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The project focuses on the affordability strategies of the governing boards of five 
U.S. higher education institutions or systems. The project seeks to explain the role 
governing board members play in bringing about affordability measures and their 
relationship with college executives and their agendas. What strategies do they 
employ? And how has the COVID-19 pandemic changed their approach? 

The study of the Florida Board of Governors focuses on its unique philosophy of 
higher education governance which has catapulted Florida to top state in the nation 
for higher education for five years running, according to U.S. News and World Report. 

Deeply rooted in the principles of accountability and transparency, Florida’s 
unorthodox yet validated approach to university governance is apparent in the state’s 
performance funding model and the new Florida ScoreBoard. 

In the face of prevailing industry wisdom that says colleges can be either high-quality 
or affordable but not both, Florida successfully employed tuition freezes, performance 
funding, and data transparency upending that “wisdom.” In short, the Florida Board of 
Governors raised educational quality without raising tuition. 
 

INTRODUCTION
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The Florida Board of Governors 
has frozen tuition for nearly a 

decade. While higher education 
pundits wring their hands over  

the consequences of such  
freezes, Florida demonstrates  

that increased accountability for 
quality and cost results in stronger 

legislative funding support and 
greater affordability for students.   



ABOUT THE STATE UNIVERSITY SYSTEM OF FLORIDA 

For five years running, U.S. News and World Report has named Florida the top state in the country for higher 
education based on a set of metrics that includes average student debt and tuition and fee rates.1 Indeed, 
Florida tuition is currently among the lowest in the country – second only to Wyoming – with an average rate of 
$6,352 compared to the $10,352 national average.2 

Florida’s recognition as a top state performer can be largely attributed to the successes of the State University 
System of Florida (SUSF). SUSF is the second largest university system in the country, enrolling over 420,000 
students across Florida’s 12 public universities. Five of the system’s universities – University of Florida, Florida 
State University, Florida International University, University of Central Florida, University of South Florida – are 
among the top 10 in their category in the researchers’ own ranking of Public Value Universities.  

3

University Location
Fall 2020 Total      

Enrollment
2019-20 Average  

Net Price

Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University (FAMU) Tallahassee, FL 8,841 $12,903

Florida Atlantic University (FAU) Boca Raton, FL 29,392 $11,451

Florida Gulf Coast University (FGCU) Ft. Myers, FL 14,885 $10,151

Florida International University (FIU) Miami, FL 50,622 $8,988

Florida Polytechnic University (FLPOLY) Lakeland, FL 1,366 $10,846

Florida State University (FSU) Tallahassee, FL 43,053 $12,815

New College of Florida (NCF) Sarasota, FL 675 $11,869

University of Central Florida (UCF) Orlando, FL 71,310 $11,108

University of Florida (UF) Gainesville, FL 55,422 $10,075

University of North Florida (UNF) Jacksonville, FL 16,675 $9,789

University of South Florida (USF) Tampa, FL 48,438 $10,004

University of West Florida (UWF) Pensacola, FL 12,362 $8,452

State University System (SUS) Tallahassee, FL 353,041 -

Note: 2019-20 Average Net Price is for full-time, in-state first-time students. 
Sources: Office of Data and Analytics, State University System of Florida (Fall 2020 Enrollment); National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. 
Department of Education (2019-20 Average Net Price).

Total Enrollment and Net Price by Institution, State University System Florida
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GOVERNANCE CHARACTERISTICS

The Florida Board of Governors serves as the governing body for the State University System of Florida (SUSF), its 
authority granted in Section 7(d), Article IX of the Florida Constitution. The 17-member board includes: 14 members 
appointed by the governor to serve staggered, seven-year terms; the Florida Commissioner of Education; the chair 
of the Advisory Council of Faculty Senates; and the president of the Florida Student Association.  

The Board of Governors was established in 2003 after the passage of a constitutional amendment led by former 
Florida governor and then-U.S. Senator Bob Graham who opposed the dissolution of its predecessor, the Florida 
Board of Regents. The Board of Regents – which governed Florida’s universities since 1965 – was abolished in 
2001 through an act of the Florida Legislature.3 Each university in the system is overseen by an eleven-member 
board of trustees, of which six members are appointed by the governor and five by the Board of Governors. The 
Board of Governors also appoints a system-wide chancellor to serve as the system’s chief executive.  

While constitutional authority over tuition and fee rate-setting resides with the Florida Legislature – as upheld by the 
Florida Supreme Court in legal challenges – legislators have delegated limited statutory authority over rate-setting to 
the Board of Governors.  

In 2007, the Legislature passed legislation granting the Board of Governors the ability to authorize additional tuition 
increases on top of annual base tuition levels set by the Legislature, referred to as a “tuition differential.” In 2009, 
the Legislature tied in-state undergraduate tuition and fee increases to inflation.4 After capping the tuition differential 
at 15 percent, the Legislature in 2014 lowered it further to six percent and effectively restricted its use to just two 
universities – the University of Florida and Florida State University.5



SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
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The Board of Governors embraced responsibility for maintaining 
affordability in the State University System of Florida, shifting 
their financing strategy away from more tuition dollars and 
towards demonstrating return on investment for state dollars. 

1.

The Board codified its commitment to affordability, embedding 
incentives related to student cost reductions in its performance-
based funding model.2.

The Board of Governors launched data transparency initiatives 
– such as the Florida ScoreBoard – to stretch accountability 
for institutional performance across the system and put the 
information in the hands of the public.

3.

The Board of Governors’ financial incentives successfully changed 
the behavior of Florida universities, improving affordability for 
students as schools compete for state funding.

4.

Since adopting performance funding, the State 

University System of Florida has undergone a 

staggering improvement in outcomes related to 

affordability and employability. In the past five-

years, the system oversaw, on average, a $12,000 

reduction in cost to the student and a $4,000 

increase in median post baccalaureate wages. 



1. The Board of Governors embraced responsibility for maintaining affordability in the State  
    University System of Florida, shifting their financing strategy away from more tuition  
    dollars and towards demonstrating return on investment for state dollars. 

A DEEPER DIVE

Neither the Florida Board of Governors nor the Florida Legislature have approved any increase in undergraduate 
tuition for nearly a decade. The last increase – which amounted to 1.7 percent – took place back in 2013.
But this fervent commitment to affordability, now ingrained in the culture of Florida’s university system, did not 
manifest overnight. Prior to 2013, and the implementation of performance-based funding, the Board of Governors 
spent years fighting to raise tuition in a long-running feud with state elected officials – even going as far as sign-
ing on as a plaintiff in a lawsuit asserting the 2002 constitutional amendment creating the Board gave the Board 
full authority over tuition too. 

Supporters of the 2007 lawsuit felt state policymakers’ unwillingness to raise tuition was holding back the uni-
versities’ ability to meet their goals related to educational quality. The suit was filed after then-Governor Charlie 
Crist vetoed a 5 percent tuition increase and ordered state agencies – universities included – to prepare to cut 
their budgets between four and ten percent. Though Crist later reversed his decision, and the five percent tuition 
increase took effect, the lawsuit went forward.6  

Members of the Board of Governors pointed to the state’s low average tuition and fees – then the lowest in the 
nation – and dwindling state appropriations levels – also among the lowest in the nation – as a detriment to the 
university system.7 The Board believed raising their low tuition rates up to the national average would help them 
raise educational quality and success.8 However, their ability to do so was limited due to the legislative caps on 
differential tuition increases. 

Former University of Florida (UF) President Bernie Machen pushed unsuccessfully for greater autonomy for 
Florida universities in 2012, promising lawmakers that UF “could be a top 10 public university if it were allowed 
to raise tuition to market rates.”9 That same year, the Board of Governors had three objectives, as outlined by 
then-Chancellor Frank Brogan, and raising tuition was one of them.10 

Though Machen accurately predicted that UF would ascend in quality and reputation – now a top-five public uni-
versity according to U.S. News and World Report – tuition hikes were not the path to UF’s success. 

Former board member Norman Tripp, who was wary of the Board’s efforts to raise tuition, recalled the time 
when the Board relied on tuition increases to offset decreased levels of state support. “A number of years ago, 
we had a situation where the Legislature decided that if we wanted to increase our income, we could do it by 
raising tuition,” he said. “And every year, they lowered basically the state support, and we tried to make it up on 
the backs of students by raising tuition.”11 

The last tuition increase
In 2012, the university system was at a financial crossroads. Governor Rick Scott was standing firm against ef-
forts to hike tuition despite the fact the Florida Legislature slashed the system’s funding by $300 million.12 Scott 
vetoed a bill that would have loosened the cap on tuition differentials at the state’s flagships. The following year, 
he vetoed a 3 percent tuition increase passed by the Legislature and called on the universities to reject the statu-
tory provision that allowed for an automatic inflationary increase.
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The backdrop of the governor’s executive actions was a six-year period in which the system lost more than a 
billion dollars in state support, following a national trend of reduced revenue across U.S. states after the Great 
Recession hit in late 2007.13 The system, said Dean Colson, former Board of Governors chair and current chair of 
the Florida International University Board of Trustees, was able to “recoup” $745 million of this deficit, primarily 
relying on tuition increases to do so.14  

Regardless of Governor Scott’s posture, the university boards of trustees approved a 1.7 percent inflationary 
tuition increase in 2013. 

The Board of Governors had reached a critical juncture. State support was dwindling and their efforts to offset 
these losses with increased tuition revenue was thwarted by state policymakers at every turn. 

Florida’s Supreme Court laid to rest any doubt who had ultimate say over tuition, upholding the Legislature’s 
authority over rate-setting.15 The following year, the Legislature and governor eliminated the statutory provision 
enabling automatic inflationary tuition increases and put the clamps on differential tuition by reducing the cap to 
six percent and only allowing the two state flagship universities to exercise this authority.16 

“[…] there is a heavy amount of resistance to tuition increases,” said current Chancellor Marshall Criser III. “I 
believe that if there were less political emphasis on that, that universities would be more inclined to find ways to 
increase revenues through tuition.” 

The 1.7 percent tuition increase would be the system’s last. 

Embracing a tuition freeze
The Board of Governors embraced an entirely new strategy for 
financing the university system. Increasing revenue through tuition 
increases would no longer be their primary means of raising rev-
enue, quite the opposite in fact. Instead, their strategy would be 
to freeze tuition and focus on demonstrating the return on invest-
ment for state dollars. 

It was a gamble, but one that former board member and chair  
Tom Kuntz knew would pay dividends. By demonstrating their 
value to the governor and state legislators – who prioritized afford-
ability and educational and career outcomes – Kuntz and the rest 
of the Board believed the state would kick in more money.  

“And what I did is,” said Kuntz, “I kind of struck a deal with the 
governor – and he was very supportive of this – but here was the 
deal: we’re not going to raise tuition ever again, until somebody 
does, but so long as I’m around, we’re never going to raise tuition.” 

Committed to a tuition freeze, the Board of Governors then assumed the herculean task of convincing the Leg-
islature – the very one they had sued just a few years prior – that the university system was worthy of greater 
investment.  

Said Chancellor Marshall Criser III, “To me, the tuition discussion begins with one question: How well can we 
demonstrate to our elected leaders the value of investing in our university system? As we demonstrate the value 
we create, and the imperative to fund higher education, we strike the right balance for our students and their 

Marshall Criser III 
 SUSF Chancellor  

(2014-present)

“To me, the tuition discussion 
begins with one question: How 

well can we demonstrate to 
our elected leaders the value 
of investing in our university 
system? As we demonstrate 
the value we create, and the 

imperative to fund higher 
education, we strike the right 
balance for our students and 

their families.”

7



families.”17

Not surprisingly, trust wouldn’t come easily. When the Legislature restored the university system’s $300 million 
budget cut the previous year and allocated new funds in 2013, it came with strings attached. $20 million would 
be distributed based on three performance metrics: postgraduate employment, median graduate wages, and 
cost-per-degree.18 

With Tom Kuntz – dubbed “the grandfather” of Florida’s performance funding model by Criser – serving as chair 
of the Budget and Finance Committee, the Board of Governors would build on the Legislature’s performance 
funding pilot by introducing a more robust, performance-based funding model (detailed in the following section). 

This was the turning point for Florida universities. As the Board of Governor’s upheld its commitment to keep 
tuition flat, the highly accountable performance funding program engendered trust from the Legislature which 
resulted in a newfound legislative interest in boosting appropriations levels. 

Said Criser, “We have to tell our stakeholders that fund us that we’re accountable. We have to tell our families 
who are going to send their students to us that we’re affordable. As a result of that, we have gone from about a 
$2 billion state budget to a $3 billion state budget.”

This unique strategy to higher education financing was not only successful, it was also more profitable than the 
conventional approach. According to Kuntz, “[…] if we had raised tuition, something like 25 percent a year every 
single year since we started performance funding, but didn’t get the extra money from the legislature, we’d have 
less money than we have today in the game we’ve been playing – which is don’t raise tuition and get more mon-
ey from the Legislature.”

As a consequence, the rise in college prices in Florida over the last two decades has been well below the na-
tional average; during this same period, state appropriations per full-time equivalent student in Florida is up 16.6 
percent, while the national average shrunk. 

Florida U.S Average

1980 2020 Change 1980 2020 Change

Education Appropriations per FTE $6,566 $7,656 16.6% $8,814 $8,636 -2.00%

Net Tuition Revenue per FTE $1,653 $2,343 41.70% $2,329 $6,726 188.70%

Total Education Revenue per FTE $8,219 "$9,998 21.60% $11,143 $15,276 37.10%

Source: State Higher Education Finance, FY 2020, State Higher Eduation Executive Officers Association (2021)

Total Higher Education Revenue - Florida 
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Rejecting the “false narrative”
For years, the Florida Board of Governors chased greater tuition 
revenue in their quest to boost quality and reputation. But the  
notion that affordability and high-quality are mutually exclusive in 
higher education is what current board Chair Syd Kitson calls  a 
“false narrative.”  

“I think that you can have a great education and have it be afford-
able,” said Kitson. “And to say that you can only have one, or you 
have to prioritize one over the other, to me is a false narrative.”

This have-it-all mindset by the Florida Board of Governors was 
evident as early as 2013 when then-Board Chair Dean Colson high-
lighted governance, quality, and affordability as the three issues 
representing the “bedrock of [the] Board’s work in moving towards 
greatness” in his “State of the System” address.19

“I think that you can have a  
great education and have it be 
affordable. And to say that you  
can only have one, or you have  
to prioritize one over the other,  

to me is a false narrative.”

Sydney Kitson
Board of Governors Chair  

(2020-present)

And as the system made gains on affordability, quality improved simul-
taneously. Four-year graduation rates across the system climbed from 
47.2 percent in 2012-16 to almost 60 percent in just four years.
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Source: State University System of Florida, “2021 Accountability Plan: State University System of Florida Summary.” 
Note: The SUS rate includes students who transferred between SUS institutions.

FTIC Four-Year Graduation Rate (Full-Time FTIC students)

FAMU FAU FGCU FIU FPOLY FSU NCF UCF UF UNF USF UWF SUS

2012-16 18.3% 25.6% 21.7% 28.6% - 66.0% 52.5% 43.6% 68.3% 32.9% 52.0% 22.0% 47.2%

2013-17 21.6% 27.5% 23.0% 33.8% - 68.4% 53.6% 43.7% 66.7% 34.7% 57.4% 25.2% 49.7%

2014-18 22.5% 33.9% 28.8% 38.9% 36.6% 71.5% 55.7% 45.7% 67.3% 38.6% 58.6% 31.3% 52.7%

2015-19 27.7% 37.4% 35.7% 42.8% 39.5% 69.5% 57.9% 46.3% 70.9% 44.6% 59.4% 34.8% 55.1%

2016-20 34.6% 47.5% 41.4% 49.3% 34.3% 73.8% 53.9% 47.7% 70.7% 48.3% 60.9% 36.4% 58.8%

Once the Board of Governors stopped viewing tuition hikes as an end-all solution to quality and started embrac-
ing affordability, they were able to strike the right balance and convince the Legislature to restore funding levels. 
In a twist of irony, the Board of Governors ultimately achieved their longtime goal of raising the stature of the  
system by, in part, embracing the very thing they once considered their greatest roadblock for accomplishing it:  
a tuition freeze.



2. The Board codified its commitment to affordability, embedding incentives related to  
    student cost reductions in its performance-based funding model.

As a new member of the Board of Governors, Tom Kuntz asked for the six-year graduation rate at the University 
of South Florida (USF). The university president at the time did not know the answer. 

Since the question was posed back in 2012, university administrators 
across SUSF have become highly conversant with such metrics and 
have taken them to heart. 

The University of South Florida’s six-year graduation rate –  
which was 66 percent in 2013 – is now 75 percent.20 This year, the 
University of South Florida placed second among Florida’s universities 
in the State University System’s performance-based funding scores.21 

In Kuntz’s eyes, it was this initial interaction with university presidents 
that “started to change the tone of the Board of Governors.” 

Playing by new rules
At the time of Kuntz’s appointment, performance funding was not a 
new concept in higher education. It was not even a new concept in 
Florida. But coupling performance funding with a staunch commitment 
to affordability was.  

Historically, funding for Florida’s state universities was based on enrollment. “It didn’t matter if you were good 
or bad,” Kuntz recalled, “It’s just if you had a bunch of students, you’re going to get a bunch of money.”
 
But then, “almost overnight, the rules of the game changed,” said Ralph C. Wilcox, provost and executive vice 
president for the University of South Florida.22 Now, said Kuntz, “The quality of the education is better because 
we’re measuring results. We’re measuring outcomes instead of measuring how many students we have.” 

In 2013, Florida state lawmakers began allocating small levels of state funding to universities through the Florida 
State Research Universities Preeminence Program, rewarding universities that meet 11 of 12 benchmarks on 
metrics including graduation rates, retention, awarded patents, and research expenditures.23 However, this 
program favors Florida’s well-resourced universities, and only three universities have since qualified to receive 
full preeminence funding through the program. 

That same year, the Legislature distributed $20 million based on postgraduate employment, median graduate 
wages, and cost-per-degree.24 This one-time allocation was what Kuntz considered a “solid starting point for a 
much more comprehensive funding model,” which his committee was working on. 

In 2014, the Board of Governors adopted an innovative 10-metric performance-based funding model which 
allocated a portion – 25 percent – of institutional base funding and new performance funding from the 
Legislature and the Governor to the system for the universities.25 The funding model was later codified in state 
law and Board of Governors regulations.26

A DEEPER DIVE
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“The quality of the education 
is better because we’re 

measuring results. We’re 
measuring outcomes instead 

of measuring how many 
students we have.”

Tom Kuntz
Former Board of Governors Chair 

(2016-2017)



“Our Board will no longer accept low graduation rates, high excess hours, or degrees that don’t create jobs or 
address workforce needs,” former Chair Mori Hosseini stated in his 2014 State of the System address.27 “Our 
Board will continue to demonstrate its ability to lead the system as we advance into the 21st century. We will 
continue to improve. Not only do I want our system to be the best system in the country, I want our system to 
be one of the best systems in the world.” 

In the funding model, universities are awarded points – up to 10 
points per metric –  for “Excellence” or “Improvement” based on 
annual benchmarks to determine eligibility for their share of funds. 
Universities that receive one of the top three scores or improve 
their score from the previous year are eligible. Universities that 
underperform are required to submit a plan to the Board of Governors 
for meeting their performance goals and later demonstrate their 
success in doing so to gain eligibility.28 

The performance funding model includes two choice metrics, one 
chosen by the Board of Governors and the other by each university’s 
board of trustees, accounting for each school’s unique mission. As 
an example, the Florida Polytechnic University’s chosen metric is 
the percentage of bachelor’s graduates with two or more workforce 
experiences. Alternatively, the University of Central Florida – whose 
student enrollment boasts a high percentage of minority students – 
uses degree attainment of Hispanic and African American students  
as their choice metric.29
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“Our Board will no longer 
accept low graduation rates, 

high excess hours, or degrees 
that don’t create jobs or address 

workforce needs. Our Board 
will continue to demonstrate its 
ability to lead the system as we 
advance into the 21st century. 
We will continue to improve. 

Not only do I want our system 
to be the best system in the 

country, I want our system to be 
one of the best systems in the 

world.”

Mori Hosseini
Board of Governors Chair  

(2014-2015)



Metrics Common to All Universities

Metric 1 Percent of Bachelor's Graduates Enrolled or Employed [$25,000+]

Metric 2 Median Wages of Bachelor’s Graduates Employed Full-Time

Metric 3 Average Cost to the Student [Net Tuition & Fees per 120 Credit Hours for Resident Undergraduates]

Metric 4 FTIC Four Year Graduation Rate [Full-Time FTIC students]

Metric 5 Academic Progress Rate [Second Fall Retention Rate with at least a 2.0 GPA for Full-Times FTIC students]

Metric 6 Percentage of Bachelor's Degrees Awarded within Programs of Strategic Emphasis

Metric 7 University Access Rate [Percent of Undergraduates with a Pell Grant]

Metric 8a Percentage of Graduate Degrees Awarded within Programs of Strategic Emphasis

Metric 8b Percentage of Freshmen in Top 10% of High School Graduating Class

Board of Governors Choice Metrics

Metric 9a FCS AA Transfer Two-Year Graduation Rate [Full-Time students]

Metric 9b FTIC Pell Recipient Six-Year Graduation Rate [Full- and Part-Time students]

Board of Trustees Choice Metrics

Metric 10 FAMU: Bachelor’s Degrees Awarded to Transfer Students with AA Degrees from the Florida College System

Metric 10 FAU: Total Research Expenditures (in Millions)

Metric 10 FGCU: Bachelor’s Degrees Awarded to Hispanic & African-Americans

Metric 10 FIU: Number of Post-Doctoral Appointees

Metric 10 FPOLY: Percent of Bachelor Degree Graduates with 2+ Workforce Experiences

Metric 10 FSU: Percent of Bachelor Degree Graduates who took an Entrepreneurship Class

Metric 10 NCF: Percent of FTIC Graduates Completing 3+ High-Impact Practices

Metric 10 UCF: Percent of Bachelor’s Degrees Awarded to Hispanic & African-Americans

Metric 10 UF: 6-Year Graduation Rates

Metric 10 UNF: Percent of Undergraduate FTE in Online Courses

Metric 10 USF: 6-Year Graduation Rates

Metric 10 UWF: Percent of Baccalaureate Graduates Completing 2+ Types of High-Impact Practices

State University System of Florida - Performance Funding Metrics

Source: State University System of Florida, “2021 Accountability Plan: State University System of Florida Summary”
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Tying state funding to affordability
What really sets Florida’s performance funding model apart is the inclusion of metrics directly related to 
affordability.  

Using metrics on student costs - accounting for net tuition and fees and books and supplies - and postgraduate 
wages, the Board of Governors incentivizes universities to prioritize affordability. It also incentivizes workforce 
outcomes that better position their graduates to find lucrative jobs, achieve financial security, and pay off 
any student loan debt they may have accrued. According to Joe O’Shea, assistant provost and dean of 
undergraduate studies at Florida State University, “Anyone concerned about access and affordability has to also 
be concerned about post-graduation outcomes — what happens to students after they leave.” 

The performance funding model contains the same focus on 
affordability and career outcomes as did the Legislature’s previous 
3-metric model, with one significant departure. Rather than using the 
previous “cost-to-degree” metric based on costs to the state, the 
Board of Governors took a more student-centered approach by using 
a “cost-to-the-student” metric that accounts for net tuition and fees 
and textbook costs. As a result of this focus,  the average cost-to-the-
student has decreased $12,000 over the past five years and is now 
just $3,020.30 

Said Chancellor Criser, “[The] big shift that happened from our 
original three metrics in the first year, in addition to building it to a 
10-metric model, was also recognizing that we needed to change 
from the cost-to-the-state to the cost-to-the-student. And to me, 
that’s probably one of the biggest policy changes in the model.” 

And the inclusion of a student cost metric in the funding formula 
has made the prospect of increasing tuition no longer appealing, 
according to Criser. “What it does in the first place,” Criser explained, “is it creates a healthy tension that if you 
could raise tuition you would balance that against what it’s costing you in the formula with regard to the funding 
you received from performance-based funding. So raising tuition is not a zero-sum game where you just say, 
‘Well, I’ve got more money.’” 

The model also utilizes metrics on four-year graduation and retention rates to incentivize degree completion 
and reducing time-to-degree, which also impacts affordability. And until this year, the Board of Governors 
used “Percent of Baccalaureate Degrees Awarded without Excess Hours” as their choice metric, encouraging 
reducing time-to-degree and overall student costs. This choice metric has since been replaced with two new 
metrics – related to promoting the success of transfer students and Pell-eligible students – in compliance with a 
2020 statuatory change.31
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“Anyone concerned about  
access and affordability has  
to also be concerned about  
post-graduation outcomes -  
what happens to students  

after they leave.”

Joe O’Shea
 Assistant Provost and  

Dean of Undergraduate Studies  
at Florida State University
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COVID-19 INSIGHT: 

As the nation faced economic stress due to the COVID-19 pandemic, public higher 
education in 27 U.S. states bore the consequences of a round of state budgetary 
reductions reminiscent of the Great Recession in 2008.  

As tax revenues plummeted in the midst of the worldwide pandemic, Florida Governor 
Ron DeSantis vetoed $1 billion of the $92.2 billion 2020-21 fiscal year budget and 
preemptively withheld 6 percent of general revenue appropriations – including $196 
million for the State University System.32 But appropriations for performance funding in 
Florida were held constant. 

The fact that performance funding was left untouched by the governor’s budget cuts 
in the midst of the pandemic is telling, according to Chancellor Marshall Criser III. It 
suggests that the commitment and confidence of state leaders in the performance 
funding system is significant enough to ward off raids when funds are tight – a 
luxury they were not afforded in similar economic circumstances marked by the 2008 
recession. 

Criser said, “One of the first things we saw out of that budget was that [Governor 
DeSantis] set aside performance funding from being subject to cuts. So there’s an 
endorsement, not from the governor who started this process but the governor we 
have today.”



3. The Board of Governors launched data transparency initiatives – such as the Florida  
    ScoreBoard – to stretch accountability for institutional performance across the system  
    and put the information in the hands of the public. 

Accountability for university performance in Florida predates the implementation of their performance-based 
funding model.  SUSF has a long history of using data transparency to help hold themselves accountable for 
institutional performance, which provided a strong foundation for the later implementation of their performance-
based funding model. 

Originally, the Board of Governors used a three-part 
accountability system that included a system-wide strategic 
plan, annual accountability reports, and university work plans. 
These three documents were created to promote greater 
accountability and drive improvements in academic quality, 
operational efficiency, and return on investment. The use 
of annual accountability reports even predates the Board of 
Governors, having been first utilized by their predecessor, the 
Florida Board of Regents. 

Said former Board Chair Mori Hosseini, “This Board will hold 
the universities accountable – and we will hold ourselves 
accountable. […] Only by holding our system and ourselves 
accountable will we be able to succeed for our students and 
our state. We owe them our very best.”33 

The Board’s 2025 Strategic Plan, adopted in 2012, focuses on 
long-term, system-wide goals. The university workplans and 
annual accountability reports were ultimately streamlined into one document – the annual accountability plans, 
which are submitted by each university’s board of trustees for review by the Board of Governors. In addition 
to detailing the institutions’ historic and current annual performance on the funding metrics, the plans provide 
accountability for university progress toward the statewide strategic plan and policy decisions.  

Each institution’s action plan and their performance is plain for all to see on the university system’s website. 
This transparency feeds collaboration of campus faculty which results in greater buy-in and more accountability 
for performance. Said FSU’s Joe O’Shea, “It’s not just the president, the provost or other university leaders who 
are aware of our performance in these [areas]. I think to have maximum impact across the institution, those data 
need to be democratized across campus.” 

But the Board isn’t solely focused on transparency to internal audiences. In recent years, the Board has focused 
on external transparency for students, parents, and other public stakeholders. 
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“It’s not just the president,  
the provost or other university  
leaders who are aware of our 

performance in these [areas]. I think 
to have maximum impact across the 

institution, those data need to be 
democratized across campus.”

Joe O’Shea 
Assistant Provost and Dean  
of Undergraduate Studies  

at Florida State  
University
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The Florida ScoreBoard
In 2020, the Board of Governors launched a new online public 
database that makes it easier for students and the public to 
track key metrics related to affordability and graduation rates.34 
While the Board of Governors already publicized the institutions’ 
performance funding scores, the Florida ScoreBoard showcases 
performance in a more user friendly format “so people can 
make good decisions, based on real data,” said Kitson.  

As the former chair of the Florida Chamber of Commerce, Kitson 
drew inspiration for the ScoreBoard from a similar Chamber 
initiative – the Florida Scorecard. The ScoreBoard, Kitson said, 
helps students and parents make decisions on where to go to 
college. Said Kitson, “I just think transparency is the key – I 
think it’s key for just about anything you do. In business, in 
government, having that transparency is, in my mind, crucial. 
We’re spending taxpayer dollars[…] they have a right to see 
how we’re doing.” 

By featuring the ScoreBoard prominently on the SUSF website homepage, the Board has ensured this valuable 
citizen-friendly resource is easy to find.

As Kitson explains, “You don’t have to dig in. You don’t have to make phone calls. It’s right there for you in living 
color.” The Board of Governors plans to take this public transparency a step further in early 2022 by launching an 
interactive, online college and career planning tool – MyFloridaFuture – to help students and parents explore both 
system-level and university-level data including postgraduate salaries, employment outcomes, and student debt.35

“I just think transparency 
is the key – I think it’s key  

for just about anything you do.  
In business, in government,  

having that transparency is, in  
my mind, crucial. We’re spending 
taxpayer dollars, […] they have a  

right to see how we’re doing.”

Sydney Kitson
Board of Governors chair  

(2020-present)

Source: State University System of Florida website
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4. The Board of Governors’ financial incentives successfully changed the behavior of Florida  
    universities, improving affordability for students as schools compete for state funding.

If you were to summarize the results of actions of the Board of Governors in a simple phrase, it would be this: they 
changed behavior. Chancellor Criser observed, “When you talk about affordability, […] what’s been interesting to 
me is some of this has been about changing behavior.” But Florida didn’t get where it is by waving a magic wand. 

The system improvements evident today are the culmination of sustained changes building year upon year since 
the performance funding’s inception.

According to Florida International University (FIU) Provost and Vice President Kenneth G. Furton, the perfor-
mance-based funding system, promotes “continuous improvement” at the universities.

With proper motivation from the Board, some Florida universities have targeted reducing time-to-degree and im-
proving graduation rates as a method for increasing affordability, as unnecessary time and credits towards degree 
completion is wasted money for students.

With the longstanding tuition freeze in place, Florida universities’ opportunity to control or reduce costs on their own 
is somewhat limited – with a focus on optimizing institutional financial aid, reducing textbook costs and fees, and 
reducing time-to-degree.36

Take FIU. 

Said Furton, “We knew that if students graduate in four years  
versus six years, they actually save, on average, about $75,000  
because of all the cost – including housing costs and so forth.  
And they get to the job market sooner – we call that ‘finish in  
four, save more, earn more.’ And so we went about trying to  
change the culture.”

Across the system, four-year graduation rates have gone up by more 
than 10 percent. At FIU – where the student population is made up 
of 80 percent Black, Asian, and Hispanic students – the four-year 
graduation rate has increased 155 percent in the past seven years.37 

Reducing a student’s time-to-degree might be FIU’s biggest achieve-
ment when it comes to affordability, FIU and the other state univer-
sities have found other innovative ways to drive down student cost 
figures. 

Reducing the cost of textbooks has been a particular bright spot, 

“We knew that if students graduate 
in four years versus six years, they 

actually save on average about 
$75,000 because of all the costs 
of including housing costs and 

so forth. And they get to the job 
market sooner – we call that ‘finish 
in four, save more, earn more’. And 
so we went about trying to change 

the culture.”

Kenneth G. Furton 
FIU Provost and Vice President
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“We’re not just competing 
anymore on the football field or the 

basketball court or the volleyball 
court but we’re actually competing 

now on ‘graduation rate floor.’  
And it’s working.”

Marshall Criser III
SUS Chancellor  
(2014-present)

answering the Board’s call for more no-or-low-cost options.  

For example, FIU incentivized faculty to use open educational resources (OER) or low-cost materials in their cours-
es, awarding badges to those whose course materials cost $20 or less. To facilitate further adoption, a searchable 
online database of these free or low-cost courses was made accessible to the entire state university system, 
saving students over $880,000.38  And FIU has revamped their approach with traditional textbook sellers when they 
launched an optional flat-rate program for course materials which is projected to save students 35 to 50 percent on 
their course materials.39 “It’s sort of a Netflix for books,” according to Furton. 

The University of Central Florida launched the Affordable Instructional Materials (AIM) initiative, saving students 
more than $11 million.40 The Florida Consortium of Metropolitan Research Universities - the University of South Flor-
ida, the University of Central Florida, and Florida International University - is developing an innovative course equiva-
lency database and transfer coaching program to help streamline the transfer process for students from the Florida 
College System.41

And these are not just one-off initiatives. Looking for ways to improve performance is now part of the “ecosystem 
and culture” of Florida higher education, with university leaders and faculty considering it “vital” to success, accord-
ing to FSU’s O’Shea.

It pays to perform
Since adopting performance funding, the Florida State University System has seen a staggering improvement in 
outcomes related to affordability and employability. In the past five-years, the university system has seen a $12,000 
reduction in cost-to-the-student and a $4,000 increase in median post baccalaureate wages.42

Students at Florida universities now pay, on average, just $3,020 for a bachelor’s degree after financial aid.43 Be-
cause of these low upfront costs, students have become less reliant on student loans to finance their college 
education. In 2018-19, 11,000 fewer students took out student loans than the previous year and two-thirds didn’t 
take out loans at all.44

In the wake of the implementation of performance-based funding, and subsequent improvements on performance 
metrics, state funding for Florida’s universities increased 165 percent.45 While Florida public universities have the 
lowest total revenue per FTE nationally, 76.6 percent of total revenue comes from state funding.46

Competition for performance funding dollars is fierce. Now Florida’s 
universities compete on student success and affordability, just as 
they do in sporting arenas. 

Competition for bragging rights is fierce too. Universities proudly 
share their accomplishments on their websites, social media, and in 
media releases. One university, as Chancellor Criser relayed, was so 
eager to share their accomplishments that they accidentally jumped 
the gun and circulated the news before the report was finalized. 

According to Chancellor Criser, “We’re not just competing anymore 
on the football field or the basketball court or the volleyball court but 
we’re actually competing now on ‘graduation rate floor.’ And it’s 
working.”



2014-15 2018-19 % Change

Percentage of Bachelor’s Graduates Enrolled or Employed ($25,000) 67.4% 71.7% +4%

2014-15 2018-19 % Change

Median Wages of Bachelor’s Graduates Employed Full-Time $38,000 $41,900 +10%

2015-16 2019-20 Change

Average Cost to the Student  
(Net Tuition & Fees per 120 Credit Hours for Resident Undergraduates) 14,840 3,020 -80%

2012-16 2016-20 % Change

FTIC Four-Year Graduation Rates (Full-Time FTIC students) 47.2% 58.8% +12%

2014-16 2018-20 % Change

FCS AA Transfer Two-Year Graduation Rate (Full-Time students) 36.7% 43.7% +7%

2010-16 2014-20 % Change

FTIC Pell Recipient Six-Year Graduation Rate (Full- and Part-Time students) 65.0% 71.3% +6%

State University System of Florida - System Averages

Source: State University System of Florida, “2021 Accountability Plan: State University System of Florida Summary”
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METHODS

Cases were selected from a list of Public Value Universities who are doing the heavy lifting in state higher 
education. This set of schools was in the top 10 nationally in one of three categories – Flagship, Metro Leader, 
and Regional – out of 196 public universities total. The universities were ranked according to the average of eight 
factors: net price; net price increase over time; ratio of instruction to institutional support; percent in-state; percent 
Pell-eligible; six-year graduation rate; Brookings value added; and Harvard mobility index. Two factors, net price 
and percent Pell-eligible students, were double weighted to account for the fact this study focused on affordability, 
especially for underrepresented students. When issuing case study final invitations, consideration was given to 
geographic diversity among the top 10 as well as different governance structures.  

The project director conducted interviews, using a semi-structured interview guide, with Florida Board of 
Governors members, State University System of Florida staff, and university administrators, including current 
Board of Governors Chair Sydney Kitson, immediate past Board of Governors Chair and current University of 
Florida Board of Trustees member Thomas G. Kuntz, System Chancellor Marshall M. Criser III, Vice Chancellor for 
Finance and Administration Tim Jones, General Counsel and Corporate Secretary Vikki Shirley, Florida International 
University Provost and Executive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer Kenneth G. Furton, Ph.D., and Florida 
State University Assistant Provost and Dean of Undergraduate Studies Joe O’Shea, Ph.D. 

The researchers did not preselect the affordability strategies described in this study. The interviewees were asked 
to describe the factors they believed contributed to their system or institution’s affordability, and the strategies 
described are contained therein. In addition to the interviews, the researcher and publication author conducted a 
document review of current and past board policies, historical board documents and media releases, and other 
relevant sources and documentation. 
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