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Summary 
• Critical Challenge: Across the decade, Alabama had low high 

school graduation rates, while the college enrollment rates for 
high school graduates were similar to the national rates. Thus, the 
access challenge involves improving high school graduation rates 
while maintaining or improving college enrollment rates. 

• System Issues: Historically a low tuition, low grant state, tuition 
charges rose substantially in 2000. A higher percentage of 
Alabama’s first-year students enrolled in public, two-year 
colleges. 

• Opportunities: Improved coordination of need-based grant aid 
with resident tuition charges could substantially improve access, 
by providing more incentive for low-income students to graduate 
as well as enabling more college-qualified, low-income students 
to enroll in college. Had Alabama funded need-based grants at 
the equity threshold in the 1990s, an estimated 11,000 more 
students would have graduated from high school and 32,000 
would have enrolled as freshmen over the decade. 

 
Access Indicators 

High School Graduation Rates (Table 1.1)  
Although with some fluctuation, the high school graduation rates in 
Alabama were generally in decline throughout the decade. In 1992, 
Alabama experienced its highest graduation rate of the decade at 
66%. However, by 1996 the rate dropped to 58%. Although the rate 
rose two percentage points in 1998, it dropped again, ending the 
decade at 59%. In 2000, Alabama’s high school graduation rate was 
eight percentage points below the national average.  
 
College Enrollment Rates (Table 1.1) 
Although the overall college continuation rates increased, they did so 
modestly, increasing by less than two percentage points during the 
decade. In 1992, the college enrollment rate was 57%, and in 1994, 
the college enrollment rate increased significantly to 64%. However, 
the rate decreased for the remainder of the decade and stabilized at 
58% in 1998 and 2000. Although the college enrollment rates 
dropped during the latter half of the decade, they remained one 
percentage points above the national average in 2000.  
 

State Demographics 
State Demographics (Table 1.2) 
Poverty rates in Alabama decreased throughout the decade with the 

Strategic Issues:  
 
 The Alabama Commission 
on Higher Education issued 
a report calling for the 
reformulation of financial 
aid programs that would 
favor research universities at 
the expense of regional 
institutions. The report 
stated that Alabama regional 
universities receive more 
state appropriations than 
other regional institutions in 
other Southern states while 
Alabama research 
institutions receive less than 
their Southern counterparts. 

 Like Mississippi, Alabama is 
sorting through some legal 
desegregation issues via a 
federal court system. In 
1995, a federal court judge 
ruled that Alabama must 
provide millions in new 
funds for endowments to 
pay for academic 
improvements at the state’s 
two historically black public 
universities: Alabama A&M 
and Alabama State. 

  For the 1998-99 academic 
year, the state legislature 
approved a 5.3% increase in 
state support for higher 
education. Lawmakers also 
approved bond measures for 
campus construction, 
setting aside $100 million 
for four-year institutions 
and $31 million for two-
year institutions. 

 Higher education was on the 
fiscal chopping block in 
2000 where $266 million 
was sliced out of its annual 
budget. On appeal, the cuts 
were reduced to $72 million, 
as elementary and 
secondary schools absorbed 
some of the cuts. 



 
exception of 1998 where it slightly increased. In 1992, 17% of Alabama residents lived in 
poverty, but this percentage improved to 14% in 1996. The poverty rate increased in 1998 to 
15%, but declined slightly to 14% in 2000. Ethnically, African-Americans were by far the state’s 
largest minority group at 26% in 2000. Other Minorities and Hispanics were equal in number at 
1%, although the Hispanic population was growing and growth in Other Minorities was 
stagnant. The percentage of Alabama residents who possess at least a bachelor’s degree grew 
over the 1990s. In 1992, 15% of state residents possessed a four-year degree, and by 2000, 
this percentage had increased to 20%.  
 
State System Composition (Table 1.3) 
For the first eight years of the decade, a majority of Alabama residents chose four-year 
institutions as the means of acquiring a postsecondary education. However, this pattern 
changed significantly in 2000 when public two-year institutions gained instant popularity. In 
2000, 59% of Alabama students attended two-year institutions where only 27% attended two-
year institutions two years before. In 1998, 14% of state students attended private institutions. 
By 2000, this percentage declined to 8%.  
 

Financial Indicators 
State Financial Capacity (Table 1.4) 
State tax rates declined slightly in the 1990s, dropping seven-tenths of a percentage point 
between 1992 and 2000. Despite the decrease in state tax rates, Alabama increased its funding 
in K-12 expenditures per student. In 1992, Alabama spent $2,602 per student. By 2000, the 
amount had increased to $3,480. Ultimately, the state increased its overall allocations per 
student by $800 throughout the decade, yet allocations were still more than $700 lower than 
the national average. 
 
Educational Revenue (Table 1.5) 
The conclusion of the state’s desegregation case in 1995 may have made it easier for Alabama 
to shift its public finance strategies in ways that favored funding for research-extensive 
universities, although 2000 marked the first time that state appropriations fell below the 
national average for research-extensive institutions. Shifting funding priorities away from low-
cost two-year colleges and toward high-cost research-extensive universities was a critical issue 
in the state. Education revenues, with or without tuition were below the national average 
throughout the decade. 
 
Tuition and Fees (Table 1.6) 
As the trend with most states in the nation, Alabama public institutions steadily increased 
tuition and fees charged to students throughout the decade. In 1992, students were charged 
$1,943 per student, and this amount ultimately increased to $2,509 in 2000. Although tuition 
and fees increased throughout the decade, they remained $220 under the national average in 
2000.  
 
Need-based Grants (Table1.6)  
Alabama’s financial strategies also emphasize low need-based grant aid with need-based aid 
falling $354 short of the national average in 2000. Need-based grant aid decreased since 1994, 
declining in 2000 to $12 per full-time student.  



 
 
Non-need grants (Table 1.6)  
Although funded at rates lower than the national average, non-need based grant aid eclipsed 
need-based grant aid by $24 in 2000, yet fell $77 below the national average. Public finance 
strategies were crucial to access in Alabama because a large percentage of the students who 
had an opportunity to enroll in postsecondary institutions attended public colleges and 
universities.  

Projections 
Coordinated System of Grants (Table 1.7) 
Had Alabama increased its need-based grant aid, given tuition charges, 1,100 more students 
would have graduated from high school, a gain of two percentage points. Of the state’s high 
school graduates, 3,200 more students would have attended postsecondary institutions in the 
state as a result of a coordinated system of grants.  
 
Federal Grant Program Prospectus (Table 1.7) 
In addition, had the federal government provided incentives for Alabama to award adequate 
grant aid of one-quarter of the cost of tuition in addition to current levels of state aid, 1,100 
more high school students would have graduated, an increase of two percentage points.  A 
seven percentage point increase in the current college continuation rate, or 3,300 students, 
would have resulted. 

 


