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Greenville, ME- Lately several of my friends have been debating whether or not the federal government should provide free college education for all.  Some of the advocates now include Presidential candidates, past and present, and a considerable number of members of Congress and the Senate.  Proposals vary, but in general, the argument is that higher education, just like elementary and secondary education, has become a basic human right.  It is also argued by some that such an investment will pay future dividends for the nation due to an increasing need for educated individuals in a digital economy.  There are also equity issues, because wealthier parents have no problem affording tuition payments for their children, even at the most exclusive universities, while children of parents of lesser means must forego college, or saddle themselves with insanely high debt to receive higher education.  Not having access to higher education, it is argued, perpetuates social division and income inequality and must be eliminated.
I become uneasy when advocates of any new federal program to provide “stuff” to everyone justify the desired goal as a “right.”  Is there a right, for example, to housing?  And what type of housing, and what furniture must be in that housing?  What about internet access?  This is also being bantered about as a new right.  Does everyone have the right to a car...and on an even more basic level, food?  Obviously this list could go on to encompass just about any aspect of daily life of goods therein which some people have and others do not.
Education in the United States has historically been primarily a local concern, funded by cities, counties, and states.  Because of this checkerboard of rules, funding, and support, it is difficult to pinpoint exactly when it became mandatory for American students to complete high school, but this is now a generally accepted norm.  Students do drop out of high school, accompanied by considerable hand-wringing by those who consider this to be an indictment of either the school system or society in general, particularly since most of the dropouts are from low-income families.  The federal government became seriously involved in funding secondary education with the passage of The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 which, as part of Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society Program,  pumped money into local school districts.  As part of the same program, the Higher Education Act of 1965 funded the establishment of many community colleges and began low-interest loans for college students.  None of these programs paid tuition (or room and board) for those wanting to attend college (except for a few scholarship programs).  This remain pretty much the situation today.
Plans to provide “free” college education for everyone currently appear to fall into three main categories: (1) the federal government pays the costs for anyone who is accepted into a college (presumably public); (2) the government uses a means test to determine who receives a free college education; (3) the government pays under plan (1) or (2), but the recipient is required to perform some form of community service for a specified number of months/years. Each of these is a bad idea.  
First, the cost is considerable, to say the least.  Although proponents argue that education is always a good investment, it is, at best, a very long term investment.  Costs for four years of tuition, room and board at state universities are currently in excess of $100,000 (I have a granddaughter beginning at one this year).  There are roughly 4 million 18 yr olds which equates to a cost of approximately $4 trillion to fund such a program every four years.  Even if only half take advantage of a free college education, that is still $2 trillion.  Expenditures at these levels have to come from “somewhere” and will require either further borrowing (printing money) or massive reductions in other areas of federal spending.  Which current programs are voters (and politicians) prepared to cut?
The second issue is need.  Has anyone demonstrated that America actually has a requirement for an increased number of college-educated American citizens?  I would argue that there is a far greater need for trained, skilled workers to build our homes, businesses, and infrastructure and to maintain them. Who will be our future plumbers, carpenters, electricians, mechanics,  tool and die workers, and repairmen?  All of these are good-paying careers, often better-paying than the college-educated salesclerk at Walmart.  Is it wise to spend trillions of dollars for something we do not need, or, even worse, is counterproductive?
And there are other issues.  If everyone has a right to a college education, why is there not also a right to post-graduate education....where does it stop?  And any federal program which requires community service had better ensure that the requirement is fulfilled prior to the education, because, if not, many recipients will simply refuse to serve when the payback becomes due (much as many student loans are now defaulted).
Our nation, assuming that we find a way past this Covid crisis, has many needs for our limited resources.  I do not see free college education anywhere need the top of the pile. 
I thought you might like to know.
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