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The cost and necessity of a college degree is at an all 
time high.  On average, the price of attending a private, 
nonprofit, four-year university this school year was 

$31,231, a steep increase from the cost of $10,856 in 
1971. However this jump has not caused the amount of
students enrolling in college to drop.  Since 1971 the
number of students enrolled in colleges has more 
than doubled, increasing to 19.5 million as of 2013  . 
 Today, the total student debt in the United States has 
reached 1.29 trillion dollars.  This amount increases 
at an average rate of $3,055  every second.  Although 
more teens are opting for education past high school, 
the majority, about 68% choose to attend either a two 
or four year college  ; this leaves few graduates 
entering vocational or trade schools and the work 
force.  This happens for myriad reasons, specifically 
the stigma of choosing to not attend a four-year 
university. The statistics above and to the right 
suggest that it may be necessary to continue 
education beyond high school in order to become 
financially stable and successful. While some people 
find financial success with only a high school 
diploma, those individuals are the exception. While 
many people recognize the need to continue their 
education, like the girl above, most people cannot 
afford it. This creates a trap for many students - they 
need a post-secondary education, but they cannot 
pay for it. This may cause them to question the real 
value of education. This deliberation aims to solve 
this problem. Education is crucial to one’s success, so 
something needs to be done about the cost of one. If 
you continue reading, you will discover some of our 
approaches to making post-secondary education 
more accessible and more valuable. 

January 7, 2017 
Dear Journal, 

Today is by far the best day of my life. At least it 
should be. I just got accepted into my top 

university, but there is a huge financial strain 
that’s preventing me from attending school. I feel 

hopeless. My frustration is making my mother 
upset. She feels as though it’s her fault that 

college is no longer an option, but it’s not. I’m 
sick of the government taking advantage of my 
family and I. A college education should not be 
this difficult to obtain. I don’t know what to do 
considering Penn State is the only school on the 
East Coast with my major. I need loans, I need 

scholarships, I need books, and it seems as though
without a miracle, none of these necessities will 
be in my reach. Maybe I’ll win the lottery, or the 

President will feel sorry for me and lend me a 
dollar. 

Sincerely, 
A Middle-Class Student with A Dream 
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APPROACH ONE

Lowering Entrance Costs

APPROACH THREE

Minimizing Exit Costs

APPROACH TWO

Alternatives to College

The cost of college has increased dramatically over the past 
few decades, and it is often a hindrance to attain a higher 
education for many young people of lower socioeconomic 

status. This approach focuses on ways to make the entrance 
to college more affordable and reasonable for all. The first 

option involves offering more government subsidies to 
colleges to help them offset costs, abling them to charge 

lower prices to students. The second method restructures 
the financial aid system to target the lower income brackets 
that need it the most. In either case, the goal is to lessen the 

financial burden of college to incentivise more people to 
pursue higher education without as much fear of debt. 

Financial constraint was the number one reason (79%) given 
by college counselors for why qualified seniors did not go on

to college. Among those not attending their first choice 
college, 62% said they could not afford it and 25% said their 

first choice did not provide them with any financial aid. Also,
among students who chose not to attend their first choice 

school, 60% say the financial aid package and/or the cost of 
the school they chose to attend were significant factors in 

their decision not to attend their preferred college. 

In today’s age, there is a lot more required for the 
average person to have a “successful” life than in the 

past. The main differences between the old age and now 
is the amount of education one needs to become a 

productive member of society.Societal changes 
supported by technological advances have shifted the 

paradigm from the blue collar oriented labor force that 
built America’s foundation to a new white collar job 

focused system that is building America’s future. 
According to the National Conference of State 

Legislatures, “While a high school degree used to be 
adequate for many jobs, research estimates that by 2020 

nearly 70 percent of all jobs will require some kind of 
post-secondary training, certificate, or degree.”This 

approach will focus on ways to increase the accessibility 
of postsecondary education for all through the lens of 4 
year college alternatives. It will provide possible ways to 
destigmatize these options and increase their availability 

in order to allow everyone to accomplish their goals, 
whatever they may be. 

Today’s college graduates are facing staggering levels of 
debt, the average $30,100 per borrower. This approach 
targets the issue of student loan debt and offers several 

solutions to remedy the problem. In 2015, seven out of ten 
seniors from nonprofit and public colleges graduated with a
student loan debt, averaging $30,100 per borrower. In 2016, 

the gross amount of student debt reached 1.3 trillion 
dollars, gaining its title as one of the highest debts in the 

country, second only to mortgages. Additionally, one out of 
four of these borrowers end up defaulting their loans or 
letting them go delinquent, often due to circunstancial 

inhibitors the borrower has no control over, such as the 
difficulty of finding a job in the increasingly competitive 

labor market, or these graduates’ lack of work experience. 
The consequences of student debt on the borrowers, are 

not only limited to bankruptcy and financial crisis, but also 
also extend to the rest of these students life. Over 70% of 
these borrowers are delayed from saving for retirement 

because of these loans, 75% are delayed from purchasing a 
home, and over 40% are delayed from starting a family. 



approach one

The cost of college began to skyrocket around 1970, when a struggling economy and an oil embargo caused double-digit inflation in the US. College tuition and 
other associated fees grew exponentially as federal grants and other public investment for college education fell, and private loans (still subsidized by the federal
government) became the main source of money for poor and middle class students looking to finance their higher education. Coupled with falling family income
due to the economic downturn in the 1970’s, borrowing money for college became the new normal as public investment in college and other forms of higher 
education withered. Sandy Baum, a senior fellow at the Urban Institute and professor emerita of economics at Skidmore College, explains that the drop in public
education investment has been “the single biggest reason for the increase in college costs.”   More recently, government spending on higher education was 
slashed during the subprime mortgage crisis and Great Recession from around 2007 to 2009. According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, this 
recession led to “record-breaking declines in state revenues,” because high unemployment rates, crippled housing values, and other factors left the majority of 
people with less income.  Because one of the greatest sources of revenue for higher education spending comes from income and sales tax, as income and 
purchasing power dropped, so did government revenue. States responded in part to this plummeting revenue by cutting higher education spending drastically, 
and these cuts have not been fully reversed. For the 2015-2016 fiscal year, average state spending nationwide on higher education is still 18% less than it was 
before the recession, after adjusting for inflation. Not only did state funding drop, but enrollment in public higher education increased about 9% between 2007 
and 2014, placing an added strain on university funds. According to the same source, the recession and the lack of employment opportunities may have 
encouraged students to pursue a college education. All in all, because state and local funding accounts for roughly 54% of teaching and instruction funds for 
public universities (data from 2015), tuition has increased accordingly.  A positive trend, however, has been the increase in federal financial aid (particularly in  

Why is the Cost of College so High?

.

Lowering Entrance 
Costs of College

Why are High College Costs Harmful?
The increased cost of college is significant. According to Adam Davidson reporting for the New
York Times, the tuition at a private university is approximately three times as expensive as it 
was around 1970, while tuition at public universities is nearly four times higher. He goes on to 
explain that, “for the average American household that doesn’t receive a lot of financial aid, 
higher education is simply out of reach… the great national crisis is the fact that too many 
other young adults are not going to college or, if they do, don’t graduate, in large part because 
they can’t afford it.”    Indeed, a graph of data compiled by the College Board, the National 
Center for Education Statistics, and other sources shows that the cost of college (for private, 
public 4-year, and public 2-year) is dramatically outpacing the growth in income for the 

the form of Pell Grants) in an attempt to offset the decrease in state 
funding.  Currently, the Pew Charitable Trust reports that federal 
funding is primarily directed at assisting individual students while 
state funds cover the majority of the general operations of public 
universities. Higher education spending accounts for about 2% of the 
total federal budget, but takes up around half of the U.S. Department 
of Education’s budget, excluding loan programs.  
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average American family.  A study done by the Pew Research Center finds that the primary
barrier to going to and graduating from college is financial; “Among adults ages 18 to 34 
who are not in school and do not have a bachelor’s degree, two-thirds say a major reason 
for not continuing their education is the need to support a family. Also, 57% say they would 
prefer to work and make money; and 48% say they can’t afford to go to college.”   In 
California, a state that provides students with a relatively large amount of financial 
support, rising prices have caused 75% of the lowest income students in the University of 
California system to take out loans (a much higher proportion of students than higher 
income groups). The Institute for College Access and Success finds that getting a UC 
education can now drain a family making less than $30,000 a year of two-thirds of their 
discretionary income.  Even for those students who find a way to attend college, “Pathways
to Prosperity,” a study done by the Harvard Graduate School of Education, finds that only 
56% of college students in four-year degree programs graduate within six years (just 29% 
of students graduate in three years from two-year degree programs).  A major factor that 
causes students to drop out of college is financial  
pressure, as seen in the 
figure to the right. 
Increased tuition prices 
also have devastating 
impacts for diverse student
bodies. A 2015 study from 
New York University finds 
that, “All else equal, a 
$1,000 tuition increase for 
full-time undergraduate 
students is associated with 
a drop in campus diversity 
of almost 6 percent,” 
potentially because low- 
income and those of
underrepresented racial or 
ethnic groups 
disproportionately tend to 
be unable to afford higher 
costs.

According to Davidson of the New York Times, federal financial aid 
has not been enough to offset the increased cost of college. 
However, the current financial aid system actually benefits the 
wealthiest and most educated populations in America, rather than 
those who actually need the financial support. Students attending 
private nonprofit schools, a demographic group that is 
disproportionately middle to upper class with college educated 
parents, receive an average of $25,000 annually in financial aid, 
while students attending public community colleges who are 
disproportionately from socioeconomically disadvantaged 
backgrounds with non-college educated parents, only receive about
$8,000 a year. As Davidson says, “our system gives three times as 
much aid to the least needy as it gives to the most.” In fact, this 
problem has been worsening for a while now.  According to Jon 
Marcus with the Hechinger Report, “the share of financial aid being 
given to low-income students… who are falling deeper and deeper  

What about Financial Aid?

into debt, has declined steadily over the last 10 years.”   While many colleges are quite generous with their financial aid, this money ends up in the hands of those
that are already well off. An article by Kim Clark of US News & World Report explains this situation. Clark estimates that since most students admitted to the 
small elite universities (which happen to be some of the most expensive and generous with financial aid) come from wealthy families, less than 1% of  college 
freshman actually receive full financial aid for college.   Moreover, Clark notes that students from middle and lower income families are left with an outstanding 
cost after federal aid since the government’s calculations leaves out costs such as living, travel, books, supplies, and other materials needed to support someone 
in college.   This problem extends even further than just federal grants or loans. Although only the top 20% of American households have annual incomes greater
than $100,000, according to the Tax Policy Center, this top tier group receives over 50% of the tax deductions for tuition and other college costs, despite the fact
that 13 out of 14 of these students would have been able to attend college without the aid anyways.  
All in all, the federal 
financial aid system, 
originally intended to help 
lower income students 
attain a college education, 
has been helping out 
wealthier, better educated 
families instead. As 
Davidson with the New York 
Times writes, “high- 
achieving students from 
educated families receive a 
disproportionate share of 
financial assistance, while 
those at the bottom, 
struggling students from 
families ill equipped to 
support their educations, 
receive a disproportionately 
small share.” This happens 
even though the net sum of 
all available financial aid 
could support everybody’s 
education if distributed 
evenly.
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As the most significant rise in the cost of college was caused by decreasing 
education investment in the form of subsidies for colleges, increasing the 
amount of federal and state money allocated to universities could help offset 
costs and lower the burden on students. The action in this approach would 
be taken by the federal and state governments, perhaps by allocating more of
the education budget to covering college costs. This would directly benefit all
students attending college while simultaneously making post-secondary 
education more accessible to lower income students, increasing the number 
of people who are able to attain higher education. However, the money to be 
allocated to universities has to come from somewhere. This approach could  

Plan One: More government subsidies for 
colleges to help them offset costs and 

charge students less

Plan Two: Restructuring the financial aid 
system to better target lower income 

brackets 
In order to help combat the education gap between students of low and high
socioeconomic status, this approach proposes restructuring the financial aid

system to ensure that money goes to support students who truly need the
money in order to attain higher education. The key player in this approach

would again be the government. The benefits of this approach are slightly
different from Plan One in that this directly benefits those of lower

socioeconomic status instead of the student population at large. Support is
targeted specifically to increase college accessibility. This approach, however,

which can be thought of as an increase in need-based scholarships, could
come at the cost of merit-based scholarships, require an increase in taxes, or 

come with a price tag 
for taxpayers, even 
those without any kids 
who will benefit from 
the system. If we want 
to increase state 
education funding 
back to pre-recession 
levels, states would 
have to spend an 
average of $1,598 more 
per student,   which is 
a daunting task 
considering there are 
currently around 13 
million students 
enrolled in public four 
and two year
institutions.  
Otherwise the money 
may be pulled from 
other areas of  
government spending, particularly because spending on higher education is already eating up about half of the U.S. 
Department of Education’s budget. Another concern may be that much of the federal funding is not distributed equally 
among the states, meaning some states may get the short end of the stick when it comes to federal higher education 
help. Data from the Pew Charitable Trust show that federal higher education funding varies significantly from state to 
state.  One thing we may want to consider during this deliberation is explained by Dr. Walter McMahon, emeritus 
professor of economics at the University of Illinois. He writes that, in the long run, investing in education and 
increasing the number of people who attain postsecondary degrees would generate enough tax revenue throughout the
person’s life to more than pay back the initial investment. This is because a person with a postsecondary degree tends 
to earn more in future income. He finds that the return on investment on a college degree is such that, “every $100 
invested in education brings an additional $15 in income for every year of a person’s working life. Someone who 
graduates from a four-year institution earns about $1 million in additional future earnings.” 

siphon money away
from other education

or government sectors.
Moreover, students

from middle or upper
class families may be
getting the most aid

because they tend to
have better academic

records (hence earning
more merit aid) and

tend to go to much
more expensive, elite

universities. These
students could

potentially see a drop
in their financial aid.

To avoid these
deductions in merit

aid, perhaps the
government should

revise their system to 
more accurately incorporate merit

aid scholarships when
determining one’s financial aid.

For example, if merit aid and
federal/ state aid would end up

being more than the total cost of
college for an individual, the

government would redirect some
of that aid to other students that

truly need it and may not have
received merit scholarships. 
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