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Cost-effectiveness analysis 
is an evaluative decision-
making tool that assesses 
alternative courses of action 
or policies.

abstract: Since Breneman and Haarlow (1998) 
first estimated the national cost of developmental 
education to be approximately $1 billion dollars, 
the developmental education landscape has shifted 
in numerous ways. This paper provides an update 
to their estimate in light of both these changes and 
improved data that disaggregates the cost to com-
munity colleges and four-year public institutions. 
An updated national cost estimate of developmental 
education to public institutions in the academic 
year 2004-2005 is estimated to be $1.13 billion, a 
13% increase over the estimate of Breneman and 
Haarlow. This paper calls for states to make data 
on developmental education both transparent and 
publicly available in order to accurately derive a 
precise cost of developmental education both at the 
local and national levels.

The emergence of a global economy has fueled the 
need for highly skilled workers with postsecondary 
credentials and has placed increased pressure on 
American higher education to produce a greater 
number of graduates. In order to remain competi-
tive in this new economic landscape, the American 
economy requires highly skilled workers who 
possess a college education, be it a two- or four-
year degree (Kirst & Bracco, 2004). Subsequently, 
President Barack Obama has made education one 
of his administration’s top priorities. In addition to 
encouraging every American to obtain a minimum 
of 1 year of postsecondary education, he has chal-
lenged higher education to produce, not just enroll, 
“the highest proportion of college graduates in the 
world” (Obama, 2009, para. 24). 
  Since at least a third of all first-time fresh-
men require a minimum of one developmental 
course–including perhaps as many as 60% of 
community college students (National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2003)–the effectiveness of 
developmental education programs is intimately 
linked to the achievement of the President’s 
ambitious goal. Recent research supports this 
view, indicating that community college students 
who successfully complete their developmental 
sequence go on to graduate or transfer to a four-year 
institution at comparable rates to students who 
began at college-level (Bahr, 2010). This finding 
holds regardless of either the depth (number of 
developmental course(s) required in one subject) 

or breadth (number of developmental subject(s) 
required) of students’ developmental needs. For 
these reasons, researchers, policy makers, and 
funders have increasingly focused their efforts 
on developmental education. A notable example 
is the Lumina Foundation’s multiyear, national 
Achieving the Dream initiative; its stated goal is 
to help community college students, especially 
those who have been traditionally underserved 
(e.g., those who require developmental education, 
have low-income, are underrepresented) to achieve 
their educational goals (Achieving the Dream, 
2007). Furthermore, the Gates Foundation has 
pledged over $15 million dollars to help strengthen 
developmental programs with the ultimate goal of 
increasing postsecondary graduation rates (Gates 
Foundation, 2009).
 Increased attention to developmental educa-
tion has resulted in many rigorous studies on its 
effectiveness (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 
2006; Bettinger & Long, 2004, 2005; Calcagno, 
Crosta, Bailey, & Jenkins, 2007; Calcagno & Long, 
2008; Martorell & McFarlin, 2011). Although the 
studies vary in terms of sample, method, and 
outcomes, all six cite Breneman and Haarlow’s 
(1998) one billion dollar estimate as the cost of 
developmental education, making their estimate, 
though over 10 years old, the most cited cost figure. 
Given the budget climate in which states and insti-
tutions are now operating, the need for updated and 
accurate cost information is imperative if policy 
makers and administrators are to make informed 
decisions that balance equity and efficiency. 
However, although developmental education may 
be more costly than some alternatives, institutions 
and states may choose to invest more to obtain a 
desired end: a more educated citizenry.
 This paper seeks to update the cost of devel-
opmental education estimate in three ways. First, 
we provide an update of the cost of developmental 
education in the state of Texas, which Breneman 
and Haarlow (1998) used as one of their original 
data points. Second, through our analysis of 
improved data, we are able to disaggregate the costs 
of developmental education to community colleges 
and four-year public institutions, thus arriving at 
a more accurate national estimate than was previ-
ously available. Third, we estimate a national cost 
of developmental education to public institutions 
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in a given semester; however, these institutional 
credits do not satisfy degree or certificate require-
ments. Students pay for courses that improve their 
basic skills, but these courses do not count toward 
earning a degree or credential. Further, with the 
addition of restrictions, the credit-bearing classes 
in which developmental students can simultane-
ously enroll have been reduced. This combination 
of factors may unintentionally serve to increase the 
amount of time it takes a student to complete his 
or her credential. 
 Public two-year colleges have increasingly 
begun to utilize technology in the delivery of 
developmental instruction. The quadrupling 
of courses offered via distance education since 
1996 from 3 to 13 % of the total has the ability 
to significantly impact the cost of developmental 
education at both an institutional and aggregate 
level. Although not all courses can be delivered 
more efficiently through the use of technology, 
courses that are well positioned to benefit from

Although each of these 
practices saves state funds 
and resources, both serve 
to limit educational 
opportunity.

increased technological delivery are those that are 
relatively standardized, offered to large numbers 
of students, and focus on teaching specific skills 
(Inglis, 2003; Jung, 2003). Developmental courses 
generally fit this description. 
 With regard to institutions, two practices that 
have negative implications for access to higher 
education have become increasingly common. 
First, there are a growing number of students 
who attend four-year colleges and universities that 
do not offer developmental coursework (NCES, 
2003). This means that those students who require 
developmental education are referred to other 
institutions, most likely a public two-year com-
munity college, to complete their developmental 
coursework. Second, though a greater number of 
students both require developmental education and 
take longer to complete it (NCES, 2003), there has 
been a shift to limit the amount of time a student 
can enroll in developmental courses. This shift has 
been spearheaded by the creation of state laws or 
policies that manifest in appropriations formulas 
that fund students’ developmental coursework for 
a limited number of credit hours. 
 Although each of these practices saves state 
funds and resources, both serve to limit educa-
tional opportunity. By offering developmental 

in the United States using the improved data. In 
addition to providing models to estimate costs, we 
conclude by calling for transparent state funding 
policies so that the cost of developmental educa-
tion can be accurately assessed in each state for 
the benefit of practitioners, researchers, and policy 
makers alike.

Scope of Problem: Then and Now
Developmental education is seldom assessed for 
cost effectiveness at the program level, much less at 
the larger state or national scale, as data are difficult 
to obtain. Cost-effectiveness analysis is an evalua-
tive decision-making tool that assesses alternative 
courses of action or policies when resources are 
limited (Levin & McEwan, 2000). Indeed, it is 
desirable to select those alternatives that are least 
costly for reaching a particular objective or that 
have the largest impact per unit of cost. The most 
cost-effective solution frees resources for other uses 
or allows a greater impact for any given investment 
in comparison to a less cost-effective solution. 
 The National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES) conducted two surveys concerning 
developmental education, the first in 1996 and 
the second in 2000. Breneman (1998) provided a 
summary of the NCES (1996) findings; the 2003 
study updated the 1996 findings by analyzing more 
recent data from 2000. Details on the figures cited 
from the 2000 NCES survey, including margin of 
errors, are included in the Appendix. Consistent 
with the 1996 study, the most telling finding of 
the 2000 survey was that virtually all public two-
year institutions (98%) offered developmental 
education classes in reading, writing, and math. 
Though still a significant proportion, fewer pub-
lic (80%) and private (59%) four-year institutions 
offered developmental courses. For all institutions, 
approximately 28% of first-time freshmen enrolled 
in a minimum of one developmental education 
course; the corresponding figure for community 
college students was 42%. 
 Though some aspects of developmental 
education did not change significantly from 1996 
to 2000, comparing the results of the two NCES 
surveys does illustrate some notable shifts, many 
of which do not bode well for either American 
higher education or its students. Specifically, 
once students place into developmental educa-
tion, they are increasingly required to enroll in 
the corresponding developmental course (NCES, 
2003). Mandatory placement into developmen-
tal education can possibly lengthen students’ 
time and increase their cost to earn a credential. 
Furthermore, although they are completing their 
developmental coursework, students are earning 
only institutional credit as opposed to elective 
credit. Institutional credit allows the student to 
qualify for financial aid programs that require 
enrollment in a minimum number of credit hours 

coursework only at two-year institutions, states 
limit student access to greater resources and support 
that four-year institutions can provide. By setting 
limits on the time to complete the developmental 
sequence, states create financial disincentives for 
institutions to support developmental education, 
especially community colleges that enroll large 
numbers of developmental students and are heavily 
dependent on state funds (Gerlaugh, Thompson, 
Boylan, & Davis, 2007; Jenkins & Boswell, 2002). 
Unfortunately for some students who require devel-
opmental education, the local community college 
will be unable to serve them. Many community 
colleges have decided to discontinue offering the 
lowest level of developmental courses (Flores, 2011). 
 Overall, changes in the developmental edu-
cation landscape have the potential to affect the 
cost of delivering these programs. The increasing 
number of students who require developmental 
courses certainly increases costs. As a consequence, 
states and higher education systems have sought to 
decrease costs by supporting the increased use of 
technology, by mandating the shift of developmen-
tal offerings to lower cost community colleges, and 
by limiting the time a state will fund developmental 
coursework. Though the individual results of these 
conflicting fiscal pressures are unknown, taken 
together, they can significantly affect the cost of 
developmental education programs to the state.

Methods and Findings
In his original work on the costs of remediation, 
Breneman (1998) made use of available data on 
developmental education from both Texas and 
Maryland to arrive at his estimate for the national 
cost of developmental education. Data obtained 
from a subsequent 50-state survey presented in 
Breneman and Haarlow (1998) led the authors to 
conclude that there was no evidence to revise the 
original $1 billion national estimate. 
 Our analysis relies upon data from the state 
of Texas for the academic year 2004-05 as the 
basis for an updated national estimate. Maryland 
is not included in this update as the data utilized 
by Breneman (1998) were the product of a one-time 
state survey, thus updated figures are unavailable. 
As was the case when Breneman conducted his 
analysis, Texas employs a formula-based funding 
system for higher education. Since Texas itemizes 
various costs in its funding formula and includes 
developmental education as one category within 
the formula, the cost of providing developmental 
education in Texas can be estimated from existing 
state data. This consistency allows for comparison 
over time. 
 In a comment to Breneman’s (1998) original 
analysis, Abraham (1998) developed three tech-
niques, all utilizing exclusively national data, to 
arrive at different cost estimates for developmen-
tal education for fiscal year 1993-1994. Because 
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comparable data from NCES are limited, we apply 
Abraham’s three methods to data from fiscal year 
2000-2001, rather than 2004-2005. It should also be 
noted that Abraham performed calculations with 
aggregated data. Due to improved data collection 
and reporting by NCES, our estimates are obtained 
by disaggregating the data to arrive at distinct totals 
for two- and four-year public institutions. These 
totals are then summed to arrive at an estimated 
national cost of developmental education to pub-
lic higher education institutions. Since two-year 
institutions are touted as lower cost institutions 
to both students and the state, the disaggregated 
budget data allows for a more precise estimate of 
actual costs.

Texas Case Study
In his original analysis, Breneman (1998) reported 
the cost of developmental education to the state of 
Texas to be $153.4 million for the 1996-97 bien-
nium. Of this total, $132.0 million, or about 86%, 
went to two-year community colleges, which 
included Texas State Technical Colleges and Lamar 
State Colleges. Four-year universities received the 
balance of $21.4 million, or about 14%. Breneman 
further showed that by dividing the amount allo-
cated for developmental education by the total 
higher education appropriations from the state 
($6.9 billion), developmental education accounted 
for 2.25% of total state appropriations to higher 
education in the 1996-97 biennium. 
 Given the rising cost of higher education, 
increased focus on developmental education 
(Marcus, 2000; Traub, 1995) and increasing col-
lege enrollments in Texas (Texas Higher Education 
Coordinating Board, 2003), one would expect the 
appropriations for developmental education to 
have increased in the intervening decade. This is 
indeed the case. In the 2006-07 biennium, Texas 
apportioned $206 million for developmental edu-
cation (Legislative Budget Board [LBB], 2007). In 
constant 1996 dollars (adjusting for inflation), this 
translates to $161.8 million, an increase of 5.5%. 

Of this total, public two-year institutions received 
$164 million, or about 80%. Universities received 
20% of the total, equal to approximately $40.2 
million dollars. As a percentage of total higher 
education appropriations, developmental educa-
tion accounted for around 2.04% for the 2006-07 
biennium. Though the total amount appropriated 
to developmental education has increased over the 
last decade, spending has decreased slightly as a 
percentage of total higher education expenditures 
in Texas (see Table 1).

National Estimate
Breneman and Haarlow. In his previous study, 
Breneman (1998) estimated the national cost of 
developmental education to be approximately $1 
billion. Breneman and Haarlow (1998) did not find 
cause to revise this estimate in a subsequent, more 
detailed study. To arrive at this estimate, Breneman 
assumed that all states spent roughly the same 
percentage of their budgets on developmental 
education as did Texas. 
 As Breneman (1998) has noted and we reiter-
ate, making this unsubstantiated assumption does 
not imply that Texas’ developmental education 
policies are representative of the other 49 states. 
Rather, we make this gross estimate using the best 
data currently available, a point to which we will 
return later in the paper. Furthermore, since the 
Breneman and Breneman and Haarlow (1998) 
studies are still the most cited works in regard to 
the cost of developmental education, an update 
utilizing similar methods is justified. 
 Assuming a spending rate of 2.25% and total 
state appropriations to public higher education 
institutions of $40.5 billion in fiscal year 1993-94, 
Breneman (1998) estimated the national cost of 
developmental education to be $911 million. This 
estimate, along with a similar exercise which uti-
lized a calculation based on college expenditures for 
the state of Maryland, allowed Breneman to con-
clude that roughly $1 billion was spent nationally 
on developmental education for fiscal year 1993–94.

 Applying Breneman’s (1998) method to 
data for the 2006-07 biennium did not result in 
a substantially different figure. Nationally, state 
appropriations to public higher education institu-
tions for fiscal year 2004-05 totaled $55.3 billion. 
If 2.04% of total state appropriations were devoted 
to developmental education, the result is a cost of 
$1.13 billion. To put that cost into perspective, total 
state appropriations to higher education increased 
36.5% from fiscal year 1993-94 to 2004-05 whereas 
the national estimated cost of developmental edu-
cation increased 13% during that same period.
 Abraham. In a comment to Breneman’s 
(1998) original analysis, Abraham devised three 
different methods, all using national data collected 
by NCES, to estimate the cost of developmental 
education. His purpose was to demonstrate the 
variability of national estimates produced using 
different assumptions. Abraham’s three methods 
are updated as follows. Note that data for four-year 
public institutions are given first, followed by data 
for two-year public institutions. This represents 
an improvement in data reporting as the disag-
gregated data was not available to Abraham when 
he conducted his analyses. The NCES survey is 
consistently cited as providing a low estimate of 
the prevalence of developmental education (see 
Limitations). Since Abraham’s methods rely exclu-
sively on the NCES figures and assume students 
enroll in a single developmental education course, 
Abraham’s methods result in a lower end estimation 
of the national cost of developmental education.
 Cost as a function of freshmen taking devel-
opmental courses. Four-year. In the Fall of 2000, 
total four-year public undergraduate enrollment 
was 6,055,398. First-time freshmen enrollment 
was 842,000; first-time freshmen accounted for 
13.9% of undergraduate enrollment. Since 20% 
of freshmen at four-year institutions took devel-
opmental education, this means that 168,000, or 
2.78%, enrolled in a minimum of one developmen-
tal course. Four-year institutions’ education and 
general expenditures for fiscal year 2000-01 were 
reported as $108.7 billion. Thus 2.78% of $108.7 
billion, equal to $3.02 billion, was spent on stu-
dents who required developmental coursework. 
Assuming a freshman enrolled in an average of 
twelve classes during his or her freshmen year, 
the cost of developmental education was $251.8 
million. If a student averaged nine classes per fresh-
man year, the total for developmental education 
increased to $335.7 million. The numbers of nine 
and twelve classes were used by Abraham (1998) 
in his original analysis and thus they are employed 
here for the purposes of comparison.
 Two-year. In the Fall of 2000, total two-year 
public undergraduate enrollment was 5,697,388. 
First-time freshmen enrollment was 952,000; 
first-time freshmen accounted for 16.7% of 

Table 1 

Texas Developmental and Higher Education Appropriations

Study
Years 
(biennium)

Appropriations to 
developmental 
education

Appropriations 
to higher 
education

Percent of total to 
developmental 
education

Breneman (1998) 1996-97 153.4 m* 6.9 b* 2.25%

Pretlow & Wathington 
(2010) 2006-07 206.0 m (161.8a) 10.1 b (7.86a) 2.04%

a Constant 1996 dollars. 
* m = million, b = billion.

continued on page 8
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Table 2

Estimated Cost of Developmental Education 

Study Fiscal Year 1993-94 Fiscal Year 2004-05 % change

Breneman $1 b* $1.13 b* + 13.00%

Fiscal Year 2000-01

Abraham Low estimate 
(12 classes)

High estimate 
(9 classes) Low estimatea High estimatea

1. Freshmen taking developmental courses $435.5 m* $580.7 m* $415.0 m* $553.4 m* – 4.71%

2. Educational funds committed to 
developmental courses $407.2 m* $542.9 m* $414.9 m* $553.2 m* + 1.89%

3. Per pupil expenditure $654.5 m* $872.7 m* $590.7 m* $787.7 m* – 9.75%

a This figure is the sum of the two- and four-year estimates.  
* b = billion; m = million.

undergraduate enrollment. Since 42% of freshmen 
at two-year colleges took developmental education, 
this means that 399,840, or 7.02%, enrolled in a 
minimum of one developmental course. Two-year 
institutions’ education and general expenditures 
for fiscal year 2000-01 were reported as $27.9 billion. 
Thus 7.02% of $27.9 billion, equal to $1.96 billion, 
was spent on students who required developmental 
coursework. Assuming a freshman enrolled in an 
average of twelve classes during his or her fresh-
man year, the cost of developmental education was 
$163.2 million. If a student averaged nine classes 
per freshman year, the total for developmental 
education increased to $217.6 million. 
 Cost as a function of education funds com-
mitted to developmental studies. Four-year. A 
second method of calculating the cost of devel-
opmental education is to multiply total educational 
and general expenditures, $108.7 billion, by the 
percentage of public first-time undergraduate 
enrollment in developmental courses, 13.9%. Thus, 
$15.1 billion was spent to educate first-time fresh-
men; if 20% of freshmen enrolled in developmental 
education, then $3.02 billion was spent on students 
taking at least one developmental course at four-
year institutions. To calculate the cost of a single 
developmental education course, divide this total 
by twelve, the average number of classes taken by 
a freshman, for a resulting cost of $251.8 million. 
If nine courses are applied as the average course 
load, the total cost increases to $335.7 million.
 Two-year. At two-year institutions, the second 
method involves multiplying total educational 
and general expenditures, $27.9 billion, by the 

percentage of public first-time undergraduate 
enrollment in developmental courses, 16.7%. Thus, 
$4.65 billion was spent to educate these first-time 
freshmen. If 42% of freshmen enrolled in develop-
mental education, then $1.96 billion was spent on 
students taking at least one developmental course 
at two-year institutions. To calculate the cost of 
a single developmental education course, divide 
this total by twelve, the average number of classes 
taken by a freshman, for a resulting cost of $163.1 
million. Using nine as the average course load, the 
total spent increases to $217.4 million.
 Cost as a function of per pupil expenditure. 
Four-year. A third method begins with the average 
expenditure per student who attended a four-year 
institution in 2000-2001: $21,622. If one multiplies 
this expenditure by the total number of first-time 
freshmen, 842,000, then approximately $18.2 bil-
lion was spent to educate all first-time freshmen. 
Since 20% of students took at least one develop-
mental course, $3.64 billion was spent educating

The figures produced from 
this exercise demonstrate 
the variability of the 
estimated national cost of 
developmental education.

developmental students at four-year institutions. 
If twelve is once again used as the average course 
load for a typical freshman, the resulting cost is 

$303.4 million. When the average course load 
is reduced to nine per year, the cost increases to 
$404.6 million.
 Two-year. In fiscal year 2000-01, the average 
expenditure per student who attended a two-year 
institution was $8,623. If one multiplies this expen-
diture by the total number of first-time freshmen, 
952,000, then approximately $8.21 billion was spent 
to educate all first-time freshmen. Since 42% of com-
munity college students took at least one develop-
mental course, $3.45 billion was spent educating 
developmental students at two-year institutions. If 
twelve is once again used as the average course load 
for a typical freshman, the resulting cost is $287.3 
million. When the average course load is reduced to 
nine per year, the cost increases to $383.1 million.
 As Abraham (1998) has emphasized in his 
study, the figures produced from this exercise dem-
onstrate the variability of the estimated national cost 
of developmental education. Different assumptions 
produce different results since data on the cost of 
developmental education are not collected in a sys-
tematic fashion (Saxon & Boylan, 2001). Though the 
four estimates presented utilize two different fiscal 
years of data (2004-05 and 2000-01), the estimates 
can be useful when comparing more recent data to 
their earlier counterparts (see Table 2). 

Discussion
Estimates based on Abraham’s (1998) three meth-
ods have remained remarkably constant when all 
is considered. Abraham used data for fiscal year 
1993-94 and grouped two- and four-year public 
institutions. However, when data from fiscal year 
2000-01 are used and are disaggregated for the 

continued from page 6

continued on page 10
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significant cost differences that exist between two- 
and four-year public institutions, Abraham’s cost 
estimates are basically unchanged. In calculating 
the cost of developmental education as a func-
tion of freshmen taking developmental courses 
(method 1), Abraham found expenditures for 
students taking developmental education to be 
between $435.5 and $580.7 million per year. The 
corresponding figure for 2000-01 is between $415 
and $553.4 million, a decrease of 4.71%. Estimating 
the cost of developmental education as a function of 
educational funds committed to students enrolled 
in developmental studies (method 2) produced 
an estimate for fiscal year 1993-94 of between 
$407.2 and $542.9 million. The result for fiscal year 
2000-01 was between $414.9 and $553.2 million, 
an increase of 1.89%. 
 The largest discrepancy between Abraham’s 
(1998) estimates occurred when cost was estimated 
as a function of per pupil expenditure (method 3). 
Abraham’s original calculations indicated a cost 
of between $260 and $347 million. Upon further 
inspection, we found some mathematical miscal-
culations resulted in the reporting of inaccurate 
figures by the original author. The corrected figures 
using Abraham’s 1993-94 fiscal year data result in 
a revised estimate of between $654.5 and $872.7 
million for fiscal year 1993-94. These revised num-
bers are more consistent with all estimates for both 
fiscal years 1993-94 and 2000-01, which reflected 
estimates of between $590.7 and $787.7 million, a 
decrease of 9.75%. 
 Applying Breneman and Haarlow’s (1998) 
model to more recent cost data provides a perspec-
tive of the changing patterns of resource allocation 
of both Texas and the nation over the past decade. 
The estimates presented previously initially seem 
large; however, when contextualized by spending 
on education in general, they are relatively small. 
Breneman (1998) noted that in fiscal year 1993-94, 
$1 billion was about 0.4% of the total elementary 
and secondary schools budget and about 0.9% of 
public higher education’s current fund revenue. 

The updated estimate, based on data from 2004-05, 
shows that, as a percentage, the cost of develop-
mental education has declined. Developmental 
education is about 0.23% ($1.13 billion/ $487 
billion) of the elementary and secondary schools 
budget. Furthermore, the cost of developmental 
education as a percentage of total revenue of public 
institutions of higher education using 2004-05 data 
is about 0.48% ($1.13 billion/ $234.8 billion). This 
information is summarized in Table 3. 
 Given the importance of data on developmen-
tal education for student success, policymaking, 
and institutional planning, it is surprising that 
there has not been more empirical research on costs 
conducted since Breneman and Haarlow’s (1998) 
work more than a decade ago. A recent report by 
Strong American Schools (2008) makes an effort to 
estimate the cost of developmental education com-
bining data from their internal, self-proclaimed 
nationally represented survey of 668 students 
and the U.S. Department of Education. Utilizing

Given the importance of 
data on developmental 
education for student 
success, policymaking, and 
institutional planning, it is 
surprising that there has not 
been more empirical research 
on costs conducted.

 expenditure data, the authors estimate the cost of 
remediation in public institutions to be $2.31 to 
$2.98 billion dollars for the academic year 2004-
2005. They further disaggregate this figure and esti-
mate that $708 to $886 million is paid by students in 
the form of tuition and the balance ($1.61 to $2.01 
billion) is funded by institutional subsidies, most 
notably state and federal governments. Although 

we concede that many assumptions must be made 
to conduct a study such as this, we found several 
challenges to their methodology that make com-
menting on their estimate impossible.1

Limitations
This study is not without limitations, many of which 
are similar to those encountered by Breneman and 
Haarlow (1998) in their original analysis. First, 
although the NCES now collects limited information 
on developmental education, many scholars argue 
that institutions underreport their data (Breneman 
& Haarlow, 1998; Kirst, 2007; Saxon & Boylan, 2001). 
The most common reasons cited for this phenomena 
are (a) there is no consistent and accepted definition of 
what constitutes a developmental course (Breneman 
& Haarlow, 1998; Merisotis & Phipps, 2000; Saxon 
& Boylan, 2001); (b) placement test cut scores for 
assignment to developmental education can vary 
among institutions and states (Kirst, 2007); and (c) 
institutions, especially highly selective institutions, 
do not want to tarnish their closely guarded reputa-
tions by reporting the number of developmental 
students they enroll (Breneman, 1998; Phipps, 1998; 
Saxon & Boylan, 2001). These three factors, when 
aggregated, are all potential explanations as to why 
the number of developmental students is severely 
undercounted. Consequently, the 2003 NCES study 
on developmental education, when compared to 
other estimates of developmental enrollment, is 
consistently one of the lowest estimates provided 
(Attewell et al., 2006; Jenkins & Boswell, 2002; Kirst, 
2007). If the number of students in developmental 
education is underestimated by the NCES, this 
would bias the cost results downward.
 Second, and consistent with Breneman and 
Haarlow (1998), this analysis does not include the 
costs of developmental courses provided by either 
private institutions or through noncourse-based 
programs. In reference to the former, though 
pri vate institutions do provide developmental 
instruc tion to their students (NCES 1996, 2003), 
the cost to the tax-paying public and individual 
states to deliver such instruction is not as direct as 
with public institutions. With regard to the latter, 
institutions in Texas have implemented noncourse-
based offerings such as summer bridge programs 

1 Although the authors give a detailed account of their 
methodology in arriving at the cited cost figure (see 
Appendix B of their study), there is no information 
provided on the “nationally represented survey.” This 
makes it impossible to know their survey universe. 
If their survey population was all college students 
or all college students referred to developmental 
course(s) or all students who sat for a placement test, 
their results would likely be dramatically affected. 
Without this information, it is impossible to com-
ment on their results. 

Table 3

Cost of Developmental Education as a Percentage of Expenditures

Study

Estimated 
national cost of 
developmental 

education

Developmental 
education as a 
% of total K-12 
appropriations

Developmental 
education as a % of 

total higher education 
revenues

Breneman (FY 93-94) $1.00 billion 0.40% 0.90%

Pretlow & Wathington 
(FY 04-05) $1.13 billion 0.23% 0.48%

continued from page 8
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and accelerated modules to help students more 
quickly complete their developmental require-
ments (Wathington et al., 2011). Since Texas did 
not reimburse institutions for noncourse-based 
instruction during the 2006-07 biennium, these 
costs are excluded. However, one should note that 
with the passage of House Bill 1244 and Senate 
Bill 1564 in the Spring of 2011, Texas has moved 
to create alternative state funding structures 
for noncourse-based developmental education. 
Including these figures in future calculations will 
improve the precision of future estimates.
 Third, this estimate contains only the cost to 
the nation and does not take into account the costs 
to the individual student in terms of time, tuition, 
or forgone income. Though a cost-effectiveness, 
cost-utility or cost-benefit analysis as outlined in 
Levin and McEwan (2000) would be ideal, the data 
for this endeavor are currently unavailable on a 
national scale. The updated estimate provided in 
this study, combined with recent findings con-
cerning the outcomes of developmental students 
(Attewell et al., 2006; Bahr, 2010; Bettinger & Long, 
2004, 2005; Calcagno et al., 2007; Calcagno & Long, 
2008; Martorell & McFarlin, 2011), is a first step 
in approximating the costs and benefits of devel-
opmental education.

Implications
The national cost estimate of developmental educa-
tion has remained relatively consistent over time, 
all things considered. Though some would argue 
that this is positive, this finding should be inter-
preted knowing that the need for these services 
has increased over the same time period (NCES, 
2003). Though some available data does suggest 
that institutions of higher education have found 
ways to deliver developmental education more 
efficiently (e.g., utilizing technology in delivery 
methods and restricting developmental education 
to lower cost community colleges), we argue that 
this “efficiency” has come at the expense of equity 
for many developmental students. 
 State governments, which provide the largest 
share of a community college’s funding (Breneman 
& Nelson, 1981; Cohen & Brawer, 2008), have de-
incentivized community colleges from offering 
developmental courses on three levels: state, insti-
tutional, and individual. On a state level, 22 states 
or higher education systems have either reduced or 
eliminated developmental offerings (Parker, 2007). 
This restriction takes the form of either an outright 
ban on four-year institutions offering developmen-
tal courses or a state refusing to fund developmental 
students in their full-time equivalent (FTE) fund-
ing formulas for four-year institutions (Jenkins 
& Boswell, 2002). This denies developmental stu-

dents access to the increased support and services 
offered by better resourced four-year institutions. 
 On an institutional level, two states employ a 
funding formula that penalizes two-year institu-
tions that offer developmental courses by reimburs-
ing those institutions less per FTE for students in 
developmental education than for students enrolled 
in college-level courses (Jenkins & Boswell, 2002). 
On a student level, four states prohibit the use of 
state financial aid to pay for developmental courses; 
hence the students have to fund these noncredit 
courses themselves. Furthermore, 13 states limit 
either the number of times they will fund an indi-
vidual student to attempt a particular course or the 
total number of developmental credit hours they will 
fund for single student (Jenkins & Boswell, 2002).
 This trend of limiting funding on the state, 
institutional, and student levels does not appear to 
be reversing (Parker, 2007). In the years 2000–02, 
11 state legislatures had floor debates that included 
either limiting or eliminating developmental course

State governments . . . have 
de-incentivized community 
colleges from offering 
developmental courses.

offerings in higher education (Jenkins & Boswell, 
2002). At the very least, many state policy makers 
feel that, if higher education is to offer developmen-
tal courses, less-expensive community colleges are 
the proper venue. The sum of these state policies 
has resulted in the restriction of developmental 
students to the community college, an institution 
that has fewer resources per student than do four-
year institutions (Bailey & Morest, 2006). Further, 
since otherwise similar students who begin post-
secondary education at a community college are 
less likely to transfer and earn a Bachelor’s degree 
when compared to students who begin at a four-year 
institution (Long & Kurlaendar, 2009), students 
who require developmental education face a signifi-
cant uphill struggle. The resulting system in which 
fewer resources are disbursed to institutions with 
large numbers of students having great financial 
and educational need is not only inequitable but 
contributes to further stratification of the higher 
education system. 
 As this study demonstrates, the available infor-
ma tion on the costs of developmental education 
is still lacking. In order to more fairly evaluate the 
costs and benefits of developmental education, 
states and public institutions should make their 
alloca tions to developmental education more trans-
parent by systematically documenting the costs and 

benefits of specific interventions and develop mental 
education as a whole. This would allow the costs and 
benefits to the state, an institution, and individual 
developmental programs and students be more 
accurately assessed. 

Conclusion
In the face of difficult budget times and numerous 
policy alternatives, understanding the true costs 
and benefits of developmental education is essential 
for solid decision-making at both a state and insti-
tutional level. This study is a first step in assessing 
the updated costs of developmental education. Used 
in tandem, information on the costs and benefits of 
developmental education allows decision makers to 
balance issues of efficiency and equity when faced 
with difficult choices. If American postsecond-
ary education is to respond to President Obama’s 
call to significantly increase America’s number 
of college graduates, both additional state fund-
ing and a more nuanced understanding of state 
developmental education policies–their costs and 
their benefits–will be required. 
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Appendix

Standard Errors from 2000 NCES Survey

M SE 95% confidence interval

Offer Developmental Education 

Public 2-year 98% 1.0 96.04 99.96

Public 4-year 80% 1.3 77.45 82.55

Private 4-year 59% 3.1 49.83 68.17

Freshmen Enrolling in Minimum of 1 Developmental Education Course

All Institutions 28% 0.4 27.22 28.78

Public 2-year 42% 0.9 40.24 43.76

Use technology to offer developmental education

All Institutions 13% 1.0 11.04 14.96

Public 2-year 25% 1.8 21.47 28.53

Source: National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES). (2003). Remediation at degree-granting 
at postsecondary institutions in Fall 2000 (A Statistical Analysis Report). Washington, DC: U.S. 
Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences.
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spokespersons are concerned about the develop-
mental students who arrive academically unready 
and emotionally apprehensive to community col-
leges and two- and four-year institutions.
 Whether or not educators see the origin of this 
problem at the high school level and advocate for 
stricter social/academic disciplines prior to college 
does not alter the fact that an ever-increasing num-
ber of students transitioning into college are not 
adequately prepared. They are not just recent high 
school graduates; rather a variety of backgrounds 
and motivations are represented in this group. 
Many demonstrate an inability to directly enter 
the college track without a different approach and 
an institution-wide change of course. This article 
explains some explicit measures faculty can inte-
grate into their content teaching that enrich the 
number of competencies that can be addressed 
simultaneously. In the process developmental 
students can obtain the very skills exemplified 
in emotional intelligence that may go unnoticed 
yet may be equal determinants with cognitive 
preparedness for success in college courses.

Conclusion
Educators can infuse opportunities in the college 
classroom to teach students competencies beyond 
the content when a collaborative setting is estab-
lished by choosing to become well-versed in this 
design and to expand the very value of class time. 
Collaboration works in unison with the traditional 
lecture approach, integrating time for students to 
not only digest the material to expand knowledge 
base but to think critically and creatively about 
the material itself to reach a common goal. Then 
it takes learning a step further using its interactive 
and reflective nature to build social competencies 
and cooperation; raise confidence and empathy 
among its learners.
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