary considerably in  
their effectiveness in improving student outcomes.

Key State Policies
State legislators, governors, and higher education agencies generally have the ability 
to set or influence policies in a number of areas that can influence student success. In 
this section, I discuss how four key policies work and research examining the relation-
ship between each policy and student success with a focus on equity. The policies are: 
(a) the amount of funding, (b) funding allocation mechanisms, (c) tuition policies, and 
(d) admission and enrollment policies.

Amount of Funding
In Fiscal Year 2022, state governments provided approximately $105 billion to fund 
public higher education—the highest amount on record and substantially above 
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funding levels before the Great Recession. Yet per-student funding remains below 
Great Recession levels in approximately half of all states, suggesting notable differences 
in how states have prioritized higher education funding in recent years (Kunkle & 
Laderman, 2023). Although most research finds that states with Democratic control 
or liberal ideologies tend to fund public higher education at higher levels (e.g., Ortega, 
2020; Tandberg, 2013), there is no clear pattern present in more recent funding changes.

Research has shown a clear relationship between higher levels of educational resources, 
particularly those used to provide more robust student services, and college comple-
tion rates (Chen, 2012; Pike & Robbins, 2020; Webber & Ehrenberg, 2010). This 
results in a positive relationship between state funding and enrollment and completion 
outcomes (Deming & Walters, 2017; Monarrez et al., 2021). There is a stronger associ-
ation between state funding and graduation rates for Black and Hispanic students than 
White students (Horn et al., 2023). Chakrabarti et al. (2020) found differential effects 
of additional state funding between four-year and two-year institutions. They found 
that increased funding among four-year universities reduced tuition and helped stu-
dents earn degrees more quickly, while increased funding among community colleges 
increased overall educational attainment without affecting tuition. Finally, Bound 
et al. (2019) studied the effects of state funding cuts at public universities and showed 
that tuition increased and completion rates decreased.

In addition to funding colleges through appropriations, states also provide financial  
aid to students attending public higher education. States gave out $10.2  billion in 
grants in Fiscal Year 2022, and this number has been rising more quickly than overall 
appropriations for years (Kunkle & Laderman, 2023). Grant aid can be classified into 
three categories: need-based aid (where financial need is the primary eligibility crite-
rion), merit-based aid (where prior academic performance is the primary criterion), and 
combination aid (with both need-based and merit-based components).1 While all of 
these types of state aid programs have the stated goal of increasing educational attain-
ment, arguments for need-based aid are often focused more on equity while merit-
based aid programs are typically framed around economic development and retaining 
top students in state.

The vast majority of state financial aid used to be primarily need-based prior to the 
introduction of the merit-based Georgia HOPE scholarship in 1993.2 Since the mid-
2000s, the share of state funds awarded solely based on financial need fell from nearly 

1	 The term “non-need-based aid” is used as a substitute for “merit-based aid” since what is actually 
considered to be merit instead of metrics tied to available resources is highly debatable. Never-
theless, I use the most commonly used term while recognizing its limitations.

2	 In 1993 and 1994, the HOPE program had a family income cap, which was then repealed 
entirely in 1995 (Lee & Schneider, 2021). This program also had a large effect on the number of 
cars sold in Georgia in more affluent areas (Cornwell & Mustard, 2007), suggesting that some 
families substituted state funds for their own savings.
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60% to just over 40% as states have shifted to merit or combination aid programs. 
The trend toward pure merit aid has been primarily driven by Southern states, but 
states such as California, Maryland, and Massachusetts have invested heavily in pro-
grams with need-based and merit-based components (Baker et al., 2023). Additionally, 
tuition-free community college programs have been adopted in states such as Tennes-
see and Oregon and have increased enrollment (Gurantz, 2020; Nguyen, 2020), but it 
is still too early to observe effects on completions.

The effectiveness of state grant aid programs on improving student outcomes varies 
based on program characteristics. In general, programs with need-based components 
are more effective than solely merit-based programs in increasing overall completion 
rates (e.g., Nguyen et al., 2021). Traditional need-based programs such as the Florida 
Student Access Grant (Castleman & Long, 2016) and combination aid programs like 
California’s Cal Grant program (Bettinger et  al., 2019) have generated increases in 
college completions. My team’s research has shown that combination aid programs 
increase the number of associate and bachelor’s degree completions, especially for 
Hispanic students (Baker et al., 2023). Bettinger et al. (2019) also found increases in 
long-term earnings, similar to a study examining the effects of the federal Pell Grant 
on Texas public college students (Denning et al., 2019).

Pure merit aid programs in states have generally been effective in keeping top students 
in state and increasing overall enrollment (Cornwell et al., 2006; Zhang & Ness, 2010), 
but effects on overall degree completions are much more modest for broader-based 
merit aid programs (Fitzpatrick & Jones, 2016; Gurantz & Odle, 2022; Zhang et al., 
2013). These programs tend to have even smaller effects on the retention of gradu-
ates (Fitzpatrick & Jones, 2016; Sjoquist & Winters, 2013). However, there are some 
important nuances to emphasize. Merit aid programs with fairly modest academic 
criteria like the early years of the West Virginia PROMISE program and highly tar-
geted programs such as Missouri’s Bright Flight scholarship both generated long-term 
effects, suggesting that design characteristics may matter (Harrington et al., 2016).

Funding Allocation Mechanisms
Additional money provided to colleges or students generally improves student out-
comes and can reduce completion gaps across student groups. However, there are two 
important items to keep in mind. The first is that given higher education’s traditional 
role as a balancing wheel of state budgets, particularly in more conservative states 
(Delaney & Doyle, 2018; Taylor et al., 2023), the prospects of more funding are gen-
erally limited to good economic times. The second is that even in states with unified 
Democratic control, there is still a strong desire to place conditions on appropriations 
in order to better meet policy objectives.

The lion’s share of research on state funding models has focused on performance-based 
funding (PBF) systems, which tie funding to outcome metrics such as student progres-
sion, credential completions, and research productivity (Ortagus et al., 2020). Yet only 
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about 10% of state funds are tied to performance metrics, even though approximately 
30 states use PBF (Rosinger et  al., 2022). Using the first-ever longitudinal dataset 
on the share of funds tied to performance and making distinctions between funded 
and unfunded PBF systems, my team found that PBF generally had null or modest 
effects on enrollment, institutional selectivity, completions, research productivity, and 
post-college student debt and earnings (Hu et al., 2022; Kelchen et al., 2022; Kelchen 
et  al., 2023c; Ortagus et  al., 2023b; Rosinger et  al., 2023). Additionally, PBF also 
widens gaps in institutional resources between higher-resourced and lower-resourced 
institutions, hindering equity (Ortagus et al., 2023a). This is driven in part by states 
such as Florida that reward research excellence and research funding in their systems 
(Cornelius & Cavanaugh, 2016).

The relative ineffectiveness of PBF in improving student outcomes and the small share 
of funds at stake in most states led us to explore a more comprehensive typology of 
state funding models. In recent work (Kelchen et al., 2023a), we divided funding mod-
els into three types. The first model was traditional funding mechanisms, in which 
colleges have no ability to influence their funding. This included states with no clear 
funding mechanism or base-adjusted models that give all institutions the same percent-
age increase or decrease in a given year. The second model was incentive funding, in 
which colleges compete against each other for funds. This included enrollment-based 
and performance-based funding models. The third model was hybrid funding, which 
included an incentive funding component along with at least some funding protected 
by a base-adjusted model. Equity components are then layered on top of these funding 
models and can consist of components based on student characteristics (such as the 
number of minority or low-income students) or institutional characteristics (such as 
additional funds for small colleges or rural institutions).

In the two-year sector, hybrid funding models have been the most common model 
since the mid-2000s, although traditional funding models gained popularity immedi-
ately following the Great Recession. Traditional models were the most common model 
in the four-year sector in every year of our panel except for 2020, when hybrid models 
finally caught up. A growing number of states and systems adopted equity components 
in their funding mechanisms, although there was a decrease immediately following 
the Great Recession (Kelchen et al., 2023a). Similar to our work on the effects of PBF 
models, we found muted effects of funding model characteristics on student outcomes. 
While there was an increase in community college enrollment under hybrid models, 
this does not correspond to an increase in completions (Kelchen et al., 2023b).

Looking ahead, numerous states are considering overhauls of their higher education 
funding formulas in the aftermath of the pandemic. There are strong pressures from 
advocacy groups to continue tying more funding to student outcomes, while also rec-
ognizing the need to provide sufficient funding for colleges to successfully educate more 
students (e.g., Complete College America, 2023). At the same time, institutions that 
are currently advantaged in funding models (especially flagship universities) are trying 
to shape funding mechanisms in ways that protect the status quo. As a result, models 
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that may look transformational on paper may not do much due to the implementation 
of stop-loss and hold-harmless provisions that prevent funds from changing hands.

There is a long history of funding adequacy lawsuits in K-12 education that required 
states to provide additional funding to underresourced districts, often requiring states 
to redistribute resources from advantaged districts (Dishman & Redish, 2010). The 
subsequent reforms sharply increased spending and student achievement (Lafortune 
et al., 2018). While higher education is not typically viewed as a constitutional right as 
K-12 education is, a growing number of scholars are focusing on the issue of funding 
adequacy in community colleges (e.g., Kolbe & Baker, 2019; Melguizo et al., 2017) and 
there have been a number of successful lawsuits by historically Black colleges and uni-
versities (HBCUs) over underfunding compared to the predominately White land-grant 
universities (Douglas-Gabriel, 2023). This is an area where more legal action is possible.

Tuition Policies
Public colleges and universities are frequently pilloried for high tuition charges, 
and tuition and fees quadrupled in inflation-adjusted dollars at four-year univer-
sities and tripled at two-year colleges between the early 1980s and the mid-2010s 
(author’s calculations using data from Ma & Pender, 2023). Even though some 
of the increase in tuition is due to per-student state funding not keeping up with 
inflation (Webber, 2017), there is a strong perception among the general public that 
public higher education is rapidly becoming unaffordable. Additionally, there is 
evidence that tuition increases reduce enrollment more generally (Hemelt & Mar-
cotte, 2011) and particularly among minority students at less-selective four-year 
universities and community colleges (Allen & Wolniak, 2019), highlighting the 
need for policymakers to attempt to moderate tuition increases.

States have responded by placing limits on how much colleges can increase tuition. In 
Fiscal Year 2023, 19 states froze tuition at public universities and nine other states imple-
mented caps. In the decade prior to 2013, the largest number of states with freezes was 
seven, showing considerable concerns about affordability in recent years (author’s data 
collection from state policy documents). These formal tuition controls along with threats 
from legislators to withhold funding from colleges that increase tuition have contributed 
to inflation-adjusted tuition and fees returning to 2011–12 levels during the 2023–24 
academic year (Ma & Pender, 2023).

Tuition control policies have indeed been effective in reducing tuition in the short 
term, but colleges responded by increasing tuition quickly after the cap was lifted 
(Deming & Walters, 2017; Miller & Park, 2022). There is evidence that colleges, 
particularly those with limited resources, responded to tuition controls by reducing 
financial aid (Miller & Park, 2022). My research concluded that colleges increased fees 
more quickly during a tuition cap to try to obtain additional revenue (Kelchen, 2016). 
I also found evidence that tuition freezes in particular resulted in increased enrollment 
at less-selective institutions that were willing to expand their capacity (Kelchen & 
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Pingel, 2023) and that those same institutions saw a decline in student debt burdens 
of their former students (Kelchen, 2024). There are legitimate concerns about colleges 
being unable to obtain resources needed to provide a quality education under a tuition 
freeze, but there are also clear short-term benefits to students.

A number of states and systems have attempted to reduce student charges by imple-
menting guaranteed tuition policies that lock in a fixed tuition rate for a full-time 
student’s typical time in college. This provides financial certainty to students and their 
families by preventing tuition increases, but it also limits colleges’ ability to respond to 
financial challenges that may come up during that period. Research on a guaranteed 
tuition plan that existed in Illinois for more than a decade showed that the state’s 
public universities increased tuition for first-year students far above other states and 
that the state also significantly cut appropriations following the passage of a guarantee 
(Delaney & Kearney, 2015a; Delaney & Kearney, 2015b). Analyses on plans in both 
Illinois and North Carolina concluded that out-of-state tuition also increased more 
quickly as colleges sought additional revenue sources (Delaney & Kearney, 2016; Wor-
sham, 2023).

Finally, it is important to note that tuition charges frequently vary by year in school 
and/or field of study. Differential tuition policies have existed at public universities 
for decades, and they began spreading to community colleges following the Great 
Recession (Cornell Higher Education Research Institute, 2012; Friedel & Thomas, 
2013; Nelson et  al., 2017). They have become much more prevalent since the early 
2000s at public universities as institutions seek to help recoup the costs of offering 
expensive majors such as engineering or nursing or look to generate additional revenue 
in in-demand majors such as business. My analysis of institutional websites found that 
between one third and one half of public universities currently have differential tuition 
in these three popular fields of study, roughly triple the prevalence in the early 2000s 
(Kelchen, 2023).

Differential tuition policies have the potential to either increase or decrease the num-
ber of students majoring in covered fields. If the additional tuition revenue is used to 
expand program capacity and/or provide need-based financial aid, then differential tui-
tion could increase racial and socioeconomic diversity. On the other hand, if programs 
are not expanded and financial aid is not provided, price-sensitive students are likely 
to choose other fields of study. Analyses of Texas’s tuition deregulation policy, which 
allowed for differential tuition but required a portion of funds to be dedicated for finan-
cial aid, found a mix of positive and negative effects (Andrews & Stange, 2019; Flores & 
Shepherd, 2014; Kim & Stange, 2016). A national analysis by Stange (2015) found that 
early adopters of differential tuition (prior to the Great Recession) saw an increase in the 
share of nursing degrees and a decrease in the share of engineering degrees, particularly 
for Black students. However, my analysis using more recent data found null effects 
(Kelchen, 2023).
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Admission and Enrollment Policies
The final broad set of state policies that can affect student success is in the area of 
admission and enrollment. With declining enrollment in many states, state legislatures, 
higher education agencies, and individual colleges have taken steps to try to broaden 
the pool of students who are considering college attendance. Several states, such as 
Idaho, have adopted direct admissions policies that automatically admit all students 
to open-access colleges and admit students who meet certain benchmarks to selective 
institutions. These policies help to reduce the burden of applying to college and send 
the message to students that higher education is an option. Idaho’s policy has been 
shown to increase enrollment in community colleges in particular (Odle & Delaney, 
2022), but this did not scale across other adopting states (Odle & Delaney, 2023). At 
this point, it is too early to observe any effects on completions.

A growing number of states are implementing guaranteed admissions plans for their 
most selective public universities, in which students who graduate within a certain 
percentile of their high school class automatically gain admission. Texas is the most 
prominent example, adopting a plan in 1997 that admitted the top 10% of high 
school graduates into the public university of their choice. This plan, which was 
adopted following a court decision banning affirmative action, led students from 
underresourced urban and rural schools alike to attend flagships and increased racial 
and socioeconomic diversity (e.g., Andrews et al., 2010; Long et al., 2010). However, 
the popularity of the program has led to the threshold being raised to the top 6% 
at UT-Austin (University of Texas at Austin, 2021), and there is some evidence that 
students switched high schools in order to have a better chance of admission (Cullen 
et al., 2013). South Carolina and Tennessee adopted top 10% plans for their flag-
ship universities in fall 2023 following the 2023 Supreme Court decision banning  
race-conscious admissions (Thomas, 2023), and there is interest in other conservative-
leaning states.

States and systems also frequently influence out-of-state enrollment levels or set enroll-
ment caps at public universities, particularly as the share of out-of-state students has 
grown at nearly every flagship university over the last two decades (Klein, 2022). 
Public universities have frequently turned to out-of-state students in an effort to fill 
budget gaps following cuts in state funding or simply to garner additional revenue 
(Bound et al., 2020; Jaquette & Curs, 2015), although this often comes at the expense 
of enrolling underrepresented minority in-state students (Jaquette et al., 2016). This 
can be an effective revenue generation strategy at some of the most prestigious flagship 
institutions (Orlova et al., 2023), even though my research published in this journal 
suggests this is less successful across public higher education (Kelchen, 2021).

While there is no national database of nonresident enrollment caps, examples include 
10% at UT-Austin (University of Texas at Austin, 2021), between 18% and 50%  
in North Carolina (Perez Uribe Guinassi, 2023), and 18% in California (Burke, 2021). 
North Carolina notably fines universities an amount equivalent to the out-of-state 
tuition premium for exceeding the cap; UNC-Wilmington was levied a $4 million 
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penalty in 2023 for exceeding the cap in two consecutive years even though in-state 
enrollment increased substantially (Atkinson, 2023).

Institutional enrollment practices and policy goals often pit flagship universities against 
regional comprehensives and community colleges against four-year institutions. These 
battles often focus on approving new programs, which is generally within the purview 
of state higher education agencies (Venters, 2021). There have been prominent disputes 
in states such as Maryland over the state approving new programs at predominantly 
White institutions while not supporting existing programs at HBCUs (Hogan, 2023). 
Additionally, four-year institutions in states such as California and Idaho are push-
ing back over community colleges offering baccalaureate degrees (Echelman, 2023; 
Palmer, 2024) in spite of evidence suggesting that community colleges do not reduce 
enrollment at public universities (Kramer II et al., 2020).

Conclusion
Public higher education plays a key role in social and economic mobility, and the impor-
tance of a high-quality, affordable education is likely growing due to societal and techno-
logical changes. Yet the ability of colleges to offer such an education is heavily influenced 
by the policies of state governments and agencies that reflect increased public skepticism 
of the economic value and cultural values of higher education. These pressures appear 
unlikely to abate anytime soon as they increasingly transcend party lines.

In this essay, I discussed four areas in which state higher education policy can influence 
student success and enhance equity. Of these areas, the research is abundantly clear 
that additional state funding is most effective at achieving these goals. However, this 
is also the most difficult item to ask legislators for due to competing financial priori-
ties and a general wariness to make what could be long-term financial commitments. 
Policies around funding models, tuition setting, and admissions and enrollment can 
all affect student outcomes, but the details are crucial in order to have positive effects.

I conclude this essay by offering four key areas that I am watching in the coming years, 
all of which have implications for policy and create research opportunities. The first 
is how flagship universities are prospering in many states while regional comprehen-
sives are struggling (Gardner, 2023). The question in this case becomes whether state 
higher education agencies or legislatures will step in to limit the growth of flagships in 
order to help support other institutions. I see this as unlikely because many flagships 
enjoy having numerous alumni serving in the legislature and a strong brand that has 
developed over time (McLendon et al., 2009; Weerts, 2021), but it is possible if non-
flagship institutions are situated in areas represented by powerful legislators. The threat 
of significant layoffs may result in changes that favor regionally-focused institutions.

Second, efforts by public colleges to seek additional revenue sources will only inten-
sify as future state funding remains uncertain and colleges look to strengthen their 
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position. Being entrepreneurial is the name of the game in the 2020s, and institutions 
are revising their budget models to encourage units to generate additional revenue 
(Rutherford & Rabovsky, 2018). Tuition revenue is typically the largest revenue source 
outside of state funding, but caps on tuition increases and out-of-state enrollment at 
the undergraduate level make it challenging to increase tuition revenue. These pressures 
will likely lead to efforts to increase graduate enrollment and new online programs, 
but the return on investment for colleges is uncertain. Other revenue sources such as 
donations and sponsored projects are an option for only the wealthiest institutions.

Third, colleges should expect state policymakers to pay a great deal of attention to 
their admission and financial aid policies and practitioners given the recent Supreme 
Court decision on affirmative action and a general lack of deference to what used to 
be considered institutional decisions. Conservative state attorneys general have already 
demanded changes to institutional financial aid programs even though they were not 
explicitly included in the Supreme Court decision (Jaschik, 2023), and special recruit-
ment efforts may also face additional scrutiny. The growth of guaranteed admissions 
plans help guard against political pressures, but they also limit institutions’ abilities to 
shape their incoming classes. The effects of these pressures and changes certainly merit 
substantial research.

Finally, it is crucial to understand current pressures on higher education governance 
structures, as quality governance is a necessary condition for student success. Gover-
nors and legislators in many states are moving toward being more hands-on regarding 
the selection of trustees and institutional leaders and in some cases are bypassing the 
traditional shared governance process to appoint new leaders. It is encouraging to see a 
new generation of governance scholars emerge in recent years to study this topic (e.g., 
Morgan et al., 2021; Rubin et al., 2023), as there will be no shortage of policies to 
research in the future.
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