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Sara, what’s your mission in life?

My initial instinct is to answer the
very usual “change the world,” but I
think it’s a little more specific than that.
My family was completely changed by
the opportunity for my grandparents
to go to college. I can look across groups
of my family, groups of cousins, where
the matriarch and patriarch did not go
to college; and they may be personally
happy, but they are not as “successful.”
My cousins are struggling all over the
country. My grandfather had three
siblings and he’s really the most suc-
cessful one of all of them.

My grandfather went to college on
the GI Bill. Because he went to college,
he was able to get my grandmother to
marry him. My grandmother is from a
highly educated family. She went to
Northwestern. My grandfather was
the kid from the Bronx who would’ve
been just the kid from the Bronx; he
probably would’ve gone into the military
and not done much else, but for the GI
bill. So I have very little tolerance for
a country that says that “anybody can
come here and live the dream” and yet
every bit of educational opportunity
that we provide seems so tightly linked
to family income. I’m pretty determined
to try to break that link.

That’s basically the heart of every-
thing I want to do; I want everyone to
have that same chance.

Your research is focused on edu-
cational opportunity. What are the
key areas that you’ve looked at?

I have focused on the end of the
spectrum after students made the
decision to begin college. That’s

because I saw some data that was
originally out of the National Edu-
cational Longitudinal study, which was
the eighth-grade cohort that started
in 1988. So they hit college in the late
1990s, the same time I was there.

It was very clear from looking at
that data that even if you made it to
the entry door, there were huge dis-
crepancies in who was finishing and
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who wasn’t, and furthermore that
students were experiencing very dif-
ferent types of going to college. I don’t
mean that the poor kids were going to
community college and the rich kids
were going to Harvard; I mean the rich
kids would start college and they would
attend a single school and they would
finish there. What we could see in the
data when I was in graduate school was
the poor kids were going to multiple
schools—two, three or four schools.

I heard Cliff Adelman, who was at
the Department of Education at the
time, talk about this problem, and he
called it swirling. He said “these guys
get a girlfriend or a boyfriend and they
switch schools and these colleges are
going to be held accountable for their
graduation rates and that’s really unfair,
because these are really personal
decisions.” I thought, personal decisions
such as children and family happen to
everybody; I don’t think working class
folks have so many more relationship
issues than wealthier folks. That doesn’t
vary that systematically along family
income lines, or parental education lines;
but outcomes do, and the chances of

your attending multiple schools
really do.

So for my dissertation I decided to
take on his idea of “swirling,” and
basically unpacked the fact that swirl-
ing is mainly the behavior of working
class men. It looks to me like they’re not
so much shopping their way through
college, or being shuttled by girlfriends,
but being sort of shoved through the
system and getting a series of nasty
shocks that propels them to the next
school and the next, and that none of
these schools are really helping them
connect. That bore a lot of fruit for
me. It also raised more questions than
it answered.

I’ve only more recently started to
look at the question of why students
choose different colleges in the first
place, and who’s not going to college
and then getting back maybe a little
bit into the high school picture. But
there’s so much to do just with the
starting point being, okay, we all
decided to go to college; why is it that
only one in three Pell Grant recipients
is getting a degree?

Career Education Review • July 201315

SARA GOLDRICK-RAB
is associate professor
of educational policy
studies and sociology at
UW–Madison. She is also
the Senior Scholar at the
Wisconsin Center for the
Advancement of Post-
secondary Education,
and an affiliate of the
Institute for Research on
Poverty, Center for

Financial Security, LaFollette School of Public
Affairs, and Wisconsin Center for Educational
Research. She is also the Project Director for the
What Works Clearinghouse’s expansion into
postsecondary education.

As a scholar-activist and sociologist with a
deep commitment to bringing research into
policy and practice, Dr. Goldrick-Rab’s research
explores policies aimed at reducing
socioeconomic and racial inequalities. She was
named a 2010 William T. Grant Scholar for her
project “Rethinking College Choice in America.”

She was also a 2006 National Academy of
Education/Spencer Foundation postdoctoral
fellow. She is the co-author of Putting Poor People
to Work:  How the Work-First Idea Eroded College
Access for the Poor (Russell Sage, 2006), which
was a finalist for the C. Wright Mills award. Her
research has been published in journals such as
Sociology of Education and Educational Evaluation
and Policy Analysis and been financially
supported by the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, Spencer Foundation, American
Educational Research Association, William T.
Grant Foundation, and many others.

Contact Information:
Sara Goldrick-Rab
Educational Policy Studies
School of Education
UW–Madison
211 Education Building
1000 Bascom Mall
Madison, WI  53706-1326
Office:  608-265-2141
Email:  srab@education.wisc.edu



Let’s go back to males being shocked
by the system; what does that
look like?

I spent this whole time writing a
dissertation on this big data set, but I
couldn’t identify any of these people,
couldn’t talk to any of them. Then I
sat in a West Philadelphia coffee shop
writing it, and there were all these
white, black and Latino working class
guys all around me in this coffee shop.
They would come over and say, “Sara,
what are you doing?” And I tell them
about my dissertation, and they’d say,
“That’s me; I’ve been to four or five
colleges.” They’d say, “I thought I was
getting it, and the next thing you know
I got a bad grade and the next thing
you know, I’m out. When you’re screwing
up in high school, they tell you; but in
college I didn’t know I was screwing up!”

Then they talked about all these
surprises with their financial aid. But
some of the surprises shouldn’t have
been surprises. To someone like me, if
I didn’t refile my FAFSA one year and
didn’t get more aid, I wouldn’t have
been surprised! When you see that a
couple of times, you think that’s a
personal problem; when you see that
systematically, it’s a policy problem.

Is it a cultural problem?

I don’t call it a cultural problem. I
think of cultural problems as things
that evolve in cultures over time. These
guys just don’t know any better. We sort
of assume it’s common knowledge, that
you’re told you’re supposed to refile
for financial aid every year and that
you’ll remember that year to year.

But young women remember to refile?

I don’t think it’s just that young
women “remember” to. The whole

thing is very inculcated from the
beginning. When it comes to things
like applying for financial aid, in high
school, some students have parents
who do it for them, some students get
their counselors to do it for them, and
some students take it on themselves.
We know that women are very often
the more head-of-household figures,
especially in poor
families. I think
from the beginning
the young women
have been the more
independent ones;
they’ve filed the
first FAFSA, or they
helped their parents
do it, whereas the
boys got somebody
to do it for them.
The next year comes
around and they
don’t remember:  “Oh, I’m supposed to
do that thing I did last year.” If you’ve
gone through that exercise, you don’t
soon forget what it’s like.

I flunked several FAFSAs for 
my daughter!

We see young girls take center roles
in their households, especially in poor
families. Often the moms are single
heads of households, so the girls take
these things on with their moms. From
the very beginning, the girls are more
in charge of themselves. We also see
in lots of cultures that boys are taken
care of.

So are young men not self-responsible?

They’re not given reason to be. They
often don’t have the role model. The
consequences of not having all these
things that everybody talks about in
early childhood, I think, can just
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continue to play themselves out. It’s not
a new phenomenon; this is a continu-
ation of what has always been there,
which is, they were never in charge of
any of those big chores; they do what
they’re asked to do rather than taking
on the initiative. In high school there
are all these policies to catch you when
you’re not attending.

How do you take male slackers and
make that a policy issue?

C. Wright Mills, a sociologist in the
1950s, said that individual problems,
the personal troubles of private people,
when you see them happening in a
large and systematic way according to

something like
gender, that’s when
it becomes a policy
concern. In this case,
I think if you cast
them as the slackers,
it sounds like a
psychological in-
ternal challenge
rather than they’ve

been taught to slack, or conditioned
to slack.

Some people don’t like the word
“minority” because it sounds like that’s
their personal characteristic, but no; we
made somebody a minority because
we didn’t admit them. Minorities at
Harvard are minorities because we
don’t admit more of them; they’re
minoritized. They could be the majority
of the classroom; we could do something
completely different. Working-class
kids could be the majority at Harvard
if we admitted more of them. That’s
how I as a sociologist look at things.
It’s not to say that people don’t make
choices, but we completely created
the choice set for these guys. These
guys have not been held to account
from a very young age.

Part of it is, if we’re going to have
all these single-mom households, then
there are going to have to be other
men around to teach boys how to be
men. There’s actually a whole parenting
style around teaching independence. I
can’t remember exactly what the de-
velopmental psychologists call it but I
heard it recently and realized that’s
what I do with my daughter, which is
to teach her to do things herself. I don’t
get her dressed; she gets herself
dressed. So she puts on the wrong
clothes one day, big deal! She did it! So
there’s a facilitating of that.

To go back to the swirling guys, they
get surprised and they don’t have any
coping mechanisms. It’s not cool to go
to the financial aid office and beg, and
a lot of what you have to do with these
aid offices is beg. I do hear from women
that they’ve learned it; they know how
to go and manipulate their aid officers,
and they know how to go and turn on
the tears, and they know they can.

I’ll give you another example from
my more recent work. I’ve been tracking
these Pell Grant recipients in Wisconsin.
One of my guys who I’ve been inter-
viewing for five years now started at
one of the technical colleges. When I
first met him he seemed like a good
kid, and he was in a solid program and
everything. At the end of each interview
I kind of make my bet:  is he going to
be there next time? He’s one of those
that I figured was going to be there.

A year later, at our next interview,
he is there. Then I go for the third
interview and he’s not there. So I find
him and ask, “What happened?” He
tells me that one day after school, his
friend asked for a ride. He was like,
“Yeah, I’ll give you a ride.” Well, it
turns out the friend had stolen some
stuff, and he comes out and puts it in
this guy’s car. So instead of just telling
his friend to get the hell out, now he’s
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basically the driver of the getaway car
for the friend who stole this stuff. So
of course he was arrested, and charged
with being an accessory to robbery.

Everything does eventually get settled
in terms of the law, and he does owe a
lawyer money, but meanwhile he is not
in school because he was off doing
lawyer stuff, so his grades tanked. Now
he’s out of school, and he believes
that he can’t get financial aid anymore
because he’s heard that if you’ve had
legal trouble, you can’t get aid.

Now if anybody had called him from
the school and said, “Hey, we noticed
you’re not here and your grades aren’t
so good; is anything going on, anything
we can help with?” and if he replied, “I
don’t think I can get aid because of
this legal problem,” they would tell
him, “Yes, you can,” and he’d be back
in school. That was very simple. It was
very hard as a researcher, because it’s
not my job to tell him, and I couldn’t
tell him. So he’s still not in school,
because he just doesn’t know any
better. Should he Google it? Probably.
So now he’s a technical college dropout,
working at a gas station.

I did a focus group with some GED
students I work with regarding their
Internet usage, and the only thing
any of them could ever remember
Googling was cars. I had no compre-
hension that they didn’t use the
Internet like we use the Internet.

Some of us are very sophisticated
users of the Internet, and some of us
are not. Students around here use
Google for their papers, and it’s kind
of obvious they don’t know how to vet
sources. If this young man were to
Google “financial aid” he would get
some pretty complicated FAFSA infor-
mation, I have to say.

Wouldn’t it be overwhelming?

It would be hard. The simplest thing
would be if the technical college had a
call center. This is where it becomes a
policy problem. You have people who
need very simple
information, and
they’re seriously
blocked because of
it. Am I saying it’s
on the college? I
actually think it’s
cost-effective for the college to have
a call center and provide that kind
of information, because they’ll
benefit from a re-enrollment; they’ll
also benefit from a higher graduation
rate.

Who’s responsible for student
success? Is it the student, the insti-
tution, or society?

I think we’re all responsible for it,
but I do have to say that I put a lot
more onus on the institution mainly
because I think they take so little
responsibility for it. A lot has changed
in five or 10 years. Ten years ago, when
I was talking at the Center for American
Progress about this, I said they don’t
seem to bear any responsibility for
transfer students. They act like if they
show up at the door, yay, and if they
don’t, they don’t; and if a student wants
to leave your campus, oh well. I can’t
believe they don’t want to count trans-
fer-outs. This institution doesn’t care
about its graduation rate and doesn’t
include those who have left and gone
other places. They don’t want anything
to do with those guys. I say well, you
actually did educate them for a period
of time and you get some credit for
that, and you also get some damn
responsibility, frankly.

I’m pushing hard on the institution
side, not because I think that they
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bear 100 percent of the responsibility,
but because I think that they bear more
than they’ve had to. To get institutions
to move, that’s hard. They’re big
mammoth monsters and they’re pretty
intractable. To get organizations to
move, you have to be fairly harsh with
them. There’s not an institution of

higher education
out there that I’m
really a fan of, let
me be clear. I’m a
fan of students who
want to get degrees.
I’m not a fan of
students trying to
get degrees who
don’t want them; I
don’t think everybody
should go to college.

But I’m fundamentally more on the side
of what I see are students working
pretty hard, who will never get to be
more successful if everybody else
around them doesn’t get to the table.

I think families are responsible; I
don’t think they’re doing their jobs. I
think institutions are responsible. I feel
like I know more about how to push
institutions than I do about how to
push families. I am starting to work on
that family side. I think it’s very hard
and it’s a policy problem to get into
family life. I’m very wary of it. But I do
think, for example, that there are
parents who are so misinformed about
loans that they are facilitating some
very bad decisions on behalf of their
kids, and we could do more there.

As a society, haven’t we gone from
a perspective of everybody should
go to college to the current attitude
that we have a trillion dollars in
student debt and everybody will be
in debt for the rest of their lives,
and therefore we shouldn’t neces-
sarily all go to college?

It’s pendulum swinging.

How do we take that ship of public
opinion back to reality?

I think it’s always hard when we get
what we want. Did we not expect to
pay for this? I think if you read the
historical record, we did understand
at the beginning that it was going to
cost money to educate more people at
the postsecondary level. We made
some pretty massive investments. The
GI Bill was the start of things. Frankly,
going back to the Morrill Act, we made
some pretty massive federal invest-
ments—and then we kind of stopped.
I mean, we set up the Pell Grant and
we never resourced it at the level to
fulfill the ambition that we said it had.
It was supposed to meet 100 percent
of public university tuition and fees; it
never did. It was at about 90 percent.
We set up a cost structure that allowed
the institutions to set their prices and
for students to bring their vouchers.

We did nothing to encourage the
institutions to keep their costs down.
Harvard, frankly, is as much to blame
as anybody else, by making the decision
to see if they could raise tuition, and
then as soon as they realized they could
still get applications, they jacked tuition
through the sky and everybody else
followed suit. To me, we abdicated the
federal responsibility to invest heavily;
we haven’t touched that in any serious
way since 1975, and we’re paying for it.

I don’t know that the states were
ever at the same table as the feds in
that decision to promote college-going.
That worries me. Ultimately the states
bear the vast majority of those costs,
not the feds. I also think, more im-
portantly, nobody serious has led us
through a conversation about what
college is for and why all these students
are going in many, many, many decades.
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No president has really articulated it,
beyond an economic imperative. The
economic imperative is not the strongest
argument. The economic imperative
swings based on how the economy is.
So when the economy is crap, the
economic imperative is not so great.

I understand in the greatest recession
ever that college graduates fared better
than high school graduates, but the
fact of the matter is, it’s likely that the
more people we get college educated,
the lower the college premium will be.
That’s actually the goal. I think the
college-going push was not about
economic competiveness, it was about
social mobility for people, and about
having us all be okay and able to have
decent lives together. I think it was also
about the liberal notion of equality.
But it’s been decades, I think, since
people widely believed that we should
take care of our neighbors as much as
we should take care of ourselves.

My grandparents have talked to me
about the major changes over time that
they’ve seen in how people treat each
other and how our leaders talk about
people treating each other, and trickle-
down economics and the rising tide
will lift all boats and all of these sorts
of things that basically are ways for
people to justify a lot of inequality.
What this country should be known for
is you can come here, have opportuni-
ties and have enough food on the table—
that’s what makes us different than
other countries.

Is it conceivable, from your per-
spective, to hold institutions to com-
pletion and placement standards?

I think it can be done; the question
is at what cost? There are both intended
and unintended consequences. Some
intended consequences might be that
we hold institutions to standards and

if some institutions cannot meet those
standards, then they will close. So
that will diminish competition, and if
we think that’s a problem, then we
won’t tolerate it for very long. We
seem to like the idea that we have so
many colleges and universities. This
is part of the American thing. There
are just gobs of them and so many
options. But I believe the psychology
of choice literature,
which says too
much choice is not
such a good thing.

People don’t
respond well to too
many choices. We’re
not actually bene-
fiting from having
72 varieties of salsa
on the shelf in the
grocery store. That
might seem like a fantastically exciting
thing, but it’s actually not; it’s very
confusing to us and it will lead us to
choose less good, more expensive
salsa out of the sheer desperation to
make a choice. That’s kind of what I
think we’re seeing with some of these
kids making college choices; ultimately,
they’ve chosen the salsa with the cool
label that jumps off the shelf at them
that’s more expensive than it should
be. It’s not a better jar of salsa, but the
kids are like, “Please, somebody just
pick for me, because picking is so hard.”

From the reverse perspective though,
given our love of open access, how
does the institution know who can
be successful and who can’t? We
can test people and we can inter-
view people, but they can always
surprise us.

I don’t think the job is to pick the
students who can be successful. I
think the job is to help every student
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who comes in to be successful, which
puts a lot more onus on the educator
and the educational institution to trans-
form students. In other words, I think
about it more like the K–12 model,
where the job of the teacher is to take
what she gets and deal.

Now the question of setting the
standards is to be realistic about what’s
achievable, but that which you can

achieve. As far as
that whole K–12
discussion, I don’t
like the sort of
simple value-added
rhetoric, mainly
because I don’t
think the models do
as much as they
claim to do about
taking into account
student background.
But I do think

teachers play a role and can move the
dial. My point is that the trick lies in
setting the standard in a realistic way.
For example, just because you have
large numbers of Pell Grant recipients
doesn’t mean you can’t move them. One
school might do better than another
at educating them. One school might
be able to remediate their math skills
better than another.

We want to do something to en-
courage schools to try hard to remediate
those who need it. At the same time,
we want to acknowledge that those
who need a lot of remediation are not
going to finish in four years. It’s that
mix of setting the standard in the right
place and expecting growth that I don’t
see happening.

What I’m talking about is not some-
thing that we can even contribute lots
of facts to right now. We don’t have a
research base for that; that’s a huge
problem. It’s complicated, and we
don’t like complicated. I think part of

the reason we’re in this mess is because
we keep insisting on simple solutions.
For all their problems, the Workforce
Investment Act metrics are better than
the JTPA metrics were in my view.
They’re complicated metrics. So when
states misunderstood them, and
responded to what they thought the
incentives were, they failed their metrics.
Gotcha! That’s exactly what the metrics
were intended to prevent. So when
the states creamed, because they
thought they were supposed to cream,
they failed their metrics; they didn’t
meet their metrics. That’s what we
want; we want to design stuff so that if
you cream, you get smacked for
creaming, and if you simply take in
students and you do nothing to change
their outcomes, you get smacked.
Otherwise, you should be fine. I only
want to see sticks brought in for bad
behavior. Right now I think we’re not
seeing any use of carrots.

But we don’t seem to have a lot of
patience for remediation either.

Yeah, that drives me nuts. We should
all sit down and take a math test. Re-
mediation means that you don’t
remember what you did before, and
we all go through that. I’d be scared to
take a Trig test right now, and I obviously
have math skills. So if part of the issue
is that a student didn’t take math in
their senior year so it’s been more than
a year since they did math, why are we
surprised that they need remediation?
I don’t like the state saying, “We’re not
going to pay for remediation at the
four-year level,” because it’s going
to continue to be the case that lots of
people are not coming into college
right out of high school.

Why call it remediation? Why not
just call it refresher? It’s a refresher
course. Maybe we should design this
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so that these courses are shorter and
more focused refreshers. Even the
word ‘remediation’ itself has a terrible
connotation, that you have to fix some-
thing broken. Isn’t the attrition rate
what you get when you treat remedial
instruction like the bottom of the barrel?

Absolutely! “You guys are dumb!”

“You’re dumb, we don’t want to
teach you and we’re going to put our
lousiest teachers toward you.” I’m not
going to say that every remedial in-
structor is not the top of the prize.
Look at all this nonsense we’re saying
to K–12 teachers…we don’t exactly
treat teaching like it’s a great profession.
You get what you get. When you treat
a profession like it’s only worth X dollars,
you get mediocre people who work for
mediocre wages. The problem with this
country is we want the really awesome
mansion for $100, and we’re surprised
when it falls down when we buy it for
$100. You get what you pay for.

Let’s talk about the for-profit sector.
We get a bad rap because we take all
the students who need remediation
and we don’t graduate all of them.
Is that good or bad criticism?

I actually don’t agree with that. I
don’t think the sector is getting a bad
rap because they take disadvantaged
students and they don’t graduate all
of them. I think the sector is getting a
bad rap because people believe that
you’re seeking to recruit disadvantaged
students to make money off of them,
not to educate them. That’s what the
bad rap’s about. It’s not that there are
disadvantaged students who don’t
graduate; it’s the profit motive that
people are upset about. I think that’s
where the policy conversation is not
being honest. This is where I’ve gone

in the last couple of years, which is to
say, what is it about profit in education
that bothers me so much? I don’t
mind when my
clothes are manu-
factured for profit. I
don’t mind the
hospital even. Well,
I kind of do. But, I
think the inherent
issue is we don’t
like the idea of
somebody making
money off of whether or not you
learn something.

Even if the outcomes are equal to if
not superior to what is happening…?

I have no doubt that they will be. I
think that’s where I differ from a lot of
my fellow researchers. I think the for-
profit sector will meet any outcome to
which we set it. The for-profit sector
is incredibly highly motivated and has
resources. Those are two things that I
envy for the public sector. The level of
motivation that I see among the people
that work in for-profits is incredible. The
level of resulting innovation because
of the high motivation is incredible.
They’re focused on problems that I’ve
wanted the public sector to focus on.
That’s all true.

The question is, do you have to
have the profit motive in order to get
that motivated? Maybe the issue is that
is exactly how we’ve structured every-
thing in this country. If it doesn’t pay
well, we don’t do it. So maybe our pro-
fessors would work harder on their
teaching if their teaching were tied to
their pay. Maybe. I’m not convinced of
that though, I have to say, because
we’re very internally and intrinsically
motivated people. I think I do have
colleagues on campus who are
extrinsically motivated, but I would
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sector is incredibly highly
motivated and has resources.
Those are two things that I
envy for the public sector. 



just shrivel up and die if every word I got
was just because of external motivators.
I have to get personal satisfaction.

Let’s look at your sample population
at a major university. I hope your
PhDs are internally motivated, or
they wouldn’t be who they are.

We have teaching issues. I think
that’s why I’m mentioning that. We
have serious teaching issues. So you

asked me the
question, is that the
issue that people
have with the sector.
I think at the end of
the day it is that
bottom-line part that
they don’t want to
talk about. They’re
never going to be
happy as long as

there is corporate profit to be made
from education. They’re also simplifying
the for-profit sector as all being large
schools with boards and incredible
compensation at the top. I do “get” that
there’s heterogeneity in the sector.

You have opportunities to consult
at the highest levels. Regarding this
sector, what kind of counsel do
you offer?

It’s not my favorite topic to offer
them advice on, first of all, because I
really do feel like this is a gray area,
partly for the reasons that I was just
saying. I don’t think that they should
work so darn hard to figure out how
to get the highest completion rate. I
don’t think they should bother. It’s
wasted energy, because I think the
sector will meet it. We could set it at
90 percent and figure out how to meet
it. Just figure out how to meet it. What

my counsel tends to be is to try to
figure out how to get the publics to
start doing what the private sector’s
doing well. There are incredible
learning opportunities.

I’m in this working group where I
hear people saying we’re genuinely
trying to improve postsecondary
education in this country. I think
that’s so great, but then why can’t I
get you in the room with community
colleges so you can tell them what
you’re doing? Sharing of the knowledge
is where the profit motive is getting in
the way. That’s where we can’t really
look at the data and we can’t analyze
what you’re doing so we can all learn,
because it’s trade secrets. That’s the part
that bothers me! If UW–Whitewater
figured out a really good way to teach
something, they would tell us at
UW–Madison.

You wouldn’t listen to them, though,
because you’re UW–Madison.

But we should listen to them. If a
teacher across the hall figures some-
thing out, they should be telling me. The
collaborative part of that is a really
important part of education. The fact
that there is worry about shareholders
and getting caught or any of this jazz,
that’s really too damn bad, and I’d
like for them to do whatever they can
to make it more of a space where
that’s encouraged.

That’s the part I can’t like, because
you’re not really in the game of actually
trying to improve postsecondary
education. The first motive is money,
and the second motive is improving
postsecondary; otherwise, you’d
share the secrets. If you figured out
some fantastic way to do online edu-
cation and you figured out that feedback
system that I’ve seen….

Career Education Review • July 201323

That’s the part I can’t like,
because you’re not really in
the game of actually trying to
improve postsecondary edu-
cation. The first motive is money,
and the second motive is im-
proving postsecondary; other-
wise, you’d share the secrets.



…the adaptive learning?

Tell everybody! If you want to help
the country, tell everybody now and
do this great service to the nation of
demonstrating for everybody how to
do it.

Pearson is. I had an opportunity
with their top adaptive learning
people and they just blow my mind
in how they can assess within two
minutes what you know and what
you don’t know.

But you have to pay them to do it.
That’s the thing. This is where I think
my grandparents were right. Maybe
I’m romanticizing it, but in one world
we’re all really interested in having the
place we live—this country—be as
awesome as it can be for all of us. In
another world, while we care about
other people, we’re first and foremost
out for ourselves. Only in that world
would somebody holding a clue to
helping large numbers of people learn
a skill not share that with everybody
unless they could make money off of it.

That’s my thing. I don’t even sit on
research findings. I’m really different
that way. I don’t think to myself, “Okay,
I have this amazing thing and now how
do I hold onto it until the right moment?”
I think about how to communicate my
findings when it’s time for them to
come out, because I want them to be
well understood. It’s not about personal
gain. To the degree that my family does
well because I’m trying to do good work,
fine; but we would never make a choice
to inhibit getting this information to
somebody else to make personal gain.

So that is where there’s a disconnect.
The people I meet at community
colleges are this way. They would love
to be paid more, but they’re not giving
up on what they’re doing; and they

hate to be told they’re not doing it
well, because they’re trying so darn
hard. They don’t realize that somebody
else has already figured it out and
isn’t telling them.

I would love for the federal govern-
ment to figure out how to provide
incentives. I wish they were monetarily
large enough to make it worth your
while to say, “Screw having the patent
on this” or whatever; “We’re going to
tell everybody, and we’re going to go
down in history as having changed
remediation because we came up with
adaptive learning,” or whatever.

In a few hours, Martha Kanter
[Under Secretary, U.S. Department
of Education] will be sitting where
I’m sitting, so what is your counsel
to the Department of Education
going forward for the rest of the
Obama years?

I want her to think about affordability
beyond that price. That’s my big
message to her on this trip. I think the
idea that students and families are
thinking, “Oh, there’s a sticker price at
the school and I’m going to get X
financial aid and now we have X dollars”
is a joke. We can have two students
facing the same net price; one’s going
to feel it’s affordable and one’s not.
There’s a $6,500 difference between
the lowest priced and the most ex-
pensively priced dorms on this campus.
That’s not giving poor kids a cheap
option; that means that housing is
stratified by income. I have a huge
issue with that. At UW–Green Bay
there’s no difference in the dorms.
That means that everybody gets to
participate. So I want more of a focus
on the cultures of the schools and
encouraging them. We need institutions
to meet us where we are in trying to
create success for poor kids.
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The other part is to get over the
idea that loans are something that
should simply be accepted because it
is rational to forego pleasures today
for gains tomorrow. That is not how
many cultures in this country think,

and it is not that
rational, actually,
for many of these
kids who are pro-
bably going to face
incredible labor
market discrimi-
nation and are
never going to be
able to move up.
Borrowing for
college may not be
such a good idea

for them. So if some of their options are
only going to be there because they
have to borrow, then we have to rethink
how we’re going to deal with prices.

I want her to push on the prices of
all institutions—all of them, including
publics. She has to push the states for
those. But with those private not-for-
profits, I’m not their friend. Which
Senator went after their endowments?
Whoever that guy was, I’m with him. I
don’t even know why Pell Grants should
go to places like Princeton and Harvard.
They’ve got plenty of their own money.
They should be socioeconomically
diverse and they should spend their
own money to do it, because it’s good
for the educational experience for
their kids.

I also think if they want to get the
for-profit sector, they’re going to have
to go much bigger than they’ve gone.
You go for Title IV aid, all of it. If you
really want to go whole hog, then you
do something dramatic like “Title IV
aid only flows to public institutions.”
You do something that you’re going to
have a political fight over. None of

these things are going to be politically
easy. That would be a dramatic change.
I could see doing it, because there are
other programs that do not allow
vouchers to be taken to private schools.

You’re not advocating that?

I’m not advocating it, because I don’t
think they can win it. I think we’re 20
years off from that discussion, but
somebody could start seeding it now.
The discussion is about creating a free
public option for higher education;
that’s the discussion that we’re going
to have to have. I think just like at the
turn of the last century when everybody
went to high school, this is the century
where everybody is going to go to
college. That means we’re going to
have a free public something, and to
have a free public something we’re
going to have to pay for a free public
something. That means that we’re not
going to be able to afford probably to
continue Pell Grants as vouchers that
can be taken anywhere.

But a free public something has to
have some accountability. Completion
rates are currently abysmal at these
free places.

Some of them are abysmal, but
some of them are about what you’d
predict for really disadvantaged kids.
This is true for any sector, but I think
the models that are saying this is what
you’d predict—like putting in just Pell
Grant students—I think that’s a big
mistake. There’s a lot of heterogeneity
in those Pell recipients. The Pell recipi-
ents at UW–Stout are not the same as the
Pell recipients at UW–Madison. So are
you putting in auto-zero-EFC students?
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I don’t even know why Pell
Grants should go to places
like Princeton and Harvard.
They’ve got plenty of their
own money. They should be
socioeconomically diverse
and they should spend their
own money to do it, because
it’s good for the educational
experience for their kids.



But your Pell Grant recipients here
(UW–Madison) are becoming extinct.

This is my point, though. If I were
going to really predict the graduation
rate, I would take into account the
percent of auto-zero-EFCs that you’re
serving. Those guys are going to have
a really low graduation rate, almost no
matter what, because nobody around
here is even pretending to be equipped
to serve that population. People who
have all kinds of drama going on in
their families all the time need a whole
lot more than what any college that I
know of is providing. Even the best
community colleges, ones like Miami–
Dade, are still working to provide those
guys with things. There are things we
can do. I think Single Stop USA is bril-
liant. That’s the program I’m studying
right now. But that is a program
addressed at comprehensive poverty
issues. Put that with a college; put the

two together and you can serve those
auto-zero-EFC students. But I don’t like
the predicted graduation rates just
using Pell Grant students, because
they are not all the same.

Final words of wisdom?

I’m not out to get the for-profit sector!
I’m on the side of students. To me, the
students are the underdogs in all this,
and I’m an underdog kind of person.
I’m clearly not in it for the upper-class
students; I am very, very concerned
about the bottom 50 percent. For what-
ever reason, it is the case that the
bottom 50 percent either have to or
want to go to college. If they want it,
it’s our job to figure out how to do it
right, and we are all going to have to
figure out how to do it right.
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