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A Lesson in Four Parts

1. The real story behind college pricing 

2. How colleges and universities actually 

build pricing models

3. Calculating college ROI requires real data 

about the “I”

4. Data + Context = Leverage; how to help 

clients negotiate an even lower price



College Pricing: The Real Story



The Consensus Narrative:

“College prices keep going up”

“No end in sight”

“Private colleges are the worst”



● In the last decade, prices have increased comparatively less

● Proportionally, public institutions in the 2000s jumped the shark



Public Four-Year Universities

Look at average net tuition:

● Tuition & fees do not increase

● Room & board drives price increase

● The gap between sticker & actual 

price almost doubles



Public Four-Year Universities

Look at the increase 

in grant aid



Private Four-Year Universities

Look at average net tuition:

● Tuition & fees do not increase

● Room & board increase marginally

● The gap between sticker & actual 

price almost doubles



Private Four-Year Universities

Look at the increase 

in grant aid



The Punch in the Gut

1990 2020

Proportion of students 

receiving scholarships 

and/or financial aid

63% 89%

Average discount colleges 

give to their students
27% 53%



What is the real story behind college pricing?
1. 1 out of 10 college students pays the sticker price; 

5 out of 10 pay less than half

2. The available actual prices for almost any students 

range from very affordable to very unaffordable

3. It’s almost impossible to find out which colleges are 

which for the individual student

4. Millions are lured into a financial chokehold; they 

borrow too much, drop out, or never enroll



How the College Pricing Sausage Gets Made



Colleges enter every spring knowing this:

1. We need X number of students paying Y 

dollars on average

2. Something will not go according to plan, so 

we will adjust because

You don’t make money from a student 

who doesn’t enroll!



Unlike the many factors that impact an admissions decision,

Price is primarily determined by: 

• Need (family financial status)

• Merit (student academic achievement)



Sample College Pricing Model

• Each cell has different targets

number of students, avg price

• Each cell has wiggle room

first offer leaves room for appeal

• Most colleges expect admitted 

applicants to appeal price and 

regularly grant a lower price      

(just don’t call it “negotiating”!)

Academic
Status

Financial Status

worst package/ 
highest price

Best package/ 
lowest price



High Demand College Pricing Model

• Each college differs by demand

more applicants, less merit

• Selectiveness eliminates the need 

for merit scholarships

• Higher demand colleges will 

consider appeals based on 

financial circumstances, but are 

also aware of competitiveness

Academic
Status

Financial Status

worst package/ 
highest price

Best package/ 
lowest price



Calculating the “I” in College ROI





































Data + Context = Leverage
How to help clients negotiate an even lower price



Case Study #1

Using TF and CAP together to empower planners and families

Merit aid comparison and “appealing” for a better scholarship package



Case Study #2

Using TF and CAP together to empower planners and families

Special financial circumstances to “appeal” for more need-based aid



Case Study #3

Using TF and CAP together to empower planners and families

Leveraging competitive offers to “appeal” for more scholarships and financial aid



Tools You Can Use to Help Your Clients

TuitionFit (tuitionfit.org) - A real time price comparison online platform derived from a 

crowdsourced dataset of current and actual financial aid and scholarship offers

For a free demo, email Mark Salisbury: mark@tuitionfit.org

College Aid Pro (collegeaidpro.com) - State of the art college planning and funding software 

application that incorporates saving, planning, modeling, and calculating individual return on 

investment

For a free demo, email Dave Bowman: daveb@collegeaidpro.com


