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Free community college plan 
should target those who need it 
most

January 14, 2024

By Joshua Goodman

A proposal gaining steam with Massachusetts legislators and spurred by a new report is reinvigorating the call for 
free community college for everyone, but this universal plan risks hurting those students who would be better off 
attending four-year colleges. 

As someone who has worked on higher education policy, both as an academic researcher and in the White House, 
I worry that this proposal fails to target funding at students who would most benefit from such efforts. A more 
targeted approach to financial aid would ensure increased college access and success for all students.
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Community colleges are an extremely valuable engine of economic mobility here in Massachusetts and across the 
country. Research from national data and from individual states consistently finds that community colleges typically 
increase students’ income beyond what they would have earned with only a high school degree.

 Recent evidence suggests that Massachusetts students completing a community college degree earn 10 to 25 
percent more than those with only high school degrees, with even larger earnings gains for degrees in high-
demand fields.

Nonetheless, community colleges may not be the right choice for all students. Students on the fence between 
attending community college and not attending college at all often benefit tremendously from choosing community 
college. There is, however, a second type of student who is on the fence between community college and four-year 
college, often considering one of our state universities or UMass campuses.

Students whose academic skills put them on the margin between the two- and four-year sectors have better 
outcomes if they choose four-year colleges. My own research in Georgia and other research in Florida shows that, 
for such students, enrolling in a four-year institution dramatically increases degree completion rates and later 
earnings, by about 20 percent on average. 

That pattern also holds in Massachusetts, with students on the fence between our community colleges and state 
universities seeing annual earnings gains of $8,000 if they choose a state university. Importantly, in Massachusetts 
and elsewhere, the economic benefits of four-year colleges relative to community colleges are largest for low-
income students and students of color.

The universal nature of the free community college proposal now under discussion risks diverting students from 
four-year colleges, to the likely detriment of those students. 

Existing federal and state financial aid already makes community college largely tuition and fee free for nearly all 
low-income students. This proposal therefore lowers costs mostly for middle- and high-income students – those 
likely to be considering state universities too.
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In addition, a proposed living cost stipend for low-income students in the free community college proposal changes 
the relative costs of the two-year and four-year sectors for students who most benefit from choosing state 
universities. This proposal, if enacted, may thus draw a substantial number of students out of the four-year sector, 
hurting their economic prospects.

Recent experiences with free community college in Oregon and Tennessee suggest these concerns are warranted. 
Oregon’s free community college program initially had no income cutoffs and, as a result, over two-thirds of its 
newly enrolled community college students were diverted from four-year colleges. Tennessee’s first free community 
college program showed similar patterns, with universal eligibility diverting students, particularly higher income 
ones, from four-year colleges. Neither Oregon nor Tennessee’s program included a cost of living stipend, 
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suggesting that the generosity of the proposal under consideration here might create even stronger diversionary 
effects than these states experienced.

Fortunately, we can expand community college access to low-income, nontraditional, and first-generation students 
without cannibalizing four-year college admissions or funding affluent students’ educations with taxpayer dollars. 

Income eligibility criteria will help ensure that financial aid flows to students who can least afford tuition and who are 
most likely to otherwise not enroll in college at all. Age eligibility criteria can also help. By targeting individuals aged 
25 or older, the recently enacted MassReconnect program has already increased community college enrollment 
among mid-career students who were probably not otherwise considering state universities. 

If we give low-income students cost-of-living stipends, such funds should be usable at any public institution, 
including four-year ones, so students can choose the college that best suits their needs. Finally, Massachusetts 
should invest more in communicating to students the true price of community college given current existing aid, as 
well as coaching them through aid and admissions processes.

Massachusetts’ community colleges are an important source of economic mobility, particularly for low-income 
students and students of color. Strengthening these institutions is critical to our economy, but we need to 
coordinate financial aid across our entire higher education system to center students’ interests and ensure students 
can make the most of the high-quality education our state has to offer.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Joshua Goodman is an associate professor of education and economics at Boston University Wheelock College of 
Education & Human Development. He recently completed a one-year term as a senior economist on President 
Biden’s Council of Economic Advisers.

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

More Commentary from CommonWealth Voices

A generational ban on tobacco products is a bad idea

by Elizabeth Hicks

A victory for toxic-free communities and cancer-free childhoods 

by Ed Markey

Fixing the T will improve public health

https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRmZpeGluZy10aGUtdC13aWxsLWltcHJvdmUtcHVibGljLWhlYWx0aCUyRiUzRnV0bV9zb3VyY2UlM0RBY3RpdmVDYW1wYWlnbiUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0RlbWFpbCUyNnV0bV9jb250ZW50JTNERnJlZSUyQmNvbW11bml0eSUyQmNvbGxlZ2UlMkJwbGFuJTJCc2hvdWxkJTJCdGFyZ2V0JTJCdGhvc2UlMkJ3aG8lMkJuZWVkJTJCaXQlMkJtb3N0JTI2dXRtX2NhbXBhaWduJTNEQ1dCJTJCVm9pY2VzJTJCMSUyNTJGMTQlMjUyRjIwMjQ=&sig=3Mos8DaCcBN6qp89NwM1mXfarQtGgA7aFSzT5VXEcvMM&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4299
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRmEtdmljdG9yeS1mb3ItdG94aWMtZnJlZS1jb21tdW5pdGllcy1hbmQtY2FuY2VyLWZyZWUtY2hpbGRob29kcyUyRiUzRnV0bV9zb3VyY2UlM0RBY3RpdmVDYW1wYWlnbiUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0RlbWFpbCUyNnV0bV9jb250ZW50JTNERnJlZSUyQmNvbW11bml0eSUyQmNvbGxlZ2UlMkJwbGFuJTJCc2hvdWxkJTJCdGFyZ2V0JTJCdGhvc2UlMkJ3aG8lMkJuZWVkJTJCaXQlMkJtb3N0JTI2dXRtX2NhbXBhaWduJTNEQ1dCJTJCVm9pY2VzJTJCMSUyNTJGMTQlMjUyRjIwMjQ=&sig=38oYGfy9mya2PQ8NJjs2HUQS8ytZn7qmztGAofG4EUaM&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4275
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRmEtZ2VuZXJhdGlvbmFsLWJhbi1vbi10b2JhY2NvLXByb2R1Y3RzLWlzLWEtYmFkLWlkZWElMkYlM0Z1dG1fc291cmNlJTNEQWN0aXZlQ2FtcGFpZ24lMjZ1dG1fbWVkaXVtJTNEZW1haWwlMjZ1dG1fY29udGVudCUzREZyZWUlMkJjb21tdW5pdHklMkJjb2xsZWdlJTJCcGxhbiUyQnNob3VsZCUyQnRhcmdldCUyQnRob3NlJTJCd2hvJTJCbmVlZCUyQml0JTJCbW9zdCUyNnV0bV9jYW1wYWlnbiUzRENXQiUyQlZvaWNlcyUyQjElMjUyRjE0JTI1MkYyMDI0&sig=34Pi2d1a7PDZcuWQ3KvbZ6seF9XTkuUaY6zrS8snVn38&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4298
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZ3d3cubWFzcy5lZHUlMkZvc2ZhJTJGcHJvZ3JhbXMlMkZtYXNzcmVjb25uZWN0LmFzcCUzRnV0bV9zb3VyY2UlM0RBY3RpdmVDYW1wYWlnbiUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0RlbWFpbCUyNnV0bV9jb250ZW50JTNERnJlZSUyQmNvbW11bml0eSUyQmNvbGxlZ2UlMkJwbGFuJTJCc2hvdWxkJTJCdGFyZ2V0JTJCdGhvc2UlMkJ3aG8lMkJuZWVkJTJCaXQlMkJtb3N0JTI2dXRtX2NhbXBhaWduJTNEQ1dCJTJCVm9pY2VzJTJCMSUyNTJGMTQlMjUyRjIwMjQ=&sig=EW2h9YsC84u5wJdGJb7EEJogcjNcjjAPyUhaMYaTDmP9&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4297


by Ella Whitman and Philip Landrigan

When your home is making your children sick

by Robyn Riseberg

No middle ground on campus McCarthyism

by John Gee

Lessons from Boston's most improved high schools

by Marinell Rousmaniere

Prodding waterfront property owners to address equity, climate issues

by Chris Mancini

A strategy for leveraging untapped talent in Mass.

by Andre Green, Lauren Jones, and Jerry Rubin

A need for speed on MBTA, transportation funding

by James Aloisi

Submit an Opinion Piece

We welcome informed commentary about local, state and national public policy. Please include the author's contact 
information when submitting.

SUBMIT

mailto:bmohl@commonwealthbeacon.org,mjonas@commonwealthbeacon.org?subject=CommonWealth%20Voices%20Submission
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRmEtbmVlZC1mb3Itc3BlZWQtb24tbWJ0YS10cmFuc3BvcnRhdGlvbi1mdW5kaW5nJTJGJTNGdXRtX3NvdXJjZSUzREFjdGl2ZUNhbXBhaWduJTI2dXRtX21lZGl1bSUzRGVtYWlsJTI2dXRtX2NvbnRlbnQlM0RGcmVlJTJCY29tbXVuaXR5JTJCY29sbGVnZSUyQnBsYW4lMkJzaG91bGQlMkJ0YXJnZXQlMkJ0aG9zZSUyQndobyUyQm5lZWQlMkJpdCUyQm1vc3QlMjZ1dG1fY2FtcGFpZ24lM0RDV0IlMkJWb2ljZXMlMkIxJTI1MkYxNCUyNTJGMjAyNA==&sig=CCJZvd6onw9yHYhYhNnwi7JuQDcbTegnYsUrjmEfa7sd&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4305
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRmEtc3RyYXRlZ3ktZm9yLWxldmVyYWdpbmctdW50YXBwZWQtdGFsZW50LWluLW1hc3MlMkYlM0Z1dG1fc291cmNlJTNEQWN0aXZlQ2FtcGFpZ24lMjZ1dG1fbWVkaXVtJTNEZW1haWwlMjZ1dG1fY29udGVudCUzREZyZWUlMkJjb21tdW5pdHklMkJjb2xsZWdlJTJCcGxhbiUyQnNob3VsZCUyQnRhcmdldCUyQnRob3NlJTJCd2hvJTJCbmVlZCUyQml0JTJCbW9zdCUyNnV0bV9jYW1wYWlnbiUzRENXQiUyQlZvaWNlcyUyQjElMjUyRjE0JTI1MkYyMDI0&sig=5SXyqZcSuUpF9K6G1tYJStpQmxb8GuRCLcx2DLJS9fNm&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4304
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRnByb2RkaW5nLXdhdGVyZnJvbnQtbGFuZG93bmVycy10by1hZGRyZXNzLWVxdWl0eS1jbGltYXRlLWNoYW5nZSUyRiUzRnV0bV9zb3VyY2UlM0RBY3RpdmVDYW1wYWlnbiUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0RlbWFpbCUyNnV0bV9jb250ZW50JTNERnJlZSUyQmNvbW11bml0eSUyQmNvbGxlZ2UlMkJwbGFuJTJCc2hvdWxkJTJCdGFyZ2V0JTJCdGhvc2UlMkJ3aG8lMkJuZWVkJTJCaXQlMkJtb3N0JTI2dXRtX2NhbXBhaWduJTNEQ1dCJTJCVm9pY2VzJTJCMSUyNTJGMTQlMjUyRjIwMjQ=&sig=Cv1EMTmB4sQ3bNYQWRfgtFtH4D12BjU6xhjPwJT2isJQ&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4303
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRmxlc3NvbnMtZnJvbS1ib3N0b25zLW1vc3QtaW1wcm92ZWQtaGlnaC1zY2hvb2xzJTJGJTNGdXRtX3NvdXJjZSUzREFjdGl2ZUNhbXBhaWduJTI2dXRtX21lZGl1bSUzRGVtYWlsJTI2dXRtX2NvbnRlbnQlM0RGcmVlJTJCY29tbXVuaXR5JTJCY29sbGVnZSUyQnBsYW4lMkJzaG91bGQlMkJ0YXJnZXQlMkJ0aG9zZSUyQndobyUyQm5lZWQlMkJpdCUyQm1vc3QlMjZ1dG1fY2FtcGFpZ24lM0RDV0IlMkJWb2ljZXMlMkIxJTI1MkYxNCUyNTJGMjAyNA==&sig=2CbHzwyCMTczPFrE7zCGigX6dT35fab81wmUUHveRXTE&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4302
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRm5vLW1pZGRsZS1ncm91bmQtb24tY2FtcHVzLW1jY2FydGh5aXNtJTJGJTNGdXRtX3NvdXJjZSUzREFjdGl2ZUNhbXBhaWduJTI2dXRtX21lZGl1bSUzRGVtYWlsJTI2dXRtX2NvbnRlbnQlM0RGcmVlJTJCY29tbXVuaXR5JTJCY29sbGVnZSUyQnBsYW4lMkJzaG91bGQlMkJ0YXJnZXQlMkJ0aG9zZSUyQndobyUyQm5lZWQlMkJpdCUyQm1vc3QlMjZ1dG1fY2FtcGFpZ24lM0RDV0IlMkJWb2ljZXMlMkIxJTI1MkYxNCUyNTJGMjAyNA==&sig=EC7MaQPRCCaZiRjcwjjgYVhZsNnjt6YxoKeqpK9FJrRi&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4301
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGb3BpbmlvbiUyRndoZW4teW91ci1ob21lLWlzLW1ha2luZy15b3VyLWNoaWxkcmVuLXNpY2slMkYlM0Z1dG1fc291cmNlJTNEQWN0aXZlQ2FtcGFpZ24lMjZ1dG1fbWVkaXVtJTNEZW1haWwlMjZ1dG1fY29udGVudCUzREZyZWUlMkJjb21tdW5pdHklMkJjb2xsZWdlJTJCcGxhbiUyQnNob3VsZCUyQnRhcmdldCUyQnRob3NlJTJCd2hvJTJCbmVlZCUyQml0JTJCbW9zdCUyNnV0bV9jYW1wYWlnbiUzRENXQiUyQlZvaWNlcyUyQjElMjUyRjE0JTI1MkYyMDI0&sig=4xYNpPTwUN11henETi1MJDBc6PsAh8MfCYPPdpkavYAo&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4300


DONATE

MassINC.

11 Beacon St., Suite 500

Boston, MA 02108

Sent to: kbanoey@doverma.gov

Unsubscribe

CommonWealth Beacon, 11 Beacon Street, Suite 500, Boston, MA 02108, United States

Advertise with Us

Reach influential readers, support CommonWealth Beacon, and get your message out to the public. Click below or 
contact Ryan Garcia.

CONTACT US

https://massinc.bluelena.io/proc.php?nl=3&c=139&m=263&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&act=unsub
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZ3d3cuY2xhc3N5Lm9yZyUyRmdpdmUlMkY0MTgyNzElMkYlM0ZjX3NyYyUzRENXZ2VuZXJpYyUyNmNfc3JjMiUzRGRhaWx5LWRvd25sb2FkLWJvdHRvbS1idXR0b24lMjZ1dG1fc291cmNlJTNEQWN0aXZlQ2FtcGFpZ24lMjZ1dG1fbWVkaXVtJTNEZW1haWwlMjZ1dG1fY29udGVudCUzREZyZWUlMkJjb21tdW5pdHklMkJjb2xsZWdlJTJCcGxhbiUyQnNob3VsZCUyQnRhcmdldCUyQnRob3NlJTJCd2hvJTJCbmVlZCUyQml0JTJCbW9zdCUyNnV0bV9jYW1wYWlnbiUzRENXQiUyQlZvaWNlcyUyQjElMjUyRjE0JTI1MkYyMDI0JTIzJTIxJTJGZG9uYXRpb24lMkZjaGVja291dA==&sig=8WGDnJPuTqUoVyXRwHUVc8y7YcU8qHn8VyiuNsmX91Hk&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4286
https://massinc.bluelena.io/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZjb21tb253ZWFsdGhiZWFjb24ub3JnJTJGd3AtY29udGVudCUyRnVwbG9hZHMlMkYyMDIzJTJGMTAlMkZDb21tb25XZWFsdGgtQmVhY29uX01lZGlhLUtpdF8yMDIzLnBkZiUzRnV0bV9zb3VyY2UlM0RBY3RpdmVDYW1wYWlnbiUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0RlbWFpbCUyNnV0bV9jb250ZW50JTNERnJlZSUyQmNvbW11bml0eSUyQmNvbGxlZ2UlMkJwbGFuJTJCc2hvdWxkJTJCdGFyZ2V0JTJCdGhvc2UlMkJ3aG8lMkJuZWVkJTJCaXQlMkJtb3N0JTI2dXRtX2NhbXBhaWduJTNEQ1dCJTJCVm9pY2VzJTJCMSUyNTJGMTQlMjUyRjIwMjQ=&sig=4vN5kttBhM5inL79PEzsAvP2BsiFTmw2VtBiwtYELvW6&iat=1705233910&a=%7C%7C69021082%7C%7C&account=massinc.activehosted.com&email=h6Y99uGZLTtHllHuGg99x4%2Fe6f3StclovyTxtA79Xojr6m8%3D%3Aki4WxxhhjN%2BY9EV%2Bob9pdBZa3fyxKYZw&s=9a1c3b14947a421c17f1bb4efd8cb938&i=139A263A3A4282
mailto:rgarcia@massinc.org?subject=Advertising%20with%20CommonWealth%20Beacon

	A generational ban on tobacco products is a bad idea
	A victory for toxic-free communities and cancer-free childhoods 
	Fixing the T will improve public health
	When your home is making your children sick
	No middle ground on campus McCarthyism
	Lessons from Boston's most improved high schools
	Prodding waterfront property owners to address equity, climate issues
	A strategy for leveraging untapped talent in Mass.
	A need for speed on MBTA, transportation funding

