
 

500 L’Enfant Plaza SW 
Washington, DC 20024 
urban.org 

Strengthening Student Aid in New Jersey: Funding Students 
at Different Types of Institutions 

Sandy Baum and Kristin Blagg 
September 2021 

Unlike many other states, New Jersey has one major state grant program that serves students in all 

higher education sectors. Students do not have to qualify for different grant programs depending on 

whether they enroll in public four-year, public two-year, or private institutions because the Tuition Aid 

Grant (TAG) program will fund them at whichever institution they attend. But the amount of aid they 

receive will differ substantially depending not only on the sector of their institution but, among public 

colleges and universities, which four-year or which two-year school they choose. 

In 2019–20, 60 percent of TAG funds (including part-time TAG) went to students at public four-

year institutions, 27 percent went to students in private nonprofit institutions, 9 percent went to 

students at public two-year institutions, and 3 percent went to students at for-profit institutions.1 

New Jersey’s practice of making larger awards to students attending private institutions than to 

similar students attending public institutions and making larger awards to students attending public 

four-year institutions than to similar students attending public two-year institutions is reasonable 

because of differences in tuition prices, but it is worth asking whether the current gaps in award levels 

are appropriate. Notably, consistent with this concern, the 2021–22 table reduces the ratio of the 

maximum award for independent college students to that for state college students (from 1.75 to 1.52). 

We suggest some basic principles that might underly the decision: 

◼ The system should balance the importance of facilitating student choice among institutions 

with making public institutions financially accessible to low-income students. 

◼ The system should be based on clear logic, so differences in aid amounts by institution makes 

sense to students and families. 

◼ Differences in award levels based on prices should not provide incentives for institutions to 

raise their prices to get more state grant aid for their students. 

◼ Differences in award levels should account for prices net of institutional grant aid, in addition to 

sticker prices. 

 

 
1 Higher Education Student Assistance Authority (HESAA), A Year of Remote Support for New Jersey Students and 
Families: NJ Higher Education Assistance Authority 2020 Annual Report (Trenton, NJ: HESAA, 2021), 23. Forty percent 
of New Jersey undergraduates attend public two-year institutions, 43 percent attend public four-year institutions, 
14 percent attend private nonprofit four-year institutions, and 3 percent attend institutions in the proprietary 
sector. But these enrollment figures include out-of-state residents who are not eligible for state grants. 

https://www.hesaa.org/Documents/Financial/AnnualReports/annualreport2020.pdf
https://www.hesaa.org/Documents/Financial/AnnualReports/annualreport2020.pdf
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◼ Differences in award levels should account for full student budgets, acknowledging that living 

expenses vary less across institutions than tuition and fees. 

Supporting Low-Income Students 

The TAG program is designed to increase postsecondary access and choice for low- and moderate-

income New Jersey students. Current TAG policies are likely at least partially responsible for the fact 

that many private institutions in New Jersey enroll relatively large shares of low-income students. Four 

of the five colleges and universities where more than 65 percent of first-time full-time students 

received Pell grants in 2018–19 were private institutions. Two of the four institutions where 30 percent 

or fewer received Pell grants were public institutions. 

TABLE 1 

Share of First-Time Full-Time Students Receiving Pell Grants, 2018–19 

 Share receiving Pell grants 

Pillar College 79% 
Bloomfield College 78% 
New Jersey City University 75% 
Saint Elizabeth University 72% 
Saint Peter’s University 67% 
Felician University 63% 
Rutgers University–Newark 61% 
William Paterson University 60% 
Kean University 60% 
Caldwell University 57% 
Fairleigh Dickinson Metropolitan Campus 56% 
Rutgers University–Camden 52% 
Montclair State University 50% 
Centenary University 46% 
Georgian Court University 45% 
Stockton University 42% 
Rider University 36% 
New Jersey Institute of Technology 35% 
Drew University 34% 
Fairleigh Dickinson Florham Campus 34% 
Rowan University 33% 
Monmouth University 33% 
Ramapo College of New Jersey 30% 
Rutgers University–New Brunswick 28% 
Seton Hall University 27% 
Princeton University 21% 

Source: College Navigator. 

Note: Bold text indicates public institutions. 

Sticker Prices Are Not Strong Indicators of How Much Four-Year  
Institutions Charge Students 

The TAG schedule appears to overestimate the cost to students of these private nonprofit institutions. 

The differences in published tuition and fees between public and private nonprofit institutions in New 
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Jersey are considerably larger than the differences in the prices institutions actually charge students. 

The larger institutional grants awarded in the private sector significantly narrow the difference in net 

tuition and fee prices across sectors.  

In figure 1, institutions are arranged in order of their average net tuition and fee prices, the average 

amount charged to undergraduate students after accounting for average institutional grant aid. All the 

private nonprofit institutions have higher net prices than all the public institutions, but the differences 

are small. In contrast, the total lengths of the bars, which reflect published tuition and fee prices, are 

much higher at private institutions than at public institutions.  

FIGURE 1 

Published Tuition and Fees at Four-Year Institutions, 2019–20 

Average net prices and average institutional grant aid 

URBAN INSTITUTE 

Source: College Navigator. 

Notes: College Navigator lacks data for most of the Talmudic Studies institutions participating in the Tuition Aid Grant program. 

Proprietary institutions are not included here. 
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Recommendations 

TAG’s role as a first-dollar program is important, but the system of setting different award levels with 

reference to published tuition levels is arbitrary and ignores barriers to affordability.  

If the state wants to increase the affordability of its public institutions, it should review the 

allocation of TAG across sectors, with an eye toward narrowing the gaps in award sizes between 

sectors and reducing the budgets public-sector students must cover after grant aid from all sources. 

The 2021–22 tables are an important step in this direction. It is reasonable to make larger awards to 

students enrolling in private nonprofit institutions to make it feasible for low-income students to access 

these colleges and universities. Many institutions in this sector enroll relatively large shares of Pell 

grant recipients. Overall, completion rates are higher in these institutions than in the public sector.  

But when institutional grant aid is considered, the prices charged are not so different at private 

nonprofit and public institutions. Princeton University is the only nonreligious private nonprofit 

institution that does not provide institutional grant aid to at least 97 percent of its students. The 

average net institutional price at independent institutions (excluding Talmudic Studies private 

institutions) is about $18,000, compared with the average published price of $39,000. Public 

institutions charge an average of about $11,000, compared with an average published price of about 

$15,000. 

A more generous TAG for low-income students at public four-year institutions could bring these 

institutions more into reach for low-income households. In 2018–19, the average net budget for 

students from households with adjusted gross incomes below $30,000 ranged from $9,152 at Rutgers 

University–Camden to $18,910 at William Paterson University (figure 2). These prices include books 

and supplies and living expenses, in addition to tuition and fees, but are net of grant aid from federal, 

state, and institutional sources. It is not easy to see how low-income families meet these requirements. 
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FIGURE 2 

Student Budgets Net of All Grant Aid, New Jersey Public Four-Year Institutions, 2018–19 

 

URBAN INSTITUTE 

Source: College Navigator. 

It is also worth revisiting the gap between TAG awards at two- and four-year institutions. Despite 

the difference in published tuition prices, off-campus living expenses are similar in the two sectors. 

Moreover, four-year institutions have the resources to provide higher levels of institutional grant aid. 

The revision in award levels for 2021–22 increased the gap in maximum award levels between these 

two sectors.  

Consider using the same TAG award levels for students at all county colleges. TAG levels are not 

well correlated with published tuition prices at county colleges. Differences in prices may vary from 

year to year, but in 2019–20, prices ranged from $3,564 at Middlesex and $4,320 at Camden to $5,400 

at Sussex, Passaic, and Salem and $5,525 at Brookdale. In figure 3, county colleges are ordered by the 

level of the maximum TAG award (the blue segment). The total height of the bars shows the 2019–20 

tuition and fee price. Passaic, Salem, and Atlantic Cape have low TAG levels relative to their prices. 

Bergen and Middlesex have high TAG levels relative to their prices. The share of tuition and fees 

covered by the maximum TAG ranges from 48 percent at Salem and 49 percent at Passaic and Atlantic 

Cape to 72 percent at Bergen and Middlesex. 

 

$18,910 

$18,401 

$14,844 

$13,545 

$13,072 

$12,935 

$12,853 

$12,822 

$11,445 

$11,355 

$10,131 

$9,152 

William Paterson University

Rowan University

Kean University

Rutgers University–New Brusnwick

Montclair State University

New Jersey City University

New Jersey Institute of Technology

Stockton University

College of New Jersey

Ramapo College of New Jersey

Rutgers University–Newark

Rutgers University–Camden



 

  6 

FIGURE 3 

Maximum TAG Awards and 2019–20 Tuition and Fees at County Colleges 

 

URBAN INSTITUTE 

Sources: New Jersey TAG tables and College Navigator. 

Note: TAG = Tuition Aid Grant. 

Standardizing TAG levels across county colleges would make the system simpler and eliminate 

incentives for institutions to raise prices to attract more TAG funding. 

Consider using two TAG award levels for two separate groups of four-year institutions or even 

one level for all students at public four-year institutions. Reducing the variation in award levels across 

institutions within the public four-year sector would make the program simpler and more transparent 

for students and families, probably without magnifying inequities. Current award levels are only loosely 

correlated with tuition and fee prices. Moreover, differences in institutional grant aid make the 

published prices poor indicators of the different amounts institutions actually charge students, net of 

institutional grant aid. 

Recent changes to the TAG tables for public four-year institutions suggest that policymakers have 

thought about the structure of these award levels. It is difficult to determine from the published TAG 

tables for 2021–22 how much variation in award levels there will be across public research and state 

colleges. 

In the public four-year sector, the published tuition price for 2019–20 was highest at the New 

Jersey Institute of Technology (NJIT), where the maximum TAG award was highest. But award levels 

were lower at The College of New Jersey than at Rutgers University, despite a higher tuition price. New 

Jersey City University had a higher maximum TAG award than William Paterson University, despite a 

lower tuition price. The share of tuition and fees covered by the maximum TAG award ranged from 50 

0.72 0.58 0.56 0.57 0.54 0.57 0.58 0.60 0.54 0.55 0.61 0.72 0.49 0.48 0.49 0.54 0.51 0.50

$0

$1,000

$2,000

$3,000

$4,000

$5,000

$6,000

Maximum TAG Remaining tuition and fees



 

  7 

percent at William Paterson University and 51 percent at Kean University to 65 percent at NJIT and 

Rutgers University. 

FIGURE 4 

Maximum TAG Awards and 2019–20 Published Tuition and Fee Prices, Public Four-Year Institutions 

 

URBAN INSTITUTE 

Source: New Jersey TAG tables and College Navigator. 

Notes: NJIT = New Jersey Institute of Technology; TAG = Tuition Aid Grant. Thomas Edison University, where almost all students 

are enrolled part time and online, is not included because very few students there are eligible for TAG awards. 

NJIT has the highest tuition and fees among public four-year institutions in the state—$17,674 in 

2019–20. The maximum TAG award is $1,580 higher at NJIT than at the Rutgers campuses, where 

tuition and fees are $2,267 to $2,848 lower. But because of the relatively generous institutional grant 

aid at NJIT, the actual average price charged to students (published tuition and fees minus institutional 

grant aid per student) is lower at NJIT than at the New Brunswick and Newark Rutgers campuses. Kean 

University, with the third-lowest published price, has by far the lowest level of institutional grant aid—

$684 per student—making its net price the fourth highest among public four-year institutions.2  

In other words, TAG awards are even less well correlated with institutional net prices than with 

sticker prices. Abandoning the effort to fine-tune the TAG tables across institutions and focusing on 

 
2 Net prices are estimated with data on the share of students receiving institutional grants and average grant levels, 
available from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. 
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differences among sectors and the adequacy of award levels more generally would probably strengthen 

the program. 

Sandy Baum is a nonresident senior fellow in the Center on Education Data and Policy at the Urban 

Institute. Kristin Blagg is a senior research associate in the Center on Education Data and Policy.  

Acknowledgments 

This issue paper was supported by Arnold Ventures. We are grateful to them and to all our funders, who 

make it possible for Urban to advance its mission.  

The views expressed are those of the author and should not be attributed to the Urban Institute, its 

trustees, or its funders. Funders do not determine research findings or the insights and 

recommendations of Urban experts. Further information on the Urban Institute’s funding principles is 

available at www.urban.org/fundingprinciples. 

ABOUT THE URB AN INSTITUTE  
The nonprofit Urban Institute is a leading research organization dedicated to 
developing evidence-based insights that improve people’s lives and strengthen 
communities. For 50 years, Urban has been the trusted source for rigorous analysis 
of complex social and economic issues; strategic advice to policymakers, 
philanthropists, and practitioners; and new, promising ideas that expand 
opportunities for all. Our work inspires effective decisions that advance fairness and 
enhance the well-being of people and places. 

Copyright © September 2021. Urban Institute. Permission is granted for 
reproduction of this file, with attribution to the Urban Institute.  

500 L’Enfant Plaza SW 
Washington, DC 20024 

www.urban.org 

http://www.urban.org/fundingprinciples

