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ATLANTA, GA. — The Southern Regional Education Board has launched the Commission on College Affordability in the South to focus state policies on the goal of affordability for students and families.
Senator Joyce Elliott of Little Rock, one of the two Board members from Arkansas, welcomed the news. Shane Broadway, Director of Higher Education, is also a member.  
“Unfortunately the cost of going to college is close to being out of reach for too many families, even with lottery scholarships and other forms of financial aid,” Elliott said. 
“Almost half of all freshmen at Arkansas universities now must take out a loan to pay for tuition and fees,” Elliott said. “For too many students the cost of earning a college degree is a matter of long-lasting debt.”
According to last year’s Fact Book on Higher Education published by SREB, 46 percent of the freshmen at Arkansas universities had to take out a loan.  The average loan amount for Arkansas freshman was $5,200. 
The SREB study found that tuition and fees accounted for the bulk of increased revenue received by Arkansas colleges and universities since 2008. Per student funding of both two-year colleges and four-year universities in Arkansas has not kept up with inflation since 2008.
“It’s no secret that affordability is a key factor in retention,” Elliott said. “The major reason many students leave college is that their families cannot afford tuition, fees and other costs. If we want more young people to earn degrees and secure our economic future, we have to make college affordable again.”
The Commission will consider ways to improve college affordability by better coordinating the different types of financing policies — tuition, state appropriations to institutions, and state financial aid to students — to support that goal. It will be guided by two questions: How do current state financing policies impact affordability? What kinds of policy changes have the potential to improve both affordability and college completion? 
 
Glen D. Johnson, chancellor of the Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education, chairs the Commission. Members represent all 16 SREB states and include state legislators, state higher education leaders and presidents of colleges and universities.
 
At its initial meeting in Atlanta, Commission members began their in-depth look at the range of affordability issues, particularly how states finance higher education and whether they integrate tuition, appropriations and financial aid policies.
“Arkansas is one of the states that has learned that lottery scholarships often are not enough to make higher education affordable.  For one thing, many nontraditional students don’t qualify because they are part-time,” Elliott said. “And for full-time students, all it takes to lose a scholarship is to get poor grades in a couple of courses.”
 
In recent years, financing of public postsecondary education shifted more to students and their families. At the same time, states have turned their focus on not only access to higher education, but completion of degrees.
 
“For states to reach the goal of 60 percent of adults with some form of degree or certificate, we’ll need to do some things differently,” said SREB President Dave Spence. “We need more students to go to college and more to complete. Affordability is a critical factor in both access and completion.”
 
“Paying for college is a particular concern for the large number of students we must reach to meet our goals,” said Chancellor Johnson. “This includes students who will be the first in their families to attend college and adult students returning to complete or upgrade their credentials.”
 
The Commission on College Affordability in the South will meet throughout the coming year.
