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1 Letter from the Directors

1.1 Introduction

It is highly recommended that debaters begin by reading the Topic Introduction post

on the NHSDLC website here. Once debaters are more familiar with the general idea

of the topic, then they can proceed with reading the rest of the research packet.

This research packet is a tool for preparing students to debate the topic, Resolved:

Public colleges and universities in developed nations should be tuition

free. This will be the topic for the NHSDLC Spring 2020 season. The first sec-

tion contains background information about the topic, including some background

articles to discuss the terms of this topic. The second section will contain a topic

analysis written by an experienced American debate coach. The final two sections

will contain evidence that supports either the Pro or Con side.

The topic analysis in the second section is brand new this year! This topic analysis

is written by Anthony Berryhill, the managing director of the Victory Briefs

Institute and an experienced debate coach. The topic analysis will explain the

background of this topic and provide some thoughts about the various arguments

teams can make on this topic. We believe that this is an excellent tool to help

you understand this topic from the perspective of a debater. Think of this as your

own personal debate coach who is providing their own personal thoughts about the

topic.

It is up to each debater to read the articles and incorporate their arguments and ev-

idence into their cases accordingly, considering bias, context, and how these articles

present their evidence. Additionally, an article under “Pro” may still have sections

or statements that support or sound more like the Con side. These categories are

not meant to be “only Pro” evidence; they are only designed to help debaters find

some basic starting evidence and ideas for each side of the topic. Some of the re-

sources here have been shortened with an ellipsis [. . . ]. However, most of the articles

have been posted in their full original length since reading the whole article allows

greater understanding of the context and primary idea.

Each article is introduced with a note from the NHSDLC which provides a brief

summary of the article and some context of the article (e.g. the value of the article,

ways debaters might use this article, etc.). New this season, the introduction of

each article will also contain questions about the article that debaters can use to

check their comprehension of the article. We recommend that debaters read these

questions before reading the article and then try to answer the questions after they’ve

finished reading the article. For convenience, we’ve also included all the questions

for each article at the end of this research packet.

There is an additional advanced supplement packet for more advanced students.
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The supplement is not required to understand the topic. It contains additional

information and some more advanced articles that are more difficult to read and

comprehend, particularly as it relates to studies and economics. It is highly rec-

ommended that debaters read through this research packet first before reading the

advanced supplement as the advanced supplement does not contain the introduc-

tory material in this research packet. After reading through our provided research

packets, it is also highly recommended to find articles, evidence, and ideas from

your own research, as the most successful debaters tend to find unique evidence and

arguments that are truly their own.

1.2 Making the Most of the Research Packet

New this season, we’d like to provide some advice on utilizing our research packet

and sample cases. This advice is helpful for coaches, parents, and debaters alike.

The length of this packet can seem intimidating, so here is some advice for using

the research packet.

1. We recommend reading the topic analysis after reading this letter and before

reading the other sections. This is because the topic analysis will provide an

overarching framework for understanding the topic. It is usually more effective

to get a broad understanding of the topic as a whole and then fill in the specific

missing knowledge later.

2. We recommend strategies of active reading. Simply reading and re-reading

the material isn’t an effective way to understand and learn as students will

likely forget the material. Here’s some suggestions for active reading, taken

from the Open University:

• Underline or highlight key words and phrases as you read. When you

return to it later on, you can easily see which points you identified as

important. Be selective - too much highlighting won’t help.

• Make annotations in the margin to summarise points, raise questions,

challenge what you’ve read, jot down examples and so on. This takes

more thought than highlighting, so you’ll probably remember the content

better. (Use sticky notes if you don’t want to mark the text.)

• Read critically by asking questions of the text. Who wrote it? When?

Who is the intended audience? Does it link with other material you’ve

studied in the module? Why do you think it was written? Is it an excerpt

from a longer piece of text?

• Test yourself by reading for half an hour, putting the text away and

jotting down the key points from memory. Go back to the text to fill in

gaps.

National High School Debate League of China
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• Look for ‘signposts’ that help you understand the text - phrases like ‘most

importantly’, ‘in contrast’, ‘on the other hand’.

• Explain what you’ve read to someone else.

• Record yourself reading the module material or your notes, and listen to

the recording while you’re travelling or doing household chores.1

• Another way to think about active reading is through the SQ3R method.

It is good for revision as well as reading something for the first time.

‘SQ3R’ stands for the five steps involved. SKIM through the text quickly

to get an overall impression. QUESTION. If you are reading it for a

particular purpose (for example, to answer an assignment), ask yourself

how it helps. Also ask questions of the text: Who? What? Where?

When? How? READ. Read the text in a focused, and fairly speedy way.

REMEMBER. Test your memory - but don’t worry if you can’t remember

much. REVIEW. Read the text in more detail, taking notes. Use your

own words.

3. For teachers or coaches, we recommend creating lesson plans that incorporate

active reading into the assignments. For example, you could assign students

to read an article and submit a short paper that contains annotations, notes,

questions, and a summary of the article that they just read. You could also

assign students to give mini-presentations on an article they were assigned to

read where they have to summarize the article as well as identify arguments

(claims, warrants, and impacts) in the article. You can also use the questions

we’ve introduced at the beginning of each article as an assignment.

1Critical reading techniques: Active reading”, 2 March 2018, The Open University,

https://help.open.ac.uk/active-reading.
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2 Topic Analysis

Note from the NHSDLC: This topic analysis is written by Anthony Berryhill

(see bio below). The point of a topic analysis is to give a broad introduction to the

topic and the main arguments from the perspective of a debate coach. This is like

having your own personal debate coach write down their thoughts about the topic

and arguments and give them to you. This is not meant to be taken as absolute

truth, but, instead, as another useful tool to help you prepare for the topic.

Author Bio: Anthony Berryhill is an independent consultant who specializes in

educational coaching, management, and career development. He currently works as

the Managing Director of the Victory Briefs Institute, a summer debate institute in

the United States which prepares students for national championship level debate.

He is also an admissions coach who has spent the last 19 years helping U.S. and inter-

national students gain acceptance into America’s most selective undergraduate, law,

business, Ph.D. and medical schools. Anthony is an alumnus of Stanford University

(B.A.) and Yale University (Ph.D.) where he specialized in contemporary political

philosophy with a focus on applications for domestic and international social poli-

cies. As a debate coach, Anthony coached the 2018 international champion team

(from Taipei) of the one of the three national championships in the U.S. He has also

coached debaters in multiple events to late elimination rounds of state and national

championships. In 2018, Anthony won the title, “America’s Greatest Thinker” by

winning the national Great American Think-off. To reach Anthony, please feel free

to contact him at his personal email or LinkedIn at aberryhill1982@gmail.com.

2.1 The Importance of the Topic

This topic is a very popular one across developed countries. In many developed

countries, the purpose of education is to give students the knowledge, skills and

personal development needed to be fully functioning adults, based on what they

learned in school. Free public education (for grades kindergarten to the end of high

school) is often provided on the basis that it is a right—something that all children,

regardless of ability to pay, ought to receive. Why?

A few thoughts that should help you start brainstorming this topic that may/may

not apply to college, depending on how you’d like to argue. First, children deserve

the ability to succeed. Random luck should not completely limit your potential.

Making education conditioned on one’s ability to pay can be interpreted as saying

that if you were unlucky enough to be born poor, you should stay that way. The

concept of making tuition free implies making it something that all people deserve

access to, regardless of economics.

Second, making public education free is a social investment. By social investment,

National High School Debate League of China

mailto:aberryhill1982@gmail.com


NHSDLC Spring 2020 Main Research Packet | 7

I mean that free school is paid for by the overall society. This implies that offering

public education not only helps the people who attend but the entire society. Evi-

dence for this claim is easy to find: societies that suffer are ones that do not offer all

people access to education. When education is treated as a privilege—as something

where access is limited by one’s ability to pay—the society pays in other ways, e.g.

increased rates of crime, the ills of poverty, poor health, and overall lower social

well-being.

How does this apply to college?

In developed countries, college represents a major jump in lifelong earnings and

social mobility. High school often represents “basic education,” enough to be func-

tional in society and capable of doing lower-level tasks and jobs. But attending

college increases one’s skills, level of knowledge, and social networks to a point

where attendance can yield as much as millions of dollars of potential income over

a lifetime.

Students who attend college also gain immense personal growth. College represents

the first time many students shift from adolescence and parental dependence to the

start of their adulthood. It is a time where students no longer go to school and do

their homework because they are forced to – they do these tasks out of self-discipline,

career goals and the desire to learn. Making college dependent on one’s ability to

pay suggests that such growth only belongs to those who can pay.

Hence, we come to the core of the topic and the discussion of being tuition free.

There are many costs to attending college but the majority of it is in tuition. Tuition

is the amount of money it costs to pay for the core of the academic experience,

e.g. participation in a structured curriculum with teachers, other students, etc. It

is worth noting that in today’s society there are many ways to gain knowledge.

Online courses from websites such as Coursera, edX, etc. offer access to college-level

material and knowledge in ways deemed impossible earlier. Why don’t these online

courses/platforms charge tuition on part with undergraduate schools? Because they

do not offer the same experience as the formal schooling you are probably imagining.

Tuition is meant to pay for the entire process of paying, supervising, and offering

structure to education. If college was merely about acquiring knowledge, campuses

would be unnecessary in the 21st century.

Yet, despite the importance of college attendance, it remains a luxury good for most

even in the most developed countries. Countries in Europe vary in terms of their

policies of offering tuition free schools. In the United States, the idea of offering

free tuition to public colleges and universities is a hot topic in the presidential race

with candidates using this debate topic as part of their argument to become the

U.S. President.

Further, tuition prices continue to rise, often faster than inflation. Relatively few

National High School Debate League of China
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people can easily afford 10, 000−30,000/year tuition and the need for financial aid,

scholarships, etc. continues to rise as well. In developed countries that do not

offer free tuition, students often face the pressure of massive student loans—ones so

restrictive that make college appear as a form of economic prison vs a path to social

mobility.

One way to view the core debate on this topic is about what extent the logic of free

public education in K-12 extends into undergraduate college. Does making college

tuition free better serve social interests than relying on systems of student loans,

financial aid, and self-funding? Is college education worth the social investment?

Much literature has investigated if college is meaningful at all from an academic or

professional standpoint. Part of the debate for you – on both sides – will require

having a clear understanding of the general value of college and comparing that to

the costs of making school tuition free.

2.2 Details

You should note a couple of points before diving deeply into the core arguments on

this topic which shall be the remainder of this brief.

First, there are many different ways for college to be “tuition free.” The biggest dif-

ference lies in whether the program is first-dollar or last-dollar, explained here:

One important component of free college programs is exactly when

the money kicks in for students. There are two typical models. “Last

dollar” programs are those that eliminate tuition only after all grants

and scholarships. This means that if a student receives a grant or need-

or merit-based scholarship, the free college program would still use those

awards and then just make up the difference after them of what a student

owes. “First dollar” programs are ones that pay tuition up front and

allow students to receive grants and scholarships to cover other costs

associated with attending college. 2

There are also differences in what is covered, as journalist Denise-Marie Ordway

notes:

State and federal lawmakers and 2020 presidential candidates have

put forward a range of plans aimed at reducing college costs to curb

student debt and encourage more Americans to pursue degrees. Most

programs and proposals focus on eliminating tuition at community col-

leges and state universities. But some also aim to cover educational

2Wesley Whistle (Former Education Policy Advisor) and Tamar Hiler (Director of Ed-

ucation), ”Why Free College Could Increase Inequality”, 19 March 2019, Third Way,

https://www.thirdway.org/memo/why-free-college-could-increase-inequality.
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costs such as mandatory student fees, which schools charge to help pay

for student events, health services and other campus offerings.

These initiatives often are referred to as “free college” — even when

they only cover tuition — and as “tuition-free” programs. A number of

cities, counties and states have introduced “college promise” programs,

which also pay students’ tuition and, sometimes, other expenses at two-

and four-year institutions. 3

Second, you should note that tuition free schooling often applies to more non-

traditional forms of higher education. Tuition free college has been a topic of

discussion for programs outside of the four-year path such as vocational schools,

community colleges, Associate’s programs and even computer programming boot

camps! Debaters should be sure to test their logic under these types of programs

which often attract most of the people the Pro wants to help, e.g. less-skilled work-

ers, poor workers, those students who have no use or interest in “academia” or

research-based education, etc.

Third, there are many different models of funding or supporting free tuition each

of which has its own pros and cons. You will see in some articles the idea of

“means-tested” funding. In the United States, Social Security and Medicare are

two examples in which public support is constrained by one’s ability to meet certain

conditions i.e. age, maximum income level and so forth. Free college tuition is often

compared to these two programs as the baseline. The literature is both pro and con

on means-tested funding for free tuition.

Some models for enacting the resolution (i.e. by U.S. Presidential Candidates Bernie

Sanders and Elizabeth Warren) use what is often called “progressive taxation” as a

basis of funding. Progressive taxation is the idea that people should pay different

percentages of their income in taxes based on their income level, i.e. rich people

pay higher percentages of their income and less wealthy people pay lower percent-

ages. The logic is that poorer individuals have less available cash and resources to

contribute economically while more affluent people and families have more. It can

be argued that such a difference in contribution ensures that everyone is paying as

much as is reasonable relative to their situation.

Understanding the funding methods of the various options will help you form context

about the economic and political arguments you will see in your research. Teams

may even propose on the PRO side particular forms and methods of funding they will

defend. You should be ready for the various options as each has its own advantages

and disadvantages.

3Denise-Marie Ordway, ”The pros and cons of ’free college’ and ’college

promise’ programs”, 8 October 2019, Journalist’s Resource (A project of Har-

vard Kennedy School’s Shorenstein Center and the Carnegie-Knight Initiative),

https://journalistsresource.org/studies/society/education/free-college-promise-tuition-research/.
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2.3 Pro Arguments

Individual Costs

Nearly every Pro debater will likely cite many statistics about the “skyrocketing

costs” of college tuition and how it grows faster than inflation. In many situations,

the tuition costs of school are far higher than most citizens’ yearly salaries.

On that basis, one core Pro position is to argue how current tuition costs are a form

of restrictions on students that betray the purpose of going to college in the first

place. When students are paying extraordinarily high tuition bills during and after

college (through student loans), they are no longer more free because of college, but

arguably less so.

Some even call student loans a form of “economic slavery” in which students have

to choose their undergraduate or graduate programs based on their ability to repay

the tuition costs after graduation.

The Pro side could argue that free tuition is necessary in order to preserve the pur-

pose of higher education which is to promote individual freedom and social mobility.

Making students pay tuition to attend college can be viewed as the idiom goes “tak-

ing one step forward and two steps back.” This is particularly true with fields that

do not have an immediate economic payoff like many non-STEM fields.

When tuition is a barrier or obstacle to one’s choices during and after college, it is

no longer merely compensation for having an environment of learning, but instead

may appear to be a barrier to any and all future opportunity, and hence is too much

to ask.

Social Costs

Another argument for free tuition is that it helps fulfill social goals. First, promot-

ing education, generally speaking, makes societies more productive, improves their

economies, and promotes overall wellness across the board. To the extent that free

tuition can help more students gain access to college, it will enable them to be more

skilled workers who will produce wherever they work. This point can be useful as

leverage against the Con which is likely to focus on a lot of economics arguments

about the cost. Pro debaters who are ready with statistics and analyses about the

value of college to developed nations’ economies will be well suited for this type of

argument.

Second, Pro debaters should be ready to remind the Con of the costs of not offering

free tuition. Many articles discuss how college tuition and the pressures it puts

on students makes society suffer in other ways. Some authors argue that student

debt load is partially responsible for today’s generations of students to delay life

milestones which are essential for social stability such as having children, getting

National High School Debate League of China
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married and living independently. To the extent that student loans and tuition

burdens make it more difficult for graduates to continue to progress to “adult level”

tasks such as the ones previously mentioned, not only are students the ones who

pay significant, but the society does as well.

Debaters can consider literature and evidence from demographics to make this ar-

gument even stronger. Birth declines, the “aging crisis,” and other phenomena

establish the urgency: without free tuition, countries risk paying the indirect costs

when high skilled students are forced to make economic and social decisions that

hurt the social structure and economy overall. Free tuition may be one method of

alleviating that pressure.

2.4 Con Arguments

The Real Costs Ignored

The Pro side assumes that free tuition is the key point that can metaphorically

“open the floodgates” to college for lower-income students. However, there are

many other costs of college that cause the kind of economic strain which the PRO

side is discussing. Living costs, costs of textbooks, transportation, room and board,

etc. are all as important if not more so than tuition.

The Con can argue that free tuition is treated as a rallying point because tuition is

often the biggest item on a college bill. That does not mean it is the only one of

concern.

This argument is especially important for lower-income students, many of whom

in developed countries already receive financial aid. Some authors argue that free

tuition may do nothing for the poorest students because those students already

receive assistance (e.g. in the United States income-dependent “Pell Grants).” Fur-

ther, most college graduates are students with the most resources who, generally

speaking, can survive their student loans. Thus, free tuition can be seen as a benefit

primarily for the rich which does little or nothing to make the poor better off.

Further, free tuition may have a negative signaling effect. The emphasis on free

tuition may suggest that the job of making college affordable is mostly complete

once tuition is paid or free. However, given the importance of non-tuition costs

(which can easily be $10-15,000 U.S. a year), a policy which only focuses on tuition

may do more harm than good because it encourages schools, society, and students

to ignore the full load and burden of college.

A final unintended cost of free tuition is that it may make it harder for students to

have access to quality education. This can occur in two ways that are present in the

literature:

1. A “crowding out” effect in which schools get many more applicants and thus

National High School Debate League of China
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have to become increasingly more selective. Since public colleges and uni-

versities are often the last opportunities for students to get access to quality

education (esp. students who are especially poor), such an effect can either

reduce the quality of the school they would get into or block them from college

altogether.

2. Economies of scale: As schools increase access (which many PRO debaters

will offer as a benefit), they have to adjust for the increase in volume. This

may mean bigger class sizes, more difficulty in getting the courses one needs

for their career and for their major (leading to longer tenures in undergrad =

more cost) and less access to the kind of individualized, personal attention that

many students need to succeed. The world of the PRO may increase access but

decrease the quality for all students who attend, which is counterproductive.

Alternatives

A final major position is to emphasize that there are better alternatives to free

tuition. Because money is scarce and limited, there are tradeoffs between different

options. Offering free tuition will necessarily mean pulling educational resources

and money from other opportunities. Many scholars argue that free tuition will

pull away money from financial aid which does a better job of targeting lower and

middle-income students who need the most help.

Another claim is that free tuition can block the opportunity to provide more funding

for the existing systems of financial assistance designed to make college accessible.

Pell Grants, as mentioned earlier in this brief, could be according to some authors,

tripled in order to account for the rising costs of school. Colleges and financial aid

institutions can be more creative about how they calculate aid to factor in the true

costs of education, e.g. living expenses.

But having free tuition can tamper down the need to have innovation in making

college accessible. Con debaters should consider making a sort of “band-aid” argu-

ment against the Pro. Tuition costs appear to be the most important and urgent

matter regarding college access. But merely putting a “band-aid” on tuition through

making tuition free fails to address the real problems with college economics which

may be wasteful spending, misallocation of resources or even college’s abuse of the

financial aid systems of a country in order to bring in additional money—on the

presumption that the government can and will foot the bill.

Whether you are Pro or Con you should be sure to think about the alternatives to

offering free tuition and be ready to debate the relative advantages and disadvantages

of each.
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2.5 Conclusion

This topic offers an exciting opportunity to discuss a topic that you are very likely

to face as a student (whether or not you attend college). To be well prepared on

this topic, you should be sure to research the economics, politics, and social factors

involved in college attendance and its costs.

Good luck!

National High School Debate League of China
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3 Background

3.1 Glossary

Note from the NHSDLC: Having an understanding of all the key terms will

allow students to better understand the topic and should help students when they

are reading through the articles in this research packet. Debaters should refer back

to these as needed when reading through the packet. The definitions were drawn

from a variety of different sources.

• Public university: “Most public universities and colleges were founded by

state governments, some as early as the 1800s, to give residents the opportunity

to receive public college education. Today, state governments pay for most of

the cost of operating public universities. They also oversee these institutions

through appointed boards and trustees.” 4

• Private university: “Private colleges don’t receive funds from from state

legislatures. They rely heavily on tuition and private contributions. This

means tuition rates are generally higher.” 5

• College (American definition not British): A university where you can

study for an undergraduate (= first) degree. 6

• Grant (free money for studying): “Grants tend to be need-based and are

available to students based on criteria such as family income. Federal and state

government are the primary sources of grants, The Pell Grant is a well-known

federal grant program. State-funded grants ordinarily go to students pursuing

an education in that state.” 7

• Scholarship: “Scholarships are usually merit based. This means that they are

given to prospective recipients based on desired qualities such as athletic abil-

ity, academic achievement or involvement in a certain extra-curricular activity.

Scholarships can also be based on particular traits like ancestral background

or group affiliation.” 8

• Financial aid: Money that is given or lent to students in order to help pay

for their education. 9

• Need-based aid: “Federal student aid is need-based. That means it doesn’t

4https://www.petersons.com/blog/public-university-vs-private-college/
5https://www.petersons.com/blog/public-university-vs-private-college/
6https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/college?q=college1
7https://www.bestvalueschools.com/faq/what-is-the-difference-between-scholarships-and-

grants/
8Ibid
9https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/financial%20aid
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discriminate by any factor apart from financial need. Eligibility is based solely

on the assets and income of the prospective student and his or her family.

Factors such as test scores or athletic ability have no bearing on need-based

aid.” 10

• Loan: “An education loan is a sum of money borrowed to finance college or

other school-related expenses. Payments are often deferred while students are

in school and for a six-month grace period after graduation. Education loans

are issued for the purpose of attending an academic institution and pursuing

an academic degree. Education loans can be obtained from the government or

through private-sector lending sources. Federal loans often offer lower interest

rates, and some also offer subsidized interest. Private-sector loans generally

follow more of a traditional lending process for application, with rates typically

higher than federal government loans.” 11

• FAFSA: Free Application for Federal Student Aid A form to apply for finan-

cial aid for college or grad school

• Tuition: the money paid for being taught, esp. at a college. 12

• Instate tuition: In-state tuition refers to the rate paid by students with a

permanent residence in the state in which their university is located. 13

• Out of state tuition: “Out-of-state tuition refers to the rate that students

coming from outside the state, including international students, pay to attend

a public state school. In-state tuition is typically much cheaper than out-

of-state tuition. For example, The University of Texas at Austin’s School of

Undergraduate Studies charges $5,624 per 12+ credit hours for state residents.

For the same credits, out-of-state students pay $19,464—a difference of almost

$14,000.” 14

• International student tuition: “International Tuition is a rate of tuition

that includes a supplemental increase charged to cover the cost of providing

services unique to international students in areas such as admissions, gov-

ernmental compliance, financial transactions, advising, communication skill-

building, instruction, English language placement, and research.” 15

• Room and board: Lodging and food usually furnished for a set price or as

part of wages. 16

10https://www.princetonreview.com/college-advice/need-based-merit-based
11https://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/education-loan.asp.
12https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/tuition
13https://www.collegexpress.com/interests/public-colleges-and-universities/articles/financial-

aid-public-colleges/everything-you-need-know-about-out-state-tuition/
14Ibid
15https://www.registrar.iastate.edu/fees/tuition-faqs/intltuition
16https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/room%20and%20board
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3.2 Types of Free College Programs

Wesley Whistle (Former Education Policy Advisor) and Tamar Hiler (Director of Ed-

ucation), ”Why Free College Could Increase Inequality”, 19 March 2019, Third Way,

https://www.thirdway.org/memo/why-free-college-could-increase-inequality.

Note from the NHSDLC: There are different types of free college programs,

which probably isn’t that important for most debates, but these are distinctions

that might be important to keep in mind.

Types of Free College Programs

When talking about “free college programs,” it’s important to note that these ini-

tiatives (both those already enacted and proposed) come in many shapes and sizes.

The design of any major initiative can have a major impact on exactly who benefits

(or loses) from that policy—and by how much.

Last Dollar vs. First Dollar

One important component of free college programs is exactly when the money kicks

in for students. There are two typical models. “Last dollar” programs are those that

eliminate tuition only after all grants and scholarships. This means that if a student

receives a grant or need- or merit-based scholarship, the free college program would

still use those awards and then just make up the difference after them of what

a student owes. “First dollar” programs are ones that pay tuition up front and

allow students to receive grants and scholarships to cover other costs associated

with attending college. The former is much more regressive and the worst offenders

when it comes to making working and middle class families foot the bill for wealthy

students to attend college.

Two-Year vs. Four-Year

Free college programs typically only apply to public institutions, but sometimes

they are only applicable to a specific level. Some states that have enacted free

college programs have eliminated tuition at community colleges, similar to the plan

President Obama proposed. Others have proposed or enacted programs that apply

at four-year institutions, and some have done so at both levels.

Tuition-Free vs. Debt-Free

Some programs simply eliminate tuition for students, though they often still require

students with financial need to borrow to cover the other costs associated with

attending college. Others have proposed “debt-free” college, a semantic change

which could indicate that wealthy students who can afford to pay tuition would not
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receive the benefit and/or that the proposal would seek to cover the full cost of

college for low-income students (not just tuition). The latter “debt-free” idea has

not been enacted anywhere in the United States, so its details are less clear, though

it is certain to a topic of conversation in the 2020 debate.

Other Characteristics of Free College Programs

In addition to the many different types of programs explained above, many existing

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

have placed requirements based on academic progress or standing (i.e. having a

certain GPA). Some have implemented residency requirements where graduates must

stay in state or their “free college” tuition subsidy later turns into a loan they must

pay back if they take a job out of state. And many programs are only for new

students, right out of high school—excluding the growing number of adult and part-

time students enrolling in college. All three of these restrictions, and others like

them, are popular because they limit the cost of the program for policymakers—but

they can end up hurting the students that need help the most.
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3.3 6 Countries with Virtually Free College Tuition

Lisa Goetz (has been a finance content writer for Investopedia since 2016, and she

has more than 60 articles to her credit), ”6 Countries with Virtually Free College Tu-

ition”, 9 May 2019, Investopedia, https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-

finance/080616/6-countries-virtually-free-college-tuition.asp.

The staggering cost of higher education in the United States has many prospective

college students wondering whether going to college is worth the expense. While

conventional wisdom still points to the benefits of having a college degree, more

students and their families are seeking alternatives to lower their college tuition

bills. Some Americans are even looking abroad, as some countries offer free tuition

to international students and programs of study entirely in English.

1. Norway

Students willing to brave exceptionally harsh winters and one of the highest costs of

living in the world might consider earning their degrees in Norway. Tuition is free

at public universities, giving students the opportunity to earn degrees at top-ranked

institutions such as the University of Oslo, Norwegian University of Science and

Technology, and the University of Bergen.

2. Finland

Until recently, citizens and international students paid no tuition at state-run uni-

versities. However, starting in 2017, international students wishing to earn degrees

in English will pay approximately $1,700 or more per year, depending on the degree

level and program of study. Doctoral students, as well as those pursuing their stud-

ies in Finnish or Swedish, still pay no tuition. The government also plans to offer

scholarships and financial aid to international students with exceptional academic

backgrounds.

3. Sweden

Only students pursuing research-based doctoral degrees get free tuition in Sweden;

some programs of study even offer stipends to international students. Nevertheless,

students should be aware that Sweden’s high cost of living may put them over

budget, even when they pay nothing to earn their degrees.

4. Germany

Germany needs skilled workers, and this reality creates a win-win situation for Amer-

ican students. All students enrolled in any of the country’s public universities can

attend for free. What’s more, German universities offer a wide range of programs

entirely in English, and an American student can earn a university degree in Ger-

many without speaking a word of German. Top-ranked institutions, such as the

National High School Debate League of China

https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-finance/080616/6-countries-virtually-free-college-tuition.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-finance/080616/6-countries-virtually-free-college-tuition.asp


NHSDLC Spring 2020 Main Research Packet | 19

University of Munich and University of Bonn, mean that U.S. students don’t have

to trade prestige for cost.

5. Slovenia

Cultural experiences, proximity to tourist destinations in Italy and Croatia, and free

university tuition make Slovenia an attractive choice for students wanting to earn

their degrees abroad. Like Germany, Slovenian universities offer numerous programs

of study in English, so students only need to learn the language to communicate

with the locals.

6. France

In the past, students needed to speak French in order to attend university in France.

This is no longer the case, however, as many programs of study at both public and

private universities are offered in English. Students who attend public universities

usually pay a few hundred dollars per year, depending on the degree level and

program of study. Over the years, France has modified its free tuition model, and

some EU students pay tuition based on family income. Such changes may eventually

impact how much international students pay to attend French universities.

Beyond Europe

Europe remains a well-known, highly sought-after destination for students seeking

refuge from high-priced U.S. colleges and universities, but public universities in

countries such as Mexico and Brazil also have virtually free tuition; students pay

registration fees, which amount to very little when considering the exchange rates.

Some universities offer top-quality programs of study in English. Earning a degree

south of the border also makes it possible for students to learn highly sought-after

languages of commerce, such as Spanish and Portuguese.

Americans can also attend university in China and pay around $3,000 per year,

which is very affordable when compared to U.S. tuition rates. The best tuition

deals in China, however, are reserved for students able to pursue their studies in

Chinese.
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3.4 Democrats’ Ongoing Argument about Free College, Ex-

plained

Matthew Yglesias (co-founded Vox.com with Ezra Klein and Melissa Bell back in

the spring of 2014. He’s currently a senior correspondent focused on politics and

economic policy, and co-hosts The Weeds podcast twice a week on Tuesdays and

Fridays. Before launching Vox, he was the author of the Moneybag column for

Slate and before that he wrote and blogged for Think Progress, The Atlantic, TPM,

and The American Prospect), ”Democrats’ ongoing argument about free college,

explained”, 24 June 2019, Vox, www.vox.com/2019/6/24/18677785/democrats-free-

college-sanders-warren-biden.

Note from the NHSDLC: This article introduces the free college debate between

the Democratic presidential candidates in the United States. The Democratic field

(as of December 2019) is loosely divided into leftist candidates like Bernie Sanders

and Elizabeth Warren who favor universal free college and more moderate candidates

like Pete Buttigieg and Joe Biden who favor reforms to the tuition system. Here,

Yglesias covers the main disagreements between the two sides.

Questions:

1. What is the difference between the plans offered by Bernie Sanders/Elizabeth

Warren and Pete Buttigieg? This difference represents different approaches

to politics. What are the two philosophically distinct approaches to politics

concerning tuition free college?

2. What is the primary criticism of free college plans? What are the two reasons

(warrants) given to support this argument?

3. Why do defenders of free public college say this criticism misses the point?

Bernie Sanders made an early splash in 2015 with his call to make public colleges

and universities tuition-free — a battle he’s rejoining this week with a new version

of legislation to eliminate tuition and cancel student debt — and Democrats have

been arguing about it ever since.

In the 2020 field, Elizabeth Warren has joined Sanders on the free college bandwagon.

Joe Biden was an early endorser of this idea in 2015, though he hasn’t talked about

it much in the current cycle. Pete Buttigieg says he’s opposed, favoring instead a

dramatic expansion of Pell Grants to make college much more affordable for students

from low-income families. Amy Klobuchar has been more dismissive, saying she’s

not “a magic genie” who can just give expensive stuff to everyone (although the

federal government’s ability to create and spend money is not magic but just how

the financial system works).
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It’s a debate that cleaves two philosophically distinct approaches to politics: one

a mentality of hoarding scarce resources for the most efficient uses, and the other

a broad, aspirational vision of public luxury in which there’s little need to quibble

about exactly who gets what.

But it also speaks to the generational divide in Democratic politics. To older voters,

accustomed to the cheap college tuition that prevailed decades ago, “free college”

sounds quixotic and frivolous; to younger people burdened by today’s much higher

tuition structure and loan-based financing system, it’s a clear commitment to fix a

broken system.

Yet the federal government is a secondary actor in higher education. State govern-

ments allowed higher education cost structures to rise even while pulling back on

funding, pushing more costs onto students. It’s ultimately state governments that

will need to decide whether they’re willing to spend more on higher education, cut

costs, or both. The candidates arguing about this are running for president, not

governor, and when you look under the hoods of their plans, there may be less to

the contrast than the broad philosophical discussion would suggest.

Free college helps the rich more than the poor

The crucial criticism of free college plans is that they are “regressive,” which means

they deliver more public funds to higher-income families than to low-income fami-

lies.

This happens for two main reasons.

One is that kids from affluent families are considerably more likely to attend col-

lege than kids from less prosperous backgrounds, so any kind of higher education

spending tends to disproportionately benefit the affluent. The other is that lower-

income kids pay less in tuition than affluent ones. They are more likely to attend

relative cheap community colleges than relatively expensive public university flag-

ship campuses. And lower-income kids benefit from Pell Grants and other forms of

means-tested tuition assistance like state grant programs and scholarships.

Economists Sandy Baum and Alexandra Tilsley calculate that more than a third

of the benefits of free college would go to households earning over $120,000 and

relatively little money would flow to the genuinely neediest families or to independent

students who are paying for college on their own.

There are different ways of doing the calculation, but they’ll all return the same

result. “Parents of college students” is a richer group of people than parents overall.

Affluent families are more likely to attend four-year programs rather than two-year

programs, and less affluent families are more likely to be already getting help with

their tuition.
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That’s why Third Way, the flagship policy shop for centrist Democrats, warns that

free college “could increase inequality,” while Conor Friedersdorf at the Atlantic

terms it “a regressive scandal.”

It’s worth being clear, however, that even though free college helps the rich more

than the poor, it’s actually not true that any of the Democratic plans would be

regressive in its overall impact. Sanders’s College for All Act is paid for by imposing

a financial transactions tax on stock trading, while Warren’s free college plus debt

relief plan is supposed to be paid for with some of the proceeds from her proposed

wealth tax. Both of these financing mechanisms (especially Warren’s) are extremely

progressive, so the aggregate impact of the proposals is, in turn, progressive.

Free college is regressive relative to a hypothetical alternative in which the same pool

of money is handed out flatly to everyone regardless of whether they go to college.

But Democrats’ free college plans are still progressive relative to the status quo.

What’s true is that they’re less progressive than using the same revenue sources to

just cut equal checks to everyone would be.

Proponents, however, say this misses the point.

Free college is part of a broader social democratic vision

The general principle of charging high tuition and then largely offsetting that tuition

with grants for the poor could, of course, be applied much more broadly.

Local governments could charge $2,500 a year in tuition to attend high school, and

most families would be able to pay it. You could then layer a grant program for

the neediest families on top and argue that the change was a progressive strategy to

soak the rich. But charging tuition to public high school would seriously undermine

Americans’ shared understanding of the meaning of a public high school. Imposing

a means test on free book borrowing at public libraries would, similarly, cut against

the civic purpose of the library, even though many families who take advantage of

library services are in the top third of the income distribution and don’t strictly

need public assistance to get our hands on books.

Indeed, the fact that affluent families use public libraries is arguably an institutional

strength. My neighborhood library attracts people from all walks of life. And by

bundling together book lending services that seem to be mostly used by educated

yuppies, computer terminals and job training classes that seem to be mostly used

by lower-income working-class people, and toddler activities that a very diverse set

of families enjoy, the library system garners strong public support.

By the same token, Jordan Weissmann argues that the point of free college is “to rope

middle- and upper-middle-class families into a broader social democratic project,

one important piece of which is making sure that public colleges stay well-funded

for everybody.”
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But the universality of free college initiatives isn’t just about cynical politics — it’s

a statement of values. To guarantee free college to qualified students is a way of

saying that higher education is important and valued, which is one reason the idea

seems very popular among young college graduates who would not actually benefit

in a concrete way. That said, most people are not young college graduates, and

polling from Quinnipiac University and elsewhere tends to indicate that free college

plans are moderately unpopular with the electorate at large — even though the

exact same poll shows that imposing a wealth tax is popular.

[...]

There are a bunch of ideas that aren’t quite free college

One popular alternative to free college, championed by the Obama administration in

its final years, is the idea that the federal government should act to make two years

of community college free for everyone. This is both cheaper than a commitment

to making four-year public universities free and more narrowly targeted at lower-

income students. And because it’s cheaper, it’s feasible for the federal government

to offer to shoulder a larger share of the cost, which probably makes it likely that

more states would be tempted to get with the program.

A nuance here is that there is significant state-to-state variation in how the lower

tier of public higher education is organized.

According to Kevin Carey, the director of New America’s education program, “in

Illinois, 62 percent of students enrolled in public institutions attend community

college” versus only 32 percent in nearby Michigan and Wisconsin. The difference is

the latter states have invested in creating a more extensive network of non-selective

four-year institutions to meet the needs of many of the kind of people Illinois serves

via community colleges.

Carey proposes that instead of matching funds or a community college limita-

tion, the federal government should just pick a number — somewhere between

5, 000and10,000 per student — and say any state that wants to make a public col-

lege campus free can get that much cash to help them do it. The network would be

linked through a set of quality standards including a promise to accept one another’s

credits and set the stage for coursework to be done at least partially online.

Meanwhile, Rep. Mark Pocan (D-WI) and Sen. Brian Schatz (D-HI) have legisla-

tion to make college debt-free. That includes a clear commitment to ensuring that

students don’t need to take out loans to cover living expenses or books, something

tuition-oriented plans aren’t always clear on, but also focusing more on high-need

students rather than wealthier ones who don’t need to borrow. Their program would

give participating states a dollar-for-dollar match from the federal government for

however much funding they appropriate for state schools. In exchange, those schools
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would have to commit to helping students pay for the full cost of college without

taking on debt, through need-based grants to help students who can’t afford it cover

costs.

This matching rate, however, is even lower than in the Sanders plan, and in practice,

many states would just say thanks but no thanks.

[...]
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3.5 A Debate is Under Way About the Cost of Higher Ed-

ucation

The Economist, “A debate is under way about the cost of higher education”,18

July 2019, Economist: Finance and Economics, www.economist.com/finance-and-

economics/2019/07/18/a-debate-is-under-way-about-the-cost-of-higher-education.

Note from the NHSDLC: This article provides some background about free

college and the main arguments for and against such a proposal. It mostly focuses

on the Con argument that free college is regressive and the Pro arguments about

access and values. This is an excellent introduction to the main clashes on this

topic.

Questions:

1. What are some of the differences between the Danish university system and

the American/British systems? How many people in rich countries have post-

secondary education? What type of families are they from?

2. What are two arguments against free college in the article? What are two of

the practical responses given by defenders of free college?

3. Why are the most powerful arguments for free college about values rather than

economics? What is a weakness of these arguments from values?

In many ways the flood of bold, progressive policy proposals coursing across Amer-

ica’s political landscape began in 2015, when Bernie Sanders, an independent senator

from Vermont, put a plan to make higher education at public universities free at the

centre of his upstart campaign for the presidency. Then the idea seemed radical,

even gimmicky. Now it is noteworthy when leading Democrats oppose the notion.

Yet some do, for example Pete Buttigieg, the mayor of South Bend, and their ar-

guments still pack a punch. Why indeed should taxpayers’ money be spent on the

children of the rich rather than more generous financial aid for the poor? The Demo-

cratic debate over free college is in fact part of a deeper disagreement about how

best to structure a welfare state.

Across much of the rich world, a public-university education is free or nearly free,

apart from the cost of books and living expenses. (Danish students even receive a

stipend to help pay for such things.) But those in America and Britain pay tuition

fees which are high and growing higher. In Britain, a change in the law in 1998

allowed public universities to begin charging. The average tuition fee at four-year

public universities in America has roughly tripled over the past three decades after

adjusting for inflation. Rising fees represent an evolution towards a means-tested

approach to covering the rising cost of higher education, which has gone up steadily

all around the world. Places like America and Britain pass some of this increase on
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to students in the form of higher fees, with the understanding that poorer students

will receive financial aid while richer ones will bear the full tuition bill.

To many politicians in these places, this seems just. Unlike primary or secondary

education, university is a minority pursuit in most advanced economies. Across the

oecd, a club of mostly rich countries, only about 45% of adults aged 25 to 34 have

some post-secondary education. Those people tend to come from richer families and

to earn more than the population as a whole. A universal programme that mostly

benefits a well-off not-quite-half of the country would seem a strange aspiration for

egalitarian-minded politicians (though less strange for those desiring young people’s

votes). Better to target aid at those from poorer families.

An economic approach points in a similar direction. A post-secondary education

represents an investment in a person’s future earning power, thanks to the skills

obtained in school, the connections and credentials gathered along the way, and

the signal a tertiary degree provides to employers. Since students reap most of the

benefit, they should bear the cost (borrowing against future earnings if need be),

lest subsidies encourage people to spend years at university that might be better

allocated elsewhere.

Against this, supporters of free university marshal a number of practical arguments.

University attendees are more likely to come from wealthier families precisely be-

cause university is not free, they say. There is something to this. Higher tuition

charges do push some people away from post-secondary education. Several analyses

of the introduction of tuition fees in Britain found a negative effect on university

attendance. A report produced by the Institute for Fiscal Studies, a think-tank,

estimated that an increase of £1,000 ($1,243) in tuition fees is associated with a

decline of 3.9 percentage points in the rate at which recent school-leavers choose to

go on to university. Work by Thomas Kane of Harvard University found a response

of similar magnitude in America. And research by Susan Dynarski of the Univer-

sity of Michigan and Judith Scott-Clayton of Columbia University concludes that

both attendance and completion rates are higher when education is more affordable.

Their work also suggests that the tangle of eligibility rules and application processes

students must navigate to get financial aid can lessen its benefits.

Free tuition, by contrast, is simple to administer and easy to understand. The rich,

furthermore, can pay for their privilege later in life through systems of progressive

taxation. (Mr Sanders would pay for his plan through a tax on financial trans-

actions; his Democratic rival, Senator Elizabeth Warren, would fund a free-college

programme with a tax on multi-millionaires.) In any case, many young people from

well-off households will attend pricey private universities rather than free public

ones.
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Wolves and Sheepskins

But the most powerful arguments for free university are about values rather than

economic efficiency. To politicians like Mr Sanders, a post-secondary education

is a part of the basic package of services society owes its members. There are

broad social benefits to a well-educated citizenry, because new ideas allow society

as a whole to prosper and cultivating an informed population in an increasingly

complex world probably takes more than 12 or so years of schooling. Amid constant

technological change, a standing offer of free higher education may represent an

important component of the social safety-net. Universality reinforces the idea that

free education is not an expedient form of redistribution, but part of a system of

collective insurance underpinning an egalitarian society. To progressive politicians,

means-tested services send the message that government programmes are for those

who cannot help themselves, whereas universal programmes are a means by which

society co-operates to help everyone.

Ironically, such values-based arguments, however one feels about them, are undercut

by rising inequality. As the rich pull away from the rest, their increased political

power may stymie tax rises needed to fund universal public services. Meanwhile

for progressive politicians the need to target available funds at the worst-off in

society grows more urgent; in America, the argument that the children of billionaires

should not receive a government-funded education takes on greater moral as well as

practical weight. It is probably no coincidence that tuition fees are lowest in places

with the most equal income distributions (see chart). Strong safety-nets compress

the income distribution. But inequality may also make the sorts of comprehensive

public services that underpin egalitarian societies ever harder to sustain.
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3.6 Should College Be Free?

Spencer Bokat-Lindell (a writer in The New York Times Opinion section), ”Should

College Be Free?”, 3 December 2019, New York Times,

www.nytimes.com/2019/12/03/opinion/free-college-tuition.html.

Note from the NHSDLC: This article summaries some of the main clashes be-

tween defenders and opponents of free college from different sources.

Questions:

1. Why do critics say subsidies for universal free public college mostly go towards

richer students? How do defenders of free college respond?

2. Critics argue that free college would “bleed university’s dry.” How might that

happen? Can you think of other reasons why free college would be expensive?

3. Why might the emphasis on college be misplaced? If the emphasis on college

is misplaced, does that better support the Pro or Con side? Why?

“I believe we should move to make college affordable for everybody,” begins a new,

subtweet-y campaign ad from Pete Buttigieg that started airing in Iowa on Thanks-

giving.

The mayor of South Bend, Ind., was not only promoting his plan to make public

college tuition-free for families earning up to $100,000 a year. He was also drawing

a stark, if implicit, contrast with his competitors Elizabeth Warren and Bernie

Sanders, who have made eliminating tuition for all students at public colleges (and

for Mr. Sanders, at trade schools and apprenticeship programs as well) a core issue

of their candidacies.

“There are some voices saying, ‘Well, that doesn’t count unless you go even further

— unless it’s even free for the kids of millionaires,’” Mr. Buttigieg continues in the

ad. “But I only want to make promises that we can keep.”

The debate: Every American is entitled to a free K-12 education. But in many

countries around the world, that right effectively extends to college as well. Should

the United States follow suit?

Rich kids should have to pay for college

Critics of free public college, including Mr. Buttigieg and Senator Amy Klobuchar,

argue that it’s a wasteful, even regressive, idea, since students from families wealthy

enough to afford tuition would disproportionately reap the benefits. That’s because

kids from higher-income families are more likely to attend college and lower-income

students on average pay less in net tuition.
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By the numbers: Sandy Baum and Alexandra Tilsley at the Urban Institute estimate

that more than a third of the total subsidies required for universal free public college

would flow to students from families earning $120,000 or more, who already tend to

enjoy better K-12 educations.

Ms. Baum and Ms. Tilsley write in The Washington Post:

A national free-tuition plan would provide disproportionate benefits

to the relatively affluent while leaving many low- and moderate-income

students struggling to complete the college degrees that many jobs now

demand. Ironically, free-tuition programs would exacerbate inequality

even as they promise to level the playing field. . . . A progressive educa-

tional policy should offer much more narrowly targeted help for students.

Higher education is a public good, and public goods should be univer-

sal

Supporters of free tuition say that talking points about free-riding “millionaires and

billionaires” are misleading — not least because millionaires and billionaires are far

less likely to send their children to public universities.

A different crunch of the numbers: Mike Konczal, a fellow at the Roosevelt Insti-

tute, estimates that families within the top 1 percent of the income distribution

would capture 1.4 percent of total spending on free college — slightly regressive in

relative terms, but arguably not an exorbitant price to pay for the 98.6 percent of

spending that would benefit everyone else. And crucially, supporters say, under the

Sanders and Warren plans, that spending would be financed by raising taxes on the

rich.

But Jordan Weissman contends in Slate that to quibble about the relative progres-

sivity of different college tuition funding proposals is largely to miss the point. For

many proponents, universal free public college is part of a broader political vision

to establish higher education as a public good that everyone buys into, like the fire

department or library.

He writes:

The entire policy agenda of the social-Democratic left is based on

the idea that simple, universal government programs are generally better

than means-tested benefits, because letting everybody enjoy nice things

like higher education for free or cheap creates buy-in for a robust welfare

state, whereas programs for the poor are easily targeted for cuts.

Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York pursued this line of thought

in a Twitter thread:

This is a GOP talking point used to dismantle public systems, it’s
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sad to see a Dem candidate adopt it. Let’s talk about why Republicans

are wrong on this. Just like rich kids can attend public school, they

should be able to attend tuition-free public college.

1. Universal public systems are designed to benefit EVERYBODY! Ev-

eryone contributes everyone enjoys. We don’t ban the rich from public

schools, firefighters, or libraries bc they are public goods.

2. Universal systems that benefit everyone are stronger bc everyone’s

invested!

Another angle: The notion that the children of millionaires and billionaires shouldn’t

have access to free college, some critics say, rests too comfortably on the assump-

tion that wealth is and will continue to be transferred seamlessly from generation

to generation — itself a regressive feature of the American class system. That as-

sumption also doesn’t account for the reality that some wealthy parents may wield

their financial power to coerce and even abuse their college-age children.

Free public college may not work

Eliminating tuition at state schools would bleed them dry, writes Noah Smith in

Bloomberg. The rub, he argues, is that most public universities receive much of

their funding from state governments, and many state governments don’t want to

increase their education budgets — in fact, they want to cut them. Mr. Smith

writes:

If even Vermont’s government won’t pony up the cash, who will?

Those on the socialist left seem to believe that the federal government

will step in, but this seems overly optimistic given decades of cuts to

every major spending item except health care. As soon as a Republican

administration or Congress gets into power, federal education spending

would be under threat.

The result, Mr. Smith says, would be an era of painful austerity for both students

and staff.

The emphasis on college is misplaced

College, free or otherwise, should be lower on the national political priority list,

writes Matt Bruenig, the founder of People’s Policy Project.

Defending the value of education for education’s sake is one thing. But Mr. Bruenig

sees the issue as a largely economic problem, to which free public college is an

inadequate solution: Both its supporters and its opponents seem to accept the

premise that a traditional higher education is the only avenue to a limited number

of middle-class jobs. But most Americans don’t go to college, he says, and “pushing

more and more people through college will not automatically transform all the jobs
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into good ones.”

Rather, Mr. Bruenig writes:

We should as a society designate ages 18-24 as the attachment zone

during which all paths into a career are fully supported by public benefits

and services. Students get their free school. But, under the exact same

umbrella, nonstudents get their free vocational training, subsidized ap-

prenticeships, in-work subsidies, public jobs, and whatever else it takes

to ensure a lasting labor force attachment. That would be a program

that is actually in fitting with the ideals of universalism.
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4 Pro Evidence

4.1 It’s Time to Push for Free College

Max Page and Dan Clawson (are professors of architecture and sociology, respec-

tively, at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. Each previously served as pres-

ident of the Massachusetts Society of Professors, the 1,400-member union of faculty

and librarians, which is a chapter of the Massachusetts Teachers Association, and

are active in the statewide union. They are co-authors of The Future of Higher

Education), ”It’s Time to Push for Free College”, no date, National Education As-

sociation, http://www.nea.org/home/62740.htm.

Note from the NHSDLC: This article argues that free college would prepare

students for life in the modern world, benefit the economy more than any similar

government spending, and is unlikely to be cut because of its universality. This is a

straightforward and simple defense of free college.

Questions:

1. Why is college important? List 2 reasons why college is good for the individual

and 2 reasons why it is good for society.

2. Why do many students choose not to go to college? How would free college

help?

3. Opponents argue that now is not the time for free college and that it would

overstretch universities. How do the authors respond to these claims?

Just about everyone agrees that college should be more affordable. A century ago

high school was becoming a necessity, not a luxury; today the same is happening to

college. If college is essential for building a career and being a full participant in our

democracy as high school once was, shouldn’t it be free, paid for by public dollars,

and treated as a right of all members of our country?

We have made K-12 education free because it is good for the individual and for

society. The same is true for higher education. As several recent studies have

underscored, a college degree is a pathway to a more stable life, financially and

otherwise, even for students who struggled in high school. Other studies show

that there is no better short-term or long-term investment for the rest of society

than higher education. For example, one study shows that new spending on public

colleges, which would be sparked by an influx of more students, produces more

economic activity than a similar-sized tax cut, or similar spending on roads and

bridges. And, over their lives, college graduates smoke less, commit fewer crimes,

draw less on social welfare programs, and generate more taxes.
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These arguments, long made by activists on the left, have finally made their way into

the mainstream. (Of course, they’ve been in the mainstream for decades in most

advanced countries, where higher education is free, including Germany, Denmark,

Sweden, Iceland, Finland, Mexico, and Brazil). President Obama’s proposal for free

community college, builds off the program launching in Tennessee this year. But

he also was inspired by other state proposals past and present, like the 20-year-

old state-funded HOPE scholarship program in Georgia, the largest merit-based

scholarship program in the U.S., and free-college proposals in Oregon, Mississippi,

Chicago, Philadelphia, and our own state of Massachusetts, where universal public

education was pioneered by Horace Mann.

These proposals are born out of recognition that our students are struggling. Many

can’t go to college because they can’t afford it or won’t burden their families with the

debt. Most who graduate do so with tens of thousands of dollars of debt, shackling

them to creditors for decades and limiting their career options. We should no longer

delay our students’ escape from the decades-long spiral of state cuts, higher tuition,

and dwindling financial aid. Shouldn’t we, as educators and union members of the

largest teachers’ union in the nation, stand with our students and fight to give them

the opportunities they deserve?

Opponents say: now is not the time. Although the movement for free higher edu-

cation has built enough momentum that a cautious centrist like President Obama

now supports free community college, they say that until our colleges other prob-

lems are solved, we should cross our arms and block the schoolhouse door. Free

higher education is ”a generation too late,” wrote the leader of the Massachusetts

Community College Council recently. This resistance reminds us of what the Birm-

ingham ministers said to Martin Luther King, Jr.: Be patient. Acting now would

be ”unwise and untimely.” But we say it’s never too early or too late to fight for

one’s principles.

We can make this happen but only if we, faculty, staff, and K-12 teachers, too, stand

together with students and parents and demand that public higher education is a

right for everyone, and not a privilege for the few. Then, together, we can say to

the people in power: Free is not enough. It has to be free quality education. That

means we need more tenure-system faculty and full-time staff, better pay, benefits,

and job security for adjunct faculty, and more support services. We know the power

of collective action because we have seen it here in Massachusetts where a unified

group of students, faculty and staff, brought together by PHENOM (the Public

Higher Education Network of Massachusetts), won a $100 million boost in state

funding, allowing campuses to hire more faculty and staff while freezing tuition and

fees.

Those who oppose free public higher education roar that it would be a hardship

on campuses, that it would mean more students and less money, that hundreds of
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faculty and staff would be fired. This is false. In Tennessee, which recently insti-

tuted free community college, they are busy hiring more faculty to teach the classes

to all the new students thrilled about the opportunity to get a higher education.

Georgia’s HOPE scholarships led to the dramatic expansion of small, commuter

schools into major institutions, such as Georgia State University (where one of us

taught). Obviously, this same coalition of students, faculty, and staff will have to be

vigilant in our demands that new faculty and staff are mainly tenure-system, and

that adjunct faculty who are hired are compensated fairly and have some measure

of job security.

Here’s a simple historical fact: in this country, it is universal programs that last and

are protected, while discretionary programs like public higher education are routinely

cut. Why do Social Security and Medicare survive while welfare is gutted? Why

does universal K-12 education get much more funding, in state after state, while

public higher education has seen massive cuts over the past generation? Those who

denounce free higher education should recognize that they have gotten nowhere by

repeating, over and over, that we need more resources.

A growing list of unions and activist groups are embracing free higher education as

a cause. NEA needs to strengthen its stand by firmly endorsing a resolution like

that of AFT, which declared a decade ago their belief in ”the right of all Americans

to have access to a fully funded free public higher education.” Members should get

their locals to endorse the idea of free public higher education, and get their campus

Faculty Senates to do so as well. And they should consider joining up with other

national and state-based groups, such as Generation Progress, Higher Ed, Not Debt,

the Campaign for the Future of Higher Education, and Rolling Jubilee.

Free higher education, and the public colleges and universities our nation deserves,

is in our sights.
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4.2 Free Tuition Helps Everyone

Mike Konczal (a Fellow at the Roosevelt Institute and a co-author of Rewriting

the Rules of the American Economy), ”Free Tuition Helps Everyone”, 15 June 2016,

Democracy Journal, https://democracyjournal.org/arguments/free-tuition-helps-everyone/.

Note from the NHSDLC: In this article, Konczal argues that universal free

college is better than a means-tested (or targeted) program. He provides some

reasons why free college should be considered a public good, including arguing about

the political strength of a universal system and rebutting some arguments about

cost.

Questions:

1. Why is “pitting the interests of higher-income families against those of lower-

income ones is a tenuous long-term political arrangement”? How does free

college avoid this problem?

2. Why would free public college “act as an indirect control on the costs of private

schools”? Why would this be a good thing?

3. How is the debate about free college just as much about values as opposed to

economics?

One of the more prominent debates of the Democratic primary has been whether we

should move to a system of “debt-free” public higher education, like that proposed

by Hillary Clinton, or instead toward one resembling Bernie Sanders’s entirely free

public system. Under Clinton’s plan, no student would have to take on student

debt to cover tuition, books, or other fees if they are willing to work 10 hours per

week. According to this plan, “families will do their part by making an affordable

and realistic family contribution.” In contrast, Sanders’s plan, as Hillary Clinton

described it, would mean taxpayers would effectively “be paying to send Donald

Trump’s kids to college.”

If we transitioned to a system of “debt-free” college, we would certainly be better

off. Not only would this increase access to college, it would also take the burden of

debt off the backs of many young people starting off their lives. Though many argue

student loans aren’t so significant as they are a small monthly payment compared to

the upside of a college education, studies find that student loans delay young people’s

decision to start a family and get a home, deter them from embarking on public

service work, slow entrepreneurship in a period where we need more new businesses,

and generally discourage young people from taking the risks society needs them to.

And those consequences are even worse for those who don’t graduate. Debt-free

college would also help halt the momentum toward privatization and disinvestment

of higher education, by providing a clear funding plan.
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Yet, despite this, there remain many reasons why college should, in fact, be free for

all.

First off, pitting the interests of higher-income families against those of lower-income

ones is a tenuous long-term political arrangement. Public higher education systems

are already partially doing this, by having students from upper-income families pay

higher tuition to cross-subsidize that of poorer students, thus allowing them to

pay less. Unfortunately, as we’ve seen, liberals often fail in their efforts to uphold

such systems of redistributive means-tested benefits. For example, some states have

already begun fighting these transfers. Public school systems in states ranging from

North Carolina to Iowa, and from Arizona to Virginia, are capping this kind of

cross-subsidy.

The reason for this is also telling. For example, one board member at The Uni-

versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) described this situation by saying

that the burden of paying for poorer students to attend college “has become un-

fairly apportioned to working North Carolinians.” The fact that this reactionary

language—referring to some as “good working people,” while dismissing others as

“bad deadbeats”—so easily flourishes in a debate about young people simply trying

to educate themselves is the direct result of an existing economic conflict where one

need not exist.

The argument against free higher education gets its strongest punches when it ref-

erences those in the top 1 percent of incomes, the Donald Trumps of the world. But

the idea of free tuition would likely have its most salient and visceral impact—in

terms of affordability—for families and students around the median income, for

those people who will start to be excluded from genuinely free college. Households

around the median income haven’t seen real wage growth in 16 years, and those

slightly above the median income have also struggled. Perhaps this kind of system

could work in a world of more broadly-shared prosperity, but right now is the wrong

political moment for this to work as well as it otherwise could.

It is also important to examine more closely the “debt-free” plan’s work requirement.

Many students are working long hours while also taking on student debt, so the

transition to a debt-free system would be a meaningful gain. Yet it’s easy to imagine

more onerous requirements eventually being placed on these students, particularly

when their interests are seen as deviating from those of the other half of the student

body.

Another important benefit of free college is that the “debt-free” option would do

less to break some of the other dysfunctional aspects of higher education as they

relate to upper-income students. If schools are able to benefit directly from taking

in a greater number of high-income students, this may amplify, rather than weaken,

the consumerist model that has come to dominate the higher education field.
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By allowing schools to charge wealthier students higher fees, colleges would fo-

cus more on securing and meeting the needs of these wealthy students—creating a

competitive arms race for income, rather than a broader system of inclusion. We

shouldn’t be naive about the inherent bias toward the rich in higher education; but

we shouldn’t either build a system that amplifies these tendencies.

Meanwhile, another advantage of making public college tuition completely free is

that this could act as an indirect control on the costs of private schools. This

concept follows the same logic as the public option in health care. A free, but

excellent, option would force private colleges to look harder at what they offer and

how much they charge for it. There is extensive debate over whether student loans

and grants drive up the cost of tuition—but, to the extent that it does, using those

same resources to drive down the cost of public colleges should, by extension, also

drive down the cost of private schools. In addition, it could help drain the swamp of

predatory providers, and ensure alternative providers would succeed because they

are providing a better service, rather than scheming for scraps in a crumbling system.

Having upper-income families pay more would reduce this to some extent, but, at

the extreme, it could lead those families to leave the public system entirely.

In the end, this debate is just as much about values as it is about economics. The

cost of covering students from upper-incomes families isn’t truly the issue here, as

it is would not really be the burden it is often made out to be; it doesn’t cost

more to educate young people from upper-income families than it does those from

low-income ones. We don’t charge upper-income families more to ride the subway

or visit a public park in order to ensure that these are public institutions available

to all who have the ability and desire to participate in them. We instead balance

the progressivity of the system on the tax side. Therefore, this debate is actually

about whether we should ensure education is affordable for all, or whether we should

genuinely make education a right of all citizens. If the only downside of college “for

all” is that Donald Trump’s kids also get to attend free of charge, that doesn’t seem

like such a loss.
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4.3 The Economics of Free College

David J. Deming (a U.S. American economist and Professor of Public Policy at

the Harvard Kennedy School, Professor of Education and Economics at the Harvard

Graduate School of Education and Director of the Malcolm Wiener Center for Social

Policy), ”The Economics of Free College”, June 2019, Policy Brief: 14, Econfip:

Economics for Inclusive Prosperity, https://econfip.org/policy-brief/the-economics-

of-free-college/.

Note from the NHSDLC: This article provides an excellent defense of free col-

lege from a Harvard professor, arguing that universal free college would benefit the

economy. It also defends against several arguments commonly made against free

college. This is one of the best Pro articles on the topic because it is so thorough

and relatively easy to understand.

Questions:

1. Why is higher education “still the best investment a young person can make”?

What does it mean for education to be an investment “that requires up-front

spending, but pays back benefits over time”?

2. Why is college inaccessible to many people in the United States? How would

free college help solve this problem? Why should the government be the one

to pay?

3. Critics argue that free college is too expensive and is regressive. How does

this article respond to these charges? Which of the responses is the most

persuasive?

Despite growing public concern about the cost of college, higher education is still the

best investment a young person can make. The American public understands that

college is both increasingly necessary and increasingly unaffordable. This dynamic

explains the growing public conversation around the idea of “free college”.

This policy brief discusses the economics of free college. An important cause of

current levels of economic inequality is growing demand for college-level skills that

began in the 1980s, combined with slow growth in the number of young people

receiving degrees. A high-quality college education teaches critical thinking and

abstract problem-solving, and also helps students think seriously about values and

ethics. Technological change will make these skills more valuable than ever. Thus

expanding access to higher education is an urgent national priority.

The short-run cost of expanding access to higher education is potentially large. Yet

the long-run cost is much smaller. This is because education is an investment that

requires up-front spending, but pays back benefits over time. Policies that increase
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college attainment can pay for themselves – or even yield net benefits to the taxpayer

– because college-goers earn more after graduation and pay higher taxes.

All this means that free college policies should be designed to achieve the goal of

universal college completion. Free college is a means to an end. A policy that

pushes the U.S. toward universal college completion would pay for itself many times

over.

Not all free college plans are well-designed to achieve this goal. In fact, a poorly

designed free college plan could make the problem worse. For example, free tuition

would do little to solve another important problem in higher education – low rates of

degree completion. Lower prices do nothing to help overcrowded and underfunded

public institutions.

A major concern is that states lowering tuition to zero will balance their budgets by

cutting spending. Research suggests that this would lower graduation rates, making

the completion problem worse. Thus the right path is a “grand bargain” that

greatly increases funding in public postsecondary institutions, while also holding

them accountable for graduation rates and labor market outcomes.

As I discuss below, one promising idea is a Federal matching grant. This would

provide Federal funds to public institutions in states that commit to making college

tuition-free.

Introduction

American higher education is facing a crisis of public legitimacy, and rising college

costs are a key reason. The price of a four-year college education has risen faster

than inflation for thirty consecutive years. A 2018 Pew survey found that 61 percent

of US adults now think that “higher education is going in the wrong direction”. Of

those, 84 percent identified rising tuition prices as a reason, higher than any other

explanation by far.

Yet despite the growing economic burden of paying for college, attendance rates

have continued to rise. This is because – despite all its faults – a college education

is one of the best investments a young person can make. The economic return to a

college degree is still near an all-time high of around 14 percent per year – double the

long-term return on stocks. While student loan burdens are growing rapidly, debt

is still low relative to the long-run economic payoff of a college degree (motivating

some economists to call for a stronger income-based repayment system).

One reason college pays off is that the bottom has dropped out of earnings for the

less-educated. In fact, rising economic inequality over the last several decades closely

tracks the rising return to education. Since 1980, inflation-adjusted weekly earnings

for US college graduates have grown by about 35 percent. In contrast, real wages

have declined for workers with only a high school education. This basic pattern of
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widening earnings gaps by education holds for both men and women, for all racial

groups, for immigrants as well as natives, and in nearly all countries in the developed

world.

Popular attention has focused on wealth concentration among the “top 1 percent”

as a source of rising inequality. Others have focused on globalization and the rise

of multinational corporations. Yet few understand just how important education

has been in contributing to rising inequality among the “other 99 percent”. The

inflation-adjusted earnings gap between two-earner households with a high school

education and a college education grew by about $28,000 between 1979 and 2012.

This increase is four times larger than the redistribution of income that has occurred

from the bottom 99 percent to the top 1 percent over the same period.

Looking beyond earnings, all of today’s most pressing social problems – from declin-

ing male labor force participation to falling marriage rates and increases in single

parenthood to rising mortality and opioid addiction – disproportionately afflict peo-

ple without college degrees.

The American public understands that college is both increasingly necessary and

increasingly unaffordable. This dynamic has rapidly increased political support for

“free college” plans. Eleven states have passed or pending “free college” legislation

as of early 2019. Dozens of cities – ranging from Kalamazoo to Pittsburgh to New

Haven – have enacted “college promise” programs, which offer free college tuition

to students attending city public high schools. While most free college plans are

restricted to community colleges and to full-time, traditional students, some states

such as New York and Tennessee have expanded “college promise” plans to the four-

year sector and to adult students. President Barack Obama proposed a national free

college program in 2015, and this year Democratic presidential candidates such as

Bernie Sanders, Elizabeth Warren and Joe Biden have followed with plans of their

own.

The Economic Case for Investment in Higher Education

Economists primarily think of education as “human capital”. Obtaining more edu-

cation is like digging a hole with a bulldozer rather than a shovel. More education

allows one to get more done in the same amount of time, increasing productivity

and thus market wages.

Some economists argue that education doesn’t actually increase productivity –

rather, it is a signaling mechanism that provides employers with information about

your ability. However, the best evidence suggests that most of the economic re-

turn to education is human capital. A number of papers find that increases in the

quantity and quality of schooling boost earnings, even when these increases are not

observed by employers. One example is compulsory schooling reforms. In studies

such as Angrist and Krueger (1991), Meghir and Palme (2005), Oreopoulos (2006)
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and Aryal, Bhuller and Lange (2019), young people are legally required to stay in

school longer, and this increases their earnings years later even when it does not lead

to increases in degree attainment. Another example comes from Arteaga (2018), who

finds that a reduction in coursework requirements for economics and business de-

grees at a university in Colombia reduced wages. Since employers were not aware

of this curricular reform and it did not affect selection into university or graduation

rates, the earnings losses are almost certainly due to learning losses. Overall, there

is strong evidence that education increases productivity directly.

Another important benefit of education is that it helps you “learn how to learn”,

a skill that is especially helpful in times of rapid change. There is a wealth of

historical evidence suggesting that education helps workers learn new technologies.

The Industrial Revolutions in 19th century England and early 20th century Amer-

ica were fueled by rapid increases in formal schooling in both populations. New

industrial processes were made possible by the diffusion of electricity, and they re-

quired workers with basic literacy and numeracy skills who could decode manuals

and blueprints, solve formulas and communicate with highly skilled professionals.

Educated farmers are more likely to adopt new technologies.

The information age – often dated to the introduction of the IBM-PC in 1981 –

has also changed the labor market in ways that favor the highly skilled. Computers

specialize in information processing and categorization tasks that were formerly the

domain of payroll clerks, typists and other middle class workers. While comput-

ers replace humans in routine information processing tasks, the value of workers

who use this information to make decisions and solve problems has dramatically

increased.

Recent developments such as machine learning (ML) methods can be understood as a

continuation of this trend. ML and Artificial Intelligence techniques use information

to make predictions. Better predictions can be used to make better decisions and set

priorities, but that requires an understanding of the technology and its limitations. A

high-quality college education teaches critical thinking and abstract problem-solving,

and also helps students think seriously about values and ethics. Technological change

will make these skills more valuable than ever.

Other countries understand this, and have invested much more than the US in higher

education. 41 percent of the baby boomer generation in the US (those ages 55-64

in 2014) has completed some tertiary education. This ranks 3rd among OECD

countries, behind only Israel and Canada. However, tertiary education rates have

increased only 5 percentage points – to 46 percent – for young people age 25-34. In

contrast, the average growth rate among other OECD nations over the same period

was 16 percentage points. The US has fallen from 3rd to 10th among OECD nations

in the last 30 years, and its tertiary education growth rate of 5 percentage points

ranks 32nd out of 35 countries.
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Common Objections

Why should the government fund students to attend college?

If college is such a good investment, why don’t students finance a college education

out of their own pockets? There are three broad reasons for the government to

subsidize higher education. First, students and their families may not be able to

afford college. In other private markets, the solution is to offer a loan where the

item itself (e.g. a house, or a car) becomes collateral in the event of default. Unlike

a house, investments in education have no obvious source of collateral since students

cannot contractually commit to pay their future wages. Thus private lenders are

reluctant to offer unsecured loans. This is why educational loans in the U.S. and

many other countries are mostly offered (or at least guaranteed) by the government.

Borrowing constraints have become quite important in the U.S. in recent years,

and can affect the quality of school attended as well as the quantity (Lochner and

Monge-Naranjo 2012, Sun and Yannelis 2016).

A second reason for government involvement is a lack of information about the

costs and benefits of investment in higher education. Survey data consistently show

that college-age youth and their parents are misinformed about the average returns

to a college degree and to specific college majors (Betts 1996, Avery and Kane

2004, Grodsky and Jones 2007, Hoxby and Turner 2015, Wiswall and Zafar 2015).

Students are unlikely to know with certainty whether college will benefit them until

long after the investment decision is made. Thus risk aversion and misperceptions

about the returns to education may prevent some youth from attending college.

A final reason for government intervention in higher education is that the benefits of

a more educated populace are widely shared. Education increases civic participation

and decreases crime, both of which have spillover impacts on one’s fellow citizens.

Workers earn more when they live in cities with more college-educated workers, and

employers that locate in these cities are more productive (Moretti 2004). A recent

historical study found that increasing the number of universities in a country led to

higher GDP growth (Valero and Van Reenen 2016).

What would happen if we expanded access to higher education? Wouldn’t the least-

prepared students struggle to succeed?

The market for higher education may fail to work well on its own for a number of

reasons. However, even if we solved the market failures described above, the impact

of expanding college access might still be small. While many studies show that the

average return to college is high, the return to college for marginal students could

be lower. Cameron and Heckman (2001) estimate a structural model of educational

choice and find that long-run factors such as family environment are more important

than financial constraints in determining college attainment. Their results – and

similar findings reviewed in Lochner and Monge-Naranjo (2012) – imply that the
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return to college for marginal students is low.

However, a number of recent quasi-experimental studies reach the opposite conclu-

sion. Zimmerman (2014) compares applicants on either side of a test score cutoff

for admission to a Florida public university. About a decade after high school com-

pletion, students who are barely admitted earn 22 percent more than those who

are barely denied. Importantly, most of the students who are denied admission end

up attending a local community college. Several other studies find high economic

returns for students whose test scores barely exceed an admissions cutoff (Hoekstra

2009, Anelli 2018, Canaan and Mouganie 2018, Ost, Pan and Webber 2018).

This evidence is important because it answers an important policy question – “what

would happen if we expanded the number of seats at a moderately selective public

university?” Admissions cutoffs are designed with capacity constraints in mind. An

obvious policy implication is that admitting more students by lowering the threshold

for academic preparation would yield higher returns for marginal students – the

opposite of what earlier research predicts.

Can we afford it?

The country has many competing priorities, and it could be very expensive for cash-

strapped governments to increase higher education subsidies. However, a growing

body of evidence suggests that well-targeted education spending can pay for itself

and actually yield net benefits to citizens in the long-run. The reason is that educa-

tion – unlike many transfer and social assistance programs – is an investment that

yields returns later in life. Education seems expensive, because the costs are easy to

measure and are paid up-front. The benefits of education, while large, are long-run

and diffuse.

Using a discontinuous change in the Pell Grant funding formula, Denning, Marx

and Turner (2019) find that financial aid significantly increases degree comple-

tion and postgraduate earnings for students beginning at a four-year public uni-

versity in Texas. They estimate that a cumulative increase in financial aid of about

1, 100increasesearningsbyabout3,800 seven years after grant receipt. This increase

in earnings leads to an increase in tax payments – which economists call a fiscal

externality. According to the authors’ calculations, the fiscal externality impact

of increasing college attainment through financial aid allows the government to

completely recover its costs within 10 years and likely pays for itself many times

over.

Most policy choices involve tradeoffs of some kind. Hendren and Sprung-Keyser

(2019) conduct a comprehensive analysis of the welfare impacts of nearly 150 U.S.

government programs. They use causal estimates of policy changes from existing

studies to construct – for each class of policy – a statistic called the Marginal Value of

Public Funds (MVPF). The MVPF starts with the value that beneficiaries place on
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the benefits of the policy, and then divides that value by the cost to the government

of providing the benefit. An MVPF of one represents a pure transfer of money from

taxpayers to an individual. The MVPF can be less than one if the policy changes

behavior in a way that reduces revenue (for example, by causing individuals to work

less). Conversely, the MVPF can be greater than one if spending a dollar on a

program like financial aid increases earnings potential and thus tax revenues, as in

the case of Pell Grant aid.

Hendren and Sprung-Keyser (2019) produce a striking finding – MVPFs are highest

for policies that invest in the health or education of low-income children. This

includes early childhood education, but also a number of policies that increase access

to higher education. In many cases, the MVPF is infinite, which corresponds to the

case above, where financial aid fully pays for itself. This is the rare example in

economics of a “free lunch”.

In contrast, policies that target adults have MVPFs around 1, meaning they are

transfers from taxpayers to different groups of beneficiaries. These transfers might

still be desirable (for example, providing health insurance to low-income adults),

but they do have tradeoffs.

The key insight is that unlike many other social policies, education is an investment

in the future. Rather than asking whether we can afford to expand access to higher

education, we should be asking whether we can afford NOT to do it.

Wouldn’t a free college program be regressive, because the wealthy are

more likely to attend college?

In a narrow sense, yes. Students from poor families are less likely to attend college

at all, and they also attend lower-priced colleges than their wealthier peers. Thus

the benefits of free college in terms of lower tuition would be regressive, relative to

a policy that distributes dollars equally across families.

Another concern with the design of most free college policies is that they are “last

dollar” scholarships, meaning they cover unmet need only after accounting for other

sources of financial aid such as the Pell grant. Thus students who qualify for need-

based financial aid are often already attending public institutions tuition-free. Chin-

gos (2017) and Baum and Tilsley (2019) calculate that the benefits of free college

proposals – in terms of dollars saved – are greater for higher-income families, because

they attend higher-priced institutions and do not receive Federal aid.

However, there are three reasons that free college is less regressive than it appears.

First, the financing mechanism matters. Any free college plan that is paid for by

taxing the rich – as in several of the plans put out by Democratic candidates for

President – will probably be progressive. On the other hand, several states such as

Georgia, Arkansas and West Virginia have “merit aid” scholarship programs that

allow students meeting minimal academic qualifications to attend state universities
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tuition-free. These scholarships are funded through the state lottery, so they are

transfer from lottery ticket purchasers to college-goers and are most likely regressive.

The bottom line is that you can make any free college plan progressive or regressive

depending on how you pay for it.

Second, the calculation of who benefits from tuition reduction assumes that that

the population of college-goers stays fixed. But the goal of free college plans is to

increase college attendance and completion, especially for poor students. If that

were to happen, the impact of free college would become much more progressive.

Wealthier students are already mostly going to college, and so free college might shift

them from the private sector to the public sector. They would save a lot of money

on tuition, but in either state of the world they would get a college education.

However, making college free could shift many more poor students into college in

the first place. In that case, they wouldn’t save any money on tuition (it would be

zero in both cases), but they would have much higher lifetime earnings. Since the

value of even a small increase in lifetime earnings is much higher than the value of

a few years of lower tuition, behavioral impacts of free college policies would likely

make them much more progressive.

Third, part of the argument for free college is about the political economy of uni-

versal programs. Proponents rightly argue that programs such as Social Security

and Medicare have had more staying power precisely because they are available to

everyone. In a broader sense, judgments about a program’s progressivity are always

relative to the status quo. One could imagine that the same argument was made

about high school in the US 100 years ago, before we decided to publicly fund and

universally provide K-12 education.

[...]
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5 Con Evidence

5.1 Why Free College Could Increase Inequality

Wesley Whistle (Former Education Policy Advisor) and Tamar Hiler (Director of Ed-

ucation), ”Why Free College Could Increase Inequality”, 19 March 2019, Third Way,

https://www.thirdway.org/memo/why-free-college-could-increase-inequality.

Note from the NHSDLC: This article argues that free college not only fails to

benefit the poor, but also could actually increase overall inequality. It provides 3

simple reasons that are hard to dispute. Debaters will be well-served by reading

the article several times and making sure that they understand the warrant in each

argument. It closes by providing several alternatives for reforming college.

Questions:

1. What are the main reasons why free college would benefit the rich more than

the poor? What’s the difference between a policy being “regressive” and “ex-

acerbating inequality”?

2. How would free college programs restrict options for poorer students?

3. This article provides several alternative solutions for addressing college access.

Which one do you find the most persuasive and why?

As the 2020 primary debate heats up, some activists and influencers are pushing

Democratic candidates to embrace “free college,” saying it is the progressive policy

to address inequality in higher education. But what if the opposite is actually

true? In practice, free college programs are often regressive and can do more to

exacerbate inequality than solve it. While the design of the particular program

matters, free college initiatives nearly always fail to address the needs of low-income

students and shift resources to the upper middle class. These are certainly not the

intended outcomes of the policymakers who propose them—but as the saying goes,

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

We cannot afford to ignore the pervasive equity gaps that exist across our higher

education system. Today, children from families in the top 1% are 77 times more

likely to attend an elite college compared to the children from low-income families.1

Fewer than 15% of low-income students get a four-year degree, while more than 6

in 10 wealthy students do.2 Policymakers should absolutely be engaged in a serious

debate about how to counter these persistent trends. Unfortunately, free college

isn’t the answer.
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1. Free college programs benefit higher-income students the most.

Contrary to their reputation as “progressive,” free college programs overwhelm-

ingly allocate taxpayer dollars toward upper- and upper-middle-class students, giv-

ing them a further head start than they already have in the higher education system.

The worst offenders are “last dollar” programs (see Appendix for details on types

of free college programs), which pay for the tuition balance that remains after all

other grants have been applied. Ultimately, that means picking up a bigger check

for students who don’t qualify for need-based aid, like a federal Pell Grant. For

example, if two students attend college—one a low-income student receiving a Pell

Grant and the other a wealthy student not receiving any other financial aid—tax

dollars from the free college plan would flow to the wealthy student (who is already

more likely to go to college in the first place and be able to afford it) because they

will have greater tuition expenses not already covered by existing aid.

This becomes a big problem when you add up all the money being spent on these

programs. One analysis of a federal free college proposal found that families from

the top half of the income distribution would receive 24% more in dollar value from

eliminating tuition than students from the lower half of the income distribution.5

While targeted programs like the Pell Grant were meant to increase access and

make college more affordable for low-income students, free college programs would

overwhelming direct tax dollars to subsidize the college tuition of those whose income

is too high to make them eligible for need-based aid—proving that what sounds like

equality does not always provide true equity.

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

With the rhetoric surrounding rising tuition costs, an easy fix sounds like eliminat-

ing tuition altogether. Surely that would solve the problem, right? Wrong. That’s

because tuition isn’t the only driver of college affordability. For this school year

alone, tuition and fees make up only 48% of the total costs a student pays to attend

a four-year public institution.6 One recent study in California showed that while

the state has done a good job at keeping tuition affordable through financial aid,

low-income students were still struggling with paying the costs of living like hous-

ing, food, textbooks, and transportation.7 That’s why it is estimated that simply

eliminating tuition expenses would still leave low-income students with $17.8 bil-

lion in unmet need for living expenses—the real cost of college for the majority of

students.8

Before the introduction of the Tennessee Promise free community college program,

on average a low-income student had more than $7,000 in unmet need due to non-

tuition costs because often low-income students at community colleges have most—if

not all—of their tuition covered by their Pell Grant.9 Rather than using state tax

dollars to provide cost of living subsidies to meet those needs, the program instead
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provided a $1,500 benefit in state tax dollars to higher-income students. New York’s

Excelsior program—their version of free two- and four-year college—also failed to

address the living costs associated with going to college (though it did less to help

high-income students because it had an income cap).10

3. Free college programs could actually restrict access for low-income

students.

Lastly, while the intent of free college is to increase access for low-income students,

it can have the opposite effect. Free college programs may impact where students

choose to enroll, making them more likely to attend schools that might not serve

them well or push them out of the schools likely to give them their best shot at

success. For example, free college programs designed only for community colleges

may discourage low-income students from attending a four-year school, even if they

are academically qualified to do so. New research out of Princeton University and

the University of Chicago has shown that diverted students—those who would’ve

otherwise enrolled in four-year schools but instead enrolled in two-year schools—end

up with worse outcomes, including being 18 percentage points less likely to complete

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

And that can be problematic in the long run, as the wage premium of a four-year

degree is greater than $14,000 more per year and $900,000 more over the course of

a lifetime than a two-year degree, which means this diversion is ultimately setting

low-income students back, not helping them succeed.13 Even for those who plan to

start at community college to save money and then transfer to a four-year college

down the line, data shows that transfer students on average lose 43% of credits

during the transfer process.14 That means if those students would have otherwise

attended a four-year college to begin with, they may be at risk of losing credits and

taking longer to complete—leaving them with a bigger bill to foot in the end.

We already have a problem where students have limited access to attend college.

Most students attend college within 50 miles of home and yet 35 million people live

in education deserts, an area where there are either zero or only one public broad-

access college nearby.15 Enacting free college could make limited public institutions

even more selective, putting students who would normally attend them at risk of not

being admitted because more high-income students are choosing public institutions

instead of private. This “crowding out” effect could push out 20% of low-income

students of these public institutions if free college was enacted.16

There are better ways to spend taxpayer dollars and improve college affordability,

especially for those who need it most.

In a world of scarce resources, prioritization of funds is critical. Yet the hefty sticker

prices of free college proposals on the table today, which range from $47 billion to

$97 billion per year, would do little to nothing to help the students who need it most.
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Instead, policymakers should consider policies that prioritize spending and actually

make college more affordable for low-income students. For example, policymakers

could use that same amount of money to:

Triple the Pell Grant program – Pell Grants provide nearly $30 billion in

federal assistance to help low- and moderate-income students attend college today.

And while the Pell Grant used to cover 80% of college costs at a public four-year

college, today, it covers less than a third.17 The price tag of free college proposals on

the table range from nearly two to three times what the federal government spends

on Pell Grants—enough to provide an additional 16 million Pell Grant awards at

the current maximum level to students each year.18 This would be a significantly

more effective way to spend limited federal resources if we want to truly advance

equity in our higher education system.19

Create an “Earned College” Program – Contrary to popular belief, public

opinion is not on the side of free college. Recent polling showed that a mere 30%

of likely voters strongly supported such a policy, and the idea of expanding federal

aid tested 18 percentage points higher.20 But there has been growing chatter and

another concept that better aligns with Americans’ desire to earn a good life. An

“earned college” program could allow students to volunteer to participate in a year

or more of a national service program and provide them a subsidy they could use

for higher education after they have completed that service. For example, a student

could receive a year of in-state tuition at a public college or university for each

year of service in an AmeriCorps program, helping them make a significant dent in

the expenses of getting a college education. Like the promise we make American

veterans through the GI Bill, this kind of program would both encourage students

to give back to their country and give them an easier road to tuition assistance than

the back-loaded (and complicated) Public Service Loan Forgiveness program. And

this is on top of Pell and allows low- and moderate-income students to use their Pell

Grant to cover their living costs.

Create a Federal-State Partnership – Higher education is a shared responsibil-

ity, and increasingly, too many states have been disinvesting and failing to pick up

their end of the bargain. Congress could reverse that dangerous trend which is in-

creasing costs for students by investing in a significant federal-state partnership that

encourages states to leverage their money in their public higher education systems.

This kind of targeted investment would go much further toward making college af-

fordable and improving equity in higher education than most proposals under the

“free college” umbrella.

Conclusion

Making higher education more affordable and accessible is a necessity, but should

taxpayer dollars subsidize tuition for the child of law partner or should it target
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the child of a teacher or the single mom trying to earn a better life for her family?

When it comes to the popular bumper sticker of free college, buyer beware. Most

free college programs are regressive, forcing working- and middle-class taxpayers to

subsidize college costs for wealthier students. Instead of jumping on the free college

bandwagon, policymakers should look at ideas that would serve the students who

need help the most—because that is the only way to spark real progress.
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5.2 A Cautionary Note from Germany

Andrew Hammel (a US-educated lawyer, writer, and translator living in Düsseldorf,

Germany. He taught Anglo-American law and comparative law at the University

of Düsseldorf from 2003 until 2016, and has taught classes and seminars at many

German universities), ”Free University Tuition: A Cautionary Note from Germany”,

22 May 2019, Quillette, https://quillette.com/2019/05/22/free-university-tuition-a-

cautionary-note-from-germany/.

Note from the NHSDLC: This article argues that Germany’s public education

system has suffered because of its free college program. It begins with an introduc-

tion to the German model of education before explaining some of the disadvantages

to a free tuition system.

Questions:

1. The first disadvantage is that German universities are worse quality in terms

of infrastructure and teacher pay. Why might these be natural consequences

of a tuition free system?

2. Why does a tuition free system increase dropout rates in German?

3. The author argues that free tuition does not help improve social mobility.

What evidence does he give for this claim?

Some American presidential candidates have endorsed free tuition for American

public universities. It’s an understandable demand. I attended private and public

American universities and had the eye-watering student loans to prove it. However,

my experience teaching at German universities for over a decade introduced me to

some of the tuition-free model’s drawbacks, many of which may not be obvious to

outsiders.

Drastically simplified, the German model is as follows: in their early teen years,

the brightest German students are sent to the most prestigious form of German

high school, the Gymnasium. Currently, over 50 percent of German students earn

this privilege (this number has jumped in the last 30 years, prompting charges of

grade inflation). Gymnasium graduates with reasonable grades are guaranteed a

place in a German university; there is no entrance exam. 95 percent of German

students attend public universities, where they are charged fees, but not formal

tuition. All professors at public universities are civil servants. Needy students can

apply for a modest stipend. After graduation, students must pay back one-half of

the amount, beginning 5 years after graduation. The total repayment amount is

capped at 10,000.

The system is popular with students, for obvious reasons. However, many education
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officials and professors crave the financial flexibility granted by tuition fees. In 2005,

the federal government passed a law allowing German states to charge tuition, and

some states started doing so, generally charging well under 1000 per year. However,

large-scale strikes and protests by students and allies eventually forced a policy

change, and no German state now charges formal tuition. Supporters of the tuition-

free system note that 65 percent of Germans say university should be tuition-free,

“even if this means the quality of education is slightly worse.” Reasons for this

support include a long history of exclusionary patrician education in Germany, and

Germans’ ingrained aversion to debt. The system also gives students extra freedom:

you can study art history or sociology, knowing that you won’t be hounded by

creditors if you later find only spotty employment. Tuition-free universities are also

seen as an important tool for social mobility, although the picture is more complex,

as we will see.

Yet the tuition-free system also has disadvantages. The first difference an American

will notice is that most German universities look dingy and threadbare. Many were

erected hastily in the 1960s and 1970s to house new students brought in by liberal-

izing reforms, and these cheap, poorly maintained structures are notoriously ugly (a

German magazine recently ran a feature on “German Universities Ranked by Ugli-

ness”). Most classrooms still feature rigid wooden or metal desks bolted into rows.

Wireless coverage, library stocks, laboratory gear and classroom A/V equipment

lag far behind the average American state university. It’s still possible to arrive to

give a lecture and find an overhead projector awaiting your transparencies. Pro-

fessors’ salaries are much lower than in the United States, and Germany’s problem

with “adjunctification” and precarious conditions for aspiring scholars (known by

the German neologism Prekarisierung) is becoming as urgent as it is in the United

States.

This bare-bones regime also dominates student life and counseling. German univer-

sities are sink-or-swim: if you have scholarly or personal problems while studying,

help will come only from overburdened counselors with hundreds of cases, or from

student volunteers. Along with lax admissions standards, this fact helps explain

the high dropout rates; one-third of all students who enroll in German universities

never finish. A recent OECD study found that only 28.6 percent of Germans aged

between 25 and 64 had a tertiary education degree, as compared to 46.4 percent

of Americans (although classification issues mean these numbers must be handled

with care). This chronic lack of resources—in addition to the understandable fact

that many outstanding German scholars publish in German—also helps explain why

German universities punch below their weight in international rankings, a topic of

obsessive concern to German politicians.

Eliminating tuition also means that universities become more like primary schools,

or public utilities. This changes the dynamic in subtle ways. Universities will be-

come more vulnerable to funding decisions by agencies, leading to more intrusive
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control and bureaucracy. Gather any group of German professors, and talk will

immediately turn to the burgeoning bureaucracy which distracts them from teach-

ing and research. This changed dynamic also makes it harder to get funding from

alumni and third parties. Would you donate to the local sewage treatment plant?

Hardly; these things should be funded from tax revenue and, of course, user fees.

Making universities fully state-supported also raises a host of issues under compe-

tition and public-utilities law. For this reason (among others) naming buildings or

professorships after private donors is still fairly uncommon at German public uni-

versities, and “executive education” or outreach courses may be banned or regulated

to prevent unfair competition with private-sector offerings.

Tuition fees also serve as a buffer to interference from politicians who disapprove of

controversial course offerings; after all, if students (or parents) choose to pay thou-

sands of dollars to have their children indoctrinated with “left-wing propaganda,”

that’s their business. When the state foots the entire bill, however, politicians will

have that much more incentive to demand oversight and explanations. Some will

surely object to professors’ and deans’ “inflated” salaries, decry “bloated” admin-

istrative budgets, and pillory professors with unpopular views. German professors

are shielded from explicitly political interference by the principle of academic free-

dom—enshrined in Article 5 of the German Constitution—and by Germany’s history

of self-governing universities. American professors enjoy free speech rights, of course,

but lack these powerful shields against interference.

Tuition-free universities also have problems with student motivation. Most Amer-

icans who teach ordinary classes in Germany find average German students some-

what less motivated than their dues-paying American counterparts. The top third

of motivated students would succeed anywhere, and the bottom third, as we have

seen, drop out to join Germany’s justly admired system of technical colleges or ap-

prenticeships. The key group is in the middle: these “average” students are just

less committed than American students. Cheating is rampant, and students often

brazenly chat during lectures. Exam day invariably brings out dozens of new faces

never seen in class before. Students often asked me what the test would be about,

and told me they felt entitled to this information. In all my years teaching thou-

sands of students, only about 40, in total, ever voluntarily came by to ask about the

course material. Of course, these problems also exist among American undergradu-

ates, but, subjectively, they seemed more pronounced in Germany. Human nature

ordains that, all other things being equal, you will care more about something you

have to pay for.

Supporters of the tuition-free model claim it fosters social mobility. Yet the pro-

portion of German university students whose parents were “well” or “very well”

educated rose from 36 percent in 1991 to 52 percent in 2016, raising the question

of whether free university study—especially in financially rewarding areas such as

finance, law, or medicine—is often just a gift from taxpayers to the (grateful) middle
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class. A recent study found that parental wealth still plays a crucial role in social

mobility in Germany—and the effect was even stronger there than in the USA.

There are, evidently, many factors besides tuition that drive success at university.

The sink-or-swim ethos of German universities means that students who are the first

in their families to attend university get little or no help, while children of graduates

have been groomed for university from a young age. The picture is not all gloom,

of course: German universities are increasingly diverse places, and there are thou-

sands of success stories involving students from modest backgrounds. However, the

absence of tuition, specifically, does not seem to be the driving factor. An ambitious

student will find a way to cope with modest tuition.

American university tuition is too high, and reform is necessary. But reformers

should pause before endorsing an absolute ban on tuition. It is unlikely to broaden

opportunity as much as they think, and it triggers a host of unintended consequences

that will only become evident after the system is in place.
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5.3 Think College Is Expensive? Wait Until It’s Free

Jason L. Riley (a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute and a columnist at The

Wall Street Journal), ”Think College Is Expensive? Wait Until It’s Free”, 16 January

2019, Manhattan Institute,

https://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/college-expensive-wait-until-free.

Note from the NHSDLC: This article makes a short economic case against free

college. While short, it makes many arguments so it’s easy to miss the arguments

being presented. We recommend writing down each individual argument that this

article makes to ensure you have caught each individual argument.

Questions:

1. Why might colleges raise non-tuition costs if college were now tuition free?

2. Why might free college not benefit poorer students who attend? Why might

more students drop out if college is tuition free?

3. There might be too many college graduates already. What is the harm of

making college free if this is true?

Has the time come for free college?

Democrats certainly think so. President Obama called for tuition-free higher edu-

cation in his State of the Union address in 2015, and it’s already a reality in some

form in at least 17 states. Among progressives, support is almost obligatory, so it’s

no shock that Democrats who want to challenge President Trump in 2020—Sen.

Elizabeth Warren, Rep. Tulsi Gabbard, former San Antonio Mayor Julián Castro

and counting—have jumped on the free-tuition bandwagon.

Europe already has a free-college system, and the argument for an American version

has a certain logic to it. There’s a strong correlation between higher education

and economic prosperity; advanced societies have large numbers of college-educated

citizens while poorer countries do not.

On an individual level, people with college degrees typically make more money and

experience lower levels of unemployment. During the nadir of the Great Recession,

for example, the jobless rate peaked at 10% for all workers but never rose above 5%

for those with at least a bachelor’s degree. The unemployment rate last month was

just under 4% overall but closer to 2% for college graduates.

The college-for-all crowd maintains that in addition to increasing a person’s earning

potential, university experience has positive spillover effects that are important but

hard to quantify. College students make new friends and enjoy new experiences.

College graduates are better communicators, commit fewer crimes, and supposedly

make more-informed political choices. Increased college attendance is also supposed
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to promote upward mobility and meritocracy—the American dream. The more

college graduates, the better, right? And if the college-educated make our society

more prosperous in the long run, what’s wrong with increasing government subsidies

to cover everyone’s tuition costs?

Well, plenty, according to Richard Vedder, an economic historian at Ohio University

whose new book on higher education, “Restoring the Promise,” is due out later this

year. It’s a follow-up to his 2004 tome, “Going Broke by Degree,” and it argues that

federal subsidies aren’t the solution to rising college costs—quite the opposite.

I called Mr. Vedder this week to get his take on the free-tuition fad. He said college

costs have risen whenever student aid was made more generous. He doesn’t expect it

to be any different this time. Tuition is only about 20% of the total cost of attending

college. If tuition is subsidized, he expects colleges will raise nontuition costs.

“I’ve come out very strongly against free college on a whole variety of grounds,”

Mr. Vedder said. “But the most important is that a majority of people going to

college are not poor. Even at state universities, a majority of the students are from

moderately affluent, upper-middle-class families.”

But doesn’t a college education help lift the prospects of poor students who attend?

Sometimes, said Mr. Vedder, but you have to graduate first. “Forty percent of

our kids who go to college don’t graduate. We have a tremendous dropout rate,

much bigger than the high-school dropout rate. These kids are saddled with a

certain amount of debt and their earnings prospects are barely equal to that of a

high-school grad.”

Though schools ought to be more discriminating about whom they admit, student

financial-assistance programs push them to admit students who are not prepared to

succeed. In 1970, about 12% of recent college grads came from the bottom 25% of

the income distribution. Today, it’s about 10%. “We’ve had a decline in poor people

graduating from college. More poor people are attending, but fewer are graduating.

We have not really improved making college a vehicle for achieving the American

dream.”

And there’s a strong case that the country is already being flooded with college grad-

uates. Even with an unemployment rate below 4%, the number of college graduates

is growing faster than the number of jobs requiring a degree. The Great Recession

made the mismatch more salient. According to Mr. Vedder, the U.S. had nearly

50% more employed college graduates than it had jobs requiring a college degree

by the second decade of the 21st century. More than 13 million bachelor’s degree

holders were working jobs that don’t require one.

As the professor sees it, many people who would be better off with a vocational

degree or on-the-job training right out of high school are instead pursuing four-year

degrees because tuition subsidies have distorted incentives.
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Progressive opinion may be ready for free college, but that doesn’t make it a good

idea. College isn’t for everyone, and pretending it is does more harm than good,

sticking young adults with massive debt when they could have flourished taking

another path. As the professor says, “There’s nothing wrong with being a welder

who makes $150,000 a year.”
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6 Questions for Review

Democrats’ Ongoing Argument about Free College, Explained

1. What is the difference between the plans offered by Bernie Sanders/Elizabeth

Warren and Pete Buttigieg? This difference represents different approaches

to politics. What are the two philosophically distinct approaches to politics

concerning tuition free college?

2. What is the primary criticism of free college plans? What are the two reasons

(warrants) given to support this argument?

3. Why do defenders of free public college say this criticism misses the point?

A Debate is Under Way About the Cost of Higher Education

1. What are some of the differences between the Danish university system and

the American/British systems? How many people in rich countries have post-

secondary education? What type of families are they from?

2. What are two arguments against free college in the article? What are two of

the practical responses given by defenders of free college?

3. Why are the most powerful arguments for free college about values rather than

economics? What is a weakness of these arguments from values?

Should College Be Free?

1. Why do critics say subsidies for universal free public college mostly go towards

richer students? How do defenders of free college respond?

2. Critics argue that free college would “bleed university’s dry.” How might that

happen? Can you think of other reasons why free college would be expensive?

3. Why might the emphasis on college be misplaced? If the emphasis on college

is misplaced, does that better support the Pro or Con side? Why?

It’s Time to Push for Free College

1. Why is college important? List 2 reasons why college is good for the individual

and 2 reasons why it is good for society.

2. Why do many students choose not to go to college? How would free college

help?

3. Opponents argue that now is not the time for free college and that it would

overstretch universities. How do the authors respond to these claims?
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Free Tuition Helps Everyone

1. Why is “pitting the interests of higher-income families against those of lower-

income ones is a tenuous long-term political arrangement”? How does free

college avoid this problem?

2. Why would free public college “act as an indirect control on the costs of private

schools”? Why would this be a good thing?

3. How is the debate about free college just as much about values as opposed to

economics?

The Economics of Free College

1. Why is higher education “still the best investment a young person can make”?

What does it mean for education to be an investment “that requires up-front

spending, but pays back benefits over time”?

2. Why is college inaccessible to many people in the United States? How would

free college help solve this problem? Why should the government be the one

to pay?

3. Critics argue that free college is too expensive and is regressive. How does

this article respond to these charges? Which of the responses is the most

persuasive?

Why Free College Could Increase Inequality

1. What are the main reasons why free college would benefit the rich more than

the poor? What’s the difference between a policy being “regressive” and “ex-

acerbating inequality”?

2. How would free college programs restrict options for poorer students?

3. This article provides several alternative solutions for addressing college access.

Which one do you find the most persuasive and why?

A Cautionary Note from Germany

1. The first disadvantage is that German universities are worse quality in terms

of infrastructure and teacher pay. Why might these be natural consequences

of a tuition free system?

2. Why does a tuition free system increase dropout rates in German?

3. The author argues that free tuition does not help improve social mobility.

What evidence does he give for this claim?
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Think College Is Expensive? Wait Until It’s Free

1. Why might colleges raise non-tuition costs if college were now tuition free?

2. Why might free college not benefit poorer students who attend? Why might

more students drop out if college is tuition free?

3. There might be too many college graduates already. What is the harm of

making college free if this is true?

National High School Debate League of China


	Letter from the Directors
	Introduction
	Making the Most of the Research Packet

	Topic Analysis
	The Importance of the Topic
	Details
	Pro Arguments
	Con Arguments
	Conclusion

	Background
	Glossary
	Types of Free College Programs
	6 Countries with Virtually Free College Tuition
	Democrats’ Ongoing Argument about Free College, Explained
	A Debate is Under Way About the Cost of Higher Education
	Should College Be Free?

	Pro Evidence
	It’s Time to Push for Free College
	Free Tuition Helps Everyone
	The Economics of Free College

	Con Evidence
	Why Free College Could Increase Inequality
	A Cautionary Note from Germany
	Think College Is Expensive? Wait Until It’s Free

	Questions for Review

