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The College Promise 
Campaign was launched 
last fall to build 
widespread support for 
college promise programs, 
which enable students to 
attend community colleges 
without paying tuition 
and administrative fees. 

At the time of publication, over 111,000 people have joined 
the national grassroots movement, and at least 227 distinct 
community colleges and career and technical institutions 
participate in promise programs throughout the nation. 
Trustee Quarterly spoke with College Promise Campaign 
Executive Director Martha J. Kanter and Campaign Senior 
Strategy Advisor Andra Armstrong about the rapidly spreading 
movement and its impact on students, community colleges, and 
the nation as a whole.

How has the campaign grown since its launch last fall?
Since we launched our campaign at Macomb Community 
College on September 9, 2015, we’ve seen tremendous 
growth in college promise programs. We’ve already identified 
133 programs that have evolved across our nation, which is 
amazing given that we’ve seen many programs announced  
over the past eight months. 

Another exciting development is the growth in statewide 
interest, legislation, and actual program implementation. There 
are now four statewide programs up and running in Tennessee, 
Oregon, Minnesota, and Rhode Island. And we’re seeing growth 
in rural areas as well as in major cities and counties. Individual 
community colleges and districts are also redesigning scholarship 
funds and leveraging philanthropic and business investments to 
initiate college promise initiatives for their students.

What’s the difference between the College Promise 
Campaign and the America’s College Promise Act of 2015 
that was introduced by the Senate and House last year?
The America’s College Promise Act (ACPA) is federal legislation. 
The College Promise Campaign is a grassroots effort focused 
on supporting the development of college promise programs in 
local institutions, communities, and states.

Specifically, the ACPA is a legislative proposal to create 
federal-state partnership grants that provide free tuition for 
qualified community college students, enrolled at least half-
time who maintain a 2.5 GPA as they progress toward their 
degrees and/or certificates. In the federal proposal, the U.S. 
government would provide 75 percent of the funds, and 
states would have to allocate the remaining 25 percent. 
States would guarantee the alignment of transferable credits 
between participating public community colleges and four-
year colleges and universities. The grant could also be used for 
occupational training programs with high graduation rates that 
lead to in-demand degrees and certificates. And the community 
colleges taking part in this program would have to adopt 
promising evidence-based institutional reforms to improve 
student outcomes.

The College Promise Campaign is a national nonpartisan 
movement to build widespread support for making the 
first two years of college accessible and affordable for all 
qualifying students. While it’s a national movement, all 
the action is grassroots, taking place at the local and state 
levels. We emphasize how important it is for students to 
actually be prepared for and complete those two first years 
of college, whether that’s earning an associate degree, 
obtaining a certificate to enter or move up in the job market, 
and/or transferring to a four-year college or university. We 
respect the fact that local communities and states can bring 
leaders together from across sectors of education, business, 
government, philanthropy, nonprofits, labor, and students to 
design and implement the best ways for their communities 
to build college promise programs that are sustainable for 
the long-term. 

We are monitoring the programs now underway to share the 
models and practices that exemplify robust and sustainable 
college promise programs. And we are sharing what we are 
learning, so that states and localities can figure out what 
models work best for their community.

The movement to make community colleges as 
universally available as primary and secondary 
education seems to have bipartisan support, with both 
Republican- and Democrat-majority states instituting 
promise programs. It seems like college promise funding 
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How long do you think it will take to reach that goal?
We need to reach that goal as soon as we can. President 
Obama asked the nation to reach the goal by 2020. Some 
philanthropies like Lumina have proposed 2025. While we 
can’t speculate on how long this will take, we must do all we 
can to encourage every institution of higher education and 
every community and state to make progress toward this goal 
— the sooner the better! 

It’s encouraging that college promise programs are expanding 
so quickly. That pace is exciting. And we anticipate the pace to 
pick up as our movement grows.

How do promise programs affect the way community 
colleges are governed and administered? Will the roles 
of boards and presidents change significantly?
College promise programs have certainly attracted the 
attention of community college governing boards and 
presidents, causing many of our elected and appointed 
leaders to think about innovative, evidence-based ways 
to increase college access, quality and completion — the 
purpose of the College Promise. The specific roles they play 
in governance and administration are local and state led. The 
Campaign’s efforts are devoted to encouraging best practices 
and building support and momentum for the college promise 
movement — again, helping students reach the highest levels 
of success for themselves, their families, their communities, 
their states, and our nation.

Many supporters say it’s hard to imagine the United 
States as it exists today without the movement to 
make first primary school and then high school free 
in the 19th and 20th centuries. Few would say today 
that public school is “too expensive for taxpayers” 
— although many argued that case when the idea 
was introduced. What would happen to our society, 
economy, and the state of higher education over the 
next 10 to 20 years if every American were able to 
get attain an associate degree or technical certificate 
without any tuition or fees?
If every American were able to attain an associate degree or 
technical certificate without tuition or fees, our workforce 
would be significantly better prepared with the knowledge 
and skills required for 21st century jobs and society in 
general. Americans could begin or advance in their careers 
without the burden of unmanageable debt.

As a nation, we can and must increase our competitive 
edge in the global economy by investing in education at all 
levels. We must bring our entire workforce and citizenry to 
higher levels of attainment, productivity, and satisfaction. And 
the need is urgent. In the next 10 years, more than 60 percent 
of jobs will require an education beyond high school. Today, 
only 40 percent of our workforce is adequately prepared to 
meet the demands of today and tomorrow.

models are variable and versatile enough to appeal to 
a lot of social philosophies and funding mechanisms.
I think our college promise movement has gained such 
momentum because politicians and families know that 
all communities benefit from having a well-educated 
citizenry and a workforce that is prepared for the jobs of 
the 21st century. These are universal needs, ones that know 
no political boundaries.

Of course, the ways college promise programs are funded 
do vary from place to place. How much communities are 
willing or able to leverage public and/or private funds can 
vary based on the local or state political climate. In some 
communities, college promise models were built on private 
funding. Others have combined combinations of public and 
private dollars. State and/or federal support is often a feature 
of these programs, as most take advantage of federal and 
state student aid. 

That’s the beauty of the college promise program. We 
encourage communities to create programs that work for 
them. If we can learn from what works in these programs, 
we can certainly use the evidence base to better leverage 
state and federal investments in the future. That’s why 
state and federal legislative proposals are getting so 
much attention. 

It’s all about getting our nation back to having the highest 
number of college graduates in the world, a position the 
U.S. held only a generation ago. Community colleges have 
a prominent responsibility in achieving this goal, as they 
educate more than 40 percent of the nation’s undergraduates.

What is the campaign ultimately hoping to accomplish?
Our ultimate goal is to make a community college education 
as universal, accessible, and affordable as high school. 

Jobs of the 21st century require an education beyond high 
school, whether that’s an associate degree, an occupational 
certificate, or credits that transfer to a four-year college. We 
know that we can attain this goal because America has risen 
to the challenge of education and workforce training again 
and again throughout history. It’s part of who we are as 
Americans, to provide opportunity for all. And the best way 
to do that, we know, is through education. 

Just think of how our country was transformed when 
the free high school movement made secondary education 
available to all Americans in the 20th century. Where would 
we be as a nation today if that had not happened? And what 
about the GI Bill of 1944, which sent our returning veterans 
to college? That economic investment enabled us to educate 
and train a generation of Americans, making us the most 
competitive workforce in the world. So we know that our 
nation can rise to the workforce and education challenge of 
this century. We’ve done it before and we’ll do it again. It’s 
critical that we rise to this challenge by providing universal 
access to a community college education.



CALL FOR ARTICLES
Trustee Quarterly is looking for articles from our members and stakeholders in the 
following areas:

• Board governance best practices

• Collaboration with K-12 school systems

• Innovative student success initiatives

• New funding models

• Replicable models and resources

•  Representation for underrepresented 
groups on campus

• Then and Now: how my college has evolved

• Trustee & president perspectives

• Visions for tomorrow’s community colleges

• Workforce development

Send your story pitch and a brief outline to dconner@acct.org. All articles should be 
written in a conversational magazine style (as opposed to an an academic journal article) 
and should average 1,000 words.
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TRUSTEE PROMISE SURVEY: WE NEED YOUR FEEDBACK

ACCT is surveying trustees to gauge awareness of the college promise 
movement and the usefulness of the College Promise Toolkit that we 
issued last fall. Following are preliminary highlights from the first 
50 respondents — all community college board chairs. To take the 
survey, go to www.surveymonkey.com/r/ACCTpromise.

•  68 percent of board chairs are aware of the national College 
Promise Campaign

•  27 percent of respondents’ colleges have a college promise program 
that covers the cost of tuition and fees for students

•  68 percent of board chairs feel that a college promise program would 
have a positive or very positive effect on their communities

•  To date, 75 percent of respondents’ boards have not discussed or taken 
actions regarding the College Promise Campaign, but may do so in the 
future. Ten percent have issued resolutions, and 10 percent have issued 
press releases.

Where will we be if the premium college status quo 
is maintained? Do you think costs for students will 
continue to rise, or will they eventually level off?
Maintaining the status quo is not an option, though doing 
nothing is the easy way out. We call it “get-along, go-along.” 
Other countries could outstrip our competitive advantage. 
Ultimately, doing nothing will result in a less-educated society 
overall. And we know that a less-educated society costs more.

History tells us that college costs will rise over time, but if 
we act now, we can offer students a quality higher education 
that is affordable. Funding the first one or two years of college 
as these communities and states are already doing will better 
enable students to significantly reduce college costs, advance 
in their careers, seek further education, and use the savings to 
build successful lives in their communities.

The College Promise is not a panacea, but it’s a big step in 
the right direction if we want an America in which we can all 
take pride.


