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The Dr. N. Joyce Payne Research Center is proud to present The American Dividend: Public HBCUs  
Powering National Strength and Opportunity. This report is a profound testament to the enduring legacy 
and indispensable contemporary relevance of  public Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs). For generations, these institutions have served as cornerstones of  educational access, 
economic mobility, and community uplift, consistently achieving extraordinary outcomes even when 
operating with comparatively limited resources. This report illuminates the substantial, often under-
recognized, contributions of  HBCUs to the national fabric.

A  V I S I O N  F O R 
A M E R I C A N  P R O S P E R I T Y

In an increasingly competitive global landscape, America’s strength is 
inextricably linked to the full realization of  its human potential and the 

strategic development of  a diverse, skilled workforce.

Public HBCUs are not merely educational institutions; they are strategic national assets. They 
function as vital engines that cultivate diverse talent, drive innovation, and foster the leadership 
necessary to address the complex challenges of  the 21st century. By providing high-quality, affordable 
education, public HBCUs empower individuals from historically underserved communities to achieve 
upward mobility, thereby contributing significantly to the national economy, civic life, and scientific 
advancement. 

This report underscores public HBCUs’ fundamental role in broadening access to higher education 
and generating societal value. It provides a data-rich exposition of  the impact of  public HBCUs 
across critical metrics: educational attainment, economic outcomes, and their unique role in 
fostering a diverse and competitive national workforce. We delve into the quantitative realities of  
their contributions, highlighting both their remarkable achievements and the systemic inequities that 
persist.

Our findings underscore a clear observation: sustained and equitable investment in public HBCUs 
is not merely a matter of  social justice, but a strategic consideration for America’s future prosperity, 
innovative capacity, and global strength. 
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We invite policymakers, philanthropic leaders, industry innovators, and all stakeholders committed 
to a stronger America to engage with the insights presented herein. The dividends associated 
with public HBCUs are demonstrably clear, quantifiable, and essential for building a more 
resilient, prosperous, and equitable nation. Understanding these institutions through a data-
informed lens reveals a powerful narrative of  opportunity and national asset building.  
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T H E  T H U R G O O D  M A R S H A L L 
C O L L E G E  F U N D

The Thurgood Marshall College Fund (TMCF) is America’s largest organization exclusively representing 
the Black College community since 1987. TMCF is a charitable, non-profit (501(c)(3)) corporation 
and membership organization whose membership consists of  all 43 publicly supported bachelor’s 
degree-granting Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), seven associate degree-granting 
Historically Black Community Colleges (HBCCs), two private universities, and three Predominantly 
Black Institutions (PBIs). TMCF’s membership also includes 38 Historically Black Graduate Institutions 
(HBGIs), six law schools, two medical schools, six pharmacy schools, and one veterinary school. TMCF 
represents and supports approximately a quarter-million students attending its 57 member schools, 
accounting for nearly 81% of  Black students who attend HBCUs annually (U.S. Department of  
Education, 2004-2023a). This extensive reach positions TMCF as a leading advocate and resource for 
the public HBCU ecosystem. 

The Thurgood Marshall College Fund significantly impacts students’ lives by offering a comprehensive 
pathway from high school to career. TMCF’s efforts are particularly crucial given the unique challenges 
historically Black college and university students may encounter. Through various programs and 
support systems, TMCF transforms the lives of  thousands of  students annually, making a substantial 
difference in the educational and professional landscape by fostering academic excellence, leadership 
development, and career readiness. Our work directly contributes to building a diverse and skilled 
national workforce.
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T H E  D R .  N .  J O Y C E  PA Y N E 
R E S E A R C H  C E N T E R

R e s e a r c h i n g  S o l u t i o n s ,  E m p o w e r i n g  C h a n g e

The Dr. N. Joyce Payne Research Center (Payne Center) at Thurgood Marshall College Fund conducts 
rigorous, evidence-based research and develops innovative programs to address systemic challenges, 
inform policy discussions, and improve outcomes for populations facing barriers to opportunity.
 
The Payne Center is dedicated to developing sustainable solutions to societal challenges through 
collaboration with diverse stakeholders. It generates research-driven strategies and interventions to 
address societal issues, with a focus on the unparalleled contributions of  Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCUs). 

The American Dividend is the fifth publication of  the Payne Center, reflecting our commitment to 
providing actionable insights that inform policy and philanthropic efforts to strengthen public HBCUs 
and, by extension, the nation. Our research provides the empirical foundation for understanding the 
critical role public HBCUs play in America’s future.
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Executive Summary

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) remain pillars of  academic excellence and social 
mobility within the American higher education landscape. Public HBCUs, in particular, serve as dynamic 
engines of  opportunity, educating the majority of  HBCU students nationwide and disproportionately 
contributing to the nation’s skilled workforce and research capabilities. This comprehensive national 
report, authored by the Dr. N. Joyce Payne Research Center, underscores public HBCUs’ transformative 
impact through rigorous, data-driven insights on enrollment, affordability, degree production, and 
profound student outcomes. It highlights how these institutions generate significant American dividends 
in national strength and opportunity.

Key Findings and Their National Implications
Unprecedented Demand and Enduring Appeal
Applications to public HBCUs have surged by 126% over the past two decades, a clear 
indicator of  their growing relevance. This signifies a growing demand for their unique 
educational models. Reflecting national recognition of  their academic strength, supportive 
environments, and crucial role in expanding access to higher education for a diverse student body. 
Figure ES-1

Public HBCU Application Growth Compared to National Total of  Postsecondary 
Institutions (2004-2023)
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Public HBCUs consistently maintain tuition rates significantly lower than their private counterparts, 
averaging nearly $10,000 less annually. This commitment to affordability directly translates into expanded 
access for students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, with over 75% of  public HBCU students 
receiving some form of  financial aid, predominantly Pell Grants. This access is vital for broad-based 
educational attainment and ensuring opportunities for all Americans.

Figure ES-2

Average Tuition 
and Fees Cost 
for Public and 
Private Four-Year 
HBCUs  
(2004-2023)

Prodigious Degree Production: Fueling the 
Workforce and Advancing Research
Public HBCUs are prolific producers of  talent, 
awarding a significant majority of  all HBCU 
degrees. Since 2004–2005, there has been an 
18.6% increase in total degree conferrals at public 
HBCUs, including a 62% increase in Associate’s 
degrees. Their contribution is particularly 
pronounced in critical fields; nearly 80% of  all 
HBCUs with ABET-accredited engineering 
and technology programs are public, thereby 
directly fueling vital STEM pipelines. This 
output is critical for national competitiveness 
and innovation. Furthermore, 85% of  HBCUs 
classified as R2 (high-research) institutions are 
public, actively driving breakthroughs in fields 
such as agriculture, healthcare, and technology, 
contributing significantly to the nation’s intellectual 
capital.

Figure ES-3

Percentage of  Public HBCU Students
Receiving Financial Aid (Overall and by 
Pell Grant Status)

Unmatched Affordability and Access 



 PAGE 10

Figure ES-4

Total Degrees Conferred by Public HBCUs (2004-2023)

Figure ES-5

Share of  HBCUs with ABET-
Accredited Engineering/Technology 
Programs: Public vs. Private

Figure ES-6

Distribution of  R2 Classifications 
Among HBCUs: Public vs. Private

Exceptional Economic Mobility: Building the Middle Class and Fostering Financial Stability
Public HBCU graduates are powerful drivers of  economic mobility. Notably, nearly 70% of  HBCU 
graduates end up in the middle class or above while 53% experience social upward mobility—a rate 
approximately 50% higher than that of  graduates from predominantly white institutions (Nathenson 
et al., 2019). And of  the top ten HBCUs with the highest mobility rate, seven of  them are public 
institutions (Hammond et al., 2021). This unparalleled success in fostering upward mobility directly 
strengthens the national economic base and reduces societal disparities. This financial stability translates 
into greater consumer power and reduced reliance on public assistance, contributing broadly to national 
economic resilience.
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Strength Despite Funding Disparities: Maximizing Impact with Limited Resources
Despite their profound impact and demonstrated efficiency, public HBCUs operate with significantly 
fewer financial resources. The average endowment of  a public HBCU is just $41 million, a stark contrast 
to the $133 million average for private HBCUs, even while public institutions serve more than three 
times as many undergraduate students. This “doing more with less” narrative highlights their remarkable 
efficiency but also underscores the inherent limitations and the potential for even greater national 
contribution with enhanced investment. For instance, public HBCUs educate nearly 80% of  all HBCU 
students but receive less than 60% as much federal funding per student compared to private HBCUs. 

Figure ES-7

Average Endowment Comparison: 
Public vs. Private HBCUs

Figure ES-8

Federal Funding Distribution vs. Student
Enrollment Share: Public vs. Private 
HBCUs

This report serves as a compelling data-driven argument for sustained and targeted investment from 
policymakers, philanthropic leaders, and industry. Addressing systemic inequities in funding and support 
for public HBCUs encourages a strategic consideration for amplifying their reach, securing America’s 
future prosperity, and strengthening the nation’s position on the global stage through diversified talent 
pools, innovative research, and robust economic contributions.
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Introduction: 
Public HBCUs as National Assets

S E C T I O N  1

In the dynamic landscape of  American higher education, Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs) stand as enduring testaments to resilience, equity, and profound societal contribution. Born 
from a necessity to educate Black Americans during eras of  systemic exclusion, these institutions have 
evolved into vibrant centers of  academic rigor, cultural preservation, and unparalleled opportunity. 
Within this vital ecosystem, public HBCUs hold a particularly pivotal role. They are not merely 
institutions of  learning; they are strategic national assets, consistently demonstrating their capacity to 
power national strength and opportunity. This designation is not aspirational; it is grounded in decades 
of  quantifiable outcomes and a unique ability to address critical national needs. 

This report, The American Dividend, delves into the multifaceted impact of  public HBCUs, illuminating 
their collective contributions to shaping the educational landscape and propelling national 
advancement. It moves beyond historical narratives to present a contemporary, data-rich analysis of  
how these institutions directly contribute to America’s economic vitality, social cohesion, and global 
competitiveness.

By meticulously examining key data measures on enrollment, outcomes, financials, and more, the Dr. N. 
Joyce Payne Research Center provides a comprehensive understanding of  the unique value proposition 
of  public HBCUs, emphasizing their role as indispensable components of  the broader higher education 
ecosystem. This analysis highlights both their remarkable achievements and the systemic factors that 
continue to impact their full potential.
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Why Public HBCUs Matter: A National Imperative Rooted in Data

Public HBCUs embody the democratization of  education, offering a pathway to excellence that 
transcends economic barriers for a diverse student body. Rooted in a legacy of  fortitude, these 
institutions have historically served as catalysts for social mobility, providing unparalleled opportunities 
for individuals to realize their fullest potential.

Their significance extends far beyond their immediate communities, impacting the national landscape 
in profound ways, as evidenced by the following data insights:

Democratizing Education and Fostering Growth: A Strategic Advantage for the U.S. Workforce
Public HBCUs are increasingly diverse, reflecting the changing demographics of  the nation. They serve as 
critical access points for students from all backgrounds, particularly those from historically underserved 
communities. This inclusivity is both a moral imperative and strategic advantage, preparing a workforce 
that mirrors the diversity of  the national and global marketplace, fostering stronger innovation and 
problem-solving capacities.

In 2022–2023, 33.7% of  public HBCU students identified as non-Black, demonstrating a growing 
diversity that enriches the learning environment and prepares graduates for a multicultural workforce. 
This compares to 23.6% at private HBCUs and includes substantial representation from White (12.9%), 
Hispanic or Latino (9.7%), and Asian (1.8%) students, among others (see Figures 1-1 and 1-2). This 
growing diversity underscores public HBCUs’ profound role in broadening access to higher education 
for all Americans, fostering a more representative and equitable talent pipeline for the national workforce, 
directly contributing to social cohesion and understanding. 

Similarly, 49.7% of  full-time faculty at public HBCUs are non-Black, compared to 39.1% at private 
HBCUs (see Figures 3-1 and 3-2 for detailed breakdown). This diversity in faculty fosters inclusive 
learning environments, enriches pedagogical approaches, broadens student perspectives, and prepares 
graduates for a globally interconnected professional landscape.
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Figure 1-1

Public HBCUs’  
Full-time Student
Race & Ethnicity 
Composition (2022-2023)

Figure 1-2

Private HBCUs’  
Full-time Student
Race & Ethnicity 
Composition 
(2022-2023)

Note. Data for Figures 1-1 and 1-2 retrieved from 12-month Enrollment Survey, from U.S. Department of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System, 2004-2023a (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx).

Pioneering Research and Academic Leadership: Driving National Innovation and Scientific 
Advancement
Public HBCUs serve as hubs for robust research powerhouses. Their commitment to academic rigor and 
innovation directly contributes to the nation’s intellectual capital, driving scientific discovery, technological 
advancement, and critical problem-solving across various sectors. This research output is a key indicator 
of  national strength and future competitiveness.
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Public HBCUs consistently rank among the nation’s top HBCU institutions. According to the U.S. News 
& World Report (2025), public HBCUs represent 65% of  the top 20 rated HBCUs, a ranking calculated by 
factors such as graduate earnings, graduation rates, and peer assessment, all of  which are direct indicators 
of  institutional quality and student success. 

Twenty-six public HBCUs have ABET-accredited engineering and technology programs, reflecting 
internationally recognized standards of  quality and directly advancing STEM education and career 
pathways nationwide (see Table 1-1). In contrast, only seven private HBCUs hold this accreditation 
(ABET, 2021). This gap highlights the pivotal role public HBCUs play in diversifying and strengthening 
the nation’s STEM pipeline, which is a critical factor in maintaining national competitiveness. 

As will be discussed in Section 2, a remarkable 85% of  HBCUs classified as R2 by the Carnegie Classification 
of  Institutions of  Higher Education—a designation indicating “high research activity” based on research 
spending and doctorate production—are public institutions (American Council on Education, 2025). This 
statistic highlights their substantial contributions to the nation’s research enterprise, fostering innovation 
and driving scientific advancement, particularly in fields critical to national security and economic growth.

Table 1-1

Number of  ABET-
Accredited Programs: 
Public vs. Private HBCUs

Driving Economic Impact and Reducing Debt Burdens
Public HBCUs are powerful engines of  economic mobility, transforming individual lives and strengthening 
the national economy. They equip graduates with the skills necessary to enter and thrive in the middle class, 
often with less financial burden, thereby contributing to a more stable and prosperous national economy. 
This impact extends beyond individual graduates to broader community and state-level economic benefits. 

According to the U.S. Department of  Education’s College Scorecard (2025), graduates from public HBCUs 
accrued a median cumulative federal debt for undergraduate borrowers of  $25,201, notably less than the 
median debt of  private HBCU students ($28,329) (see Figure 7-1). This translates to greater financial 
freedom and economic stability for graduates, potentially reducing the burden on individuals and the 
broader economy.
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This report aims to provide stakeholders, policymakers, and the general public with a thorough 
understanding of  the invaluable significance of  public HBCUs and their transformative potential. By 
highlighting their achievements through rigorous data and the systemic challenges they face, we seek to 
inform discussions and galvanize continued support, ensuring these vital institutions can continue to 
power national strength and opportunity for generations to come. Their consistent ability to generate 
positive outcomes with often limited resources underscores their efficiency and inherent value.
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Institutional Characteristics: 
Foundations of  Academic and 

Research Excellence

S E C T I O N  2

Public Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) are not just institutions of  access; they 
are robust bastions of  academic and research excellence, consistently demonstrating a profound 
commitment to rigorous scholarship and innovative discovery. Their distinct institutional characteristics 
underscore their pivotal role in advancing national competitiveness, educational attainment, and 
scientific progress across critical sectors. These institutions, often operating with constrained resources, 
consistently punch above their weight, delivering high-quality education and contributing significantly 
to the nation’s intellectual capital and research enterprise. The data clearly illustrates their foundational 
strength and growing impact within the higher education landscape.

Leading in Research 
and STEM Accreditation: 
A National Competitiveness 
Advantage Driven by Data
The unwavering commitment of  public HBCUs to impactful 
research and high-quality academic programs is strikingly evident 
in their classifications and accreditations. These institutions are 
disproportionately represented among HBCUs with significant 
research output and are critical leaders in producing graduates ready 
for the demands of  the modern workforce, particularly in STEM 
fields—areas crucial for national security, economic growth, and 
global technological leadership. Their investment in these areas 
serves as a direct pipeline for national advancement.
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Carnegie Classification Leadership: Powering National Innovation Through Research
The Carnegie Classification of  Institutions of  Higher Education categorizes universities based on 
their research activity, with “R2” designating “high research activity” based on metrics such as research 
spending and doctorate production. A remarkable 85% of  all HBCUs with an R2 status are public 
institutions (American Council on Education, 2025). This statistic signifies that public HBCUs are 
actively engaged in generating new knowledge, driving scientific breakthroughs, and contributing to 
the intellectual infrastructure that underpins national innovation. Their research often addresses critical 
societal challenges, ranging from health disparities to environmental sustainability and technological 
development, directly benefiting American communities and advancing global understanding. This 
concentrated research capability within public HBCUs positions them as key players in the national 
research ecosystem.

Consideration

The existing concentration of  high-research activity at public HBCUs suggests that targeted 
investment in their research infrastructure, faculty research support, and graduate programs 
could yield significant returns in terms of  patents, scientific publications, and technological 
advancements, further bolstering national competitiveness. Recognizing this established 
research capacity is vital for optimizing national research funding strategies.
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ABET Accreditation: A Mark of  Quality in STEM and Workforce Readiness
Public HBCUs are demonstrably at the forefront of  preparing a skilled STEM workforce, a cornerstone 
of  national economic strength and technological leadership. Twenty-six public HBCUs have educational 
programs accredited by ABET, the global accreditor of  college and university programs in applied 
and natural science, computing, engineering, and engineering technology. This rigorous accreditation 
signifies internationally-recognized quality in engineering and technology education, directly supporting 
nationwide progression of  STEM education and careers by ensuring graduates meet global standards. In 
stark contrast, only seven private HBCUs have achieved the same rigorous accreditation (ABET, 2021). 
This stark disparity unequivocally underscores the critical and disproportionate role public HBCUs play 
in diversifying and strengthening the nation’s STEM pipeline, ensuring a robust talent pool for critical 
industries, national defense, and future innovation.

Consideration

Sustained and increased federal and state funding specifically for STEM infrastructure, 
laboratory upgrades, faculty recruitment in high-demand STEM fields, and student scholarships 
at public HBCUs could significantly accelerate the production of  highly skilled engineers and 
scientists, directly addressing national workforce shortages and bolstering innovation across 
vital sectors.

National Recognition and Rankings: A Testament to Excellence and Student Outcomes 
The excellence of  public HBCUs is consistently recognized by leading educational evaluators, reflecting 
their unwavering commitment to student success, academic rigor, and impactful outcomes. According to 
the U.S. News & World Report (2025), public HBCUs are more represented in the top 20 rated HBCUs 
than their private counterparts. These rankings are calculated by a composite of  factors such as graduate 
earnings, graduation rates, and peer assessment, all of  which are direct indicators of  institutional quality 
and student success in postgraduate life. This external validation reinforces their position as institutions 
of  choice and quality within the broader American higher education landscape.
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Beyond the quantitative metrics of  research output and program accreditation, public HBCUs offer 
unique institutional environments that foster holistic student development. They nurture culturally 
affirming spaces that are often instrumental in the academic and personal success of  first-generation 
college students and those from underrepresented backgrounds. 

This supportive ecosystem is a critical component of  public HBCUs’ impact on educational attainment 
and the development of  well-rounded citizens and leaders. Their deep commitment to community 
engagement and public service further embeds them as essential anchors in their respective regions, 
contributing significantly to local and national well-being, including public health initiatives, economic 
development, and civic leadership. This holistic approach develops graduates who are not only 
academically proficient but also socially conscious and civically engaged, ready to contribute to national 
strength and opportunity in multifaceted ways. 

The data presented in this section unequivocally demonstrates that public HBCUs are not merely 
surviving; they are thriving as centers of  academic and research excellence. Their institutional 
characteristics, particularly their leadership in research and STEM accreditation, strategically position 
them as indispensable assets in the national effort to enhance competitiveness, drive innovation, and 
ensure broad-based educational attainment for a diverse population.

Table  2-1

U.S. News & World Report Top 20 
HBCU Rankings (2025)
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Faculty and Student Demographics: 
Cultivating Diverse Talent for 

a Stronger Nation

S E C T I O N  3

The demographic composition of  public Historically Black Colleges (HBCUs)—encompassing both 
their student bodies and faculty—serves as a powerful testament to their profound commitment to 
diversity and inclusion. This commitment is not merely a matter of  social equity; it is a profound 
strategic advantage that directly contributes to national strength, fosters innovation, and prepares a 
workforce capable of  thriving in an increasingly diverse and interconnected world. Public HBCUs are 
uniquely positioned to cultivate diverse talent pools that are essential for America’s future prosperity, 
ensuring that the nation’s human capital reflects its rich demographic tapestry and can effectively address 
complex global challenges. The data presented here vividly illustrates this crucial role.

A Tapestry of  Diversity: Students and 
Faculty as a National Strength
While Historically Black Colleges and Universities primarily 
serve Black students, public HBCUs exhibit a remarkable 
and continuously growing diversity across their campuses. 
This rich mix of  backgrounds, perspectives, and experiences 
profoundly enriches the learning environment, fostering a 
more comprehensive, culturally competent, and globally aware 
educational experience for all students. This diversity is a 
powerful competitive advantage, directly preparing graduates for 
the realities of  a multicultural national workforce and the global 
marketplace.
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Student Diversity: Broadening Access and Perspectives for National Cohesion
Public HBCUs consistently demonstrate significantly greater diversity in their student body, reflecting 
their broader mandate and reach within state systems (see Figures 1-1 & 1-2).

In 2022-2023, 33.7% of  public HBCU students identified as non-Black, demonstrating a growing 
diversity that enriches the learning environment and prepares graduates for a multicultural workforce. 
This compares to 23.6% at private HBCUs. This includes substantial representation from White 
(12.9%), Hispanic or Latino (9.7%), and Asian (1.8%) students, among others (see Figure 1-1). This 
growing diversity underscores public HBCUs’ profound role in broadening access to higher education 
for all Americans, fostering a more representative, inclusive, and equitable talent pipeline for the national 
workforce, directly contributing to social cohesion and understanding.

Consideration

Trends in student demographics highlight the increasing role of  public HBCUs as institutions 
serving a broad cross-section of  American society. Understanding these shifts is crucial 
for developing inclusive educational policies and ensuring adequate resources for culturally 
competent student support services that cater to diverse needs.

Faculty Diversity: Enriching Learning and Fostering Innovation Through Varied Perspectives
The commitment to diversity extends critically to the faculty ranks, which is essential for providing 
students with a broad range of  perspectives, teaching methodologies, and mentorship experiences. 
Figures 3-3 and 3-4 illustrate the racial and ethnic composition of  full-time faculty at public and private 
HBCUs in 2022-2023, revealing distinct patterns. 

At public HBCUs, 49.7% of  full-time faculty are non-Black, compared to 39.1% at private HBCUs (see 
Figure 3-1 and 3-2). This reflects an ongoing effort to cultivate inclusive academic communities that 
mirror the nation’s multicultural fabric and global interconnectedness. Diverse faculty contribute varied 
research interests, innovative teaching methods, and broad life experiences that enrich education, expand 
student perspectives, and prepare graduates for complex challenges in a globalized society.
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Figure 3-2

Private HBCUs’ Total 
Full-time Faculty Race 
& Ethnicity Composition 
(2022-2023 )

Figure 3-1

Public HBCUs’ Total 
Full-time Faculty Race 
& Ethnicity Composition 
(2022-2023 )

Note. Data for Figures 3-1 and 3-2 retrieved from Fall Staff  Surveys, from U.S. Department of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System, 2023 (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx). 

Consideration

The diverse faculty composition at public HBCUs contributes to a richer academic environment. 
Sustaining and enhancing this diversity involves competitive compensation structures, robust 
professional development opportunities, and research funding that attracts and retains top 
talent from all backgrounds. This is a key factor in strengthening the intellectual capital within 
these institutions.
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The Strategic Value of  Diversity for National Strength and 
Opportunity: An Empirical Perspective

The diversity fostered within public 
HBCUs is not just a demographic 
characteristic; it is a profound strategic 
asset for the nation, directly contributing to 
its strength and expanding opportunities 
for all. Empirical evidence consistently 
supports the benefits of  diversity in 
educational and professional settings.

Innovation and Problem-Solving Enhancement
Diverse teams, whether in academic research, 
corporate innovation, or government policy 
formulation, consistently outperform homogeneous 
ones in innovation, creativity, and complex problem-
solving. Public HBCUs, by cultivating and graduating 
diverse talent, are directly contributing to a national 
workforce that is inherently more adaptable, creative, 
and capable of  addressing the multifaceted challenges 
of  the 21st century, from technological advancements 
and scientific discovery to complex societal issues and 
global diplomacy.

Economic Competitiveness and Global Market 
Readiness
A diverse workforce is a competitive workforce in the 
global economy. Public HBCUs prepare graduates 
who are culturally competent and possess varied 
perspectives, and are equipped to navigate diverse 
markets, both domestically and internationally. 
This directly enhances America’s economic 
competitiveness by ensuring that businesses and 
organizations have access to talent that can connect 
effectively with diverse consumer bases, forge robust 
international partnerships, and lead in a globalized 
marketplace.
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Civic Engagement and Leadership for a More Equitable Society 
By fostering inclusive and supportive environments, public HBCUs cultivate leaders who are prepared 
to serve diverse communities and contribute to a more equitable and just society. This strengthens the 
fabric of  national civic life, promoting social cohesion, understanding, and effective governance. Their 
graduates frequently return to their communities, becoming pillars of  local leadership and driving 
positive change across various sectors, from education and healthcare to entrepreneurship and public 
service. 

The demographic insights presented here underscore the profound impact of  public HBCUs in building 
a more inclusive, innovative, and ultimately stronger nation. Their irreplaceable role in cultivating diverse 
talent, fostering inclusive environments, and preparing graduates for a complex world is an invaluable 
component of  The American Dividend. These institutions are vital for America to realize its full human 
potential and maintain its competitive edge on the global stage.
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Financials:
The Paradox of  Impact 

and Underfunding

S E C T I O N  4

One of  the most striking paradoxes of  public Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 
is their consistent ability to deliver exceptional educational outcomes and drive significant economic 
mobility despite operating with substantially fewer financial resources. Their commitment to affordability, 
while a defining strength, often masks a systemic underfunding that merits urgent attention from 
policymakers, philanthropic organizations, and industry leaders. This section delves into the financial 
realities faced by public HBCUs, highlighting their remarkable efficiency in resource utilization and the 
critical need for equitable investment to fully realize the American dividend. The data clearly illustrates 
this persistent dichotomy.

Affordability as a Cornerstone of  Opportunity: 
Breaking Down Financial Barriers
Public HBCUs have long been champions of  accessible higher education, serving as vital pathways for 
students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. Their tuition structures reflect a deep, historical 
commitment to ensuring that financial barriers do not preclude deserving students from pursuing their 
academic aspirations. This commitment directly expands educational opportunity across the nation, 
fostering a more educated and economically mobile citizenry.

Significantly Lower Tuition: Expanding Access for All
Figure 4-1 clearly illustrates the stark difference in average tuition and mandatory fees between public 
and private four-year HBCUs. This cost differential is a critical factor in access, particularly for students 
from low-income households and those managing student debt.
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Consideration

The sustained affordability provided by public HBCUs represents a significant public good. 
Policy discussions around state appropriations and federal support for public institutions 
should acknowledge and reinforce this affordability, as it is foundational to ensuring broad 
access to quality education for all Americans, especially those from historically underserved 
communities.

Figure 4-1

Average Tuition 
and Fees Cost 
for Public and  
Private Four-
Year HBCUs
(2004-2023)

Note. Five private HBCUs were omitted due to missing data. In-state tuition was used when applicable. Data retrieved from Student Financial Aid and Net Price Survey, from 
U.S. Department of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2004-2023f  (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/
DataFiles.aspx).

The Critical Role of  Pell Grants: A Lifeline for Economic Mobility
For a significant portion of  public HBCU students, federal Pell Grants are an indispensable lifeline, 
bridging the gap between aspiration and affordability. These federal grants, awarded primarily to low-
income undergraduate students, play a vital role in reducing financial barriers and supporting student 
success, directly impacting economic mobility for individuals and their families. The trends in Pell Grant 
utilization provide a window into the financial realities of  the students public HBCUs serve.

In 2022-2023, the average tuition and fees cost for public four-year HBCUs was $7,967, while 
for private HBCUs, it was $15,905 (see Figure 4-1). This represents an average annual savings of  
nearly $8,000 for students attending public HBCUs. This substantial difference allows more 
students to pursue higher education with less financial strain, directly contributing to national 
educational attainment goals, reducing overall student debt burdens, and promoting social mobility. 
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Figure 4-2

Average Pell 
Grant Amount 
for Public and 
Private HBCU 
Undergraduate
Students by Year
(2010-2023)

Note. Data retrieved from Student Financial Aid and Net Price Survey, from U.S. Department of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System, 2004-2023 (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/)

Concerning Decline in Pell Grant Recipients: A Potential Threat to Opportunity
While the average dollar amount per student is increasing, a concerning trend is the decline in the total 
percentage of  students receiving Federal Pell Grants at public HBCUs. This decline can directly affect 
the broad access that public HBCUs are designed to provide to low-income students. 

In recent years, the percentage of  students from public HBCUs receiving any federal Pell Grants has 
steadily declined, with 8% fewer students receiving Pell Grants by 2022-2023 (44%) compared to 2010-
2011 (52%) (see Figure 4-3). This trend reflects changing federal eligibility requirements, potential shifts 
in enrollment patterns, and broader economic factors that can disproportionately impact the financially 
vulnerable student populations served by public HBCUs.

Increasing Average Pell Grant Amounts. Figure 4-2 indicates an increase in the average amount of  
Pell Grant aid students received at both public and private HBCUs. Students attending public HBCUs 
in 2010-2011 received approximately $4,545 in Pell Grant aid, which increased by about 16% to $5,158 
by 2022-2023. While this increase in individual grant size is positive, it must be viewed in the context of  
broader trends in eligibility and student needs.
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Consideration

The observed decline in Pell Grant recipients at public HBCUs points to a need for continued 
evaluation of  federal financial aid policies. Discussions about restoring Pell Grant eligibility 
to prior levels and increasing the maximum award amount could be crucial to ensure that 
financial barriers do not impede educational attainment for deserving students, particularly at 
institutions like public HBCUs that serve as essential access points for upward mobility.

Figure 4-3

Percentage of  Total Students
Receiving Pell Grants at Public 
and Private HBCUs by Year
(2010-2023)
Note. Data retrieved from Student Financial Aid and Net
Price Survey, from U.S. Department of  Education
National Center of  Education Statistics Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System, 2004-2023f
(http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx). 

The Stark Reality of  Funding Disparities: 
Maximizing Impact with Limited Resources

A profound financial aspect facing public HBCUs is the persistent and significant disparity in their 
endowments and overall funding compared to their peer institutions. This often necessitates these 
institutions achieving exceptional educational and research outcomes with proportionally fewer 
resources—a testament to their dedication and efficiency, but also a clear indicator of  inherent 
limitations on their full potential as national assets. This “doing more with less” phenomenon has broad 
implications for their long-term growth and impact.

Overall, more than 75% of  students attending public HBCUs receive some type of  financial aid to meet 
the total cost of  attending college, with Pell Grants being a notable component (U.S. Department of  
Education, 2004-2023f). This high reliance underscores the potential vulnerability of  these institutions 
and their students to shifts in federal financial aid policy, impacting their ability to continue serving as 
engines of  social mobility.
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Consideration

Addressing historical funding patterns, 
including direct appropriations to build 
endowments and capital improvement 
funds, could be a focal point for state 
and federal governments to ensure public 
HBCUs have the long-term financial 
stability necessary to compete and thrive. 
Targeted philanthropic efforts could also 
prioritize endowment growth at public 
HBCUs to amplify their national impact.

Endowment Gap: A Legacy of  Underinvestment Affecting Future Capacity
Endowment funds are crucial for long-term institutional stability, providing a vital source of  revenue for 
scholarships, program innovation, faculty support, and capital improvements. As shown in Figure 4-4, 
the average endowment of  a public HBCU is approximately $41 million—a stark contrast to the average 
endowment of  a private HBCU, which stands at $133 million (CollegeNet, 2024). This substantial gap 
reflects historical and ongoing funding patterns for these institutions compared to their private counterparts 
and, even more profoundly, compared to many Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), which often boast 
endowments in the billions. This disparity significantly limits public HBCUs’ ability to build reserves, fund 
strategic initiatives, or offer extensive scholarships, forcing them to rely heavily on year-to-year operational 
funding, which can restrict long-term planning and investment in cutting-edge research or facilities. 
 
Public degree-granting HBCUs, on average, enroll 4,882 undergraduate students, whereas private 
bachelor’s degree-granting HBCUs enroll, on average, 1,424 undergraduate students (U.S. Department 
of  Education, 2004-2023a). This means public HBCUs serve more than three times the number of  
undergraduate students compared to private HBCUs, despite their significantly smaller endowments.

Figure 4-4

Average Endowment per Public 
vs. Private HBCU (2024)

Note. Data retrieved from Social Mobility Index, from CollegeNet, 2024 (https://
www.socialmobilityindex.org/)
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Consideration

Federal policymakers might re-evaluate current funding formulas to ensure that public HBCUs 
receive equitable allocations commensurate with the number of  students they serve, their 
demonstrated national impact, and their research capabilities. This could include increasing 
direct federal appropriations and grants that align with their mission and student demographics.

Federal Funding Imbalances: Undermining Capacity for National Benefit
Despite their disproportionate role in educating the majority of  HBCU students, public HBCUs 
receive a notably smaller share of  federal funding specifically designated for HBCUs. This 
imbalance places an undue burden on state appropriations and limits their ability to expand 
programs, update facilities, enhance research capabilities, and strengthen student support 
services. This persistent underfunding directly hinders their capacity to meet growing demand 
and maximize their impact on the national workforce, economy, and research landscape. 
 
Illustrated in Figure 4-5, public HBCUs educate approximately 80% of  all students attending HBCUs 
but receive less than 60% as much federal funding per student compared to private HBCUs (U.S. 
Department of  Education, 2004-2023c). This imbalance poses a critical challenge for institutions tasked 
with educating a vast and diverse student population.

Figure 4-5

Distribution of  Federal HBCU Funding 
vs. Share of  Total HBCU Student 
Enrollment: Public vs. Private HBCUs

Note. Data retrieved from Fall Enrollment Survey and Applications Data, from U.S. 
Department of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics, 2004-2023c 
(http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ datacenter/DataFiles.aspx) as well as Finance Survey, 
fromU.S. Department of  Education National Center of  EducationStatistics, 2004-
2023e (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx). 
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Consideration

States might consider committing to equitable per-student funding for public HBCUs, including 
addressing historical underfunding, to maximize their economic contributions and ensure their 
long-term viability. This also includes targeted investment in capital projects and addressing 
deferred maintenance to ensure modern learning and research environments.

State Underinvestment: A Missed Economic Opportunity
While states are the primary funders of  public HBCUs, historical and ongoing underinvestment has 
often compounded the financial challenges faced by these institutions. Many states have not adequately 
invested in their public HBCUs, leading to deferred maintenance, less competitive faculty salaries, and 
limited program expansion compared to other public universities within the same state system. This 
underinvestment represents a missed economic opportunity for the states themselves.
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Policy Considerations and Implications for National Strength

The financial realities of  public HBCUs present a clear set of  policy considerations that are critical for 
maintaining the American dividend. Their ability to achieve exceptional outcomes with comparatively 
fewer resources is a testament to their dedication and efficiency, but it also highlights systemic constraints 
that may be limiting their full potential as engines of  national strength and opportunity.

Equity in Funding: A National Investment Perspective
Addressing historical and ongoing funding patterns is paramount for maximizing national strength and 
opportunity. This includes exploring pathways for increased direct state appropriations, ensuring equitable 
distribution of  federal research grants, and fostering targeted philanthropic investments that acknowledge 
the unique mission, efficiency, and profound national impact of  public HBCUs. Without robust and 
equitable financial support, there is a risk of  underutilizing a vital talent pipeline and diminishing crucial 
contributions to research and economic development.

Infrastructure Investment: Building for the Future Workforce and Research Enterprise
Limited endowments and operational funding can translate to aging infrastructure, impacting learning 
environments and research capabilities. Strategic investment in modern facilities, state-of-the-art 
technology, and cutting-edge research equipment is essential for public HBCUs to remain competitive, 
attract top faculty and students, and continue producing a high-quality workforce for critical national 
industries while contributing to leading-edge research.

Pell Grant Review: Sustaining the Opportunity Pipeline
The observed decline in Pell Grant recipients, despite rising average amounts, suggests a 
need for continued evaluation of  eligibility criteria and overall funding levels to ensure that 
financially vulnerable students can access and successfully complete their higher education. 
This directly impacts the nation’s ability to develop a diverse, skilled, and economically 
mobile workforce, underscoring the broad societal benefits of  sustained Pell Grant support. 
 
By strategically addressing these factors, policymakers can help public HBCUs fulfill their potential, 
ensuring that the surge in applications translates into a corresponding increase in graduates who are 
prepared to contribute to national strength, economic prosperity, and innovation. The opportunity 
to leverage this demonstrated demand for public HBCU education is significant and directly impacts 
America’s future talent pipeline.
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Admissions, Enrollment, and 
Retention Trends: 

Navigating the Educational 
Landscape

S E C T I O N  5

The trajectory of  admissions, enrollment, and retention at public Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCUs) provides critical insights into their enduring appeal, the demand for their unique 
educational model, and the systemic challenges that can impede their growth and impact. Understanding 
these trends is vital for assessing their capacity to continue powering national strength and opportunity 
by cultivating talent and fostering educational attainment across the nation. The data reveals a powerful 
story of  burgeoning interest coupled with resource constraints.

Unprecedented Demand and Unmet Potential: 
A National Call for Investment

Public HBCUs are experiencing a significant surge in demand, reflecting a growing recognition of  
their academic quality, supportive environments, and the profound value they offer to a diverse student 
body. However, this increased interest is not always translating into corresponding enrollment growth, 
signaling unmet demand and potential resource limitations that warrant strategic attention.

Surging Applications: A Clear Signal of  Appeal
The volume of  applications to public HBCUs has seen remarkable growth over the past two decades, 
demonstrating their rising national appeal and the increasing recognition of  their value proposition in 
higher education. This surge highlights a strong student preference for the educational experience and 
outcomes offered by these institutions.
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Figure 5-1

Public HBCU Enrollment Trends Overlayed with Application Growth (2004-2023)

Note. Data retrieved from Fall Enrollment and Applications Survey, from U.S. Department of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics, 2004-2023c (http://nces.ed.gov/
ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx).

Enrollment Decline Amidst Demand: The Paradox of  Limited Capacity
Despite the dramatic increase in applications, enrollment at public HBCUs has faced challenges, 
particularly in the period following 2011. This paradox of  high demand and declining 
enrollment points to significant resource gaps and capacity limitations that prevent these 
institutions from fully capitalizing on their appeal and serving a larger student population. 
 
Illustrated in Figure 5-1, while applications grew, enrollment at public HBCUs declined by 16% post-
2011 (U.S. Department of  Education, 2004-2023b). This signals unmet demand and critical resource gaps 
that limit their ability to matriculate qualified applicants. Factors contributing to this may include budget 
constraints, insufficient housing, limited instructional capacity, and impacts of  federal financial aid policy 
shifts, such as those affecting Pell Grant eligibility. This trend directly impedes their capacity to contribute 
more significantly to the national pool of  educated talent.

Applications to public HBCUs grew by an astounding 126% since 2004 (U.S. Department of  Education, 
2004-2023c). As shown in Figure 5-1, this growth rate significantly outpaces the national average for 
higher education applications, underscoring a distinct and powerful demand for the public HBCU model. 
This trend demonstrates their capacity to attract a broad range of  students seeking high-quality, accessible 
education.
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Figure 5-2

Average Full-time Retention Rate Trends of  Public and Private HBCUs by Year (2004-2023)

Note. Data retrieved from Graduation Rates and Retention Rates Survey, from U.S. Department of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics, 2004-2023g  
(http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx).

Strengthening Retention: Enhancing Student Success and National Educational Attainment
Beyond initial enrollment, retention rates are a crucial indicator of  student success, institutional support, 
and the overall effectiveness of  an educational environment. Public HBCUs have made significant strides 
in improving retention, demonstrating their commitment to student persistence and completion, which 
ultimately contributes to a more educated national populace.

Retention Gains: Surpassing Private Peers in Student Persistence 
Public HBCUs have demonstrated impressive gains in student retention, signaling their effectiveness in 
providing supportive learning environments that help students persist through their academic journey. Improved 
retention translates directly into higher graduation rates and a more efficient use of  educational resources. 
 
As shown in Figure 5-2, public HBCU retention rates now surpass private HBCUs, with an average of  63% 
of  students returning compared to 62% at private HBCUs (U.S. Department of  Education, 2004-2023e). 
This positive trend underscores the effectiveness of  public HBCUs’ student support services, academic 
programs, and nurturing campus cultures in fostering persistence and eventual degree completion. This 
success contributes directly to national educational attainment goals.
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Consideration

The gains in retention underscore the effectiveness of  current student success initiatives at 
public HBCUs. Continued investment in programs that support academic advising, tutoring, 
mental health services, and career counseling can further enhance retention, leading to higher 
graduation rates and a stronger, more skilled national workforce. Sharing best practices from 
successful public HBCU retention programs could benefit the broader higher education 
landscape.

Policy Considerations and Strategic Opportunities for 
Enrollment Growth

The trends in admissions, enrollment, and retention at public HBCUs highlight several key policy 
considerations.

Capacity Expansion
Given the clear demand, policies that enable public HBCUs to expand their physical and instructional
capacity are vital. This includes capital investments for new dormitories, classrooms, and technology
infrastructure, as well as funding for faculty hiring and development.

Financial Aid Optimization
Re-evaluating Pell Grant eligibility criteria and increasing the maximum award amount could address 
the decline in Pell recipients and ensure that more low-income students can afford to enroll and persist. 
Additionally, state-level financial aid programs tailored to the needs of  public HBCU students could 
further bridge affordability gaps.

Targeted Support for Student Success
Continued investment in retention-focused programs, especially for first-generation and underrepresented 
students, can boost graduation rates and maximize the national return on investment in higher education. 
 
By addressing these factors, policymakers can help public HBCUs convert rising applications into more 
graduates who are prepared to advance national strength, economic prosperity, and innovation, directly 
impacting America’s future talent pipeline.
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Degrees Conferred and 
Academic Outcomes:

Fueling the National Workforce

S E C T I O N  6

The degrees conferred by public Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) represent 
a powerful and measurable contribution to the national workforce, driving economic growth, 
technological advancement, and social mobility. This section examines the prolific degree production 
of  public HBCUs, highlighting their critical role in preparing graduates for high-demand fields and 
their significant impact on postsecondary educational attainment and leadership. The data clearly 
demonstrate their effectiveness as talent pipelines for key sectors, directly supporting the national 
workforce and advancing the American dividend.

Prolific Talent Production: 
Meeting National Workforce Demands

Public HBCUs are not merely centers of  learning; they are prolific producers of  skilled talent, 
consistently awarding a substantial majority of  all HBCU degrees. Their academic programs are 
increasingly aligned with national workforce demands, particularly in high-need areas such as STEM, 
education, and healthcare. This steady output directly strengthens America’s economic competitiveness 
and intellectual capital.

Degree Growth: Expanding the National Pool of  Skilled Graduates
Public HBCUs have achieved a robust and sustained increase in total degree conferrals, significantly 
enlarging the national pool of  qualified graduates prepared to enter diverse industries and drive 
economic growth. This expansion both responds to and fuels national workforce needs.
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Figure 6-1

Total Degrees Conferred by 
Public HBCUs Segmented 
by Degree Type (Associate’s, 
Bachelor’s, Graduate)  
(2004-2023)

Leadership in STEM: Building Critical Pipelines for Innovation
Public HBCUs play an indispensable role in strengthening the nation’s STEM pipeline, particularly in 
engineering and technology. Their accredited programs ensure that graduates are equipped with the skills 
and knowledge to excel in high-demand, innovation-driven fields crucial for national competitiveness 
and defense.

Eighty-three percent of  all HBCU engineering/technology programs accredited by ABET are held 
by public institutions (ABET, 2021). This concentration of  high-quality, accredited STEM programs 
means that public HBCUs are disproportionately fueling the nation’s pipeline of  diverse engineering 
and technology talent, a critical component of  national economic and technological leadership. Their 
graduates are essential for industries ranging from aerospace and manufacturing to information 
technology and biomedical research.

Figure 6-2

Total Degrees Conferred by 
Private HBCUs, Segmented 
by Degree Type (Associate’s, 
Bachelor’s, Graduate) 
(2004-2023)
Note. Figures 6-1 and 6-2 data retrieved from Completion 
Data, from U.S. Department of  Education National Center of  
Education Statistics Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (2004-2023b), (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/
DataFiles.aspx). 
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Figure 6-3

Total STEM Degrees Conferred by 
Public and Private HBCUs  
(2022-2023)
Note. Data retrieved from Completion Data, from U.S. Department of
Education National Center of  Education Statistics Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (2004-2023b), (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/
DataFiles.aspx). 

According to the United Negro College Fund (2019), HBCUs produce 25% of  all Black STEM graduates 
while representing just 3% of  U.S. colleges.

In 2022–2023, public HBCUs conferred 8,084 STEM degrees, more than four times the 1,970 
degrees awarded by private HBCUs (U.S. Department of  Education, 2004–2023b). This underscores 
the pivotal role of  public HBCUs in expanding the national scientific and technological workforce. 

Forty percent of  Black STEM professionals earned their degrees at public HBCUs (NSF, 2023). This 
highlights the critical role these institutions play in developing the nation’s scientific workforce and 
advancing innovation, as well as the importance of  supporting public HBCUs in sustaining and expanding 
STEM education.

Beyond STEM: Contributing to Diverse National Needs
While their contributions to STEM are significant, public HBCUs also produce substantial 
numbers of  graduates in disciplines essential to the nation, including education, healthcare, 
social sciences, and the humanities. They excel at preparing educators, nurses, and social 
workers who often serve in underserved communities, directly addressing critical societal needs. 
 
Since 2004, bachelor’s degree production at public HBCUs has risen by 62%, in contrast to a 5% 
decline at private HBCUs (U.S. Department of  Education, 2004–2023a), underscoring their growing 
impact on workforce development across multiple sectors.
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Figure 6-4

Growth in Bachelor’s Degree 
Production: Public vs. Private 
HBCUs (2004-2023)

Note. Data retrieved from Completion Data, from U.S. Department 
of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (2004-2023b), (http://nces.
ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx).  

Policy Considerations and Imperatives for DegreeProduction
The data on degrees conferred and academic outcomes at public HBCUs highlights clear 
strategic imperatives for maximizing their contribution to national strength and opportunity: 

Targeted Program Investment
Policymakers should consider targeted investments in academic programs at public HBCUs that align 
with critical national needs, particularly in high-demand STEM fields, healthcare, and education. This 
includes funding for curriculum development, laboratory equipment, and faculty expertise.

Graduate School Pipeline Support
Given the high propensity of  public HBCU alumni to pursue advanced degrees, initiatives that support 
their transition to graduate and professional schools—including fellowships, research opportunities, and 
mentorship programs—could further strengthen the nation’s research and leadership pipelines.

Recognition and Partnerships
Highlighting the outsized contributions of  public HBCUs to specific professional fields (e.g., STEM, 
education) can foster stronger partnerships with industry, government agencies, and research institutions, 
leading to increased internships, job placements, and collaborative research opportunities that benefit the 
nation.

By strategically supporting public HBCUs in their role as prolific degree producers, the nation can 
ensure a robust, diverse, and highly skilled workforce capable of  addressing the complex challenges and 
opportunities of  the 21st century. Their consistent ability to fuel national talent pipelines represents a 
foundational component of The American Dividend.
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Student Outcomes: 
Economic Mobility and 

Societal Contribution

S E C T I O N  7

The ultimate measure of  an educational institution’s impact lies in the success and contributions of  its 
graduates. For public Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), student outcomes reveal a 
compelling narrative of  profound economic mobility, reduced financial burdens, and significant societal 
contributions that collectively secure the American dividend. This section provides a data-rich analysis 
of  how public HBCU graduates transform their lives, contribute to the middle class, and bolster the 
national economy.

Exceptional Economic Mobility: 
Building the Middle Class and Strengthening the Nation
Public HBCU graduates are unparalleled drivers of  economic mobility, consistently demonstrating 
a powerful capacity to elevate themselves and their families into the middle class and beyond. This 
profound impact on individual prosperity directly translates into a stronger, more stable national 
economy. 

Middle-Class Attainment Powerhouses
Public HBCUs are uniquely effective at graduating students into the middle class, surpassing outcomes 
seen at many other institutions. This ability to facilitate upward economic mobility is a cornerstone of  
American prosperity and reduces economic disparities.

Nearly 70% of  HBCU graduates end up in the middle class or above while 53% experience social 
upward mobility—a rate approximately 50% higher than that of  graduates from predominantly white 
institutions (Nathenson et al., 2019). And of  the top ten HBCUs with the highest mobility rate, seven 
of  them are public institutions (Hammond et al., 2021).
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Earnings Premium: Driving Individual and National Economic Growth
More than 50% of  public HBCU graduates who received financial aid earn higher incomes than their high 
school peers within six years of  initial college enrollment. (U.S. Department of  Education, 2024). This 
substantial earnings premium reflects the value proposition of  a public HBCU education in equipping 
individuals with skills and credentials that command higher wages, fostering individual financial stability, 
and contributing to the overall wealth of  the nation.

Strong Earnings and Lower Debt: Fostering Financial Stability
Public HBCUs excel in providing graduates with a stronger financial foundation that allows for greater 
economic freedom and investment in their communities. Graduates from public HBCUs who received 
federal student aid and began their education ten years ago report median earnings of  $38,544, slightly 
surpassing their private HBCU peers ($38,230). 

Critically, the median cumulative federal debt for undergraduate borrowers who graduated from public 
HBCUs is $25,201, notably less than the median debt of  private HBCU students ($28,329) (see Figure 
7-1). This lower debt burden translates to greater financial freedom for graduates, enabling them to invest 
in homes, start businesses, or save for retirement, thereby stimulating local and national economies.

Consideration

The exceptional success of  public HBCUs in fostering middle-class mobility highlights their
critical role in achieving national economic equity goals. Policies and investments that support
their student success initiatives, career development services, and academic programs are
directly contributing to a more robust and inclusive national economy.

This remarkable statistic underscores the transformative power of  public HBCUs in breaking cycles of  
poverty and creating intergenerational wealth, directly strengthening the national economic base and 
expanding the consumer class.
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Figure 7-1

Median Debt Comparison of  2010-2011  
Cohort 10 years Post-Enrollment: Public vs. Private 
HBCU Graduates
Note. Data retrieved from College Scorecard, from U.S. Department of  Education, 2025 
(https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/). 
 

Policy Considerations and Strategic Opportunities for 
Maximizing Outcomes
The compelling student outcomes data from public HBCUs necessitates several strategic policy 
considerations to further amplify their impact as engines of  economic mobility and societal contribution: 

Outcome-Based Funding
States and the federal government could consider outcome-based funding models that reward 
institutions like public HBCUs for their proven effectiveness in driving economic mobility and reducing
student debt.

Enhanced Career Pathways
Investments in expanded career services, internship programs, and partnerships with private industry 
and government agencies can further ensure that public HBCU graduates are placed into high-demand
jobs that leverage their skills and maximize their earning potential.

Support for Post-Graduate Success
Programs that assist graduates with financial literacy, debt management, and wealth building can further 
cement the economic gains achieved through their education, contributing to long-term national 
prosperity.

By acknowledging and strategically supporting the exceptional student outcomes generated by public 
HBCUs, the nation can ensure a steady supply of  middle-class citizens, skilled professionals, and 
engaged leaders who collectively drive the American dividend for generations to come. 
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Policy Considerations and 
Strategic Opportunities:  

Securing the American Dividend

S E C T I O N  8

The preceding sections have meticulously detailed the profound and multifaceted contributions of  
public Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) to national strength and opportunity. The 
data unequivocally demonstrates their unparalleled role as engines of  economic mobility, innovation, 
and diverse talent cultivation. However, the analysis also reveals a persistent paradox: public HBCUs 
consistently achieve outsized impacts despite systemic underfunding and resource disparities. This 
section outlines key policy considerations and strategic opportunities that, if  embraced, could unlock 
the full potential of  these vital national assets.

Addressing Systemic Inequities: Foundations for Future Growth
To fully leverage public HBCUs as catalysts for national strength, it is essential to address the historical 
and ongoing inequities in funding and support that have constrained their capacity. Closing these 
gaps is not just a matter of  fairness but a strategic investment in maximizing their contribution to the 
American economy and society.

Funding Equity: Leveling the Playing Field for Maximum Impact
The stark disparities in endowments and per-student funding represent a critical challenge that limits 
public HBCUs’ ability to compete, innovate, and expand. Addressing this is fundamental to unlocking
their full potential.

Endowments average $41M per public HBCU vs. $133M for private HBCUs, despite public
institutions serving 3x more students. Public HBCUs educate 80% of  all HBCU students but receive
only 30% of  federal HBCU funding.
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Pell Grant Expansion: Reaffirming Access for Underserved Populations
The documented decline in Pell Grant recipients at public HBCUs poses a direct threat to their role 
as engines of  accessibility and economic mobility for low-income students. Reinvigorating this vital 
program is paramount. As shown in Figure 8-1, Pell Grant recipients at public HBCUs declined by 10% 
since 2010 due to federal policy shifts, threatening access for low-income students.

Consideration

Policymakers should explore comprehensive funding models that ensure equitable per-
student appropriations from states, factoring in the unique challenges and demographics 
served by public HBCUs. Additionally, increased and stable direct federal appropriations to 
public HBCUs, and a re-evaluation of  funding formulas that currently disadvantage them, 
are critical. Encouraging and incentivizing large-scale philanthropic investments specifically 
directed towards public HBCU endowments could also provide the long-term stability needed 
for strategic growth and innovation.

Figure 8-1

Trend in Percentage of  
Public HBCU Students 
Receiving Financial Aid 
and Pell Grants 
(2010-2023) 

Note. Data retrieved from Student Financial Aid and Net Price Survey, from U.S. Department of  Education National Center of  Education Statistics Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System, 2004-2023f  (http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx).
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Strategic Investments for Amplified Impact: 
Building on Proven Success
Research Investment: Fueling National Innovation and Discovery
Public HBCUs are proven research powerhouses, particularly those classified as R2 institutions. Increased 
investment in their research infrastructure and faculty research could yield significant returns for the 
nation. 85% of  HBCUs classified as R2 (high-research) institutions are public, driving breakthroughs in 
agriculture, healthcare, and tech.

Consideration

Federal agencies such as the Department of  Education, Department of  Energy, Department 
of  War, National Institutes of  Health and National Science Foundation should  increase 
research and development (R&D) funds for public HBCUs to foster collaborative research 
opportunities, enhance research facilities, and support graduate student research and innovation. 

Consideration

Federal policymakers should review and potentially expand Pell Grant eligibility criteria ensuring 
that more low-income students can benefit. Increasing the maximum Pell Grant award would 
also significantly enhance affordability, reducing student debt and increasing completion rates, 
thereby bolstering the national workforce.

Public-Private Partnerships: Scaling Impact Through Collaboration
Collaborations with industry and private philanthropy can provide vital resources and opportunities for
public HBCUs, linking academic excellence directly to workforce needs and innovation ecosystems.
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Consideration

Policymakers and institutional leaders should actively foster and scale corporate alliances (e.g., 
Apple, Google, IBM, Microsoft) to expand scholarships, enhance infrastructure, and create 
robust talent pipelines.

Capital Improvement Funds: Modernizing Infrastructure for 21st-Century Learning
Aging infrastructure can hinder academic delivery and research capacity. Dedicated capital improvement
funds are essential to ensure public HBCUs have modern facilities conducive to high-quality education 
and cutting-edge research.

Consideration

States should provide significant capital appropriations to address deferred maintenance 
and construct new facilities, including laboratories, classrooms, and student housing. Federal 
matching grant programs for capital projects at public HBCUs could also incentivize investment 
and accelerate necessary upgrades.

Public-Private Partnerships: Scaling Impact Through Collaboration
Collaborations with industry and private philanthropy can provide vital resources and opportunities for
public HBCUs, linking academic excellence directly to workforce needs and innovation ecosystems.

Consideration

Policymakers and institutional leaders should actively foster and scale corporate alliances (e.g.,
Apple, Google, IBM, Microsoft) to expand scholarships, enhance infrastructure, and create
robust talent pipelines.
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Talent Development and Retention: Investing in Human Capital
To maintain and enhance their academic excellence, public HBCUs require resources to attract and retain 
top faculty and staff.

Consideration

Funding for competitive faculty salaries, professional development opportunities, and robust 
support for research and creative activities is crucial. Programs aimed at developing and 
retaining diverse faculty and staff  can ensure public HBCUs continue to provide exceptional 
educational experiences and mentorship.
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The American Dividend: Public HBCUs Powering National Strength and Opportunity provides irrefutable 
evidence of  the profound and often understated value of  Public Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCUs). Their consistent ability to drive economic mobility, produce diverse talent in 
critical fields, and contribute significantly to national research and innovation, even amidst systemic 
underfunding, is a testament to their resilience and inherent strength. 

The data presented throughout this report serves as a compelling narrative. It highlights institutions 
that are not merely surviving but thriving, cultivating leaders, innovators, and essential contributors 
to every facet of  American society. From graduating a disproportionate share of  Black STEM 
professionals to propelling 70% of  their alumni into the middle class, public HBCUs are clearly 
fulfilling a unique and indispensable national mission. 

However, the paradox of  their immense impact contrasted with persistent resource disparities 
cannot be ignored. The decline in Pell Grant recipients, the stark endowment gaps, and the historical 
underinvestment by states and federal funding mechanisms collectively represent an opportunity cost 
for the nation. 

This report is, therefore, a strategic call for recognition and re-evaluation. It urges policymakers, 
philanthropic leaders, industry innovators, and all stakeholders to recognize public HBCUs not 
just as institutions of  historical significance, but as contemporary, indispensable national assets 
that generate quantifiable dividends for American prosperity, security, and global competitiveness. 
Securing the American dividend requires a commitment to equitable and sustained investment. By 
addressing funding disparities, enhancing strategic partnerships, and prioritizing the expansion of  
their capacity, the nation can fully unleash the transformative power of  public HBCUs. This is not 
merely an act of  rectifying historical injustice; it is a forward-looking investment in a more educated, 
prosperous, innovative, and equitable America.

C O N C L U S I O N
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“ The future strength of  our nation is
inextricably linked to the full realization

of  the potential within public  
Historically Black Colleges and Universities.” 

 
M. C. Brown II, Ph.D. 

Executive Director & Research Scientist  
Dr. N. Joyce Payne Research Center  
Thurgood Marshall College Fund



 PAGE 52

R E F E R E N C E S

ABET. (2021). ABET Accredited Programs Search. Retrieved from https://amspub.abet.org/aps/.

American Council on Education. (2025). Carnegie Classification of  Institutions of  Higher Education. Retrieved from https://
carnegieclassifications.acenet.edu/.

CollegeNet. (2024). Social Mobility Index 2024. Retrieved from https://www.socialmobilityindex.org/.

Hammond, M., Owens, L. & Gulko, B. (2021). HBCUs Transforming Generations: Social Mobility Outcomes for HBCU 
Alumni. Washington, DC: UNCF..

Natheson, R., Castro Samayoa, A., & Gasman, M. (2019). Onward and upward: Income mobility at Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Center for Minority Serving Institutions

National Science Foundation (NSF). (2023). Science & Engineering Indicators. Retrieved from https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/
nsb202332.

United Negro College Fund (UNCF). (2019). By the Numbers: How HBCUs Stack Up. https://uncf.org/thelatest/by-the-
numbers-how-hbcus-stack-up.

U.S. Department of  Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2004-2023a). Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS) 12-month Enrollment Survey. Various years, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/
DataFiles.aspx.

U.S. Department of  Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2004-2023b). IPEDS Completion Survey. Various 
years, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx.

U.S. Department of  Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2004-2023c). IPEDS Fall Enrollment Survey, 
Applications Data. Various years, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx.

U.S. Department of  Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2004-2023d). IPEDS Fall Staff  Survey. Various 
years, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx.

U.S. Department of  Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2004-2023e). IPEDS Finance Survey, Federal 
Revenue Data. Various years, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx.

U.S. Department of  Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2004-2023f). IPEDS Student Financial Aid and 
Net Price Survey. Various years, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx.

U.S. Department of  Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2004-2023g). IPEDS Graduation Rates and 
Retention Rates Survey. Various years, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx.

U.S. News & World Report. (2025). Best Colleges Rankings: Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Retrieved from 
https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/rankings/hbcu.



 PAGE 53

Acknowledgements

The Dr. N. Joyce Payne Research Center at the Thurgood Marshall College Fund extends its profound 
gratitude to the many individuals and organizations whose support and collaboration made this 
comprehensive report possible. This work is a testament to the collective commitment to understanding 
and amplifying the vital role of  public Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) in 
strengthening the fabric of  our nation. We particularly acknowledge the invaluable contributions of: 

We particularly acknowledge the invaluable contributions of  the dedicated faculty, staff, and leadership 
of  the 43 publicly supported bachelor’s degree-granting Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
who tirelessly serve their students and communities, often under challenging circumstances, and whose 
commitment is the bedrock of  the data presented herein. 

The students and alumni of  public HBCUs are the compelling evidence of  these institutions’ 
transformative power and the ultimate American dividend. Their stories, though not all explicitly 
detailed in this data-driven report, are the inspiration for this research. 

Our esteemed colleagues and research partners provided invaluable insights, data validation, and 
expertise throughout the research process, especially Dr. Tymon Graham and Dr. Shauntell Pinckney. 
Their rigorous review and constructive feedback were instrumental in shaping the report’s analytical 
depth and methodological integrity. 

The U.S. Department of  Education, the National Center for Education Statistics, ABET, Carnegie 
Classification of  Institutions of  Higher Education, CollegeNet, and other data providers each made 
publicly accessible the comprehensive datasets that form the empirical foundation of  this analysis. 
Their commitment to data transparency is crucial for evidence-based policy discussions. 

Philanthropic foundations, corporate partners, and individual donors provide essential financial support 
to the Thurgood Marshall College Fund and its Dr. N. Joyce Payne Research Center. Their commitment 
to our mission enables us to conduct critical research that informs policy and drives positive change for 
the Black College Community and, by extension, the nation. 



Main Title

 PAGE 54

For citation purposes, please reference the report as follows:  

Brown, M. C., Hill, R., Tague, J., Hayden, D., & Lasenby, D. (2025).  

The American Dividend: Public HBCUs Powering National Strength and Opportunity.  

Payne Center, Thurgood Marshall College Fund.

Citation





Contact Us

Dr. N. Joyce Payne Research Center
Thurgood Marshall College Fund

Mailing Address:
901 F Street, NW

Suite 700
Washington, DC 20004

Phone: 202.507.4851
Fax: 202.652.2934

Email: paynecenter@tmcf.org 
Website: www.tmcfpayne.org






