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When College Was a Public Good 
As the population has grown more diverse, support for grand efforts like 

the GI Bill to open doors to higher education has dwindled. Coincidence? 
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The GI Bill opened the doors to college to returning World War II veterans, including many 

from immigrant families. They joined the professional class and became further integrated into 

American society.  

 

At a recent town-hall meeting in Tucson, local business leaders took up education in the state of 

Arizona. They examined state support for public colleges — among the lowest in the country — 

and fretted about their future work force, says Gary D. Rhoades, a professor of higher education 

at the University of Arizona. They had even gone to the statehouse to meet with legislators, he 
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heard at the town hall. "If you need to raise taxes," the businessmen had told their 

representatives, "we’ll give you political cover." 

 

To their surprise, the professor recalls, the legislators waved off their requests. One reportedly 

said: "Those kids don’t need college." 

In a state where 60 percent of schoolchildren are Hispanic, and the legislature is overwhelmingly 

white, the words "those kids" have meaning. 

"It’s not hard to figure out that when people say ‘those kids,’ it’s a euphemism for African-

American kids, Latino kids, Native American kids," Mr. Rhoades says. "We have been 

systematically disinvesting in higher education, and that is precisely at the time when people 

who want higher education — lower-income kids, students of color, and immigrant kids — have 

increased." As the student population has diversified, the language that many people use to 

define the value of a college degree has shifted, from a public good to an individual one. Is that 

merely a coincidence? 

It’s a jarring question for a sector that sees itself as a great equalizer, in a society that aspires to 

be a meritocracy. But look at a range of evidence, and it seems that policy makers — with the 

encouragement or tacit acceptance of the public — have erected barriers to higher education 

based on race and class. 
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Lawmakers seem less willing to help today’s students. State support for public colleges in 

Arizona, as here at Arizona State U., is among the lowest in the country. Legislators reportedly 

told local business leaders, “Those kids don’t need college.”  

 

That is a difficult theory to pin down, and one not everyone believes. As federal and state 

governments face many financial obligations, and budgets are tight, it may be facile to argue that 

a decline in public higher-education funding is grounded in racism. Jason Delisle, who studies 

higher-education finance at the American Enterprise Institute, points to the burdens of pensions, 



Medicaid, and K-12 school systems, drawing a connection between increased spending there and 

declines for colleges. 

 

Other scholars in economics, higher-education policy, and cultural studies point to arresting 

correlations, though they’re subtle, shrouded in dog-whistle politics. Even in the dawn of the 

Trump era — after xenophobic and racist rhetoric energized the campaign of the populist 

billionaire — few policy makers would bluntly say they don’t want to pay for some students’ 

education because of the color of their skin. 

Yet such attitudes have been documented, says Anthony P. Carnevale, director of the 

Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce. "This is a well-known, constant 

theme in economics." Studies have found that diversity is an impediment to the welfare state, of 

which education is part. A report by the Harvard Institute of Economic Research in 2001 

concluded that Americans do not support European-style social-safety nets, including education 

benefits, because of racial fragmentation — and a belief that minorities benefit more from wealth 

redistribution. Countries like Finland, Japan, and South Korea beat the United States in 

educational attainment not because their people are smarter, Mr. Carnevale says, but because 

they are racially homogenous. And that seems to lead to broad public support for education. 

Working on labor and education policy for many years, Mr. Carnevale, 70, has seen that 

dynamic at play. "White people my age are not going to vote to educate Hispanic kids or black 

kids," he says. "All the great advances in education" — like the Morrill Act to create land-grant 

colleges in 1862 and the GI Bill to educate veterans of World War II — "have come when there 

was a strong white majority." As those majorities have diminished, the public instead has pushed 

through measures to limit education benefits, restricting tax revenue, for example, cutting 

spending, and putting constraints on immigrant students. 
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The GI Bill is as notable for the people it helped up, including some students here at New York 

U. in 1945, as for those it left out. Among white veterans who turned 18 from 1941 to 1946, 28 

percent enrolled in college, while among their black peers, the rate was only 12 percent.  

Despite barriers to higher education, national and local campaigns are encouraging more 

minority students to go to and finish college. But gaps persist, and as the higher-education 

system stratifies, black and Hispanic students disproportionately end up on campuses with fewer 

resources. Simply raising attainment, if even that happens, may not be enough. A nation’s 

fortunes grow as more of the population actually learns new skills and accumulates knowledge, 

says Mr. Carnevale. If we are going to rebuild our economy, he says, we have to find a way to 

give more students the promise of a high-quality education. 

 

The original GI Bill, passed in 1944, is hailed for widening access to higher education. And it did 

expand opportunity, but only for some. 

 

In the decades before World War II, ethnic Europeans poured into the United States, and Italian-

Americans in particular suffered legal and social discrimination. Like other predominantly 

Catholic groups from Southern and Eastern Europe, they lived in segregated urban enclaves 

("Little Italies") and tended to perform manual labor. Many white Protestants saw these 

immigrant groups as swarthy, dirty, criminal — a threat to the supposed genetic and cultural 

purity of America. 

As World War II wound down, with a great need to reintegrate returning soldiers and kick-start 

the postwar economy, Congress passed the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act. On the GI Bill, 

ethnic European-Americans from Irish, Italian, Polish, Jewish, Greek, and Slavic backgrounds 

went off to college, joined the professional class, and moved to the suburbs. The measure 

essentially made them white, bringing prosperity and acceptance to groups that had not enjoyed 

it before. 

But the GI Bill is as notable for the people it helped up as for those it left out. 

A decade before the landmark verdict in Brown v. Board of Education desegregating public 

schools, with Jim Crow laws and restrictions in veterans’ services, African-Americans could not 

take advantage of the GI Bill the way whites could. In the 1940s and ’50s, blacks were barred 

from attending many public universities. The historically black institutions of the day were often 

underfunded, with few graduate programs and limited capacity to accommodate more students. 

All of that choked off educational opportunities for black vets. One study shows that among 

white veterans who turned 18 from 1941 to 1946, 28 percent enrolled in college, while among 

their black peers, the rate was only 12 percent. The GI Bill also paid for job training and 

apprenticeships, but studies suggest that blacks were underrepresented in those programs, too. 

The education gap was not for lack of desire: After the GI Bill was passed, 29 percent of white 

soldiers and 43 percent of black soldiers said they intended to enroll in college or training. 

“White people my age are not going to vote to educate Hispanic kids or black kids.”  

In 1960, California embarked on a public-education project that would rival the GI Bill in its 

ambitions. The California Master Plan established a tiered system of research universities, 

comprehensive state colleges, and community colleges to offer free higher education to the baby 
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boomers of the state. The plan was a "class compromise," says Brian Murphy, president of De 

Anza College, who worked on higher-education policy in California in the 1980s. It 

acknowledged and in some form sought to resolve class differences among white Californians. In 

1960, blacks were less than 6 percent of the state population, Hispanics just 10 percent. 

"The subtext of race was not yet dominant in the master-plan conversation," Mr. Murphy says. 

"Anybody who looked at high schools in San Diego or Los Angeles saw that it was still largely 

white." He points out that Pat Brown, then governor of California, "knew that his base and the 

base for the next two generations would be largely white, an expanding middle class." 

Mr. Murphy once discussed the master plan with Clark Kerr, who was president of the 

University of California system during its formation. "You were buying social peace," he told 

Kerr, who smiled. Mr. Murphy remembers the man’s response: "You’re on to it." 

Over the course of the 1960s and ’70s, African-Americans and Hispanics started making inroads 

in higher education, thanks to movements that tore down legal and cultural barriers. From 1970 

to 1980, the share of African-Americans with at least a four-year degree went from 4 percent to 8 

percent, and among Hispanics, 5 percent to 8 percent. 

Some of that progress eroded in the ’80s, when Ronald Reagan became president. He saw 

students as freeloaders and "tax eaters," much like unemployed parents on welfare, says Devin 

Fergus, an associate professor of African-American and African studies at Ohio State University. 

In a forthcoming book, The Land of the Fee: Hidden Costs and the Decline of the American 

Middle Class (Oxford University Press), Mr. Fergus lays out how the Reagan administration — 

with the help of conservative Southern Democrats — cut a billion dollars out of Pell Grants and 

other grant aid, shifting the emphasis of government support for higher education from taxpayers 

to bank-based federal loans. At a time when 40 percent of black children were living below the 

poverty line, the move hit working- and lower-middle-class families hardest. It started a trend 

toward ballooning student-loan debt, and it lessened minority- and first-generation-student 

enrollment at elite private institutions. 
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William Bennett, a secretary of education under Reagan, said that students who defaulted on 

their loans were "deadbeats" who spent their money on cars and stereos.  
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 Some of the rhetoric on the student-aid cuts was racially coded, like Reagan’s talk of "welfare 

queens," Mr. Fergus says. William J. Bennett, who became Reagan’s secretary of education in 

1985, called students who defaulted on their loans "deadbeats." They might have to absorb 

financial-aid cuts, he said, through "stereo divestiture, automobile divestiture, three-weeks-at-

the-beach divestiture."     

 

"This is dog-whistle politics," Mr. Fergus says. "He was borrowing the language of the anti-

apartheid students," who advocated divesting in companies operating in South Africa. 

Reagan started a trend that was mimicked by the states. 

In the ’80s, California’s world-class higher-education system "faced a contradiction," says Mr. 

Murphy. The state had seen its Hispanic population more than double over two decades, to 19 

percent, and in the next two, it would more than triple, to 32 percent by 2000. "The state didn’t 

have the capacity to handle it," Mr. Murphy says, "unless you had increased revenue." 

Yet what voters and policy makers did was pass a series of measures that would starve the 

higher-education system and effectively cut out minorities. Proposition 13, which restricted tax 

revenue, passed in 1978. In the ’80s and ’90s, California, like other states, focused on crime, 

ramping up its prison system, and those racially charged efforts would absorb money that might 

otherwise have gone to higher education. By the late 2000s, California’s spending on corrections 

would catch up with, and even surpass, its spending on colleges. 

Other measures further limited access. Voters approved Proposition 187 in 1994, denying 

education and services to undocumented immigrants, although the law was later blocked and 

struck down by courts. The University of California regents abolished affirmative action in 1995. 

In the years since, the state’s public colleges have raised tuition markedly and cut enrollment for 

lack of capacity. The powerhouse tech industry, rather than trying to train local students, meets 

its work-force needs with programmers from India and China, Mr. Murphy says. 

A "anti-tax ideology" dominates the state, and it’s not coming only from rich businessmen, he 

says. "For a lot of us, the triumph of the Reagan anti-government ideology coincides 

simultaneously with this dramatic demographic change." 

Is all of this a scheme to hurt blacks, Hispanics, and other minorities? Other government 

programs seem to have had such effects: Studies have shown that welfare reform has restricted 

public-assistance benefits more in states with greater minority populations. Drug-enforcement 

laws have been found to disproportionately target African-Americans, while whites use drugs at 

a similar rate. 

 

“All the returns to the economy are coming from higher education now. Our ability to 

expand that is key.”  

 

In looking for connections between diversity and the defunding of higher education, many see 

only hazy correlations. But emerging studies suggest some bias. Last year Nicholas Hillman, an 
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associate professor of educational leadership and policy analysis at the University of Wisconsin 

at Madison, analyzed the balance between state appropriations and tuition revenue at more than 

450 public colleges. Those that served primarily white students got more of their money from the 

state, while the colleges that served minority students relied more on tuition. He points to a 

striking, if lopsided, comparison between the University of Tennessee at Knoxville and 

Tennessee State University, a historically black institution. State funding per undergraduate at 

Knoxville, where 7 percent of students are black, is $19,500; at Tennessee State, where 71 

percent of students are black, that figure is $5,600. 

 

In another study released last year, two economists — Eric J. Brunner of the University of 

Connecticut and Erik B. Johnson of the University of Richmond — looked at voting patterns in 

community-college bond referenda in California. Older white voters were less supportive of 

college funding than were younger voters, the study showed, and if they lived in areas with a 

high Hispanic population, they were significantly less supportive.   

In many ways, we live in Reagan’s world, with attitudes he shaped about the role of government. 

What might formerly have been considered a leg up often gets called an entitlement or a 

handout. Public higher education has undergone a financial and conceptual shift: Once an 

investment covered mostly by the state to produce a work force and an informed citizenry, today 

it is more commonly shouldered by individuals and families, and described as a private benefit, a 

means to a credential and a job.    

It’s not a conspiracy, but a neoliberal ideology, says Michael Fabricant, a professor of social 

work at the City University of New York Graduate Center and author, with Stephen Brier, of a 

new book about the disinvestment in public education, Austerity Blues: Fighting for the Soul of 

Public Higher Education (Johns Hopkins University Press). 

 "Austerity is being imposed not just on higher education, but across public services," he says. 

To what extent that randomly or deliberately coincides with rising national diversity is a tricky 

question. What’s clearer is the effect of stagnating social mobility. "In the absence of the 

necessary resources for these universities to either provide an affordable education on the one 

hand or a quality education on the other," he says, "a certain population is now being defined as 

disposable." 

 

Not only activists have noticed. In 1982, Elizabeth Dole, serving as chair of a task force on equal 

rights for women, wrote a memo to the White House staff secretary, warning that cuts in student 

aid would lead to "a significant outcry of racism." She explained that the African-American 

community "looks to Pell Grants as one of their primary vehicles for upward mobility." 

"People in the administration were aware of what the potential fallout would be from shifting 

from grants to loans," says Mr. Fergus, of Ohio State. What they didn’t count on was the 

stagnation of wages for most Americans and the escalating cost of college, which have ensnared 

whites, too. "I just don’t think they imagined that middle-class whites would ever need aid." 

In an analysis of student-loan-borrowing patterns from 1992 to 2012, Mr. Hillman, of Wisconsin, 

found that black and white students were equally likely to borrow early on, but that over the 

decades, blacks have become more likely to borrow — and they borrow more. "Debt has been a 
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crisis for low-income students for quite some time," he says, but only recently, as higher-income 

families are exposed to it, have policy makers taken an interest in the student debt "crisis." 

Meanwhile, for poor whites, the economic options have narrowed. Decades ago, manufacturing 

was a path to a decent livelihood, but those jobs disappeared, to be replaced by work that 

requires postsecondary training. This year white, non-college-educated voters registered their 

frustration in the presidential election. At a time when the cost of college drives a national 

conversation about its payoffs, policy decisions that have made college less accessible have hurt 

everyone, regardless of race. 

The country today looks different than it used to. Among schoolchildren, fewer are white, and 

many more are Hispanic. By 2040 or earlier, America will be a majority-minority nation. 

And it has maxed out on the benefits it can get from its 80-percent high-school-graduation rate, 

says Mr. Carnevale, of Georgetown. "All the returns to the economy are coming from higher 

education now," he says. "Our ability to expand that is key." 

If college degrees are more important than ever, could the country develop a new great advance 

in education that would give more people, a broad cross-section of the population, a real shot at 

college? 

Hillary Clinton might have had a solution, borrowed from Bernie Sanders, to offer free public-

college tuition to students from families making $125,000 or less. Or it could have been another 

advantage for upper-middle-class whites, leading to "bumping," says Mr. Carnevale, as top-tier 

colleges selected students with the best grades and test scores. Stratification might have 

worsened as less-prepared students — often black and Hispanic — found slots on campuses with 

fewer resources and lower graduation rates. 

The free-college plan is far from reality, but it now serves as a rallying point for progressives. A 

future Democratic candidate could resurrect it in a presidential bid in 2020 or 2024, although 

some observers have wondered if the party will spurn minority constituents to recapture the 

white, working-class vote. 

President-elect Donald Trump, who has branded Mexicans as "criminals" and described black 

neighborhoods as apocalyptic "war zones," has yet to present his higher-education agenda. But 

some fear he will revive policies that have hurt minorities. 

The new administration may push more students toward private student loans, Mr. Fergus says, 

even as bipartisan commissions going back 20 years have found that the federal government 

provides loans more cheaply and efficiently than do private lenders. Given his aggressive talk on 

immigration, Mr. Trump will probably kill the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program, 

which gives undocumented immigrants access to higher education. Mr. Trump might also revive 

the fortunes of for-profit colleges, some of which have been found to prey on minority students, 

leaving them in debt with a less-valuable degree, if any. 

If the federal government doesn’t expand access to education, more of that burden will fall on 

states. In many of them, individuals and families now pay for a greater share of college costs 

than taxpayers do. Some places, like Arizona, have been going the way of California years ago. 
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Arizona’s legislature is whiter, more male, and more Republican than its population. And lately, 

that state — which has a clause in its constitution proclaiming that higher education "shall be as 

nearly free as possible" — has passed deep cuts in funding and big increases in tuition. 

One of the leaders of that drive is John Kavanagh, a Republican state representative and 

community-college professor who has made headlines for his anti-immigration stance and 

remarks about Hispanics and Muslims. In an interview with The Chronicle, he was more 

measured, saying that the state has had to raise tuition to close a budget gap. 

In 2012, he sponsored a bill that would require all students, regardless of income, to pay at least 

$2,000 toward tuition, in part to ease the burden on middle- and upper-middle-income students. 

He believes students should have "some skin in the game," and bristles at the notion of poor 

students’ paying less, thanks to tuition revenue that gets redistributed as aid. 

"I don’t think it’s a good policy to take money from one student to pay for another student’s 

tuition," he said. "There is no reason that even a poor student can’t pay a nominal tuition, given 

that they are going to earn a lot more money than people who don’t have college degrees." 

But Alfredo Gutierrez, president of Maricopa Community College’s governing board and a 

former Democratic state senator, doesn’t buy the straight argument against subsidies. The state 

has been extraordinarily hostile to education, he says, a pattern he believes is tied to race. State 

funding for the Maricopa system had been going down since 2009, he says, until it got none last 

year. Half of Maricopa’s students are nonwhite.    

"The deterioration to the K-12 system, the community-college system, and the universities will 

ultimately have to be paid for," Mr. Gutierrez says. "If this trajectory that we are on continues, 

this will be an extraordinarily ignorant, uneducated state — certainly not a place that can deal 

with the economy of the future. And it will create a permanent underclass. There will be little 

ability to escape poverty." 

But Arizona, he predicts, is on the cusp of change. The Latino population is growing so fast that 

in six to 10 years, Arizona could flip over politically, possibly taking the state in a different 

direction, one that is more willing to invest in the education of immigrants and minority groups. 

"Perhaps we have lost a generation," he says, "but there is still a real opportunity to make a 

change." 

Scott Carlson is a senior writer who covers the cost and value of college. Email him at 

scott.carlson@chronicle.com. 
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