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Current policy proposals 
will fall short in helping 

institutions prepare 
people and society for 

the realities of a diverse 
democracy 



Postsecondary education 
matters in a diverse 

democracy…but



“Our brand of democracy is hard”



Postsecondary education 
matters in a diverse 

democracy…but



Problems 

IN a 

Democracy 

Problems 

OF a 

Democracy

Poverty

Access to 

Healthcare

Immigration 

Reform

Speech

Civic Apathy

Polarization



Higher Education’s Ideal Response 

A Diverse 
Democracy 
that works 

for 
everyone

Access

Political 
Pedagogy

Remedying 
Inequities

“putting into place spaces, 

spheres, and modes of 

education that enable 

people to realize that in a 

real democracy, power has 

to be responsive to the 

needs, hopes, and desires 

of its citizens and other 

inhabitants around the 

globe” (Giroux, 2010, p. 

108). 



Policymakers Response 

A Diverse 
Democracy 
that works 

for 
everyone

Access

Political 
Pedagogy

Remedying 
Inequities



Big Questions for the 
2020 Election



How do we 
make 
college more 
accessible?

How do we 
make 
college more 
affordable?

How should 
educational 
inequity be 
addressed?



How do we make 
college more 
accessible?



Median Earnings 
by Education 

Level and Age, 
2010–2014 



Unemployment 
Rate by 

Race/Ethnicity 
and Educational 

Attainment



Tuition Free Community College / Vocational



Debt-Free College



State/Local Promise Programs

• A central goal of increasing higher education attainment;

• A financial award beyond existing federal and state aid to offset the costs of college; 
and

• A “place-based” student eligibility requirement (e.g., living in a designated city, 
attending a specified school) in addition to, or in lieu of, academic or need-based 
criteria.

First Dollar

•Provides specified amount of $ regardless of other financial aid

Last Dollar

•Fills the gap between a particular cost (e.g., tuition) and other financial aid awards. 
Amount determined after financial aid from other sources is considered

Tuition vs. Cost of Attendance

•Cost of Attendance programs focus on meeting student needs beyond tuition (e.g., room 
& board)



Most 
Plans…

focus on covering tuition

are last dollar

have carve out for special 
populations like teachers or Pell 
grant recipients



How do we make 
college more 
affordable?



Key Takeaway: 
9% of 

Borrowers 
possess 40% 
of the debt 

burden



Key Takeaway: 
75% of 

borrowers are 
in “good 

standing”* 



Key Takeaway: 
53% of 

borrowers 
have < 

$30,000 in 
debt



Key Takeaway: 
Over 15 years 
average debt 
has increased 

~$5,500



Debt Cancellation / Loan Forgiveness



Debt Cancellation / Loan Forgiveness

Universal 
Debt Relief

Sanders (all 
outstanding 

debt)

Warren 
(Prorated debt 
relief based on 
income up to 

50K)

Bad Actors

Buttigieg

Klobuchar

Yang

In-Demand 
Career 
Paths

Harris 
(Entrepreneurs 

up to 20K)

Klobuchar

O’Rourke 
(Teachers)

Other

Yang (10x10)

Gabbard 
(Bankruptcy 
discharge)



How should 
educational 
inequity be 
addressed?



Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs) and Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs) 

Support



HBCU / MSI Support
Donald Trump

•HBCU Office Reorganization

•$100 Million in HEA Reauthorization

•Increased Capital Financing

•Remove Faith-Based Barriers to Funding Access

Kamala Harris

•$60 Billion in STEM Education at HBCUs

•$10 Billion in Infrastructure Billion in

•$50 Billion in STEM Education

•HBCU Entrepreneurs Debt Cancellation ($20K)

Elizabeth Warren

•$50 Billion to HBCUs & MSIs

•Establish a Department of Ed HBCU/MSI Fund to make per student spending is 
comparable to other colleges



Higher Education’s Ideal Response 

A Diverse 
Democracy 
that works 

for 
everyone

Access

Political 
Pedagogy

Remedying 
Inequities

“putting into place spaces, 

spheres, and modes of 

education that enable 

people to realize that in a 

real democracy, power has 

to be responsive to the 

needs, hopes, and desires 

of its citizens and other 

inhabitants around the 

globe” (Giroux, 2010, p. 

108). 



What about the 
political implications 
of what happens in 
college?



The Dominant Research Narrative: 
“Engaged parents, raise engaged 

kids”



•attitudes towards government, 

•their political orientation

•civic behavior 

A person’s family background →

•come from families with more resources, 

•may anticipate attending college fulltime, 

•have the resources to access more traditional and 
new information sources

Social capital and social networks →









Meet Katie, 21, – Rustbelt University

▪ Habits from home, lessons from school → application in college

The process did continue in college, though just in the fact that my 

parents were really opposed to me working on the Freedom Indiana 

campaign against the [Religious Freedom and Restoration Act] so they 

actually cut me off  financially.  They were like, "It's okay if  you are a 

Democrat. It's okay if  you are an atheist but as long as you aren't super 

public, as long as you don't take action around it," and then when all a 

sudden I got to college, I had the chance to act on all of  these 

beliefs. That was the process. 



Meet Lus, 25, – Oceanside University

[The professor] was like, "Oh, I didn't vote." He started talking to us about how 

with voting, you're basically legitimizing the system. That's what it is, everyone 

agreeing to go and vote and you're legitimizing the system. If  people wouldn't do 

that, what would happen? He blew my mind. I was like, "That's true, yeah." I 

was like, "We totally are legitimizing this and it's like we feel we have a choice, 

but we don't really. You're just choosing between these 2 people based on whether 

you identify more as Republican or identify more as Democrat." He was like, "Yeah, 

I don't vote because of  that. I don't want to be part of  legitimizing it." It spoke to 

me. It made me think about the political system and just voting in a different 

way.

▪ Politically Motivating Events

▪ Current Events / Family relationships/ Classroom / Student Organizations



Higher Education’s Ideal Response 

A Diverse 
Democracy 
that works 

for 
everyone

Access

Political 
Pedagogy

Remedying 
Inequities

“putting into place spaces, 

spheres, and modes of 

education that enable 

people to realize that in a 

real democracy, power has 

to be responsive to the 

needs, hopes, and desires 

of its citizens and other 

inhabitants around the 

globe” (Giroux, 2010, p. 

108). 



Postsecondary education must … be a 
training ground for democracy



Postsecondary education must … 
promote and protect free inquiry & 

speech



Postsecondary education must… 
cultivate interactions across 

difference 



My Hope for Postsecondary Education

“Politically dynamic and inclusive 

institutions are where student affairs 

professionals, faculty, policymakers, 

and students work together to infuse 

a political pedagogy into the culture 

and climate of both curricular (Musil, 

2015) and cocurricular spaces 

(Morgan & Orphan, 2016) to help 

institutions remediate political 

inequities.”



My Hope for Postsecondary Education

“Politically dynamic and inclusive 

institutions recognize that 

students are at different points in 

their political identity development 

and that necessities intentional 

efforts to make accessible the 

required resources, people, and 

spaces that help move students 

along in their political identity 

development.”
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