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Students registering Tuesday at Bunker Hill Community College face an annual cost of nearly $5,400.

By Matt Rocheleau

GLOBE CORRESPONDENT  JANUARY  21,  2015

Local students, college presidents, and higher education advocates are expressing optimism over President

Obama’s ambitious proposal to make community college free for many students.

Under the plan, which the president unveiled this month and which was highlighted Tuesday night during his

State of the Union speech, community college students would be eligible for the benefit if they attend at least half

time, maintain a grade-point average of at least 2.5, and make “steady progress” toward graduating. The

proposal, “America’s College Promise,” would benefit an estimated 9 million students annually.

Justina Guirguis, 22, of Milford, who started her second semester

at Bunker Hill Community College on Tuesday, said that if

Obama’s proposal became a reality, it could transform the lives of

prospective students who never enroll in school, and those who

http://www.bostonglobe.com/contributors/rocheleaum
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drop out, for financial reasons.

“You would see a lot more students in community college and

graduating if it was free,” Guirguis said.

She said she is able to afford her studies thanks to financial aid

and working part time. But, she said, “I know a lot of people who

didn’t come back this semester because they just didn’t have

enough money.”

Questions about the initiative remain, including about how it would be funded when the state faces a projected

$765 million deficit this fiscal year. Under the plan, estimated to cost $60 billion over a decade, states could have

to pay for roughly 25 percent of the cost.

Bunker Hill Community College president Pam Eddinger said she expects the biggest challenge will be garnering

enough political support for the funding to implement and sustain the proposal. It is expected to face opposition

in the Republican-controlled Congress.

“I don’t think that, philosophically, anyone is going to say ‘That is not a good idea,’ ” Eddinger said. “Universal

higher education, at the community college level, is inevitable. Everybody needs some college to remain in the

middle class.”

The 15-campus community college network educates about 47 percent of the 300,000 students enrolled in the

state’s public higher education system. The average annual cost of attending a community college in

Massachusetts is about $5,375; the national average is $3,800.

With many details still unknown, Governor Charlie Baker declined to take a position, saying in a statement that

he looks forward to reviewing Obama’s proposal “to consider the educational as well as budgetary impact it

would have on the Commonwealth.”

Baker has said he wants to make higher education more affordable, and to improve its connections to the

workforce.

Many of the state’s community college leaders said they generally back Obama’s proposal and are hopeful it will

someday become a reality, but they also want to see more specifics before signing on fully, including what, if any,

effect it would have on funding for federal Pell Grant need-based scholarships.

http://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=COGyJTyPxVLLLDYWBMe-agcgI_9vw8wW_nLTe0gHqrYLmBBABIIvVsSBgyb7tiISk7A-gAZGc584DyAEC4AIAqAMByAOZBKoEjQJP0KYe87109qIbjRYzjz7mpbeD_l1EN4zGx2W6I4Ua-ZJR8wxpfQGZ9ijJWtftWQNqqPcXx-mmeqYXHZ-_Ufz0a-vUdg1qZY6hDTsHkT0M0j40TGtWGtwTRV2QGvVw4IiI9DNaw2llznFQdAfqOhPda_1hDHEye82WNiOKeJv8zN3AzOUx9lN8UPqz_Xsk4FOSuR41af0IfluMPwqlOzwym_oHnVT8brQp0yZJP5-qlawPqQ9SvpsqWvRZAbqI7b3jXPusT8A-uSVW6oLTsIG6Mw0KnrdOrgwXh7KjYoFgOT8nU7s3oqFLXUhRoOVuRArAtndG43eZEoX1u3MB6KCSwN9Ije1ONrKY6aZ7U-AEAYgGAaAGAoAH1-OYMdgHAQ&num=1&cid=5Gh6MucUQ_bPnA-EYvGHI8e7&sig=AOD64_2CgpKQwKn1Vb72eNnEMN09znXcDQ&client=ca-pub-2378110306265632&adurl=http://spgia.gmu.edu/%3Futm_source%3Dsmdigital%26utm_medium%3Dbanner%26utm_content%3Dmasters%2520matter%26utm_campaign%3D2015
http://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2015/01/20/charlie-baker-announces-significant-state-budget-gap/5Db4YtmBHJf1jZHTTofvzI/story.html
http://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2015/01/20/charlie-baker-announces-significant-state-budget-gap/5Db4YtmBHJf1jZHTTofvzI/story.html


Local students, educators praise Obama’s plan for free community college - Metro - The Boston Globe

http://www.bostonglobe.com/...1/local-students-educators-praise-obama-plan-for-free-community-college/NxJO2o6CKW0BThqMcGhzpN/story.html[2/27/2015 9:10:00 PM]

“The biggest question is: If it works, how do we sustain it?” said Lane Glenn, president of Northern Essex

Community College in Haverhill. “What happens when the next recession hits? What happens when the next

president or Congress makes budget cuts?”

John O’Donnell, president of Massachusetts Bay Community College in Wellesley, said he believes the state

eventually will move to this kind of model. “For economic and social justice reasons, it’s absolutely necessary,” he

said.

SUZANNE KREITER/GLOBE STAFF

Bunker Hill Community College students could benefit from the president’s proposal.

In addition to benefiting students, the proposal could provide an important economic boost, supporters said.

Data show graduates from public colleges are more likely to stay and work in Massachusetts than those from

private schools. Richard Freeland, the state’s higher education commissioner, said he believes the Obama

proposal would not only allow more people to enroll in public higher education, but would also increase their

likelihood of graduating and of seeking a bachelor’s degree.

However, some said they believe the proposal is misguided.

Judah Bellin, a higher education researcher and associate editor at Manhattan Institute, a conservative think
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”You would see a lot more students in community
college graduating if it was free,” said Justina
GuirGuis, a Bunker Hill student on Obama’s plan.

tank, said he’s concerned that it could flood community colleges with students without doing enough to increase

graduation rates.

“We don’t care about having more kids in community college if they’re not graduating,” he said. “There really has

to be some sort of accountability measure.’’

Obama’s proposal was inspired by similar programs in Tennessee and Chicago.

In 2007, then-Governor Deval Patrick proposed making community college free in Massachusetts. But the idea

was scrapped a year later amid significant state budget cuts.

State Representative Sean Garballey, an Arlington Democrat,

said he plans to refile a measure that would provide

scholarships covering one year of tuition and fees to help some

low-income students finish their studies at any public college or

university in the state.

Amy Blanchette, 31, a single mother from Fall River, could

benefit from such a proposal. She works part time to cover

living expenses, and for school relies on Pell Grant funding,

which paid for all but $300 of her first semester at Bristol

Community College this fall.

However, Blanchette said, she worries whether she will be able

to continue to pay for classes when she transfers to University of Massachusetts Dartmouth in two years. “I can

barely afford to live right now as it is. My paycheck just goes to groceries and rent,” she said.

“Anything we do to give more people the chance to go to college is a great idea . . . people could benefit so much

from it.”
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