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My name is Julie Margetta Morgan, and I am the President of The Century Foundation, a 
nonprofit public policy organization that conducts research and analysis on a number of issues, 
including higher education. I am also a former senior official at the U.S. Department of Education 
and at the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB).  
 
Today, I will focus on the affordability crisis that the Trump administration has created and that is 
squeezing families across the country, pushing college farther out of reach and driving people 
into debt. I will also discuss ways that Congress can bring down the cost of education after high 
school and ease the burdens weighing down working class families. 
 
Many American Families Are Struggling to Stay Afloat, Let Alone Pay for College 
 
I was invited here today to speak about the cost of higher education, but given the current 
financial instability that the Trump administration and Congress have inflicted on families across 
this country, it is impossible to speak about college affordability outside the context of other 
challenges. American families aren’t experiencing the high cost of education after high school in 
a vacuum; they are experiencing it as one of a mountain of expenses for things that are 
absolutely essential to their lives and that they cannot possibly afford. From everyday expenses 
like paying for groceries and utility bills to big outlays like medical bills, retirement savings, or 
home purchases, the Trump administration has increased the cost of living so much that families 
are increasingly turning to anger, despair, and indebtedness.  
 
The actions Congress and President Trump have taken to drive up the cost of college are 
particularly troubling, because training after high school has long been the place Americans turn 
to find higher wages and greater financial stability. Unfortunately, for families across the country, 
the prospect of higher education has become a catch-22: going to college is very costly, and 
taking on debt to do so creates enormous financial risks. But not going to college can be 
impossibly costly as well. Adjusted for inflation, the earnings for those with only a high school 
diploma have not increased over the past twenty years, with median household earnings staying 

 



 
flat at around $58,000.1 Century Foundation’s recent survey of Americans’ financial stability found 
that those without a college credential experience a much harsher set of financial realities: they 
are about twice as likely as college-educated individuals to skip meals or medication to pay the 
bills, twice as likely to report being late on paying their bills, and far more likely to be turning to 
short-term debt to cover their expenses.2  
 
Higher education was expensive before Donald Trump came into office, but actions taken by the 
Trump administration and by Congress have only made the situation far, far worse. The federal 
government has increased the costs for an array of basic expenses, from utilities to health care to 
child care, making it nearly impossible for a majority of Americans to stay afloat, let alone pay for 
big-ticket expenses like college. The combination of reckless and random tariffs, cuts to public 
programs like Medicare, SNAP, and student loans, and regulatory rollbacks that allow big 
companies to squeeze profits from ordinary people has driven up costs on everything from 
school supplies to car insurance to basic medical care. People are feeling acute financial pain as 
a result. The Century Foundation found that roughly three in ten voters had to delay or skip 
medical care in the past year due to cost, while nearly two-thirds switched to cheaper groceries 
or bought less food altogether.3 About half of all respondents had to tap into their savings just to 
cover everyday expenses.  
 
Despite clear evidence that families are struggling, Congress and the Trump administration 
continue to drive average families deeper into despair. Last year’s  H.R. 1, the so-called “Big 
Beautiful Bill,” is a prime example. The bill doled out massive tax cuts to the richest Americans at 
the expense of everyone else; according to the Congressional Budget Office, the richest families 
got a 2.7 percent increase in their income from the bill, while the lowest income lost 3.1 percent.4 
To pay for this gift to the wealthy, Congress jacked up costs on average families’ health care, 
utilities, food, and education.5 While Congress was passing these major cost increases on 
families, the Trump administration also kept busy turning the screw on working families: for 
example, the Trump Department of Labor has announced efforts to decrease wages for home 

5  Economic Policy Institute. “Congress Passes Massive Federal Budget Package That Cuts Taxes for the 
Wealthy and Slashes Safety Net Programs.” PolicyWatch, July 4, 2025. Economic Policy Institute, 
https://www.epi.org/policywatch/congress-passes-massive-federal-budget-package-that-cuts-taxes-for-the
-wealthy-and-slashes-safety-net-programs. 

4 Congressional Budget Office, “How the 2025 Reconciliation Act (Public Law 119-21) Will Affect the 
Economic Resources Available to Households,” accessed February 1, 2026, 
https://www.cbo.gov/interactive/2025-reconciliation-act. 

3 Ibid. 

2 Angela Hanks, Julie Margetta Morgan, “Survey: The Affordability Crisis Is Here, and It’s Hitting the 
Working Class the Hardest,” The Century Foundation, December 11, 2025, 
https://tcf.org/content/report/survey-the-affordability-crisis-is-here-and-its-hitting-the-working-class-the-har
dest/ 

1 Zach Scherer and Michael D. King, “How Education Impacted Income and Earnings From 2004 to 
2024,” U.S. Census Bureau, September 9, 2025, Census.gov, accessed February 1, 2026, 
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2025/09/education-and-income.html. 
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health workers,6 the Trump CFPB allowed banks to increase late fees on credit cards,7 and the 
Trump Department of Health and Human Services paved the way for health insurers to increase 
deductibles.8 
 
The first year of the Trump administration was marked by so many efforts to increase costs and 
lower earnings for average families that it’s nearly impossible for organizations like mine to do the 
math on the full harm that has been inflicted. But families are doing the math for themselves, 
every week as they struggle to pay their bills and agonize over how to get ahead. According to a 
recent national survey, two-thirds of Americans believe that a middle-class lifestyle is out of reach 
for most people, and 58 percent believe that education has become unaffordable.9 This level of 
financial precarity will have long-lasting effects on college enrollment and indebtedness that 
increase inequality and act as a drag on our economy. 
 
The Cost of College Is Too High, and Recent Changes Are Driving It Even Higher 
 
Setting aside the larger forces straining family budgets, the cost of college is quite simply too 
high for most families to afford. According to the College Board, tuition and fees for full-time 
undergraduates were almost $12,000 for an in-state public college student, $4,000 for a 
community college, and more than $43,000 for a private nonprofit four year school.10 At a time 
when about 40 percent of Americans couldn’t cover a $400 emergency expense, even the cost 
of a short-term training program at a community college could send a student into debt or deter 
enrollment.  
 
It wasn’t always like this. Families used to be able to pay for postsecondary education with a mix 
of grants and their monthly earnings, and many job training programs that are now offered by 

10 “Trends in College Pricing and Student Aid 2025,” The College Board, 
https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/Trends-in-College-Pricing-and-Student-Aid-2025-final_1.pdf.  

9 The New York Times, “Affordability and the Economy: New York Times/Siena College National Survey of 
Registered Voters,” January 26, 2026, in partnership with Siena College, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/26/us/politics/affordability-poll.html. 

8 Gideon Lukens and Elizabeth Zhang, “Administration’s ACA Marketplace Rule Will Raise Health Care 
Costs for Millions of Families,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, updated August 1, 2025, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/health/administrations-aca-marketplace-rule-will-raise-health-care-costs-fo
r-millions-of. 

7 Reuters, “Trump Administration Moves to Scrap Biden-Era Credit Card Late Fee Rule,” Reuters, April 
14, 2025, 
https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/trump-administration-moves-scrap-biden-era-credit-card-late-fe
e-rule-2025-04-14/. 

6 Andrea Hsu, “Caregivers for the Elderly Could Lose Wage Protections Under Trump Proposal,” OPB, 
January 29, 2026, 
https://www.opb.org/article/2026/01/29/home-care-workers-could-lose-wage-protections-under-trump-pro
posal/.  
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for-profit providers11 came for free through an employer or high school.12 In many cases, a 
part-time job was all it took to work your way through school, and generations of Americans were 
able to earn degrees or credentials without going into debt.13 Between 1975 to 2021, the overall 
cost of college increased by about 157 percent over inflation.14 Now, many students and families 
are shut out of higher education because of the cost of tuition and the difficulty of meeting their 
basic needs like housing, food, child care, and health care while in school.   
 
For millions of students, the only option to afford postsecondary education is to take on 
mountains of student debt. Today, total federal student loan debt stands at nearly $1.7 billion, with 
the average federal student loan burden just under $40,000.15 This is without including private 
student loan debt, which adds another $133 billion.16 Many borrowers struggle to repay their 
loans for decades, and many face long-term harm to their financial security and future as a result 
of shouldering this debt. The high cost of college leaves millions with insurmountable debt, 
creating long-term harm both to individuals’ earnings outcomes, families’ long-term economic 
security, and to America’s economy. Yet the same consequences await those that are prevented 
from pursuing higher education.  
 
So why is college so expensive? For several decades now, the primary driver of rising costs for 
public colleges—the schools that over 70 percent of college students attend17—is inadequate 
federal and state investment in higher education.18 As states disinvested in public education, 
public institutions facing rising costs have pushed a greater share of the burden of cost onto 
students and their families. Research has shown how these deep cuts in state funding have 

18 Sara Patridge, “Recent Trends in the Cost of College Show the Continued Importance of Federal and 
State Investment”, Center for American Progress, August 27, 2025, 
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/recent-trends-in-the-cost-of-college-show-the-continued-importa
nce-of-federal-and-state-investment/. 

17 National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics 2023, U.S. Department of 
Education. 

16 Eliza Haverstock, “Student Loan Debt: How Much Do Borrowers Owe in 2025?”, NerdWallet, January 
10, 2025, https://www.nerdwallet.com/student-loans/learn/student-loan-debt.  

15 Derived from Federal Student Aid Data Center, “Federal Student Aid Portfolio Summary.” Average 
reflects federal student loan portfolio as December 31, 2025.  

14 Center for Open Education Data & Policy, Indicators of Higher Education Equity in the United States: 
Historical Trend Report 2022, October 2022, 
https://coenet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/publications-Indicators_of_Higher_Education_Equity_in_th
e_US_2022_Historical_Trend_Report.pdf. 

13 U.S. Congress Joint Economic Committee, The College Affordability Crisis in America, Democratic staff 
report, November 7, 2017, 
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/5270bffa-c68e-44f0-ac08-693485083747/the-college-afford
ability-crisis-in-america.pdf. 

12 Crystal Weise, “The Business Case for Good Jobs,” Center for American Progress, September 12, 
2023, https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-business-case-for-good-jobs. 

11 Meredith Kolodner and Sarah Butrymowicz, “‘Wasted money’: How For-Profit Companies Scoop Up 
Federal Funds With Little Oversight,” The Hechinger Report, February 25, 2023, 
https://hechingerreport.org/wasted-money-how-career-training-companies-scoop-up-federal-funds-with-litt
le-oversight.  
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contributed to rapid, significant tuition increases that disproportionately impact low-income 
students and worsen inequality in access and completion.19 For instance, in Nevada, state leaders 
recently approved tuition increases of 12 percent at public colleges and universities to address a 
$46.5 million state budget gap.20 The shift away from robust public funding for public colleges 
also shifts those schools away from fulfilling their public missions: many public institutions have 
adopted a business model that is more like a profit-seeking corporation than a government entity, 
recruiting wealthier out-of-state students and international students who can foot the bill for 
higher tuition, and offering amenities and educational programs more geared toward attracting 
revenue than fulfilling community needs. In fact, recent research suggests that public colleges 
and universities are using a significant share of their grant aid to attract higher income families 
rather than to support lower income ones. The Century Foundation estimates that more than half 
of students from the highest income families receive grants in excess of their financial need at 
public universities, while virtually none of the lowest income students do.21 
 
In addition, federal grant aid has not kept up with rising tuition costs. The primary federal grant 
program for low income students, the Pell grant, covers less and less of the total cost of 
education after high school.22 Since 2005–06, the maximum Pell grant has increased just $720 
after adjusting for inflation, while the cost of attendance at a public four-year institution has risen 
by $5,870 over the same period.23 And, while many students do not pay the full posted “sticker 
price” for college tuition, the net price that these families face—that is, the price after grant aid is 
accounted for—is still too far out of reach, in many cases requiring almost all of a family’s annual 
income. As a result, too many are shut out of higher education altogether, or, in some cases, only 
able to pursue higher education if they take on burdensome debt that may impede the efforts to 
achieve financial security for decades.  
 

23 College Board, Trends in College Pricing and Student Aid 2025, accessed January 30, 2026, 
https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/Trends-in-College-Pricing-and-Student-Aid-2025-final_2.pdf. 

22 Sara Patridge, “Recent Trends in the Cost of College Show the Continued Importance of Federal and 
State Investment,” Center for American Progress, August 27, 2025, 
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/recent-trends-in-the-cost-of-college-show-the-continued-importa
nce-of-federal-and-state-investment/. 

21 Peter Granville, Denise A. Smith, and Jaime-Ramirez-Mendoza, The Century Foundation, A Better 
Hundred Billion: Improving State and Institutional College Financial Aid, The Century Foundation, 
November 6, 2025, 
https://tcf.org/content/report/a-better-hundred-billion-improving-state-and-institutional-college-financial-aid/ 

20 Kate Reynolds, “‘One of the Most Difficult Decisions’: Nevada’s Higher Ed Leaders Lament Tuition 
Increase,” The Nevada Independent, January 27, 2026, 
https://thenevadaindependent.com/article/one-of-the-most-difficult-decisions-nevadas-higher-ed-leaders-l
ament-tuition-increases. 

19 Michael Mitchell, Michael Leachman and Matt Saenz, “State Higher Education Funding Cuts Have 
Pushed Costs to Students, Worsened Inequality,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, October 24, 
2019, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/state-higher-education-funding-cuts-have-pushed-co
sts-to-students/.   
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Rather than prioritize meaningful measures to reduce the financial burden of higher education for 
students and families, the Trump administration and this Congress have made it worse. For 
example, instead of using its ample authorities under the Higher Education Act and Dodd–Frank 
to weed out predatory colleges that are charging high prices, loading students with debt, and 
ripping them off, the Trump administration has taken the cops off the beat, sidelining the 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and eliminating Federal Student Aid’s enforcement unit.  
 
Further, H.R. 1 exacerbates the college affordability crisis, while creating new and lucrative 
opportunities for the student loan industry to extract profits from students. H.R. 1 instituted new 
borrowing limits on certain federal student loans while doing nothing to limit tuition prices, 
ensuring that millions of students will have to turn to the private market for credit.24 The loan 
limits were touted as a way of creating downward pressure on college tuition prices. Instead, the 
evidence suggests that the limits are a gift to private lenders. Major private lenders like Sallie 
Mae, Navient, and SoFi lobbied for Congress to institute limits on federal student loans to create 
a gap in student financial aid that they could fill. As SoFi told its investors, their company would 
“be very happy to step in for the government” and would “absolutely capture that opportunity.”25 
 
Now, the same bank lobbyists are back in front of Congress, warning that low-income students’ 
access to financing is in jeopardy and begging for more “regulatory relief” and corporate 
welfare—even floating the creation of a new system of federal loan guarantees.26 As this 
committee recalls, the last time Congress offered broad access to guaranteed federal student 
loans, it resulted in a boondoggle that drove one of the largest predatory lending scandals of the 
past half-century.27  
 
As even the student loan industry admits, loan limits are very likely to cut off access to education, 
particularly for students of color. For example, at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs), nearly 18 percent of undergraduate students used Parent PLUS loans to pay for college, 

27 See, e.g., Complaint, People of the State of Illinois v. Navient, Sallie Mae Bank, et. al. (2017), 
https://dig.abclocal.go.com/wls/documents/Navient%20Complaint.pdf. (“In the process of offering schools 
complete packages of loans, Sallie Mae included subprime loans as the loss-leader to gain access to its 
more profitable federal loan and prime loan volume.”) 

26 See Consumer Bankers Association, Recent Graduate Lending Reform (January 2026), 
https://consumerbankers.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/CBA_Recent-Graduate-Student-Lending-Refo
rm-Analysis_01.2026-2.pdf. (“Participants also discussed whether a targeted federal guarantee could help 
ensure continued access to funding for students in fields with consistently lower earnings. In theory, a 
narrowly tailored, breakeven guarantee similar to elements of the Small Business Administration (SBA) or 
GSE models could reduce lenders’ downside risk and expand access for hard-to-underwrite borrowers.”) 

25 Carolyn Fast and Ella Azoulay, Private Lenders Would Cash In on Congress’s Student Loan Changes, 
The Century Foundation, May 20, 2025,  
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/private-lenders-would-cash-in-on-congresss-student-loan-changes/. 

24 Congress.gov., “Amendments to the Higher Education Act Made by P.L. 119-21, the FY2025 Budget 
Reconciliation Law,” January 29, 2026. https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R48727. 
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a higher proportion than at any other type of institution.28 At several HBCUs, more than half of 
students are likely to need to borrow in excess of the Parent PLUS loan limits.29 Without 
additional investment in HBCUs, these critically important institutions will face significant financial 
challenges. These challenges will only exacerbate existing obstacles HBCUs already face due to 
historic inequitable funding.  
 
The Century Foundation’s analysis found that 38 percent of adults would not qualify for a private 
loan for themselves or a family member based on their credit scores (or lack thereof), a figure that 
rises to 51 percent in low- or moderate-income neighborhoods.30 Research on credit scores 
shows that Black and Hispanic students may be disproportionately excluded from access, since 
communities of color experience higher rates of no or low credit scores. In fact, more than 60 
percent of consumers in majority Black neighborhoods have no or low credit scores, and around 
48 percent of consumers in majority Hispanic neighborhoods have no or low credit scores, 
reflecting long-standing inequities in access to wealth, credit, and financial stability.31 Some parts 
of the country would be more harmed than others, as well—for example, over 60 percent of 
adults in low or moderate income households in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama would 
struggle to obtain a private student loan based on their credit history.32 For students from these 
communities, these credit barriers can limit access to financing, increase borrowing cost, and 
increase the risk of financial distress during and after college. Students’ access to higher 
education should not depend on their credit score, or their zip code.  
 
Those students who do qualify for private loans will face higher interest rates and significantly 
greater risks associated with the private loan market. Private student loans typically lack the 
protections that federal student loans provide, such as income-based repayment options and 
paths to loan forgiveness.33 At the same time that Congress is pushing many borrowers toward 
the private student loan market, the Trump administration has dismantled the primary student 
loan watchdog agency, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, opening the door to a flood of 
abusive conduct in the private student loan market that will take years to address. In addition,  
H.R. 1 rescinded federal rules that provided a mechanism for students who were victims of fraud 
to obtain loan relief.  

33 Carolyn Fast and Ella Azoulay, “Private Lenders Would Cash In on Congress’s Student Loan Changes,” 
The Century Foundation, May 20, 2025,  
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/private-lenders-would-cash-in-on-congresss-student-loan-changes/. 

32 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 

30 Peter Granville, The FICO Factor: GOP Megabill Will Limit Who Gets to Access College, The Century 
Foundation, July 21, 2025, 
https://tcf.org/content/report/the-fico-factor-gop-megabill-will-limit-who-gets-to-access-college/. 

29 Derived from The Century Foundation’s analysis of data from the College Scorecard via the U.S. 
Department of Education. 

28 Denise A. Smith and Jordan Nellums, “GOP Reconciliation Bill Would Be Harmful to HBCUs, MSIs, and 
Their Students,” The Century Foundation, February 18, 2025, 
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/the-college-cost-reduction-act-would-be-harmful-to-hbcus-msis-and-th
eir-students/. 
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In addition to its direct attacks on college affordability, H.R. 1 quietly created a huge vulnerability 
for public higher education that is already driving up tuition prices in many states. H.R. 1’s cuts to 
Medicaid and SNAP require states to offset federal revenue changes and simultaneously 
implement expensive programs to comply with the law’s onerous work requirements. As states 
scramble to fill those gaps, they are very likely to cut appropriations for public higher education, 
leading to further tuition increases. In fact, several states, including Nevada34 and California,35 
among others, are already moving to slash higher education funding or raise tuition prices. We’ve 
seen this play out before: in 2008, when state tax revenues declined as a result of the Great 
Recession, appropriations for higher education were one of the first targets for cuts. Between 
2008 and 2012, average in-state tuition and fees rose 23 percent.36 A decade later, states had 
still not filled the gap in appropriations, and students were still paying higher tuition. 
 
Student Loan Borrowers Are Facing Higher Costs, Too  
 
Prospective college students aren’t the only ones being hurt by the Trump administration’s 
approach to college affordability. Students and graduates who have already borrowed are 
enduring a massive spike in student loan delinquency and default. According to our estimates, 
one out of every four borrowers with a payment due is currently delinquent. That is an astounding 
number, and it is nearly three times the rate of delinquency just prior to the pandemic-related 
student loan payment pause—the most recent point in time when student loan payments were 
due for all borrowers. Under President Trump’s watch, 3.6 million new borrowers missed nine 
months of payments or more—meeting the technical definition of a loan default and joining the 
5.2 million borrowers who have remained in default on a student loan since the payment pause 
began.37 President Trump’s surge of borrower distress is unprecedented. The Century Foundation 
will be publishing new research later this month showing that student loan delinquency rates are 
especially high in the Sun Belt (e.g., Louisiana and Mississippi), the Rust Belt (e.g., Indiana and 
Ohio), and the Mid-Atlantic (e.g., Delaware and Maryland). Delinquencies and defaults damage 
students’ credit, leading to a domino effect that results in higher costs on everything from 

37 See Protect Borrowers, “New Analysis Finds That a Student Loan Borrower Defaulted Every Nine 
Seconds in 2025, as Trump Restarts Wage Garnishment,” January 2026, 
https://protectborrowers.org/new-analysis-finds-that-a-student-loan-borrower-defaulted-every-nine-second
s-in-2025-as-trump-restarts-wage-garnishment/.  

36 Bipartisan Policy Center, “Higher Education Funding Takes a Hit During Recessions. But It Doesn’t 
Have To.”, October 27, 2020, 
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/article/higher-education-funding-takes-a-hit-during-recessions-but-it-doesnt-ha
ve-to/.  

35 Josephine Murphy, “UC Regents Amend, Renew Progressive Tuition Increases for New Students,” 
https://dailybruin.com/2025/11/19/uc-regents-amend-renew-progressive-tuition-increases-for-new-student
s. 

34 Ben Unglesbee, “Nevada Higher Ed Leaders Approve Hefty Tuition Hike for Public Colleges,” Higher Ed 
Dive, 
https://www.highereddive.com/news/nevada-higher-ed-leaders-approve-hefty-tuition-hike-for-public-colleg
es/810659/. 
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mortgages to car loans, for years to come. The Trump administration seemingly understands, at 
least on some level, the seriousness of this delinquency disaster, which is presumably why they 
abruptly delayed their efforts to garnish the wages of those who have defaulted on their student 
loans.38  
 
However, the administration has also repeatedly blocked access to income-driven repayment, 
cutting off borrowers’ access to the repayment plans that they’re entitled to by law. In August, the 
administration mass-denied 328,000 applications,39 and at the end of December, 734,000 
applications40 sat unprocessed. Now, the damage is done: millions have fallen into 
deep-subprime status and will have to pay thousands of dollars more to lease a car or buy a 
home, if they even qualify. Further, the Trump Department of Education has tied its own hands on 
student loans by slashing its workforce and seemingly spending more time trying to push the 
student loan program off on other agencies than on ensuring borrowers have straightforward 
ways to repay their loans.41 
 
Congress has contributed to the student loan delinquency mess by repealing the Saving on a 
Valuable Education (SAVE) student loan repayment plan to pay for tax cuts that primarily benefit 
the ultra-wealthy. These changes are estimated to cost borrowers a total of $270 billion over the 
next decade.42 Eliminating SAVE will increase many borrowers’ monthly payments, to the tune of 
$2,800 to $4,800 per year for the typical borrower with a bachelor’s degree, and will lengthen 
the time that many students remain in debt. Congress also eliminated the opportunity for Parent 
PLUS borrowers to access income-driven repayment, locking them into the standard plan no 
matter how their financial circumstances change during repayment. 
   
The Federal Government Must Lower College Costs for Good 
 
The path that the Trump administration and Congress have set for higher education will have 
dangerous consequences for individual families and for our economy. American families need 
real relief, and they won’t be satisfied by incremental increases in grant aid or decreases in net 

42 Congress.gov. "Amendments to the Higher Education Act Made by P.L. 119-21, the FY2025 Budget 
Reconciliation Law," January 29, 2026, https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R48727. 

41 Angela Hanks and Denise Forte, “Trump’s Plan for the U.S. Department of Education Isn’t Efficient — 
It’s Just Chaotic,” Inside Higher Ed, December 10, 2025, 
https://www.insidehighered.com/opinion/views/2025/12/10/trumps-plan-ed-chaotic-not-efficient-opinion. 

40 American Federation of Teachers, et al. v. U.S. Department of Education, et al., No. 1:25-cv-802-RBW, 
United States District Court for the District of Columbia, Status Report filed January 14, 2026, docket no. 
60, https://storage.courtlistener.com/recap/gov.uscourts.dcd.278527/gov.uscourts.dcd.278527.60.0.pdf. 

39 Jack Torchinsky and Holly Ellyatt, “Trump Officials Reject Hundreds of Thousands of Student Loan IDR 
Applications,” CNBC, December 26, 2025, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/12/26/trump-rejects-student-loan-idr-applications.html. 

38 Hannah Grabenstein, “Wages Won’t Be Garnished for Student Loan Borrowers in Default, Trump 
Administration Says in Policy Reversal,” PBS NewsHour, January 16, 2026, 
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/education/wages-wont-be-garnished-for-student-loan-borrowers-in-default-
trump-administration-says-in-policy-reversal. 
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price that generate congratulatory headlines but make no sizable difference in their ability to 
afford education. While there are many things that Congress can do, I urge you to focus on using 
the big levers that the federal government has to make real change.  
 
For example, the federal government could use its muscular role in higher education finance to 
the advantage of millions of American families by negotiating down the price of college tuition.   
There is a strong, bipartisan precedent for this in Medicare, where the federal government 
assigns payment rates for health care services provided to Medicare beneficiaries.43 The federal 
government could do the same in higher education by placing limits on how much colleges that 
participate in federal aid can charge students. The most expansive version of this would look like 
free college tuition, paid for by a mix of federal and state resources.  
 
In addition, Congress should ensure that the billions of dollars it invests in higher education each 
year are actually supporting meaningful access for all people, regardless of their background or 
income level. There is increasing evidence that, even within public higher education systems, the 
greatest resources go to institutions that educate students from the wealthiest families. Elite 
private colleges accept federal funds while maintaining admissions programs that favor legacy 
families and students from wealthy school districts. Meanwhile, schools that have focused 
specifically on educating students of color, like HBCUs and minority-serving institutions (MSIs), 
and open access institutions, have been historically underfunded. Public funding should support 
the public good, and Americans rely on our leaders in Congress to make that happen.  

43 Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, “HHS Finalizes Physician Payment Rule Strengthening 
Person-Centered Care and Health Quality Measures,” press release, November 13, 2024, 
https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/press-releases/hhs-finalizes-physician-payment-rule-strengthening-perso
n-centered-care-and-health-quality-measures. 
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