
 
 

MEMORANDUM 
TO: ASAHP Member  
FROM: Kristen Truong  
DATE: February 4, 2019 
RE: AEI: An agenda for higher education reform: Remarks by Senate HELP Committee 
Chairman Lamar Alexander (R-TN) 
 

February 4, 2019, 2:30 PM, AEI 
[EVENT LINK] 

Overview: 
Sen. Lamar Alexander, Chairman of the HELP Committee, discussed his priorities for higher 
education legislation. His goal is to report by Spring, so the full Senate can consider it in Summer.  

1. Simplify FAFSA from 108 questions to 15-25 questions and answer 22 questions with one 
click. 

2. Reduce federal loan payment programs from 9 systems to 2 systems. Both would withhold 
payments from borrower’s paycheck, like the federal income tax. First system would have 
monthly payments based on borrower’s income. Second system would be a 10-year monthly 
payment program. 

3. New accountability system based on whether borrowers are repaying their student loans. This 
would simplify and expand the gainful employment rule proposed in 2014 by the US DoED. 
This would measure what programs are worth it for students. 

 
Sen. Lamar Alexander’s Remarks: 
Sen. Lamar Alexander, Chairman of HELP Committee (R-TN) [Full Remarks] 
The US has most of the best colleges in the world, and the most graduates paying off college debt. 
Roughly 40 million borrowers owe $1.5 trillion in collective student loan debt. Students ask 1) can I 
afford it? 2) is it worth it? and 3) can you make applying for financial aid easier? Administrators ask 
about the red tape jungle that makes it hard to apply for federal financial aid to pay back student 
loans. I have 3 proposals today. 
 

1. Simplify the FAFSA: 20 million families fill this out every year. It’s 108 questions; most of 
them unnecessary. FAFSA is a major impediment to low-income students going to college. 
They and their parents are intimidated. They don’t see why they have to give info to 
Department of Education when they gave it to the IRS already. Assuming you fill it out and get 
your Pell Grant, half way through the semester someone wants to verify your info, and it can 
stop Pell payments while families resubmit tax info again. We can cut to no more than 2 dozen 
questions. On our first hearing on updating FAFSA for HEA in 2013, Kim Cook, Executive 
Director of the National College Access Network, testified that just that simplification should 
encourage 2 million more students to apply for federal grants or loans that would make college 
more affordable for them. 

a. 108 questions to 15-25 questions: Sen. Jones (D-AL), Sen. Bennet (D-CO), Sen. 
Collins (R-ME), and I are reintroducing legislation that would reduce from 108 to 15-25 
basic questions about the student, family, and plans for college. We would continue to 
provide info to calculate additional aid so families don’t have to complete more 
applications. Sen. Jones (D-AL) and I would like introduce to middle schoolers a jPhone 
app or chart about aid, so they can learn about the process earlier. 

b. Answer 22 Questions with One Click: Sen. Murray (D-WA) and I introduced 
legislation that the Senate passed last year. This would allow families to answer up to 
22 FAFSA questions with one click. This would end the need for families give the same 
info to IRS and DoED. It would simplify the process for the 40% of applicants who don’t 
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file federal income taxes but likely qualify for federal aid. This would dramatically 
decrease the number of students whose aid is tied up during the verification process. It 
could also eliminate the estimated $6 billion in mistakes that the Treasury Dept says are 
made each year by awarding too much or too little aid. 

 
2. New Student Loan Repayment System: Scrap current system of 9 different ways to repay 

and replace it with 2 options. Both are automatically withheld from paychecks, like federal 
income tax.  

a. Repayment based on income: Most borrowers would choose a plan based on 
borrower’s income; payments would be no more than 10% of their discretionary income. 
If no money is earned or someone lost their job, no money owed. That would not reflect 
poorly on credit. Every student will want to take advantage of this.  

i. Example: Joe earned a bachelor’s degree in engineering. He has an average 
loan of $28,500. His income is $60,000, which is the median starting for an 
engineering degree. We take $18,000 for necessities, based on a formula, and 
what is left is $41,000 for discretionary spending. He would pay $343 per month 
for loan repayment. If Joe never gets a raise, he’ll pay back the loan in 9 years. 

b. 10-year repayment plan: The second system is a 10-year repayment plan with equal 
monthly payments. Under this payment system, students will have manageable 
payments. Most will completely pay off their loans and end the nightmare many 
students have wondering how they’ll pay off student loans. 

 
3. New accountability system based on whether borrowers are repaying their student 

loans. Proposal would simplify and expand the gainful employment rule proposed in 2014 by 
the US DoED. What is different is that it would apply to every program and every college, 
public, private, and non-profits. This should help lower tuition or discourage schools from 
encouraging programs that aren’t worth it to students.  
 

During the last 4 years, the Senate HELP Committee had bipartisan proposals to make college 
more affordable and worth a student’s time and money. Both Republicans and Democrats on each 
proposal.  

a. Sen. Jones (D-AL), Sen. Bennet (D-CO), Sen. Collins (R-ME), and I: simplify FAFSA.  
b. Sen. Murray (D-WA) and I introduced and passed a bill in the Senate to eliminate 22 

questions or allow students to answer with one click.  
c. Sen. Burr (R-NC) and Sen. King (I-ME): simplify loan repayment system. 
d. Sen. Murphy (D-CT), Sen. Enzi (R-WY), Sen. Hassan (D-NH): expand competency-

based education programs.  
e. Sen. Grassley (R-IA) and Sen. Smith (D-NM): require all institutions to use uniform 

language for award letters.  
f. Sen. Grassley (R-IA) and Sen. Smith (D-NM): make it easier for students and colleges 

to counsel students on how much to borrow.  
g. Sen. Cassidy (R-LA) and Sen. Warren (D-MA): collect data for consumers to make 

better decisions, including program level info on how much debt and how much they 
earn after college.  

h. Sen. Shaheen (D-NH) and Sen. Hatch (R-UT): student loan repayment accountability 
system.  

i. Sen. Murphy (D-CT) and Sen. Warren (D-MA): Pell to prisoners.  
j. Sen. Young (R-IN) and Sen. Hassan (D-NH): experimental sites.  
k. Sen. Kaine (D-VA) and I: allow students to use Pell to pay for shorter programs. 
l. In 2013, Sen. Bennet (D-CO), Sen. Burr (R-NC), Sen. Murkowski (R-AK), and I 

recommended specific steps to make more effective and simplify thousands of pages of 
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grants and loans. Kirwan-Zeppos report: 59 pages – jungle of red tape. I met with Sen. 
Murray (D-WA) and 9 other Committee Members to compile all these ideas into a single 
piece of legislation.  

 
My goal is to report this by Spring so the full Senate can consider it in Summer. By Christmas, 
we want to be done and present this gift to college students and families. 
 
Higher education federal government system of grants and loans is one of the most successful 
programs. Federal aid began with the GI bill in 1944. Limited federal loan program started in 1958 
and expanded federal loans to all students in 1965. In 1972, Pell Grants were created to allow 
students from lower income families to go to college. Last year, 60% of our country’s 20 million 
students got federal aid. $20 billion in grants. $90 billion in new loans. 35% of Americans have a 
Bachelor’s degree. 80% of college students attend public institutions that receive $87 billion from 
states.  
 
TN became the first state in the country to make 2 years of college free for everyone. Now we have 
16 states with similar programs. There is a vast system of private scholarships, loans, and work 
programs. Paying for college is never easy. Such generosity by foundations and taxpayers makes 
paying for college easier than many people think. In addition to 16 states, for most students from low 
income students, 2 years of college is nearly tuition free. The average tuition for community colleges 
is $3700 and the average Pell is $3900. Public universities have tuition levels that are reasonably low. 
More private institutions are admitting students with the guarantee that they won’t have to pay more 
than their family can afford. For graduates with a 4-year degree, the average loan is just under 
$30,000. Many students struggle to pay for college and to pay off debts.  
 
There are other proposals that will be difficult. Good ideas but hard to solve. Campus safety: DoED 
proposed rule by clarifying what is required by Title IX. This allows the public to submit comments. 
Congress can address a number of these issues. I’m committed to work with Sen. Murray (D-WA) to 
do that. We’ve been successful in changing federal student loans, No Child Left Behind, 21st Century 
CURES Act, and legislation to combat the opioid crisis. 
 
My hope is that we will be able to do that again with higher education and answer those 3 questions 
to make college more affordable, simpler to apply for federal aid, and simpler to pay back federal 
loans and make it worth it. 
 
Question & Answer: 
Jason DeLisle: Every FAFSA question is to target aid. You could be giving aid to people with assets 
but low income. 
Sen. Alexander: All hearing testimony we had is that these questions were unnecessary. Sen. 
Bennet (D-CO) and I were there when all 4 of witnesses who were on different views all agreed on 
that.  
Jason: Will this create an increase or be budget neutral? 
Sen. Alexander: We’re the authorizing committee. We’ll try to come up with budget neutral. 
Jason: I didn’t hear about graduate student debt. 
Sen. Alexander: We should address. Most loans we read about are graduate loans. First problem is 
people are borrowing more than they should. Colleges should persuade students not to.  
 
Audience Q: Cap on student loans? 
Sen. Alexander: There is a cap each year. We’re looking at ways to discourage higher tuition than 
encourage higher loan amounts. 
 


