
        Education Commission of the States strives to respond to information requests within 48 hours. This document 
reflects our best efforts but it may not reflect exhaustive research. Please let us know if you would like a more 

comprehensive response. Our staff is also available to provide unbiased advice on policy plans, consult on proposed 
legislation and testify at legislative hearings as third-party experts. 

1 
 

 

 

Your Question:   

A state education leader asked for a review of research on college promise programs.  

Our Response:  

Over the last two decades, “free college” policies — commonly referred to as college promise programs — have 
become a popular way to address affordability issues for individual students and encourage postsecondary 
enrollment. In general, college promise programs offer scholarships to recent high school graduates to cover the cost 
of all tuition and fees a student would incur by attending a postsecondary institution. College promise programs can 
be provided by states as well as local sources, such as local governments, postsecondary institutions, and 
private/philanthropic entities. College Promise currently estimates that there are over 200 college promise programs 
in 41 states.  

Although many programs began on a local level, as of the 2022 legislative session, Education Commission of the 
States can identify at least 20 states that have enacted some form of state-based college promise program: Arkansas, 
California, Delaware, Hawaii, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, New 
Mexico, New York, Nevada, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, Tennessee and Washington. Additionally, states have 
proposed more than 300 pieces of legislation related to college promise programs since 2020, demonstrating how 
this issue has been top of mind for many state policymakers. For more information on enacted state legislation, 
consult our state education policy tracking database.  

Our response first provides an analysis of how college promise policies can differ across states according to program 
design. Next, we offer a review of recent research on the impact college promise programs have made nationally and 
in certain states. Throughout and at the end of our response, we provide resources to further explore the intricacies 
of college promise programs.  

College Promise Program Design 
While college promise programs have grown in popularity at both the state and local level, the scope and 
effectiveness of the program largely depends on how it is designed. State policymakers are often required to make 
tradeoffs in policy design that impact affordability, access and student outcomes. Key decision points for 
policymakers include: 

• Award structure. 
• Student eligibility criteria. 
• Participating institutions. 
• Student supports. 

The following sections provide an overview of these policy components.  

Award Structure 
College promise scholarships can be structured as first-, last-, or middle-dollar awards. A first-dollar scholarship 
program awards funding to students prior to accounting for other forms of federal and state aid, allowing students to 
use other forms of aid to cover non-tuition expenses. These programs tend to be more expensive since other forms 
of aid would help to bring the total cost per-student down. First-dollar scholarship programs are also viewed as more 
beneficial to low-income students. These programs are less common at the state level. The California College 
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Promise Grant program provides an example of a first-dollar program. The program limits eligibility to students 
whose families meet certain income qualifications and tuition waivers awarded through the grant program must be 
used at a state community college.  

Last-dollar college promise programs are the most common award structure of statewide programs. These programs 
factor in federal and state financial aid prior to determining the award amount. These programs fund remaining 
tuition costs for students, thus bringing the total price tag for a program down. Tennessee Promise is a last-dollar 
scholarship program that covers tuition and fees and provides mentoring services for recent high school graduates 
enrolled in an associate degree or certificate program. Tennessee also established the Reconnect program, a last-
dollar scholarship program for adult students to earn an associate degree or certificate. 

Finally, middle-dollar programs (sometimes known as last-dollar plus programs) represent a more recent iteration of 
statewide promise programs. They function as last-dollar scholarships while also providing a pre-determined amount 
of financial aid to cover costs other than tuition and mandatory fees. Arkansas’ Future Grant program is considered a 
middle-dollar program since it covers tuition, fees, and other costs incurred by a participating student after other 
forms of state and federal aid are accounted for. Oregon’s promise program is also classified as a middle-dollar 
program, with students receiving the minimum grant award to cover other educational costs if state and federal aid 
covers tuition in full.  

Student Eligibility Criteria 
Statewide promise programs include a range of eligibility requirements that impact entry and continued access to 
program benefits. Research for Action and EdTrust outlined key eligibility requirements and identified their impact on 
student access and retention. Some of these requirements include: 

• Age limit or timeframe to enroll. 
• High school GPA minimum. 
• Postsecondary GPA minimum. 
• SAT/ACT score threshold. 
• Citizenship or residency status. 
• Enrollment level (full- or part-time). 
• Field of study. 
• Post-graduate residency requirements. 

Some of these eligibility requirements could potentially limit access for adult learners, students in need of additional 
academic support, undocumented students, and post-traditional students. When designing promise programs, state 
policymakers may consider other factors, such as local labor and housing market conditions, as well as access to 
student and family supports that may support access, persistence, and attainment. 

Participating Institutions 
Most statewide promise programs are limited to two-year institutions awarding associate degrees and other 
certificates. While these programs have led to promising outcomes in terms of enrollment and degree completion, 
limiting programs to two-year institutions may cause some students, especially students from low-income 
backgrounds and students of color, to choose an associate degree pathway when they are qualified to enroll in a 
four-year institution. Since these students are already underrepresented in bachelor’s degree programs, promise 
programs could unintentionally exacerbate these inequities and negatively impact long-term earnings. In order to 
address these consequences, policymakers may consider expanding programs to include four-year institutions or 
laying out clear policies for the transfer of credits.  

https://www.cccapply.org/en/money/california-college-promise-grant
https://www.mypromisetool.org/details/?id=1060034
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=76300&lawCode=EDC
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/tn-promise-annual-report.html
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=3797c286-5921-4cbd-a7e5-53995975a50e&config=025054JABlOTJjNmIyNi0wYjI0LTRjZGEtYWE5ZC0zNGFhOWNhMjFlNDgKAFBvZENhdGFsb2cDFQ14bX2GfyBTaI9WcPX5&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A6325-BKY0-R03N-H26C-00008-00&pdcontentcomponentid=234179&pdteaserkey=sr0&pditab=allpods&ecomp=vs65kkk&earg=sr0&prid=bf876e3a-a21d-43d3-9fec-c22f93e59ea0
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/collegepays/money-for-college/state-programs/TP%20FAQ%20%20Responses%20for%20website.pdf
https://tnreconnect.gov/TN-Reconnect-Grant-Application
https://sams.adhe.edu/Scholarship/Index?handler=Search&key=Arkansas%20Future%20Grant&categories=&deadlineType=&deadline=&actkey=0&satkey=0&gpakey=0
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=309f2c63-42b8-4ba0-92ab-0a13a4582791&nodeid=AAGAAGAADAATAAC&nodepath=%2FROOT%2FAAG%2FAAGAAG%2FAAGAAGAAD%2FAAGAAGAADAAT%2FAAGAAGAADAATAAC&level=5&haschildren=&populated=false&title=6-82-1801.+Definitions.&config=00JAA2ZjZiM2VhNS0wNTVlLTQ3NzUtYjQzYy0yYWZmODJiODRmMDYKAFBvZENhdGFsb2fXiYCnsel0plIgqpYkw9PK&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A5N4F-CDG0-R03M-R4MT-00008-00&ecomp=vgf5kkk&prid=23e7b640-1aa3-4dbf-a99f-39929787cac2
https://www.oregon.gov/highered/research/Documents/Reports/HECC-report-341.522-Oregon-Promise-2020.pdf
https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/bills_laws/ors/ors341.html
https://secure.sos.state.or.us/oard/viewSingleRule.action;JSESSIONID_OARD=ygPORbjxDN3IspAcEbHbi9NzdmsXb6ay1fQWxwV2mQsOWLZkpAbG!-1878043812?ruleVrsnRsn=289807
https://www.researchforaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/RFA-Balancing-Affordability-Access-and-Success-Dec-2019-FINAL-v2.pdf
https://s3-us-east-2.amazonaws.com/edtrustmain/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/05155636/A-Promise-Fulfilled-A-Framework-for-Equitable-Free-College-Programs-9.6-18.pdf
https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Adult-Promise-White-Paper-The-Power-of-a-Promise-1.pdf
https://assets.website-files.com/61ba001bb59d0528645a4bf9/62962ae36c49eda0dbacdf13_policy-brief-students-needing-academic-support-min.pdf
https://www.researchforaction.org/research-resources/postsecondary-workforce/promise-programs-an-avenue-to-expand-college-affordability-access-and-success-for-undocumented-students/
https://www.acenet.edu/Research-Insights/Pages/Student-Support/Post-Traditional-Learners.aspx#:%7E:text=Post%2Dtraditional%20learners%20have%20been,%2C%20work%2C%20and%20their%20education.
https://www.thirdway.org/report/a-broken-promise-how-college-promise-programs-can-impact-high-achieving-middle-income-students
https://www.thirdway.org/report/a-broken-promise-how-college-promise-programs-can-impact-high-achieving-middle-income-students
https://s3-us-east-2.amazonaws.com/edtrustmain/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/05155636/A-Promise-Fulfilled-A-Framework-for-Equitable-Free-College-Programs-9.6-18.pdf
https://1xfsu31b52d33idlp13twtos-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/REHE-Chapter-3-SA.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/emp/chart-unemployment-earnings-education.htm
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-transfer-and-articulation/
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Student Supports 
State policymakers have built in academic and financial supports for students enrolled in promise programs in an 
effort to increase retention and attainment. The Century Foundation conducted a review of existing statewide 
college promise programs in 2018 to identify common supports for students. Financially, some states cover costs 
beyond tuition and mandatory fees, including books, supplies and transportation. For example, Hawaii operates a 
debt-free program that covers costs for books, supplies and transportation for students with unmet needs. Academic 
supports typically consist of mentoring and community service requirements, which both Arkansas and Tennessee 
include in their programs. Oregon previously required students to complete a first-year experience designed by their 
institution.  

College Promise Program Research 
The body of evidence on college promise programs has grown in recent years, corresponding with the increased 
prevalence of college promise programs across the country. In this section, we offer a high-level overview of some 
research of college promise programs at the national level as well as state and local case studies. For more research 
on college promise programs, consult College Promise’s useful reference guide (2020), which was created to 
centralize research about the design, implementation and improvement of college promise programs.  
 
National Research 
Although research comparing various programs at a national level remains limited compared to state and local case 
studies, a few articles have come out over the years that provide some considerations. We would like to note that 
many of the studies are skewed since early programs like the Kalamazoo Promise are overrepresented in the 
literature, which may limit the generalizability of findings.  

Overall, national research provides encouraging evidence for college promise programs to boost student enrollment, 
matriculation and completion of postsecondary education pathways. One meta-analysis available suggests college 
promise programs can help improve K-12 student outcomes and increase enrollment in postsecondary institutions. 
Other studies and policy briefs echo the finding that college promise programs can increase postsecondary student 
enrollment — something that state policymakers may be particularly interested in now given widespread enrollment 
declines. Some research indicates that, if a program only allows students to enroll at certain institutions, it may 
disproportionately divert students away from excluded institutions or sectors. Research demonstrates that college 
promise programs help improve student retention, with evidence that they help increase completion rates in turn. 
However, more research is required to figure out how program design influences these outcomes. One study points 
to eligibility requirements and the amount of financial assistance offered, with more assistance improving results, as 
the most impactful aspects of programmatic design. Unrelated to student or institution outcomes, a few studies also 
show housing prices increased in communities where promise programs are offered.  

State Research 
While it is difficult to generalize findings across college promise programs, state case studies and program reports 
offer insights into the impact program design has on student enrollment, persistence and attainment.  

Delaware 
Research for Action conducted a review of the design and outcomes of the Delaware Student Excellence Equals 
Degree (SEED) scholarship program, which is a last-dollar award for students pursuing an associate degree. The 
authors identified the impact of program design on access and success, in addition to identifying successes and 
challenges for the program. Among the successes, the authors found that SEED students were more likely than non-

https://tcf.org/content/report/future-statewide-college-promise-programs/#easy-footnote-bottom-24
http://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/hrscurrent/Vol05_Ch0261-0319/HRS0304A/HRS_0304A-0506.htm
https://uhcc.hawaii.edu/hawaiipromise/
https://static.ark.org/eeuploads/adhe-financial/ArFuture_Rules_2017final_.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/collegepays/money-for-college/state-programs/TP%20FAQ%20%20Responses%20for%20website.pdf
https://test-studentaid.hecc.oregon.gov/oregon-promise-faq.aspx?m=print#:%7E:text=Oregon%20Promise%20recipients%20must%20complete,the%20end%20of%20spring%20term.
https://assets.website-files.com/61ba001bb59d0528645a4bf9/627bc8e311981966eb09a0cb_guide-evidence-2020-oct.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313508899_Promises_Fulfilled_A_Systematic_Review_of_the_Impacts_of_Promise_Programs
https://www.mhec.org/sites/default/files/resources/mhec_affordability_series2_20170724.pdf
https://assets.website-files.com/61ba001bb59d0528645a4bf9/627beb3bc3c62c12e2c708b1_policy-brief-1.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329843919_The_Higher_Education_Funding_Revolution_An_Exploration_of_Statewide_Community_College_Free_Tuition_Programs
https://nscresearchcenter.org/current-term-enrollment-estimates/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/current-term-enrollment-estimates/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858420967633
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/-kelly-andrewsrodney-conference_085139297256.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858420967633
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0738059317301049?via%3Dihub
https://www.researchforaction.org/research-resources/postsecondary-workforce/the-case-of-delawares-seed-scholarship-a-lesser-known-long-running-program-designed-to-increase-affordability/
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SEED students to earn credentials and that services originally provided through the SEED program were expanded for 
all students. The authors did note that the requirement that students maintain full-time enrollment serves as a 
barrier for students who must balance other responsibilities, such as work and childcare.  

Oregon 
The Institute for Education Sciences reviewed the impact of the Oregon Promise program in its first two years to 
determine the demographic characteristics of participating students, in addition to persistence and completion rates. 
The authors highlighted the following key findings:   

• Oregon Promise applicants generally reflected the demographic composition of all Oregon public high school 
seniors in 2015-16 and 2016-17, although applicants were more likely to be female and less likely to have 
received special education services. 

• The majority of recipients in the first and second years of the program were from a low-income household at 
some point during their K–12 enrollment. 

• Just over half of recipients in the first year of the program renewed their Oregon Promise award and received 
it in their second year at a community college. 

 
The authors also noted that the positive impact of the program on students just above the high school GPA 
requirement indicates that lowering the GPA requirement could increase the reach of the program.  
 
A review of the fifth year of the program conducted by the Oregon Higher Education Coordinating Commission found 
that: 

• The program led to an initial increase in college enrollments that was not sustained beyond the first two 
years.  

• The program only slightly narrowed college-going rate gaps across racial and ethnic groups.  
• Promise recipients are generally representative of their graduating class. 
• A majority of program recipients earn a credential or are still enrolled in their second, third and fourth years. 

 
The report also addressed questions about the allocation of resources and potential opportunities to expand the 
program.  

Tennessee  
Research for Action conducted a review of the Tennessee Promise program, which is a last-dollar program covering 
the cost of tuition and fees at in-state community and applied technology colleges. The authors highlighted that 
messaging around the promise program encouraged students to pursue postsecondary education or alter their 
college pathway, but students also remained concerned about costs not covered by the program. Despite these 
costs, the authors found that Tennessee Promise expanded access to postsecondary education.  

The annual report on the program published by the Tennessee Higher Education Commission and Tennessee Student 
Assistance Corporation confirmed these findings. The report highlighted: 

• A nearly 4% increase in participation among Hispanic students since the first cohort.  
• Nearly 9,000 promise program students have transferred to state universities.  
• Rising credential attainment rates across program cohorts. Forty-six percent of Cohort 1, 42% of Cohort 2, 

and 35% of Cohort 3 had earned an award as of summer 2020. 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/northwest/pdf/REL_2022119.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/highered/research/Documents/Reports/HECC-report-341.522-Oregon-Promise-2020.pdf
https://www.researchforaction.org/research-resources/postsecondary-workforce/the-case-of-tennessee-promise-a-uniquely-comprehensive-promise-program/
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/tn-promise-annual-report.html
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• Success rates (students that have graduated or are still enrolled) of around 50% for each cohort. 

Local Research 
The Degree Project – Milwaukee, Wisconsin 
In partnership with Ascendium and Milwaukee Public Schools, researchers created The Degree Project in 2009. This 
college promise program offered first-time 9th grade students in half of Milwaukee Public Schools $12,000 for college 
as a last-dollar financial assistance. The program was merit-based, meaning students had to graduate high school 
with a 2.5 GPA, have a class attendance rate of 90% and complete a FAFSA. This financial assistance could be used to 
attend any public postsecondary institution in Wisconsin. 

An initial analysis and follow-up study of the program found the following results: 
• The promise program led to a noticeable uptick in graduation from two-year institutions. 
• Efforts to frame the promise program as “free two-year college” motivated students to enroll in two-year 

institutions more than four-year institutions.  
• Although researchers found no improvement in high school academic achievement, the early commitment of 

financial assistance did increase participating students’ expectations and advancement toward college 
preparedness. 

• Merit requirements were too onerous for students. About 21% of eligible students ended up meeting the 
merit requirements, undercutting the program’s effectiveness.  

Overall, these findings indicate that early commitment and free college can help students get to college, but merit 
requirements may inadvertently undermine the goal of postsecondary enrollment and credential attainment.  

The Kalamazoo Promise – Kalamazoo, Michigan 
Perhaps one of the most studied and cited examples, the Kalamazoo Promise offers all graduates of Kalamazoo Public 
Schools a first-dollar scholarship that pays for up to 100% tuition and fees for any public postsecondary institution in 
Michigan. Funding is provided by anonymous, private donations to the school district. Here are common takeaways 
from a few studies on Kalamazoo Promise.  

• One prominent study from 2015 found the program significantly raised college enrollments in Michigan, the 
number of college credits completed and the attainment of credentials and degrees. The authors found 
stronger effects for students of color and women. The overall percent of high school graduates who earned a 
college credential increased by 12% because of the program.  

• A follow-up study from 2017 shows that the program increased the number of students enrolling in any 
college within six months of completing high school by 14%, as well as the number of students enrolling in 
four-year colleges specifically by 23%.  

• A newer, comprehensive resource looks at the benefits of the Kalamazoo Promise. It shows that recipients 
are more likely to attend college, graduate with less debt than their peers and have a higher chance of 
earning any type of postsecondary credential.  

• Despite the widespread national enrollment declines during the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, one 
study shows how Kalamazoo Promise students were more likely to enroll at four-year institutions than non-
promise students. Likewise, the overall school climate was shown to improve and the number of teachers 
applying to work in the district increased.   

• Research has shown that the Kalamazoo Promise positively influenced students to choose public 
postsecondary institutions in Michigan.  

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/gs_9202018_free-college.pdf
https://edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/ai21-393.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Download-the-paper-3.pdf
https://research.upjohn.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1246&context=up_workingpapers
https://research.upjohn.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1281&context=reports
https://research.upjohn.org/up_policypapers/25/
https://research.upjohn.org/up_policypapers/25/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234697547_The_Kalamazoo_Promise_and_Perceived_Changes_in_School_Climate
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775710000634
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• The college promise program helped reverse declining enrollment in the Kalamazoo Public School district, so 
that more students were attending  the city’s public K-12 schools despite general population decreases.  

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-mobility-memos/2015/06/23/promises-promises-what-can-we-learn-about-education-from-kalamazoo/
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