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REFORM PROPOSAL FOR HIGHER EDUCATION
Auditor General Jack Wagner
Why is higher education a top priority for the next Governor?
The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania is blessed to have one of the finest higher and post-secondary education systems in the world.  Private colleges and universities, community colleges, state universities, theological seminaries, the college of technology, state-related universities, state-aided institutions, and vocational, technical, and trade schools all play an equally integral role in this impressive network of learning.  With campuses, branches, high school sites, and cooperative extension offices in all 67 counties, these institutions dramatically impact and shape Pennsylvania’s landscape.  The Commonwealth ranks third in the United States with 263 degree-granting postsecondary institutions and fifth with 126 non-degree-granting postsecondary institutions.  We are already on our way to becoming a worldwide mecca for knowledge and higher education, as evidenced by Pennsylvania private colleges and universities ranking second in the United States in importing students.
Higher education is more necessary than ever for people who are entering the workforce.  In 2007-08, Pennsylvania higher education institutions conferred more than 139,000 degrees, the fourth most in the United States.  Employers want critical thinking, analysis, problem solving, and innovation from prospective employees.  As a result, higher education institutions have been adapting curricula and implementing practical programs that will prepare students for today’s economy and workforce.  For example:

· Lackawanna College has courses to prepare students for Marcellus Shale drilling jobs.
· Penn State’s Department of Mechanical and Nuclear Engineering is one of the largest and most successful engineering programs in the country, providing many graduates for employment at Westinghouse Toshiba.
· Westmoreland County Community College has an Electronics Engineering Technology program that teaches students how to design and construct basic circuits and install, maintain, and repair electronic equipment.
· Pennsylvania has seven general medical schools (the Commonwealth Medical College, Drexel University, the University of Pennsylvania, the Pennsylvania State University, the University of Pittsburgh, Temple University, and Thomas Jefferson University).  The University of Pennsylvania was the first medical school in the United States and remains one of the top programs in the nation.  The Commonwealth Medical College in Scranton is the most recent medical school in America and the first new allopathic medical school in Pennsylvania in 42 years.

· The University of Pittsburgh has initiated an Outside the Classroom Curriculum (OCC) program designed to educate students through the completion of a series of programs, activities, and experiences outside of the classroom that complement academic studies.  This innovative program helps students grow in nine areas:  leadership development, sense of self, career preparation, university participation, communication skills, respect for diversity, healthy lifestyle, service to others, and appreciation for the arts. 

In challenging times for local, state, national, and global economies, higher education is nearly recession-proof.  Consider the following:

· Pennsylvania colleges and universities directly employ more than 167,000 staff.  The top five higher education employers are the Pennsylvania State University’s main campus, the University of Pennsylvania, the University of Pittsburgh’s main campus, Temple University’s main campus, and Carnegie Mellon University.

· Based on February 2010 workforce statistics, Centre County, home to the Pennsylvania State University, has the lowest unemployment rate in the state at 6.4%.  This rate is 3.3% lower than the national rate (9.7%) and 2.5% lower than the Pennsylvania rate (8.9%).  Not coincidentally, Penn State is Centre County’s largest employer and also one of the state’s largest employers.

· The University of Pennsylvania is Philadelphia’s largest private employer and the fifth largest employer overall in the state.  Penn’s estimated overall economic impact on Pennsylvania is $9.6 billion (approximately $25 million per day).  The university directly and indirectly generates 100,954 jobs statewide.
· The University of Pittsburgh Medical Center (UPMC) is the western region’s largest private employer.  UPMC's activities result in a regional economic impact of more than $14 billion and more than 100,000 jobs directly and indirectly.
What do we need to improve?
While the Commonwealth’s higher education system flourishes in many areas, there is a major aspect in glaring need of improvement:  the cost of higher education.  For the 2008-09 academic year, Pennsylvania was the third most expensive state in the country for average in-state student tuition and fees to attend a public four-year school.  The cost for an in-state student to attend a state school, not including room and board, averaged $10,328.  Only New Jersey ($10,739) and Vermont ($11,341) charge their resident students more to attend a state school.  Comparatively, neighboring states such as New York ($5,126), Maryland ($7,395), Delaware ($8,276), and Ohio ($8,482) charge their in-state students attending a public four-year school significantly less than Pennsylvania.  The Commonwealth also ranks poorly for average tuition and fees to attend a private four-year school.  Pennsylvania, at $28,900, is the 11th most expensive state in the country for average in-state tuition and fees to attend these schools.
A review of the last four years shows how drastically the cost of higher education has risen.  In 2004-05, a Pennsylvania student could expect to pay $8,020 in tuition and fees to attend a four-year state school.  In four years, the cost increased by 29 percent.  From September 2004 to September 2008, the inflation rate increased by 15 percent.  The cost of higher education increased by nearly double the inflation rate!  
Because of these spiraling costs, the average student loan debt for an undergraduate student has risen to more than $25,000.  As of March 2009, the average median income in Pennsylvania was approximately $45,000.  However, in a challenging economic climate with fewer entry-level jobs available to recent graduates, entry-level salaries are often much lower.  The deck is clearly stacked against graduates and Pennsylvania state government must do something to help them.  
What is my vision for higher education?
My vision for higher education is to help hard-working Pennsylvania families and students by giving them some hope, or, more precisely, a merit and need-based HOPE Scholarship program.  “HOPE” stands for “Helping Our Pupils to Excel.”  In four consecutive sessions as a state Senator, I introduced a bill to establish a HOPE Scholarship program in Pennsylvania.
This program would pay higher education costs for Pennsylvania students who graduate from high school with a 3.0 GPA and choose to attend a Pennsylvania school.  If the student chooses to attend a state-owned university, the program would pay his or her entire tuition.  If the student chooses to attend a state-related school, community college, or private institution, the program would pay a portion of his or her tuition based on the average cost at the state-owned universities.  
The legislation is modeled after Georgia’s HOPE Scholarship program, which began in 1993.  Georgia uses proceeds from its state lottery to fund its HOPE Scholarship program.  Georgia’s HOPE Scholarship program has provided $4 billion in financial assistance to more than 1 million students in the state.  A similar program can be even more successful in Pennsylvania.  With the Commonwealth adding table games at the slots casinos, the new revenue should be used to fund a HOPE scholarship program.  
As Governor, maximizing higher education’s potential in Pennsylvania would be one of our top priorities.  During my five years as Auditor General, I conducted the first-ever special performance audit of the Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency (PHEAA).  The audit sounded the alarm on bonuses, lavish perks, and wasteful spending.  Since the report, PHEAA’s landscape has been altered and the agency is back on the track of performing its most critical function:  providing loans and grants to Pennsylvania students.  It also gave us a blueprint to enhance and improve higher education in Pennsylvania.  Higher education must assume a critical role in shaping and advancing a progressive state policy.  In addition to the HOPE scholarship program, my administration would:

· Assume a leadership role in higher education by establishing a committee of higher education representatives to help set the state’s agenda and priorities.  This committee would include student representatives to ensure that their interests are heard.  All types of higher education institutions would have an equal seat at the table.
· Work with this committee to identify the jobs of tomorrow and target educating and training to develop individuals that meet workforce and employer needs.
· Live up to the Commonwealth's end of the funding bargain for community colleges (33 percent; however, only 29 percent is funded currently).
· Support restoration of the $11.7 million (28 percent) cut from the Institutional Assistance Grant (IAG) program in FY 2009-10.

· Implement advanced accountability and tracking measures to ensure state higher education funding is spent properly, efficiently, and effectively. 

· Stress safety and security on and around college and university campuses.
· Focus on “brain gain” by attracting students from surrounding states that are experiencing population growth but do not have the capacity at their higher education institutions.
· Promote the importance of higher education relative to future earnings.  High school dropouts in Pennsylvania earn nearly 40 percent less than a high school graduate with some postsecondary education or an Associate’s degree ($20,890 versus $33,124 a year).
· Work with higher education institutions to ensure their financial health, while maintaining high quality educational opportunities, building on their economic impact to the state economy, and making higher education affordable and accessible.
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