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Affordability and Access in American Higher Education in the 21st Century
Forum co-sponsored with the Department of Educational Policy Studies
February 1, 2006

Overview
WISCAPE co-sponsored this forum, held on the University of Wisconsin–Madison campus, with the 
Department of Educational Policy Studies in February 2006.  The forum examined the social, political, 
and policy contexts of affordability and its impact on student access to higher education.  As universities 
struggle with rising costs and declining state support, issues of affordability and access become increasingly 
important.  This forum explored these issues from various contextual perspectives in order to highlight some 
of the challenges, successes, and future directions for both universities and students.

The event featured a keynote lecture by Michael McPherson, president of The Spencer Foundation, who 
explored access for low-income students from various perspectives.  His talk touched upon many of the 
issues examined in depth during the forum’s two panel sessions, which included presentations by UW–
Madison faculty members, as well as researchers and higher education administrators from the University 
of Wisconsin System Administration, the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee, Ohio University, and the 
University of Virginia.  The panels explored topics related to higher education access and affordability 
within diverse social, political, and economic contexts.

The Social Contexts of the Affordability Debate
Participants in the morning panel session, Social Contexts of the Affordability Debate, emphasized diverse 
social issues and implications related to the cost of American higher education.  The session included 
presentations by Michael Mumper, associate provost of graduate studies at Ohio University, and several 
UW–Madison faculty, including: Francis Schrag, professor of educational policy studies and philosophy; 
Ruth López Turley, assistant professor of sociology; and Sara Goldrick-Rab, assistant professor of 
educational policy studies and sociology.  The session was moderated by Adam Nelson, assistant professor 
of educational policy studies and history at UW–Madison.  

Mumper opened the session with a review of college access policy over the past fifty years.  He explored 
the shift during this period from broadly disbursed subsidies targeted toward low-income students and 
low-tuition initiatives to the present trend of targeting subsidies towards middle- and high-income students.  
He also touched on the shift from grants to loans and the implications of new initiatives, such as education 
tax credit programs.  Schrag continued the emphasis on affordability, focusing his presentation on the 
social benefits accrued while in college, benefits that often have little to do with a student’s performance 
or abilities.  He explored the social implications of allowing some students to attend college and gain these 
benefits while excluding others with similar ability levels.  

After a brief question and answer session, López Turley and Goldrick-Rab continued the discussion, 
emphasizing access to college.  Both approached this issue from a sociological perspective.  López Turley 
discussed the effects of socio-economic status on a student’s chance of applying to college.  Specifically, 
she found that students whose parents feel it is important for them to stay at home during college, largely 
lower income students, are “significantly less likely to apply to college” than students whose parents do 
not feel this is important.  Goldrick-Rab also utilized a sociological lens to explore the ways in which high 
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school characteristics and geographic location affect students’ access to four-year colleges.  Specifically, 
she found that students in high-performing schools are grouped together in middle- to high-income areas, 
while low-performing schools are grouped together in more remote, lower income areas.  The proximity 
to other students with plans to attend college positively affected the college access of students in high 
performing areas.

Low-Income Access through Different Lenses: The University, the Higher Education 
System, and Society
Michael McPherson, president of The Spencer Foundation, delivered the keynote lecture.  McPherson is a 
renowned economist and scholar and is an authority on higher education finance and economics.  Before 
assuming the presidency of The Spencer Foundation, he spent six years as the President of Macalester 
College in St. Paul, Minnesota.  He has also served as propfessor of economics, chair of the Economics 
Department, and dean of the faculty at Williams College, in Williamstown, Massachusetts.  He earned both 
his masters’s and doctorate degrees in economics from the University of Chicago.

McPherson emphasized issues related to access, inviting the audience to think about higher education access 
from the perspective of different policy actors.  He described it as a “supply side” discussion, focusing 
less on the student perspective and more on the challenges and issues faced by colleges and universities, 
government, and policymakers.  In doing this, he framed his discussion around three main perspectives: 
individual colleges and universities; the higher education system as a whole; and society.  He asked what 
can be done at each level to increase higher education access for low-income students.

McPherson began by discussing the overall picture of economic diversity in education.  He described the 
statistics related to access to higher education for low-income students, emphasizing the strong correlation 
between academic preparedness and income.  This correlation means that low-income students are less 
likely to finish high school or attend higher education.  McPherson asserted that, while the connection 
between achievement and income does not entirely explain the under-representation of low-income students 
on college campuses, it remains a very important factor.  He described educational opportunity in the 
United States as “spectacularly unequal” and said that this inequality defines the possibilities for college and 
university policies regarding access.

Along with his emphasis on the connection between academic achievement and income, McPherson also 
stressed the danger of generalizations and the importance of recognizing the specific contexts within which 
individual colleges and universities are situated.  To this end, he discussed the centrality of money in making 
higher education policy decisions.  For individual colleges and universities, their ability to increase access 
for low-income students depends greatly on their financial situation.  He pointed out that while most higher 
education administrators and leaders believe in increasing access for low-income students, most are limited 
in their ability to do so by finances.  Dependent upon tuition in order to survive, many private and public 
institutions are forced to deny admission to some qualified, low-income students in favor of more affluent 
students who can afford to pay the full costs.  While there are some private schools, such as Harvard, 
Amherst, and Williams College, making great efforts to increase the number of low-income students on 
their campuses, these schools are very high in resources.  The number of schools that can actually afford to 
greatly increase their low-income enrollment without the addition of new resources is very small. 
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Emphasizing the constraints placed on individual institutions, McPherson broadened his scope to look at 
the issue of access from the perspective of the higher education system and society as a whole.  While he 
recognized the importance of the efforts made by small, elite schools, he pointed out that they are not likely 
to greatly expand the number of low-income students in higher education.  To this end, he emphasized 
the need to also focus on public two- and four-year colleges and universities, schools that currently have 
the most economic diversity and are more likely to significantly expand access for high-need students.  
Significantly, these schools are also more dependent on public funding than their elite, private counterparts.  

Finally expanding the issue to the societal level, McPherson asserted the need to ask to what extent society 
is willing to invest in the postsecondary education of low-income students.  He pointed out that throughout 
the 1990s, government spending on higher education grew more slowly than the gross domestic product and 
personal income per capita.  He asserted that if political will exists, real changes can be made to policies that 
influence low-income access to higher education, either through the more effective use of current resources 
or through the addition of new ones.

McPherson ended by asserting the need to recognize the complexity of issues related to low-income access 
to higher education and the ways in which they are deeply rooted in social structures and inequalities.  He 
emphasized the need to begin educational initiatives to increase achievement and college access early, 
while students are still in the K-12 system.  However, he also focused on the fact that problems related to 
education are rooted in underlying social issues.  He asserted the need to recognize that “health care policy 
is education policy, housing policy is education policy, and tax policy is education policy,” and that attention 
must be paid to challenging inequity on all of these levels.  He ended with a quote from Teddy Roosevelt, 
emphasizing the importance of continuing initiatives to increase low-income access to higher education.  He 
said, “Do what you can, with what you have, where you are.”

The Policy Contexts of the Affordability Debate
Participants in the afternoon panel, Policy Contexts of the Affordability Debate, emphasized issues faced 
by policymakers and practitioners in higher education as they grapple with the challenges of access and 
affordability.  The session included presentations by Alberto Cabrera, professor of educational leadership 
and policy analysis at UW–Madison; Sarah Turner, associate professor of education and economics at the 
University of Virginia; Jane Hojan Clark, director of financial aid at UW–Milwaukee; and Cora Marrett, 
vice president of academic affairs for UW System Administration.  The panel was moderated by Adam 
Gamoran, professor of educational policy studies and sociology at UW–Madison.

Cabrera began the afternoon session with a discussion of students’ pathways to college.  Focused on students 
from underrepresented groups, his talk highlighted the different pathways to degree completion and transfer 
broken down by students’ socioeconomic status.  He found that students in the lowest socioeconomic groups 
were less likely to transfer to a four-year college and less likely to complete a college degree.  He ended 
with a brief discussion of programs and initiatives that may help increase degree completion for students 
from these groups.  Turner continued the focus on college access with her discussion of low-income 
students’ opportunities at selective universities.  She looked at the relative lack of diversity among the 
nation’s most elite colleges, exploring the reasons for such under-representation and the policy challenges of 
reversing this trend.  In particular, Turner focused on the connections between higher education research and 
policy making in the effort to increase diversity at the country’s top universities.
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After a brief question and answer period, the discussion turned to the specific context of Wisconsin.  Hojan 
Clark and Marrett refocused the session on affordability within the specific policy contexts of the UW 
System.  Hojan Clark’s presentation paid particular attention to issues and initiatives related to financial 
aid and its role in increasing access for low-income students.  Specifically, she highlighted the ways in 
which tuition is growing more quickly than financial aid, despite the efforts of policymakers and finance 
professionals.  Marrett continued the focus on Wisconsin, examining rising tuition in the state as part 
of a national trend.  She attributed rising tuition rates directly to waning state appropriations for higher 
education and highlighted the ways in which higher tuition coupled with “inadequate financial aid” affects 
the composition of the student body on UW System campuses.  Specifically, she pointed out that students 
from the lowest income quartiles are often excluded from the university system.  She said, “The result is that 
the median income of the freshman class at UW–Madison exceeds significantly that of the population as a 
whole and of ACT test takers.” 

Conclusion
This event attracted over 150 people from a wide variety of institutions. In addition to a diverse showing of 
students and faculty from various UW–Madison schools and departments, the forum included participants 
from the UW System Administration; several UW System campuses; UW-Extension; universities, school 
districts, and state government in Minnesota, Iowa, and Chicago; and from as far away as Tel Aviv.  

The diversity of the participants contributed to the rich and informative discussions, which covered a variety 
of issues related to affordability and access.  Some overarching themes of the event included: changing 
university and government financial aid structures; student characteristics and their impact on access; and 
university programs that support student access.  In addition, participants discussed ways to communicate 
about these issues across social, political, and policy contexts.  The conversation raised questions related to 
speaking across institutional boundaries, initiating cooperation efforts, and the ways in policy decisions and 
political programs impact broad social issues. 



5
 –

 W
ISCA

PE 
Three Generations of College Access Policy

Concerns over college access and affordability are certainly not 
new.  Since at least the end of WWII, the public has expressed 
concerns over the rising price of a college education and the 
widening college participation gap between rich and poor.  State 
and federal policy makers have responded to these concerns 
with a steady stream of new programs and initiatives to increase 
the number of students enrolled in higher education.  The 
cumulative result of all this activity has been mixed.  The number 
of Americans attending college has increased steadily, but the 
gap between college participation rates by family income has 
continued to widen.   Seen this way, it is temping to conclude that 
our efforts to use public policy to increase college participation, 
especially among low income students, has simply failed.

A closer look, however, reveals that our public policies have 
changed remarkably over the last 50 years.  These policies defi ne 
the problem in different ways, they address the problem using 
different mechanisms, and they have been funded at different 
levels.  In this paper, I divide these policy initiatives into three 
distinct periods, each roughly a generation long, that were 
characterized by signifi cantly different levels of governmental 
activity, different policy objectives and mechanisms, and 
different levels of success.  The fi rst generation approach sought 
to increase the number of students attending college.  The second 
generation approach was designed to increase equal opportunity 
and close the participation gap among different income and 
racial groups.  Finally, the third generation approach seeks to 
make higher education more affordable to students from middle 
income families.

The First Generation 1946 to 1972:
Broadly Disbursed Subsidies through Low Tuition and 
the Development of the Community College System
At the end of WWII, the primary responsibility for increasing 
access to higher education fell to the states (the major exception 
to this, of course, was the GI Bill of Rights in 1946). State 
governments were interested in increasing college participation 
rates among their citizens as a mechanism to improve 

Three Generations of College Access Policy
Michael Mumper
Professor, Political Science and Associate Provost, Graduate Studies
Ohio University
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economic and social development.  This was achieved through 
a commitment to keep college tuition low, and to construct a 
vast network of community colleges and regional four year 
colleges.   This combination brought higher education within 
the fi nancial and geographic reach of an ever larger portion of 
Americans.   Seen this way, the solution to the college access 
problem is defi ned as increasing the number of people attending 
college.  Low tuition at public colleges was seen as the best way 
to increase access to higher education and increase enrollment.  
In many states, the public resisted tuition increases and opposed 
the imposition of any charges at community colleges.  

In the years following the war, what was then called “junior 
college” enrollment accounted for only about 10 percent of total 
enrollment in higher education. That percentage grew steadily 
alongside a massive explosion in the number of institutions.  
The largest building projects took place in California, Florida, 
North Carolina, Maryland, New York, and Wisconsin.  Today, 
community colleges represent nearly 50 percent of total 
enrollment.  Even in states like Ohio, where the state universities 
resisted the development of community colleges, the proliferation 
of two year regional campuses of state universities served many 
of the same functions in the expansion of college access.  

In many ways, this fi rst generation model proved a great success.  
As shown in Table One, the number of Americans attending 
college increased substantially.  Moreover, a much wider 
range of families now had access to non-degree and part-time 
study programs that began to allow them to attend college 
simultaneously with work and family responsibilities.  

Table 1: Total Enrollment in American Higher Education
Fall Headcount

Year Headcount Enrollment
1939-40 1.49 million
1949-50 2.66 million
1959-60 3.64 million
1069-70 8.01 million

But this approach also had substantial drawbacks.  The low 
tuition model provided subsidies to all students, regardless of 
their family income level.  This proved very expensive and left 
institutions fully dependent on the generosity of state policy 
makers, which left many institutions under funded.  It also 
did not recognize that there are substantial non-tuition costs 
associated with attending college.  Living expenses, books, 
transportation, etc.  As a result even very low-tuition left higher 
education beyond the reach of many low income families.  The 
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expansion of community colleges also produced mixed results.  
The construction and maintenance of this huge new system was 
expensive and further strained the fi nancial capacity of states.   In 
many places, these institutions had very low completion rates and 
often did not articulate well with 4 year institutions.  Enrollment 
ceilings and other structural barriers made transfer to four-year 
institutions diffi cult. 

As the baby boom generation began to enter college in the 
mid-1960s, enrollments began to spiral upward. This enrollment 
boom was magnifi ed by the unprecedented number of women 
entering higher education.  Even in a time of economic growth, 
states found it too expensive to subsidize every student through 
low tuition.  College prices began to inch upward, fi rst at 
public universities, then at regional state colleges, and even at 
community colleges 

The Second Generation of College Access Policy, 
1972-1997: Targeted Subsidies to Low 
Income Students
In the 1960s, a new approach emerged that was based on a 
different defi nition of access.  In this new view, it was not 
enough to simply send more Americans to college.  Effective 
policy ought to equalize opportunity by closing the participation 
gap between high and low income families.   The centerpiece 
of this second generation initiative was Title IV of the Higher 
Education Act of 1965 and the 1972 amendments to that Act.  
This created what is know as the Pell grant program, the Stafford 
Loan program, and laid the foundation for the creation of a 
national system of needs analysis in which each student applying 
for federal fi nancial aid was subjected to a means-tests.  The Pell 
Grant was to provide the foundation funding that would insure 
that the most-needy would have substantial college support.  In 
1974, the fi rst year it was awarded, the maximum Pell Grant (the 
one awarded to the most-needy students), purchased 78 percent 
of the annual cost of one year at an average-priced public college 
or university.  This went a long way toward removing price 
barriers for low-income students.  By almost all accounts, the 
newly targeted Pell Grant produced some dramatic results in the 
years after the fi rst awards were given out.  Leslie and Brinkman 
(1987) found that, as the program existed in the late 1970s, it 
raised lower income enrollment by between 20 and 40 percent.  
However, almost since its creation, Pell funding has badly 
lagged the pace of tuition infl ation.  Table Two illustrates the 
problem.  The size of the maximum grant declined steadily from 
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its creation until 1995.  This has left disadvantaged students with 
fewer grant resources to pay the rising college costs (King 2000). 

Table 2: Federal Pell Grant Awards, 1975-76 to 2005-06
In Constant 2004 Dollars

Academic Year Actual Maximum Award Number of Recipients
(in thousands)

75-76 $4,952 1,217
80-91 $4,085 2,708
85-86 $3,689 2,813
90-91 $3,343 3,405
95-96 $2,897 3,612
00-01 $3,621 3,899
05-06 $4,050 5,302

Accelerating Tuition Infl ation  
Table Two shows the change in tuition and fee levels at public 
colleges.  Between 1975 and 1980, prices at public four-year 
institutions began to increase.  Interestingly, states were able to 
hold down those increases at two-year institutions.  This shows 
the on-going commitment to increasing access through low prices 
(College Board 2005a).  But by 1980, the fi scal conditions of the 
states had deteriorated to the point that they were no longer able 
to maintain control of tuition.  Table Three shows that over the 
next 25 years, even as measured in constant dollars, prices at four 
year public colleges increased remarkably for both two and four 
year colleges.  These rapid price increases helped to undermine 
the effectiveness of the second generation federal programs. 

Table 3: Tuition and Fee Levels;
1975-76 to 2005-06 (Enrollment Weighted)
In Constant 2004 Dollars

Academic 
Year

Public
Four Year

Five Year
% change

Public
Two Year

Five Year
% Change

75-76 $1,530 $865
80-81 $1,818 19% $884 2%
85-86 $2,373 30% $1,154 31%
90-91 $2,791 18% $1,325 15%
95-96 $3,564 28% $1,686 27%
00-01 $3,925 10% $1,837 9%
05-06 $5,491 40% $2,191 19%

The reasons for these price increases have been the source 
of much controversy.  In 1998, Congress was so concerned 
that it established the National Commission on the Costs of 
Higher Education (1999) to conduct a comprehensive review 
of college costs and prices.  After months of hearings and 
staff investigation, the Commission could reach no consensus.   
Clearly, a large portion of the cause for public college tuition 
infl ation is the slowing levels of state support for higher 
education.  While total state support to public colleges has 
increased steadily since 1980, the rate of increase has been 
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slower than that of personal income or state spending in general.  Table Four shows that state appropriations 
to higher education, as a portion of family income, increased rapidly between 1960 and 1980.  This played 
a central role in the ability of public colleges to keep tuition low.  After 1980, however, state appropriations 
as a portion of family income declined steadily.  Campus leaders have compensated for the declining state 
support by increasing the portion of their revenue from tuition.  During that same period, the revenue they 
derived from state governments declined from more than 46 percent to 36 percent.  There are, of course, 
other reasons for tuition inflation.  Public college campuses now regularly provide students with services, 
programs, and amenities that were unknown a generation ago.  Technology costs have increased steadily, 
and employee health and benefit costs have experienced significant price increases.

Table 4: Appropriations of State Tax Funds for Operating Expenses of Higher Education per $1000 of Personal Income 
1965 to 2005

Fiscal Year
State Appropriation per

$1000 of Personal Income 
1961 $3.59
1965 $5.14
1970 $8.80
1975 $10.25
1980 $10.47
1985 $9.47
1990 $9.28
1995 $7.75
2000 $7.89
2005 $6.91

These patterns are more troubling since tuition increases have a disproportionate impact on low income 
students.   Thomas Kane (1999) examined the link between rising prices and college participation.  This 
research suggests that as the net price of higher education increases, the participation rates for low-income 
students also declines.   This is true even in periods of time when both tuition and overall enrollments are 
rising.  Looking at Massachusetts, which had especially dramatic increases in tuition in the 1980s and 
1990s, he found that the gap between upper- and lower-income enrollments increased as tuition increased.  
He concludes that a $1000 increase in tuition at four year-public colleges reduces enrollment in that sector 
by 14 percent for whites and 21 percent for blacks. 

Shifting From Grants to Loans
As college tuition inflation accelerated in the 1970s and 1980s, federal policy makers responded by making 
important changes to the need based student aid programs.  In particular, they began to spread the targeted 
subsidies more broadly to middle and upper income students.  These changes in the federal student aid 
system would eventually transform it from a grant-based system into a loan-based system.  Congress 
created the guaranteed student loan program in the Higher Education Act of 1965.  While eligibility for 
these loans was also means-tested, they were more available to students from higher income groups than 
were the more narrowly targeted Pell grants.  These federally guaranteed loans were originally intended to 
be a supplement to the centerpiece grant program, but almost immediately the demand for loans exceeded 
expectations.  As early as 1975, the federal government awarded more student aid dollars in loans than it 
did in grants. However, the real explosion in student loans began with the enactment of the Middle Income 
Student Assistance Act in 1978 (Mumper 1996).  This removed the income eligibility requirements from 
the guaranteed student loan program and allowed virtually all full-time students to take out a government 
guaranteed and subsidized loan.  The result was an explosion of student borrowing and a parallel growth 
in the loan components of the student aid programs.  Between 1977 and 1981, the amount of student loans 
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awarded increased from $4.2 billion to more than $15 billion 
(as measured in 2004 dollars) and the number of borrowers 
increased from 1 million to 3.2 million.  

In 1981, the Reagan administration entered offi ce determined 
to sharply reduce the size of the federal government’s social 
spending.  Large cuts were proposed for both the Pell grant and 
the guaranteed loan programs.  While those efforts were not 
successful at reducing overall student aid spending, they did 
slow the growth of the loan programs and restore an income 
cap for student loan eligibility.  But after the expansion, cutting 
back the student loan program proved virtually impossible.  
Middle-income students and their families were beginning to 
feel the effects of the tuition infl ation discussed previously.  
They saw student loans as a simple, and subsidized, way 
to cover their rising costs.  This set off an unprecedented 
expansion in student borrowing.

The thirty years of growth in federal student loans, and their 
growing cost to the federal treasury, are undoubtedly a part of 
the reason for the decline in the Pell grant program over the 
same period.  While Congress was spending more each year on 
students, they were steadily shifting subsidies away from the 
most-needy to often considerably less-needy middle income 
students.  The increase in borrowing, and subsequent loan debt, 
among low-income students presented another important concern 
(Fossey and Bateman, 1998).  

The Third Generation of College Access Policy, 
1997 - Retargeting Subsidies to Middle and Upper 
Income Families 
In the late 1990s, the tuition infl ation at public college 
accelerated dramatically.  State budgets deteriorated, forcing 
further cuts to public higher education.  Increased demands for 
new spending on Medicaid, law enforcement, and elementary 
and secondary education draws revenue away from higher 
education.  Absent any unexpected changes in the revenue 
structure of state government or the discovery of a reliable new 
revenue source by campus leaders, tuition infl ation will only 
accelerate.  Similarly, campuses are spending more, not less, 
on new programs and services, and technology and health costs 
continue to rise at rapid rates.  

As college prices increased in the late 1990s, the debate over 
college access policy took another turn.  Faced with unrelenting 
tuition infl ation, and increased pressure from middle income 



Three Generations of College Access Policy
11

 –
 W

ISCA
PE 

Three Generations of College Access Policy

groups for fi nancial relief, federal and state policy makers shifted 
the discussion away from improving access for disadvantaged 
groups to improving affordability for middle income groups.  
Evidence of this substitution can be seen most clearly in the 
language used by policy makers as they speak about student aid.  
As Don Heller (2001), summarizes the shift: 

When you listen to the language used in 
discussions of state scholarships by state 
legislators, as well as by governors, you can 
see an almost exclusive focus on phrases like 
“middle-class affordability”, “encouraging 
academic achievement” and “rewarding hard 
work.”  Words like “promoting access” “helping 
needy students,” or “promoting equal opportunity” 
are entirely missing from the debate.

This redefi nition of the problem, lead to a change in the basic 
rationale of college access policy.  In the face of rising tuition 
and the limited availability of direct grants, state and federal 
policy makers undertook a major effort to overhaul the way the 
governments fi nance higher education.  They did not eliminate 
the existing programs, rather, they constructed a new, parallel 
system of student support based on very different principles.  
These new programs represent the most fundamental change 
in the nation’s higher education policy since the Great Society.  
Over the next decades, this third generation of college access 
programs is poised to replace the traditional framework as the 
foundation of higher education fi nance.  This is not happening 
through a direct replacement, but a slower process in which all 
new funds are directed to the new programs and the value of 
the need-based aid programs is allowed to erode.  These new 
third generation programs are designed to make college more 
affordable to middle and upper income students.  The programs 
that best exemplify this new approach to college fi nance are the 
federal HOPE scholarship, Lifelong Learning tax credit, and the 
various state level merit scholarship programs modeled after 
Georgia’s HOPE scholarship.    

The Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997 created a number of new 
programs designed to help families pay for college.  These 
included the federal HOPE Scholarship, the Lifetime Learning 
Credit, a student loan interest deduction, and an expansion 
of education IRAs.   The HOPE Scholarship and Lifelong 
Learning Credit are by far the largest of the initiatives, allowing 
students to obtain credits that reduce their federal tax liability 
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(Wolanin 2001).   They are designed to provide relief for those 
students who are already going to college rather than providing 
an incentive for others to attend.  Also, unlike the need-based 
federal programs, the HOPE scholarship and Lifelong Learning 
Credit were not designed to target benefi ts to the most-needy.  
Instead, these two new programs are targeted toward students 
and families who generally are not eligible for need based grants 
but still need fi nancial assistance to meet all of their expenses.  
The tax credits include income caps to prevent upper income 
students from qualifying for benefi ts while providing relief to the 
middle income.  But they do relatively little to aid low income 
students, most of whom have no tax liability, and, therefore, are 
not eligible for the credit (Kane 1999).

These programs carry a substantial cost, but it must be measured 
in foregone revenues rather than direct expenditures.  The 
estimated cost of these new higher education tax credit programs 
is $41 billion over the fi rst fi ve years.  This is already roughly 
the same size as the Pell grant program.  Yet, the vast majority of 
these tax credits go to middle and upper middle-income students.  
Disadvantaged families who pay little or no tax are less likely 
to be aware of the tax credit and more likely to attend lower-
priced community colleges.  The benefi ts of the tax credit are 
directed toward families with taxable annual incomes between 
$40,000 and $80,000.  This is far above the eligibility for the 
Pell grant which is awarded to only those with taxable incomes 
below $40,000.   Thus, the HOPE credit represents a new type 
of targeting in which the most-needy are left out entirely and 
awards are carefully targeted to the politically powerful middle-
income families.  In annual appropriations battles, the funds for 
Pell grants must come out of federal revenues that have already 
been reduced by revenues lost to the HOPE credits.

State governments also made policy changes in the 1990s to 
address the problem of rising college costs.  The fastest growing 
state initiatives in this regard were merit scholarships modeled on 
the popular HOPE Scholarship program in Georgia.  These merit 
programs offer full or partial scholarships to all graduates of a 
state high school who earn a specifi ed GPA and attend an in-state 
public college or university.  On its face, such programs seem 
like an ideal way for states to encourage and reward academic 
achievement without regard for the student’s racial or economic 
status.  In practice however, these merit aid programs direct a 
large portion of its funds to middle and upper income students.  
Lower income students are less likely to meet the minimum 
GPA, less likely to maintain it through college, and more likely 
to attend less expensive institutions.  Since 1990, thirteen states 
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have established new merit scholarship programs and eight more 
operate programs that have a merit component.  While these 
programs vary in their structure, funding source, and eligibility 
criteria, all ignore the student’s family income.  Today, more than 
$900 million, or 23 percent of total state grants, are awarded as 
merit scholarships, up from 10 percent in 1991 (College Board 
2005b).  While these merit scholarship programs seem to be 
designed to appeal to all families, only those students who meet 
the requisite grade or test requirements earn the award.  

The emergence of this third generation of college access 
programs has transformed the goal of equal opportunity that 
characterized the earlier programs.  These are explicitly not 
need-based programs.  Instead, they are designed to make higher 
education more affordable to middle and even upper income 
families.  There is substantial evidence that these programs 
are creating a future in which government spending on college 
affordability programs is ever increasing and yet the access 
available to lower income students is steadily diminishing.  The 
politics of these third generation programs almost guarantee 
that they will expand.   As college prices continue to rise, there 
will be enormous pressure on policy makers to ensure that 
the value of the tax credits keeps pace with those increases.  
Similarly, state merit scholarship programs will cost states more 
each year as tuition increases, and this will bring enormous 
pressure to maintain the program in their present structure.  One 
commentator described it this way: 

The biggest problem with the scholarships may 
be simply that the public loves them too much.  
College officials and lawmakers alike complain 
that the merit programs have become so popular 
that they are impossible to change.  For some state 
policy makers, the scholarships are becoming 
to middle-class parents what Social Security 
is to an older generation (Selingo, 2001).

As the tax credit programs are more widely understood and 
institutionalized and the merit scholarship model migrates to 
other states, their costs will mushroom.  It is almost inevitable 
that they will attract a larger and larger portion of government 
spending on higher education which will, in turn, push tuition up 
and grant support down.  Any attempt to restrain the growth of 
these new generation programs will mobilize their vast numbers 
of middle-income supporters.  Breaking that spiral will prove 
even more diffi cult as a generation of middle and upper-income 
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families build their children’s college funds on the assumption 
that these benefi ts will always be there.

Three Generations of Policy Change: Goal 
Substitution and Diminished Access
Federal and state policy makers continue to state their support for 
improving college access.  The need based student aid programs 
remain in place and the federal need-analysis system has been 
institutionalized.  But through six decades of adjustments, 
revisions, and additions, policy makers have refocused the debate 
on college access to one of middle income affordability.  The 
result has been that a system originally built on low tuition and 
need-based grants was replaced with one of loans, tax credits, 
and merit scholarships.  As policy makers shifted subsidies away 
from the lowest income students, the real price of public higher 
education increased rapidly for the most-needy.  A recent study 
by the Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance 
(2002), estimates that low income, college qualifi ed high school 
graduates now face an annual unmet need of $3,800 in expenses 
at a four-year public colleges not covered by student aid.  This 
creates a fi nancial barrier that prevents as many as 400,000 
college-qualifi ed students from attend a four-year college this 
year.  The same conclusion can be drawn about the entire effort 
to ensure college access for disadvantaged students.  

One fi nal consequence of the shift to the third generation college 
access policy is the increasing economic segregation of higher 
education.  Low-income students are increasingly pushed toward 
two-year public colleges.  The reverse is true for upper-income 
and wealthy students, who disproportionately attend the most 
selective four-year institutions in the U.S.  In fact, in 1980, 60 
percent of Pell grant recipients attended a public, four-year 
institution, while 40 percent attended a two-year institution.  In 
2002, however, only 45 percent of Pell grant recipients attended 
a public, four-year institution, while 55 percent attended a 
two-year institution.  This growing economic segregation 
of American higher education has been the direct result of 
federal, state, and institutional policies (Mortenson, 2005).  The 
cumulative effect of these policies has resulted in the sorting and 
redistribution of higher education according to economic class.  
As a result, higher education today often serves to reinforce the 
existing patterns of stratifi cation and exacerbate the nation’s 
widening income gap.  The impact of these expensive new 
policies is to limit college access for lower income families, 
which is precisely the opposite of the role that college access 
policy was intended to play for most of the last sixty years.
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Let me begin by asking you a question I’ve often posed to my classes:  Which of the following public 
policies would you endorse?

1. Providing every high school graduate in Wisconsin a voucher worth about $21,000 
that could be used for additional education at any time during his or her life?

2. Providing the top 30% of academic achievers $40,000 to help 
defray their costs at a 4-year college while the remaining 70% get 
$13,250 to help defray their costs at a 2-year college?

My students always pick the first option; when I tell them that they are beneficiaries of the second, they feel 
slightly uncomfortable.  It’s interesting that the first proposal is rarely discussed.  It’s not mentioned, for 
example, in Amy Gutmann’s much admired Democratic Education.  Why not?  I think the main reason is the 
use of the word “higher” as distinct from “further” or “continuing education.”  “Higher” denotes not simply 
subsequent to high school but building upon and demanding greater academic ability than high school.

Isn’t it pretty clear that “higher” education should be reserved for those who can make the most use of their 
prior education to develop their academic potential?  Most of us, even most egalitarians, feel comfortable 
with the second policy.  Why?  I’m not sure, for were a politician to propose that such a policy begin with 
ninth grade, there would be a huge outcry; heads would roll.  Why is a deeply offensive policy instituted 
after eighth grade OK after 12th grade?  If pressed to justify the present policy, my guess is that defenders 
would say one or both of the following:

a. Few of the students among the 70% would choose to go to a 4-year college, even if 
offered the opportunity.  They’ve found high school a burden and want to either learn 
a trade at a technical college or get out on the job market to earn some money.

b. The second policy is a sounder investment in our knowledge economy.  The top 30% 
will be the innovators who will generate the economic growth that benefits all of us.

The contention here is that the first policy might yield a smaller total economic pie and hence lead to smaller 
shares for all of us, including the bottom 70%.  There is a certain common sense quality to this reasoning, 
and I’m in some sympathy with it, but much less than I used to be, for two reasons.

The first is more philosophical.  Consider the policy through the lens of John Rawls’ theory of justice.  At 
first sight, it appears to be consistent with his notion that any differences in primary goods like wealth and 
income be to everyone’s advantage, bur a more fine-grained reading renders this dubious.  If we consider 
public investment in higher education to be a matter of allocation opportunities, Rawls clearly says that the 
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greater opportunities for some are only justified by the resulting greater opportunities for those with fewer 
opportunities.  This seems highly doubtful under policy 2.  As more and more young people go to college, 
those that don’t are increasingly disadvantaged in the competition for better and better paying jobs.

Note as well that our dynamic economy implies that most of us will change jobs and even careers several 
times during our lifetimes.  This means that the need for retraining during adulthood is almost universal.  
Adults with education vouchers useable at any time would reap greater opportunities, which might be better 
not just for them but for us all.  Or, if they preferred to use their vouchers to learn to paint, to build a cabinet, 
or to dive for underwater treasure, they might be more satisfied despite the fact that their jobs are likely to 
be both onerous and poorly compensated.

These more abstract reasons, are not my real reasons, though.  Those are more concrete and derive from my 
(virtual) encounter with Robin Bhalla, a college senior who was profiled in The New York Times last April.  
Here’s what Bhalla says about college:

“You go so you can get a job and make money when you’re older.  But at the same 
time you get the life experiences that are priceless, like networking”  He expects that 
to pay off: “I’ve made so many connections I never would have been able to make 
without it, and these are all my friends and people that I know from the bars and from 
classes, and, you know, people that I’ve hung out with that later in life I’m going to be 
able to call on and be like: “I know you have a job with this company.  Do you know 
if they’re hiring, or can you get me an application?  Can I use you as a reference?

Mr. Bhalla, 22, a psychology major with a minor in business (grade point average 3.0 on a 4 point scale), 
says he stopped going to most of his classes after sophomore year and drank excessively four nights a week:  
usually Tuesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday.  Nevertheless, he made the dean’s list last spring.  He says he 
has rarely given more than an hour a night for all his courses.  “Teachers say ‘For every class you should 
do a certain amount of reading’ but I never do that.,” he says.  His routine: toward the end of the semester, 
scan the readings, review notes to see what the teacher said was important, get the teacher’s study guide.  
He believes he is not alone.  “A lot of people just try and coast by, and don’t do the readings.  They try and 
cheat off the homework, copy their friends.’  Now that I look back on it, it’s not really hard work,” he says.  
“I think anybody, if they really sat down and tried to do the work, could do it.”

Honesty compels me to admit that Mr. Bhalla is not a student here but at the University of Arizona.  Still I 
regard it as conceivable, if not likely, that there are such students here too.  Let’s suppose there are.  Is there 
any justification for expecting the taxpayers of Arizona or Wisconsin to provide Mr. Bhalla with a 4-year 
vacation that will enable him not only to enjoy himself but to acquire vices that will make him a likely 
liability to the rest of us?  Consider Mr. Bhalla’s cousin Rex (I’m making him up.) whose high school grades 
don’t qualify him for a four-year college and who goes right to work after high school.  If Rex spends one 
week boozing with his cousin, he’s likely to lose his job and have difficulty finding subsequent employment.  
He has not only lost the opportunity to network with folks that will help him land a future job, but he’s in a 
position where, unlike his cousin Robin, a mistake can be very costly.

So what am I saying?  Am I saying that Rex deserves to go to the flagship campus of his state as well, 
that he is likely to make better use of his opportunities than Robin?  Not exactly.  I’m saying that either 
Arizona’s admission standards are too low or they’re too high.  Either both Robin and Rex deserve to be 
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sent to a four-year college partially at taxpayer expense or neither does.  The longer you ponder the fates of 
Robin and Rex, the fairer and hence the more attractive the first policy will appear to you.  At least that’s 
how it seems to me.
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US governments, institutions, and other organizations and 
foundations have made many noteworthy efforts to make higher 
education more accessible to those of lower socioeconomic 
status (SES).  I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for the 
generous fi nancial aid I received from the institutions I 
attended.  Despite these remarkable efforts, access to higher 
education continues to be largely determined by a person’s 
social and economic background.  In fact, the importance of 
a person’s socioeconomic status appears to have increased in 
recent decades – a rather disturbing pattern, given our nation’s 
goal of providing equal opportunity to all people, especially 
equal educational opportunity.  

In my work with Martín Santos and Cecilia Ceja, we investigated 
the effect of SES on a student’s chances of applying to college, 
and we compared three cohorts of high school seniors – the 
high school classes of 1972, 1982, and 1992.  We found that an 
increase in SES was associated with a signifi cant increase in the 
likelihood of applying to college, even after taking account of the 
students’ race/ethnicity, gender, and test scores.  This was true 
for all three cohorts.  Remarkably, the effect of SES appears to 
increase across cohorts.  In 1972, a standard deviation increase 
in SES was associated with a 41% increase in the likelihood 
of applying to college; in 1982, it was associated with a 50% 
increase; and in 1992, it was associated with a 59% increase.  
Furthermore, the change in the effect of SES between 1972 
and 1992 is statistically signifi cant.  We found a similar pattern 
when we focused on the effect of SES on a student’s chances 
of applying to a four-year college, as opposed to any college.  
In 1972, a standard deviation increase in SES was associated 
with a 54% increase in the likelihood of applying to a four-year 
college; in 1982, it was associated with a 65% increase; and 
in 1992, it was associated with a 70% increase.  Once again, 
the change in the effect of SES between 1972 and 1992 is 
statistically signifi cant.  

I should note that, in order to make these cohorts as comparable 
as possible, we had to limit our analyses to graduating high 
school seniors.  Imagine what the effect of SES might have been 
if we had included the students that had already dropped out 

The Geographic and Cohort Contexts of Educational 
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of high school.  I believe the odds ratios would have been even 
higher, and I suspect that the pattern across cohorts may have 
been similar, given that dropout rates did not change much during 
this time period (from 14.6% in 1972 to 11% in 1992).  These 
perhaps conservative estimates suggest that students from a 
higher socioeconomic status, whose parents are more educated 
and have higher incomes, are increasingly more likely to apply 
to any college and increasingly more likely to apply to a four-
year college.  

Keep in mind that applying to college represents the fi rst step in 
the complicated and sometimes lengthy transition to college.  It 
is a very important step that in many ways represents educational 
opportunity.  Without applying, students do not know where they 
are permitted to enroll or how much fi nancial aid they can obtain.  
Although applying to college obviously does not guarantee 
admission (although some places have open admission), there 
is a very high likelihood that students who apply to college will 
go to college somewhere.  In fact, data for the high school class 
of 1992 show that 96% of high school seniors who applied to 
at least one school were accepted for admission by at least one 
school.  Therefore, applying to college may be a very important 
indicator of educational opportunity, and I am concerned 
when qualifi ed students forego this opportunity because of 
socioeconomic barriers.  

But how does SES limit these educational opportunities?  What 
are some of the mechanisms by which a lower socioeconomic 
status limits a person’s educational opportunities?  In a 
forthcoming paper in Research in Higher Education, I focused on 
a relatively unexplored pathway:  parents’ strategy preferences 
for their children’s college education.  Although almost all 
parents want their children to go to college, low-SES parents and 
high-SES parents tend to have very different strategy preferences 
for their children’s college education.  I compared two groups 
of high school students whose parents hold two very different 
strategy preferences for their children’s college education.  The 
fi rst group has parents who feel it is important for their children 
to attend college while living at home, which I refer to as 
college-at-home parents, while the second group has parents who 
do not feel this is important, which I refer to as college-anywhere 
parents.  About 54% of the students in my national sample had 
college-at-home parents.  I found that students with college-
at-home parents are signifi cantly less likely to apply to college 
than students with college-anywhere parents.  Even after taking 
account of student test scores, parents’ preferences matter.  Not 
surprisingly, as test scores increase, the proportion of students 
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applying to college also increases.  However, regardless of the 
test score quartile, the proportion of students applying to college 
is always higher for students with college-anywhere parents, 
and the difference between these two groups is largest among 
students with the highest test scores.  

Even after taking account of many other factors that affect a 
student’s chances of applying to college (such as the students’ 
race/ethnicity, gender, parents’ education and marital status, in 
addition to student test scores), parents’ strategy preferences 
seem to have a signifi cant infl uence on whether their children 
apply to college.  Among those who completed high school, 
students with college-at-home parents are about two-thirds as 
likely to apply to college as comparable students with college-
anywhere parents.  And among those who did apply to college, 
students with college-at-home parents are about three-fourths as 
likely to apply to college as comparable students with college-
anywhere parents.  Furthermore, the college application gap 
between students with college-at-home parents and students with 
college-anywhere parents is largest for students with the highest 
test scores (the interaction term is statistically signifi cant).  
Because having higher test scores, combined with college-
anywhere parents, virtually guarantees that students will apply 
to college, students with similar test scores, but with college-
at-home parents are at a signifi cant disadvantage.  While higher 
test scores are associated with a higher likelihood of applying to 
college, the benefi ts of having a higher test score are signifi cantly 
reduced if the student has college-at-home parents.  For example, 
for every point increase in test scores, the estimated odds of 
applying increase by 11% for students with college-anywhere 
parents, but only 5% for students with college-at-home parents.  

Because the ability to attend a college close to home is so 
important for many high school students and their parents, 
especially among minorities and the socioeconomically 
disadvantaged, I began a series of papers investigating the role 
of college proximity and its effect on a student’s chances of 
applying to college.  Using geographic software, I mapped the 
place of residence of a national sample of high school seniors, 
as well as the location of all colleges.  I then used a customized 
software program to calculate the number of colleges, by type, 
located within a specifi ed mile radius of each student.  The size 
of the radius was set to vary according to the area’s urbanicity.  I 
found that, net of student test scores and socioeconomic status, 
each additional college in proximity is associated with a small 
but signifi cant increase in the odds of applying to any college, 
a nearby college, a four-year college, and multiple colleges.  
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Furthermore, college proximity is particularly important for 
students with college-at-home parents.  In a current project with 
Steven Alvarado, I am investigating the college application 
patterns of Hispanic youth and the role of college proximity, 
since Hispanics are among the most likely to have college-at-
home parents.

Once they are in college, paying for it can be a diffi cult 
challenge for lower SES students.  My work with Matt Desmond 
investigates the contributions to college costs by married and 
divorced parents, and we fi nd that, relative to students in the 
higher income quartiles, students in the lower income quartiles 
must cover a much larger share of their college costs themselves.  
The median students in the lower half of the income distribution 
must come up with $2,000 to $3,000 of their own money in order 
to pay for college, while the median students in the upper half 
of the income distribution must come up with about $1,000.  In 
fact, those in the highest quartile obtain more money than they 
actually need to cover their college expenses.  These results 
suggest that, even after taking account of differences in the cost 
of college (that is, if lower-income students attend less expensive 
institutions) and differences in fi nancial aid (this is, if they obtain 
more fi nancial aid), college students from lower-income families 
much shoulder a much greater portion of their college costs, 
making paying for college a much greater challenge for them.  

While there are many noteworthy efforts to make higher 
education more accessible to those of lower socioeconomic 
status, these studies suggest that important barriers remain 
and are perhaps even more detrimental today than in recent 
years.  Even after controlling for many other important factors, 
students with a lower socioeconomic status are still signifi cantly 
disadvantaged in terms of their chances of applying to college, 
which represents the fi rst step toward making the transition 
to college.  Their parents are signifi cantly more likely to want 
them to live at home during college, which is associated with 
lower chances of applying to college, and if they live in an area 
with few or no colleges in proximity, they are highly unlikely to 
apply to college even if they are highly qualifi ed.  I am of course 
concerned about these disturbing patterns and am encouraged 
that we are gathered here today to discuss these important issues.  
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Data for this paper was provided by the University of Wisconsin 
System, Offi ce of Policy Analysis and Research (OPAR) and the 
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI).  The authors 
are indebted to Gail Bergmann of OPAR, Jean Whitcomb of 
DPI, and Clare Huhn of UW–Madison, for providing access to 
the data.  You Geon Lee and Fabian Pfeffer provided assistance 
in formatting the data. Thanks also to Rob Seltzer, Director of 
UW–Madison Offi ce of Admissions for his extensive tutorials 
on the context of access in Wisconsin, and to Francine Tompkins 
of the UW System Offi ce of PK-16 Initiatives for her support 
and encouragement. Of course, all conclusions are those of the 
authors and do not represent those of the UW System nor any of 
its administrators. All errors are our own.

Across the country and in our own backyard, there is a serious 
inequity in higher education.  Students from the bottom of 
the income distribution are underrepresented at our four-year 
colleges and universities.  This paper explores this issue in 
the context of Wisconsin, and in particular in the University 
of Wisconsin System’s 13 four year campuses.  As Figure 1 
shows, students with family incomes in the lowest quintile of 
distribution of ACT test-takers in Wisconsin comprise less than 
15 percent of students on our four-year campuses, while students 
in the middle quintile comprise 25 percent.  The socioeconomic 
inequality in the university system partly refl ects inequities in 
family income throughout the entire state.  Figure 2 shows the 
distribution of income in Wisconsin.  Together, these fi gures 
illustrate that poor Wisconsin families and wealthy families live 
far apart, and often do not attend college in the same places.

Why aren’t there more poor kids on the UW four-year campuses? 
Analyses by the institutional researchers at UW System and 
UW–Madison are rigorous and shed some light on this issue 
(e.g. OPAR 2004).  They tell us that in the access pipeline, poor 
kids get stuck at phase one—they are underrepresented among 
applicants, but once they apply they get through the admissions 
and enrollment processes in proportion to their application. We 
also know that low-income students are underrepresented among 
ACT test takers, and most importantly, have lower average ACT 
scores.  Therefore, it seems reasonable to hypothesize that raising 
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ACT test scores among poor kids will increase college access 
in our state.  But as Figure 3 shows, even those poor students 
with high ACT scores enroll on our campuses in relatively 
low numbers.  Of ACT test takers from the high school class 
of 2000, 46.7% of students with self-reported family incomes 
under $30,000 and ACT scores between 28 and 36 attended a 
UW System campus, compared to 54.8% of students with family 
incomes over $60,000 and ACT scores of 20-27.  In other words, 
the wealthy student with average test scores in Wisconsin is more 
likely to attend a UW campus than a poor student with high test 
scores. Clearly, ACT scores are not all that matters. 

So what else might be contributing to our class gap in college 
participation?  Given the decentralized nature of schooling 
in this state, and the important role of secondary schooling in 
college success, my colleagues and I have turned to looking 
at the schools and spaces our students come from. Why this 
focus? For nearly fi ve decades, sociologists have been engaged 
into the study of “contextual” or “neighborhood” infl uences on 
youth outcomes, and those studying education have debated the 
existence and merits of “school effects” (for more see Jencks and 
Mayer 1990).  While this literature does not refl ect a great deal of 
consensus on the precise mechanisms underlying these observed 
“effects,” where there is agreement is with regard to the existence 
of a persistent association between the school characteristics 
where a student attends, the neighborhood where it is located, 
and the educational outcomes of the school.  In other words, 
schools refl ect the place where they are located. However, there 
is less consensus regarding later educational outcomes, since a 
great deal of focus has been placed on elementary and secondary 
performance rather than postsecondary results.  While at least one 
quantitative study has found that the socioeconomic composition 
of the neighborhood had little effect on college access, choice, 
or graduation, qualitative research strongly supports the notion 
that high school students’ decisions about attending college are 
infl uenced by the neighborhood environment.    

We built a new dataset that includes college access data 
aggregated at the high school level—thus our unit of analysis is 
the high school rather than the individual student.  So we have 
N seniors at each high school and the outcomes for individual 
students are aggregated to the high school level; thus the total 
number of students from each high school who enroll in a four-
year college is a function of the attributes of the type of high 
school and the aggregate characteristics of the students at the 
high school.  We utilize aggregate data for this analysis simply 
because it is what we’ve been able to obtain. We took data on 
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the public high schools in unifi ed school districts in Wisconsin 
from DPI, combined it with U.S. Census Bureau data on school 
districts, and merged that with data on rates of access to the UW 
system.  Since the data on college enrollment is collected by the 
UW System, it obviously only contains information on students 
who graduated from high school and attended a UW System 
college or university.  We are aware that students from Wisconsin 
high schools have a choice set of postsecondary opportunities 
that extends beyond the UW System, but their college enrollment 
outside is not refl ected here.

A few words about how we defi ned access:  First, our calculation 
takes the number of students from each high school who attended 
a four-year UW campus and divides that by the number of 
students in the graduating class of that high school.  Admittedly, 
this is a broader defi nition than some might use (who would 
defi ne access as access to UW–Madison) and narrower than 
others might like (access could be broadened to include our 2-yr 
campuses).  We chose this threshold as a place to start, and did 
so also with the recognition that in some areas the more popular 
form of access isn’t a UW campus at all, but a private or out-of-
state school.

In addition, we limited our sample to those high school graduates 
who enroll in college the immediate fall.  Each year, just under 
half of all high school graduates enroll in-state (46%), while 
10.6% of our high school graduates leave to attend college 
out-of-state, and another 6% attend a private in-state institution.  
Forty-three percent of Wisconsin undergraduate enrollment 
is in public-four year institutions, 40% is in public two-years, 
and 16.5% is in private institutions.  This represents signifi cant 
change over time; twenty years ago, over half of all enrollment 
was in the UW four-year campuses.

Figure 4 illustrates how access to the four-year UW campuses 
varies by high school.1  The average rate of access is 25%, but 
there is some signifi cant variation, with rates of access ranging 
from 0-50%. 

We began our analysis by focusing on this variation in rates of 
access among high schools, and attempting to account for that 
variation using an array of high school characteristics.  Two 
types of factors at the high school level were examined—those 
that accounted for the student composition of the school, and 

1  We looked at access for three years of data (2001-2003) but in this talk we focus on the class of students who started college in 2003.    
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those that were features of the school itself.   The majority of 
the compositional measures (% female, % non-white, % on free 
or reduced lunch, % Limited English profi ciency) were based 
on students in the entire school, not only the 12th grade class, 
because we argue that any peer effects would occur among all 
of the students in the school.  We also included a measure of 
the mean ACT score of the students who took the test in a high 
school, and a measure of post-graduation intentions (based on 
a survey of graduating 12th graders).  In addition, we examined 
school features: the size of the 12th grade class, whether the 
school was rural or urban, the percent of teachers with degrees 
higher than a master’s, the percent of teachers who had 5 or more 
years of teaching experience in the district, pupil/teacher ratio, 
and per pupil expenditures.  There is not enough variation among 
high schools in Wisconsin on those latter two measures; as a 
result they were dropped from our models.

Our fi ndings from this initial analysis are depicted in the 
following graph.  The red line in this graph depicts the bivariate 
correlation between the percent of students on free or reduced 
lunch in a high school, and that high school’s rate of access 
to 4-year UW campuses; this relationship is negative and is 
signifi cant.  As the percent of students in poverty increases one 
standard deviation (from 20 to 35%) the rate of access declines 
by 5 percent.  The black line demonstrates the relationship 
between the average ACT score at a high school and the rate 
of access; in contrast to the previous line, it is positive and 
signifi cant.  Clearly, high schools with higher-achieving students 
enjoy greater rates of access.  But do differences in ACT scores 
among high schools account for the differences we see by the 
percent of students on free or reduced lunch? In other words, 
is the association of low access with high poverty entirely 
accounted for by the fact that poor kids have lower test scores? 
The yellow line in this graph suggests not.  Even holding 
mean ACT scores in a high school constant, there is a negative 
association of the percent of kids on free lunch.  Moreover, once 
we account for differences on all of the measures of student 
composition and school features noted above (the blue line in the 
graph), the line does not fl atten out—meaning that even among 
schools with the same percent of minority students, same percent 
of experienced teachers, same size, etc, schools with higher 
percentages of poor kids have lower levels of access to four-year 
UW campuses.
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We explored this fi nding further in a second analysis, which 
looked at the geographic locations of high schools.  Our interest 
was in determining whether schools with certain characteristics 
important for college access were near each other or far from 
each other.  Here, we used data on characteristics of school 
districts from the Census (Census data on schools is unavailable, 
but in all but 19 districts in Wisconsin there is only one high 
school per district).  Our fi ndings are expressed in the following 
map of college access.

Indeed, school districts with high levels of college access are 
located near each other, and vice versa.  Moreover, schools 
cluster based on the characteristics associated with college 
access—for example, school districts with higher median 
incomes are near other similar school districts, and school 
districts with higher percentages of college-educated adults 
are near other districts with that characteristic.  What does this 
mean?  Think of a student from a suburb of Milwaukee: his 
high school district has a high median family income, and his 
community has many bachelor’s degree recipients, and low 
levels of poverty.  Moreover, his high school is located near 
other high schools with those same characteristics.  He enjoys 
a concentration of advantage when it comes to accessing a 
four-year school.  In other words, our fi ndings are consistent with 
the theory that advantages that contribute to a better chance for 
college access are concentrated in one’s geographic environment.  
The reverse is true for kids from some northern parts of the state, 
where incomes are lower, there are fewer educated adults, and 
fewer kids in their graduating classes go on to UW campuses.  
Concentration effects operate via the infl uence of peers, families 
and neighborhoods.  Not only is a kid in a poor high school less 
likely to know others who went to UW four-year campuses, but 
he’s unlikely to know anyone in neighboring high schools who 
went either, nor is he likely to know many college-educated 
people at all.  In this way, the intersection of disadvantage and 
spatial concentration has severely restricted his chances for a 
bachelor’s degree.  Of course, this theory which fi nds some 
support here can be more effectively tested in multi-leveling 
modeling that includes individual-level data.  It is unclear how 
much of this disadvantage accrues at the community versus the 
individual level.

What do these fi ndings mean for the UW system and the 
state’s high schools?  We’re far from ready to make policy 
recommendations, as we continue to refi ne our analyses and 
in particular to incorporate individual-level data to do some 
multi-leveling modeling.  But the relationships we’ve uncovered 
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appear to have important things to say about how and where we recruit students. Do we return to visit 
high schools where we’ve gotten few recruits in the past?  Do we disseminate information widely and 
effectively? Moreover, it is clear that high schools need to think beyond just raising test scores—the data 
indicate it will not be enough to help bring more students from low-income families onto our campuses.  We 
face a challenge in encouraging students to apply to a 4-year UW campus when no one in their geographic 
vicinity has ever attended one.  There’s a concept known as ‘chain enrollment’ which means that students 
follow each other, follow others they know, to college (see Person & Rosenbaum 2006). This is particularly 
common among low-income and minority students. Clearly, we have much to overcome if we are to 
equalize college access in this state.  
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Improving Opportunities for Low Income Students at Selective Universities: Challenges for Public and Private Universities

There are many important and interesting unanswered questions 
related to how colleges and universities meet the needs of 
potential students from the most economically disadvantaged 
families.  Two clear themes that I want to emphasize throughout 
this note are: 1) unanswered questions related to higher education 
abound, leaving plenty of room for original research and 2) the 
policy challenges (and their solutions) in improving opportunities 
for low income students are complicated and defy sweeping, 
across the board, policy solutions.

In this note, I focus on the general question of why low-income 
students are underrepresented at the nation’s most highly-ranked 
and resource intensive colleges and universities.  In choosing 
this topic, honesty is in order in acknowledging that this is just 
one piece of the overall picture of the extent to which colleges 
and universities nationwide meet the needs of potential students 
from low-income families.  First-year students at the twenty 
most highly ranked colleges and universities accounted for a 
mere 3.5% of fi rst-year student enrollment.  While low income 
students are signifi cantly underrepresented at top-ranked 
institutions, proportional representation by family income 
at these institutions would hardly put a dent in the overall 
differences in enrollment by family income in the United 
States.  At the same time, the extent to which the most resource 
intensive colleges and universities provide opportunities for low 
income students might be thought of as a tangible symbol of the 
commitment to opportunity and intergenerational mobility in the 
United States.    Top-tier universities are able to provide more 
resources per student and they are often thought of as “gateways” 
to positions of leadership.   Moreover, universities have a vested 
interest in promoting the development of extraordinary talent 
– those potentially capable of breakthroughs and innovations in 
the sciences or the arts.  

Starting with the basic facts about the underrepresentation of 
low income students among top-tier colleges and universities,  
I then outline potential explanations, focusing on the broad 
roles of fi nancing, information constraints, and pre-collegiate 
differences in achievement.  Beyond discussing evidence 
(or the lack thereof) pinpointing the causes of the observed 
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underrepresentation of low-income students, I want to discuss 
this issue in terms of the intersection of research and policy 
design.  To this end, I have three “takeaway” points that should 
inform future work in this area: a) effective higher education 
policy recognizes differences across markets and avoids “one-
size-fi ts all” approaches; b) there are substantial opportunities 
for collaboration among universities and partnerships between 
government and universities, and c) we need both program 
innovation and evaluation – it is imperative to combine the 
enthusiasm for new and creative programs with the will to 
evaluate them.

The Underrepresentation of Low-Income Students 
High school graduates from low income families are dramatically 
underrepresented at the nation’s most highly ranked colleges 
and universities.  In a recent analysis of application, enrollment 
and matriculation, Bowen, Kurzweil and Tobin (2005) fi nd that 
students from the bottom income quartile account for about 
10% of enrollment at many of the most selective colleges and 
universities.  Underrepresentation of low-income students is not 
limited to private universities; it is often the case that students 
from relatively high income families are overrepresented in 
fl agship public universities while students from low-income 
families are underrepresented.   To give a striking example from 
the University of Virginia, in the fall of 2004, less than 6 percent 
of the students accepting offers to the University of Virginia were 
from families with income less than 200% of the poverty line 
(about $40,000).  At the other end of the spectrum, an astonishing 
58% of the 2003-2004 incoming class reported family income 
in excess of $100,000 and 20% reported incomes of $200,000 or 
more, compared with 2.4% of households nationwide (Marklein, 
2004). 

Explanations
In framing the policy discussion about how to improve 
opportunities of low-income students, understanding the source 
of the problem is fundamental.  A diagram of the potential 
causes of the underrepresentation of low-income students in 
higher education would surely include the following types of 
explanations:

• Credit constraints – Students and families 
are unable to finance investments in 
higher education, leading to situations 
where students don’t attend or attend 
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institutions in ways that are not optimal, 
with the need to work or live at home 
crowding out optimal schooling choices.

• Information constraints – Potential students 
may have insufficient information about 
options (including the availability of financial 
aid) and the requirements for application.

• Precollegiate achievement and preparation 
– High school graduates from low-income 
families may lack college-readiness, as 
relatively low quality elementary and 
secondary options may not offer a full 
range of college preparatory courses 
and students may lack the proficiency in 
basic skills to succeed at top colleges.

While space does not allow for a full review of the research 
literature on these explanations, one conclusion to reach from 
these points is that the answer is not unicausal.  It would 
be overly simplistic to claim that the sole reason for the 
underrepresentation of low income students is either high college 
costs or defi cits in precollegiate achievement related to family 
economic circumstances.  What is more, the relative importance 
of these factors likely varies substantially over the spectrum of 
prospective college students and collegiate opportunities.

At many selective private institutions, the proposition that 
high tuition limits enrollment of low-income students has less 
resonance than one might expect based on the estimates of full 
college costs (tuition combined with room and board) ranging 
from over $44,000 at Harvard to nearly $20,000 at selective 
public universities like the University of Michigan.  These 
sticker prices are appreciably higher than the net price that a 
student with substantial fi nancial need would be expected to 
pay to attend one of these institutions.  Estimates form Hill and 
Winston (2005) note that the charges not covered by grants at 
many Ivy League universities and private liberal arts colleges 
are closer to one-quarter of the full cost, with these institutions 
adhering to policies in which they promise to meet full fi nancial 
need.  This is not to say that college costs are a ‘non-issue’: one 
concern is that potential students are unaware of the full range of 
aid opportunities.  A second concern is that the media focus on 
the high sticker price at the elite schools essentially misses the 
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mark in that the largest fi nancial barriers to collegiate attainment 
are likely to appear at less well-endowed schools with limited 
institutional aid budgets.  The result is that many low income 
students can count on only federal aid as the source of funds 
to fi nance college, with these amounts likely to be inadequate.  
With the maximum Pell grant at $4050 and the borrowing under 
the Stafford program limited to $2625 for fi rst year dependent 
students, a low-income student hoping to attending a residential 
college full time would face substantial unmet need.

Beyond fi nancing, what goes on in the elementary and secondary 
levels – with gaps in outcomes by family income starting 
early – places substantial limits on the number of low-income 
students who are well-prepared to succeed in the top colleges 
and universities.  What is more, while there is no “cutoff” in 
SAT scores per se, many of these colleges and universities 
select from the far right tail where low-income students tend 
to be dramatically underrepresented.  Nationally, Winston and 
Hill (2005) combine data from ACT and SAT exams to show 
the distribution of test-takers by reported family income and 
measured achievement.  Among those in approximately the 
bottom quintile of the income distribution (income less than 
$24,000), less than 2% of the test-takers score above 1300; in 
the next group with incomes between $24,000 and $40,000 
only about 3.4% of students score over 1300.  In contrast, about 
12% of students with reported family income greater than about 
$90,000 scored over 1300.

Focusing specifi cally on the states of Wisconsin and Michigan, 
Figure 1 presents the distribution of ACT scores for different 
incomes.  Not only are low income students underrespresented 
among testtakers, the range of scores for low-income students 
systematically lags the scores for middle and upper income 
students.  There is no question that pre-collegiate achievement is 
a barrier to opportunities at the most highly ranked institutions; 
yet, even the substantial differences in academic preparation that 
appear by income do not fully explain the underrepresentation of 
low income students at top colleges and universities.  

A third type of explanation for the underrepresentation of low 
income students at top-ranked institutions turns to differences 
in information and perceptions about collegiate opportunities 
that may differ systematically with family circumstances.  For 
example, high achieving low income students may not be 
given full information about the availability of fi nancial aid or 
the likelihood of admission to the state fl agship university or 
selective private institutions.  
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If low-income students systematically lack information about 
opportunities, we would expect signifi cant differences in 
score-sending patterns by family income.  Figure 2 shows the 
proportion of ACT test-takers from Wisconsin and Michigan 
sending scores to the fl agship campus in Madison by test 
performance.  What is apparent is that there is little appreciable 
difference among high scoring students in the likelihood of 
sending scores to the state fl agship campus.  

Yet, it is possible – and even likely – that information 
constraints operate earlier in the college application and choice 
process, affecting performance in high school as well as 
achievement of benchmarks (such as taking the ACT) necessary 
for college entry.  Recent work by Avery and Kane (2005) with 
an intervention in the Boston public schools considers whether 
intensive counseling designed to help students overcome the 
complexity of the process of applying for college and fi nancial 
aid would improve outcomes for low-income students.  Another 
and quite different type of information constraint is associated 
with perceptions about “fi t”; students from low-income families 
are likely to face more uncertainty about what residential college 
life is about if their parents or acquaintances did not complete a 
four-year degree.     

Where this discussion of hypotheses and evidence leads is to a 
clear rejection of sweeping claims that policy makers “know” 
precisely why low income students are underrepresented in 
top-ranked universities and how to fi x the problem.  Such claims 
are simply overblown.  A little humility – recognizing that this is 
a diffi cult and entrenched problem – and a lot more research and 
creative policy design are in order in this territory.

Implications and challenges for policy
The good news is that in recent years many of the most selective 
universities have recognized that low income students are 
unacceptably underrepresented at the most selective universities 
and are asking what can be done to increase opportunity.  Most 
prominently, Lawrence Summers delivered an address at a 
February 2004 meeting of the American Council on Education 
in which he described the “manifest inadequacy of higher 
education’s current contribution to equality of opportunity in 
America” and went on to announce a new Harvard Financial 
Aid Initiative designed to encourage the enrollment of students 
from low and moderate income families.   Harvard was not 
the only university or even the fi rst to introduce policies 
intended to increase the representation of low income students.  
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The Carolina Covenant at the University of North Carolina 
(introduced in 2003) meets full demonstrated need for students 
with family incomes within 200% of the poverty line ($37,700 
for a family of four in 2005-06),  through scholarships, grants, 
and work study, while AccessUVa (introduced in 2004) meets 
these students’ fi nancial need through grants and scholarships 
alone.    Other state programs are somewhat less generous but 
still intended to make affi rmative commitments to the need to 
improve the representation of low income students.   There is a 
common theme among these efforts: in all cases the universities 
are making a direct and public case that a college education is 
affordable to low and moderate income students. 

Because most of the new institutional initiatives to increase the 
representation of low-income students have been in place for a 
short period of time, it is far too early to evaluate their effects on 
outcomes such as collegiate attainment or graduation rates.  What  
this essay pursues instead is the consideration of some basic 
ideas for measuring the effects of these institutional policies 
and thinking more generally about policy initiatives aimed at 
increasing the enrollment of low income students at the most 
resource-intensive universities.

Recognizing differences across markets: Make 
appropriate comparisons
In attempting to measure how well a particular institution is 
doing in achieving goals of improving the representation of 
low-income students, it is imperative to recognize differences 
in circumstances, avoiding rankings that place the same 
expectations on institutions in radically different circumstances.  
Important differences among universities in “market conditions” 
include the demographics of the enrollment pool and the extent 
to which an institution functions in a state or national market.  

A fi rst point that is missed in a number of publications that 
attempt to “rank” the success of university policies aimed 
at increasing the representation of low-income students is 
that – particularly among state universities – there are wide 
differences in the level of poverty within states.  The comparison 
between California and Virginia serves to highlight this issue, 
as fl agship universities in both states are expected to draw 
substantially from in-state populations and both states require 
the SAT for admission to the state fl agship institution.  California 
has the distinction of having a somewhat higher incidence of 
poverty than Virginia (12.9% relative to 9.3%), which would 
imply that even if the institutions had exactly the same admission 
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and recruitment policies the University of California would be 
expected to have a greater representation of low-income students 
in its enrolled class than the University of Virginia.  What is 
more consequential, the distribution of test scores by income 
differs markedly between California and Virginia, with low 
incomes students in California more likely to receive top scores 
on standardized tests.  In short, the pool of well-qualifi ed low 
income students differs markedly across states.  To be sure, there 
is plenty of room for the University of Virginia to improve the 
recruitment of low income students, yet it would be unrealistic 
to expect the same outcomes at universities with quite different 
demographic characteristics.

Figure 3 (from Tebbs and Turner, 2005) makes this case 
persuasively, showing that for incomes below $40,000 a 
substantially higher fraction of test-takers in California relative 
to Virginia exceed 1200, a plausible indicator of preparedness 
for university study.   Thus, to some degree, the much higher 
representation of Pell grant recipients at University of California 
institutions relative to the University of Virginia refl ects 
differences in state demographic conditions and inequality in 
primary-secondary schooling.

A second and related point is that the defi nition of “market” 
also matters in thinking about the costs to an institution of 
expanding the enrollment cohort to include more students from 
economically disadvantaged backgrounds.  National universities 
(e.g., Harvard and Princeton) naturally pull across all states 
and internationally, while state universities may be largely 
constrained to the in-state pool.  Because the national distribution 
includes more students, there will be more students from 
which to draw at any level of achievement characteristics.  The 
implication is that state universities may face more diffi culties 
in expanding the representation of low income students without 
compromising on student preparation than those universities that 
operate in a fully national market.

The fi nal point in trying to steer the policy discussion away from 
“one size fi ts all” metrics is the recognition that universities and 
colleges differ enormously in both enrollment scale and fi nancial 
resources. The total cost of an incremental change in fi nancial 
aid will inherently have a much larger budgetary impact at larger 
institutions like Ohio State or the University of Michigan than 
at institutions like Harvard or Princeton where entering cohorts 
are much smaller.   What is more, the number of inframarginal 
students – those who would choose to attend the university 
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without additional aid – is likely greater at public universities 
than at private universities.

The Importance of Collaboration
Competition is a good thing and it is hard to complain about 
the increased efforts of the most resource intensive universities 
to compete for highly qualifi ed low income students.  Yet, it 
would be unfortunate if the net impact of the new institutional 
aid initiatives was to change the choices of students already 
attending relatively strong institutions, rather than broadening 
the overall pool of students applying to these schools.  At the 
extreme, one might think of a student moving from Yale to 
Harvard as not appreciably changing the total access of low-
income students to selective institutions, though improving 
Harvard’s numbers.  More generally, it is the students now 
attending state fl agship universities that are most likely to be 
lured to the elite private institutions with more generous aid 
offers.  In discussing the access initiative at Harvard University, 
Caroline Hoxby notes, “In the short term, we have to face the 
fact that these kids who get into Harvard would not otherwise 
be going to a community college, they may be going to the 
University of Michigan’s honors program.”(Bombardieri, 2005) 

What is critically important, then, is to provide incentives for 
institutions to expand the pool of well-prepared students.  After 
all, the gains from increasing preparation and the completion 
of college preparatory milestones cannot be confi ned to one 
university.  For this reason, it makes sense for universities to 
work together in recruiting to expand the general knowledge 
and expectations about opportunities at top-ranked colleges and 
universities.

Evaluation and the Road Ahead 
The start of the 21st century has brought an impressive new 
commitment among colleges and universities to providing 
opportunities for low-income students.  Yet, it is unlikely that the 
policies of colleges and universities will be suffi cient to “solve 
the problem” of providing full opportunities for low-income 
students at the most highly ranked colleges and universities.  
State and federal policies must also be aligned with this goal, 
with the availability of federal and state aid to education a 
primary cornerstone.  But the challenge transcends fi nancial aid, 
as reducing the gaps in achievement by family circumstances that 
widen in the elementary and secondary years is fundamental to 
narrowing differences in collegiate outcomes.
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In order to make the best use of scarce resources, universities must go beyond “hoping” new initiatives will 
have an effect and invest in understanding which policies change outcomes (not just enrollment but also 
attainment).  There is much to gain from a better understanding of how changes in aid and outreach affect 
collegiate choices.
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15.8% of Wisconsin adult residents currently hold a bachelor’s degree.  Wisconsin’s neighboring states have 
slightly higher rates.  21.1% of Minnesota’s residents and 17.3% of Illinois residents have four-year college 
degrees.  The national average is 16.9%.  There is a direct correlation between income earnings and one’s 
level of education.  A person with a college education can earn 38% more annually than a person without 
a college degree.  Quality of life in general has proven to be higher for one who has a college education 
as compared to one who does not.  Why do fewer Wisconsin residents have a college education than its 
neighboring states?  Is it due to affordability?

In 1968, a policy framework for Wisconsin’s Student Financial Aid Structure was established. Today this 
framework continues to operate in large part. Essentially, there are two broad goals and seven operational 
policies that serve to implement the broader objectives. The two broader goals, Universal Educational 
Opportunity and Educational Diversity or “Freedom of Choice,” are looked upon as educational objectives 
to be achieved in part through the financial aid structure.

The first goal is to eliminate financial barriers and thereby insure an educational opportunity for all 
Wisconsin citizens commensurate with their scholastic desires and academic abilities. This goal suggests 
that a primary purpose of the student financial aid structure is to insure an educational opportunity for all 
citizens commensurate with their desires and abilities regardless of their financial circumstances. This 
goal does not imply that the same educational experience need be provided to all students.  However, 
it does require that all students be given an equal opportunity to pursue an education consistent with 
their individual abilities, interests and ambitions. It has been recognized that if society is to achieve 
the goal of equality of economic and social opportunity it must first insure the equality of educational 
opportunities. As a result of the technological revolution, the knowledge explosion, and the development 
of a highly skilled workforce and a complex society, education has become the most important key to the 
“American Dream.” The educational investment in human resources directly impacts on the economic 
and technological development of the nation. This symbiotic relationship between providing universal 
educational opportunity and achieving economic success results in benefits which accrue to society 
at large in addition to those which accrue directly to the individual in terms of personal fulfillment 
and economic security. Every citizen has a right to participate in the economic, social, and political 
aspects of our society. Education provides the opportunity to exercise this right of full participation and, 
consequently, must be made equally available to all.

The second goal of the Financial Aid Structure is to enhance Educational Diversity by allowing students 
the freedom to choose among the various educational offerings. Educational Diversity implies a wide range 
of academic environments, programs, and course offerings as well as a variety of sponsors, e.g. public and 
private.  A comprehensive educational environment is one which offers technical training in addition to 
collegiate programs not of the technical nature; one and two year programs as well as four year programs. 
The diversity issue generally concentrates on the need to preserve the strength and maintain the vitality of 
all types of schools of higher education for the following reasons:

Policy Contexts and Future Directions
Jane Hojan Clark
Director, Financial Aid
University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee
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1.  To assure students the opportunity to select 
an institution on such basis as academic 
mission, curriculum, programming, campus 
environment, size, and the like.

2.  To stimulate healthy competition in seeking 
distinctions, whether by innovations in 
programming or by quality achievements.

3.  To maximize the use of educational 
resources including faculties, facilities, etc.

In order to implement the two goals described above, the 
following operational policies were established to serve as the 
guideposts of the Financial Aid Structure.

1.  The first operational policy designed to 
implement the goals of the Financial Aid 
Structure is that financial aid be distributed 
on the basis of the student’s financial 
need, this maximizes financial resources and 
thereby improve the prospects of providing an 
educational opportunity to the greatest number 
of students.  Therefore, various need based aid 
programs exist.

2.  The second operational policy designed 
primarily to implement the goal of 
educational diversity or freedom of choice is 
equalization. Equalization supports diversity 
and helps insure freedom of choice by placing 
all students in the same relative position vis-a-vis 
governmental instructional subsidies.  Therefore, 
aid programs exist for students who attend   two 
year, four year, public, and private institutions.

3.  The third operational policy, awarding for 
excellence, requires that academic excellence 
be recognized.  Therefore, the Academic 
Excellence Scholarship Program exists.

4.  The fourth operational policy, shared 
responsibility, recognizes the joint 
responsibility of the student, the student’s 
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parent/s or spouse, government, and private 
sources to contribute to educational costs.  
Federal Methodology is used to determine 
need and an Expected Family Contribution is 
calculated.

5.  The fifth policy, recognizing the unique 
financial needs of the disadvantaged, 
suggests that it is a responsibility of the 
financial aid structure to recognize and relate to 
the unique financial needs of the economically 
disadvantaged.  Therefore, programs like the 
Talent Incentive Program Grant was established.

6.  The sixth policy, maximization of 
resources, emphasizes the need to maximize 
the contribution of financial aid resources 
provided by all sources including students, 
spouses, parents, government, institutions, 
and private sponsors.

7.  The last policy, administrative 
coordination and simplicity, recognizes 
the importance of providing coordinated, 
effective, efficient, and responsive 
administrative framework designed to 
implement the other policies enumerated 
above.  Therefore, the Higher Educational 
Aids Board was formed. 

On the basis of this established framework, Wisconsin supports 
multiple financial aid programs that benefit its residents  
[see slides].

However, even when the state partners with the students and their 
families, the federal government, institutions, and the private 
sector, the cost of education in Wisconsin today exceeds all 
higher education-related resources.

An attempt to collect and measure non-need based resources has 
also been made at the state level.  However, after factoring in 
these resources as well, financial need still remains as reflected in 
the following slides.
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The unmet need results in fi nancially needy students and their 
families tapping home equity lines of credit, taking out high 
interest alternative loans, running up credit card debt, attending 
school part-time in order to work more hours and earn more 
money – thus prolonging their education, postponing school, or 
simply not attending college at all.  

Although the tuition for University of Wisconsin System students 
has recently increased by double-digit fi gures, state grant funding 
through the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant (WHEG) has 
also increased at the same percentage for some students.  This 
addresses the need for some students, but does not fi ll the gap for 
most students.  Financial Aid availability in general has increased 
over time.  However, it has not increased at the same rate as the 
cost of education.  The type of aid that is available, since the 
inception of fi nancial aid programs, has shifted to more loans and 
away from grant assistance.

Recommendations at the federal level most recently include:

-a slight increase in targeted grant assistance

-limited increases in annual loan maximums

-tying additional aid to academic performance 

The University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee (UWM) serves a 
signifi cant population of fi nancially and otherwise disadvantaged 
students.  Of the 28,000 students enrolled at UWM, 37% of the 
university’s fi nancial aid applicants are 1st generation college 
students.  54% of the aid applicants have family income of 
$45,866 or less.  63% of enrolled students receive some form of 
fi nancial assistance.  79% of the fi nancial aid applicants work 
and earn an average of $10,764.  Over 73% of the fi nancial aid 
offered consists of loan assistance.  The standard fi nancial budget 
for an academic year for an undergraduate is just over $16,000 
(this includes just over $6,000 in tuition and fees).  $1,711 is the 
Average Unmet Need for fi nancial aid recipients (after fi nancial 
aid is awarded.)  
N OT E S

-  1995-96 was the fi rst year schools participated in direct lending for Stafford loans.1995-96 and 1996-97 updated 11/98 per revised information 
provided by WTC System(WTC System data includes all students, not just those receiving fi nancial assistance.)

-   1997-98 difference in average aid is the result of excluding the un-subsidized Stafford, other non-need-based assistance, and short-
term institutional loans.

-   1998-99 the defi nition of Need-Based and Non-Need-Based Assistance was revised for WISSIS data.
-   2000-01 the increase in State Aid is due to the late passage of the 1999-2001 Budget Bill, which caused a large carry-forward of unspent funds from 

1999-2000.
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Recognizing the magnitude of its students’ fi nancial need, UWM 
has begun a fund raising campaign to build an endowment to 
help close the fi nancial gap.  Like many public universities, 
UWM has a relatively small endowment of $36 million.  As 
the cost of education continues to rise, the need for additional 
resources grows.  Some schools have turned to increasing tuition 
for all only to use the additional revenue to fund grant assistance 
programs to support fi nancially needy students.  However, this 
approach is not an option for many schools, particularly public 
colleges and universities, who are regulated by state statutes.

It has also been recognized that certain groups of disadvantaged 
students need not only fi nancial support to assist in funding 
education related expenses, but also need other support in order 
to successfully access and complete their college education.  
The Jane Bradley Pettit Foundation recently provided UWM 
funding to establish a Life Impact Program.  This program has 
been established to assist low-income parents in their efforts to 
attain a higher education.  The program provides participants 
with a $5,000 scholarship as well as academic, professional 
and personal support.  Program recipients have access to a Life 
Coach who serves as a fi rst point of contact for all concerns.  The 
Life Coach follows the students’ progress, assesses their needs 
and provides them any resources, workshops and/or referrals to 
other on-campus or community programs.  

Program Requirements:

1. Parent with a dependent child or children. 

2. Accepted for admission as a first 
time freshman or new undergraduate 
transfer student or a continuing UWM 
undergraduate student eligible to register for 
the fall 2006 term.

3. Demonstrated financial need.  Filing of 
the Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA) is required if not already 
completed.  Students eligible for the 
Federal Pell grant will be given priority 
consideration.  

4. Preference to applicants with an 
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undergraduate GPA or high school GPA of 2.50 or better. 

5. Preference to students pursuing a first Bachelor’s degree.

6. Preference to full-time students.  

This program is very focused.  It has all of the right ingredients to be successful in providing needy, 
disadvantaged parents access to a college education.  It is designed to break the cycle of poverty by 
touching the next generation.  We have already seen the impact of this program.  Program participants each 
were provided with a laptop for communication purposes and to assist in completing school assignments.  
One of the students shared with the Life Coach that they were not only using it, but also their young 
daughter was learning how to use it.

We believe the Life Impact Program at UWM will be successful and expect that it will be used as a model 
to affect policy change at UWM, the State of Wisconsin and the country.

UWM also established this fall an Early Warning System for incoming freshmen.  The system is designed 
so faculty can electronically report the academic progress of students within the first several weeks of class.  
They indicate whether or not students have completed assignments, exams, how well students are doing, 
etc.  Academic advisors then follow up with the students who are having difficulties to determine what is 
necessary to get the students back on track.

A mentoring program was implemented this fall, as well, aimed at all freshmen.  Students were invited and 
encouraged to participate and request a mentor when they attended their orientation.  

Freshmen who were awarded scholarships were assigned a mentor.  Administrators from the Student Affairs 
Division were trained as mentors and then were matched with the scholars.  The mission of the program is 
to create an avenue that provides information, guidance and other resources to UWM Scholars. 

This past summer UWM developed a Leadership Program or pre-college program for grade school 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds to come on campus to experience college.  What is unique about 
this program compared to other government-funded programs is that the student is able to participate in 
consecutive years rather than be able to participate only one year.

The Lumina Foundation recently funded an initiative entitled Partnership for College Access and Success 
(PCAS).  A proposal submitted by UWM’s Center for Urban Initiatives and Research was selected as one of 
eight across the country to produce a model partnership that will increase the number of under-represented 
students who attend, and succeed in, college.  

Key ideas:

• PCAS is a new partnership to connect students and parents to the information, programs and 
resources they need to make it to college.
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• Stakeholders include colleges and universities, schools, pre-college programs, community-based 
organizations, parents and students.

• PCAS will focus on college preparation and transition at two high schools, Pulaski and 
Washington.  These schools will engage in career and college planning with students through 
the guidance department but also through the classroom, library and peer experiences.  

• These schools will make a commitment to data-driven decision making and implementing best 
practices to improve the rate of students who attend college.

• Partner colleges will contribute expertise and assistance at the high schools, as well as 
targeted retention efforts in the freshman year of college.  Partner colleges also will be 
expected to engage in data collection to varying degrees.  UWM, Cardinal Stritch and MATC 
are current partners.

UWM has recently implemented various initiatives to further reach out to disadvantaged 
students, particularly in Milwaukee Public Schools.  Scholarships have been targeted, 
additional school visits have been made providing workshops or hands on information about 
the admissions process, financial aid, aid availability, the application process and so on.

For the future, current signs appear to indicate that at the national level we will see:

1. A continuation of education cost increases

2. Financial assistance continuing to not keep pace with the cost of a college education

3. Loan funding continuing to replace grant assistance

4. Merit based funding continuing to replace grant assistance

5. Schools further building institutional endowment funds

6. Schools continuing to shift tuition revenue to fund a portion of their financially needy 
students

7. Institutions identifying cohort groups of disadvantaged students and strategically 
targeting limited resources for those students at risk
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What does Wisconsin’s future hold?  Funding sources continue to be primarily grant assistance rather than 
loans or scholarships.  The funding increases for one of the largest grant assistance programs, the Wisconsin 
Higher Education Grant (WHEG) which provides assistance to students who attend University of Wisconsin 
(UW) institutions, is tied to the percentage increase in UW tuition.  However, the current annual maximum 
prevents the neediest of the needy students from receiving any increases under this program even though 
tuition may increase.  An increase in the allowable maximum under this program is currently under review.  
A new initiative was also recently introduced that would provide additional funding for primarily very 
needy students whose eligibility may be tied to their participation in the grade school subsidized lunch 
program.  An academic performance component would also be a part of this program.   

Will these approaches make a difference in providing access?  Will the percentage of college educated 
residents increase in the country and in the state of Wisconsin?  Certainly ensuring that a college education 
is affordable can only strengthen the potential for access and success.
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The Convergence of National and State Priorities
The Governor of Montana, Brian Schweitzer, announced in January, 2005 his Best and Brightest college 
scholarship program.  His rationale for creating the program: “Montana’s families have been priced out of 
an education.  Our state’s most talented should have the opportunity to attend college and be the engines 
that drive the state’s future economic growth .”  The Montana initiative represents one of several state-level 
programs focused on access and affordability.  The merit scholarships in the program mirror those other 
states have established.  But in Montana, as in other places, policymakers increasingly are adopting need-
based plans.

An example: the program Governor Jeb Bush of Florida unveiled in January, 2006.  He designed his 
Access and Diversity Initiative to attract students from groups only minimally represented within the state 
university system in Florida.  He recommended a 36 percent increase in the state aid scheme for needy 
students, a new program for first-generation college students, and substantial growth in a scholarship 
program for low-income students who avoid serious trouble and remain through to high school completion.   
Only a few days after the announcement from Governor Bush, Governor Jim Doyle outlined the Wisconsin 
Covenant, his proposal to increase access to post-secondary education for financially-needy pre-college 
students.  He articulated later in the month his support for increasing the maximum of the Wisconsin 
Higher Education Grant (WHEG).  He observed: “Making college more affordable is one of my top 
priorities as Governor.” 

Developments at the national level also spotlight access to and affordability of higher education.  The 
new Commission on the Future of Higher Education of the U.S. Department of Education is to examine 
the question: How can we ensure that college is affordable and accessible?  Also, beyond the state level, 
the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) has a project to help legislators improve access 
and affordability in the public higher education within their states.  The Conference wants legislators to 
understand the nature of each but, more importantly, to grasp that access and affordability are entwined. 

The emphasis on access and affordability seems likely to expand within policy circles – at least for the 
short term.  As already implied, the emphasis is high on the agenda of state, federal, and other policy-
relevant bodies.  In addition, prices in higher education continue to rise, and in so doing they keep the 
matter of access and affordability at the forefront.  Let us review developments related to costs – nationally 
and in Wisconsin.

On College Costs
In Congress, Congressman Howard “Bud” McKeon of California has led the push for greater affordability.  
His spur: analyses showing substantial increases in college costs.  One of these emerged from the General 
Accounting Office.  This report showed tuition in public colleges and universities outrunning growth in 
income in the 1990s.  Specifically, tuition rose by 234 percent between 1990-91 while median income 
changed by 82 percent.  The inquiry, and media attention to prices in higher education, accelerated 

Affordability, Access and State Policy Making
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interests in college costs among members of the U.S. Congress.  
Congressman McKeon took the lead in proposing action; he 
continues to have a prominent role.  Through his prompting, 
Congress created in 1997 the National Commission on the 
Cost of Higher Education.  The Commission submitted its 
report in early 1998, with the title: Straight Talk about College 
Costs and Prices.  The document distinguished cost from price 
and made several recommendations.  Among them: Congress 
should maintain the existing fi nancial aid programs but reduce 
their complexity.  Congressman McKeon has subsequently 
incorporated some of the recommendations into his proposals 
for reauthorizing the Higher Education Act.  The given 
recommendations appear in the Affordability in Higher Education 
Act that Congressman McKeon wrote in 2003.  That act would 
penalize institutions whose tuition and fees rise to more than 
twice the Consumer Price Index (CPI) during a three-year period.  
It would also streamline the guidance given to higher education 
institutions by federal agencies. 

Debates over the reauthorization of the HEA continue; so does, 
too, the rise in college prices. The National Center for Public 
Policy and Higher Education provides a snapshot on affordability 
for 2004 that shows low grades for most states (Figure 1).  The 
Center based its analyses on family incomes, student debt, and 
fi nancial aid programs in each state and settled on letter grades.  
Few states received passing grades.  Wisconsin earned a “D,” 
as did Illinois.  Minnesota, with a “C” did better than did most 
of the Mid-western states. Although Measuring Up, the report 
from the Center, oversimplifi es variations within states and the 
intricacies of affordability, its simplicity makes it attractive in 
policy-making circles.

Generally, tuition and fees have risen, to offset reductions in state 
appropriations for public higher education.  That effect is evident 
in a fi gure showing trends in charges and in appropriations 
(Figure 2).  The spike in tuition noticed in 2003-04 occurred at 
a low point in state funding.  For parents and students, however, 
the effect of state reductions is less important than is the increase 
in tuition and fees.

Data from the College Board on pricing permit a look at changes 
based both on current dollars and on constant – 2005 – dollars. 
(Table 1).  In current dollars, the trend has been towards growth 
over time.  The results using constant dollars are less dramatic, 
with the change in 1980-81 effectively less than that for 1975-76.  
In general, however, the pattern has been rising prices for tuition, 
fees, room and board.
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Access, Affordability and the University of 
Wisconsin System
The year-to-year changes that the UW System reports also show 
increases in charges (Table 2). Consider the results for residential 
undergraduate tuition for selected years – for the two doctoral 
institutions (UW–Madison and UW–Milwaukee) and the eleven 
comprehensive universities.  The tuition UW–Madison charged 
in 1967-68 ($301) seems amazingly low to those who paid over 
$5,000 in 2004-05.  The later charges are equally startling to 
those who entered the University in earlier years.

It is not the mere level of increases that has drawn attention in 
policy circles; it is the differential effect on prospective students.  
Rising prices, coupled with inadequate fi nancial aid, affect 
the composition of the student body within the University of 
Wisconsin System.  Our clue comes from results of analyses 
carried out on family incomes, as reported by students taking 
the ACT examination.  The analyses begin with  data from the 
U.S. Census on family incomes in Wisconsin (not shown).  The 
incomes are fi rst divided into quintiles (Table 3).  Then the 
distribution of test takers across those quintiles is considered.  
The distribution of family incomes among test takers differs from 
that of the state writ large.   Although not shown in the table, 
the results illustrate that for each of the given years, the lowest 
and highest quintiles contain smaller percentages than does the 
statewide population.  The table does not include information 
for the UW System overall.  But that information shows that 
among ACT test takers who enroll in the UW System, the lowest 
quintile is underrepresented.

For UW–Madison, the pattern is particularly noteworthy.  Not 
only is there limited participation from the lowest quintile 
over the years, but the highest quintile is – numerically 
– over-represented.  The result is that the median income of 
the freshman class at UW–Madison exceeds signifi cantly 
that of the population as a whole and of ACT test takers.  A 
different campus, UW–Oshkosh (not shown), has a bell-shaped 
distribution, with – again – under representation from the lowest 
and highest quintiles.  The median family income for this campus 
of $59,000 more nearly approximates that for all test takers than 
does the result for UW–Madison.

The prices students actually pay are not captured by published 
charges. The College Board data on trends in pricing suggest, 
however, that even when grant aid is considered, the burden 
of college costs falls more heavily on families of low income 
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background than for those with greater financial resources (Figure 3).  For the analyses, the College Board 
starts with quartiles derived from the incomes of families.  For each quartile, the full-time, dependent 
undergraduates in those families are counted.  Then the grant funding these students receive is examined.   
The College Board then studies the total cost of attendance, including room, board, and books after aid is 
discounted.  It reports, too, on what remains to be paid in tuition and fees alone, once the grant funds are 
subtracted.  In either case – total cost or just tuition and fees – families in the lowest quartile spend more of 
their income to cover costs than do families in the other three groupings.

The report card, Measuring Up, shows that over time higher education in Wisconsin is becoming less and 
less affordable.  That analysis, and ones from our own Office of Policy Analysis and Research (OPAR), 
show low- and middle-income families paying an ever increasing share of the costs of education.  Again, the 
supporting details of the analysis are likely to be of less interest to policymakers, families, and students than 
are the effects on affordability.

Improving Affordability and Access
Policymakers have taken various actions to improve affordability and access.  Some of the actions aim to 
provide resources to blunt the effects of high prices.  The Florida initiative and the Wisconsin Covenant 
serve as examples.  So does, too, the plan from Governor Bob Taft (Ohio) to offer students reduced-rate 
loans to drive down the cost of education.  The Ohio Student Lending Initiative provides such loans to make 
college more affordable for the citizens of the state.   But calls for changes in regulations often aim, as well, 
to reduce costs in higher education and as a result slow rising prices.  The National Commission on the Cost 
of Higher Education called on the Congress, the U.S. Department of Education, and accreditation bodies to 
reduce and simplify their regulations and reporting requirements.

Frequently, the target for change has been the fiscal management of higher education institutions.  Recently, 
the Detroit Free Press used the headline, “Big Waste found at State Universities,” to summarize the results 
of a state audit of higher education institutions in Michigan.  The content of the audit reports is less startling 
than are the profiles in the newspaper.  Readers learn that “taxpayer-supported universities could do more to 
tighten operations as they battle for more government funding in dire economic times.”   The paper cites the 
failure of three universities to obtain reports at the end of sabbaticals and the presence of large numbers of 
courses with low enrollments.

Newspapers and external audits are not the only sources addressing efficiencies.  From inside higher 
education come calls for improved management of resources.  The publication, University Business, has 
directed the attention of administrators to the economics of academic programs.  Its conclusion: “Simply 
put, whether you have too many students vying for particular classes/majors, too many programs/courses 
that are under capacity, or too many students in high-cost programs, your institution’s fiscal health will 
suffer.”   As we shall observe shortly, for Wisconsin, policymakers often do more than call for improvements 
in fiscal management: they direct these improvements in specific ways.

Responding to the Policy Analyses
Leaders in higher education institutions have not been passive recipients of the analyses on the forces 
affecting access and, particularly, affordability.  They have sought to influence the dialogue through 
campaigns to broaden the understanding of finances.  The point of departure for the campaigns is the 
evidence from national and state surveys that most citizens have limited knowledge about the financing of 
higher education.  Typically, people overestimate by thousands of dollars the price of tuition and the total 
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cost of attending college.   Nor are they aware of the subsidies 
states provide for their public institutions and the consequences 
for prices of diminished subsidies. 

But campaigns to enhance knowledge can backfi re, particularly 
if they appear to downplay increases in prices or place 
responsibility for them outside of higher education.  The 
Commission on Cost, in a draft report, strove to place college 
prices within the context of other prices.  The draft pointed out 
that about 75 percent of the nation’s college students pay less 
than $8,000 a year in tuition – “about what a decent used car 
would cost.”  The portrait drew the wrath of Congressional 
leaders, with the result that the fi nal report exhorted higher 
education leaders to treat candidly and effectively public 
concerns about costs. 

Often, institutions draw comparisons between their prices and 
those of their competitors.  Consider the data the University of 
Wisconsin System reports routinely on how tuition and fees here 
compare with those in peer institutions (Table 4).  Calculated: 
the mid-point of tuition and fees for a set of selected institutions 
and the distance of our institutions from that point.   For 
resident undergraduates, UW–Madison, UW–Milwaukee and 
the comprehensive universities charge less than do comparable 
institutions.  In fact seven of the institutions in the comparison 
group with UW–Madison charge more than does this campus.  
Similarly, the comprehensives rank near the bottom of their peers 
in the charges levied for tuition and fees.

The difference has not thus far prompted an outcry from 
parents and policymakers. Potentially, observers need more 
information, including differences in income for the states and 
institutions in the comparisons.  Moreover as one source puts it, 
students and families “may not see you and your competition as 
equally valuable.” 

Worth watching will be reactions to a roll-back in non-resident 
tuition. Although resident undergraduate tuition is less than 
other places charge, UW System institutions are near the top 
on non-resident tuition. The rising levels of nonresident tuition 
apparently account for the sharp decline in out-of-state students 
since 2001-02.  To reverse the trend reductions in out-of-state 
tuition for UWS institutions other than UW–Madison have been 
approved by the UWS Board of Regents.

A very different public information campaign aims to provide 
better information to prospective students and their parents 
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about college financing.  The access/affordability initiatives planned in several states usually include such 
a campaign.  The California Community College System has underway, for instance, a statewide effort to 
provide information about financial aid.  Its title: I Can Afford College.

Affordability and Access Policies in Wisconsin
The Wisconsin Covenant and the increase in the maximum grant for the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant 
(WHEG) relate visibly and directly to the affordability of public higher education in Wisconsin.  Other 
efforts, targeted at improved efficiencies and greater transfer between post-secondary systems, bear less 
directly on affordability and access but have effects, nonetheless.

Reducing expenditures
The budget for the current biennium (2005-07) includes requirements intended to generate greater 
efficiencies in and of the University of Wisconsin System.  The budget reduced the number of positions 
in the system, including the System Administration, by 200 and the dollars by $65 million.  Of the dollar 
amount, $35 million is to be achieved through administrative savings – essentially by reductions in 
administrative personnel.  The additional $30 million should come through the participation of the system in 
the statewide restructuring of procurement contracts and improved asset management.  The savings are to be 
reallocated within the system’s budget to fund ongoing operations.  Although not targeted directly at access, 
the budgetary action implies that improved management of the system requires external direction, and that 
such improvements should reduce the costs of operations.

The actions directed at procurement of goods and services seem unlikely to change remarkably the resources 
available to UWS institutions.  One reason: institutional expenditures are heavily for wages, salaries, and 
fringe benefits.  In fact, it is likely that the Michigan audit highlighted the activities of faculty and academic 
staff, because expenditures for instruction and research outstrip those for supplies and materials

Increasing Student Transfer from Wisconsin Technical College System.  
In May of 2003, members of the Wisconsin Assembly introduced a bill to require UW System institutions 
to accept all credits transferred from the technical college system.  At the time, the institutions determined 
which credits could be transferred, and conveyed the decision through articulation agreements with 
particular institutions in the Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS).  Although the bill was 
ambiguously worded, some of its drafters intended it to increase substantially the transfer of credits from the 
technical colleges.  What forestalled action on the bill, in part, was the endorsement by the Board of Regents 
later that year of a set of transfer initiatives – developed jointly by UWS and WTCS – intended to improve 
credit transfer.  The question of credit transfer and the expansion of liberal arts programming within the 
Wisconsin Technical College System continue to arise, nonetheless.  The advocates for changes in transfer 
policy and programming contend that post-secondary education in the state would be more affordable if it 
constituted a seamless system and offered more options through WTCS to place-bound students.

The National Conference of State Legislatures recently applauded the state of Utah for permitting its 
two-year colleges to offer four-year degrees in targeted program areas.  Other states are considering this 
arrangement, and in all likelihood the rationale will be framed as a matter of access and affordability.

Two questions merit examination in the context of policies in Wisconsin to improve affordability and 
access.  These are: affordability for whom, and access to what?  Let us peruse both matters.
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Examining Affordability and Access
Affordability for Whom?
In many respects, affordability is interpreted broadly in policy discussions.  How might we know if 
affordability has been achieved?  The answer depends on for whom higher education is regarded as 
unaffordable.  Based on arguments about the income profile of University of Wisconsin System students, 
affordability would be evident if the distribution of family incomes within the system paralleled those in the 
state.  But if low-income families are particularly disadvantaged, then success would require bringing their 
levels of participation closer to those of higher income categories.

The national attention to costs was not driven by the under-participation of the lowest-income sector, 
however.  Rather, it was the fear of middle-class families that they were being priced out of the post-
secondary market – and particularly out of the most selective institutions within that market.   Changes 
in economic conditions, along with the availability of tax credits and other deductions, could make 
higher education more affordable for higher income families.  The consequences: the completion of the 
affordability agenda. 

Higher education institutions are working on programs to reduce costs for students from neighboring states.  
Officials at the University of Nebraska at Omaha hope to lower out of state tuition for Iowa residents in 
its nearby counties.  Within the UW System, UW–Platteville has a Tri–State Initiative, through which 
students from counties in Iowa and Illinois in the Platteville region can enroll in selected programs at less 
than the full non-resident rate.  The UNO and the Platteville approaches are touted as plans for increasing 
competitiveness within the state.  But some observers have begun to describe such plans as ways for 
making education within a state more affordable to those outside of it.  This clearly muddies the question of: 
affordable for whom?

Two arguments prevail for attracting more out-of-state students to Wisconsin.  The first centers on “brain 
gain” for the state.  Wisconsin retains sizeable fractions of the people who graduate from its institutions.  
But it has been less successful than states such as Minnesota in attracting graduates from elsewhere.  The 
proposal: expand the proportion of residents with college degrees by recruiting non-residents to our 
academic institutions.

The second argument suggests that revenues from non-residents could make education more affordable for 
residents.  Because the former pay more than the estimated costs of their education, the difference could be 
used not just for operational needs but for improved financial aid to low-income students.

Access to What?
In 2004 a member of the Missouri legislature introduced a college voucher proposal through which 
students would receive money they could use at any public or private institution in the state.  The bill 
drew opposition, especially from leaders of the public sector.  Public sector leaders are not likely to 
criticize programs that provide funds to students in public institutions.  Yet, they might well be concerned 
that the programs do not address their institutional budgets and needs.  Quite commonly policymakers 
want not just to affect access, but to ensure that institutions prepare the workforce and community 
leaders the public needs.  Policymakers, business leaders, and others contend that the economy now 
needs workers with skills in reading and writing, oral communications, mathematical reasoning, problem 
solving, and an ability to learn continuously. How, institutional leaders ask, are they to provide the 
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courses, programs, services to hone these skills, if all resources are directed towards improving the 
finances and information available to students?  

Consider the model Arkansas adopted when it decided to help recipients of TANF (Temporary Assistance 
to Needy Families) funds attend community colleges.  The participants are current or former recipients of 
welfare checks.  Aware of the expenses the institutions would incur the Arkansas program funds counselors, 
instructors, and the costs for offering courses outside of the usual schedule. 

The Access/Affordability Agenda: How Enduring?
At present, questions regarding access and affordability are prominent in policy-making circles.  But they 
might not remain so.  One possible source for change: the search among leaders for their own, distinctive 
priorities.  The agenda of the NGA depends on the directions chosen by the Governor who chairs the body.  
High school reform characterized the tenure of Governor Mark Warner when he chaired the NGA.  The new 
chair, Governor Mike Huckabee of Arkansas, has made “Healthy America” his theme.  What might keep 
affordability and access in the forefront for the association is the attention it receives from the NGA Center 
for Best Practices.

The results for the affordability/access agenda will depend in part on how closely the concerns are tied 
to other emphases; one of these is the competitiveness of the United States.  The rationale being offered 
for heightened access by low-income persons is that the United States cannot afford to overlook the 
development of its citizens, in an era in which other countries cultivate their human resources.  

International lessons appear in policy discussions within Wisconsin.  The Governor of Wisconsin, the 
Mayor of Milwaukee and the Chancellor of the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee undertook in 2006 a 
visit to policymakers in Ireland.  They returned convinced that Wisconsin could benefit from experiences 
there.  In particular, they were impressed by the connections of higher education to the business sector.  
They are not specific about the link of affordability, higher education, and competitiveness in Wisconsin.  
But their observations imply that any force likely to reduce the success of the higher education sector in the 
state would affect substantially the economic position of Wisconsin in the global market.

There are other arguments connecting participation in higher education to economic outcomes.  The 
National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, for example, maintains that a drop in the average 
level of education of U.S. workers would depress personal income levels for Americans, in turn creating a 
corresponding decrease in the nation’s tax base.  It would appear, then, that the future of policies affecting 
access and affordability will depend on how widely interest in those policies resonates. If higher education 
is regarded as critical to the economic well-being of the nation and widespread participation key to the 
fortunes of the sector, then access and affordability might well remain on the policy agenda – long after the 
opening years of the twenty-first century.
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