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STEVE ROSEN

—

ainy-day funds are at the
R center of a storm front
in Congress and the
halls of higher education.

Amid all the economic issues
being wrestled with on cam-
puses and on Capitol Hill, this
funding debate is growing
more blustery by the day. It
fixes on the laudable goal of
making college more affor-
dable to middle- and low-
income families.,

What's it all about? Endow-
ments, and specifically,
whether colleges and uni-

-versities are hoarding too

much of this $400 billion-plus
pool of assets instead of help-
ing more families manage
tuition costs.

Many congressmen and par-
ents are perplexed at why
tuition continues to go up
faster than the inflation rate
while colleges invest huge
sums of money donated by
individuals, businesses and
organizations.

But before you pound your fist
on the breakfast table and
demand accountability from

college presidents, keep in
mind that tapping these ac-
counts is not the silver bullet
to closing the affordability gap.

Endowments already help pay
for faculty positions, new
buildings and technology and,
yes, tuition, room and board.
In public schools in particular,
the money also is needed to
offset cutbacks in state and
federal aid. However, there are
limits to what colleges can and
cannot do with their rainy-day
funds, said Peter Mazareas,
vice chairman of the College
Savings Foundation, a nonprof-
it organization.

“Schools have an obligation to
provide appropriate ﬁngncial
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access,” said Mazareas. "But
the purpose of most endow-
* ment funds is to ensure fi-

nancial stability for institu-
tions” so they will survive the
ups and downs and be viable
for years to come.

Several senators, including
Charles Grassley, an Iowa
Republican, are pushing for a
mandated minimum payout on
endowments so more families
can send their children to
college without piling up thou-
sands of dollars of debt. The
Senate Finance Committee last
month asked the 136 wealthiest
colleges for information on
student aid, the cost of attend-
ance, tuition increases and
endowment spending over the
past 10 years.

The senators are urging
schools to increase spending
from their funds, suggesting a
minimum of 5 percent of their
assets annually. In their opin-
jon, colleges and universities
have an obligation to provide
more tuition relief instead of
parking billions in the bank.
The committee has recom-
mended tying schools’ current
tax-exempt status to minimum
financial-aid spending levels,
tuition controls and other




