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Hill Hearings Put Higher Ed Reauthorization on Center Stage 

The House and Senate have started down the long road towards a Higher Education Act (HEA) reauthorization 
through a series of hearings examining a broad array of issues.  While HEA hearings are expected to continue in 
the months to come, three recent hearings focusing on student aid reform and transparency highlighted priorities 
for a number of committee members.  From the House hearings certain themes have emerged centering around 
completion, student information, and return on investment.   
 
Both the House and the Senate held hearings on April 16th focused on federal student aid programs and college 
affordability.  The Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP) Committee opted to take on the lens of 
the student perspective for their first HEA hearing of the 113th Congress.  Student witnesses relayed information 
regarding their own experiences with the student aid system and institutional advising.  Overall, they reported 
positive experiences with their institutions, but felt the amount and complexity of information provided could be 
difficult to navigate without appropriate advising.  The witness from U.S. PIRG promoted the administration’s 
new College Scorecard and financial aid Shopping Sheet in regards to providing information for students.  
Witnesses and committee members also expressed concern in regards to student over-borrowing, as well as 
students not taking advantage of the Income Based Repayment program. 
 
The subject of state disinvestment in higher education was obviously of concern to Chairman Tom Harkin (D-IA) 
and Ranking Member Lamar Alexander (R-TN), as well as the impact that it has had on tuition costs.  
Additionally, the impending rate hike on unsubsidized Stafford loans was brought up during the hearing.  
However, Senators Harkin and Alexander appeared to differ on approach, with Senator Alexander favoring a 
move towards variable rates.  Senator Harkin expressed concern with the lack of an interest rate cap seen in the 
administration’s FY 2014 budget request. 
 
The April 16th House Subcommittee on Higher Education and the Workforce hearing had a similar focus on 
reforming the federal student aid system.  Along with that topic, witnesses and committee members discussed the 
increasing cost of tuition and how to determine what is a good return on investment.  Streamlining both 
regulations and the current student aid system were also priorities expressed by both the full-committee and 
subcommittee chairs.  Simplification of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), enrollment into 
the Income Based Repayment programs, and the numbers and verbiage provided to students were some 
recommendations provided by the panel in that regard.   
 
At both hearings, Republican members of the committees expressed concern that the abundance of current 
institutional regulations are overly burdensome and too costly to institutions.  However, both sides agreed that 
better data on educational outcomes is needed in order to determine the return on investment of federal student 
aid.  
 
That theme of information and data collection continued during a third hearing held on April 24th by the House 
Subcommittee on Higher Education and the Workforce.  The hearing focused on consumer information for 
students and their families.  The witness from the National Governors Association promoted several tools the 
NGA is promoting in measuring institutional efficiency, as well as the need to reform the Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).  Focus went beyond the need for data collection into how to 



better disseminate the data into usable information for tracking outcomes.  Additionally, committee members 
were focused on how to better provide information to students and parents in order to make the best choice in 
selecting an institution. The Pell Grant program was not mentioned at great length during either hearing, however 
there were a couple of questions from committee members in relation to the program.  Congressman Rush Holt 
(D-NJ) expressed his support for reinstating year-round Pell in one of his questions directed to the panel.  
Additionally, Congressman Tim Walberg (R-MI) stated his concerns regarding misuse of Pell funds by some 
students.  The topic of Pell eligibility changes was not explicitly addressed during any of the hearings. 
 
HEA reauthorization hearings are expected to continue in the months and year ahead as the committees work 
towards a possible reauthorization bill in 2014.  In the meantime, House Education and the Workforce Committee 
Chairman John Kline (R-MN), Ranking Member George Miller (D-CA), Subcommittee on Higher Education and 
Workforce Training Chairwoman Virginia Foxx (R-NC), and Ranking Member Rubén Hinojosa (D-TX), have 
issued a request to students, parents, college leaders, and higher education stakeholders to share their views on 
policies and amendments that should be included in the upcoming reauthorization of the Higher Education Act.  
 
The committee is particularly interested in examining ways to: 
 
• Empower students as consumers in higher education,  
• Simplify and improve the student aid and loan programs,  
• Increase college accessibility, affordability, and completion,  
• Encourage institutions to reduce costs,  
• Promote innovation to improve access to and delivery of higher education, and  
• Balance the need for accountability with the burden of federal requirements. 
 
To submit your feedback, email HEA.Reauth@mail.house.gov. 
  
Follow this link to view the committee request letter:  
http://democrats.edworkforce.house.gov/sites/democrats.edworkforce.house.gov/files/documents/4.25.2013-
HEAReauthLetter.pdf. 
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