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Summary 
• Challenge: Arkansas had higher high school graduation rates 

than the national averages for the same years, but had rates 
of college enrollment by high school graduates lower than the 
national averages.  Increasing enrollment in higher education 
remained a challenge. 

• System Issue: While public colleges had lower than average 
tuition in the 1990s, need-based grant aid was also below the 
level needed to ensure equal enrollment opportunity for low-
income, college prepared students.   

• Opportunity: Improvements in need-based grant programs, 
including better coordination of tuition and grant aid, could 
expand postsecondary opportunity in the state, if public 
institutions have the capacity to expand. 

 
Access Indicators 

High School Graduation Rates (Table 4.1) 
High school graduation rates in Arkansas decreased steadily 
throughout the decade. In 1992, the graduation rate was at its 
pinnacle of 78%, but in 1996, the rate dropped to 75% and to 74% in 
2000. Despite these decreases, Arkansas remains six percentage 
points higher than the national average.  
 
College Enrollment Rates (Table 4.1) 
Despite decreasing high school graduation rates, college continuation 
rates in Arkansas increased across the same period of time. The 
enrollment rate increased from 46% in 1992 to 53% in 2000. Even 
with these increases, the enrollment rate was four percentage points 
lower than the national average in 2000.  
 

State Demographics 
State Demographics (Table 4.2) 
The percentage of impoverished state residents has fluctuated from 
their lowest at 15% in 1998 to 18% in 2000 where it was seven 
percentage points above the national average. The average income 
per capita has slowly increased, but was still $7,474 below the 
national average in 2000. African-Americans made up 16% of the 
population, a percentage that remained constant throughout the 
decade. Although the Hispanic population grew over the decade, their 
representation in the population was well below the national average. 
The percentage of Arkansas residents who possess at least bachelor’s 
degrees increased throughout the decade. In 1992, 15% of Arkansas 
Strategic Issues:  
• While the General Assembly 

was generous to higher 
education in 1995, this year 
marked the beginning of a 
change. Institutions were 
required to meet 
productivity goals in order 
to receive money set aside 
for high performing 
institutions. 

• In 1996 the state 
distributed just $5 million 
of the $454 million it had 
set aside to reward high 
institutional performance. 

• Due to political upheaval in 
the 1996-97 academic year, 
the General Assembly cut 
the Department of Higher 
Education’s budget by 30% 
and its staff by 20%.  The 
Board of Higher Education 
was abolished and replaced 
with a Higher Education 
Coordinating Board. 

• Lawmakers raised colleges’ 
appropriations by about 
15% for the 1997-99 
biennium.  They also 
created a new merit-based 
scholarship program, 
providing $1.5 million over 
the biennium. 

• The biggest winners were 
the community colleges 
who received a 46% increase 
in their state aid for the 
biennium. However, in the 
1999-2001 biennium 
community colleges 
received only a 6% increase. 

• The state scholarship 
program intended for 
academically talented, low-
income students was 
revamped. The income cap 
was raised from $30,000 to 
$70,000. Appropriations to 
the program increased by 
28% for the 1999-2001 
biennium. 

 



residents possessed a four-year degree, and by 2000 that figure increased to 18%.  
 

System Composition (Table 4.3) 
Throughout the decade, four-year institutions provided postsecondary education to more than 
60% of the state’s college students. Two-year institutions were the choice of one quarter of the 
college students in the state, and the remaining 14% attended private institutions in 2000. 
There was little fluctuation in these figures throughout the decade.  
 

Financial Indicators 
Financial Capacity (Table 4.4) 
Tax rates fluctuated around 8% throughout the decade. When compared to the national average, 
Arkansas residents were taxed at rates slightly higher than the national averages. In 2000, the 
state tax rate was two percentage points higher than the national average. The state also 
increased its K-12 per student expenditures over the decade. In 1992, the state appropriated 
$2,794 per student and by 2000, appropriations were $3,210. Despite these expenditure 
increases, the state’s K-12 educational expenditures remained nearly $1,000 below the 
national average in 2000.  
 
Educational Revenue (Table 4.5) 
Overall, Arkansas increased its appropriations to the public postsecondary system by more than 
$1,000 over the decade. Despite per-student appropriations greater than the national average 
at each data point, the deviation from the national average has been steadily shrinking since 
1996.     
 
Tuition and Fees (Table 4.6) 
Tuition and fees of Arkansas’s public higher education system were below the national average 
at each year data were tracked, but the deviations have been shrinking steadily since 1996. In 
1992, state institutions charged students $1,753; this amount increased to $2,506 in 2000. 
Despite the increases, tuition and fees remained $222 below the national average in 2000.  
 
Need-based Grants (Table 4.6) 
Average need-based grants increased steadily throughout the decade from $128 in 1992, 
where they were below the national average, to $391 in 2000, where they surpassed the 
national average by $25 per student.    
 
Non-need grants (Table 4.6) 
Average non-need based grants followed a nearly identical pattern to that of need-based 
grants. Incremental increases during the early part of the decade were followed by more 
substantial increases in 1998 and 2000. 

 
 

Projections 
Coordinated System of G ant  (Table 4.7) r s
Had Arkansas increased its need-based grant aid, given tuition charges, 300 more students 
would have graduated from high school, an increase of nearly a percentage point. Of the state 



high school graduates, 1,100 more students would have attended postsecondary institutions in 
the state, a three % percentage point increase. 
 
Federal Grant Program Prospectus (Table 4.7) 
In addition, had the federal government provided incentives for Arkansas to award a second-
tier grant equaling one-quarter of the tuition on top of current state aid, 600 more high school 
students would have graduated, an increase of two percentage points.  Two thousand more 
high school graduates would have enrolled into postsecondary institutions, a six percentage 
point increase from current the college continuation rate.  


