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I appreciate what President Obama has done for higher education by making 
improvements to student financial aid programs. Although I attended college long 
before Obama entered politics, I can appreciate the impact of these improvements 
because I myself benefited from Federal student loan programs when I was a 
graduate student. My higher education experience includes earning master's and 
bachelor's degrees and attending five public institutions, ranging from a community 
college to state-flagship universities, in four states. I also taught remedial math 
while working on my master's degree and have read about trends in higher 
education.1 My background falls short of expertise in this field, but I believe that it 
provides me enough knowledge and experience to credibly examine Obama's latest 
proposals for making college more affordable.  
 
Obama's plan2 is based on a rating system for colleges and universities that will be 
used to determine the amount of student financial aid available to them. Ratings 
are based on affordability, graduation and transfer rates, graduate earnings, and 
other criteria. With my focus limited to public colleges and universities, I will 
explain the flaws that I see in the Obama plan and propose alternatives that I 
believe are more fair and effective. 
 
Obama's plan uses student financial aid as an incentive for colleges and universities 
to meet his objectives. This is not only unfair to students, but also ineffective 
because what colleges and universities really value is Federal grant money. What is 
also unfair is the implicit blame solely on colleges and universities for rising 
tuitions.3 Publicly funded institutions of higher learning are at the mercy of state 
legislatures, which have the authority to raise revenue and then appropriate 
enough of it to obviate tuition increases.  
 
A fair incentive plan to maintain affordability would be to tie Federal grant money 
awarded to institutions in any state to that state's total higher-education spending. 
This plan promotes affordability by using the amount of statewide aggregate tuition 
to quantify the students’ burden as follows.  



2 

Let RT  be the aggregate revenue from tuition and fees of all state and local public 
colleges and universities, and let RA  be the total revenue from state and local 
appropriations, grants, and contracts.4 With these quantities, let us define the 
student burden as follows.  
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This formula would be used to determine eligibility for Federal grants by setting a 
threshold of student burden at, say, 50 percent. If the burden is less than or equal 
to 50.00 percent, then colleges and universities in a given state would be eligible for 
grants but ineligible if it is greater than 50.  
 
Table 1 on Pages 4 and 5, a tabulation of the student burden across the states, 
shows that all but 12 states would be eligible under a 50-percent threshold. In order 
to become eligible, these 12 states could decrease tuition or increase public funding 
so that RA ≥ RT. However, as illustrated in Tables 2 and 3 on Page 6, drastic 
adjustments would be required in most of these 12 states. Adjusting tuition and 
appropriations concurrently may be more practical, as illustrated in Table 4 on 
Page 7. 
 
Improvements to the adjustment process could be made. The student burden 
formula could be improved by using only aggregate in-state tuition, since public 
institutions primarily serve resident students, and tuitions are usually much higher 
for non-residents.5 More importantly, the question of whether 50 percent is too high 
should be considered in terms of whether students can actually afford to pay the 
corresponding tuition rates and in terms of what institutions in other industrialized 
countries charge for tuition. 
 
Not only does the Obama plan unfairly expect colleges and universities by 
themselves to limit tuition rates, it also expects them to maintain graduation rates. 
Graduation rates are lowered by students who drop out of college or transfer for a 
variety of personal reasons that are beyond the institution’s control. Moreover, it is 
horrifying to think of what an institution might do to achieve a minimum 
graduation rate—dumbing down courses, lowering expectations, inflating grades, or 
forcing students to switch to degree programs that they find less challenging and 
interesting. Increasing graduation rates is a laudable goal, but setting required 
minimums or tying them to student financial aid does not benefit students. 
 
Earnings of graduates are another criterion for Obama's college rating system. This 
one is as flawed as the other criteria are. First of all, data could be difficult to get 
after students graduate. (However, my alma mater has been able to get my new 
address after each of my many moves.)  
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Second, most of the jobs created during the last few years have been low-wage 
service and retail jobs, many of which are taken by college graduates. Graduates 
who do land a salaried position right out of college often come from degree programs 
that are closely associated with particular occupations such as teaching, nursing, 
engineering, and accounting. The value of such programs could be fairly assessed by 
salaries and job-placement rates, but these measures are more difficult to apply to 
arts, humanities, and sciences graduates because they enter a variety of careers, 
and some may have to try several career paths before finding one that feels right.  
 
Furthermore, because arts and humanities degrees do not guarantee a salaried 
position immediately after graduation, colleges and universities may discourage 
students from pursing them.6 Without the certainty that every college graduate will 
land their dream job right after graduation, using the amounts of their earnings to 
evaluate colleges and universities is unfair; moreover, it is irrelevant to the most 
important purpose of a college education—the development of the intellect.    
 
My plan for college affordability, in contrast to the Obama plan, does not impose 
objectives that are unrelated to affordability and intellectual development, and it 
aims to be fair to colleges and universities and their students. Because state 
governments are primarily responsible for financing their higher-education 
systems, my plan holds them accountable for limiting the financial burden on 
students and provides a powerful incentive for them to do so. My plan, in fact, is 
designed to achieve President Obama’s main objective—making higher education 
more affordable.   
 
 
ENDNOTES 
                                                             
1 A thorough and critical examination of current trends is given by Dreifus, Claudia, and Andrew 
Hacker, Higher Education? New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2011 
2 Office of the Press Secretary, The White House. “FACT SHEET on the President’s Plan to Make College More 
Affordable: A Better Bargain for the Middle Class” http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-
office/2013/08/22/fact-sheet-president-s-plan-make-college-more-affordable-better-bargain- 
3 Rising tuitions could also reflect excessive spending on sports or salaries. 
4 Revenue figures are available from the Digest of Educational Statistics, Table 367, published by the 
National Center for Educational Statistics, http://www.nces.ed.gov. Tuition figures also include fees. 
5 State-by-state totals of resident tuition are not found in the Digest of Educational Statistics nor 
anywhere else on the National Center for Educational Statistics website. 
6 Kaul, Donald, “An Endangered Species Up in Arms” http://otherwords.org/an-endangered-species-
up-in-arms 
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APPENDIX: Student Burden Tables and Formulae 
 

Tuition and revenue figures are taken from the Digest of Educational Statistics, 2011, Table 367, 
published by the National Center for Educational Statistics. http://www.nces.ed.gov. 
Figures are from the 2009-2010 academic year. 
Figures are stated in thousands of dollars. 
 
 

TABLE 1:  Student burden for all Fifty States  
and the District of Columbia 
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Where 
RT  = total revenue from tuition and fees of all state and local public colleges and universities 
RA  = total revenue from state and local appropriations, grants, and contracts 
 

State Tuition and fees (RT) 
State public 

revenues (RA) 
Student burden (PT) 

2009-2010 
Alabama 1,226,737 1,553,458 44.12% 
Alaska 106,824 413,970 20.51% 
Arizona 1,252,017 1,909,087 39.61% 
Arkansas 407,190 951,789 29.96% 
California 4,799,602 13,744,721 25.88% 
Colorado 1,373,687 553,329 71.29% 
Connecticut 552,618 1,093,351 33.57% 
Delaware 355,928 268,413 57.01% 
District of Columbia 26,696 73,731 26.58% 
Florida 1,712,699 4,015,220 29.90% 
Georgia 1,439,381 2,218,723 39.35% 
Hawaii 210,701 442,514 32.26% 
Idaho 232,922 386,407 37.61% 
Illinois 2,132,121 3,144,716 40.41% 
Indiana 1,924,620 1,711,063 52.94% 
Iowa 701,366 1,030,533 40.50% 
Kansas 683,065 1,136,889 37.53% 
Kentucky 838,262 1,205,887 41.01% 
Louisiana 626,213 1,500,019 29.45% 
Maine 209,560 308,893 40.42% 
Maryland 1,396,362 1,997,637 41.14% 
Massachusetts 1,008,631 1,131,073 47.14% 
Michigan 3,168,919 2,830,203 52.82% 
Minnesota 1,137,773 1,540,970 42.47% 
Mississippi 446,609 1,116,896 28.56% 
Missouri 902,564 1,333,123 40.37% 
Montana 252,111 220,591 53.33% 
Nebraska 332,446 932,378 26.28% 
Nevada 302,887 477,051 38.83% 
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TABLE 1:  Student burden for all Fifty States  
and the District of Columbia 
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Where 
RT  = total revenue from tuition and fees of all state and local public colleges and universities 
RA  = total revenue from state and local appropriations, grants, and contracts 
 

State Tuition and fees (RT) 
State public 

revenues (RA) 
Student burden (PT) 

2009-2010 
New Hampshire 310,005 181,412 63.08% 
New Jersey 1,783,369 2,251,340 44.20% 
New Mexico 232,645 1,090,635 17.58% 
New York 2,244,500 6,077,826 26.97% 
North Carolina 1,255,177 3,871,493 24.48% 
North Dakota 248,473 316,474 43.98% 
Ohio 2,984,442 2,560,332 53.82% 
Oklahoma 674,335 1,257,601 34.90% 
Oregon 934,531 1,071,200 46.59% 
Pennsylvania 3,402,627 1,961,489 63.43% 
Rhode Island 252,267 167,995 60.03% 
South Carolina 1,101,061 996,831 52.48% 
South Dakota 179,463 200,767 47.20% 
Tennessee 812,733 1,305,023 38.38% 
Texas 3,950,738 8,644,225 31.37% 
Utah 555,723 785,617 41.43% 
Vermont 320,259 109,558 74.51% 
Virginia 1,886,662 1,635,151 53.57% 
Washington 1,307,996 1,973,484 39.86% 
West Virginia 466,775 566,787 45.16% 
Wisconsin 1,192,301 2,265,033 34.49% 
Wyoming 72,563 401,610 15.30% 
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TABLE 2:  State and local appropriations increases  

required to reduce student burden to 50% 
 

 

State 
Student burden 
2009-2010 

Required increase in state and local 
appropriations  

Vermont 74.51% 210,701 275% 
Colorado 71.29% 820,359 2568% 
Pennsylvania 63.43% 1,441,138 101% 
New Hampshire 63.08% 128,593 98% 
Rhode Island 60.03% 84,272 61% 
Delaware 57.01% 87,515 40% 
Ohio 53.82% 424,110 23% 
Virginia 53.57% 251,512 18% 
Montana 53.33% 31,521 18% 
Indiana 52.94% 213,557 15% 
Michigan 52.82% 338,716 19% 
South Carolina 52.48% 104,230 17%  
 
 
 

TABLE 3:  Aggregate tuition decreases  
required to reduce student burden to 50% 

 
 

State 
Student burden 
2009-2010 Required decrease in aggregate tuition  

Vermont 74.51% 243,684 76% 
Colorado 71.29% 1,341,737 98% 
Pennsylvania 63.43% 1,981,867 58% 
New Hampshire 63.08% 179,137 58% 
Rhode Island 60.03% 115,109 46% 
Delaware 57.01% 136,519 38% 
Ohio 53.82% 1,100,210 37% 
Virginia 53.57% 453,074 24% 
Montana 53.33% 77,327 31% 
Indiana 52.94% 489,542 25% 
Michigan 52.82% 1,382,530 44% 
South Carolina 52.48% 496,778 45% 
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TABLE 4: Concurrent Adjustments Required to Reduce Student Burden to 50% 
 

State 
Student burden 
2009-2010 

Required increase in state 
and local appropriations  

Required decrease in 
aggregate tuition 

Vermont 74.51% 40,658 53.10% 170,042 53.10% 
Colorado 71.29% 70,062 54.62% 750,297 54.62% 
Pennsylvania 63.43% 448,924 29.16% 992,214 29.16% 
New Hampshire 63.08% 38,171 29.17% 90,422 29.17% 
Rhode Island 60.03% 29,681 21.64% 54,590 21.64% 
Delaware 57.01% 33,374 15.21% 54,141 15.21% 
Ohio 53.82% 171,695 8.46% 252,415 8.46% 
Virginia 53.57% 108,694 7.57% 142,818 7.57% 
Montana 53.33% 13,252 7.25% 18,268 7.25% 
Indiana 52.94% 91,472 6.34% 122,086 6.34% 
Michigan 52.82% 145,378 6.10% 193,338 6.10% 
South Carolina 52.48% 39,273 5.90% 64,957 5.90% 
 
 
FORMULAS used to adjust tuition and appropriations 

Define the student burden as follows,  
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where 
RT  = aggregate revenue from tuition and fees of all state and local public colleges 
and universities 
RA  = total revenue from state and local appropriations, grants, and contracts. 
 
Let 
RSLA  = total revenue from state and local appropriations only 
RGC  = total revenue from state and local grants and contracts 
(Note that RA  = RSLA + RGC .) 
R'T  = adjusted aggregate revenue from tuition and fees of all state and local public 
colleges and universities 
R'SLA  = adjusted total revenue from state and local appropriations only 
 
By setting the student burden to 50 percent, and by setting the relative decrease in 
tuition equal to the relative increase in appropriations and then solving  
for R'T  and R'SLA, the following formulas are obtained. 
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