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Higher education remains one of the most reliable pathways 

to economic mobility, but it is just one option for individuals 

interested in pursuing an education after high school, and 

its value has been increasingly under scrutiny.

Recent survey findings show that the percentage of parents 

who said a postsecondary degree program was their top 

choice for their student’s post-high school plans fell from 

74 percent in 2019 to 58 percent in 2025.1 Additionally, 

public confidence in higher education has fallen during 

recent years,2 with affordability concerns becoming 

one of the central drivers of that decline.3 Rising sticker 

prices, media attention, and student loan debt all have 

contributed to a growing skepticism about the value of 

higher education. Although the average net price of both 

public and private four-year institutions has remained 

relatively flat over the past two decades,4 public perception 

about cost and value has shifted. A lack of transparency 

about the actual costs of postsecondary education, such 

as the misalignment between what students pay after 

scholarships and grants and what institutions often list 

on their websites as the total cost of attendance, has 

potentially contributed to this shift in perception. 

To explore both the current climate and the potential for 

new approaches to pricing and communicating costs, Strada 

Education Foundation undertook an in-depth exploration 

of these issues. Our efforts included focus groups to hear 

directly from students and families about their experiences 

and perceptions of cost, pricing, and affordability. These 

focus group insights informed a nationally representative 

survey of more than 5,000 participants. We surveyed 

six population groups to measure how experiences and 

perceptions vary across key consumers of higher education 

and the general public. These groups included current 

college students, parents of current college students, current 

high school students who were considering attending a 

four-year college, parents of such students, adults aged 25 

to 44 who were considering enrolling in a bachelor’s degree 

program, as well as the general population.5  

Although students and families engaged with higher 

education have a strong belief that it is important,  

it also is clear they are concerned about the cost and 

financing of a college education. Our findings point  

to five important takeaways:

1.	 Students and families see value in higher education 
and the career opportunities it creates;

2.	 College costs are both real and perceived 
barriers for students and families;

3.	 Financial aid and college costs are confusing;

4.	 Confusion about costs and financial aid may be 
breeding mistrust in colleges and universities; and

5.	 There is a strong desire for price clarity and 
predictability, and solutions-oriented action.

The survey findings suggest that improving price clarity, 

transparency, and predictability will increase confidence and 

trust in both higher education and its value. 

The Price Transparency Imperative:  
Rebuilding Confidence in Higher Education

Embargoed Draft



2strada.org

Overall, we found that survey participants recognize 

the importance of higher education. As shown 

in Figure 1, we asked how important a college 

education was to achieving their/their child’s 

future goals.6 The vast majority, between 70 and 

90 percent, of respondents who were considering 

college or were currently attending/had a child 

currently attending said that a college education 

was extremely or very important. For the general 

population, just over half of respondents thought 

college was extremely or very important. 

F I G U R E  1 :

How important college is for achieving one’s future goals.

Not at all important Not very important Somewhat important Very important Extremely important

10% 40% 49%Parents of 
College Students

15% 36% 47%Parents of
High School Students

24% 38% 35%Prospective 
Adult Learners

7% 33% 59%College Students

11% 34% 55%High School Students

8% 31% 31% 27%General Population

Students and Families See Value 
in Higher Education
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To help clarify what these future goals might be, we asked 

respondents what would make pursuing a college education 

worth it. We found that career opportunities and future 

financial security are driving beliefs about the value of 

college, occupying the top two spots as shown in Figure 3. 

Respondents were asked to choose their top three options 

(out of a list of 21 derived from focus groups) that would 

make them feel that pursuing a college education was worth 

it. Putting these findings together, we found that students 

and families still see college first and foremost as a vehicle 

for economic opportunity. This clear focus on the returns, 

especially when considering if college is worth it, underscores 

how important it is for colleges to offer a strong pathway to 

economic opportunity.

Bad investment Risky investment Uncertain investment Good investment Great investment

F I G U R E  2 :

College education as an investment

Parents of 
College Students 15% 42% 41%

Parents of
High School Students 16% 40% 42%

Prospective 
Adult Learners 16% 42% 38%

College Students 11% 49% 38%

High School Students 11% 37% 51%

General Population 6% 26% 39% 28%

Pursuing a college education involves an investment of time 

and money. We asked survey participants how they view 

that investment, with the answer choices ranging from a bad 

investment to a great investment. As shown in Figure 2, the 

overwhelming majority of students, parents, and potential 

adult learners believe college is a good or great investment. 

The general population is less confident, but more than 60 

percent still believe it is a good or great investment. Current 

high school and college students, in particular, think a 

college education is both important and a good investment, 

highlighting their optimism that higher education is likely to 

pay off and help them achieve future goals.
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Be able to pursue a career and have job opportunities

Have financial stability in the future 

Will gain valuable knowledge and skills applicable to “my”/”their” career

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 professional 
training

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”/”them”

Other

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

F I G U R E  3 :

Most common reasons pursuing a college 
education would be worth it7
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Real and Perceived Barriers:  
Costs and Affordability
The price of higher education is a real barrier to entry for 

many people. Many students and families find college, 

particularly traditional four-year degrees, to be out of reach 

financially.10 Students from lower- and middle-income 

households often struggle to afford tuition and fees as 

well as meet basic needs that include housing, food, and 

transportation.11 Families struggle to save enough money to 

pay for college before students enroll and need-based aid 

programs often leave substantial gaps for students to cover. 

In addition to the realities of these financial calculations, 

there are significant misperceptions about how much college 

costs, with students, parents, and the general public often 

overestimating prices.12 

Our survey findings reinforce this idea that college costs and 

affordability, whether real or perceived, are a primary factor in 

how students and families choose an institution. Out of a list of 

16 options derived from focus groups, we asked respondents 

what were their top three most important things to consider 

when deciding where to pursue a college education for them 

or their child. As seen in Figure 4, cost and affordability were 

the most commonly selected considerations.13  

These findings align with other research in which students 

routinely cite career preparation and resulting labor market 

opportunities as the top reasons they enroll in college. In 

a 2025 Inside Higher Ed survey, the top three motivating 

factors for enrolling students identified included ‘to pursue a 

specific career or profession,’ ‘to gain knowledge and skills,’ 

and ‘to increase their earning potential.’8 Similarly, Gallup and 

Lumina Foundation’s 2025 State of Higher Education survey 

found that ‘expected future job opportunities’ was the most 

important factor for students’ decision to enroll, with 89 

percent saying it was moderately or very important.9 When 

students and families are considering their postsecondary 

options, it is clear they think a degree, and the potential 

opportunities it could provide, is important. 
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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

F I G U R E  4 :

The most important things when it comes to making 
choices about where to pursue a college education14 

5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%
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Despite cost being the most commonly 

selected consideration when choosing a 

college, respondents did not universally 

agree college is worth the costs. As 

shown in Figure 5, between about 60 

and 70 percent of students and families 

thought it was absolutely or very much 

worth the cost, and less than half of 

the general public responded the same 

way. We saw that, despite its relative 

importance for achieving future goals, 

cost considerations erode positive views 

of higher education and are an important 

factor in the public’s perception of the 

value of higher education.

F I G U R E  5 :

Perceptions of the cost of a college education 

Not worth the cost Not really worth the cost Somewhat worth the cost Very much worth the cost Absolutely worth the cost

General Population 15% 38% 28% 17%

High School Students 4% 24% 37% 35%

College Students 4% 31% 40% 25%

Prospective 
Adult Learners 6% 33% 36% 24%

Parents of
High School Students 5% 33% 35% 26%

Parents of 
College Students 5% 29% 37% 28%
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The Confusion is Real:  
Understanding Financial Aid and College Costs 
The experience of seeking and obtaining information about 

the costs of higher education, including accurate estimates 

of financial aid and available scholarships, also affects 

perceptions of affordability. Research has shown that students 

struggle to fully understand the financial aid process and 

the complexities of postsecondary pricing and institutional 

discounting.15 As noted above, previous research suggests 

significant misperceptions about the price of college. A 

growing public sentiment that college is too expensive comes 

at the same time as increasing sticker prices, accompanied 

by increasing institutional aid and discounts. This has created 

a “black box” for college pricing and financial aid that involves 

a complex and confusing process that students and families 

often struggle to navigate.16 

To examine how students and families understand costs, we 

asked participants what college prices would be considered 

a bargain, too expensive, and fair, as well as how much debt 

would be manageable.17 We found that what respondents say 

is a bargain for a year of college does not align with what they 

consider to be a fair price for an entire college education. The 

annual price they claimed to be a bargain is not far off from 

what the average student pays, yet what they consider to be a 

fair total price of a college education is often much lower.18  This 

misalignment suggests that conceptualizing and understanding 

college costs remains a difficult task. Without guidance, 

students and families do not appear to consistently construct 

a coherent prediction of the cost of college. This may not be 

surprising, given a higher education pricing system that asks 

individuals and families to begin selecting colleges before they 

have a solid grasp of their costs and potentially take on debt 

without clear repayment benchmarks. 

The financial aid process also may influence levels of cost 

confusion. Administrative burdens can impede students from 

accessing aid they are eligible for,19 and research has shown 

that simplifying aid applications and increasing certainty 

can have a positive effect on submission and acceptance.20 

When we asked college students and parents about their 

experience with the financial aid process, as shown in Figure 

6, we found that 68 percent of both college students and 

college parents found the aid process to be either confusing 

or mixed. Alternatively, only 1 in 3 students and parents found 

the process to be straightforward. 

College Students

Parents of 
College Students

Parker Johnson Adams

F I G U R E  6 :

Level of confusion with the financial aid process21 

10%

13%

58% 32%

32%55%

Parker found the financial aid 
experience to be very confusing. 
The information provided by 
colleges was complicated and it was 
hard to understand exactly what it 
would cost to attend.

Johnson found the financial aid 
experience to be mixed — some 
things were easy to understand and 
some things were confusing when 
trying to determine exactly what it 
would cost to attend.

Adams found the financial aid 
experience to be straightforward. 
The information provided by 
colleges was simple and it was 
easy to understand exactly what 
it would cost to attend.
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Confusion May Erode Trust
Despite the general consensus that receiving a college 

education is an important step for many, we found evidence 

that the public sees the sector as having misaligned priorities. 

When asked if they believe institutions care more about 

educating students or making money, the majority of every 

population group agreed more with the notion that institutions 

care more about making money, as seen in Figure 7. More 

plainly, while students and families view college as a pathway 

to future opportunity, most question whether institutions 

prioritize that commitment, which may reflect a disconnect 

between the academic departments and financial aid. High 

school students and their parents, who still are in the process 

of applying or planning to apply to college, are more trusting 

than other groups. Prospective adult learners, however, are just 

as mistrusting as the general population and current college 

students and their parents. 

Somewhat like SmithExactly like Smith Somewhat like Jones Exactly like Jones

F I G U R E  7 :

Beliefs that institutions prioritize making 
money than educating students22  

Smith believes that colleges and 
universities care more about making 

money than educating students.

Jones believes that colleges and 
universities care more about educating 
students than making money.

Like Smith Like Jones

General Population 64% 22% 42% 29% 8% 36%

High School Students 10% 41% 34% 14% 48%52%

College Students 32%68% 17% 51% 24% 8%

Prospective 
Adult Learners 35%65% 18% 47% 24% 11%

Parents of
High School Students 43%57% 14% 43% 33% 10%

Parents of 
College Students 40%60% 13% 47% 33% 7%

Confusion about college costs and the financial aid 

process likely are intertwined. Because of the confusing 

financial aid process, students may not feel like they 

can rely on receiving aid consistently throughout their 

college career, making their out-of-pocket price unclear. 

Later in the report, we will look at how predictability and 

guarantees in the aid process could give students and 

families the clarity they need.
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We also asked respondents about their trust in higher 

education institutions to charge a fair price. As shown in 

Figure 8A, fewer than half of all survey populations said they 

completely or very much trust public four-year colleges to 

charge students a fair price. Respondents were even less 

likely to think private institutions charge a fair price (see 

Figure 8B). Although the definition of a fair price is subjective, 

these results, in conjunction with those in Figure 7,  

suggest an overall mistrust of higher education that is 

related to its finances. It is possible respondents were 

primed to have the higher levels of mistrust that we see in 

Figures 7 and 8 by preceding survey questions about costs 

and value. However, as seen in the next section, mistrust 

appears directly related to other negative experiences, thus  

pointing to an important connection between confusion 

and trust.
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F I G U R E  8 B :

Level of trust in private colleges and universities 
to charge students a fair price 

General Population 15% 28% 37% 14% 7%

High School Students 6% 18% 37% 24% 15%

College Students 10% 25% 37% 21% 7%

Prospective 
Adult Learners 10% 24% 38% 19% 10%

Parents of
High School Students 11% 24% 40% 19% 7%

Parents of 
College Students 8% 29% 40% 17% 6%

I do not trust
them at all

I do not trust 
them very much

I somewhat 
trust them

I trust them 
very much

I completely 
trust them

I do not trust
them at all

I do not trust 
them very much

I somewhat 
trust them

I trust them 
very much

I completely 
trust them

F I G U R E  8 A :

Level of trust in public colleges and universities 
to charge students a fair price 

Parents of 
College Students 4% 14% 47% 27% 8%

Parents of
High School Students 4% 16% 45% 9%25%

Prospective 
Adult Learners 5% 13% 44% 12%26%

College Students 11% 42% 14%30%

High School Students 9% 40% 16%33%

General Population 10% 18% 44% 7%22%Embargoed Draft
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Confusion and Trust
To explore further the relationship between cost confusion 

and mistrust of higher education, we compared individual 

responses to questions about trust with responses about 

the financial aid process. In Figure 9A, we grouped college 

students and their parents by their experience with the 

financial aid process, and then compared how much each 

of these groups trusted private and public institutions 

to charge a fair price. We found that for both public and 

private institutions, respondents who found the process 

straightforward were most likely to completely or very much 

trust institutions to charge a fair price. On the flip side, 

there were higher rates of mistrust among those who found 

the aid process mixed or very confusing. This suggests the 

lack of clarity around the financial aid process could be 

contributing to the mistrust. In Figure 9B, we saw a similar 

pattern, in which those who found the financial aid process 

very confusing were most likely to say they thought colleges 

cared more about making money than about educating 

students. Taken together, this confusion appears to make  

it harder for students and families to trust the institutions 

that operate at the nexus of our current pricing and financial 

aid systems. 

F I G U R E  9 A :

The relationship between trust that colleges will charge 
a fair price and confusion about the financial aid process  

I do not trust
them at all

I do not trust 
them very much

I somewhat 
trust them

I trust them 
very much

I completely 
trust them

Straightforward

Mixed

Very Confusing

Public Colleges and Universities

9%

6%

14%

18%

37%

49%

37%

37%

25%

26%

19%

9%

10%

Straightforward

Mixed

Very Confusing

Private Colleges and Universities

6%

10% 30% 40% 17% 4%

14% 26% 36% 19% 5%

20% 37% 25% 12%
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F I G U R E  9 B :

The relationship between beliefs of institutional motives 
and confusion about the financial aid process  

Smith believes that colleges and 
universities care more about making 

money than educating students.

Jones believes that colleges and 
universities care more about educating 
students than making money.

Straightforward

Mixed

Very Confusing

Somewhat like SmithExactly like Smith Somewhat like Jones Exactly like Jones

49% 10% 39% 40% 11%

72% 16% 56% 23% 6%

76% 28% 48% 18% 6% 24%

29%

51%

Like SmithFinancial Aid Like Jones

This link between confusion and lower 

levels of trust is concerning, but also it 

points to potential solutions that could 

provide more clarity for students and 

parents. The sticker price of attending 

college is an issue widely covered by the 

media, and it is often at the top of the 

list of concerns for students and parents. 

For many, considerations about the cost 

of college very well may be one of the 

first points of interaction individuals have 

with higher education. By proactively 

addressing this confusion, institutions 

have the opportunity to build trust that 

they indeed are communicating accurate 

information about costs and affordability. 

This may be an important first step in 

addressing broader issues of mistrust 

in institutions.

Embargoed Draft



14strada.org

A Strong Desire for Price Transparency 
and Predictability
Students and their families overwhelmingly prefer potential 

affordability solutions that would improve predictability in the 

pricing process, whether that is directly through transparent lists 

of costs, guaranteed prices and aid, or simplified pricing models. 

Roughly two-thirds of respondents prioritized cost transparency, 

four-year price guarantees, four-year financial aid guarantees,  

and a single, all-in price for the year when identifying solutions, 

with cost transparency being the most commonly selected 

solution across all survey populations. Figure 10 also shows wide 

support for clear payment plans that don’t increase costs over 

time and up-front prices — where students and families receive 

their financial aid offer at the time of admittance.

F I G U R E  1 0 :

Solutions that would help make pursuing 
a college education more affordable23   

F I G U R E  1 0 :

Solutions that would help make pursuing 
a college education more affordable23   

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

Up-front price guarantee

A cap on student debt

Guaranteed $10,000 out-of-pocket limit

Help with unexpected expenses

Flat-rate pricing for books or supplies

Flat-rate full-time student tuition

Universal tuition

Early pricing guarantees

A way to pay based on your future salary

Net price calculators

Student employment wages pay tuition directly

Cost comparisons and ROI data

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
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Affordability solutions that provide less certainty are rated 

the lowest by respondents. These include estimates of what 

a student will pay early in the college search and application 

process, future-income-driven solutions, and student 

employment options that do not include specific guarantees 

around costs or earnings. Additionally, information-focused 

solutions such as return-on-investment data and net price 

calculators are among the least attractive solutions. However, 

it is important to consider the research on the value of 

such solutions because providing students with additional 

information during the financial aid process likely shapes their 

decisions. For example, including an institution’s graduation 

rates and loan default rates may reduce borrowing at low-

graduation rate institutions,24 more clearly articulating 

loan interest rates may reduce students’ high-cost private 

borrowing,25 and providing informational reminders about 

financial aid and targeted support can increase aid receipt, 

enrollment, persistence, and completions.26 Although 

informational solutions may not be the highest priority for 

students and families, we still should consider the benefits 

of these interventions, especially when combined with other 

solutions that focus on price transparency and certainty.

When asked about how to move forward with addressing 

affordability issues, respondents believe responsibility is 

distributed across institutions and government, although 

respondents attribute most responsibility to public colleges 

and universities, as shown in Figure 11. There is an important 

discontinuity between assigning responsibility to public 

institutions and state governments. State governments often 

control substantial portions of a public college’s budget, 

tuition-setting authority, and state financial aid funding. While 

students and families would like to see states act, they are 

more concerned with institutional behaviors, which may reflect 

the eroding trust between the public and colleges and where 

public institutions sit as the direct provider of state resources. 

Nevertheless, there are opportunities for both institutions and 

government to take proactive steps to address affordability.

F I G U R E  1 1 :

Institutional and governmental responsibility for making sure 
everyone who wants to get a college education can afford to

A major role Complete responsibility

High School 
Students

Public 4-Year Colleges 
and Universities

Federal 
Government

State
Government

Private 4-Year Colleges 
and Universities

Parents of High 
School Students

College Students

Parents of 
College Students

Prospective 
Adult Learners

General Population

49% 18% 66% 42% 15% 58% 42% 15% 57% 39% 17% 56%

53% 13% 66% 38% 15% 53% 46% 9% 55% 40% 11% 51%

48% 16% 64% 42% 20% 62% 41% 16% 57% 37% 11% 47%

51% 12% 64% 36% 9% 45% 39% 7% 47% 38% 8% 47%

46% 13% 60% 37% 19% 57% 42% 14% 56% 33% 15% 47%

44% 18% 62% 32% 15% 47% 37% 13% 50% 33% 16% 48%
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Based on the connection between institutions and 

government, we asked respondents to indicate how much 

they support 10 potential government interventions. As 

shown in Figure 12, the two interventions with the most 

support focus on mandating more transparency: Requiring 

colleges to provide consistent, accurate, and complete 

information about costs, and requiring higher levels 

of transparency around institutional spending. These 

responses align with institutional solutions that also focus 

on transparency and predictability, and signal a potential 

path forward to meeting student and family needs in ways 

that can rebuild trust with education consumers.

F I G U R E  1 2 :

Support for governmental action27

Requiring colleges and universities to provide accurate and 
complete information about the costs of education up front 

in a way that is consistent across all colleges

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

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%
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Survey respondents, including the general public, rated cost-

cutting measures and tying public funds to demonstrate 

institutional return on investment lowest, although a majority 

of respondents do support both of these. While affordability 

solutions should take student and family preferences and 

perceptions into account, it is important for institutions 

and policymakers to consider context and the range of 

implications for each potential solution. For example, tuition 

caps and freezes, which are supported by roughly 3 out of 

4 respondents, have been shown to have the unintended 

consequence of reducing institutional aid expenditures, thus 

potentially offsetting the affordability benefits. Policymakers, 

however, can mitigate these impacts by backfilling budgets 

with increased institutional support.28 Additionally, such 

policies have been shown to reduce students’ total loan 

debt.29 Outcomes-based funding models, which tie state 

funding to institutional outcomes, largely have been 

ineffective at improving student outcomes,30 including 

return on investment,31 despite our survey respondents 

showing support for similar accountability measures. These 

responses underscore the importance of taking the concerns 

of students and families into account while vetting solutions 

to ensure efficacy and avoid unintended consequences. One 

thing that is clear though: efforts to improve predictability 

and transparency in higher education pricing are likely to be 

well received by students and their families.
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Charting a Path Forward
These survey findings point to a clear problem — while 

current students, prospective students, and their families 

recognize the importance of a college education for achieving 

their goals, they are confused by current pricing systems 

and are skeptical of institutional financial motivations. Only 

a third of current college students and parents of current 

college students characterize their financial aid experience 

as straightforward. After being probed about price practices 

and financial aid experiences, the majority of respondents 

agree colleges and universities prioritize making money over 

educating students — a view most strongly held by currently 

enrolled students — and they lack trust that colleges are 

charging a fair price. 

While respondents view postgraduation outcomes as 

extremely important, they also are eager for clear and 

predictable information about what, and how, they will pay 

for college. There is an opportunity here for institutions 

to prioritize trustworthy information and more reliable 

partnership with students and families to help them make 

informed choices about pursuing and paying for college. 

Although pricing and transparency improvements will look 

different at every institution given their respective contexts 

(financial constraints, student populations, mission), this 

research points to common principles that can inform leaders 

as they work to build trust and strengthen their relationships 

with students and families:

1.	 Simplify and Clarify Prices. Institutions can make 

information about pricing, in all its forms, more accessible 

to students and families. Using standardized language 

across institutions, focusing on the net price students 

will pay, timing the presentation of aid and net prices 

with admissions offers, and publicly displaying how aid is 

calculated all are actions that allow students and families 

to compare costs across institutions and make more 

informed choices. The College Cost Transparency Initiative 

is one example of how institutions voluntarily can adopt a 

format to simplify and clarify price information. 

2.	 Increase Predictability. Students and families value 

predictability in pricing, and institutions can use both 

communication and structural changes to achieve it. 

Students and parents responded positively to guaranteed 

prices and financial aid offers, as well as single “all-in” 

prices so they have certainty about what college will cost. 

Actions such as aligning net price estimates with financial 

aid offers also can provide students and families with more 

predictability about what their final bill would be. 

3.	 Measure and Communicate Outcomes Alongside 
Price. Students and families want assurances that their 

investment in a postsecondary education will result in 

promising career opportunities. They prioritize financial 

security and labor market outcomes as primary drivers 

of why they pursue an education and what would make 

college worth the cost. Providing institution- and major-

specific employment outcomes and graduate school 

acceptance rates would further inform individuals as they 

make choices about investing in a college education.

4.	 Lead on Price Transparency. Students and families 

indicated a preference for public institutions to take the 

lead on price transparency, but they also seemed willing 

to support some government action. Based on these 

responses, colleges and universities have an opportunity to 

define their own standards for clear and reliable information 

about costs, financial aid, and affordability. By proactively 

addressing the concerns of students and families about 

confusion and predictability, institutions can lead the way 

in rebuilding trust in postsecondary education. 

Students, families, and the general public clearly want colleges to 

address the issues of cost confusion and affordability, but there 

is not a singular solution to this problem. This research provides 

new insights on how trust and affordability are intertwined, and 

common principles for simplifying prices and rebuilding trust. 

These and other context-specific actions may be the first steps 

forward in a path toward greater trust and partnership. 
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A Call to Action to Improve  
College Pricing and Affordability
Justin Draeger, Senior Vice President, Affordability 
Strada Education Foundation

When people cannot understand college pricing, they are 

more likely to question whether schools prioritize revenue 

over educating students. For many students and families, 

the college pricing system can feel as though it is designed 

for insiders. These doubts, coupled with an overall sense of 

uncertainty, undermine trust in higher education. 

This report confirms that students and families see 

postsecondary education as essential to their goals and 

opportunities. However, they remain uneasy about costs, 

student debt, and a complex pricing system that erodes their 

confidence in the value and fairness of higher education. A large 

part of that uneasiness stems from an inability to determine 

whether postsecondary education actually is affordable. 

For many people, affordability is determined by both actual 

cost and perceptions, namely their level of confidence and 

understanding of college pricing. 

Cost is about the numbers: the published tuition, net price 

after grants and scholarships, and return on investment. 

By many measures, net prices have stabilized, and in some 

sectors, inflation-adjusted prices have even declined 

over the last decade. On paper, the case for the value of 

postsecondary education remains very strong. 

Perception is about how students and families experience 

college costs and whether they understand and trust what 

colleges tell them about their ability to afford to attend.  

The perceived affordability of postsecondary education 

influences enrollment decisions as much as, if not more  

than, the actual financial calculations. Key questions  

include whether students understand what they will pay,  

trust the numbers and messaging they receive from  

colleges, believe that current financial aid will persist,  

and feel confident enough in the process and eventual  

payoffs to enroll. 
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To be clear, for too many students and families, particularly 

those at the middle and lower ends of the income scale, 

college costs remain a very real barrier. Still, even for low-

cost institutions, the gap between actual cost and perceived 

affordability means that low net prices and strong returns 

fail to persuade families lacking confidence in the system. 

Many institutions already are working hard to close this gap, 

but this research suggests that restoring trust will require 

collective action across the sector: structural changes 

to pricing and financial aid, combined with clearer, more 

transparent messaging. 

Colleges alone are not responsible for the confusion that 

surrounds college pricing and affordability. The pricing 

system that students encounter today was based on 

mostly well-intentioned policies and institutional practices 

built over decades. Along with postsecondary institutions, 

federal and state leaders also played an important role in 

constructing the current system. But colleges are where 

financial decision-making meets real-life experience. If 

higher education hopes to rebuild trust with students and 

families, we need to acknowledge and move beyond the 

status quo. 

This report shows that greater clarity and predictability 

around college pricing are among the most effective tools for 

restoring confidence in higher education. But while providing 

more clarity and greater transparency will help address some 

of the confusion, rebuilding trust also may require significant 

structural reforms around price modeling, financial aid 

packaging, and communications. 

Institutions that are willing to lead on price transparency 

will help set a new standard for the entire higher education 

community. Students and families are looking to institutions 

to lead the way. They don’t expect perfection, just clear and 

predictable information they can trust.

Strada is committed to supporting institutions that are ready 

to lead. We’re working with higher education associations 

and a growing network of “lighthouse” institutions already 

rethinking their pricing and financial aid models and 

communications around clarity and predictability. We’ll 

be releasing case studies on tuition resets and other 

transparency efforts, along with practical playbooks and 

frameworks institutions can use to reconsider their own 

admissions, financial aid, and pricing strategies.

To stay connected to Strada’s price transparency work as 

case studies, playbooks, and new resources are released, 

subscribe to Strada’s newsletter at strada.org. Institutions 

that are ready to begin today should start with student-

centered enrollment management principles at  

https://www.strada.org/news-insights/student-

centered-enrollment-management-principles, 

developed by and for the field.
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Appendix
T A B L E  1 : 

Most common reasons pursuing a college 
education would be worth it

High School 
Students

Parents of 
High School 

Students
College 

Students

Parents 
of College 
Students

Prospective 
Adult 

Learners Average

Have financial stability in the future 35% 31% 28% 31% 34% 31%

Be able to pursue a career and have job opportunities 32% 32% 30% 33% 27% 30%

Will gain valuable knowledge and skills applicable to 
“my”/“their” career

27% 29% 25% 26% 23% 25%

Find and prepare for a fulfilling career 25% 23% 22% 27% 22% 23%

Will have the diploma and credentials needed to get 
ahead in life

21% 18% 21% 22% 19% 20%

Experience that builds life skills to be independent and 
self-sufficient

16% 26% 14% 21% 11% 16%

Broaden my/their world view, experience, and knowledge 14% 18% 14% 16% 14% 15%

Be able to become the best version of 
“myself”/“themselves” 

13% 15% 15% 11% 16% 14%

Be able to generate and accumulate wealth 14% 12% 13% 9% 20% 14%

Be able to continue to the next step in my/their 
education and professional training 

14% 10% 15% 15% 12% 13%

Have a sense of success or accomplishment 14% 14% 11% 11% 17% 13%

Build a network and get to meet new people 8% 10% 16% 13% 10% 12%

Develop work ethic and self-motivation 11% 14% 12% 13% 9% 11%

Be able to do meaningful or fulfilling work helping others 11% 7% 12% 9% 11% 10%

Allows pursuit of personal interests 9% 9% 11% 10% 12% 10%

Become a better decision-maker 9% 6% 9% 7% 7% 8%

Develop a love of learning about new things 6% 8% 9% 6% 8% 7%

Be able to set a good example for family and others 7% 3% 8% 3% 10% 7%

Be able to communicate effectively with others 5% 5% 7% 7% 6% 6%

Be able to handle any issue and solve any problem 7% 5% 5% 6% 6% 6%

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

5% 3% 5% 3% 6% 5%

Other 0% 0% 0% 1% 1% 0%
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T A B L E  2 :  

The most important things when it comes 
to making choices about where to pursue 
a college education32

 
High School 

Students

Parents of 
High School 

Students
College 

Students

Parents 
of College 
Students

Prospective 
Adult 

Learners Average

Cost - The total cost of attendance, including tuition, 
fees, and room and board.

34% 35% 38% 33% 40% 37%

Affordability - Financial aid options and potential  
debt burden.

33% 35% 33% 32% 43% 35%

Quality of desired program - The quality of the program 
or major that a student plans to pursue and alignment 
with career goals.

35% 33% 28% 40% 24% 31%

Overall quality - The college should have strong 
academics, courses, and faculty.

30% 31% 30% 32% 27% 30%

Job opportunities - The job prospects and ability to gain 
relevant experience in the desired field after graduation.

28% 32% 27% 26% 34% 29%

Location - The college’s geographic location, distance 
from home, and ease of access.

23% 23% 28% 25% 21% 24%

Career preparation - Work-based learning, internships, 
and other experiences.

26% 28% 20% 25% 20% 23%

Career guidance and services - Strong career services 
can provide valuable resources to help the student 
secure a good job after graduation.

16% 19% 11% 14% 17% 15%

Reputation - The college’s reputation, name recognition, 
and prestige.

14% 12% 17% 16% 13% 15%

Campus life and culture - Factors such as the overall 
campus culture and community and feeling a sense 
of belonging.

14% 12% 17% 12% 8% 13%

Online options - The availability of online classes, 
especially for colleges that are not close by.

9% 6% 8% 9% 22% 11%

Campus opportunities - Availability of extracurricular 
activities, internships, study abroad, and other  
enriching experiences.

12% 10% 12% 10% 8% 11%

Commitment to students - The school really  
cares about students and is committed to helping  
them be successful.

8% 13% 9% 9% 9% 9%

Campus amenities - The overall physical campus, 
including walkability, size, dining options, and aesthetics.

8% 6% 10% 6% 5% 7%

Alumni network - Strong community of alumni who can 
offer networking, mentorship, and career opportunities.

6% 3% 6% 6% 4% 5%

Feedback from current students - Hearing about the 
experiences of current students at the college.

4% 3% 6% 3% 5% 5%

Other  - * * 2% - 0%
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T A B L E  3 :  

Solutions that would help make pursuing a 
college education more affordable33 

 
High School 

Students

Parents of 
High School 

Students
College 

Students

Parents 
of College 
Students

Prospective 
Adult 

Learners Average

Cost transparency – Schools clearly list all costs (housing, 
meals, books, fees) so you know exactly what to expect.

67% 75% 65% 72% 66% 68%

A four-year price guarantee – You have a firm price and 
your annual costs won’t change as long as you are enrolled 
full time and making progress toward your degree. 

67% 68% 63% 71% 60% 65%

A four-year financial aid guarantee – Scholarships and 
grants stay the same every year as long as you meet the 
same basic requirements.

65% 67% 63% 64% 62% 64%

Tuition payment plans with no extra fees – You can spread 
out payments over time without paying interest or extra fees.

64% 68% 58% 66% 64% 63%

A single, all-in price for the year – The school gives you 
one clear number that includes tuition, fees, grants, and 
scholarships — so there are no surprises and no hidden fees.

62% 71% 59% 66% 60% 62%

Up-front price guarantee – You receive your price to 
attend and financial aid offer at the same time you 
receive your letter of admittance.

63% 66% 58% 59% 60% 61%

A cap on student debt – The school has programs and 
policies in place to reduce or eliminate debt and guarantees 
a graduate won’t ever exceed the school’s debt limit. 

61% 65% 58% 58% 61% 60%

Guaranteed $10,000 out-of-pocket limit – Once a 
student has paid $10,000 in any given year, the college 
covers all additional expenses. 

62% 58% 53% 55% 57% 57%

Help with unexpected expenses – The school provides 
funds you don’t have to pay back so you can keep 
attending classes if you are ever stuck in a short-term 
financial emergency.

53% 54% 53% 44% 55% 52%

Flat-rate full-time student tuition – You pay the same 
amount no matter how many credit hours and courses 
you take during a term.

49% 42% 45% 40% 49% 46%

Flat-rate pricing for books or supplies – A set price for all 
the books and supplies you need each term, no matter 
what your courses are.

52% 52% 41% 45% 51% 47%

Universal tuition – You pay the same price no matter 
what you choose to major in and study.

49% 47% 42% 44% 45% 45%

Early pricing guarantees – An accurate estimate of how 
much you’ll actually pay to attend a school when you are 
in the first two years of high school. 

46% 45% 43% 37% 45% 43%

A way to pay based on your future salary – The school 
lets you defer tuition payments and pay it back later 
based on how much you earn after graduation.

44% 40% 42% 31% 46% 42%

Net price calculators – Easy to find, simple to use, and 
provide accurate, personalized estimates. 

40% 39% 42% 41% 41% 41%

A student employment program in which your wages go 
directly to pay your tuition – The school helps you secure 
a job on or off campus and what you earn goes straight 
toward your tuition bill.

36% 34% 40% 30% 37% 36%

Cost comparisons and ROI data – Clear return on 
investment that factors in major, location, and retention/
graduation rates.

35% 33% 36% 31% 33% 34%
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T A B L E  4 : 

Support for governmental action34

High 
School 

Students

Parents 
of High 
School 

Students
College 

Students

Parents 
of College 
Students

Prospective 
Adult 

Learners
General 

Population Average

Requiring colleges and universities 
to provide accurate and complete 
information about all the costs of 
education up-front in a way that 
is consistent across all colleges

87% 85% 80% 84% 80% 84% 83%

Requiring colleges and universities 
to provide greater transparency  
on their spending

86% 86% 80% 82% 81% 81% 82%

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

83% 78% 80% 78% 78% 79% 80%

Setting tuition caps at public colleges  
and universities

82% 81% 74% 78% 75% 73% 77%

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

81% 74% 73% 71% 79% 71% 75%

Increasing public funding to public 
colleges and universities

78% 75% 74% 69% 75% 67% 73%

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

77% 67% 68% 61% 73% 67% 69%

Providing taxpayer funding for more 
scholarships and grants to students

74% 70% 68% 62% 68% 59% 67%

Mandating that colleges cut operating 
costs to reduce tuition costs

69% 60% 54% 57% 57% 58% 59%

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

60% 54% 50% 53% 52% 51% 53%
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