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Differential Tuition (DT) - Background
● DT policies are the purposeful variation in undergraduate tuition by 

major area of study and year of enrollment (Nelson, 2008)

● DT rates can be assessed by:
o Program of study
o Class standing
o Credit hours
o Semester
o Academic year

● DT rates may aid universities in replacing lost state funding, offset 
costs of delivering higher-cost programs, charge a premium for 
potentially higher future earnings

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These policies add to complexity of college costs and vary from publicly available institutional averages on tuition



Prior Research



Research Questions
● Lack understanding of how DT may impact college choice process 

including understandings of potential costs of college
● How might DT policies perpetuate inequities in postsecondary 

education? 

o Q1: Does the complexity of how institutions display tuition information 
affect how individuals comprehend the information?

o Q2: Does an educational infographic on DT impact how individuals 
comprehend the displayed tuition information?

o Q3: Do higher levels of education moderate how accurately individuals 
comprehend tuition information? 



Methods
● Randomized experiment administered online through Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk and Qualtrics
o Participants were randomly assigned to treatment or control groups
o Treatment group received infographic describing DT prior to taking survey 

● Survey Design
○ A brief description of DT
○ Three tuition tables, each with three questions asking for interpretation of 

information displayed… some requiring calculations
○ Background information such as highest level of education
○ Survey included a catch item to remove “mischievous responders” 



The Infographic “Treatment” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At the very bottom, not shown was a reminder that college tuition can be complicated when websites differ a lot across universities! When you are paying for college, take time to look for differentials so you can see how much it is really going to cost. 



Tuition Tables: Example 1
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Presentation Notes
Sample question: How much will a resident pay in Tuition and Fees? 
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Tuition Tables: Examples 2 & 3

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sample Questions for second tuition table: How much will a fourth year non-resident business student pay in tuition and fees for a year? �Third tuition table repeated Example 2 with additional notes…. Sample Question: How much will a resident Education student attendign class at an off-campus site pay for tuition and fees per year? 



Participants (n=796)
N %

Treatment 386 48.5

Control 410 51.5
Some High School, High School Diploma 
or GED

42 5.4

Some College 157 19.8
Associate’s Degree 99 12.5
Bachelor’s Degree 360 45.5
Master’s Degree 110 13.9
Doctoral or Professional Degree 23 2.9
First Generation Student 382 48.0
Non-First Generation Student 414 52.0



Analytical Approach 
Q1: Effects of Complexity

● Descriptive Statistics and Regression Intercepts

Q2: Impact of Treatment & Q3: Perpetuation of Inequities
● Binary Logistic Regression
● Ordinary Least Squares Regression

Outcomes
● Correctly answering all questions per tuition table (Y/N)
● Total number of correct answers in interpreting tuition tables



Findings: Q1) Effects of Complexity

Odds Ratios of Intercepts: 
● Least Complex (EX1): 3.234
● Moderately Complex (EX2): 0.193
● Most Complex (EX3): 0.320

 Decreasing ORs indicates: 
decreasing accuracy as 
complexity increases

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Respondents were least likely to answer the Moderately Complex Example correctlyThese confirm that simple, straightforward displays of tuition resulted in greater accuracy of interpretation, while complex displays lowered accuracy



Findings: Q2) Impact of Treatment
● Effect of treatment was not statistically significant on

o Odds of answering all questions correctly in Least, Moderate, and 
Most Complex Examples 

o Total number of correct responses 

● Unsure how treatment was utilized by respondents 

● Other infographics may be a more effective treatment



Least Complex (Ex1):
● Higher Education Levels 

resulted in higher odds 
of answering all 
questions correctly

Findings: Q3) Inequalities…



Moderately Complex (Ex2):
● Respondents with doctoral 

or professional degrees had 
greater odds of answering 
all questions correctly

Findings: Q3) Inequalities…



Most Complex (Ex3):
● Education levels were 

not statistically 
significant

Findings: Q3) Inequalities…



Total Correct:
● Education matters for the 

total number of correct 
responses, with having a 
Bachelor’s or a 
Doctoral/Professional 
degree having the highest 
impact

Findings: Q3) Inequalities…



Implications/Conclusions
● Institutions with DT policies should work toward increased 

transparency when communicating policies to prospective students 
and families

o Less than 25% of individuals were able to accurately answer questions 
from the two tables featuring DT by program of study and by year.

● Individuals with less than a Bachelor’s degree are much more 
disadvantaged when it comes to interpreting tuition information

● Social stratification may perpetuate through DT policies if those with 
less education are more likely to misunderstand potential costs based 
on incorrect interpretations 



Final Recommendations
● Ensures that students have clear information to inform decision-

making in the college choice process

● Institutions with DT policies may need to present various tuition rates 
in table form

● All Net Price Calculators should be required to incorporate DT 
information

● The timeline of exposing students to information regarding complex 
tuition policies needs to reflect the decision-making literature
 Incorporate DT policy information in the FAFSA process

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Institutions with DT policies may need to present various tuition rates in table form, rather than assume individuals will incorporate notes
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