Carey Opens Hearings on Higher Education Budget in Senate
Senate subcommittee members started their foray into the higher education budget Wednesday with questions about textbook costs, getting students degrees and certificates faster and cheaper, and instituting competency-based education, among other topics. 

The Senate Finance Higher Education Subcommittee, like other panels in the upper chamber, is getting a head start on reviewing HB49 (R. Smith) given the likelihood the budget bill won't clear the House until May. 

Chancellor John Carey presented the Ohio Department of Higher Education's (ODHE) executive budget proposals, reiterating remarks made previously in House committee testimony. (See The Hannah Report, 2/7/17.) He said affordability and completion are the overarching policy goals driving development of the budget. 

Sen. Steve Wilson (R-Maineville) asked Carey how the proposed tuition freeze would interact with proposal to embed textbook costs within tuition, and whether other tactics might bring better results on lowering textbook costs. 

"It would appear to me that we're fighting a dinosaur here and would be better served to put more money into or research into e-books," Wilson said. 

Carey said the administration proposes to allow universities and colleges a one-time tuition increase of up to $300 to account for the inclusion of textbook costs, but said ODHE is very open to other suggestions for lowering costs. To Wilson's point on e-books, he said neighboring Indiana University has seen substantial savings from such an approach. 

"That kind of innovation is what we are trying to drive with our proposal," Carey said. "I think the policy goal at this point is more important than our actual language." 

Sen. Matt Dolan (R-Chagrin Falls) said the time it takes someone to earn a degree is an important factor in keeping college costs low, asking how ODHE is addressing that topic. Sen. Randy Gardner (R-Bowling Green), the subcommittee chairman, emphasized the point, saying just one additional semester of study can wipe out all the savings students saw from tuition freezes and other cost-reduction strategies. 

Carey said promoting College Credit Plus and expanding Western Governors University's (WGU) work in Ohio on competency-based education are important strategies in reducing time to degree. He also said ODHE has tried to rein in programs where the number of credit hours required has crept up beyond the traditional 120 hours for bachelors’ degrees and 60 for associates’ degrees, while being mindful of any changes that would affect licensure.

Sen. Stephanie Kunze (R-Hilliard) asked what results ODHE is seeing in course completion and graduation rates since instituting performance-based funding. Carey said the agency is "very pleased" with results so far, though it's too early to gauge the effects on graduation rates because the funding system is relatively new.

Jim Bennet, vice chancellor of finance and data management, cited a 20 percent increase in degrees and certificates conferred, as well as substantial improvements in first-year to second-year retention rates.

Gardner expressed concern over reports that private institutions are declining to participate in College Credit Plus, saying some colleges and universities offered programs that were the forerunners of today's dual-credit program. He said some of the mandates and requirements the state instituted for private institutions, such as those regarding application costs and entrance testing, are making it difficult for private institutions to stay in the program. 

Carey said ODHE is discussing ways to address that problem. "We do acknowledge it's an issue," he said. 

Sen. Sandra Williams (D-Cleveland) asked why Ohio isn't just requiring state institutions to offer competency-based education to keep money in Ohio, rather than recognizing WGU as an in-state institution. Carey said it can take three to five years to develop a competency-based program, so it makes sense for WGU to supplement Ohio institutions' offerings while those institutions work to develop their own programs. He said students attending WGU are often in their late 30s and already working. 

"From my perspective, it's not competition for our current colleges and universities because it's a population they're not able to serve," Carey said.

Williams also asked about assistance available for students getting training in skilled trades, saying she's previously advocated for them to be able to use the Ohio College Opportunity Grant. Cheri Rice, associate vice chancellor for higher education workforce alignment, said there's a revolving short-term loan program for credit and non-credit programs for in-demand skill occupations, and often the jobs are so in-demand that employers will repay the loan on the students' behalf. 

Williams said she was interested specifically in more assistance for low-income people who might not qualify for a loan or are unlikely to want to have another bill to pay. Carey mentioned that the Finish for Your Future Scholarship proposed in the budget could be used at adult career technical centers. Eli Faes, legislative director for ODHE, added that the department is in the midst of setting up a workforce grant program established in the previous General Assembly for those entering in-demand jobs.

Gardner said he's also interested in addressing Ohio's relatively low funding for need-based financial aid, saying it's the reason the state still rates low for college affordability despite a decade of frozen or capped tuition rates. He added that he's not necessarily looking to restructure or dramatically change the Ohio College Opportunity Grant (OCOG) program, but just to provide more assistance where possible. Carey said the administration would be glad to work with him on the subject.
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