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SPECIAL ISSUE 
 

CONGRESS PASSES HIGHER EDUCATION ACT  
 

After more than five years working on the Higher Education Act (HEA), both the U.S. House of 
Representatives and the U.S. Senate passed the landmark legislation on July 31 before 
adjourning for the summer recess.  The legislation, 1,158 pages in length, sets policy and 
authorizes funding for colleges, universities, and federal student aid.  The Act was reauthorized in 
1998 and was scheduled to expire in 2003.  However, Congress actually passed 14 short-term 
extensions that extended HEA until the overhaul finally was agreed upon. 
 
President Bush is expected to sign the bill into law when he returns from the Summer Olympics in 
Beijing.  The new law includes a number of grants and student loans, and encompasses a new 
list of regulatory requirements for postsecondary education institutions with the goal of lowering 
college costs through transparency.  Additionally, it calls for an accreditation advisory body, 
increases Perkins Loan amounts and student loan forgiveness to certain professionals who work 
in high need areas, and expands Graduate Assistance in Areas of National Need (GAANN). 
 
The following are provisions for which ADEA and others in the dental community advocated: 
 
• Loan Forgiveness for Service in Areas of National Need 

The legislation establishes a new program that would provide up to $10,000 in loan 
forgiveness ($2,000 per year) for individuals serving in high-need areas. Dentists are included 
in the list of professionals permitted to participate in this program. Also included are nurses, 
mental health professionals, early childhood educators, speech-language pathologists, and 
others.  Funds for this program would be appropriated yearly and distributed on a first-come, 
first-served basis until the funds are depleted. 

 
• Graduate Assistance in Areas of National Need 

Under the new law institutional access to grants for Graduate Assistance in Areas of National 
Need (GAANN) would be expanded.  The new definition would require the Secretary of 
Education, in consultation with appropriate Federal and nonprofit agencies and organizations, 
to designate areas of national need.  Health professions education programs would qualify for 
GAANN institutional grants in light of anticipated workforce shortages.   

   
• Perkins Loan Increases 

A newly enacted provision would increase the annual Perkins loan limit for 
graduate/professional students from $6,000 to $8,000 and provide a corresponding increase 
in the aggregate Perkins loan limit for graduate/professional students from $40,000 to 
$60,000.  Federal Perkins Loans funds are allocated to postsecondary institutions for award to 
students, and institutions must match a portion of the allocation.   

 
• Cost Expenditure Lists 

The U.S. Department of Education is required to establish a “College Navigator” website 
under the new law.  The website would be a place where students could compare prices, 
costs, and average costs for students receiving federal student loans.  All institutions eligible 
to receive federal student loans or federal aid would be required to submit the information to 
the Department of Education.  Additionally, the law would require the top 5% of postsecondary 
education institutions with the largest annual cost increases to provide detailed information 
explaining the increases.   
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• Accreditation 
The new law restructures the National Advisory Committee on Institutional Quality and 
Integrity at the United States Department of Education which was first established under the 
Higher Education Amendments of 1992 (P.L. 102-325).  The Committee advises the Secretary 
of Education on a number of issues related to the standards and assessments of accrediting 
organizations.  The new law alters the due process practices that accrediting organization 
must follow in the course of an accreditation review.  Accreditors are now required to provide 
an opportunity for a written response from institutions that may be subject to negative or 
adverse actions; assure that any action is based only on documented policy, practice or 
precedent and assure that the accreditation appeal body is separate from the initial body 
making accreditation decisions and is subject to conflict of interest policy. The law also alters 
the appeals practices of accrediting organizations by requiring that accreditors provide an 
opportunity for institutions to put forward new evidence during an appeal process as long as it 
relates to the institution’s financial condition.  

 
• State Penalties 

States that do not increase funding for higher education each year by at least as much as the 
average increase of the five previous years would lose federal “College Access Challenge 
Grant” funds.  College Access Challenge Grants are federal funds that match state funds 
aimed at increasing the number of low-income students in postsecondary education.  The 
provision was added to motivate the states to maintain adequate funding levels.  It was a 
contentious provision because members of Congress disagreed with interfering in how states 
spend their tax money.  The provision was included in the final bill, which was supported by 
public colleges and opposed by the National Governors’ Association. 

 
• Loan and Contribution Disclosure 

The measure includes a number of provisions aimed at curbing conflicts of interest.  The new 
law prohibits postsecondary education institutions from receiving any gift from a private 
lender, sharing profits of loans with a lender, or co-branding a loan in exchange for any 
advantages in offering loans to their students.  Additionally, students would have three days 
from signing a loan agreement to cancel the loan.      

 
• Other Provisions 

 The new law aims to simplify the current “Free Application for Federal Student Aid” by 
encouraging the Department of Education to reduce the number of questions by 50% 
over five years and creating a new two-page form for students and families who qualify 
for the “auto-zero” family contribution.   

 
 The legislation requires colleges and universities to post their “transfer of credits” 

policies. 
 

 Publishers are required to disclose the price of textbooks to faculty and provide the 
copyright dates of the three previous editions.  Additionally, the legislation requires 
publishers to offer textbooks and supplemental materials separately. 


