Vanderbilt Wins $10 Million USED Grant To Establish School Choice Research Center. The Nashville City Paper  (9/14, Alden) reported, "The nation's first federally-funded research center on school choice will be headquartered in Nashville after Peabody College at Vanderbilt University recently won a $10 million grant from the U.S. Department of Education. Charter schools, magnet schools and home schools are among the choices that the new Center on School Choice will examine." 

OECD Finds US Drops In College Education Among Young People. The Chronicle Of Higher Education  (9/14, Lipka) reports, "In the United States nearly two of every three young people enter higher education, compared with one of two young people among the world's most developed nations, according to a new report by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, but the American dropout rate from first-degree programs exceeds the average for the same group." And "while the United States ranks first in 'tertiary attainment' among 55-to-64-year-olds and 45-to-54-year-olds, it drops to second, after Norway, among 25-to-34-year-olds, with several other countries now more closely trailing the top two in that age group, a finding that worries the U.S. secretary of education, Roderick R. Paige."

OECD Report Shows U.S. Losing Lead In High School And College Graduation Rates. The Atlanta Journal Constitution (9/14, Mollison) reports, "The U.S. lead in education over other industrialized countries is continuing to shrink, a 30-nation comparison from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development says. 'They're catching up with you in the proportion that finish [high] school, and the proportion that go to college,' Barry McGaw, the OECD's Paris-based director of education said Monday at the National Press Club." But "U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige noted that even the newest statistics in the report date back to 2002, before President Bush's educational initiatives, but he said, 'The degree to which the rest of the world is catching up with us is possibly understated, because China isn't included here...and neither is Russia.' McGaw said educational progress in other countries 'is not a zero sum game' for Americans, because countries that become more prosperous as their populations become more educated can become profitable trading partners, as well as competitors. But Paige said educational parity could have a downside. 'I don't think it's good if the United States loses its leadership position, because that involves more than just economic affairs.'" 
The Washington Times (9/14, Archibald) reports, "The United States is producing an alarming number of college dropouts and creates students whose performance drops off as they progress through secondary school, said Education Secretary Rod Paige. The longer American students are in school, 'the less competitive they become,' Mr. Paige said in response to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development's new report, 'Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators 2004.' 'The report shows our fourth-graders perform above the international average in reading literacy, [but] by the time they reach high-school age, they fall back to average,' according to the report. He also expressed concern that the U.S. college-dropout rate of 34 percent is above the 30 percent average of all 30 OECD countries 'and nearly six times higher than Japan's.'" And "Mr. McGaw said the huge difference between high-performing and low-performing students in the United States -- commonly called 'the achievement gap' -- has brought down the United States' global standing as measured by the quality of education outcome." Meanwhile, "the United States is an overall big spender per pupil for all levels of education, according to the report. The United States spent $22,234 yearly per pupil for college costs in 2002. Following were Switzerland ($20,230), Sweden ($15,188), Denmark ($14,280) and Norway ($13,189)." 
The AP (9/14, Feller) reports, "The United States is falling behind other countries in having a high school-educated public, with the gap widening the most among young adults, a new comparison of industrialized nations shows. A total of 87 percent of U.S. adults age 25 to 34 have finished high school, which puts the country 10th behind such nations as Korea, Norway, the Czech Republic and Japan. The older the population, the better the United States fares -- it remains first in high school completion among older adults and fifth among adults age 35 to 44. But other nations are making fast gains among younger adults and passing the United States on the way." Still "the United States has a higher share of its population with at least a four-year college education -- 38 percent -- than any country other than Canada. The United States is second, behind Norway, in adults age 25 to 34 who have earned such a college education. But in higher education, the United States is slipping, too, as other countries with traditionally lower college rates are closing the gap, the report says." Paige "warned that U.S. slippage could erode its leadership in the world." Already "the United States spends more per student on all levels of education -- $10,871 -- than any other country." This story appeared on the websites of the Akron Beacon Journal, Arizona Daily Star, Austin American-Statesman, Barre Montpelier Times Argus, Biloxi Sun Herald, Bradenton Herald, Canton Repository, Centre Daily Times, Chicago Sun Times, Columbus Ledger-Enquirer, Contra Costa Times, Detroit News, Duluth News Tribune, Fort Wayne Journal Gazette, Fort Wayne News Sentinel, Fort Worth Star Telegram, Grand Forks Herald, Kansas City Star, Kentucky Post, Macon Telegraph, Memphis Commercial Appeal, Miami Herald, Monterey County Herald, Myrtle Beach Sun News, Newark Star Ledger, Newsday, Springfield News-Leader, Philadelphia Inquirer, St. Paul Pioneer Press, Redding Record-Searchlight, San Luis Obispo Tribune, San Mateo Daily Journal, Seattle Post Intelligencer, Tallahassee Democrat, The Daily Texan, The Spectator Newspapers, New Orleans Times Picayune and the Wilkes Barre Times-Leader. 
MSNBC (9/14, Huus) reports, "While the United States does not spend the highest percentage of GDP on education, it does spend more per student than other OECD countries, by a large margin. At the post-high-school level the difference is especially marked. Combined private and public spending is about $22 per student in post-high-school education, more than double that of the OECD average." And "the OECD report also outlines how education levels affect individual careers, as well as employment rates and overall prosperity. Education and earnings are still closely connected, the report says, and McGaw says they dispel the notion that there are diminishing returns for pursuing higher degrees." 
Average U.S. Students Expecting Top Jobs. USA Today (9/14, Toppo) reports, "The academic skills of the typical U.S. 15-year-old are average compared with most of the industrialized world, but a larger proportion of American teens see themselves holding top-paying jobs in the future, a report out Tuesday shows. The study, by the Paris-based Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), finds that, as in past years, U.S. students' reading performance sits around the middle of a 27-nation pack, just five points higher than average; math performance is five points lower than average. U.S. students also rank below average in high school graduation rates and just about average in school 'engagement,' or how much they participate and feel a sense of belonging. But when asked what kind of job they expect to hold by the time they're 30, 80.5% of U.S. students said they'd have a 'white-collar, high-skilled' job, far exceeding the average of 62.2%. U.S. girls had even higher expectations of themselves, with 85.8% expecting a top job by age 30. Among all nations, only students in Mexico had higher expectations." But "don't chalk it up to a false sense of self-esteem among American students, says Barry McGaw, OECD director for education. He says 15-year-olds worldwide get the same message from teachers: They're doing well and can achieve any goal." 
USED Report Finds University Of Phoenix Broke Recruiting Rule. The Dallas Morning News (9/14, Yung) reports, "The University of Phoenix, a for-profit university that is expanding rapidly in Texas, violated a rule banning pay incentives for recruiters, a practice that sometimes resulted in the enrollment of unqualified students, according to the findings of a U.S. Department of Education report. The report led to last week's announcement that Apollo Group, the university's parent company, had agreed to pay $9.8 million to the Education Department to settle the matter - without admitting any liability or wrongdoing." The report "shows that government investigators found the university in violation of the Higher Education Act for compensating recruiters based on the number of students they enrolled. This practice is forbidden for schools that receive federal financial aid because it creates an incentive to enroll unqualified students, which could increase the rate of student loan defaults that cost taxpayers millions." 
The Arizona Republic (9/14, Gilbertson) reports, "A government review of the University of Phoenix, the country's largest for-profit university, paints a picture of a school so hungry to enroll new students that it has threatened and intimidated its recruitment staff in meetings and e-mail, pressured them to enroll unqualified students and covered up its practices to deceive regulators. In a 45-page report obtained by The Arizona Republic, the U.S. Department of Education describes corporate culture overly focused on boosting enrollment. The review, based on site visits and interviews with more than 60 employees and former employees, led to the largest settlement of its kind last week. The Phoenix-based university agreed to pay $9.8 million without admitting any wrongdoing. The report did not address the University of Phoenix's educational quality. Todd Nelson, chairman and chief executive officer of University of Phoenix parent Apollo Group Inc., called the critical portrait of the school's recruiting practices 'very, very unfair' and inaccurate." 
College-Degree Prison Programs Are Rare. The Christian Science Monitor (9/14, Connors) reports, "Across the country, college-degree prison programs are about as rare as a perfect SAT score. Boston University is the only college in Massachusetts that offers undergraduate credit courses to about 150 prisoners at three different prisons in the state. More than a decade ago, Pell Grants - federal financial aid given to low-income college students - were available to prisoners. But some politicians - and voters - argued that prisoners shouldn't be given a free ride. Particularly in an era when many families struggle to afford college tuition, they said, it was unseemly at best for prisoners to receive free tuition." And "studies over the years have consistently shown that prisoners who take college classes while incarcerated are less likely to commit another crime. However, opponents of prison education counter that the inmates who take the initiative to pursue academics in jail are a self-selecting group that might be a lower risk for recidivism even without the classes." There are "maximum-security prisons that offer college courses." But "even in a minimum-security prison, however, studying can be challenging. Inmates don't have library or Internet access, and even basic equipment like photocopy machines is not available." 

High College Debt Seen As Increasing Problem. The AP (9/13) reports, "Cambridge Credit Counseling said it has found that households carrying student loans are feeling that the debt is becoming a greater and greater burden. Senior economist Allen Grommet at Cambridge Credit Counseling said they've found that 75 percent of Americans with outstanding student loans feel they're enough of a burden to keep them from making a major purchase, such as a house or a car. Grommet said that's a reflection of the increased borrowing that's needed because of soaring college costs. They've been increasing at an average rate of 7 percent a year, even higher at private universities, and that's beginning to take a toll, especially on those who are carrying larger balances. Cambridge says about one in five U.S. households is now paying off student loan debt." 
USA Today Financial Columnist Discusses Options For College Savings. Sandra Block writes in her finance column for USA Today  (9/14) "Average tuition at public flagship universities rose 9% this year, vs. 14% a year ago, according to a USA TODAY survey. But the slowdown is small comfort for many parents facing monstrous tuition bills. You can lessen the financial pain by saving early and often, but choosing the right savings plan isn't easy." Block discussed the pros and cons of 529 plans, prepaid tuition, ESAs, UGMA/UTMA and Roth IRAs. 

NSF Awards Grant To U-Massachusetts To Develop Mathematics Software. The Springfield (MA) Republican (9/14, Picard) reports, "The National Science Foundation has awarded a $237,289 grant to Belchertown schools and the University of Massachusetts at Amherst to develop instructional mathematics software for students in primary grades. University educators will work with second- and third-graders over the next two to three years to create teaching methods that will help students improve their performance in mathematical operations, mathematical word fluency, and mathematical reading comprehension, said Superintendent Richard A. Pazasis. The grant will pay for computers and specialized software." 
Penn State Wins $1 Million Grant For American Indian Leadership Program. The AP (9/14, Lewerenz) reports, "A $1 million grant from the U.S. Department of Education will allow Penn State University to expand its American Indian Leadership Program, training eight students to be principals in American Indian schools. 'This grant is all about professional development, about preparing teachers for the unique challenges of leading elementary and secondary schools,' Eugene Hickok, U.S. deputy secretary of education, said in announcing the grant. The program will fund students through two years of graduate education at Penn State, where they will earn a master's degree, and through their certification as principals." 
Groups Offer College Scholarships To Gay And Transgendered Students. The AP (9/14, Leff) reports, "Alyn Libman won a $15,000-a-year scholarship to the University of California, Berkeley with a resume that showed more than just Libman's athletic achievement and academic potential. It also showed years of ridicule, beatings and threats, along with Libman's decision to become a boy in 11th grade. 'It felt amazing to actually be embraced by someone who didn't just dismiss me for being different,' said Libman, a 19-year-old aspiring civil rights lawyer and the first transgendered person to win a scholarship from The Point Foundation, a Chicago non-profit organization that has awarded more than $1 million to college-bound gays since 2002. For those seeking financial aid to attend college, it doesn't necessarily hurt to be gay or transgender. A growing number of charities, professional groups and universities offer scholarships on the basis of sexual orientation. More than 50 such scholarships are available nationwide--from the $1,000 scholarships that Zami, an advocacy group in Atlanta, is giving to 21 black gays this year, to the $2,000 awards the United Church of Christ distributed to gay semin

Maryland College Having Trouble Recruiting Black Students. The Baltimore Sun (9/14, Song) reports, "St. John's College has decided that its student body is, in one respect, a little too much like the authors on the school's vaunted 'great books' list. 'Almost everyone is white,' said Martin A. Dyer, a black alumnus who is part of a new campaign by St. John's to recruit more minorities. There are just three black undergraduates at the 470-student school, and two are the sons of a professor. Overall, 89 percent of the student body is white, a number that has barely changed for the last five years. The lack of diversity 'raises a suspicion and a question about the college's intentions,' said Christopher Nelson, the school's president. 'We want to make sure that our appearance matches the reality - that we are interested in having more minorities,' he said." But "persuading more blacks to become 'Johnnies,' as students are known, could be difficult. Small liberal arts schools throughout the country are struggling to attract accomplished African-American students, who are often heavily recruited by elite Ivy League schools or large universities." Still, "school officials say St. John's will not change its approach. 'We've made a choice and said that some things are better to study than others,' Nelson said. 'We're confident that if we reach the right people, regardless of race, they will agree with us.'" 
Tennessee State University Receives $1.4 Million Head Start Grant. The Tennessean (9/14, Cass) reports, "Tennessee State University has received a $1.4 million federal grant to support Early Head Start programs in three west Tennessee counties. The money from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services will allow TSU to help more than 100 children from low-income families in Gibson, Henry and Weakley counties as they get ready for school. 'Head Start programs have improved the lives of thousands of disadvantaged children by giving them a jump-start on their education,' U.S. Sen. Bill Frist, R-Tenn., said yesterday in a statement he issued with U.S. Sen. Lamar Alexander, also a Tennessee Republican. 'This funding will ensure that Tennessee State University can continue helping children in Tennessee.'" 
Texas College Sees Decline In Enrollment. The Tyler (TX) Morning Telegraph (9/13, Wonzer) reports, "After a surge in enrollment last fall, the number of students at Texas College declined. The college enrolled 755 students this fall, according to data released Monday from the president's office. Enrollment declined by 280 students, or 27 percent, from last fall's total, when the college had 1,035 students, data shows. TC President Dr. Billy Hawkins said he still feels comfortable with this year's enrollment figure." Meanwhile, "Wiley College, a historically black institution in Marshall, enrolled 774 students this fall, said Larry Acker, public relations director. Officials at Jarvis Christian College, a historically black college in Hawkins, could not immediately be reached Monday to obtain enrollment data. Texas College, Hawkins said, is 'right there with those other schools.' One contributing factor in Texas College's decline in enrollment from last fall, Hawkins said, was on-campus housing. 'We are still trying to get housing and hopefully we will get that resolved pretty soon,' he said, adding it was rough on the students who resided in a local hotel last year because of residence on campus were at capacity." 

Tennessee Providing Grants For Those Pursuing Special Education. The Manchester (TN) Times (9/13) reports, "Addressing the state's need for more special education teachers, the Tennessee Department of Education has awarded $75,000 grants to eight colleges and universities across the state. Each recipient will use the money to provide tuition and books for students who want to earn a special education teaching license." And "the shortage remains a serious issue for Tennessee. During the next three years, systems are expected to hire more than 1,500 new special education personnel. The BASE-TN program is designed to attract two categories of potential students: persons who hold a Bachelor's degree in an area other than special education, or 'career switchers,' and educational assistants who have at least two years of college and currently serve children with disabilities." 

Federal Health Insurance Premium Rate Increase Slows. The Washington Post (9/14, A25, Barr, Crenshaw) reports, "Health insurance premiums for 8 million federal employees and retirees will rise an average of 7.9 percent next year, a lower increase after four years of double-digit hikes, the government announced yesterday." The report "is also encouraging for private employers, where premiums have generally showed the same trend in recent years, though often at a somewhat higher rate." But even with the "latest dip in the rate of increase, health care costs are running at more than five times both the rate of inflation and the rate at which workers' pay is rising."
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