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Abstract 

The ever-rising costs of higher education have a silent, but profound impact on society, 

particularly on those from low-income backgrounds in which costs are a barrier to higher 

education. In fact, the lack of access to higher education amongst low-income populations can 

even be described as a main contributing factor to the cycle of the poor staying poor. This paper 

explores this cycle as the various impacts that are a result of poor access to higher education for 

low-income populations. This paper was accomplished by reviewing the literature of more than 

20 authors that detailed socioeconomics of low-income populations, repercussions of a society 

that lacks education, and changes that may solve this problem. The literature review revealed a 

cycle of poverty on a grander scale among low income populations with the lack of access to 

higher education as a contributing factor. The larger implications of this lack of access to higher 

education is discussed at length; including the detrimental and corrosive effects a lack of 

education can have on society. 
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 In the United States 52 percent of low-income students graduate from high school and 

enroll in a two or four-year college (Elliott, 2014). However, this is less than the approximately 

82 percent of high-income students, and the graduation rates between the two populations reflect 

an even larger disparity (Elliott, 2014). This problem persists as a result of costs acting as a 

barrier to higher education, particularly for those from low-income backgrounds. In fact, low-

income students are 6 times less likely to graduate with a bachelor’s degree by age 25 (Elliott, 

2014). 

 The expense of college coupled with ineffective affirmative action policies results in a 

continued cycle of populations that lack a strong education, and thus, successful careers. It is 

important to remedy this problem because a society that does not progress enlightenment suffers 

the consequences of illiteracy. The ripples of higher education affects every individual in society 

which means the consequences of a poorly educated society affects both current and future 

aspects of the society and economy. 

 The scope of this paper includes aspects regarding the costs of higher education such as 

students’ primary education, family obligations, enrollment, and tuition rates. This paper will 

also highlight the repercussions of a poorly educated society such as workforce shortages, 

economic losses, and global innovation losses. Lastly, this paper will address solutions to make 

higher education available to every individual by utilizing community colleges, supporting 

students with federal and private funding, and utilizing technology for hybrid classes. 
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Problem Statement 

 Low-income populations are disadvantaged in ever-increasing forms as costs to higher 

education skyrocket. In any social class, education is vital to make oneself marketable when 

searching for a job. However, costs, as a barrier to higher education, have deep roots that begin 

affecting the low-income populations before they even enter high school. As a result, low-income 

populations are denied the opportunity to make better lives for themselves and to contribute their 

unique intellect and creativity to society. This in turn creates a cycle of poverty that must be 

addressed to secure society’s future. 

Significance of Thesis 

 It is significant to understand how costs can act as a barrier to higher education and the 

resulting outcomes that affect not only the student, but society as well. It is also valuable to 

understand the impacts on education that may be coming as a result of changes and reformations. 

Lastly, in order to be good advisors and mentors to students one must be able to comprehend the 

stress students have in regards to grades as a result of the costs associated with their pursuit of 

higher education. 

Objective of Thesis 

 The objective of this thesis is to raise awareness amongst those in the academic 

community regarding the vast number of students that fall into a void when seeking out a way to 

further their education. This thesis will also highlight and analyze higher education trends that 

may be described as a ripple effect as a result of poor access to higher education. 
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Background of Problem 

 Education defines every single interaction in society as well as each individual’s 

economic status. The problem with cost being a barrier to higher education, and education in 

general, is that repercussions permeate nearly every aspect of an individual’s life. If one 

experiences poor early education the consequences follow them throughout their life unless 

specifically addressed and corrected. Low-income populations are time and time again victims of 

lost opportunity. In an ideal world higher education has the purpose to create an environment of 

social progress, cultural enrichment, and individual growth (Chernomas, 2017). However, studies 

have been conducted showing rising tuition in higher education institutions lead to decreased 

enrollment amongst low-income populations in the United States (Chernomas, 2017).  When 

comparing the costs of tuition and fees for higher education the difference seen in a matter of 

years is staggering. For example, for the academic school year of 1984 to 1985, the average cost 

of attending a public four-year college was $2,810 (Baum & Ma, 2014). For the academic school 

year of 2014 to 2015, the costs rose 225 percent to an average of $9,139 (Baum & Ma, 2014).  

The chart below details increases in tuition over the past 31 years using inflation-adjusted data: 
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 As a result, students that are, in essence, barred from higher education suffer from 

inequality and future opportunities at changing their own socioeconomic status (Chernomas, 

2017). Can it really be said that the American dream still exists, or is society knowingly, or 

unknowingly, catering to high-income families? One statistic reports that students who come 

from high-income families are six times more likely to complete a bachelor degree by the age of 

25 than their low-income counterparts (Elliott, 2014). Moreover, studies have repeatedly linked 

low education to poor health habits such as drinking, smoking, and illegal drug use (Post, 2013). 

Figure 1. Inflation-Adjusted Published Tuition and Fees 1984-2015. Reprinted from 
“Trends in College Pricing ,” by S. Baum & J. Ma, 2014, College Board, p. 16. Copyright 
2014 by The College Board. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Socioeconomics 

 When comparing students from high-income families to students from low-income 

families there is often a perceptible difference in secondary education, involvement in 

extracurricular programs, and access to tutoring (Engberg & Allen, 2010). Moreover, there is 

evidence of low-income families having unstable housing, poor nutrition, and generally less 

educational opportunities in the community and in their own homes (Engberg & Allen, 2010). 

Even when low-income students have access to high quality education factors such as housing, 

food, and enriching stimuli are all arguably vital in order for a student to be successful in their 

pursuit of knowledge.  In fact, a study completed by researchers at Stanford University found  

there is a gap between low-income and high-income student’s standardized test scores 

(Khalenberg, 2012). In the time spanning 1960 to 2012, standardized test scores, when 

comparing low-income and high-income students, revealed a difference of 40 percent 

(Khalenberg, 2012). Additionally, when comparing the scores of white students to the scores of 

African Americans, the difference in standardized test scores jumped to nearly 80 percent 

(Khalenberg, 2012). Moreover, a study by the University of Michigan has shown that differences 

in college completion rates between those from low-income backgrounds and those from high-

income backgrounds jumped nearly 50 percent in a span of approximately 30 years (Khalenberg, 

2012). 

 It can also be argued that students from low-income backgrounds are less prepared for 

higher education due to a lack of opportunities or funds to access advance placement courses in 

high school. More importantly, low-income students are highly unlikely to have access to college 
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preparatory classes (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). In fact, a study by Harvard University 

shows students from urban schools are not only less likely to meet with the school’s guidance 

counselor, but they are also 66 percent less likely to attempt to take the SAT, previously known 

as the Scholastic Aptitude Tests (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012).  This lack of access to 

resources is demonstrated by one study in which Latino and low-income urban populations were 

found to have poor enrollment in advanced placement courses even in schools that had 

predominantly Latino and African American populations (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). 

When students such as these are experiencing disadvantages in primary education and high 

school, they can hardly be expected to be well-prepared for higher education. When low-income 

students are caught in scenarios such as this it can only be expected that students are more 

susceptible to experience discouragement and lack of faith in their own ability to learn based on 

outcomes they have had in past educational experiences such as high-school. Such experiences 

likely included less-prepared or even substandard teachers. As with any profession there are 

those who excel in their field of work and effectively delegate their expertise. However, there are 

still others who work hard, but simply cannot compete with the elite (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 

2012). Education is highly dependent upon the teacher and it would be rare to find these elite 

teachers helping students excel in poor school districts where students are from predominantly 

low-income families (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012).  

  Poor school districts suffer not only from the lack of elite teachers, but also must utilize 

the teachers they have to deliver information in fields they are not particularly familiar with 

(Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012).  For example, an English teacher in a poor school district may 

be expected to teach both English and a chemistry class, or an Algebra teacher may find 
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themselves responsible with instructing a class in introductory Spanish. One simply cannot 

expect students to be well-versed in these areas if the teachers themselves are not familiar with 

such subjects. In fact, 22 percent of high school students have taken a class in which the teacher 

did not minor in the subject taught. This percentage is even higher in poor school districts with 

32 percent of students being taught a course in which the teacher did not minor (Hagedorn & 

Purnamasari, 2012). As stated earlier, education is highly dependent on the teacher in the 

classroom; therefore, it is not unrealistic to connect the poor delivery and quality of information 

to poor student outcomes (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). These poor student outcomes result 

in low college placement test scores which in turn require students to enroll and pay college 

tuition for remedial classes that accrue no credit (Verges, 2015). By granting high school 

diplomas to students who are not sufficiently prepared, students have no other option than to pay 

for remedial classes and build college debt before they even complete the university’s 

prerequisite courses. Minnesota state data shows that approximately 46 percent of St. Paul high 

school graduates had to take remedial classes (Verges, 2015). As a result, students often become 

discouraged at the lack of progress and the ever-increasing debt until they ultimately drop their 

classes and leave college.  In 2011, the organization Complete College America published a 

study that analyzed students who were required to take remedial classes in 31 states. The study 

found that only 22 percent of students who had to take remedial courses at two-year colleges, 

and 37 percent of students at four-year colleges complete their education (Verges, 2015). Overall, 

students from low-income backgrounds are academically less prepared for the college experience 

when compared to their high-income counterparts due to a lower quality of secondary education.  
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 For many students that come from low-income backgrounds, it is not uncommon for 

family and work obligations to take precedence over obtaining higher education. To counter this, 

colleges, particularly community colleges, are beginning to establish course schedules that allow 

for flexibility in order to assist students who have conflicting work schedules and family 

obligations that may require a significant amount of their time (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). 

Students may come from backgrounds in which higher education is discouraged or even scorned. 

For example, students who are the first generation in their family to attend college often have 

parents or family members that do not support or understand the goal of obtaining higher 

education. In part, some family members may only see the debt students leave college with and 

worry for their loved ones future if they will be paying off loans for the next 30 years. In one 

example, a student whose family had emigrated from Mexico knew her parents would 

disapprove of her choice to attend college (Gose, 2015). Dreading her parents’ disapproval, the 

student hid her college applications and did not tell her parents she had been accepted to college 

until she received a scholarship that covered her expenses for the first academic year (Gose, 

2015). Her parents believed their daughter had a sufficient high school education could speak 

English well, and didn’t understand why their daughter wanted to pursue a college degree (Gose, 

2015). The student’s parents also feared sending their daughter to a college campus where they 

believed drugs, alcohol, and debt were always an impending threat (Gose, 2015). In the end they 

allowed their daughter to go to college, but it was only after the student’s return home from her 

first year of college that her parents saw the change college made in their daughter. Not only was 

she progressing her education, but also her ability to handle responsibility and show growth in 
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her independence (Gose, 2015). In this case there was a happy ending; however other students 

may not be as lucky.  

 A number of students fortunate enough to graduate reported feeling they are burdened 

with loans. These loans are a strong deterrent that keep them from returning to college to further 

or finish their education (Johnson, 2012). These students already had borrowed money to pay for 

their education and have nothing to show for it. One statistic reported that 73 percent of students 

did not graduate but left college with a loan they felt they had accepted in poor judgement 

(Johnson, 2012). Additionally, students have such strong aversions to debt that loans have no 

significant impact on increasing enrollment rates (Elliott, 2014). This evidence of fear of loans, 

and the reported burden of loans after graduation is something not commonly found among high-

income populations. Students from high-income backgrounds are not discouraged by loans or 

laced with the fear and the burden of weighing whether or not their education is a good 

investment. Low-income students must assess their own scenarios and determine whether or not 

they should attempt to pursue an education and perhaps be able to enjoy the benefits of economic 

gain as the result (Elliott, 2014).  If they are lucky enough to graduate they will have to repay 

their loans, which could take them 15-20 years depending on their degree. These low-income 

students must ask themselves, if it is to their advantage to take out thousands of dollars in loans 

on the chance they may get a higher paying job and be able to repay the loan eventually, or if it is 

better to simply enter the workforce with a high school education and avoid loans altogether. In a 

survey between those with a high school diploma and those with a postsecondary degree, 68 

percent of those with a high school diploma, and 75 percent of those with a post-secondary 

degree, said that someone who graduates from college and pursues a graduate or doctoral degree 
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is very likely to be socioeconomically secure in their lifetime (Johnson, 2012). When assessing 

how likely someone will be socioeconomically secure if they graduate high school and go right 

to work without any post-secondary education, 16 percent of those with a high school diploma 

said very likely, and those with a post-secondary degree reported a five percent likelihood 

(Johnson, 2012). In that same survey when asked how the respondents would personally view 

their future socioeconomic status, 36 percent of those with a high school degree reported they 

felt they were very likely to be secure, and 55 percent of those with a post-secondary degree 

reported they felt very likely to be secure (Johnson, 2012). The figure below outlines the 

opinions of respondents when asked if a college degree guaranteed financial security: 

Figure 2. Does a College Degree Guarantee Financial Security. Reprinted from “One 
Degree of Separation,” by J. Johnson, 2012, Educational Leadership, 69, p. 19. Copyright 
2012 by Jean Johnson.
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 Additionally, recent studies have shown that there is a direct correlation between higher 

education and higher lifetime earnings. The chart below details the yearly earnings of full-time 

workers based on educational levels: 

 When President Obama capped student monthly loan payments to 10 percent of an 

individual’s monthly income for a maximum of 20 years many students breathed a sigh of relief 

(Kelly, 2014). However, those students who never finished college and suffer from high-debt 

loads are still at a great disadvantage (Portland Press Herald, 2016a). In fact, between nearly 

180,000 to 230,000 students in Maine attended college in some form or manner, but did not earn 

a degree (Portland Press Herald, 2016a). Of these students, anywhere between 70 and 90 percent 

of them now have defaulted on college loans (Portland Press Herald, 2016a). Many low-income 

students are forced to drop out as a result of untimely situations that would likely have no effect 

on a student from a high income background. For example, a 27 year-old mother was almost 

forced to drop out of college when she found herself unable to afford daycare (Lerner, 2017). 

Another student was close to dropping out when the steering went out on her sole means of 

Figure 3. Yearly Earning Based on Educational Levels. Reprinted from “Education Pays,” 
by J. Ma, M. Pender, & M. Welch, 2016, College Board, p. 17. Copyright 2016 by The 
College Board.
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transportation to and from school (Lerner, 2017). In a more extreme case, a young man aspiring 

to be a police officer was discovered to be sleeping in his car by a college administrator (Lerner, 

2017). These instabilities and financial setbacks in students’ lives makes it not only difficult to 

attend college, but difficult to learn at college. If a student is constantly worried about how they 

will pay for housing, a class, or even a required book, it can make their entire learning 

experience extremely stressful. The figure below gives an example of costs at a Pennsylvania 

college: 

 Additionally, students who are unable to afford college excursions to study abroad, or 

bond with peers are more likely to drop out because of a lack of a social foundation (Gose, 

2015). As one may presume, low-income students are not financially able to partake in such 

excursions which means they are again more likely to drop out of college (Gose, 2015). As one 

Hamilton college representative stated, “It’s not just about access. It’s about equalizing the 

experience once students get to campus” (Gose, 2015, para. 13).  

 One thing is for certain, the cost of higher education itself is not going to decrease in the 

near future, but instead rise. In 2004, costs for a full-time, undergraduate student averaged 

around $12,058. This was a four percent increase from the preceding year 2003. Ten years later 

Figure 4. College Costs and Finances. Reprinted from “College Loan Cap No Guarantee 
You’ll Get a Mortarboard,” by D. Kelly, 2014, Reading Eagle, para. 14. Copyright 2014 by 
Reading Eagle.
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college tuition has jumped more than 250 percent (Washington & Salmon, 2014). This drastic 

change in tuition affects all students, but particularly those students who are from low or middle-

income backgrounds. Particularly, when the household income has only risen a mere 16 percent 

in comparison (Washington & Salmon, 2014). As one may predict, the ever-increasing tuition 

has led to a decrease in enrollment amongst low-income students (Chernomas, 2017).  

 Across the nation colleges are failing to make connections with students from low-

income backgrounds (Portland Press Herald, 2016b). One study showed that the most 

competitive colleges and universities have nearly three-fourths of the student body coming from 

the wealthiest populations (Portland Press Herald, 2016b). In fact, the study explicitly showed 

that 72 percent of the student body at elite colleges come from the wealthiest 25 percent of the 

United States’ population (Portland Press Herald, 2016b). In stark comparison, at the same elite 

universities 3 percent of the student body comes from the poorest 25 percent of the United 

States’ population (Portland Press Herald, 2016b). Part of the problem is believed to be rooted in 

the lack of information and outreach to low-income students (Portland Press Herald, 2016b). 

This is sometimes termed under matching (Handel, 2014). Under matching affects students from 

low-income backgrounds despite any effort they may have made to prepare themselves for 

college while still in high school (Handel, 2014). All too often low-income students who are able 

to go to college find themselves in a situation where their skills are unevenly matched to the 

university (Handel, 2014). A Stanford University study reports nearly 80 percent of high-

achieving, low-income students apply to schools that are not in sync with their skills and 

academic talent (Handel, 2014). In fact, research has shown students who do well in high-school 

are increasingly being left behind when it comes to attending college (Prinster, 2014). Such 
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students often have difficulty discerning between private, non-profit, and for-profit schools 

(Johnson, 2012). There are a large number of students who are interested in higher education 

receiving little or no information about the important steps that need to be taken to not only 

apply to college, but successfully navigate college. One example of this can be found in a 2011 

survey in which 7 out of 10 students could not identify the Free Application for Federal Student 

Aid (FAFSA) (Johnson, 2012). Students therefore did not understand their access to financial aid 

that could assist them in obtaining higher education. Additionally, students are commonly 

confused about which colleges offer two-year degrees or certifications and which schools offered 

four-year degrees (Johnson, 2012).  It was found that students, in general, chose colleges based 

on their convenience, such as location in relation to home, and not on whether or not the college 

is a good fit for their academic abilities (Johnson, 2012).  It is important to keep in mind that 

low-income students can form their expectations of higher education, and even their careers, as 

early as the seventh grade (Engberg & Allen, 2010). This means that students need to receive 

outreach and information about support offered at colleges as early as middle school in order to 

encourage continued success in high school and provide information about future academic 

support they can receive while attending higher education. This early outreach can help 

encourage students to continue striving for academic excellence and be effective in encouraging 

pursuit of higher education. 

Repercussions 

 The lack of low-income students being able to achieve their goals in earning a higher 

education degree is, in part, the result of a society that does not invest in its children (Giroux, 

2016). Therefore, the lack of access to higher education has impacts on not only the individual, 
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but the society itself (Engberg & Allen, 2010). It is in the best interest of any country to inspire 

young minds in order to produce a generation of progressive thinkers to challenge the norms. 

Countries that fail to do so will face repercussions such as workforce shortages (Hagedorn, 

2012). Already there is a developing trend in the United States that points towards the country 

losing its place as a country where innovation and technology thrives (Hagedorn, 2012). 

According to former President Obama, the United States has fallen to 12th place amongst world 

nations when comparing the percentage of the young adult population that holds a minimum of 

an associate degree (Washington & Salmon, 2014). Countries such as Denmark, Finland, 

Sweden, Iceland, Norway, Austria, and Germany invest in their children, and therefore their 

future, by providing low-cost or free access to higher education. As a result, these European 

progressive societies are rapidly becoming the most advanced, happiest, and healthiest nations in 

the world (Chernomas, 2017). Meanwhile, in the United States students are dropping out, or 

aiming for shorter programs in order to earn a degree and avoid as much debt as possible 

(Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). In fact, the projected growth in jobs that require short-term 

education between the year 2008, and 2018, is just over 50 percent (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 

2012). However, the projected growth in Bachelor degree jobs between the year 2008 and 2018, 

is just under a mere 16 percent (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). This can create an 

overabundance of workers in a small array of occupations, and create a workforce shortage in 

other occupations. Providing education is the most effective way to end the loss of individuals’ 

intellectual talents and the cycle of inequality and disparities in America (Engberg & Allen, 

2010). The figure below outlines the preceding information in more detail regarding 

occupational growth: 
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 Education is the only way to pave the way for progress whether it is in a nation, or in an 

individual’s life (Engberg & Allen, 2010). Other students who may have wanted to become 

educators themselves are unable to fill educational workforce shortages and under filled 

positions which results in new generations being poorly prepared for college. These poorly 

prepared students earn poor grades in college are then forced to drop out and the cycle begins 

again. Moreover, when students cannot afford to attend higher education they are likely 

sentenced to a life of poverty. Since the highest salaries are typically associated with the highest 

educational degrees a cycle of the poor staying poor presents itself in the lives of low-income 

students (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). A study by Pew Charitable Trusts found that 62 

percent of the populations that grew up in the top one-fifth of the American income scale stayed 

Figure 5. Growth in Selected Occupation, 2008-2018. Reprinted from “A Realistic Look at 
STEM and the Role of Community Colleges,” by L. Hagedorn & A. Purnamasari, 2012, 
Community College Review, 40, para. 15. Copyright 2012 by Community College Review.



Running head: BARRIERS TO HIGHER EDUCATION !17

in the top two-fifths (Gose, 2012). On the other hand, 65 percent of those born into the bottom 

fifth of the American income scale stay in the bottom two-fifths (Gose, 2012). 

 Students and new graduates in the United States have, in more recent years, a marked 

lack of eagerness when it comes to buying a home, getting a car, or even getting married. The 

effects of debt from higher education permeate everything in a student’s, and even graduate’s 

life. Since many students from low-income backgrounds are forced to take loans in order to 

afford college they are left with debt that does not work in favor of building a credit line (Elliott, 

2014). Since the average student is likely facing a minimum of 20 years of 10 percent of their 

salary going towards repaying loans and college debt, it is understandable they cannot afford to 

move out on their own (Kelly, 2014). In fact, to buy a home new rules make it harder to qualify 

for a mortgage if your debt-to-earning-ratio is more that 43 percent (Elliott, 2014). Additionally, 

one study found that 40 percent of graduates that currently had loans delayed major purchases in 

their post-graduate lives (Elliott, 2014).  These individuals are likely to delay getting married and 

even having children because they simply cannot afford it in addition to their college debt. As a 

result, society may experience low economic stimulation and decreased birth rates (Elliott, 

2014). This may cause one to question whether or not the unwritten social contract of earning a 

degree still equates to rising in economic class (Johnson, 2012). Researchers have found that a 

family with a college debt is likely to have 63 percent less net worth than a family without 

college debt (Elliott, 2014). Moreover, families with debt are 52 percent less likely to have 

retirement savings than their debt-free counterparts (Elliott, 2014). Also, over the average 

lifespan an individual with an outstanding debt of $53,000 from a four-year university will 

actually lose approximately $208,000 over the course of repayment (Elliott, 2014). For every 
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$1.00 increase in income for a white, or Caucasian individual equates to a $5.00 increase in 

wealth (Elliott, 2014). However, for black or African American individuals, that same dollar only 

equates to a meager $0.70 wealth increase (Elliott, 2014). 

 Overall, the repercussions of a lack of higher education penetrates deep into the 

economic and social aspects of a nation. It is truly a terrible thing to waste the human mind, a 

most valuable resource, and the potential of individuals who desire to gain new skills, new 

insights, and new understandings from higher education. 

Solutions  

 For students from low-income backgrounds, community colleges are an alternative 

option that have proven to be effective in helping students achieve their goals (Hagedorn & 

Purnamasari, 2012). In fact, in 2008 nearly 5 million students, or 40 percent, were considered to 

have non-credit enrollment at a community college (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). These 

non-credit enrollments often fall into the category of vocational, or technical courses that enable 

students to gain a specific skill set before entering into contracts with local employers to fill 

unique job shortages (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012).  Community colleges are effective in 

reaching low-income students because they often have lower tuition and are usually closer to the 

student’s home and therefore, more convenient (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). On average the 

tuition at a community college is more affordable at a yearly tuition of $3,130 (Handel, 2014). 

This is nearly $5,500 cheaper than a four-year university (Handel, 2014).  Another bonus 

community colleges boast, is their more flexible class schedules. As a result students can remain 

employed, manage family or social obligations, and still attend classes part-time in a learning 

environment that best suits them whether it is online, or in a classroom (Hagedorn & 
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Purnamasari, 2012).  This can greatly ease the costs of higher education, particularly when the 

hours earned at a community college can often be transferred to the student’s choice of a future 

university with little hassle. It may also be beneficial for high-school graduates to begin their 

higher education careers at a community college in order to access and utilize remedial 

instruction opportunities (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). First-time students may also find 

success courses offered at community colleges to ensure adequate preparation for what will be 

expected of them as they pursue higher education (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). Some 

community colleges even offer general education development (GED) services to help bridge the 

gap between students and higher education (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). Most community 

colleges also retain an array of career development resources and excellent career counseling that 

can assist students in choosing a career path (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). 

 When it comes to solving the shortage of teachers in the United States, community 

colleges are also valuable assets that play a vital role in training (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 

2012). Some states, such as California, Illinois, and Florida, have such large numbers of 

enrollment at community colleges, that unique degree plans have been formulated to 

accommodate students. California alone has the largest number of community colleges in the 

United States. These community colleges meet the needs of more than 2 million students which 

earn almost 120,000 degrees and certificates every year (Kurlaender & Jackson, 2015). In fact, 

56 percent of California students start at community colleges and by earning a vocational or 

technical certificate, or an associate’s can raise their career earning anywhere between 10 and 25 

percent (Kurlaender & Jackson, 2015). As a result of more flexible programs at community 

colleges, students can easily begin their higher education careers at a community college then 
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transition directly to programs at a four-year college to complete their degrees (Hagedorn & 

Purnamasari, 2012). Other community colleges are bridging the gap between students who have 

a bachelor’s degree outside of the realm of education (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). Texas, in 

particular, is paving a learning pathway that allows for certification programs that include a one-

year internship with a practicing teacher (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012).  

 Careers categorized as science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), are 

uncommon amongst low-income students. However, with the help of community colleges 

students are exposed to new career options they may have never considered before (Hagedorn & 

Purnamasari, 2012). In one Cleveland, Ohio community college anywhere between 200 and 300 

high school students are enrolled in dual credit college preparatory classes. Beginning in the 10th 

grade, students have the opportunity to earn college credits by spending part of their day at high 

school and part of their day at the college (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). Students also have 

the opportunity to partake in counseling, summer programs, and even collaborate with active 

researchers in a STEM field (Hagedorn & Purnamasari, 2012). Early college programs that count 

towards dual credit in high school are becoming more and more popular and can have a profound 

effect on student success after high school graduation. By providing students will the ability to 

earn college credit while in high school they can build confidence in their abilities and lower the 

overall cost of their higher education (Verges, 2015).  

 However, it is not just the barrier of the cost of tuition that is removed with the access to 

dual enrollment, but other costs such as transportation and required texts are also reduced 

(Teasley, 2017). In fact students in some Minnesota public schools can earn a free associate’s 

degree through a partnership between the high-school and local community college (Verges, 
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2015). Such dual enrollment programs have been shown by an Iowa study to be so beneficial that 

low-income students were 8 percent more likely to earn a post-secondary degree, and 7 percent 

more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree (Sparks, 2013).  

 Overall, studies have shown that students who begin their higher education careers at a 

community college and then transfer to a four-year university, do just as well as their counter 

parts who began their higher education career at a four-year university (Handel, 2014). 

Therefore, with the wide array of benefits community colleges can offer, and the apparent lack of 

disadvantages, one may say community colleges are indeed a vital part of the solution when it 

comes to helping low-income students achieve their goals. 

 Online classrooms and hybrid classes, a combination of online and face-to-face 

instruction, are also viable solutions to assist students in earning their degree or certificate. As 

mentioned earlier the flexibility of online or hybrid courses are beneficial to students, 

particularly low-income students, because it enables them to retain their employments and still 

meet social and family obligations they may have. By expanding the repertoire of online 

education and classes, one can expand their opportunity to afford and attend higher education. 

Although online programs cannot fully envelop the face-to-face interaction between classmates 

and the instructor, they are still beneficial and can be well-cultivated learning environments 

(Moody-Adams, 2012). However, this online, or hybrid format will likely be new to students and 

will require support and student counseling in order to be successful. 

 In general student coaching and counseling, especially to first-generation students, is one 

of the main ways to retain low-income students. Low-income students need extra support and it 

has been shown those students who participate in a coaching programs to develop a personalized 
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plan were more likely to attend four-year colleges (Adams, 2013). In fact, 45 percent of students 

in the College Possible programs enrolled in a four-year college, and 19 percent enrolled in a 

two-year college. This is almost a 10 percent difference when compared to their peers who did 

not participate in the program (Adams, 2013). Other programs such as the College Readiness 

Consortium works directly with low income students in regards to admissions, career path 

development, financial literacy, and personal college readiness (Verges, 2015). As a result, low-

income students are getting the information they need in order to be successful in college.   

 Although information is another large aspect to assisting low-income students entering 

higher education, the dollar is still the bottom line for most, if not all, students.  Grants are one 

solution to this problem and have been around for many years. Federal spending on students in 

the programs Upward Bound and other TRIO programs has amounted to nearly $904 million in 

the year 2010 (Field, 2013). These grants and federal programs have the ability to change lives 

and futures. By being able to attend college students gain a more developed sense of the world 

they live in as they start their new lives.  

 Although grants may help students achieve this, money is a fickle thing and there is no 

single solution when it comes to combatting the costs of higher education. Therefore, federal 

work-study and stipends are other options that should be made more available to students. In 

some college first year programs students receive career counseling and up to $2,000 in stipends 

for summer internships (Gose, 2015). Other work study agreements often exists on campus and 

require federal funding. Students then have a steady job and income, and often earn valuable 

resume experience, while being able to apply funds towards their higher education costs. 

However, sometimes this is not enough and some states are beginning to allocate their own 
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emergency funds to support well-deserving low-income students. Minnesota is just such a state, 

and the Minnesota Office of Higher Education is beginning to build its program from state 

funding. In the past emergency funds were supported by private donations or foundations, but 

lawmakers in Minnesota have recently planned to set aside $175,000 for the next two years in 

order to match the funds a university offers in emergency grants (Lerner, 2017). Perhaps this act 

will spur other states into reforming tax allocations and student tax credits to better serve the 

public and ease the financial burdens of students. That being said, emergency grants are not 

designed to pay pay cell phone bills, internet or cable television, but are instead designed to help 

students in the areas reported to be the main cause of why they had to drop out (Lerner, 2017). 

These reported causes were described as, “…life issues that get in the way,” and were anything 

from unforeseen car repairs to housing emergencies (Lerner, 2017). In addition to these 

unexpected life emergencies, colleges are making strides assisting students with ongoing 

financial struggles. Sometimes even the cost of food can be too much for a low-income student. 

As a result, students are being made aware of resources such as food banks and some colleges 

are even beginning to establish student food banks on campus (Lerner, 2017). 

 Texas is also helping students become more aware of their own personal finances. 

However it is not the current finances they are looking at. To help students navigate career 

choices Texas has a new state-sanctioned website that allows students to make educated 

decisions about their future by being able to easily  see detailed descriptions of majors and their 

job opportunities, the costs of majors at different colleges, as well as a descriptions of past 

graduates current earnings (Johnson, 2014). For example, an anthropology major makes an 

average of $46,000 after ten years of working in the field. However, an economic major earns 
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nearly $100,0000 after the same amount of time (Lerner, 2017). Students can now, in some sense 

see their future and go into higher education knowing the approximate cost of their end goal. 

This resource can help low-income students make decisions about the debt involved with certain 

degrees and determine if it will be worth it in the end. This may also help prevent changing 

majors and therefore, decreasing the overall length and cost of higher education. A student’s 

informed decision about their future debt-to-earnings ratio can help mentally and financially 

prepare students for the world of higher education, and hopefully help students retain their 

resolve to complete their degree. 

 Another option to combat the costs of higher education is to create a path for low-income 

students who can only afford part-time education to receive partial, or full financial aid. Many 

low-income students cannot possibly afford to quit their job and attend school full-time and part-

time students often fall between the cracks of scholarships. By creating a system that allows part-

time students to access financial aid, even a partial amount, these low-income students can afford 

to continue their education even if a financial crisis occurs. 

 Overall, costs come in a variety of forms for students outside of tuition. Low-income 

students are significantly more susceptible to the repercussions of high costs, but there are 

options and new opportunities arising to support these individuals. However, it is still the job of 

every educated individual to share this information, identify those students which may need help 

finding resources and scholarships, or simply be someone to advocate for their future. 
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Conclusion 

 It is recommended future research directly pertaining to the field of allied health and low-

income students is completed to fully understand the impacts of a lack of higher education in the 

current society and how it plays into the United States health care system. Future research should 

also review coming changes to federal funding and grant programs as a result of the current 

administration. 

 Overall, as one may predict the effects of workforce shortages, as a result of lack of 

access to higher education, will permeate the the healthcare world, just as it will in every other 

job sector. However, where shortages persist in the fields of allied health, and among nurses and 

doctors, the effects may be felt with greater repercussions. These repercussions will be felt 

amongst health professionals as well as the general population and patients who rely heavily on 

their support. Patients will likely have longer waiting periods and shorter appointments to see a 

provider because of workforce shortages. If health professionals cannot provide care to the 

general population as it is required, because of a lack of professionals, every occupation that 

serves more primary roles will dissipate. Allied health programs need to encourage low-income 

students and support their pursuit of healthcare knowledge because one day, the students we 

educate, or don’t educate, will be taking care of us. 
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