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National headlines National headlines National headlines National headlines 

regarding tuitionregarding tuitionregarding tuitionregarding tuition
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Average tuition and fee charges in Average tuition and fee charges in Average tuition and fee charges in Average tuition and fee charges in constantconstantconstantconstant dollarsdollarsdollarsdollars
1976-77 to 2016-17 (enrollment weighted)

Source: Data derived from 2016 Trends in College Pricing. Copyright © 2016, the College Board. www.collegeboard.org.
Reproduced with permission. This data may not be posted, published, or distributed without permission from the College Board.
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Long stream of sound bites that Long stream of sound bites that Long stream of sound bites that Long stream of sound bites that 

students, prospective students, students, prospective students, students, prospective students, students, prospective students, 

parents and graduates hear that parents and graduates hear that parents and graduates hear that parents and graduates hear that 

may make them question the value may make them question the value may make them question the value may make them question the value 

of their educations and the of their educations and the of their educations and the of their educations and the 

investment of tuition dollars. investment of tuition dollars. investment of tuition dollars. investment of tuition dollars. 
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7

I googled the phrase “tuition paid worthwhile” 
and got 440,000 results in 0.67 seconds

And the phrase “college worth it / not worth it”
got 523,000,000 results in 0.72 seconds

8

Some articles say yes, but many say no 

9

“College student loan
debt in the U.S. now
stands at $1.4 trillion –
more than what Americans
owe on their credit cards
or car loans. To determine
whether the investment
pays off, students and
lawmakers are asking
schools for more data 
on graduation rates,
earning potential and
other measures of 
post-college success.”

PBS Newshour, April 9, 2017: Is college 
worth the cost? 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/college-worth-cost/
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10

“The average cost of tuition 
and fees at a private, non-
profit, four-year university 
this school year was 
$31,231—up sharply from 
$1,832 in 1971-1972 (in 
current dollars). At public, 
four-year schools, tuition and 
fees cost about $9,139 this 
year. In the 1971 school year, 
they added up to less than 
$500 in current dollars, 
according to the College 
Board.”

CNBC:  June 16, 2015: Why does a 
college degree cost so much? 

http://www.cnbc.com/2015/06/16/why-college-costs-are-so-high-and-rising.html

11

“Alan Benson, assistant 
business professor at the 
University of Minnesota:  ‘A 
college degree is more of a 
stepping stone, one 
ingredient to consider when 
you’re cooking up your 
career.  …It’s not always the 
best investment for 
everyone.’”

The Washington Post

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2015/01/30/coll
ege-is-worth-it-if-you-graduate-on-time/?utm_term=.d71416db743a

January 30, 2015
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“As many 2016 high school graduates prepare for college, many students are 
wondering if they should go to college at all. Statistics have long shown college 
graduates out earn those with lower levels of education. But the answer to the 
question of whether higher education pays
off has been posed far more frequently 
in recent years as the country’s 
combined student loan debt load has
climbed past $1.35 trillion, according
to MarketWatch. That’s a lot of money
to invest in your education, so it’s good
to know whether or not you’re making
a good investment when you pay the cost
of college.”

Huffington Post, Blog, June 7, 2016: Student 
Loan Debt: Is College Tuition Worth the Cost?

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/gobankingrates/student-loan-debt-is-coll_b_10337216.html



Retention Priority: Responding to the Perception of Tuition as a Worthwhile Investment

Julie Bryant 

© 2017 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC 5

13

“The latest headlines . . . provide breathtaking 
examples: "Less than half of recent grads think 
college was worth the cost.“ "Just half of 
graduates say their education was worth the 
cost.“ "Recent grads doubt college's worth."
You might be surprised to learn, then, that the 
actual poll of 30,000 college alumni found that 
the vast majority of college graduates agreed 
that their education was worth the cost. Recent 
graduates were less enthusiastic than older 
graduates, but only the recent graduates who 
took out more than $50,000 in loans were 
unlikely to agree that their degrees were worth 
what they paid.”

Money Magazine: October 5, 2015:  Why College Money Magazine: October 5, 2015:  Why College Money Magazine: October 5, 2015:  Why College Money Magazine: October 5, 2015:  Why College 
is Still Worth It Even Though It Costs Too Muchis Still Worth It Even Though It Costs Too Muchis Still Worth It Even Though It Costs Too Muchis Still Worth It Even Though It Costs Too Much

http://time.com/money/4061150/college-degree-worth-it/

14

… The astonishing rise in college tuition correlates closely with a 
huge increase in public subsidies for higher education. 
If over the past three decades car prices had gone up as fast
as tuition, the average new car would cost more than $80,000.

The New York Times:  “The Real Reason 
College Tuition Costs So Much” 
by Paul F. Campos, April 4, 2015

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/05/opinion/sunday/the-real-reason-college-tuition-costs-so-much.html?_r=0

15

The New York Times Magazine: “Is College Tuition
Really Too High?” by Adam Davidson, September 8, 2015

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/13/magazine/is-college-tuition-too-high.html
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Front page news in the Cedar Rapids Gazette
April 21, 2017

17

“The Federal Reserve bank of New
York’s latest report on household
debt and credit found that
outstanding student loan balances
increased in the last year by $83
billion, to $1.34 trillion.” 

Cedar Rapids Gazette, June 7, 2017

18

The outcome of a college degree is 
not necessarily worth the outcome 
now because of tuition costs.

Grant Gregory, a political science major at The University of 
Iowa, who was one of 12 students invited to discuss higher 
college costs with Rep. Bruce Braley during a 2014 round 
table discussion. 
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It’s up to us, in higher 

education, to counter the 

negative messages by 

what we say and by what 

we do!

Designed by  www.freepik.com from Flaticon

20

First, let’s look at the national data

21

Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment.
Students enrolled at two-year institutions have higher satisfaction levels. 
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Matrix for prioritizing action

Copyright 2017 Ruffalo Noel Levitz

Very
Important

Very
Satisfied

Very
Unimportant

Very 
Dissatisfied

23

“Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment” 

has been consistently identified as a 

challenge among students at four-year 

institutions for many years. 

24

What do campus 
personnel and parents 
think about tuition 
paid being worthwhile? 
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Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment.
Four-year private institutions: Students, Campus personnel, Parents
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© 2016 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Results

26

What does “tuition is a worthwhile 

investment” mean to students?

27

One view is to think 
about the big issue of 
the long term value—
what you get with a 
college education…
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28http://college.usatoday.com/2016/07/16/it-turns-out-college-is-worth-it-if-you-want-to-get-a-job/

“A study from Georgetown University, 
released June 30, 2016 stated that of
the 11.6 million jobs created between
December of 2009 and June of 2010,
11.5 million of those jobs went to
workers with some sort of college
education.” 

USA Today, July 16, 2016: It turns out
college IS worth it–if you want to get a job

29

Although they make up only 34 percent 
of workers, college-educated workers 
earned 53 percent of wages in 2012. 
That’s a dramatic change from 1967, 
when workers who’d only finished high 
school (or less) made up more than 70 
percent of workers and accounted for 
more than 60 percent of earnings.

Opportunities improving for college grads, The Gazette, April 14, 2015.

30

And these are important 
messages, but often 
students aren’t thinking 
about that WHILE they 
are enrolled.  
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The long term view is only part of the picture…

32

What we are finding 
now is it may be 
more about taking 
care of the day-to-
day experiences 
while students are 
enrolled at your 
institution

33

Simple, minor grievances can be connected 
in students’ minds to the tuition they are 
paying and the 
expectations they 
have for the quality 
of service they are 
expecting in return 
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What are students saying? 

35

We pay $47,000 in tuition 
every year and the Wi-Fi 
doesn’t even work 
everywhere on campus.

My daughter Kylie, whose tuition was less than that with scholarships 
and who is not the one who actually paid for her tuition! 

36

Students at four-year private institutions:

• “I've tripped on the sidewalks a lot and it would be 

nice if the cracks would get fixed.”

• “My dorm room is constantly freezing, like to the 

point where I have to be wrapped up in an electric 

heating blanket just not to convulse in shivers. Also, 

you can't take a shower without getting burned, 

because all the floors are on the same water heater.”

• “The hours for the business office and the health 

center are incredibly inconvenient because they are 

only open while I am in class.”  
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Students at community colleges:

• “Please make it quicker to see an advisor.”

• “Please get some new elevators or faster working 

ones. That's the biggest inconvenience.”

• “We pay enough for tuition and books and we can’t 

afford to spend extra money on things that should be 

free and included as a part of tuition, like parking.”

• “I would like to receive an update at the end of each 

semester after I complete another course that will 

inform me how much closer I am to earning my 

degree.” 

38

Students at four-year public institutions:

• “It is distressing to pay almost as much in fees as I do 

tuition, and most of it is for things I do not use as a 

student who takes most classes online.”

• “The only complaint is with the cost to ride the 

campus bus. This should not be a revenue producer 

but a service to students that basically breaks even.”

• “Great school, but you should listen to student 

concerns about cleaning up trash on the campus 

because it looks tacky.”

• “WE NEED BETTER TOILET PAPER!”

39

What are the irritants on your campus that may 
be cost effective to respond to?
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40

Matrix for taking action

High 
impact

High cost

Low impact

Low cost

Implement Now!Implement Now!Implement Now!Implement Now! Determine if worth Determine if worth Determine if worth Determine if worth 
the investment . . . the investment . . . the investment . . . the investment . . . 

Don’t implement!Don’t implement!Don’t implement!Don’t implement!May still be May still be May still be May still be 
worthwhile . . . worthwhile . . . worthwhile . . . worthwhile . . . 

41

Do you have a continuous quality improvement 
environment on your campus?

42

Are you regularly gathering 

student feedback through 

surveys and focus group 

discussions to help drive 

your continuous quality 

improvement?
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43

Are you celebrating your strengths and 
responding to your student identified challenges?

44

Institutional 
alumni giving

(higher)

Institutional 
loan default 

rates

(lower)

Individual 
student 

retention
(higher)

Institutional 
graduation 

rates
(higher)

Student satisfaction is linked with:

Learn more here: www.RuffaloNL.com/benchmark

45

Too often colleges try to ignore the elephant in the 
room by not talking about tuition, but I think it is 
better to address the topic in a proactive manner. 

Three potential segments to influence… 

Another key idea:  Communication! 
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Building the case when you Building the case when you Building the case when you Building the case when you 

are recruiting studentsare recruiting studentsare recruiting studentsare recruiting students

(and their families)(and their families)(and their families)(and their families)1

47

• Be sensitive to cost and financial aid being top factors in 
the decision to enroll. 

• Emphasize the quality of the education you are providing 
and the unique opportunities that you offer.

• Share the stories of your current students and successful 
alumni.

• Be aware of sticker shock issues and be intentional in 
communicating what the actual cost of going to college is. 
— Net price calculators

Building the case when you are recruiting 
students (and their families)

48

ReReReRe----enforcing the messages enforcing the messages enforcing the messages enforcing the messages 

while the students are while the students are while the students are while the students are 

currently currently currently currently enrolledenrolledenrolledenrolled

(and sharing with the families)(and sharing with the families)(and sharing with the families)(and sharing with the families)
2
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49

Re-enforcing the messages while the students are 
currently enrolled (and sharing with the families)

• Restate the value, at least annually (when tuition for the following year 

is announced), with messages from the President.

• Be able to explain, in percentages, where the tuition dollars go. Share 

the big picture of your budget allocations and reflect the percentage of 

dollars for key expenses like personnel and facilities.   

• If your tuition is going up, be ready to explain why the extra dollars are 

necessary and how the student experience will be improved.

• Remind students of everything they have access to on your campus: 

Room and board, recreational facilities, Wi-Fi, library, top quality 

faculty and facilities (think about anything that would have value or a 

fee in the “real world”.)  These messages are especially important when 

students are registering for classes or when tuition payments are due. 

50

• Help the students to see the long-term picture of success, by 
actively giving them chances to interact with alumni

— Track and publish employment outcomes for graduates

— Track and publish graduate/professional school placement rates for 
undergraduates at four-year institutions and transfer rates for two-year 
college students to four-year institutions

— Invite alumni on campus to share their successes in person

— Use social media to highlight student success, educational quality, etc.

— At Cornell College:  Photos of alums in front of the signs where they 
work or go to grad school are in place in the career center – a tangible 
visual of what graduates of the college are doing with their degrees

— Conduct price sensitivity research to assess how students feel about 
your cost to attend

Re-enforcing the messages while the students are 
currently enrolled (and sharing with the families)

51

Re-enforcing the messages while the students are 
currently enrolled (and sharing with the families)

• Regular communications for families

— Monthly parent newsletter sent via e-mail

— Weekly updates from departments that the student is involved in 
(example music department)

— Social media:  Regular Facebook updates, Twitter, Instagram
— Letter from the Parent Council regarding activities and topics of interest
— Quarterly alumni magazines
— Personalize email regarding child being on the dean’s list
— Letter from the President in January regarding activities/highlights from 

the year, and announcing the tuition for the following year (advance 
notice on the fees while framed in the context of the good things 
happening on campus.  Effective way to prepare the family for the 
increase, while reinforcing the value of the college education). 

— Be mindful of the multiple communications students are having with 
parents on a DAILY basis.  
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52

Re-enforcing the messages while the students are 
currently enrolled (and sharing with the families)

• Send students off feeling positive so they want to 

maintain engagement with the college

—Reflections of their college experience during the 
senior year

—Celebrations around graduation

53

Continue to share these Continue to share these Continue to share these Continue to share these 

messages with recent alumnimessages with recent alumnimessages with recent alumnimessages with recent alumni3

54

Continue to share these messages 
with recent alumni

• These are the students who are dealing with the bulk of 

their student loan debt before they have had a chance to 

reach successful points in their career.

• Keep them feeling positive about their experience and 

keep them engaged with the college in the early years.

• Help them to connect with other alumni in their area for 

networking.

• Collect and document their outcomes – employment and 

graduate school details. 
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55

Do you have a 

poster like this 

on your 

campus? 

56

Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment is ultimately 
a perception about your institution

57

You have the power to influence that 
perception by the actions you take while 
recruiting students, with your current 
student population, 
and with your alumni.
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58

Document the short term and long term successes of Document the short term and long term successes of Document the short term and long term successes of Document the short term and long term successes of 
your graduates your graduates your graduates your graduates ((((and widely share that information). and widely share that information). and widely share that information). and widely share that information). 1

Respond and improve the “little” things that annoy your Respond and improve the “little” things that annoy your Respond and improve the “little” things that annoy your Respond and improve the “little” things that annoy your 
students. students. students. students. 2

Communicate regularly and intentionally about value. Communicate regularly and intentionally about value. Communicate regularly and intentionally about value. Communicate regularly and intentionally about value. 3

What you can do… 

59

Assess student satisfaction systematically

Survey your 
students

Inform the 
campus

Review and 
share the 
results

Explore the data

Respond to 
the data with 
new initiatives

60

“Colleges should poll their 
own students and alumni 
about their educational 
experiences on a regular 
basis. And so that the results 
can be compared from one 
school to another, the 
questions and methodologies 
should be standardized 
across schools… Instead of 
using proxies for students’ 
educational 
experience…colleges should 
go straight to the source.”

Los Angeles Times

http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-klein-college-regrets-
20170619-story.html

June 19, 2017
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61

You guys are doing good but there is 

always room for improvement. 

Thank you for taking the time to ask.

A community college student, in the 
comments section of the online survey, 2015. 

62

Thank you for 

participating today

Associate Vice President, Retention Solutions

Julie.Bryant@RuffaloNL.com

Phone: 800-876-1117

Twitter:  @JulieBryantNL

Julie Bryant

Senior Director, Retention Solutions

Shannon.Cook@RuffaloNL.com

Phone: 800-876-1117

Shannon Cook


