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PRESS CONFERENCE CALL
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3 p.m. ET Tuesday, June 12, 2012
Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in listen-only mode until the question-and-answer portion of the call. If you’d like to ask a question or make a comment at that time please press star-1 on your touchtone phone.


This conference is being recorded. If you have any objection you may disconnect at this time. Now I’d like to turn the call over to Press Secretary of the US Department of Education, Mr. Justin Hamilton. Thank you, sir, you may begin.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you, Operator, and thank you everyone for joining us today on this important phone call on college affordability in America. Just to give you a quick run down, obviously, you know we’re releasing or have released data from our - some call the tuition watch list but we call it the college affordability and transparency center.


After I run down this - (unintelligible) and turn the call over to Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan. His comments are on the record today. He is joined by a number of members of our - excuse me, of our staff. They may chime in from time to time on each question.

Their responses and commentary is on background and by background we mean you may use it in summary form, not quote them directly and attribute their remarks to senior department official or senior administration official.


So, Secretary Duncan is joined today by Martha Kanter, the Undersecretary of Education, by David Bergeron, the Acting Assistant Secretary in the Office of Post Secretary Education; Jack Buckley, our Commissioner of Education Statistics; and Jessica Shedd who is best described as the master of the data universe and one of our resident gurus on statistics.


So with that I will turn the call over to Secretary Duncan.

Secretary Arne Duncan:
Again, thanks for joining us, and I apologize for starting a few minutes late, we had people dialing in. Today we released the latest set of college cost data from, as Justin said, our Department of College Affordability and Transparency Center.

This data covers 4,165 colleges and universities across the country and looks at sticker prices changes between 2008 and 2010 and net price changes from 07 to 09.


This data set shows schools with the highest and lowest published sticker price, schools with the highest net price, once grants and scholarships are factored in, and those schools where prices are rising the fastest. And quite frankly, we’re seeing some alarming trends.


Deep budget cuts by governors and State legislators across the country are unfortunately helping to drive up the cost of college as flagship State institutions and pushing higher education out of the reach for a growing number of middle class families.


The average price for a four-year public university is up 15%, in some States the price spike is actually as high as 40%. And the problem is especially acute in States like Arizona, California, and Georgia.


In Pennsylvania, marquee schools like Penn State and Pitt are topping the list for both high sticker and high net price. Ohio students are also feeling the pain as well, five of the top 33 public universities with the highest net price are in the State of Ohio, 53% of students at (unintelligible) and Ohio receive grants and scholarship aids but the school’s net price is still over $22,000 a year, that highest in the country for a public four-year institution.


For-profit college costs are also skyrocketing. The net price at some for-profit universities is now twice as expensive as Harvard University. And while some of these trends are troubling there are also some bright spots to the country showing us it’s absolutely possible both to keep costs under control and to do so even in tough budget times.

There’s probably no better example of that creativity than in our public community colleges. As the backbone of America’s higher education system they continue to be one of the most affordable options for students. And despite deep budget cuts in nearly all States and surging enrollments in many places the average net price for these vital institutions increased by less than 1%.


While community colleges have mostly done their part there’s much more that the rest of us can and must be doing, keeping college affordable is absolutely a shared responsibility starting with students and parents. They need to be smart consumers.

According to our data, over 75% of students filling out the FAFSA form, the Free Application for Federal Student Aid only list a single institution. Something’s wrong with that picture, with over 6,000 institutions of higher education we want families to be looking at multiple universities, not just one.


I hope every parent in America hears me when I say this, please make sure you and your children are comparison shopping when picking a college or university. Look at several colleges and consider both price and graduation rate, obviously, as well as other factors. Got to find the best fit.

To be smart education shoppers students need to understand how much they will receive in aid, in grants, in scholarships, which obviously they don’t have to pay back, and how much they’ll have to take out in students loans which they do have to pay back upon graduation.


If they have the power, folks, to make the best decisions the Obama administration is developing a financial aid shopping sheet to roll out this fall to make the true and complete cost of higher education much more transparent. And I just fundamentally believe this historic lack of transparency has not been fair and we’re thrilled this picture is now changing.


In the meantime, we’ve already seen a growing number of schools voluntarily adopt the shopping sheet principles because they know that parents and students want and need this vital information now.

Colleges and universities also need to be efficient and productive in delivering educational value to their students. Graduating students ready for success should be as important to professors as research and publishing.

Institutions should ensure that keeping costs down does not take a backseat to the expense of amenities outside of the classroom. And States must do their part in - to make higher education budgets a higher priority going forward.

Last year, over 40 States, literally 80% of the country, cut higher education spending, the single most significant factor in tuition increases. And I don’t know the numbers but I bet that those 40 States didn’t cut their budget in terms of funding for prisons and for correction.


And when States cut the cord colleges and universities pass on those costs to students in the form of higher tuition. We need to rethink the way we deliver higher education in this country. We had some bold proposals like Race to the Top for Higher Education that would help incentivize the work of States and institutions who are ready for reform.

We want to incentivize States to continue to invest and we want to invest in those universities that would do two things, keep those costs at a reasonable level and also build a culture not just around assets but around completion, the goal here is not just assets that’s a critical important starting point. It has to be around graduation.


And President Obama has also asked Congress to steer Federal aid to those schools that can keep tuition affordable and provide good value and service to students. And we’ll let universities know that if you are providing value to your students at an affordable price we want to invest in you.


College absolutely (unintelligible) financial investment for individuals. Lifetime earnings of college graduates as all of you know far exceed those of non-college graduates. And as a nation we need many more college graduates in order to keep jobs in this country and to stay competitive in the global economy.


But as costs keep on rising, especially at a time when family incomes are hurting, college will become increasingly unaffordable, not just in disadvantaged communities but for the middle class. As I travel the country I can’t tell you how many heart breaking stories I hear coming from the middle class families really struggling with this issue.

When that happens, when college becomes increasingly unaffordable, when middle class folks think it’s out of reach for them and it’s just for rich people, that’s is simply not a formula for success.

So we’re challenging ourselves, our States, our institutions of higher education, and our families and students to all work together, to be smart, and to keep college affordable.


Thank you so much, and Operator, we’re happy to take some questions now.

Coordinator:
Thank you. If you would like to ask a question or make a comment please press star-1 on your touchtone phone. You will be prompted to record your first and last name.

If you queue up and then decide to withdraw a question please press star-2. Once again, to ask a question press star-1 and record your name. One moment for the first question.


The first question comes from (Cliff Field) of Cincinnati. Sir, your line is open.

(Cliff Field):
Hello, I’m obviously in the State of Ohio with four of the 14 top public universities in terms of net price. Beyond State, what do you think colleges can do beyond cutting their own costs or beyond - you know, advocating for increased State taxpayer subsidy?

Secretary Arne Duncan:
And again, we always talk about shared responsibility so, again, we’re trying to invest in unprecedented levels. One of the things I’m most proud of is we were able to get an additional $40 billion of PELL grants without going back to taxpayers for a nickel.

We simply stopped subsidizing banks, put all that money into young people, and over the past two years we’ve gone from 6 million PELL recipients to 9 million PELL recipients. So 50% increase, we feel great about that.


I talked about the need for States to continue to invest, this is an investment, not an expense. But at universities we’re actually seeing some real creativity around the country of folks going to no-frills program, folks doing things to increase time to completion, folks going to three-year programs.

People using technology is a very creative way, particularly in introductory classes that often have high failure rates where failure rates are going down, pass rates are going up, and (unintelligible) dollars are being saved in that process.


So there’s a lot of creativity happening out there. We could actually get you a long list of people doing some very creative things. Our question is how we take these best practices to scale, how we make them the norm rather than the exception. So all of us have to step up including institutions of higher education.

(Cliff Field):
Great.

Coordinator:
Thank you, once again, if you’d like to ask a question please press star-1. We’ll move on to Larry Gordon at LA Times.
Larry Gordon:
It has to do with the timing of the statistics, some of this material is three and even four years old, so why would that be relevant to families who are shopping now?

Secretary Arne Duncan:
So I’ll let our statistics team talk to you about it, obviously what we want to look at is trends over time and so you need to look over the past two or three years and then we have to look at the most current data available.

But, again, this idea of having greater transparency really empowering parents to make choices, we think is hugely important. The historic lack of transparency, the opaqueness, I think has been a major challenge in this area.

But Jack, if you want to sort of talk about the timing of this stuff?

Jack Buckley:
Sure, so these are the most recent data available that have gone through our entire review process and part of this process has also given the schools the ability to make changes to their submission. So we want this data to be as accurate as possible.


The part that takes the longest in terms of collection to keep it accurate is on the net price because not only do we have to collect the sticker price or the tuition but we also need to figure out the cost of attendance and the school that has to - of course, submit the average cost of attendance to us.

And it usually takes them a while to compute because we’re figuring things like the cost of textbooks and other - basically everything it costs to attend that school.


And so by the time they submit it to us, we clean them up, we give them a chance to revise, usually it’s a year late.

Man:
But Jack, is it fair to say to folks on the call that particularly with public four-year institutions, what we’re seeing is the problem getting increasingly worse. What you don’t see is for a vast majority of schools that are suddenly becoming more affordable, their prices are suddenly going down across the board.

Jack Buckley:
Yes, that’s absolutely true. So although these are based on the most - sort of accurate and clean data, we have the raw data coming in all the time and we’re not seeing any trend like that. But this is - prices at best case are holding steady in some States and otherwise they’re going up.

Man:
So to your point, Larry, we could be back here next year talking about this year’s prices and, you know, trends holding constant, they’ll be back up.

((Crosstalk))

Larry Gordon:
Things have gotten much, much worse in California in the two years that you don’t cover.

Jack Buckley:
Yes, I think that’s absolutely accurate. Martha Kanter, Undersecretary, is from California, has lived that reality. She has something to add.

Martha Kanter:
Yes, things are getting worse in California and one of the things that’s exciting about having a Transparency Center is that what - the message we want to give is we want students and families to compare. We want institutions to compare, we want States to look at this data.

So, you know, what we want with students and families is to look at the most recent information for the colleges that they’re interested in but this Transparency Center will get people used to the comparative power that making the choice really deserves.

Larry Gordon:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thanks, next question comes from Christine Armario, Associated Press.
Christine Armario:
Hi, thanks for taking my call. (Unintelligible) increase in tuition costs at four-year public universities between 2008 and 2010 a higher jump than previous years or is it comparable to the increases seen over the last decade?

Man:
It’s slightly higher, Christine. Jessica, do you want to add anything to that?

Jessica Shedd:
I think the average increase in the sticker price is a bit higher that we’re seeing here later in the decade than we thought earlier in 2000.

Secretary Arne Duncan:
But again, as Jack said, these trends are not going the right direction generally. There are exceptions to that but big picture we are concerned and we’re trying to be very clear about that, that we’re seeing increasing disinvestments and increasing sticker prices here that are tough as well.

Man:
And to point out, Christine, for you and for everyone else, since 1995 prices continue to go up but median household income has held relatively steady. So people are - you know, have increased expenses and less money to do it with.

Christine Armario:
Do you have a year-by-year breakdown from 2008 to 2010 on the increase in tuition costs?

Jessica Shedd:
We do have that data available, it’s just not prepared in the list that way, but I’ve had - our data system that populates this information has that data available so that we can - I can happily point you towards that.

Man:
Just send me an email offline and we can get that you to you.

Coordinator:
(Unintelligible) Inside Higher Education, your line is now open. You might have your mute button on. Ms. (Nelson), from Inside Higher Education, please check your mute button. Your line has been opened for you.

(Lydia Nelson):
Hi, yes, sorry about that. You said that 75% of students are filling out their FIFE for one school but most students (unintelligible). Do you think students need to be (unintelligible)?

Man:
(Lydia), your signal’s breaking up. Can you try that again?

(Lydia Nelson):
(Unintelligible).

Secretary Arne Duncan:
We’re not quite hearing. I think you had a question about the number that actually was frankly very startling to me that 75% of folks that fill out the FIFE are only applying to one institution.

And obviously that’s one they got admitted to essentially but we just want young people applying to multiple institutions and looking at price, looking at value, looking at completion rates, looking at major - and the things that I continue to be struck by, sort of the inefficiencies in the marketplace.


We have the best system of higher education in the world, we have over 6,000 institutions of higher education, two-year, four-year, public, private, non-profit, for-profit, whatever it might. There’s an absolutely right choice for every single person. But if you’re only looking at, you know, one or two places you won’t necessarily find the right one.


And so the more transparency we have the more we’re empowering families to do some comparison shopping to figure out what’s the best fit along a whole host of factors including, you know, price and value and completion rates of majors.


We think good actors will get more students, bad actors will get less students. People will vote with their feet. And we think that’s frankly a very good thing. I hope - your question got cut off, I hope that answers your question.

Coordinator:
Thank you. We’d like to remind everyone they can still press star-1 if they want to queue up for a question. And our next question comes from Caralee Adams of Education Week.

Caralee Adams:
Hi, thanks for taking my call. I was wondering why you think community colleges have been able to keep prices down while the others have been going up at so much faster a rate? What can other colleges learn from what community colleges are doing?

Martha Kanter:
Well, I think - yes, this is Martha Kanter, the Undersecretary, community colleges historically have started at a lower price. So States throughout the country have recognized the value in preparing students for the workforce and being a pipeline to four-year institutions and being, what I’ve often called, the middle child between high school and post secondary education and training.


So they have historically developed partnerships with industry to start (unintelligible) workforce needs and all of that has kept the price escalation increasing over time but it’s far less than the State universities and the private sector.

Secretary Arne Duncan:
May I just quickly add - and I have visited probably dozens of community colleges, and I think there’s just a tremendous social mission. They’re helping whether it’s 18 year olds or 38-year-olds or 58-year-olds take that next step up the economic ladder. They understand how important their work is.

They want to make a difference for folks who are, you know, struggling and retrain, retool, energy jobs, IT jobs, healthcare. And just their commitment to serving folks at risk trying to take that next step, it’s just been pretty extraordinary to see, really, really inspiring. And I just commend them for that collective commitment.

Caralee Adams:
I was just wondering, you know, they have the same public funding stream challenges as the four-year colleges. Are they just being a little more adapt at being flexibility and more accountable and trying to be more efficient? What are they doing different because they’re getting the same cuts that these large universities are?

Martha Kanter:
Yes, I mean they don’t have a research mission so I think that’s very important to underscore that the flagship State universities have a portion that’s devoted to research. So the costs are going to be higher.


For community colleges the focus is on teaching and learning.

Caralee Adams:
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
Next up is Ben Wieder from Stateline. Your line is open.

Ben Wieder:
Hi, yes, it’s actually a follow up on that question about the two-year community colleges. You know, is any of that related to increases in PELL aid because the tuition seems to be going up, you know, just as high as pretty much any other sector.

But because the tuition is lower would higher PELL awards potentially answer - you know, speak for some of that smaller increase in net cost?

David Bergeron:
This is David Bergeron. So certainly PELL grants play an important role of community colleges because those grants are able to cover much more of the direct expenses that students incur with tuition and fees. So the increases that we provided in the PELL grant program have - particularly critical at community colleges.


But the other thing, and Martha said it very much more eloquently than I will, community colleges are a no-frill organizations. They’re all about teaching and learning, that’s their central focus and it’s their central mission. And that’s what they deliver in a very much no-frill environment.

Ben Wieder:
Great, thank you.

Coordinator:
Denise Balona for the Orlando Sentinel, your line is open.

Denise Balona:
Hi there, Mr. Duncan, I was wondering what would you say to the State university system down here in Florida, which has been pretty vocal about its plan to raise tuition at least 15% a year until the public university system as a whole reaches the national average?

Secretary Arne Duncan:
So, again, I just go back to where I started, this is really about shared responsibility. So, you know, we want to be part of the solution. We’re trying to walk the walk and expect you to hold us accountable. We need States to continue to invest and we need universities to do the right thing.


So, again, I think in education so often we point fingers and lay blame. And I know historically Florida’s tuition is relatively low so I don’t know all the details of the local context but I would, again, just challenge the State to continue to invest.

And I would challenge universities to listen to their customers, to listen to their - you know, folks who are going to try to walk in their door, to understand how tough it is out there.


And just to give you one example, not from Florida but I was in Iowa recently, in that middle class area, I was talking to a young girl who was a senior in high school. She happens to have a twin brother and she said her parents are right now trying to decide which twin to send to college in the fall, she or her brother.

And some heartbreaking stories I think are the reality, dinner time conversations in many, many homes around the country.


And so having all of us understand the sense of urgency, the need to do more together, and I would challenge the Universities in Florida to do everything they can to become more effective, to become more efficient, to become more productive and challenge the State to continue to invest.

And again, hold us accountable to be the good partner here.

Denise Balona:
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
Next question comes from Wade Malcolm from the Wilmington Delaware News Journal. Your line is open.

Wade Malcolm:
Hi, (unintelligible) one school in my State where there was a pretty huge difference between the tuition and the net price, it was, like $14,000 for the tuition and $31,000 or $32,000 for the net price. And I was just curious, in general, you know, what could be some of the factors that might account for such a huge difference?


And then also one other quick question I had was whether you had compiled any data for out of State tuition rates?

Secretary Arne Duncan:
So I’ll have Jessica take the second part, on the first one, I obviously don’t know the institution but where folks are providing generous financial aid and generous scholarships, that can obviously reduce the net price from the sticker price. So I would assume that’s what’s going on there. Jessica, the second part?

Jessica Shedd:
We do have data on out of State tuition prices. The lists are not calculated that way, per the law, but that data is available in the (unintelligible) data system so we do have it. However, net price is calculated only on in-State tuition.

Wade Malcolm:
Okay.

Man:
All right, Operator, I think we have time for one question.

Coordinator:
Thank you very much. Ana Radelat, Connecticut Mirror, your line is open.

Ana Radelat:
Hi, I’m sorry, I came in late to this but I noticed that Connecticut schools topped the list of schools with the highest- the private schools with the highest tuition.

Do you have any where - any kind of stats on the gap between private and public colleges with the average, you know - I suppose that as a whole the private colleges cost a lot more. And I’m trying to determine how much more.

Man:
We can certainly look at that State by State. It’s a - you know, if you look at the - just the differences. The national average for a public four-year institution is about $6,700. The national average for a private for-profit four-year institution is about $22,000.

So if you subtract those average that would give you one rough estimate but certainly for Connecticut we could do that and get back.

Ana Radelat:
I’d love that.
Jessica Shedd:
Absolutely.

Man:
Thank you everyone for joining the call today. If you have any follow up questions you can email us at Press@ED.gov. Again, Press@ED.gov and we’ll be able to work with you on finding answers to some of these questions.

We know there’s a lot of data here so we definitely want to take our time to walk you through and help you - help better inform your stories and make sure you’re getting the full story correctly.


So again, we thank you for joining us today and we’ll be in touch soon.

Coordinator:
This will conclude today’s conference call. Thank you for your participation. You may disconnect your lines at this time.

END

