
Final Report of the 
Central Distribution Subcommittee 

On the subject of  
Undergraduate Program Fees  

 
April 1, 2003 

 
 

This report is the result of discussions held at the subcommittee meetings of November 
20, 2002, January 24, 2003, February 14, 2003 and March 14, 2003, and feedback from a 
discussion at the full Senate Fiscal Meeting of February 21, 2003.   
 
 
Topic 
 
Should The Ohio State University institute program fees in (selected) undergraduate 
programs? 
 
 
Context 
 
OSU’s general funds budget is comprised of two types of funds, student tuition and state 
subsidy.  Only subsidy is indexed to reflect differences in costs of education in various 
disciplines.  An ever-growing portion of the general funds budget, though, is comprised 
of tuition funds.  As a result, high cost and high value programs or courses are “losing 
out” over time since marginal revenue to colleges is associated with the actual revenues 
received and costs incurred in its various disciplines.  A “program fee” could be used to 
offset this effect, and help to provide resources needed to implement our academic plan.  
 
Such fees have been adopted at many of our peer institutions.  Five of our nine 
benchmark universities, and four of the five Big 10 schools not in our benchmark set, 
have some form of program fee differential.  Many of these have been in place for a 
decade or more.  The areas in which these fees commonly are charged are engineering 
(all 7), business (4), and the arts (3). The amount of the fees varies considerably by 
university and discipline; fees of several hundred dollars per year are common, but some 
are much higher than this. 
 
Many other universities in Ohio also have some form of program fees, typically in the 
form of special fees for students enrolling in courses in certain areas.  Some universities 
apply these special fees only to one or two disciplines, while others apply special fees (in 
differing amounts) to many disciplines. 
 
Currently, the only form of undergraduate program fees at OSU are computing fees for 
students in certain colleges.  These fees range from $43 to $85 per quarter. 
 
 



Issues 
 

a. Barriers to implementation 
 

There are several factors that could affect our ability to implement differential 
program fees.  These include: 

 
1. Political Risks.  Program fees could be incorrectly characterized or 
perceived as an attempt to avoid tuition caps.  With the likelihood that tuition caps 
will be reinstituted in the upcoming biennial budget, there could be negative 
political fallout.  The new budget also will need to be examined carefully to see 
what legal barriers, if any, are associated with program fees. 

 
 Internally, there also are political risks, since different colleges will have 
differential abilities to implement program fees.  This could create hard feelings 
among colleges. 

 
2. Student Risks.  Students are legitimately concerned about increases in 
fees.  For example, the impact of program fees on financial aid, and the combined 
impact of program fees with other planned fees (e.g., the activity fee and the 
Larkins fee) are issues of concern to students. It is important that students “buy 
in” before program fees are implemented.  An important component of this would 
be identifying for the students the ways in which their educational experience 
would improve as a result of such fees. 

 
 Another component of student risks involves behavior patterns for 
students affected by program fees.  For example, would students delay declaring a 
major if they had to pay higher fees once they were in the major?  This would be 
counter-productive to both the student’s educational experience and the revenue-
enhancing objective of the program fees.  Discussions with administrative 
officials at peer institutions that have implemented program fees indicated that, in 
their experience, this is not a significant risk. 
 
3.   Information Services Issues.  Our current technology may limit our ability to 
implement program fees.  The subcommittee felt it was important that we 
understand any such limitations before going forward with any plan.  We 
therefore sought and received input from the Registrar’s office. 

 
b. Alternatives to program fees. 
 
The subcommittee discussed alternatives to program fees such as allocating tuition 
revenue differentially among the colleges, and charging additional tuition above the 
current twelve hour level.  The former alternative does not bring in any new revenues, 
while the latter was felt to run an even greater risk of adverse student behavior, 
particularly among high ability students. 

 



c. Course-based vs. program-based fees. 
 
Course-based fees might create fewer incentives for students to delay declaring 
majors, and would incorporate an element of fairness since students in the same 
course all pay the same fee.  However, other schools that have implemented program-
based fees do not appear to have observed significant adverse student behavior 
patterns.  Furthermore, at OSU, there currently are many instances where students in 
the same course pay different fees (e.g., courses that are UG and taken by both 
undergraduate and graduate students, and courses taken by both current freshmen and 
those who were students last year).  Financial aid planning also is made more difficult 
by course-based fees, particularly if they are different for different courses and a 
student may take several such courses during a given year.  The sentiment on the 
subcommittee was that students are paying for the degree program, not the course.  
Thus, program-based fees were preferred. 
 
d. Timing of implementation. 
 
The Registrar’s office informed us that it is possible to implement program fees 
relatively easily if they are “college based”; that is, all programs having a program fee 
within a given college would have the same fee.  It would not be necessary that every 
program within a given college have a program fee.  Nor would it be necessary that 
the fee associated with one college be the same as that for a second college.  Having a 
single fee for any given program also suggests that program fees should replace and 
incorporate any currently assessed technology fee.  More complicated schemes would 
require several months of programming effort. 
 
The subcommittee was asked to consider timing issues for implementation depending 
on the results of the current biennial budget process.  Clearly, if tuition caps are 
reinstated, the institution of program fees is more likely to be viewed as a way around 
the caps.  At the same time, reinstatement of caps, especially if coupled with no 
increase in state support, would accelerate the need for program fees.  Pragmatically, 
the subcommittee felt that program fees could not be implemented by fall quarter 
2003.  The subcommittee was reluctant to create “what if” timing scenarios relative to 
the possibilities during the current biennial budget discussions.  Instead, we felt that 
colleges may wish to begin discussions about program fees during the next several 
months while the biennial budget situation becomes more clear. 

 
e. Multiple majors. 
 
Students may pursue multiple majors, where one major has a program fee and another 
other does not, or where two (or more) have program fees and the respective fees may 
or may not be the same.  The subcommittee feels that a student pursuing multiple 
majors should not have to absorb the cost of multiple program fees.  In any given 
quarter, only one program fee should be charged to the student.  Furthermore, if the 
programs involved are from multiple colleges, the implementation process should not 



inherently advantage any college at the expense of the other colleges involved, with 
respect to their collection of program fees. 
 
The Registrar should provide recommendations on implementing program fees for 
students pursuing multiple majors, consistent with the principles in the previous 
paragraph. 

 
f. Regional campuses. 
 
Regional campuses have differential fee structures for upper and lower classmen.  
They also have differential state subsidies based on the number of credit hours taken 
by the student.  There also are few degree programs on the regional campuses.  Thus, 
the subcommittee felt that, at least initially, program fees should be restricted to 
students on the Columbus campus. 

 
g. Taxing of program fees. 
 
Program fees are not part of the current base budget.  Current differential fees at the 
graduate level and technology fees are not taxed at present, since they do not add to 
the central services costs beyond what already is accounted for in the taxable portion 
under budget restructuring.  Taxing also has the effect of increasing the size of the 
program fees and therefore has greater impact on students.  However, if program fees 
are not taxed, there can be an incentive for units to put more support behind programs 
having program fees, thereby reducing the taxable base.  There also is a feeling that 
the tax base should be as broad as practical, thereby keeping the tax rate lower for 
everyone since the purpose of the tax is to generate a given revenue target for central 
services.  Taxing the program fees also helps mitigate the internal political risk 
identified earlier.   
 
Our conclusion is that program fees should not be taxed during the current base 
budget cycle.  Funding for any miscellaneous implementation costs associated with 
program fees should be requested as part of the normal budget process.  When the 
next rebasing is performed, the issue of taxing program fees and other differential 
fees should be part of the overall budget restructuring discussions. 

 
 
General Principles 
 
The following general principles emerged from our discussions. 
 

1. Progress on instituting program fees should not endanger the university’s ability 
to raise other revenue. 

2. Proposals for program fees should originate from colleges and be submitted to the 
Provost. 

 



3. Any proposal by a college to institute program fees should include the following 
components. 

a. Set of programs within the college to which the fee will apply. 
b. Current national status of the programs. 
c. Role of the programs in the Academic Plan. 
d. Discussion of the market value of the programs to students. 
e. Cost of delivering the programs in comparison with other programs. 
f. Proposed amount of the fee. 
g. Whether or not pre-majors of the affected programs will be charged the 

fee. 
h. Student support for the program fees proposed. 
i. Impact of the proposed fees on financial aid for the students affected. 

4. Program fees should not be taxed during the current base budgeting cycle. 
5. Program fees should not be a method of tax dodging. 
 

 
General Recommendation 
 
The subcommittee is in favor of the ability to have differential undergraduate program 
fees.  The principles outlined above should guide the development of the relevant policy 
and the timing of its implementation.  For example, we would not want the institution of 
program fees to adversely affect the ability of the next biennial budget to benefit higher 
education as a whole.   
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