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Federal Panel on Higher Education Releases Papers on Adult Learners and Other 
Issues

By KELLY FIELD

Washington

The federal Commission on the Future of Higher Education issued four more discussion papers on Friday, on
adult learners, racial disparities in graduation rates, the state financing of higher education, and shortages in 
the health-care professions.

The latest round of papers, which were written by the commission's employees and consultants, are meant to
inform its work as it prepares a final report to Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings. That report is due 
by August 1.

In the paper on state financing, Dennis Jones, president of the National Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems, warns that although state budgets have improved (The Chronicle, January 13), the 
long-term prognosis for state finances is poor. He concludes that states are unlikely to see a return to the 
prosperity of the 1990s in the near future, and that colleges will continue to be squeezed in the competition 
for funds.

The outlook for graduation rates is similarly bleak, according to a paper by the National Center for Public 
Policy and Higher Education. That paper predicts that if current trends continue, the proportion of workers 
with high-school diplomas and college degrees will drop and the per-capita personal income of Americans 
will fall over the next 15 years. However, the paper posits that the projected declines can be reversed if states
work to reduce racial and ethnic gaps in higher education.

The paper on adult learners -- by Peter J. Stokes, executive vice president of Eduventures Inc., an 
independent research company -- focuses on how colleges can be more responsive to nontraditional students. 
Arguing that colleges have paid insufficient attention to such students, it suggests that colleges tailor their 
services to different constituencies and align their courses with employers' needs. The paper also suggests 
that universities become more involved in corporate training and professional development.

The fourth paper, by the commission's deputy director for research and external affairs, Eleanor Schiff,
discusses the shortage of doctors and nurses and recommends ways to increase the supply of medical 
professionals and professors. It suggests an expansion of federal loan-forgiveness programs for medical 
professionals and an increase in the share of federal funds awarded to students pursuing Ph.D.'s in nursing. 
Under the current formula, only 10 percent of funds for traineeships for students pursing graduate degrees in 
medical professions goes to students pursuing doctoral degrees in the nursing profession.

The commission, which has already issued six other papers on a range of key issues, next meets on May 18
and 19 in Washington.






