Some Say Affirmative Action Debate Only Distracts From Minority Students Problems. Education Daily (8/23, Magnuson) reports, "The debate over affirmative action is a distraction from the central problem plaguing minority students, experts said at a recent panel discussion on educational opportunities in the wake of two U.S. Supreme Court cases. The real issue is a lack of money for black and Hispanic students to pursue higher education, said Douglas Besharov, professor of public affairs at the University of Maryland." And "the national discourse on affirmative action impacts few students, Cato's Marie Gryphon said. Most four-year colleges have more slots than applicants, and affirmative action at exclusive schools applies only to 1 to 2 percent of black students in America." 

Colleges Try To Understand Changes In Federal Overtime Rules. The Chronicle of Higher Education (8/23, June) reports, "The first major changes to federal wage and labor laws in more than 50 years have colleges and universities scrambling to determine whether some of their employees are eligible for overtime pay. Revisions to the Fair Labor Standards Act, which are scheduled to go into effect today, were meant to simplify and redefine the 'white collar' exemption test, which employers use to determine whether employees can earn overtime pay. The new rules, which some say can still be confusing, are expected to result in overtime pay for about 1.3 million low-income white-collar workers who could not receive it before, according to the U.S. Department of Labor." Now "colleges can count faculty members as exempt from earning overtime. Academic administrators are also exempt, and colleges typically put admissions counselors in that category. But the new regulations say that admissions counselors are generally not eligible for overtime because their work is insufficiently related to an institution's academic operations." 

New Overtime Rules Take Effect Today. The New York Times  (8/23, Greenhouse) reports, "The Bush administration's new overtime rules go into effect today, but the Kerry campaign has already begun attacking the overhauled regulations, saying they will hurt millions of American workers." The Kerry campaign and organized labor "say the regulations will exempt up to six million additional workers from receiving overtime pay by redefining which workers qualify for time-and-a-half pay when they work more than 40 hours. But the administration asserts that no more than 107,000 workers will lose their eligibility, while 1.3 million workers will gain the right to overtime." The Times adds, "Senator John Edwards, the Democratic vice-presidential candidate, devoted his political party's weekly radio address on Saturday to assailing the new rules, making clear that the Democrats view them as an issue to exploit when many Americans are worried about the economy and stagnating wages. ... To turn up the volume on the issue, the A.F.L.-C.I.O. says it will hold a news conference today and will distribute several million fliers saying Mr. Bush has given its corporate friends a gift that will cut the paychecks of millions of Americans." 
ABC World News Tonight (8/22, story 5, 1:55, Moran) reported, "Tomorrow, new Federal regulations regarding overtime pay go into effect, the first major change in three decades. Government official say more than one million workers will gain the right to make overtime pay while critics say more will lose it." NBC (Weiner) added, "The Labor Department insists nearly everyone who gets overtime pay now will keep it under the new system. In addition, workers who make $23,660 a year or less will be guaranteed overtime protection, up from the current threshold of just $8,000." 

Colleges Seek To Impose Greater Discipline On Students Abroad. The New York Times (8/23, Winter) reports, "Fears of terrorism notwithstanding, more American students are expected to study abroad this year than ever, fueling campus-based hopes of a generation with a truly global perspective. But the more popular excursions have become, the more colleges have also begun to worry about the misadventures of their students overseas, a group so large that many educators refer to it as the nation's unofficial diplomatic corps. Indeed, with at least 160,000 students overseas each year -- more than twice as many as a decade ago -- many college officials argue that they are exporting drunkenness, misconduct and other trouble to an unprecedented degree, prompting an industrywide overhaul of policies and practices. In June, for example, the Forum on Education Abroad, an association of more than 200 colleges and universities, urged institutions to adopt behavior standards that would stop some troublemakers from going abroad -- and bring others home." And "college officials say that the sheer number of students abroad is contributing to heightened pressure from insurance companies and university lawyers to avoid problems. And the nature of study abroad itself is changing. Whereas the typical student once immersed himself or herself in a foreign culture, often studying the language and society for years before going, today's excursions are often quick group tours that require little knowledge or appreciation of the countries on the itinerary." But "colleges have responded by tightening the disciplinary strings." 
Textbook Prices Said To Be Rising Rapidly. The Fort Worth Star-Telegram  (8/22, McGee, Brown) reports, "After spending as much on college textbooks as he does on rent, Anderson Collins now buys nearly all his books online. The 29-year-old MBA student at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth is one of many students trying to avoid spending hundreds of dollars per semester at the traditional campus bookstore. This coming school year, the average Texas college student will probably pay $800 for books at a private university, $878 at a public university and $942 at a community college, according to the Texas Higher Education Coordinating board." And "the rising cost of textbooks also has the government looking more closely at the issue. Congress held a hearing on textbook prices in July and ordered its research agency, the Government Accountability Office, to study the issue. In April, Illinois Gov. Rod Blagojevich ordered his state's Board of Higher Education to study how much students pay for textbooks. The California Public Interest Research Group released a study in January concluding that publishers are jacking up prices by adding unneeded 'bells and whistles' such as CD-ROMs, workbooks and study guides." But "Bruce Hildebrand, executive director for higher education for the Association of American Publishers, a Washington, D.C.-based trade group, said the wide array of supplements has something for everyone, from community-college students to those in the Ivy League." 
Colleges Seek To Enroll National Merit Finalists. The Indianapolis Star  (8/23, Berggoetz) reports, "They are the students every university wants. With their sky-high SAT scores, they can bring prestige to a campus. It's easy to see why the competition for National Merit Finalists pushes some colleges to dish out cash to snag them. While not every Indiana campus offers scholarship money to these bright students, many do, and more universities want to join the bidding." And "more than prestige, college officials say, these students are valuable as academic role models." So "for some universities, it's worth investing tens to hundreds of thousands of dollars annually to attract finalists -- last year, Indiana had 322." And "to the Hoosier students among more than 8,250 Merit Scholars nationwide this year, the honor can mean a choice of colleges and, often, a lot of money. More than $33 million nationally was given to scholars this year." Also, "nationally, some universities, such as the University of Oklahoma and Arizona State University, go after finalists in a big way, offering large scholarships. But being named a finalist is not a guarantee of a free ride." 
Education Advocate Completes Achievement Gap Awareness Bike Tour. The San Jose Mercury News (8/22, Kuruvila) reports, "Christopher Roe arrived in Washington, D.C., last week, culminating an 80-day, 4,400-mile bike ride that was part advocacy, part awareness-building about the gap that keeps many minority children at the bottom of the educational pool. Roe, co-founder of the East Palo Alto-based Foundation for a College Education, left San Francisco on Memorial Day. On his way across the country, he stopped in Topeka, Kan., birthplace of the landmark Brown v. Board of Education court case, which was supposed to end school segregation and help eliminate the education gap between whites and ethnic minorities. Roe, 39, also rode by schools in the Chicago area, where he could see the gap between impoverished schools serving minorities and wealthier ones serving whites. But 'wherever I went,' Roe said, 'people were very interested in education, and people thought more needed to be done.' Roe launched his 14-state bike trek to raise funds for his foundation, which aims to increase the number of minority students enrolling in college. He only raised about $3,000, though he said money is still coming in." And "Roe said his trip reminded him how far school reform has to go. 'We can't sit back on our laurels,' he said. 'The states need to keep pushing, the communities have to keep pushing and the families need to keep pushing, as well, to demand better schools.'" 
Mutual Fund Writer Breaks Down Prepaid Tuition Against College Savings Plan. Reuters Clint Willis in his freelance column writes, (8/22) "Fund investors saving for college tuition need all the assistance they can get. And 529 plans -- those popular college savings programs that offer tax breaks and other benefits to investors -- can be a big help to some families. But which type of 529 plan is right for you: prepaid tuition or college savings?" Willis writes that "prepaid plans typically make sense for people who are averse to risk and like knowing that tuition is covered, come what may in the financial markets, said Jim Blankenship of Blankenship Financial Planning in New Berlin, Illinois. 'But they should keep in mind that they'll need to find other ways to cover expenses beyond tuition,' he added. What's more, prepaid plans often aren't the best idea for students who are likely to qualify for financial aid. As a rule, 529 college savings plans are more appealing for people who like to control their own investment decisions, Blankenship said. The plans also make sense for folks who can contribute sizable amounts, perhaps enough to cover room and board as well as tuition at a public or private school. Whether you choose a prepaid plan, a college savings plan or some other vehicle, you don't need an advanced degree to know you should start planning for college costs as soon as possible." 
Tribune Media Service Writer Says 529 Savings Plans Generally A Good Deal. The Baltimore Sun  columnist Andrew Leckey writes, (8/22) "It's back-to-school time, which translates into 'have we got enough money' time for the nation's college students and their families. One of the most powerful financial tools, the Section 529 College Savings Plan, has grown to $40 billion in assets." And "yet there have been growing pains, most recently the market being unkind to investors with stock mutual funds in their portfolios. Mutual fund scandals haven't helped morale, either." Also, "fraud became an issue recently when the director of Utah's 529 plan, with $715 million in assets and 45,000 accounts, was fired for transferring money from the plan's administrative funds into his personal accounts. The Utah 529 plan is one of the better plans because of its low fees and range of investment choices. The SEC set up a task force to examine 529 concerns, while the National Association of Securities Dealers is investigating securities firms for possible misconduct in their sale." But Leckey says to "understand the 529 positives because it's still a good deal." 
Florida Boasts Nation's Largest Prepaid Tuition Program. The AP (8/22, Kallestad) reports, "When Florida's public universities begin classes Monday, nearly one of every seven students will already have their courses paid through the state's prepaid tuition plan." And "with $5.3 billion banked, Florida's prepaid program is larger than the other 19 in the country combined. Florida's plan allows families to buy contracts in lump sums or monthly payments. The money is pooled in long-term investments and those earnings are aimed to keep pace with the cost of tuition years later when a child is ready to begin college." Also, "besides the 53,000 prepaid students at the public universities and colleges, about 8,000 students used the tuition money to apply toward private Florida college tuition or at out-of-state schools. Since the program started, 120,000 prepaid students have enrolled in college." The AP adds that "Florida's prepaid plan and Bright Futures scholarships look safe for now. Last year, a combination of increasing costs and declining investments forced several states to suspend enrollment in their prepaid programs." 
Indiana Colleges Develop Programs To Increase Freshman Retention. The Indianapolis Star  (8/23, Berggoetz) reports, "Public and private colleges are ratcheting up efforts begun almost a decade ago to prevent new students from getting discouraged and dropping out. Programs include connecting students in similar fields into communities that attend some classes together. They also often live in the same dorms and are offered tutors, mentors and special classes to ease the move to college. The payoff has been an increase in freshman retention of as much as 12 percentage points at Indiana's four-year public universities from 1996 to 2002." And "the statewide drive to keep freshmen was fueled beginning in 1996 by more than $75 million in grants from the Lilly Endowment, an Indianapolis-based foundation. The grants have run their course, but universities have continued to keep up programs." 
Nevada's Millennium Scholarship Fund Is Running Short. The Las Vegas Sun  (8/20, Ryan) reports, "The Millennium Scholarship fund is in financial trouble again. State Treasurer Brian Krolicki said Thursday that the program, which helps Nevada high school students attend the state's universities and community colleges, has been so successful that it is running short of money. Krolicki told the University and Community College System of Nevada regents that the state predicted in 1999 it would use $43 million from 2002 to 2004 but it has spent $67 million to sustain the program during that period. Since fall 2000, 22,427 students have used the state scholarship program to attend at least one semester of college. The average payment per semester is $890. The money comes from the state's lawsuit settlement with tobacco companies. But because those payments from the tobacco companies are on a set schedule, the scholarship fund will fall $422,000 short next spring, Krolicki said." So "to help control the costs to try to make sure the scholarship program continues through 2015, Krolicki proposed paying the scholarship money only for the fall and spring semesters and not for summer school. He also said those who drop out of school or take less than the 12 credits should not be allowed to rejoin the scholarship program. But that won't save nearly enough money to keep the scholarship fund afloat for another decade." 
Houston Chronicle Urges More Funding For Texas Universities. The Houston Chronicle  (8/23) editorializes, "The annual ranking of universities in U.S. News and World Report is not an accurate gage of excellence. However, it does reflect the reality that Texas' best state universities are not among the nation's best." And "the Texas commissioner of higher education, Raymund A. Paredes, last week explained why Texas state universities do not enjoy higher ranking: Faculty pay and graduate stipends are too low; too many graduate programs sap excellence; and undergraduate programs need strengthening. At bottom, he said, legislative leaders and the public place too little emphasis on public education. Until Texans face the preceding facts, UT and A&M will hug the second rank." 

More Students Taking AP Classes For College Admissions Edge. The AP (8/22, Feller) reports, "The Advanced Placement Program, which began as a tiny experiment for top seniors seeking college courses and credit, has swelled to the point of altering the high school experience. Over nearly 50 years, the number of students taking annual Advanced Placement exams has grown from about 1,000 to more than 1.1 million, with a 140 percent increase during the past decade alone. But some educators see an academic arms race, with students piling up Advanced Placement courses to impress colleges and schools adding classes without ensuring teachers are prepared for them." And "as more sophomores and juniors take Advanced Placement courses and exams, their motivation has become not to just to prepare for college, but to gain an edge getting in to one." The AP adds that "research shows students who have taken two or more Advanced Placement exams have better rates of completing bachelor's degrees." This story appears on the websites of the Boston Globe (MA), Bradenton Herald (FL), Canton Repository (OH), Corvallis Gazette Times (OR), Detroit News (MI), Fort Worth Star Telegram (TX), Lorain Morning Journal (OH), Los Angeles Daily News (CA), Daily Oklahoman (OK), Record-Searchlight (CA), Rockdale Citizen (GA), Sioux City Journal (IA) and the Winston Salem Journal (NC). 
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