Today there are 5 newsclips related to higher education.

Lawmakers Clash Over Proposal Ending Students Option Of 'Locking In' Fixed Interests Rates For Consolidation Loans The Chronicle Of Higher Education (3/18, Burd) reports, "Republican and Democratic lawmakers locked horns on Wednesday over a proposal that would diminish the appeal of a program that allows borrowers to combine and refinance their federal student loans. Under the plan, borrowers who seek such consolidation loans would no longer be able to 'lock in' fixed interest rates for up to 30 years, as they are able to do now. Instead, the borrowers would be charged the same rate as all other student-loan recipients are charged in a given year. Currently, that rate varies from year to year, based on market conditions." The CHE adds, "Republican leaders of the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Education and the Workforce are considering including the plan in legislation to renew the Higher Education Act, the law that governs the federal student-aid programs. Speaking at a hearing before the committee, its Republican chairman, Rep. John A. Boehner of Ohio, noted that the federal loan-consolidation program costs the government billions of dollars in subsidies to keep the costs of the loans cheaper for borrowers. That money, he said, would be better spent providing more benefits to current and future students, in the form of lower borrowing fees or higher loan limits, rather than helping college graduates repay their loans. But pushing the proposal carries political risk. The loan-consolidation program is extremely popular with middle-income and upper-middle-income borrowers, particularly at a time when the interest rate on student loans has dropped to an all-time low of 3.42 percent." The CHE concludes, "At the hearing, Democrats blasted the Republicans for reviving the plan. 'This proposal will heap thousands of dollars in increased interest costs on the backs of students and recent college graduates,' said Rep. Dale E. Kildee of Michigan. Mr. Kildee said that while he supported eliminating the student-loan fees that borrowers must pay, the new benefits should not be financed at the expense of those who wish to consolidate their loans. Officials with the presidential campaign of Sen. John F. Kerry of Massachusetts, the presumptive Democratic nominee, also took the opportunity to score political points. Soon after the hearing concluded, they held a conference call in which Richard W. Riley, President Bill Clinton's education secretary, attacked the Republican plan." 

NCAA Proposes Punishing Schools With Persistently Poor Graduation Rates 
The Washington Post (3/18, Clarke, A1) reports, "Troubled by the persistently poor graduation rates of basketball and football players, the National Collegiate Athletic Association plans to start punishing schools whose athletes continue to underperform in the classroom. The proposal, which the NCAA Board of Directors is expected to enthusiastically adopt next month, is being hailed by NCAA President Myles Brand as the final and critical piece of a package of changes designed to boost graduation rates and put the student back into the often-mocked term, student-athlete." The Post continues, "Even supporters of the plan, however, worry that it will prove illusory, characterizing it as a well-intentioned idea that has been diluted by compromise and will ultimately generate more paperwork than substantive change. There's also broad acknowledgement that it may trigger unintended consequences of academic fraud: more schools offering bogus courses and watered-down curricula, and heightened pressure on faculty to give passing grades to keep star players eligible. But with the continued academic struggles of athletes in high-profile sports, particularly in basketball, NCAA leaders believe it's time to take a more aggressive tack." The Post adds, "Only four out of 10 players on big-time basketball teams graduate even though the vast majority are on full scholarships. As the game takes center stage this week, with the opening round of the men's tournament today, the NCAA is holding out the prospect of the ultimate sanction for habitually poor performers -- a ban from competing in the annual March Madness event and sharing the riches that come with it." 
Teachers, Students And Parents May Be Eligible For Education Credits And Deductions 
The Miami Herald / AP (3/17, Powell) reports, "Teachers, college students and parents footing hefty tuition bills might find they're eligible for money-saving education credits and deductions when they fill out their federal income tax forms this year. But it's going to take some work to figure out which ones are appropriate for a given taxpayer. Teachers are eligible for a deduction of up to $250 for school supplies. Parents and students can look at four possibilities: the Hope tax credit, the lifetime learning tax credit, a tuition and fees deduction and a student loan interest deduction. As a general rule, education credits are a better deal than education deductions, Kent said." AP continues, "A starting point for taxpayers is IRS Publication 970, a 71-page booklet available at government offices and the IRS Web site, www.irs.gov. Here's what is on offer for tax filers, according to the IRS and tax experts: Hope tax credit A credit of up to $1,500 per student can be taken for tuition and mandatory fees for freshmen and sophomores enrolled in a college, university, community college or vocational school degree program. The student must be enrolled at least half time. Lifetime learning tax credit Here the credit is a maximum $2,000 per family. Tuition and fees deduction Families with incomes too high to qualify for the educational tax credits can consider a deduction, said John W. Roth, federal tax law analyst at CCH Inc. in Riverwoods, Ill., which provides tax information and services." AP adds, "People paying off their student loans used to be limited to deducting the interest on the first 60 months of payments. Now all interest payments qualify, but the maximum deduction is $2,500. Individuals must earn $50,000 a year or less to claim the full deduction; it phases out at $65,000. For married couples, the income limit is $100,000, with a phase-out at $130,000." 
Students Rally To Protect Florida Scholarship And Pre-Paid Program 
The Tampa Tribune (3/18, Gedalius) reports, "Chrissy McNally thanks the Bright Futures scholarship program for some of her free time and extra spending money. The University of South Florida freshman earned a top-level Bright Futures scholarship, which pays 100 percent of her tuition. Without it, she'd have to work three jobs to afford college. McNally joined about 20 of her USF peers and hundreds of other college students, educators and lawmakers Wednesday at the Capitol to participate in a rally to champion the scholarship program. Bright Futures offers at least 75 percent tuition breaks to students who get good grades and meet certain SAT scores. Students also came to support the popular prepaid college tuition program, which allows parents to lock in today's college prices for a future education." The Tribune continues, "Both programs were under attack last year as lawmakers considered raising tuition, tightening eligibility requirements for Bright Futures and allowing only poor families to sign up for the prepaid program. State and community college tuition did increase, but the Bright Futures and prepaid program remained intact. College students and some lawmakers hope to keep it that way. Stanley Tate, chairman of the Florida Prepaid College Tuition Plan, reminded people the program is not a freebie and that it must be sustained." 

Rocky Mountain News Supports Simplifying Education Tax Breaks 
The Rocky Mountain News (3/17) editorializes, "It's probably a losing battle but one worth fighting anyway: The Bush administration has asked Congress to simplify the complex web of tax breaks for education expenses. These breaks include the $1,500 Hope Credit; the $2,000-per-family Lifetime Learning Credit; a deduction of up to $2,500 on student loan interest; a deduction of up to $3,000 for college tuition; the tax-sheltered Coverdell Education Savings Account; and tax breaks for state-sponsored tuition prepayment plans and higher-education savings accounts. All of these may be worthwhile, but they are insanely complicated to take advantage of." The Mountain News adds, "The tax breaks are not the same for all income levels. A taxpayer can take either the deduction for higher-education expenses or the tax credits, but not both, meaning a separate set of calculations to determine which is the more beneficial. Some of the tax breaks cover only tuition while others cover both tuition and expenses like room, board and books. The Treasury Department has asked Congress to combine these breaks into two simpler and relatively straightforward tax credits. It's a long shot, but worth the push. The goal of tax policy should be flatter, fairer, simpler. The Bush administration should fight for tax simplification as hard as it fought for the president's tax cuts. Being able to understand the tax code well enough to take advantage of its benefits is in itself a tax cut of sorts." 
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