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How much do tertiary students pay?

– Public institutions charge no tuition fees in eight OECD coun-
tries; but in a third of countries with available data, they charge
over USD 1 500 in annual fees for national students.

– Since 1995, 14 of 25 countries with available information have
implemented reforms on tuition fees. All of these reforms,
except in Iceland and the Slovak Republic, were combined with
a change in the level of public subsidies available to students.

– An average of 21% of public spending on tertiary education in
OECD countries is devoted to supporting students, households
and other private entities.

Significance

This spread examines the relationships between annual
tuition fees, direct and indirect public spending on educa-
tion, and public subsidies for student living costs. Govern-
ments can address issues of access to and equality of
education opportunities by subsidising tuition fees and
financially aiding students and their families, particularly
students from low-income families. But how this aid is
given – whether through grants, scholarships or loans – is a
subject of debate in many countries.

Findings

Tuition fees continue to spark lively debate, and over the
past decades there have been substantial reforms in OECD
countries. Since 1995, some German federal states have
introduced fees, while other countries, like Australia,
Austria, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Portugal,
the United Kingdom and the United States, have increased
fees. Similarly, Denmark, Ireland and the Slovak Republic
increased tuition fees charged for international students
(only international students are charged tuition fees in
these countries). The question of loans versus grants in
supporting tertiary students is also under debate in a num-
ber of countries. Student support systems have developed
extensively in Australia, Chile, the Netherlands, New
Zealand, Norway and the United Kingdom, where public
subsidies account for at least 29% of public spending on ter-
tiary education.

Overall ,  there are signif icant differences among
OECD countries in the average tuition fees charged for ter-
tiary education. While negligible or low in the Nordic coun-
tries, the Czech Republic, Ireland and Mexico, fees exceed
USD 5 000 in the United States and Korea. However, tuition
fees are only one part of the picture. It is also important to
look at broader support that may be available to students.
In this context, countries can be grouped into four main
categories:

1. No or low tuition fees, and generous student support sys-
tems; this includes the Nordic countries.

2. High tuition fees and well-developed student support sys-
tems; this includes Australia, Canada, the Netherlands,
New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States.

3. High tuition fees but less-developed student support sys-
tems; this includes Japan and Korea.

4. Low tuition fees and less developed student support sys-
tems; this includes Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic,
France, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Switzerland, Spain and
Mexico.

Although tuition fees for tertiary education are generally
high (more than USD 1 500) in category 2, large public sub-
sidies are available to students. At 69%, the average entry
rate into universities among these countries is significantly
above the OECD average, and higher than most countries
with low tuition fees, except the Nordic countries. In coun-
tries with low tuition fees and limited subsidies for students,
such as those in category 4, the average entry rate into tertiary
education is a relatively low 50%.

Definitions

Data refer to the financial year 2008 and are based on the
UOE data collection on education statistics administered by
the OECD in 2010. Data on tuition fees charged by educa-
tional institutions and financial aid to students were col-
lected through a special survey undertaken in 2010 and
refer to the academic year 2008-09. Public subsidies to
households include grants/scholarships, public student
loans, family or child allowances contingent on student
status, public subsidies in cash or in kind for housing,
transport, medical expenses, books and supplies, social,
recreational and other purposes, and interest-related sub-
sidies for private loans.

Information on data for Israel: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602.

Further reading from the OECD

OECD Reviews of Tertiary Education (ongoing).

Higher Education Management and Policy (journal).

Going further

For additional material, notes and a full explanation
of sourcing and methodologies, see Education at a
Glance 2011 (Indicator B5).

Areas covered include:

– Average tuition fees charged by tertiary-type A edu-
cational institutions.

– Distribution of financial aid to students.

– Governance of tertiary institutions.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602
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How much do tertiary students pay?

Figure 3.9. Tuition fees in tertiary education, 2008-09

This figure shows the average annual tuition fees charged to full-time national students in public institutions for university-level
education.

Source: OECD (2011), Education at a Glance 2011, Table B5.2, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932464030.

Figure 3.10. Public subsidies for tertiary education, 2008

This figure shows the public subsidies for education given to households and other private entities as a percentage of total
public expenditure on education, broken down by the type of subsidy.

Source: OECD (2011), Education at a Glance 2011, Table B5.3, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932464049.

0

500

1 000

2 000

3 000

4 000

5 000

6 000

Average annual tuition fees in USD

Spain 

United Kingdom
Japan
Australia 

Canada

Netherlands 

United States

Belgium (French and Flemish)
France

New Zealand 

Austria, Switzerland

Korea

Portugal,Italy

Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Iceland, Mexico, Norway, Sweden

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

5

15

25

35

45

55

Student loansTransfers and payments to other private entitiesScholarships/other grants to households

% of total public expenditure on education

Chil
e

Unit
ed

 King
do

m
Aus

tri
a

Den
mark

Slov
en

ia
Ita

ly

Slov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic

Nor
way

Unit
ed

 Stat
es

Es
ton

ia

Fin
lan

d

Por
tug

al

Hun
ga

ry

Belg
ium

Ire
lan

d

Germ
an

y

OEC
D av

er
ag

e

Neth
erl

an
ds

Isr
ae

l

New
 Ze

ala
nd

Aus
tra

lia

Swed
en

Kor
ea

Spa
in

Switz
erl

an
d

Fra
nc

e
Braz

il

Cze
ch

 R
ep

ub
lic

Mex
ico

Can
ad

a
Ja

pa
n

Pola
nd

Arg
en

tin
a

Ice
lan

d

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932464030
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932464049


From:
Education at a Glance 2011
Highlights

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2011-en

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD (2011), “How much do tertiary students pay?”, in Education at a Glance 2011: Highlights, OECD
Publishing, Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2011-26-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2011-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2011-26-en

	3. Paying for education
	How much do tertiary students pay?
	Significance
	Findings
	Definitions
	Going further
	Further reading from the OECD
	Figure 3.9. Tuition fees in tertiary education, 2008-09
	Figure 3.10. Public subsidies for tertiary education, 2008





