Senator Joseph R. Biden, Jr. 

May 15, 2007

Statement on Introduction of The College ACCESS Act of 2007

Mr. BIDEN.  Mr. President, I rise today to introduce legislation – the College Affordability and Creating Chances for Educational Success for Students Act of 2007, or College ACCESS Act – that will make a two-year or four-year college degree affordable for every student.

The United States is the largest economy in the world, and our skills – our brains – are the foundation of our economic strength.  However, if we do not substantially expand access to higher education, we will not be able to count on continued dominance.  Consider the facts:

· China and India both produce twice as many engineers a year as we produce. 

· One out of five US scientists and engineers are foreign-born. 

· An Indian engineer costs only 20% of an American engineer. 

· By 2010, the US will produce about 15% of the world’s science and engineering doctorate degrees.  This is down from 50% – half the world total – in 1970.

· High-speed access to information has leveled the playing field – radiologists in India are reading x-rays from American hospitals.

This is a global economy.  In a world where America’s competitive advantage gap is closing fast, we should be ensuring – guaranteeing – that every student can pursue higher education.  The importance of a college degree has never been greater, but over the next decade 2 million students will forgo college because of cost.  The price tag of a degree at a four year public college has risen 35% in the last 5 years, the largest increase in tuition and fees in any five-year period in the last 30 years.  We can’t approach college as if it is a luxury, rather than a necessity.  And we should be worried about the rising costs that are putting college out of reach for more and more Americans.  We aren’t giving students and their families enough financial support to obtain their educational goals, it’s that simple.  


We need to act, and we need to act now, and that’s why I’m introducing the College ACCESS Act.  This legislation addresses some of the disparities in our current system with innovative new ways to help Americans pay for college.

First, my College ACCESS Plan fully covers the average cost of tuition and fees at a two-year public college and covers more than half of the average cost of tuition and fees at a public four-year college.  


Right now, students and their families can take advantage of either the Hope Credit or the tuition and fees deduction – obtaining a maximum benefit of $1,120 or $1,650, respectively.  Although these incentives help to make college more affordable, they fall far short of providing the level of relief needed to ensure that all students can afford college.

By replacing the Hope Credit and the tuition and fees deduction with a single $3,000 credit – the equivalent of a $12,000 deduction – and making it refundable, middle class and low income families will get real help with college costs.  My College ACCESS Tax Credit simplifies this process and is indexed annually for inflation.  So, when the cost of college goes up, the amount of assistance goes up as well.
 

Second, my College ACCESS proposal increases Pell Grants.  When this program was established, it covered most of the cost of tuition at a 4-year public college.  This is no longer the case.  Currently, the maximum annual Pell Grant award is $4,310, and the average annual cost of tuition and fees at a four-year public college is $5,800.  Students are seeing their tuition costs rise every year while the levels of federal funding fail to keep up.  This reality is one that more and more students are facing every day – a reality that says, you can go to college, but only if you can afford it, and you won’t get much help from us.  
My College ACCESS Act seeks to remedy this by raising the maximum Pell Grant award to $5,100 for 2007-08, followed by increases of $300 per year for the next five years, for a maximum Pell Grant in 2011-12 of $6,300.
Finally, the College ACCESS Plan would provide funding for a demonstration program in four states that would commit a maximum federal Pell Grant award to eligible 8th grade students so they know they’re going to get this assistance when they graduate.  By using the same eligibility criteria as the National School Lunch Program, students would be identified based on need, and then provided with information on the Pell Grant program, the costs of college, and what federal and state financial assistance is available to them.

Right now, students don’t find out if they are eligible for federal aid until their senior year – much less how much they will receive.  If you’ve ever put kids through college, like I have, you know that this time frame doesn’t allow much leeway for planning ahead.  An earlier promise of federal aid will begin the conversation about college early and continue it through high school.  That way, students and their families can visualize college in their future, and this goal can sustain them through the moment they open that acceptance letter.
Mr. President, my mother has an expression that I think rings true in the larger scope of America:  “Children tend to become that which you expect of them.”  I want a country where we expect much from America’s children.  Our future – and our economic security – depend on it.
I ask unanimous consent that a summary of this bill be included in the Record following my statement.
