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$44-Billion Ought to Buy Some Accountability on
Campuses
By Kevin Carey

Left unattended, the Pell Grant program will cost $44-billion next
year. You could buy seven aircraft carriers with that much cash.

The Obama administration had to confront that harsh reality when
it assembled its budget proposal for the 2012 fiscal year. The Pell
program didn't even cross the $20-billion threshold until last year.
But Congress made the grants for low-income students more
generous just as the economy made a lot more students low-
income and sent legions of unemployed workers back to school.

In response, the administration proposed killing a newly created
Pell Grant for summer-school students. Along with other changes,
that would bring the cost down to a still-record $28-billion. Newly
elected Republicans in the House of Representatives, meanwhile,
were in a less generous mood, proposing to slash the maximum
Pell award by 15 percent—the largest cut in history.

The final disposition of Pell will be one of the most closely watched
elements of the Obama vs. Republicans budget showdown. But
whatever the short-term outcome, this marks the beginning of a
new era of federal financing of higher education.

While the Pell program has had ups and downs since its inception,
Congress has provided enough money to keep up with both
inflation and a surge of new college students. Yet low-income
undergraduates are actually much worse off than equivalent
students were 30 years ago. A student without a Pell Grant in 1980
paid less out of pocket to attend a public four-year university than a
student with a Pell Grant pays today. That's because between then
and now, the cost of higher education has grown far faster than
inflation.

As a result, the federal government has gone from bit player to
major investor in the educational part of higher education, to the
point that it's starting to rival states in the magnitude of support.

Consider that according to the Grapevine Project, Illinois State



University's annual survey of state financing of higher education,
states will spend $76-billion on higher education this year. Then
consider the federal government's $44-billion for Pell, nearly $9-
billion for the American Opportunity Tax Credit, plus student-loan
interest-rate subsidies, 529-plan subsidies, and billions for the GI
Bill, and suddenly the state and federal shares aren't that far apart.
And if current state-budget proposals are any indication—
Pennsylvania Governor Tom Corbett has proposed cutting his
state's allocation for higher education in half—the state-to-federal
spending ratio will continue to shrink.

Those numbers have consequences. Lawmakers are predictable
people: The bigger the checks they write, the more expansive their
ideas about how that money should be spent. When federal
subsidies rival state spending, federal lawmakers are going to step
into the policy void that state lawmakers are rapidly creating.

This new attitude is most apparent in the continuing "gainful
employment" debate surrounding for-profit colleges. The
University of Phoenix alone took $1-billion out of the Pell Grant
program in 2009, and people noticed. Now the Obama
administration wants to take the historic step of making receipt of
federal financial aid contingent on colleges' proving that their
graduates get sufficient economic value in exchange.

Once the government starts asking such new kinds of questions, it
generally doesn't stop asking. And as Richard Arum and Josipa
Roksa show in their recent study, Academically Adrift, there are
many reasons to question how much value even students at
nonprofit colleges receive for their tuition.

Neither party has quite come around to this way of thinking!—yet.
Republicans continue to favor profit-making enterprises on general
principle, while Democrats don't want to admit that simply pouring
more money into Pell Grants is like dumping more frankfurters on
the plate of four-time world hot-dog-eating champion Joey (Jaws)
Chestnut.

Such old ways of thinking can be hard to break. It takes a shock,
something un-ignorable. Something like $44-billion.

Fortunately, students could greatly benefit from the inevitable new
federal role in higher education. Fractured policy among the 50
states, whose public universities exert outsized influence, has
resulted in a kind of nonsystem in which colleges and universities
aren't held accountable in any meaningful way for how well they
educate their students. As the federal government grows into its



role as the public-higher-education-financing body of first resort, it
should demand far more transparency about learning results from
colleges in exchange.

It should also modernize the Pell program to account for different
patterns of student attendance. The summer Pell program was a
good, albeit very expensive, idea. Some students move through
college faster than the traditional four-year calendar, and some
slower. Pell does a poor job of accommodating those differences.
The rapid growth of online higher education is rendering the time-
based, credit-hour-focused concept of attendance obsolete.
Financial aid shouldn't force students to fit into an increasingly
archaic mold.

The federal government should also start insisting that institutions
that receive public subsidies truly serve the public interest. The
hard truth is that the colleges that receive the most Pell money per
capita are often those that fail to graduate a large majority of their
students—not only because the students are hard to serve, but also
because the institutions themselves are mismanaged and mediocre.
Colleges that are unwilling or unable to help a reasonable
percentage of Pell Grant students earn degrees and learn things
worth knowing should be shut out of the program, regardless of
their accreditation status or academic reputation.

Such ideas have been heresy in the halls of Congress until recently.
But you'd be amazed what you can buy these days with $44-billion
and change.

Kevin Carey is policy director of Education Section, an
independent think tank in Washington.
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You wrote: "in their recent study, Academically Adrift, there are many reasons to question how much value

even students at nonprofit colleges receive for their tuition."

So why aren't you demanding the end of all Federal funding at this time of economic crisis? 

Why do you want increased Federal interference in education instead of demanding an end to State

funding as well, given the crisis the States are in?

Are you playing the Pied Piper?

Leading the children under the mountain of Big Government, Big Bureaucracy, Big Debt, Big Brother and

no credible, measurable, meaningful, useful education?

No, because in that story the parents didn't have the kids coming back to live in the basement, they weren't

left with enormous bills and the rats were gone. 

Why aren't "seven aircraft carriers" a better way to spend, if you must spend? 

Why not reduce the deficit instead? 

Why not reduce taxes instead? 

Given "Academically Adrift" and Professor Vedder's various CHE articles, isn't it unconscionable to

continue cheating taxpayers, students and parents in this grotesque fashion (assuming you believe those

particular sources and their interpretations). Isn't it cheating when enormous amounts are spent to provide

zero to little credibly proven academic achievement (assuming you believe those sources)?

Why didn't you provide any credible evidence of any recent success with any Federal interference in

education? Is that because it is hard to think of one? No, evidence of having spent billions and created

more paperwork and bureaucracy, is not success. No, creating jobs for administrators, consultants and

bureaucrats is not success in the eyes of students, parents or taxpayers. No, churning out more graduates

that haven't learned to do much that is useful, is just either educational debasement or educational

counterfeiting. 

Why didn't you even mention NCLB?

Why don't you cite the impact of this relatively recent example of massive Federal expenditure and

interference?

Why didn't you discuss the anecdotal evidence of high school students being even less prepared for

doing college work, even with the decline in college academic homework requirements and college grade

inflation? 

Why didn't you cite the number of students taking remedial classes in college as evidence of the failure of

Federal spending and interference?

Professor Vedder appears to show that students deserve no funding at all, from anyone, at:

http://chronicle.com/blogs/inn...

with pointed conclusions like "the loans are beer money for students".

In the comments to that article, I question his article and "Academically Adrift", but you have failed here to

challenge either of them. 

"Academically Adrift" has an associated document:

http://highered.ssrc.org/files...

which contains bar charts that show that their predicted CLA scores for students are:

- Only about 5.7% higher for High Selectivity institutions compared to Low Selectivity institutions.

- Only about 5% higher for Math/Science majors (the best) compared to Business, Education 

and Social Work majors (the worst).

If you believe that CLA scores measure something useful then it is truly pathetic if High Selectivity

institutions can only deliver a paltry 5.7% higher predicted CLA score than Low Selectivity institutions,

after 4 years. If you believe, then you should be enraged at this disgraceful, expensive failure. You should

be saying: "Not one penny!" 

Both stats having the enormous problem that the differences are less than the expected margin of error

with such a test as the CLA, which you can apparently walk out of whenever you like. The failure to

headline the real possibility that nothing makes a real difference, seems an enormous omission. 

Just because people don't know what they are doing, or don't know what effect they are having, or don't

know how to study or interpret data, there is no reason to continue to throw billions away at times of

economic crisis.

True accountability would be to cut to zero.

"When you are in hole, stop digging!!" - something you can learn without going to college

8 people liked this. Like  Reply
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Those concerned about the misuse of statistical data might read Jacob Cohen's 1994 article 

"The Earth is Round (p<.05)" 

http://www.ses.wsu.edu/people/...

as well as the subsequent literature. 

An earlier commentary on some statistical issues in "Academically Adrift" is provided in the article at:

http://chronicle.com/article/A...

5 people liked this. Like  

The issues that I identified in my CHE comments about "Academically Adrift", its related document and the

uses made of it by CHE columnists, do not even get close to the statistical issues that are discussed in the

Jacob Cohen and Alexander Astin articles mentioned previously. You only need a high school education

to find the issues that I found. Or maybe a high school education of a few decades ago, thanks to the

additional billions spent and Federal/State accountability measures. 

It seems as if before all the attention and money, of the last few decades, some high school graduates

were capable of greater "critical thinking" and "complex reasoning" than some college graduates of today. 

In Education it seems: "More is Less"

with apologies to Mies van der Rohe.

4 people liked this. Like  

University of California Berkeley: Chancellor's Irresponsible Decisions Cost Millions.Just how widespread

is the budget crisis at University of California Berkeley? University of California Chancellor Robert J

Birgeneau’s ($500,000 salary) eight-year fiscal track record is dismal indeed. He would like to blame the

politicians, since they stopped giving him every dollar he has asked for, and the state legislators do share

some responsibility for the financial crisis. But not in the sense he means.

A competent chancellor would have been on top of identifying inefficiencies in the system and then

crafting a plan to fix them. Competent oversight by the Board of Regents and the legislature would have

required him to provide data on problems and on what steps he was taking to solve them. Instead, every

year Birgeneau would request a budget increase, the regents would agree to it, and the legislature would

provide. The hard questions were avoided by all concerned, and the problems just piled up to $150

million of inefficiencies….until there was no money left.

It’s not that Birgeneau was unaware that there were, in fact, waste and inefficiencies in the system. Faculty

and staff have raised issues with senior management, but when they failed to see relevant action taken,

they stopped. Finally, Birgeneau ($500,000 salary) engaged some expensive ($7.2 million) consultants,

Bain & Company, to tell him what he should have been able to find out from the bright, engaged people in

his own organization.

In short, there is plenty of blame to go around. Merely cutting out inefficiencies will not have the effect

desired. But you never want a serious crisis to go to waste. An opportunity now exists for the UC

President, Chairman of the UC Board of Regents Gould, California Legislators to jolt Cal back to life,

applying some simple oversight check-and-balance management practices. Increasing the budget is not

enough; transforming senior management is necessary. The faculty, Academic Senate, Cal. Alumni,

financial donors, benefactors await Cal senior management’s transformation.

UC Berkeley public reprimand, censure: NCAA places Chancellor Birgeneau’s men’s basketball program

on probation

The author who has 35 years’ consulting experience, has taught at University of California Berkeley,

where he was able to observe the culture and the way senior management work.

(World class preeminent public research and teaching UC Berkeley ranking tumbles from 2nd best. In

2004 the London-based Times Higher Education ranked UC Berkeley the second leading university in the

world, just behind Harvard; in 2009 that ranking tumbled to 39th place. By 2011 the ranking had not

returned to 2nd best)
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* Don't you think that the Feds have repeatedly failed to be accountable? Let alone effective? With

bonuses and golden parachutes for failure?

* Don't you think that there is a track record of across the board failure? Don't you think there are a trillion

reasons to doubt? 

- Is FEMA your accountability model?

- Is AIG your accountability model?

- Which fiasco is your accountability model?

- Where has Pell accountability been over the decades and billions spent? 

Is that why you gave no examples of past results, benefits, ROI, enforcement or accountability, at any level

of Federal involvement in education?

Is that why after all those decades, you only mention "Academically Adrift" without mentioning its

deficiencies? Why didn't you mention that "Academically Adrift" seems to regard Pell as part of the

problem and the NCLB concept as part of the solution? It mentions neither Pell nor NCLB in terms of

correlation with any educational outcome measurement. Pell and NCLB are only briefly mentioned.

Where is your evidence that all 50 states have failed in their responsibilities?

What basis do you have for deciding that the Federal government will do a materially better job?

Are you really playing Mark Antony here?

For Pell is an honorable program;

So are they all, all honorable programs.

Have you really: 

Come to bury Pell

Not to praise it

Cicero gave us an excellent question:

"Cui bono?"

"To whose profit?"

3 people liked this. Like  

Wow. 44 billion for helping people go to college. That amount could maybe pay for Iraq and Afghanistan

for what? Two weeks?

As always, there's plenty of money, but what are we spending it on?

10 people liked this. Like  

Another example of laxness:

http://chronicle.com/article/L...

1 person liked this. Like  

Here is Professor Vedder's idea on spending $20 billion on Pell, along with comments from myself as well

as others: 

http://chronicle.com/blogs/inn...

1 person liked this. Like  
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There seems to be a striking lack of interest in the cost-effectiveness of K-12 changes as well as the

impact of those changes on those going to college. One might think that it would be worth paying close

attention to current measures, as well as the ultimately unsuccessful post-Sputnik reforms (PSSC, CHEM

Study, the New Math etc.) in terms of K-12 and college.

An example of such research is Stuart S. Yeh's 2007 "The Cost-Effectiveness of Five Policies for

Improving Student Achievement"

http://www.hershey.k12.pa.us/5...

It finds that "rapid assessment" is 6 times better than "accountability" and from a per dollar standpoint 57

times better than "increased accountability". This is the kind of research that should get close attention. I

don't agree with the cost analysis and I lack the knowledge and skill to assess many aspects of the article,

but I do think it is trying to answer the right type of question.

See also Stuart S. Yeh's 2008 "The Cost-Effectiveness of Comprehensive School Reform and Rapid

Assessment"

http://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/articl...

The 2010 article "NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND: The Inadvertent Costs for High-Achieving and Gifted

Students" discusses how NCLB has resulted in declining relative NAEP results for the best students, as

resources and time are shifted away from good students towards those that are borderline.

http://findarticles.com/p/arti...

Making major cost-effective improvements to K-12 would seem much more effective than remedial

courses in college. Sacrificing the better students is extremely counter-productive.

4 people liked this. Like  

When Mr. Carey writes, "colleges and universities aren't held accountable in any meaningful way for how

well they educate their students," he suggests that students are passive recipients of education and

therefore poor "learning results" are the fault of the university. This perspective strips students of their

agency and responsibility. In my experience, when "poor results" happen, it's almost always because the

student failed to take advantage of opportunities and resources. Maybe we should consider only giving

loans to students who quality--via merit--much like mortgages should only be granted to borrowers who

are credit worthy. Indeed, as with the housing bubble, when all students are eligible for loans, regardless

of their academic records, we end up with a student loan/tuition cost bubble.

8 people liked this. Like  

Is there no credible research conducted on the effect of "entitlements" that lack any accountability, in order

to help guide us toward solutions aimed at productively distributing our diminishing tax dollars? There are

clearly behaviors, such as not attending classes, that could be incorporated into accountability measures

to incentivize both the schools and their students toward their collective best interests, failure of which on

either part would result in loss of PELL and those savings best directed to others who maximize the

benefit by simply showing up for classes every day. Too radical?

1 person liked this. Like  

It's impolite to shout but this point needs to be in caps. 

[ [ "A student without a Pell Grant in 1980 paid less out of pocket to attend a public four-year university

than a student with a Pell Grant pays today. That's because between then and now, the cost of higher

education has grown far faster than inflation." ] ]

Most of these posts fail to appreciate the role of the institutions in the problem. 
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While the HEPI is blameworthy for obscuring the inefficiencies of higher education, the primary cause is,

as Mr. Carey has it, a lack of accountability. 

An effective system of accountability demands skilled leadership and management which, in turn,

demands effective business rules, role definitions, performance standards, information and accounting

systems (where they operate in the mid-20th century), metrics, and tools with with to manage the college

or university. (I'm not talking about the sanctity of the classroom, so those inclined should lay down their

tissue paper swords. However, real accountability would also demand that we professors learn to teach

and evaluate; those us who can are largely self-taught by trial and error and over the bodies of our

experimental subjects.) 

Predictably, in the absence of accountability, institutions of higher education have evolved to serve

themselves. Presidents are chosen for their abilities to be inoffensive to faculties, to be conciliatory, to

present the institution well, and to raise money. With some exceptions, strong leaders are run out of town.

Strong leaders who advocate accountability are run out of town in the middle of the night.

6 people liked this.  

"Left unattended, the Pell Grant program will cost $44-billion next year. You could buy seven aircraft

carriers with that much cash.

The Obama administration had to confront that harsh reality when it assembled its budget proposal for the

2012 fiscal year."

Yes, I understand this would be a tough decision. Do we want to spend money we supposedly don't have

blowing up more countries or sending Americans to college? There's no money shortage in this country,

there's a shortage of political will and vision.

4 people liked this. Like  

The origin and purpose of the Pell Grant program is not to assess postsecondary institutions. Let

measurements designed for that function be properly used for that. Cutting funding to millions of students

because there are some fly-by-night schools gobbling up a disproportionate piece of the pie is not a

solution...at least not if we actually want an educated citizenry.

You want to throw the baby out with the bathwater, be prepared to see the US sink economically even

further among industrialized, educated nations. As for me, these students are theoretically paying my

Social Security one day, I want to see them educated.

Like  

QUOTE: "The origin and purpose of the Pell Grant program is not to assess postsecondary

institutions. "

I beg your pardon.

- The purpose of Pell is to provide the economically disadvantaged access to effective education.

- Access is a function of net affordability, hence institutional efficiency.

- Effective education is determined via assessment.

- Underclass and lower middle-class access is declining steadily.

- Effectiveness is largely unknown but questioned in multiple ways. 

Therefore:

- [Fill in the blank.]

1 person liked this. Like  

Therefore: you're stringing together a series of vaguely related statements and stray from the
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point. You could have stopped after one line, and edited it down a bit at that...the purpose of

Pell Grants is to provide access. 

I am not arguing against institutional accountability or effectiveness, I'm acknowledging what

the program is there for. As I said, there are myriad means of assessing institutions, let's use

those and leave Pell for what it is - financial aid for needy students. Using Pell Grants as an

assessment tool weakens access and assessment.

4 people liked this. Like  

Don't feed the political troll.

Kevin Carey has an agenda which, for some reason, is allowed unfettered play here on the Chronicle.

2 people liked this. Like  

I suppose we all have some agenda. The question is whether and how much it might distort facts

and generalizations. What are your factual concerns with this article? I found it informative to some

points and I expressed disagreement with other points. 

I tire of anti-intellectual views, such as JoeJoe1's, in which decently argued and civilly expressed

views are dismissed with an unexamined attack on the person. When did we stop teaching our

students not to commit this logical fallacy?

1 person liked this. Edit  

Joe Joe may not have the information, but I do:

http://www.educationsector.org...

Kevin Carey represents Education Sector. This is a think tank/advocacy group whose backers

include Bill Gates and Eli Broad, two names which are now anathema in public school circles.

Broad, in particular, backs Green Dot, a charter school company, which is now getting control

of problem public schools in Los Angeles. Broad is a major player in the charter movement and

stands to make a fortune by the diversion of tax money from teachers' salaries to hedge funds.

His associates are closing massive numbers of schools in places like Kansas City, and are

heavily involved in "Race to the Top", the sad postlude to "No Child Left Behind." 

http://journals.democraticunde...

Another major proponent of charter schools, Rebeca Huffman, is on the board of Education

Sector, as well as John Chubb, former VP and managing director of Edison Learning Institute,

connected to the failing Edison charter schools in Philadelphia. Those of us who have been

watching the charter school astroturf movement know that this movement wants nothing short

of a complete re-engineering of American education, in which teachers (now being

deunionized in Wisconsin, Ohio, and others) will have their pay and their professionalism

reduced. The taxpayers will still pay as much or more in taxes for education, but that money will

not go to teachers but to hedge funds. 

The goal of Education Sector, like the goals of the K-12 reformers, involve shifting education to

a skills-training model and to make a great deal of money along the way. If they are agitating in

the trade paper for higher ed, they most likely have a similar agenda.

Like  

I understand this about Mr. Carey and your point is . . .? 
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My comment went to the fact that Mr. Carey (whom I do not know personally and with

whom I often disagree) deserves respect because: (a) he makes arguments, as opposed

to casting aspersions as you and JoeJoe have), (b) his arguments are complete enough

to be evaluated on their merits, as opposed to those who make sound bite potshots, (c)

he advocates self-evaluation and reform, as opposed to resisting reform, and (d) he is

civil in his tone.

I invite you to develop a coherent, constructive argument that helps us understand your

side of these issues. We will all be better informed than when one "side" refers to

someone as a "Troll." 

I do not agree with your assertion that Bill Gates is an anathema in public school circles. It

is probably more accurate to say that he is controversial and that some people have an

emotional reaction to anyone who advocates disrupting the status quo. Both of the

brightest public school teachers I know -- truly exceptional individuals -- support public

school reform and think some of Bill Gate's ideas are on the mark. 

I do not agree with your claim that the goal of K-12 reformers is to degrade education and

make money. This sounds like a union slogan. In other countries and in outer union

areas in the U.S., unions have take an active role in implementing reform. Teachers might

learn from the other negative and positive examples out there. Clearly Gates is giving, not

taking money. Personally, I advocate some forms of K-12 reform and I have always

refused any form of compensation for my consultations. I do it a personal public service

and I know many others who do as well.

So . . . let's let Mr. Carey make his case and speak out -- with evidence and argument --

when we think he is wrong.

1 person liked this. Edit

Pell and federal student loan are essentially voucher programs in that the government provides the funds

but is agnostic about where the student actually enrolls in postsecondary education.

The primary purpose of a voucher program is Choice, not Access. Even groups such as ACSFA seem to

not understand the purpose of these programs. Looking at most of the quotes from the Johnson and Nixon

Administrations, it is clear that these programs are primarily about Choice but also about Access.

It is only in very recent times that the revisionist history has tried to argue that these programs are all about

Access. Access and Choice go hand-in-hand but the concepts are very different.

For example, ACSFA has argued for a decade that there is a crisis in Access. That is hogwash. Anyone

who wants to access postsecondary education can do so, with very little difficulty. The crisis, if there is

one, is in Choice. ACSFA has defined college education as the ability to access an expensive four-year

college. It overlooks not only the two-year colleges which are a perfectly reasonable public policy option

for many (if not most) students to begin and/or complete their postsec experience, but also the

inexpensive four-year college options which are out there.
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Copyright 2011. All rights reserved.

Craggie 1 day ago

Reply


