Thousands of Students Could Lose Pell Grants Under Spending Bill Approved on Saturday
By STEPHEN BURD 

Washington
Congress has given the U.S. Education Department the green light to make changes in a student-aid formula that could disqualify tens of thousands of students from receiving federal financial assistance. The go-ahead came in the vast spending bill that Congress approved on Saturday (see a related article). 

Democratic lawmakers, who thought a provision blocking the formula change last year would continue in force this year, were outraged. "They are throwing students out of the opportunity to seek a college education," said Sen. Jon S. Corzine, Democrat of New Jersey and the author of the provision last year. 

Mr. Corzine's amendment was passed again this year by the Senate, but it was dropped by the Congressional negotiators who hammered out the final version of the spending bill. Senator Corzine accused the Bush administration of pushing for the formula change as a "backdoor attempt to cut funds from the Pell Grant program," which has a budget shortfall of almost $4-billion. 

Last year Congress included the Corzine provision in its final budget bill, prohibiting the administration from changing the formula the government uses to calculate a student's need for financial aid, but that ban was in effect only during the 2004 fiscal year, which ended on September 30. 

This year Republican leaders, apparently under pressure from the White House, decided to leave the provision out of the spending legislation for 2005. 

While the precise impact of the change is difficult to predict, budget officials at the department last year estimated that the revisions would have saved the program $270-million by making 84,000 students ineligible for Pell Grants (The Chronicle, August 1, 2003). 

The federal need-analysis formula calculates how much money families can contribute to their children's college education. The results of the calculation are used to determine a student's eligibility for federal grants and loans, as well as for some state- and institutional-aid programs. 

Adjustments to the formula, which are supposed to occur annually, are typically made with little fanfare. But in May 2003, the Education Department caused an uproar when it announced plans to lower the amount it forgives most families for the state and local taxes they pay when determining how much income they have left over for college costs. 

As a result of the proposed change, which was based on tax data from 2000, the families would appear to have more money available to pay those costs than they really did. 

Department officials said at the time that they were making the formula change because they were required to do so by the Higher Education Act, the law governing most of the government's student-aid programs. The 2000 tax information was the latest available, they said, adding that the department had not updated the data for more than a decade because it had not been able to obtain reliable figures. 

Critics of the department's plan argued that the tax information from 2000 was itself unreliable. The problem, they said, was that the figures predated recent budget crunches in many states and localities that had prompted them to raise taxes. As a result, the critics said, the new formula would not reflect families' actual tax burdens. 

When Congress blocked the department from acting last year, Democratic lawmakers, advocates for students, and even some Republicans (The Chronicle, November 21, 2003) thought that they had reached a compromise with the Bush administration and Republican Congressional leaders that the department would not try to update the tax tables again until Congress revisited the issue as part of legislation to renew the Higher Education Act -- work that is scheduled to resume next year. 

Last week the lawmakers and advocates said they were surprised and dismayed to learn that the Republican leadership was planning not to include the Corzine provision in the budget package that passed this weekend. 
