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Like virtually the rest of America, South Dakota fails when it comes to making college affordable for low- and middle-income families, a report issued by a national nonprofit group says.

The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education's report, "Measuring Up 2006: The National Report Card on Higher Education," gives South Dakota an "F" for the financial burden it puts on lower-income families and students.

Its study found that net college costs - the price of tuition, room and board after financial aid - represent 38 percent of annual earnings for low- and middle-income families in the state.

It cited an average annual income of $19,420 for those students' families, based on census data for the lowest 40 percent of incomes in South Dakota.

"Affordability is the one thing we're demonstratively getting worse on," Pat Callan, president of the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, said Wednesday in a national conference call with the media. "Over the last 20 years, tuition has gone up faster than family income. It's gone up faster than inflation. It's gone up faster than health care costs. We have to start reining it in."

While calling the study "a useful tool for states to look at," Robert "Tad" Perry, executive director of the South Dakota Board of Regents, disagreed with its methodology for determining average incomes and the percentage of incomes needed to pay for college.

"I would look at the cost versus the average income of the total population," Perry said. "That's really more meaningful."

He also said the report's focus on a need-based perspective ignores the whole picture of South Dakota state policy on higher education. For example, when it started the Opportunity Scholarship program three years ago, the state required incoming students to have taken certain courses to qualify for the scholarship and to use that money at in-state schools, Perry said.

So while the center's study focuses on financial aid from a need basis - a worthwhile goal, Perry said - that is not the only aim of financial aid, he added.

"Our state policy is to have students better prepared so they can save the state and their families' dollars" by qualifying for Opportunity scholarships, for example, he said. "And we want them to stay in-state for post-secondary education. Those are two important state policy goals that aren't need-based."

Perry said tuition has gone up considerably in the past 20 years at a time when state lawmakers have had to put their financial resources into the increased costs of Medicaid, corrections and other state programs.

"We have less state dollars to put into higher education," he said. "That's just a reality. And when you put less dollars in, it has to come from an alternate source. That is the students."

One of those students is Brent Weidler, a 24-year-old math major at the University of South Dakota in Vermillion. Weidler joined the National Guard in high school, in part, because of the money it offered for college education.

"I didn't go into the Guard just because of that," he said. "But it was a very persuasive benefit."

Though his parents help him with books and other costs, Weidler said he would have been forced to rely more on student loans to attend college if not for the help he gets from the National Guard.

But he still would have gone to college, he said.

"I would have taken on more debt," he said. "Even so, I was going to go to college."

The study found that South Dakota ranks high in the number of students enrolling in college by age 19, a reality that earned it an "A" in the report.

But it also noted that Native American high school students in South Dakota only enroll in upper-level math courses at about one-third the rate white students do and in upper-level science courses at one-fourth the rate white students do.

The report also found Native American students are only about half as likely to complete post-secondary certificates or degrees compared to white students.

"That is a major problem," Perry said.

The state is trying to address that by changing high school graduation requirements to qualify for the Opportunity Scholarship, by making courses available through Northern State University for school districts without those upper-level classes and by communicating with students through college preparatory programs, Perry said.

"We're doing everything but putting their heads down into the water in the tank and making them drink," he said. "The returns aren't there yet, but we're working on it."

The report also gave South Dakota an "incomplete" in the "learning category," which looks at how college-educated residents perform on a variety of measures of knowledge and skills.

Perry took issue with that, saying South Dakota is the only state system in the country that requires every public college student finished with his or her sophomore year to take a proficiency exam and to pass it to continue in enrollment at their schools.

"Some don't pass and have to go back and be remediated," he said. "Those who aren't remediated are not invited to continue their education."

Perry said the results of those exams show that South Dakota students are faring well against students at peer institutions across the country. He also said he thought the state got an incomplete because it doesn't include testing for private universities.

"It's still 80 percent of the population being served," he said. "I think that incomplete grade does us a disservice."

South Dakota did get a "B" grade for how well its high school students were being prepared to enroll and succeed in college-level work. And it got a "B-plus" in completing certificate and degree programs after high school.


 

 

'F' grade undeserved

S.D. colleges a bargain, but study does highlight burden on low-income families

September 8, 2006 
Robert "Tad" Perry calls a new study of higher education - one that gives South Dakota an "F" for affordability - a "useful tool." But that's about it.

Actually, it's more than that. But Perry, executive director of the state Board of Regents, has a good point. An education at South Dakota's public universities is a good bargain, by any measure. To give South Dakota - along with many other states - an "F" is just nutty.

For instance, it costs a little more than $10,000 - books, tuition, everything - for an entire year at South Dakota State University. That's just darn cheap.

And Perry points out we now have the Opportunity Scholarship program, something that's only 3 years old.

This is a damning grade and unfair.

But the "useful tool" part that Perry mentions is worth considering. The study - the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education's "Measuring Up 2006: The National Report Card on Higher Education" - deals with more than reasonable tuition and fees. It deals with more than average families.

This aspect of the report specifically considers lower-income families. In that respect, it's scary:

•  The study figures there's an average annual income of $19,420 for low- and middle-income families in South Dakota. It uses census data to determine the lowest 40 percent of incomes in South Dakota.

•  Using those figures, the study found that tuition, room and board (not including books) accounted for 38 percent of the annual earnings of those families after financial aid.

In other words, South Dakota is working to keep college-level students by offering achievement-based financial aid - the Opportunity Scholarships - but we aren't doing much to help students based on financial need.

To help explain that, the study details how few Native American students are likely to take upper-level courses that help them qualify for Opportunity Scholarships.

And in general, we already know low-income Native Americans are less likely to graduate from high school, much less enroll in college.

So what we have is a higher education system that's about as reasonably priced as you can get - compared with other states - but still presents a potentially insurmountable burden for low-income families.

Yes, this study is a "useful tool" for looking at that and trying to come up with solutions.

We should be encouraged, though. We're fairly new - this time around - at the concept of scholarships. And while the focus has been on keeping college students in South Dakota, there's a recognition that others need help.

That doesn't mean things will change soon or that solutions will be cheap and easy.

But we recognize a problem. And that's the first step.
