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Affordability is only half of what we need
We at Cengage are proud to support this booklet on Affordability in Higher Education by Inside Higher Ed. 
Affordability matters. We must find a way to lower the cost of course materials to remove any barriers 
from students getting a great educational experience.

But affordable products are not enough. If we overlook whether educational materials—including content, 
digital platforms and personalized learning technology—can help students achieve their goal, we’re 
missing the point.

Affordability plus results equals value, and that needs to be our focus as an industry.

Students and instructors should never be forced to choose between the results they want and the price 
they can afford. Providing good value to students means delivering materials that help students achieve 
their goals while staying within their budget. 

At Cengage, this sense of value shapes our approach to designing, developing and distributing our products. 
Through technology, we’re producing materials that are more effective and efficient, allowing us to lower 
costs while boosting outcomes. Most importantly, we know that the right learning tools can improve course 
completion. Taking a course only one time is definitely the best way to keep college affordable!

Shifting to digital has also given us the ability to explore new business models, like inclusive access, that 
allow us to work directly with institutions to make sure all students have affordable access to high-quality 
materials. And by providing more purchase and rental options, we’re meeting students where they are and 
giving them the largest number of choices.

If we are to instill confidence in the value of higher education for generations to come, we must find a way 
to lower costs while improving results. The future of our students depends on it.

Michael Hansen
CEO
Cengage

cengage.com/value

https://cengage.com/value
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Introduction

The affordability of higher education is one of the most pressing challenges 
to college and university leaders and politicians. Meanwhile, students and 
parents face their own hurdles paying for college.

Understanding the issue is difficult because questions of cost, price and aid 
play out differently at different kinds of institutions – public and private, two-
year and four-year, wealthy and not-so-wealthy. And of course students and 
families have their own issues.

The articles in this compilation look at issues related to affordability, and 
to questions beyond money (such as time to graduation) that have a 
major impact on how much students and families pay. Inside Higher Ed 
will continue to cover these issues, and we welcome your ideas for future 
coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

mailto:editor@insidehighered.com
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In 2013, the University of Dayton 
started a new fixed net-price tuition 
plan, promising most students that 
their financial aid packages would 
rise in lockstep with any increases 
in tuition sticker prices over four 
years -- keeping steady the effective 
price students pay.

This spring, when the first class 
to enroll under the tuition plan was 
preparing to walk across the stage, 
the private Roman Catholic univer-
sity was happy to broadcast the re-
sults of the program.

The four-year graduation rate for 
the class of 2017 jumped eight per-
centage points, hitting a record 67 
percent. Student borrowing plunged, 
dropping by more than 22 percent 
over all. The average four-year grad-
uate borrowed less than $18,000 
in student loans -- $5,000 less than 
previous graduates who hadn’t been 
part of the fixed net-price plan.

Those numbers were unveiled at 
a time when college prices, student 
borrowing and retention rates are 

under intense 
scrutiny. They 
raise the ques-
tion of why 
more colleges 
and universi-
ties are not 
crafting their 
own fixed-tui-
tion plans.

Of course 
it’s not so sim-
ple. A deeper 
look shows 
fixed-tuition plans 
require a delicate 
balance between up-front costs 
to freshmen, future costs to up-
perclassmen and the amount of 
uncertainty a college or university 
is willing to shoulder. Several oth-
er institutions have tried fixed-tui-
tion plans over the years, crafting 
programs with varying details and 
equally varying results. And while 
the University of Dayton has made 
real gains in both word of mouth 

and metrics under its program, its 
gains have come with equally real 
financial trade-offs.

The bottom line is that fixed-tui-
tion plans tend to shift some finan-
cial risk from students to a college 
or university. As a result, they’re 
easier to put in place -- and keep in 
place -- at wealthy private institu-
tions. Smaller colleges with lower 
endowments and public universities 
with more reliance on unpredictable 

When Net Price Setting Pays Off

University of Dayton reports strong results for first class graduating under 
a financial aid plan keeping students’ net tuition stable for four years,
but considerable risks mean the idea might not always transfer well.

By Rick Seltzer // June 19, 2017

UNIVERSITY OF DAYTON

https://udayton.edu/news/articles/2017/04/tuition_plan_results.php
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state funding can find it harder to 
create programs or make them ef-
fective.

Dayton falls somewhere in the 
middle. It’s not among the wealth-
iest universities with billion-dollar 
endowments, but it is not on the 
poor end of the spectrum, either.

“It has worked well for some,” said 
Jim Hundrieser, associate manag-
ing principal for AGB Institutional 
Strategies. “The privates are having 
an easier time to be able to do some 
five-year projected budgets and un-
derstand what are some of the im-
plications of doing this.”

Those implications start with 
marketing and continue into finan-
cial projections, Hundrieser said. 
Universities need to be able to ef-
fectively communicate about the 
fixed-tuition plans and their nuanc-
es to students.

How Dayton’s Plan Works
The Dayton plan uses the mech-

anism of financial aid to keep stu-
dents from seeing increases in the 
price they pay for their education. 
The university promises full-time 
students that their financial aid will 
grow dollar for dollar with tuition for 
four years -- although it is technical-
ly guaranteed for eight semesters 
in order to cover students who take 
semesters off or take part in co-ops. 
The idea is that their net price will be 
the same when they are seniors as 
when they were freshmen.

When Dayton started the program, 
it also eliminated all fees. Accepted 
students receive financial aid letters 
mapping out the full cost of tuition 
and their projected costs for ex-

penses like housing and meals over 
four years. The idea is that students 
won’t face any surprise bills and 
can plan out their spending over the 
course of their studies.

The mechanisms are very differ-
ent than some other fixed-tuition 
plans. In contrast to buying down 
tuition increases, some institutions 
have put in place plans that charge 
students different tuition amounts 
based on the year they enroll. Other 
programs come with even greater 
differences -- public institutions in 
Texas offer first-time undergradu-
ates fixed tuition over four years, 
but students opting into plans often 
must start by paying more in their 
first year than those paying variable 
tuition.

Dayton’s model of buying down 
tuition to a steady level through fi-
nancial aid has significant financial 
implications. Typically, a college 
or university will post a high fresh-
man tuition discount rate -- the rate 
at which the tuition sticker price is 
discounted by institutional finan-
cial aid. The rate normally drops as 
students progress, because schol-
arships and other institutional aid 
don’t rise in lockstep with tuition.

Under Dayton’s model, the oppo-
site is true. The discount rate will be 
lowest during a student’s first year. 
The discount rate will rise over time 
as the sticker price of tuition rises 
but aid keeps pace to maintain a flat 
net price.

Figures from the university’s Com-
mon Data Set make that clear. Day-
ton is gapping full-time freshmen 
-- not meeting their fully assessed 

financial need -- at a higher rate 
under the fixed net-price plan than 
it was before the program was put 
in place. In 2012-13, the year before 
the plan started, 34 percent of first-
time, full-time freshmen who were 
judged to have financial need had 
that need fully met. The percentage 
dropped to 31 percent in 2013-14, 
and fell farther to just under 20 per-
cent in 2016-17. The overall amount 
of freshman need met has varied 
but still shows a downward trend, 
falling from 80.2 percent the year 
before the program was put in place 
to 78 percent in 2016-17.

Meeting More
Students’ Need
At the same time, the percentage 

of all full-time undergraduate stu-
dents to have their judged financial 
need fully met has risen, from 34 
percent the year before the plan was 
put in place to 38 percent in 2016-
17. The percentage of overall stu-
dent need met for all students has 
gone up, from 77.6 percent the year 
before the plan was implemented to 
83.2 percent in 2016-17.

It is also worth noting that some 
students at the university do not 
receive financial aid and would not 
receive the benefits of the universi-
ty’s fixed net-price plan. About 3 or 4 
percent of students fall within that 
range.

The fixed-tuition strategy means 
institutions have to think differently 
about rising costs. Any cost spikes 
would have to be absorbed by in-
coming freshmen before their tui-
tion is locked in -- or by college and 
university resources.
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It’s easier to deal with in an envi-
ronment of low inflation than in one 
of high inflation.

“One of my general assumptions 
would be in this type of strategy, you 
are not having a 7, 8, 9 percent tui-
tion increase,” Hundrieser said.

Another piece of the puzzle is in-
frastructure. The University of Day-
ton plan is likely easier to administer 
and more flexible than other types 
of plans because it relies on finan-
cial aid to keep net price flat instead 
of locking in differential tuition for 
students who enrolled in different 
years, said Bill Hall, the founder 
and president of 
Applied Policy Re-
search Inc., an en-
rollment and pric-
ing advising firm.

“With many of 
the tuition guaran-
tees, you end up 
with this very com-
plex cost-account-
ing mechanism,” Hall said. “You end 
up with different cohorts with differ-
ent tuition rates.”

That back-end complexity was 
one problem faced by Northwestern 
College in Iowa after it put a guaran-
teed payment program in place be-
fore the 2007-08 academic year. But 
by the 2009-10 academic year, the 
1,225-student college had decided 
not to fix tuition for four years after 
freshman enrollment dropped.

“We pretty much took our average 
price increase for the previous 10 
years, built that into our model and 
said to families, ‘Hey, here’s what 
it’s going to be for four years,’” said 

tion was high.
“I think if we had done it for five 

healthy years and established it, I 
think the word would have spread,” 
Bloemendaal said. “But then this 
recession started to hit, and people 
got really anxious about everything.”

Some small institutions believe 
they can compete with fixed tuition. 
Kettering University in Michigan 
started to guarantee fixed under-
graduate tuition in 2012-13. It also 
eliminated academically related 
fees.

Kettering is not your standard uni-
versity. The institution is a co-op uni-

versity focused on 
science, engineer-
ing and business. 
Its typical student 
will earn $60,000 
to $70,000 over 
the course of co-
op work.

The university’s 
endowment, at 

about $80 million, is not large, said 
its president, Robert McMahan. But 
Kettering is financially healthy. So 
the question was how the university 
structured itself to improve access.

“Affordability is not just price,” Mc-
Mahan said. “It’s consistency. It’s a 
reasonable exercise for the institu-
tion, I think, to bear that risk.”

McMahan said retention has im-
proved since Kettering started fix-
ing tuition, particularly among up-
perclassmen. He felt it was too early 
to talk about trends in detail but said 
there are no plans to end fixed tui-
tion.

There is no doubt that fixing tui-

Certainly the college-going population,
their families and communities, from public 

policy, politics and all the way down,
the cost of college and accessibility to college 

is an increasingly bigger concern.

“ “

Mark Bloemendaal, Northwestern 
College’s dean of enrollment and 
marketing. “What it did was put us 
in a less competitive situation with 
our primary competition.”

If many of the college’s students 
came from families with salaried 
positions, the plan might have been 
easier to sell, Bloemendaal said. 
But the college is in a rural area 
and draws from many families with 
agricultural backgrounds, where in-
come varies year to year.

The college could make the case 
that families should be willing to 
pay a higher price versus its com-

petitors during students’ first years 
in exchange for what would likely 
be a lower price in the future. But 
families were not making their cal-
culations beyond the first or second 
year of college, Bloemendaal said. 
Many asked what would happen if 
their sons or daughters did not re-
turn after their first year. Then they 
would have paid a tuition premium 
without the payback from fixed tui-
tion over time.

Another issue was that the college 
is a small institution with a small 
endowment -- $47 million in 2015. 
It was trying a fixed-tuition plan at 
a time when higher education infla-

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2008/12/19/northwestern
https://news.kettering.edu/news/fixed-rate-tuition
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tion shifts risk from student to uni-
versity, said Jason Reinoehl, vice 
president for strategic enrollment 
management at the University of 
Dayton. He also acknowledged that 
it shifts risk from upperclassmen to 
freshmen.

For students that risk can be min-
imized by staying enrolled. For the 
institution, it can be minimized by 
retention, low inflation of costs and, 
to a degree, large scale.

The University of Dayton has sev-
eral features that give it some pro-
tection from temporary fluctuations 
in tuition revenue. At $473 million as 
of the end of the 2016 fiscal year, its 
endowment is considerable. It has 
a well-known research institute that 
generates revenue. And it has a high 
tuition sticker price of $41,750 for 
the upcoming year.

“I do think there is only a certain 
segment of institutions who, realis-
tically, from a financial perspective, 
could take this risk,” Reinoehl said. 
“If we were smaller, I think we’d be 
more risk averse.”

While the fixed net-price plan has 
shifted the distribution of financial 
aid, it hasn’t prevented the univer-
sity from spending more on aid. Its 
aggregate institutional aid directed 
to undergraduates went from $107 
million in 2012-13, the year before 
the plan was put in place, to $142 
million in 2015-16.

Full-time undergraduate enroll-
ment rose by more than 800 during 
that time, to 8,226, but that wasn’t 
enough to account for all of the in-
creased aid. The first-year tuition 
discount rate also increased, from 

43.8 percent in the year before the 
plan was put in place to 46.2 per-
cent in 2014-15.

Reinoehl went on to argue that the 
university packages the fixed net-
price tuition plan with some import-
ant other aid and innovations that 
make it attractive to students. The 
university has some other schol-
arships designed to cover costs. 
One provides up to $4,000 over four 
years for textbooks. Another pro-
vides $3,000 to cover flights and 
travel expenses for students study-
ing abroad.

A Tuition Spike
Most notable is the fact that the 

university eliminated fees when it 
started the fixed net-price plan, he 
said. That caused tuition to spike in 
2013 in order to cover revenue that 
previously would have been raised 
by fees. But officials argue it made 
the university’s price much easier 
for students to understand.

“In many cases, the flagship pub-
lics have frozen tuition because 
states are mandating it,” said           
Reinoehl. “They’re doing all kinds of 
things with fees. It’s really not trans-
parent at all.”

Some experts advised caution 
against drawing a direct line from 
the university’s fixed net-price tui-
tion plan to its positive outcomes 
in retention and student debt levels. 
The university made several chang-
es at once, making it hard to prove 
causation against the backdrop of a 
changing higher education market, 
said Sandy Baum, a senior fellow at 
the Urban Institute. She also noted 
that annual student borrowing has 

been dropping across the country 
recently. That could have contribut-
ed to University of Dayton students 
graduating with less debt this year 
than they had in previous years.

There are also worries that 
fixed-tuition plans appeal to up-
per-income students more than 
lower-income students. Families 
with more resources can afford 
to pay higher up-front costs in ex-
change for a return in the long run. 
Poor families often cannot.

“It’s good that people are trying 
things,” Baum said. “But I worry 
about things being gimmicky, as op-
posed to really making a difference 
for the right people.”

Initial results indicate the Univer-
sity of Dayton may have been able 
to slightly increase enrollment of 
low-income students under the new 
tuition plan’s early years. The year 
before the plan was put in place, 
12 percent of the university’s full-
time first-time undergraduates re-
ceived federal Pell Grants, which are 
considered a proxy for low-income 
student enrollment. In 2014-15, the 
most recent year for which federal 
data is available, enrollment of full-
time first-time Pell recipients was 
14 percent.

The fact remains, however, that a 
stable tuition price is an extremely 
attractive feature for many stu-
dents. And many colleges and uni-
versities are considering it.

“There is not a single client in-
stitution, particularly at the board 
level, that is not asking questions 
about these kinds of experimental 
programs,” said Kathy Dawley, prin-

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/08/10/aid-follows-tuition-university-dayton


Inside Higher Ed

Affordability in Higher Education

8

We pretty much took our average price
increase for the previous 10 years,

built that into our model and said to families,
‘Hey, here’s what it’s going to be for four years.’

“ “

cipal at Hardwick 
Day, the finan-
cial aid consult-
ing division of 
EAB. “Certainly 
the college-go-
ing population, 
their families and 
c o m m u n i t i e s , 
from public policy, politics and all 
the way down, the cost of college 
and accessibility to college is an in-
creasingly bigger concern.”

EAB late last year published re-
search showing that students are 
more likely to drop out of college if 
they lose even small amounts of fi-
nancial aid. Students who see their 

financial aid increase were more 
likely to complete their degrees, 
though.

Additionally, private colleges are 
under pressure to find new ways to 
compete as tuition-free public col-
lege spreads. Fixed-tuition plans are 
a logical strategy to explore.

“This is not going to go away,” 

Dawley said.
Dayton’s fixed 

net-price tuition 
plan was in place 
before its current 
president, Eric F. 
Spina, took over 
in July 2016. But 
he has voiced 

support for it.
“Investing in a college education 

is a substantial commitment for 
families and for students, often with 
long-term financial implications,” he 
said in a statement in April. “Higher 
education has a responsibility to be 
up front and transparent about what 
those costs will be.”                                ■ 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/06/19/university-daytons-fixed-net-tuition-price-pans-out

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/11/03/even-top-students-may-drop-out-after-losing-aid
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terprising, organized students have 
always been able to graduate in 
three years from most colleges, but 
few try to do so. Still, NYU’s move is 
noteworthy in that it reflects an es-
calating discussion around student 
costs, even at institutions that had 
previously seemed largely immune 
to blowback from increasing stu-
dent expenses.

Now the larger question remains: 
Will the three-year-degree program 
have any significant impact on af-
fordability at an institution quoting 
undergraduate cost of attendance 
at nearly $72,000 per year on pa-
per? Reactions have varied, with 
administrators praising the accel-
erate program and other ideas put 
in place as innovative measures at 
an institution that is surprisingly 
constrained by its per-student en-
dowment levels in a staggeringly 
high-priced New York City market. 
Meanwhile, experts said the afford-
ability efforts do not amount to sys-
tematic changes, and some student 

3 Years Cost Less Than 4

NYU’s push to help students graduate in under four years leaves questions
about who it helps and how much of a difference it can make at one of the country’s
most expensive universities.

By Rick Seltzer // March 9, 2017

The idea of a three-year bachelor’s 
degree is nothing new.

But it generally hasn’t been pro-
moted at pricey private universi-
ties, which tend to attract students 
with their entire campus experience 
instead of just the credits being 
earned. That changed in at least one 
case in February, when New York 
University unveiled a new program 
it calls NYU Accelerate. The pro-
gram is designed to clear a way for 
some students to graduate in less 
than four years from a university 
that has long been criticized as one 
of the most expensive institutions in 
the country that does not meet stu-
dents’ full financial need.

Other institutions have introduced 
three-year-degree efforts in the 
past, notably including the private 
Wesleyan University in 2012 -- eight 
graduates out of about 730 com-
pleted their degrees in three years in 
2016, up from two to three students 
per year in the years before that 
program was put in place. And en-

critics bashed them as gimmicks. 
The accelerate program leans 

heavily on changes to advising and 
chances for students to maximize 
the credits in their class schedules. 
All undergraduate schools at NYU 
now have acceleration advisers 
who are ready to discuss transfer 
and Advanced Placement credits 
and courses with students. An ac-

Andrew Hamilton, NYU President

https://www.nyu.edu/content/dam/nyu/financialAid/documents/tuitiongeneral.pdf
https://www.nyu.edu/content/dam/nyu/financialAid/documents/tuitiongeneral.pdf
https://www.nyu.edu/about/leadership-university-administration/office-of-the-president/communications/nyu-affordability-update-feb-17.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2012/05/25/wesleyan-announces-three-year-degree
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ademic planning tool will alert stu-
dents when their academic plans 
would have them graduating in 
more than four years. Currently, 81 
percent of NYU students graduate 
in four years or less and 84 percent 
graduate in six years or less. The 
various schools are also attempting 
to increase the number of two-cred-
it courses they offer.

Two-credit courses are import-
ant, because NYU’s full-time tuition 
covers 12-18 credits, but many stu-
dents only take 16. Now the idea is 
that students can pair 18-credit se-
mesters with some summer class-
es, January term classes and cred-
its from Advanced Placement or 
community college classes to earn 
a bachelor’s degree in less than four 
years.

The idea comes as NYU is also 
pursuing other options to improve 
its affordability. Faculty members 
were asked to review textbook re-
quirements, and 1,000 fewer text-
books were required for courses 
this spring than in the same semes-
ter a year before. Students have 
started an effort to share their un-
used dining hall meals, and universi-
ty officials have lowered the number 
of meals incoming students are re-
quired to buy. The university is mak-
ing online financial education tools 
available to students, and it has in-
creased its shuttle service between 
Brooklyn and Manhattan, which it 
says saves students money they 
otherwise would have spent on the 
subway.

“There is no one silver bullet that 
can solve the affordability issue for 
our students,” President Andrew 
Hamilton said in an update on af-
fordability issued last month. Uni-

versity leaders have also pointed out 
that tuition and fee increases were 
trimmed for the current academic 
year, rising by only 2.9 percent for 
most undergraduate programs. It 
was the lowest rate of increase in 
two decades -- tuition and fees have 
generally increased by 3.5 percent 
to 4 percent in recent years, includ-
ing several years of historically low 
inflation rates.

The moves represent small slices 
of total student cost of attendance, 
especially when compared to the 
university’s quoted tuition and fees 
of more than $49,000 for most 
undergraduate schools this year. 
They’re still relatively small after 
factoring in financial aid packages. 
NYU did not share its discount rate 
for the current academic year, but 
its average net price for full-time 
beginning students was $35,106 for 
2014-15, according to federal data 
on price including tuition and fees, 
books and supplies, and a weighted 
average for room and board.

Officials say they aren’t sure how 
many students will take advantage 
of the new accelerate program. But 
it should be noted that a large num-
ber of NYU students are already 
graduating early -- roughly 20 per-
cent of undergraduates earn their 
degrees in less than four years.

So in some ways, the accelerate 
program is less a sea change than it 
is a formalization of what students 
were already doing.

Laying Out a Path
“It seemed that we should at least 

make it clear to people that if they 
wanted to do it and they were ma-
joring in a subject for which it was 
feasible to do it, we would lay out 
a path,” said Ellen Schall, a senior 

presidential fellow and professor 
of health policy and management 
at NYU who chairs the university’s 
Affordability Steering Committee, 
which is made up of deans, faculty 
members, students and an admin-
istrator. “It’s not advice. It’s not re-
quired. It’s not by any means to be 
imagined that this works for every-
body.”

Schall listed several other afford-
ability efforts underway at NYU, in-
cluding a goal of saving $10 million 
on administrative efficiencies and 
finding additional savings in its pro-
curement contracts. The moves can 
all add up to translate to real savings 
for the university and for students, 
she said.

She went on to argue that NYU’s 
per-student endowment is much 
lower than those of many of the uni-
versity’s peers. NYU’s endowment 
totaled just under $3.5 billion as of 
June 30. That translates to about 
$70,000 per student. It’s also much 
less per student than elite private 
universities such as Princeton Uni-
versity, where per-student endow-
ment levels are well over $2.5 mil-
lion.

As a result, NYU does not have the 
financial resources to simply cut its 
quoted tuition by a large figure like 
20 percent, Schall said. It decided to 
look for significant pain points for 
students and use that conversation 
to generate additional ideas for in-
creasing affordability. The university 
is also in the middle of a campaign 
to raise $1 billion that will go exclu-
sively to scholarships.

It is still noteworthy, however, that 
NYU’s endowment weighs in with 
the 27th highest total in the country, 
according to an annual survey from 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/01/31/endowment-returns-fell-2016
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the National Association of College 
and University Business Officers 
and the nonprofit asset-manage-
ment firm Commonfund.

At least some students are skepti-
cal that accelerated graduation is a 
way to make NYU more affordable 
for the masses. The editorial board 
at the Washington Square News, 
NYU’s student newspaper, called the 
proposal about students graduating 
in less than four years a “gimmicky 
slap in the face.” The accelerate pro-
posal takes a side effect of NYU’s 
affordability problem 
and attempts to label it 
as a solution, the board 
wrote. It continued by 
arguing that the idea ig-
nores the fact that many 
students struggle to 
graduate in four years 
and that students have 
to pay additional tuition 
for summer and January 
term classes.

“These supposed solu-
tions seem to suggest 
the working group be-
lieves that four years at 
NYU is a luxury for the 
richest students, even 
as most students in the 
U.S. require more than four 
years to finish,” the editorial 
said before going on to crit-
icize the Affordability Steering Com-
mittee and working group that gen-
erated the idea. “The working group 
is implying that the full college ex-
perience is an exclusive luxury for 
students who can afford the tuition.”

But faculty members who are part 
of the affordability groups said the 
idea is not to rush students. It’s to 
provide them with an option.

“It depends on the student,” said 
Allen Mincer, a professor of phys-
ics who chairs NYU’s Faculty Sen-
ators Council for those with tenure 
or who are on the tenure track. The 
Senators Council has not had an 
official discussion about the latest 
affordability measures, but Mincer 
is also on the Affordability Steering 
Committee.

Mincer would not recommend 
that students who are not prepared 
for heavy course loads attempt to 
graduate in less than four years, he 

said.
“Are you rushing students?” he 

said. “I think you have to balance 
that against those students for 
whom this would be somehow en-
abling them to have a decent edu-
cation here.”

Mincer is trying to reflect the em-
phasis on affordability in his own 

classroom. He teaches a science 
course on particle physics and as-
trophysics for nonscience majors. 
Its content doesn’t line up perfect-
ly with any available textbooks, so 
in the past he ordered two books 
for the course. Now, with the talk 
about reconsidering textbook re-
quirements, he decided to try some 
pedagogical innovations he’d been 
considering, such as prerecording 
lectures before class so that stu-
dents can listen to them in lieu of 
textbooks.

Yet Mincer also cau-
tioned that balance 
is necessary when it 
comes to affordabili-
ty. NYU remains a tui-
tion-dependent institu-
tion, with tuition and fees 
generating 55 percent of 
operating revenue.

“We have to be able 
to run the place,” Mincer 
said. “As a faculty mem-
ber, I still want to see 
myself get paid. There 
are real costs you can’t 
avoid.”

Erica Silverman is an 
M.P.A. student at NYU 
who is also on the Af-

fordability Steering Com-
mittee. The NYU Acceler-
ate program can be helpful 

for students who want to enter the 
work force earlier or those who have 
trouble affording the cost of living in 
New York City, she said.

Silverman received her bachelor’s 
degree from NYU in 2014 but had 
been admitted to an accelerated 
master’s program in her senior year. 
She started taking graduate cours-
es as an undergraduate in order 

NYU plans to make it easier for students
to graduate in less than four years.

https://www.nyunews.com/2017/02/21/nyu-accelerate-not-viable-solution/
https://www.nyunews.com/2017/02/21/nyu-accelerate-not-viable-solution/
http://www.nyu.edu/about/news-publications/budget/operating-budget-detail.html
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up with the institutions in the Ivy 
League to which it likes to compare 
itself.

Beyond those arguments, it’s in-
teresting to see NYU take part in 
an affordability conversation prom-
inently including the idea of grad-
uating in less than four years, said 
Ed Venit, a senior director at higher 
education research company EAB.

“What we see schools saying is 
they have a lot of different restric-
tions,” Venit said. “They can’t really 
control -- or at least it’s going to be 
an uphill battle to reduce -- the cost 
of college. But what they can do is 
reduce the cost for an individual stu-
dent.”

Not Like the Others
Other institutions with low four-

year graduation rates have been 
making efforts to push on-time or 
early graduation, Venit said. Think 
of public universities and the “15 
to Finish” campaign emphasizing 
taking at least 15 credits in order to 
graduate in four years.

As a high-priced private institu-
tion, NYU fits a very different profile, 
however.

“They’re doing it for the same rea-
son,” Venit said. “They’re using the 
same strategies as schools very 
dissimilar to them.”

NYU has a much higher four-year 
graduation rate than many other in-
stitutions. Its four-year graduation 
rate was 81 percent for undergrad-
uate students who sought a bach-
elor’s degree and started in the fall 
of 2009, according to federal data. 
In contrast, the national four-year 
graduation rate has been roughly 40 
percent in recent years.

It only makes sense to empha-
size three- or three-and-a-half-year 

to lessen the load on her graduate 
studies. Then she took a year off to 
work and save money before return-
ing to graduate school. Silverman 
also watched friends graduate early.

Sitting on the Affordability Steer-
ing Committee has helped Silver-
man understand that broad chang-
es at NYU are going to take time. 
She hopes the current initiatives are 
the beginning of a larger movement 
on behalf of the institution.

“You start to see how complex 
these big institutions are,” she said. 
“I think it could eventually lead to 
more and more positive movement.”

Experts noted that universities 
don’t have as much flexibility in con-
trolling student costs as many ex-
pect them to. Large portions of their 
expenses are tied up in buildings or 
faculty compensation. Those costs 
can’t easily be cut -- and a university 
could risk its reputation if it did de-
cide to suddenly slash them.

At the same time, institutions 
have come under increasing pres-
sure on issues of student affordabil-
ity. They have generally responded 
by increasing sticker prices and dis-
counting tuition heavily for students 
who cannot otherwise afford to at-
tend.

NYU has been criticized over the 
years for raising its sticker price, for 
not meeting the estimated financial 
need of every student it admits and 
for overall stinginess in giving finan-
cial aid -- NYU offers enough aid to 
meet full financial need for only 7 
percent of undergraduates, accord-
ing to data gathered by the College 
Board. It can argue it faces unique 
circumstances, such as the high 
prices in Manhattan or a per-stu-
dent endowment that doesn’t keep 

degrees at institutions that already 
have high four-year graduation 
rates, said Sandy Baum, a senior 
fellow at the Urban Institute. There 
are other reasons it would make 
sense for the university to look at 
accelerated degree options, such as 
the fact that many of its students 
graduate with high levels of debt -- 
including its low-income students.

“I suspect more students at NYU 
would be open to the three-year 
option than would be at, say, Princ-
eton,” Baum said. “Princeton meets 
[financial] need.”

Over all, Baum has mixed feelings 
about the idea of students graduat-
ing in less than four years. It’s hard 
to criticize, because graduating in 
a timely manner can improve af-
fordability for students, she said. 
But universities must be careful not 
to push students to take too many 
classes. And it’s not clear how much 
more popular NYU’s program will 
make graduating in less than four 
years.

NYU may be a different type of in-
stitution emphasizing graduating in 
less than four years, but the idea it-
self is not new, Baum reiterated.

“People have been talking about 
three-year degrees for such a long 
time,” she said. “Twenty years ago 
people were having this conversa-
tion.”

NYU officials argue that the uni-
versity’s average debt upon gradua-
tion has been going down over the 
past five years, falling by about 25 
percent to just over $30,000. The 
university has tripled its financial 
aid budget to more than $300 mil-
lion per year over the decade from 
2005 to 2015. It has also more than 
tripled the average grant given to 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/01/29/fifteen-finish-campaign-wins-fans-stokes-worries
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/01/29/fifteen-finish-campaign-wins-fans-stokes-worries
https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?q=new+york+university&s=all&id=193900#finaid
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_326.10.asp
https://www.nyu.edu/admissions/financial-aid-and-scholarships.html
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/look-who-doesnt-deserve-financial-aid-at-nyu/
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/college-university-search/new-york-university?searchtype=college&q=New%2BYork%2BUniversity%2B%28NY%29
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/college-university-search/new-york-university?searchtype=college&q=New%2BYork%2BUniversity%2B%28NY%29
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/college-university-search/new-york-university?searchtype=college&q=New%2BYork%2BUniversity%2B%28NY%29
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/09/poor-students-saddled-with-college-debt/405313/
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People have been talking about
three-year degrees for such a long time. 

Twenty years ago people were having this 
conversation.

“ “

fees and room and board have also 
been rising.

All the chatter about affordability 
has not hurt NYU’s application vol-
ume. The number of students ap-
plying for first-year admission in the 
class of 2021 rose 6 percent year 
over year to more than 67,000 stu-
dents, the university announced in 
January.

incoming freshmen, 
from $8,900 to more 
than $30,000.

Further, NYU has a 
high number of Pell-el-
igible students, about 
5,500. That’s more 
than Harvard, Yale, 
Princeton and Colum-
bia combined, they say, adding that 
the average institutional grant to 
Pell-eligible students was more than 
$39,000 last year. The average NYU 
grant to Pell-eligible students has 
jumped from covering 55 percent of 
tuition and fees to covering 82 per-
cent in the last five years, according 
to university officials.

Of course, costs for tuition and 

It’s a complex pic-
ture, said Fred Carl, an 
associate arts profes-
sor who is the chair-
man of NYU’s Con-
tract Faculty Senators 
Council. Affordability 
and student debt have 

been much talked about on campus, 
and the affordability committee and 
Affordability Steering Committee 
and working group have been solic-
iting ideas widely.

“Saying, ‘Cut tuition and noth-
ing else matters,’ I don’t know that 
I agree with that,” Carl said. “I think 
that you start where you can and 
you keep moving.”                               ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/03/09/questions-linger-about-nyu-affordability-plan

https://www.nyu.edu/about/news-publications/news/2017/january/nyu_s-10th-straight-year-of-record-applications.html
https://www.nyu.edu/about/news-publications/news/2017/january/nyu_s-10th-straight-year-of-record-applications.html
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Archway to a Better Job

McDonald’s brings a flexible approach and free career and college advising to its tuition 
assistance program, which is aimed in part at keeping employees on the job longer.

By Paul Fain // August 7, 2017

McDonald’s has joined the large 
number of companies that pay for 
employees to attend college, with 
a relatively new tuition assistance 
benefit that includes some unusual 
features.

Begun two years ago, the fast-
food giant’s Archways to Opportuni-
ty program is open to managers and 
front-line workers, at both McDon-
ald’s-owned and franchised restau-
rants, a total of roughly 800,000 
employees. Participants can finish 
a high school diploma online, learn 
English, attend college courses and 
talk with career and education ad-
visers.

The fast-food giant created the 
benefit as a “way to leverage our 
size and scale as a force for good,” 
said Lisa Schumacher, director of 
education strategies for the McDon-
ald’s Corporation. “We wanted it to 
be unique.”

Altruism wasn’t the only motiva-
tor, of course. Like other companies 
that employ many academically un-
prepared, relatively low-wage work-
ers, McDonald’s faces a serious re-

tention challenge. It’s a win-win, the 
company believes, if the tuition as-
sistance program can help an em-
ployee stay on the job for more than 
just three months -- a key milestone 
in the fast-food industry.

In addition, unlike the high-profile 
partnership between Starbucks and 
Arizona State University and other 
exclusive arrangements between 
colleges and employers, McDon-
ald’s is agnostic about where its 
workers go to college.

The company has formed loose 
partnerships with a broad range of 

colleges, including Ivy Tech Com-
munity College, College for America 
(an online, competency-based sub-
sidiary of Southern New Hampshire 
University), Colorado Technical 
University and DePaul University. 
These institutions help McDonald’s 
employees with credit recommen-
dations, offer additional tuition dis-
counts and have trained advisers 
about the program.

Beyond partner colleges, partici-
pants can use their McDonald’s tu-
ition benefit at any institution that is 
accredited by a federally recognized 

http://www.archwaystoopportunity.com/about.html
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agency.
“We wanted people to have 

choice,” said Schumacher.
The company also pays the col-

leges directly, so employees don’t 
have to front tuition costs. Nonman-
ager workers can qualify for $700 
per year, while managers at partici-
pating franchises get $1,050. Swing, 
department and general managers 
can receive $5,250.

Based on the $350 average tuition 
for a community college course, the 
company said its program means 
front-line workers can take two free 
courses a year while managers can 
take three or more.

But high school 
comes first. And 
since about 40 
percent of McDon-
ald’s crew mem-
bers either do not 
have or are cur-
rently working to-
ward a high school 
diploma, the com-
pany partnered with Cengage to 
pay for its employees to attend the 
educational technology company’s 
Career Online High School.

“We realized that people at our 
restaurants are at different places in 
their educational continuum,” said 
Schumacher.

The partnership was formed two 
years ago as part of the Archways 
to Opportunity program. So far 175 
McDonald’s employees have earned 
their high school diplomas through 
the Cengage institution. And the 
company said the high school cre-
dential is structured to give its em-

ployees a boost toward college or a 
career.

Graduates from Cengage Career 
Online High School earn career cer-
tificates in one of eight high-growth 
fields, including child care, educa-
tion and certified education. The 
high school program participants 
also are paired with an academic 
coach, who helps them develop a 
career plan.

As a result, McDonald’s is helping 
its employees move into new jobs 
in different industries, a recognition 
that they’re preparing many people 
to leave while also identifying can-
didates for advancement within the 

company.
Schumacher said the company 

is considering partnerships with 
work force boards, its suppliers and 
large employers in other fields, to 
potentially help them identify “talent 
pools” among McDonald’s workers.

The philosophy behind these 
moves, she said, is the company’s 
goal of providing “America’s best 
first job.”

Advice for Starting Strong
More than half of employers (56 

percent) offer some form of un-
dergraduate tuition assistance for 
workers, according to a 2015 sur-

vey from the Society for Human 
Resource Management. The maxi-
mum annual tuition benefit, on aver-
age, is $4,591.

“It’s a smart thing to do,” said Pe-
ter Cappelli, a professor of manage-
ment and director of the Center for 
Human Resources at the University 
of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School, 
adding that such programs often 
are a “good retention device.”

For example, he said, Marriott In-
ternational’s tuition reimbursement 
rate proved “extraordinarily cost-ef-
fective” in making a big dent in its 
employee turnover rate.

Cappelli also said the benefit is 
targeted by defi-
nition. “You only 
have to pay it for 
people who want 
it.”

Cappelli said he 
likes McDonald’s 
flexible approach, 
particularly about 
where employees 

enroll, rather than booking an exclu-
sive partnership. “It’s better for stu-
dents,” he said.

The company has faced some 
criticism over its employee policies 
in recent years, including over the 
wages it pays and other job-quality 
concerns. And at least one expert 
was wary about McDonald’s ap-
proach to tuition assistance.

“We’re a little hesitant to praise the 
program,” said Liz Ben-Ishai, a se-
nior policy analyst with the Center 
for Law and Social Policy.

One concern, Ben-Ishai said, is 
that it’s often hard if not impossi-

McDonald’s is helping its employees move into 
new jobs in different industries, a recognition that 
they’re preparing many people to leave while also 
identifying candidates for advancement within the 

company.

“ “

http://www.careeronlinehs.gale.com/
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/benefits/pages/tuition-benefits-yield-financial-payback-for-employers.aspx
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/benefits/pages/tuition-benefits-yield-financial-payback-for-employers.aspx
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ble for fast-food employees to have 
work schedules that are predictable 
and flexible enough for them to at-
tend college classes.

“They have no idea if they’re going 
to have 10 hours one week or 40 
hours the next,” she said.

As result, Ben-Ishai said, the ad-
justable pace of competency-based 
programs like those offered by Col-
lege for America could be a good fit 
for fast-food employees.

McDonald’s said it included the 
advising portion of the program to 
help employees make decisions 

about college and a career.
The Council for Adult and Experi-

ential Learning offers that service at 
no cost to McDonald’s employees. 
The company pays the nonprofit 
CAEL for advising, not referrals.

“There’s no benefit for us to ad-
vise them in one direction or anoth-
er,” said Lynn Schroeder, CAEL’s vice 
president for client relations.

Schroeder said advisers help po-
tential students identify their edu-
cational and work interests, while 
factoring in life challenges, such as 
discussing how many hours stu-

dents can expect to spend on aca-
demics. Advisers are fluent in Span-
ish, the company said.

It’s important to help McDonald’s 
employees get off to as smooth a 
start as possible when they go back 
to school, said Schumacher, partic-
ularly for the large numbers who 
experienced “educational trauma” in 
the past.

“A lot of people at our restaurants 
are first-generation college students 
and are intimidated by the process 
and don’t know where to start,” she 
said.                                                      ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/08/07/unusual-approach-tuition-assistance-mcdonalds-employees
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Have public funding cuts caused 
colleges and universities to raise tu-
ition?

It’s a deceptively simple question. 
And it’s caused two different camps 
to dig in, look at similar data and yell 
past each other with very different 
answers.

On one side, typically inhabited by 
left-wing thinkers, is the camp that 
believes tuition has gone up over 
time because colleges have been 
starved by state and local funding 
cuts to higher education. On the 
other side, right-wing analysts often 
argue that the long-term decline in 
state funding -- so-called state dis-
investment -- has little to no effect 
on tuition. Instead, they say, college 
tuition has gone up for other rea-
sons, like meeting rising labor costs 
or feeding spending urges.

Various battles have been fought 
over issues such as whether using 
different inflationary indexes to ad-
just data will lead to different con-

clusions. But there has been 
surprisingly little work done 
to try to pin down the exact 
rate at which public appro-
priations cuts are passed on 
to students through higher 
tuition.

That’s changing. New re-
search in the journal Econom-
ics of Education Review finds 
the appropriation-cut-to-tu-
ition pass-through rate has 
averaged 25.7 percent since 
1987. In other words, for ev-
ery $1,000 cut from per-stu-
dent state and local appro-
priations, the average student can 
be expected to pay $257 more per 
year in tuition and fees.

The research also indicates stu-
dents are taking on more of the cost 
of state funding cuts in recent years 
than they were three decades ago. 
Before 2000, a student could be 
expected to pay $103 more in tui-
tion for every $1,000 cut from pub-

State Funding Cuts Matter

For every $1,000 cut from per-student state and local appropriations,
the average student can be expected to pay $257 more per year
in tuition and fees -- and the rate is rising.

By Rick Seltzer  // July 24, 2017

lic funding. After 2000, the figure 
jumps to $318.

Those findings have the poten-
tial to reframe the debate, at least 
somewhat. They could shift the dis-
cussion away from if funding cuts 
lead to rising tuition to how much 
they contribute to rising tuition -- 
and whether such a trade-off is jus-
tified.

But for many researchers, the 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/06/28/higher-education-cost-adjustment-under-fire-again
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/06/28/higher-education-cost-adjustment-under-fire-again
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272775717303618
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272775717303618
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The far right wants you to think that there is a 
zero percent pass-through rate and any state bud-
get cuts aren’t hurting students. The far left wants 
you to think that the harm to students is absolutely 

massive and that we should never cut university 
budgets. And neither of those views are correct.

“ “

pass-through rate, 
which describes 
what will happen 
to tuition in the 
event of a theoret-
ical state funding 
cut, hasn’t been 
considered a top 
priority to exam-
ine, said the author 
of the research, 
Douglas Webber.

Webber, who is an associate pro-
fessor in Temple University’s eco-
nomics department, said research-
ers have been more interested in 
broader looks at how students are 
affected by governments cutting 
funding for higher education. Col-
leges and universities can take a 
number of actions when their state 
funding is cut. They can increase tu-
ition to make up for the lost revenue. 
They can cut from their own bud-
gets, trimming things like student 
services or employees. Or they can 
turn to fund-raising, endowments 
and grants to try to raise more mon-
ey over time.

Against all of those puzzle pieces, 
the amount students pay in tuition 
can seem relatively minor -- espe-
cially for researchers trying to deter-
mine how much funding cuts affect 
a student’s chances of graduating.

Another strike against this type of 
analysis is that a large number of lo-
cal factors and other variables can 
influence how much individual col-
leges and universities raise tuition. 
State laws block some colleges 
from raising tuition without legisla-
tive approval, for example. Webber 

had some questions about whether 
it made sense to calculate an aver-
age pass-through rate. Such a broad 
metric won’t reflect reality in the sit-
uations on the ground at many dif-
ferent colleges and universities.

Still, Webber has participated in 
the debate over state disinvest-
ment. He wrote a piece for FiveThir-
tyEight last year arguing that there 
is no single cause for rising college 
tuition. He planned to someday do a 
more rigorous analysis, but he had 
to push the work to the back burner 
as he addressed other priorities.

The state divestment arguments 
didn’t go away. A Cato Institute 
study in February made the case 
that state disinvestment was not 
the sole cause of rising tuition, put-
ting blame on federal student aid 
it said enables colleges to charge 
more. Brookings published a piece 
by Jason Delisle of the American 
Enterprise Institute saying that lim-
ited research on the topic shows 
state disinvestment is not a major 
cause of tuition hikes. AEI published 
a study saying that public institu-
tions’ tuition only rises by $5 for ev-
ery $100 cut from direct state subsi-
dies per student.

That study’s 
modeling was 
questioned by 
critics, includ-
ing Webber. 
He went about 
building a new 
model taking 
into account 
a d j u s t m e n t s 
he hadn’t seen 

elsewhere. They included account-
ing for state laws restricting institu-
tions’ ability to increase tuition and 
the fact that lawmakers may cut ap-
propriations unevenly for different 
colleges within the same state. He 
also measured average net tuition 
and fee revenue instead of institu-
tions’ average posted tuition in order 
to account for strategies colleges 
might use to raise money after a cut 
in state appropriations -- strategies 
like cutting student aid or enrolling 
more out-of-state students.

Webber used data on institutional 
finances from the Integrated Post-
secondary Education Data System 
from 1987 through 2014. The data 
cover 479 four-year public institu-
tions.

“I don’t view this paper as a par-
tisan thing,” Webber said. “The far 
right wants you to think that there 
is a zero percent pass-through rate 
and any state budget cuts aren’t 
hurting students. The far left wants 
you to think that the harm to stu-
dents is absolutely massive and 
that we should never cut university 
budgets. And neither of those views 
are correct.”

In addition to the 25.7 percent av-

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/fancy-dorms-arent-the-main-reason-tuition-is-skyrocketing/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/02/20/study-tuition-increases-are-not-entirely-explained-state-disinvestment
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-disinvestment-hypothesis-dont-blame-state-budget-cuts-for-rising-tuition-at-public-universities/
https://www.aei.org/publication/pennies-on-the-dollar-the-surprisingly-weak-relationship-between-state-subsidies-and-college-tuition/
https://twitter.com/dougwebberecon/status/872813498992033792
https://twitter.com/dougwebberecon/status/872813498992033792
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erage pass-through rate for all insti-
tutions, Webber calculated the rate 
for different types of institutions. 
It was highest for Ph.D.-granting 
institutions, at 26.6 percent. Mas-
ter’s-granting institutions were close 
behind at 26.2 percent, followed by 
bachelor’s-granting institutions at 
18.3 percent.

Webber also analyzed the histor-
ical data he’d gathered. The pass-
through rate describes what will 
happen in the event of a theoretical 
$1,000 appropriations cut. The his-
torical data give a look at what did 
happen over the last 30 years.

State and local divestment ac-
counted for 16.1 percent of tuition 
and fee increases paid by the aver-
age student since 1987. Disinvest-
ment accounted for a greater share 
of tuition and fee increases more 
recently, though. It is responsible for 
29.8 percent of the tuition and fee 
revenue increase since 2000 and 
41.2 percent since 2008.

That’s evidence colleges and uni-
versities are being pushed closer to 
their breaking point, Webber said. In-
stitutions can cut from budgets up 
to a certain point in order to shield 
students from tuition increases. 
Eventually they have to start pass-
ing more costs on to students.

“The fact that this has been in-
creasing says to me that in the ’80s 
and ’90s, there probably was a lot 
more fat in the budget,” Webber 
said. “And so, when states would di-
vest, it was a lot easier for schools 

to cut things. Whereas now, the 
low-hanging fruit is diminishing. 
We’re having to make tougher de-
cisions, and we’re having to pass 
more of these costs on to students 
because there’s not some obvious 
spending that we can cut.”

Not everyone will agree on that 
point. Policy makers will still won-
der why, if appropriations cuts re-
ally drive tuition higher, the pass-
through rate isn’t 100 percent, said 
Delisle of AEI.

“Maybe the relationship is getting 
stronger, but I think you’re going 
to be hard-pressed to convince a 
policy maker that a move from 25 
percent to 32 percent is a really big 
change,” he said.

Delisle went on to argue that the 
relationship shown in the new re-
search is relatively small compared 
to claims he’s seen that state disin-
vestment causes tuition increases.

“The debate now seems to be, is 
it 15 percent, is it a 25 percent rela-
tionship, is it 30 percent?” he said. 
“Two months ago, it was just as-
sumed to be one for one.”

The fact remains that continuous 
state disinvestment in public col-
leges and universities drives tuition 
increases, according to Thomas 
Harnisch, director of state relations 
and policy analysis at the American 
Association of State Colleges and 
Universities.

“While campus leaders have long 
sought efficiencies instead of tui-
tion increases, this study seems to 

indicate the limits of that approach,” 
he said in an email. “The share of 
tuition increases that can be traced 
to state budget cuts has more than 
doubled since 1987 and remains at 
its highest level in the post-reces-
sion era.”

Harnisch called state budget cuts 
a no-win outcome for students and 
states. The state cuts diminish in-
stitutional quality as well as restrict-
ing access to higher education and 
higher bills for students, he said.

Webber’s hope is to move the 
discussion beyond the two abso-
lutes of state disinvestment hurting 
students versus state disinvest-
ment not mattering. He wants it to 
become something an economist 
would appreciate about the costs 
and benefits of state funding cuts.

Many states will have to consider 
cutting higher education spending 
to address other priorities like health 
care or pension spending. The hope 
is that the discussion can be about 
how much such cuts are likely to be 
passed on to students and whether 
it’s worth it.

It’s akin to a move from partisan 
talking points to a cost-benefit anal-
ysis. Webber has some reason to 
be optimistic. Feedback so far has 
been positive from both sides of the 
argument, he said.

“I’m hoping to move the conversa-
tion from shouting past each other 
to actually thinking more seriously 
about the magnitude of trade-offs,” 
Webber said.                                         ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/07/24/new-study-attempts-show-how-much-state-funding-cuts-push-tuition
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A decade ago just 35 percent of 
students at the State University of 
New York at Buffalo graduated with-
in four years. That number climbed 
to 55 percent last year, and the gain 
was accompanied by a rare narrow-
ing of graduation-rate gaps for mi-
nority and low-income student pop-
ulations.

A key part of the university’s broad 
completion push is a pledge it in-
troduced for students in 2012. And 
the so-called Finish in 4 program 
features serious commitments, by 
both students and the university.

A. Scott Weber, senior vice pro-
vost for academic affairs at the Uni-
versity at Buffalo, helped create the 
pledge. He describes it as a demon-
stration of “joint responsibilities to 
make progress to a degree.”

The 1,479 incoming students who 
took the university’s pledge in 2012 
signed their names on a piece of 

Pledging to Graduate on Time

The State University of New York at Buffalo has made big gains on its graduation 
rates, thanks in part to a “Finish in 4” pledge that features real commitments
by students and the university alike.

By Paul Fain // May 25, 2016

paper and promised to register for 
classes on time, follow a structured 
curricular plan and talk with an ac-
ademic adviser at least once a se-
mester.

Students also took an assess-
ment designed to help them choose 
a major and career path as part of 
the pledge. And they have to be in 
an approved major by the time they 

SUNY at Buffalo students during a 2013 campus visit 
by President Obama

http://advising.buffalo.edu/fif/
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We track every one of these students....
If they haven’t met their goals,

they’re no longer part of the cohort.

“ “

complete 60 credits, which typically 
is the midpoint to a bachelor’s de-
gree.

Half the university’s incoming 
class took the pledge in 2012. 
This academic year more than 
three-quarters of new students 
signed onto an updated digital ver-
sion. Weber also signs each pledge, 
as do student advisers.

“We track every one of these stu-
dents,” Weber said. “If they haven’t 
met their goals, they’re no longer 
part of the cohort.”

That can come with a cost -- Fin-
ish in 4 includes the university’s 
promise that students who meet 
their obligations 
but do not gradu-
ate in four years 
may finish their 
degree at the uni-
versity without 
paying any more 
tuition and fees. 
While students 
who wash out 
of the program still get all the sup-
ports, like advising, the tuition guar-
antee goes away.

Likewise, the university has tried 
to make sure students can get into 
the classes they need to finish on 
time.

The University at Buffalo is a big 
place. It enrolls 20,000 undergradu-
ates and 10,000 graduate students. 
The university, like many of its large 
public peers, often had overbooked 
courses, including ones required for 
completing a major.

“We felt we weren’t really meeting 
some of our obligations,” said We-

ber.
So the university bit the bullet 

in 2012, creating 300 new course 
sections -- the equivalent of 10,000 
slots for students. And many of 
those new sections were in high-de-
mand courses.

The university spent $2.1 million 
on the program in the fall of 2012, 
officials said. And spending on ad-
ditional student advising and other 
supports has raised the annual cost 
to $2.5 million.

It has paid off for students.
Of the initial group of pledge sign-

ers, 930, or 63 percent, have grad-
uated, topping the national on-time 

rate of 34 percent for public insti-
tutions. (The rate is 60 percent for 
research-intensive universities like 
Buffalo, according to federal data, 
meaning the university has closed 
that gap.) And while the self-select-
ing pledge group topped their non-
pledging peers -- 52.7 percent of 
whom have graduated, according to 
preliminary data -- Buffalo’s overall 
four-year rate also is close behind at 
55 percent. And the universitywide, 
six-year graduation rate is a solid 74 
percent.

Likewise, the percentage of black 
students at the university who com-

pleted their degrees within six years 
rose by 20 percentage points in the 
decade before 2013, earning Buffa-
lo praise in a report by the Education 
Trust.

One reason Finish in 4 has helped 
more than just the students who 
signed on is that its support ser-
vices are available to all. And the 
scale of the program has helped it 
become a widely known priority.

“A lot of this, we were doing be-
fore,” Weber said. But the influence 
of the Finish in 4 “brand” has been 
more powerful on campus than pre-
dicted. “This is part of our universi-
ty’s vocabulary.”

Changing
Status Quo
Paula Lazatin 

signed the pledge 
in 2012, when she 
first enrolled at the 
university. She was 
surprised to learn 
that so many stu-
dents weren’t grad-

uating on time.
“I really wanted to make sure I was 

one of the ones who finished,” Laza-
tin said.

The national college completion 
campaign, which President Obama 
and foundations have led, obvious-
ly extends to research universities. 
But some might share Lazatin’s sur-
prise that roughly half of students 
graduate within four years at univer-
sities like Buffalo, which is a mem-
ber of the prestigious Association of 
American Universities.

A growing number of research 
universities want to improve grad-

https://edtrust.org/resource/risingtideii/
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absorb some of the tuition-guaran-
tee costs as well as more work.

But Satish K. Tripathi, the univer-
sity’s provost during the program’s 
creation, was a strong supporter. 
He made sure it wasn’t just a pilot 
program, Weber said, with an “ev-
erybody’s in” mentality. Tripathi be-
came the university’s president be-
fore Finish in 4 began.

Most lingering doubts about the 
program have been washed away 
by its success, according to univer-
sity officials. And it helps, Weber 
said, that President Obama came 
to campus in 2013 to unveil his col-
lege ratings plan, giving a shout-out 
during his speech to the university 
and the progress it has made on 
graduation rates.

“Not many deans are thinking 
about their graduation rates at an 
R1 university,” said Weber, but they 
are at Buffalo.

Weber said the program has be-
come a recruiting tool for both stu-
dents and parents, who understand-
ably like the university’s attention to 
timely graduation.

The SUNY System is also seeking 
investment to roll out Finish in 4 at 
all its 64 campuses.

For her part, Lazatin said the 
pledge was a goal to lean on during 
the long, hard days when she was 
taking 21 credits or more in a se-
mester.

“It got overwhelming sometimes,” 
she said. “But it helped me stay on 
track.” This month Lazatin graduat-
ed, on time, with three majors.         ■

uation rates. For example, the Uni-
versity Innovation Alliance is a rela-
tively new coalition of 11 research 
universities around the country that 
are sharing techniques for getting 
more students to graduation and for 
cutting equity gaps.

Likewise, the University of Texas 
at Austin is spending big to boost 
its four-year graduation rates, which 
have long lingered just above 50 
percent. So has the University of 
Minnesota Twin Cities, a flagship 
like UT Austin, which has increased 
its rate to 59 percent from 42 per-
cent in a relatively short period of 
time.

Completion experts praised Buf-
falo for its decade-long push on 
graduation rates, which this year will 
include a university wide early alert 
system to identify students who 
are struggling and help to get them 
back on track. And while Buffalo has 
gotten slightly more selective in its 
admissions during the same time 
period (with a 25-point gain in stu-
dents’ median SAT score), Weber 
said selectivity hasn’t been a pri-
mary driver of the graduation-rate 
gains. He points instead to the sys-
tematic approach the university has 
taken to identify and reduce the bar-
riers students face.

Patrick Methvin, deputy director of 
postsecondary success at the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation, praised 
the university’s financial commit-
ment to the effort. “They’re putting 
skin in the game,” he said.

Methvin cited other completion 

programs that funnel money and re-
sources to helping students get to 
the finish line, including the City Uni-
versity of New York’s Accelerated 
Study in Associate Programs, which 
featres $4,700 in additional spend-
ing per year for each student partic-
ipant. But he said that level of fiscal 
commitment is far from the norm.

Many campuses, systems and 
states are making on-time comple-
tion a priority, said Danette Howard, 
vice president for policy and mobi-
lization at Lumina Foundation. For 
example, she cited the spread of 15 
to Finish programs, which encour-
age students to take 15 credits per 
semester. But Howard said relative-
ly few of those efforts include the 
sort of spending Buffalo has added 
for student supports.

“They put in place all these wrap-
around services to ensure that stu-
dents graduate on time,” she said.

Research and Completion
The University at Buffalo had 

enough advising capacity in place 
when the program began, Weber 
said, but the pledge ensured more 
students were seeing their advisers. 
Academic departments also creat-
ed curricular plans for each degree 
path as part of the completion pro-
gram.

Some faculty and staff members 
were wary of the project, Weber 
acknowledges. He heard worries 
about a cheapening of degrees 
amid the grad-rate push. And advis-
ers wondered if they might have to 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/05/25/suny-buffalo-boosts-graduation-rates-finish-4-pledge

http://www.buffalo.edu/home/feature_story/obama-speech.html
http://www.buffalo.edu/home/feature_story/obama-speech.html
http://www.buffalo.edu/news/releases/2015/01/026.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/03/03/11-research-us-improve-low-income-graduation-rates
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/03/03/11-research-us-improve-low-income-graduation-rates
http://www.utexas.edu/enrollment-management/messages/ut-strives-improve-four-year-graduation-rates
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/02/26/accelerated-associate-degree-track-cuny-pays-and-earns-fans
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/02/26/accelerated-associate-degree-track-cuny-pays-and-earns-fans
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/01/29/fifteen-finish-campaign-wins-fans-stokes-worries
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/01/29/fifteen-finish-campaign-wins-fans-stokes-worries
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Interest in free community col-
lege programs has been gradually 
spreading across the nation. But no 
other state can match California’s 
boom in Promise programs.

Whether funded by a private com-
pany or a city’s taxpayers, the state 
in recent years has seen a dramatic 
increase in initiatives to eliminate 
tuition for community college stu-
dents.

Of the nation’s more than 190 tu-
ition-free community college pro-
grams, more than 50 exist in Cali-
fornia.

The state’s size -- and its 113 two-
year institutions -- makes it more 
likely to have a large number of free 
community college programs. Cali-
fornia also boasts some of the low-
est tuition rates in the country and is 
politically aligned with the progres-
sive idea. And some of the state’s 
Democratic lawmakers are rolling 
out a plan that would seek to nearly 
eradicate student loans for universi-
ty students and to increase grants 
to make the first year of community 
college tuition-free.

In addition, later this 
month the California 
Community Colleges 
Board of Governors will 
consider approving $15 
million in funds, known 
as Promise Innovation 
Grants, for colleges to 
start or expand Promise 
partnerships. That fund-
ing was made available 
through legislation passed in Sacra-
mento last year.

“The chancellor’s office is com-
mitted to building on this effort and 
further strengthening the statewide 
framework that allows local part-
nerships to proliferate and thrive,” 
Paul Feist, vice chancellor for com-
munications and marketing with 
the two-year system chancellor’s 
office, said in an email. “We rec-
ognize that communities are best 
suited to build partnerships that suit 
the needs of their students. We are 
proud that California is a leader in 
this movement, and we fully expect 
more and more districts to stand up 
Promise partnerships in the weeks 

and months ahead.”
As of last August, 23 programs 

had been launched in the state, with 
more than 50 programs at various 
stages of development, according 
to the nonprofit research organiza-
tion WestEd, which has been track-
ing the growth and characteristics 
of the state’s Promise programs 
since 2015.

“I would not be surprised if there 
are 60 programs at some stage of 
development or implementation by 
the end of 2017,” Mary Rauner, a se-
nior research associate at WestEd, 
said in an email.

On March 8 the San Jose Prom-
ise joined the pack. The program 
this fall will begin guaranteeing free 

A Boom in Promise

While California considers a plan to cut tuition and lower the cost of going to college, 
more than 50 local free two-year initiatives are popping up across the state.

By Ashley A. Smith // March 14, 2017

http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-sac-debt-free-college-20170313-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-sac-debt-free-college-20170313-story.html
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The misperception is often that Tennessee 
Promise happened overnight, when in fact,

it began in 2008 in one county and existed as 
a nonprofit raising dollars privately for student 

scholarships.

“ “

dents who live in Richmond or North 
Richmond -- about 10 miles north 
of Oakland. The program is mostly 
funded by Chevron.

After one year, the program has 
awarded 255 scholarships to stu-
dents attending more than 50 col-
leges and universities. Most of 
those students attend Contra Costa 
College.

Mojdeh Mehdizadeh, Contra Cos-
ta’s president, said the success 
of the Richmond initiative on their 
campus led the institution to apply 
for one of the Promise Innovation 
Grants from the chancellor’s office.

“The Richmond Promise focused 
on students 
who live in 
Richmond, but 
Contra Costa 
serves more 
than just those 
students,” she 
said.

“The first 
year of Prom-

ise Innovation Grants will be direct-
ed to Richmond Promise scholar-
ships and, learning from that, will 
extend to all of the cities we serve.”

In San Francisco, the city will cov-
er the $5.4 million annual cost to 
pay for students’ $46 per credit tui-
tion at City College of San Francisco 
and also provide a $250 stipend to 
low-income students.

“We think of public education as 
a right,” said Susan Lamb, City Col-
lege’s interim chancellor. “Rather 
than setting up economic barriers, 
we need to make sure students in 
K-14 have an opportunity to get an 

our journey would have been much 
more difficult had the home-grown, 
community-based program not ex-
isted.”

Last month, during Achieving the 
Dream’s annual conference in Cal-
ifornia, three Promise programs 
-- each in a different stage of devel-
opment -- shared their differences 
and similarities with other college 
administrators.

Those differences ranged from 
how they are funded -- by city tax-
payers in San Francisco or an oil 
company in Richmond -- to the age 
at which students enter the pro-
grams and the supports they re-

ceive.
“More College Promise launches 

have been initiated because start-
ing small with what’s doable, getting 
help from local foundations, busi-
ness leaders and campus support-
ers, and incorporating a research 
base to build the tracking system to 
help more students succeed are all 
important components for sustain-
ability,” said Martha Kanter, a former 
under secretary of education under 
President Obama. Kanter now leads 
the College Promise Campaign.

There’s also the Richmond Prom-
ise, which benefits high school stu-

tuition for two years and covering 
some other college costs for up to 
500 graduates of three high school 
districts.

Statewide Future?
Despite the various free-tuition ini-

tiatives, don’t rule out the possibility 
of California creating a statewide 
program. Democrats in the state’s 
Legislature revealed a proposal 
Monday that would supplement 
state aid and eliminate the need 
for student loans in the California 
State University and University of 
California Systems, while also in-
creasing grants to community col-
lege students 
to give them a 
tuition-free first 
year.

Advocates of 
free community 
college point out 
that a statewide 
option is still on 
the table, but 
local organiza-
tions, colleges and cities are tak-
ing the initiative and creating their 
own Promise programs first. Those 
same advocates point to the way 
the Tennessee Promise grew from 
a local initiative in Knoxville.

“The misperception is often that 
Tennessee Promise happened 
overnight, when in fact, it began in 
2008 in one county and existed as 
a nonprofit raising dollars private-
ly for student scholarships,” said 
Krissy DeAlejandro, the executive 
director of tnAchieves, which is the 
mentoring and volunteering arm of 
Tennessee Promise. “I truly believe 

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/12/01/fighting-make-city-college-san-francisco-free
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/04/21/private-donors-and-businesses-are-backing-free-community-college-campaigns
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/04/21/private-donors-and-businesses-are-backing-free-community-college-campaigns
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/04/21/private-donors-and-businesses-are-backing-free-community-college-campaigns
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education.”
Students don’t have to apply for 

the San Francisco program, but are 
automatically enrolled and receive 
the additional stipends through the 
financial aid process, Lamb said.

“K-12 education -- we take for 
granted that it’s a right in this coun-
try, and high school education … it 
isn’t enough,” she said.

Despite having among the lowest 
tuition costs in the nation, a recent 
report from the Institute for College 
Access & Success shows that the 
total cost of college in California, 
which includes textbooks, transpor-
tation, food and housing, can add 
up for low-income students.

The report found that after sub-
tracting grant aid, the community 

colleges, which often have the low-
est tuition, did not have a lower net 
price than their neighboring public 
universities.

For instance, near Berkeley, two-
year colleges had the highest net 
price, at $13,500 per year, com-
pared to the University of California 
($12,900) and the California State 
University ($11,700), according to 
the report.

But focusing on the free side of 
Promise programs may be under-
cutting the real impact of the ini-
tiatives, said Debbie Cochrane, vice 
president of TICAS.

“The most important component 
is they become a rallying point for 
a community,” she said. “It’s about 
getting community leadership on 

board and getting different col-
leges in an area to agree on align-
ment. Those things make a huge 
difference for students to get to and 
throug schools.”                                    ■

Martha Kanter

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/03/14/sharp-growth-californias-free-community-college-programs

http://www.ticas.org/sites/default/files/pub_files/what_college_costs_for_low-income_californians.pdf
http://www.ticas.org/sites/default/files/pub_files/what_college_costs_for_low-income_californians.pdf
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For years now states have been 
adopting various policies that work 
to push students to complete their 
degrees.

But one of those policies may be 
adding to student debt and harming 
low-income students.

A new policy analysis published by 
the American Educational Research 
Association today in the Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis jour-
nal finds that state-adopted “excess 
credit hour” policies show little evi-
dence of promoting completion and 
do more to increase median student 
debt.

Excess credit hour policies assess 
a tuition surcharge for any cred-
its taken beyond a predetermined 
threshold. For example, Arizona 
charges a fee of 120 percent of the 
tuition rate if students cross 145 
credits at four-year universities, with 
the assumption that most programs 
can be completed with 120 credits. 
On the other hand, Florida’s fee is 
200 percent of the tuition rate if stu-
dents cross 110 percent of their pro-
gram of study at any of the state’s 

two- and four-year institutions.
The researchers found that four 

years after states adopted excess 
credit policies, overall median stu-
dent debt increased between 5.7 
percent and 7.2 percent. And the 
impact of those policies on student 
debt was concentrated among low- 
and middle-income students.

The researchers realized that stu-
dent debt could be increasing in 
these states because of an informa-
tion gap between state policy mak-
ers and individual students.

“Students are only exposed to 
the policy when they’re close to 
the threshold, and at that point, it 
becomes too hard to make a sub-
stantive change to their degree 
program,” said Dennis Kramer, a 
professor of higher education at the 
University of Florida and the report’s 
co-author. “These policies also shift 
the cost burden from the states to 
the individual students.”

A typical bachelor’s degree pro-
gram takes 120 credit hours to 
achieve, but of the states with ex-
cess credit policies the fee thresh-

A Punishment That Doesn’t Work

A new research paper finds that excess credit hour policies don’t lead to completion,
just more student debt.

By Ashley A. Smith // July 20, 2017

olds average 145 credits, and stu-
dents may not learn about the policy 
until they get to around 130 credit 
hours, Kramer said.

“We do think there is an opportu-
nity for these policies to become 
enhanced by robust advising and 
degree planning,” he said.

But states need to find a balance 
between encouraging students to 
complete their degrees in a timely 
manner, while also allowing them 
the flexibility to explore multiple dis-
ciplines and get a liberal education, 
Kramer said.

“If four-year completion rates 
were going up and debt was going 
up, that may not be as bad of an 
outcome,” said Robert Kelchen, a 
professor of higher education at Se-
ton Hall University and the report’s 
co-author. “But we’re not seeing an 

http://www.aera.net/Newsroom/Recent-AERA-Research/The-Costs-and-Consequences-of-Excess-Credit-Hours-Policies
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increase in completion, just debt.”
The researchers found marginal 

evidence that, after excess credit 
policies began, the six-year grad-
uation rate for Latino students in-
creased between 2.5 percent and 
3.4 percent. However, the six-year 
graduation rate for black students 
dropped between 3.5 percent and 
4.2 percent.

Other states, like Indiana, have 
also adopted policies to decrease 
students’ time to completion, like 
the 15 to Finish model -- which 
pushes students to take at least 15 
credits per semester, with the ulti-
mate goal that students complete 
their bachelor’s degrees on time.

But there’s a difference between 
incentive models like 15 to Finish 
and those described as more puni-
tive, like excess credit policies.

achieve the 15 credits.
“But 15 to Finish doesn’t mean 

students finish closer to 120 credits 
-- they just have to take 30 credits a 
year to stay on track,” he said.

And students are more aware 
of how many credits they need to 
achieve a degree if they’re keeping 
track of them semester to semes-
ter, Kramer said, adding that a stu-
dent in their first or second year of 
college isn’t worried about having 
excess credits -- that comes when 
they’re close to that barrier.

“We’re not advocating for these 
policies to go away,” Kramer said. 
“We’re hoping for opportunities to 
enhance these policies. Most high-
er education scholars would agree 
providing incentives for students 
to complete their degree in a timely 
fashion is a good thing.”                   ■

“We are completely opposed to 
anything that increases costs for 
students,” said Dhanfu Elston, vice 
president of strategy, guided path-
ways and purpose first for Com-
plete College America, which pro-
motes 15 to Finish.

“We never want to see an environ-
ment where students are penalized 
or a punitive policy fails to address 
the issues that lead to excess cred-
its, and that was the spirit behind 15 
to Finish.”

But as more states move toward 
performance-funding policies and 
focusing on metrics and outcomes, 
they’re looking to use incentives as 
a carrot to get students to a degree.

Kelchen said 15 to Finish can be-
come punitive for students, howev-
er, if states set policies where they 
lose their financial aid if they don’t 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/05/23/analysis-indiana%E2%80%99s-15-finish-finds-positive-effects
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About two-thirds of U.S. adults 
would want their child to attend 
a four-year university if they had a 
child of college-going age, but sig-
nificant variations exist based on 
income, educational attainment 
and partisan affiliation, according to 
new polling released today.

Support for a child attending a 
university to earn a four-year degree 
was substantially higher among 
Democrats than it was for Repub-
licans, according to a survey being 
released today by the opinion and 
research journal Education Next. But 
the gap narrowed if the partisans 
were given more information, to the 
point where it disappeared if survey 
respondents were given informa-
tion on both the cost of college and 
the likely lifetime earnings benefits 
of a four-year degree. That informa-
tion made Republicans more likely 
to want a university education for a 
child than they had been previously 
-- but it had the opposite effect on 

Narrowing the Partisan Divide

New survey shows a partisan divide over higher ed aspirations for children -- that narrows when 
Republicans and Democrats are given more information.

By Rick Seltzer  // August 15, 2017

ations on a question about whether 
they would want their child to attend 
a university to earn a four-year de-
gree, a community college to earn a 
two-year degree or neither. The first 
group was simply asked which op-
tion they would want for their oldest 
child under the age of 18 or if they 
had a child of college-going age.

Just over two-thirds of all respon-
dents, 67 percent, said they would 

Democrats.
The findings come on the heels of 

an eye-opening survey released by 
the Pew Research Center in June 
that showed Republicans’ view of 
higher education has deteriorated 
significantly in recent years. The 
new survey would seem to point 
to significant nuance in partisans’ 
views of higher education, indicat-
ing that positions can change based 
on information available and that 
broad perceptions do not necessar-
ily translate into personal preferenc-
es.

Pollsters working for Education 
Next asked 4,214 adults over the 
age of 18 a series of questions 
between May 5 and June 7 of this 
year. The questions addressed is-
sues ranging from charter schools 
to immigration policies in addition 
to higher education.

Where Would You Want
to Send Your Child?
Different groups were asked vari-

http://educationnext.org/2017-ednext-poll-school-reform-public-opinion-school-choice-common-core-higher-ed/
http://educationnext.org/2017-ednext-poll-school-reform-public-opinion-school-choice-common-core-higher-ed/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/07/11/dramatic-shift-most-republicans-now-say-colleges-have-negative-impact
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/07/11/dramatic-shift-most-republicans-now-say-colleges-have-negative-impact
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want their child to attend a universi-
ty to earn a four-year degree. About 
a fifth, 22 percent, said they would 
want their child to attend commu-
nity college and to go on to earn a 
two-year degree.

When the findings were broken 
down by partisan affiliation and 
leaning, significant differences 
emerged. Desire for a child to attend 
a four-year college was substantial-
ly lower for Republicans and higher 
for Democrats. The opposite was 
true when it came to two-year col-
leges.

Just 57 percent of Republicans 
said they would want their child to 
attend a university for a four-year 
degree, compared to 75 percent of 
Democrats. But 31 percent of Re-
publicans said they would want their 
child to attend a community college 
for a two-year degree, compared to 
16 percent of Democrats.

A second respondent group was 
asked a question that included infor-
mation on the earnings benefits of 
a four-year degree. It noted that on 
average, students completing four-
year degrees earned $61,400 each 
year over the course of their work-
ing lives, while those completing 
two-year degrees earned $46,000 
annually on average. In responses, 
interest in a child pursuing a four-
year degree rose among all respon-
dents, as well as both Republicans 
and Democrats. About 75 percent 
of all respondents, 70 percent of Re-
publicans and 79 percent of Demo-
crats picked a four-year degree for 
their children.

A third group was asked the ques-

tion after being told only about the 
cost of higher education. Respon-
dents were told a four-year degree 
costs $14,210 per year at an in-
state public university on average 
and that it costs $7,620 per year at 
a local community college to com-
plete a two-year degree. Interest in 
a four-year degree fell and interest 
in a two-year degree rose among 
Democrats. Interestingly, interest 
in a four-year degree was still high-
er among Republicans than it was 
if they were given no information, 
while interest in a two-year degree 
was slightly lower.

When given only information on 
the cost of college, 60 percent of all 
respondents said they would want 
their child to pursue a four-year 
degree, and 26 percent said they 
would want their child to pursue a 
two-year degree. Among Demo-
crats, 63 percent picked a four-year 
degree and 26 percent picked a 
two-year degree. Among Republi-
cans, 60 percent picked a four-year 
degree and 27 percent picked a two-
year degree.

It should be little surprise that add-
ing information to a question will 
change respondents’ answers. The 
results of such “priming” are a well-
known phenomenon among those 
who construct surveys. However, 
comparing the way different groups 
react to different information can be 
insightful.

Consequently, the survey’s most 
notable result came from a group 
of respondents that was given infor-
mation on both the costs and finan-
cial benefits of higher education. 

When they were given the average 
annual earnings of a student with 
a two- or four-year degree and the 
average annual costs associated 
with those degrees, respondents’ 
answers mirrored those who were 
given no additional information.

Two-thirds, 66 percent, of all re-
spondents said they would want 
their child to go to a university for a 
four-year degree -- virtually identical 
to the rate of respondents who were 
given no information. About a fifth, 
22 percent, picked a two-year com-
munity college, also identical.

But the breakdown between Dem-
ocrats and Republicans changed 
significantly. When cost and earn-
ings information was presented, 66 
percent of Republicans and 66 per-
cent of Democrats chose a four-year 
university as the desired destination 
for their child. That’s up nine per-
centage points among Republicans 
and down nine percentage points 
among Democrats from those who 
were given no information. Another 
24 percent of Republicans and 19 
percent of Democrats chose a com-
munity college, down seven per-
centage points among Republicans 
and up three percentage points 
among Democrats from those who 
were given no information.

“When we provide information on 
the costs and benefits of the two 
types of degrees, the difference be-
tween Democrats and Republicans 
disappears,” said Paul E. Peterson, 
an Education Next senior editor who 
is also the director of the Program on 
Education Policy and Governance 
at Harvard University and a senior 
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fellow at the Hoover Institution at 
Stanford University. “In other words, 
when people have information, the 
partisanship that we originally iden-
tify seems to have evaporated.”

That finding is particularly note-
worthy coming on the heels of the 
June Pew survey finding an increas-
ing partisan divide over higher edu-
cation. Two years ago, 54 percent 
of Republicans told Pew colleges 
had a positive impact on the direc-
tion of the country, according to that 
survey. That fell to 43 percent last 
year and 36 percent this year. Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, have gradually 
become more positive about high-
er education, with 72 percent this 
year viewing higher ed as having a 
positive effect, up from 65 percent 
in 2010.

Even so, observers on both the 
left and the right said the Education 
Next findings are interesting but not 
necessarily surprising.

“I’m not that surprised because 
we’re polling parents,” said Mark 
Huelsman, a senior policy analyst at 
the progressive think tank Demos, 
which has been a major advocate 
for free tuition in public higher ed-
ucation. “By and large they aspire 
for their children to get a four-year 
degree.”

More than anything, the results 
show that people need time to do 
calculations for a cost-benefit anal-
ysis, said Mary Alice McCarthy, di-
rector of the Center on Education 
and Skills at New America.

“People have a hard time doing 
math on the phone,” she said. “I 
wouldn’t read too much into the re-

sults.”
“The Pew survey was very much 

a 30,000-foot view of higher educa-
tion,” said Rick Hess, resident schol-
ar and director of education policy 
studies at the American Enterprise 
Institute.

The Education Next survey, on the 
other hand, steered people away 
from thinking about their gener-
al impressions or the most recent 
news article about higher ed that 
upset them. It steered them toward 
considering the way educational 
decisions affect their families and 
their bank accounts over time.

“Republicans, for a host of rea-
sons -- personally, I think, most of 
them legitimate -- have become 
quite skeptical about four-year insti-
tutions,” Hess said.

“But when you ask them ques-
tions that point out people who go 

to four-year institutions are much 
more likely to earn a good living, 
that not only gives them informa-
tion, but it reframes what they’re 
thinking about. It’s the same thing 
with Democrats.”

Hess is also an executive editor 
at Education Next. But he was not 
aware of the survey or involved in it, 
he said.

Republicans and Democrats are 
much more similar when they are 
talking about a cost evaluation -- 
about, say a gallon of milk -- than 
they are when they are asked what 
they think about higher education in 
general, Hess said.

“If you’re asking if $2.39 is a good 
price for a gallon of milk, I think 
you’d get similar answers right or 
left,” Hess said. “If you say, ‘Do you 
think milk should be organically 
farmed?’ I think you would see more 
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right-left split.”
The Education Next survey also 

found that white survey respon-
dents without a college degree were 
less likely than their peers with a de-
gree to want their children to go to 
a four-year institution. When asked 
what they would want for their 
children but not given any cost or 
earning information, 57 percent of 
whites without four-year degrees 
said they would want their children 
to go to a four-year university. An-
other 30 percent said they would 
want their children to go to a com-
munity college.

Those findings are substantially 
different from those for whites with 
four-year college degrees, 88 per-
cent of whom said they would want 
their children to go to a university 

of whites with incomes of $75,000 
or more. When they were given in-
formation on earnings and cost, 52 
percent of the lower-income group 
chose four-year universities and 79 
percent of the higher income group 
did so.

Hispanic survey respondents did 
show a substantial difference based 
on information provided, however. 
Without being told about the costs 
or benefits of college, 61 percent 
of Hispanic respondents said they 
would want their children to attend 
a four-year university. That jumped 
to 72 percent after they were told 
about earnings and costs.

Sample size limitations prevented 
pollsters from breaking out results 
for respondents who were black 
and not Hispanic.                                 ■

for a four-year degree. Only 8 per-
cent of whites with college degrees 
said they would want their children 
to go to a community college.

The splits between whites with 
and without four-year degrees were 
virtually unchanged after respon-
dents were given information on 
both earnings and costs. In other 
words, those without degrees don’t 
seem to lack the information they 
need to make college and career 
choices, according to Education 
Next.

Results were similar when split-
ting white responses along income 
lines. Only 56 percent of white re-
spondents with incomes of less 
than $75,000 said they would want 
their children to go to four-year uni-
versities, compared to 80 percent 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/08/15/survey-sheds-light-how-cost-earnings-information-influences-decisions-over-higher-ed
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