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What's the Issue about Affordability of Public Higher Education?

Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to compare and contrast data reports of two national

policy centers on the affordability of public higher education. During classroom discussions on

financial aid programs, one of my fellow students made a comment about the affordability of

higher education for low-income students and families. This sparked my desire to look into what

are the issues of affordability of public higher education for low-income families. There is an

on-going national dialog and public scrutiny about the affordability and cost of public higher

education and who must pay the price. This national discourse will have a major impact on the

future affordability, cost, price, and net price of higher education. This paper will provide cost

findings of the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and the major affordability

findings of The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education (NCPPHE). Policy

findings and policy recommendations from both national centers will be contrasted and an

alternative policy position will be offered.

Definition of Terms.

The National Commission on the Cost of Higher Education (NCCHE) (1998) has

provided a series of definitions that will help focus the discussion on what are higher education

costs, price, net price, and affordability of higher education. The cost of public higher education

is defined by the amount of money it takes an institution to educate one student or the production

cost per student. Price is defined as the amount of money that students and their families must

pay to attend a public institution of higher education. The price that students and families pay

after subtracting financial aid is called the net price (p.6). The National Center for Education

Statistics (2002) policy document adopted the NCCHE definitions of cost, price, and net price.
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The fourth term, affordability, as defined by The National Center (2002) is equivalent to the

definition of net price provided by the National Commission on the Cost of Higher Education.

Understanding these four key terms is important to the discussions about the affordability and

pricing of public higher education.

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Report.

The Horn et al. (2002) policy report of NCES examines the recent national trends in price

and net price for different categories of higher education institutions. Price, as defined by

NCCHE (1998), is the price that students and their families pay to attend an institution of higher

education. Price includes tuition, books and supplies, rent, food, transportation and other living

expenses required to attend. Horn et al. state "nontuition expenses represent about two-thirds of

the total price at public 4-year institutions and somewhat less than half of the total price at a

private not-for-profit 4-year institution" (p. v). The authors provide data that the average

national price at public, comprehensive, and baccalaureate institutions grew from $10,300 in

1992-1993 to $11,200 or 8% for 1999-2000.

The major focus of the Horn et al. (2002) study was to compare the price and net price of

higher education for the academic years of 1992-93 to 1999-2000 and identify if there was a

growing financial impact on students in different economic or need groups. As defined earlier in

this paper, net price is what students and families pay for higher education after subtracting

financial aid. Horn et al. provided data that the average national net price at public

comprehensive and baccalaureate institutions declined from $7,700 in 1992-1993 to $6,900 or

-11% for 1999-2000 due to increases in financial aid packages.

Horn et al. (2002) discovered price increases in all categories of higher education

institutions between 1992-1993 and 1999-2000. The price increases had major financial impacts
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for all economic groups. The authors discovered that high-income students paid more to attend a

higher education institution between 1992-1993 and 1999-2000. The student with the greatest

need, the low-income student without financial aid, was not able to afford the price increase to

attend higher education institutions. Even middle-income students were struggling to meet the

price increases, and many could not without financial aid. The net price for the time-periods of

the study, due to the corresponding increases in private, state, and federal financial aid, matched

the increases in price. Low and middle-income students, with the help of available financial aid

packages, did not experience an increase in the net price of higher education between 1992-1993

and 1999-2000. High-income students, who could not qualify for financial aid, experienced

increased prices.

The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education (NCPPHE) Report.

The National Center (2002) provided five national trends in the affordability of public

higher education. The are:

1. Increases in tuition have made colleges and universities less affordable for

most American families.

2. Federal and state financial aid to students has not kept pace with increases in

tuition.

3. More students and families at all income levels are borrowing more than ever

before to pay for college.

4. The steepest increases in public college tuition have been imposed during

times of greatest economic hardship.

5. State financial support of public higher education has increased, but tuition

has increased more. (p. 3)
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These five trends reported by The National Center were based on data collected from 1992

through 2001.

The data provided by The National Center (2002) for the first trend was that for low-

income families the price of public higher education accounted for 13 % of their family income

in 1992 and 25% of their income in 2000. "From 1992-2001, tuition at four-year public colleges

and universities rose faster than family income in 41 states" (p. 5). The policy report also

concluded that students and their families incur greater debt and devote larger portions of their

income to paying for college and will go deeper in debt if this trend continues. The second trend

indicated that need based grant aid provided 68% of the price in 1992 and only 56% in 2000 for

public higher education. The third trend reflects the change from a grant based to loan based

federal financial aid strategy. The data indicates that in 1992, only 51% of the federal financial

aid monies were in grants and 49 % were in loans. The data for 2000 is 42% in grants and 58%

in loans. The fourth trend indicates that price has been relatively stable in good times and has

enjoyed freezes and even reductions in the prosperous times. However, during recessions

students and families have suffered steep price increases when students and families can least

afford it. Those fortunate to attend college during good times enjoy a windfall in price when the

economy is strong. The fifth trend indicated that state support to higher education increased by

13%, but tuition rose by 41%.

The National Center (2002) provides a conclusion that the rising cost and price of higher

education has not been met with adequate private, state, and federal funding. The net price

continues to grow requiring more student borrowing and greater debt. The affordability of

higher education is losing ground and will continue in this decade. The National Center did not

offer any solutions on how to stop or reverse the trends of making higher education affordable.
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Comparison of Reports.

In figure 1, I have used the NCPPHE five trends and compared them with the NCES

reported information in order to illustrate the comparisons and conflicting data and information

provided by the two national policy centers.

NCPPHE TRENDS NCES DATA

1. Increases in tuition have made
colleges and universities less affordable
for most American families.

The data provided by NCES supports this trend.
Increases in tuition is defined as increases in
price.

2. Federal and state financial aid to
students has not kept pace with
increases in tuition.

NCES disagrees with this trend. Data was
provided that indicates financial aid packages
have reduced the net price.

3. More students and families at all
income levels are borrowing more than
ever before to pay for college.

NCES did not comment on this trend.

4. The steepest increases in public
college tuition have been imposed
during times of greatest economic
hardship.

NCES did not comment on this trend.

5. State financial support of public
higher education has increased, but
tuition has increased more.

NCES disagrees with this trend. Data was
provided that indicates financial aid has kept
pace with, and even reduced the net price.

Figure 1 Comparison of NCPPHE Trends with NCES Data

The two national policy centers provided information that the cost and price of higher

education had risen between 1992 and 2000. The price data was significantly different in that

the NCPPHE reported a 41% increase and the NCES reported only an 8% increase in constant

dollars. This significant difference in the increase of the price can be attributed to the way the

data was collected, the collection survey instrument, the type/categories of data collected, or the

reporting procedures. My analysis of the two national reports is that the NCPPHE used data

collected by the State Higher Education Executive Officer Association survey on state

appropriation to determine price. Whereas, the NCES used the National Postsecondary Student

Aid Study (NPSAS) data to develop there price information. The difference in the price of

higher education between the two national centers can be attributed to different collection survey

7
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instruments and the type/category of data collected. Unless one reads the fine print, the data can

cause confusion and false perceptions in the actual increase in price based on data collected by

different survey instruments. It is like comparing apples and oranges. However, the increase in

both policy studies indicated the price had increased. This increase in price would place more

financial pressure on low-income families in their ability to participate in higher education. The

financial pressure could cause low-income families to opt out and not partake of higher

education opportunities based on increased price.

Conflicting data on the net price of higher education for low-income families was

provided by the two policy centers. The NCES provided data that indicated that the net price

had declined 11% in constant dollars between 1992 and 2000. The NCES reduction in net price

would mean greater access to higher education by low-income families, but the low-income

student still was required to pay $6,900 a year after receiving grants and/or loans. The NCPPHE

data indicated that the net price had risen slightly in constant dollars, and that students and their

families were incurring larger debt due to the change in the financial aid strategy from offering

grants to greater reliance on loans. The NCPPHE argues that low-income families would have

less access to higher education and incur greater debt. The greater debt may haunt low-income

families, and could preclude their participation in higher education. The difference in reporting a

reduction in net price by one center and an increase in net price by the other center can be

attributed to statistical manipulation or accounting practices in reporting cost, price, and net

price. I believe that accounting practices in reporting cost and price data by the different survey

instruments and audiences account for the difference. The source of data was based on different

standards of reporting cost and price information.
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Alternative Position.

The underlying problem may be the accuracy of the data and how it is captured and

reported. As an alternative position, The National Association of College and Business Officers

(NACUBO) should collectively decide and publish a common standard on reporting cost, price,

and net price so accurate comparisons can be made by the national centers. NACUBO could

work with the federal government on defining the reporting procedures to reduce reporting

confusion and broad standards within the collected data. NACUBO, in cooperation with the U.S.

Department of Education, should be the higher education watchdog on how cost, price, and net

price is computed and reported. As the watchdog on how affordability data is collected,

processed, and reported, NACUBO would establish a standard database on which all-future

analysis and research could be based. The common data can still have different interpretations

by the national centers.
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