Positions: Higher Education

LWVO believes that: (adopted May 1997)

1. The Board of Regents should be a planning and coordinating Board with broad policy-making powers.

2. The Board of Regents should be appointed by the Governor with confirmation by the Senate. The legislature should establish appropriate criteria for board members to ensure that the Board can function effectively and efficiently as a policy-making/planning body.

3. The state should provide funding to ensure that all Ohio citizens (meeting given institutional academic standards) have access to higher education that provides general education and job preparation. Ability to pay should not determine admission. (Amended May 2005)

4. In order of priority a state funding system for public higher education should be to: (Amended May 2005)

a. provide a basic level of support to all public institutions of higher education,

b. provide partial funding for capital improve​ments and maintenance, and 

c. provide scholarships.

Background: Higher Education

Delegates to the 1995 State Convention voted to study the role of state government in policy making and financing of higher education in Ohio.  The study focused on the role of the Ohio Board of Regents, Boards of Trustees, the Governor and the state legislature, and outlined the revenue sources for higher education in Ohio.  

After the 1995-97 member study of higher education in Ohio, the League of Women Voters of Ohio, through its Education Fund, researched and published a monograph on higher education, titled Before the Students Arrive (LWVOEF, 1998).   This publication was widely distributed to legislators, Boards of Trustees, other policymakers, and the public.  The basic information from the 1998 monograph has been periodically updated for members’ use and to support the League’s work in monitoring the biennial state budget deliberations related to higher education and other proposed legislation affecting the Board of Regents, educational access, and affordability.  In May 2005, LWVO revised its original positions to clarify its priorities and to strengthen its advocacy posture for Ohio citizen access to higher education.

Outlook: Higher Education

The State of Ohio’s need for a well-educated populace may be widely recognized, but this need has been only perfunctorily addressed in recent legislative actions. The $51.2 billion, two-year budget passed in June 2005 continued to short-change higher education.  It provided almost no extra money while it established tuition caps at 6 per cent annually.  According to the Ohio Board of Regents (March 2005), state appropriations for higher education have been cut by $344 million since 2001.  The 37 state campuses covered about 25% of that “lost” revenue through cost reductions and then used tuition increases as the primary source for funding the difference. 

A national study rating the 50 states on several higher education issues gave Ohio an “F” on affordability in fall 2004.  An Ohio student paid about 48% of the total cost of attending a public college or university in 2004-05, compared to a national average of about 31%.  (Average annual tuition as reported by the Ohio Board of Regents in January 2005 was $7,508.)  Although tuition costs at the state’s two-year colleges may seem like a bargain in comparison to the four-year institutions, those costs in Ohio were found to be 56% higher than the national average.  

To complicate the analysis of the effect of rising costs, enrollments have climbed for seven straight years.  One side of the debate contends that this is “a clear sign that Ohioans can pay a large portion of their college costs out of pocket.”  Other voices maintain that more attention needs to be given to those who are not enrolling, to see how serious the affordability factor really is. 

In 2005, the percentage of Ohio residents with bachelor’s degrees still lagged the national average (21% in Ohio compared to 24% nationally).  Ohio ranked 39th among the states in the percentage of adults with at least a four-year degree.  

Despite Ohio’s effort to put public-supported colleges within easy “driving distance” for all its citizens, the state’s educational attainment record has barely shifted in the past five decades of Census tracking, even though Ohio ranks above the national average in the percentage of its citizens who hold high school diplomas.  

Legislation introduced in the 125th and 126th General Assembly displayed a scatter-shot approach to higher education issues.  Affordability was not addressed on a wide scale, although special scholarship programs were approved for special groups, such as Iraq war veterans and their dependents, and for safety forces and their dependents.   Accessibility was both praised and damned as some legislators believed they had spurred enrollments, while others called for reductions in programs and facilities.  The need to “do more with less” spawned innovative collaboration among institutions as well as a united outcry about the state’s “dismal” per capita investment in its future.

While costs (and enrollments) climbed and appropriations were cut, other issues rocked the higher education community, giving rise to many questions about the current and future roles of the legislature and the Ohio Board of Regents.  There was widespread alarm when proposed legislation threatened to dictate instructional matters.  “Academic freedom” was alternatively discussed, disavowed, and championed before the proposed bill died in committee.  In its place, the Inter-University Council of Ohio has proposed to adopt a resolution which states that universities are committed to respecting diverse viewpoints.  A governor’s commission urged that the state support a 30% increase in undergraduate and graduate enrollment by 2015,  Policymakers,  however, used anecdotal information to deplore program proliferation.  University officials talked about earmarking a portion of the sales tax to assist with lowering tuition, while the sales tax was lowered in the final budget bill.   The legislature worried about the number of students who need remedial courses in college and about students’ difficulties in attempts to transfer from one institution to another, but side-stepped affordability issues.

Ohio’s Tuition Trust Authority (OTTA), a federally sanctioned “529 Plan,” marked 15 years in operation in 2004 and continued to improve and expand its college-savings offerings.  But even that resource for families planning ahead ran into difficulty with one of its funds when tuition increases outpaced projected investment income.  OTTA has projected that it will not need a state appropriation to back the Guaranteed Savings Fund until 2017. 

Other federal policies have complicated affordability and accessibility. In 2005 changes to eligibility rules for Pell Grants resulted in reduced awards to many students and ineligibility for others. Private educational-loan firms have been allowed to collect federal government subsidies in excess of their costs, using dollars that could have expanded the Pell Grant program or other education aid. 

A new sense of optimism has surfaced in the higher education community with the passage of Ohio’s FY 08 and FY 09 operating budget.  Specific features of Am. Sub. HB 119 (Dolan) and the overwhelming approval of the budget in both the House and Senate indicate that higher education is widely viewed as a key element in the state’s economic well being.  Several budget items addressed affordability head-on, one by freezing undergraduate tuition and fees for both FY08 and FY09, and others that increased scholarships.

At the same time that the budget bill was working its way through the General Assembly, Sub. HB 2 was passed, making major shifts in the workings of the Ohio Board of Regents (OBOR) by:

1. establishing the Chancellor position as a gubernatorial appointment with cabinet status (rather than a position reporting directly to the OBOR);

2. prescribing the Chancellor’s duties and fixing the Chancellor’s compensation;

3. making the Chancellor appointment a five-year term, subject to the Senate’s consent, with possible reappointment;

4. specifically making OBOR an advisory board to the Chancellor (rather than a semi-independent entity as when it was created in 1963 to “coordinate” higher education);

5. transferring authoritative control of the OBOR staff agency to the Chancellor;

6. shortening the term length for members of the OBOR- from nine to six years; and

7. specifying that the OBOR meet at least quarterly.

Scholarship funding received a substantial boost in the FY08-FY09 budget although the eligibility requirements introduced several complexities into the administration of the programs.  The legislature created a $100 million scholarship program designed to increase and encourage students majoring in the fields of science, technology, engineering, math, and medicine (STEMM) and established other funding to enhance institutional efforts to recruit students and scientists in STEMM fields.  A renamed program, Ohio College Opportunity Grant (OCOG), will provide needs-based aid to more undergraduate students from families with low and moderate income than the Ohio Instructional Grant program did in the past, by raising the family income cap to $75,000 and permitting partial awards to part-time students.  But Student Choice Grants (SCG) for undergraduate Ohio students attending private colleges and universities in Ohio were reduced to $600 per student (from $900) despite strenuous objections from the independent colleges and universities in Ohio.

The FY 08 - FY 09 higher education budget inserts several new conditions into the State Share of Instruction (SSI) distribution process.  The Governor’s “bargain” with the state-assisted universities and colleges was that if they froze undergraduate tuition, he would see that the institutions would continue to receive the same amount of SSI funding as in FY 2007.  The new budget contained funding for SSI increases of 5.6 percent in FY 08 and 9.8 percent in FY 09 and established more complex formulas to distribute the funds than there had been in the past.

In just six years, 2000-2006, the average tuition at Ohio’s public four-year universities more than doubled.  Ohio has received an “F” in affordability for several years in a row in a national study that tracks tuition trends, and Ohio college costs will continue to be substantially higher than the national average even as the two-year tuition freeze and the additional scholarship funds will make college more affordable for some students and their families.  Enrollments increased in the same six-year period, possibly because students were willing to assume more debt than in the past.  However, widely reported scandals in the student loan industry have elevated the concerns that many Ohioans have about paying for college.

The percentage of Ohio adults holding at least a bachelor’s degree increased slightly in the 2000-2006 period, but Ohio still ranks below the national average in this category.  Most observers seem certain that historically high tuition costs in Ohio have contributed to low degree attainment, although this cannot be considered the only factor.

Although the FY08-FY09 state budget provides a stronger level of state support for higher education than it has in decades, there are concerns to be addressed.  Foremost is the worry that the state’s income may not meet projected needs, forcing diminished support for the several worthy initiatives.  It will take some time for the massive change in the governance of higher education to fall fully into place and to assess the benefits (and pitfalls) of having the Chancellor report to the governor.  Many new working relationships need to be forged.

Citizen understanding of the changes in financing and governance may be slow to develop.  Many were surprised that colleges and universities could increase room and board fees and graduate tuition while “freezing” undergraduate tuition for two years, suggesting that “affordability” is a very subjective term.  In 2006, Ohio voters rejected a slot machine gambling ballot issue that was widely touted as a possible tuition bonanza, and similar ideas could resurface at any time.

There will continue to be questions about the “appropriateness” of awarding scholarship dollars to students at private colleges and universities and for-profit career schools.  Some citizens decry the transfer of any taxpayer money to private institutions, while others consider such scholarships valuable assistance to Ohioans, not institutions.  Still others champion whatever it takes to keep Ohio students in Ohio, stemming a worrisome “brain drain.”

The FY08-FY09 budget legislation mandates that the Chancellor and the Board of Regents conduct several research studies, some with possibly unrealistic time frames for completion.  

However refreshing it may seem to find legislators seeking definitive information on which to base their future decision, there may not be instant answers to many of the questions.

The League of Women Voters of Ohio will continue to encourage a strong governance arrangement for higher education that can provide broad access to higher education for academically qualified Ohioans.  Wherever it can, the League will join in  requests for a widely affordable, highly accessible public higher education system in Ohio.

