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Chairman Metcalfe and Members of the Committee. My name is Jonathan Robe and I am 

the Administrative Director of the Center for College Affordability and Productivity, a non- 

partisan higher education research center headqualiered in Washington, D.C. I appreciate the 

opportunity to testify before you about an issue of great importance to the people of the 

Commonwealth: college affordability. 

First off, I should say that while 3 do have significant reservations about some of the 

amendments being proposed, I do appreciate the underlying concern common to a11 of these 

proposals: that the cost drivers in higher education are systemic in nature and that, therefore, 

effectively addressing rising college costs requires an approach that goes deeper than just a 

superficial, quick-fix, band-aid approach. 

While most of the public discourse on the subject of college affordability focuses on 

tuition, arguably some of that attention ought to be directed to student fees, which are separate 

and distinct charges from tuition. Student activity fees are a particular type of student fees which 

educational institutions (or sometimes direct1 y student governments) use to fund a variety of 

campus-related programs and general student activities (commonly these programs include 

student organizations, canpus media and athletics). Sometimes activity fees are assessed 

separately from other student fees; occasionally activity fees are effectively lumped with other 

fees into a single, "general fee" charge. 







excessive), it is surely difficult to justify forcing them (or their families) to pay such a fee with 

their hard-earned dollars. 

The research which my organization has conducted on student fees at a single, mid-size 

public university suggests that while most students are aware that they are charged mandatory 

fees beyond tuition and room and board charges, a majority of students tend to underestimate the 

amount of the fee. Furthermore, our research found that a majority of students were unaware 

both of how the revenues from these fees were used as well as some of the benefits students 

directly receive as a result of payrng those fees. Specifically, in the case of the university we 

examined, the program which received a plurality of the fees revenue was college athletics, yet a 

majority of students were unaware that any fees revenue went to athletics and a majority of 

students did not know that they could gain free admission to athletic events by virtue of having 

paid the student fee. In the case of student activity fees paying for college athletics, in particular, 

I think making those fees voluntary is entirely appropriate. 

Of all types of student fees, student activity fees are the ones which are best positioned to 

be made non-mandatory. Other fees should remain mandatory; for example, educational fees, 

which can be used to fund library services, are critical to meeting the educational mission of 

institutions of higher education and should be required fees. After all, it is possible to be an 

excellent academic institution without a basketball team; it is impossible to be one without a 

respectable library. The core question needs to be: What is absolutely central to fulfilling the 

basic educational mission of the university? While some of the student activities may have 

benefits for students, they are not necessarily critical to the education the students principally 

attend college to receive. For those programs which are not critical to the core educational 



mission, students should have the freedom of choice in whether or not to pay for the fees which 

support them. 

Making student activity fees voluntary will not, of course, entirely solve the problem of 

college affordability but doing so can significantly impact affordability. According to data 

publicalIy available on the websites of the institutions making up the Pennsylvania State System 

of Higher Education, student activity fees alone account from between 4 to 14 percent of tuition 

charges for Pennsylvania residents. My calculations using these data (as well as average debt 

loads of college graduates reported by the Project on Student Debt) suggest that a student who 

would opt out of paying an activity fee would be able to enjoy a significant cost savings. For 

example, a typical borrower at Indiana University of Pennsylvania could potentially reduce his 

debt load by as much as 9 percent over four years by opting out of the activity fee. 

One improvement to the proposal related to activity fees that occurs to me would be to 

require institutions to offer a menu of student activity options (rather than a single activity fee), 

and allow students to choose which services to pay for and which to forgo (the consequence of 

which would be that the student would be excluded from the benefits associated with the fees 

they forgo). The virtue of this approach is twofold: it increases the level of transparency 

associated with these fees and corresponding benefits even further and also facilitates students' 

freedom of choice in paylng for student activities. 

Turning now to the two proposals that directly impact upon the fringe benefits offered to 

institutions' employees, I am highly skeptical of any direct, legislative mandate which would 

unilaterally and uniformly proscribe certain benefits for employees, particularly for the faculty. 

While I would certainly agree with the proposition that cost savings can be found on the faculty 

side of the ledger, attempting to achieve those savings by legislative mandate can render the 



"cure" worse than the original disease. In the short-run (at the very least), prohibiting paid 

sabbaticals could actually lead to escalating college costs as institutions increased faculty salaries 

to compensate for the loss of this fringe benefit. Perhaps paid sabbaticals should be eliminated 

but even if it can be demonstrated that doing so would result in significant cost reductions for 

students and their families, such a decision should be made by the institutions themselves and not 

by legislative mandate. A better approach, at least legislatively, would be to make some 

increases in state funding conditional upon the System's implementation of a program to ensure 

that paid sabbaticals are not used at the expense of undergraduate teaching such that the 

institutions have the flexibility they need in setting faculty employment policy while at the same 

time providing them financial incentives to take additional action to protect undergraduate 

teaching. 

I am similarly apprehensive about any proposal to remove the fringe benefit fox 

university employees related to tuition discounts or waivers. Again, this is a decision best left to 

the individual institutions. Again, a single, uniform legal mandate may, perversely, wind up 

causing costs to rise (at least in the short-run) faster than they otherwise would as institutions 

respond by raising employees' direct pay to compensate for the loss of this fringe benefit and to 

remain a competitive employer with peer institutions in other states. By the way, I wonder if the 

language of HB 2443 may be overbroad: would it, along with prohibiting tuition discounts as a 

matter of employee fringe benefits, also prohibit other forms of aid or tuition discounting, even if 

that discount was awarded on a basis that had nothing to do with the status of the employee? For 

example, would a child of a faculty member be prohibited by this amendment from even 

receiving an academic scholarship? 



I would say much the same regarding any building moratorium imposed by legislative 

mandate. While I am sympathetic with the view that colleges and universities should take a more 

cautious approach than perhaps they have in recent years with respect to new construction and 

renovation projects, again, a top-down legal mandate may prove to be either ineffective, 

otherwise harmful or both. Alternatively, perhaps the proper course to take would be to place 

limitations on the use of state funds that can be used for new construction projects. The effect 

would be similar to the proposed prohibition, except that institutions would have flexibility if 

they can raise additional hnds separately to fund the new construction or renovation projects 

without relyng upon tuition increases or using taxpayer dollars. 

Again, thank you Chairman Metcalfe and Members of the Committee for the opportunity 

to testify before you today. I appreciate your desire to ensure that college remains affordable for 

the citizens and residents of the Commonwealth and I look fonvard to your questions. Thank you 

very much. 




