
Capacity Building Workshop: 
Insights on the U.S. System of Higher 
Education

March 12, 2025

Internationalization





Office of Internationalization



U.S. Context

U.S. Higher 
Education 
Context

 - Governance

 - Funding

 - Headwinds

 - Unique Features

Q&A



Context
United States

Office of Internationalization



U.S. 
Context

• 4th largest country in world – by area 
(9.5 million km²)

• Population: 342 Million (U.S. census, 2025)

• Wealthiest Large Nation (based on 
GDP/overall wealth)
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U.S. 
Context 
(cont.)

Separation of Powers of the Branches of 
the Federal Government

 



U.S. 
Context 
(cont.)

State Governance: 
• 50 states 

• Federal district 

• 5 territories (Puerto Rico, Guam, the U.S. 
Virgin Islands, American Samoa, and the 
Northern Mariana Islands) 

Responsibility for Education → States

 

Photo by NASA on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@nasa?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/aerial-photography-of-city-during-night-time-1lfI7wkGWZ4?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
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Higher 
Education 
Governance 
& Structure

• More diverse (horizontally) and stratified 
(vertically) than any other system in the 
world (Cantwell 2018)

• ”System of Systems” (p. 232)

• HE Policy: very decentralized (Cantwell 
2018)

• States & Territories: Set policy & distributes 
funding 

• Federal government: Funds HE research & 
student financial aid

• HEIs: Shared governance(board, admin, 
academic)

 



High 
Participation 
System

In 2022, 51% 25-34 year olds had 
completed a tertiary degree 

(OECD 2023a)

• OECD avg. - 47% 
• Finland – 43.1% (2023)

1st high participation system in 
1940-50’s (Cantwell 2018)



2 HE sectors → wide 
variance in both

2-year (community colleges)

• Vocational/Technical, 
junior/community college

• Applied degree programs

• Transfer to 4-year HEIs

4-year (universities/teaching 
colleges)

• Research universities & 
teaching colleges

• Bachelor, Masters, PhD, 
Specialized

• Most research is 
performed in this sector



Diversity 
of U.S. 
Higher Ed

 

3,896 degree-granting post-secondary 
institutions in 2022-2023 (NCES 2023)

HEI type:
• 2 year: 1,268 (33%)
• 4 year: 2,628 (67%)

Control
• Public: 1,599 (41%)
• Private (non-profit): 1,614 (41%)
• Private (for profit): 683 (18%)

Accreditation (~Quality Assurance)
7 regional associations (HEI level)
Academic & program level

Community College of Aurora, Colorado



• Funded by State

• Tuition more affordable

• Secular (non-religious) 

• Larger campus – more 
facilities

• More degree options, 
student clubs

• Larger student body  

 Public

• Funded by tuition & private 
investments/donations

• Tuition more expensive

• May be specialized (e.g., 
religious, women’s, tribal, Ivy 
League, etc.)

• May offer specialized 
curriculum (liberal arts)

• Smaller campus, number of 
degree options, class size

Private

Pete Saloutos/UCLA

Paul Coco/Yale



Largest (4-year 
research intensive) 
Universities
(NCES 2024, Fall 2022 enrollments):
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State 
Governance

50+ different systems/environments

State funds (public unis) core activities:

• Teaching & learning

• Infrastructure (facilities) 

• (small amount of) R&D & student aid

State’s typically use formula funding - input

Trend → in general, states have been 
disinvesting in public HE since the 1980s

** Public/Private HEIs face different requirements 
& governance/regulations

Patrick Campbell/University of Colorado



Federal 
Governance

Federal Government Funds:

1.) Research & Development: NSF, NIH, DOD, 
etc.

2.) Student Financial Aid

Regulate HE:

• Data Collection: required for institutions 
receiving funds

• Laws (including but not limited to):

• Immigration laws

• Disability access

• Anti-discrimination (Title VI, IX)

**Treats Public/Private HEIs similarMountain Gateway Community College, 
Virginia



HEI 
Governance

Board:

• Strategic management & oversight/fiscal 
fiduciary

• Appoints & evaluates senior leadership

• Includes members from outside & inside (admin 
& academic)

Administration:

• Day-to-day management; makes significant 
decisions (e.g., creates HEI policy, sign 
contracts, etc.) 

• Largest source of growth in HEIs (Slaughter & 
Rhoades 2004, Slaughter & Cantwell 2012)

• 7% growth between 2021-2023 (BLS 2023)

Academic staff:

• Academic content & policy

• Movement towards contingent faculty 
(Slaughter & Rhoades 2004, Slaughter & 
Cantwell 2012)Andrew Davis Tucker/UGA
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Funding

Example: Sources of revenue at the 
University of Georgia

Source: UGA Fact Book 2024



Funding

Example: Distribution of (2023) 
expenditures at the University of Georgia

Source: UGA Fact Book 2024 



Average 
Published 
Tuition & 
Fees 
(Enrollment-Weighted) in 
2024 Dollars by Sector, 1994-95 
to 2024-25



Funding

• Many students do not pay “sticker price” as they 
get tuition discounting (Cantwell 2018)

• US HE is a high-cost, high-aid system

• HEIs in the upper parts of the institutional 
hierarchy are less tuition dependent than other 
sectors

ROI:

• Despite high tuition & fees individuals can expect 
to receive a return on their investment

• Adults with tertiary degree earn 72% more than 
those with only upper secondary degree 
(OECD avg= 57%, OECD 2023a)

Office of Marketing and Communications, Idaho State University

http://www.isu.edu/marcom


Student 
Loan Debt

The total average student loan debt 
(including private loan debt) may be as high 

as $40,681.

•The average federal student loan debt 
is $37,853 per borrower.

Source: Average Student Loan Debt [2024]: by Year, Age & More 

https://educationdata.org/average-student-loan-debt


R&D Funding (OECD, 2023a)
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Enrollment
(Demand) 
Cliff

Low birth rates 
during/after Great 
Recession = decline in 
the number of students 
(age 18-24) entering 
college (2025-29).



New 
Relationship 
Between HE 
& Society?

• Public trust: concerns about cost 
and return on investment

• Political polarization

• Federal policy changes

Triangle of coordination: 
Clark, 1984



Increased 
Costs to 
Run HE

• Inflation 
• Increased student needs & rising 

standards of care (e.g., mental 
health services) 

• Increases in the cost of salaries, 
benefits, financial aid, maintenance 
and technology



Leadership 
Crisis

Leadership drought of people 
interested in senior level 
leadership positions (President, 
Chancellor, Provost). 

The ‘perfect’ storm: 
1.) Financial
2.) Jusifying ROI
3.) Navigating politics & 
geopolitics 
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Student 
Affairs

© 2015 Michigan State University Board of Trustees



Source: About the Division of Student Affairs | Division of Student Affairs | 
University of Colorado Boulder

https://www.colorado.edu/studentaffairs/about-division-student-affairs
https://www.colorado.edu/studentaffairs/about-division-student-affairs


Athletics

The Ohio State University, Capacity: 102,780

• Admissions & enrollment
• Financial (input vs. output)
• School 

pride/identity/reputation
• Local economy

Source: Photo Galleries - Ohio State

https://ohiostatebuckeyes.com/galleries/football/2


Athletics



University 
Mascots

University of Georgia Bulldogs 
“UGAXI” or “Boom” 

University of Colorado Buffaloes 
“Ralphie”



University 
Mascots

University of California Santa Cruz Banana Slugs 
“Sammy”

Source: Our Mascot: Sammy the Banana Slug – UC Santa Cruz

https://www.ucsc.edu/campus/mascot/
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