Higher Education is a question of quality

Since the late 1990s, the State of Illinois has been starving its institutions of higher education.   Budget cuts and flat budgets over the past five years have eroded public university appropriations to less than what they were in 1991 in constant dollars.  At the same time, health care and pension costs have been passed on to individual institutions. To combat these moves by the state, public institutions have increased student tuition by double digit percentages most years, but state and federal government financial aid programs have not kept pace.   The result is a higher educational system that survives, but which has increasingly become a private commodity that has been priced out of the reach of many of our middle and lower income citizens.  We need to reverse this trend and reinvest in higher education.

This is an election year.  Urge your representatives to re-invest in higher education and realign appropriations to make preK-16 education a long-term priority in Illinois.
1. Higher education is a long term investment and thus politically difficult to support in the short term.  While student progress in a given course of study can be reliably measured, the real impact of four or eight years of higher education is not measurable in time necessary for political accountability.  The true benefits of a higher education accrue over the lifetime of the graduate and beyond. Those benefits flow to the state in the form of more taxes paid, greater productivity, higher civic involvement, less consumption of costly social services, to the individual in the form of a fuller life, and to their descendants in providing a better opportunity to achieve their full potential, but none of this is useful for political candidates in the short term.    
2. Thomas Jefferson repeatedly supported public education as a means to achieve national security and prosperity.   During the Cold War, our enormous investment in public education demonstrated how mid-twentieth century Americans still understood what Jefferson did.   Those interested in defending America’s interests may well start by supporting institutions that allow students to understand the history of those interests, and the political philosophy at their base.  Future generations need to understand the history and character of our nation’s institutions, commitments and values that would be defended or lost in the struggle.  
3. Excellence in education takes time to develop and once achieved, the apparatus that has been built to provide it needs to be maintained.  The goal of education is knowledge and understanding, i.e., we want a quality education, not just a piece of paper, as its outcome.  While “accountability” can be improved in any state agency, the corporate model, however successful in deriving profit, does not support the goals of education.  We risk making the public good of higher education into a private good attainable only by those with the means to pay for it, if we do not invest in public higher education.
4. The poorer our K-12 systems, the less likely it is that our higher education institutions are able to bring the average college entrant to the proper standard in four years.  More than 50% of K-12 public school teachers in Illinois are prepared at public higher education institutions in Illinois.  We cannot drain the resources of public higher education without severely impacting the preparation of future K-12 teachers, who might in turn produce less prepared college students. The quality of our higher educational system affects the quality of the K-12 system.
The real value of higher education is not always easy to identify, easy to understand, or easily convertible to a profit and loss statement.  Long term investment in higher education is needed in Illinois to assure access to a quality higher education for all citizens.
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