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Like several other states, New Jersey has implemented a “tuition-free” community college program. The 

Community College Opportunity Grant (CCOG) promises to cover tuition and specified general fees for 

students at county colleges with adjusted gross incomes up to $65,000 (about 82 percent of New 

Jersey’s median household income).1 The CCOG is a last-dollar program, covering tuition and fees 

remaining after all other grants and scholarships for eligible students. 

The new Garden State Guarantee for two years of “free” public four-year college is also a last-dollar 

program. The same is true for the RU-N to the TOP free-tuition program at Rutgers University–Newark, 

the Stockton Promise, and programs at other institutions. 

As currently structured, the free-college programs build on the Tuition Aid Grant (TAG) program. If 

TAG awards declined, funding for these newer programs would have to fill in the gaps. Rather than 

replacing TAG, these programs supplement TAG and provide low-income students with advance 

knowledge of their financial aid.  

In contrast, President Biden’s American Families proposal for free community college is a first-

dollar plan.2 It would use federal funds and new state funds to cover tuition and fees, leaving Pell grants 

and state grants such as TAG for students to put toward other expenses. Whatever the chances that 

Congress will pass this plan in its current form, it is worth considering what such a policy change would 

mean for New Jersey’s state grant aid. 

Tuition and Other Expenses 

Under current rules, awards under the TAG program can cover only up to the price of tuition. If tuition 

were to fall to $0 (or close to $0), students would lose their eligibility. It is not difficult to imagine some 

policymakers viewing this change as eliminating the need for TAG funding for students who no longer 

pay tuition. 

 

 
1 US Census Bureau, Historical Income Tables, table H-8B, 2017–19. 
2 Wesley Whistle, Iris Palmer, Rachel Fishman, Amy Laitinen, Sarah Sattelmeyer, and Elin Johnson, “The American 
Families Plan Offers New Vision for Higher Education Affordability, but Should It Be Bolder?” New America blog, 
April 29, 2021, https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/the-american-families-plan-offers-new-
vision-for-higher-education-affordability-but-should-it-be-bolder/. 

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/the-american-families-plan-offers-new-vision-for-higher-education-affordability-but-should-it-be-bolder/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/the-american-families-plan-offers-new-vision-for-higher-education-affordability-but-should-it-be-bolder/
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But low-income students struggle with their full budgets, working and borrowing to pay for housing, 

food, books and supplies, and other expenses even if grant aid covers tuition (and fees). Because most 

TAG recipients also qualify for Pell grants, many now receive total grant aid exceeding tuition. The 

maximum Pell grant is $6,495 for 2021–22. Tuition and fees at county colleges average about $5,400.3 

So even without TAG, students with the lowest expected family contributions who qualify for the full 

Pell grant amount have some federal money left over to put toward nontuition expenses. These 

students would not receive any additional funding through the CCOG but would benefit from the Biden 

plan. 

Recommendations 

If policymakers want to make college more affordable for low-income students, they should ensure 

that the growth of the CCOG, the Garden State Guarantee, and other free-college programs in New 

Jersey does not erode funding or support for TAG. It is possible that political support for TAG could 

decline as more people become aware of these programs offering free tuition at public colleges. 

Policymakers should anticipate such questions and be prepared to protect TAG if their goal is for the 

programs to strengthen the financial situations of the lowest-income students.   

Policymakers should confirm that existing TAG funds are a central component of free-college 

programs in New Jersey, which supplement existing grant aid rather than replace it. 

The state should plan for the interaction of TAG with other potential free-college programs, 

including a first-dollar federal program. Policymakers should consider modifications to TAG that might 

be appropriate if the federal government were to implement a first-dollar free-college plan or a similar 

policy: 

◼ Allowing TAG to cover tuition and fees instead of only tuition would simplify the coordination 

of state and federal policies. 

◼ Removing the limitations on which expenses TAG can cover would prepare the program to fit 

with new federal subsidies. It would still be possible to set a maximum level for TAG awards 

related to the costs students face. 

◼ The state should study nontuition expenses and the variation in the costs students face—as 

opposed to differences in the cost-of-attendance budgets institutions set—to be prepared for 

appropriate modification of the TAG tables if a new federal-state partnership is implemented to 

increase college affordability.  

To be consistent with the goals of the Biden proposal—and with the state’s priority on college 

affordability and success—the state could allow students to use their TAG funds to meet the expenses in 

their budgets that would remain even after generous federal assistance. Tuition and fees account for 

only about 20 percent of the average budget for full-time students at public two-year colleges and 40 

 
3 Jennifer Ma, Matea Pender, and CJ Libassi, Trends in College Pricing and Student Aid 2020 (New York: College 
Board, 2020), figure CP-5. 

https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/trends-college-pricing-student-aid-2020.pdf
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percent for those at public four-year colleges. The maximum combined funding from Pell and TAG of 

under $20,000 at public four-year colleges and under $10,000 at public two-year colleges would come 

closer to making college attendance affordable under a first-dollar free-college program. But students 

would still be relying on TAG to reach this goal. 

Sandy Baum is a nonresident senior fellow in the Center on Education Data and Policy at the Urban 
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