Today there are 6 newsclips related to higher education.

THE COLOR OF MONEY: Elastic 'facts' given on student loan consolidation
WASHINGTON When there is a fight in Congress, reports and news releases from both sides of an issue are often equipped with alarming language to support a certain position.  This certainly has been true with all the legislative proposals being recommended as Congress takes up the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act, which governs the federal student-loan program.  But one issue in particular seems to have people playing fast and loose with the facts.  For example, Rep. John Boehner, R-Ohio, chairman of the Committee on Education and the Workforce, recently sent a letter to all the members of the House in support of changing, from a fixed to a variable rate, the interest charged to borrowers on consolidated student loans. Consumer advocates contend such a move could significantly increase loan payments for borrowers.  I recently wrote about this issue and thought I could turn away from the debate for a while and fuss about some other personal-finance matter.  But then I got an e-mail from the press secretary for Boehner's committee. She sent me the details of Boehner's "dear colleague" letter.  Rather than sway me to change my mind in favor of variable interest rates, the letter got me steamed.  Boehner should have gone into advertising. He's good at hyperbole.  One of the headlines on the letter said: "Subsidies Will Go to Higher-Income Graduates, Not Low- and Middle-Income Students Struggling to Attend College." In the letter, Boehner writes: "The ballooning cost of fixed-rate consolidation loans is a direct threat to college access for lowand middle-income students - the students who should be our first priority as Congress reauthorizes the Higher Education Act."  To back up his claim, Boehner used information from a report by the General Accounting Office. He says it found that the chief beneficiaries of federal consolidation loans are not low-or middle-income students striving for college but higher-income individuals who have graduated and entered the work force.  Really?  I read the GAO report, and it does not say consolidation loans generally benefit rich people. Boehner didn't use the word rich, but that's what is implied in his letter. Notice Boehner used the words "higher-income." His assertion may be true, and yet it is very misleading.  What the GAO report said is that the average income level for those who consolidate their student loans is $47,150.  That's only slightly higher than the median U.S. household income of $42,000.  So yes, technically people who consolidate their student loans do have incomes higher than those who don't consolidate. I would think earning $47,000 a year still qualifies you as middle-income.  However, for the sake of argument, let's say the consolidation program is benefiting people who studied medicine. We all assume doctors are high-income individuals who don't need the government's help, right?  Well, let's look at the facts.  The average U.S. medical student has $104,000 in student-loan debt, according to the American Medical Student Association. First-year medical residents earn on average $33,387 a year, the group says. Assuming a debt level of $100,000, the AMSA calculated that a variable rate would increase interest on loans by $17,000 over a 10-year period and $39,375 over a 20-year period.  High education debt plays a big role in the shortage of physicians willing to practice in underserved areas or go into primary care fields, the AMSA asserts.  OK, so maybe you still can't feel sorry for people who have the potential to earn six-figure salaries. But the truth is the majority of people who take advantage of the federal loan-consolidation program aren't BMW-driving doctors or other high-income earners living the high life because they have low-interest subsidized education loans.  As it is, 39 percent of student borrowers are graduating with unmanageable levels of student debt, according to a report by the Public Interest Research Group's Higher Education Project.  The federal consolidation program was created to simplify repayment and help borrowers manage their debt payments after college. And that is happening. In fact, the GAO report said, consolidation-loan borrowers overall defaulted less often than borrowers who had not consolidated.  If the program stays as it is, it's not a vote in favor of wealthier graduates at the expense of aid to low-and middle-income people.  At the very least, Boehner should be straight with the facts.
Michelle Singletary welcomes comments and column ideas but cannot offer specific personal financial advice. E-mail her at mailto:singletarym@washpost.com. Readers can write to her c/o The Washington Post, 1150 15th St. NW, Washington, DC 20071
University Of Nebraska Regents To Weigh Financial Aid Plan For Low-Income Students 
The Daily Nebraskan (4/23, Overmyer) reports, "Students from Nebraska's low-income families would be guaranteed full tuition under a financial aid plan before the University of Nebraska Board of Regents on Saturday. Under the plan, university grant money would supplement the other need-based aid awarded to full-time, undergraduate students who also receive Pell Grants. Regent Chuck Hassebrook of Lyons said the policy was a step in the right direction to help students attend the University of Nebraska. Low-income families especially have been squeezed in recent years following tuition hikes and lowered federal and state need-based financial aid." The grants "would cover the cost of up to 30 credit hours in an academic year, but would not include summer sessions. If approved, the university will set aside $1.9 million in grants the first year, plus up to an additional $1 million each subsequent year." 

Tougher College Admission Guidelines Backed 
The Fargo Forum (4/23) editorializes, "An academic council at Minnesota State University Moorhead said this week it supports stricter admission guidelines, starting next year. Good idea. And about time. Fact is, squishy standards for getting into college result in squishy high school preparation. While MSUM (and other schools) has prided itself in being an 'open-door institution,' sometimes the door is too open. That is, a warm body with a useless high school diploma and low test scores could waltz in alongside the student who achieved academic excellence in high school. Among the results: more and more university resources and student time devoted to remedial education, which is the polite term for doing work in college that should have been done in high school. ... Maybe if high schools get the message it's going to be tougher to get into universities like MSUM, high schools will get more serious about doing a better job of preparing students for college work." 

Legislation Would Boost Tuition Fees At Louisiana Universities 

The New Orleans Times-Picayune (4/22, Anderson) reported, "The state's college and university boards could increase student fees up to $60 per semester under legislation approved Wednesday by the House Education Committee. The panel also agreed to extend through 2008 the boards' authority to raise tuition by up to 3 percent a year. The fee increase, House Bill 992, and the tuition authority, House Bill 993, are sponsored by Rep. Carl Crane, R-Baton Rouge, and would affect campuses operated by the Louisiana State University system, the Southern University system, the Community and Technical College system and the University of Louisiana system. ... Higher education officials said that the tuition and fees would generate about $35.4 million a year at maximum levels." The Times-Picayune added, "As Crane's bill heads to the floor, the student fee hike would be $5 per course credit hour, capped at $60 per academic session. Crane said the revenue generated from the fee, about $21 million, must be used 'to promote academic excellence at each institution by enhancing instructional programs.' The bill specifies that no revenue can be used to pay the salaries of any university or university system administrator." 

Rhode Island Launches SAT-Preparation Program At Three High Schools 
The Providence Journal (4/23, Borg) reports, "Students at three of the state's public high schools are getting a free chance to prepare for the SAT's, the math and English tests that are often used to determine admission to college. Governor Carcieri, together with the Rhode Island Student Loan Authority and the College Planning Center of Rhode Island, described the pilot program yesterday at North Providence High School, one of three schools selected to participate in the classes. ... The 40-hour program, which began this week, offers training in math and verbal skills as well as test-taking strategies. The classes are taught by local teachers who received an hour-long training session provided by Paul Tukey, the director of college guidance at the private Rocky Hill School in East Greenwich. ... If successful, the classes will be expanded to other high schools next year, according to David DeBlois, director of the College Planning Center and one of the program's creators." 

Pearson PLC To Make 300 Of Its College Textbooks Available In Web-Based Format 
The Wall Street Journal (4/23, B3, Goldsmith, Trachtenberg) reports, "Faced with mounting criticism that the cost of new textbooks is too high, and vexed by students who buy cheaper used texts, Pearson PLC is making 300 of its most popular U.S. college textbooks available in a Web-based format for half the price of the print versions. Beginning this autumn, specialized texts such as 'Educational Research' and 'Social Psychology,' which normally retail in hardback for about $100, can for the first time be bought online for about $50." Pearson's "new strategy, if successful, will transform the college-textbook industry, which has been under attack from parents and students stunned by the rising cost of higher education. Complaints about high prices have become so bad that at a recent annual meeting, the American Association of Publishers handed out a pamphlet justifying the industry's prices, and the issue has become a heated topic at educational conferences." The Journal notes, "The prospect of online textbooks would seem to raise piracy concerns, but Pearson, which is based in the United Kingdom, is confident that the system is secure. 'There is a sophisticated security protocol developed two years ago that protects the intellectual content from file sharing or access by unauthorized subscribers,' says Wendy Spiegel, a spokeswoman for Pearson Education, based in New York. ... Those who have seen early prototypes of the online texts describe them as attractive and intriguing, and note that publishers have a significant incentive to see that Web-formatted books go mainstream. The traditional four-color hardcover book already is loaded up with related CD-ROMs and links to additional Web sites -- thus boosting costs." 
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