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s college presidents tell the tale, on a
particularly slow summer afternoon a
few years ago, the telephone supposedly
rang in the admissions office of a strug-
gling liberal arts college, one best de-
scribed as “enrollment impaired.” The
caller had a simple question: “When will
classes begin in the fall?” The director of
admissions had an equally simple answer:
“Well, when can you get here?”

The story, of course, is apocrvphal, a
bit of gallows humor dating from the ear-
ly 1990s when decreases in the size of col-
lege-age cohorts were impairing enroll-
ments on many less-than-top-ranked
campuses. [t was a time when college
presidents were holding their breath un-
til changing demographics would make it
easier to fill their classrooms, balance
their books and rescue their institutions
from their most serious economic predic-
ament since the Great Depression. Alas,
they need not have waited to exhale.
While the demographic problems are
abating, the economic problems are not.

The trouble is that higher education re-
mains a labor-intensive service industry
made up of thousands of stubbornly inde-
pendent and mutually jealous units that
must each support expensive and vastly
underused facilities. It is a more than
$200-billion-a-year economic enter-
prise —many of whose leaders oddly dis-
dain economic enterprise and often re-
gard managerial efficiency, individual
productivity and commercial opportunity
with the same hauteur with which Victori-
an aristocrats viewed those in “trade.”

The net result: a hideously inefficient
system that, for all its tax advantages and
public and private subsidies, still exacts a
larger share of family income for a col-
lege education than almost anywhere
else on the planet (table, Page 106). With
the annual total for tuition, room :
board at some elite private schools ex-
ceeding $30,000, and with costs even for
in-state residents at first-tier public uni-
versities topping $10,000, paying for col-
lege has become a source of increasing
financial and emotional distress in Amer-
ican households, including those with in-
comes well into six figures (story, Page
117). The U.S. News Cost of College In-
dex (table, Page 11) shows that the aver-
age middle-class breadwinner must now
work 95 days to pay for a year at an
average private college. Twenty years
ago it took slightly more than half as

The University of Washington-Seattle




long to pay for that same education.

Consider also that since American par-
ents are advised to begin saving for a
child’s college education at birth (story,
Page 107) and because that child may not
finish paying off a college loan for a dec-
ade or more after graduation, it can now
take some families more than 30 years to
cover all the expenses of a single four-year
education at a top-level private institution.

To be sure, virtually every school—
from Harvard with its $7 billion endow-
ment to the financially challenged com-
munity college down the street (story,
Page 88)—insists it is striving to control
costs. Yet so seemingly inexorable are
the rising costs of operating a college

8

these days that simply holding annual tu-

ition increases to only slightly more than
the rate of inflation is considered a for-
midable achievement. What's more, only
a handful of institutions. most notably
Ohio’s Muskingum College, have been
courageous—or foolish—enough to have
actually reduced their tuition.

For their part, the colleges blame spiral-
ing tuition on an assortment of off-campus
scapegoats —congressional budget cut-
ters, stingy state legislatures, government
regulators and parents who demand ever
more costly student health and recreation-
al services. Rarely mentioned are the on-
campus causes of the tuition crisis: declin-
ing teaching loads, nonproductive

High costs make for larger classes at the
University of illinois-Urbana-Champaign
(above), whiie the computer heips individual
research at the University of Colorado (right).

research, ballooning financial aid pro-
grams, bloated administrative hierarchies,
“celebrity” salaries for protessorial stars.
inflated course offerings, “gold plated”
faculty health benefits and academe’s all-
too-belated interest in outsourcing of in-
stitutional services and in money-saving
consortial arrangements. If colleges and
universities were rated on their overall fi-
nancial acumen, most would be lucky to
escape with passing grades.
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In their defense, many schools argue
that the “sticker” prices shown in the
U.S. News index are misleading, since
most students, not just those who might
be described as truly “needy,” usually are
eligible for some form of financial aid
(story, Page 114). In fact, tuition dis-
counting has become so widespread that
on many campuses what began as a sub-
sidy for the minority has turned into an
entitlement for the majority. Some
schools actually encourage students to
bargain (story, Page 116) for larger award
packages by implicitly —or explicitly —
promising “to meet the competition.”
Naturally, the something-for-nothing
generosity of this bizarre —and often

bazaarlike —system comes at a price, as
increases in financial aid usually have to
be funded by escalating already-high tu-
ition higher still.

[n this, the 10th annual—and by far
largest ever—edition of America’s Best
Colleges, U.S. News not only offers pro-
spective students step-by-step advice on
getting into college but deconstructs the
complexities of financial aid and the
many complications of saving and paying
for higher education. The guide also of-
fers data on every-
thing from the size of
average financial aid
packages (directory,
Pages 131-282) to
lists of institutions
graduating students
owing the largest—
and smallest —aver-
age amounts of debt
(tables, Page 125).

Unhappily, debt is
now as much a part
of college life as Fri-
day night beer busts.
Between 1990 and
1995, the $103 billion
combined total of un-
dergraduate loans ex-
ceeded the sum of all
the debt incurred by
all the college stu-

dents during all of the preceding three
decades. Statistics like these on student
borrowing deeply disturb Charles Man-
ning, chancellor of the West Virginia
University System. who worries that high
levels of debt eventually could “wind up
negatively influencing students’ lifestyles,
their choices of careers, their willingness
to go to graduate and professional schools
and their ability to buy homes, cars and
other consumer products.”

Of even greater concern is that many




JEFFREY MACMILLAN ~ USNEWR

of these debtors may also wind up, at
least temporarily, in jobs that do not of-
fer what have come to be thought of as
college-level salaries. The disturbing
truth is that there are simply too many
college graduates competing for too few
college-level jobs (story, Page 68). [n her
latest study, Kristina J. Shelley, a knowl-
edgeable Bureau of Labor Statistics spe-
cialist in the post-college-employment
market, estimates that among all college
graduates entering the work force be-
tween 1994 and 2003, at least 22 percent
are or will be either unemployed or in
jobs for which a bachelor’s degree is not
ordinarily considered a necessity. Serving
latte at Starbucks and filing fiction at
Barnes & Noble are honorable first jobs,
but the salaries they offer rarely enable
college graduates both to repay a student
loan and to enjoy a lifestyle commensu-
rate with their expectations when they
first entered school.

Clearly, 360 years after Harvard as-
sembled the nation’s first college class in
a Cambridge. Mass.. cow yard. higher
education is reaching a major turning
point. Not only is there a widening dis-
connect between the cost of college and
what the consumer can afford or is will-
ing to pay, but a combination of high
technology (story, Page 45) and the
growing importance of what the colleges
call experiential learning is diminishing
the role of the traditional thrice-weekly
lecture —and even of the classroom itself.

10

Academic technophobes, of course, in-
sist that nothing will ever replace the
good teacher. But even the best teacher
cannot match the tlexibility, the richness
of resources and the ease in mastering a
body of knowledge made possible by top-
quality instructional software. This is es-
pecially true for a generation of students
often more at home on the Internet than
with a textbook.

No doubt, while first-rate instructional
software is initially expensive to develop,
over the long run it can vastly reduce
costs, especially if the capital investment
is shared by a group or groups of like-
minded institutions. Many colleges, of
course, have traditionally viewed academ-
ic consortia as somehow compromising
their curricular independence. [nevitably,
however, if the colleges do not move
quickly to produce their own technologi-
cally based materials, they could find
themselves overwhelmed by powerful
commercial developers. Thus, even the
most independent of schools may have no
choice but to enter into cooperative ar-
rangements to share both costs and ex-
pertise. “When it comes to developing in-
structional software,” the savvy president
of one Eastern liberal arts college mused
not long ago, “if we insist on going it
alone, we could all still wind up working
together —for Bill Gates University.”

In theory, college and the computer
would seem like a natural fit. Yet a re-
cent survey of 250 institutions taken by

Anita Sanyal, a sophomore at the University
of Massachusetts-Amherst, was a summer
intern at Washington’s National Zoo.

the Association of American Colleges
and Universities showed that while E-
mail and Internet access are available on
almost every campus, fewer than 25 per-
cent regularly employ technology for
classroom instruction, and probably most
of these use the computer as an expen-
sive way to display and project audio-vis-
ual aids in the classroom —not to replace
live instructors.

Eventually. however, the computer is
destined to do away with the professor-
centered classroom. It will free faculty
from routine and repetitive chores in the
classroom, enabling them to devote more
time to doing what they should do best —
closely monitoring and mentoring stu-
dents. Such one-on-one relationships are
becoming increasingly important as col-
leges place more emphasis on so-called
experiential-learning programs that take
place outside the classroom. Realizing
the educational value of learning by do-
ing and growing by doing, many schools
now offer college credits for participa-
tion in off-campus internships, independ-
ent study and research projects, volun-
teer service and undergraduate teaching
assistantships and for enlisting in local
community development activities. Per-
haps the best example of the latter: Con-



necticut’s Trinity College plans to offer
many of its nearly 1,750 students the op-
pnrtﬁni(y to take part in a bold plan
for revitalizing the deteriorating Frog
Hollow area surrounding its Hart-
ford campus.
At South Carolina’s Fur-
muan University, which has made
periential learning a special aca-
¢ focus, President David Shi ex-
ns: “We have found that under-
sraduates who are involved in
real-world experiences like in-
ternships take more responsi-
bility for their own education
and develop greater self-confi-
dence and sharper communi-

Number of
working days:

U.S. News Cost-
of-College Index

The index represents the number of days a
typical middle-class wage earner—in this case
an engineer—needs to wark to pay for a year's
tuition, room and board at an average private
or public institution. Tuition freedom day is the

date when the typical breadwinner
has worked long enaugh
to pay a years
worth of hills.

eedom

day: May 10 =

when downsizing the sociology depart-

,ment, firing a few secretaries or out-

sourcing the campus food service consti-
tuted real reform. Much more
fundamental changes are needed
to relieve the financial pain in-
flicted by tuition that consumes
ever larger fractions of family
budgets, leaves so many gradu-
ates laden with debt and compels
more and more prospective stu-
dents to select their colleges on
the basis of cost rather than on
their academic abilities or
- personal preferences.

Surely, an enterprise as re-
plete with intellectual energy

cation skills.” One important Public [} i Private
bonus of Furman’s emphasis Private

on experiential learning: Stu- tuition

ients frequently develop off- v

_impus contacts that can o

and moral sensitivity as high-
er education can design a
new system less dependent
on tuition and more compas-
sionate about the problems

March 12
ielp them land that elusive ]
first job.

Yet for all the clear eco-
nomic and pedagogical bene-
fits of educational technolo-
gy inside the classroom and
experiential learning outside
the classroom, change does
not come easily to higher
education. If the television
industry, for example, had
evolved at the same pace as
higher education, Howdy
Doody would still be a star
and the 10-inch black-and-
white TV would be a living-
room fixture.

One explanation for the .
slow pace of change is that = % \°
most tenured faculty are ex-
ceedingly comfortable with
the academic status quo.

After all, they enjoy guaranteed
employment, make their own sched-
ules, spend most of their working hours
in extraordinarily pleasant environments,
experience far less on-the-job stress and
have the luxury of far more discretionary
time than do most other professionals in
this country. Why rock the boat?

Such an unusual level of job satisfac-
tion ordinarily would be a plus for higher
education. But since tenured faculty have
a loud —and sometimes definitive —voice
in determining campus policy, their de-
votion to the way things are too often
serves to checkmate presidents who pro-
pose much needed and desirable re-
forms. For certain, nothing can under-
mine a college presidency more quickly
and permanently than a faculty vote of
“no confidence.” Accordingly, new col-
lege presidents—no matter how brilliant,
dynamic, Napoleonic or Machiavellian —
soon realize that to bring about change

1976 1991 1994 1995

Public tuition
freedom day:

1992 1993
Feb. 15

e coll ere up
costs continued to i
e @ e

of Labor, Bureau of Labor
Data for public inst n

based

on campus they must cajole, convince,
persuade or sometimes bully the faculty
into reluctantly going along with even the
most limited reforms. And that’s just the
beginning. As Dennis O’Brien, the
thoughtful former president of the Uni-
versity of Rochester, writes in a soon-to-
be-published book: “The [college] presi-
dent proclaiming reform needs to
persuade a suspicious faculty, a restive
alumni body, a bottom-line board of
trustees, and a transient population of
adolescents.” Not to mention, frequently,
the local mayor and media.
Nevertheless, for America’s colleges
and universities to avoid pricing them-
selves out of more markets, it will require
a bold rethinking of the way they raise
their revenues, allocate their resources
and set their tuition. It is long past time

o
1996

Public tuition

freedom day:

of those constrained to pay
it. Although colleges must,
of course, try to do more
with less, it is far easier to
do more with more. There-
fore, college officials should
begin thinking unconven-
tionally about new ways
to raise revenues (story,

o Page 9). At the same time,

however, they also need to
mount a zero-based-bud-
geting process that sepa-
rates the absolutely essen-
. M tial from the merely
mewemeen  desirable. Only then can
they slow or even stem
.-, what hitherto have been
' the inevitable annual in-
creases in their costs.
Much depends, of course,
on the emergence of
leaders who will have both the
courage to challenge higher educa-
tion’s encrusted traditions and the tough-
ness to withstand the faculty-club snick-
ers and snubs certain to follow
experiments in revenue raising that
might be considered too “commercial.”
Belatedly, America has begun holding
its colleges and universities accountable
for the way they run their academic af-
fairs. It now must hold them also ac-
countable for the way they run their fi-
nancial affairs. Simply put, the nation
cannot afford to let higher education be-
come less and less affordable for more
and more students. The high cost of col-
lege is no longer just an academic affair;
it is a national concern as well. And with
the annual costs at some schools topping
$30,000 a year, the only question is why it
has taken so long.
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