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the country and weigh the options before you, it is

important to be aware of how colleges differ and
what kind of educational experience each college offers
you. In every state in the country, you will find both public
and private colleges and universities. What are the
differences between public and private colleges, and how
should you approach the decision to attend one or the
other? What are some common misconceptions regarding
both public and private colleges that you should know
about before'you eliminate an entire category of institution
from your list of prospective schools?

As' you survey the thousands of four-year colleges in

WHAT ARE THE BASIC CHARACTERISTICS
OF PUBLIC AND PRIVATE INSTITUTIONS?

Over the course of the nation’s history, what began as a
small group of mostly church-affiliated colleges has grown
in both size and complexity. Over the years, education in
the United States became increasingly democratized, and
more and more state-sponsored institutions and state
systems of higher education emerged. These included small
colleges, sometimes called “normal schools,” designed to
train school teachers for the expanding public school
system; land-grant colleges and universities brought into
existence with federal support' in the mid-nineteenth
century in order to prepare workers to expand the nation'’s
agricultural and technological capacity; and large state
systems that evolved in the twentieth century and now
include two-year colleges, basic four-year institutions, and
large research universities, all supported at least in part by
state revenues.

Today, the United States boasts some 2,450 four-year
colleges and universities, 622 of which are considered
public institutions and 1,828 private. While there are some
clear distinctions to be made, even some of the core
characteristics of public and private colleges vary from
state to state. In general, a public institution receives at
least part of its operating budget from state tax revenues,
operates with a mandate and mission from the state

where it is located, and is accountable to the elected
officials of that state. Most private colleges and universities
are independent, not-for-profit institutions. They operate :
with revenues from fuition, income from endowments, |
private gifts and bequests, and federal, private, or :
corporate foundation grants. These institutions are prima-
tily accountable to a board of trustees, usually made up of
local or national business and community leaders and
esteemed alumni.

There are also a small but growing number of
for-profit colleges whose operating revenues include 3
tuition dollars but also might include investor financing.
Some of these colleges are owned and operated by
publicly traded corporations. Most of the following
generalizations about private institutions however refer to
the more familiar not-for-profit independent college
previously described. _

While the distinction between public and private
institutions might seem clear at first, these two kinds of
colleges and universities actually share many characteris-
tics. All accredited colleges and universities in the
country—whether public or private, for profit or not—are
entitled to receive public funds from the federal govern-
ment in the form of direct grants and loans for eligible
students, support for student work-study programs, and
competitive grants to support research or campus pro-
grams. In exchange for this federal support, all schools
undergo a peer-reviewed accreditation process by a
regional accreditor authorized by the federal government’s
Department of Education.

Whether a college is public or private, you should
know if it is accredited and therefore an institution whose
students are eligible for all available federal financial aid.
Accreditation status also provides you with assurance that
the school operates in a fiscally responsible manner and
that its academic programs have been deemed sound by
an outside group of educators from its peer institutions.
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HOW ARE PUBLIC AND PRIVATE
COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES RUN?

In many ways, your experience as a student will not differ
significantly based on what type of governance system a
college or university uses. However, some knowledge of
this might be useful in making choices among the various
options. Private colleges and universities tend to have
more independence and autonomy in how they are run,
with boards of trustees that oversee financial and other
broad matters of governance. Academic and student
services leaders determine the nature of the academic
program and life on campus at these schools. Public
colleges and universities often have more complex
governing structures with boards of regents or other types
of oversight committees made up of politically appointed
or elected officials exercising more or less oversight and
intrusion into their day-to-day operations. New York, for
instance, has a board of regents that oversees the system’s
sixty-four campuses and has become more actively
involved in recent years in more than just fiscal matters.
They have been actively involved in reviewing and
revising curricular requirements that apply to institutions
throughout the system. Other states have multiple public
colleges, each with its own board overseeing each
campus’ operations with more or less intrusion into
day-to-day operations.

Whether an institution is public or private, you will
want to ask lots of questions about campus climate and
academic programs in order to help you determine if a
school is right for you. Being aware of some facts about
public and private institutions will help you frame these
questions to get truly useful answers.

ARE ALL PUBLIC COLLEGES AND
UNIVERSITIES BIG AND IMPERSONAL?

Like private institutions, public colleges come in all shapes
and sizes. Some are large institutions offering multiple
degrees and majors to both undergraduate and graduate
students alike. These institutions offer students many
curricular options as well as access to leading scholars and
an environment where cutting-edge academic research is
conducted. While an institution of this size and scope might
seem intimidating at first, remember that there are large
institutions that do take very seriously their undergraduate
programs. While you may receive less customized attention
at a larger institution, many large public and private
research universities now offer options such as smaller
honors programs, academic learning communities with
smaller cohorts of students, or theme residence halls that
can minimize the potential that you will get lost in
the crowd.

If you are considering a large research institution—
whether it is public or private—you should ask questions
about the undergraduate program. What is the student-
faculty ratio for undergraduates? What is the average class
size, especially for introductory first-year courses? How

many courses are taught by graduate students, and what
sort of teacher training do those students receive? Are
there opportunities for undergraduate students to partici-
pate in research projects with university faculty members?
In addition to the large, public research universities,
there are many other smaller, state-funded regional
institutions that still offer a wide range of both liberal arts
and sciences fields as well as professional fields of study.
Many states also offer small, public liberal arts colleges
that share many of the defining characteristics of
traditional, private liberal arts colleges. In 1987, some of
these institutions formed the Council of Public Liberal Arts
Colleges (COPLAC). Now numbering twenty institutions,
COPLAC schools pride themselves on providing students
of high ability and from all backgrounds access to a
quality liberal education. These colleges and universities
have been nationally recognized as outstanding in many
ways. They offer small classes, innovations in teaching,
personal interactions with faculty members, opportunities
for faculty-supervised research, and supportive atmo-
spheres. Most of them are located on campuses in rural or
small-town settings. In addition to offering rigorous and
well-integrated undergraduate programs, these institutions
often charge far less tuition than many private colleges do.
More information can be found at http://www.coplac.org.
These public liberal arts colleges, along with more
traditional private liberal arts institutions, do offer unique
learning environments that research suggests often lead to
higher levels of student achievement. Liberal arts colleges
tend to offer a high degree of student-faculty interaction,
high levels of student engagement with both in-class and
out-of-class experiences, and lots of opportunities for
collaborative and innovative learning practices. Businesses
are also increasingly asking for exactly the set of skills
and capacities that a liberal education provides, whether
offered in a traditional liberal arts college setting or within
a larger university that grants degrees in both liberal arts
and other fields. Many public liberal arts and more
comprehensive colleges and universities also now offer
students a rigorous liberal education while integrating
liberal learning into professional degree programs, for
instance in health sciences, engineering, or education.

ARE PUBLIC COLLEGES CHEAPER THAN
PRIVATE COLLEGES?

The cost of college is not easy to calculate and is not
limited simply to the advertised price of tuition. It is
absolutely not the case that attending a public college will
always cost a student less money than attending a private
institution. It is true that the basic tuition for in-state or
out-of-state students attending public colleges is on
average less expensive than the advertised tuition rate at
private institutions. It is very important, however, to note
that many private colleges and universities offer significant
amounts of financial aid—often beyond the basic federal
loans and grants available to all students wherever they
might attend. Many, but not all, private colleges have
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large endowments that allow them to effectively discount
the standard, published tuition rates for a great number of
their students. The National Association of College and
University Business Officers sampled a small group of
private colleges and discovered that only 10 percent of
entering students were paying the full, advertised tuition.
Ninety percent of their students received price discounts
in the form of scholarships or financial aid. In other
words, don’t write off a college simply because its tuition
looks extremely high relative to other institutions.

Both private and public institutions, however, have
been fiscally stressed in recent years because of declining
values of stock portfolios in endowments or because of
declining state revenues resulting from the deteriorating
economy. It is safe to say that for many students in the
coming years, it will become increasingly difficult to get
large amounts of financial aid. Many institutions, however,
remain committed to widening access to more students
from less economically privileged backgrounds. In addi-
tion, students demonstrating high levels of academic
achievement are being rewarded at both private and
public institutions—both in terms of admlss1on and
financial aid.

It is important to look carefully at the tuition and the
financial aid requirements and availability at each school
you are considering, private or public. In-state and
out-of-state tuitions and the difference between them
varies substantially from state to state. Out-of-state tuition
also varies from state to state but still tends to be lower
than average private tuition levels. The differences
between in-state and out-of-state tuition vary considerably.

Policies vary as well for determining state residency
status. In many states, the policy for dependent students
requires that their parents must have lived in the state for
at least twelve months prior to attendance in order to
qualify for in-state tuition. For independent students, the
requirement of twelve months residence prior to enroll-
ment applies to the student. Independent status must be
verified and generally entails proof that a student receives
no support from parents or other relatives living in or out
of the state in question. Policies of this sort exist in many
states, including those with large public systems such as
California, Florida, Wisconsin, Ohio, and New York. As
budgets have increasingly tightened, states like these and
others have over the past several years made it
increasingly difficult to establish in-state residence after
matriculating at a school. Exceptions are sometimes made,
however, for students from migrant, refugee, or mili-
tary families.

IS IT EASIER TO GAIN ADMISSION TO A
PUBLIC INSTITUTION ESPECIALLY AS A
STATE RESIDENT?

Few public colleges and universities automatically admit
students who graduate from a public high school in their
state. Many, however, give preference in admissions and

financial assistance to in-state residents. Moreover, some
states, like Florida and California, have implemented
policies that guarantee admission to at least one of the
state’s public institutions for all students graduatlng inatop .
percentage of their high school classes. '

There are, indeed, more highly selective pr1vate than
public institutions. Many public colleges and universities,
however, do admit very few applicants. These highly
selective institutions might draw their students from a
national pool of applicants and can be among the most
selective in the country. However, the ten national
universities and liberal arts colleges with the lowest
acceptance rates in the country. are all private institutions.

While some public institutions offer virtually open
admissions to state residents, it is important for all
prospective students to realize that even an open-admissjon
institution will require incoming students to meet certain
academic standards before being admitted to credit-bearing
courses. In most cases, public and private institutions give
incoming students a series of placement exams that
determines at what level the student can begin his or her .
course work. Depending on the results of these exams, a
student may be required to take and pass one or more
remedial courses before being admitted to courses that will
actually count towards a degree.

Since each state’s requirements are different and shift
often, you should not assume that, regardless of your
academic background, admission is automatic to your local
state college. In the current climate~—with costs rising and
competition across systems tightening—admission rates are
dropping at many public institutions.

IS THE CLIMATE ON A PUBLIC COLLEGE
CAMPUS SIGNIFICANTLY DIFFERENT
THAN ON A PRIVATE COLLEGE CAMPUS?

The social and academic climate at colleges and universities
varies substantially and public institutions do not necessar-
ily offer a distinctively -different climate than private
institutions do. As with the COPLAC schools mentioned
earlier, you can find, at some public institutions, the small,
residential environment traditionally associated with private
liberal arts colleges.

You will also find the presence of fraternities and
sororities at both public and private institutions. You should
look carefully at whether a school in which you are
interested has fraternities and sororities and how much
influence the Greek system has on college life. At some
institutions, fraternities and sororities dominate the entire
social life of the campus.

One campus environment that can only be found at a
private institution is a highly religious environment. Many
early colleges and universities were founded by churches or
religious orders. Some of these institutions no longer retain
a strong affiliation with one church or denomination.
Others do retain a strong affiliation, and church traditions
can heavily influence the climate of these institutions.
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QUESTIONS TO ASK AS YOU

EVALUATE PROSPECTIVE COLLEGES
AND UNIVERSITIES

* Does the college offer a distinctive first-year experience?

* Does the college offer a small-size freshman seminar for il
students?

¢ Are all students required to complete a senior project or
assignment that allows them fo integrate all that they have
learned and demonstrate acquired skills and knowledge?

* Are students encouraged or required fo complete
internships and/or service learning courses?

* Are students encouraged fo study abroad? Is support for
study abroad provided to all students and are study abroad
experiences integrated into a student's overall curricula?

* Does the college offer learning communities, especially in
the student’s early years? ,

* Are students required to complete rigorous writing courses
not only in the freshman year but also across the curriculum
in whatever major he or she chooses to pursue?

* Are there opportunities for students to pursue independent
research or creative projects under the supervision of a
senior faculty member?

Usually, these campuses will admit a student from any
religious background, but they may require students to
attend chapel services and/or take religion or theology
courses to graduate. In addition, some college missions and
curricula are influenced by their religious affiliations. For
instance, many Catholic institutions have a strong commit-
ment to community service and social justice. Students may
find, at these institutions, curricula related to social justice
issues. and requirements. that they complete a community-
service learning activity or course to graduate. Institutions
with a strong mission are also often able to develop more
coherent, cohesive, and innovative curricula for their stu-
dents.

Finally, other important climate factors to consider
include whether a college or university is in an urban or
rural setting; what the diversity of the student body is in
terms of geographic, religious, or racial/ethnic background,
if most students live on campus or commute from home;
and finally if the college dominates the life of the
community in which it is located. Each of these options has
advantages and disadvantages you will want to weigh in
making your decisions.

ARE PRIVATE COLLEGES MORE
ACADEMICALLY RIGOROUS THAN
PUBLIC COLLEGES?

Private colleges and universities are not necessarily more
academically rigorous than public institutions. You will find

rigorous, intellectually challenging, and innovative aca-
demic programs at both private and public institutions.
There is also a common misconception that schools that are
more highly selective have the most effective or engaging
academic programs. Research suggests that there is no
connection between the selectivity of an institution and the
presence of effective or innovative teaching and learning
practices. There is, however, preliminary research that
suggests that the academic quality of one’s peers does seem
to have an impact on the grade point averages of
fellow students.

Nothing could be more important in your decision-
making process than evaluating the nature of academic
programs at prospective colleges or universities. Across
both public and private institutions, there have been
exciting and important changes in how colleges and
universities are organizing undergraduate curricula. Many
promising programs have been proven to result in higher
levels of student retention, graduation, satisfaction, and
academic achievement. :

Many colleges and universities also now participate in
the National Survey of Student Engagement. This survey
asks students in both their first and last years about a series
of effective educational practices and the degree to which
they are engaged in the academic life of their school. Issues
that are examined in the survey include the level of
academic challenge, active and collaborative learning
opportunities, the nature of student-faculty interactions, the
number of enriching educational experiences available, and
the supportive nature of the campus environment. Ask if
the school you are considering participates in this survey
and if you can see the results from recent classes
of students.

THE PRIVATE/PUBLIC CHOICE

While there are distinct differences between public and
private colleges and universities you should not limit your
choice—whatever your background—to only one type of
institution. There are wonderful opportunities at many
different kinds of schools. The availability of many kinds of
financial aid may bring private institutions with high-tuition
levels within reach for you, whatever your financial
background. Whether a school is highly selective or has
open admissions, you should also be able to find a college
or university that will challenge you academically and
provide you with a supportive environment in which to
live, learn, and pursue a college degree of lasting value.
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