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What is a College Promise and Why Does It Matter?



College Promise: More than a Century in the Making

The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (the 

“G.I. Bill”) provides tuition and living expenses for 

veterans. By 1956 more than 2 million veterans 

had attended a college or university and nearly 6 

million had attended some form of  training 

program.

1964 - UH Community Colleges
system  established with Honolulu, 
Kapi’olani, Kauaʻi and Maui 
campuses.



student debt

The Nation’s Challenges
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community  college 
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homeless
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unfilled jobs
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attainment



Income Inequality, Opportunity & Attainment Inequities

• Low-income students often fail to access college, and 

if they do make it to college, many struggle to afford 

it.

• 30% of families do not have emergency savings

• The net price low-income families pay is 56% of their 

income at a public 4-year and 44% at public 2-year 

institutions 

• Just 14% of low-income students earn a bachelor’s 

degree, compared to 87% high income students 

(Dynarski). 

• The graduation rate for Pell students is 18% less than 

non-Pell students (Third Way)

EQUITY, ACHIEVEMENT & SOCIOECONOMIC GAPS IN EDUCATION

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/02/upshot/for-the-poor-the-graduation-gap-is-even-wider-than-the-enrollment-gap.html
https://thirdway.imgix.net/downloads/the-pell-divide-how-four-year-institutions-are-failing-to-graduate-low-and-moderate-income-students/The-Pell-Divide_180501_131431.pdf


Racial Inequities

• Even as the nation makes progress, 

educational attainment remains unequal 

across racial and ethnic groups. 

• Today, opportunity depends on learning 

beyond high school, these persistent 

inequities harm us all as Americans.

• Postsecondary degree completion as of 

2017

• 30.8% of African Americans

• 24.5% of American Indians

• 23.7% of Hispanic 

PERSISTING RACIAL GAPS IN POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION 

Source: Lumina Foundation: A Stronger Nation, National Report (2019)  



College Promise Vision

In the 21st Century, a high school education is not enough to lead 

Americans to a good job and a decent quality of life.

Every student should have the opportunity to attain an accessible, 

affordable, quality college education, regardless of income, race, 

ethnicity, geography, background, or culture. 

The College Promise Campaign seeks to increase the social, 

economic, and civic mobility of students by advancing College 

Promise programs in communities and states, starting in America’s 

community colleges. 



What is a College Promise?

• A COMMITMENT to fund a college education for every eligible 

hardworking student advancing on the path to earn a college degree, a 

certificate, and/or credits that transfer to a four-year university, starting 

in America’s community colleges.

• A PROMISE to prepare students for the 21st Century workforce and the 

pursuit of the American Dream without the burden of unmanageable 

college debt.

• A TRUST to make the first two years of community college – at a 

minimum – as universal, free, and accessible as public high school has 

been in the 20th Century.



Place-based

• A college, city, region, or state

Guaranteed Financial Support for College

Wrap-Around Student Supports

Evidence & Performance-Based

Financially Sustainable

Cross-Sector, Sustainable Leadership

Robust Infrastructure

College Promise Common Features & Goals



College Promise Designs & Funds Vary

• From Universal to Targeted

• What institutions and students are 

eligible and for how many years 

• Full-time and/or Part-time 

• Universal, Need, and/or Merit-based

• Youth and/or Adults

• Special populations served? 

• Funding Model 

• First Dollar

• Last Dollar

• Last Dollar Plus



local government and/or education 

funding

Funding the Promise

Each College Promise Program is funded by leveraging available 

resources, including one or more of the following: 

philanthropic gifts

state appropriations
business investments

federal student aid



Funding Sources:
• Federal Student Financial Aid
(e.g., Pell, SEOG, Work Study)
• State Financial Aid
• County/City Operating Budgets
• Local Ballot Measures
• Special Federal Allocations
• Special State Allocations
• Individual Donors
• Foundations
• Business & industry (CSR)
• Native American Tribal Funds
• College Operating Budgets
• College Foundations
• K-12 School District Budgets

Aligning & Integrating Financial Resources

Most College Promise
Programs use multiple
funding sources.



Funding the Promise

Philanthropic Support for College Promise

Business Support for College Promise

Elected Officials Support for College Promise

Tennessee

Governor Bill Haslam

Rhode Island Governor Gina 

Raimondo

West Sacramento 

Mayor Chris 

Cabaldon

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiKwuWIp87ZAhWKmuAKHVGTBEgQjRx6BAgAEAY&url=https://lachamber.com/membership-benefits/add-the-chamber-s-logo-to-your-website/&psig=AOvVaw27n-KykBqVxTxukU87vC8c&ust=1520102990531286
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwie1qunp87ZAhUlU98KHUSKClIQjRx6BAgAEAY&url=http://lacollegepromise.org/&psig=AOvVaw1Cvy1Eyb7HOAEmjMIlmqeK&ust=1520103053997729
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwjRm-rAsLzZAhWEwFkKHdJ8DSoQjRwIBw&url=http://www.timesfreepress.com/news/politics/state/story/2015/feb/19/groups-spending-supports-governor/289060/&psig=AOvVaw2fb5G5ZmNVbRZlGDcpNXbF&ust=1519487043869283
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwiKk-qds7zZAhULv1MKHSVsDzcQjRwIBw&url=http://tnpromise.gov/&psig=AOvVaw3HvDjnC5JLi7EmLPJutFIe&ust=1519487779250157
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwihrbeLxsvZAhUGd98KHQGxBvAQjRwIBw&url=https://www.cnbc.com/2016/07/12/rhode-island-gov-raimondo-introduces-bold-moves-for-reform.html&psig=AOvVaw0je5Z-8rQCE4JT0znMSi2b&ust=1520008214451090
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwj2gNiuxsvZAhULTd8KHbrlBPIQjRwIBw&url=https://www.riopc.edu/page/ri_promise/&psig=AOvVaw0x_vkzy6QiB7ndl5CraUVx&ust=1520008311595549
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwj209TPsLzZAhXqxlkKHX5CA3kQjRwIBw&url=https://www.forbes.com/sites/civicnation/2018/01/24/seven-mayors-championing-free-community-college/&psig=AOvVaw0bNiN7illXinIctixrzRvY&ust=1519487080284991


College Promise Local Impacts

In 3 years, from 1 to 24 statewide Promise programs, with more state 
launches on the horizon!

From 53 programs in 

2015 

To 300+ programs in 44 

states by 2018



College Promise State Impacts



College Promise Evidence

62% Increase in persistence rate (fall to spring) 

33% Increase in college completion rate

25% More high school graduates attend college

16% Increase in community college retention rate

80% High school graduation rates, increase from 63% 

in 2005

95% High school seniors now pledge to attend higher 

education, an increase from below 30% historically

ENROLLMENT< PERSISTENCE & COMPLETION IMPACTS



College Promise Evidence

• Pittsburgh Promise: 
• 12% Increase in high school graduation rate, and 8% shrink 

in racial graduation gap

• Detroit Promise: 
• 90% students of color

• Dallas County Promise:
• 80% of Promise students are low income, 90% were 

students of color. 

• 67% FAFSA completion rate, and a 40% increase in 

enrollment. 

• San Diego Promise:
• Increased from 186 students to over 2,000, 84% are 

students of color and 72% have financial need 

• 9% increase in credits accumulated and GPAs of 3.0 or 

higher

EQUITY IMPACTS



Making the Case: ROIWhy Invest in the College Promise?

Source: College Board, Education Pays 2016: The Benefits of Higher Education for Individuals and Society, 2016



Making the Case: The ROI

College Graduates

• 24% higher probability of being employed

• 74% less like to be out of the labor force (neither employed nor 
unemployed)

• Utilize about 39% fewer government resources (e.g., emergency 
assistance and jails)

• Report having “good” or “very good” health - 44% more than high 
school graduates report

• Nearly 5 times less likely to be jailed or imprisoned than those with no 
college experience.

• Contribute hundreds of thousands of dollars more over a lifetime in 
local, state and federal taxes.

Why Invest in the College Promise?



College Promise Campaign

The College Promise Campaign is a 

national, non-partisan initiative to build 

broad public support for accessible, 

affordable, quality College Promise 

programs that enable hardworking 

students to complete a college degree or 

certificate, starting in America’s 

community colleges.



Our Work

We convene leaders from business, philanthropy, 

government, and education sectors 

We share the latest research and best practices to promote 

high impact policy designs and build financially sustainable 

models 

We promote and scale Promise solutions for students, 

families, communities, and states



College Promise Campaign

3 Years of Outcomes

• Promoted & enabled dramatic increases in local & statewide 

College Promise programs

• Built national public awareness about the educational, 

economic, and social need for College Promise programs

• Supported the inclusion of access, quality, and completion 

metrics in local and state College Promise program design

• Showcased local, state, and national research on the impacts 

of College Promise programs

• Identified & supported local and state Promise leaders 

• Tracked Promise movement growth and reported findings 

through earned and digital media



College Promise Campaign Highlights

• 300+ local & state College Promise programs in the searchable, 

accessible College Promise Database, growing exponentially

• A growing College Promise literature (e.g., College Promise publications 

available on the website to illustrate evidence-based Promise designs, 

reports, articles, chapters, and policy briefs)

• College Promise City & County Playbook for local and state leaders on 

best practices for designing quality programs built for equity

• College Promise Research Network advising on quality metrics and 

models necessary for the postsecondary and workforce success of 

students, especially underserved and disconnected populations

• College Promise Rural Network to connect rural Promise leaders

• Financial Sustainability 1.0 Report available & 2.0 in design



A Look Ahead

Leverage Promise Research to Improve Policy & Practice

Build Widespread Understanding about the Value & ROI

Increase Quality College Promise Programs

in Communities, Regions & States

College Promise Campaign’s Work Ahead

Expand Reach
&

Impact



How Do We Better Serve the Diverse Range of Promise Students & 

Achieve Better, More Equitable Outcomes?

EDUCATION & WORK: Pre-K through Postsecondary & Workforce
• Engage & motivate students & families toward education, workforce & 

community success goals

• Increase high school and college graduation rates

• Decrease remediation

• Shorten time to postsecondary degrees & certificates of value

• Expand paid internship & employment opportunities

• Promote year-round K-12 & Postsecondary Education

FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY
• Lower students’ tuition and non-tuition college expenses

• Implement sustainable financing models

• Integrate funding streams

• Reduce financial inefficiencies & barriers



How Do We Design for Impact & Improvement?

EDUCATION & FINANCE LEADERS
• Leverage Promise research and evaluation to identify what 
works and ways to increase college opportunity and student 
success for adoption and scale
• Embed research and evaluation components into College 
Promise designs to track student enrollment, persistence, 
and completion
• Contribute to the growing College Promise evidence base 
to inform local, state, and federal policy and practice
• Use data to improve the College Promise over time
• Promote Promise integration and data sharing at and 
across institutional, community and state levels.



How Do We Design for Impact & Improvement?

• Access (e.g., eligibility for youth & adults; sliding scale for Promise scholarships, 

prioritizing low-income students; simplify requirements; eliminate barriers)

• FAFSA completion, comparison tools for college selection & award letters, make 

multiple funding sources clear and transparent

• Wrap-around services specifically geared for student subgroups (emergency 

funds, textbooks, transportation, flexible childcare options, tech support) 

• Advising, counseling, mentoring, and coaching services (schedule management, 

work/student habits, family support)



How Do We Design for Impact & Improvement?

• Messaging about the availability, impacts and potential of College Promise 

programs

• Curriculum & Scheduling (evening, weekend, and distance learning courses, 

including prior learning assessments, in clear guided pathways to help 

Promise student navigate work, education, and family responsibilities).

• Campus, community and state awareness and sensitivity regarding student 

needs and specific challenges they face (professional development, strategic 

diversity plan)

• Cross-sector leaders who implement evidence-based policies and practices 

based  on “what works” research



College Promise Goals for the 21st Century

Build and sustain our nation’s human capital, economic 

prosperity, social inclusion, and productive civic life

• Increase high school and college graduation rates

• Close achievement gaps

• Ensure equity, supporting students and communities 

historically excluded from the benefits of college 

opportunity and success. 

• Provide sustainable funding

• Implement smart design



A Look Ahead
Moving Forward

Together, we can 
make the dream of 
postsecondary 
education, 
workforce, and 
community success a 
Promise for all. 


