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 Over the last few decades, the cost of 

higher education in the United States has 

grown at a rate outpacing inflation. According 

to Department of Education statistics, the 

average cost of an education at a four year 

university has gone up by 34 percent over the 

last decade.
1
 Taxpayers are also footing the 

growing bill for higher education. Every year 

federal and state governments spend tens of 

billions of taxpayer dollars on direct grants 

and payments to individual colleges and 

universities.  

 

Yet these huge increases in costs have 

not coincided with increases in educational 

quality. University budgets have become 

bloated. Schools across the nation are 

spending more money on high salaries, 

unnecessary research projects, higher than 

necessary student to faculty ratios, and costly 

new facilities. Faculty expenses makes up a 

large portion of growing costs. Tenured 

professors commonly teach fewer than two 

courses per semester, and engage in frivolous 

research projects that fail to bring in revenue. 

Yet students and taxpayers continue to pay the 

growing bill.  

                                                 
1 “Average undergraduate tuition and fees and room and board 

rates charged for full-time students in degree-granting 

institutions, by type and control of institution: 1964-65 

through 2009-10”, US Department of Education Institute of 

Educational Sciences, available at available at 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_345.asp  

 

Unfortunately, in Texas, costs have 

grown by 67.8% since 2004, a rate faster than 

the national average.
2
 Texas Governor Rick 

Perry is pursuing education reform to combat 

the inefficient and expensive higher education 

system that provides large benefits to tenured 

professors at the expense of students and 

taxpayers.  

 

THE FOCUS OF HIGHER EDUCATION IS 

MISPLACED 

 

The tenure system has slowly shifted 

the primary purpose of higher education from 

educating students to protecting faculty 

benefits. Once a professor earns tenure, he or 

she no longer has an external incentive to 

improve as an educator or be concerned about 

the quality or the cost of the education that the 

university provides. Professors at state 

universities have light required workloads, 

often professors are only required to teach one 

or two classes a semester, yet earn large 

salaries and pensions.  Many professors are 

excellent educators and scholars who 

diligently apply themselves to work for the 

students. But tenure also protects lazy faculty 

                                                 
2 Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, available at 

http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/Reports/PDF/2266.PDF?CFID=1

9745344&CFTOKEN=43701978  

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_345.asp
http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/Reports/PDF/2266.PDF?CFID=19745344&CFTOKEN=43701978
http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/Reports/PDF/2266.PDF?CFID=19745344&CFTOKEN=43701978
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members who teach the minimum amount of 

classes, and put minimal effort into teaching.  

 

Much of the blame for growing costs 

can be placed directly on tenure. Across the 

nation, average professor salaries have 

outpaced inflation, growing from $52,810 in 

1990 to $103,684 in 2010.
3
 The best 

professors are worth their cost, but lazy 

inefficient professors are also protected by 

tenure. Tenured professors who teach more 

than the minimum amount of classes, and seek 

to improve as educators do so only because 

they value the education their students receive. 

Those who do not share their convictions will 

still receive the same benefits, and 

consequently have no incentive to control 

costs or do more work than necessary. 

 

Most colleges and universities, both 

public and private, are structured as non-profit 

                                                 
3
 US Department of Education Institute of Educational 

Sciences, available at 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_267.asp  

rather than for-profit institutions. For non-

profit schools, “profits” are not officially 

recorded on paper but are disguised as 

spending on unnecessary expenses such as 

high salaries and benefits, light faculty 

workloads, and unnecessary new building 

projects.  

 

Of course, most administrators and 

faculty are not actively trying to scam their 

students, or embezzle taxpayer funds into their 

own pockets.  Rather, many educators are 

simply not concerned with the rising costs of 

education. For-profit institutions are 

responsible to stockholders and must consider 

all expenses in an attempt to minimize costs. 

Within the largely non-profit world of 

academia, on the other hand, no cost is too 

high as long as it furthers the university’s 

prestige, or the cause of education. 

Consequently huge spending on more faculty, 

new programs, new research, and new 

facilities are seen as necessary expenses. 

 

 The rising costs of education are not 

borne by college faculties and administrations, 

Figure One 

 
All values measured in inflation adjusted US dollars. Source: US Department of Education. 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_267.asp
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but are paid by students and taxpayers.  

Donations received by colleges are generally 

not used to lower tuition, but to finance new 

spending. Unsurprisingly, both spending by 

universities and the cost of education have 

experienced rapid growth. Over the last 30 

years the average inflation adjusted cost of a 

four year degree has more than doubled,
4
 but 

the average salary eared by college graduates 

has remained relatively constant.
5
 (See Figure 

One) Students, their families, and taxpayers 

are spending more of their money every year 

on higher education. 

 

 

                                                 
4 “Average undergraduate tuition and fees and room and board 

rates charged for full-time students in degree-granting 

institutions, by type and control of institution: 1964-65 

through 2009-10”, US Department of Education Institute of 

Educational Sciences, available at 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_345.asp  
5 “Median annual earnings of full-time, full-year wage and 

salary workers ages 25–34, by sex and educational 

attainment: Selected years, 1980–2008”, US Department of 

Education Institute of Educational Sciences, available at 

http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=77  

TEXAS IS OUTPACING THE NATION 

 

Although the growing cost of higher 

education is a national problem, the cost of 

public education in Texas is above than the 

national average (See Figure Two).
6
 High 

costs create heavy burdens on the state’s 

taxpayers and students. Texas taxpayers 

should not be required to pay into the system 

to provide jobs to unproductive faculty, or to 

fund frivolous research projects.  

 

                                                 
6 “Tuition Over Time, 1999-2010”, The Chronicle of Higher 

Education, available at http://chronicle.com/article/Interactive-

Tool-Tuition-Over/125043/  

Figure Two 

 
All values measured in inflation adjusted US dollars. Source: US Department of Education 
and The Chronicle of Higher Education. 

 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_345.asp
http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=77
http://chronicle.com/article/Interactive-Tool-Tuition-Over/125043/
http://chronicle.com/article/Interactive-Tool-Tuition-Over/125043/
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Taxes are collected to support the 

Texas public university system with the 

understanding that the money is going to 

educate young Texans. Every year students 

and families are paying more and more for the 

same education.  The goal of Texas state 

universities should be to make an excellent 

education accessible to Texas students. 

Unfortunately a university system plagued by 

unrestrained cost increases is not fulfilling its 

obligation to the students.  

 

Texans are not getting a return on their 

growing investment in higher education. Over 

the last several years the costs have been 

rapidly rising, but Texas schools have failed to 

improve their low graduation rates. Graduation 

rates in Texas are below the national average 

and are showing no sign of improving. Over 

the last decade, six-year graduation rates have 

hovered at just under 50 percent, a rate below 

the national average.
7
 (See Figure Three) Over 

half of students that begin a four year degree at 

a Texas school fail to complete their degree 

within six years.  Four-year graduation rates 

are even worse. According to Gov. Perry’s 

office only 28.6 percent of students attending 

Texas colleges and universities will complete 

their degree on time (within 4 years).
8
  

 

Governor Perry has said “our 

universities are not fulfilling their essential 

mission in our culture, which is to teach our 

children.”
9
  Texas universities have let costs 

grow out of control, proof that they are more 

interested in protecting the interests of the 

                                                 
7 National Center for Higher Education Management Systems 

Information Center, available at 

http://www.higheredinfo.org/dbrowser/?level=nation&mode=

graph&state=0&submeasure=27   
8
 Rick Perry, “Separating Truth from Fiction in Higher 

Education Research”, May 16, 2011, available at 

http://governor.state.tx.us/news/editorial/16132/   

 
9Quoted in: Dick Armey, “Texas in Desperate Need of Higher 

Education Reform” 

 

Figure Three 

 
Source: National Center For Higher Education Management Systems and The Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board 

http://www.higheredinfo.org/dbrowser/?level=nation&mode=graph&state=0&submeasure=27
http://www.higheredinfo.org/dbrowser/?level=nation&mode=graph&state=0&submeasure=27
http://governor.state.tx.us/news/editorial/16132/
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academic establishment than educating Texas 

students.  

 

A recent study of University of Texas 

faculty revealed just how much taxpayer and 

tuition money is wasted in the Texas 

university system. The study examined the 

economic efficiency of Texas professors and 

faculty, finding a vast disparity between the 

most efficient faculty and the least efficient 

faculty. As it turns out, the bulk of the 

teaching done at Texas is done by a minority 

of the professors. The most productive 20 

percent of the faculty do 57 percent of the 

teaching, but only consume 28 percent of the 

total faculty costs.  

 

On the other hand, the least productive 

20 percent of the faculty teach only 2 percent 

of the students yet consume 9 percent of the 

faculty budget in salary, benefits, and 

overhead costs.
10

 The same trend holds true 

when it comes to research.  The top 20 percent 

of the research faculty brought in 99.8 percent 

of the external research funding, while 77 

percent of the faculty brought in no external 

research, requiring university subsidization for 

all of their research. Just by releasing the least 

productive faculty, and redistributing their 

small workload to the other faculty, the 

University of Texas could save an astounding 

$266 million a year; enough money to lower 

tuition by more than 50 percent, or return over 

75 percent of the taxpayer funded subsidy that 

the university received from the state.
11

   

                                                 
10

 Richard Vedder, Christopher Matgouranis, and Jonathan 

Robe, Faculty Productivity and Costs at the University of 

Texas at Austin, Center for College Affordability and 

productivity, available at 

http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_

Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf   
11

 Richard Vedder, Christopher Matgouranis, and Jonathan 

Robe, Faculty Productivity and Costs at the University of 

Texas at Austin, Center for College Affordability and 

productivity, available at 

http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_

Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf   

 

The situation at the University of Texas 

reveals just how broken the Texas higher 

education system is. Inefficient professors who 

add little to no value to the school pull in huge 

salaries costing the university hundreds of 

millions of dollars a year. The average salary 

for UT professors in 2011 was $136,500, well 

above the national average.
12

 In 2010 in-state 

tuition at Texas grew to $9,165,
13

 and the 

University received a $344 million subsidy 

from the state. Yet in the same year more than 

700 professors taught on average only 63 

students and brought in no external research 

funding.
14

  

 

The tuition increases seen at Texas 

schools are not correlated with better results, 

nor are they the result of decreased state and 

federal funding.  Texas schools have simply 

become more inefficient. Every year Texas 

colleges and universities require more funds, 

which must be paid by students and taxpayers, 

to do the same job. Analysis of past budgets 

from Texas A&M reveals that the total cost 

per student has increased by more than $5,000 

over the last decade, as the university 

continues to consume more and more 

money(See Figure 4).
15

   

 

 Fixing the situation seems like 

common sense; growing costs could be 

controlled just by letting go of the most 

                                                 
12

 The Chronicle of Higher Education available at 

http://chronicle.com/article/Interactive-Database-

2011/126972/  
13

 13 Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, available at 

http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/Reports/PDF/2266.PDF?CFID=1

9745344&CFTOKEN=43701978 
14

 Richard Vedder, Christopher Matgouranis, and Jonathan 

Robe, Faculty Productivity and Costs at the University of 

Texas at Austin, Center for College Affordability and 

productivity, available at 

http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_

Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf   
15

 Texas A&M University Division of Budget and 

Planning, available at http://finance.tamu.edu/budget/  

http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf
http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf
http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf
http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf
http://chronicle.com/article/Interactive-Database-2011/126972/
http://chronicle.com/article/Interactive-Database-2011/126972/
http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/Reports/PDF/2266.PDF?CFID=19745344&CFTOKEN=43701978
http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/Reports/PDF/2266.PDF?CFID=19745344&CFTOKEN=43701978
http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf
http://www.centerforcollegeaffordability.org/uploads/Faculty_Productivity_UT-Austin_report.pdf
http://finance.tamu.edu/budget/
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ineffective faculty. Eliminating waste at all 

levels could lower the costs of education, 

generating savings which could be passed 

down to Texan students and taxpayers. 

 

 However, waste is entrenched in the 

system. Tenure protects lazy professors who 

teach few classes and carry out frivolous 

research projects, and schools sink millions of 

dollars into hiring unnecessary faculty, and 

building unnecessary facilities. Texas students 

and taxpayers pay to support the higher 

education system and deserve to get as much 

out of it as possible.  

 

Unfortunately, the current system is a 

black hole, requiring continually increasing 

amounts of money to pay for the same results, 

and is in need of comprehensive reform.  

 

REFORMING THE SYSTEM 

 

Gov. Perry has made the reform of 

Texas higher education one of the top 

priorities of his administration. “Like all 

Texans should be, I am committed to 

improving higher education by making our 

colleges more accessible and affordable; 

improving accountability and transparency in 

our schools; improving graduation rates; and 

making sure taxpayers are getting the most 

from the schools, teachers, and research they 

help fund.”
16

  

 

The Texas higher education system is in 

need of free-market oriented reforms. Simple 

common sense reforms could bring 

skyrocketing costs under control, and create an 

atmosphere of increased transparency and 

accountability. Ultimately, Texas needs a 

system which is structured around the needs of 

its customers, the students and taxpayers of 

Texas. The current system is structured to 

benefit tenured faculty members. Professors 

and other faculty members are certainly 

important to the university system, and quality 

                                                 
16 Rick Perry, “Separating Truth from Fiction in Higher 

Education Research”, May 16, 2011, available at 

http://governor.state.tx.us/news/editorial/16132/   

 
Figure Four 

 

 
All values measured in US Dollars. Source Texas A&M University Division of Budget and Planning 

http://governor.state.tx.us/news/editorial/16132/
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faculty should be rewarded for their excellent 

work, but the State colleges and universities 

primary concern should be the students’ 

education. Students should be able to receive 

an excellent education at an affordable price. 

By cutting out waste, and enhancing faculty 

accountability, simple reforms could go a long 

way to controlling costs and making Texas 

education work for the students of Texas.   

 

There is a lack of accountability for 

tenured professors. In the free market the 

compensation that an individual receives is 

tied to the quality of work he does and the 

benefits he provides to his clients. Under the 

current university system, professors are not 

compensated based on the quality of work they 

do, or the productive value that they provide 

their university. Many tenured professors are 

poor educators or wasteful researchers, 

provide almost no return in exchange for their 

high salaries, and have little incentive to 

improve their teaching skills or teach more 

than the minimum required number of classes. 

College professors should not be excused from 

the market competition that everyone else is 

subjected to. The system needs to be reformed 

so that professors are objectively evaluated on 

both their teaching skills and on their output 

compared to the salary and benefits they 

receive. School administrations, governing 

boards, and the state legislature must be able 

to objectively measure faculty efficiency, so 

that they can reward excellent professors and 

release professors who are routinely failing the 

students.  

 

Many professors are effective 

researchers, or effective educators, but not 

both. Under the current system professors who 

engage in both research and teaching are 

compensated for both, even though they might 

be poor teachers or engage in frivolous 

research projects. Texas’s students deserve the 

best possible educators. Students should not 

have to struggle through classes taught by poor 

teachers, or pay for professors to carry out 

worthless research projects.  The Texas 

university system needs to be reformed so that 

professors are compensated separately for 

research and teaching. Teaching should be 

done by professors who excel at teaching, 

while research should be left to professors who 

do excellent and productive research.  The 

system needs to be reformed so that professors 

who wish to engage in both research and 

teaching must be effective in both areas, and 

professors who are poor educators and poor 

researchers are no longer able to slip through 

the system.  

 

The tenure system protects ineffective 

faculty, and preserves the current status quo. 

The salaries and benefits of tenured faculty are 

one of Texas colleges’ largest costs, and 

ineffective, tenured professors who earn large 

salaries yet teach few classes drive costs up. 

Tenure needs to be reformed, so that 

professors are required to demonstrate strong 

teaching skills over a longer period of time 

before tenure can be earned.  Professors who 

want to be protected by tenure should be 

required to prove their commitment to the 

school’s students by consistently teaching 

more than the minimum amount of classes, 

before they are considered for tenure.  

 

The goal of the university system should 

be education. Consequently, universities 

should be measured on their results: how much 

the students learn, how prepared students are 

for future careers or education, and the quality 

of research performed at the university. 

Currently Texas schools are evaluated 

primarily on input factors such as: the quality 

of their facilities, student-to-faculty ratios, and 

the prestige of their faculty. All of these 

factors are of course important, but should be 

secondary to the universities’ primary goal of 

educating students.  If a university is failing to 

educate students the prestige of its faculty, or 

the size of its budget are irrelevant.  University 
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management also needs to evaluate and reward 

professors based on outcomes, their 

effectiveness as an educator or quality 

researcher. Professors who have shown 

themselves to be high-quality and cost-

effective researchers or educators should be 

rewarded through promotion, tenure, or 

bonuses; incentivizing excellent teaching and 

research. In a free market businesses and 

individuals are rewarded based on their results. 

Universities and professors should be 

evaluated and rewarded based on how well 

they educate students. 

 

Countless Texans, including Governor 

Perry, are calling for common sense reforms, 

to control costs and increase the accountability 

of Texas’ public colleges and universities.  On 

the other hand, much of the academic 

establishment believes in the status-quo 

system and is opposed to reforming Texas’s 

universities.  Both sides may be looking out 

for what they believe is in the best interest of 

Texas education, but a system where costs 

continue rise out of control is not serving the 

students of Texas or the taxpayers. Although 

the higher education system in Texas is in 

need of reform it is not much different from 

the higher education system across the nation. 

What makes Texas different is the strong 

desire of Texas’s people and elected leaders to 

make higher education work for students.  If 

higher education in Texas is going to work for 

the students the higher education system is in 

need of reform.  

 

The Texas University system is not 

fulfilling its obligation to the students of 

Texas. Texas colleges and universities need to 

ask themselves: “What is the purpose of higher 

education in Texas?” If their answer is to 

provide faculty with comfortable positions, to 

increase the prestige of the university, or to 

maximize research budgets then no reform is 

necessary. But if the purpose of Texas higher 

education is to provide Texas students with an 

affordable world-class education, then the 

system is in need of serious reform. Texan 

leaders from the Governor to concerned 

citizens across the state have had the courage 

to envision a university system that works for 

the students instead of the higher education 

establishment. Hopefully Texas has the resolve 

to make that vision a reality.  

 

 

 

 

 


