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Transcript: 

CHARLIE: Welcome to Inversant’s podcast series, where Bob Hildreth, Inversant’s 

founder, economist, and philanthropist talks with experts on a variety of topics 

surrounding college affordability. This podcast is sponsored by Inversant, a nonprofit 

organization based in Boston dedicated to ensuring that every family has the resources 

and understanding they need to achieve in their quest for higher education.  

-musical intro- 

BAHAR: Today, we are joined by Professor Sara Goldrick-Rab and Robert Hildreth. 

Before diving into what I’m sure will be a very interesting conversation, I’d like to give a 

little background information on our speaker. Professor Goldrick-Rab is a professor of 

Higher Education Policy and Sociology at Temple University; she is also the founder of 

the Wisconsin HOPE Lab. She has long been an activist scholar in the field of higher 

education policy, and is perhaps the most well-known name in the field of college 

affordability. She recently published a book, which quickly became a hit. It is titled 

Paying the Price: College Costs, Financial Aid, and the Betrayal of the American 

Dream, a book that tells the struggles students face and offers a comprehensive list of 

solutions to addressing them.  

Without further delay, I’d like to welcome you and start our conversation with a 

question for Professor Goldrick-Rab. 

In the research you conducted, which you also used in your book, you traced three 

thousand students over six years. Given what you’ve learned in that study, do you think  

 



 

 

that our higher education system is sustainable, do you think we need small tweaks to 

address the issues, or a major overhaul? 

SGR: Things likely are just not going as planned. We have told ourselves for a very long 

time period that spending money on financial aid will effectively make college 

affordable for students, and we’re learning that the way in which we’ve been doing 

that is failing them. It’s failing to support them in the ways that they need, and it’s 

frankly even failing to get them the money that they need. The extent to which the 

system is broken I do believe goes well beyond small problems. I think we have systemic 

problems and I think we have problems that are going to require a rethinking of how 

we price college and how we deliver financial and nonfinancial support.  

BOB: one of the reasons for our interest here at Inversant in looking at the whole 

college, financial system, is that if we’re going to have low income parents save for 

college with matches, we have to have some answers to their seeing that tuition is 

going up. So here we have an increase of 5%, in 2015, at the University of 

Massachusetts, that’s followed this year by 5.8%. And this caused us to really look at the 

financial aid and acceptance letters. When we found the ubiquity in terms of what the 

letters contained, what we found was that there was deliberate misinformation at the 

level of the acceptance letter, we understand it more now as a marketing letter. What 

do you think about the common practices across colleges in that letter? 

SGR: Well I think first of all that the letter itself is symbolic, right, as much as it is anything 

else. It represents a much larger set of problems about the ways in which the 

responsibilities for giving out this money and the approach to giving out this money, 

have been devolved to the institutional level.  

BOB: Yes 

SGR: I mean, some of this money is institutional. But for the most part in the United States, 

it’s not—it’s money from taxpayers. And the approach and the delivery though, is like I 

said, tweaked and heavily shaped by the institution, and often with very little oversight. 

And what happens in many many programs that are geared to low-income people,  



 

 

what happens in many cases is that well-meaning, well intentioned people engage in a 

form of paternalism, where they treat people as if they were not as market-savvy or 

deserving of the resources. They may confuse them deliberately or not deliberately, but 

the plain point is they don’t take seriously the idea that people without a lot of money 

still deserve a lot of respect when it comes to financial support. You know, they think 

that because they’re giving them money they can tell them what to do, they think that 

the way that they treat them is not really up to them, and we have just kind of 

abdicated responsibility for a long time for ensuring that the way that we communicate 

about financial aid, the way that we talk to students about college, is appropriate and 

is even effective, right? So there’s been very little evaluation of the best ways to 

communicate with people about the price of college.  

BOB: I’m really glad you mentioned ‘unsupervised’. Last night I had the chance to talk 

to twenty Latino families. What we did was we put a typical college financial letter up 

on the board, and then I turn to them and say ‘Now here’s a few things that are not in 

it.’ And the first thing that I pointed them to, ‘is there any indication that the tuition 

might increase over the next four years?’ 

SGR: [laughter] Yup. 

BOB: And of course there wasn’t. then the next thing I pointed out was, do you see 

there’s the discounted amount which comes out as the college scholarship, and I said 

‘Are you aware that this college scholarship often goes down over the next four years? 

Don’t consider it as, ah, a guarantee.’ And they were surprised by that. And the final 

thing is, I asked them to raise their hands, ‘who’s bought a car in the last five years?’ 

and of course all of them borrowed money to buy the car. So I said, ‘did you get the 

interest rate?’ yes.  

SGR: mm-hmm 

BOB: Did you get the period of repayment? Yes! ‘Did you get any information on what 

happens if you don’t pay?’ They said yes, especially that! I said, ‘Well this is basic 

consumer information that’s missing from this letter.’ 



 

 

SGR: that’s right. That’s right! So I wrote a piece with Nancy Kendall called ‘The Real 

Price of College’. And the real price of college, boiled down, the hidden cost. Whether 

they’re implicitly or explicitly hidden, whether anybody meant to do it or not, all of these 

things, that take families by surprise. And they are the things you mentioned, they are 

things like yes, tuition will rise over time. Yes, it is things like there’s a grant in your 

package for your first year of college that will not be there the second year, no matter 

what you do, right? It’s frontloaded.  

BOB: Exactly! 

SGR: Things like, did you know you have to keep certain grades to keep your Pell Grant, 

but you also have to take a certain number of classes? And it’s really easy to mess that 

up. Did you know that what your college or university is estimating will be your housing 

costs of living off campus is a gross underestimate of reality? Right? There’s a bunch of 

things like that. And so it’s led me, you know, I don’t work directly with families, I’ve 

thought a lot about it but I don’t do that yet, and it’s led me though to say ‘Look, as 

rule of thumb, I hate to say it, but I think you should add $10,000 more, per year.’ 

BOB: You mentioned that oversight is very poor for these letters. Maybe you’ve looked 

at a bunch of them, but they’re incredibly similar. What do you think is the motivation of 

colleges?  

SGR: I’m a sociologist, right? And as I think about this as a matter for a sociology 

organizations perspective, these are organizations with their own goals. And their goals 

include things like survival. If they were upfront with families, like the way you’re being, 

and they told these people these things, they wouldn’t be able to enroll as many of 

them. They need to enroll them. And what they’re trying maximize, financially and 

otherwise, in terms of prestige, is not what the nation needs them to maximize. There’s 

not enough negative incentive, but there’s really not enough positive incentive. We 

finally recognize that we have never really rewarded colleges for enrolling people who 

are outside of the norm, in terms of, you know, income or anything else. And so, some 

folks, including the New York Times, have tried to say ‘We will praise you’ you know, 

you’ve enrolled some Pell recipients, and we’ll praise you for doing so. Is that really  



 

 

driving behavior? Well, not probably overall, I mean what’s really driving behavior is 

getting enough revenue into the institution, and about having faculty be happy, and 

have there be enough research support, and all that sort of thing. The experience of 

students and the extent to which college feels affordable to people is just far down the 

totem pole.  

BAHAR: In light of your research, on college affordability, what has gotten so expensive 

at the college level to have the tuition increase that is so steady and now almost 

expectable, and not only at the public schools, but also in part private schools that are 

not-for-profit. I assume they might have different reasons.  

SGR: yeah. One of the most important things to do first is to acknowledge that higher 

education is a diverse sector. I would say that we need to talk about three different 

groups, maybe even four. So the first group are the public colleges and universities. We 

can lump them together mainly because they are very dependent on state funding. 

And when states reduce their per student support, for higher education, tuition rises. 

Period. Full stop. So that’s number one, for the public sector story, it has to do with state 

support. 

The second story has to do with the for-profit colleges and universities, and it’s a fairly 

straightforward story. You know, they are looking to make a profit, they see available 

revenue, wherever there’s revenue available, including from financial aid, including 

from loans, they will take advantage of it. And they will try to set their price point so that 

they maximize their profit. Period. The reason tuition goes up there is because we let it. 

And from a lack of regulation. And a unwillingness to deal with it.  

Then there’s the non-profit private colleges and universities. And there, you know, you 

have a small segment of them, who capture most of the public imagination, who have 

real endowments. Substantial endowments. Now why schools with big endowments 

raise their prices nonetheless is a good question. You know, they’re [not supposed to 

be] trying to make a profit, I guess they’re still trying to grow their endowment, but I think 

there’s something else, which is that they’re engaged in an arms race with each other, 

to try to continue to be the very best, the tip-top. And the American public has very  



 

 

unfortunately bought into the narrative that the more something costs in college, the 

better it is. So they’re measuring quality by price, schools continue to raise their prices, 

and we don’t do anything about it.  

11:45 But the majority of private nonprofits do not have big endowments. They are what 

we would call tuition-dependent schools. And their tuition and their ability to charge it 

really depends on the availability of federal financial aid including loans. But they also 

feel like they have to compete, to have to offer quality, and they don’t get state 

appropriation. So they hike tuition partly because they “have” to, to keep up and to 

stay alive, and partly because they feel that they can, thanks to student loans. This is a 

problem. I have to seriously raise the question of why we would give public support, 

taxpayers’ support, to institutions that couldn’t survive without taxpayer support when 

these are not public schools. I’m not sure why we don’t treat them like any other 

business and say, ‘Look, if you can’t make ends meet without public support, you’re a 

private institution, then I think you need to close.’  

12:30 BOB: I want to give here a little color about Massachusetts. One of the reasons I 

get from state legislators as to why they rank 50th of all states in need-based aid is that 

there is no public constituency for the Massachusetts state college system. The head of 

the Joint Committee on Higher Education, for ten years, said he never got one call from 

a parent to complain. What happens is when they increase the tuition, the family that’s 

low-income is able to certainly get its Pell, and then, it borrows more money. If you 

wanted to have an experiment, you could have states continue to decrease their state 

aid, and get rid of the loan program. I wouldn’t suggest that, but I bet that would 

lockjaw people financially, and all of a sudden they would turn on their state. 

SGR: I’ll tell you why I don’t agree. And I don’t agree because it’s kind of like what you 

were saying about when they cut need-based aid they don’t hear from anybody. It’s 

because the working class have very little voice. It’s not that it’s not hurting anybody, 

it’s that it’s not hurting the people that matter, the people who vote, and the people 

who call people when they don’t get what they want. Right? The working class is too 

busy working.  



 

 

BOB/BAHAR: [laughter] 

SGR: To have much political voice. Now, when it comes to those loans, I agree with 

you, that if a low-income person couldn’t get the loan, they wouldn’t go to that 

institution. However, I don’t think the price would come down at the public schools. The 

reason being that the vast majority of people at those institutions are not low income. 

The vast majority of their money is going to be coming from the middle class. They will 

get private loans. They will get credit cards. These people, and this is not actually out of 

disrespect for them, this is out of respect, these people will go to all sorts of lengths to 

pay for college right now. And they will keep doing so. And I think that the colleges will 

count on it, and I think that we will see a very inequitable pullback. You might very well 

see fewer low income people, but I don’t think prices would fall as a result. But it also 

speaks to how desperate people are for college. Prices go up, and people don’t 

demand that they go down. The demand keeps rising. Even if birth rates go down, we 

should still see the total number of people eligible for college go up because the 

percentage of people finishing high school is going up, and the percentage of people 

who want college is going up. You know, and they’re counting on this! There’s an 

endless pipeline of people who could be potentially going to college, not only that, but 

of course now they’re marketing worldwide! 

BOB: I sit on some college board of directors, and the way the decision is made, that I 

saw, is by comparison. That is, a college will put up on the board twenty similar 

institutions, what their tuition increase is. What I was amazed at was that they were all 

the same. Within a very small factor, last year, these twenty institutions, which you all 

find in the top 100, raised their tuition suspiciously by 3.6%. and I’m saying to myself, 

even if I can’t show collusion,  

SGR: Yes. Right. 

BOB: This is a type of monopoly. Do you agree with that? 

SGR: Let me give you another example that goes outside the very elite. So it is totally 

possible in a club like that that that’s what’s happening. So think about another club.  



 

 

Think about the Big Ten. So I worked at an institution within the Big Ten, I worked at UW 

Madison. I have watched the chancellors at UW Madison, Rebecca Blank say over and 

over, by putting up, what she does is she puts up the tuition and the tuition increases at 

all the Big Ten schools, and she says ‘Look! UW Madison’s towards the bottom.  

BOB: Yes! 

SGR: We need to raise it. We need to raise it, she says. She actually says, ‘Look! We are 

underpriced.’ Okay. I find it amazing that in 2016, that somebody would say out loud, at 

a public university, ‘we are underpriced because we don’t charge as much as others 

and that doesn’t look good, we need to raise it.’ She’s not putting up figures about the 

availability of aid, she’s not putting up, she’s just putting up her peers, and she’s saying 

she doesn’t like how she looks.  

BOB: So to a certain extent, the increase in tuition isn’t driven so much by increase in 

cost, they know that the federal government will pay for a portion of the tuition 

increase. 

SGR: mm-hmm. Yeah so well I would actually frame it slightly differently. They know that 

the federal government will pay for a portion, and they know that the federal 

government has never demanded accountability in exchange. They know that we 

have a system that has always given them money and has had a very difficult time 

building in any accountability for pricing. Because we set it up that way. They are so 

entitled! They’ve been at it so long, the American Council on education is so good, that 

what it does, that they’re never going to be able to scaffold in that kind of 

accountability. This is one reason why I vote for blowing the thing up. Look, we’re not 

going to get what we want from this, build a new financing system and attach the 

source of accountability to say use that company to raise your prices. Use that subsidy. 

There are ways to do this. Your other point about resources. They do defensive 

budgeting. The very way in which they do budgeting makes it hard to tell what they 

actually need to function.  We can’t figure out, so we don’t know, what does it cost in 

2016 to educate a first-generation student, in the public Massachusetts system to a  



 

 

bachelor’s degree? What are the resources, what do they cost, and are these folks 

adequately funded?  

BOB: I believe they are policed. And I think the police, i.e. the government, has too 

loose a standard, because they’re trying to satisfy two goals, not one. The first, which 

was shown very well in your book, with the history since 1965 of trying to increase 

diversity across the higher education sphere in the United States. At the same time, the 

same president, the same year, passed a bill to support colleges and get more money 

into colleges. So if we have support colleges and support diversity and it comes down 

to the department of education today, they have half measures. I can’t tell whether 

the government is mainly concerned about the students, and the diverse students, or if 

it’s mainly concerned about that college in their district, that if that college ever went 

under, it would take a lot of employment with them.  

SGR: Listen. I agree with you. That speaks to the extent to which I feel like there are too 

many sacred cows around in these institutions. I don’t care about institutions. I only care 

about institutions as far as they serve students, it’s kind of crazy but going back to the 

original decision, to allocate the money to students from the Pell Grant to take to the 

institution, rather than free institutions, you would’ve thought the institutions would’ve 

wanted the money. But the institutions argued for not having the money. And I think it’s 

because the strings would’ve come tighter with that. By virtue of giving it to the 

students, the mechanism for accountability is just the voucher. And their students aren’t 

able to hold them accountable, the consumer is supposed to hold them accountable, 

not the government.  

BOB: That’s fascinating.  

SGR: So going back to the original decision, even going back to the original decision, I 

am fairly convinced that this was about institutions, and it was about private institutions 

first and foremost 

BOB: yes 

 



 

 

SGR: About ensuring that they got to be part of the game, and that they were not 

regulated.  

BAHAR: You champion the free college proposal under Obama’s administration, and 

now, what’s the best way to move this movement forward under the Trump 

administration?  

SGR: Social movements, and ones that really matter, do not happen overnight. They 

are not things that happen in a short time frame. So it was really important, and I felt, 

you know like many others did, it was important that we had a president who put on 

the table the very notion that what we did for elementary and high schools could be 

done for college. And he did that. That did not mean that, we assumed, that every 

incoming president after that would simply advance the agenda. It isn’t even clear to 

me, frankly, whether Hillary Clinton would’ve advanced that agenda. She might have. 

Clearly Trump wont. But, free college isn’t dead, the election was not a referendum on 

free college, and progress is going to occur through the states for a while. And frankly, 

some would argue, as it should! I’ve got Republican friends who said I don’t mind trying 

this, I mind doing it at the federal level. So I think the agenda’s going to be at the 

community and state level, I think we’re going to learn a ton in a rapid period of 

experimentation, I think we’re going to learn more about who’s affected and how, I 

think we’re going to be forced to question the age-old assumption that the best 

programs for poor people are targeted to poor people. I think the liberals are going to 

have to get over that assumption real soon, because we’re going to see evidence that 

poor people thrive when they are engaged in programs that serve lots of people, 

because cross-class interest creates political sustainability.  

BOB: The other thing I just wanted to say about free, I was a little bit disappointed in the 

State of the Union of president Obama when he said free—he tied it to community 

colleges. And at least in Massachusetts, many of the community college students get a 

check back from their community colleges, because they got more Pell than the tuition 

was. 

 



 

 

SGR: Let me explain a tiny bit about what was going on there. So the first thing is that 

Massachusetts is not normal. Massachusetts is unusual. I have a piece called “Is 

Community College Already Free?” and it’s on the HOPE Lab website, and it’ll show you 

a map of the country, and it’ll show you that tuition for low income people. Kay. I can 

show you that certainly there are places you can live in the country where you’re right, 

students are getting what we call, inappropriately, a refund check. From their Pell 

Grant, it’s not a refund. It’s money to cover their living expenses.  

BOB: Exactly. 

SGR: However, there are also huge swaths of this country, and if you take out Texas and 

California, which dominate because they have such low tuition, right, if you take them 

out, and you admit that people go where they live for community college, they cant 

go somewhere else,  

BOB: Absolutely 

SGR: across state boundaries. That there are tons of people who do not have free 

community college tuition.  

BOB: Something that clicked with me is after about ten years on college board of 

directors, I can’t remember one conversation that we had about poor whites or, 

especially, poor white males as far as their coming to our colleges. If you take the top 

100 colleges, you might find, and we’re researching it so I’m throwing a number out, to 

be provocative okay, but it might be that poor white males constitute about ten 

percent of incoming classes. Is that possible?  

SGR: I do, I think it is! I mean, they’re a really important part of my book. They were a 

really important part of this election! And it was completely predictable to me. Because 

these folks are the non-college educated. And they’re not non-college educated 

because they didn’t want college or they didn’t think it mattered. They’re not college 

educated because they couldn’t get their foot in the door! 

BOB: what had changed from when veterans still, let’s say in the early 1960s, white, poor 

males might have constituted, I don’t know, 70%?  



 

 

SGR: Yeah, I think it would change, and it’s changed in several ways. One is men have 

lost a ton of ground you know in even getting through things like high school. We’re 

losing men all over the place, and I mean there’s a problem with boys, and it has to be 

addressed. But the other thing is, it’s not as if the civil rights movement achieved what it 

hoped, right? And it’s not as if we’re done, I mean I am all for all the things we’ve done 

for women and minorities. Right? But the biggest winners out there of everything we’ve 

done over the last fifty years are white women, right? There’s a reason—we’ve actually 

shown we can support people, and they can do really damn well and it’s white women 

who are doing it. 

BOB: Yes 

SGR: White women right now are flying. Like I actually think if we broke our debt 

statistics down, into not just race and not just gender, but race by gender, you would 

see white women doing much better than everybody else.  

BOB: You could’ve seen this coming! Really, an indicator of the election could well 

have been this 10% figure, and if it doesn’t go up, this problem will persist, we’ve got to 

get that white male poor student ratio up! 

SGR: Yes, we do! Not even ratio, right, I mean it’s not even the compositional issue, it’s 

not just the question of what percent of the total undergrad are white men, the 

question is what percent of white men are getting access to education.  

BOB: Yes 

SGR: And at a price point they can afford. When men all around them, who look like 

them, can’t get this, and they’re pissed off about so many things: They can’t have the 

job they want, they can’t get the house they want, they can’t get the wife they want; 

you know, they talk to each other! And that’s what creates movements. They’re all 

sitting around going ‘man, we’re so screwed!’ 

BOB: It affects women because they can’t find mates! 

 



 

 

SGR: [laughter] I know, we can’t find men! It’s a problem! This stuff is going to last a long 

time. It’s going to trickle down to the families when the dad says to the kid, ‘What do 

you need college for? I didn’t go to college!’ Or ‘I went to college and all I got was 

debt!’ Rigth? This stuff’s going to go on for a while, I really feel like one of the reasons I 

work so passionately and so hard on higher ed is I don’t view it as just an educational 

issue, it’s not only an educational and an economic issue, it’s a family issue, it’s a social 

issue. So that’s why I fervently want to see some real goals and effort at changing a 

system that has been broken for so long, that I actually have to shout from the rooftop 

that its broken, I can’t believe how hard I have to convince people. 

BOB: Inversant is very small, tiny in fact, maybe like a thousand families, but we 

approach college as family engagement, lets you engage the family in knowledge 

and in financial aid. I hope that our families start to call their representatives on all these 

issues we’ve mentioned  

SGR: I hope so too, I hope they feel like they’re empowered to.  

BAHAR: Thank you very much Professor Goldrick-Rab, this was a fascinating, very 

interesting, and also very rich conversation. I thank you for joining us today!  

BOB: Thank you! 

SGR: Thank you! 

BAHAR: Today, we were joined by Sara Goldrick-Rab, Professor of Higher Education 

Policy and Sociology at Temple University. Please stay tuned for more Inversant 

podcasts 

-musical outro- 

 

 


