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Should community college tuition be free?

WALTER G. BUMPHUS
PRESIDENT/CEO, AMERICAN ASSOCIATION
OF COMMUNITY COLLEGES

WRITTEN FOR CQ RESEARCHER, APRIL 2015

‘ ommunity colleges provide educational opportunity to

nearly half the nation’s college students. For many, it
is a pathway to the middle class. The Obama administration’s
proposed America’s College Promise plan stands to increase
access to these educational opportunities and is a crucial in-
vestment not only in the future of these students, but in the
country’s future.

An educated America is a prosperous America, and the
America’s College Promise proposal for “free” community col-
lege is not a handout. Rather, it is an investment in education
and would have substantial economic and social benefits.

It has been widely reported that postsecondary education is
necessary for entrée to the middle-class job market of the fu-
ture. The requirement for higher education, coupled with dra-
matic increases in the costs of attending college, leaves many
students unable to overcome the financial barriers of college
attendance. Community colleges continue to serve the majority
of underrepresented American students, including first-generation

college students, minority students and adult learners looking
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here is no such thing as free college. Someone has to

pay for it. The benefits of a college education accrue

mainly to the individuals attending — so why shouldn’t
they pay for it? Students from moderately affluent middle-class
families attending community college can usually afford the gen-
erally modest tuition. Why should a sophomore who is attend-
ing a four-year college have to pay tuition, but a similar second-
year student at a community college not have to?

Moreover, the success rate at America’s community colleges is
abysmally low. The three-year graduation rate of full-time students
is 31 percent; that figure may be understated because of data
limitations, but the true dropout rate is almost certainly greater
than the graduation rate. Why should we encourage this?

And, if, in spite of this evidence, we are going to offer
“free” tuition for up to two years to students at public com-
munity colleges, why not allow students to also attend pro-
grams at for-profit career colleges, many of which offer skills
leading to fairly well-paying jobs?

Moreover, there is considerable evidence we have a glut of
orachiiatee from noctcecondary inctittitione The New Vork Fed-
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matic increases in the costs of attending college, leaves many
students unable to overcome the financial barriers of college
attendance. Community colleges continue to serve the majority
of underrepresented American students, including first-generation
college students, minority students and adult learners looking
to advance to middle-class jobs.

This proposal would dramatically lower or eliminate com-
munity college tuition and encourage students who otherwise
would not enroll in college to aspire to do so.

The investment is relatively small — less than 10 percent
of the annual budget of the Department of Education, which
comprises less than 3 percent of all annual federal expenditures.
Yet the return on investment is immeasurable.

A recent study shows that for every dollar invested in com-
munity colleges, society realizes $25.90 in benefits as students
become contributing members of the workforce and rely less
on government-funded services. The proposal clearly outlines
that all parties will need to invest — students must meet eligi-
bility and grade requirements, states must provide matching
funds and colleges must implement evidence-based programs
and services to increase the number the successful students.

The proposal builds upon the success of similar programs
throughout the United States that serve as the basis for a sus-
tainable and replicable higher standard of postsecondary edu-
cation access that will be required in a global job market.
This increased standard of access and completion will make
the pathway to the middle class accessible to many Americans
currently unable to afford a college education.

Our nation has benefitted greatly from investing in higher
education. It is time to reinvest in America’s prosperity.

“free” tuition for up to two years to students at public com-
munity colleges, why not allow students to also attend pro-
grams at for-profit career colleges, many of which offer skills
leading to fairly well-paying jobs?

Moreover, there is considerable evidence we have a glut of
graduates from postsecondary institutions. The New York Fed-
eral Reserve Bank and the Center for College Affordability and
Productivity, utilizing data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics,
have independently concluded that nearly half of four-year
college graduates are underemployed — doing jobs requiring
only a high school diploma. A high school graduate can per-
form well as a barista at Starbucks or a cashier at Walmart.
Why should we ask taxpayers to fund unnecessary additional
education?

Census Bureau data show that the median inflation-adjusted
income differential between high school graduates and associ-
ate degree holders declined about 10 percent for women and
12 percent for men between 2006 and 2013. The community
college financial payoft is declining.

Looking more broadly, the nation currently runs large federal
budget deficits. Unfunded liabilities associated with our entitle-
ment obligations reach the many tens of trillions of dollars, a
huge burden on future generations. Our nation needs to go
on a fiscal diet, utilizing scarce resources more intelligently.

Very-low-income students currently have no major obstacle
attending community college — indeed, Pell Grants often will
cover the entire tuition. An expanded federal aid program for
community college students will probably do for community
colleges what the federal student loan program has done for
four-year institutions — lead to a massive cost explosion.









