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By Andrew P. Kelly

S kyrocketing college 
tuition threatens 
educational oppor-

tunity in America.
While median house-

hold incomes have shrunk 
since the economic crisis, 
published tuition at pub-
lic colleges has jumped 25 
percent since 2008, large-
ly in response to state 
funding cuts.

Net prices - what stu-
dents pay after grants and 
scholarships - have not 
risen as quickly thanks to 
a one-time, unprecedent-
ed increase in Pell Grant 
spending. But with in-
come and tuition mov-
ing in opposite directions, 
students increasingly face 
a bleak choice: take on 
crippling debt or forgo 
college altogether.

Some say the solution is 
to create a “public option” 
for higher education - to 
reallocate federal student 
aid dollars toward a Euro-
pean-style system of free 
public colleges.

While it’s tempting to 
assume that tuition-free 
public colleges would 
solve our higher educa-
tion problems overnight, 
merely moving resources 
around is no panacea for 
rising costs and low rates 
of student success.

First, a public option 
would change who pays 
for higher education, but 
not necessarily how much 
it costs to provide it.

Economists argue that 
traditional higher educa-
tion is like other service 
industries: because the 
product entails interac-
tion with highly educat-
ed labor in small groups, 
it is diffi  cult to raise 
productivity.

As wages rise in the rest 
of the economy, colleges 
must pay employees more 
even though their output 
doesn’t increase, leading 
to higher costs.

Simply shifting who 
pays the bill will do little 
to change this equation. 
So while existing feder-
al and state investments 
might cover the cost of a 
public option today, those 
same sums won’t go as 

far next year or the year 
after unless colleges al-
so make changes to their 
cost structure. Taxpayers 
would have to foot an in-
creasingly large bill.

Second, it’s not clear 
that a public option would 
automatically raise stu-
dent success. Take Califor-
nia’s community colleg-
es, which have the lowest 
published tuition in the 
nation - $1,135 in 2011-
12 - and are essentially 
free to many students who
qualify for Pell Grants.

A 2012 analysis by the 
Institute for a Competi-
tive Workforce found that 
retention and comple-
tion rates across Califor-
nia’s community colleges 
were above the nation-
al average. But comple-
tion rates were even high-
er at two-year colleges 
in Wisconsin and North 
Dakota, where tuition is 
two to three times as high 
and Pell Grant recipients 
make up a larger percent-
age of enrollments.

The point isn’t that tu-
ition prices don’t matter. 
But these outcomes do 
suggest that pushing tu-
ition to zero may not be 
a silver-bullet solution to 
lackluster student success.

Third, many consumers 
equate high tuition pric-
es with quality. So even 
if there were a public op-
tion that costs nothing, 
many affl  uent families 
would likely still opt to 
send their kids to private 
colleges, leaving less ad-
vantaged students in the 
public option. Increased 
sorting by income could 
further exclude lower in-
come students from the 
“peer eff ects” that are an 
important part of educa-
tional quality.

Solving the college cost 
crisis will require funda-
mental changes in cost 
structures, not just tuition 
prices. To get there, lead-
ers need to foster com-
petition across all types 
of providers, not create a 
public monopoly.

Andrew P. Kelly is director 
of the Center for Educa-
tion Reform at the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute.

Con: Shifting tuition to 
taxpayers may derail innovation

I t’s worth taking a clos-
er look at the econom-
ic recovery blueprints 

being carried out by each 
of the state’s 10 region-
al economic development 
councils (regionalcouncils.
ny.gov).

Several common themes 
emerge, but not a sin-
gle one stands out more 
prominently than this 
one: the importance of 
building partnerships be-
tween higher education 
and private industry.

Take the Southern Ti-
er regional council as an 
example. The council’s 
overall vision statement 
leads off  this way: “Build-
ing on a strong founda-
tion of existing business-
es and higher education 
institutions, the Southern 
Tier region uses a collab-
orative approach to lever-
age its globally competi-
tive advantages to attract 
talent and investment for 
the development of indus-
try clusters.”

Focus on the key ideas 
brought together in just 
that one sentence. Exist-
ing businesses. Higher 
education. Strong foun-
dation. Collaborative ap-
proach. Globally compet-
itive advantages. Attract 
talent and investment. In-
dustry clusters. 

That’s where we’re 
heading. That’s the fu-
ture. It’s happening all 
over New York State, and 
it’s happening in impor-
tant ways right here at 
home.

I’ll stay focused on the 
Southern Tier Regional 
Council. Its vision for this 
area’s economic future is 
being constructed upon 
a regional approach, an-
chored by a Corning-Itha-
ca-Binghamton triangle 
that off ers all of our com-
munities the chance to 
benefi t from a universi-
ty-private sector founda-
tion like we’ve never seen 
before.

The Southern Tier 
council recently put forth 
for the state’s consider-
ation what it calls the 
“Southern Tier Region-
al Incubator Plan.” It’s a 
two-fold strategy that: 

1.) zeroes in on the more 
than $1.5 billion already 
collectively being invested 
by many of the triangle’s 
leading research institu-
tions, including Cornell 
University, Corning In-
corporated, the Ceram-
ics Corridor Innovation 
Center in Painted Post 
and Binghamton Univer-
sity, and 

2.) seeks to fashion and 
fi t this existing commit-
ment to research and uti-
lize the physical infra-
structure already in place 
to help this region remake 
itself, become a “Southern 
Tier Innovation Hot Spot” 
and undergo the revital-
ization so many imagine.

We’re talking about re-
vitalization through the 
commercialization of 

incubator facilities, by 
encouraging new entre-
preneurs and start-up 
high-tech companies, 
by attracting new capi-
tal investment, energiz-
ing workforce develop-
ment, and leveraging state 
programs and services to 
keep advancing our future 
-- and our fortunes. 

The potential is enor-
mous. It’s about creating 
good jobs and long-term 
job security for work-
ers and their families. It’s 
about creating the eco-
nomic opportunities that 
will keep the incredible 
young talent already liv-
ing and learning at our 
colleges and universities 
living and working and 
raising families in our 
communities throughout 
the next generation.

And it’s about continu-
ing to leverage ongo-
ing state and federal in-
vestments that can lead 
us in so many exciting, 
signifi cant and diverse 
directions. 

Just last week, for ex-
ample, it was announced 
that nearly $1 million in 
funding from the U.S. 
Department of Agricul-
ture through the Special-
ty Crops Competitiveness 
Act of 2004 is going to 
support 11 research proj-
ects underway at Cornell 
University, whose Col-
lege of Agriculture and 
Life Sciences (CALS) is 
the second-largest under-
graduate college and the 
third-largest college of its 
kind in America. It’s been 
ranked time after time as 
the best college of agricul-
ture and related sciences 
in the country.

It’s this type of nuts-
and-bolts research and 
development that, while it 
may never show up in the 
headlines, represents the 
underpinning of so much 
of what’s been responsi-
ble for keeping New York 
an agricultural leader for 
so long.

It’s important work and 
we’re fortunate to have 
it taking place at Cor-
nell University, at Corning 
Inc., at the Ceramics Cor-
ridor Innovation Center 
and at so many other re-
gional institutions. It has 
the potential to carry us a 
long way -- in even more 
important and successful 
ways than most of us real-
ize or truly appreciate.

State Sen. Tom O’Mara, R-
Big Flats, represents New 
York’s 58th Senate Dis-
trict, which includes Steu-
ben, Chemung, Schuyler 
and Yates counties, and 
part of Tompkins County.
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A hub of 
worldwide 
research

By Don Kusler

S tate universities and 
community colleges 
should off er free tu-

ition to all students who 
academically qualify for 
admission.

Our current insuffi  -
cient, ineffi  cient patch-
work of college aid relies 
increasingly on loans that 
saddle graduates with too 
much debt and too few 
options once they enter 
the workforce.

Tuition-free and loan-
free college education 
would not only give a vi-
tal boost to aspiring stu-
dents of modest and mid-
dle means, but make sure 
we don’t cheat our soci-
ety of its next great lead-
er because she or he faced 
a purely economic bar to 
college admission.

Recognizing a democ-
racy’s basic need for an 
educated citizenry, our 
nation has tried through 
most of its history to 
make college more acces-
sible and aff ordable.

We’ve enacted laws 
ranging from the North-
west Ordinance of 1787 
and Morrill Act of 1862, 
which helped create the 
relatively low-cost state 
college system; to the 
post-World War II GI Bill 
and Higher Education 
Act of 1965, which gave 
direct aid to students. As 
a result, ours was the fi rst 
society in human histo-
ry with a broad participa-
tion in higher education.

That policy of widen-
ing college access was 
abandoned beginning in 
the 1970s. Spurred on by 
faulty theories on how 
best to aid low-income 
students and by state 
governments’ budget cri-
ses - which were fueled in 
part by profl igate tax-cut-
ting - state colleges be-
gan to receive less pub-
lic funding and in turn 
demand more from stu-
dents and their families 
in the form of tuition and 
fees. Meanwhile, direct 
aid - such as Pell Grants - 
began to shrink and stu-
dent debt to grow.

The results have 
been predictably bad. 

Collective student debt 
now tops $1 trillion, 
greater than all cred-
it card debt combined. 
More and more prom-
ising students are mak-
ing the economic calcula-
tion that college just isn’t 
worth the price.

Luckily, some far-see-
ing reformers have set 
out to change that calcu-
lation. The Oregon legis-
lature recently created a 
commission to consider 
a plan - “Pay It Forward, 
Pay It Back” - that would 
fi nance tuition-free at-
tendance at the state’s 
four-year and commu-
nity colleges via a 3 per-
cent surtax on the income 
of graduates, a system 
that already works well in 
Australia and the United 
Kingdom.

Robert Samuels, pres-
ident of the University 
Council-American Fed-
eration of Teachers, pro-
posed in a recent academ-
ic journal that all college 
education could be made 
tuition-free and loan-free 
simply by using more effi  -
ciently the public resourc-
es already dedicated to 
higher education.

He calculated that it 
would cost the govern-
ment a hefty $130 bil-
lion a year to directly pay 
the tuition of the approx-
imately 6.5 million un-
dergraduates in pub-
lic four-year colleges and 
4.3 million in commu-
nity colleges. But that’s 
what Washington and the 
states already spend on 
higher education, if you 
add together the cost of 
Pell Grants, loan guaran-
tees and state assistance.

More important, free 
higher education would 
restore our nation’s 
vaunted but now most-
ly absent social mobili-
ty, create a more capable 
workforce, better prepare 
Americans for the duties 
of citizenship - and make 
sure that smart, ambi-
tious young Americans 
from any side of town can 
fulfi ll their dreams.

Don Kusler is executive 
director of Americans for 
Democratic Action.ag
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