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Hearing Summary 
 
This morning, the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee held a hearing entitled “The 
Challenge of College Affordability: The Student Lens.” The hearing is the last in a series of education 
hearings intended to provide the basis for possible legislation on higher education. During the hearing, 
Committee members and panelists discussed the costs of education, how federal aid addresses and helps 
mitigate those costs, what drives those costs, how to provide students with adequate financial disclosure to 
help them make informed decisions, regulation of the education sector, and forms of learning—online 
learning in particular. At the close of the hearing, Chairman Tom Harkin (D-IA) said he plans to have a 
higher education bill ready next year. 
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Members Present 

 
Chairman Tom Harkin (D-IA) Ranking Member Lamar Alexander (R-TN) 
Sen. Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) 
Sen. Christopher Murphy (D-CT) 
Sen. Patty Murray (D-WA) 
Sen. Sheldon Whitehouse (D-RI) 
Sen. Al Franken (D-MN) 
 

Panel 
 

 Ethan Senack, Higher Education Associate, US Public Interest Research Group; Washington, DC 

 Derrica Donelson , Student, Lipscomb University; Nashville, TN 

 Dr. Sara Goldrick-Rab, Associate Professor of Educational Policy Studies and Sociology, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison; Madison, WI 

 Vivica Brooks, Student, Bowie State University; Bowie, MD 
 

Member Opening Statements 
 
Chairman Tom Harkin (D-IA) said student loan debt is increasing at a rapid rate. Not only is tuition 
increasing rapidly, it will soon be the largest component of public colleges’ and universities’ operating 
revenue. Because college is becoming increasingly expensive, students with higher-income backgrounds 
are much more likely to attend college than students from low-income backgrounds, and are seven times 
more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree by the time they turn 24 years old than mid-income and low-income 
students. The Chairman said college needs to be more affordable to encourage students going to college 
and eventually graduating. “Something needs to change” to provide equal opportunity in post-secondary 
education. 
 
Ranking Member Lamar Alexander (R-TN) said federal mandates requiring states to spend more money 
on Medicare and Medicaid have diverted state funding to those programs rather than education. 
Meanwhile, colleges and universities use their campus facilities inefficiently, and he suggested that schools 
encourage enrollment during summer semesters so resources are not wasted during that period of the 
year. He liked the three-year programs some schools have experimented with. He also said that too many 
regulations on schools and “easy money following students” has driven up college costs, and likewise 
student tuition. 
 

Cost of Education 
 
In the panel’s opening statements, Mr. Senack said the cost of education is a major issue for his 
generation. The cost of attending college is rising as states reduce their support for higher education 
institutions. Pell Grants are losing their effectiveness as the costs increase; he feels they need to be 
increased to keep up with the costs of education. Interest rates also need to be kept low. Dr. Goldrick-Rab 
said family incomes are declining as the cost of school rises and free-market approaches to education, 
taken when tuition was much lower, were mistakes. The costs of education are so high students have no 
choice but to take loans, as there is no way students can pay for school by working at the same time; the 
cost is simply too high. Student loans are the new normal now because of policy. She called for an 
increase for Pell Grants, a cap on student loan interest rates, and ending benefits to the wealthy. 
 
Sen. Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) asked how “non-traditional” students could be served better. Dr. Goldrick-Rab 
said “non-traditional” students are now very common, and as they frequently have families and established 

http://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Senack.pdf
http://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Donelson.pdf
http://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Goldrick-Rab.pdf
http://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Brooks1.pdf
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lives, including debt, taking on student debt strikes them as “highly unrealistic.” Other financial aid must be 
given to them. Sen. Christopher Murphy (D-CT) said many students do not go to school because of the 
high cost and a fear of dropping out of school and not being able to get a job that provides a good living, let 
alone pay off the loans. She asked how important financial aid is, and Mr. Senack said that it is a subsidy 
for the most needy students and a significant portion of the population depends on loans. Sen. Patty 
Murray (D-WA) also emphasized the importance of helping “non-traditional” students. Sen. Al Franken (D-
MI) said the government should consider providing financial aid to students in high school that can’t afford 
to take an advanced placement (AP) or  international baccalaureate (IB) test. 
 
Ranking Member Alexander (R-TN) said the primary reason tuition is increasing is because states cannot 
afford to provide a level of financial support necessary to keep tuition low because of federal Medicare and 
Medicaid mandates that burden state budgets. Chairman Harkin (D-IA) said there is no requirement for 
states to accept federal Medicare and Medicaid money, that states submit voluntarily, and that if state 
budgets are being burdened, it is because states are “racing to the bottom,” cutting taxes and not raising 
income taxes. The Chairman also criticized the non-dischargeable provision for student loans that was 
attached with the bankruptcy reforms in 2005. 
 
Chairman Harkin (D-IA) and Dr. Goldrick-Rab discussed merit-based aid and scholarships, noting that 
merit-based aid is increasing but mostly benefits the wealthy and does not promote college attendance. 
Dr. Goldrick-Rab said most of the aid they provide from their endowments goes to merit-based aid, not 
need-based, and this creates a disproportionately wealthy constituency. This form of aid does not promote 
college attendance. Ranking Member Alexander (R-TN), questioned Ms. Donelson, asking if her HOPE 
Scholarship helped her through school and encouraged her academic achievement. She said yes. The 
Ranking Member noted that most federal aid is based on need, and that Pell Grants can provide a student 
more than enough to go to a community college. 
 

Financial Disclosure and Education 
 
Every panelist emphasized the importance of keeping students informed about financial aid options, how 
financial aid works, and what financial aid is available. They also felt that schools and federal aid providers 
could do more to counsel and educate students on financial aid. Mr. Senack and Dr. Goldrick-Rab said 
educating students about financial aid and student loans should begin even before school, in K-12, 
including both in financial literacy class and from guidance counselors. Ms. Brooks said she felt an 
introductory course on student loans in college would help students understand student loans better, but 
Dr. Goldrick-Rab said it is difficult to make schools provide those courses. Chairman Harkin (D-IA) asked 
Mr. Senack why few people eligible for income-based repayment utilize it. Mr. Senack said students need 
to be educated better regarding their repayment options, including in exit counseling. Dr. Goldrick-Rab 
noted that financial aid and student loan information provided by the federal government is “text heavy” and 
uses vocabulary that most people don’t understand; furthermore, some of the text is off-putting and 
condescending to students. Mr. Senack and Dr. Goldrick-Rab said schools should adopt uniform award 
letters so students can better compare schools.   
 

Wastes of Public, Private, and For-Profit Schools 
 
Sen. Murray (D-WA) asked Dr. Goldrick-Rab how the cost of college could be reduced. Dr. Goldrick-Rab 
said regulatory compliance was a burden, but the complexity of the regulatory regime is necessary 
because the education system itself is complicated and should be simplified by consolidating or reducing 
federal programs. Specifically, cutting federal student loans would force universities to adjust their practices 
and reduce their costs of attendance for students. Presently, because of a misperception by potential 
students and their families that better education is more expensive, schools are spending excessively to 
drive up their costs of attendance. Chairman Harkin (D-IA) agreed, saying schools are wasting money 
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building nicer buildings on campus while neglecting to give their students proper financial support or even 
adequate financial counseling. Dr. Goldrick-Rab said colleges are orienting their spending to cater to more 
well-off students and provide a campus experience that marginalizes poorer students, creating campus 
tensions between “haves and have-nots” that discourages students from a poor background. Furthermore, 
she said school budgets are not transparent enough to determine how much of the budget is devoted to 
facilitating student social life. 
 
Sen. Whitehouse (D-RI) criticized the for-profit education sector for selling “bogus education.” He said 
students waste the learning years of their lives and gain a massive debt that cannot be discharged in 
bankruptcy, left with a degree that is basically worthless and doesn’t provide any real-world training or 
value. Mr. Senack said the federal government must send funding to organizations that actually grants 
useful degrees and that federal money isn’t being used for recruiting and advertising. 
 

Regulations and Online Learning 
 
Ranking Member Alexander (R-TN) said “well-meaning” yet excessive regulations were a major burden on 
schools, “piling up” and imposing administrative costs on schools in order to ensure regulatory compliance. 
Dr. Goldrick-Rab and Mr. Senack agreed, saying the regulatory system was a burden and could be 
simplified and consolidated. Dr. Goldrick-Rab, however, noted that the reason the regulatory system is 
complicated is because the education system itself is complicated, and the system should be simplified. 
Ranking Member Alexander (R-TN) said the Committee should examine the regulations on the education 
sector and examine them to determine what regulations are necessary, unnecessary, or could be 
simplified. 
 
Sen. Murphy (D-CT) and Sen. Murray (D-WA) asked the panel to describe their experience with online 
learning. Ms. Brooks praised online courses for being cheaper, easier to work with her schedule as a 
working single mother, and providing an equivalent educational experience. Ms. Donelson also said she 
likes online classes along with other programs at her school that help students learn. Dr. Goldrick-Rab 
warned that while a mix of online courses and conventional courses is good, an achievement gap exists 
between conventional students and students that take online classes exclusively. 
 

For additional information please contact Curtis Miller at CMiller@bhfs.com 
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