Ah, summer!  I think most everyone fondly remembers the last day of school each year of our childhood.  We enjoy the thrill of no school for at least a couple of months, and the anticipation of the family vacation.  I recently heard the old classic rock standard that seems to get more airplay in June than throughout the rest of the year combined:  Alice Cooper’s “School’s Out”.   I think the lyric “School’s out for summer; school’s out forever!” captures the imagination and dreams of many high school graduates, but after a few days (or weeks) of fun, reality sets in.  What’s next?
The reality, over the past 35+ years since the song was released, is that school isn’t really out forever, and higher education is right around the corner for many teenagers.  I recently attended a presentation in which it was noted that the number of jobs not requiring at least some college education has remained the same (actually, they declined a bit) in the United States over the past 35 years.  Yes, that’s right; every net new job in America in the last 35 years requires at least some college, if not a bachelor’s or advanced degree.

Another interesting statistic from the same presentation is that “traditional” college students (i.e., 18-24 year olds) now represent 45 percent of enrolled college students.  So I guess the new “traditional” student is someone older looking to obtain the job skills for the 21st century – and that many who thought school’s out forever have since reconsidered.
Unfortunately, there are some folks who seem to be advocating that school should be out forever.  They cite the growth in the Pell Grant program as unsustainable and call for cuts to the maximum grant, and this proposal comes after the federal fiscal year 2011 budget eliminated funding for LEAP, a program that provided matching funds to state higher education grant programs that could be targeted by the states to best meet the needs of each state’s students.  While the Pell Grant maximums have increased significantly in the recent past, they have barely kept up with inflation, as measured by the Consumer Price Index (CPI) over the past 35+ years since the program’s inception.  This, of course, means that the Pell maximums have not kept up with the rate of tuition inflation, which exceeds the CPI rate by a (un)healthy margin.
While our country faces significant challenges relative to the federal budget and the national debt, cutting back the Pell Grant program is not the way to go.  Pell grants pave the road to the higher paying jobs that America’s students strive for and enable students to obtain the skills that American employers need to fill the jobs of the 21st century.  While many talk sincerely about not wanting our grandchildren to inherit an unsustainable national debt, the best way to avoid that debt is to provide the path to higher education that our children need to earn college degrees that prepare them for the jobs that will grow the American economy.  In turn, those higher salaries will grow tax revenue in a way that more than pays for a well-managed Pell Grant program.

To cut Pell Grant funding to meet a short-term budget goal would be like selling your car because you wanted to save the monthly car payment.  At first glance, your budget looks better, but now you don’t have a way to get to work.  Not such a bright idea after all, is it?

The College Board recently released a study on the challenges faced by today’s high school graduates of color.  For me, the most shocking statistic was that nearly half of young men of color age 15 to 24 who graduate from high school will end up unemployed, incarcerated or dead.  These are high school GRADUATES, not drop-outs.  People who are unemployed, incarcerated, or dead are not contributing to the American economy and represent a failure of the American dream.
Let us all hope that when we look back 35 years from now on the results of higher education for the next generation that we have preserved the path to a renewed prosperity through a strong and vibrant Pell Grant program that has continued its great success story of enabling deserving students, without regard to economic resources, to obtain a college degree.  And perhaps a new artist will release an anthem focusing on the need for all of us to continually update our skills: “School’s out for summer; school’s IN forever!”

