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Consider These Folks

• Margaret, 19, daughter of two hard-working middle-class parents--
she’s maxed her federal loans but can’t afford to eat.

• Stacey, 26, single mom who files her FAFSA in August each year, unsure 
until then if she’ll be able to enroll.

• John, 25, whose parents said “we could never afford college.” 



Consider These Folks

• Margaret is getting ready to drop out.
• Stacey misses out on state aid and so can’t afford rent.

• John never went to college.

State free college programs help them all.



Education Works for States
Education is a game-changer for individuals, families, 

communities, and economies.

• It promotes self-sufficiency.
• It facilitates innovation.

• It creates involved and grateful residents.

• When opportunities for education are blocked, 
bad things happen, both short and long-term.



The Wrong Way
The current financial aid system is blocking 

educational opportunities.

• A high-minded but wrong-headed federal approach 
ignores what’s happening on the ground in states.

• So-called “targeted aid” is confusing, bureaucratic, 
and insufficiently effective.

• It’s also divisive.



Change the Game
Clarify the goals and incentives, target institutions, 

and serve all who need help.

• Use crisp and precise messaging on the price: 
“Free”  > “affordable.”

• Target public institutions where accountability 
works and endowments are low.

• Recognize that 75% of all families, and nearly all 
who attend publics, benefit from a reduced price.



New Money via Last Dollar Grants
Focus on “filling the gap”

• Low-income students 
who already FASFA on-
time and get Pell have 
the smallest gap to fill.

• But many low-income 
students don’t FAFSA, 
or FAFSA “on-time.”

• Many middle-class 
families have big gaps.



Change the Game
Free tuition programs are more than last dollar 

grants.

• Messaging increases take-up of existing dollars.

• New dollars fill in unacceptable gaps for the 
middle-class.

• Universalism increases commitment and 
accountability for colleges and students.



What About Equity?
Only the wealthiest families survive now.

• The poorest people don’t apply for aid.

• Low-income people never get enough aid.

• Middle-class people are told they don’t deserve 
aid.



Assessing Equity
Text goes here.Family Income Existing 

Federal and 
State Dollars

New Dollars Impact

Poor
(John)

Lower-Middle
(Stacey)

++

Middle
(Margaret)

+++

Upper +

This is the liberal objection: “regressive”



Assessing Equity
Text goes here.Family Income Existing

Federal and 
State Dollars

New Dollars Impact

Poor
(John)

+++
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takeup)

Lower-Middle
(Stacey)

+
(on-time)

++

Middle
(Margaret)

+++

Upper +
States already paid for this!



Assessing Equity
Text goes here.Family Income Existing

Federal and 
State Dollars

New Dollars Impact

Poor
(John)

+++
(on-time 
takeup)

***
(enrollment & 
completion)

Lower-Middle
(Stacey)

+
(on-time)

++ **
(completion)

Middle
(Margaret)

+++ **
(completion)

Upper +
Progressive IMPACTS matter!



The Missing Middle-Class
Asset-Limited 

Income 
Constrained

Employed
(ALICE)

• 40% of Americans 
are in this boat.

• They don’t get Pell.

• Their need looks 
like that of Pell 

recipients in 1990.



Maximizing Impact

• Keep it simple.

• Financial stability is a condition of learning: 
provide money before requiring high grades or full-

time status.

• Returns to education are substantial for parents 
and older students– don’t leave them out.

• Include the middle-class!



What About Talent?
Text goes here.



What About Living Expenses?

• Free high school came before the National School 
Lunch Program.

• All money is green– and when students get 
additional dollars it makes it easier to cover those 

expenses.

• And we should address living expenses with 
supplementary programs– once we deal with 

tuition.



The Big Picture

They may not be our kids but when they lose, we all lose.

Free college is a game-changer.
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