
T H E  P R I C E  T R A N S P A R E N C Y  I M P E R A T I V E

Price, Trust, and Action



Strada Education Foundation

At St rad a Ed uc at ion Found at ion, we ’re  foc used  on one  goal: he lp ing 
c lear the  p ath b e tween ed uc at ion and  work, e sp ec ially for those  
with the  mos t  s tand ing in the ir way. 

As  a 50 1 nonp rofit  Found at ion, and  to ac c omp lish this  goal, St rad a 
sup p orts  five  imp ortant  foc us  areas :

● Cle a r out c om e s  informat ion to he lp  make  informed  d ec is ions
● Qua lit y  e d uc a t ion- t o- c a re e r c oa c hing
● Afford a b ilit y so a q uality ed uc at ion is  within eve ryone ’s  reac h
● Work- b a s e d  le a rning exp e rienc es  that  c onnec t  ed uc at ion to 

c aree r asp irat ions
● Em p loye r a ligne d  p rogra m s  that  le ad  to q uality job s  and  

mob ility
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Is college in the United States affordable? 

A. Ye s
B. No



4 Source : Cos t  Confus ion: Americans ’ Mispe rcep tions  of College  Cos ts  (Strada Education Foundation) 

The Perception Gap
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Source : Cos t  Confus ion: Americans ’ Mispe rcep tions  of College  Cos ts  (Strada Education Foundation) 

How m uc h d o s tud e nts  and  fam ilie s  think it  c os t s  to  a t t e nd  a  4 - ye ar p ub lic  
ins t itut ion p e r ye ar?

Students and Families Dramatically Overestimate the Cost of 
Public Four-Year Colleges



College Board, Trends in College Pricing and Student Aid, 2025

What’s happening with college costs? 

The Atlantic. February 20, 2025
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One Definition of Affordability: Strada
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AVERAGE
STUDENT’S

ABILITY TO PAY

The number of hours 
average state resident 
students would need to 
work during the school 
year* to cover the 
annual cost of their 
education at public two-
and four-year 
institutions.

LOW-INCOME
STUDENT’S ABILITY

TO PAY

The number of hours state 
resident students from the 
lowest income group 
(whose families earn no 
more than $30,000 per 
year) would need to work 
during the school year* to 
cover the annual cost of 
their education at public 
two- and four-year 
institutions.

ON-TIME
COMPLETION

RATE

The percentage of 
students of four-
year public 
institutions who 
complete their 
degree within four 
years. 

*This  me as ure  as s ume s  s tude nts  work 40 0  hours  during the  s umme r and  15  we e ks  during the  s c hool ye ar.

St a t e  Op p ort unit y Ind e x



SOI Affordability - Four-Year Institutions
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Found a t iona l De ve lop ing Ad va nc e d Le a d ing

St a t e  Op p ort unit y Ind e x



SOI Affordability - Two-Year Institutions
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Found a t iona l De ve lop ing Ad va nc e d Le a d ing

St a t e  Op p ort unit y Ind e x



AUDIENCES

US Adults Age 18+ (n=1,000)
High School Students (n=1,000)
College Students (n=1,351)
• Public College Students (n=1,000)
• Private College Students (n=351)
Adult Learners (n=1,000)
High School Parents (n=500)
College Parents (n=650)
• Public College Parents (n=500)
• Private College Parents (n=150)

GEOGRAPHY Nationwide

Methodology

Pg. 
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MODE Online Survey

LENGTH 10-15 minutes

DATES September 17 – November 
2, 2025



Audience Definitions + Quotas

Pg. 
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US Adults Age 
18+ 

(n=1,000)

High School 
Students 
(n=1,000)

Public College 
Students 
(n=1,000)

Private College 
Students 
(n=351)

Adult Learners 
(n=1,000)

High School 
Parents 
(n=500)

Public College 
Parents 
(n=500)

Private College 
Parents 
(n=150)

• Age, gender, 
ethnicity and 
region quotas 
to ensure 
representative 
sample

• Age 14-18
• Enrolled in high 

school
• Would consider 

attending 4-
year college

• Mix of 
undecided/ 
decided to 
enroll in college

• Quotas to 
ensure mix of 
years in school, 
first gen status, 
region and 
ethnicity. 

• Age 18-24
• Enrolled in 

bachelor’s 
degree program 
at public 4-year 
college or 
university

• Quotas to 
ensure mix of 
years in school, 
first gen status, 
region and 
ethnicity. 

• Age 18-24
• Enrolled in 

bachelor’s 
degree program 
at private 4-
year college or 
university

• Quotas to 
ensure mix of 
years in school, 
first gen status, 
region and 
ethnicity. 

• Age 25-44
• Graduated HS, 

no college 
degree

• Interest or 
active 
consideration 
of Bachelor’s 
degree program 

• Quotas to 
ensure mix of 
first gen status, 
region and 
ethnicity. 

• Parent of child 
in high school 
age 14-18

• Child would 
consider 
attending 4-
year college

• Mix of 
undecided/ 
decided to 
enroll in college

• Quotas to 
ensure mix of 
years in school, 
first gen status, 
region and 
ethnicity.  

• Parent of child 
age 18-24

• Child is enrolled 
in 3rd or 4th year 
(or later) of 
bachelor’s 
degree program 
at public 4-year 
college or 
university

• Quotas to 
ensure mix of 
years in school, 
first gen status, 
region and 
ethnicity. 

• Parent of child 
age 18-24

• Child is enrolled 
in 3rd or 4th year 
(or later) of  
bachelor’s 
degree program 
at private 4-
year college or 
university

• Quotas to 
ensure mix of 
years in school, 
first gen status, 
region and 
ethnicity. 
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Students and families think a college education is important 
for achieving their future career goals



0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Have financial stability in the future
 Be able to pursue a career and have job opportunities

Will gain valuable knowledge and skills applicable to “my” / “their”  …
 Find and prepare for a fulfilling career

Will have the diploma and credentials needed to get ahead in life
Experience that builds life skills to be independent and self-sufficient

Broaden my / their world view, experience and knowledge
Be able to become the best version of “myself” /“themselves” 

Be able to generate and accumulate wealth
Able to continue to the next step in my/their education and…

Have a sense of success or accomplishment
Build a network and get to meet new people

Develop work ethic and self-motivation
Be able to do meaningful or fulfilling work helping others

Allows pursuit of personal interests
Become a better decision-maker

Develop a love of learning about new things
Be able to set a good example for family and others

Be able to communicate effectively with others
 Be able to handle any issue and solve any problem

Have more time for family, friends and things important to “me” / …
Other

Financial 
stability and 

career 
opportunities 
make college 

“worth it”



Students and families are concerned about costs



0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Cost
Affordability

Quality of desired program
Overall quality

Job opportunities
Location

Career preparation
Career guidance and services

Reputation
Campus life and culture

Online options
Campus opportunities

Commitment to students
Campus amenities

Alumni network
Feedback from current students

Other

Cost and affordability 
are most important 
when choosing a 

college; career 
outcomes are 3 of top 7



The financial aid experience is a mixed bag for most, but only 1 in 3 
college students and parents found it straightforward



Respondents do 
not trust colleges 
to charge a fair 

price
Private 

Institutions

Public 
Institutions



Most believe colleges care more about making money than 
educating students



Pg. 
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When students and 
parents are confused
by the financial aid 

process, they are 
less likely to trust 

institutions to 
charge a fair price



Confusion is linked to believing colleges care more about 
making money 



Students and families want transparency, price guarantees, 
and tuition payment plans

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Cost transparency
A four-year price guarantee

A four-year financial aid guarantee
Tuition payment plans with no extra fees

A single, all-in price for the year
Upfront price guarantee

A cap on student debt
Guaranteed $10,000 out of pocket limit

Help with unexpected expenses
Flat-rate full-time student tuition

Flat-rate pricing for books or supplies
Universal tuition

Early pricing guarantees
A way to pay based on your future salary

Net Price Calculators
A student employment program where your wages go…

Cost comparisons and ROI data
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About 8 in 10 support government requiring colleges to be more 
transparent about costs and spending

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Requiring colleges and universities to provide accurate and complete
information about all the costs of education upfront in a way that is…

Requiring colleges and universities to provide greater transparency on
their spending.

Requiring colleges and universities to demonstrate that colleges prioritize
spending that benefits students

Setting tuition caps at public colleges and universities

Banning colleges from charging additional fees beyond tuition, housing
and meal plans.

Increasing public funding to public colleges and universities

Requiring colleges and universities to ensure that the cost of a degree is
related to how much a graduate can expect to earn

Providing taxpayer funding for more scholarships and grants to students

Mandating that colleges cut operating costs to reduce tuition costs

Only provide grants and funding if the college can demonstrate a good
return on investment



Enrollm e nt Manag e m e nt Ad visory Me m b e rs

23

* c o- c ha irs

*Chuc k Kne p fle
Vice  Pres id ent  for Enrollment  

Management
Port land  State  Unive rs ity

co- chair

Da nie l Ba rkowit z
AVP, Stud ent  Financ ial 

Ass is tance  & Emp loyment  
Unive rs ity of Miami

De re k Kind le
Vice  Pres id ent  for Enrollment  

Management
Unive rs ity of Oregon

*J ohn Ha lle r
Professor & Enrollment  

Management  Consultant  
Unive rs ity of Miami

co- chair

J os e p h Mont gom e ry
Inte rim AVP for Enrollment  

Management
North Carolina A&T

Ka re n Che n
Vice  Pres id ent  of 

Enrollment  Management
Oklahoma State  Unive rs ity

Ma ry Pa rke r
Vice  Pres id ent  for Enrollment  

Management  & Assoc iate  
Provos t  

Unive rs ity of Florid a

Ra c he lle  Fe ld m a n
Vice  Provos t  of Enrollment , 

Unive rs ity of North Carolina–
Chap e l Hill

Ra c he lle  He rna nd e z
Vice  Provos t  for Stud ent  

Affairs
Johns  Hop kins  Unive rs ity

St a c e y Kos t e ll
Vice  Pres id ent  of Enrollment , 

Northwes te rn Unive rs ity

Tony St rod e
Direc tor Und ergrad uate  

Rec ruitment  & Outreach, 
Unive rs ity of North Texas

Ange l Pé re z
CEO, Nat ional Assoc iat ion for 
College  Ad miss ion Counse ling 

(NACAC)

Me la nie  Got t lie b
CEO, American Assoc iat ion of 

Collegiate  Regis t rars  and  
Ad miss ions  Office rs  

(AACRAO)

J e s s ie  Brown
Senior Vice  Pres id ent  

and  Chie f of Staff
American Counc il on 

Ed ucat ion (ACE)

Ad e le  Brum fie ld
Vice  Provos t  for Enrollment  

Management
Unive rs ity of Michigan

Forre s t  St ua rt
Vice  Pres id ent  for Enrollment  

Management
Lafaye t te  College

*Luis a  Ha ve ns  Ge ra rd o
Vice  Pres id ent  for 

Enrollment  Management
The  Unive rs ity of Texas  at  

Arlington

co- chair

Me la nie  St ore y
CEO, Nat ional Assoc iat ion of 

Stud ent  Financ ial Aid  
Ad minis t rators  (NASFAA)



T H E  F I E L D ' S  R E S P O N S E

Student-Centered Enrollment Management Principles
Drafted by a national advisory group of enrollment leaders. A framework, not a checklist.



A  G R O W I N G  C O A L I T I O N

20+ organizations have endorsed the Principles.
Spanning publics, privates, community colleges, governance, research, and consumer advocacy.

American Association of Collegiate Registrars and 
Admissions Officers (AACRAO)

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC)

American Association of State Colleges and Universities 
(AASCU)

American Council on Education (ACE)

Association of American Universities (AAU)

Association of Governing Boards (AGB)

Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (APLU)

Coalition for College

College Board

Common App

Education Trust

National Association for College Admission Counseling 
(NACAC)

National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators 
(NASFAA)

National Center for Higher Education Management Systems 
(NCHEMS)

National College Attainment Network (NCAN)

National Student Legal Defense Network

State Higher Education Executive Officers Association 
(SHEEO)

The Century Foundation

The Institute for College Access & Success (TICAS)

Third Way

Additional endorsements expected. Co-leading associations: ACE, AACRAO, NACAC, NASFAA.

National Student Clearinghouse 
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Moving the Needle on Transparency, Trust, and 
Affordability

Ba s e line  (t h is  s hould  a lre a d y b e  t rue ):  

● Me e t  t he  Colle ge  Cos t  Tra ns p a re nc y In it ia t ive  St a nd a rd  
(h t t p s :/ / c olle ge p ric e .org) 

○ Clear, c ons is tent , up front  p ric ing and  aid  informat ion b e fore  s tud ents  
are  asked  to c ommit . (Floor, not  c e iling) 

Le a d e rs hip  Move s  t ha t  Re b uild  Trus t : 

● Own a  s ingle , c le a r p ric e  s t ory: Can your ins t itut ion exp lain what  a  s tud ent  
like  me  will ac tually p ay—simp ly and  c ons is tent ly—b efore  ap p lic at ion? 
Be fore  b e ing asked  to c ommit? 

● Provid e  e a rly, c re d ib le  c os t  e s t im a t e s : Early e s t imators  he lp  s tud ents  
d ec id e  whe the r to ap p ly at  a ll. Are  your e s t imate s  und e rs tand ab le  and  
aligned  with eventual aid  offe rs , or d o they q uie t ly shift  exp ec tat ions? 
St ic ke r p ric e  should n't  shut  the  d oor b e fore  it  even op ens .

● Align  e nrollm e nt  inc e nt ive s  wit h  p ub lic  c om m it m e nt s : Do inte rnal p ric ing 
and  aid  s t rategie s  re inforc e  your p ub lic  work ab out  ac c ess , fairness , and  
afford ab ility?

● Exa m ine  a d m is s ions , fina nc ia l a id , p ric ing, a nd  e nrollm e nt  m a na ge m e nt  
t hrough t he  le ns  of t he  St ud e nt - Ce nt e re d  Enrollm e nt  Ma na ge m e nt  
Princ ip le s . A framework, not  a  c hec klis t .

https://collegeprice.org/


W H E R E  T H I S  G O E S  N E X T

Three ways to engage.

1 Stay informed. 

Subscribe to Strada's newsletter and follow updates through your member associations.

2 Become a lighthouse state or institution. 

If your campus is doing interesting work on transparent or predictable pricing and financial aid, we want to highlight it. Case studies, 
articles, national recognition. Get in touch.

3 Questions, comments, or skepticism?

We want to hear it. Reach out.

https://www.strada.org/reports/the-price-transparency-imperative-rebuilding-
confidence-in-higher-education
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