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Trends in Student Financial Aid  
Introduction 
Americans are increasingly concerned about the costs of higher education, which are at an all-time 
high. In the last 40 years, the average tuition and fees for four-year institutions, in 2015 dollars, grew 
from $2,387 to $9,410 (trends in Higher Education, 2016). Concerns about college affordability are 
valid for those hoping to complete a higher education degree, be it in public or private institutions 
across the country.  

Research Questions 
Because college affordability is such a huge issue for all institutions, the Office of Institutional 
Research (OIR) posed the following questions. how these national, regional and state trends are 
reflected at JMU and how these trends effect student costs, student borrowing and debt. 

1. How are national, regional and state trends reflected at JMU? 
2. How do these trends effect student costs, student borrowing and debt?  

Methodology 
For this study, OIR used official data and reports on financial aid sent annually to the State Council 
of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV) by OIR since 2006-07. These data contain detailed 
information on various types of aid and loans students received each year. 

We reviewed these data along several dimensions, including: 
•   Student charges 
•   Financial aid received by type 
•   Financial aid by source 
•   Pell Grants 
•   Median graduate debt after graduation 

  

Results 
Increases in Student Charges 
As state funding has declined over the long term, tuition, fees, and room and board have 
correspondingly increased. Between 2012-13 and 2016-17 tuition/fees and average room and board 
total charges for JMU in-state students increased by 15 percent compared to 14 percent for out-of-
state students. Table 1 displays the tuition, fees and room and board charges at JMU since 2012-13. 
Table 1 
JMU Full-Time Undergraduate Student Charges 2012-13 – 2016-17 

 
SCHEV Research Report TF01: Student Charges by Student Level (undergraduate, graduate, & first professional and Residency Status 
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Table 2 compares all 15 Virginia public four-year colleges’ and universities’ charges for tuition and 
fees in 2016-17. JMU ranks as the fifth lowest in full-time, in-state undergraduate student charges in 
the Commonwealth. Total costs are considerably less than at UVA, VMI and William & Mary. The 
ways institutions charge students have been changing, and UVA’s and William & Mary’s charges 
reflect these changes by guaranteeing students that their charges will not increase after their first 
year. However, the total charges for first-time students at these institutions increased to allow them 
to guarantee a flat charge for four years. This strategy is not being pursued at JMU. 
 
Table 2: Comparison of Virginia Public Universities In-State Tuition and Fees  

 
SCHEV Research Report TF03: Full-time Resident Undergraduate Student Charges 
 
Financial Aid by Type 
As costs continue to grow, institutions, students, and parents increasingly explore ways to pay for 
college. Aid comes in the forms of grant aid from the federal government and the Commonwealth, 
loan aid from the federal government and private sources, scholarships, Work-Study opportunities 
on-campus and other aid.  

Table 3 displays 2006-07 - 2014-15 data about the types of aid awarded to JMU undergraduates over 
the last nine years. Financial aid data for 2015-16 are due to SCHEV this fall, and the data from 
SCHEV will be compiled in the spring. Table 4 displays for all 15 four-year public institutions in 
Virginia the amount of aid that was awarded in the form of grants, loans, scholarships, work study, 
other aid.  

To assist students, JMU has increased its aid significantly. Percentage increases in aid by type since 
2006-07 for JMU undergraduates: 

q   Grant aid increased by 140 percent 
q   Loan aid increased by 70 percent 
q   Scholarship aid increased by 98 percent 
q   Work-Study aid increased by 19 percent 
q   Other Aid increased by 1 percent 
q   Combined total aid increased by 77 percent 
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The percentage of JMU undergraduate and graduate students that received some type of aid 
increased from 49 percent in 2006-07 to 55 percent in 2014-15. The average award increased from 
$5,108 to $7,520.  
 
Table 3: Financial Aid Awards by Type to JMU Students  

 
SCHEV Research Report FA16: Financial Aid Awards by Type JMU only (2006-07 to 2014-15) 
 
Table 4 displays information on aid total by type for both in-state (IS) and out-of-state (OS) students 
for all 15 Virginia public universities in 2014-15. Of all the combined awards, the average aid per 
student (who received any aid) at JMU is the 6th lowest of the 15 four-year public universities in the 
state at $7,520 per student. 
 
Table 4: Financial Aid Awards by Type for Virginia Institutions 

 
SCHEV Research Report FA16: Financial Aid Awards by Type 4-Year Public Universities in Virginia 
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For Virginia four-year public institutions, the percent of awards (out of total awards) from grants 
ranged from a high of 45 percent at UVA-Wise to 18 percent at JMU. The percentage of awards 
from loans ranged from a high of 72 percent at JMU to 26 percent at VMI. The percentage of 
awards from scholarships ranged from 20 percent at UVA-Wise to 4 percent at VCU.  
It appears that JMU students are more likely to depend upon loans than at many other institutions. 
This is not surprising given that a small percentage of JMU’s undergraduates are eligible for Pell 
Grants. The university is strongly committed to increasing the amount of scholarship aid to 
students, but does not yet have the financial resources like UVA and W&M to offer need-based and 
non-need-based scholarships to a higher percentage of students. 
 
Financial Aid by Source 
Table 5 displays information on financial aid by source (Federal, State, Institutional & Endowment, 
and Private & Local Government) for undergraduate students from in-state (IS) and out-of-state 
(OS) at JMU. Federal aid, including loans, makes up about 67 percent of aid provided to students at 
JMU.  

Increases in aid money by source at JMU in the last nine years (since 2006-07) are reflected below: 
q   Federal aid increased by 69 percent 
q   State aid increased by 52 percent 
q   Institutional & Endowment aid increased by 393 percent 
q   Private & Local Government aid increased by 36 percent 
q   Combined total aid increased by 77 percent 

In the year 2014-15 the JMU percentage distributions of aid by source were:  
q   Federal aid – 66 percent 
q   State aid - 6 percent 
q   Institutional & endowment aid - 13 percent 
q   Private & local government aid - 15 percent. 

 
Table 5: Financial Aid Awards by Source- JMU 

 
SCHEV FA17 Report: Financial Aid Awards by Source All JMU, 2006-07 to 2014-15 Undergraduate In-State and Out-of-State. 

 
Figure 1 displays information on aid by source (federal, state, institutional & endowment, private & 
local government) for students from in-state (IS) and out-of-state (OS) for all 15 four-year public 
institutions in Virginia. The average federal aid provided to students in four-year public universities 
in Virginia is 57 percent of all aid provided while 66 percent of JMU student aid is federal aid. 
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Figure 1: Financial Aid by Source—JMU and 4-Year Publics 
State-wide the percentage of awards from federal sources ranged from a high of 72 percent at NSU 
to 33 percent at CWM. The percentage of awards from state aid ranged from a high of 13 percent at 
UVA-Wise to 3 percent at VMI. The percentage of awards from institutional and endowment aid 
ranged from 52 percent at CWM to 9 percent at CNU. Finally, the percentage of awards from 
private and local aid ranged from 31 percent at VT to 4 percent at UVA-Wise 

Table 6 shows awards by source on a per student basis: 
q   Average federal aid ranges from $15,502 at UVA to $7,961 at UVA-Wise. JMU ranked 

5th highest at $11,110. 
q   Average state aid ranges from $8,605 at UVA to $2,785 at GMU. JMU ranked 5th 

highest at $4,807. 
q   Average institutional and endowment aid ranges from $15,071 at UVA to $2,554 at 

CNU. JMU ranked 8th highest at $5,000. 
q   Average private and local government aid ranges from $10,256 at VT to $5,733 at LU. 

JMU ranked 7th highest at $7,899. 
 
Table 6: Financial Aid Awards by Source (All students, annual both IS and OS for 4-Year Publics in Virginia) 

 
SCHEV FA17 Report: Financial Aid Awards by Source All 4-Year Public in Virginia, Undergraduate In-State and Out-of-State. 
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Pell Grants 
According to the U.S. Department of Education, “The Federal Pell Grant Program provides need-
based grants to low-income undergraduate and certain post baccalaureate students to promote 
access to postsecondary education. Students may use their grants at any one of approximately 5,400 
participating postsecondary institutions. Grant amounts are dependent on: the student's expected 
family contribution (EFC); the cost of attendance (as determined by the institution); the student's 
enrollment status (full-time or part-time); and whether the student attends for a full academic year or 
less.” Pell Grant aid provides some financial relief to many students, and does not increase debt 
upon graduation.  

Table 7 includes data for total grant aid to all undergraduate students at JMU between 2006-07 and 
2014-15. In the past nine years, there has been a 31 percent increase in total Pell Grant aid to 
undergraduate students and a 49 percent increase in the number of students receiving Pell Grants. It 
is significant that the percentage of JMU students receiving grant aid has increased by over 6 
percentage points (from 8.9 percent in 2006-07 to 15.2 percent in 2014-15). This indicates that JMU 
is admitting a higher percentage of students from financially needy backgrounds. This percentage 
may grow over the next several years as the university intentionally seeks to grow a more diverse 
student body. 
 

Table 7: Pell Grant Report 2006-07 to 2014-15 for JMU  

 
SCHEV FA09 Pell Grant Report 2006-07 to 2014-15 for JMU 

As seen in Table 8, JMU has the fourth lowest percentage of fall undergraduates who received a Pell 
Grant at all 15 four-year public universities in Virginia for 2014-15. 
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Table 8: Pell Grant Report 2014-15 for All Four-Year Public Institutions in Virginia 

 
SCHEV FA09 Pell Grant Report 2014-15 for all four-year public in Virginia 

 
Student Debt 
Nationally, student debt has been increasing to enable students to pay for college. Table 9 displays 
four-year bachelor’s degree debt from student loans in Virginia. The median (middle) education debt 
of graduates for all reporting institutions increased by $10,172 or 61 percent over the 10-year time 
period between 2005-06 and 2014-15. The number of graduates with student debt increased by 
$12,006 (58 percent). 
 

 
Figure 2: Grand Total, All reporting Institutions Four-Year Bachelor's Degree Student Loans 
NOTE: Dark Red = 25th Percentile, Medium Red = Median, Light Red = 75th Percentile 
SCHEV Research Report EOM06: Median Graduate Debt, 10 Year Trends 
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Table 9: Known Debt at Graduation of Student Borrowers 

 
SCHEV Research Report EOM06: Median Graduate Debt, 10 Year Trends 

Median Graduate Debt after Graduation from JMU 
The median educational debt of graduates with a four-year bachelor’s degree at JMU increased by 
$8,528 for 63 percent of graduates over the 10-year time period between 2005-06 and 2014-15 as 
shown in Figure 3 and Table 10. The number of graduates with student debt increased by 512 (31 
percent).  
 

 
Figure 3:  Known Debt at Graduation of Student Borrowers by Quartiles 
NOTE: Dark Red = 25th Percentile, Medium Red = Median, Light Red = 75th Percentile 

The number of bachelor’s degree recipients in Virginia with debt continues to increase, reflecting the 
difficulties in affording higher education. The percentage of all Virginia borrowers increased at a 
higher rate than at JMU, but there are upward trends for all institutions. The percentage of all 
Virginia borrowers increased from 55 percent to 63 percent while the percentage of all JMU 
borrowers increased from 48 percent to 52 percent. The average per-borrower cumulative 
undergraduate indebtedness of JMU graduates is significantly less than the average across Virginia 
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public 4-year schools. Keeping this indebtedness lower than the state average fulfills a strategic 
performance measure for JMU’s strategic plan. 
 
Table 10: Known Debt at Graduation of Student Borrowers at JMU 

 
SCHEV Research Report EOM06: Medium Graduate Debt, 10 Year Trends 

 

Summary 
Higher education continues to cost more for each student. This has resulted in students seeking 
several forms of financial aid (federal, state and institutional aid) that will allow them to mitigate debt 
after graduation. Similar trends and actions have occurred at JMU over many years, and especially in 
the last ten. 

In summary: 
q   JMU is a bargain compared with many institutions. JMU has always run a lean operation 

with low administrative costs. 
q   Like many other Virginia institutions, the percentage of students that need financial 

assistance continues to grow. JMU students tend to come from wealthier homes as a 
whole, as evidenced by the low percentage of students that qualify for Pell Grants. On 
the other hand, the percentage of JMU students that depend on some types of financial 
aid is increasing, with no end in sight.  

q   JMU students and their families received many different types of financial aid. Aid comes 
in the form of grant aid from the federal government and the Commonwealth, loan aid 
from the federal government and private sources, scholarships, Work-Study 
opportunities on-campus, and other aid. Since 2006-07 at JMU: grant aid increased by 
140 percent; loan aid increased by 70 percent; scholarship aid increased by 98 percent; 
Work-Study aid increased by 19 percent; other aid increased by 1 percent; and combined 
total aid increased by 77 percent 

q   It appears that JMU students and their parents are more likely to depend upon loans 
than at many other Virginia institutions. This is not surprising given that a small 
percentage of JMU’s undergraduates are eligible for Pell Grants, and the university does 
not have the financial resources like UVA and CWM to offer need-based and non-need-
based scholarships to students. 
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q   JMU students are more likely than other Virginia public institutions to depend upon 
federal sources of aid (mostly loans) while being less likely to depend on institutional and 
endowment aid. JMU does not have the institutional and endowment resources like 
UVA and CWM, thus students and parents must be more dependent upon loans. 
Thirteen percent of JMU’s undergraduate parents received a federal Parent Plus Loan. 
This was the third lowest percentage of the Virginia four-year institutions. On the other 
hand, the average parent Plus loan was $14,823. This means that many parents are taking 
on more than $60,000 in debt for their children. Parents of JMU non-Virginia students 
are by far the largest number (753) of parents Plus Loan recipients, when compared to 
the other four-year institutions. 

q   The number of bachelor’s degree recipients in Virginia with debt continues to increase 
(+61 percent between 2005-06 and 2014-15), reflecting the difficulties in affording 
higher education. The percentage of all Virginia borrowers increased from 55 percent to 
63 percent while the percentage of all JMU borrowers increased from 48 percent to 52 
percent. The median debt of JMU 2014-15 graduates was $23,028 compared with 
$14,500 in 2005-06. 

JMU is still a bargain when compared to other four-year public institutions across Virginia and the 
country, but costs (and the percentage of students receiving aid) have risen nonetheless. At some 
point, higher education may simply be too expensive for many students and their parents, especially 
the type of student that wants to come to JMU. One of the biggest challenges for JMU in the next 
ten years or so will be to find ways to keep tuition and fees competitive while also finding additional 
sources of revenue to provide scholarships for needy students. 

Questions about this study can be directed to the JMU Office of Intuitional Research at ask-
oir@jmu.edu. 
 


