Free college programs fail—devaluation of state college degrees and sidelining of middle-skill positions, which don’t require a college degree but pay just as much as jobs that do
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Affordability has yet to prove itself as an attractive feature for academia, and tuition-free colleges and free college equivalency programs that already are in existence have not suppressed the urge to enroll at institutions viewed to be of higher status.
Actually, the higher the price, the greater the interest, since it is assumed to be of greater value—in terms of professors, resources, residency amenities, and placement potential (grad school or job offers).
Perhaps that is why financial planning for college is at an all time high despite any uncertainties caused by COVID-19.
People would rather attend a nominally high-cost college with support funding (by way of scholarships, grants, federal aid) instead of attending an institution within their means. And those who are able to work (or play) the system will continue to vie for the best options.
Degree devaluation and quality concerns
Tuition-free institutions will run the risk of being undervalued by future employers given the inability for recent graduates to differentiate their degrees, which will not be the case for those attending private institutions where competition for furthering brand equity will still be a factor.
Those who can pay to get ahead, will continue to do so at private institutions, and they will continue to call the shots by ordering their add-ons, expecting perks, and having an inflated view of higher education. And for those who end up attending subsidized semesters, bargaining power for course offerings will be absent and college resources will be pre-determined and fixed.
Such concerns were previously raised in an analysis by Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the Workforce regarding Hillary Clinton’s free-college plan.
The study determined that premier institutions would be more selective about applicants (given that those not chosen now had free options to retreat to) and a swell in enrollments to government funded institutions would occur resulting in overcrowding, depleting personalized attention and resources, and resulting in slower and lower graduation rates overall.
Valuable middle-skill positions will be sidelined
Higher ed is already diminishing in value as more and more people obtain degrees, making it less of a distinguishing factor for graduates. And degree inflation is problematic since the value of a degree is not always apparent to the demands of available jobs (and some jobs pay quite well without higher ed as a precursor).
Degree attainment delays entry into the workforce and a majority of middle-skilled positions don’t require a four-year education, such as nurse’s aids, landscapers, stylists and designers, etc.
Moreover, apprenticeship programs seem just as effective, if not more so, for developing human capital and advancing the US economy, according to a report by the Harvard Business school co-authored with labor-market analytics firm Burning Glass Technologies.
Positions associated with trade schools may lose their appeal if college becomes the more cost competitive option. And it wouldn’t make sense for a student to seek out technical skills at trade schools when they know they’ll be paying taxes to subsidize degree programs for their peers.
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