
       Plans for all Pennsylvanians 

 

Keystone Opportunity Fund 
Zero Tuition College Plan for Pennsylvanians1 

 
The Keystone Opportunity Fund will put post-secondary education within the reach of working, 
middle class families and give every Pennsylvanian a fair shot at the American Dream.  
 
The Keystone Opportunity Fund immediately creates universal access for all Pennsylvania high 
school graduates to two-years of community college or one-year of college at four-year publicly 
funded schools that is free up front. Additionally, the Keystone Opportunity Fund could be 
expanded as the fund grows.  
 
The Keystone Opportunity Fund would be initially financed with a $1.5 billion bond and a total 

of $3.4 billion of bond financing over 10 years. The fund would become self-sustaining through 

graduate repayments within 22.5 years. Until the fund becomes self-sustaining, the average 

annual taxpayer cost over the 22.5 year period is $200 million. There are multiple ways to 

finance the Keystone Opportunity Fund like continuing the Capital Stock and Franchise Tax or 

allocating a portion of a real drilling tax.  

Upon entering the workforce, community college graduates would pay back 1.2 percent of their 
incomes, state university graduates would pay back 1.4 percent of their incomes, and state-
related graduates would pay 2.2 percent back into the fund for 15 years. Unlike loans, these 
repayments will be keyed to individuals’ incomes, automatically falling in periods of 
unemployment or lower wages. 
 
Colleges/Universities # of 

Pennsylvania 
Undergraduates 

Estimated 
Take-Up 
Rate 

# of Students In 
Keystone 
Opportunity 
Fund Annually  

% of Income 
Contributed to 
Keystone 
Opportunity 
Fund 

# of Years of 
Contrib-
utions 

Community Colleges 61,750 60% 37,050 1.2% 15 

State System of 
Higher Education 90,000 

50% 11,250 1.4% 15 

State-Related 
Schools 

99,282 50% 12,410 2.2% 15 
 

                                                           
1
 This proposal is adapted from the “Pay it Forward” proposal being advanced in Washington State by the Economic 

Opportunity Institute. For more information, see http://www.stateofworkingwa.org/2012/pay-it-forward/index.htm.  

http://www.stateofworkingwa.org/2012/pay-it-forward/index.htm
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These investments in the future will provide a powerful boost to Pennsylvania educational 
opportunity for middle class families and to Pennsylvania’s economy. It will directly attack the 
biggest weakness in Pennsylvania’s lagging educational attainment levels – the high share of 
adults who have no more than a high school education. It will boost incomes for individuals, 
families, and the state, and relieve graduates of much of the crushing burden of student debt, 
leaving them freer to choose careers based on where they can make the greatest contribution 
not just on future earnings.  
 
The rising cost of college education leads many middle-class Pennsylvanians not to attend 
college or to drop out before obtaining a degree. Many others leave college with crippling debt 
that burdens them for decades.  
 
In the global, knowledge economy, higher education is critical to economic success and quality 
of life for individuals, families, and states. Yet Pennsylvania ranks near the bottom on higher 
education indicators and its performance has gone from bad to worse under Governor Corbett. 

 Pennsylvania has the second highest average student debt among graduates of four-
year colleges, and 70 percent of graduates have some debt.2 

 Pennsylvania has the third-highest tuition and fees at its public four-year colleges.3 

 The state ranks 46th for state per capita investment in higher education, with per capita 
funding at 38 percent below the national average. 

 The state has experienced the ninth deepest cuts in state funding of higher education 
since 2008-09, two thirds of these cuts occurring since 2010-11—on Governor Corbett’s 
watch.4  

 The state ranks 40th for the the share of the population (ages 25-64) with more than a 
high-school education.5 

 
Over the past 30 years, the cost of college education has shifted from the state to the 
individuals attending college. Today, tuition and fees are almost three times state 
appropriations. Just since the year 2000, tuition and fees plus room and board have risen from 
21 percent of median household income to 33 percent. 
 

                                                           
2
 The Institute for College Access and Success, the Project on Student Debt, Student Debt and the Class of 2011, 

online at http://projectonstudentdebt.org/files/pub/classof2011.pdf  
3
 This ranking is for tuition and fees for in-state students.The state ranks ninth highest for tuition and fees at public 

two-year institutions. Pennsylvania ranks sixth highest for tuition and fees at private four-year colleges. Data online 

at http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d12/tables/dt12_382.asp  

 
4
 State funding annually from 2007-08 to 2012-13 from “http://grapevine.illinoisstate.edu/tables/index.htm, Table 6. 

These calculations include state monies only and do not take into account fluctuations in the amount of federal 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funds allocated to higher education. The cut in state-only 

funding for higher education has been 18% since 2007-08, 17% since 2007-08, and 11% since 2010-11. 
5
 Pennsylvania’s rank was 40

th
 in 2010, an improvement on this measure from 45

th
 in 2000. (Rankings based on the 

Current Population Survey. 

http://projectonstudentdebt.org/files/pub/classof2011.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d12/tables/dt12_382.asp
http://grapevine.illinoisstate.edu/tables/index.htm
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College graduates, AA degree and certificate-completers, and those with some college have 
better jobs, incomes, and job prospects than those who have completed only high school or 
less. The unemployment rate among high school graduates is twice that of college graduates. 
And college graduates now make 82 percent more than high school graduates. Higher levels of 
post-secondary education are also associated with faster economic growth and higher incomes 
for regions and states.  
 
We thank the Employment Opportunity Institute of Seattle, Director John Burbank, and John 
Gibson of Gibson Economics, Inc. for the plan’s economic design and analytical support. They 
have developed and shared this approach to paying for higher education nationally. 


