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ABSTRACT 
 

 In 1972, Alexander Astin and Calvin Lee authored “The Invisible Colleges: A Profile of 

Small, Private Colleges of Limited Resources.”  Written as part of a series for the Carnegie 

Commission on Higher Education, this work identified and examined the status of private 

colleges. They identified 494 colleges as “Invisible” based on low enrollment and low 

selectivity. (This number was amended to 491 in an unpublished appendix to the original work.)  

A contrasting group of institutions with high selectivity was also identified as “Elite Colleges.” 

At the time, the Higher Education Act of 1965 was up for reauthorization, and part of the 

rationale for the study was to influence federal policy regarding finance of private higher 

education. Astin and Lee concluded that many of these institutions were having serious financial 

struggles, and were in “real danger of extinction.” In the four decades since Astin and Lee’s 

publication, there have been no empirically based, quantitative studies to determine the status of 

these institutions, even though a spate of reports consistently asserts their impending demise or 

extinction.  

 The first article in this study undertakes an empirical examination of those 491 

institutions initially identified by Astin and Lee as “Invisible" using a combination of student 

selectivity (based upon ACT and SAT scores) and enrollment size (under 2,500 students), and 

contrasting them with those 44 institutions initially identified as “Elite.”  As of 2012-13, a total 

of 354 of the original 491 Invisible Colleges and 43 of the original 44 Elite Colleges continued to 

operate as accredited private, four-year institutions.  Only 80 of the original Invisible Colleges 

had closed; 35 had merged with other institutions, 10 remained open but were not accredited, 6 
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had converted to public status, 5 had become for-profit institutions, and 1 had become a 2-year 

private institution. Thus, among those 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges, 145 no longer met the 

criteria to be classified as “Invisible” in 2012-13.  Changes in religious affiliation, geographic 

location, gender of students enrolled, enrollment of full-time and part-time students, and in 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities identified as invisible are examined in this article. 

Astin and Lee had recommended that institutions enrolling fewer than 1,000 students increase 

their enrollments.  In 1967-68, 70% of the 491 Invisible Colleges had enrollments under 1,000; 

by 2012-13, 30% of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges did.  

 The second article in this study examines the financial conditions of these 354 Persisting 

Invisible Colleges and 43 Persisting Elite Colleges in 2012-13, and compares them to the 

original 491 invisible and 44 Elite Colleges.  Astin and Lee declared in 1972 that the lack of 

resources at the Invisible Colleges put them in danger of failure.  In 2012-13, many of the 354 

Persisting Invisible Colleges were still struggling financially. The 43 Persisting Elite Colleges, 

however, not only were financially stable, they enjoyed substantial other revenue streams, 

including federal research grants, and possessed sizeable endowments, with total assets almost 

90% higher than the total assets at the Persisting Invisible Colleges. An examination of student 

financial aid revealed that the Persisting Invisible Colleges are functioning as access institutions, 

with an average of 41% of their students receiving Pell grants, compared to only 16% of students 

at Elite Colleges. That public institutions for the first time in 2012 generated more revenue from 

tuition than from state support represents an unprecedented shift in American higher education 

funding; perhaps these institutions can learn from strategies adopted by both the Persisting 

Invisible and Persisting Elite Colleges to maintain solvency in a growing tuition-dependent 

environment.   
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 The third article in this study presents an analysis of those institutions in 2012-13 which 

can be classified as Invisible or Elite Colleges, using the exact same methodology as Astin and 

Lee to identify them. A total of 547 institutions were identified as New Invisible Colleges and 61 

as New Elite Colleges. These numbers were then compared to the 491 institutions identified by 

Astin and Lee in 1972 as issues of religious affiliation, curriculum, enrollment, revenues, 

expenses, and financial aid were examined.  In addition, distance learning, retention and faculty 

information were considered.  A majority of the New Invisible Colleges is located in the south, 

more have a religious affiliation in 2012-13 than in 1972, and over half offer distance education.  

The New Invisible Colleges have larger percentages of their students on Pell than do the New 

Elite Colleges—46% compared to 15%—and they are loan dependent as well (61% compared to 

38%).  It is quite possible that the substantial growth of the for-profit sector has had an effect on 

these institutions. 

 These three articles present a comprehensive analysis of small, independent, four-year 

institutions in the United States. Invisible Colleges were deemed at great risk of failure in the 

early 1970s, particularly those with enrollments under 1,000.  The methodology used to identify 

the nonprofit colleges at risk in 1972 was used to identify today's New Invisible Colleges and 

New Elite Colleges in 2012-13.   Clear evidence is presented indicating the extreme differences 

in the financial status of the two groups. Recommendations include the suggestion that, as state 

funding for public higher education sadly continues to decrease, public institutions should look at 

the survival strategies employed by the Invisible Colleges to identify those which could be 

beneficial. In addition, the question is raised whether distributing federal financial aid to 

institutions with substantial endowments, such as the 61 New Elite Colleges, is in fact sound 

public policy. As the landscape of higher education in America continues to change, particularly 
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with the sharp increase of for-profit institutions and the sharp decrease in state funding, this 

study provides a clear evaluation of the status of small, private, four-year institutions, 

highlighting the narrow financial margins at the New Invisible Colleges, compared to the 

substantial revenues of the New Elite Colleges. 
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The Invisible Colleges: Where Are They Now? 

 In 1972, Alexander Astin and Calvin Lee wrote The Invisible Colleges: A Profile of 

Small, Private Colleges with Limited Resources. This book was part of an ambitious series of 

studies sponsored by The Carnegie Commission on Higher Education. The Commission’s series 

covered a wide range of higher education topics in the 1970s and was intended to “investigate 

and provide recommendations on the most vital issues facing American higher education in the 

latter part of the twentieth century” (Douglass, 2005, p. 3). The series, edited by Clark Kerr, 

remains to this day the most comprehensive series on American higher education ever published.   

 One of the major issues addressed in the series was the finance of higher education, 

particularly at the federal level. The Higher Education Act had just been passed in 1965, and 

according to Douglass (2005), “The flurry of reports that came out in the very early 1970s 

reflected Kerr’s and the commission’s goal of informing and influencing the reauthorization of 

the Higher Education Act” ( p. 4).  Douglass notes that one of the legacies of the Commission’s 

work is that it provides “contemporary policymakers and observers of American higher 

education a benchmark on the progress and problems we face today, providing an invaluable 

resource (Douglass, 2005, p. 5). Kerr was well aware that whatever provisions survived the 1972 

reauthorization of the Higher Education Act could stay in the federal legislation for decades. One 

concern was the future of private higher education in the United States. 

 Astin and Lee were charged by the Commission to write a report on the status of small, 

independent, non-selective four-year institutions. In his forward to The Invisible Colleges, Clark 

Kerr noted that these institutions “constitute about one-third of all four-year colleges in the 
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country” and enrolled almost 500,000 students” (Astin & Lee, p. xi).  Astin and Lee observed 

that these institutions comprised “more than half of all the private four-year colleges in the 

country” (Astin & Lee, 1972, p. 10), and they asserted that “the fact that many of them may be in 

real danger of extinction makes a thorough examination of their problems and prospects 

imperative” (Astin & Lee, 1972, p. 1).   

 In a speech to fellow university presidents at the American Association of State Colleges 

and Universities’ meeting on October 14, 2014, Louisiana State University President King 

Alexander recalled the argument made for public funding for private higher education leading up 

the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act in 1972: 

During the 1965 to 1972 debates, private higher education made the claim that the great 
diversity of the American higher education system was in substantial jeopardy because 
many privates could no longer compete with state subsidized public colleges and 
universities. Their argument was that federal higher education funding should follow the 
student and flow to any institution regardless of its mission. Protecting the diversity of 
institutions became a primary component of the argument rather than actually increasing 
low-income student access (Alexander, 2014).  
 

An atmosphere of peril was not a new concept for private higher education in the 1960s and 

1970s.  Several publications in the 1940s and 1950s warned of imminent demise for the private 

higher education sector (Case, 1950; Harding, 1943; “Liberal-Arts Colleges,” 1952; Morley, 

1943; “We Can’t do Without,” 1958). It was in this milieu that Astin and Lee undertook a 

thorough examination of these small, independent, non-selective institutions. 

 To specifically identify the population of institutions upon which they wished to focus, 

Astin and Lee used full-time equivalency (FTE) enrollment and SAT and ACT scores to 

categorize all the institutions which enrolled first-time students as listed in the Education 

Directory, 1967-68 published by the U.S. Office of Education. They created 8 categories of 

enrollment sizes and 8 selectivity levels based on SAT and ACT. Focusing on the private 
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institutions, they identified 494 institutions at Selectivity Level 3 and below, with enrollments 

under 2,500. They named this group “Invisible Colleges” because of the “chief problem facing 

such institutions: their obscurity and the consequent lack of concern for their welfare within the 

community of higher education” (Astin & Lee, p. 2). Though the original total of this group, as 

published in The Invisible Colleges, was 494, that number was amended after publication to 491, 

as indicated in a footnote to an unpublished Appendix provided by Alexander Astin to this 

author (personal communication, June 29, 2009). On the other end of the spectrum, Astin and 

Lee identified 44 private institutions as Elite Colleges, which were those institutions in the top 

two selectivity levels.    

 Astin and Lee’s study was “the first to be done on a group of . . . colleges that few people 

know about” (p.11). Among their recommendations, Astin and Lee advocated for increased 

external funding for Invisible Colleges, particularly from the states, to ensure their ability to 

survive. They also pointed out the small enrollments typical for Invisible Colleges, noting that 

“more than 70 percent of the Invisible Colleges have fewer than 1,000 students” and suggested 

that they may be “superfluous and too expensive to be kept in business” (p. 103). They 

recommended that smaller institutions increase enrollment, calling on “Invisible Colleges 

enrolling fewer than 1,000 students to consider expanding their enrollments by several hundred 

students” (p. 104).  Since Astin and Lee’s 1972 publication, the 491 institutions they identified as 

“Invisible Colleges” have not been examined to determine whether they are still in existence, and 

if so, what their status is some 40 years later. 

 This study investigates the status of those 491 Invisible Colleges as of 2012, and 

highlights the changes they have experienced over the past four decades in terms of enrollment, 

selectivity, religious affiliation, gender ratios, geographic locations, full-time student 
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populations, and the status of the Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

identified as Invisible Colleges in Astin and Lee’s study and discussion.  

Literature Review 

 In the ensuing years since Astin and Lee’s study, the literature is replete with additional 

warnings of decline and failure for small, private institutions. (Cheit, 1971;  Kirk, R., 1975a and 

1975b; Andrew, Freidman &  Blacksburg, 1976; Hruby, 1980; Hillcoat, 1982; Kirk, A., 1984; 

Dickerson, 1986; Breneman, 1990; Evangelauf, 1990; Kerr & Ashcroft, 1990; Myers, 1994; 

Bartlett, 2001; McPherson & Shapiro, 1999; Van Der Werf, 1999;  Beimiller & Brainard, 2011; 

Baker, Baldwin & Makker, 2012; and Hoover, 2012). Kimball (2014) wrote a repudiation of the 

notion that the liberal arts colleges were disappearing, asserting that the Honors Colleges created 

at many public universities were fulfilling that role now. 

Among the studies published in the 1970s, Alty (1973) asserted that “Survival hinges on 

substantial strengthening of management and organization and significant self-renewal” (Alty, 

173, Diss. Abstract, p. iii). In a 1975 editorial, entitled “Saving Independent Colleges,” R. Kirk 

suggested that independent colleges should do three things in order to survive: emphasize their 

faith tradition to distinguish them from public institutions, maintain strong academic standards in 

a smaller environment than can be accomplished at a state institution, and specialize in a distinct 

way that establishes a niche in higher education (R. Kirk, 1975a).  In a second companion 

editorial, “What Independent Colleges Ought Not to Attempt,” R. Kirk recommended that 

independent colleges should cease building new facilities, participating in athletics, changing 

curriculum to include professional programs such as business, admitting academically 

unqualified students, adopting practices such as co-ed dorms, and making changes to appeal to 

more students.  R. Kirk firmly believed “the independent college should not promise to be all 
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things to all” (R. Kirk, 1975b, p. 671).  These recommendations embody the notion of Burton 

Clark’s “institutional distinctiveness” suggested in The Distinctive College, originally published 

in 1970. Recognizing the coming technology changes, Jones (1978) focused on the potential role 

of enhanced use of audio-visual technology at liberal arts colleges to attract students. 

A number of researchers conducted case studies of small, independent four-year 

institutions, outlining strategies employed by specific institutions to combat serious problems. 

Hruby (1980) evaluated a self-study conducted at Aquinas College in Michigan, and urged 

similar institutions to engage in this type of strategic planning.  Hillcoat (1982) focused on one 

small college, and generalized recommendations for other similar institutions.  A. Kirk (1984) 

researched the effect of a management change on enrollment, retention and employee morale as 

a result of retrenchment at a small, private college in the northeast. Ranslow (1984) evaluated the 

success of strategies implemented at Bradford College in Massachusetts. Amsler (1985) 

documented changes implemented at a small independent college and how those changes 

affected the institution. Dickerson (1986) investigated factors which affected enrollment at 

Franklin College in Indiana. Putnam (1994) explored the role of trustees at three small struggling 

institutions. Bonvillian and Murphy, (1996) focused on strategies which small institutions could 

implement to enhance their ability to survive. Wilch (1998) focused on the actions taken by the 

University of Findlay to position itself for survival. Prine (2009) conducted a case study of 

Graceland University in Iowa and Brigham Young University-Hawaii, both of which developed 

revenue sources for their institutions through entrepreneurship. Plympton (2011) reviewed 

strategies implemented to reduce academic costs at one liberal arts college.  Hilbun (2013) 

examined the strategies employed by three institutions in response the economic recession of 

2007-08. 
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The literature also indicates that small, independent four-year institutions were working 

to make changes to adapt to a shifting higher education landscape to ensure their survival. This is 

to be expected, as independent institutions have engaged in numerous strategies to survive over 

their histories as Rudolph notes (1990).  Formerly single-gender institutions have become co-ed 

(Moore, 2013; DeSantis, 2013; Huckabee, 2014), and many have added athletic programs 

(DiMaria & Pullona, 2004; Demeril, 2013). Online programs (Williams, 2010; Straumschein, 

2014), graduate programs (Rietema, 2013) and professional programs have been added along 

with other curriculum changes (Honan, 1999; Pace, 2000).  Another popular strategy has been to 

change to “university” status (Morphew, 2002; Ruiz, 2009; and Jaquett, 2013), or to change the 

name of an institution in an effort to increase prestige, such as Beaver College in Philadelphia, 

which experienced an increase in applications after changing its name to Arcadia University 

(Finder, 2005).  Institutions have collaborated with one another (Van Der Werf, 1999; Carlson, 

2013; “North Carolina,” 2008), and some have even affiliated with proprietary institutions (Van 

Der Werf, 2006; Jaschik, 2010; Beimiller, 2011). Many independent institutions have enhanced 

their marketing strategies (Van Der Werf, 2008; Kiley, 2012; and Supiano, 2010); changed their 

financial aid strategies (Lipska, 2007); refocused their admissions strategies (Greer, 1991); 

created their own entrepreneurial enterprises (Blumenstyk, 2008); or partnered with industry 

(Supiano, 2011). Changes in financial strategies have also been adopted (Gansemer-Topf & 

Schuh, 2006; Kelderman, 2013, August 28; Kelderman, 2013, May 17; and Helliker, 2011, 

February 17). One study examined the economic conditions of a group of insitutions classified as 

Baccalaureate Arts II colleges using the 1994 edition of the Carnegie Basic Classification 

(Gallagher, 1998).Several institutions have converted from private control to public control to 

avoid closing.  Prominent among those institutions was The College of Charleston in South 
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Carolina, which was a struggling private institution in the 1970s . Then President Theodore Stern 

“convince[d] the state to make his college a state university” (Brown, p. 41). The transition from 

a state to a public institution was a cost-effective way for the College of Charleston to remain 

open, while allowing the state to open a public institution in a previously underserved part of the 

state (Brown, 2011). Other colleges converted as well. In 1975, New College of Florida became 

part of Florida’s state higher education system in 1975, and Athens College joined the Alabama 

state system as a solely upper division institution tied under the control of the same board that 

governs the state’s two-year institutions. 

 Two publications in particular expounded on the decline of the liberal arts colleges. In 

Liberal Arts Colleges: Thriving, Surviving, or Endangered, David Breneman, former president 

of Kalamazoo College, a highly selective liberal arts college, proposed that curricular changes 

contributed to the decline in the number of “true” liberal arts colleges (2004). The 1987 edition 

of the Basic Carnegie Classification identified 140 institutions as Liberal Arts Colleges I, which 

were “highly selective” and awarded over half their degrees in liberal arts fields. Another 400 

institutions were classified as Liberal Arts Colleges II colleges, which were “less selective,” and 

while most in this category awarded over half their degrees in the liberal arts fields, a small 

group was included which awarded less than half their degrees in liberal arts fields and had 

enrollments under 1,500 students (Breneman, p. 11, 1994).  Breneman then narrowed the list 

from 540 to 212 institutions.  He eliminated 11 Liberal Arts I institutions, based on the presence 

of graduate programs, calling them “liberal arts plus,” and described them as “essentially small 

universities” (p. 12).  In the Liberal Arts II category, he excluded 317 institutions, which he 

termed “liberal arts minus,” describing them as “essentially small professional colleges with few 
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liberal arts majors” (p. 13). A follow-up study to Breneman’s work further narrowed the list of 

212 schools down to 130 (Baker, Baldwin & Makker, 2012). 

 In Liberal Arts at the Brink (2011), Victor Ferrall, President Emeritus of Beloit College 

in Wisconsin, focused on 225 private, not-for-profit colleges.  Ferrall based his list on U.S. News 

& World Report’s 2009 list of the “best” liberal arts colleges (p. 15), from which he removed 

public institutions, unranked institutions, for-profit institutions, and large private universities (p. 

169). Neither Breneman nor Ferrall discussed the status of the institutions they excluded, beyond 

the fact that their curricular changes disqualified them for the designation of being “true” liberal 

arts colleges. The above literature review makes clear the lack of empirically-based studies of 

non-selective, not-for-profit, private institutions. 

Method 

 This study emulates the empirically-based research methodology developed by Astin and 

Lee in their 1972 classic work, The Invisible Colleges: A Profile of Small, Private Colleges with 

Limited Resources, which was part of the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education series on 

higher education. While many researchers have focused their attention on small, independent, 

four-year institutions, none have followed up on the study conducted by Astin and Lee. Much 

research, particularly in the form of case studies, has illuminated specifics aspects regarding the 

plight of the small, private institutions, but no research has provided data by which to ascertain 

the status of the Invisible Colleges today. This study examines the 491 colleges identified by 

Astin and Lee as Invisible Colleges, as included in an unpublished appendix to the original 1972 

book, which Alexander Astin graciously shared with this author (personal communication, June 

29, 2009). 
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 Astin and Lee used data from the U.S. Office Education’s Education Directory, 1967-68 

Part 3, Higher Education, as well as data from and methodology used in Astin’s 1971 

publication, Predicting Academic Performance in College. They based their determination of 

what constituted an Invisible College quantitatively, using a combination of selectivity and 

enrollment. Selectivity was determined using “estimates of the mean aptitude test scores of 

entering freshmen” (p. 4).  As shown in Table 1, colleges were ranked on a scale of 1 to 8, based 

on their mean SAT/ACT scores, with 1 representing the least selective and 8 representing the 

most selective. Institutions were also categorized based on Full-Time Equivalence (FTE) 

enrollment. Colleges at selectivity level 3 or below, and with an FTE enrollment of fewer than 

2,500, were defined to be Invisible.  

Table 1 
 
Private Four-Year Colleges by Enrollment and Selectivity Level, 1967-68 (n=918) 
 

Selectivity 
level 

Enrollment Size 
less than 

200 200-499  500-999 
1000-
2499 

2500-
4999 

5000-
9999 

10,000-
19,999 

20,000-
more Total 

8 0 2 2 10 1 1 0 0 17 

7 0 2 5 16 4 0 0 0 27 

6 2 2 16 29 5 3 0 0 57 

5 2 3 26 47 10 3 1 0 92 

4 4 16 60 89 21 8 3 0 201 

3 2 17 65 71 12 3 0 0 170 

2 2 13 40 27 4 0 0 1 87 

1 2 12 42 27 3 0 0 0 86 

Unknown 32 63 59 20 4 3 0 0 181 
Subtotal of 
Invisible 
Colleges  38 105 206 145     494* 

Totals 47 130 315 336 64 21 4 1 918 
   

Note: This table is adapted from The Invisible Colleges, p 10-11, and is used by permission.  
*This number was amended to 491, as indicated in an unpublished Appendix supplied by Alexander Astin. 
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 As shown in Table 1, out of a total of 918 independent four-year institutions, Astin and 

Lee identified 494 as Invisible Colleges, a number that was later amended to 491 highlighted in 

Table 1. In addition, Astin and Lee identified 44 institutions as “Elite Colleges,” which were 

categorized as being “in the top two levels of selectivity” (Astin & Lee, p. 10).  

 This study focuses on the status and key institutional characteristics of those 491 

Invisible Colleges in 2012-13.   Data used to assess the 2012-13 status and key characteristics 

were obtained from the National Center for Educational Statistics’ Integrated Postsecondary 

Education Data System (IPEDS). As shown in Table 2, an estimate of the mean ACT or SAT 

score was calculated using a combination of the average of the 25th and 75th percentiles for the 

SAT Critical Reading section and SAT Math Section, or an average of the 25th and 75th 

percentile for the ACT Composite score, as reported to IPEDS. For those institutions submitting 

both ACT and SAT scores, the test with the higher percentage of incoming freshman submitting 

scores was used. Enrollments were grouped in the same categories Astin and Lee used, and are 

based on the FTE enrollment as reported to IPEDS for each institution as Table 2 shows. 

Table 2 
  
Method Used to Derive Mean SAT and ACT Scores for Persisting Invisible Colleges in 2012-13 
 

 SAT Critical Reading (CR) and Math ACT Composite 

Institution 
Name 

CR  
25th 
%  

CR  
75th 
%  

Derived
CR 

Mean  

Math 
25th 
%   

Math 
75th 
%   

Derived 
Math  
Mean 

Derived 
SAT 
Mean 

ACT 
25th 
%  

ACT  
75th 
%  

Derived
ACT 
Mean   

Sample 
Institution A 700 790 745 760 800 780 1525 33 35 34 

Sample 
Institution B 490 560 525 460 540 500 1025 19 24 43 

Note: For each of the 354 Invisible Colleges which persisted as a private, 4-year nonprofit institution, an 
estimation was made of the SAT or ACT mean for entering freshmen, using data from NCES.  If students  
submitted both SAT and ACT scores to an institution, the score used was that for the test with the higher 
percentage of students submitting scores to the institution. 
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Results 

 Astin and Lee believed that many of the Invisible Colleges “may be in real danger of 

extinction” (p. 1). However, an examination of those 491 institutions that Astin and Lee believed 

were at risk in 1972 indicates stability if not resiliency. This suggests that while the struggles 

may be real, the ability of these institutions to adapt is strong.  

Status of Invisible Colleges in 2012 

 As shown in Table 3, of the original 491 Invisible Colleges, 411 were still operating in 

some form in 2012-13. Of these, 354 were still private, not-for-profit, 4-year institutions, 

constituting 77.2% of the total.  Only 80 of the original 491 Invisible Colleges were no longer 

operating in 2012-13. This is a 16.3% failure rate from 1967-68 to 2012-13, a 45-year time span. 

A small minority, 35, which is 5.1% of the original 491, had merged with other institutions, 

including 10 that merged with other Invisible Colleges. Of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges, 

167 retained the same name, while 187 changed their name, including 158 which added the word 

“University” to their name.  

Table 3 
 
Status of Astin & Lee’s Invisible Colleges in 2012-13 (n=491) 
 

Status Number Percent 

Private, not-for-profit, 4-year or above 354 72.1 
Merged with another Invisible College 10 2.0 
Merged with another Institution 25 5.1 
Open, but not in IPEDS 10 2.0 
Public, 4-year or above 6 1.2 
Private, for-profit, 4-year or above 5 1.0 
Private, not-for-profit, 2 year 1 0.2 
Closed 80 16.3 
TOTAL 491 99.9 
Note: Total percent does not add up to 100 because of rounding.  
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 In contrast, the 44 institutions that Astin and Lee identified in 1972 as Elite Colleges saw 

no change in terms of mergers or closings. All 44 were open in 2012-13, although one of the 

institutions had closed in 2008 and reopened in 2011. Another institution had shifted from 

private to public control and accordingly changed its name. That 43 of the 44 Elite Colleges 

continued as private, not-for-profit, 4-year institutions speaks to the stability of the elite highly 

selective liberal arts college and its place in the firmament of American higher education. 

 That 80 liberal arts colleges empirically classified as non-selective by Astin and Lee in 

1972 closed in the 45 years between 1967-68 and 2012-13, given the dire predictions for private 

higher education in the 1960s and the early 1970s, the question begs: when did most of the 

closures occur?  

Figure 1  
 
Closings by Institutional Type per Year (1968-2012) 
 

 
Source for All Institutions and All 4-year Privates: 2012 NCES Digest Table 309: Degree-granting institutions that 
have closed their doors, by control and level of institution: 1969-70 through 2011-12. 
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 Overall, Invisible College closings between 1967-68 and 2012-13 in the United States 

were more highly concentrated in the 1970s, and leveled off to a few per year after that, as 

shown in Figure 1.  Half of the closings (40) occurred between 1968 and 1980, a 12-year span.  

The other half closed at a steady rate of slightly more than one per year from 1981-2012, a 31-

year time span. It would seem that the majority of these Invisible Colleges heeded the warnings, 

and undertook successful strategies to survive. Overall, a total of 649 institutions closed during 

that 45-year time span, including 111 four-year institutions.  Interestingly, both of these 

categories experienced an uptick in closings after the 2008 Great Recession, while the Invisible 

Colleges’ rate of closing remained steady. 

Enrollment  

 The Persisting Invisible Colleges and the Persisting Elite Colleges experienced shifts in 

both enrollment and selectivity between 1967-68 and 2012-13.  As shown in Figure 2, in 1967-

68 over two-thirds of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges had enrollments of fewer than 1,000.  

However, in 2012-13, that percentage had dropped to less than one-third.  Astin and Lee had 

recommended in 1972 that institutions enrolling fewer than 1,000 students increase their 

enrollments, and clearly a large proportion of them did so. In 1967-68, less than one-third of 

Persisting Invisible Colleges enrolled between 1,000 and 5,000 students. By 2012, that 

percentage increased to 64%—and 6% of the 354 institutions enrolled over 5,000 students.  Five 

institutions moved into the 10,000-19,999 range. Overall, 298 of the 354 Persisting Invisible 

Colleges saw enrollment increases, with an average increase of 1,343 and a median increase of 

809.  Only 56 of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges experienced enrollment decreases, with an 

average decrease of 283, with a median of 213, from 1967-68 to 2012-13.  Of the 80 Invisible 

Colleges which closed, 87% enrolled fewer than 1,000 students in 1968; and over half enrolled 
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fewer than 500 students. These closures give credence to Astin and Lee’s concern that a small 

enrollment threatened institutions at that time. 

Figure 2 
 
Number of Invisible Colleges at Each Enrollment Level for 1967-68 and 2012-2013 
 

 

  The Elite Colleges also experienced enrollment shifts. In 1967-68, 72% of the Elite 

Colleges enrolled over 1,000 students. By 2012, Elite Colleges enrolling more than 1,000 

students had increased to 89%.  However, unlike the Persisting Invisible Colleges, not one of the 

43 Elite Colleges enrolled more than 10,000 students. Their average enrollment was 2,300, with 

a median of 1,906. All but two of the Elite Colleges increased their enrollment, with an average 

increase of 788 students, and a median of 655. A total of seven institutions increased their 

enrollment by 100% or more. The largest increase was 260%.  

Selectivity  

 In 1968, 37% of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges were at selectivity level 3, 18% 

were at Level 2, and 16% were at Level 1.  A total of 100 institutions (28%) were categorized as 

“unknown.” Astin and Lee indicated that these institutions, for which SAT and ACT scores 

could not be obtained, were most likely in the nonselective category, and thus classified them as 
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Invisible Colleges (Astin & Lee, p. 5). In addition to Selectivity Level, Astin and Lee used FTE 

enrollment below 2,500 to categorize the Invisible Colleges. As Table 4 shows, by 2012, while 

59% of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges remained at selectivity level of 3 or below with FTE 

enrollments under 2,500, 145 of them, or 41%, moved above the Level 3 threshold and/or 

increased FTE enrollment above 2,500. These 145 can no longer be considered Invisible 

Colleges. 

Table 4  
 
Selectivity and Enrollment in 2012 of 1968 Persisting Invisible Colleges (n=354) 
 

 Enrollment Size 
Selectivity 

level under 200 
200-
499 

 500-
999 

1000-
2499 

2500-
4999 

5000-
9999 

10,000-
19,999 Total 

 
Percentage  

8  1      1 0.3  
7    1    1 0.3  
6    5 1 2  8 2.3  
5   7 15 12 5  39 11.0  
4 1  12 42 13 3 2 73 20.6  
3  6 24 63 11 3 1 108 30.5  
2  2 9 27 4 1  43 12.1  
1 1 1 7 10 2   21 5.9  

Unknown 7 10 19 16 4 2 2 60 17.0  
Subtotal 
Invisible 
Colleges 8 19 66 116    209 59.1 

Totals 9 20 78 179 47 16 5 354 100 
 

 Of the 80 Invisible Colleges which closed between 1967-68 and 2012-13, Astin and Lee 

categorized 22.5% at Level 3, 12.5% at Level 2, 11.3% at Level 1, and 53.8% as “unknown.” Of 

the 44 institutions categorized as Elite Colleges, 17 (39%) were categorized as Level 8, and 27 

(61%) were categorized as Level 7 in 1968.  In 2012, 9 (20%) of the Elite Colleges were 

categorized as Level 7, and 23 (55%) as Level 8. There were 11 institutions with no scores 

reported, with one having closed in 2008 and reopened in 2011.   
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Religious Affiliation 

 The 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges experienced changes in religious affiliation 

between 1968 and 2012, as shown in Table 5.  Notably, in 1967-68, 107 institutions were 

identified as nonsectarian. By 2012, that number had dropped to just 82, a decline of 24%.  

However, Astin and Lee point out that the reliability of institutions’ religious affiliation was 

somewhat dubious in 1968: “For instance, some list themselves as ‘nonsectarian’ in the official 

U.S. Office of Education’s Education Directory, and, at the same time, continue to state in their 

catalogs that they are religiously oriented” (p.19).  It is likely, then, that a portion of those 107 

insitutions listed as nonsectarian in 1968 were actually affiliated with a religious denomination.  

Table 5 

Percentage of 1967-68 Persisting Invisible Colleges Affiliated with  
a Religious Denomination in 2012-13 
 

Denomination 

1968 Invisible 
Colleges  
(n=491) 

2012 Persisting 
 Colleges 
(n=354) 

Roman Catholic 22.9 19.5 
Lutheran 1.4 1.7 
American Baptist 3.2 1.1 
Church of Christ 1.0 0.8 
Methodist 6.1 9.0 
Presbyterian (U.S.) 4.0 4.5 
Southern Baptist 5.5 3.4 
Seventh-Day Adventist 1.8 2.3 
Other religious 20.1 34.5 
Nonsectarian 34.0 23.2 
Subtotal religious  66.0 76.8 
Total 100.0 100.0 
Note: Adapted from Table 8, Astin and Lee’s Invisible Colleges (1972).  
 

While a 24% decrease in religiously affiliated Persisting Invisible Colleges suggests a decrease 

in denominational affiliation and support, it is possible that the 107 institutions listed in 1968 as 

not religiously affiliated was not truly representative of the actual state of religious affiliation.  
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 Of the 80 institutions which were closed or sold, 41.3% were Roman Catholic, 39% were 

non-sectarian and the remaining 20% were affiliated with other religious denominations. The 

Elite Colleges were largely non-sectarian in 1968, with 91% not affiliated with a religious 

denomination. Two colleges were Roman Catholic, and two colleges were Presbyterian.  There 

were no changes in religious affiliations from 1968 to 2012. 

Gender 

 Another area which changed for both the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges and the 43 

Elite Colleges was the percentage of single-gender institutions, as well as the male-to-female 

enrollment ratio, as shown in Figure 3.  

Figure 3 
 
Changes in Percentage of Co-ed and Single Gender Insitutions for Invisible  
Colleges and Elite Colleges from 1967-68 to 2012-13 
 

 

  In 1968, 78.2% of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges were co-ed, 6.2% were male, and 

15.6% were female. In 2012, the percentage of co-ed institutions increased to 99.4%, male 

female only decreased to .6%, and none of the Persisting Invisible Colleges were exclusively 

male only.  Of the 80 closed institutions, 58.8% were co-ed, 27.5% were female, 11.3% were 
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male, and 2.5% were unknown. These percentages are based on the institutions’ status in 1968; it 

is likely that some insitutions’ gender status had changed before they actually closed. In 1968, 

the Elite Colleges were 41% co-ed, 39% male, and 20% female. By 2012, the Elite Colleges 

were 91% co-ed, 9% female, and there were no exclusively male Elite Colleges.   

 While both the Persisting Invisible Colleges and the Elite Colleges institutions shifted to 

being largely co-ed, the overall enrollments at these institutions also shifted from majority male 

to majority female, reflecting at some level national trend data. In 1968, the overall male-to-

female ratio for all degree-granting postsecondary institutions was 60:40 (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2013, Table 303.10).  By 1979, females became the majority at just over 

50%, and in 2012, the ratio of male-to-female had almost reversed and was at 43:57.  Wells, 

Seifert, Padgett, Park, and Umbach (2011) point out that women are “projected to comprise 60% 

of all college students by 2016” (p. 1). Of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges, 82.8% of those 

institutions enrolled more females than males in 2012. This shift mirrors the overall change in 

U.S. higher education, where the majority of students are now female. In 2012, a total of 328,927 

students enrolled in these 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges were males, compared to 498,614 

females, which is a 40/60 male-to-female ratio. At the Elite Colleges, 43,838 students were 

males, compared to 57,840 females, compared to students, which is a 43:57 male-to-female ratio, 

the same as that for all degree-granting postsecondary institutions. 

Geographic Distribution 

 In 1968, the geographic distribution of the 491 Invisible Colleges was 21.7% in the 

Northeast, 35.4% in the Midwest, 26.7% in the Southeast, and 16.2% in the West.  In 2012, of 

the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges, 16% were in the Northeast, 34% were in the Midwest, 40% 

were in the South, and 11% were in the West.  Of the 80 institutions which closed, 28% were in 
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the Northeast, 49% were in the Midwest, 11% were in the South, and 10% were in the West. The 

Persisting Elite Colleges are located primarily in the Northeast at 68%, with 14% in the Midwest, 

7% in the South, and 11% in the West. These changes perhaps reflect national population 

changes over the past 45 years, with an increased percentage of the total population in the South 

and a decreased population in the northeast.  

Table 6 
 
Geographic Distribution of Invisible Colleges in 1967-68 and 2012-13 
 
 1967-68 

Invisible Colleges  
(N=491) 

2012-13 
Persisting Invisible Colleges 

(N=354) 
 Total Percentage Total Percentage 
Northeast 107 21.7 56 16 
Midwest 175 35.4 120 34 
South 132 26.7 139 39 
West 80 16.2 39 11 
 
Full-time Enrollment 

 Both Persisting Invisible Colleges and Persisting Elite Colleges experienced changes in 

the percentage of students enrolled full-time. In 1968, 51% of Invisible Colleges enrolled at least 

90% of their students full-time. In 2012, only 30.8% of Persisting Invisible Colleges enrolled at 

least 90% of their students full-time. The largest decrease was in the percentage of institutions 

which had previously enrolled nearly 100% of their students full-time. In 1968, that percentage 

was 15.4% for Invisible Colleges. By 2012, that percentage had decreased to only 1.7%. One 

possible explanation for this decrease in full-time enrollment is the strategy of Persisting 

Invisible Colleges adding adult degree programs and online programs over the past four decades, 

both of which are likely to enroll part-time students. 

 Astin and Lee reported that in 1968, a substantial majority of Elite Colleges (91%) 

enrolled “at least 90% of their students on a full-time basis, as compared with only about half of 
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the Invisible Colleges” (p. 32).  In 2012, the percentage of Elite Colleges enrolling 90% or more 

of their students full time increased to 93.2%, in contrast to the substantial decrease of Persisting 

Invisible Colleges enrolling full-time students. 

Table 7  
 
Percentages of Students Attending Full-Time at Invisible Colleges and  
Elite Colleges in 1967-68 and 2012-13 
 

 Invisible Colleges Elite Colleges 

% of students 
attending 
full-time 

1967-68  
(n = 491) 

2012-13 
(n = 354) 

1967-68  
(n = 44) 

2012-13 
(n = 43) 

unknown 0 0 0 2.3 
Less than 50 4.2 7.6 0 2.3 
50-54 2.6 2.8 2.3 0 
55-59 2.8 3.4 0 0 
60-64 2.4 6.8 0 0 
65-69 3.0 7.1 0 0 

70-74 4.7 9.3 0 0 
75-79 6.3 10.2 2.3 0 
80-84 9.1 11.6 0 0 
85-89 13.8 10.2 4.5 2.3 
90-94 16.0 15.0 11.4 9.1 
95-98 19.6 14.1 31.8 45.5 
99-100 15.4 1.7 47.7 38.6 
(Adapted from Table 12 in Astin & Lee, p. 33) 

Historically Black Invisible Colleges and Universities  

 Astin and Lee also reported on the status of private Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs). Of the 491 Invisible Colleges, 44 were HBCUs in 1968.  By 2012, eight 

of those insitutions had closed, just over one in five. There were no HBCUs among the Elite 

Colleges in 1968.  Of the 36 Persisting Invisible Colleges which were HBCUs, 32 were private, 

not-for-profit institutions with a religious affiliation, and four were private not-for-profit with no 

religious affiliation.  In 2012, HBCUs enrolled a slightly more even distribution of men and 
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women with 57% women, compared to the other Persisting Invisible Colleges in 2012, with 60% 

women. Overall, in terms of survival, 82% of Invisible Colleges which were HBCUs were still 

open in 2012, compared to 72% of the non-HBCU Persisting Invisible Colleges, which speaks to 

their durability.  

Conclusions 

 This study reveals the durability of independently controlled, non-selective Invisible 

Colleges. Their closure rate of 16% over the past 45 years indicates a resiliency to survive. That 

72% of the 1967-68 Invisible Colleges endured in 2012-13 indicates adaptability to a changing 

higher education environment, without changing their inherent commitment to providing higher 

education in the private sector.  The 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges experienced increases in 

both selectivity and enrollment between 1968 and 2012, demonstrating that they are not just 

hanging on, but are indeed viable institutions. While they may no longer fit traditional notions 

some have of “liberal arts colleges,” they remain an important part of the American higher 

education landscape.   

 Today’s 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges serve over 828,000 students.  They offer a 

variety of educational opportunities in the private sector in terms of size, selectivity, geographic 

location, religious affiliation, and part-time enrollment options.  It is notable that over two-thirds 

of the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges increased their enrollment above the 1,000-student 

threshold recommended by Astin and Lee in 1968.  That 41% of them increased their selectivity 

to Level 4 or above indicates that with the increasing enrollments, they simultaneously increased 

their academic profile.  They clearly did not simply lower their admission standards to achieve 

growth. While many questioned the ability of small, private, non-selective, nonprofit Invisible 

Colleges identified by Astin and Lee to survive, they found ways to adapt and endure.   
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 It is likely that the changes in the geographic distribution of the Persisting Invisible 

Colleges resulted, at least in part, from changes in the United States population migration over 

the past four decades.  As the overall population percentage decreased in the Northeast, and 

increased in the South, there was no doubt increased competition among institutions for students. 

Conversely, even as the population in the South grew, the Persisting Invisible Colleges in other 

regions were able to remain open. The growth of other higher education sectors, including 

community colleges, likely contributed to increased competition for the Persisting Invisible 

Colleges to enroll students as well.  These are highly adaptable institutions.  

 This study examined religious affiliation, gender, full- and part-time student mix, and 

Historically Black Invisible Colleges and Universities.  A strong majority of the Persisting 

Invisible Colleges continue to be affiliated with a religious denomination. These affiliations 

provide a diverse option in higher education for students seeking a different experience than that 

which institutions in the public sector can provide.  The shifts in gender at the Persisting 

Invisible Colleges reflect the general American higher education environment, though the 

Persisting Invisible Colleges enroll a slightly higher percentage of females than their Persisting 

Elite College counterpart and the overall higher education environment.  The Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities persisted at an even higher rate than the overall persistence of the 

Invisible Colleges. The Invisible HBCUs fulfill a unique mission in higher education, and their 

continued existence contributes to the institutional diversity of American higher education.  

 The substantial increase in the percentage of students attending part-time at the Persisting 

Invisible Colleges is perhaps the most striking finding of this study.  In 1967-68, just over half of 

Persisting Invisible Colleges enrolled 90% or more of their students full-time; by 2012-13, only 

one-third did so. In contrast, in 1967-68, more than 9 in 10 of the Elite Colleges enrolled 90% or 
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more of their students full-time, a percentage that actually increased to 93.2% in 2012-13. 

Comparatively, in 2012-13, just over one-third of all private, nonprofit, 4-year institutions 

enrolled 90% or more of their students full-time, while only 12% of public, 4-year institutions.  

The dramatic increase in part-time enrollments at the Persisting Invisible Colleges may reflect 

adaptation to a changing college-going population, and outreach out to non-traditional students—

especially female students—with new program offerings oriented to working adults. More study 

is needed. 

 That 84% of the 491 Invisible Colleges identified by Astin and Lee over forty years ago 

were still open in some form in 2012-13 shows how private non-selective institutions of higher 

education can adapt and endure.  Their ability to adapt to a changing fiscal and demographic 

landscape may have relevance to the public sector in the decades ahead.  State funding for public 

higher education continues to decrease, and 2012 is in fact the first time tuition provided more 

revenue for public insitutions than did state funding. This is a substantial shift “from the 1970s, 

when state governments supplied public colleges with nearly 75% of their funding” (Douglas-

Gabriel, 2015), and the federal government was concerned with preservation of a private sector 

that otherwise might face extinction.  It seems that perhaps the tables have turned, and now it is 

the state-funded sector of higher education that is at risk. Perhaps the Persisting Invisible 

Colleges have lessons to teach to public institutions regarding strategies and adaptations those 

facing decreasing enrollment and shrinking budgets could adopt in their own quest for survival. 
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An Economic Profile of the Invisible Colleges 
 

 Alexander Astin and Calvin Lee identified 494 non-selective, low-enrollment, private    

4-year liberal arts colleges as “invisible” in 1972.  The Invisible Colleges: A Profile of Small, 

Private Colleges with Limited Resources was commissioned by the Carnegie Commission on 

Higher Education as part of its comprehensive series on American higher education. Astin and 

Lee warned that these 494 colleges were at risk of failure, in part due to enrollments that limited 

their financial stability.  The 494 number was later amended to 491 in an unpublished Appendix 

graciously provided to this author by Alexander Astin (personal correspondence, June 29, 

2009).  Using the same empirically based criteria of selectivity and enrollment, Astin and Lee 

also identified 44 institutions as Elite Colleges. Their examination of financial elements 

including tuition, revenues, expenses, assets, liabilities and endowments illustrated very 

different financial conditions of Invisible Colleges and Elite Colleges. Underlying Astin and 

Lee’s research was the desire of the Carnegie Commission, chaired by Clark Kerr, to advocate 

for public financial support of private institutions in the forthcoming Higher Education 

Administration Act reauthorization (Douglass, 2005).  Regarding the fragile financial standing 

of the Invisible Colleges, Astin and Lee concluded:  

In summary, with respect to financial resources the invisible colleges are in a dismal 
position. They receive far less money from virtually all sources of revenue than do either 
elite or middle private colleges. Since their very invisibility presents major difficulties in 
recruiting students and faculty, their relative lack of funds for salaries and financial aid 
and the favorable competitive position of public and elite private institutions compound 
their difficulties. Without major infusions of new money, the outlook for many invisible 
colleges is bleak (p. 47). 
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 Since 1972, many authors have written about the financial issues facing private 

American higher education. However, no studies have used the same empirically-based method 

used by Astin and Lee on these Invisible Colleges and Elite Colleges to determine how their 

financial profiles have changed.  Astin and Lee were so concerned about the viability of the 

Invisible Colleges, that they said “many of them may be in real danger of extinction” (p. 1).   

Some forty years later, an examination of these institutions indicates that they fared better than 

predicted, with 411 of the 491 still open in some form in 2012-13.  A total of 354 Invisible 

Colleges remained open as private, non-selective institutions.  All 44 Elite Colleges remained 

open, though one had become a public institution.  This study presents an aggregate view of the 

economic conditions—including revenues, expenses, endowments, student financial aid, and 

physical plant values—at the 354 Persisting Invisible Colleges and 43 Persisting Elite Colleges 

which were still in existence as of 2012-13.  Where comparable data exists, changes in the 

institutions between 1967-68 and 2012-13 are examined. 

Literature Review 

 The financial stability of small, private higher education institutions in the United States 

has long been a topic of concern. In a 1943 Saturday Evening Post article, Felix Morley, then 

president of Haverford College in Pennsylvania, extolled the virtues of the small independent 

college calling it “a unique American institution” (p. 19). He then expressed concern about the 

survival of these institutions following World War II (p. 46). Also in 1943, Colonel H. F. 

Harding speaking to the Phi Beta Kappa Association about the liberal arts colleges in the face of 

World War II, expressed strong concern that they were “fighting for their very existence” (p. 

667). Almost a decade later, a 1952 Saturday Evening Post editorial, “Liberal Arts Colleges 

Need Support if They are to Avoid Federalization,” addressed the difficult economic times 
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facing the small, private institutions, and called on corporations to include private institutions in 

their charitable donations. Echoing this 1952 Saturday Evening Post editorial calling for 

stronger corporate support for private institutions, in 1994, Roger Bowen, then a Vice President 

of Hollins College, urged those giving large gifts to institutions to not overlook small private 

liberal arts colleges.  

 Since the 1972 publication of Astin and Lee’s The Invisible Colleges, much has been 

written speculating on the ability of small, private institutions to survive.  In response to a 

request from President Gerald R. Ford, in 1976, Andrew and Friedman conducted a study on a 

group of these institutions which had closed.  In 1990, Ashcroft and Kerr, writing for the 

Education Commission of the States, examined the status of private higher education and made 

recommendations to state policy makers regarding actions to insure these private institutions 

remained viable.  In 1994, Breneman followed up an earlier study from 1990 in Liberal Arts 

Colleges: Surviving, Thriving, or Endangered? He concluded that because of changes in 

curricular focus, only 212 of 540 institutions classified a liberal arts colleges in the Carnegie 

Classification remained as true liberal arts colleges. Similarly, in 2011, Ferrall identified only 

225 institutions as liberal arts colleges in Liberal Arts at the Brink.  A follow-up to Breneman’s 

1994 study by Baker, Baldwin and Makker concluded that the number of liberal arts colleges 

had shrunk to only 212. 

 In addition, many survival strategies have been examined (Beimiller, 2011; Blumenstyk, 

2008; Bonvillian & Murphy, 1996; Carlson, 2013; DeSantis, 2013; Demeril, 2013; DiMaria & 

Pullona, 2004; Finder, 2005; Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 2006; Honan, 1999; Huckabee, 2014; 

Jaquett, 2013; Kelderman,  2013, August 28; Kelderman, 2013, October 18; Kiley, 2012;  

Lipska, 2007; Moore, 2013; “North Carolina,” 2008; Pace, 2000; Rietema, 2013; Ruiz, 2009; 
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Straumschein, 2014; Supiano, 2010; Supiano, 2011; Van Der Werf, 2006; Van Der Werf, 2008; 

and Williams, 2010).  The financial stability of these institutions, closely tied to enrollment for 

private higher education, has been reported on and explored in depth. (Blumenstyk, 2010; 

Carlson, 2011; Halfond & Stokes, 2013: Healy, 2013; Helliker, 2011; Hoover, 2013; Huckabee, 

2014; Keirleber, 2014; Kelderman, 2013, August 28; Kelderman, 2013, October 18; Kelderman, 

2013, May 6; Washburn, 2013).      

 The Great Recession of December 2007 to June 2009 hit higher education hard.  

Blumenstyk (2010) reported that in 2008, Moody’s Investors Service had downgraded the credit 

rating of only 5 institutions. In 2009, they downgraded another 22 institutions. In the first six 

months of 2010, however, an additional 17 were downgraded, 13 of which were private. 

Carlson (2011) reported that “Moody’s maintains a negative outlook for the majority of higher 

education institutions, which it says are too dependent on tuition, auxiliary income, and state 

support” (p. A20). However, the report also pointed out that though smaller private institutions 

would be under the most intense pressure among higher-education institutions, it noted that the 

best-managed institutions have opportunities to thrive in the current market: "These 

organizations tend to be more nimble and entrepreneurial than is generally realized, and some 

are adapting new technology, entering new partnerships, expanding into new markets, and 

encouraging faculty to be more productive” (p. A20).  In addition, “From 2009 through 2013, 

the number of downgrades of colleges’ credit ratings by Moody’s Investors Service outpaced 

upgrades by nearly five to one” (Blumenstyk, 2014). These credit downgrades are closely tied 

to the financial losses experienced during the Great Recession of 2007 to 2009. 

 Troop (2014) reported that in July 2014, Moody’s again “issued a negative outlook for 

the higher education sector in the United States,” in particular “noting significant tuition 
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revenue declines” for both “public and non-profit private institutions.”  Nevertheless, Moody’s 

injected the hopeful observation that “positive trends like strong long-term demand for higher 

education and reduced household debt could help create conditions for colleges to stabilize over 

the next year.” In a more somber tone, however, “Moody’s noted, ‘there is a growing disparity 

between tuition dependent colleges and market-leading universities with diverse revenue 

sources.’”  In other words, the small, independent invisible institutions are falling further behind 

the elite institutions in terms of financial stability and viability. 

 Over the past several years, the number of private institutions failing the U.S. 

Department of Education’s financial responsibility test has increased.  A below passing score 

sets up an institution for increased financial monitoring by the federal government. However, 

several higher education organizations such as the National Association of Independent 

Colleges and Universities and the National Association of College and University Business 

Officers have raised concerns about the validity of the scores (Blumenstyk & Newman, 2014). 

Methodology 

 Using a list of the institutions identified by Astin and Lee as Invisible Colleges and Elite 

Colleges, a determination was made of the status of each of these institutions as of 2012-13.  

Data regarding the 354 Persisting Invisible and 43 Persisting Elite Colleges was obtained from 

the National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System.  

For comparison purposes, the dollar amounts listed by Astin and Lee for 1967-68 were adjusted 

for inflation to 2012-13 using the Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator. Where 

possible, financial information for 2012-13 was compared to that of 1967-68, as published in 

The Invisible Colleges. Because of differences in accounting standards for private higher 
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education and public higher education (Goldstein & Menditto, 2005), comparisons were not 

made in this article with public institutions. 

Results 

 Revenue and Expenses. A comparison of total revenues and expenses as well as of the 

total assets and liabilities for the two groups of institutions highlights the overall wealth of the 

Persisting Elite Colleges compared to that of the Persisting Invisible Colleges, as shown in 

Table 1. The average Persisting Elite College realized a net difference of $6.2 million between 

revenues and expenses. The average Persisting Elite College, however, realized a net difference 

of $81.4 million, which is 13 times higher.  That the average Persisting Elite College realized 

$75 million more revenue after expenses than the average Persisting Invisible College is 

indicative of the vast wealth gap between the two institutional types.  

Table 1 

Enrollment and Revenues/Expenses, 2012-13 

 Persisting Invisible Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting Elite Colleges  
(N=43) 

 
Total 

Average  
per  

Institution 
Total 

Average  
per 

Institution 
Enrollment 

(Headcount) 
827,541 2,337 101,678 2,364 

Revenues &  
Investment Returns  

$17,678,968,329 $50,082,063 $12,202,040,199 $283,768,377 
 

Expenses  $15,480,833,235 $43,855,052 $8,701,332,248 $202,356,564 
Net difference  $2,198,135,094 $6,227,011 $3,500,707,951 $81,411,813 
   

 Private higher education is dependent on securing its own revenues to pay for expenses, 

unlike public institutions which receive appropriations from state governments.  Revenue 

sources include tuition and fees, government appropriations, grants, contracts, gifts, and 

investment returns. Many of these private institutions are highly tuition dependent, and rely on 
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meeting enrollment targets to achieve a balanced budget.  These institutions often operate very 

close to the margin of running deficits. Institutions which are more financially secure generally 

have endowments that generate annual revenue for operating costs, and because they are mostly 

highly selective, do not have the same issues with recruiting a large enough student body to 

remain solvent. 

 One of the principal sources of revenue for private, not-for-profit institutions is tuition. 

Tuition rates vary widely among them, with the highly selective Elite Colleges generating 

substantially more revenue from tuition than the non-selective Invisible Colleges. Astin and Lee 

pointed out that in 1967-68, 93% of the Elite Colleges, as compared to only 4% of the Invisible 

Colleges, had tuition levels above $9,986, adjusting 1967-68 tuition levels for inflation.  This is 

shown in Table 2.   

Table 2  

Annual Tuition of Invisible and Elite Colleges 1967-68 and 2012-13 
(Annual tuition charges adjusted for constant 2012-13 dollars) 

 1967-68 2012-13 

Annual  
Tuition 
Charges 

Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=494) 

Elite 
Colleges 
(N=44) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite 

Colleges 
(N=43) 

Less than $1,979 1.0 0.0 1.4 4.7 
$1,979-$3,299 3.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
$3,305-$4,948 17.8 0.0 0.6 0.0 
$4,956-$6,598 41.3 0.0 0.3 0.0 
$6,604-$9,986 33.0 6.8 3.7 0.0 
$9,903-$13,196 3.4 81.8 7.6 0.0 
$13,196 or more 0.4 11.4 86.4 95.3 

Note: Adapted from Table 14, p. 34, in Astin and Lee’s Invisible Colleges. Used by permission.  
Astin and Lee did not include fees in this table; therefore, no fees are included for the 
 2012 data. Dollar amounts of Annual Tuition adjusted to 2012 constant dollars. 

By 2012-13, annual tuition at both Persisting Invisible Colleges and Persisting Elite 

Colleges had increased substantially. Only 5% of the Persisting Invisible Colleges were 
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charging tuition in 2012-13 below the inflation adjusted amount of $9,896, compared to the 

96% which were below that amount in 1967-68 (Astin & Lee, p. 34).  

 Tuition at the 43 Persisting Elite Colleges also increased, with all but 4.7% of those 

colleges charging tuition in the highest category.  If it is true that tuition charges are an 

important, if not key, revenue stream for these institutions, it is abundantly clear that the 

financial position of the Persisting Elite Colleges improved over the past 45 years, and that of 

the Persisting Invisible Colleges dramatically so. 

 There are continuing differences, however. A comparison of 2012-13 revenue from 

tuition and fees for the Persisting Invisible Colleges and the Persisting Elite Colleges indicates 

that the non-selective institutions continued to generate significantly less of their total income 

from tuition.  As shown in Table 3, the highly selective Persisting Elite Colleges received 

almost twice as much in tuition and fees per FTE student as did the non-selective Persisting 

Invisible Colleges. Persisting Elite Colleges charged on average $12,169 more per full-time 

equivalent student, nearly as much as the average $15,245 tuition charged by Persisting 

Invisible Colleges—and they charged these higher tuitions to an average 400 more students. 

This figure is nearly $2 million per year.  If the 354 Persisting Institutions charged the $27,414 

tuition, they would generate $4.2 billion more.  

 As shown in Table 3, the average amount for tuition and fees was $15,345 per FTE for 

the Persisting Invisible College, which comprised 60% of their total revenues. In contrast, the 

average tuition per FTE for the Persisting Elite Colleges was $27,414, which comprised only 

22% of total revenues.  The non-selective institutions are in a continual struggle to maintain or 

increase enrollments, largely because they are so heavily tuition dependent. The selective 
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institutions on the other hand, turn away far more applicants than they admit and likely are not 

concerned with enrollment decreases. 

Table 3 

Tuition and Fees, 2012-13 

 Persisting 
Invisible Colleges 

(N=354) 

    Persisting  
Elite Colleges 

(N=43) 
Average FTE 1,935 2,281 
Total Tuition and Fees $10,513,047,231 $2,688,871,944 
Average Tuition & Fees per institution $29,782,003 $64,020,761 
Average Tuition & Fees per FTE $15,345 $27,414 
   

 Federal, state and local appropriations.  Another revenue source for higher education 

is appropriations from federal, state, and local governments.  However, governmental 

appropriations did not provide substantial revenue in 2012-13 for either the Persisting Invisible 

Colleges or the Persisting Elite Colleges. 

Table 4   

Federal, State and Local Appropriations 2012-13 

 Federal Appropriations State Appropriations Local Appropriations 
 Persisting 

Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite 

Colleges 
(N=43) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite 

Colleges 
(N=43) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite 

Colleges 
(N=43) 

% Institutions 
    receiving   
    funds 

3.1 2.3 4.0 11.6 0.3 0.0 

Average 
    per  
    institution 

$8,439,602 $263,446 $933,995 $248,288 $716,270 $0 

TOTAL $92,835,621 $263,446 $13,075,932 $1,241,441 $716,270 $0 

Total per FTE $135 $3 $19 $13 $1 $0 
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 Table 4 shows that the percentage of institutions receiving appropriations was quite low, 

with federal and local appropriations granted to 3.1% or fewer institutions.  While 11.6% of 

Persisting Elite Colleges received state appropriations, the amount generated per FTE was only 

$13.  The Persisting Invisible Colleges received the highest dollar amount per FTE from federal 

appropriations, but that was still only $135 per FTE.  

 Grants and contracts.  Revenue generated from federal, state and local grants and 

contracts, however, was a much more lucrative revenue source in 2012-13, with almost all 

institutions reporting some revenue from these sources, as shown in Table 5. In particular, the 

97.7% of the 43 Persisting Elite Colleges received revenue from federal grants and contracts, at 

an average rate of $7,197 per FTE in federal grants and contracts.  In comparison, 86.4% of the 

Persisting Invisible Colleges received revenue from federal grants and contracts, the average per 

institution of $806 was substantially lower.  

Table 5 

Revenue from Federal, State, and Local Grants & Contracts 2012-13 

 Federal State Local 
 Persisting 

Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite Colleges 

(N=43) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite 

Colleges 
(N=43) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persistin
g Elite 

Colleges 
(N=43) 

% Institutions 
    receiving 
    funds  86.4 97.7 45.2 62.8 7.1 7.0 
Average per 
    institution $1,805,265 $16,809,310 $817,179 $1,313,921 $326,147 $111,522 
TOTAL $552,411,042 $705,991,035 $130,748,591 $35,475,855 $8,153,674 $334,565 
TOTAL  
    per FTE $806 $7,197 $190 $361 $12 $3 
 

Overall, the average revenue generated per institution in federal grants and contracts was 

$17 million for the Persisting Elite Colleges, compared to only $1.8 million for the Persisting 

Invisible Colleges.  That Persisting Invisible Colleges generated substantially lower income 
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from federal grants and contracts speaks to the inability of these non-selective institutions to 

compete with the more highly selective institutions for federal monies. 

 Private gifts, grants, and contracts.  In the revenue category of private gifts, grants 

and contracts for 2012-13, the Persisting Elite Colleges again outperformed the Persisting 

Invisible Colleges, as shown in Table 6. Slightly over 30% of Persisting Invisible Colleges 

received revenue from private grants and contracts, compared to just over 70% of the Persisting 

Elite Colleges.   

 In the area of private gifts, the Persisting Invisible Colleges received $2,124 per FTE in 

private gifts, but the Persisting Elite Colleges received almost 9 times that amount, at $14,358 

per FTE. The average gift revenue of $32.8 million for the Elite Colleges was $28.5 million 

more per institution than the average gift revenue of $.2 million for the Invisible Colleges. The 

ability of the Persisting Elite Colleges to generate substantial gift income speaks directly to their 

ability to raise funds from private donors.  In a recent blog on Inside Higher Ed, Matt Reed 

(2015) addresses the $1 billion raised by Harvard University in one year. Reed speculated on 

what that money would translate to if the community college he works at raised that much 

money just for one year. Assuming a 3% investment return, he envisioned 100 additional 

faculty lines, 1,000 additional student scholarships of $10,000, additional student services and 

academic services, $2,000 professional development per employee, $1 million for library 

subscriptions, and funding for marketing, increased overhead costs, and funding for new 

projects.  He emphasized that all these additions would be “covered in perpetuity, based on 

what Harvard raised in one year.”  He then issued what he called the “Harvard Challenge” 

asking donors to give their funds to a community college instead, and then “drop by and see 
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what they did with it.” This “Harvard Challenge” could also be issued for the Persisting 

Invisible Colleges, many of whom struggle to maintain budgets that are in the black every year. 

 Contributions from affiliated entities represent only a small portion of revenue for the 

Invisible Colleges, at an average of $229 per FTE.  These contributions typically come from 

fund-raising foundations, booster clubs, or similar organizations created to support the 

institution. This revenue for the average Elite College is even lower, accounting for only $8 per 

FTE. 

Table 6 

Private Gifts, Grants and Contracts 2012-13 

 

Grants & Contracts Gifts 
Contributions from 
Affiliated Entities 

 Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite Colleges 

(N=43) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting  
Elite  

Colleges 
(N=43) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite 

Colleges 
(N=43) 

% 
Institutions 
  receiving 
  funds 

31.1 72.1 98.3 100.0 18.1 9.3 

Average 
  per  
  institution 

$809,007 $4,828,372 $4,181,245 $32,750,449 $2,448,928 $450,351 

TOTAL $88,990,793 $149,679,534 $1,455,073,316 $1,408,269,300 $156,731,379 $1,801,403 
Total per 
  FTE $130 $1,526 $2,124 $14,358 $229 $18 

  

 Investment returns and total revenue.  Investment returns are another important 

source of revenue for private higher education institutions.  Almost all institutions reported 

receiving revenue from investment returns, as shown in Table 7.  However, the $45,012 per 

FTE generated by investments for the Persisting Elite Colleges was almost 19 times higher than 

the $2,431 per FTE received by the Persisting Invisible Colleges.  This substantial difference 

speaks to the much higher endowment values at the Persisting Elite Colleges. The overall 
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amount generated by the combination of Total Revenues and Investment Returns was almost 5 

times higher for the Persisting Elite Colleges, which reported $124,405 per FTE, compared to 

only $24,805 for the Persisting Invisible Colleges. For the Persisting Invisible Colleges, their 

investment return comprised only 9.2% of their combined Total Revenue and Investment 

Return. For the Persisting Elite Colleges, investment returns comprised 36.2% of their total. The 

ability of the Persisting Elite Colleges to maintain strong investments is on their significant 

financial advantages over the Persisting Invisible Colleges. 

Table 7 

Investment Return and Total Revenue 2012-13 

 Investment Return Total Revenues & Investment Return 
 Persisting 

Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=354) 

Persisting  
Elite  

Colleges  
(N=43) 

Persisting  
Invisible  
Colleges  
(N=354) 

Persisting  
Elite  

Colleges  
(N=43) 

% of 
institutions 
receiving 

98.9 100.0 99.7 100.0 

Average per 
institution $4,704,823 $102,672,01 $50,082,063 $283,768,377 
TOTAL $1,665,507,394 $4,414,900,393 $17,678,968,329 $12,202,040,199 
Total  
per FTE $2,431 $45,012 $25,805 $124,405 

 

 Endowments. In today’s higher education environment, the value of private, not-for-

profit institutions’ endowments is an important factor in the overall financial health of an 

institution.  However, in 1967-68, Astin and Lee seemed to believe that such would not be the 

case: “Although endowments are steadily becoming a less important source of finances for 

private institutions, they nevertheless provide a form of ‘hard’ money that is virtually 

unavailable from other sources” (Astin & Lee, p. 42). Clearly the role of endowments in 

providing revenue for private, not-for-profit higher education has increased over the last 45 
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years. As shown in Table 8, in 1967-68, just over half of the Elite Colleges had endowment 

assets valued at more than $29,689, which was equivalent to $4,500 in 1968.  By comparison, in 

2012-13, all but two of the 43 Persisting Invisible Colleges had endowment assets higher than 

$29,689 per FTE.  In fact, almost 70% of the Persisting Elite Colleges had endowment assets 

seven times higher than the $29,689 of 1967-68.   

Table 8  

Endowment Assets (Year-End) per FTE for 1967-68 and 2012-13 (percentages) 
(Dollars per FTE adjusted for constant 2012-13 dollars) 

 1967-68 2012-13 

Dollars per  
FTE 

Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=494) 

Elite 
Colleges 
(N=44) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges  
(N-354) 

Persisting  
Elite  

Colleges 
(N=43) 

Less than $3,299 20.4 9.1 11.0 0.0 
$3,305  -  $6,598 40.9 6.8 5.9 0.0 
$6,604 - $9,237 7.1 2.3 8.5 0.0 
$9,243 - $10,556 2.2 0.0 5.6 0.0 
$10,563 - $11,876 2.6 0.0 5.1 0.0 
$11,882 - $13,195 2.8 2.3 3.7 2.3 
$13,202 - $14.515 4.0 0.0 5.6 0.0 
$14,521 - $17,154 2.6 6.8 4.0 0.0 
$17,160 - $19,793 9.5 2.3 13.6 2.3 
$19,799 - $29,869 2.8 13.6 13.3 0.0 
More than $29,869 4.9 56.8 21.8 95.3 
Note: Adapted from Table 22 in The Invisible Colleges.  Dollar amounts per FTE  
adjusted to 2012-13 for inflation. Used by permission.  
 
 In discussing the effects of the Great Recession of 2007-2009 on private higher 

education, Kent J. Chabotar (2010) then president of Guilford College, pointed out that many 

small, private institutions have small endowments which typically do not provide a substantial 

portion of these institutions’ annual budgets.  Thus, those private institutions with larger 

endowments were more significantly affected by the Great Recession, when endowment returns 

plummeted, straining annual budgets because of reduced available funds (Chabotar, 2010).  

Nevertheless, by 2012-13, the endowment returns for the Persisting Elite Colleges were still 14 
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times higher than the endowment returns at the Persisting Invisible Colleges as shown in Table 

9. The average gain in endowment returns per institution for the Persisting Elite Colleges was 

over $70 million, while the Persisting Invisible Colleges only realized an average gain of a little 

over $4 million per institution, a difference of $66 million more per institution more for the 

Persisting Elite Colleges.  This much larger amount provides funding for internal 

entrepreneurial innovative efforts and initiatives that the Persisting Invisible Colleges do not 

have. 

Table 9 

Endowment Assets 2012-13 

 Persisting Invisible 
Colleges (N=354) 

Persisting Elite 
Colleges (N=43) 

Value of endowment assets at 
      beginning of year 

$13,149,877,672 $33,359,882,391 

Value of endowment assets at 
     end of year 

$14,612,723,274 $36,401,210,911 

Gain  $1,462,845,602 $3,041,328,520 
Average gain per institution $4,227,877 $70,728,570 
Gain per FTE $2,135 $31,008 
 

 Expenses.  The expenses incurred by private higher education include costs for 

expenditures such as salaries and wages, benefits, depreciation, and interest.  In higher 

education, expenses are categorized by the function they support, such as instruction, research, 

public service, academic support, student services, institutional support, auxiliary enterprises, 

grant aid to students, and independent operations.    

 Education and general expenses.  A key grouping of expenditures is known as 

Education and General Expenses, and includes costs for instruction, research, public services, 

academic support, student services, and institutional support.  Astin and Lee state that “Perhaps 

the most important single index of an institution’s financial resources is the amount it spends for 



 
 

46 
 

educational and general purposes” (Astin & Lee, pp. 40-41).  They concluded that the Invisible 

Colleges spent far less per FTE than the Elite Colleges in 1967-68.  An examination of expenses 

for the Persisting Invisible Colleges and Persisting Elite Colleges in 2012-13 indicates this 

distinction holds true 45 years later.   

 In 1967-68, Astin and Lee observed that “the data make it clear that invisible colleges 

spend substantially less money per student for educational and general expenses. . . . More than 

half of the invisible colleges spend less than $2,000 per student, and more than 10% spend less 

than $1,500” (Astin & Lee, pp. 41-42).  From 1967-68 to 2012-13, expenses per FTE for the 

Invisible Colleges increased substantially, as shown in Table 10.  Astin and Lee acknowledged 

the fact that all the Elite Colleges were in the top category of dollars spent per FTE, and note 

this “in an indication that this scale should have been extended . . . to get a more accurate 

picture” (Astin & Lee, p. 41).  Similar results for 2012-13 indicate this was still true.  

Table 10   

Education and General Expenses per FTE 1967-68 and 2012-13  
(Dollars per FTE adjusted to constant 2012-13 dollars)  

1967-68 2012-13 

Dollars per  
FTE 

Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=494) 

Elite 
Colleges 
(N=44) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges  
(N-354) 

Persisting 
Elite  

Colleges 
(N=43) 

Less than $4,948 0.6 0.0 5.6 0.0 
$4,954-$6,598 1.6 0.0 11.6 0.0 
$6,604-$8,247 3.6 0.0 16.9 0.0 
$8,253-$9,896 7.5 0.0 0.3 0.0 
$9,903-$11,546 9.7 0.0 0.6 0.0 
$11,552-$13,195 16.6 0.0 1.1 0.0 
$13,202-$14,844 26.7 0.0 3.7 2.3 
$14,851-$16,494 6.7 0.0 0.3 0.0 
More than$16,494 26.9 100.0 59.9 97.7 
Note: Adapted from Table 21, p. 42, in The Invisible Colleges. Dollar amounts  
adjusted to 2012-13 for inflation. Used by permission. 
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 Total expenses.  As shown in Table 11, the Persisting Elite Colleges had expenses per 

FTE that were four times higher than the Persisting Invisible Colleges in 2012-13.  Having 

higher revenue allows the Persisting Elite Colleges to incur higher expenses, such as higher 

salaries and research funding. A total of 83.7% of Persisting Elite Colleges reported research 

expenses, while just 15.3% of Persisting Invisible Colleges did.  This is a substantial difference 

in research activity.  

Table 11  

Average Expenses per Institution, 2012-13  

 Persisting Invisible Colleges (N=354) Persisting Elite Colleges (N=43) 
 

%  
Reporting 

Average 
Amount per  
Institution 

% of  
Total  

Expense 

%  
Reporting

Average  
Amount per 
Institution 

% of 
Total 

Expense
Instruction 99.7 $16,247,618 37.0  100.0 $59,852,796 29.6  
Research 15.3 $1,729,267 0.6  83.7 $18,698,150 7.7  
Public Service 36.2 $1,138,557 0.9  51.2 $1,774,854 0.4  
Academic Support 99.7 $4,067,094 9.3  100.0 $21,462,795 10.6  
Student Service 99.7 $6,933,272 15.8  100.0 $18,845,885 9.3  
Institutional Support 99.7 $8,659,058 19.7  100.0 $26,654,423 13.2  
Auxiliary Enterprises 99.7 $6,032,618 13.5  100.0 $23,817,765 11.8  
Net Grant Aid to Students 15.3 $2,051,095 0.7  11.6 $1,926,376 0.1  
Independent Operations 6.2 $2,787,577 0.4  9.3 $353,196,110 16.2  
Other Expenses 33.1 $2,625,302 2.0  18.6 $11,186,027 1.0  
Average Total Expenses   $43,855,052   $202,356,564  
Average per FTE  $22,596   $88,714  

 

 Student financial aid. The difference in student grants at the Persisting Invisible 

Colleges compared to the Persisting Elite Colleges was one of the most striking findings of this 

study. In terms of low-income students receiving the Pell grant, 40.9% of students at Persisting 

Invisible Colleges received Pell grants, compared to only 16.3% of students at Persisting Elite 

Colleges, as shown in Table 12.  The issue of low-income students enrolling at highly selective, 

high-priced institutions is complicated (McGrath, 2013). While access is certainly an issue, 

navigating the social milieu is daunting for low-income students attending institutions with high 

concentrations of wealthy students.  Not only did a higher percentage of students at Persisting 
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Invisible Colleges receive Pell grants, the amount awarded, $1,518 per FTE, was more than 

double that at the Persisting Elite Colleges, which was $627 per FTE.  If Pell eligibility is a 

proxy for low-income, then it is abundantly clear that the Persisting Invisible Colleges are 

providing better access to low-income students than the Persisting Elite Colleges.  Hillman 

(2014) discusses the role of the no-loan programs recently put in place at several wealthier 

institutions, indicating that they may help to increase enrollment of low-income students at 

these institutions. The role of federal loans is also an important component in financial aid, 

particularly for institutions which replace loans with merit aid (Jones-White, Radcliffe, Lorenz, 

and Soria, 2014; and Lips, 2011). 

Table 12  

Student Financial Aid, Undergraduate Cohort, 2012-13  

 Federal, state, local, institutional 
or other sources of grant aid 

Pell Grants Federal student Loans 

 Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 

Persisting  
Elite 

Colleges 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 

Persisting 
Elite 

Colleges 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges 

Persisting 
Elite 

Colleges 

Total 
Headcount 

 
827,541 101,678 827,541 101,678 827,541 101,678 

# students 
receiving aid 510,286 53,093 260,384 14,634 427,293 32,896 

 
% students 

receiving aid 
80.1% 59% 40.9% 16.3% 67.1% 36.6% 

 
Total aid  
amount 
received 

 

$6,688,360,934 $1,650,963,105 $1,040,288,127 $61,507,054 $3,338,225,938 $193,248,316

Average aid 
amount per 
institution $19,164,357.98  $38,394,491 $2,997,949 1,464,454 $9,648,052 4,601,150 

Total  
Amount Per 

FTE 
$9,762 $16,832 $1,518 $627 $4,873 $1,970 
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 A comparison of institutional grant distribution for 1967-68 and for 2012-13 

demonstrates that institutional grants awarded rose sharply at the Persisting Invisible Colleges 

(Table 13).  Institutional grants distributed at Persisting Elite Colleges increased as well, but not 

as dramatically.  In 1967-68, less than 1% of Invisible Colleges awarded over 90% of 

institutional grants to students. This single statistic may speak better to the financially 

precarious condition that caused Astin and Lee to call them “facing extinction” than any other. 

By 2012-13, almost 70% of Persisting Invisible Colleges awarded institutional grants to over 

90% of FTE students.  The shift in institutional aid was not nearly as dramatic for the Persisting 

Elite Colleges, with just under 10% of those institutions awarding institutional grants to 90% or 

more students.  The sharp increase in institutional aid at the Persisting Invisible College is likely 

a reflection of institutions engaging in tuition discounting practices. (Kelderman, 2013, May 6; 

Supiano, 2011).  

Table 13  

Institutional Grants, 1967-68 and 2012-13 (percentages) 

 1967-68 2012-13 
% of FTE 
receiving 

institutional 
grant 

Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=494) 

Elite 
Colleges 
(N=44) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges  
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite  

Colleges 
(N=43) 

0 34.2 4.5 2.5 0.0 
1-9 12.0 0.0 0.8 0.0 

10-19 19.0 18.2 0.8 0.0 
20-29 16.4 31.8 1.1 0.0 
30-39 9.2 36.3 1.4 2.3 
40-49 4.0 4.5 2.3 23.3 
50-59 1.8 0.0 2.5 32.6 
60-69 1.4 4.6 3.4 11.6 
70-79 1.0 0.0 6.8 16.3 
80-89 0.4 0.0 8.5 4.7 

90-100 0.6 0.0 69.8 9.3 
NOTE: 1967-68 percentages are for all full-time students; 2012-13 percentages are for first time, full time 
undergraduates. Adapted from Table 15 in Astin and Lee’s The Invisible Colleges. Used by permission. 
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 Hillman (2012) discusses the growing use of tuition discounting at public institutions.  

The National Association of College and University Business Officers’ annual Tuition 

Discounting Study found that average tuition discount rate has increased steadily for the past 15 

years, reaching an all-time high of “44.8 percent in 2012-13” (Carlson, 2014, July 18).  Another 

important issue facing higher education is the role of merit aid in the financial aid system 

(Doyle, 2010).  The role of tuition discounting on the overall financial health of institutions 

cannot be overlooked. Fewer than 15% of Persisting Elite Colleges award institutional grant aid 

to more than 80% of their students, while 78% of Persisting Invisible Colleges do.  So, the 

Persisting Invisible Colleges are discounting tuition—from much smaller endowments—to 

many more students than the Persisting Elite Colleges.   

 Plant, Property and Equipment. Physical plant, property and equipment values 

include items such as land and improvements, buildings, equipment, and art and library 

collections.  The value of these entities is an important indicator of the financial condition of 

institutions. In 1967-68, Astin and Lee concluded that the Invisible Colleges were actually at 

“less of a disadvantage” in terms of the book value of their physical plants.  As shown in Table 

14, the value per FTE for the Invisible Colleges was concentrated in the middle, with 71% 

between $22,240 and $44,203 (amounts adjusted for inflation).  The Elite Colleges were a bit 

more spread out, but 43% of their institutions had a per FTE value of less than $22,240.  Astin 

and Lee surmised that the age of the Elite College campus building contributed to them having a 

lower book value than actual market price (Astin and Lee, p. 45). 
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Table 14   

Plant, Property and Equipment Value per FTE 1967-68 and 2012-13 
(Dollars per FTE are adjusted to constant 2012-13 dollars) 

  1967-68 2012-13 

Dollars per  
FTE 

Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=494) 

Elite 
Colleges 
(N=44) 

Persisting 
Invisible 
Colleges  
(N=354) 

Persisting 
Elite  

Colleges 
(N=43) 

$0 0.2 0.0 0.6 0.0 
$7 - $7,587 2.8 18.2 2.5 0.0 
$7,594 - $14,910 4.7 9.1 7.6 2.3 
$14,917 - $22,234 7.3 15.9 22.3 0.0 
$22,240 - $29,557 29.6 4.5 20.9 0.0 
$29,564 - $36,946 26.7 18.2 19.5 0.0 
$36,953 - $44,203 14.6 6.8 10.7 0.0 
$44,210 - $51,527 5.5 9.1 5.1 0.0 
$51,533 - $65,975 8.7 18.2 6.2 7.0 
More than $65,975 0.0 0.0 4.5 88.4 
Note: Adapted from Table 23 in Astin & Lee’s The Invisible Colleges. Used by permission.  
Dollar amounts adjusted to 2012-13 for inflation.   

 By 2012-13, any disadvantage of the Elite College’s physical plant value had vanished.  

As shown in Table 15, the value of Plant, Property and Equipment per FTE in 2012-13 for the 

Persisting Invisible Colleges was almost four times higher than the Persisting Elite Colleges. 

One likely reason for this substantial increase is that diverse revenue streams including high 

indirect cost of federal grants over time and increased endowment levels at the Persisting Elite 

Colleges created the ability to invest more heavily in Plant, Property and Equipment. The issue 

of deferred maintenance is of increasing concern for many institutions, as regular repairs and 

upkeep of facilities were put off during tight financial times.  Those institutions which deferred 

maintenance over the past several years will have to address physical plant issues in the near 

future (Carlson, 2013).  
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Table 15 

Plant, Property and Equipment 2012-13 

 
Persisting Invisible Colleges 

(N=354) 
Persisting Elite Colleges  

(N=43) 
 Total Amount Per FTE Total Amount Per FTE

Total Plant, Property  
& Equipment  $32,729,485,099 $47,773 $19,777,267,109 $201,638

Accumulated 
depreciation  $12,714,891,414 $18,559 $8,405,886,169 $85,702

Property,  Plant  & 
Equipment net of 
accumulated 
depreciation  $20,014,593,685 $29,214 $11,371,380,940 $115,936

 

Conclusions 

 This study reveals with empirical data the substantial differences in financial resources 

in 2012-13 between the 354 non-selective Persisting Invisible Colleges and the 43 highly 

selective Persisting Elite Colleges. These data confirm the financial analysis of outside firms 

such Moody’s Investors Service (Troop, 2014).  That the Persisting Elite Colleges showed total 

assets that were almost 90% higher than the total assets of the Persisting Invisible Colleges 

indicates the stark contrast in the financial situation between the two institution types. That 354 

of the 491 colleges originally identified by Astin and Lee as Invisible Colleges with a bleak 

future have maintained their existence as private, not-for-profit higher education insitutions is 

testament to their tenacity, flexibility, and creativity in finding the financial means to remain 

open and to thrive. It also may speak to a success in federal higher education policy. 

 Over the past 45 years, tuition revenue has increased substantially for both the Persisting 

Elite Colleges and the Persisting Invisible Colleges, with the Elite Colleges generating almost 

twice as much revenue per FTE as the Invisible Colleges. In 1967-68, the difference in the 

average tuition rate between Elite Colleges and Invisible Colleges was 41%.  By 2012-13, that 
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difference had increased to 46%.  Though the percentage increase from 1968 to 1970 and from 

2010 to 2012 was smaller for the Elite Colleges, the actual dollar amount was higher, by $671 

in 1968-70, and by $1,001 in 2010-2012.  The ability of the highly selective Persisting Elite 

Colleges to generate significant revenue by tuition even when the nation is in a severe recession 

gives those institutions substantial advantages in continuing to recruit students and maintain a 

highly selective status. 

 The Persisting Elite Colleges enjoyed a lucrative revenue stream in 2012-13 in the form 

of federal grants and contracts.  It is likely that their highly selective status gives them an 

advantage in generating funding for federal research dollars. More research on the actual types 

of grants and contracts would help explain this large difference. The Persisting Elite Colleges 

also generated 9 times the amount of revenue per FTE in private gifts than did the Persisting 

Invisible Colleges. It is likely that the high visibility of these insitutions is helpful in attracting 

private donors and that their alumni encourage foundations and corporations to make significant 

gifts. They should be encouraged to support the Persisting Invisible Colleges as well.  More 

research into the source of these private gifts would help explain the success of the Persisting 

Elite Colleges to solicit funds. The largest difference seen between the two groups of colleges 

was in investment returns. The fact that the Persisting Elite Colleges generated 19 times what 

the Persisting Invisible Colleges generated in investment returns per FTE speaks to the much 

more financially secure position of the Persisting Elite Colleges.   

 That the Persisting Invisible Colleges enrolled 18 times the number of students receiving 

Pell grants than the Persisting Elite Colleges enrolled indicates that the Persisting Invisible 

Colleges are doing a better job in provided access to low-income students. However, the level 

of student indebtedness at the Persisting Invisible Colleges indicates that they are not able to 
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meet the gap between students’ ability to pay and the cost of attendance with institutional aid. 

Over 12 times as many students at Persisting Invisible Colleges relied on federal loans as did 

students at Persisting Elite Colleges. Not only is the percentage of students taking out federal 

loans higher at Persisting Elite Colleges higher, the average loan amount is more than double 

for those students.  

 That the Persisting Elite Colleges were in a much better financial position in 2012-13 

was not an unanticipated finding. However, the extent to which the Persisting Elite Colleges’ 

financial resources exceed those of the Persisting Invisible Colleges indicates an empirically 

clear, widening gap between the two. As seen, the Persisting Elite Colleges generated 

substantially more revenue per FTE than the Persisting Invisible Colleges in every revenue 

category examined, with the exception of federal, state and local appropriations; Pell grants, and 

federal student loans.  And for those three categories, the actual dollar amounts generated 

represented the lowest amounts of revenue in comparison to all the other categories. The 

categories with the largest difference were the end of year endowment assets, endowment gains, 

and investment returns. All three of these areas generated revenue over 90 percent higher than 

that generated by the Persisting Invisible Colleges.  Astin and Lee had observed that forty-five 

years ago, endowments were “steadily becoming a less important source of finances for private 

institutions” (p. 42).  That observation did not hold true over time, however, as the Persisting 

Elite Colleges have built large endowments, making them less dependent on tuition revenue, 

and therefore enrollment, for financial stability. 

 The fact that the public institutions for the first time in 2012 generated more revenue 

from tuition than from state support is an unprecedented shift in American higher education 

funding.  Perhaps the public institutions would do well to look at some of the strategies adopted 
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by both the Persisting Elite Colleges and the Persisting Invisible Colleges as they strive to 

maintain solvency in a growing tuition-dependent model.   
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The Invisible Colleges of the 21st Century: A Demographic and Economic Profile 
 

 In their 1972 publication, The Invisible Colleges, Alexander Astin and Calvin Lee warned 

that a group of small, independent colleges was “in real danger of extinction” (p. 1).  They based 

their warning on an extensive quantitative profile they constructed of these colleges, using 

enrollment size and selectivity to identify and categorize 918 private, 4-year colleges. Of those 

918 colleges, they determined that 494 colleges were in the lowest levels of selectivity, with 

enrollments of 2,500 or fewer students—they termed these “Invisible Colleges.” That number 

was later amended to 491 in an unpublished Appendix to the publication, which was graciously 

shared by Dr. Astin with this author (personal correspondence, June 29, 2009).  In contrast, Astin 

and Lee also identified 44 colleges at the highest selectivity levels, regardless of their size.  

These colleges they termed “Elite Colleges.”  They found that, based primarily on small size and 

insufficient resources, “of all insitutions of higher education, the invisible colleges were most 

likely to become extinct” (p. 11).    

 In a commentary at the end of The Invisible Colleges, Ralph M. Besse, an Ohio lawyer 

and businessman, who served as a member of the Carnegie Commission for Higher Education at 

the time of publication, discussed the need for a longer range study of these institutions (Astin & 

Lee, p. 111).  In the ensuing 45 years, while much research has focused on what are traditionally 

known as “liberal arts colleges,” such as Amherst College, Davidson College, and Swarthmore 

College, no research has specifically focused on these 491 Invisible Colleges which were 

deemed to be at risk of failure.    
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 Just how many of today’s non-selective, nonprofit, private four-year institutions face 

extinction today? This study identifies the Invisible and Elite Colleges in 2012-13, using the 

same methodology Astin and Lee deployed in their 1972 research. A profile of those institutions 

provides a comparison point for the changes in this often-overlooked sector of private higher 

education, 45 years after Astin and Lee’s study was published.  Before turning to methodology, 

this study presents a literature review of the ongoing struggles faced by these institutions. 

Following that is a discussion of their demographic and economic profile, with a particular focus 

on the effects of the Great Recession.  This discussion provides an account of their situation in 

the higher education landscape today, highlighting the fact that these institutions, are not in fact, 

facing extinction, but that they are resilient and deserve further consideration in higher education 

policy decisions.  

Literature Review 

The development of independent colleges and universities was an incremental process in 

the United States’ early history. Initially, the first institutions, commonly called the Colonial 

Colleges—Harvard, William and Mary, Yale, Princeton, University of Pennsylvania, Columbia, 

Brown, Rutgers, and Dartmouth—were founded by religious denominations, with significant 

support from their legislatures. (Cohen & Kisker, 2009, p. 25). The states, private organizations 

and individual benefactors had an interest in establishing centers of learning.  Rudolph (1962) 

says “the state would need competent rulers, the church would require a learned clergy, and 

society itself would need the adornment of cultured men” (p. 6). The private Colonial Colleges 

served mutually beneficial purposes for both the church and the state in the early development of 

American culture and society. After this initial emphasis on education for the formation of both 
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religious and societal leaders, the role of higher education shifted to colleges playing a role in 

developing a “civil community” for a growing nation (Cohen & Kisker, 2009, p. 24). 

As new private and public colleges were established with the expansion of America in its 

first 80 years between implementation of the new Constitution and the Civil War, each was 

independent from the others.  There was no national, systematic organizational structure for 

higher education, which continues to the present day. Though several early presidents were in 

favor of creating a national university, such a system was never approved by Congress, and the 

development of higher education was somewhat haphazard. Cohen and Kisker note, “Absent a 

national ministry of education, the principle of anything goes guided their development” (Cohen 

& Kisker, 2009, p. 66).  This lack of a national organizing body for higher education was a key 

component in the development of American independent higher education institutions existing 

alongside evolving public institutions.  As American settlers moved west in the nineteenth 

century, the establishment of many small, independent insitutions followed this migration. 

Frequently, they were founded by religious denominations, in part to help spread religious 

teachings and beliefs (Bonvillian & Murphy, 1996).  

The federal Morrill Act of 1862 gave rise to the development of public land grant 

institutions in every state, with curricular focus on agriculture and mechanics. Federal investment 

stimulated state investment, fueling growth in the public sector through establishment of normal 

colleges alongside the developing independent institutions. These public institutions increased 

competition for the independent institutions, a competition that persists today and has produced a 

consistent refrain in the literature that the public sector might crowd out the independent sector. 

American higher education continued to grow and evolve, through the period of 

Reconstruction and the First World War. The end of World War II, the GI Bill, and the 
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population increase of the baby boom all contributed to growing enrollments in higher education. 

The Civil Rights Movement helped spur the federal Higher Education Act of 1965, landmark 

legislation that provided federal funding for both institutions and students, in part to help 

ameliorate unequal opportunities resulting from America’s racial past.  In the 1970s, concern 

was growing about the ability of small, independent institutions to continue to survive in the 

midst of a recession and changing times. Kerr (1991) writes of the many changes that occurred in 

American higher education from 1960 to 1980.  Overall enrollment went from 3.5 million to 12 

million in this 20-year period, and some call it a “golden age.”  

Of note is that the vast majority of that enrollment increase was in public institutions. 

Enrollment in private institutions increased only from 1.5 million to 2.5 million. In addition, 

higher education experienced a significant increase in the number of and enrollment in both 

community colleges and comprehensive public institutions. Again, during this time period, 

private institutions were often viewed as dying or struggling to survive.  

 Changes in higher education landscape.  The landscape of higher education has 

experienced significant changes over the past half century, particularly in the number of new 

institutions, and in the substantial growth of for-profit institutions, even since Ashcroft and 

Kerr’s cautions were recommended in 1990.  As shown in Table 1, in 1970, there were 1,465 

private, 4-year institutions, and 1,639 public 4-year institutions. For-profit institutions were not 

counted until 1980, and then their numbers were quite small, with only fifteen 4-year institutions. 

However, the number of for-profit 4-year institutions rose dramatically from 53 in 1990 to 563 in 

2010.  As seen in Table 2, enrollment in the for-profit 4-year insitutions also rose rapidly from 

59,000 in 1990 to 1.5 million in 2010.  At the same time, enrollment in 4-year nonprofit 

institutions only rose from 2.6 million to 3.8 million. In 2010, the 4-year nonprofit institutions 
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comprised 20% of all private higher education, and accounted for 27% of all students enrolled in 

all of private higher education.  These figures indicate that the raid growth of the for-profit 

institutions is putting the nonprofit institutions at grave risk, once again, of extinction.  

Table 1 

U.S. Higher Education Institutions by Type, 1950-2010 

  Private 
  Public  4-year 2-Year 
 

Total 4-year 
2-

year 

All 
Private, 
Total Subtotal

Non-
Profit 

For-
Profit Subtotal 

Non-
Profit 

For-
Profit

1950 1,851 1,327 524 1,210 - - - - - - 
1960 2,004 1,422 582 1,309 - - - - - - 
1970 2,525 1,639 886 1,465 - - - - - - 
1980 2,975 1,863 1,112 1,660 1,391 1,376 15 269 188 81
1990 3,535 2,127 1,408 1,972 1,532 1,479 53 440 177 263
2000 4,084 2,363 1,721 2,402 1,749 1,531 218 653 150 503
2010 4,495 2,774 1,721 2,823 2,102 1,539 563 721 85 636
Note:  Table is reproduced from Katsinas (2015).  Used by permission. 

Table 2  

U.S. Higher Education Enrollments, 1970-2010 (in Thousands) 

  Private 
  Public  4-year 2-Year 
 

Total 4-year 
2-

year 

All 
Private, 
Total Subtotal

Non-
Profit 

For-
Profit Subtotal 

Non-
Profit 

For-
Profit

1970 6,428 4,233 2,195 2,153 2,029 2,021 8 124 113 11
1980 9,457 5,129 4,329 2,640 2,442 2,414 28 198 114 83
1990 10,845 5,848 4,996 2,974 2,730 2,671 59 244 89 154
2000 11,753 6,055 5,697 3,560 3,308 3,051 258 251 59 192
2010 15,143 7,925 7,218 5,873 5,410 3,822 1,588 463 33 430
Note: Table is reproduced from Katsinas (2015). Used by permission.  

Role and importance of liberal arts education.  Small, independent institutions remain 

an important component of American higher education, and they make significant contributions 

to American society.  Myers (1994) asserted that “they are heirs to a tradition uniquely American 
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and to values intimately connected to the ideal of the American Dream” (p. 48).  A 1990 

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching study, “Are Liberal Arts Colleges Really 

Different?” compared liberal arts colleges to research universities through a faculty survey, and 

the researchers found that “there were, indeed, sharp differences in the emphasis on teaching 

between liberal arts colleges and research universities….” (p. 41). Myers (1996) asserted that 

liberal arts colleges provide students with the necessary skills to succeed, including critical 

thinking, problem-solving, and working with others.  Astin (1999) reviewed research focusing on 

the “nearly one thousand private colleges in the United States” (p. 78) based on the 1994 

Carnegie Classification.  In particular, he focused on three distinct outcomes: educational, 

existential, and fringe benefits (p. 80). Astin reported his findings: 

The strongest and most consistent effects are on existential outcomes—the student’s 
satisfaction with faculty, the quality of instruction, and general education requirements, 
and on the student’s perception that the institution is student-oriented. In other words, 
students attending private liberal arts colleges, compared to students attending other types 
of institutions, are more satisfied with the faculty, the quality of teaching, and the general 
education program, and are more likely to view the institution as student-oriented. 
Attending a private liberal arts college also enhances the student’s odds of completing the 
bachelor’s degree, being elected to a student office, trusting the administration, and 
seeing the institution as being focused on social change (p. 83).  
 

 Outside of the United States, there appears to be growing support for a liberal arts style of 

education in foreign countries. An independent liberal arts college recently opened in China, and 

many institutions there are striving to “remake undergraduate education into a more dynamic, 

interdisciplinary experience” (Hvisendahl, 2010).  Liberal arts colleges are also being established 

in Europe (Labi, 2011; Thrift, 2013). The irony is that while the literature has the constant refrain 

of the American liberal arts institutions as struggling to survive, other countries are increasingly 

seeing the value of this American educational tradition.  
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 Enrollment struggles.  In their ongoing struggle for survival, small, independent 

institutions have continued to focus on maintaining or increasing enrollment. Most of these 

institutions are tuition dependent, and even a small decrease in enrollment has an immediate 

effect on the budget. Much research has also been focused on the trends and strategies in 

enrollment management. Bartlett (2001) reported on lower applications and enrollments for 

2001-2002 at the University of the South, Ripon College, Williams College, Kenyon College, 

and the College of the Holy Cross. These decreases were noteworthy because “the applicant pool 

for higher education as a whole is supposedly on an upward surge” (p. A35).  Hoover (2013) 

reported on declining enrollment at several small institutions, but also reported that some small 

institutions have experienced enrollment increases. Hoover writes,  

Campus officials and consultants who have helped steer colleges through past enrollment 
challenges describe several strategies as essential. Those include creating new degree 
programs to generate additional revenue, assessing the changing needs of core markets, 
and emphasizing institutional distinctiveness in ways that go beyond mere slogans (p. 
A26) 
 

Hoover states that emphasizing these strategies enabled small institutions to maintain or increase 

enrollments, and helped solidify their financial situations.  

 Kelderman (2013) discussed information released by National Association of College and 

University Business Officers (NACUBO) about enrollment and tuition discounting, a popular 

strategy among many small, private institutions. He wrote that “Tuition discounting reached a 

record high in 2011-12 at private nonprofit colleges, but that common techniques for attracting 

students often failed to have the desired effect, especially at small, less-selective institutions” (p. 

A2). Carlson, Blumenstyk, Thomason, and Newman (2013) reported about enrollment trends for 

fall 2013, based on survey of 436 institutions conducted by The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
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which indicated that “nearly half of the respondents said that they missed either their enrollment 

or their net-tuition-revenue goals” (p. A2). 

 Biemiller and Brainard (2011) reported on the growing enrollment competition at the 31 

small, private, nonprofit four-year institutions in Iowa which enrolled a total of 45,799 students 

in 2011. Some of the significant factors affecting enrollment competition were a shrinking pool 

of college-age applicants, as well as increasing discount rates. In addition, many of these 

institutions have deferred maintenance on facilities, an indication of weak financial health.   

 The State of College Admission 2012 report by the National Association for College 

Admission Counseling found that over the past ten years, high school students are applying to a 

larger number of colleges and universities. Thus, the number of applications a college receives 

has increased, but the percentage of how many of those applicants actually enroll at that college, 

i.e. the yield rate, has decreased.  This increase in applications has made it more difficult for 

colleges and universities to predict enrollment, and to plan accordingly.  In addition, this shift in 

the applications to admitted ratio affects the measure of selectivity for an institution based on the 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Set, collected by the U.S. Department of Education’s 

National Center for Educational Statistics. As more students apply to higher education, and 

students apply to a larger number of institutions, the measure of selectivity can become skewed 

compared to earlier years when fewer students applied, and those students who did applied to a 

fewer number of institutions (Clinedinst, Hurley, and Hawkins, 2012). 

 Presidents of 35 small New England colleges responding to a survey expressed concern 

about the ability of these institutions to survive in the face of a declining regional population.   

The population of 18-24 year olds in New England states is predicted to decrease 8% from 2015-

2025 (Francese, 2014). This decline in the number of college age students, coupled with 
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increasing costs, will have substantial effect on higher education in that region, especially for 

institutions with smaller endowments (Halfond & Stokes, 2013).  

 The changing landscape of higher education enrollment demands changes in enrollment 

management strategies. As more students apply to more institutions, the ability to predict 

enrollment based on applications diminishes. Also, many institutions appear to be scaling back 

on the previously popular strategy of tuition discounting (Hoover and Supiano, 2013), and others 

are cutting tuition rates drastically (Helliker, 2011; Kelderman, 2013; Lewin, 2013).  Some 

institutions are cutting programs and faculty positions in an effort to stay afloat (Kelderman, 

2013, 10-18).  Not all small institutions, however, are aspiring to increase enrollment. Fain 

(2005) reported on some that are limiting enrollment and resisting growth, profiling Earlham 

College in particular.  

Financial instability. Small, private institutions have been plagued with financial 

instability throughout the history of American higher education. The recession of 2008 hit higher 

education hard, and private higher education felt the effects. Blumenstyk (2010) reported that in 

2008, Moody’s Investors Service had downgraded the credit rating of only 5 institutions. In 

2009, they downgraded another 22 institutions. In the first six months of 2010, a further 17 were 

downgraded, 13 of which were private. 

Carlson (2011) reported that “Moody’s maintains a negative outlook for the majority of 

higher education institutions, which it says are too dependent on tuition, auxiliary income, and 

state support” (p. A20). However, the report also pointed out that though smaller private 

institutions would be under the most intense pressure among higher-education institutions, the 

best-managed institutions still have opportunities to thrive in the current market. "These 

organizations tend to be more nimble and entrepreneurial than is generally realized, and some are 
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adapting new technology, entering new partnerships, expanding into new markets, and 

encouraging faculty to be more productive” (p. A20).   

 Troop (2014) reported that in July 2014, Moody’s again “issued a negative outlook for 

the higher education sector in the United States,” in particular “noting significant tuition revenue 

declines” for both “public and nonprofit private institutions.” Nevertheless, Moody’s injected a 

hopeful observation that “positive trends like strong long-term demand for higher education and 

reduced household debt could help create conditions for colleges to stabilize over the next year.” 

In a more somber tone, however, “Moody’s noted, ‘there is a growing disparity between tuition 

dependent colleges and market-leading universities with diverse revenue sources.’” In other 

words, the small, independent Invisible Colleges are falling further behind the Elite Colleges in 

terms of financial stability and viability.  

 Keierleber (2014) profiled one small, independent, nonprofit institution, Ashland 

University, which faced financial struggles following the 2008 recession. He asserts that small 

private institutions that are strongly tuition dependent are the most at risk.  He quotes Susan I. 

Fitzgerald, a senior vice president at Moody's Investors Service: “‘Either they haven't been 

paying attention to the market as it's changing around them, or they have strategic goals that are 

inconsistent with who they are’” (p. 23). Other institutions that Keierleber mentioned as 

struggling included Yeshiva University, Calvin College, and St. Paul’s College in Virginia, 

which closed “after a proposed merger with another institution fell through” (p. 23). In response 

to St. Paul’s closing, Fitzgerald told Keierleber that while more insitutions will likely close, she 

was not expecting a significant number.  

 Since the early 1970s, there have been few comprehensive studies of small, independent, 

nonprofit, four-year institutions. In response to a specific request from President Gerald R. Ford, 
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Andrew and Friedman (1976) focused on a group of small, private institutions which had closed 

or merged since 1970, conducting field studies on 10 institutions. They concluded that the 

colleges which closed did not have clearly defined missions, were unable to achieve required 

accreditation, did not have sufficient funding, and had an inexperienced administration. 

Nevertheless, Andrew and Freidman asserted that  “Small, private liberal arts colleges . . . 

provide diversity, competition with the public sector, reduce burdens on state revenues, and 

contribute to the economy and culture of local communities” (p. I.16).  The fact that this study 

was commissioned by a sitting U.S. president and was produced under contract with the U.S. 

Office of Education indicates the level of national concern for the status of these institutions. 

In a 1990 study sponsored by the Education Commission of the States, “The Preservation 

of Excellence in American Higher Education: The Essential Role of Private Colleges and 

Universities,” Kerr and Ashcroft (1990) specifically recommended the federal government 

“restore the growth of need-based student aid” (p. 41). In particular, they noted the increased 

percentage of Pell grants being awarded to students attending proprietary institutions, compared 

to a decrease in Pell funding going to private nonprofits.  From 1979-80 to 1988-89, Pell funding 

increased at the proprietary institutions from 9.7% to 24.7% and decreased at private nonprofits 

from 29.6% to 20.1% (p.23). Kerr & Ashcroft also recommended the creation of “careful 

guidelines for programs involving proprietary institutions, covering such areas as authorization 

and quality of programs, protection of consumer rights and repayment of loans” (p. 41).  Given 

the current problems with propriety institutions such as Corinthian closing, and subsequent 

student protests over federal loan repayment, it seems that perhaps the federal oversight 

recommended by Kerr & Ashcroft was not followed. (Stratford, 2015).  
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 In a 1990 article, “Liberal Arts Colleges: Drowning in a Sea Change?” David Breneman, 

former president of Kalamazoo College, an Elite College, reported on his findings regarding 

liberal arts colleges. He reported more extensively on his findings in his book, Liberal Arts 

Colleges: Surviving, Thriving, or Endangered? (1994), asserting that the number of institutions 

that fit the standard model of a liberal arts college had dropped precipitously.  Out of the 540 

institutions identified as Liberal Arts I and Liberal Arts II in the 1987 Carnegie Classification, 

Breneman retained only 212 colleges on his list, eliminating those “that awarded more than 60 

percent of its degrees in professional fields” (p. 13).  Breneman, who had previously served as 

President of Kalamazoo College, asserted that these excluded institutions no longer provided 

what had been regarded traditionally as a liberal arts education in a specific environment; 

instead, their curriculum had shifted to provide more professional education.  

 In a 2011 study of liberal arts colleges, Liberal Arts at the Brink, Victor Ferrall, former 

president of Beloit College in Wisconsin, focused on 225 private, nonprofit colleges.  Ferrall 

based his list on U.S. News & World Report’s 2009 list of the 265 best liberal arts colleges” (p. 

15), from which he removed 27 public institutions and 13 unranked institutions (p. 169). Ferrall 

asserted that “liberal arts colleges are at risk—the poor colleges, of slipping away into vocational 

instruction or disappearing altogether; the rich colleges of becoming irrelevant” (p. xii).  

 Baker, Baldwin and Makker (2012) conducted a follow-up study based on Breneman’s 

early 1990s work. Where Breneman had identified 212 institutions as liberal arts colleges, Baker, 

Baldwin and Makker found only 130 “institutions remain as ‘true liberal arts colleges’” (p. 51). 

They concluded that the “trend Breneman first pointed out more than twenty years ago is 

continuing. Some liberal arts colleges are disappearing, while others are changing their curricular 

focus and approach to undergraduate education” (p. 53). Concerns regarding the extinction of 
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liberal arts colleges persist, even if they are not identified with quantitative data, as Astin and 

Lee did in 1972.  

 Both Ferrall and Breneman proceeded from the assumption that many of the small, 

independent colleges no longer fit the traditional concept of being liberal arts colleges because of 

changes in size, curriculum and student populations.  Part of the difficulty in studying these 

institutions is there is no clear definition of what exactly constitutes a “liberal arts college.”  

 Traditionally, what is thought of as a liberal arts college refers to a small, highly 

residential, independent, nonprofit undergraduate institution with a small student-to-faculty ratio 

and with a curricular focus on the traditional liberal arts fields, and whose students attend full-

time. Ferrell (2011) addressed “how very difficult it is to say what a liberal arts college is” (p. 

10).  The latest Carnegie Classification of 2010 classifies institutions based on the level of 

degrees they grant: doctoral, masters, baccalaureate, and associates. There are numerous 

subdivisions within the Baccalaureate category, based on the number of degrees awarded, and 

the fields in which bachelor’s degrees were awarded.  

Among institutions where bachelor's degrees represented at least half of all undergraduate 
degrees, those with at least half of bachelor's degree majors in arts and sciences fields 
were included in the "Arts & Sciences" group, while the remaining institutions were 
included in the "Diverse Fields" group. Institutions where bachelor's degrees represented 
at least 10 percent but less than half of undergraduate degrees were assigned to the 
Baccalaureate/Associate's category. 
 

As Ferrall (2011) points out: “It is fair to say that the current Carnegie classification scheme is of 

little help in deciding which colleges are liberal arts colleges” (p. 12). Both Breneman (1994) 

and Ferrell (2011) focused on the dwindling number of what they define to be “true liberal arts 

colleges.”  

 In “Revising the Declension Narrative: Liberal Arts Colleges, Universities, and Honors 

Programs, 1870-2010s,” Kimball (2014) provides an excellent account of the historical 
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predictions about the decline of the liberal arts colleges, which he calls a “declension narrative,” 

which predicts the eventual extinction of the private liberal arts college. In a further amendment 

to the question of what constitutes a liberal arts college,  Kimball asserts that the Honors 

Colleges being established at large public institutions are providing a private, liberal arts-type 

experience, but at a public institution’s price. Today, nearly a fourth of the University of 

Alabama undergraduates –approximately 7,000 students—are enrolled in its Honors College, one 

of the largest in the country.   

 While many institutions no longer fit a more traditional definition of liberal arts colleges, 

these institutions are still an important part of the higher education landscape, and retain many of 

the same characteristics, such as small enrollments and low student to faculty ratios.  

Furthermore, as Ashcroft and Kerr (1991) assert, these institutions bring diversity to American 

higher education by providing choices not otherwise found in public institutions (p. 8).  The 

growth of proprietary institutions beginning in the 1990s further complicates the problem of 

definition.  According to Katsinas’ analysis, the dramatic expansion of the for-profit sector of 

higher education has increased the need to distinguish further the distinction of public or 

private/independent (Katsinas, 2015 forthcoming).  This same analysis found that the number of 

private nonprofit 4-year institutions stayed relatively stable from 1,376 in 1980 to 1,539 in 2010. 

Private institutions are no longer exclusively nonprofit, leading to a need to more specifically 

define these institutions, based on their for-profit or nonprofit status.   

Methodology 

 This study identifies the Invisible and Elite Colleges in 2012-13, deploying the same 

methodology used by Astin and Lee in their 1972 publication. A profile of these institutions 

presents their current status, some 45 years after publication of The Invisible Colleges. This 
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profile examines demographic factors including enrollment patterns, religious affiliations, 

curriculum, distance education, retention and faculty. In addition, a financial profile focusing on 

revenues, expenses, endowments, and financial aid illustrates the financial status of these 

institutions following the Great Recession. 

 A total of 1,040 higher education institutions were identified for 2012-13 using the 

following criteria in the National Center for Educational Statistics’ Integrated Postsecondary 

Data System (IPEDS): private, nonprofit, 4-year or above; US only; Title IV participating; 

degree granting, primarily baccalaureate or above; with full-time, first-time undergraduates. The 

Carnegie Classifications from which these 1,040 privately controlled institutions were pulled 

included Master’s Colleges and Universities; Baccalaureate Colleges; Theological Seminaries, 

Bible Colleges and Other Faith-Related Institutions; Medical Schools and Medical Centers; 

Other Health Professions Schools; Schools of Engineering; Other Technology-Related Schools; 

Schools of Business and Management; Schools of Art, Music, and Design; Schools of Law; 

Other Special-Focus Institutions; and Tribal Colleges. Astin and Lee reported on total enrollment 

without distinguishing between undergraduate and graduate populations.  Enrollment in this 

study, therefore, is also reported using total enrollment data.  Those 1,040 institutions were first 

classified by selectivity levels, using the same scale of SAT/ACT scores as Astin and Lee used, 

as shown in Table 3.  All data in this study were obtained from IPEDS, except for those 1967-68 

data which were originally reported by Astin and Lee in their 1972 publication. 

Astin and Lee established 8 levels of selectivity, as shown in Table 3. These same 

selectivity levels were applied to the 1,040 insitutions identified for 2012-13.  A distribution by 

selectivity level and enrollment size was created to determine which institutions would be 

considered Invisible and which would be Elite. Astin and Lee categorized institutions at 
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selectivity level 3 or below, and enrolling fewer than 2,500 students as Invisible.  Institutions at 

selectivity levels 7 and 8, regardless of enrollment size, were categorized as Elite.  For 2012-13, 

a total of 547 institutions were classified as Invisible, and 61 were classified as Elite, as shown in 

Table 4. 

Table 3 

Selectivity Levels of Private, Nonprofit, 4-year and Above Institutions, 2012-13 (N=1040) 

College 
selectivity 

Corresponding range of  
student mean scores 

 
Institutions 

level SAT CR + M ACT Composite  Number Percent 
8 1320 or higher 30 or higher  31 3.0 
7 1236-1319 28-29  30 2.9 
6 1154-1235 26-27  51 4.9 
5 1075-1153 25-26  107 10.3 
4 998-1074 23-24  194 18.7 
3 926-997 21-22  203 19.5 
2 855-925 19-20  91 8.8 
1 854 or lower 18 or lower  31 3.0 

No estimate 
available 

Unknown Unknown  302 29.0 

Note:  Adapted from Table 1, p. 4, in The Invisible Colleges, p. 4. Used by permission. All data 
obtained from National Center for Educational Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS). SAT CR + M is SAT Critical Reading and Math scores; ACT Composite 
is overall ACT score.  
 

A comparison of the 547 New Invisible Colleges identified in 2012-13 to the original 491 

Invisible Colleges identified in 1967-68 reveals 189 institutions classified as Invisible on both 

lists.  A total of 165 insitutions originally classified as Invisible in 1967-68 were no longer 

considered Invisible in 2012-13, and 302 insitutions that are newly classified as Invisible in 

2012-13 were not included in the 1967-68 list.  It is likely that a portion of those 302 institutions 

were established since the original study and thus did not appear in Astin and Lee’s data.  
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Table 4 

Distribution of Institutional Selectivity by Size of Enrollment for Private, 4-year Institutions,  
2012-13, (N=1040) 

Selectivity 
level 

Enrollment Size 
less 
than 
200 

200-
499 

 500-
999 

1000-
2499 

2500-
4999 

5000-
9999 

10,000-
19,999 

20,000-
more Total 

8 1 2 3 21 4  31
7  1 17 9 3  30
6  1 1 26 12 10 1 51
5 1 1 14 44 38 9  107
4 3 5 23 92 61 8 2 194
3 3 19 55 93 23 7 3 203
2 6 7 23 44 8 3  91
1 3 2 9 15 2  31

Unknown 87 57 61 63 20 6 6 2 302
Subtotal of 
Invisible 
Colleges 99 85 148 215      

Totals 104 95 189 415 177 46 12 2 1040 
Note: Adapted from Table 2, in The Invisible Colleges, p. 4. Used by permission. All data 
obtained from National Center for Educational Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS) for the year 2012-13.  
 

Results 

  For the sake of distinguishing the 2012-13 institutions identified in this study from those 

identified by Astin and Lee, they are referred to in this study as “New Invisible Colleges” and 

“New Elite Colleges.”  The demographic and financial profile that emerged in the results of this 

study indicates stark contrast between the New Invisible Colleges and the New Elite Colleges. 

Elements in the demographic profile include religious affiliation, curriculum changes, part-time 

enrollment, distance learning, retention, and faculty data.  Following the demographic profile, 

the financial elements include revenues, expenses, endowments, and financial aid. Financial 

elements are examined both before and after the Great Recession, in order to determine possible 

effects on these particular institutions. If these institutions are indeed risking extinction, then it 
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would seem the period of significant financial instability during the Great Recession would 

further weaken them.    

Religious affiliation. Two-thirds of the 491 Invisible Colleges identified by Astin and 

Lee in 1967-68 were affiliated with a religious denomination.  In 2012-13, two-thirds of the 547 

New Invisible Colleges were also religiously affiliated, as shown in Table 5.  Some changes 

occurred over the 45 year period in which denominations were represented, with the Roman 

Catholic institutions seeing the largest decline over that time, from 22.9% to 13.3%.   The Elite 

Colleges experienced an increase in the percentage of institutions affiliated with a denomination, 

moving from less than 10% to 28%. The New Elite Colleges are still predominantly non-

sectarian, however, but this shift to more religiously affiliated schools bears further study. 

Table 5 

Religious Affiliations of Invisible Colleges 1967-68 and 2012-13 

Denomination 

Invisible 
Colleges 
1967-68 
(N=491) 

Elite  
Colleges 
1967-68 
(N=44) 

New 
Invisible 
Colleges 
2012-13 
(N=547) 

New  
Elite  

Colleges  
2012-13 
 (N=61) 

Non-sectarian 34.0 90.9 34.0 72.1 
Roman Catholic 22.9 4.5 13.3 6.6 
Other Religions 20.1 0.1 30.4 4.9 
Methodist 6.1 0.0 6.8 1.6 
Southern Baptist 5.5 0.0 2.0 0.0 
Presbyterian (US) 4.0 4.5 4.6 9.8 
American Baptist 3.2 0.0 0.9 0.0 
Seventh-Day Adventist 1.8 0.0 1.1 0.0 
Church of Christ 1.0 0.0 1.3 0.0 
Lutheran Church 1.0 0.0   1.5 4.9 
American Lutheran 0.4 0.0   
Note: Lutheran Church and American Lutheran combined in 1988 to form the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA).  Adapted from Table 8, p. 29 in The Invisible Colleges, 
(1972). Used by permission of the author.  
 

Curriculum changes. One of the major differences between the New Invisible Colleges 

and the New Elite Colleges is in the curriculum. The change in curriculum at the New Invisible 
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Colleges was one of the major distinctions Breneman (1994) made in determining which 

institutions he considered to be true liberal arts. For 2012-13, the New Elite Colleges awarded 

88% of bachelor’s degrees in the traditional liberal arts fields, compared to only 31% at the New 

Invisible Colleges.  These curricular differences point to another survival strategy adopted at the 

New Invisible Colleges of diversifying their curriculum to meet the changing labor market. This 

strategy has been criticized by some (Breneman, 1994 and Ferrall 2010), but these curricular 

changes have provided a means for these struggling institutions to attract students and maintain 

enrollments.  

Increased part-time enrollment.  Astin and Lee reported that in 1967-68, the 491 

Invisible Colleges enrolled almost 500,000 total students. (Astin and Lee did not distinguish 

enrollment between undergraduate and graduate students).  In 2012-13, the 547 New Invisible 

Colleges enrolled a total of 585,445 students in fall 2012, as shown in Table 6, and had an 

average enrollment of 910.   

Table 6 

Enrollment for New Invisible Colleges and New Elite Colleges, 2012-13 

 New Invisible Colleges (N=547) New Elite Colleges (N=61) 
 Total % Average Total % Average 
Total FTE 497,516  910 139,074  2279 

Headcount:       
Total  585,445 100 1,070 145,598 100 2386 
Undergraduate 481,547 82 880 129,463 89 2122 
Graduate 103,898 18 

190 
16,135 11 265 

Full-time 441,582 75 807 134,993 93 2213 
Part-time 143,863 25 

263 
10,605 7 174 

Men 234,866 40 429 65,434 45 1072 
Women 350,579 60 641 80,164 55 1314 

Note: Enrollment data is for is for fall 2012.  
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Of those students, 75% were enrolled full-time, and 60% were women. The 61 New Elite 

Colleges enrolled a total of 145,598 students in fall 2012, compared to 67,117 enrolled in the 44 

Elite Colleges in 1967-68. Of those, 93% were enrolled full-time, and 55% were women.  The 

lower percentage of women enrolled in the New Elite Colleges than in the New Invisible 

Colleges supports the findings of Bielby, Posselt, Jaquette and Bastedo (2014) that women are 

underrepresented in the nation’s elite colleges and universities. 

Distance Learning.  One of the strategies employed by private higher education to 

maintain or increase enrollment is the addition of distance education options (Williams, 2010). 

One of the most successful examples of this strategy is found at Liberty University in Virginia, 

which enrolled 83% of its students entirely in distance education in 2012-13.  Liberty’s 12-

month unduplicated headcount increased from 14,424 in 2003-04 to 105,665 in 2012-13. To be 

sure, Liberty’s success with distance education is an outlier, but indicates that the demand is 

there for this type of educational experience.  

 In 2009, the percentage of New Invisible Colleges that offered distance education 

surpassed the percentage that did not.  By 2011, that percentage had increased from 50.3% to 

56.3%. This solid trajectory of increasing distance education offerings may be indicative of a 

survival strategy implemented by the New Invisible Colleges to maintain or increase 

enrollments.  The New Elite Colleges, however, did not adopt distance education for their 

institutions. In 2004, only 4.9% of them offered distance education, and by 2011, that percentage 

increased only to 6.6%. Clearly, the New Elite Colleges do not feel the same pressure to attract 

and enroll students as the New Invisible Colleges.  

Retention.  An important measure for success in higher education in the 21st century is 

an institution’s retention rate.  From 2004 to 2013, the average retention rate has remained fairly 
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steady. The New Invisible Colleges have hovered just under 70%, and the New Elite Colleges 

have remained around 93%.  Given the differences in selectivity levels, it is not surprising to see 

these differences in retention. Numerous studies have shown that higher selectivity results in 

higher retention, for a number of reasons. However, these steady retention rates indicate a 

stability and resiliency in private higher education.   

Faculty. A key finding in this study is the difference in the number of full-time and part-

time instructional staff.  As shown in Table 7, the average New Invisible College employed only 

43% of their instructional staff on a full-time basis, and 57% part-time.  The average New Elite 

College, however, employed 74% of their instructional staff on a full-time basis, and only 26% 

part-time. This sharp distinction in the ratio of full-time to part-instructional staff indicates that 

the 547 New Invisible Colleges are facing critical hiring issues, and for this reason, employ a 

strong majority of their instructional staff as part-time employees.  It is less expensive for an 

institution to employ part-time staff in terms of both salary and benefits, but part-time 

instructional staff do not have the same level of involvement in terms of serving on committees, 

sponsoring student organizations, academic advising, and other responsibilities of full-time 

instructional staff.  Thus, it would seem that either the minority of full-time instructional staff is 

taking on more responsibilities, or some services are being curtailed. Over time, this may have an 

impact on retention rates.  

Table 7 

Instructional Staff for New Invisible Colleges and New Elite Colleges, 2012-13 

 New Invisible Colleges (N=547) New Elite Colleges (N=61) 
 Total % Average Total % Average 
Instructional Staff 62,071 100 120 17149 100 283 
FT Instructional Staff 26,446 43 49 12736 74 209 
PT Instructional Staff 35,625 57 71 4413 26 74 
Student/Faculty ratio   12.5   9.4 
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 One of the distinguishing characteristics of private, nonprofit higher education 

institutions are their relatively low student-to faculty-ratios. While New Invisible Colleges have 

a higher student-to-faculty ratio than the New Elite Colleges, both are still below 13:1, and has 

decreased for the New Invisible Colleges slightly over the past few years.  This low student to 

faculty ratio demonstrates the continuing commitment of both the New Invisible Colleges and 

the New Elite Colleges to maintaining an environment that fosters student and faculty 

interaction. 

Finances.   These 547 New Invisible Colleges are much more financially insecure than 

the elites, in terms of revenues versus expenses, as shown in Table 8 and Figure 1. The average 

among the 61 New Elite Colleges was $64 million difference between core revenues and core 

expenses. The average New Invisible College only had a $2 million difference between core 

revenues and core expenses.  The stunning difference of $62 million reflects the far greater 

ability of the New Elite Colleges to pay higher salaries, build and maintain facilities, and self-

finance and support innovative projects.   

Table 8 

Revenues and Expenses for New Invisible Colleges and New Elite Colleges, 2012-13 

 New Invisible Colleges (N=547) New Elite Colleges (N=61) 
 Total—all 

institutions 
Average per 
Institution 

Total—all 
institutions 

Average per 
Institution 

Revenues &  
 investment returns 

$13,203,041,067 $24,404,882 $11,443,769,147 $187,602,773 

Unrestricted  $11,489,698,680 $21,237,890 $8,072,506,301 $132,336,169 
Temporarily restricted  $1,420,479,511 $2,625,655 $2,843,767,575 $46,619,141 
Permanently restricted $292,862,876 $541,336 $527,495,271 $8,647,463 

Total expenses $11,740,731,622 $21,701,907 $7,503,807,469 $123,013,237 
Net difference $1,462,309,445 $2,702,974 $3,939,961,678 $64,589,535 
 
 A comparison of the Average Core Revenues and Average Core Expenses for each 

institution type, shown in Figure 1, illustrates the extreme differences between the New Invisible 



 
 

82 
 

Colleges and the New Elite Colleges.  The New Invisible Colleges operate on a much tighter 

revenue to expense ratio, and with such a tighter margins are thus are in a more precarious 

financial situation. 

Core Revenues. Core Revenues include revenue from tuition and fees, government grants 

and contracts, private gifts, grants, contracts & contributions from affiliated entities, investment 

returns, and other revenues. The economic effects of the Great Recession on core revenues are 

shown starkly in Figure 2.  The New Elite Colleges had an extremely large loss of revenue from 

2007 and 2009, with a rebound starting in 2010.  The New Invisible Colleges, however, did not 

experience the same effect on their revenues, which are derived primarily from tuition rather 

than from investment returns.  

Figure 1 

Average Core Revenues and Core Expenses per Institution, 2012-13 
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Figure 2 

Average Core Revenues per Institution, Total Dollars, 2006-2013 

 

The New Elite Colleges were hit hard by the Great Recession, losing on average $32 

million per institution in 2008-09, while the New Invisible Colleges, with much lower 

endowments and investments, only experienced a slight dip in revenues during the same period.  

By 2011, the New Elite Colleges had recovered to pre-recession levels, but dropped again in 

2012, rebounding in 2013, but not all the way back to the 2011 level. Even with the losses 

experienced in the Great Recession, by 2013 the average New Elite College revenue was back up 

to $167 million, compared to $21 million at the average New Invisible College. Put another way, 

the average core revenue per FTE in 2012-13 for the New Invisible Colleges was $20,278, 

compared to $172,595 for the New Elite Colleges, more than 12 times higher. The New Elite 

Colleges continue to remain on solid financial footing.   

 Tuition Revenue. Tuition and fees are primary revenue sources for private higher 

education institutions.  From 2006 to 2008, tuition revenue at the average New Invisible College 

stayed relatively flat, and began trending upward starting in 2009, as shown in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3 

Average Tuition Charges for the New Invisible Colleges and New Elite Colleges, 2012-13 

  

The overall increase from 2006 to 2013 was only $1,656.  At the average New Elite College, the 

upward trend was more steady, with a slight flattening out in 2009 and 2010, but then trending 

upwards again.  The overall increase from 2006 to 2013 was $4,081, which was more than 

double the increase at the New Invisible Colleges. By 2013, the average tuition revenue per FTE 

for the average New Elite College was $23,666, almost twice as high as the $12,642 at the 

average New Invisible College.  Higher tuition revenue means these New Elite Colleges have 

substantially more funding for education and general expenses such as instruction and research.   

Core Expenses. The level of expenses for the average New Elite College increased 

steadily from $76 million to $102 million in 2013, with only a $1 million decrease during the 

Great Recession, as shown in Figure 4.  This represents a 34% increase.  In contrast, the average 

New Invisible College saw a more modest increase of 26%, but at a much lower dollar amount, 

from $15 million to $19 million over the same time period.  Whereas the average New Elite 

College had a $26 million increase in expenses from 2006 to 2013, the average New Invisible 

College only had a $4 million increase.  The New Elite Colleges had $83 million more in core 
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expenses than did the New Invisible Colleges, which correlates with the much higher revenue 

streams discussed earlier.  It is likely that as the New Elite Colleges have generated more 

revenue, expenses have increased as a result.  

Figure 4 

Average Core Expenses, per Institution, 2006-2013 

 

Figure 5 

Average Key Expenses per FTE, 2006-13 
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Key Expenses. Key expenses for higher education institutions include instruction, 

academic support, student services and institutional support.  The 61 New Elite Colleges spent 

$41,103 per FTE on these key expense areas, more than twice as much as the $18,810 per FTE 

spent by the 547 New Invisible Colleges, as shown in Figure 5. These higher expenditures for the 

New Elite Colleges highlight their ability to pay higher salaries and invest in academic support 

and student services.  

 Personnel Expenses. The largest expense category for colleges and universities is 

typically personnel. The average New Invisible College spent $11 million on salaries, wages, and 

expenses in 2012-13, compared to the $66 million spent at the average New Elite College. The 

average salary, wages, and benefits cost per employee was $46,944 at the average New Invisible 

College, compared to almost $80,348 at the average New Elite College.  The ability to pay 

substantially higher salaries allows the New Elite Colleges to be much more competitive in their 

hiring practices, not unlike their ability to be more competitive in admissions practices for 

students. 

Endowments 

Endowments are a prominent portion of the financial portfolio for the New Elite 

Colleges, but not as prominent for the New Invisible Colleges. Between 2003 and 2012, 97% 

more of the 61 New Elite Colleges reported endowment values at end of year for 2003-2012, 

compared to 78% of the 547 New Invisible Colleges.  The fact that almost 25% of the New 

Invisible Colleges reported no endowment assets indicates their fragile financial status.  Not only 

did the New Elite Colleges have a higher percentage of institutions reporting endowments, the 

value of those endowments was substantially higher, as shown in Figure 6.   
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Figure 6 

Average Institutional Endowment Value, End of Year, 2003-2012 

 

From 2003 to 2012, the average endowment value for New Elite Colleges rose from $384 

million to $614 million, even with the sharp losses experienced in the Great Recession.  The 

New Invisible Colleges, however, had much more modest endowment values, of $21 million in 

2003 rising only to $29 million in 2012.  The difference in the endowments between the New 

Elite Colleges and the New Invisible Colleges, as well as the fact that almost a quarter of the 

New Invisible Colleges do not even have endowments, shows clearly the vast wealth gap that 

exists between the two groups.  

 On an FTE basis, the endowment values translate to substantially more funds for the New 

Elite Colleges, as shown in Figure 7. In 2012-13, the average New Elite College reported an 

endowment value of $321,616 per FTE, compared to only $29,076 per FTE at the average New 

Invisible College.  
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Figure 7  

Endowment Assets (Year-End) per FTE Enrollment

 

Financial Aid 

Financial aid, particularly Pell grants and federal student loans, plays a key role in access 

to higher education. As shown in Table 9, in 2012-13, 46% of students attending one of the 547  

New Invisible Colleges received Pell funding, compared to only 15% of students attending one 

of the 61 New Elite College.   

Table 9 

Pell Grants, 2012-13 

 New Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=547) 

New Elite 
Colleges  
(N=61) 

Total undergraduates in Financial Aid cohort  481,121 129,167 
Total undergraduates with Pell grant 220,816 19,853 
Average % undergraduates with  Pell grant 46% 15% 
Total Pell grant all Institutions  $881,558,611 $82,954,282 
Average Pell per Institution $2,179,987 $251,357 
Average Pell per student $3,992 $4,163 
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At the New Invisible Colleges, Pell grants accounted for 6.7% of total revenues, 

compared to less than 1% for the New Elite Colleges. If Pell is a proxy for low income, then 

clearly the New Invisible Colleges—with almost half their student receiving Pell grants—are 

providing access at a much higher rate than the New Elite Colleges.   

Table 10 

Federal Student Loans, 2012-13 

 New Invisible 
Colleges 
(N=547) 

New Elite 
Colleges  
(N=61) 

Total undergrads enrollment 481,547 129,463 
Total Undergrads Federal Loan 331,611 51,220 
Average % undergrads Fed Loan 61% 38% 
Total Fed Loan to 547 Institutions  $2,563,561,023 $316,033,941 
Average Loan Amount per Institution $3,626,246 $361,484 
Average Loan amount per student $7,731 $6,170 
 
 Federal student loans are also a significant issue in financial aid.  As shown in Table 10, 

just under two-thirds of students at the New Invisible Colleges rely on federal student loans to 

attend, compared to just over one-third of students at New Elite Colleges.  In addition, in 2012-

13, the average student at a New Invisible College borrowed $1,500 more than did the average 

student at a New Elite College.  The level of dependency on financial aid at the New Invisible 

Colleges is substantially higher than at the New Elite Colleges. 

Discussion 

 The history of private higher education in the United States points to an ongoing struggle 

to stay viable for many institutions.  At one end of the spectrum, however, a small minority of 

institutions—the New Elite Colleges—have built sizeable endowments and developed revenue 

streams that have exempted them from than annual struggle to end the fiscal year in a positive 

financial state. These institutions are doing well by every measure; they are in no way “facing 
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extinction.” At the other end of the spectrum, however, the New Invisible Colleges continue to 

strategize to attract students and retain them, and to balance rising tuition costs with students’ 

ability to pay.  

 This study, based on Astin and Lee’s The Invisible Colleges (1972) provides the first 

direct quantitative, apples-to-apples comparison of the status of the Invisible Colleges and Elite 

Colleges of 1967-68 to those identified in 2012-13.  It is important to note that the number of 

institutions in each category has increased, from 491 Invisible Colleges in 1967-68 to 547 New 

Invisible Colleges in 2012 13, and from 44 Elite Colleges in 1967-68 to 61 New Elite Colleges in 

2012-13.  As a percentage of overall higher education insitutions, however, the 547 New 

Invisible Colleges constituted 11% of total institutions in 2012-13, compared to 21% of total 

insitutions in 1967-68.  The 61 New Elite Colleges constituted only 1% of total institutions in 

2012-13, compared to just under 2% in 1967-68.  Part of the reason for the drop in percentage 

share is the sharp increase in the number of for-profit institutions which have opened since 1967-

68, as well as the number of community colleges. Between 1980 and 2010, the number of for 

profit 4-year colleges essentially doubled every 10 years, from 15 to 563. Enrollments at for 

profits grew from 28,000 in 1980 to 1.6 million in 2010.  In 1980, nonprofits constituted 83% of 

all private 4-year insitutions and 91% of all private enrollments. By 2010, however, they were 

just 54% of all private institutions and 65 % of enrollments.  In terms of comparison to all 4-year 

institutions, excluding the for profit institutions, the New Invisible Colleges constituted 24%, and 

the New Elite Colleges constituted just under 3%. 

 Differences in enrollment patterns indicate a shift away from the traditional age student –

time attending full-time at the 547 New Invisible colleges, where 25% of students attended part-

time in 2012-13. At the 61 New Elite Colleges, only 7% of students attended part-time. It is 
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likely that a higher percentage of non-traditional age students attended New Invisible Colleges, 

given the overall higher percentage of non-traditional age students attending private nonprofit 

institutions, as indicated by the NCES publication, “Characteristics of Postsecondary Students” 

(2014).  In addition, that the New Invisible Colleges enrolled a higher percentage of women than 

did the New Elite Colleges points to an important potential access issue, as noted by Bielby, 

Posselt, Jaquette, & Bastedo (2014).  The fact that over half of the New Invisible Colleges 

offered distance education options, compared to just 6.6% of New Elite Colleges indicates   a 

more narrow educational mission. If the United States is to again become number one in the 

world for bachelor’s degree attainment, the Elite Colleges are not key.  The New Invisible 

Colleges are likely more important, but these nonprofit institutions need financial help more than 

do the for-profits. This low participation could also indicate a bias against distance learning at 

the New Elite Colleges; more research is needed to determine the reasons the New Elite Colleges 

are not offering distance education. 

 More New Elite Colleges reported religious affiliations in 2012-13 than did in 1967-68.. 

More research into this shift—from just 9% of Elite Colleges in 1967-68 to almost 28% in 2012-

13—is needed to determine causative factors for this increase. 

 In an era of policy focus on degree completions, retention rates are an important measure 

of institutional success. At the public institutions, retention rates are being examined to 

determine funding in many states. At the private institutions, high retention rates are touted as 

indicators of student satisfaction, and are used in marketing materials to attract new students.  

Over the past 10 years, retention rates have remained fairly steady for both New Invisible 

Colleges, at just under 70%, and at the New Elite Colleges, at around 93%.  That neither group 
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has made much change in retention rates over the past 10 years shows that the ability of 

institutions to retain students has remained steady.  

 That curricular changes away from traditional liberal arts fields have occurred at the New 

Invisible Colleges is not surprising.  Both Brenemen (1994) and Ferrall (2011) discussed these 

changes. However, the fact that the New Invisible Colleges now award two-thirds of their 

bachelor’s degrees in other fields demonstrates the strong shift in demand for more professional-

based degree programs, such as nursing, business, and education in American higher education.  

This shift does not mean, however, that the New Invisible Colleges have completely strayed 

from the liberal arts college tradition, as they still maintain small class sizes, low enrollments, 

and low student to faculty ratios, all key components of the idea of a traditional liberal arts 

institution. More study of the actual degree requirements at these institutions would help answer 

the question of whether the general education liberal arts requirements have been maintained.  

 Significant differences were found when comparing the financial status of the New 

Invisible and New Elite Colleges, highlighting the struggles of the New Invisible Colleges. The 

Great Recession put a substantial dent in the New Elite Colleges’ revenue, but only for a very 

short time period.  These institutions recovered fairly quickly. The New Invisible Colleges were 

not as affected by the Great Recession in terms of revenue, largely because they had small or 

non-existent endowments.  The average New Invisible College had over $614 million in end of 

year endowment value for 2012-13, compared to only $29 million for the average New Invisible 

College. In addition, almost a quarter of the New Invisible Colleges reported no endowment 

assets, showing their strong dependence on tuition revenues to cover their expenses. 

 The average New Elite College spent $19,188 for instruction expenses, more than double 

the $7,779 spent by the average New Invisible Colleges. A portion of those expenses were for 
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salary, wages, and benefits, which averaged around $66 million for a New Elite College, 

compared to only $11 million at the New Invisible Colleges.  This substantial differences points 

to the ability of the New Elite Colleges to pay much higher salaries.  

 In closing, perhaps the most striking finding of this quantitative analysis is the overall 

difference in core revenues and core expenses between the New Invisible Colleges and the New 

Elite Colleges. The average New Invisible College had just $2 million more in revenue than 

expenses in 2012-13, while the average New Elite College had a difference of $64 million.    

 Federal and state policymakers should consider these differences as they approach 

reauthorization of the federal Higher Education Act and state student aid programs. Like the 

stark differences between endowments and revenues over expenditures, the level of Pell grant aid 

and federal student loan aid was also substantially different as well. That the average New 

Invisible College received over $5 million dollars in Pell grant and student loan funds 

demonstrates their reliance on the federal financial aid system to maintain their budgets.  In 

comparison the average New Elite College received just over $600,000 for Pell grants and 

student loans. Given their substantial endowments, these institutions could no doubt survive, 

even if the Pell grant and federal loan monies were to disappear.  Such a disappearance would, 

however, likely seriously impair, if not completely shut down many of the New Invisible 

Colleges. It is hoped that this careful analysis of the private nonprofit’s financially most 

challenged institutions can provide direction for federal and state policymakers as to how to best 

direct aid to these institutions, and not to private for-profit institutions, to maintain a vibrant, 

healthy private higher education sector.  
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