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RECLAIMING THE PROMISE OF THE CALIFORNIA MASTER PLAN FOR 
HIGHER ED IN SAN FRANCISCO 

DATE:  May 26, 2016 

TO:   CCSF Board of Trustees 

FROM:  AFT 2121 

RE:  Proposal for Free City: Tuition and Student Support 

 

The promise and premise of the landmark California Master Plan for Higher Education (1960) includes free 
tuition at all levels of public higher education, specifying that community colleges should have open enrollment 
and must afford students—“all who can benefit”—an opportunity for a college education. But this promise of 
quality, free education in the CSU, UC, and community college systems has been undermined, with exponential 
increases in tuition (and “enrollment fees”). Community colleges, which were free until 1983, are now $46 a unit. 
 
Nationally, attempts to address higher education access and skyrocketing student debt have some states and 
municipalities implementing “free community college,” eliminating or covering tuition as well as providing 
additional supports to help students succeed. President Obama unveiled a 2015 proposal for free community 
college, and at least two presidential candidates have proposed making college “free for all” (Sanders) or “debt-
free” (Clinton). Numerous other plans are in the works. But not all of these plans expand access, and some fail 
to provide educational opportunity to those students—of all ages—who would most benefit. Expanding the 
school-to-college pipeline is essential, but many students who would benefit are not traditional students and are 
arriving at (or returning to) college later in life.  
 
The city of San Francisco has a huge opportunity in considering a “Free City” program for San Francisco’s 
students. Most importantly, it would expand access to higher education in our city, providing enormous hope 
and opportunity and making the city more affordable, even while enhancing its public health and growing its 
future economy.i The Free City program would also help restore enrollment at City College of San Francisco 
(CCSF) as part of a larger strategy to stabilize and re-grow the college over the next several years.ii San Francisco 
has the ability to make the city more livable for all its residents and workers, to reclaim the California Master Plan 
for Higher Education locally, and to restore its community college to its broad, accessible mission. 
 
This memo provides an overview of some of the key provisions of plans and policy proposals already underway 
both nationally and in California, as well as a short list of some of the common critiques of current proposals and 
suggestions for improvement. We lay out an initial proposal for free tuition and student support at CCSF that we 
believe would work for our city and its students. We also provide some initial cost estimates, with areas for 
further research needs noted.  
 

I. Key Provisions of Major Policy Proposals for Free Community Colleges/Higher Ed 
 

See the attached “appendix” chart with overview of key federal, state, and municipal programs and proposals (pp. 5–7). 
 

II. Policy Considerations 

Based on current plans being proposed and models already in place, there are issues about plan design to 
consider, as well as suggestions to improve policy design moving forward. The table below summarizes some of 
the key critiques of the current programs and suggestions for improvement. 
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Critiques of Current Plansiii Suggestions for Improvementiv 
o Programs often don’t cover living expenses, 

transportation, childcare, books. 
o Funding will go to students who may not 

need it. 
o Eligibility requirements are often merit 

based. 
o Enrollment requirements penalize non-

traditional students. 
o “Last-dollar” scholarship complaint, which 

refers to the fact that the plans pay only for 
tuition and fees that federal and state grant 
aid fails to cover. These programs help 
middle-income families but neglect 
additional support for low-income students 
(see below). 

o Not all programs address the complexity of 
FAFSA and student need for help to 
navigate federal funding process. 

o Programs could provide some additional 
financial aid to students whose Pell Grants 
cover tuition and fees in order to cover 
living costs.  

o Grants for non-tuition costs could be paid 
for by slightly reducing awards for students 
who are not Pell-eligible.  

o Programs could be extended to returning 
adult students, who sometimes do not 
qualify.  

o Programs could ensure access for 
undocumented students, who do not qualify 
for many kinds of financial aid. 

o Publicity is key as is providing additional 
supports for students and making sure 
students are applying for maximum grant 
funding from other sources.  

 
Critiques of the “last-dollar” model are especially relevant, as McKibben sums up well: “New programs touting 
‘free’ community college, including Tennessee Promise as well as those proposed in Oregon, Mississippi, and 
Chicago, have been offered as ‘last-dollar’ scholarships — covering only tuition and fees that are not covered by 
all other existing grant aid, such as the federal Pell Grant. Last-dollar programs do not cover other necessities like 
room, board, books, supplies, and transportation that most students need in order to attend school and to 
survive…The practical effect of these last-dollar programs is also to spend the most state money on students 
who need the least aid.” v 
 
Additional policy considerations include:  

(1) opportunities for supporting Noncredit students, whose courses are tuition-free but who face other 
educational expensesvi; 

(2) funding sources (public vs. private funds) for public education: private fundraising sources replacing 
collective public responsibility? 

(3) though undocumented students do not qualify for FAFSA, CA law allows state financial aid for AB540 
status studentsvii; any program should ensure that undocumented students are not excluded; 

(4) analysis of particular needs to help specific groups of students succeed in college, particularly childcare. 

 
III. Proposal for CCSF and the City of San Francisco: Free City 

Based on our review and consideration of existing policy models, as well as what we believe to be the starting 
point for the right kind of inclusive policy for San Francisco, we propose the following “Free City” program for 
CCSF and the City of San Francisco: 

For all students who live or work at least half-time in the City and County of San Francisco: 

1. Eliminate enrollment fees for all San Francisco residents and workers. 
2. Students whose fees are already covered by financial aid will be eligible for up to $1,000 in 

grants for educational expenses such as textbooks, transportation, and childcare.viii  
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IV. Cost Estimates  

We are working on the data needed to advance a complete set of numbers and costs. Detailed CCSF data is 
necessary to analyze zip codes and other information; that work in is process. While we are missing several key 
data points, we have put together some initial cost estimates for discussion.  

Background:  

• Current CA Community College enrollment fees (“tuition”) for Credit courses are $46/unit; students 
attending full-time for a year (two semesters at 12 units per semester) pay $1104 annually. 

• CCSF enrollment currently also includes a $17 Health Fee ($34 per year) and an optional Student 
Activities Fee ($5/semester, $10/year). These fees are not covered in this proposal. 

• International students (such as those on F-1 Visas) and out-of-state students living at SF zips pay Non-
California Resident Fees ($211/unit) and would not qualify for the Free City program. 

• An estimated 80% of CCSF students (including noncredit students) have San Francisco zip codes. 
Determining the number of students who work at least half-time in SF is more difficult. 

• Current rough estimate to cover enrollment fees and aid for SF students in the current year: $13 million.  

 
Cost of Student Enrollment Fees:  

District-tracked accounting from student enrollment fees represents only part of all enrollment fees at CCSF; the 
rest is represented in Board of Governors Grants and Fee Waivers (BOGW) and other state aid programs for 
undocumented students, which cover fees for the majority of the lowest-income community college students.ix  

 

	

 

 

 

 

 

Source: CCSF 311 reports (all students) and (Column BOG) CCSF Office of the Vice Chancellor of Finance and Administration 

o Numbers above do not reflect need-based support for students receiving BOG Waivers (see below). 
o Numbers include fees paid by ALL students, not just San Francisco residents and workers.	

 
Need-Based Student Support: 

Nationally, the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPAS) found that in 2011-12, “[o]nly 2 percent of 
community college students receiving Pell Grants in the NPSAS have their full cost of attendance met by grant 
aid. Four in 10 Pell recipients have to cover less than $5,000 in costs, while an additional 37 percent have to 
cover between $5,000 and $10,000. The median student with a zero expected family contribution has to come up 
with just over $5,000 to cover estimated living costs.”x These figures do not account for the cost of living in the 
San Francisco Bay Area. 

Even when students qualify for fee waivers, federal and state financial aid does not cover the actual costs of 
attaining an education in SF. The cost of required textbooks alone can exceed the cost of enrollment fees. Based 
on data provided by the CCSF Financial Aid Office on the 2015-16 Student Expense Budget (Cost of 
Attendance), we estimate the following costs per student for textbooks and transportation: 

 Student Enrollment 
Fees (no BOGW) 

2% add-back on 
fees  

BOG Waivers, 
DREAMers, 
AB540  

2011-12 $10,074,939  $201,499 $17,458,930  
2012-13 $11,195,020  $223,900 $14,385,051  
2013-14 $9,767,766  $195,355 $13,255,130  
2014-15 $8,664,514  $173,290 $11,206,094  
4 year 
average:  

$9,925,560  $198,511 $14,076,301  
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Item Annual Cost 
for Residents 
(Away from 
Home) 

Books & Supplies $1,764 
Transportation $1,269 
Childcare TBDxi 
Total per eligible student: $3,033 
[Room & Board, etc. not 
evaluated here] 

 

Source: https://www.ccsf.edu/dam/ccsf/documents/Financial/CostOfAttendance.pdf  

In recognition of the drawbacks of “last dollar” programs, several of the regional plans cited in the attached chart 
[see appendix], including Oregon and San Diego, cover tuition for students who do not qualify for state or 
federal aidxii and alternately provide an award of up to $1,000 per year for additional educational expenses for 
students receiving aid and enrollment fee waivers. 

Based on our estimates and data from the CCSF Financial Aid Office, we estimate that in 2014-15 nearly 24,000 
students at CCSF received some form of public financial aid. All of these students would benefit under Free City 
either by having their full fees covered or by receiving additional educational support (up to $1,000 pro-rated 
based on course load). 

TOTAL NUMBER OF STUDENTS RECEIVING PUBLIC AID 
 
 

 

 

 

*Includes duplications: Many students receive aid from multiple programs. 
Source: CCSF Financial Aid Office; accessed from CCCCO Datamart at www.cccco.edu 

 

Based on data provided by the CCSF Financial Aid Office, in 2014-15 (the most recent full year of available data) 
there were approximately 7,753 FTES (Full-Time Equivalent Students) who received BOGQ or Pell Grants. 
Assuming the fees for these students are 100% covered by state and federal aid, this gives us a ballpark number 
of the number of students who would be eligible for the 1,000 grant for educational support. This number is also 
high because it counts all CCSF students, not just San Francisco residents and workers.  

Assuming that approximately 80% of all students are San Francisco residents or workers this gives us a ballpark 
number of 6,202 FTES who would be eligible for the grant for a total dollar amount of $6.2 million.  

TOTAL NUMBER OF FTES RECEIVING BOGW OR PELL GRANTS 
 

 

  
 

     Source: CCSF Financial Aid Office 

Concerted work with Financial Aid will be necessary to determine the most effective way to implement and award tuition 
waivers and grants to different student populations, as well as to ensure that students are capturing as much aid (federal, 
state, and city) as possible. 

 2010-11 2014-15 
Students with Federal Aid 
Assistance 

9,988 6,730 

BOGW 17,820 16,235 
CalGrant 1,357 938 
Total Number of Students:* 29,165 23,903 

 2014-15 
FTE Credit Students 16,394 
PELL FTE 3,855 
BOGW FTE 3,898 
Total BOGW/PELL FTE: 7,753 
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Appendix: Key Provisions of Major Policy Proposals for Free Community College/Higher Ed 
 
The chart below summarizes national proposals as well as key state and city programs for free community 
college. Additionally, at least 10 states have legislation under consideration during the 2016 session to create free 
community college programs.xiii 

America’s College Promise Proposal: President Obamaxiv 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø Free community college tuition Ø For “responsible” half-time and full-

time students who maintain a 2.5 
grade point average and who make 
steady progress toward completing 
a program. 

Ø Unlike similar plans that are only 
open to recent high school 
graduates, this plan would cover 
tuition for other types of students.xv 

Ø Not all programs eligible for free 
tuition: limited to (1) academic 
programs that fully transfer to local 
public four-year colleges and 
universities or (2) occupational 
training programs with high 
graduation rates and that lead to 
degrees and certificates that are in 
demand among employers.xvi 
 

Ø Funded by the federal government 
(3/4) and participating states (1/4). 

Ø Vice-President Joe Biden has 
expressed support for four years of 
free higher education (2 more than 
President Obama’s plan has called 
for).xvii 

The New College Compact: Hillary Clintonxviii 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø For the community college segment of 

the plan, follows President Obama’s 
proposal. 

Ø Pell Grants are not included in the 
calculation of no-debt-tuition, so Pell 
recipients will be able to use their 
grants fully for living expenses. 

Ø See Obama plan Ø Provides federal grants to states that 
make certain commitments to 
affordability.  

Ø “Debt-free” not “tuition-free”: 
Families will be expected to make 
contribution; students will contribute 
based on wages from ten hours per 
week of work.  

Ø Addresses a number of other higher 
ed issues, including simplifying 
FAFSA, lowering student loan 
interest rates, and closing loopholes 
on predatory, for-profit colleges. 
 

The College For All Act: Bernie Sandersxix 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø Free tuition at all public colleges and 

universities. 
Ø Institutions must meet 100% financial 

needs of lowest-income students. 
Ø Students could use federal, state and 

college financial aid to cover room and 
board, books and living expenses.  

Ø All Ø Funded through a state-federal 
partnership.  

Ø To qualify for federal funding, states 
must meet a number of 
requirements designed to protect 
students, ensure quality, and reduce 
costs.xx   
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Key state and regional plans/models 

The Tennessee Promise Programxxi 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø Free community college at the state’s 

13 colleges. 
Ø A “last dollar” scholarship, paying only 

for tuition costs not covered by other 
programs. After a student has applied 
for and received scholarship and 
grants to cover the cost of tuition, 
supplemental funds would cover 
remaining costs. E.g., a low-income 
student who is eligible for a maximum 
Pell Grant of $5,730 would not receive 
assistance, because that amount 
would already cover tuition.   

Ø Includes supports for its award 
recipients, including mentorship, on-
campus orientations, and eight hours 
of community service.xxii 
 

Ø For graduating high school 
students who maintain at least 12 
hours per semester and attend a 
post-secondary institution for 
consecutive semesters.xxiii 

Ø As many as 16,000 students 
expected to participate.xxiv 

Ø Must maintain satisfactory 
academic progress (usually 2.0 
GPA). 
 

 

Ø Financed through state lottery funds. 
Ø Estimated at $14 million in first year. 
Ø Undocumented students do not 

qualify because participants must be 
able to fill out the FAFSA and qualify 
for in-state tuition. 

Chicago Star Scholarship Program 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø Waivers to cover two years of tuition, 

books and fees at the city’s seven 
community colleges.xxv 

Ø Students must apply for federal and 
state financial aid; fills the gap between 
aid and the estimated $11,000 cost of 
a two-year degree.xxvi 
 

Ø Chicago Public School students 
who graduate with at least a 3.0 
GPA. 

Ø $2 million budget funded by internal 
cuts in system.  

 

The Oregon Promisexxvii 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø State will cover the remainder of tuition 

for students who apply for federal 
grants for community college. 

Ø Students whose tuition is fully covered 
by federal aid will get a $1,000 Oregon 
Promise award from the state to help 
pay for books, fees, transportation or 
other college costs. 

Ø For students who enroll in 
community college within six 
months of completing their high 
school degree or its equivalent.  

Ø Must be enrolled at least half-time 
and maintain a minimum 2.5 GPA.  

Ø Undocumented immigrants who do 
not qualify for federal grants or 
loans will be eligible to have all of 
their community college tuition 
covered by state Oregon Promise 
money. 
 

Ø Students pay $50 each term.  
Ø Expected to boost community 

college enrollment statewide by 
25%. 

Minnesotaxxviii 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø Covers tuition and fee expenses not 

covered by state or federal grant aid (a 
“last-dollar scholarship”) 

Ø For students seeking a credential in 
designated high demand program 
areas who enroll within two years 
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Ø Includes a mentoring component to 
help develop student success plans, 
connect recipients to on-campus 
resources, and assist with financial 
planning.  

 

of completing high school or 
passing an equivalency test. 

Ø Scholarship recipients attend full-
time and maintain a GPA of 2.5 or 
higher; must have an adjusted 
gross income of less than $90,000.  
 

The Long Beach College Promisexxix 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø One semester tuition-free 
Ø Structured as a “last dollar scholarship” 

for students who would not otherwise 
get aid: 300 per year at “no additional 
cost to the state”xxx 
 

Ø For local high school graduates 
who enroll immediately after 
graduation 

Ø GPA requirements  
Ø Currently 300 students per year 

 

Ø Foundation funded 
Ø With the Unified School District, 

Long Beach City College, and Cal 
State Long Beach, this broad 
program has a variety of support and 
success elements to help potential 
first generation college students see 
college as a possibility, raise high 
school graduation rates, college 
retention and success, etc.xxxi 
 

San Diego Community College Districtxxxii,xxxiii 

What’s covered? Which students? Funding, other notes 
Ø Enrollment fees covered; students 

getting financial aid can qualify for up 
to $1,000 for textbooks and other 
supplies 

 

Ø Must carry at least 12 units each 
semester, maintain 2.0 GPA, do 8 
hours community service  

Ø For pilot: 175 graduating San Diego 
high school seniors and 25 SDUSD 
continuing education students. 

Ø Year one self-funding; afterwards 
private fundraising, planned $10-
12m. endowment 

Ø Announced in Feb. 2016 for the 
2016-17 academic year 

 

																																																													
i A 2013 report from SF's Budget and Legislative Analyst concluded that City College generates well over $300 million in economic 
activity to the local economy every year. http://archives.sfexaminer.com/sanfrancisco/ccsfs-critical-role-in-local-economy-highlighted-in-
report/Content?oid=2583766 	
ii CCSF enrollment has dropped approximately one-third since the accreditation crisis began, restricting opportunities for SF students; 
absent a broader strategy, college administration plans to cut courses and programs over the next several years in anticipation of large 
decreases in state funding due to declining enrollment. (While other community colleges in the Bay Area have also seen enrollment 
decreases in recent years as enrollment fees were raised statewide, other area colleges average about a 7% enrollment decline, while CCSF 
has dropped more than 30%. The difference is the Accrediting Commission of Community and Junior College [ACCJC]’s threat of 
closure, which has created long-term destabilization at the college and confusion in SF and is now widely understood to have been 
misguided, at best.)	
iii “Tennessee’s Promise is None at All: Last Dollar Scholarships Provide the Least Aid to Students with the Most Need” 
https://medium.com/@bmckib/tennessees-promise-is-none-at-all-c3575cc79dd9#.tmf212tly 
iv https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2014/10/13/essay-questions-free-community-college-policies 
v “Tennessee’s Promise is None at All: Last Dollar Scholarships Provide the Least Aid to Students with the Most Need” 
https://medium.com/@bmckib/tennessees-promise-is-none-at-all-c3575cc79dd9#.j7sncqst1  

Note: As the chart in Section 1 shows, Oregon’s final implementation avoided this “last dollar” contradiction by supporting low-
income students with an additional award. We propose to do the same. 
vi Though noncredit students do not pay enrollment fees, they still have attendant educational costs, including books and supplies, transit, 
and childcare. While some noncredit courses require students to buy text books, others do not. Analysis is required to determine whether 
a program to provide further support for NC students would increase student success and retention, and if so, how such a program could 
be implemented. There is also the possibility of directly providing books and other supplies to NC students or even directly to classrooms. 
vii Per CCSF: “As of January 2013, AB 540 students are eligible to apply for California State financial aid* (not FAFSA) but do not earn 
legal residency status through this bill. The primary benefit of this law is the eligibility to pay tuition at California resident rates. Non-
resident students taking 12 college units per semester pay approximately $3,008. AB540-eligible students will pay approximately $572 per 
semester. (http://www.ccsf.edu/en/student-services/admissions-and-registration/registration/tuition-and-fees.html ) See also 
www.csac.ca.gov/dream_act.asp 
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viii Awards will be pro-rated based on course load. Possible models to determine eligibility for this piece of the program may include 
eligibility requirements for BOG waivers and/or FAFSA guidelines. Further evaluation and discussion on this is warranted. 
ix In 2013-14, more than 20,000 CCSF students applied for these waivers. Eligibility information available at 
http://www.ccsf.edu/dam/ccsf/documents/Financial/BOGFWApp1516.pdf.  
x “The Cost of Free” https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2014/10/13/essay-questions-free-community-college-policies 
xi More research is needed to estimate average childcare costs for eligible CCSF students as well as the potential number of students who 
would be eligible for need-based assistance. 
xii The vast majority of CCSF students (78%) qualify for some type of state or federal assistance. While some students may not qualify 
because they exceed the income cap, there are other reasons for exclusion, including course of study and transferability, drug convictions, 
lack of high school diploma, and faltering GPA. 
 
 
————— [appendix footnotes] ——————————————————————————————————————— 
xiii For a list of national 2016 legislative efforts: http://www.ncsl.org/research/education/free-community-college.aspx. New programs are 
being announced constantly (see for instance the active #freecommunitycollege hashtag on twitter). 
xiv http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/09/us/politics/obama-proposes-free-community-college-education-for-some-students.html 
xv http://www.usnews.com/education/community-colleges/articles/2015/01/16/obamas-free-community-college-plan-what-students-
need-to-know 
xvi https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/09/fact-sheet-white-house-unveils-america-s-college-promise-proposal-tuitio 
xvii http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2015/10/22/biden-calls-for-4-years-of-free-college 
xviii https://www.hillaryclinton.com/briefing/factsheets/2015/08/10/college-compact-costs/ 
xix http://www.sanders.senate.gov/download/collegeforallsummary/?inline=file; https://berniesanders.com/issues/its-time-to-make-
college-tuition-free-and-debt-free/ 
xx “States would need to maintain spending on their higher education systems, on academic instruction, and on need based financial aid. 
In addition, colleges and universities must reduce their reliance on low-paid adjunct faculty. No funding under this program may be used 
to fund administrator salaries, merit-based financial aid, or the construction of non-academic buildings like stadiums and student centers.” 
xxi http://www.communitycollegereview.com/blog/will-community-colleges-become-tuition-free; 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/09/us/politics/obama-proposes-free-community-college-education-for-some-students.html 
xxii https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2014/10/16/chicago-joins-tennessee-tuition-free-community-college-plan 
xxiii https://www.insidehighered.com/sites/default/server_files/files/TN%20Promise%20FAQ.pdf 
xxiv https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2015/01/09/obama-announces-free-community-college-plan/ 
xxv http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/09/us/politics/obama-proposes-free-community-college-education-for-some-students.html 
xxvi http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/editorials/ct-obama-community-colleges-tuition-higher-education-edit-0116-jm-
20150115-story.html 
xxvii http://www.oregonlive.com/education/index.ssf/2015/12/oregon_expects_teens_to_flock.html 
xxviii http://www.ncsl.org/research/education/free-community-college.aspx#Minnesota  
xxix http://www.longbeachcollegepromise.org/students/ 
xxx http://www.longbeachcollegepromise.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/College_Promise_Version_9-15-15.pdf 
xxxi http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2016/02/the-long-beach-miracle/459315/?single_page=true&print= 
xxxii http://cft.org/news-publications/newsletters/california-teacher,-feb-march-2016/1213-san-diego-piloting-move-to-make-
community-college-free.html  
xxxiii http://www.sdccd.edu/newscenter/articles/free_community_college_promise_pilot_program_approved.asp 


