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Finally, free actually means free.
At Top Hat, we’ve been working on 

making education more effective and 
affordable since 2009. Now, we’re happy to 
make a move that delivers on both fronts. 
With the launch of our Open Content 
Initiative, we’re offering completely free 
access to thousands of textbooks and other 
Open Educational Resources (OER)—freely 
accessible and openly licensed learning 
materials—on the Top Hat Marketplace. 

It’s about time. Students have been 
forced to weigh the pros and cons of 
emptying their wallets and draining their 
financial aid to buy textbooks for far too 
long. A recent study found that 65 percent 
of students decided against buying a 
textbook because it was too expensive, 
even though they knew it would harm  
their grades. Student debt has ballooned  
to $1.49-trillion, while traditional 
educational publishers have raised the 
price of textbooks at three times the rate  
of inflation since 1977. 

Just as bad, digital publishing platforms 
and e-readers have been charging a toll to 
students—disguised as a platform fee—to 
access free OER content.

Enough is enough.
We want to help bring OER into more 

college classrooms. That’s why we created 
the Top Hat Marketplace, where educators 

can easily find the most relevant course 
content. Everything in the Marketplace is 
created, updated and shared by authors 
using Top Hat’s platform. All of it is entirely 
customizable. And anyone can discover, 
adopt and make the most of the content  
by utilizing Top Hat’s built-in assessment  
and homework capabilities free of charge. 

In addition to offering free access 
to nearly 20,000 high-quality course 
materials available on the Marketplace, 
we’re also including Top Hat’s homework 
and assessment capabilities—a vital part 
of these open textbooks—free of charge. 
We believe students and educators should 
have access to a full-featured textbook 
experience when they choose OER. 

If Top Hat is going to succeed in its 
mission to make education effective 
and affordable, we can’t allow free OER 
materials to lie behind a for-profit padlock, 
or remain scattered randomly across the 
Internet. The Open Content Initiative will 
allow instructors and their students to use 
our platform for free in combination with 
any free content from the Marketplace. 

Finally, “free means 
free” when it comes to open 
educational resources.

Mike Silagadze, CEO  
and co-founder, Top Hat

How to make education more  
affordable—the textbook example
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Introduction

Few issues concern students, tuition-paying parents and politicians as 
much as affordability. Rising debt levels scare off many who would benefit 
from a higher education. Parents from low-income and middle-income 
families fear that opportunities are out of reach. College administrators 
must address these concerns – but also pay the bills that are (in part) paid 
by tuition revenue.

The articles in this compilation explore how these issues are playing out in 
public and private higher education. Some states are making bold promises 
about free tuition, while others are moving to embrace radical shifts in 
structure that could limit expenses. In private higher education, the options 
vary widely – and differ by the wealth and competitiveness of the colleges.

And amid all the discussion of colleges’ big economic decisions, many 
experts say that student decisions – whatever college they opt to attend – 
play a key role. So efforts to help students make wise decisions about debt 
and to graduate on time have become more crucial.

Inside Higher Ed will continue to track affordability issues. We welcome 
your comments on this compilation, and your ideas for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

mailto:editor@insidehighered.com
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News
A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

A Lack of Tuition Strategy

States lack coordination and clarity, according to survey finding more than
two-thirds of respondents reported no unified approach to address affordability.

By Rick Seltzer  // November 9, 2017

Setting tuition at public colleges 
and universities is no simple task.

Governors and lawmakers ap-
prove different levels of state fund-
ing to subsidize higher education 
from year to year. Those same poli-
ticians are frequently unhappy with 
rising college costs, and they some-
times move to freeze tuition or cap 
its rate of increase.

But flat tuition, if not accompanied 
by an increase in appropriations, 
can result in fewer sections and 
longer times to graduation, which is 
expensive for students and families. 
And because of the way many state 
aid programs are structured, public 
tuition rates can directly affect the 
amount of financial aid students re-
ceive.

In other words, setting public tu-
ition is an exceedingly complex 

a result, SHEEO is calling for states 
to bring together governors, law-
makers, higher ed governing boards 
and college presidents in order to 
set tuition and fees in ways that line 
up with attainment goals.

process involving numerous power 
centers. It’s a process with numer-
ous possible unintended conse-
quences for students’ ability to pay 
for college. Yet it’s a process that’s 
not even close to being standard-
ized from state to state.

Most states don’t even have a 
single strategy for addressing af-
fordability, according to a new re-
port out today from the State Higher 
Education Executive Officers Asso-
ciation. SHEEO found that 68 per-
cent of higher education agencies it 
surveyed had no unified affordabil-
ity strategy taking tuition, fees and 
financial aid into account.

That lack of strategy comes even 
as four out of five states have put in 
place attainment goals for increas-
ing the percentage of their residents 
with postsecondary credentials. As 

http://www.sheeo.org/projects/state-tuition-fees-and-financial-assistance/2017-report
http://www.sheeo.org/projects/state-tuition-fees-and-financial-assistance/2017-report
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is more important than affordability 
when setting tuition rates, SHEEO 
found.

States have pursued several dif-
ferent tuition-affordability strat-
egies in recent years. Free com-
munity college programs like the 
Tennessee Promise were the most 
likely to have been discussed, with 

“We have to find 
mechanisms to pro-
vide greater trans-
parency and predict-
ability to students 
and their families,” 
said Rob Anderson, 
SHEEO president. 
“One way to do this is 
to set out conversa-
tions between all the 
players that take part 
in the tuition- and 
fee-setting process. 
Instead of looking 
short term, let’s begin 
to think long term as 
far as what this rela-
tionship is going to 
look like between a 
governor, a Legislature, a higher ed 
office within a state as well as cam-
pus presidents and their adminis-
tration.”

Although SHEEO is pushing 
broadly for a balance to be found 
between the cost students pay and 
colleges’ revenue needs, it didn’t is-
sue its new report to 
examine actual tui-
tion costs in depth. In-
stead, it looked at the 
different ways states 
set tuition, fees and 
student aid by con-
ducting a survey that 
received responses 
from 54 higher edu-
cation agencies in 49 
states.

It found wide vari-
ations in the philos-
ophies driving tui-
tion setting. Keeping 
college affordable 
for students was the 

most common principle underpin-
ning tuition rates, SHEEO found. But 
many also factored in budgetary 
needs and changes in state funding 
levels.

Philosophy is one thing. The fac-
tors actually driving tuition setting 
are another. The amount of money 
states budget for higher education 
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dents said neither restriction had 
been placed on their tuition. Twenty 
said a tuition freeze had been ad-
opted, six said a tuition limit had 
been put in place and three said 
both a freeze and tuition limit had 
been enacted.

The question of who, exactly, sets 
tuition is sometimes murky. About 
three-quarters of states have tu-
ition-setting authority laid out by 
legislative statute. Another 15 per-
cent codify tuition-setting authority 
by board rule or policy, and 11 per-
cent do not have the authority for-
malized at the state level.

Various parties can propose tu-
ition rates before they are formally 
adopted. The actors setting rates 
vary significantly from state to state 
-- and there are often multiple play-
ers involved. Governing boards were 
most frequently primarily respon-
sible for proposing tuition rates in 

SHEEO’s survey, followed closely by 
boards of individual institutions. But 
governors and legislatures often 
played an informal or consultative 
role.

A dozen respondents said mul-
tiple authorities could arguably be 
said to have tuition-setting au-
thority in their state. Even outside 
those states, the process of setting 
tuition and fees is complex and in-
volves multiple entities with some-
times-competing interests, accord-
ing to SHEEO.

Restrictions on tuition rates can 
push colleges or universities that 
need to raise more revenue to in-
crease fees. Many institutions have 
also turned to differential tuition 
in the face of pressure on tuition 
revenue. A total of 49 respondents 
told SHEEO they had implemented 
differential tuition between in-state 
and out-of-state resident under-

three states adopting 
promise programs, four 
states putting them in 
place on a limited or pilot 
basis, and another nine 
states not implementing 
them. But tuition guar-
antee programs, which 
have students paying the 
same rate of tuition over 
the course of their enroll-
ment, were more broad-
ly implemented. A total 
of 11 respondents said 
their states had imple-
mented tuition guarantee 
programs.

SHEEO also asked re-
spondents whether their 
states had put in place 
prepaid tuition plans, tui-
tion rollbacks, pay-it-for-
ward models and debt-
free college. Prepaid tuition plans 
are college savings accounts, like 
529 plans. Tuition rollbacks have 
institutions cutting their rates of 
tuition in exchange for more public 
funding.

Pay-it-forward programs have 
students paying no tuition while 
they are in college but having a por-
tion of their wages garnished after 
they graduate in order to pay for 
their education. Debt-free college 
uses a combination of financial aid 
mechanisms to help students grad-
uate without any debt.

Of those other strategies, tuition 
rollbacks were most widely imple-
mented.

The survey went on to ask wheth-
er a tuition freeze or other limit had 
been placed on residential under-
graduate students in the last three 
fiscal years. Twenty-four respon-
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graduate students. And 29 
said they had implemented 
differential tuition for cer-
tain majors.

Changes to tuition can 
also put more pressure 
on financial aid programs. 
Minnesota, for example, 
awards the Minnesota 
State Grant for students 
from low- or moderate-in-
come families based on 
the gap between the cost 
of attending college and a 
family’s expected contribu-
tion -- and the state auto-
matically spends more on 
financial aid to moderate 
the effects of tuition rate 
increases.

Yet only 21 survey re-
spondents said they 
strongly agreed or agreed 
with the statement that policy mak-
ers should consider the impact on 
financial aid programs when they 
considered tuition rates. Another 10 
disagreed with the statement, and 
18 were neutral.

It’s possible for state aid pro-
grams to offer students less money, 
or to offer fewer students money, 
if tuition rises at public institutions 
but state appropriations do not in-
crease in lockstep, said Andy Carl-
son, SHEEO principal policy analyst.

“If a financial aid program is de-
signed to cover tuition at a median 
institution in a state, and institutions 
raise tuition with little control from 
the Legislature, that’s just going 
to reduce the number of students 
who are able to access the grants, 
unless the appropriation keeps up,” 
Carlson said.

That’s one of the reasons SHEEO 

is pushing for the different players 
in tuition policy to get together to 
talk strategy. Otherwise, they might 
be pulling in different directions, 
minimizing the effects of financial 
aid programs and otherwise hurt-
ing their chances of reaching larger 
goals.

“If a state or governing board is 
implementing an affordability strat-
egy and they’re not considering tu-
ition rate policies’ impact on that, 
the program probably won’t be as 
effective as it could be,” Carlson 
said.

Specifically, SHEEO is calling for 
policy makers to incorporate tuition 
policy into broader affordability and 
attainment strategies. Institutional 
revenue sources like state appro-
priations, financial aid and tuition 
should be coordinated, and more 
transparency should be established 
around institutional expenditures, 

the organization says. It also called 
for a multiyear approach to tuition 
policy -- one that would not neces-
sarily lock in specific tuition rates 
over a set number of years but 
would create a range of allowable 
increases over three to five years, 
allowing institutions, students and 
families to plan better.

There are still skeptics about the 
effectiveness of those strategies. 
Andrew Gillen, an independent 
higher education analyst who has 
criticized SHEEO’s assumptions in 
other studies, said increased co-
ordination between policy makers 
could be worthwhile for some rea-
sons. But he doesn’t think it will lead 
to a lower cost of delivering educa-
tion or encourage third parties to 
shoulder more of the cost.

“The bottom line is that increased 
coordination doesn’t have much 
potential to reduce or reallocate 

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
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costs,” he said via email. “And even 
if it did, it is unlikely students would 
see any of the benefit.”

There is also no guarantee that 
bringing different parties together 
would result in better coordination. 
Many players with power would be 
hesitant to give up the ability to set 

tuition, said Joseph Rallo, Louisi-
ana’s commissioner of higher ed-
ucation. Different institutions also 
face vastly different situations.

“I’m not saying you don’t want 
to be able to come to the table,” he 
said. “When it comes to tuition and 
fees, it is really is so variable and 

singular it would be hard to go be-
yond conversing.”

Rallo was more optimistic about 
the idea of coordinating financial 
aid. Putting together state aid, insti-
tutional grants and federal aid could 
benefit students and provide more 
clarity for families, he said.                ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/09/state-higher-ed-leaders-call-better-coordination-tuition
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New York Governor Andrew Cuomo

offs and accept economic con-
straints when it comes to higher ed. 
The constraints include a sizable 
state budget shortfall estimated at 
$4.4 billion for the upcoming year. 
The trade-offs frustrate higher ed-
ucation advocates.

In his latest budget proposal, the 
governor calls for eliminating Bundy 
Aid, a relatively small but long-run-
ning program that sends funding 
to private colleges based on their 

Putting Money Where His Mouth Is?

New York Governor Andrew Cuomo has made huge claims and drawn sharp criticism 
with his higher ed policies. The numbers show neither his biggest boasts nor his angriest 
detractors are entirely correct.

By Rick Seltzer // February 14, 2018

ability to graduate students with 
degrees. Late last year, Cuomo ve-
toed a maintenance-of-effort bill 
that would have expanded funding 
for rising costs at the state’s two 
public university systems, the State 
University of New York and the City 
University of New York. Many ex-
perts on public higher education 
finance have said that free tuition 
without consistent state funding 
of the type required by the bill is 

New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo’s 
relationship with colleges and uni-
versities in his state has not been 
one of wine and roses, despite 
-- and often because of -- the 
much-trumpeted free public tuition 
program he launched last year.

The program, the Excelsior Schol-
arship, was received as an initiative 
with significant caveats that still has 
the potential to be a boon for public 
colleges and many low- and mid-
dle-income students in the state. 
Cuomo, a Democrat, has attempted 
to emphasize its importance, using 
it on the way to positioning him-
self as a progressive leader fighting 
against Donald Trump’s vision of 
America, a leader who has fulfilled 
the dreams of Vermont senator Ber-
nie Sanders by bringing tuition-free 
college to one of the country’s most 
populous and important states.

But a detailed look at Cuomo’s 
recent actions reveals a more com-
plex picture of a governor who has 
had to make realpolitik policy trade-

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/17/new-yorks-tuition-free-college-program-sparks-debates-and-defenses
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a recipe for eroding the quality of 
public colleges. At the time, Cuomo 
also angered New York’s for-profit 
sector by vetoing a bill that would 
have allowed for-profit institutions 
to take part in a state student aid 
program.

Cuomo’s approach to higher ed 
can be called disruptive, fearless 
and, depending on your perspec-
tive, reckless. Still, he can’t reason-
ably be labeled a consistent thorn in 
all colleges’ sides or their one true 
savior.

“I definitely think there’s a fair 
question of whether the dollars 
behind these proposals match the 
scale of what people imagine,” said 
Judith Scott-Clayton, an associate 
professor of economics and educa-
tion at Teachers College, Columbia 
University. “It is very reasonable to 
look at the numbers as an expres-
sion of the priorities.”

Bemoaning Bundy Cuts
One section of Cuomo’s most 

recent executive budget propos-
al, which was released last month, 
makes private colleges in the state 
seem like a low priority. The budget 
calls for discontinuing the $35.1 
million Bundy Aid program and 
moving funds into a new $30 mil-
lion round of the state’s Higher Ed-
ucation Capital Matching Grants 
program. That grants program had 
been funded at $30 million per year 
in recent years until being zeroed 
out last year.

Bundy Aid is unrestricted financial 
support flowing to more than 100 
private institutions, according to the 
budget proposal. It represents 0.1 
percent of revenue for eligible col-
leges on average, and redirecting 
it would allow the funding to have 

more impact, the budget argues.
Private colleges push back on the 

idea that Bundy Aid is an unimport-
ant program with little impact. Terri 
Standish-Kuon is the vice president 
for public affairs at the Commission 
on Independent Colleges and Uni-
versities, the association advocat-
ing for private, nonprofit institutions 
in New York.

“For some schools, particularly 
those with very modest endow-
ments, Bundy can represent the 
kind of consistent support to the 
operating budget that would be a 
return on an endowment that they 
do not have,” she said. “It’s consis-
tent and it’s predictable, and it does 
contribute to the enterprise in a way 
that takes pressure off of tuition.”

By and large, colleges and univer-
sities put Bundy Aid toward student 
support programs or programs 
supporting the student experience, 
she added. Since it awards funding 
based on degree production, some 
have argued it contributes to the 
completion agenda.

The program’s level of funding 
has been curtailed significantly over 
the years. But the idea of eliminat-
ing Bundy Aid may also represent 
a larger betrayal in the eyes of New 
York’s private colleges. The pro-
gram’s origins can be traced back 
five decades to a time when the 
state’s public university systems 
were still relatively new and when 
some worried about the future of 
the New York’s considerable private 
college sector.

Fast-forward back to today, and 
many tuition-dependent private 
colleges in New York have been 
voicing heightened fears for their 
future after Cuomo brought free 

tuition to New York’s public insti-
tutions. Many private institutions 
that are discounting tuition heavily 
in order to attract students wonder 
how they can compete with public 
universities suddenly dangling a 
tuition price tag of zero. Early indi-
cators showed many experienced 
enrollment declines among in-state 
students. While New York State has 
a number of well-known private 
colleges that recruit internationally, 
many of its colleges overwhelming-
ly enroll students from within the 
state.

New York created a new En-
hanced Tuition Awards program for 
private colleges as a companion to 
the Excelsior Scholarship. The new 
awards allow some students to re-
ceive up to $6,000 but came with 
the same controversial family-in-
come restrictions, work and resi-
dency requirements, and course-
load requirements as Excelsior. 
They also mandate participating 
institutions to match government 
awards, which some private presi-
dents criticized as a financial strain.

Excelsior and
Funding Questions
For all the criticism private col-

leges lob at Excelsior, there are 
questions about how far-reaching 
that program actually is -- and what 
will be its long-term effect on public 
institutions. Excelsior is ramping up 
over three years. In its first year, it 
was available for SUNY and CUNY 
students from families making up 
to $100,000 per year.

Next fall the income limit will in-
crease to $110,000, and it will rise 
again to $125,000 the following 
year. The program is structured on 
a last-dollar basis, meaning it pro-

https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/archive/fy19/exec/fy19book/BriefingBook.pdf
https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/archive/fy19/exec/fy19book/BriefingBook.pdf
https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/archive/fy19/exec/fy19book/BriefingBook.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/13/new-yorks-free-tuition-plan-leaves-private-colleges-uncertain-about-future
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/13/new-yorks-free-tuition-plan-leaves-private-colleges-uncertain-about-future
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2017/11/15/ny-private-colleges-see-state-enrollment-decline
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2017/11/15/ny-private-colleges-see-state-enrollment-decline
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/07/06/one-third-colleges-opt-new-student-aid-program-private-institutions-new-york-state
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I definitely think there’s a fair
question of whether the dollars 

behind these proposals match the 
scale of what people imagine.

“ “

vides money after students receive 
other sources of tuition assistance. 
It requires students to complete 
30 credits a year, and students are 
generally required to live and work 
in the state for several years after 
graduating or pay back their schol-
arships.

Cuomo’s office recently an-
nounced Excelsior boosted appli-
cations and full-time enrollment at 
SUNY and CUNY. Unique applica-
tions received for SUNY’s state-op-
erated campuses jumped 9 percent 
from 2016 for the period ending Dec. 
22, 2017. The number of full-time 
freshmen taking 15 credits or more 
rose by 11 percent 
compared to fall 
of 2016. First-year 
CUNY applications 
rose 11 percent 
in a similar com-
parison, while the 
number of full-time 
freshmen taking at 
least 15 credits in-
creased by 39 per-
cent.

The statistics on students tak-
ing 15 credits or more are signifi-
cant. When Cuomo predicted that 
Excelsior would encourage more 
students to enroll full-time -- in-
creasing their odds of completion 
-- critics said part-time students 
often can’t take that many credits 
because of work or family com-
mitments, or don’t want to do so. 
Despite those doubts, the program 
does in fact appear to be shifting 
student behavior.

Cuomo’s budget proposal in-
cludes $118 million to support free 
tuition for an estimated 27,000 stu-
dents in the upcoming year. But 

Excelsior makes public institutions 
more reliant on state dollars, some-
thing that could be a problem if en-
rollment swells in future years and 
state aid doesn’t keep up.

“The systems are in the awkward 
position of saying, ‘We can handle 
this volume, this increased volume, 
but we think there are a range of 
services that exist and capital needs 
that will be required over time,’” said 
Deborah J. Glick, a Democrat who 
chairs the New York State Assem-
bly’s committee on higher educa-
tion.

“We all know that tuition doesn’t 
cover the cost of educating a stu-

dent,” she said. “It is not a long-term 
sustainable model without addi-
tional state support.”

Cuomo has proposed increasing 
state support for both SUNY and 
CUNY four-year colleges for the up-
coming year. His budget proposal 
calls for SUNY campuses to receive 
$2.95 billion from the general fund, 
up 0.4 percent. It calls for $1.32 bil-
lion for CUNY senior colleges, up 
2.9 percent.

Those proposals are below what 
SUNY and CUNY had requested. 
SUNY asked for about $3.2 billion. 
CUNY requested about $1.4 billion. 
Also of note is that Cuomo propos-

es cutting $18 million, or 2.4 per-
cent, from community college fund-
ing, largely because of a decline in 
enrollment at two-year SUNY col-
leges.

The numbers reflect priorities, but 
they also reflect political realities of 
a New York government where the 
Legislature tends to increase fund-
ing for higher ed over the level the 
governor recommends. A relatively 
low executive budget request for 
SUNY and CUNY is fairly common 
in New York.

An “unwelcome dance” takes 
place every year, Glick said. The 
governor proposes cuts for some 

programs the Leg-
islature champi-
ons, and the Legis-
lature proceeds to 
negotiate addition-
al funding for those 
programs.

Higher ed ad-
vocates are con-
cerned about fund-
ing as a whole and 
the structure of 

funding received. They pointed out 
that the governor’s budget propos-
al has not added a new mainte-
nance-of-effort provision for state 
higher ed. Cuomo vetoed a bill in 
December that would have add-
ed to existing law so that the state 
would have had to pick up several 
types of rising costs.

That veto drew rebukes from 
some observers, such as the edi-
torial board at the Times-Union in 
Albany, which wrote that less than 
a year after launching Excelsior, 
Cuomo had “undermined the very 
university system students would 
attend.” Advocates like the New 

http://www.suny.edu/about/leadership/board-of-trustees/meetings/webcastdocs/Tab19_2018-19 Operating Budget Request.pdf
http://www2.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/budget-and-finance/FY2019-Budget-Request-1.pdf
https://www.newsday.com/long-island/politics/spin-cycle/cuomo-veto-suny-cuny-1.15519196
https://www.newsday.com/long-island/politics/spin-cycle/cuomo-veto-suny-cuny-1.15519196
https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/tipsheets/politico-new-york-education/2017/08/11/calls-for-an-enhanced-maintenance-of-effort-008303
https://www.timesunion.com/opinion/article/Editorial-SUNY-s-starvation-diet-12456127.php
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York Public Interest 
Research Group also 
decried it.

NYPIRG remains 
concerned about 
funding levels Cuomo 
proposed, according 
to Emily Skydel, the 
organization’s higher 
education coordinator.

“There are slight in-
creases in funding in 
their operating bud-
gets, but not enough to meet the 
needs of students,” she said.

Colleges and universities have 
to curtail course offerings when 
they don’t receive enough funding, 
Skydel said. That prevents students 
from graduating on time, confound-
ing one of the Excelsior program’s 
goals.

“I know students have really been 
making the connection between the 
hypocrisy of free college and free 
tuition at an institution that is not 
provided the resources to meet the 
standards that are being proposed,” 
Skydel said.

The SUNY Student Assembly 
has also been critical of Cuomo’s 
budget proposal, putting out a 
statement saying New York’s bud-
get should not be balanced on the 
backs of students. A spokesman, 
Arthur Ramsay, said in an interview 
that there are large gaps in the gov-
ernor’s proposed budget, including 
overall funding levels and continu-
ing to fund community colleges on 
a per-student basis.

“One thing students wanted was 
to really increase the amount of 
base funding for community col-
leges,” he said. “What the gover-
nor’s office has done in their execu-

the state has in-
creased per-stu-
dent aid for com-
munity colleges 
every year for six 
straight years. To-
tal state support 
for SUNY has gone 
up by 26 percent, 
or about $1 billion, 
since 2012, they 
say. Total state 
support for CUNY 

has gone up by 25 percent, or $460 
million.

They have answers to other crit-
icisms as well, arguing New York 
provides more money to private 
colleges than any state in the coun-
try other than Texas. Shifting Bundy 
Aid to the matching capital grants 
program is a better way to leverage 
taxpayer dollars, said a spokesper-
son, Abbey Fashouer, in an email.

“By shifting funds from Bundy 
Aid to [Higher Education Capital 
Matching Grants], this year’s bud-
get makes state aid more impactful 
for private colleges, supporting their 
strategic investments and ensuring 
that state funding reaches as many 
students as possible,” she said. 
“Governor Cuomo will continue to 
work with private and public insti-
tutions to make college affordable 
and ensure cost is never an impedi-
ment to educational opportunity. To 
that end, this year the governor has 
proposed nearly $23 million for the 
Enhanced Tuition Award, enabling 
more students at private colleges 
to receive financial assistance to 
complete their degree.”

The governor’s office has also 
pointed to him championing pro-
grams like a plan limiting the rate 

tive budget proposal is continue the 
base operating need per student, 
and they’ve kept a lot of things that 
SUNY hopes to be increased flat.”

SUNY has long advocated for a 
change to the per-student fund-
ing model at community colleges. 
Chancellor Kristina Johnson testi-
fied last month that the model does 
not provide enough resources to al-
low campuses to support and retain 
students. The system requested a 
different formula that would cost an 
additional $24 million this year over 
the governor’s proposed budget.

“We realize that this one-year 
implementation is an extremely 
heavy lift in a difficult year, but the 
importance of the request to look 
at state funding for SUNY commu-
nity colleges cannot be overstated,” 
Johnson said. “If our community 
colleges are meant to continue to 
be the innovative producers of the 
educated work force that New York 
State needs, stability, predictability 
and investment should be on the 
forefront of our efforts.”

‘Unwavering’ Commitment
to Higher Education
The governor’s backers retort that 

University of Albany

https://www.nypirg.org/pubs/201712/MOE_veto_statement_2017.pdf
http://sunysa.org/2018/01/fy19-executive-budget/
http://sunysa.org/2018/01/fy19-executive-budget/
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One thing students wanted was to 
really increase the amount of base 
funding for community colleges.

“ “

of tuition increases 
at SUNY and CUNY 
and a loan forgive-
ness program.

On the issue of 
maintenance of 
effort, the gover-
nor has argued he 
rejected the bill in 
December -- along 
with some other higher ed-related 
legislation -- because it was passed 
outside of the budget process and 
could cost the state a significant 
amount of money in unplanned ex-
penses.

“My commitment to funding ed-
ucation at all levels is unwavering,” 
he wrote in a veto message. “Col-
lectively, however, these bills would 
add hundreds of millions of dollars 
in increased and unbudgeted costs 
to the state’s financial plan, which 
will ultimately be shouldered by the 
state’s taxpayers. Such education 
funding decisions, both in terms of 
revenues available and appropria-
tions to be expended, have always 
been, and should continue to be, 
addressed in the context of the an-
nual budget negotiations.”

Also among the bills vetoed was 
one that would have made students 
enrolled at for-profit colleges eligi-
ble for the Enhanced Tuition Awards 
program. That move drew criticism 
from the for-profit trade group the 
Association of Proprietary Colleges, 
which argued Cuomo “turned his 
back” on a diverse group of stu-
dents attending its member institu-

said the proposed 
budget moves the 
state closer to a fu-
ture where all low- 
and middle-income 
residents can ac-
cess higher educa-
tion at no cost.

“We applaud 
the important in-

creased investment in CUNY’s op-
erations, as well as the continued 
commitment to critical mainte-
nance,” he said in a statement.

Cuomo’s latest budget propos-
al also includes some high-profile 
priorities, including making undoc-
umented students eligible for forms 
of state aid like the Excelsior Schol-
arship and requiring food pantries 
at all SUNY and CUNY campuses. 
But some groups have decried cuts 
and changes to other areas impact-
ing state systems and students, 
including hospitals, mental health 
services and so-called opportunity 
programs, like child-care options.

It’s impossible to tease out how 
the governor’s proposals will affect 
the state’s higher ed landscape af-
ter the Legislature has its say on 
them.

“I don’t know how this shakes 
out this year or next year,” said 
Scott-Clayton, of Teachers College. 
“But if resources per student are 
not changing or potentially are even 
falling, I would say that’s still a con-
cern. The new policies, if they don’t 
fix that, they’re not addressing the 
core constraints.”                               ■

tions. But the veto also drew praise 
from the Century Foundation, which 
worked to defeat the legislation.

“To put it plainly: this was a bill 
straight out of Betsy DeVos’ play-
book for subsidizing and deregu-
lating for-profit colleges,” said Yan 
Cao, a Century Foundation fellow, 
in a statement at the time. “Gover-
nor Cuomo’s veto sends a strong 
message that New York will defend 
students, protect taxpayers and de-
mand quality education.”

It’s also worth noting that Cuomo 
has overseen a state that has in-
creased educational appropriations 
per full-time student in recent years. 
The state provides slightly more in 
appropriations per full-time equiva-
lent when compared to the U.S. av-
erage, according to research by the 
State Higher Education Executive 
Officers association. Its appropria-
tions per student rose by 4 percent 
between 2011 and 2016, climbing 
back to levels seen in 2008, before 
the Great Recession.

Public higher ed leaders haven’t 
been openly critical about Cuomo’s 
budget proposal this year, either. 
CUNY chancellor James B. Milliken 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/02/14/despite-big-rhetoric-all-sides-andrew-cuomos-budget-priorities-bow-economic

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2018/01/02/cuomo-wants-food-pantries-all-public-colleges
http://www.sheeo.org/projects/shef-%E2%80%94-state-higher-education-finance
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Students at the University of Wisconsin Sheboygan

Whittling Down Wisconsin’s Colleges

Professors fear an ambitious systemwide merger plan is rushed,
but system president argues it is necessary amid tight budgets
and declining enrollment at Wisconsin’s two-year colleges.

By Rick Seltzer // October 13, 2017

Plans to restructure the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin System and 
merge many of its institutions are 
generating controversy, with the 
system’s president saying they are 
necessary, faculty members worry-
ing they are being rushed and one 
expert likening the proposal to rear-
ranging deck chairs on the Titanic.

But in a state university system 
constantly buffeted by budget pres-
sures and political battles in recent 
years, some also hope that the lat-
est in a long line of changes has the 
potential to help students, even if it 
is far from perfect -- or even fully 
formed.

The UW System officially unveiled 
the planned changes Wednesday, 
shortly after they leaked to the 
press. The state’s two-year UW 
Colleges would be merged into 
four-year institutions in the same 
general geographic areas. Pro-
grams in the UW Extension would 
be moved to UW Madison and the 
system administration, and UW 

Colleges Online would move to the 
system administration.

That would mean 13 two-year 
colleges being slotted under the 
umbrella of seven four-year institu-
tions. No physical campuses would 
be closed, with the two-year cam-
puses instead functioning as branch 
campuses after the mergers’ com-
pletion. Two-year campuses would 
maintain their current tuition levels, 
and officials say they would be able 
to offer more upper-level and gen-

eral education courses.
The separate Wisconsin Techni-

cal College System would not be af-
fected by the UW System proposal. 
Nonetheless, the plans stand out as 
among the most ambitious public 
system merger attempts seen in re-
cent years.

While several states, like Penn-
sylvania, Vermont and Connecti-
cut, have flirted with or pursued the 
idea of merging state institutions in 
recent years, systematic changes 

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2017/10/11/plan-would-shift-university-wisconsin-system
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2017/10/11/plan-would-shift-university-wisconsin-system
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/03/27/mergers-havent-been-part-pennsylvania-public-higher-eds-past-might-future-be
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/03/27/mergers-havent-been-part-pennsylvania-public-higher-eds-past-might-future-be
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/07/27/vermont-pushes-combine-public-colleges-administrations
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/04/president-proposes-consolidation-connecticut-state-system
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/04/president-proposes-consolidation-connecticut-state-system
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are virtually nonexis-
tent. The best known 
example of mergers 
taking place is Geor-
gia, where leaders 
pursued aggressive 
timelines but have 
launched consolida-
tions in waves, only 
announcing a hand-
ful at any one time. 
That’s a stark contrast 
to the all-at-once ap-
proach being pursued 
in Wisconsin.

The changes are 
necessary because 
of a combination of 
budget pressures on 
higher education, de-
mographic changes in 
Wisconsin and declin-
ing enrollment at UW’s 
two-year institutions, 
according to Univer-
sity of Wisconsin Sys-
tem leadership.

“We explored a lot of 
options, including just closing a few 
of them,” Ray Cross, UW System 
president, said in an interview. “The 
problem there is that these com-
munities are so dependent on these 
campuses. So one of our premises 
was we must be able to find ways to 
maintain and preserve the universi-
ty presence in these communities. It 
may not be as exhaustive as it was, 
but we need to find a way to do it.”

Merging the institutions is intend-
ed as a way to improve students’ 
access to college, Cross said. Some 
two-year campuses could add third 

and fourth years under programs at 
their new four-year affiliates. Stu-
dents should find it easier to trans-
fer to four-year programs.

The plan will go before the state 
Board of Regents in November for 
approval. Cross is proposing mak-
ing the mergers effective July 1 
of next year. But changes would 
stretch beyond that date.

“It will be a couple of years at least 
before we know where the fallout 
will be,” Cross said. “It will take a 
while to get there.”

The amount of money saved, 
changes in faculty numbers and 

changes to staff lev-
els resulting from the 
restructuring have yet 
to be determined. But 
there will be budget 
savings, Cross said.

UW System lead-
ers said that by 2040, 
population growth in 
the 18- to 64-year-
old demographic -- a 
range of ages cov-
ering most students 
and workers -- is only 
expected to be 0.4 
percent. At the same 
time, enrollment has 
been declining at the 
13 different two-year 
UW colleges.

None of the col-
leges grew enroll-
ment between 2010 
and 2017. UW Rock 
County posted the 
smallest percentage 
decline, 28 percent, to 
661.3 full-time-equiv-

alent students. UW Manitowoc 
had the largest decline, 52 percent, 
to 250.7. Only one of the colleges, 
UW Waukesha, enrolled more than 
1,000 full-time-equivalent students 
in 2017.

Faculty members at both two-
year and four-year UW institutions 
worried that the process will be 
rushed. Some felt blindsided by a 
proposal they learned about mere 
weeks before it is set to go before 
the Board of Regents. They won-
dered about a tight timeline for im-
plementing that plan.

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/08/01/higher-ed-mergers-are-difficult-likely-grow-popularity-speakers-say
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/08/01/higher-ed-mergers-are-difficult-likely-grow-popularity-speakers-say
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“My primary concern is that the 
UW System administration is pro-
posing such a sweeping overhaul 
without any stakeholder input, with 
very few details known and with 
very little time before the regents 
are supposed to vote on it,” said 
Nicholas Fleisher, an associate pro-
fessor in the department of linguis-
tics at the University of Wisconsin 
Milwaukee, via email. “This is the 
kind of major reorganization that 
is supposed to take years of care-
ful planning, with appropriate feed-
back and approval from governance 
groups, in a transparent manner. 
What we’re seeing right now is the 
opposite on all counts.”

Fleisher believes cost cutting is 
the administration’s only reason for 
pursuing the restructuring.

The new restructuring would 
come just a few years after a lead-
ership consolidation at the two-
year colleges driven by state budget 
cuts in 2015. The previous round 
of changes combined leadership 
positions for the 13 campuses into 
four regional leaders in an attempt 
to save money and cope with state 
budget cuts.

Meanwhile, some say that the talk 
of changing demographics misses 
a larger point about the population 
in Wisconsin. While projections 
show the number of traditional-age 
white college students declining, 
the number of nonwhite high school 
graduates is expected to grow in 
coming years.

“When you look at it, really, what’s 
the issue with enrollment?” said 
Noel Tomas Radomski, managing 

director of the Wisconsin Center 
for the Advancement of Postsec-
ondary Education at UW Madison. 
“My hypothesis is that the colleges 
in particular that are close to the 
villages, towns and cities, they are 
not reaching out in different ways 
to first-generation white students, 
low-income whites, first-generation 
Hispanics, largely because they ha-
ven’t had to do that before.”

When the leadership central-
ization took place at the two-year 
colleges several years ago, many 
functions that used to be local were 
pushed up to regional or central of-
fices, Radomski argues. That could 
hurt campuses’ ability to recruit 
local low-income and first-genera-
tion students.

Radomski believes the changes 
made in 2015 were poorly planned 
and implemented too quickly. 
Those mistakes are being repeated 
with the new plan, he said.

“We have a lot of youth who are 
graduating who, historically, they 
and their family haven’t gone to col-
lege,” Radomski said. “That is the 
real issue. We’re focusing on how 
we’re going to have branch cam-
puses, and wham-bam, we’re go-
ing to have enrollment increases. 
My argument is we’re just moving 
chairs on the deck.”

Not only is the university system 
not recruiting appropriately for new 
types of students, but it is also not 
distributing enough state money to 
the colleges that need it most, Ra-
domski argues. Still, he thinks the 
proposal has some potential.

Faculty members in leadership 

positions at institutions being 
merged took a nuanced view. Fac-
ulty at UW Green Bay were sur-
prised, said Patricia Terry, a profes-
sor of engineering technology at the 
institution and chair of its University 
Committee, which functions as the 
executive committee for its Faculty 
Senate.

“None of us really knew this was 
coming down the pipeline until we 
heard about it yesterday,” Terry said. 
“There are some concerns about 
how the faculty at the now-satellite 
campuses are going to merge with 
the faculty at UW Green Bay.”

Professors at UW Green Bay have 
different responsibilities from their 
peers at the three campuses that 
will be merging into the institution, 
UW Manitowoc, UW Marinette and 
UW Sheboygan, Terry said. There 
are also different requirements for 
being hired as a faculty member at 
the various institutions.

Yet Terry believes the mergers 
could present opportunities once 
the kinks are worked out. They 
could allow UW Green Bay to grow 
its enrollment without stressing 
supporting resources, for example. 
If the curricula can be standardized 
between UW Green Bay and the 
two-year colleges being merged 
with it, students could be able to 
start at the two-year colleges, save 
money, and more easily transfer to 
UW Green Bay for their final two 
years with specialized courses.

Holly Hassel is a professor of 
English at UW Marathon County, a 
two-year college to be merged into 
UW Stevens Point. She is also the 

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2015/07/22/u-wisconsin-colleges-cut-and-consolidate-administrative-jobs
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We’re focusing on how we’re going to have 
branch campuses, and wham-bam, we’re go- 

ing to have enrollment increases. My argument 
is we’re just moving chairs on the deck.

“ “

chair of the senate 
for faculty, academic 
staff and university 
staff at all UW Col-
leges, including UW 
Colleges Online.

“There’s a lot of 
confusion, a lot of 
concern,” Hassel 
said. “We’ve been in this structure 
of a single unified institution, the 
UW Colleges, for 40 years almost.”

Faculty members wonder wheth-
er the tenure they have earned will 
be honored in the merger, according 
to Hassel. The concern resonates in 

a state system where faculty mem-
bers in recent years lost a bitter 
battle against changes they saw as 
weakening tenure protections.

But Hassel also mentioned opti-
mism that the changes could ben-
efit students. At some level, faculty 

may be exhaust-
ed from other 
fights and chang-
es, like the battle 
over tenure and 
the UW Colleges 
admin is t ra t ive 
changes.

“I am actual-
ly surprised by the lack of faculty 
outrage,” Hassel said. “We’re kind 
of shell-shocked about it, but we’re 
going to try to keep it together be-
cause we have students who need 
us to. We’re trying to make it hap-
pen.”                                                       ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/10/13/wisconsin-merger-plan-stokes-controversy-some-see-upside
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As tuition and student debt levels 
continue to rise, so has the political 
and public pressure on colleges to 
keep costs for students under con-
trol. Online education, still emerg-
ing, hasn’t escaped those conver-
sations.

Legislatures in several states 
have taken steps in recent years to 
curb fees that institutions charge 
exclusively to online students, or 
to incentivize institutions to spend 
less on their online programs. 
(They’re also taking a look at fees 
charged to both residential and on-
line students, but that’s a separate 
issue with its own nuances.)

As lawmakers debate and imple-
ment these policies, they confront 
the complexity always raised by in-
terlocking issues of cost and price in 
higher education. Online education 
in particular tends to raise simple 
questions with complex answers: 
Do online courses cost more or less 
to produce than their face-to-face 
counterparts? Should students pay 
more or less to take courses online?

In some cases, institutions are 

pleased with interventions from 
states. But new laws bring new 
challenges as well. Observers of 
online education believe the piece-
meal approach to pricing and value 
considerations for online programs 
won’t be resilient in the face of in-
creasing competition and stricter 
pressures.

“I feel like there’s this balloon 
and it’s just stretched. It’s going to 
break,” said Tanya Spilovoy, director 
of open policy at the WICHE Coop-
erative for Educational Technolo-
gies (WCET). “We’re just all waiting 

States Take a Look at Online Learning Prices

Debate over the actual cost and value of online education continues
to polarize participants. Meanwhile, state legislatures are looking
for ways to cut costs for students.

By Mark Lieberman  // April 4, 2018

for the explosion to happen.”
Spilovoy hails from North Dako-

ta’s system of public institutions, 
which may soon face legislative 
tweaks to its fee structure, as pol-
icy makers look toward streamlin-
ing ancillary costs that students -- 
both online and otherwise -- incur. 
But that conversation doesn’t come 
together neatly, Spilovoy said, when 
legislators aren’t asking the right 
questions.

According to Spilovoy, legisla-
tors looking to drive down fees of-
ten ask education officials for the 
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number of students served by their 
online programs. But that question 
prompts more questions than an-
swers, she said: What percentage of 
a student’s course load needs to be 
online before they’re considered an 
online student? Will a simple head 
count suffice, or will that yield du-
plicates and other misleading sta-
tistics?

“We’re all speaking different lan-
guages. They want to know some-
thing but they don’t ask it in a way 
that the institution understands,” 
Spilovoy said. “Part of the import-
ant work is finding a middle group 
and having them all speak the same 
language.”

Inching Toward the Solution
Equilibrium might be closer to re-

ality in Florida, which has had a tur-
bulent few years in the area of fees 
assigned only to online students.

Legislators established the dis-
tance education fee in the mid-
2000s to offset what they perceived 
as major expenditures for invest-
ing in online education. Institutions 
largely shared their views at the 
time. But a few years ago, legisla-
tors started taking a second look.

“There was a feeling among pol-
icy makers that distance learning 
instruction should be cheaper than 
regular face-to-face instruction,” 
said John Opper, executive direc-
tor of distance learning and stu-
dent services at the Florida Virtual 
Campus, a state-level organization 
that operates the state’s online cat-
alog and represents institutions’ 
distance learning student services. 
Legislators pointed to institutions 

that weren’t charging distance fees 
and asked the institutions that were 
why they couldn’t follow that exam-
ple, according to Opper.

Florida’s governor, Rick Scott, in 
2017 announced strong opposition 
to distance education fees, urging 
the Legislature to ban them. With 
some intervention from institutions, 
parties reached a compromise, lim-
iting the average distance learning 
fee at an institution to $30 per credit 
hour per student. That figure came 
following a comprehensive survey 
of the cost landscape for online ed-
ucation.

Pam Northrup, vice president of 
the division of research and stra-
tegic innovation at the University 
of West Florida, helped write that 
survey. She found considerable di-
versity in institutions’ approaches 
to distance fees: some charged a 
considerable amount, some were 
more reserved and some charged 
no fee at all. The $30 cap appeared 
to Northrup as an attempt to bring 
some more consistency.

That policy had a one-year expi-
ration date, and lawmakers didn’t 
choose to renew it. Institutions no 
longer have to abide by a maximum, 
as long as they cap their fees at an 
equivalent amount to the costs of 
producing the online program in 
question.

Justin Ortagus, assistant profes-
sor of higher education administra-
tion and policy at the University of 
Florida, sees merit in the argument 
that online -- particularly high-qual-
ity online -- costs more, given the 
need for production personnel, 

web designers and other start-up 
costs. Tuition alone might not re-
coup those investments for years; 
fees can speed the process along, 
he said.

Institutions like Florida State Uni-
versity that rely heavily on state ap-
propriations have to lean on them 
more without fees to fill in gaps.

“The distance learning fee rev-
enue helps to offset the costs of 
developing and deploying online 
courses,” said Dennis Schnittker, a 
spokesperson for Florida State. “In 
instances where the fee restriction 
has limited revenue for certain pro-
grams, the state appropriation must 
offset a greater portion of the pro-
gram expenses.”

In some cases, that means pro-
grams are more affordable and 
easier to market, according to Evie 
Cummings, assistant provost and 
director of University of Florida On-
line.

“We’re able to give our students 
the Tesla experience at Ford prices,” 
Cummings said.

Cutting fees isn’t always univer-
sally popular among students. At 
UF Online, some local students 
were frustrated that they couldn’t 
access certain recreational and 
health services on campus because 
they weren’t paying fees that resi-
dential students pay, according to 
Cummings. Now the fee package is 
optional.

One of the central questions in the 
debate over the cost of online pro-
grams revolves around who should 
pay for quality. The answer to that 
question determines the volume 

http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/politics/os-scott-college-costs-20170110-story.html
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We’re all speaking different
languages. They want to know

some- thing but they don’t ask it in a 
way that the institution understands.

“ “

of fees incurred by 
students.

“They took some 
of the cost off of 
the student and put 
it on the taxpayer,” 
said Andy McCo-
llough, associate 
provost for teach-
ing and technology at the University 
of Florida. “If you’re going to deliver 
a high-quality program, it’s hard to 
do it without appropriate funding. 
And that was, I think, recognized.”

In North Dakota, eliminating the 
distance education fee isn’t simply 
a matter of cutting an excessive re-
quirement. Institutions there would 
experience a “significant revenue 
impact” if the fee were eliminated, 
according to Tammy Dolan, vice 
chancellor for administrative affairs 
and chief financial officer at the 
North Dakota University System. 
Raising tuition is a possibility, but 
not an immediately feasible one, as 
the necessary increase would ex-
ceed the legally mandated limit in 
the state, Dolan said. Lawmakers 
and institutions aren’t sure where 
their deliberations will lead.

“We need to determine if the fees 
are the best way to cover those 
costs, or if we have to find another 
way,” Dolan said. “I don’t really have 
an answer.”

An Unusual Approach
Administrative efforts to re-ex-

amine the price of online programs 
came in a different form in Wyo-
ming. The Wyoming Community 
College Commission -- a “strong 
coordinating” but nongoverning 

but decision mak-
ers struggled to 
reach consensus 
on a proper formu-
la.

The situation is 
particularly murky 
because the sys-
tem’s online pop-

ulation includes several thousand 
high school students who take 
community college courses through 
dual enrollment. Those students 
naturally receive different provi-
sions than residential students.

Legislators ultimately landed on 
reimbursing institutions for 80 per-
cent of the cost of producing online 
classes, despite calls from several 
members for a substantially lower 
percentage.

Though the reimbursement 
change has had a less severe im-
pact than an overall decline in fund-
ing for the system, according to 
Rose, some institutions with large 
online portfolios could feel finan-
cial pressure to reduce their online 
presence, Rose said. Eastern Wyo-
ming College, for instance, has seen 
a slight reduction in state funding 
because of its high percentage of 
online courses.

Rose said decisions about the 
cost of online programs are often 
based on anecdotal evidence or as-
sumptions unchecked by rigorously 
collected data. In this case, he said, 
legislators were drawn to the notion 
that online programs are less costly 
because they don’t require use of a 
classroom space and its associat-
ed maintenance and upkeep. But 

agency, according to Executive Di-
rector Jim Rose -- allocates an an-
nual appropriation from the state 
according to an established set of 
definitions distinguishing types of 
courses.

“Delivering a history course in lec-
ture to 45 students is different from 
delivering a welding lab,” Rose said. 
Until 2016, the law divided courses 
into three categories:

1 Level one (funding multiplied   
by one): A class guided by an in-
structor through course materi
al delivered via lectures, field trips, 
readings, written assignments 
and one-on-one tutorial. The in
structor leads the class and as
signs homework based on lec-
tures.
2. Level two (funding multiplied by 
1.25): A class taught in a laborato-
ry setting; lectures, readings, writ-
ten assignments and multimedia 
serve as supplement.
3. Level three (funding multiplied 
by 1.5): A highly technical class 
that requires significant equip-
ment and hands-on activities.
The question of how to fold on-

line classes into those categories 
proved divisive, according to Rose. 
Most agreed that online courses 
shouldn’t be level one by default, 



Inside Higher Ed

How Colleges Are Tackling Affordability

24

critics of that argument point to the 
need for high-quality support from 
instructional designers that out-
weighs similar needs for face-to-
face courses.

“We’ve not seen this completely 
wrapped up into a nice package,” 
Rose said of the debates raging well 
beyond Wyoming. “I think we’re go-
ing to see continuing change.”

Distance education fees can 
still be appealing for institutions, 
though. Thanks to rapid growth in 

online enrollment, the University of 
Tennessee at Chattanooga has ac-
cumulated a surplus from distance 
education fees that it plans to re-
invest to support technology and 
training on campus, as reported this 
week in The University Echo, the in-
stitution’s student newspaper.

Northrup, of West Florida, believes 
distance education fees are a small 
but important part of the conversa-
tion about improving affordability. 
Eliminating them won’t work for ev-

eryone, but maintaining the status 
quo seems increasingly untenable.

“People are trying hard to do due 
diligence to ensure that students 
aren’t just paying such exorbitant 
prices to attend college,” Northrup 
said.

“That happens in the textbook 
arena and anything that’s a variable 
cost. We’re trying to look at where 
we can stabilize and reduce costs, 
but also recognize that there are 
real costs.”                                            ■

 https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/04/04/states-pursue-methods-reduce-burden-students-online-programs

http://www.theutcecho.com/online-fee-sits-in-surplus-accounts/
http://www.theutcecho.com/online-fee-sits-in-surplus-accounts/
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Many students no longer enjoy 
summers off, and some colleges 
are seeing this months-long break 
as key to promoting on-time grad-
uation. But the cost of attending 
classes may discourage students 
from enrolling in the summer.

The University of North Caroli-
na at Asheville has come up with a 
remedy: free summer courses. The 
university is offering students who 
are one or two classes shy of junior 
or senior status (60 or 90 credits) 
free summer courses to encourage 
them to complete the 120 credits 
required to graduate in four years. 
The six-year graduation rate at 
Asheville is 60 percent, according to 
Deaver Traywick, interim senior di-
rector of student success. And the 
four-year rate, according to the U.S. 
Education Department, is just under 
40 percent.

The second, expanded pilot, 
called the “first to finish” program, 
covers tuition for four general ed-
ucation courses, each worth four 
credits, in the summertime (HUM 
214, Communities and Selves; HUM 
324, The Modern World; and HUM 

Pushing for 4-Year Graduation

UNC Asheville is building a program offering free summer tuition after 
sophomore and junior years to those who need an extra course or two 
to finish on time.

By Grace Bird // March 1, 2018

414, The Individual in the Contem-
porary World; and ARTS 310, Arts 
and Ideas).

According to Traywick, the univer-
sity selected these courses because 
they help fulfill the university’s lib-
eral arts core requirements. Under-
graduate summer school classes 
at Asheville cost $288.80 per cred-
it hour for in-state residents and 
$610.80 for out-of-state residents.

This year, the program has ex-
panded significantly, with Asheville 
set to offer 75 to 100 students one 
or two summer classes. The initia-
tive is funded by a $95,000 grant 

from the University of North Caro-
lina system.

Last summer, the university ac-
cepted 23 of 38 applicants to the 
original pilot, the “back on track” 
program, after advertising direct-
ly to 148 individuals who met the 
requirements and were one or two 
courses away from being seniors at 
the end of their junior year. Of the 23 
students, 19 are on track to gradu-
ate this May.

The program was funded by a 
$31,500 grant from the state uni-
versity system; individual packages 
averaged $1,369 each. While Ashe-

https://arts.unca.edu/liberal-arts-core-requirements
https://arts.unca.edu/liberal-arts-core-requirements
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ville pledged to cover room and 
board as well, all 23 students had 
housing arrangements and didn’t 
need that money.

Asheville’s interim chancellor, Jo-
seph Urgo, said that the program 
focuses on low-income, rural and 
first-generation students.

Of the 23 students selected last 
year, two were from rural counties 
and 10 were eligible for Pell Grants 
at some point during their enroll-
ment.

To Urgo, graduating in four years 
has both academic and psycholog-

ical benefits. “It can change your 
personal narrative,” he said.

At the moment, Asheville is the 
only college in the state university 
system to offer free summer tuition 
to rising seniors.

But according to Andrew P. Kelly, 
senior vice president for strategy 
and policy at the system, the initia-
tive may pilot at other UNC cam-
puses.

Western Carolina University an-
nounced a similar program recent-
ly -- the college is set to offer 70 
scholarships of $500 each to ma-

triculating low-income students or 
those who attended the school for a 
year but have yet to earn 30 credits, 
to attend six to eight credit hours’ 
worth of summer school.

Kelly said Asheville’s program is a 
“smart idea” because it challenges 
the traditional academic calendar 
and gives juniors “a bit of a nudge 
to stay on track.”

“Many of our institutions are in-
terested in this and we’re actively 
considering ways to leverage the 
full calendar,” Kelly said. “Asheville 
is a really important test case.”       ■

 https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/04/04/states-pursue-methods-reduce-burden-students-online-programs

https://www.northcarolina.edu/news/2017/02/University-North-Carolina-system-taking-%E2%80%9CAIMS%E2%80%9D-innovation
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Roughly two-thirds of undergrad-
uates are paying more for college 
than is recommended by a common 
benchmark for affordability.

That’s the top-line finding of a new 
report by higher education experts 
from three think tanks with a range of 
political perspectives, the American 
Enterprise Institute, the Manhattan In-
stitute and New America.

The report attempts to answer the 
question of for whom is college af-
fordable, and why?

Its authors used a federal data set 
from 2012 that includes the tuition 
rates and fees, room, board and other 
expenses that full-time students na-
tionwide spent to attend college. The 
researchers then compared that data 
to an affordability measure, dubbed 
the Rule of 10, that Lumina Founda-
tion created in 2015.

That benchmark says students and 
families should pay no more for col-
lege than the savings they can accu-
mulate by setting aside 10 percent of 
their discretionary income (earnings 
above 200 percent of federal pover-

ty guidelines) for 10 years and with 
the additional income students earn 
from working 10 hours per week while 
enrolled, which would be roughly 
$14,500 for four years of work at min-
imum wage.

For example, a single working adult 
student with no children should expect 
to pay $6,460 in total for a degree, un-
der the benchmark. But an upper-in-
come family of four might be able to 
contribute $51,500, with any college 

students in the family chipping in an-
other $3,625 per year.

The findings suggest that 68 per-
cent of undergraduates overpaid, on 
average ponying up twice the recom-
mended amount.

Student loans are not included in 
the price-based Rule of 10, because 
the benchmark represents what stu-
dents and families should expect to 
pay out of pocket. Not surprisingly, the 
report found that substantial student 

Choice and Student Debt

Most students pay more for college than an affordability benchmark recommends, 
according to a new report, and some of the overspending is by choice.

By Paul Fain // April 12, 2017

Beth Akers and other experts at a 2015 Senate hearing on student debt

https://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/affordability-conundrum-value-price-and-choice-higher-education-10185.html
https://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/affordability-conundrum-value-price-and-choice-higher-education-10185.html
https://www.luminafoundation.org/news-and-views/affordability-benchmark
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Income also heavily influences bor-
rowing, but perhaps not in the way 
some would expect.

While the share of students with col-
lege expenses above the affordability 
benchmark declines as family income 
increases, the report found that the 
highest levels of student debt are tak-
en on by students whose parents are 
in the second-highest income quin-
tile (household earnings of $82,000 to 
$120,470).

These students, who could be clas-
sified as solidly upper-middle class, 
borrowed an average of $5,819 per 
academic year.

That’s 44 percent more than the 
lowest-income students, who bor-
rowed an average of $4,045.

Since relatively well-off families tend 
to have options for paying for college 
other than debt, the report’s authors 
write that many cases of high-level 
borrowing may be driven by choice 
rather than necessity.

“People may be choosing to spend 

and their families are necessarily find-
ing a way to finance this additional 
sum, probably by devoting more sav-
ings than is prescribed by the bench-
mark, or perhaps through using other 
forms of credit such as home equity or 
credit cards.”

The report goes beyond aggregate 
numbers, however, in an effort to bring 
some nuance to discussions about 
college debt. It finds wide variation in 
expenses and borrowing when the 
data are broken out by family and stu-
dent income levels as well as factoring 
in which type of institution a student 
attended.

For example, the wealthiest stu-
dents typically pay the most to attend 
college. Dependent students from the 
highest income quartile spent an aver-
age of $92,341 for their degrees com-
pared to the $38,841 paid by students 
from lowest quartile. That’s often be-
cause wealthier students choose to 
attend more expensive colleges, the 
report said. (See chart, below.)

loans are used to cover the net price 
of a college degree -- which averaged 
$54,092 across the data set. (Net price 
is the amount students actually pay, 
having subtracted non-loan financial 
aid.)

On average, students and families 
will take on $16,498 in debt to pay 
for 30 percent of the cost of creden-
tials (both associate and bachelor’s 
degrees), the study found. Students 
earn a similar amount, $16,248, while 
in college.

That means the remaining 40 per-
cent, or $21,346, comes from some-
where else, such as savings, parents’ 
earnings, other forms of credit and 
unreported support from friends or 
family.

“Combining student earnings and 
borrowing did not tend to cover the net 
cost of enrollment. Even after families 
contributed an amount equal to the 
level of savings recommended by the 
Rule of 10, the average shortfall was 
$2,510,” the report found. “Students 
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more on college than they really have 
to,” said Elizabeth Akers, a senior fel-
low at the Manhattan Institute and 
one of the report’s co-authors. And 
since a college degree can be viewed 
as an investment, she adds that the 
choice to spend more is “not neces-
sarily a bad thing.”

Defining Debt
The report includes caveats about 

reading too much into using the Rule 
of 10 in assessing college affordabil-
ity.

For example, the benchmark 
doesn’t measure value or return on 
investment.

“The problem is that benchmarking 
affordability based on price alone is 
akin to a one-sided financial balance 
sheet -- one that displays only a com-
pany’s liabilities and ignores its as-
sets,” the report said. “In this case, the 
liability is the price for the education, 
and the asset is the education and the 
future earnings that a student will gain 
from it.”

A more telling measure, the report 
said, would look at college affordability 
with a value-based measure that fac-

tors in a degree’s impact on long-run 
financial returns from more consistent 
employment and higher earnings.

In addition to benchmarking the up-
front expenses of attending college, 
Akers said the new report is an at-
tempt to clear away some of the con-
fusion about the enormously complex 
issue of student debt.

More students are taking on loans. 
In 2000, the typical student covered 38 
percent of their tuition and fees with 
debt, compared to 50 percent in 2013, 
the report said.

But not everyone agrees on how to 
look at debt, let alone how to deal with 
the problem.

For example, two years ago Akers 
talked about student debt at a hearing 
of the U.S. Senate’s education com-
mittee. Senator Elizabeth Warren, a 
Massachusetts Democrat, took issue 
with Akers’s testimony that the debt 
most students accrue is offset by 
graduates’ higher earnings.

“It just seems to me, based on your 
research and on the Fed’s research 
-- both of which show a substantial 
increase in debt loads -- that it is a 

serious problem,” Warren said. “And I 
don’t think it’s responsible to sit here 
and claim that borrowers are, quote, 
‘no worse off’ while people are still 
struggling to make much higher stu-
dent loan payments than ever before 
and carrying their debt for much lon-
ger than ever before.”

Warren’s take was based on a 
human capital model of paying for 
college, Akers said, while Akers, an 
economist, had been focused on the 
liquidity issue.

“There are actually a lot of differ-
ent definitions of affordability that are 
floating around the policy space,” she 
said.

In the report, Akers and her co-au-
thors try to set a clearer baseline for 
the up-front price of college. But they 
argue that a value-based framework 
is needed to truly measure affordabil-
ity.

“Otherwise, financially advanta-
geous educational opportunities will 
be passed over for opportunities with 
a smaller price tag, even when the 
prospects are worse,” the report conc-
ludes.                                                            ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/12/students-tend-overspend-college-report-finds-often-choice
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This is the time of year when every 
selective college or university worth its 
salt boasts about the academic cre-
dentials (“more National Merit Schol-
ars than ever before!”), geographic 
reach (“students from 49 states and 
37 countries!”), and, increasingly, the 
diversity of its freshman class.

One such announcement comes 
from Boston University today, and 
amid the many data points about its 
Class of 2021, one in particular stands 
out. With a single change in its finan-
cial aid policies -- wiping out all loan 
funds for any student eligible for a Pell 
Grant -- the private research universi-
ty increased the proportion of its first-
year students who qualify for the fed-
eral grants for low-income students 
to 18.2 percent this fall, from 14.6 per-
cent a year ago.

The financial aid change and the 
roughly $25,000 investment per stu-
dent was funded by a gift but rep-
resents a very purposeful decision by 
the university’s president, Robert A. 
Brown, to use the institution’s $1.7 bil-
lion endowment to drive the Pell per-

centage higher.
“To accomplish this, we made a de-

cision to accept less in the way of [fi-
nancial] reserves,” Brown said.

The Context
Racial and ethnic diversity have long 

been a goal for academically selective 
institutions, but the pressure on them 
to enroll and graduate more students 
from low-income backgrounds has 
been building in recent years, amid 

data showing that such students are 
hard to find on many of the campuses. 
Organizations like the Jack Kent Cooke 
Foundation and the new American 
Talent Initiative have upped the pres-
sure, arguing that everyone benefits if 
more low-income students are direct-
ed to institutions where they have the 
best chance of graduating.

A decade ago, BU didn’t really even 
qualify as a selective institution; in 

A University’s Big Move on Socioeconomic Diversity

Using funds from its endowment to expand financial aid, Boston University
notches sizable increase in proportion of its freshmen who come from low-income 
backgrounds.

By Doug Lederman // September 7, 2017

President Robert Brown speaks to Boston U’s Class of 2021

https://apps.carleton.edu/media_relations/press_releases/?story_id=1619296
http://now.tufts.edu/news-releases/tufts-university-welcomes-class-2021-distinguished-accomplishment-diversity-record
http://news.cornell.edu/stories/2017/08/class-2021-most-diverse-ever-boasts-tv-producer-authors-logroller
http://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/college/
https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/rankings/national-universities/economic-diversity-among-top-ranked-schools
https://americantalentinitiative.org/
https://americantalentinitiative.org/
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2005, it accepted 68 percent of appli-
cants, a figure that has since dropped 
to 25 percent. Its competitiveness has 
been driven significantly by interna-
tional student enrollment, which has 
helped increase its ethnic diversity but 
done little to improve the socioeco-
nomic heterogeneity of its undergrad-
uate student body. BU’s proportion of 
roughly 14 percent Pell-eligible stu-
dents put it in the middle of the pack 
among the 270 selective colleges that 
graduate at least 70 percent of their 
students.

Bob Brown thought his university 
could and should do better. So this 
year, capitalizing on a gift by a trustee, 
Richard D. Cohen, BU altered its finan-
cial aid policy to eliminate any need for 
loans for any student who qualified 
for a federal Pell Grant. That loan to-
tal typically comes to about $25,000 
or $26,000. Dozens of selective col-
leges eliminated loans for students 
below certain income thresholds a de-
cade-plus ago, but BU was not among 
them; in some ways this represents 
the university playing catch-up.

Last year 14.6 percent of its fresh-
man class, or roughly 530 students, 
were Pell eligible. This year the number 
climbed to 18.2 percent, or 635 stu-
dents, based on the university’s Aug. 
16 estimate (the total won’t be final-
ized until the census date in October). 
The percentage of American-born 
students who are Pell eligible is even 
higher, roughly a quarter of the incom-
ing class.

The promise of no debt, Brown sur-
mises, appears to have persuaded 
students who in the past might have 
forsaken BU to enroll at more gener-

ous (or less expensive) competitors 
instead.

“We figured if we could increase the 
number of Pell Grant recipients in our 
entering class, we’d see a bump in di-
versity and open up some new paths 
of access to Boston University,” Brown 
said. “So we increased financial aid to 
meet full need -- without loans -- for 
most Pell Grant recipients. And it had 
an impact.”

A Significant Uptick
Boston University is not among the 

83 selective colleges and universities 
that have so far joined the American 
Talent Initiative, the Bloomberg-fund-
ed effort aimed at increasing the num-
ber of low-income students at the 
country’s top-performing institutions. 
But officials associated with the initia-
tive applaud BU’s move and say they 
hope others will follow suit.

“We’re looking pretty closely at how 
the higher-graduation-rate institu-
tions are moving from year to year be-
cause of the talent initiative, and BU’s 
increase is on the higher end of one-
year increases,” said Martin Kurzweil, 
director of the Educational Transfor-
mation Program at Ithaka S+R and a 
member of the effort’s steering com-
mittee. “It moves them from about av-
erage for selective private institutions 
to significantly above average.”

The way Boston went about achiev-
ing the increase is also important, said 
Joshua Wyner, vice president and 
executive director of the Aspen Insti-
tute’s College Excellence Program and 
another ATI leader. One of the keys to 
increasing the number of low-income 
graduates (along with sourcing stu-
dents from different places and em-

bracing practices known to help retain 
such students) is prioritizing need-
based financial aid over other forms of 
student support, “and clearly BU has 
done that,” Wyner said. “This shows 
the leadership and resource allocation 
that’s often necessary to accomplish 
that.”

Enrolling more low-income stu-
dents is only part of the equation if 
American colleges are to meaningfully 
improve the lot of students from the 
country’s lower socioeconomic tiers, 
Wyner said. “You have to make sure 
they have access to all fields, including 
STEM fields, access to research op-
portunities and the kinds of high-im-
pact practices we know help students 
graduate.”

BU’s track record on that count is 
good: federal data collected by the Ed-
ucation Trust show that the university 
graduates 83.6 percent of its Pell-eli-
gible students in six years, just a per-
centage point below its overall rate of 
84.6 percent.

One interesting (and perhaps un-
knowable) question is where the 
100-plus low-income students who 
enrolled at Boston University this fall 
would have gone had they not been 
enticed there. The vision of the Amer-
ican Talent Initiative and others who 
want more needy students to enroll 
at selective institutions is that those 
colleges and universities give the stu-
dents a better chance to graduate and 
succeed than they would have at col-
leges where fewer students finish.

But if an institution like BU increases 
its enrollment of low-income students 
mainly, say, by wooing students away 
from slightly less wealthy institutions, 
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“ “You have to make sure they have access to all 
fields, including STEM fields, access to research 
op- portunities and the kinds of high-im- pact 

practices we know help students graduate.

dents is not progress,” said Kurzweil 
of Ithaka. “What we’re aiming for is to 
have the higher-graduation-rate in-

and those insti-
tutions don’t then 
go out and enroll 
and graduate more 
low-income stu-
dents, the overall sit-
uation for needy stu-
dents in the country 
won’t improve.

“The shuffling of students across 
institutions without meaningfully in-
creasing the number of those stu-

stitutions collectively 
serve, and serve well, 
many more low-in-
come students. If 
that happens, we 
will have many more 
low-income grad-
uates than in the 
baseline. It has to be 

a sectorwide movement.”
But BU, he said, is a potentially 

heartening harbinger.                                  ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/07/boston-university-financial-aid-change-yields-sizable-increase-pell-eligible
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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 pre-
paring to walk across the stage, the 
private Roman Catholic university was 
happy to broadcast the results of the 
program.

The four-year graduation rate for the 
class of 2017 jumped eight percent-
age points, hitting a record 67 percent. 
Student borrowing plunged, dropping 
by more than 22 percent overall. The 
average four-year graduate 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 costs, student 
borrowing and retention rates are 
under intense scrutiny. They ask the 

question of why more colleges and 
universities are not crafting their own 
fixed-tuition plans.

Of course it’s not so simple. A deep-
er look shows fixed-tuition plans re-
quire a delicate balance between up-
front costs to freshmen, future costs 
to upperclassmen and the amount of 
uncertainty a college or university is 
willing to shoulder. Several other insti-
tutions have tried fixed-tuition plans 
over the years, crafting programs with 
varying details and equally varying re-
sults. And while the University of Day-
ton has made real gains in both word 

of mouth and metrics under its pro-
gram, its gains have come with equal-
ly real financial trade-offs.

The bottom line is that fixed-tuition 
plans tend to shift some financial risk 
from students to a college or univer-
sity. As a result, they’re easier to put 
in place -- and keep in place -- at 
wealthy private institutions. Smaller 
colleges with lower endowments and 
public universities with more reliance 
on unpredictable state funding can 
find it harder to create programs or 
make them effective.

Dayton falls somewhere in the 

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

https://udayton.edu/news/articles/2017/04/tuition_plan_results.php
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middle. It’s not among the wealthiest 
universities with billion-dollar endow-
ments, but it is not on the poor end of 
the spectrum, either.

“It has worked well for some,” said 
Jim Hundrieser, associate managing 
principal for AGB Institutional Strate-
gies. “The privates are having an easi-
er time to be able to do some five-year 
projected budgets and understand 
what are some of the implications of 
doing this.”

Those implications start with mar-
keting and continue into financial pro-
jections, Hundrieser said. Universities 
need to be able to effectively commu-
nicate about the fixed-tuition plans 
and their nuances to students.

The Dayton plan uses the mecha-
nism of financial aid to keep students 
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 technically 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 fresh-
men as it will be when they are seniors.

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 expenses 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 different 
than some other fixed-tuition plans. 

In contrast to buying down tuition in-
creases, some institutions have put in 
place plans that charge students dif-
ferent tuition amounts based on the 
year they enroll. Other programs come 
with even greater differences -- pub-
lic institutions in Texas offer first-time 
undergraduates fixed tuition over four 
years, but students opting into plans 
often must start by paying more in 
their first year than those paying vari-
able tuition.

Dayton’s model of buying down tui-
tion to a steady level through financial 
aid has significant financial implica-
tions. Typically, a college or univer-
sity will post a high freshman tuition 
discount rate -- the rate at which the 
tuition sticker price is discounted by 
institutional financial aid. The rate 
normally drops as students progress, 
because scholarships and other insti-
tutional aid don’t rise in lockstep with 
tuition.

Under Dayton’s model, the opposite 
is true. The discount rate will be low-
est 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 un-
der 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 percent 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.

At the same time, the percentage of 
all full-time undergraduate students 
to have their judged financial need ful-
ly met has risen, from 34 percent the 
year before the plan was put in place 
to 38 percent in 2016-17. The per-
centage of overall student 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 stu-
dents at the university do not receive 
financial aid and would not receive the 
benefits of the university’s fixed net-
price plan. About 3 or 4 percent of stu-
dents 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 incom-
ing freshmen before their tuition is 
locked in -- or by college and univer-
sity resources.

It’s easier to deal with in an environ-
ment 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 tuition 
increase,” Hundrieser said.

Another piece of the puzzle is infra-
structure. The University of Dayton 
plan is likely easier to administer and 
more flexible than other types of plans 
because it relies on financial aid to 
keep net price flat instead of locking 
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tuition, particularly among upper-
classmen. He felt it was too early to 
talk about trends in detail but said 
there are no plans to end fixed tuition.

There is no doubt that fixing tuition 
shifts risk from student to university, 
said Jason Reinoehl, vice president for 
strategic enrollment management at 
the University of Dayton. He also ac-
knowledged that it shifts risk from up-
perclassmen to freshmen.

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

The University of Dayton has sever-
al features that give it some protection 
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 rev-
enue. And it has a high tuition stick-
er 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 university from 
spending more on aid. Its aggregate 
institutional aid directed to undergrad-
uates 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 enrollment rose 
by more than 800 during that time, to 
8,226, but that wasn’t enough to ac-

not making their calculations beyond 
the first or second year of college, 
Bloemendaal said. Many asked what 
would happen if their sons or daugh-
ters did not return after their first year. 
Then they would have paid a tuition 
premium without the payback from 
fixed tuition over time.

Another issue was that the college is 
a small institution with a small endow-
ment -- $47 million in 2015. It was try-
ing a fixed-tuition plan at a time when 
higher education inflation was high.

“I think if we had done it for five 
healthy years and established it, I think 
the word would have spread,” Bloe-
mendaal 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. Ketter-
ing University in Michigan started to 
guarantee fixed undergraduate tuition 
in 2012-13. It also eliminated aca-
demically 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 institution, 
I think, to bear that risk.”

McMahan said retention has im-
proved since Kettering started fixing 

in differential tuition for students who 
enrolled in different years, said Bill Hall, 
the founder and president of Applied 
Policy Research Inc., an enrollment 
and pricing advising firm.

“With many of the tuition guaran-
tees, you end up with this very com-
plex cost-accounting mechanism,” 
Hall said. “You end up with different 
cohorts with different 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 2007-8 academic year. But 
by the 2009-10 academic year, the 
1,225-student college had decided not 
to fix tuition for four years after fresh-
man 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 Mark 
Bloemendaal, Northwestern College’s 
dean of enrollment and marketing. 
“What it did was put us in a less com-
petitive situation with our primary 
competition.”

If many of the college’s students 
came from families with salaried posi-
tions, the plan might have been easier 
to sell, Bloemendaal said. But the col-
lege is in a rural area and draws from 
many families with agricultural back-
grounds, where income varies year to 
year.

The college could make the case 
that families should be willing to pay 
a higher price versus its competitors 
during students’ first years in ex-
change for what would likely be a low-
er price in the future. But families were 

https://news.kettering.edu/news/fixed-rate-tuition
https://news.kettering.edu/news/fixed-rate-tuition
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2008/12/19/northwestern
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a senior fellow at the Urban Institute. 
She also noted that annual student 
borrowing has been dropping across 
the country recently. That could have 
contributed to University of Dayton 
students graduating with less debt 
this year than they had in previous 
years.

There are also worries that fixed-tu-
ition plans appeal to upper-income 
students more than lower-income 
students. Families with more resourc-
es can afford to pay higher up-front 
costs in exchange 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 opposed to 
really making a difference for the right 
people.”

Initial results indicate the Universi-
ty of Dayton may have been able to 
slightly increase enrollment of low-in-
come 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 
received 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 students. 
And many colleges and universities 

count for all of the increased aid. The 
first-year tuition discount rate also in-
creased, from 43.8 percent in the year 
before the plan was put in place to 
46.2 percent in 2014-15.

Reinoehl went on to argue that the 
university packages the fixed net-
price tuition plan with some important 
other aid and innovations that make 
it attractive to students. The univer-
sity has some other scholarships de-
signed to cover costs. One provides 
up to $4,000 over four years for text-
books. Another provides $3,000 to 
cover flights and travel expenses for 
students studying abroad.

Most notable is the fact that the uni-
versity eliminated fees when it started 
the fixed net-price plan, he said. That 
caused tuition to spike in 2013 in or-
der 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 un-
derstand.

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

Some experts advised caution 
against drawing a direct line from the 
university’s fixed net-price tuition plan 
to its positive outcomes in retention 
and student debt levels. The university 
made several changes at once, mak-
ing it hard to prove causation against 
the backdrop of a changing higher 
education market, said Sandy Baum, 

are considering it.
“There is not a single client institu-

tion, particularly at the board level, that 
is not asking questions about these 
kinds of experimental programs,” said 
Kathy Dawley, principal at Hardwick 
Day, the financial aid consulting divi-
sion of EAB. “Certainly the college-go-
ing population, their families and com-
munities, from public policy, politics 
and all the way down, the cost of col-
lege and accessibility to college is an 
increasingly bigger concern.”

EAB late last year published research 
showing that students are more likely 
to drop out of college if they lose even 
small amounts of financial aid. Stu-
dents who see their financial aid in-
crease were more likely to complete 
their degrees, though.

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

“This is not going to go away,” Daw-
ley said.

Dayton’s fixed net-price tuition plan 
was in place before its current presi-
dent, 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 fami-
lies 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/news/2015/08/10/aid-follows-tuition-university-dayton
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/11/03/even-top-students-may-drop-out-after-losing-aid
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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

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

The idea of a three-year bache-
lor’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 pro-
gram it calls NYU Accelerate. The 
program is designed to clear a way 
for some students to graduate in 
less than four years from a univer-
sity that has long been criticized as 
one of the most expensive institu-
tions in the country that does not 
meet students’ 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-
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 ad-
ministrators praising the accelerate 

https://www.nyu.edu/about/leadership-university-administration/office-of-the-president/communications/nyu-affordability-update-feb-17.html
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
https://www.nyu.edu/content/dam/nyu/financialAid/documents/tuitiongeneral.pdf
https://www.nyu.edu/content/dam/nyu/financialAid/documents/tuitiongeneral.pdf
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“ “Are you rushing students? I think you have 
to balance that against those students for 

whom this would be somehow enabling them 
to have a decent education here.

program and other 
ideas put in place 
as innovative mea-
sures at an institu-
tion that is surpris-
ingly constrained 
by its per-student 
endowment 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 
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-
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 se-
mester a year before. Students have 
started an effort to share their un-
used dining hall meals, and univer-
sity officials have lowered the num-
ber of meals incoming students 
are required to buy. The university 
is making online financial educa-
tion tools available to students, and 
it has increased its shuttle service 
between Brooklyn and Manhattan, 
which it says saves students mon-
ey 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 aca-
demic year, rising by only 2.9 per-
cent for most undergraduate pro-
grams. 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, including 
several years of 
historically low in-
flation rates.

The moves rep-
resent small slic-
es of total student 

cost of attendance, especially when 
compared to the university’s quot-
ed tuition and fees of more than 
$49,000 for most undergraduate 
schools this year. They’re still rel-
atively small after factoring in fi-
nancial aid packages. NYU did not 
share its discount rate for the cur-
rent 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 aver-
age 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.

“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 
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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, 
including a goal of saving $10 mil-
lion on administrative efficiencies 
and finding additional savings in its 
procurement 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 
university’s peers. NYU’s endow-
ment 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 Princ-
eton University, where per-student 
endowment levels are well over 
$2.5 million.

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 univer-
sity is also in the middle of a cam-
paign to raise $1 billion that will go 
exclusively 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 
the National Association of College 
and University Business Officers 
and the nonprofit asset-manage-
ment firm Commonfund.

At least some students are skep-
tical that accelerated graduation is 
a way to make NYU more afford-
able 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 proposal takes a side ef-
fect of NYU’s affordability problem 
and attempts to label it as a solu-
tion, the board wrote. It continued 
by arguing that the idea ignores the 
fact that many students struggle 
to graduate in four years and that 
students have to pay additional tu-
ition for summer and January term 
classes.

“These supposed solutions 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 
criticize the Affordability Steering 
Committee and working group that 
generated the idea. “The working 
group is implying that the full col-
lege experience is an exclusive lux-
ury 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 cautioned that 
balance is necessary when it comes 
to affordability. NYU remains a tui-
tion-dependent institution, with tui-
tion and fees generating 55 percent 
of operating revenue.

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/01/31/endowment-returns-fell-2016
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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“ “It seemed that we should at least make it 
clear to people that if they wanted to do it and 

they were majoring in a subject for which it 
was feasible to do it, we would lay out a path.

nently including 
the idea of gradu-
ating 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 restrictions,” 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 student.”

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 emphasize 
three- or three-and-a-half-year de-

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 univer-
sity could risk its reputation if it did 
decide to suddenly slash them.

At the same time, institutions have 
come under increasing pressure 
on issues of student affordability. 
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 
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 promi-

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

Erica Silverman is an M.P.A. stu-
dent at NYU who is also on the Af-
fordability Steering Committee. The 
NYU Accelerate 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 bache-
lor’s degree from NYU in 2014 but 
had been admitted to an accelerat-
ed master’s program in her senior 
year. She started taking graduate 
courses as an undergraduate in or-
der to lessen the load on her grad-
uate studies. Then she took a year 
off to work and save money before 
returning to graduate school. Sil-
verman also watched friends grad-
uate 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 move-
ment.”

Experts noted that universities 
don’t have as much flexibility in con-
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grees 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 op-
tion than would be at, say, Prince-
ton,” 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 
institution emphasizing graduating 

in less than four years, but the idea 
itself 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 gradu-
ation 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 
incoming freshmen, from $8,900 to 
more than $30,000.

Further, NYU has a high number of 
Pell-eligible students, about 5,500. 
That’s more than Harvard, Yale, 
Princeton and Columbia 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 percent in 
the last five years, according to uni-
versity officials.

Of course, costs for tuition and 
fees and room and board have also 
been rising.

All the chatter about affordabil-
ity has not hurt NYU’s application 
volume. The number of students 
applying for first-year admission 
in the class of 2021 rose 6 percent 
year over year to more than 67,000 
students, the university announced 
in January.

It’s a complex picture, said Fred 
Carl, an associate arts professor 
who is the chairman of NYU’s Con-
tract Faculty Senators Council. Af-
fordability 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 nothing 
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.”                              ■
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