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NATIONWIDE TUITION FREEZE COULD RESTORE U.S. TO #1;
Don’t Just Cap College Tuitions – Freeze Them
By Robert Weiner and Zoe Pagonis
We were number one, back in 1992. Now the United States ranks fourth in the world for college completion, with only 39 percent of Americans holding degrees.
The Russian Federation (50.4 percent), Canada (47 percent) and Japan (40.5 percent) are all ahead of us, so far. We rank 11th in the percentage of graduates among people age 25-34, a sign that other nations are rapidly passing us by.
President Obama recognizes the urgency. To make college accessible to more Americans, he budgeted $129 billion in new grants, loans and work-study programs. 
That’s a start. But tuitions have risen so fast that we have reached a point where, for many, the debt is not worth the degree.
Over the past decade, according to College Board, the average annual cost of going to a four-year public college has reached $6,585, more than double what it was in 2000 and more than quadruple the cost in 1982.
The logical explanation for such enormous increases would be increased quality of college education. However, according to the U.S. Census, in 2007, the earnings advantage of college graduates over high school grads actually dropped by 6 percent. 

It comes down to dollars for degrees — at least as important as cash for clunkers.
Fifteen states will have no increase for the coming year. However, this September, students in 35 states will return to their campuses to find higher tuition rates. New Jersey students will be among them, but will be helped by a new 3 percent tuition cap for all state colleges—an improvement over the previous year’s increases including 8.5% at Rutgers, 7% at Montclair State and 7.25% at Rowan University.  
More needs to be done. 
It is time for Congress and individual states to adopt the model of Maryland, where public college tuition costs have been frozen since 2006. Diverting a small portion of the federal budget — approximately $800 million — could pay for a tuition freeze at every public institution across the nation, increase attendance and reduce student debt. It’s a reasonable shift if the U.S. wants to return to No. 1 in college graduations.

Under Maryland Governor Martin O’Malley, who made it a big campaign issue, his state initiated the 3 ½ year public college tuition freeze while keeping educational quality intact. The state centralized purchasing and made other systems more efficient to cut expenses.

Ranked number one by Education Weekly for K-12 education, Maryland "keeps its best students in the state" through college, said Terry Hartle, Senior Vice President for the American Council on Education. This is not the case for New Jersey.
Ranked fifth for best K-12 education, New Jersey exports 19,000 bright, well prepared students a year to out-of-state colleges — the most in the country. Could the $11,886 in state tuition at Rutgers for the fall 2009 semester (compared to $8,057 for University of Maryland) have something to do with it?  We are both graduates of highly regarded Garden State high schools but — we sadly admit — both attended universities outside New Jersey.
New Jersey and other states are hard-pressed to keep tuition down while facing budget shortfalls. Even Maryland, which spends $16 million a year to implement its freeze, may have to increase tuition in the spring to combat rising class sizes and faculty firings.

The federal government can help. Congress is currently moving forward in education reform with the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 2009.  Introduced by House Education Committee Chairman George Miller (D-CA) the bill will make all student loans 100% direct and eliminate private lenders.  The Congressional Budget Office estimates that the bill would generate $87 billion in savings over the next ten years.   
The current bill directs $10 billion of these savings to go "back to the Treasury to help pay down the deficit.”  Yes, our national debt is a problem—but taking money away from education is not the solution. 

Student debt is increasing so rapidly, that without a freeze, additional students who need more loans will postpone or forfeit going to college.   
When Congress comes back to session after the August recess, they could amend the Student Aid Act already set for floor action by directing $800 million dollars — from the $10 billion of savings now going back to the Treasury--- for a nationwide tuition freeze.  This policy would help all students and prevent the choice between further debt and missing a college education.

There is currently no national policy of a tuition freeze; a hodgepodge of states have implemented one. Such a change could enable the United States to reclaim its title as the number one country for higher education completion — and maybe other countries will stop beating us in innovation and productivity.
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