Today there are 7 newsclips related to higher education.

Florida Legislators And Universities Work To Speed Up Graduation Rate 
The Tampa Tribune (3/22, Haber) reports, "Even before the end of his freshman year, Chris Ferguson has learned a hard fact of college life: It probably will take him longer than four years to graduate. That's par for the University of South Florida, where so few students get through in four years that they joke the school's initials stand for `U Stay Forever.' Twelve credits a term is the average for USF students, said Ralph Wilcox, vice provost. At that pace, it will take 10 semesters to amass the 120 credits needed to graduate." The Tribune continues, "Getting students to pick up the pace has become an issue for politicians, the university system's Board of Governors and Florida's public universities, which are testing programs to get students through school faster. They want to change a system in which the idea of graduating in four years seems a quaint throwback to the days of ivy-covered walls, saddle shoes and pep rallies. Students long have been impeded by switching majors and transferring schools, and some programs, such as engineering, require more than 120 credits to graduate." The Tribune adds, "Gov. Jeb Bush's 2004 legislative package includes a proposal to revamp the way state schools charge tuition. Under `block tuition,' full-time students would pay a flat fee, equivalent to 15 credit hours, enabling them to take as many credits as they want. Students who take fewer than 15 credits would still pay for 15. To weed out lingerers, Bush's proposal includes charging Florida residents out- of-state tuition if they remain beyond the 120 hours needed for a degree. The Board of Governors endorsed the plan at its meeting in January." 

Proposal Aims To Shift Some Financial Aid From Wealthiest Colleges 
The Boston Globe (3/21, Leonard) reports, "The Bush administration is proposing to redirect three financial aid programs that disproportionately benefit some of the wealthiest private colleges in New England. The move would shift tens of millions of dollars away from the region and toward the Sun Belt. As Congress prepares to renew the 1965 Higher Education Act, it is coming under pressure from campuses in the West and some student-aid administrators to adjust a federal formula adopted 25 years ago, which, critics say, short-changes fast-growing, low-cost colleges with many minority students in the Sun Belt, and which favors older, elite private colleges in the Northeast and the Midwest." The Globe adds, "'The institutions that serve the lowest-income students are not getting their fair share,' said Sally L. Stroup, the Education Department's assistant secretary for postsecondary education. 'Granted, the political dynamics are amazingly difficult to overcome. Nobody wants to give up any money.' At issue is a $1.7 billon pot of money known as campus-based aid. Unlike federal Pell Grants, which are awarded directly to low-income students, campus-based aid goes to the colleges, which add their own money and then offer it to needy students as Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants, low-interest Perkins Loans, and Work-Study jobs." (Appeared in The Miami Herald) 
Evidence Connects School's Financial Resources To Students' Skill Levels And Preparation For College 
The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel (3/20, Murphy) reports, "How much of the gap in college success between rich and poor, white and minority, is because of a difference in skill levels or academic preparation? Certainly, affluent students are better prepared for college. U.S. Department of Education statistics show that 65% of high-income students have taken college prep courses in high school, compared with just 28% of low-income students. On average, poor students also score lower than affluent students on the ACT test. But there is abundant evidence that low-income students are likely to attend primary and secondary schools that have fewer financial resources - and that, in turn, may affect their skill levels and preparation for college." The Sentinel continues, "In Wisconsin, because of differences in local property tax bases, the top spending school districts spend twice as much per pupil as the lowest spending districts. Milwaukee Public Schools is slightly below the state median in per-pupil spending and significantly below many suburban school districts that tend to send a high percentage of graduates to college. Nevertheless, low-income students can achieve in college." The Sentinel adds, "A National Center for Education Statistics analysis found that Pell Grant recipients, all of whom come from lower-income families, were less likely to have taken a rigorous curriculum before college than their counterparts. But Pell recipients have a relatively good track record of completion: 46% of those going to public universities and 56.5% of those going to private universities graduated in six years, compared with 51% and 68% of other students. But the continued decline in Pell funding is making it more and more difficult for low-income and minority students to afford college. The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance found that 97% of the highest achieving high-income students go to college, compared with 78% of the highest achieving low-income students." 
College Becoming Harder For Low Income Students To Afford 
The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel (3/20, Murphy) reports, "Ever since she was in fifth grade, Lyah Holmes has wanted to be a doctor. But as she worked toward her diploma at Milwaukee's Rufus King High School, she began to worry. Now a sophomore, Holmes works eight hours a week on campus and another 21 hours a week off campus at a local bank. She's had to scale back her class load to keep up. She also could take out more loans in order to cut back on work, but that would saddle her with as much as $20,000 in debt by graduation, with years of medical school education yet to finance. Unlike some students' families, Holmes' family can't afford any help. In Wisconsin and across America, stories like Holmes' are increasingly common." The Sentinel continues, "Fifty years after the Supreme Court ruled that black Americans must receive an equal chance at a quality education, a college degree has become the ticket to the middle class. But it is a ticket that poor families - a high percentage of them minorities - often can't afford. Actually, even a community college is unaffordable for many. 'Cost is an issue here,' said Tony Baez, provost at Milwaukee Area Technical College, which often is the last best hope for minority students seeking a post-secondary education. At the state's flagship college, the University of Wisconsin-Madison, the number of students who receive Pell Grants, which go to low-income students, has been declining for more than a decade. Mortenson, who recently completed a study ranking universities on how well they provide access to all classes of students, gave UW-Madison an 'F' grade." The Sentinel adds, "Experts stress that it is difficult to isolate one reason as the sole cause of a student failing to enroll in or complete college. But many believe a lack of financial aid is one of the most important contributing factors. Twenty years ago, college was more affordable for poor students. In 1973, Congress created a grant program that was eventually named after its author, Sen. Claiborne Pell of Rhode Island. What followed was a brief golden age of affordability. But beginning with the administration of President Ronald Reagan, the federal government began moving toward providing less grant money and more loans to students. At the same time, states were reining in funding for public institutions, leading colleges to raise tuition. The more tuition went up, the more the need for financial aid went up. The more that aid came in the form of loans, the more poor students were faced with taking on a heavier debt load or additional work." 
Lawmakers Want College Tax Credit Law To Be Simplified 
The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette (3/22, Dalrymple) reports, "Students heading to college may want to make their first class a short course in tax law. They will need it to work out the myriad tax credits, deductions and savings plans that help defray the rising cost of a college education. The complications built into tax benefits for students and parents of college-bound children caught the attention of Treasury Department officials. Last month, they asked lawmakers to simplify things." The Gazette continues, "Observers cheered the idea but said attempts to straighten out complicated tax laws usually prove politically popular but rarely successful. Under the current rules, students in their first two years of college qualify for the Hope credit. Upperclassmen, graduate students and professionals can use the lifetime learning credit. Parents with children, or attending school themselves, can claim more than one Hope credit but only one lifetime learning credit. The Treasury Department asked lawmakers to shrink the current benefits into two credits. One -- still named the Hope credit -- would apply to students in their first two years of college. A second would combine all the other benefits into a single tax credit for tuition and some student loan interest, and make the new combined credit available to each student in a family." 

Petition Asking For Paige's Removal Claims 250,000 Signatures 
The Amarillo Globe News (3/22, Raynor) reports, "Some area people signed an online petition aimed at ousting Education Secretary Rod Paige after he called the National Education Agency a terrorist organization. The Campaign for America's Future started the petition little more than a week ago, and already it has garnered 250,000 signatures -- almost five times more than expected, said Toby Chaudhuri, spokesman for the Washington, D.C.-based group." But "Mike Ussery, Randall County Republican Chairman, said he hadn't heard of the petition, so he couldn't comment directly on it. But he said as far as President Bush's education policies, 'he is certainly trying to a good job. I'm not aware that he's failing. I think given an opportunity to get everything in effect, it will improve the education situation.'" 
The Everett Daily Herald (3/20, Balta) reports, "Nearly 450 Snohomish County residents have signed an online petition asking President Bush to fire Education Secretary Rod Paige, who last month said the nation's largest teachers union is like 'a terrorist organization.' Paige's comments were made to the nation's governors at a private meeting in the White House on Feb. 23. In his apology the next day, Paige said 'it was an inappropriate choice of words to describe the obstructionist scare tactics the (National Education Association's) Washington lobbyists have employed' against Bush's No Child Left Behind education reforms." The Herald adds, "As of Tuesday evening, nearly 238,000 people had signed the online petition (www.firepaige.org). Nearly 10,000 of those are from Washington state. The petition is the work of the citizens activist group Campaign for America's Future. Paige's office could not be reached for comment." 

USED Official Pleased To Serve As Direct Of Fund For Improvement Of Post-Secondary Education 
The Baton Rouge Advocate (3/22, Shields) reports, "In his illustrious career as an educator, Leonard L. Haynes III has worked for two presidents with the last name Bush. Haynes, who was raised in Baton Rouge, held several positions in the U.S. Department of Education with former President George H. Bush from 1989 to 1993. He was brought back to Washington in 2001 as a special assistant to Department of Education Secretary Rod Paige. Today, Haynes is serving as director of the Fund for the Improvement of Post Secondary Education, an agency that gives federal grant money to colleges." Haynes "and his department issue grants ranging from $400,000 to $1.5 million for college projects. About 1,500 schools apply each year, and about 50 are selected." And "around his office, Haynes keeps a collection of photos of himself with celebrities from the two administrations. 'It's a special feeling to be able to serve,' he said." 
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