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It is An Issue of Access
“Access to Higher Education should be a right, not a privilege in the United States”
BY:  Janet V. Danley

PACRAO January 2007

In 2005 India, China, and Mexico respectively graduated more engineering students than did the United States.  In 2005, there were more females enrolled in all levels of postsecondary education than males.  In 2005, there were fewer members of underrepresented groups enrolled in postsecondary education than in 2004 by percentage.  The average family income of a majority of college students enrolled in postsecondary education in 2005 was greater that the average income of students enrolled at any time between 1990 and 2005, even when inflation was controlled.

Further, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, there were just over 4 million young people of college-going age in 2002, but only 1.4 million students began any type of postsecondary studies that year.  In 2000, the U.S. ranked thirteenth among the group of 32 industrialized countries that maintain statistics on college participation (“Closing the College Participation Gap”).

These are startling statements when one considers the interest and emphasis placed on earning a college education by our society.
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WHAT ARE SOME OF THE ISSUES THAT NEGATIVELY AFFECT ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION?

Numerous studies conducted to determine the causes and reasons for declining college participation reveal a variety of factors that negatively affect college participation rates.  A significant conclusion that we need to address are the large numbers of students unprepared academically for college-level studies when they apply for admission to college.  Of no surprise is the conclusion that the cost of education is out-pacing families’ incomes to such an extent that one in four students – even with full financial aid packages that include Pell and other “free” money, cannot afford to attend their first choice of colleges.  Finally, the conclusion that there are growing gaps between the composition of the general population and the composition of the typical student body in nearly every category including gender ratio, race/ethnic ratio, and socioeconomic levels is a significant concern.  Let’s look at each of these conclusions. 
Academic Preparation

According to statistics collected for a report funded by Education Week, “Quality Counts 2007: From Cradle to Career,” the United States spends more than $1.4 billion a year on community college remediation for recently graduated high school students, that is, for students who graduated high school within two years of entering community college.  An article by Peter Schmidt found in The Chronicle of Higher Education stated that students’ academic preparation for college might be dependent on the state in which the student attends school and that as of this date, only 11 states have developed a formal definition for “college readiness.” 

There appears to be little difference in academic preparation of students attending public or private high schools and in general, U.S. students are losing ground in math and science to students in other countries.  This trend might possibly be due in part to the fact that very few states require math, science or even writing courses in the senior year to qualify for a high school diploma.  Foreign language is no longer a graduation requirement in over half of the states.  History, civics, economics, and philosophy courses are no longer central in the high school curriculum and may cease to exist in some school districts.  The arts, long a target of the budget axe, have been banished to the list of electives and in many states are taught infrequently if at all (Barrier Busters in the Lumina Foundation Focus).

Another issue of significant concern is the increasing need to remediate students before they are able to enroll for college-level courses.  Nearly 40% of all college students required at least one remedial course in the 2005-2006 school year despite rising ACT and SAT scores among entering college students.  Not only is this costly for the students and their families it is also costly for the colleges and universities delivering such courses.  Indeed, fewer four-year colleges and universities are delivering these courses, in part due to the cost, but also because there is a prevailing philosophy that students should be prepared for college when admitted.  Students requiring remediation can be and often are turned away from their first choice of college until they are able to meet admission criteria in math, reading, writing, and science (websites for Idaho State Superintendent for Public Instruction and State of Washington Higher Education Coordinating Board).

The Rising Cost of Education
It is difficult to ignore the fact that the cost of education is rising at a rapid rate.  The headlines of articles published in local newspapers every fall decry the exponential increases in tuition to public and private colleges and universities.  According to the Lumina Foundation, tuitions have increased 85% during the past decade and many families are concerned that these increases will prove too much for them and their children to absorb.  Today, it costs the average family about one-fifth of its annual income to pay the costs for a year at a four-year public college or university.  Due to the very real increases in the cost of attending college and the perceptions held by families that a college education is beyond their reach, fewer students from low- and middle-income families are applying for college.  Among those who are admitted and complete a four-year degree, nearly two-thirds of those graduate with debt and in some cases, with staggering amounts of debt that will require years of repayment (Quality Counts 2007 in Education Week).

Federal, state, and institutional financial assistance is not enough for many students and their families.  Unmet financial need is also increasing for those receiving full financial aid awards.  On average, unmet need is $3,200 at 2-year public schools and nearly $6,200 at public four-year schools.  Students who experience financial stress often practice unsafe academic strategies.  Students prolong their education by attending part-time, thus increasing the total cost and decreasing the likelihood of completing a degree.  Students work more than an average of 30 hours per week, often coming to class unprepared, submitting assignments late or missing them completely, and not completing course work successfully; and, students are more likely to default on student loans.  As many colleges and universities convert their institutional grant and scholarship programs’ eligibility criteria to merit-based with little or no financial need component, more low-income students are being excluded from this source of financial assistance (Empty Promises a report of the Financial Aid Advisory Council).  

The Composition of the Student Body
Although the first thought that comes to mind when diversity is discussed is a reference to racial and/or ethnic groups, diversity in reality refers to a broad spectrum of difference including gender, socioeconomic, and first-generation participation, as well as race and ethnicity.  Regrettably, American colleges and universities are less diverse today than in the 1990s when one includes all aspects of diversity.

Students from racial and ethnic minority groups are much less likely to apply to or be admitted to American colleges and universities.  In 2001, only 40% of African American and 34% of Hispanics of college-going-age attended any form of post-secondary education.  These percentages are far below the nearly 60% of Caucasian students in the same age group.  However, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, about 65% of the projected population growth through 2020 will be in ethnic minority groups and will represent 80% of the college-aged individuals in the U.S.

Students whose annual family incomes are $25,000 or below were 68% less likely to enroll for any type of post-secondary education than students whose annual family incomes were $75,000 or above.  In 2005-2006, only 16% of the entering freshman class were from families with incomes of less than $20,000.  The purchasing power of the Pell Grant has fallen in the past 20 years.  In 1975, the Pell grant covered approximately 73% of the cost of college, to less than 33% this year for most public four-year colleges and universities (U.S. General Accounting Office study; “Knocking at the College Door,” report from the Western Interstate Commission on Higher Education). 
According to a report issued by the U.S. Department of Education printed in part in the “Let’s Talk TRiO” fall 2006 newsletter, until 1974 men participated in post-secondary education at a higher rate than women.  The good news is that since 1974, the rates of participation for both men and women have increased – the bad news is that the rates of participation among men have declined in disproportionately to that of women.  In 2003, the numbers of female students in all forms of postsecondary education surpassed that of male students for the first time.  Today, women are earning an average of 57% of all bachelor’s degrees and 58% of all master’s degrees awarded in this country, as compared to only 35% for both undergraduate and graduate degrees awarded in 1960.  When family income is considered, the ratios between male and female participation is even more lopsided with women participating at a much higher rate than men.  When race and ethnicity are included, the gap widens further.   The U.S. Department of Education report goes on to disclose that these gaps exist in nearly all of the states and will continue through at least 2015.

The Institute for Higher Education Policy reports that only 29% of first generation students enrolled in any type of postsecondary education immediately following high school graduation in 2005, as compared to 73% of students whose parents had attended at least one term of college.  Of the first-generation students who do enroll, 53% attend as part-time students.  
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WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES OF LIMITING ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION?

A number of statistics and other information are cited in the paragraphs above.  However, at the end of the day, what are some of the consequences of limiting access to higher education?  This author would argue that there are significant, long-term implications to excluding ever-growing segments of the American population from higher education including economic, societal, and personal consequences that could affect the United States for generations to come.

The Societal Consequences

Sociological and anthropological research reveals that a large percentage of those incarcerated in state and federal prisons did not attend any college prior to their conviction and imprisonment.  Recidivism among those who do not have a college education is more than 60% higher than those who acquire some form of postsecondary education or training while they were incarcerated or immediately following release.

A report issued by the U. S. Department of Labor in 2004, showed that individuals who do not continue to college following high school contribute disproportionately to the unemployment rate and that these non-attendees were 28% more likely to be unemployed for more than one year.  In that same study, individuals who had successfully completed as little as one year of post-secondary education earned as much as 62% more than individuals who had completed only a high school education.  The percentage of salary difference between a high school graduate and an individual completing a degree increased dramatically for each degree earned.

In terms of personal health and well-being, individuals who had not completed any form of post-secondary education were much more likely to not have health insurance, and more likely to be recipients of public assistance such as food stamps, housing assistance and temporary assistance to needy families.  Some studies conducted by the Center for Labor Market Studies and the American Medical Association suggests that over $40 billion is spent in caring for those adults who have less than a high school education and $10 billion a year are expended for public assistance.  A greater proportion of homeless individuals have no formal education beyond high school.  (U.S. Department of Labor; U.S. Department of Education; U.S. Census Bureau).

The Consequences to the Economy 

Among adults who live at or below the poverty level and/or are among the working poor, the majority did not continue to college.  These same individuals do not contribute to the national economy in any meaningful way and are more likely to be receiving public assistance.  

Many jobs in the fastest growing segments of industry require at least some education or training beyond high school.  However, the percent of people in the workforce who have earned a college degree (undergraduate or graduate) will decline during this decade as the numbers of people reaching retirement age increases while the numbers of people entering the job market with post secondary education and training declines.   

Consequently, the U.S. is becoming the world’s largest importer of talent for high knowledge, high skill, and health care occupations.  In 2001, over 100,000 H-1B visas were issued to these eagerly sought workers.  As the competition for highly skilled and educated workers increases, many U.S. companies are opening worksites or relocating to other countries such as India, Germany, and Japan in order to utilize the well-educated workforces in those countries.  Exports of technical products developed and manufactured in other countries have increased significantly in the past 15 years (U.S. Department of Labor; U.S. Department of Commerce).

Although the most noteworthy product and service developments of the past decade had beginnings in college-sponsored research, the number of research projects is declining due in part to the scarcity of faculty and students able to conduct high level research that leads to economic developments.  This is reflected in a 3% decline in the number of patent applications for highly technical products and services during the past 10 years.  According to U.S. Patent Office statistics during the same timeframe, patent applications submitted by international companies and individuals have increased eighteen percent.
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WHAT CAN WE DO TO IMPROVE ACCESS FOR ALL PEOPLE?

Before we can develop strategies to improve access to higher education we should first understand some of the forces that have resulted, perhaps unintentionally, in limiting access to higher education.  Among those reasons is over-reliance on single indicators of probability of success such as ACT/SAT scores, high school GPA, or rank in school as the primary criteria for admission.  The conversion of many institutional and state financial grant and scholarship programs to merit-based without a needs component has resulted in diminishing financial assistance to many low-income students.  The stalled or declining state support for higher education over the past decade has resulted in students and their families having to bear a greater proportion of the cost of their education.  

If you agree that limiting access to higher education is an issue to be concerned about find ways you can raise awareness to the consequences of this trend. 

Be a Voice for Change

The “best and brightest” students can be identified and selected using many different methodologies rather than relying on single indicators.  While the most widely used indicators are more likely to be used by periodicals and publications that rank colleges and universities (ACT/SAT scores, high school GPAs, et cetera), these indicators are not as likely to identify outstanding talent in music, art or drama; novel and creative thinking; and talents not easily tested for or quantified.  Encourage the admissions officers and enrollment managers at your institution to consider other strategies to identify the “best and brightest.”  

Even the best and brightest students whose annual family incomes are below $25,000 will experience significant challenges in funding their college education.  Encourage the enrollment managers, financial aid directors, and development officers tasked with developing grant and scholarship programs to include a financial needs component of at least equal weight to merit.  Participate in financial aid workshops to help inform families that a college education is within their reach.  Train office staff to be patient in assisting prospective students and their families prepare for college.  Begin conversations with prospective students and their families early, perhaps even as early as the primary grades.  First-generation students state that one of the most challenging aspects of being the first to go to college is obtaining the knowledge and understanding to be able to navigate the higher education system.  Instilling the expectation of college attendance can begin with a simple conversation between you and a potential college student.

Prepare and provide informative materials that avoid glossing over the academic and financial realities of college education.  

Get Involved

We who work in higher education love our meetings and committees!  Join committees and taskforces that are considering access issues on your campus.  You can bring an invaluable perspective to those discussions.  Participate in the campus governance structures to present and discuss the consequences of limiting access.  Speak candidly, when admission standards are raised arbitrarily especially when the principal reason is to look more favorable in the higher education beauty pageants (rankings and ratings publications).  
Most importantly, advocate for all students.  As a nation, we can ill afford the loss of talent and potential but limiting or denying access may lead to such a loss.  Limiting or denying access to higher education to any of our citizens will undoubtedly have long-term negative consequences that could take generations to overcome.  We can change this trend if we have the will.   
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