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SUBJECT 

College Affordability in South Dakota: A Critical Analysis 

 

CONTROLLING STATUTE, RULE, OR POLICY 

None 

 

BACKGROUND / DISCUSSION 

The Board received a data report on college affordability during the August 2018 

discussion on institutional investments in Dakota’s Promise scholarship funding. An 

updated version of that report is attached for the Board’s review. Key elements of the 

attached report include: 

 

 South Dakota’s “Total Price of Attendance” ranks in the middle of public university 

systems in the country, competitive with regional and national competitors. 

 

 The average grant aid available from all sources ranks among the lowest in the 

country, leaving the “Average Net Price” (Average Net Price = Total Price of 

Attendance – Average Grant Aid) among the highest in the country. This net price 

problem directly correlates to the lack of state aid programs in South Dakota: “In 

no category of grant aid is South Dakota weaker relative to other states than in the 

category of state-based aid. South Dakota institutions award an average of only 

$1,295 in state grant aid each year to students receiving such aid. The analogous 

regional and national averages are $2,659 and $3,322, respectively.” 

 

 It is increasingly difficult for students from low income families to attend South 

Dakota universities, due in part to the lack of available aid options for South Dakota 

students.  As evidence of this consequences of the lack of state investment in aid 

for South Dakota students, the number of Pell Grant recipients at state universities 

is sharply declining. The university system has lost 2,400 Pell recipient students 

between 2010 and 2018. 

 

IMPACT AND RECOMMENDATION 

Addressing the lack of grant aid available to students, particularly low income students, is 

integral to maintaining the levels of graduate production for South Dakota’s public 
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universities. While the Board and individual institutions should continue to investigate 

efficiency measures reducing or maintaining current tuition and fee costs, that only 

addresses one aspect of the larger issue of affordability. The lack of state investment in 

grant/scholarship dollars, specifically those related to need-based funding, will likely 

continue to place a college education out of reach for students from low income families. 

This has significant long-term effects on economic mobility opportunities for individuals 

as well as long-term workforce implications for South Dakota. 

 

ATTACHMENTS 

 Attachment I – Special Data Analysis: College Affordability in SD – A Critical Analysis 



 *** Special Data Analysis *** 
 

 College Affordability 
in South Dakota:  
a Critical Analysis 

 
 

 

 

As expressed in its strategic plan, the South Dakota Board of Regents strives to “make higher 
education affordable for every South Dakotan.”1  Embracing its mission to foster an “...accessible, 
equitable, and affordable public university and special schools system,” the board works to ensure 
that all academically-qualified students, regardless of background, can enter and thrive in the state’s 
public universities.  However, recent federal data suggest that – despite the regents’ efforts to keep 
student charges as low as possible – significant pricing disparities have developed in the university 
system.  This research brief presents a series of data points that not only outlines the fundamentals of 
this policy problem, but also identifies those most harmed by it: South Dakota’s low-income families. 

 

 

 
 
Data Notes 
 
Data for this report are sourced primarily from the NCES Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) and from the SDBOR Regents Information Systems (RIS) student information system.  Detailed 
bibliographic information is provided in footnotes as warranted. 
 
Definitions: Measuring Affordability 
 
From the student perspective, a frequently-seen indicator of college affordability – perhaps the most 
frequently-seen indicator – is the federal “average net price” measure.  Published widely by the US 
Department of Education in a variety of student-facing outlets, this measure is meant to depict the dollar 
amount actually paid for a year of attendance at a given school.  In practice, average net price is calculated as: 

 
Average Net Price = Total Price of Attendance – Average Grant Aid 

 
The first component of this calculation, “Total Price of Attendance,” reflects the total cost of attendance for 
first-time, full-time, degree-seeking, undergraduate students paying the in-state tuition rate.  Specifically, this 
indicator includes in-state tuition and fees, books, supplies, on-campus room and board, and other on-
campus expenses.  The second part in the above calculation, “Average Grant Aid,” represents the average 
amount of non-loan grant aid awarded to first-time, full-time, degree-seeking undergraduates.  All federal, 
state, local, and institutional grants and scholarships are included in this measure. 
 
Overall then, average net price is meant to indicate the actual annual cost of attending a given school, after 
factoring for grant aid awarded.  This measure signals to students the “effective” price of attending a 
particular school, and thus represents a true estimate of expected cost. Average net price is displayed 
prominently to prospective students on several major websites, including the USDOE College Scorecard and 
the NCES College Navigator.  Students reviewing these and other college-search resources are likely to 
encounter a school’s average net price frequently, and to accept it as an authoritative measure of cost. 

                                                 
1 South Dakota Board of Regents (2014).  South Dakota Board of Regents Strategic Plan 2014-2020.  https://www.sdbor.edu/the-
board/agendaitems/Documents/2014/October/16_BOR1014.pdf  
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Analysis: South Dakota’s Net Price Problem 
 
As summarized above, an institution’s average net price is dependent on two factors: total price of attendance 
and average grant aid.  An institution with a high total price of attendance may still show a low average net 
price, so long as it offers enough grant aid to offset its high sticker price.  Likewise, an institution with a low 
total price of attendance may show a high average net price if little grant aid is awarded.  Any analysis of 
institutional average net price, then, must focus on both components of the average net price calculation. 
 
Table 1 below shows data for public four-year universities in South Dakota – along with national comparison 
data – for the first component: total price of attendance.2  According to the most recent IPEDS national data, 
South Dakota universities currently show an average total price of attendance of $22,393, ranked 24th highest 
in the nation.  Falling slightly below the national average of $23,248, South Dakota’s state average is situated 
solidly in the middle of the national pack.  Note: In all Rank columns shown in this report, low ranks are 
undesirable and high ranks are desirable. 
 

Table 1 
Total Price of Attendance, South Dakota Universities 

 
State 

Average 
National 
Average

National 
Rank 

Total Price of Attendance $22,393 $23,248 24 
  

 
The second component of average net price, however, tells a different story.  Overall, South Dakota’s public 
universities award an average of $4,467 in grant aid per recipient each year, far lower than the national average 
of $7,548 (Table 2).3  This unusually small state average gives South Dakota the 2nd lowest value among all US 
states.  But unflattering as it is, even this overall figure tells an incomplete story.  Examining grant aid by aid 
type, Table 2 also shows that the state’s relative standing varies starkly by aid category.  Namely, while grant 
aid from federal sources falls close to the center of the national distribution, the same cannot be said of state 
aid (ranked 3rd lowest in the nation) and institutional aid (ranked 4th lowest in the nation). 
 

Table 2 
Average Grant Aid, South Dakota Universities 

 
State 

Average 
National 
Average

National 
Rank 

Average Grant Aid, All $4,467 $7,548 2 
Average Grant Aid, Federal $4,686 $4,644 31 
Average Grant Aid, State $1,295 $3,322 3 
Average Grant Aid, Institutional $2,659 $4,501 4 
  

 
In no category of grant aid is South Dakota weaker relative to other states than in the category of state-based 
aid.  South Dakota institutions award an average of only $1,295 in state grant aid each year to students 
receiving such aid.  The analogous regional and national averages are $2,659 and $3,322, respectively.4  It 
follows that South Dakota awards $1,364 less than the regional average (i.e., 51.3 percent less) and $2,027 less 
than the national average (i.e., 61.0 percent less) in state grant aid.  These funding gaps (relative to regional 
and national averages) are larger than those in any other category of grant aid, and underlie South Dakota’s 
low level of overall grant support to students.  While average institutional grant aid awarded by the state’s 
public universities also falls below regional and national averages, the gaps are of smaller magnitude.  
 

                                                 
2 All IPEDS data reported in this analysis refer to the 2016-17 academic year, the most recent year for which all measures are available 
in the IPEDS database.  In all tables and figures, the national comparison group comprises all public, four-year, degree-granting, non-
tribal institutions in the United States.  Note that many of the IPEDS data points discussed in this report also are available in the 
SDBOR Public University Affordability Dashboard at https://www.sdbor.edu/dashboards/Pages/University-Affordability.aspx.  
3 In this section, “grant aid” refers to both need-based and non-need-based grant and scholarship aid. 
4 “Regional” states referenced in this report include South Dakota and all neighboring states (MN, IA, NE, WY, MT, and ND). 
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The data above show that the two formal components of average net price – total price of attendance and 
average grant aid – are strikingly disjunct in South Dakota.  While the state’s public universities remain 
reasonably competitive with peers in other states with regard to total price, the same cannot be said of 
average grant aid, wherein South Dakota institutions are bested by those from virtually all other states in the 
country.  And according to current data, this disconnect can be attributed largely to a lack of grant support 
from state sources. 
 
The data displayed in Table 3a underscore the inevitable result of these opposite-pointing indicators.  As 
depicted below, South Dakota’s public universities are ranked 8th most-expensive in the country by the 
average net price measure.  At more than $4,000 higher than the national average, South Dakota institutions 
are priced 31.6 percent higher than comparable institutions across the country.  Moreover, South Dakota is 
ranked as the most expensive state in its region by this measure, outpacing the regional average by more than 
$2,600 (i.e., 18.5 percent higher).  
 

Table 3a 
Average Net Price, South Dakota Universities 

 
State 

Average 
National 
Average

National 
Rank 

Average Net Price, Overall $16,706 $12,697 8 
  

 
The above figures indicate that South Dakota currently stands as one of the most expensive states in the 
nation under the average net price measure.  And as discussed above, this unenviable distinction flows in 
large part from an austere level of student grant aid from state sources.  However, the state’s difficult 
affordability narrative does not end there.  Table 3b below presents average net price figures by family income 
group, and strongly indicates that South Dakota’s low-income families are uniquely disadvantaged by South 
Dakota’s student aid framework. 
 
As depicted below, the lowest-income students attending public universities in South Dakota (those with a 
family income of $30,000 or less) can expect to face an average net price of $13,881 per year, an amount 40.9 
percent higher (i.e., $4,030) than the corresponding national average.  These gaps – in both percentage and 
absolute terms – diminish with increasing family income.  This is especially clear from the last row in Table 
3b, which indicates that the state’s highest-income students (those from families earning more than $110,000), 
face an average net price only 6.7 percent higher than the analogous national average.  These disparities 
coalesce in the National Rank column, whereby South Dakota’s national ranks are progressively worse at 
lower levels of family income.   
 

Table 3b 
Average Net Price by Family Income Group, South Dakota Universities 

 
State 

Average 
National 
Average

National 
Rank 

Average Net Price, $0-$30,000 $13,881 $9,852 6 
Average Net Price, $30,001-$48,000 $14,654 $10,975 7 
Average Net Price, $48,001-$75,000 $17,492 $13,942 9 
Average Net Price, $75,001-$110,000 $19,271 $16,894 12 
Average Net Price, $110,001 or more $19,302 $18,090 17 
  

 
From these data, it plausibly could be concluded that South Dakota’s four-year universities are among the 
least-affordable in the nation for low-income families.  While the root causes of this pricing imbalance are no 
doubt complex, the state’s conspicuous lack of a postsecondary need-based grant program is sure to play a 
significant role.  The regressive nature of the state’s average net price distribution is, by definition, directly 
exacerbated by the continued absence of state-supported need-based student aid. 
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The foregoing “gap” estimates (i.e., the differences between South Dakota averages and corresponding 
national averages) are plotted graphically in Figure 1, and show – with stark efficiency – the relative pricing 
inequity currently present in South Dakota.  The systematic, stepwise pattern of these gaps is especially clear 
in the lower figure. 
 
 

Figure 1a 
Average Net Price by Family Income Group, Gaps vs. National Average 

(Dollars) 

 
 
 
 

Figure 1b 
Average Net Price by Family Income Group, Gaps vs. National Average 

(Percentages) 
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Discussion: Consequences for College Access 
 
The above data suggest not only that a university education in South Dakota is relatively expensive, but also 
that the state’s high costs of attendance are disproportionately shouldered by low-income families.  
Consequently, were the above dynamics to remain in place over time, it logically could be expected that 
university enrollments by low-income students would begin to decline. 
 
In fact, this decline already is well underway.  Table 4 displays data on federal Pell grant recipients in the 
regental system over the last several years.5  Among resident undergraduate students enrolled during the fall 
term, the decline in the percentage of regental students receiving Pell grants has been substantial.  Among 
resident students alone, 2,392 fewer students received a Pell grant in Fall 2018 than in Fall 2010, a decline of 
35.1 percent.  Pell recipients constituted 31.5 percent of undergraduate resident students in Fall 2010, but 
only 22.5 percent of such students in Fall 2018.  Non-resident Pell recipients have fallen as well, though in 
lesser numbers.   
 
 

Table 4 
Undergraduate Resident Pell Recipients, Regental System 

 Student Count Pell Count Percent  
Fall 2010 21,617 6,817 31.5% 
Fall 2011 21,507 6,549 30.5% 
Fall 2012 21,233 6,012 28.3% 
Fall 2013 20,663 5,806 28.1% 
Fall 2014 20,576 5,433 26.4% 
Fall 2015 20,212 4,901 24.2% 
Fall 2016 19,964 4,643 23.3% 
Fall 2017 20,199 4,566 22.6% 
Fall 2018 19,665 4,425 22.5% 
  

 
 
As a proxy for family income, the Pell data above indicate a clear decline in low-income students enrolling in 
the regental system.  But other data sources point to a similar trend.  The SDBOR College Matriculation 
Dashboard – reporting data from the National Student Clearinghouse – shows a corresponding dip in the 
percentage of low-income students matriculating to a regental university.6  Among academically qualified high 
school graduates from South Dakota high schools, the percentage of low-income graduates matriculating to 
the regental system has declined from 60.1 percent for the high school class of 2011 to only 51.2 percent for 
the class of 2016.7   This pattern conflicts with two other simultaneous trends: the overall college-going rate 
of low-income students, and the regental matriculation rate of non-low-income students (both of which have 
remained nearly unchanged over the last five years). 
 
Combined, these data speak to an increasing disinclination among low-income students to enter the state’s 
public universities, a disinclination that runs counter to SDBOR’s considerable efforts to improve access and 
affordability for such students.  Indeed, this trend is squarely at odds with the core mission of the Board of 
Regents.  But the data presented in this analysis suggest that until cost relief for low-income families is 
addressed at the policy level, the university system should expect to see continued disengagement by this 
important student population. 

                                                 
5 The federal Pell grant program is the foremost need-based grant program administered by the US government. Eligible 
undergraduates with the highest level of financial need may receive approximately $6,000 per academic year through the Pell program.  
In Table 4, the Pell Count columns depict the number of students receiving a Pell grant at any point during the academic year.  Data 
for Table 4 are sourced from RIS data files. 
6 The SDBOR College Matriculation Dashboard is available at https://www.sdbor.edu/dashboards/Pages/College-
Matriculation.aspx  
7 Here, the term “academic qualified” is used in a general sense to refer to students with an ACT composite score of 22 or higher.  
The term “low-income” is used to describe students reported by SDDOE as being eligible to participate in the need-based National 
School Lunch program. 
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Appendix A 
System Tables 

 
 
 
The tables below provide reference data for all regental universities.  Data are gathered from the same sources 
cited in the main report.  As above, Rank columns refer to a national comparison group comprising all public, 
four-year, degree-granting, non-tribal institutions in the United States.  These values range from a minimum 
of 1 to a maximum of 689; low ranks are undesirable and high ranks are desirable. 
 
 

Table A1 
Total Price of Attendance by University 

 BHSU DSU NSU SDSMT SDSU USD
Total Price of Attendance $20,199 $20,769 $20,607 $24,880 $26,527 $21,377
National Rank 411 381 389 174 111 351
   

 
Table A2 

Average Grant Aid by University 
 BHSU DSU NSU SDSMT SDSU USD
Average Grant Aid (All) $4,340 $3,812 $5,074 $4,230 $4,201 $5,145
National Rank 52 21 114 42 41 125
  
Average Grant Aid (Federal) $4,580 $4,532 $5,639 $4,383 $4,324 $4,658
National Rank 295 261 673 165 123 351
  
Average Grant Aid (State) $1,263 $1,262 $1,383 $1,251 $1,264 $1,348
National Rank 59 58 70 57 60 68
  
Average Grant Aid (Institutional) $2,479 $1,604 $2,663 $2,909 $2,695 $3,605
National Rank 174 86 193 221 198 280
   

 
Table A3 

Average Net Price, Overall and by Family Income and by University 
 BHSU DSU NSU SDSMT SDSU USD
Average Net Price, Overall $14,807 $16,513 $14,489 $19,577 $18,204 $16,647
National Rank 216 124 240 37 68 118
  
Average Net Price, $0-$30,000 $13,139 $13,894 $11,176 $15,885 $15,626 $13,567
National Rank 123 96 247 38 44 110
  
Average Net Price, $30,001-$48,000 $13,598 $14,775 $11,909 $16,937 $16,062 $14,641
National Rank 166 112 276 41 65 117
  
Average Net Price, $48,001-$75,000 $16,590 $17,080 $16,182 $18,863 $18,854 $17,384
National Rank 182 149 204 83 84 133
  
Average Net Price, $75,001-$110,000 $17,732 $18,900 $17,482 $21,642 $20,766 $19,106
National Rank 295 238 309 93 124 223
  
Average Net Price, $110,001 or more $17,897 $19,172 $17,800 $21,132 $20,868 $18,941
National Rank 341 263 347 169 184 284
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Table A4 

Undergraduate Resident Pell Recipients by University 
 BHSU DSU NSU SDSMT SDSU USD
Fall 2010 Student Count 3,138 2,256 2,051 1,232 7,636 5,304
Fall 2011 Student Count 3,117 2,252 2,238 1,159 7,450 5,291
Fall 2012 Student Count 3,026 2,228 2,285 1,152 7,191 5,351
Fall 2013 Student Count 3,029 2,191 2,124 1,197 6,880 5,242
Fall 2014 Student Count 3,012 2,030 2,316 1,241 6,759 5,218
Fall 2015 Student Count 2,894 2,035 2,271 1,212 6,719 5,081
Fall 2016 Student Count 2,832 2,014 2,297 1,202 6,428 5,191
Fall 2017 Student Count 2,950 2,013 2,427 1,149 6,369 5,291
Fall 2018 Student Count 2,782 2,075 2,365 1,109 6,114 5,220
   
Fall 2010 Pell Count 1,257 535 607 382 2,371 1,665
Fall 2011 Pell Count 1,249 540 587 354 2,231 1,588
Fall 2012 Pell Count 1,122 489 508 344 1,991 1,558
Fall 2013 Pell Count 1,102 480 496 359 1,897 1,472
Fall 2014 Pell Count 969 480 476 372 1,757 1,379
Fall 2015 Pell Count 899 474 423 335 1,566 1,204
Fall 2016 Pell Count 828 475 404 297 1,424 1,215
Fall 2017 Pell Count 811 434 400 278 1,439 1,204
Fall 2018 Pell Count 753 437 413 247 1,353 1,222
   
Fall 2010 Pell Percent 40.1% 23.7% 29.6% 31.0% 31.1% 31.4%
Fall 2011 Pell Percent 40.1% 24.0% 26.2% 30.5% 29.9% 30.0%
Fall 2012 Pell Percent 37.1% 21.9% 22.2% 29.9% 27.7% 29.1%
Fall 2013 Pell Percent 36.4% 21.9% 23.4% 30.0% 27.6% 28.1%
Fall 2014 Pell Percent 32.2% 23.6% 20.6% 30.0% 26.0% 26.4%
Fall 2015 Pell Percent 31.1% 23.3% 18.6% 27.6% 23.3% 23.7%
Fall 2016 Pell Percent 29.2% 23.6% 17.6% 24.7% 22.2% 23.4%
Fall 2017 Pell Percent 27.5% 21.6% 16.5% 24.2% 22.6% 22.8%
Fall 2018 Pell Percent 27.1% 21.1% 17.5% 22.3% 22.1% 23.4%
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