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“It is vital that

state leaders 

recognize the

number, location,

and impact of the

Commonwealth’s

institutions of

higher learning,

and the impor-

tant role all these

schools can play

in their commu-

nities.”

M e t r o p o l i t a n  P o l i c y  P r o g r a m

The Brookings Institution

I. Introduction

In 2003, the Brookings Institution released a report on how to enhance Pennsylvania’s 
economic competitiveness. “Back to Prosperity: A Competitive Agenda for Renewing 
Pennsylvania” called for the state to rejuvenate its many distinctive cities, towns, and 
older suburbs and to invest in the high quality service industries often located there. The

Commonwealth’s institutions of higher learning are among those industries.
The logic is clear. In a state troubled by deindustrialization, slow population growth, and con-

tinuing disinvestment in its core communities, Pennsylvania’s college and universities are major
fixed assets providing myriad benefits to the state and its localities. Over 500 higher education
institutions, including vocational schools, are located in municipalities across the Common-
wealth. Beyond their role as educators, these institutions are vital to many local and regional
economies, as trainers of the future workforce, as incubators of firms, and as employers, pur-
chasers, and real estate developers.

And yet while it is generally understood that Pennsylvania’s large number of post-secondary
schools have important impacts throughout the state, their true value—both real and poten-
tial—has not been fully tapped. Beyond their inherent impact, higher education institutions 
of all types and sizes can be key engines of growth and revitalization and active participants in
the renewal of the state’s older, often struggling, communities. They can help breathe life into

Ranking near the top of the nation on many measures of higher education, Pennsylva-
nia’s plethora of public and private colleges, universities, and vocational schools
represent a major economic asset to the Commonwealth.

Already there are many partnerships between these institutions and their host commu-
nities, which are mostly located in the state’s metropolitan and older jurisdictions.
However, as a whole, Pennsylvania’s higher education assets remain underleveraged. 
This paper surveys Pennsylvania’s higher education landscape and its economic impact,
proposing a number of policy approaches to boost town and gown collaboration—
especially on community revitalization—for the mutual benefit of both institutions and
communities and, ultimately, the state. 
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faltering downtowns, for example, significantly influence neighborhood planning and develop-
ment, stimulate new local enterprises, and support volunteer and community service programs.
Perhaps most significantly, they can be civic leaders, actively participating in decision-making
about improving the health and vitality of their regions.

This study examines higher education in Pennsylvania, and how its role in community and
economic development—particularly in the state’s older cities and towns—might be better
leveraged. The report begins by examining the size and location of the colleges, universities, 
and vocational schools in the Commonwealth, describing, in general terms, their intrinsic 
economic effects. It then demonstrates that much more could be done to advance and expand
these institutions’ local and regional influence, as exemplified by a number of best case exam-
ples of unique efforts currently underway in communities throughout the state. Finally, the
report offers recommendations on how local, regional, and state leaders can partner with post-
secondary institutions to develop strategies aimed at ensuring that all schools become fully
engaged participants in local redevelopment and the overall economic future of their hometown
communities.

II. Methodology

This report primarily relied on data from two major sources: the U.S. Department of
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Educa-
tion Data System (IPEDS) and the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE).

The study used both data sets to determine the total number of institutions in
the Commonwealth. The data contained in Table 1, “Public and Private Four-Year and Two-Year
Education Institutions, by State: 2001–2002,” is from the U.S. Department of Education’s
National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS), “Institutional Characteristics, 2001–02” survey. Using this data enabled us to rank
Pennsylvania against other states. The list of Pennsylvania higher education institutions used in
the remainder of this study is from the Pennsylvania Department of Education, which provided
more detailed location information necessary for our analysis. 

PDE and IPEDS use different institution classification systems that result in different insti-
tution counts. PDE classifies institutions into 16 categories. We simplified these categories by
eliminating Administrative Offices, Theological Seminaries, and Correspondence Programs and
reclassified the remaining categories into Four-Year Colleges and Universities, Two-Year Col-
leges, and Other Higher Education Institutions. Four-Year Colleges and Universities are defined
as all schools PDE categorized as State Universities, State-Related Commonwealth Universities
(including branch campuses), Private Colleges & Universities, Private Stated-Aided Institu-
tions, or Other Colleges or Universities. Two-Year Colleges are defined as all schools
categorized as Community Colleges, Private Two-Year Colleges, Specialized Associate Degree
Granting institutions, or Colleges of Technology. Other Higher Education Institutions are
defined as all schools listed as a Business Program, Trade Program, Private Licensed School, or
Other Approved School. Using this classification system, there are 148 four-year institutions,
102 two-year institutions, and 254 other higher education institutions, for a total of 504.

IPEDS classifies institutions by control of institution (Public or Private), four-year or two-
year, and Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education type (Baccalaureate,
Master’s, Doctor’s, or Other). Unlike PDE, the focus of IPEDS classification is not on whether
a higher education institution is a college or university. For example, IPEDS includes in their
Private Two-Year Institution category Business Programs, Trade Programs, and Private Licensed
Schools, institutions that we counted as “Other Higher Education Institutions” in our classifi-
cation scheme. As a result, IPEDS’ two-year schools total 117, while, using PDE, ours total only
102. We cannot fully account for the differences in the number of four-year institutions, which
total 143 using IPEDS and 148 using PDE data. Given these discrepancies, the total number of
two- and four-year institutions in the state equals 260 using IPEDS data and 250 using PDE
data. We did not use IPEDS to collect any data on “Other Higher Educational Institutions.”
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Table 1. Public and Private Four-Year and Two-Year Education Institutions, by State: 2001–2002

Public Public Private Private Rank by Institutions
Four-Year Two-Year Four-Year Two-Year Total Total Per Rank by 

Postsecondary Postsecondary Postsecondary Postsecondary Number of Number of Total 1,000,000 Institutions
State Institutions Institutions Institutions Institutions Institutions Institutions Population Capita Per Capita

Alabama 18 29 17 11 75 20 4,447,100 16.86 22

Alaska 3 2 2 1 8 50 626,932 12.76 41

Arizona 5 20 24 25 74 22 5,130,632 14.42 33

Arkansas 10 23 10 3 46 31 2,673,400 17.21 21

California 32 111 186 84 413 1 33,871,648 12.19 42

Colorado 13 15 27 20 75 21 4,301,261 17.44 19

Connecticut 10 12 18 5 45 32 3,405,565 13.21 38

Delaware 2 3 4 1 10 48 783,600 12.76 40

Florida 12 28 83 43 166 7 15,982,378 10.39 47

Georgia 19 55 43 11 128 8 8,186,453 15.64 27

Hawaii 3 7 8 3 21 44 1,211,537 17.33 20

Idaho 4 3 5 2 14 47 1,293,953 10.82 44

Illinois 12 48 101 23 184 5 12,419,293 14.82 32

Indiana 14 15 44 25 98 15 6,080,485 16.12 25

Iowa 3 15 37 8 63 24 2,926,324 21.53 10

Kansas 9 26 22 5 62 25 2,688,418 23.06 8

Kentucky 8 29 26 16 79 19 4,041,769 19.55 15

Louisiana 14 47 12 12 85 17 4,468,976 19.02 16

Maine 8 7 12 6 33 37 1,274,923 25.88 5

Maryland 13 16 27 6 62 27 5,296,486 11.71 43

Massachusetts 15 16 77 11 119 11 6,349,097 18.74 17

Michigan 15 29 59 4 107 13 9,938,444 10.77 45

Minnesota 11 41 40 22 114 12 4,919,479 23.17 7

Mississippi 9 17 11 4 41 34 2,844,658 14.41 34

Missouri 13 19 61 26 119 10 5,595,211 21.27 11

Montana 6 11 5 2 24 41 902,195 26.60 4

Nebraska 7 7 15 9 38 35 1,711,263 22.21 9

Nevada 2 4 3 6 15 45 1,998,257 7.51 49

New Hampshire 5 4 13 3 25 40 1,235,786 20.23 14

New Jersey 14 19 20 4 57 29 8,414,350 6.77 50

New Mexico 7 20 14 3 44 33 1,819,046 24.19 6

New York 41 39 167 62 309 2 18,976,457 16.28 24

North Carolina 16 59 40 6 121 9 8,049,313 15.03 31

North Dakota 6 9 4 2 21 43 642,200 32.70 3

Ohio 19 42 70 47 178 6 11,353,140 15.68 26

Oklahoma 14 15 17 6 52 30 3,450,654 15.07 30

Oregon 10 17 27 3 57 28 3,421,399 16.66 23

Pennsylvania 45 23 98 94 260 3 12,281,054 21.17 12

Rhode Island 2 1 10 1 14 46 1,048,319 13.35 37

South Carolina 12 21 23 6 62 26 4,012,012 15.45 28

South Dakota 10 5 10 1 26 39 754,844 34.44 2

Tennessee 10 13 45 19 87 16 5,689,283 15.29 29

Texas 42 67 56 33 198 4 20,851,820 9.50 48

Utah 5 5 6 8 24 42 2,233,169 10.75 46

Vermont 5 1 17 4 27 38 608,827 44.35 1

Virginia 15 24 48 13 100 14 7,078,515 14.13 35

Washington 11 34 29 6 80 18 5,894,121 13.57 36

West Virginia 12 3 10 12 37 36 1,808,344 20.46 13

Wisconsin 13 18 34 4 69 23 5,363,675 12.86 39

Wyoming 1 7 0 1 9 49 493,782 18.23 18

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), “Institutional
Characteristics, 2001–02” survey. 



III. The Location and Presence of Higher Educational Institutions in
Pennsylvania

Pennsylvania has an extensive system of public and private colleges, universities, and
vocational schools located in large, small, urban, and rural communities throughout
the state. 

A. Pennsylvania has more higher education institutions than most other states
According to the U.S. Department of Education, in 2001, Pennsylvania boasted approximately
260 public and private colleges and universities, including 45 public four-year institutions
(including branch campuses), 98 private four-year schools, and 117 public and private two-year
colleges.1 These numbers are significant: While the sixth-largest state, Pennsylvania ranks first
in the total number of public four-year institutions, third in the total number of public and 
private four-year and two-year institutions, and twelfth in its per capita total number of public
and private four- and two-year institutions. Pennsylvania actually ranks first among the coun-
try’s 16 most populous states based on its per capita number of institutions; California, Texas,
and New York—the three largest U.S. states—rank 42nd, 48th, and 24th, respectively. 

In the fall of 2001, over 650,000 students were enrolled in the 250 four-year and two-year
colleges and universities as classified using PDE data.2 These schools range considerably in size,
with Pennsylvania State University’s main campus enrolling over 41,000 students and several 
of the state’s two-year—and a handful of four-year—schools enrolling under 100. In fact, the
average enrollment for four-year and two-year institutions in the state is approximately 3,400
and 1,400 students, respectively. More than half of four-year schools, and nearly 90 percent 
of two-year schools, have less than 2,000 students. Only four institutions—the University of
Pennsylvania and the main campuses of Pennsylvania State University, Temple University, and
the University of Pittsburgh—have enrollments over 20,000. 

Pennsylvania also has approximately 254 other post-secondary institutions located in commu-
nities throughout the Commonwealth.3 These institutions—which are grouped here into an
“Other Higher Education Institutions” category—are commonly referred to as vocational
schools. While generally much smaller—and more ephemeral—than four-year and two-year 
colleges and universities, in the aggregate these business programs, trade programs, private
licensed schools, and other approved schools offer important training opportunities for both
young and mid-career workers. 
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Table 2. Summary of Pennsylvania Higher Education Institutions by 
Institution Category

Number of Share of Known

Category Institutions Institutions Enrollment

Four-Year Colleges and Universities 148 29.37% 510,767

Two-Year Colleges 102 20.24% 142,818

Other Higher Education 254 50.40% NA

Total 504 100.00% 653,585

Source: Institution Count: Pennsylvania Department of Higher Education, author’s calculations; Enrollment: U.S

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System

(IPEDS) College Opportunities On-line (COOL) database. 




