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As the 2020 primary debate heats up, some activists and influencers are pushing Democratic
candidates to embrace “free college,” saying it is the progressive policy to address inequality
in higher education. But what if the opposite is actually true? In practice, free college programs
are often regressive and can do more to exacerbate inequality than solve it. While the design
of the particular program matters, free college initiatives nearly always fail to address the
needs of low-income students and shift resources to the upper middle class. These are
certainly not the intended outcomes of the policymakers who propose them—but as the

saying goes, if something sounds too good to be true, it probably is.

We cannot afford to ignore the pervasive equity gaps that exist across our higher education
system. Today, children from families in the top 1% are 77 times more likely to attend an elite
college compared to the children from low-income families. * Fewer than 15% of low-income

students get a four-year degree, while more than 6 in 10 wealthy students do. 2 Policymakers
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trends. Unfortunately, free college isn’t the answer.

1. Free college programs benefit higher-income
students the most.

Contrary to their reputation as “progressive,” free college programs overwhelmingly allocate
taxpayer dollars toward upper- and upper-middle-class students, giving them a further head
start than they already have in the higher education system. The worst offenders are “last
dollar” programs (see Appendix for details on types of free college programs), which pay for
the tuition balance that remains after all other grants have been applied. Ultimately, that
means picking up a bigger check for students who don’t qualify for need-based aid, like a
federal Pell Grant. For example, if two students attend college—one a low-income student
receiving a Pell Grant and the other a wealthy student not receiving any other financial aid—
tax dollars from the free college plan would flow to the wealthy student (who is already more
likely to go to college in the first place and be able to afford it) because they will have greater

tuition expenses not already covered by existing aid.

Tuition and fees at the University of Florida total up to $6,380 a year. 3 That means for
the lowest income students, who receive a maximum Pell Grant ($6,095 this academic
year), their tuition is almost 100% paid by the federal government’s existing need-
based aid program. 4 So a last dollar free college plan would end up paying the tuition of
the wealthy students who could otherwise afford to attend, while barely doing a thing to

help the low-income students who actually need assistance.
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Free college uses taxpayer
dollars to further tilt the scales

for wealthier students. Ll LA

This becomes a big problem when you add up all the money being spent on these programs.
One analysis of a federal free college proposal found that families from the top half of the
income distribution would receive 24% more in dollar value from eliminating tuition than
students from the lower half of the income distribution. > While targeted programs like the
Pell Grant were meant to increase access and make college more affordable for low-income
students, free college programs would overwhelming direct tax dollars to subsidize the college
tuition of those whose income is too high to make them eligible for need-based aid —proving

that what sounds like equality does not always provide true equity.

2. Most free college programs don’t address the
real costs of college.

With the rhetoric surrounding rising tuition costs, an easy fix sounds like eliminating tuition
altogether. Surely that would solve the problem, right? Wrong. That’s because tuition isn’t the
only driver of college affordability. For this school year alone, tuition and fees make up only
48% of the total costs a student pays to attend a four-year public institution. ® One recent
study in California showed that while the state has done a good job at keeping tuition
affordable through financial aid, low-income students were still struggling with paying the

costs of living like housing, food, textbooks, and transportation. 7 That’s why it is estimated
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billion in unmet need for living expenses—the real cost of college for the majority of

students. 8

Before the introduction of the Tennessee Promise free community college program, on
average a low-income student had more than $7,000 in unmet need due to non-tuition costs
because often low-income students at community colleges have most—if not all—of their
tuition covered by their Pell Grant. 9 Rather than using state tax dollars to provide cost of
living subsidies to meet those needs, the program instead provided a $1,500 benefit in state
tax dollars to higher-income students. New York’s Excelsior program—their version of free
two- and four-year college—also failed to address the living costs associated with going to

college (though it did less to help high-income students because it had an income cap). 1°

From the previous example, without a free college plan, the Pell Grant student would
already have their tuition nearly covered, but be left with living costs—estimated at
nearly $13,000 for just textbooks, housing, food, and transportation. 1! While the
wealthier student’s cost has been reduced by over $6,000, the low-income student has
seen a meager reduction of $285. Meaning that while new funds have been allocated to
make college more affordable, this program has not made college any more affordable

for the low-income students who needs the help in the first place.
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Low-Income Student Wealthy Student
Tuition / Fees $6,380 $6,380
Pell Grant -$6,095 S0
Free College Tax Dollars -$285 -$6,380
Books and Supplies $850 $850
Housing $5,750 $5,750
Food $4,470 $4,470
Transportation $1,110 $1,110
Total Costs Before Free College $12,465 $18,560
Total Costs After Free College $12,180 $12,180

Free college still leaves low-income students with
living expenses—the real cost of college.
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for low-income students.

Lastly, while the intent of free college is to increase access for low-income students, it can
have the opposite effect. Free college programs may impact where students choose to enroll,
making them more likely to attend schools that might not serve them well or push them out
of the schools likely to give them their best shot at success. For example, free college
programs designed only for community colleges may discourage low-income students from
attending a four-year school, even if they are academically qualified to do so. New research
out of Princeton University and the University of Chicago has shown that diverted students—
those who would’ve otherwise enrolled in four-year schools but instead enrolled in two-year
schools—end up with worse outcomes, including being 18 percentage points less likely to

complete a four-year degree compared to directly enrolling in a four-year school. 12

And that can be problematic in the long run, as the wage premium of a four-year degree is
greater than $14,000 more per year and $900,000 more over the course of a lifetime than a
two-year degree, which means this diversion is ultimately setting low-income students back,
not helping them succeed. 13 Even for those who plan to start at community college to save
money and then transfer to a four-year college down the line, data shows that transfer
students on average lose 43% of credits during the transfer process. 4 That means if those
students would have otherwise attended a four-year college to begin with, they may be at risk
of losing credits and taking longer to complete—Ileaving them with a bigger bill to foot in the

end.

We already have a problem where students have limited access to attend college. Most
students attend college within 50 miles of home and yet 35 million people live in education
deserts, an area where there are either zero or only one public broad-access college nearby. >
Enacting free college could make limited public institutions even more selective, putting
students who would normally attend them at risk of not being admitted because more high-
income students are choosing public institutions instead of private. This “crowding out”
effect could push out 20% of low-income students of these public institutions if free college

was enacted. 10

There are better ways to spend taxpayer
dollars and improve college affordability,
especially for those who need it most.

In a world of scarce resources, prioritization of funds is critical. Yet the hefty sticker prices of
free college proposals on the table today, which range from $47 billion to $97 billion per year,

would do little to nothing to help the students who need it most. Instead, policymakers should
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income students. For example, policymakers could use that same amount of money to:

o Triple the Pell Grant program —Pell Grants provide nearly $30 billion in federal assistance
to help low- and moderate-income students attend college today. And while the Pell Grant
used to cover 80% of college costs at a public four-year college, today, it covers less than a
third. 17 The price tag of free college proposals on the table range from nearly two to three
times what the federal government spends on Pell Grants—enough to provide an
additional 16 million Pell Grant awards at the current maximum level to students each
year. 18 This would be a significantly more effective way to spend limited federal resources

if we want to truly advance equity in our higher education system. 19

o Create an “Earned College” program — Contrary to popular belief, public opinion is not on
the side of free college. Recent polling showed that a mere 30% of likely voters strongly
supported such a policy, and the idea of expanding federal aid tested 18 percentage points
higher. 20 But there has been growing chatter and another concept that better aligns with
Americans’ desire to earn a good life. An “earned college” program could allow students to
volunteer to participate in a year or more of a national service program and provide them a
subsidy they could use for higher education after they have completed that service. For
example, a student could receive a year of in-state tuition at a public college or university
for each year of service in an AmeriCorps program, helping them make a significant dent in
the expenses of getting a college education. Like the promise we make American veterans
through the GI Bill, this kind of program would both encourage students to give back to
their country and give them an easier road to tuition assistance than the back-loaded (and
complicated) Public Service Loan Forgiveness program. And this is on top of Pell and allows

low- and moderate-income students to use their Pell Grant to cover their living costs.

o Create a federal-state partnership — Higher education is a shared responsibility, and
increasingly, too many states have been disinvesting and failing to pick up their end of the
bargain. Congress could reverse that dangerous trend which is increasing costs for
students by investing in a significant federal-state partnership that encourages states to
leverage their money in their public higher education systems. This kind of targeted
investment would go much further toward making college affordable and improving equity

in higher education than most proposals under the “free college” umbrella.
Conclusion

Making higher education more affordable and accessible is a necessity, but should taxpayer
dollars subsidize tuition for the child of law partner or should it target the child of a teacher or
the single mom trying to earn a better life for her family? When it comes to the popular
bumper sticker of free college, buyer beware. Most free college programs are regressive,
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Instead of jumping on the free college bandwagon, policymakers should look at ideas that
would serve the students who need help the most—because that is the only way to spark real

progress.
Appendix
Types of Free College Programs

When talking about “free college programs,” it’s important to note that these initiatives
(both those already enacted and proposed) come in many shapes and sizes. The design of any
major initiative can have a major impact on exactly who benefits (or loses) from that policy—

and by how much.
Last Dollar vs. First Dollar

One important component of free college programs is exactly when the money kicks in for
students. There are two typical models. “Last dollar” programs are those that eliminate
tuition only after all grants and scholarships. This means that if a student receives a grant or
need- or merit-based scholarship, the free college program would still use those awards and
then just make up the difference after them of what a student owes. “First dollar” programs
are ones that pay tuition up front and allow students to receive grants and scholarships to
cover other costs associated with attending college. The former is much more regressive and
the worst offenders when it comes to making working and middle class families foot the bill

for wealthy students to attend college.
Two-Year vs. Four-Year

Free college programs typically only apply to public institutions, but sometimes they are only
applicable to a specific level. Some states that have enacted free college programs have
eliminated tuition at community colleges, similar to the plan President Obama proposed.
Others have proposed or enacted programs that apply at four-year institutions, and some

have done so at both levels.
Tuition-Free vs. Debt-Free

Some programs simply eliminate tuition for students, though they often still require students
with financial need to borrow to cover the other costs associated with attending college.
Others have proposed “debt-free” college, a semantic change which could indicate that
wealthy students who can afford to pay tuition would not receive the benefit and/or that the
proposal would seek to cover the full cost of college for low-income students (not just tuition).
The latter “debt-free” idea has not been enacted anywhere in the United States, so its details

are less clear, though it is certain to a topic of conversation in the 2020 debate.
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In addition to the many different types of programs explained above, many existing programs

policymakers have called “free college” also have other stipulations. Some have placed

requirements based on academic progress or standing (i.e. having a certain GPA). Some have

implemented residency requirements where graduates must stay in state or their “free

college” tuition subsidy later turns into a loan they must pay back if they take a job out of

state. And many programs are only for new students, right out of high school—excluding the

growing number of adult and part-time students enrolling in college. All three of these

restrictions, and others like them, are popular because they limit the cost of the program for

policymakers—but they can end up hurting the students that need help the most.
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