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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to analyze student perceptions of the rising costs of education.  This paper draws upon Rational Choice Theory to understand student’s perceptions regarding higher education.  Data was collected from student newspapers at Rutgers University (NJ), the University of Massachusetts, Ohio State University, Georgia State University, Mississippi State University, and the University of Arkansas, which were characterized by their income:  high-income states, middle-income states, and low-income states.  The central finding in this study is that the lower the income is per capita within a state, the more students mention their financial difficulties.

INTRODUCTION

Tuition increases are outpacing the rate of inflation, as well as increases in family income, while demands for state and federal financial aid are continuing to rise.  The cost increases of attending a university are pricing students and their families out of the college market.  The ongoing college cost crisis is an alarming trend that cannot be allowed to continue.

According to information gathered from the College Board and the Census Bureau, since 1981 the cost of attending a public four-year college has increased by roughly 202 percent (Boehner:6).  Tuition increases that are facing students are not an outcome of a single cause; they are instead a result of years of inconsistent cost increases caused by a large variety of factors and variables.  This paper will analyze student’s perceptions of the rising costs of higher education.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON EDUCATIONAL COSTS

Evidence of Rising Tuition Costs
As early as the 1970’s, Rusk and Leslie (1978) had identified factors that influence tuition costs at major state universities.  Their findings are based upon both a descriptive overview of tuition price-related factors and a statistical analysis of specific variables that derive from general factors that are involved in higher education.  Rusk and Leslie suggest that tuition prices are affected by prices of rival supplies, by the existence and “scale” of competitors, by the firm’s costs and net of public subsidies, by the net income of potential buyers, and by the quality of the product. All factors are based on a measurement that views public higher education as a commodity.  Rusk and Leslie     (1978: 533) state, “universities utilize comparisons of tuition levels among peer institutions in neighboring states in setting their own prices.”  

Rusk and Leslie looked at fifty state universities, including one major public university from each state to serve as the “sample study.”  The sample was chosen upon the basis that this “procedure would adequately take into account interstate and interregional tuition policy differences – believed to be major sources of variation in tuition policies.”  

They concluded that tuition prices have increased as a result of evolutionary means rather than a “planning processes.”  States appear to have set, changed, and modified prices in an unplanned manner, which leads to suspicions that state governments may be manipulating prices.  Risk and Leslie note that several states have begun to examine their policies that affect tuition prices.  They suggest that “tuition setting in public institutions of higher education is beginning to involve a more thoughtful process as states adjust to a new higher education environment” (1978:545).
Reasons for Rising Tuition

Rising tuition costs are a result of many factors.  Zumeta (1996) analyzes state policies and how they affect private higher education costs.  By looking at individual state’s policies, consider how well educational policy fits the economic circumstances of the state.  Zumeta finds that, higher education policies are serving more demands on resources with very tightly constrained tax dollars.  Zumeta recognizes that “the private higher education sector in the United States is of historic and high current importance” (1996:370).  In order to meet the growing educational needs of individual’s, while simultaneously allowing the institution to grow and meet diversity mandates, the prices will be affected. 


Zumeta turns to examines state policies that effect private colleges and universities;  policies “ranging from general state regulatory and tax policies, to very specific targeted policies like student aid programs available only to private college students or contract arrangements with private institutions to subsidize enrollment slots for state residents” (1996:375-76).  State policies such as state supported student aid levels, absence/presence of direct state payments to private institutions, public higher education tuition levels, the extent of private sector involvement  in state higher education planning, the absence/presence of duplication of private institution programs for new program proposals, and the extent  the state mandates and regulates based upon affected private colleges and universities are all important factors when it comes to understanding tuition increases.


Hutchins (1999) also examines state and government policies that effect increased tuition.  Hutchins analyzes data from private and public institutions in combination with economic pressures and government assistance with in each institution.  He states that “most of the higher learning in America is carried on tax-supported state universities” (1999:524).  Hutchins claims that the financial situation of all public institutions is becoming so critical “that unless there is some change in the attitude or condition of our people there is indeed little hope for the continuation of higher learning” (1999:524).

Hutchins argues for reducing the cost of government without crippling essential services like education.  He suggests that the total cost of government assistance should be redistributed, with some items being increased, while others items should be decreased or even eliminated.  Hutchins notes that “Federal expenditures to support the social services and to provide for the relief of the destitute are far greater than any reductions that can be accomplished by tinkering with bureaus” (1999:525).  Federal assistance to public education does not lighten the burden of the states and local communities for state expenditures of education will likely increase.  The increased costs will likely be passed on to students in the form of higher tuitions.

Increasing evidence for rising costs of education leads many to view higher education as merely a commodity.  Pederson (2003:1) notes that as the cost of higher education rises dramatically, and access has broadened, higher education is taking on all of the characteristics of a commodity.  Pederson’s theorizes that individual’s “purchase” higher education much like any other capital good that he or she would purchase.  People weigh education’s immediate costs, future benefits against negative factors, such as competing uses for their time.  Pederson (2003:1) states, “Investment in higher education will fail to produce a reasonable return, whether in the form of greater income, increased prestige or enhanced job security, they defer enrollment in favor of whatever work is readily available.”  



Even if higher education is viewed as a valuable commodity, individuals must weigh that value against rising tuition costs.  Pederson urges government policy leaders to “acknowledge both the failure of the high tuition-high aid policy and their unwillingness to return to the low tuition-low aid policy” (2003:4).  However, at this point in time there is no indication that the policy will change.  Thus one’s family wealth today determines the most important to one’s access to higher education.
Effects of Rising Costs


Brinkman (1981) focuses on factors that effect instructional costs at major research universities.  Using quantitative data from a sample of twenty-nine public and twenty-one private institutions across the United States, he found that the average cost of a college education is resulting in disparities in the way institutions provide servers to students.  Brinkman notes, “Variation in unit instructional costs among major research universities are substantial” (1981:275).  
Services provided by universities are considered when increasing tuition is occurring.  Robst (2001) examines claims by government officials that between 1991 and 1995:  higher education provided education more efficiently by using student performance measures and by limiting state appropriations for higher education institutions.  Robst notes, “The reduced importance of state appropriations and the increased importance of tuition revenue in public universities” (2001:731).
Robst (2001:745) argues that states need to be careful about “reducing appropriations and altering universities’ revenue structure as a reaction to perceived inefficiency,” for institutions that increased tuition revenues “to offset state appropriations reductions tended to become less efficient” (2001:756).
The effects of rising costs have financial and emotional impacts on students.  Farrell’s (2005) acknowledges that “record-high percentages of students expect to work while attending college and to take on large chunks of debt to pay their tuition” (1).  Farrell (2005:1) found that “the proportion of freshmen who anticipated owing at least $3,000 at the end of their first year of college reached a new peak, 29.6 percent, rising steadily from 24.1 percent in 2001.”  Farrell argues that rapid increases in tuition, which tend to brought on by tighter state budgets and a failing economy, combined with a decline in the buying power of grant aid such as Pell Grants.  For these reasons students and their families are struggling with the burden of higher expenses for higher education. 

Farrell also noted that students are working in order to help pay for their education, which effects likelihood of a student’s success.  She found that “a number of studies have shown that working more than 20 hours a week increases the likelihood that a student will drop out of college” (2005:1).  Federal-aid counts for about 50 percent of the wages that dependent students earn in a calendar year as available funds for the next year.  This income is counted towards student aid available the next year.  Ultimately, decisions about the costs and potential value of any educational institution can be made by individual students.
RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY

Several choices are made when a student is considering what college or university to attend (e.g. choice of one’s major, location, costs, etc).  Rational Choice Theory assesses the choices that individuals make and the reasons behind them.  Rational Choice Theory “is a way of looking at deliberations between a number of potential courses of action,” in which “rationality of one form or another is used either to decide which course of action would be the best to take, or to predict which course of action will be taken” Green (2002:2).


Scott (2000:1) states, “The fact that people act rationally has been recognized by many sociologists, but they have seen rational actions alongside other forms of action, seeing human action as involving both rational and non-rational elements.”  The classical social theorist, Max Weber (1920) is noted for incorporating rational choice ideas into his typology.  The social anthropologists Malinowski (1922) and Mauss (1925) also utilized a Rational Choice approach when they examined how social exchange was rooted in foundations of reciprocity and social obligation.  Scott (2000:1) concludes by noting that, “what distinguishes rational choice theory from these other forms of theory is that it denies the existence of any kinds of action other than the purely rational and calculative…all social action can be seen as rationally motivated, as instrumental action, however much of it may appear to be irrational or non-rational.”  
According to Green (2002:4), “rational choice theory generally begins with consideration of the choice behavior of one or more individual decision-making units.  Once the individual behavior is established, the analysis generally moves on to examine how individual choices interact to produce outcomes.”  The underlying notion behind rational choice theory is that individuals tend to be motivated by the wants, or goals, that express their overall interests and preferences.  Individuals perform within specific constraints, based upon information that they have available to them about the surroundings under which they are acting.  In many situations, it is almost impossible for individuals to achieve all of the things that they want, forcing individuals to make choices that are related to both their goals and the means for achieving these goals. Rational choice theories hold that individuals weigh the possible outcomes of alternative courses of action, while calculating which will ideally best for them. Individuals generally choose the alternative that will presumably give them the most satisfaction. 


Scott (2000:2) referencing the idea of “rational action,” which implies a “conscious social actor engaging in deliberate calculative strategies.”  This, in turn, is affected by the rewards and punishments that an individual may experience due to their choices.  Reinforcement through rewards and punishments -- theoretically termed “conditioning” -- is an influential dynamic in human behavior.  Individual’s generally will learn from past experiences, whether the outcome was negative or positive.  Rational Choice theorists are aware that the “threat of punishment or the promise of a reward may motivate people just as much as the punishment” (Scott 2000, p.4).


Green (2002:49) claims that according to rational choice theory individual behavior follows from the pursuit of objectives, so preference measurement is crucial.  Green references Robert Frank (1990) for describing two general approaches:


The self-interest standard of rationality says rational people consider


only costs and benefits that accrue directly to themselves.  The present-


aim standard of rationality says rational people act efficiently in pursuit


of whatever objectives they hold at the moment of choice.

Frank (1990) states that neither approach is completely adequate.  Green (2002:49) offers insight, “Many people would seem to care about more than their own material well-being, so the selfish egoism implied by self-interest standard is probably too narrow.”  


For rational choice theorists, “the value of a reward…is the ‘utility’ that is has for a person…while this subjective utility can vary greatly from one person to another” (Scott 2000:4).  Basically, the value a person’s gives to any reward varies for the amount of time involved to get the reward and the rate with which they are able to accomplish the reward, may determine the choice. 


When individual’s weigh the potential outcomes based upon their desires, they tend to lean toward a safe bet.  For example, when looking at the increasing tuition at various colleges and universities, students make rational choices and may end up at schools that they believe they can best afford, not those that provide the “best” education.  These are examples of social implications that are a direct outcome of an individual’s “rational choice,” yet the social structure itself determines the “rational choice.”  “Sociological rational choice is an inherently multilevel enterprise.  It seeks to account for social outcomes on the basis of both social context and individual action (Hechter 1997:208).

Abell (1987:1) mentions that “even with all its manifest limitations rational choice theory has arguably proven to be the most successful theoretical framework,” because it incorporates “explanations of macro or system-level phenomena.”  This study will apply the Rational Choice Theory to student’s decisions regarding increased college tuition.

METHODS

This study uses a content analysis of student editorials in select student newspapers regarding tuition increases to gather evidence on the affect of tuition increases on students.  “Content analysis is a technique for examining information, or content, in written or symbolic meaning” (Neuman 2003, p.36).  In content analysis, “a researcher first identifies a body of material to analyze and then creates a system or recording specific aspects of it” (Neuman 2003, p.36).  

This study used data collected from student newspaper articles and editorials.  In order to determine which student newspapers to include, I first located each state’s per capita income.  I decided to look at student newspapers in two of the top richest states, two middle income states, and two of the lowest per capita income states. 
The states included in the study are:

	High-income States
	Middle-Income States
	Low-Income States

	New Jersey
	Ohio
	Mississippi

	Massachusetts
	Georgia
	Arkansas


After determining the six states, six universities were selected (one in each state).  The schools selected were the top universities in each state and include: Rutgers University (NJ), the University of Massachusetts, Ohio State University, Georgia State University, Mississippi State University, and the University of Arkansas.  Next, I located an online version of each university’s student newspaper.  Data was then gathered from student editorials and articles.  For Rutgers University (NJ), the student newspaper is call The Daily Targum and the editorials date from 2001 to 2005.  The University of Massachusetts’s student newspaper is The Daily Collegian; editorials included date from 2003 to 2005.  The student newspaper for Ohio State University is called The Lantern; editorials included the years 1996 to 2005.  Georgia State University’s newspaper is Red and Black; articles dated between 1997 to 2005.  The Mississippi State University student newspaper is The Reflector; articles dated between 2003 to 2005.  The Traveler is the student newspaper at the University of Arkansas; dated between 2001 to 2005.  By using data over a period of time, this study will identify longer-term trends regarding students’ perceptions on tuition increases.
FINDINGS
The data reveals that the effect of increases in tuition and college fees is a significant part of many students’ newspaper articles (see Table 1).  
Table 1:  Financial Information Based Upon State Income
	Variables
	High-Income States

N=25
	Middle-Income States

N=25
	Low-Income States

N=25
	Total

N=75

	Loans
	7 (9.3%)
	11 (14.6%)
	12 (16%)
	30/75 = 40%

	Tuition/Fees increases
	2 (2.6%)
	19 (25.3%)
	9 (12%)
	30/75 = 40%

	State/Fed Cuts
	9 (12%)
	6 (8%)
	5 (6.6%)
	20/75 = 26.6%

	Scholarships
	0 (0%)
	6 (8%)
	11 (14.6%)
	17/75 = 22.6%

	Grants
	2 (2.6%)
	2 (2.6%)
	7 (9.3%)
	11/75 = 14.6%



The variables that I chose to identify were the most frequently used in each student newspaper editorial.  Loans, tuition increases, in addition with various fee increases such as, room and board, books, and technology fees were discusses most often.  State and federal cuts, followed by references to scholarships and grants were also mentioned frequently.

Based upon high-income state colleges and the student editorials, there was not any mention of scholarships, while in both middle and low-income state colleges mentioned scholarships.  Low-income states made general references to the need for scholarships most often when compared to high and middle-income states.  Low-income state college editorials discussed more frequently their frustrations and negative feelings towards increased tuition.  Students also discussed feelings of “struggling” to afford tuition prices while producing a poor self-worth.  Low-income college students also noted their perceptions were based upon being from single-parent homes or raising their own children in single-parent homes.  Another common factor that was only mentioned in low-income college student’s editorials was being employed while attending a university was crucial to their standard-of-living.


The central finding based upon the information that was used for attaining my methodology, presented that low-income state college students mention more of a need for scholarships and financial aid.  A majority of the low-income state college editorials expressed significant worry about the recent trend of college tuition increases and how financial aid will measure up.  Frequently, low-income state college students made a reference to the fact that they are accumulating thousands of dollars worth of debt.

DISCUSSION

I chose to measure tuition increases in several states.  I wanted to focus on different variables that may or may not affect college tuition.  I also focused primarily on popular, public state universities.  Researching popular state colleges would hopefully allow my research to be constructed upon a very organized and monitored area.

My studies did not produce several differences across each level of class.  Increased tuition costs are a growing concern in each income per capita bracket.  In many of the student newspapers, I found that the majority of means for paying for college were based upon parents, loans, grants, and scholarships.  It became increasingly clear that students are relying on loans to help pay for a majority of a student’s education.  Loans were discussed in detail and increased with each additional current year editorial. Research did not reflect as many differences among each income group as I had previously expected.  


Increased tuition is becoming an extremely common factor.  This leaves student’s questioning whether or not higher education is a rational option.  Nationwide tuition increases are reaching an all time high.  College students and families supporting college bound are becoming financially stressed due to the growing prices that colleges charge in order for a student to get a college degree.  While college costs increase it is also know that obtaining a college degree is significant to an individuals’ financial future.  The long-term financial value of a college bachelor’s degree or master’s degree has grown.  Students are unlikely to qualify for well paid employment without a college education.  Thus, for those unable to afford a good education, the future is likely one of financial hardship.  For many, the means of attending a university are not always within reach.  When do the tuition costs and college fees hinder a student from the future that they rightfully deserve?  


A college education has long been viewed as a ticket to prosperity.  Studies have shown that higher education is playing a more vital role than ever in shaping our nation’s overall competitiveness.  Rational Choice Theory is easily applied to whether or not a student will pursue higher education.  A potential student will weigh potential outcomes based upon their desires, however they may lean more towards a safe bet.  Individuals also tend to make rational choices regarding schools that they can best afford, not those that provide the “best” education.  Individuals are becoming increasingly aware of the importance of higher education, as well as social outcomes as a result.  However, they have to rely upon their own individual action and access in order to make a decision.  In short, an examination of the college cost crisis is necessary.  It is important to keep the dream of a college education within reach.
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