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Community College Basics 

Topline Numbers 
• In 2020, about 7.7 million postsecondary students (30% of America’s 26.1 

million college students) were pursuing degrees or certifications through 

community colleges.1 Another 3.7 million learners were enrolled in non-

credit programs at community colleges.2  

• Across America, 985 public community colleges would meet the Biden “free 

college” plan’s definition.3 Their full-time enrollments range from a few 

hundred students to almost 75,000.4  

• Postsecondary enrollments declined across the board during the pandemic, 

and community colleges experienced the largest declines. They saw total 

enrollment drop 13% between fall of 2019 and fall of 2021.5  

• Community colleges employ approximately 550,000 staff nationwide.6 Many 

of these government employees belong to unions. The faculties are often 

represented by the American Association of University Professors, which 

became an affiliate of the American Federation of Teachers in June 2022.  

Characteristics 
• Community colleges differ widely by state in terms of how they are funded, 

what credentials and programs they offer, and how they are governed. To 

accommodate these differences and provide a buffer against federal 

intrusion, federal aid has historically been given to students, not directly to 

institutions. The Biden “Free Community College for All” plan is a dramatic 

departure from this approach. 
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• Community colleges are open-enrollment, so anyone holding a high-school 

diploma can attend their local community college. Students do not need to 

demonstrate that they are college-ready, and in fact, about two-thirds of 

community college students take a least one class to remediate what they did 

not acquire in secondary school.7  

• Of the average cohort of high-school graduates, a substantial portion, 45%, 

choose to enroll in college, while the balance pursued careers through other 

pathways, including military services and apprenticeships. Of the 2021 

graduating class, 19% matriculated to two-year colleges and 25%, to four-

year colleges.8  

• A number of programs and pathways already help students afford full 

tuition and fees at community colleges, including state-based “College 

Promise” programs (currently in 46 states and the District of Columbia), 

federal Pell grants, military and corporate tuition benefits, and dual 

enrollment and early college programs.  

Outcomes 
• Most first-time, full-time community-college students never receive their 

associate’s degrees. Only 17% of these students graduate within the requisite 

two years. Within three years (the period allowed in the Biden plan), only 

30% of them graduate.9 The completion rate rises to just 35% within six 

years.10 

• Community colleges award more than 865,000 associate degrees each year, 

plus approximately 600,000 workforce certificates.11 The median annual 

income of those with an associate’s degree is approximately $10,000 higher 

per year than those with only a high school diploma.12  
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Revenues and Costs 
• Public community colleges collectively receive almost $56 billion in total 

revenue each year, according to the latest available data from NCES.13 Under 

the Biden “free” plan, the federal government would send community 

colleges an additional $109 billion over five years, increasing their total 

revenue by nearly 40% each year.14  

• Community college total revenue works out to $18,684 per full-time 

equivalent student.15 Nationwide, students are asked to cover a small 

portion of this amount, paying tuition and fees of, on average, about $3,800 

per year.16 (Depending on the state, average community-college tuition and 

fees vary between almost nothing to $8,600.)17  

• Meanwhile, the average annual published tuition at state and private four-

year schools are much higher than those at community colleges, $10,740 and 

$38,070 respectively.18 This pricing makes it attractive to complete a two-

year degree before pursuing a four-year degree. However, only 31% of 

community-college graduates pursue four-year degrees, and of those, only 

47% complete a four-year degree within six years (15% of the original 

cohort).19  

• The State Higher Education Executive Officers Association (SHEEO) projects 

that, to meet the requirements of the Biden “free” proposal, states would be 

forced to increase their local funding for higher education by anywhere 

from 8% to 142%.20 
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