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Over the past decade, state govern-
ment funding of higher education in 
the United States has fallen by $7 bil-
lion after inflation. The implications 
include increased tuition, which has 
received much public attention, but also 
a reduction in the relative quality of 
public higher education, which has gone 
largely unnoticed.

Surprisingly, the most important driv-
er of these trends at public institutions 
has little to do with education directly: it 
is instead the rising cost of health care.

State support for public colleges and 
universities has been on the wane for a 
few decades (the precise peak depends 
on how the measurement is done). The 
trend, though, shows no sign of slowing: 
Since 2008, state government outlays 
have fallen by more than $1,400, or 
16 percent, per student on an inflation-
adjusted basis. Over that period, the 
only states with increases in spending 
were California, Hawaii, North Dakota 
and Wyoming. In nine states, spending 
fell by more than 30 percent in real 
terms.

The much-discussed consequence: 
More than 30 percent increases in tuition 
at both four-year and two-year pub-
lic institutions since 2008, again after 
accounting for inflation. Historically, 
state appropriations were much more 
important than tuition in funding higher 
education, but the cumulative effect of 
the constraints in government spending 
and rises in tuition have flipped that 
pattern. For the first time, the majority 
of states now rely more on tuition than 
educational appropriations as funding 
sources.

Although the tuition increases have 
been painful for many families, the 

trends have also obscured a deeper and 
more problematic trend. In particular, 
the impact of a reduction in government 
support per student is only partially 
channeled through higher tuition. The 
rest typically shows up in total spending 
per student, which, in turn, affects the 
quality of public universities and col-
leges. And that matters a lot, because 
the vast majority of college students in 
the U.S. attend public schools.

A recent study found reductions in 
state funding have disproportionate 
effects at public community colleges on 
tutoring, advising and mentoring — and 
therefore impair student persistence and 
degree completion. That study suggests 
the impact on students occurs primarily 
through “informal capacity constraints 
such as course wait lists and inadequate 
advising.”

Flagship public universities are not 
exempt from similar challenges. As one 
imperfect indication of the issue, in 
1987, eight public universities were in 
the top 25 in the nation, according to 
U.S. News and World Report. 

This year, only three public universi-
ties make the cut and the top-ranked 
one (the University of California, Los 
Angeles) barely makes the top 20. A 
wide variety of other indicators — from 
SAT scores to faculty salaries — sug-
gests public universities have been 
increasingly falling behind their private 
competitors.

Which brings us back to the question 
of why states have been constraining 
higher education support and what we 
can do about in the future. Tom Kane of 
Harvard University and I documented 

the evidence on the key underlying 
and possibly surprising cause: the cost 
of health care. In particular, the rising 
share of health care expenditures in 
state budgets has crowded out appro-
priations for higher education over time. 
(The historical pattern is implemented 
through significant reductions in state 
spending on education during an eco-
nomic downturn, to meet balanced bud-
get requirements and then insufficient 
catch-up during the subsequent recov-
ery to restore the previous levels of per-
student spending after inflation. But the 
overall pattern was driven by the rising 
share of budgets devoted to healthcare 
across states.)

So it may seem far afield from con-
cerns about tuition and the quality of 
public universities, but the ongoing 
effort to increase health care value 
would likely have significant benefits 
for public higher education. 

Recent experience in the health sector 
is, furthermore, highlighting where we 
should focus: on what the doctor orders, 
since in most cases that is the health 
care delivered. When our doctors are 
focused on health care value for us, we 
benefit not only from improved health 
and higher take-home pay — but future 
college students also enjoy better educa-
tional opportunities.

Orszag is a Bloomberg Opinion col-
umnist. He is a vice chairman of invest-
ment banking at Lazard. He was direc-
tor of the Office of Management and 
Budget from 2009 to 2010 and director 
of the Congressional Budget Office from 
2007 to 2008.

Distributed by Tribune Content Agency.

Sometimes doing what’s good for the environ-
ment is also good for the town.

Three local towns — Windham, Coventry and 
Hebron — ought to know.

All three were recently honored with 
“Sustainable CT” status by the Institute for 
Sustainable Energy at Eastern Connecticut State 
University in Willimantic.

On Oct. 30 at the 
annual Connecticut 
Conference of 
Municipalities conven-
tion at Foxwoods Resort 
Casino, all three towns 
will be among 22 being 
honored.

The trio was among 
17 in total receiving 
“bronze” status, with 
five other Connecticut 
communities earning the 
higher, “silver” status.

So, what does it all 
mean?

It means these three communities have under-
taken actions aimed at improving their towns via 
means that are not only beneficial to residents, but 
to Mother Earth as well.

For example, one look at Coventry’s town hall 
shows row after row of solar panels, meaning at 
least part of Coventry’s building is powered by the 
sun’s rays.

Windham has also showed a commitment to sus-
tainability, with a new microgrid system installed 
at Windham Middle School (to provide power to 
key town facilities in the event of an emergency), 
LEED bulbs in streetlights and making a commit-
ment to local water quality.

Hebron is also in on the sustainability game, 
with pro-environment zoning regulations tweaked 
and the town hosting a document-shredding event 
this year.

This is much more than just hugging trees.
Achieving this status represents a commend-

able effort to looking beyond a town’s borders and 
toward the planet as a whole.

It means when folks open up a sustainable town’s 
website or receive a notice from such a town, the 
“Sustainable CT” logo will be present.

It means people will know these towns care 
about much bigger causes than themselves, pos-
sibly attracting new businesses and the type of resi-
dents desired in such a community.

And, to boot, it gives other towns something to 
shoot for.
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Towns take steps 
to help the planet

Why public colleges are getting shortchanged

Policy on election letters
the Chronicle does not publish election 
letters to the editor from candidates for office, 
their campaign organizations or from anyone 
supporting or opposing those candidates during 
the time leading up to an election. Citizens can 
still submit letters discussing issues that may be 
of concern, but cannot use those letters to 
support or renounce a candidate. 

Editor:
The Nov. 6 midterm elections are around the corner. If 

there is a third-party choice, please consider a third-party 
candidate. 

Major-party candidates will say or do anything to stay in 
power. As long as there is a third- or minor-party choice for 
any elected position, vote for him or her. It’s time to pave the 
way for independent voices and show the major parties (and 
their corporate benefactors) the highway. Third and minor 
parties deserve a chance. 

We need term limits — show the professional politicians 
that in the voting booth. We don’t need change in this country, 
we need improvement. Power to the people.

Thomas Heinonen
North Windham

Editor:
I’ve written about this before but apparently this situation 

is ongoing — never-ending — I like a sliced banana on my 
cereal in the morning. Again today, “Yes, we have no banan-
as.” Our health care building, Vanderman Place, abuts a local 
supermarket. Is there any good reason that we should not have 
bananas here?

Aleah Iqbal
Willimantic
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 Our View

According to the Russians, President 
Donald Trump’s decision to withdraw 
from the Intermediate-range Nuclear 
Forces Treaty will bring the world closer 
to the nuclear apocalypse. 

“Mankind is facing full chaos in the 
nuclear weapons sphere,” one high-
ranking Russian lawmaker said.

The last time the issue of arms control 
was this dramatic was during the era of 
the Betamax, Cabbage Patch Kids and 
Ronald Reagan. But before you sign up 
for that peace march, you might want 
to consider the context of Trump’s deci-
sion.

The INF treaty was supposed to elimi-
nate all missiles with a range of about 
300 to 3,500 miles. When Reagan and 
Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev signed 
that agreement in 1987, they ended a 
dangerous standoff in Europe, where 
both sides had deployed hundreds of 
nuclear-tipped weapons.

For 21 years, it worked. The U.S. 
stopped producing intermediate-range 
missiles and so did the Russians. But 
in 2008, the same year Russia invaded 
Georgia, Moscow began to cheat. That’s 
when Russia began testing “a ground-
launched cruise missile that flies to 
ranges banned by the treaty,” said Rose 
Gottemoeller, President Barack Obama’s 
undersecretary of State for arms control 
and international security, in a 2015 

interview. The U.S. began calling out 
Russia on those tests in 2013, she said, 
and the two nations have “been butting 
heads ever since.”

More recently, the Russians have 
become even bolder. In 2017, Gen. 
Paul Selva, the vice chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, told Congress the 
Russians had deployed that missile, 
known as the 9M729, “in order to pose 
a threat to NATO and to facilities within 
the NATO area of responsibility.”

Faced with these facts, Trump had 
to make choices. He could continue to 
do what the Obama administration had 
done and try to shame the Russians into 
compliance. He could have sought to 
renegotiate the INF Treaty to account 
for the new Russian deployments. Or he 
could do what he just did and withdraw 
from a treaty to which only America 
adhered.

Trump made the right choice. Again, 
it’s worth recalling the lead up to the 
original INF Treaty. In the early 1980s, 
Reagan was under enormous pressure 
from western European allies to hold 
off on deploying the Pershing II mis-
siles to counter the Soviet SS-20s. He 
resisted and the Pershing II missiles 
were deployed.

That chess move paid off. The deploy-

ment was one factor that helped per-
suade the Soviets to negotiate seriously 
for the INF Treaty in 1987. The lesson: 
Some short-term proliferation may be 
necessary for long-term arms control.

Trump is taking a similar approach 
today. He has said he is open to a new 
INF Treaty — one that Russia hon-
ors and China joins. (An estimated 95 
percent of China’s missiles would be 
prohibited by the INF Treaty, to which 
China is not currently a party.) As it now 
stands, the U.S. is the only great power 
keeping to the terms of the 31-year-old 
treaty.

For Russia and other Western arms-
control enthusiasts, Trump’s withdrawal 
is a dangerous gamble. But it’s a gam-
ble worth taking. What’s the point of 
upholding an arms-control treaty that 
only constrains America? Better to pull 
out now in the hopes of getting a real 
treaty later.

Lake is a Bloomberg Opinion colum-
nist covering national security and for-
eign policy. He was the senior national 
security correspondent for the Daily 
Beast and covered national security and 
intelligence for the Washington Times, 
the New York Sun and UPI.

Distributed by Tribune Content Agency.

Trump is right to withdraw from nuclear treaty

Windham, Coventry 
and Hebron have 
undertaken actions 
aimed at improving 
their towns via 
means that are not 
only beneficial to 
residents, but to 
Mother Earth as 
well.
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