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Guide to Online Trends in College Spending 
 

To improve public transparency about college and university spending, the Delta Cost Project 

has developed TCS Online (“Trends in College Spending Online”), a searchable web-based tool 

that provides easy public access to institutional-level data on revenue and spending patterns in 

higher education.  TCS Online organizes public data (reported to the federal government by 

higher education institutions) into analytic formats that put spending patterns in context by 

showing changes over time, and by allowing comparisons across different types of institutions.   

Data are available for fiscal years 2002 - 2008 (the latest year for which spending data are 

available) and are adjusted to show average spending per FTE student enrolled.  Users may 

choose to look at a single year, or across several years, and may further adjust spending for 

inflation using several options for inflation measures.  Spending measures are presented in the 

following formats:   

 Revenues per FTE student, by the primary sources of operating revenues; 

 Spending by FTE student, by conventional spending categories and by grouped 

categories developed by the Delta project; 

 Cost/price/subsidy per FTE student: the average educational cost per student, and the 

student tuition share of costs;  

 Spending per degree or certificate attained;  

 Sticker prices compared to net tuition revenue and spending per FTE student;  

 And changes in enrollment against changes in spending per student.  

The following is a step-by-step guide for users on how to access the information. More detailed 

information about the system, including definitions of terms and FAQs about the metrics, can be 

found at the TCS Online home page or in the “help” area.  

 

BASIC GUIDE TO USING TCS ONLINE 
http://www.tcs-online.org  

 

From the home page, select the “TCS Data” tab to enter the data application.  

Step 1: Choosing Type of Report Using the Selection Menu 

Users can select whether to look at one institution, compare multiple institutions, or view 

national averages by Carnegie group.  (Users who want state-level information should choose the 

"multiple institutions" tab, and in Step 3, select the public institutions within a state.)   

 

 

http://www.tcs-online.org/
http://www.tcs-online.org/
http://www.tcs-online.org/
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Step 2: Choosing Areas of Analysis 

After selecting the type of institutional report, users can choose to view one of six primary data 

metrics, and then select from the sub-reports within that metric.  Once the sub-report has been 

selected, users determine whether they would like to view just one year of data, or multiple 

years.  

 

 
 

Step 3: Selecting Additional Criteria or Filters 

In Step 3, users filter the information by selecting the year(s) of interest, whether to adjust for 

inflation, and the institution(s) to be examined.   

 Year:  data are available for all academic years from 2002 through 2008 

 Inflationary adjustment:  data can be shown in current dollars, or adjusted for inflation 

(put into 2008 dollars) using one of three indices: the Consumer Price Index (CPI-U), the 

Higher Education Price Index (HEPI), and the Higher Education Cost Adjustment 

(HECA).  If no choice is made the default is to adjust for inflation using the CPI-U, and 

the data will be presented per FTE in 2008 constant dollars.   

 Institution(s):  Users may either type the name of the institution into the “Institution 

Name Keyboard” slot, or search for an institution either by name, state, sector or 

Carnegie Classification.  Press the “FILTER” button to process the filter selections.   
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Step 4: Generating a Report 

After all the search features have been selected, click “generate report” to view the results. Once 

the report has been generated it can be exported to an Excel sheet or to a PDF, by going to the 

top left hand corner of the report to “select a format” and then clicking “export.”  Users may also 

easily go back to the prior page and change search options using the “selection menu” arrow at 

the top of the report (using this button preserves the institutions previously selected).  

 

 

GETTING THE MOST OUT OF TCS ONLINE 

To use the new online resource to its fullest potential, users should explore a broad range of 

metrics tracked by Delta Cost Project in its national trends report. The following section 

highlights three of the most prominent measures, walks the user through examples of how to 

make sense of the data, and suggests questions to ask: 

 

1. Education and Related Spending, and the share of E&R spending going to pay for 

instruction.   

TCS Online organizes spending information in analytical formats to help make sense of changes 

in spending over time. The most prominent is the E&R (education and related) measure, which is 

the average spent per FTE student for education and related operating expenses. The measure 

includes spending for instruction and student services, and an estimate of the average costs per 

student for shared overhead (including academic and institutional support, and operations and 

maintenance).  Looking at changes in E&R spending over time, and the share of E&R spending 

going to pay for instruction and student services against overhead, shows whether spending 

increases are going to pay for investments in the academic program most likely to be beneficial 

to students. 

http://www.tcs-online.org/
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The E&R measure is the best measure for putting cost information into context, either as a way 

to compare spending for postsecondary education to other areas, or to look at shifts in spending 

within E&R in a single institution. Looking at spending within E&R shows whether there are 

shifts over time away from spending on faculty and other direct costs of instruction toward 

general administrative and academic support. Both measures are relevant to measures of costs, 

and to where costs are increasing or decreasing.  

 

The displays below show two different reports generated from the E&R menu; the first compares 

major public and private national research universities in E&R spending by component for the 

2008 academic year; the second shows how E&R elements changed over the 2002 - 2008 period 

for two of these institutions, one private and the other public. 
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It is important to note the E&R measure is an average across all types of students and programs. 

So while the measure is good for comparisons over time and other areas, it is not granular 

enough for institutional decision makers to use in making judgments about internal institutional 

cost drivers, or about the relative cost-effectiveness of different academic or administrative 

functions. 

 

Examples of questions to ask using the E&R measure:  

 

1) Has the proportion of spending going to pay for instruction decreased over time?  What is 

the explanation for this? 

2) If spending for administrative overhead has increased disproportionately to spending on 

instruction and student services, does the institution plan to take steps to turn that around? 

3) For institutions with intercollegiate athletics, how do trends in spending for E&R 

compare to spending per student athlete?  

4) 2008 may well turn out to be a high water mark in spending.  What cuts has the 

institution made since that time, and where are they being taken?  

 

2. Spending, Subsidies and Tuitions 

In public and non-profit private colleges and universities, revenues from student tuition and fees 

do not cover the full cost of educating students; the difference comes from a general institutional 

subsidy.  In public institutions, the subsidy is basically paid by the state.  In private institutions, it 

can come from endowments, or private gifts, or investment returns.   

 

Using the TCS Online “Cost/Price/Subsidy” report, three different snapshots of changes in 

cost/subsidy/student share are presented below: one showing changes in the subsidy/student 

share of costs over time for a single public institution; a second showing comparisons of 

subsidy/student share structures for three types of public institutions within a single state, and the 

third showing changes in cost/price/subsidy patterns for three regional private universities. 

 

Example 1: In this example, from the University of Maryland at College Park, average E&R 

spending per student declined an average of 1.2% per year over the 2002 to 2007 period, and an 

additional 1.9% in 2008.  The subsidy share of costs (e.g., revenue from state and local 

appropriations) declined from an average of $11,628 per student in 2002 to $7,392 per student in 

2008.  Tuition revenues per student increased, by an average of more than 5% per year over the 
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2002 to 2007 period, and an additional 10% in 2008.  The student share of costs increased from 

36% in 2002 to 56% in 2008.   

 

 
 

Example 2: In the second example, a snapshot of cost/price/subsidy structures is shown for three 

public institutions in California for the 2008 academic year:  the University of California-

Berkeley, San Francisco State University, and City College of San Francisco.  This comparison 

shows that the subsidies are highest in the University of California-Berkeley, at $16,165 almost 

twice that of the subsidy of $8,268 in the City College of San Francisco, which again is higher 

than the average $6,598 subsidy going to San Francisco State University.  The student share of 

costs is highest in the SF State University, at 44% of costs compared to 36% at the University of 

California-Berkeley, and just 19% at City College of SF. 
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Example 3: In the third example, changes in the cost/price/subsidy relationships are shown for 

three private, non-profit “master’s” institutions.  The institutions were selected because they are 

roughly comparable in the proportion of low-income students served as measured by Pell grant 

recipients (selected using the Education Trust “College Results Online” web tool). The 

presentation shows different interactions between spending and net tuition revenues.  Mercer and 

Seattle Universities spend roughly similar amounts on E&R, but the student share of cost is 

much higher at Seattle University.  The average subsidies provided by Drury University and 

Mercer University are similar, but Drury’s E&R spending is lower by about half, and as a result 

their student share of cost is significantly lower. 
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Examples of questions to ask about Cost/Price/Subsidy: 

 

1.  For public institutions, are state subsidies targeted most efficiently, toward students and 

functions that are public priorities?  Does the balance between public subsidies and 

tuition shares of costs reflect conscious policy about the types of students and functions 

that should be receiving funding? 

2. Revenues have probably gone down since 2008.  For public institutions, have the 

distribution of subsidies across sectors changed as a result?    

3. How does the state target need-based aid in a way that complements subsidy and tuition 

policies? 

4. For public institutions, how do trends in the subsidy share of costs compare to changes in 

state spending for other major spending areas, such as K-12 schools, the state share of 

Medicaid, or corrections?   

5. In private schools, does the institution have plans to contain spending so as to take 

pressure off tuition in the future?   

 

3. Spending and results 

 

The final example is of calculations of spending against degrees and certificates produced. This 

is a crude measure of spending against one measure of output, and as such is an important 

counterpoint to the more typical measure of funding per FTE student enrolled.  Since the 

measure is an average against all types of degrees and certificates, it doesn’t tell the user much 

about the cost structures within the institutions.  It is, however, a good way to look at changes 

over time and to answer questions about whether institutions are becoming more or less 

productive in translating resources to outputs. To understand costs against degrees/completions, 

users are encouraged to first look at completions measured per 100 students enrolled, and then to 

compare that figure into spending per degree produced.  The example of how to do this below 

uses data for three public research universities in Florida:  Florida State University, the 

University of Florida, and the University of South Florida.   

 

This example shows that between 2002 and 2008, all three of the Florida public universities 

improved degree productivity, as measured by degrees and completions per 100 FTE students 

enrolled, as well as in improved cohort graduation rates.  E&R spending against degrees went 

down slightly at each institution, as well.   
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Examples of questions to ask on spending and completions: 

 

1.  What plans does the institution have to increase completion and reduce attrition, to lower 

the cost/degree without cutting costs?  

2. Are there some subject areas or degree levels that are relatively more productive than 

others?  

3. How does the institutional governing board look at spending and degree production? 

 

Additional Information 

To access TCS Online, visit http://www.tcs-online.org . For more information or questions about 

TCS Online, please contact TCS_Help@deltacostproject.org.  

 

The online tool relies on data from the federal government’s Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System (IPEDS) database, which is information in the public domain reported by 

institutions themselves. Because of the way the federal government mandates how institutions 

report their expenditures, data are limited by the categories in which they are collected; their 

timeliness (the most recent data available is from 2008); and by the fact that some institutions 

report their information as part of larger systems and not as an individual campus. TCS Online 

reports data for nearly 2,300 public and private, non-profit U.S. postsecondary institutions 

classified in the Carnegie 2005 classification as research, master’s, bachelor’s or public 

community colleges. 

http://www.tcs-online.org/
mailto:TCS_Help@deltacostproject.org
http://www.tcs-online.org/

