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OSU Differential Tuition Guidance 
 
Differential tuition may be approved in certain programs that meet the requirements 
noted below and that are approved by the Board of Trustees as part of setting tuition 
and fees.  The use of differential tuition charges by an academic program must be 
consistent with the purposes described in the proposal for the charges and should be 
reviewed periodically with the students in the program. 
 
Differential tuition may be considered for a program if: 
 
• The costs for delivering the program (as documented by national norms) are 

significantly higher than for other majors at OSU (approximately 20% above the 
median program cost).  There should be documented comparisons to similar 
programs nationally in establishing those costs (see Table 1 and Figure 1 for 
reference). 

• The program has national norms that require accreditation, specialized services, 
limited course sizes, or additional support activities that increase the value of the 
program to students and that may create additional costs appropriately shared by 
students. 

• There are external markets that define nationally recognized cost and value for 
certain degrees or credentials.  This most often would apply to degrees or 
certificates in graduate or professionally certified fields. 

• The OSU program provides an educational opportunity that significantly enhances a 
student’s experience (as in the Honors College) or the program provides access to 
facilities or educational experiences unusual for programs in similar disciplines 
nationally. 

 
In general, differential tuition charges1: 
 
• Must meet at least one of the criteria noted above, and preferably more than one. 
• Provide services and experiences to majors in the program clearly distinct from 

those offered to students outside those programs. 
• Are established at as broad a level as is appropriate (for example at the College or 

School level rather than individual majors if all majors meet similar criteria). 
• Are charged only to students with junior standing and above, unless a significant 

part of the experiences supported by the charges take place in the freshmen and 
sophomore years (as for the Honors College)2. 

                                                        
1 Existing differential charges which do not meet these guidelines Fall, 2017 will be continued but every 
effort will be made to align those charges with the guidelines over time without damaging the academic 
quality of the existing program.  It is expected that this policy, if approved, will be implemented for Fall 
term, 2017. 
2 This is most appropriately done by establishing a professional school model.  Students would then be 
charged the differential tuition when they are admitted to the professional school. 
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• Are established by major rather than course designator. 
• Are set as a per credit hour charge in addition to base tuition or as a flat charge per 

term (programs that allow part-time study may pro-rate a flat charge appropriately]. 
• Assessed 10% of gross revenues to augment the need-based institutional financial 

aid pool. 
 
Proposals for new differential tuition charges or increases in existing charges will be 
reviewed annually as part of the university’s process for recommending tuition and fee 
changes to the Board of Trustees.  Proposals for new differential tuition charges should 
address:  
 
• How the proposed charge meets the criteria described in this policy.  References to 

cost, student demand, career earnings, and market demand should include 
documentation to national norms for similar programs or disciplines. 

• How the differential tuition charges will substantially increase the quality of the 
learning experience for students and provide the basis for opportunities that would 
not be possible without the differential revenues.  

• Description of the specific activities, services, and opportunities to be supported by 
the proposed charges and how they differ from what is normally available to 
students in other programs.  Note that high faculty salary costs are not an 
appropriate criterion. 

• Evidence of student consultation and a summary of student opinion.   All differential 
tuition plans must show evidence of thorough consultation with students who will 
be affected.  
 

Proposals to increase established differential tuition rates are not required to comply 
with the complete process outlined above if those increases do not exceed the 
corresponding rate increases recommended for base tuition rounded to the nearest 
whole dollar.  
 
Proposals for new differential charges or for increases in existing charges are reviewed 
by the University Budget Committee for recommendation to the Provost.  Proposals are 
due by November 1st for changes to take effect in fall term of the next academic year.  
Proposals should be submitted to the Chair of the University Budget Committee or the 
Director of Budget and Fiscal Planning 
 
All differential tuition charges will be reviewed at least once every five years to insure 
that they continue to meet the criteria described here. 
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Table 1:  comparison of relative costs per credit hour for disciplines at OSU, based on several national 
studies of cost by discipline and level.  The costs per credit hour are ratios to an average of eight common 
upper division disciplines.  The average relative cost of an upper division credit hour comes out to 1.017 in 
this approach.  The upper-division relative costs are the ones relevant to undergraduate differential 
tuition.  The weights for Veterinary Medicine and Pharmacy professional programs are not well 
constrained and are excluded here. 
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Figure 1:  The distribution of numbers of undergraduate majors binned by the relative cost of that major using the upper-
division relative costs in Table 1.   For example, there are about 4,800 undergraduate engineering majors and the relative 
upper-division cost is 1.649, so the bar at the right represents 4,800 majors in the 1.60 to 1.65 cost bin.  The point of the plot is 
to show where majors are distributed in higher vs. lower-cost programs. 
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