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A recent survey of people’s attitudes on student-loan forgiveness revealed

overwhelming support for something that’s often seen as an even deeper issue:

making college more affordable.

Eighty-two percent of the roughly 1,000 survey respondents said the government

should make bringing down the cost of college a priority. Student-loan borrowers felt

the same: Nearly 60 percent of that group said the government should focus on

making college more affordable for future students.

President Biden’s push for a federal free-college program was ultimately stymied in

Congress. Meanwhile some states have forged ahead with “College Promise” programs

seeking to bring down the cost of tuition.

Private nonprofit colleges are often the poster children for rising college costs, and

they have worked especially hard to persuade families that the sticker price isn’t

necessarily what they will actually pay. Such colleges offer tuition discounts to entice



students to enroll. In the 2020-21 academic year, the average tuition-discount rate for

first-time undergraduates was 54.5 percent, a record high according to data from the

National Association of College and University Business Officers.

Yet, college costs still hit low-income families the hardest. The National College

Attainment Network’s latest analysis of college affordability showed that in 2018-19,

in-state students at four-year public colleges who received average-size Pell Grants

had unmet financial need that averaged roughly $2,500.

For more about how college remains costly for many, even as an increasing number of

states are offering free-college programs, see below:
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Thousands in College Costs
For low-income students the average net price for college in 2019-20 could make up 30 percent to more than 70
percent of their family's income, even with aid. 
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Growing Affordability Gaps
According to the National College Attainment Network's de�nition of the "affordability gap" — a measure of
unmet �nancial need — the gap for two-year colleges more than tripled over a period of �ve academic years, to
$855 in 2018-19.
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Note: The "affordability gap" is the difference between two amounts: an institution’s total price plus $300 and the sum of �nancial aid,
family contributions, and student wages.



Source: College Board, Trends in College Pricing and Student Aid 2021 • Get the data • Created with Datawrapper

Tuition Growth Over Time
Adjusted for in�ation, average tuition and fees at public four-year institutions increased 150 percent over the past
three decades.
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Source: Campaign for Free College Tuition • Get the data • Created with Datawrapper

Free College Gains Momentum
According to the Campaign for Free College Tuition, more than 30 states now have some version of a free-college
program, mostly at community and technical colleges
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Note: Gray states don't have programs that meet the Campaign for Free College Tuition's criteria for recognition.

A version of this article appeared in the July 22, 2022, issue.

We welcome your thoughts and questions about this article. Please email the editors

or submit a letter for publication.
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