
UC Berkeley used to be a true bargain,
but those days are gone. The price of

an education from Cal and the Bay Area’s
other public universities
has been rising faster
than that of their national
peers. These cost
increases have out-
stripped both inflation
and financial aid, burden-

ing many undergraduates with more debt
than ever before.

This spike in tuition follows a century
of nearly free education at Berkeley, ever
since California Governor Harry Haight
signed its charter in 1868 and the school
quickly became the West’s best public uni-
versity. In 1962, the New York Times Maga-
zine proclaimed, “The University of Cali-
fornia, pride of an education-conscious
state, has solved the great problem of com-
bining size with excellence.” At the time,
Cal’s annual student fees still had not yet
breached the $100 mark, a nominal price
easily covered by a part-time job. A stu-
dent working twenty hours per week
could even graduate several thousand dol-
lars in the black. But now, nearly half of
Berkeley students graduate in debt.

California’s educational crown jewel
still looms large in reputation among
public research universities — but so does
its term bill. Between academic year
2000-01 and 2006-07, Cal’s undergradu-
ate sticker price jumped 64 percent — a
greater rate of increase than local private
colleges and many comparable public
schools. Even after adjusting for infla-
tion, the cost of attending Cal still leapt
by a whopping 40 percent.

“We are pricing students out of col-
lege,” says Murray Haberman, director
of the California Postsecondary Educa-
tion Commission. “If we don’t put more
money into higher ed, we could see a
very negative impact on the state’s econ-
omy, because we will have a less-edu-
cated citizenry.”

The structure of the university ’s
budget and the state’s waning commit-
ment to higher education is at the root of
the fee increases, Haberman notes.
Unlike K-12 education and community
colleges, higher education is not legally
guaranteed state funding. Only two other
parts of the budget are similarly discre-

tionary: corrections and state payroll.
And when it ’s time to slash budgets,
higher ed is the easiest target. State law-
makers prefer to cut college funding
because they know the money can be
recouped by raising student fees. State
fee revenue has rocketed to $3 billion,
Haberman says,
from $132 million
in 1975. “They have
balanced the books
on the backs of stu-
dents,” he says.

Although public
higher education
has become less
affordable across
the nation, the sit-
uation in California
is worse than else-
where. According to the National Center
for Public Policy and Higher Education’s
2006 Report Card on Higher Education,
California garnered an index score of
just 42 out of 100 for “Family Ability to
Pay at Public Four-Year Colleges.” Utah,
Hawaii, and Idaho, the best-performing
states in this category, scored 85, 75, and
74, respectively. California is ranked 38th
among the 50 states.

Cal is pricey even when compared to

other prestigious public universities. US
News and World Report named UC Berke-
ley the top public university for 2007. But
the joint runners-up, University of Michi-
gan at Ann Arbor and University of Vir-
ginia, were a bargain by comparison.
While Cal and Michigan cost about the

same in 2000, their
difference has since
blossomed into a
$2,700 gap, while
Virginia students
now pay nearly
$6,000 less than
their Berkeley coun-
terparts.

And while Cal
still appears cheap
next to private Bay
Area schools such

as Stanford and Santa Clara, even that
gap is closing. The cost of attending the
latter schools rose 34 and 47 percent
respectively since 2000, while Cal’s total
rose 64 percent.

If there is good news, it ’s that the
average Cal student received more than
twice the financial aid last year than in
2000. Even so, the aid increase didn’t
match the rise in attendance costs.
What’s more, the average student now

comes from a slightly lower-income
background, meaning that even as costs
increase, families are less able to pay.

How, then, are Cal students paying for
college? Working more than ever, for one.
During the past academic year, the average
student took in 37 percent more in federal
and state work-study income than in
2000-01 (adjusted for inflation), and
worked more hours per week.

Berkeley’s financial aid office has done
an admirable job of converting loans to
scholarships and grants and attracting fed-
eral Pell grants for the lowest-income stu-
dents. But neither these efforts nor the ris-
ing work-study income have kept pace
with the costs. Student debt has increased
24 percent since 2000 — last year, the aver-
age Cal undergrad was in hock for $7,690.

“This is very contrary to the fundamen-
tal principles of the Master Plan for
Higher Education,” Haberman says, refer-
ring to the guidelines lawmakers adopted
in 1960 committing the state to affordable
and accessible public higher education.
“This is real bad, overall, for society.” The
increasing debt loads and a predicted drop
in high school graduation rates may lead
to a “precipitous” decline in college enroll-
ment, he warns.

The fee hikes will prove particularly
problematic for the state university sys-
tem, because it lacks the funds to recruit
top students, Haberman says. Local
state universities remain far cheaper
than Cal, according to College Board
data, but cost increases there also are
outpacing inflation and financial aid. At
San Francisco State, total charges have
jumped $3,000 between 2000 and 2007,
while average student aid increased only
$500. This trend is apparent throughout
the CSU system. 

Debtwise, however, SF State is improv-
ing. Students there are actually borrowing
less than in 2000, and are earning three
times as much in work-study. Conse-
quently, the average student debt has
fallen a full fifth, down to $6,822 for the
last school year.

SF State remains on the expensive
side, however, costing roughly $2,000
more per year than schools such as
Florida State and Texas A&M. But if debt
is king in this credit-driven nation, SF
State can be proud, as its loan cutbacks
have left students with less debt than
either school.

Although Haberman’s California Post-
secondary Education Commission
recently issued a report requesting a five-
year freeze on student fees, he admits
there is little hope of affordability return-
ing any time soon. “That won’t happen
this year,” he says. In 2004, Governor
Arnold Schwarzenegger entered into a
compact with the UCs and CSUs that lets
them raise student fees by as much as 10
percent in any given year until the com-
pact expires in 2011. “It’s a very strong
chance that fees will increase until then.”

So much for 1960s idealism. ■
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Spare an Education?

As Cal and other public colleges
grow pricier, financial aid 

fails to close the gap.
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Higher Education Costs Keep Rising
The price of public higher education in California have been steadily outpacing the costs of infla-
tion, and costs at other state university systems and even top-tier private universities.

CCOOSSTTSS DDEEBBTT
TTOOPP--TTIIEERR PPUUBBLLIICC 22000000--0011 22000066--0077 IInnccrreeaassee 22000000--0011 22000066--0077 IInnccrreeaassee
UUCC  BBeerrkkeelleeyy $12,763 $20,874 64% $6,221 $7,690 24%
UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  MMiicchhiiggaann $12,706 $18,149 43% $6,181 $11,150 80%
UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  TTeexxaass $8,688 $15,806 82% $6,634 $8,124 22%
UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  VViirrggiinniiaa $8,927 $14,754 65% $5,252 $6,176 18%
UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  FFlloorriiddaa** $7,696 $9,796 27% $6,627 $6,238 -6%

SSTTAATTEE  UUNNIIVVEERRSSIITTIIEESS
SSFF  SSttaattee $8,960 $12,010 34% $8,737 $6,822 -22%
CCSSUU  SSyysstteemm** $8,002 $11,693 46% NA NA 0%
FFlloorriiddaa  SSttaattee $7,903 $10,085 28% $9,498 $6,991 -26%
TTeexxaass  AA&&MM  UUnniivveerrssiittyy $8,309 $9,941 20% $4,781 $11,148 133%

PPRRIIVVAATTEE  UUNNIIVVEERRSSIITTIIEESS
SSttaannffoorrdd  UUnniivveerrssiittyy** $32,746 $43,786 34% $8,488 $9,109 7%
SSaannttaa  CCllaarraa  UUnniivveerrssiittyy** $28,050 $41,280 47% $15,221 $12,343 -19%
SSaaiinntt  MMaarryy’’ss  CCoolllleeggee** $27,255 $31,440 15% $9,239 $18,135 96%

Reporting by Jeremy Singer-Vine, Kathleen Richards, and Stephen Buel, from data reported by schools themselves.

*University of Florida debt combines data from 2000-01 and 2001-02. Cal State’s costs actually measure the increase
between 1999-2000 and 2005-06; no debt data is available. Stanford debt numbers are based on data combined from 1999-
2000 and 2000-01. Santa Clara debt figures are from 1999-2000, not 2000-01. Saint Mary’s costs are based on data from
2000-01 and 2001-02.

A  H I G H E R  C O S T  O F  S T R I V I N G

To compare costs, aid, and student
indebtedness for local colleges and their
out-of-state counterparts, the Express
analyzed a national educational survey
known as the Common Data Set for fall
2000 through spring 2007. The cost
totals include in-state tuition, required
fees, and room and board. Financial aid
comprises federal, state, and outside
grants; scholarship, tuition waivers, and
athletic awards. Average indebtedness
includes average student indebtedness
and also loans incurred by the parents of
students.


