	Is college getting out of reach? 
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Paying for college is becoming more of a struggle, especially for the growing number of low-income kids aspiring to earn degrees. And many experts say most colleges and states are turning a blind eye to the problem.

Tuition and fees rose nearly 10% last fall at the nation's public four-year colleges, to an average of $10,636, according to The College Board, which surveyed 2,678 colleges. At private colleges, costs rose nearly 6%, to $26,854. And that comes on the heels of equal or larger increases a year earlier — in 2003, costs rose 14% at public colleges and 6% at private colleges.

Paying for college "has become increasingly difficult for most American students and families," according to research by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education. College costs are taking a bigger bite out of family income now than a decade ago, and most states have failed to keep college affordable for most families, says Pat Callan, the center's director. 

A recent study by the center graded states on affordability; it gave an "F" to 36 states. Another 11 got a "D," while two — Minnesota and Utah — got a "C." California, the highest-scoring state, earned a "B."

"While we're trying to help more kids prepare for college, the signs we see nationally are quite disturbing on this front," says Tom Vander Ark of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, which funds alternative high schools nationwide. "In most states we're going in the wrong direction when it comes to access to higher education." 

Since the 1980s, government aid programs have shifted, in large part, from grants to loans, just as states and colleges have moved from need-based aid to merit-based aid, lavishing money on high-performing students rather than poor ones.

That switch "has given a lot of money to kids who didn't really need it," says Vander Ark.

Callan says competitive rankings such as those in U.S. News & World Report lead colleges to court top-flight students rather than needy ones, boosting their ranking by boosting their attendees' average SAT scores.

At the same time, Congress has frozen the maximum Pell Grant, the main federal aid program for low-income students, despite sharply rising costs. 

Tom Mortenson of the Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education sees a growing divide: "Our poor kids are increasingly concentrated in our community colleges. They're less and less present — and even welcome — in four-year colleges."

Mortenson partially blames elite colleges for crowding out low-income students. Public, two-year colleges, he says, must pick up the slack, creating "a well-defined system of class-based higher education opportunity" in the USA.

Even students at low-cost schools are feeling the pinch, says Ron Williams, president of Prince George's Community College in Largo, Md. Of the 390 students there who dropped out in the first month of classes last fall, 70% did so because of financial burdens, he says.

Richard Kahlenberg, editor of America's Untapped Resource, a 2004 book on low-income students in higher education, says a few elite universities such as Harvard, the University of North Carolina and the University of Virginia are trying to address the problem. For example, Harvard recruits low-income students and ensures that they'll graduate debt-free. But he says not many other elite schools are following suit. 

"It's encouraging, but the general picture ... is fairly bleak."

Some counselors, such as Kenny Smith of Thatcher High School in southeastern Arizona, are encouraging kids to explore other options besides bachelor's degrees — including two-year degrees. "Before we were just saying, 'Go to college.' ... Now I'm saying, 'Go to college if that's what you want to, but look at these other options.' "

He's steering some students toward well-paying jobs in medical and technical fields that don't require master's or even bachelor's degrees.

It took Serena Belmont nearly 15 years, but she finally earned a bachelor's degree last spring, with the help of a program at Hamilton College in upstate New York. It paid for tuition, books and other costs, but she still had to work part-time to support her 5-year-old son.

Belmont, 32, who wants to be a teacher, earned a two-year degree years earlier, but says it "meant nothing, pretty much — and even now I'm realizing a bachelor's (degree) isn't enough."


