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Introduction and summary
More than 50 years ago, President Lyndon Johnson took the stage at what was then
known as Southwest Texas State College to sign the first Higher Education Act. “To
thousands of young men and women, this act means the path of knowledge is open
to all that have the determination to walk it,” Johnson declared. “It means that a high
school senior anywhere in this great land of ours can apply to any college or any university in any of the 50 states and not be turned away because his family is poor.”1
Unfortunately, today, President Johnson’s promise is broken. Nationally, less than half
of adults between the ages of 25 and 34 have at least an associate degree, and only 35
percent of black and 28 percent of Latino Americans have achieved this milestone.2
A low-income student is four times less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree than their
wealthier peers.3 Similarly, students with disabilities earn bachelor’s degrees at less
than half the rate of adults without disabilities.4
As America struggles with college completion, student debt has become an increasing
financial danger. About one-fifth of the U.S. population collectively owes more than
$1.5 trillion in federal education debt.5 Roughly 1 million people default on their federal student loans every year.6 About half of those students dropped out of college, and
almost 90 percent were low-income.7 Taken together, having student debt but no college credential can trap all students—but especially those most in need of economic
security—in the cycle of poverty.
A college degree can be a ticket out of this cycle and into middle-class jobs. America’s
economy today disproportionately rewards those with a college degree. The data
show that college matters: All net new jobs created since the Great Recession went to
people with degrees.8 The unemployment rate for adults who have at least an associate degree is just 2.5 percent—nearly half the rate of those who never attended or
didn’t finish college.9 Postsecondary graduates are also more likely to have access to
employer-based retirement savings or health insurance and even live longer lives.10
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This report lays out a sweeping new vision from the Center for American Progress:
Beyond Tuition. It is a proposal to restore the promise of an affordable higher education for all and to reduce the burden of student debt. It also includes an emphasis
on addressing widespread inequity in opportunity and outcomes. That starts with
guaranteeing that a student’s background, particularly their race, ethnicity, gender, or
socioeconomic status, will not limit their ability to access, afford, and complete college. Beyond Tuition also ensures there are supports along the way to help students
achieve those goals, and that these efforts are backed by strong accountability systems
that hold states and institutions responsible if desired outcomes are not met.
Beyond Tuition rests on three core promises:
• The aﬀordability promise: No student should have to borrow for college costs.
• The quality promise: All students are guaranteed a high-quality education that
meets their needs.
• The accountability promise: Everyone has a role in student access and success.
Affordability
Beyond Tuition starts with the idea that all students, regardless of their background,
should be able to afford a postsecondary education without going into debt. This
means not just providing affordable tuition but also helping to cover other associated
expenses such as books, housing, transportation, and food. Simply put, the lowestincome students should not have to pay for college, and middle-income students
should be able to afford the total price of college based on a reasonable family contribution and with no expectation of having to borrow, save, or work while in school.
Moreover, these promises would persist over time, so families do not have to worry
about facing large price increases each year. The federal government would make this
possible through a substantial new investment matched by state and institutional funding as well as school-based efforts at cost containment.
Quality
Just putting college within financial reach is not enough to close the pressing gaps—
by race or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or other underrepresented identities—in
college-going and completion that America faces today. Beyond Tuition, therefore,
proposes schools conduct a thorough equity audit of their practices to ensure, among
other things, that students from all backgrounds are served by their campus. This means
ensuring that admissions practices do not privilege students who are wealthier or come
from families that have experience navigating the college application process; that
students have access to services such as career assistance, disability support services,
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writing tutors, and advising; that placement tests are not biased in such a way that they
disproportionately result in underrepresented students being placed into remedial
or lower-level courses; and that students are taught by diverse faculty, particularly in
introductory courses.
Accountability
Beyond Tuition upends the U.S. Department of Education’s current ineffective system
of accountability for a more tailored, flexible, and performance-based system that
maintains a strong focus on equity. Instead of judging schools on one measure of
student outcomes—the loan default rate—schools would sign performance contracts.
These contracts would lay out institutional goals for student outcomes on measures
of access, completion, and post-school success, and they would provide incentives
to keep costs from rising. Institutions would be compared with peer institutions, so
schools would not be held to unfair standards and would be given time to improve
instead of facing immediate loss of funds.
Looking ahead
Now is the time for a bold rethinking of America’s higher education system. Beyond
Tuition embodies the idea that education beyond high school is a civil right. It will turn
the tide of repeated state budget cuts that threatens to privatize the United States’ system
of public higher education and launch millions of graduates into the middle class.
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Beyond Tuition: An overview
Equity is an imperative
Beyond Tuition is not just a universal commitment to making college affordable; it
contains multiple proposals aimed at improving equity within America’s postsecondary education system. The overall goal is to ensure that there are no longer gaps in
student access to and completion of higher education based on identities such as
students’ race, gender, income, disability status, parental status, or veteran status.
This goal starts with a large investment in affordability. Though the Beyond Tuition
promise helps families across the income spectrum, reducing financial barriers should
help to close gaps in access and completion for low-income students—a group that
disproportionately includes students of color, single parents, and others who do not
receive the support they need to enroll in and complete college at the same rates as
their wealthier peers. Though this policy alone would not solve wage and employment discrimination that occurs when these graduates enter the labor market, it would
reduce students’ current need to devote portions of their paychecks to student loans
and risk of facing long-term financial consequences of default, as well as make it much
less likely that students will have to drop out of school due to financial barriers.
Tackling equity in higher education, however, must go beyond reducing student
debt. Colleges need to ensure that resources and supports flow to the individuals
who need them most. This means designing a college experience that responds to
students’ individual needs, such as by helping low-income students transition to
higher education; employing a diverse and welcoming faculty, which can help all
students, but particularly students of color; and providing accessible educational
experiences for students with disabilities. That is why Beyond Tuition contains an
additional emphasis on making colleges assess whether their supports are working
and students are getting the help they need, as well as on ensuring that policies that
may be well-intentioned are not creating disparate effects.
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Accountability systems, too, must emphasize equity. Not a single measure of student
outcomes mandated in the Higher Education Act requires assessing results by student
subpopulations, such as by race or ethnicity, gender, disability status, or socioeconomic
status. Accreditation—the system by which colleges obtain eligibility for federal financial
aid dollars—has been ineffective at weeding out schools that offer their students a very
poor bargain and rarely considers outcomes by race or gender in its reviews of colleges.11
The result: Pervasive gaps in student outcomes can be masked by overall institutional
performance. America’s current postsecondary education system has work to do to
achieve these equity goals.
The number and percentage of students of color, students with disabilities, and
low-income students attending college has risen over time, but an erosion of public
support for education has severely undercut opportunities to serve these students
well.12 Inequality in primary and secondary schools—such as gaps in funding, access
to high-quality teachers, and programs for students with disabilities—means that
many students leave high school underprepared for college. If they do enroll in higher
education, they must contend with resource-starved institutions—the direct result of
significant state disinvestment in public higher education. Lack of preparation paired
with poorly resourced institutions leads to decreased odds of graduating.13
Structural elements of financial aid programs can create affordability challenges as
well. For instance, LGBTQ students whose families have turned them away may
struggle to be acknowledged as independents adults for federal financial aid purposes,
leaving them without sufficient support or potentially locked out of the system entirely.14 Students with disabilities, including those with mental health conditions, may run
out of federal financial aid eligibility if they need to take more time to finish a program
while managing a disability.15
Meanwhile, the buying power of federal financial aid has shrunk dramatically over the
past several decades. The original vision of the Pell Grant—the nation’s signature investment in higher education support for low-income students—was that it would cover
three-quarters of the total price of college.16 Today, the Pell Grant covers less than onethird of an in-state public four-year education.17 To compensate for the increased costs
and lack of aid, students have taken on significantly higher levels of debt.
The reliance on student debt in pursuit of a college degree has particularly pernicious effects on low-income students and students of color. The federal government adopted student loans decades ago as a tool to help middle-income families
finance the cost of college, while low-income students received grant aid instead.
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Today, most student loan borrowers are low-income, and a disproportionate share of
students of color take on debt. For example, nearly 80 percent of African American
students borrow for college, compared with 60 percent of all students. Similarly,
women are more likely to borrow student loans—and take on greater amounts of
debt when they do—than are men.18
Dependence on student debt makes the very act of attending college riskier for lowincome and underrepresented students. When borrowers default, they can have their
credit ruined, wages garnished, or tax refunds seized, all because their attempt to learn
and to follow a path to the American dream did not pay off.19
Almost 30 percent of borrowers default on their federal loans within 12 years of leaving school—an outcome that is highly correlated with race and class.20 High default
rates for underrepresented groups are particularly concerning. Twelve years after entering college, the typical African American borrower owes more on their student loans
than they originally borrowed, while the typical white student pays down 35 percent
of their balances.21 In that same time frame, nearly half of African American borrowers
default on their loans, including 1 in 5 who finish a bachelor’s degree. By contrast, just
6 percent of white bachelor’s degree graduates default during that same time period.
Similarly, students who identified as having a disability when they began college have
higher default rates than their peers without disabilities.22
While the data alone cannot illustrate exactly why borrowers of color have more
student debt and worse outcomes than their white peers, there are higher educationspecific and broader economic reasons that might explain the results. From the postsecondary education side, students of color complete college at lower rates than their
white peers, and data show that borrowers who do not finish college are more likely
to default than those who graduated.23 But looking only at completion rates ignores
the potentially significant role of larger economic circumstances. For instance, there
are large gaps in pay and employment opportunities by race and gender that can affect
how much money a borrower can devote to loan payments.24
Even borrowers with the same incomes may have very different levels of familial
wealth. As detailed in other CAP reports, black and Latino households have median
wealth that is roughly one-tenth that of white families.25 This gap persists even among
college-educated households. Families that have wealth in the form of savings or a
home may be able to tap those sources to pay for college, while those that lack these
options may have to resort to student loans. Similarly, a struggling borrower who can
turn to their family for assistance may be less likely to default than a lower-income
student who does not have such a safety net.
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These issues are borne out in the data. Nearly 90 percent of students who entered college in 2003-04 and defaulted on a loan by 2015 also received a Pell Grant; 70 percent
were first-generation college students; and half never earned a certificate or degree
within six years of entering college.26 For these students, what should have been a tool
for finishing college is instead a financial burden that will haunt them for years.
These poor repayment outcomes do not just affect borrowers; they also affect borrowers’
children. Twenty-seven percent of undergraduate borrowers who had a child when they
entered college in 2003-04 defaulted on a student loan by 2015.27 The majority of those
parents were single. The negative consequences of default can not only lock these students in a cycle of poverty; they can stymie opportunities for students’ children as well.
The United States never set out to build a debt-based system of higher education—
especially not one that puts low-income students and those already in poverty at the
greatest risk of financial ruin. To ameliorate these wrongs and truly promote equity
in opportunity and outcomes, the federal government must significantly reform the
system, first by focusing on making college affordable for all families.

The affordability promise: No student
should have to borrow for college costs
Surveys show that cost is the biggest reason why students do not enroll in or fail to
complete college, far outstripping academic ability or performance. The high cost of
college is much more profound than commonly understood because tuition is only
part of the equation. At many schools, particularly community colleges, the cost
of nonacademic expenses—such as food, rent, and transportation—are far greater
than the price of tuition and school fees. The result is that too often the dividing line
between success and failure in American higher education is hunger, housing, and
child care—not humanities, history, and calculus.
Beyond Tuition acknowledges the importance of tackling the entire cost of higher
education by striving for free public education for students whose families make less
than 150 percent of the federal poverty level—just less than $38,000 for a family of
four.28 Middle-class families should pay no more than 10 percent of their income to
send a student to college, and no family should be expected to pay more than 20 percent of their income. Students choosing a private nonprofit college or a public institution out of their home state would be expected to contribute more, but they should
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have a similar promise tied to their income, ensuring students retain significant
choice when it comes to affordable college options. Families would not be expected
to contribute from their savings; no student should be forced to work in order to
receive aid; and adults as well as traditionally college-aged students could take part.
There is crucial distinction between Beyond Tuition and other affordability proposals
that have advocated so-called free college or debt-free college but have generally only
addressed tuition costs. Beyond Tuition aims to cover not just core academic expenses
such as tuition, fees, books, and supplies, but also the other costs associated with
attending college such as food, housing, and transportation.
Under this proposal, states, institutions, and the federal government would share in
the cost of this investment through a matching program. The federal government
would cover 70 percent of costs on average, with the match required of each state or
institution varying based upon levels of wealth, the size of the eligible population, and
the number of low-income and underrepresented students served. As a result, poorer
states and private nonprofit institutions with fewer resources would face more affordable matching requirements.

The quality promise: All students are guaranteed
a high-quality education that meets their needs
A low- or no-cost education is not valuable if it doesn’t give students the support
that they need to reach graduation and ensure graduates have the knowledge and
skills they need for lifelong success.
Too often, institutions and public policies are designed to serve the so-called traditional
student—one who enters college at the age of 18, studies full time, and has no other
major responsibilities outside of school. The increasingly common reality is that the
average student is older, attends college part time, works long hours, is raising a family,
or does all of the above.29 Others are balancing their studies while also managing a disability or facing challenges that can come from being a veteran, undocumented, or formerly incarcerated. Or they may be grappling with discrimination based on race, gender
identity, sexual orientation, or other characteristics. Educational options therefore need
to not only impart the necessary knowledge and skills for success, but also provide the
supports needed to help students make it to reach graduation.
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The quality promise addresses how colleges serve their students. It does this by asking colleges to conduct an equity audit: a top-to-bottom review of policies, practices,
and resources in order to identify areas that might be contributing to gaps in outcomes
for key groups of students based on characteristics such as race or ethnicity, gender,
socioeconomic status, and whether they are a veteran or have a disability. At selective
colleges, this would include ensuring that recruitment not only takes place at wealthier
high schools that often lack racial or socioeconomic diversity and that early admissions
policies do not fill up entering classes with students of means. Equity audits would also
touch on issues that affect all colleges—not just the wealthiest or most selective ones.
This includes ensuring that advising, tutoring, career services, and other supports are
available and used by students from all backgrounds. These audits should also consider
the diversity of faculty—especially those teaching introductory courses—as well as the
types of graduates who are hired by employers that recruit on campus. Finally, the equity
audit should review physical and programmatic accessibility to ensure that students with
disabilities are fully included in all facets of academic and social life on campus.

The accountability promise: Everyone
has a role in student access and success
Making America’s postsecondary education system work requires ensuring every
participant is bought in and held accountable for doing their job. The federal government, states, and colleges must renew their investments and live up to their roles in the
system. In the postsecondary system, the federal government spends about as much as
do states, yet accountability for these dollars comes down to sanctioning only a handful of the thousands of colleges in this country each year, even as more than 1 million
borrowers default on a student loan annually.30
Beyond Tuition safeguards this significant federal investment by establishing a new
system of accountability through performance contracts. These documents would
bind each party to do their part. For federal and state governments, this would mean
providing necessary funding levels and oversight. The performance contracts for
institutions would establish a set of benchmarks for student access, completion,
and post-school success that would be tailored to schools based upon their type,
resources, demographics, and historical mission—all of which would be presented
for key populations. Schools that far exceed expectations would receive bonuses.
Those that fall short would be given time to improve but would then face a set of consequences that start with public disclosures, move to reduced government funding
with continued poor performance, and eventually culminate in the loss of access to
federal financial aid if unacceptable results persist.
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Overall, these performance contracts would move federal accountability away from
the narrow system that exists today, which only penalizes a few institutions with the
very worst results, to a broader and more flexible regime that emphasizes completion
and equity while pushing all colleges to improve.

The end goal
The postsecondary system envisioned by Beyond Tuition will ensure that achieving
the American dream through postsecondary education will no longer be out of reach
for students based on who they are or what family they come from. The total price
of college will not burden families, hard-earned taxpayer dollars will support quality
learning options, and a new system of shared responsibility will ensure strong accountability so that dollars are well spent.
Removing barriers—both those that are economic and those that are structural—will
allow America’s postsecondary education system to produce the results that America
needs to succeed in the decades to come. The investments in Beyond Tuition will put
the United States on a path to having more than 60 percent of its adults holding a postsecondary credential—a mark needed to return America to the ranks of world leaders
in college completion.31 Importantly, the goal of Beyond Tuition is to make these
investments not to simply raise the attainment levels of the most privileged groups,
but to dramatically increase attainment for low-income students, students of color,
students with disabilities, and those with other identities and backgrounds who have
not traditionally completed college at high rates, while shrinking the risk and harm of
the current debt-based system.
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The affordability promise:
No student should have to borrow for college costs

The cornerstone of Beyond Tuition is a robust new federal investment that, with
matching state, local, and institutional dollars, will strive to ensure that no student has
to take on debt to afford the total cost of college. This promise covers not just tuition,
fees, books, and supplies, but also housing, transportation, and food.
The affordability promise in Beyond Tuition is unique compared with other policy
proposals that aim for affordable higher education. (see text box below) Adults as well as
traditionally college-aged students could take part, and no student would be required to
work, although a student could exercise that option if they wanted or needed to.
Beyond Tuition would not offer outright free college to all. Instead, it would scale aid
based on income, providing full tuition, fees, and daily living benefits to low-income
students while expecting families with higher incomes to make a predictable and
affordable contribution if they have the means to do so. The plan would be set up so
that families could afford this contribution from their current income without the
expectation that they would have saved for years prior.
Removing both work and savings requirements makes the plan more straightforward
than others and promotes equitable access. Expecting a student to work may sound
reasonable, but such a rule creates more problems than it solves. Verifying work
hours would require expensive administrative resources, and working too much—
beyond 15 hours, according to research—may hinder student achievement.32
Further, leaving savings out of the plan means that families with moderate incomes
would not be forced to save when it may not be feasible to do so and allows adults
to enroll immediately instead of waiting to build savings. It would also not punish
people with disabilities who may have to live under extremely low asset limits that
prevent them from saving money.
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Comparing Beyond Tuition with other affordability proposals
Many of the concepts in Beyond Tuition are compatible with other
bold proposals for college aﬀordability. It contains a clear promise
for families—they can pay for college out of pocket—and includes
a robust federal-state matching program to make this guarantee
workable. That structure is similar to ideas for free tuition that some
legislators have proposed, including the College for All proposal
from Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-VT); the America’s College Promise that
the Obama administration developed; and the Debt-Free College
Act of 2018 from Sen. Brian Schatz (D-HI).33 A detailed comparison of
Beyond Tuition and these plans is available as an appendix.
Similarly, the notion of making a clear guarantee to students and
families is similar to the promise programs that exist in cities such as
Kalamazoo, Michigan, and states such as Tennessee and New York, as
well as other places across the country, which all provide free tuition
at community colleges, and even some four-year schools.34

At the same time, Beyond Tuition does more than most of these programs. First, it extends its aﬀordability promise not just to tuition but to
the entire cost of college and provides access to all public and participating private nonprofit colleges. Only the Schatz plan oﬀers to cover
the full cost of college, but that plan is limited to public institutions. Beyond Tuition also allows private nonprofit colleges to participate as long
as they abide by the aﬀordability, quality, and accountability promises.
This ensures that students have access to a variety of institutions, allowing them to find the best fit. The plan is also unique in that it is available
to all students regardless of their age or GPA, whereas many state-based
promise programs only provide access to recent high school graduates.
Beyond Tuition also goes beyond a universal aﬀordability guarantee
to require targeted quality and accountability eﬀorts to ensure that
this program achieves its goal of closing equity gaps. Adding these
components on top of federal investments ensures that students
would not just receive an aﬀordable education, but one that is valuable and accommodating for students of all backgrounds.

Family or student contribution
Beyond Tuition asks students or their families to make a contribution based on where
their income falls compared with the national poverty level. The contribution would
be binding, meaning that participating colleges could not charge more—a major
departure from current practice, in which colleges routinely charge families thousands
of dollars more than their official expected family contribution.35 This idea builds on
concepts that the Lumina Foundation established in 2015, which suggested an affordability benchmark for students based in part on not expecting families to pay too large
a share of their income for college.36
Families that make less than 150 percent of the federal poverty level—or $37,650 for a
family of four—would not be expected to make any contributions for a public in-state
college.37 Families above that level would make contributions that increase with their
income such that middle-class families would pay no more than about 10 percent of
their discretionary income, defined as earnings over 150 percent of the federal poverty
level. Higher-income families would never be expected to pay more than 20 percent of
their income for an in-state public college. Because household budgets are finite, the
total family contribution would not increase when a family has more than one student
in college; rather the contribution would be split among the children.
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FIGURE 1

How does Beyond Tuition compare with current financial aid?
Beyond Tuition oﬀers more grant aid to low- and middle-income students
and eliminates unmet financial need
Annual cost of attendance at average public four-year college, by adjusted gross income levels
Unmet financial need

Grants

Loans

Family contribution

Loans or family contribution

$20,000

$15,000

$10,000

$5,000

$0
Current Proposed

Current Proposed

Current Proposed

Current Proposed

$30,000

$60,000

$90,000

$150,000

Source: Authors' calculations using Federal Student Aid, "FAFSA4caster," available at https://fafsa.ed.gov/FAFSA/app/f4cForm?execution=e1s1
(last accessed May 2018).

Students attending participating private nonprofit colleges would receive slightly
different terms. At those institutions, middle-class students would contribute up to
20 percent of their discretionary incomes, while upper-income students would pay
no more than 30 percent of their income. While it is important to ensure that private
nonprofit colleges remain within reach for students of all backgrounds, it is also reasonable to expect families to take on more of the cost if they choose to attend a private
nonprofit college.
The rules are also slightly different for adult students who do not have children or other
dependents. For those earning more than 150 percent of the federal poverty level—
$18,210 for a single person—the income expectations start at a higher share and increase
at a greater rate, though the overall caps are the same.38 This is because these students
generally have the same living expenses whether or not they are in college. By contrast,
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parents of younger, dependent students often must pay for additional living expenses
for their students to live on or near campus, which is a burden that adult students do not
shoulder. And student parents may face additional costs for child care in order to dedicate enough time to classes and studying. Therefore, income expectations for student
parents are the same as those for dependent students.
The Beyond Tuition aid proposal is thus simpler and more predictable than the
current financial aid system. Today, families have to complete the Free Application
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) each year, with some answering questions about
special circumstances and assets that are not easily obtainable from federal tax
returns.39 In contrast, Beyond Tuition would calculate family contribution amounts
solely based on tax records.
Relying on tax records means this system does not factor in wealth when determining
family contribution levels. It is true that two families with identical incomes may have
very different amounts of wealth. However, assessing wealth, or lack thereof, to set family
contribution levels would add complexity to the system. Providing this additional information would place a disproportionate burden on lower-income families that outweighs
the value it would offer in identifying families whose aid packages should be lowered.
Tying family contributions solely to current income also sends an important message:
College should be affordable through out-of-pocket spending. Moving away from
expectations that families save extensively for college has important equity implications. The median wealth of black households is one-tenth that of white households.40
Even comparing families with similar incomes, families of color generally have much
lower wealth compared with white families. A savings expectation thus automatically
puts households of color in an unfair situation.
Lack of a savings requirement is also friendlier to the roughly half of students who are
on their own for financial support.41 These individuals usually do not have the option
to save prior to enrollment and should not be disadvantaged or forced to delay their
enrollment in order to save money for school.

Grants
Under Beyond Tuition, the gap between the full price of college and a family’s binding contribution is filled with grants. Students would receive enough funding from
the federal government, states (if attending an in-state public college), and their
institution to ensure that the only out-of-pocket cost they face would be for their
determined contribution.
14
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The following example illustrates how this would work for a student attending an in-state
public two-year college that has a total price of $15,000. The student’s expected contribution would be $3,000, which means they would receive $12,000 in grants. A different student with an expected family contribution of $10,000 would receive $5,000, and so on.

Loans
Beyond Tuition anticipates that families should be able to pay for college out of pocket.
But it also recognizes that sometimes a contribution that seems reasonable on paper
may not be realistic in light of other financial obligations. If a family cannot contribute its
share, the student could borrow part or all of the expected contribution with an affordable federal loan to cover the costs. Students would have the option to automatically pay
these loans back based upon a reasonable share of a borrower’s income. There would be
no expectation for low-income students to borrow, given that their family contribution is
zero if their household income is less than 150 percent of the federal poverty level.

Student eligibility requirements
Postsecondary education takes many forms beyond a bachelor’s degree, and Beyond
Tuition recognizes the broad range of undergraduate credentials available. To that
end, students could use their benefits for any programs eligible for federal financial aid
at an accredited public or private nonprofit institution, so long as that school abides
by the affordability promise and the quality and accountability terms that come with
it. Benefits would be available to all residents of the state, as well as to Dreamers and
individuals in similar circumstances.
Students would also have sufficient time to use their benefits. Individuals who do not
already hold a bachelor’s degree could participate in Beyond Tuition for the equivalent
of six full-time years of undergraduate study. Adults who already have a bachelor’s
degree could also participate for the equivalent of up to two additional years if they
have been out of school for at least a decade or are an in economically distressed area
in order to give them the opportunity to train for a new occupation. Students could
not use the program to pursue graduate education.
Participating students would not have to meet any set federal academic requirements.
This is because mandating a GPA requirement or other bar for achievement risks creating
extreme cliff effects where a small dip in performance could cost a student thousands of
dollars. Additionally, students who have experienced inequities in their youth may not
have received appropriate preparation for college-level coursework and thus may struggle
15
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academically—especially as they adapt to life in college. These students deserve an equal
opportunity to gain an education, so it is important that Beyond Tuition not operate
similarly to a merit scholarship that rewards those with the strongest academic records.
Instead of strict federal academic requirements, Beyond Tuition participants would
have to abide by school-set satisfactory academic progress policies, which typically
include requirements such as earning a certain number of credits after the first year of
study.42 Schools would also be expected to evaluate the effects of their academic progress policies to ensure they do not raise equity issues.

Effects
Beyond Tuition will change the game for low-income families. Currently, students
with the lowest incomes who cannot contribute any money to college receive about
$12,000 in support from the federal government—nearly half of which are loans.43
For a student at a four-year college, this leaves a funding gap of about $8,000. Under
Beyond Tuition, those students would be fully funded through a combination of federal and state funds and would not borrow at all. Middle- and higher-income students
would receive grant support if they need it and have a better understanding of how
much they would have to pay. They would also be eligible to take on loans if they could
not afford part or all of their family contribution.
FIGURE 2

How much can a family of four expect to pay
for public college under Beyond Tuition?
Contributions are capped either at 20 percent of income or at the cost of college
$25,000
$20,000

Median price for public
four-year college: $22,500

$15,000
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Median price for public
two-year college: $15,000
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$80,000

$110,000

$130,000

Adjusted gross income
Notes: Estimated contributions are calculated at public colleges only, assuming enrollment ratios are similar to current levels.
Family income refers to adjusted gross income for one year.
Source: Authors' calculations based on an estimated formula. Median price by sector is derived from National Center for Education Statistics,
"Integrated Postecondary Education System," data for the 2016-17 academic year, available at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ (last accessed May 2018).
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These are dramatic improvements in the level of support for students compared with
what the U.S. postsecondary system provides today. In 2015-16, just 3 percent of
students at public four-year colleges whose families made less than 150 percent of the
federal poverty level had their entire cost of college covered.44 Beyond Tuition would
aim to fully cover costs for all of these individuals. Similarly, Beyond Tuition would
provide full benefits to two-thirds of Pell Grant recipients and nearly three-quarters of
single parents at public four-year colleges—groups that face bills upwards of $10,000
after subtracting grants each year.
Beyond Tuition also has significant implications for racial equity in college access and
affordability. Under the program, about 54 percent of black students at four-year public colleges and 49 percent of Latino students would not have to contribute anything
for college. That is an increase from 14 percent and 17 percent, respectively, under
the current system. Similarly, 59 percent of black students and 53 percent of Latino
students at community colleges would not pay anything for college.
TABLE 1

Comparing Beyond Tuition’s benefits to the aid students currently receive
Beyond Tuition would make public colleges more affordable and accessible for underrepresented students
Public four-year institutions
Student type
Income below 150 percent
of the poverty level

Share of students whose
college costs would be
covered under Beyond Tuition

Share of students who
currently have all college
expenses covered

Public two-year institutions
Share of students whose
college costs would be
covered under Beyond Tuition

Share of students who
currently have all college
expenses covered

100

3

100

4

Pell Grant recipient

67

3

74

5

Black

54

14

59

19

Latino

49

17

53

24

Single parent

72

4

76

4

Overall

37

25

47

22

Estimates are based on undergraduate students enrolled in the 2015-16 academic year.
Source: Authors’ analysis of data from National Center for Education Statistics, “2015-16 National Postsecondary
Student Aid Study,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/default.aspx (last accessed May 2018).
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TABLE 2

Underrepresented students today must devote
unaffordable portions of their income to pay for college
Public four-year institutions

Public two-year institutions

Median annual price of
college after subtracting
grant aid

Share of income needed to
pay for annual price of college
after subtracting grants

Median annual price of
college after subtracting
grant aid

Share of income needed to
pay for annual price of college
after subtracting grants

Income below 150 percent
of the poverty level

$14,371

98

$6,378

60

Pell Grant recipient

$15,465

53

$7,061

66

Black

$13,182

41

$5,079

28

Latino

$10,230

31

$4,655

23

Single parent

$11,545

61

$6,084

40

Overall

$10,216

27

$4,103

20

Student type

Note: Estimates are based on undergraduate students enrolled in the 2015-16 academic year.
Source: Authors’ analysis of data from National Center for Education Statistics, “2015-16 National Postsecondary
Student Aid Study,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/default.aspx (last accessed May 2018).

Paying for Beyond Tuition
The costs of Beyond Tuition would be shared between the federal government, states,
localities, and institutions. For public colleges, the federal government would provide
funds to states that, on average, cover 70 percent of costs not covered by family contributions. States, localities, and institutions would fill in the rest. The exact matching
rate would be determined by a formula that takes into account a state’s wealth, size, and
noncollege-educated population, among other factors. As a result, lower-income states
would receive a higher federal match than wealthier ones.45
The matching rate for states would also automatically adjust during a recession so that
states contribute less and the federal government spends more when budgets are tight,
as states cannot run deficits. The match would change as the economy recovers and
would be regularly adjusted based on changes in a state’s long-term economic outlook.
Once federal funds flow to a state, it would have the option to ask public four-year institutions to cover a share of the state match. However, states would have to take into account
a school’s economic circumstances when considering any institutional contribution. The
idea is that a well-resourced, highly selective college may end up sharing the cost, but a
community college would not. Similarly, states could only expect local contributions in
areas where they are currently provided, such as for some community colleges.46
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There is a risk that states may choose to decline matching funds the way some have
done after the Affordable Care Act offered to pay for most of the cost of expanding
Medicaid.47 While this plan cannot overcome a completely political decision to leave
money on the table, it does provide a strong incentive for states to participate. Beyond
Tuition provides extremely valuable benefits to students across the income spectrum,
and the rewards for institutions also create reasons for them to advocate in favor of this
investment. Should a state not participate, it could risk loss of residents and therefore
tax revenue, ultimately hurting its overall economy. This pressure would create a broad
constituency to support this program and demand state acceptance. Students in nonparticipating states maintain access to the existing federal financial aid system.

Private nonprofit colleges
Private nonprofit colleges could choose whether they want to participate in Beyond
Tuition. Signing on would allow them to receive substantial federal aid for their
students. In return, they would be required to commit to the terms of the three core
promises. Students at nonparticipating private colleges maintain access to the existing
federal financial aid system.
Participating private nonprofit colleges would have their own set of matching requirements. The amount of the match would vary based upon the institution’s wealth, its
enrollment of low-income students and students of color, and whether it has a historical
mission to serve these populations. With this structure, under-resourced private nonprofit
colleges and those that do their part in educating vulnerable populations—such as historically black colleges and universities or other minority-serving institutions—would be able
to participate at a more affordable matching rate compared with wealthier institutions.

Size of federal payments
Beyond Tuition calculates payments separately for academic and nonacademic expenses.
Spending on direct academic costs such as tuition and fees would be based on the
national per-student average, then adjusted for each state based upon the formula-determined match rate. Over time, these figures would rise with inflation using an index of
consumer prices. Cost increases above inflation would be borne by institutions and states.
The benefits covering living expenses would be handled separately. For these funds, the
federal government would generate a living cost estimate for the area where the school
is located. The federal government would perform this role in order to contain costs, as
institutions sometimes arbitrarily set cost of living estimates, and to ensure these estimates cannot be gamed to garner additional federal aid. Students would be eligible for
up to $10,000 in living expenses. This amount would be increased annually with inflation
and reviewed periodically to ensure it is in line with cost of living around the campus.

19

Center for American Progress | Beyond Tuition

Cost containment
Beyond Tuition is designed to incentivize cost containment. Because the federal and
student payments are fixed and rise based on inflation, any additional price increases
must be footed by either states, for public colleges, or institutions, for private nonprofit colleges.
For example, imagine that a student with no ability to pay for college has a cost of
attendance of $10,000—$7,000 of which the federal government pays and $3,000 of
which the state pays. The following year, the federal contribution rises with inflation to
$7,100, but the price of tuition increases faster than inflation to $10,300. The state and
school must find a way to cover that additional $200.
While institutions would have strong incentives to contain costs, the matching structure of Beyond Tuition also ensures that states could not continue to disinvest in higher
education. Currently, there is nothing that stops states from cutting funding for colleges if
they wish, and they have done so deeply in the years since the Great Recession.48 Under
Beyond Tuition, however, state cuts would risk not fulfilling the matching requirements
or the affordability promise, jeopardizing federal aid eligibility for thousands of students.
The federal government’s role in determining cost of living stipends would provide
an additional bulwark against cost inflation. It would ensure that cost of living funds
would not vary too much within the same geographic area, resulting in some students
receiving more than they need and others not enough.
The result would be a mutually reinforcing funding system that would offer the best
opportunity in decades for bending the cost curve in higher education. The federal
government would ensure its money buys affordability; schools would receive the
resources they need but be encouraged to keep prices low; and states would have clear
but reasonable expectations for maintaining sufficient funding. And, most importantly,
students would benefit from price certainty and affordability.

Cost of the system
Rough projections show that Beyond Tuition would cost the federal government
$60 billion per year—$42 billion for public colleges and $18 billion for private nonprofit colleges.49 If applied to only public colleges, then the program could provide a
higher living benefit of up to $12,750 a year for roughly the same cost. These figures
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are net of existing spending on Pell Grants, higher education tax benefits, and other
items that currently support college affordability. The cost of the program would be
lower in the first few years as states gradually opt into the plan.
This is a large but ultimately worthwhile investment in helping students access the
middle class and bolstering the U.S. economy. It would cost far less than the tax law
enacted in 2017, which is badly skewed to benefit corporations and the rich and will
cost an estimated $281 billion in 2019 alone, according to the Congressional Budget
Office.50 Unlike those cuts, the greatest benefits from Beyond Tuition would go
directly to the individuals who are currently the least likely to access and complete college as well as to the families struggling to afford the high cost of postsecondary education. This should spur national attainment rates, producing a more educated workforce
that could in turn boost productivity and growth.
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The quality promise:
All students are guaranteed a high-quality
education that meets their needs

Access to affordable college is not enough if students cannot finish or if the education
they receive does not give them the knowledge and skills they need for lifelong success.
That is why Beyond Tuition goes further than affordability to also ensure students have
the support that they need to cross the finish line with a meaningful credential.
Beyond Tuition would make good on its quality promise in three ways. First, participating colleges would conduct an equity audit—a thorough review of policies,
practices, and resources to identify areas that might produce gaps in outcomes for key
groups of students, particularly but not limited to groups identifiable in existing data
such as by race or ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, or whether the student is a
veteran or has a disability. Private nonprofit colleges would also have to abide by the
same standards of nondiscrimination as public colleges. The goal is to ensure colleges
are looking at their operations through an equity-focused lens.
Second, colleges would be expected to use any new funds received from the affordability investment to bolster academic quality or provide increased supports such as child
care, advising, disability support services and accommodations, mental health counseling, among others. Finally, institutions would work with accreditors on program
assessments, which regularly assure that credentials are providing a reasonable social,
intellectual, and economic return on students’ investment.

Identifying gaps through equity audits
Colleges are often designed for more traditional learners—students who come straight
from high school, attend full time, and live on campus. The result is these institutions
may have policies that are not well-designed for today’s students—those who are older,
attending part time, or balancing work and family commitments alongside school.
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Ill-designed policies may unintentionally disadvantage today’s students, who may not
get a fair shake at access, receive all the academic help they need, or find a job once
they graduate. Some selective colleges, for example, fill as much as half their classes
through early admission programs—options that disadvantage low-income students
who cannot make a binding choice before they are offered a financial aid package.51
Or it may be that placement tests used for remedial courses have flaws similar to other
standardized tests, where the content of the test disadvantages students of color.52
To uncover these issues, all schools participating in Beyond Tuition would be expected
to complete regular equity audits—internal reviews of key policies and practices to
identify those that fail to serve underrepresented students effectively. The concern is not
that schools are widely engaging in intentional discriminatory behaviors, rather that wellintended practices can have inequitable results. Audits would be conducted every few
years, giving institutions time between each one to address identified shortcomings.
The equity audit would examine everything from college recruitment to career services, including:
• Admissions policies at selective colleges, such as the demographics of high
schools where the college recruits, the makeup of students admitted through early
admissions, and legacy admissions beneficiaries.
• Access to and participation in pre-college and first-year experience offerings, such as
orientation and bridge programs.
• Educational supports, including remedial placement, academic resource center usage,
and how students are differentially affected by satisfactory academic progress policies,
which set a bar for the minimum performance acceptable for continuing to receive aid.
• Student support services, including the demographics of students served by
academic and career advising, child care centers, and mentoring programs.
• Instructor diversity, including faculty overall as well as teachers of core and
introductory-level courses.
• Physical accessibility on the grounds of the college and programmatic accessibility of
campus services, activities, and programs.
• Demographics of students hired by employers who recruit on campus or with which
the college collaborates on work-based programs.
Audits would be made public, and institutions would be expected to make progress
in closing identified gaps. Failure to progress on challenges over time would have
increasingly strong consequences, which are described in the accountability section
of this report.
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Providing meaningful supports
Building a welcoming and supportive college with high-quality programs costs money.
That is why any extra funds that flow to schools through Beyond Tuition must be used
to enhance academic quality.
Colleges may improve academic supports for students through a variety of means.
Those with a significant number of students who enter school academically underprepared could choose to implement proactive advising models, create tutoring centers,
or rethink how they place students into and deliver remedial education. Others could
choose to improve teaching and instruction by prioritizing classroom performance for
faculty or hiring more diverse instructors in a wide range of fields.
Institutions could also use these funds to provide nonacademic supports to students.
These could include low- or no-cost child care centers, health and counseling services,
mentorship programs, and accommodations and physical access services for students
with disabilities. They may also bolster underrepresented students—such as undocumented students, LGBTQ students, students with disabilities, veterans, formerly
incarcerated individuals, and students of color—by creating resources and campus
communities targeted to their needs and ensuring that those resources are accessible. Colleges would also be required to take an active role in addressing situations
that threaten the safety and well-being of their students, including sexual assault and
various forms of discrimination, by providing additional training to faculty, staff, and
campus safety officials or by taking meaningful action against those who violate the
rights and well-being of members of the campus community.

Program assessments ensure quality credentials
Guaranteeing quality also means considering teaching and learning. Every program a
college offers should provide a baseline guarantee that students will have the skills that
they need to be successful when they finish their credential.
To achieve this goal, colleges must be intentional about creating and administering
programs of study that are worth the time and money that students—and taxpayers—
invest. Each program should articulate clear learning outcomes and expectations for
the length of the program. At two-year colleges, degree programs should be designed
with clear transfer options with nearby institutions. Programs that have connections to
specific industries should provide workplace training opportunities and be developed
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in coordination with local industry. Shorter-term credentials should be easily stackable, meaning they help fulfill the requirements of higher degree programs, to ensure
that students can continue their educations without paying for credits that will not
transfer to the higher credential.
While academic quality is imperative, the federal government is not well-equipped
to assess this issue. Therefore, Beyond Tuition creates clear expectations that accreditors would be responsible for these deeper dives into the quality of an institution’s
programs. Accreditors should also probe institutions that have gaps on equity audits
or come up short on required performance measures to find out why these problems
occur. These expectations baked into Beyond Tuition create a clearer mission for
accreditors than they have today. Currently, accrediting agencies have a wide mandate
to look at all aspects of an institution without a clear statement of what they should
prioritize.53 Beyond Tuition addresses this shortcoming.
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The accountability promise:
Everyone has a role in student access and success

Beyond Tuition would safeguard the federal government’s significant postsecondary investment by establishing a new system of accountability through performance
contracts. These documents would create a binding pact among institutions, states,
accreditors, and the federal government. Federal and state governments would commit
to providing necessary funding levels and required oversight. Institutions’ performance contracts would establish a new set of benchmarks for student access, completion, and post-school success that are tailored to their type, resources, demographics,
and historical mission and are broken down for key populations. Schools that far
exceed expectations would receive bonuses in the form of extra money or a reduced
institutional matching requirement, while those that fall short would be given sufficient time to improve before facing increasingly strong sanctions.
More specifically, parties would agree to the following:
• Institutions: Meet required performance targets; conduct and publish the equity
audit and address any issues identified; provide any required matching funds; and
use additional funding to improve educational quality and student supports.
• Federal government: Provide sufficient funding; enforce institutional performance
requirements; define outcome indicators; and determine cost of living estimates.
• States: Provide any required funding matches and make any necessary adjustments
to performance funding systems so they do not discourage any of the outcomes that
Beyond Tuition encourages.
• Accreditation agencies: Assess key elements of academic quality and conduct
deeper dives into why institutions come up short on outcome measures. These
assessments would be repeated periodically to ensure that the institution
continues to offer a good return on students’ time and financial investment.
Assessments would include input from previously enrolled students as well as
faculty and industry experts, where applicable.
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Though students would not sign these performance contracts, they too would be
expected to be a partner to these agreements by providing any required family contribution and maintaining academic progress toward their credential to the satisfaction of
their school.
The following sections provide a more in-depth discussion of each party’s obligations.

Institutional role
Each institution participating in Beyond Tuition would be held to performance
benchmarks. These would include measures of access, such as the percentage of lowincome students enrolled; measures of completion, such as the withdrawal rate or the
graduation rate; and measures of post-school success. Because this system anticipates
a dramatic reduction in student debt, post-school measures would focus not on loan
repayment but on the percentage of students who earn enough above the poverty line
to have family-sustaining wages. Institutions would also be expected to undertake
efforts to keep their cost of delivering the education from growing too fast—a condition that builds on existing incentives in the structure of the affordability promise.
There are three key additional elements to this set of benchmarks that are particularly
important: (1) demographic groups, (2) tailoring, and (3) tiered consequences.

Demographic groups
All measures would be assessed at the institutional level, but schools would also have
to meet benchmarks for key populations. At a minimum, institutions would have to
assess results by race or ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status. These groups are
a reasonable starting point because the Department of Education already collects data
on enrollment and completion by race, ethnicity, and gender, while its administrative
data systems have data on outcomes for low-income students. Over time, institutions,
accreditors, and the federal government should work together to consider whether to
add additional groups of students.
Tailoring
Institutions would be categorized based on factors such as the type of institution,
their historical mission, and the demographics of their student body. Each category
of institutions would share a set of targets. Institutions that feel they are mischaracterized could appeal to be recategorized. The U.S. Department of Education’s statistical
arm already does a form of this comparison grouping through something known as a
Data Feedback Report.54 This grouping approach provides a way to tailor expectations
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for schools instead of using statistical methods to adjust schools’ results based on their
characteristics—a process that is mathematically sound but means institutions cannot
clearly predict what their regression-adjusted outcomes will be. This grouping process
also ensures that institutions would not be judged against an unfair group of peers—such
as a community college being held to the standards of an elite nonprofit institution.

Tiered consequences
Schools would face an increasingly strong set of consequences the further they fall from
benchmarks or the longer they continue to fall short. Failure to address challenges on the
equity audit over time would also result in similar consequences. The idea is that a school
that only slightly misses a target—such as coming up a couple of percentage points shy in
a single year—should not face the same consequences as one that misses by 30 percentage points multiple times. The proposed consequences are as follows:
• Slight miss: Disclosures to students and the public.
• Moderate to substantial miss: Increases in the state or institutional matching rate
required to receive federal funds and creation of a detailed plan submitted to the
federal government and accreditors of how to improve.
• Multiple years of unacceptable misses: Loss of federal financial aid eligibility.
This ladder of consequences is designed to provide institutions with the appropriate
time and incentives to improve. After all, graduation rates are tracked over several years
and thus take time to register improvements. Meanwhile, institutions that far exceed
their benchmarks would be eligible for bonuses paid in the form of higher federal
matching rates.
From the institutional perspective, this system presents an accountability structure
that is more rigorous but also fairer than the one used today. Institutions would have
several years to improve, be held to more tailored standards, and face a more flexible
set of consequences. Coming with a substantial increase in federal postsecondary
investments, this system would ensure that institutions have the opportunity and
resources to deliver the education students deserve.

Federal role
The biggest federal commitment in a performance contract is that it will maintain the
funding needed to make the program work at the established matching levels. This
includes a promise to take on a higher percentage of costs if a state enters a recession.

28

Center for American Progress | Beyond Tuition

The federal government would also set benefit levels for nonacademic expenses such
as food, housing, and transportation in order to control costs.
Beyond providing funding, the federal government will oversee performance contracts. The first step would be creating consensus definitions for measures of access,
completion, and post-school success, as well as determining what demographic groups
to track. The Education Department would also create comparison groups for colleges
and set benchmarks for each one. The National Center for Education Statistics conducts similar consensus-building sessions with experts for its current data collections,
so this role would be well within its current scope of work.
After this upfront development, the Education Department would then enforce
accountability requirements. This would include negotiating with schools on the
proper comparison group, enforcing consequences if a school comes up short, and
adjusting the match rate as necessary. Comparison groups would be re-evaluated infrequently, unless a school’s structure changes significantly.

State role
Similar to that of the federal government, states’ biggest role in a performance contract
would be providing necessary funding. This binding requirement ensures that states
could not cut funding whenever budgets tighten. States would also be expected to
ensure greater equitability in the levels of support provided to all types of colleges,
moving away from the current system that invests disproportionately in more selective research universities while starving regional public and community colleges and
minority-serving institutions.55
Beyond providing funding, states have one other main role: Ensure that their own
accountability requirements align with federal benchmarks. Many states have
adopted systems that tie some amount of state support to institutional performance.
States could still maintain those performance-based funding systems, but they
would have to ensure that measures and metrics would not work at cross purposes
from any federal goals or perpetuate equity gaps. For example, if the federal government sets goals for access, a performance funding system should not encourage
schools to become more selective.
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Accreditor role
The accreditor role in a performance contract is to evaluate educational quality and
to conduct deeper dives when institutional outcomes are not up to par. Accrediting
agencies would agree to conduct detailed reviews of institutions’ academic programs
to ensure they are assessing and providing clear disclosures of learning outcomes, are
tracking graduate and employer satisfaction, and are building employer feedback into
programs where appropriate.
If institutions struggle on federal performance measures such as graduation or retention, accreditors would conduct in-depth reviews to identify why a school is missing
the mark and would offer recommendations to fix the problem. These requirements
represent a clearer set of expectations of what accreditors should consider in their
reviews than the current system. It also provides valuable support to institutions,
particularly those that may not have the capacity to conduct in-depth reviews.
Accreditors’ success in helping institutions address identified issues would then be
considered when the Department of Education reviews them.

Benefits of this approach
This contract-based approach improves upon the existing federal accountability in
many ways. While current accountability mechanisms tend to rest on just a single
outcome measure and target only the worst performers, this system:
• Considers multiple measures of student performance, including access, completion,
and post-school success.
• Measures institutions both overall and for results of key groups, including by race or
ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status.
• Creates tailored performance targets that take into account a school’s demographics
and historical mission while still setting ambitious goals.
• Establishes a graduated and predictable set of consequences beyond the current
binary structure of being in or out of the federal financial aid program.
This strong backbone will ensure that the significant investments in affordability and
quality result in a postsecondary education system that truly promotes equity.
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Conclusion
Several times in its past, the federal government recognized the importance of expanding education to boost opportunities for disenfranchised and marginalized Americans.
This effort started with the move to universal high school in the early part of the 20th
century.56 Following World War II, the United States embarked on a broad expansion
of affordable postsecondary education that made America one of the best-educated
countries in the world.57 But those college opportunities were not equitably distributed, especially for people of color.58
The ability to access and complete college is still strongly attached to familial wealth
and the color of one’s skin. Society’s failure to close these gaps is all the more devastating now, as the rewards of economic growth are increasingly limited to those with
a college education.
Postsecondary education must be a major public investment if policymakers are looking to promote a productive economy and a highly skilled workforce. When the federal
government, states, and institutions all invest in America’s students to ensure affordable, high-quality options exist for all, everyone wins.
Beyond Tuition would revolutionize higher education. It would curb escalating costs,
stop the retreat of state funding, and give families certainty that they could afford the
total price of college without drowning in debt. Such an effort would begin to address
historic and systematic discrimination, putting a quality college education within
reach for all Americans—regardless of race or income. All Americans have the right to
a postsecondary education regardless of who they are or where they come from, and
Beyond Tuition is a means to guarantee every person has the opportunity to attain a
prosperous future and to be part of a flourishing democracy.
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Appendix
TABLE A1

Comparing Beyond Tuition to other free or debt-free college proposals
Center for American Progress,
Beyond Tuition

Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-VT),
College for All

Sen. Brian Schatz (D-HI),
Debt-Free College Act

Free for families under 150 percent of the
federal poverty level; middle-class families
pay no more than 10 percent of income;
no family pays more than 20 percent

Free

Any costs beyond families’ expected
contributions are covered, prioritizing
support based on financial need and
starting with Pell Grant recipients

Same as above

Free for families with incomes
of up to $125,000

Same as above

Private nonprofit colleges
and minority-serving
institutions (MSIs)

Included if they meet matching
requirements; more generous match
for private MSIs

$1.3 billion each year
for private MSIs

$3 billion each year
for private MSIs

Living expenses

Low-income students receive up to
$10,000 per year for living expenses

Covered for maximum Pell Grant recipients,
while others can use Pell for living expenses.
Bonuses for colleges with debt-free
aid packages

Covered by debt-free guarantee

State match

Varies by state; on average,
70 percent federal, 30 percent state

Flat rate of 67 percent federal,
33 percent state

One-to-one federal match

None

None

None

Available if families cannot aﬀord
their contribution

Refinancing, plus halving interest rates

N/A

Quality-related
changes

Colleges conduct an equity audit to
examine all practices and identify key gaps
in how they serve diﬀerent groups of
students. They are held accountable
for equity audits and can use funds to
improve services and supports for students

Can use funds to improve
services and supports for students

Can use funds to improve
services and supports for students

Accountability for
student outcomes

Require colleges to sign performance
contracts that include targets for
student access, completion, and postschool success—overall and for key racial/
ethnic or socioeconomic subgroups

States can use funds to improve
outcomes, but no specific
institutional requirements

States provide report on changes
in attainment rates by race and income,
but no specific institutional benchmarks

Net cost per year

$60 billion: $42 billion for public colleges,
$18 billion for private nonprofits

$47 billion

$84 billion in first year; $95.4 billion
for debt-free for all

Tuition at community
colleges
Tuition at in-state fouryear public colleges

Work requirement
Loans

Source: College for All Act of 2017, S.806, 115th Cong., 1st. sess. (April 3, 2017), available at https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/806/text;
Debt-Free College Act of 2018, S.2598, 115th Cong., 2nd sess. (March 22, 2018), available at https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/2598.

33

Center for American Progress | Beyond Tuition

Endnotes
1 Texas State University, “Remarks on Signing the Higher
Education Act of 1965,” available at http://www.txstate.
edu/commonexperience/pastsitearchives/2008-2009/
lbjresources/higheredact.html (last accessed May 2018).
2 Authors’ analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, “Educational Attainment in the United States: 2017,” available at https://
www.census.gov/data/tables/2017/demo/educationattainment/cps-detailed-tables.html (last accessed May
2018).
3 National Center for Education Statistics, “Postsecondary Attainment: Differences by Socioeconomic Status,” available
at https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_tva.asp
(last accessed May 2018).
4 Bureau of Labor Statistics, People with a disability less likely
to have completed a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Department
of Labor, 2015), available at https://www.bls.gov/opub/
ted/2015/people-with-a-disability-less-likely-to-havecompleted-a-bachelors-degree.htm.
5 Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Consumer Credit Outstanding (Levels),” May 7, 2018, available
at https://www.federalreserve.gov/releases/g19/HIST/
cc_hist_memo_levels.html.
6 Office of Federal Student Aid, “Default Rates,” available at
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/about/data-center/student/
default (last accessed May 2018).
7 Ben Miller, “Who Are Student Loan Defaulters?” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2017) available at
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/educationpostsecondary/reports/2017/12/14/444011/student-loandefaulters/.
8 Robert Shapiro, “The new economics of jobs is bad news
for working-class Americans—and maybe for Trump,”
The Brookings Institution, January 16, 2018, available at
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2018/01/16/thenew-economics-of-jobs-is-bad-news-for-working-classamericans-and-maybe-for-trump/.
9 Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment status of the civilian
noninstitutional population 25 years and over by educational
attainment, sex, race, and Hispanic or Latino ethnicity (U.S.
Department of Labor, 2018), table 7, available at https://
www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat07.htm.
10 See Alison Aughinbaugh, Omar Robles, and Hugette Sun,
“Marriage and divorce: patterns by gender, race, and
educational attainment,” Monthly Labor Review (2013),
available at https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2013/article/
marriage-and-divorce-patterns-by-gender-race-andeducational-attainment.htm; Jennifer Ma, Matea Pender,
and Meredith Welch, “Education Pays 2016: The Benefits of
Higher Education for Individuals and Society” (Washington: The College Board, 2016) available at https://trends.
collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/education-pays2016-full-report.pdf; Robert A. Hummer and Elaine M.
Hernandez, “The Effect of Educational Attainment on Adult
Mortality in the United States,” Population Bulletin 68 (1)
(2013): 1–16, available at https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pmc/articles/PMC4435622/.
11 Antoinette Flores, “How College Accreditors Miss the
Mark on Student Outcomes” (Washington: Center for
American Progress, 2018), available at https://www.
americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/
reports/2018/04/25/449937/college-accreditors-missmark-student-outcomes/.

34

12 National Center for Education Statistics, “Immediate College Enrollment Rate,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/
programs/coe/indicator_cpa.asp (last accessed May 2018);
and Scott Carlson, “When College Was a Public Good,” The
Chronicle of Higher Education, November 27, 2016, available at https://www.chronicle.com/article/When-CollegeWas-a-Public-Good/238501.
13 Sara Garcia, “Gaps in College Spending Shortchange
Students of Color” (Washington: Center for American
Progress, 2018), available at https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/
reports/2018/04/05/448761/gaps-college-spendingshortchange-students-color/.
14 Federal Student Aid, “Dependency Overrides,” available at
https://ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1115.html (last accessed
May 2018).
15 National Council on Disability, “Mental Health on College
Campuses: Investments, Accomodations Needed to Address Student Needs” ( 2017), available at https://ncd.gov/
sites/default/files/NCD_Mental_Health_Report_508_0.pdf.
16 Cornell Law School Legal Information Institute, “20
U.S.Code §1070a – Federal Pell Grants: amount and
determinations; applications,” available at http://www.
law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/20/1070a (last accessed May
2018).
17 Spiros Protopsaltis and Sharon Parrott, “Pell Grants—a Key
Tool for Expanding College Access and Economic Opportunity—Need Strengthening, Not Cuts,” Center on Budget
and Policy Priorities, July 27, 2017, available at https://
www.cbpp.org/research/federal-budget/pell-grants-akey-tool-for-expanding-college-access-and-economicopportunity.
18 Ben Miller, “New Federal Data Show a Student Loan Crisis
for African American Borrowers,” Center for American
Progress, October 16, 2017, available at https://www.
americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/
news/2017/10/16/440711/new-federal-data-showstudent-loan-crisis-african-american-borrowers/; American
Association of University Women, “Women’s Student Debt
Crisis in the United States,” May 2018, available at https://
www.aauw.org/research/deeper-in-debt/.
19 Office of Federal Student Aid, “Understanding Delinquency
and Default,” available at https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/
repay-loans/default (last accessed May 2018).
20 Jennie H. Woo and others, “Repayment of Student Loans
as of 2015 Among 1995–96 and 2003–04 First-Time Beginning Students” (Washington: National Center for Education Statistics, 2017), available at https://nces.ed.gov/
pubs2018/2018410.pdf.
21 Miller, “New Federal Data Show a Student Loan Crisis for
African American Borrowers.”
22 Authors’ analysis of National Center for Education Statistics, “2015-16 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study,”
table ceebkk47, available at https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/
powerstats/default.aspx (last accessed May 2018).
23 Miller, “Who Are Student Loan Defaulters?”

Center for American Progress | Beyond Tuition

24 Anthony P. Carnevale, Stephen J. Rose, and Ban Cheah,
“The College Payoff: Education, Occupations, Lifetime
Earnings” (Washington: The Georgetown University Center
on Education and the Workforce, 2014), available at https://
cew-7632.kxcdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/
collegepayoff-complete.pdf; and Alessia Leibert, “Racial
Disparities in Employment Outcomes After College” (Saint
Paul, MN: Minnesota Department of Employment and
Economic Development, 2017), available at https://www.
minneapolisfed.org/~/media/files/community/2017conference/papers-and-presentations/concurrent1/leibert_presentation_508.pdf?la=en.
25 Angela Hanks, Danyelle Solomon, and Christian E. Weller,
“Systematic Inequality: How America’s Structural Racism
Helped Create the Black-White Wealth Gap” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2018), available
at https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/reports/2018/02/21/447051/systematic-inequality/.
26 Miller, “Who Are Student Loan Defaulters?”
27 Colleen Campbell, “The Student Loan Default Crisis
for Borrowers with Children,” Center for American
Progress, November 15, 2017, available at https://www.
americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/
news/2017/11/15/442773/student-loan-default-crisisborrowers-children/.
28 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “U.S.
Federal Poverty Guidelines Used To Determine Financial
Eligibility for Certain Federal Programs,” available at https://
aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines (last accessed May 2018).
29 Lumina Foundation, “Today’s Student,” available at https://
www.luminafoundation.org/todays-student (last accessed
June 2018).
30 Anne Stauffer and Phillip Oliff, “Federal and State Funding of Higher Education: A Changing Landscape,” Pew
Charitable Trusts, June 11, 2015, available at http://
www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issuebriefs/2015/06/federal-and-state-funding-of-highereducation and Ben Miller, “Improving Federal Accountability for Higher Education” (Washington: Center for
American Progress, 2017), available at https://www.
americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/
reports/2017/10/24/440931/improving-federal-accountability-for-higher-education/.
31 Ben Miller, “The Good News and Bad News in College
Attainment Trends” Center for American Progress, April 18,
2018, available at https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/news/2018/04/18/449758/
good-bad-news-college-attainment-trends/.
32 Collin W. Smith, “Effects of Employment on Student Success,” (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Employment
Services, December 2016, available at https://www.byu.
edu/hr/sites/default/files/effects_of_student_employment.pdf.
33 College for All Act of 2017, S.806 115 Cong. 1 sess. (Government Printing Office, 2017), available at https://www.
congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/806/text;
and Debt-Free College Act, S.2598 115 Cong. 2 sess. (Government Printing Office, 2018), available at https://www.
congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/2598; The
White House, “Fact Sheet: White House Unveils America’s
College Promise Proposal: Tuition-Free Community College
for Responsible Students,” Press release, January 9, 2015,
available at https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/thepress-office/2015/01/09/fact-sheet-white-house-unveilsamerica-s-college-promise-proposal-tuitio.

35

34 See Tennessee Promise, “Homepage,” available at http://
tnpromise.gov/ (last accessed May 2018); The Kalamazoo
Promise, “Homepage,” available at https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/ (last accessed May 2018); and New York
State, “Excelsior Scholarship Program,” available at https://
www.hesc.ny.gov/pay-for-college/financial-aid/types-of-financial-aid/nys-grants-scholarships-awards/the-excelsiorscholarship.html (last accessed May 2018).
35 Authors’ analysis of data from National Center for Education Statistics, “2015-16 National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/default.aspx (last accessed May 2018).
36 Lumina Foundation, “A Benchmark for Making College
Affordable” (2015), available at https://www.luminafoundation.org/resources/a-benchmark-for-making-collegeaffordable.
37 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “U.S.
Federal Poverty Guidelines Used To Determine Financial
Eligibility for Certain Federal Programs.”
38 Ibid.
39 U.S. Department of Education, “Free Application for Federal
Student Aid 2017-18,” available at https://studentaid.
ed.gov/sa/sites/default/files/2017-18-fafsa.pdf (last accessed May 2018).
40 Hanks, Solomon, and Weller, “Systematic Inequality.”
41 Lumina Foundation, “Today’s Reality,” available at https://
www.luminafoundation.org/todays-student-statistics (last
accessed May 2018).
42 Office of Federal Student Aid, “Staying Eligible,” available
at https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/eligibility/stayingeligible#satisfactory-academic-progress (last accessed May
2018).
43 U.S. Department of Education, “Federal Student Aid at a
Glance 2018-19,” available at https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/
sites/default/files/aid-glance-2018-19.pdf (last accessed
May 2018).
44 Authors’ analysis of data from National Center for Education Statistics, “2015-16 National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/default.aspx (last accessed May 2018).
45 This matching structure is similar to how other federal programs work. For instance, Medicaid funds reimburse states
based on a formula known as Federal Medical Assistance
Percentages. See Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, “Federal Medical Assistance Percentage (FMAP) for Medicaid
and Multiplier,” available at https://www.kff.org/medicaid/
state-indicator/federal-matching-rate-and-multiplier/?curr
entTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Loca
tion%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D (last accessed May
2018).
46 Texas Association of Community Colleges, “Community
College Funding,” available at https://www.tacc.org/pages/
data-and-info/community-college-funding (last accessed
May 2018).
47 Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, “Status of State Action
on the Medicaid Expansion Decision,” available at https://
www.kff.org/health-reform/state-indicator/state-activityaround-expanding-medicaid-under-the-affordable-care-ac
t/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%2
2Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D (last accessed
May 2018).

Center for American Progress | Beyond Tuition

48 Michael Mitchell, Michael Leachman, and Kathleen Masterson, “A Lost Decade in Higher Education Funding: State
Cuts Have Driven Up Tuition and Reduced Quality,” Center
on Budget and Policy Priorities, August 23, 2017, available
at https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-andtax/a-lost-decade-in-higher-education-funding.
49 Cost estimates were derived by estimating the enrollment
of undergraduate students at all public two-and four-year
colleges and private not-for-profit four-year colleges, by
income groups above the federal poverty level, dependency status, and attendance intensity. Price estimates
were derived by adding the average price of tuition and
fees plus a $10,000 living allowance. Family contributions
were then estimated and factored in, and federal subsidies
were applied at a flat rate of 70 percent for public college
students and 50 percent for private college students—a
figure that would vary higher or lower in practice. The total
federal cost was then reduced by the amount currently
spent on federal student aid grants, education tax benefits,
and loan subsidies. Enrollment and price estimates were
derived from the 2016 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System and the 2015-16 National Postsecondary
Student Aid Survey. See National Center for Education
Statistics, “Custom Data Files,” Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System, available at https://nces.ed.gov/
ipeds/datacenter/CDS.aspx (last accessed May 2018).
Authors’ analysis of data from National Center for Education Statistics, “2015-16 National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/default.aspx (last accessed May 2018).
50 Congressional Budget Office, “The Budget and
Economic Outlook: 2018 to 2028” (2018), table B-3,
available at https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/115thcongress-2017-2018/reports/53651-outlook.pdf.

36

51 Janet Lorin, “Colleges Fill More Seats Early Favoring Richer
U.S. Students,” Bloomberg, January 9, 2015, available at
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-01-09/
colleges-fill-more-seats-early-favoring-richer-u-s-students.
52 Richard V. Reeves and Dimitrios Halikias, “Race gaps in SAT
scores highlight inequality and hinder upward mobility,”
The Brookings Institution, February 1, 2017, available at
https://www.brookings.edu/research/race-gaps-in-satscores-highlight-inequality-and-hinder-upward-mobility/.
53 U.S. Department of Education, “Overview of Accreditation
in the United States,” available at https://www2.ed.gov/
admins/finaid/accred/accreditation.html#Overview (last
accessed May 2018).
54 National Center for Education Statistics, “Data Feedback
Report,” available at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/
Expt/SelectComparisonInstitution.aspx (last accessed May
2018).
55 Garcia, “Gaps in College Spending Shortchange Students
of Color.”
56 Claudia Goldin and Lawrence F. Katz, “Human Capital and
Social Capital: The Rise of Secondary Schooling in America,
1910 to 1940.” Working Paper 6439 (National Bureau of
Economic Research, 1998), available at http://www.nber.
org/papers/w6439.
57 U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, “Education and
Training: History and Timeline,” available at https://www.
benefits.va.gov/gibill/history.asp (last accessed May 2018).
58 David Callahan, “How the GI Bill Left Out African Americans,” Demos Policy Shop, November 11, 2013, available
at http://www.demos.org/blog/11/11/13/how-gi-bill-leftout-african-americans.

Center for American Progress | Beyond Tuition

Our Mission

Our Values

Our Approach

The Center for American
Progress is an independent,
nonpartisan policy institute
that is dedicated to improving
the lives of all Americans,
through bold, progressive
ideas, as well as strong
leadership and concerted
action. Our aim is not just to
change the conversation, but
to change the country.

As progressives, we believe
America should be a land of
boundless opportunity, where
people can climb the ladder
of economic mobility. We
believe we owe it to future
generations to protect the
planet and promote peace
and shared global prosperity.

We develop new policy ideas,
challenge the media to cover
the issues that truly matter,
and shape the national debate.
With policy teams in major
issue areas, American Progress
can think creatively at the
cross-section of traditional
boundaries to develop ideas
for policymakers that lead to
real change. By employing an
extensive communications
and outreach effort that we
adapt to a rapidly changing
media landscape, we move
our ideas aggressively in the
national policy debate.

And we believe an effective
government can earn the
trust of the American people,
champion the common
good over narrow self-interest,
and harness the strength of
our diversity.

1333 H STREET, NW, 10TH FLOOR, WASHINGTON, DC 20005 • TEL: 2026821611 • FAX: 2026821867 • WWW.AMERICANPROGRESS.ORG

