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Existing Tax Policy Based on Outdated 

Ideas of “Traditional” Students
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Reality Check: Three out of Four Undergraduates Have 

at Least One “Non-Traditional” Characteristic

•More than half attend 
school part-time

•Forty percent work full-
time

•More than half 
financially independent

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, NCES. National Postsecondary Student Aid Study 

(NPSAS:2000).
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Growth in Adult Learning Almost 

Entirely in Work-Related Courses
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Existing Higher-Ed Tax Benefits: HOPE, 

Lifetime Learning, and Tuition Tax Deduction

•Not refundable

•Covers only “tuition and fees”

•Complicated



www.workforcealliance.org

Many Obstacles for “Non-Traditional” 

Students to Access HOPE Credit

• Can only use for two years

• Can’t have completed first two 
years of postsecondary 
education—as determined by 
institution

• Must lead to degree or certificate

• Must be enrolled at least half-
time
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Lots of Interest in Congress in 

Promoting “College for All”
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Current Proposal Vary Widely in Considering 

Needs of Non-Traditional Students

• Schumer bill (S. 851) would 
actually be worse than current 
law for non-traditional students

• Emanuel/Bayh bill (HR 2458/S 
1501) would vastly expand access 
for non-traditional students
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Obama Proposal: American 

Opportunity Tax Credit

• Up to $4,000 per student per 
year

• Fully refundable

• Available at the time tuition came 
due, using prior year tax data

• Eligible for both four-year and 
two-year colleges

• Recipients would required to 
perform 100 hours of community 
service per year
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What Happens Next?  

•High visibility, but also 
(potentially) very high 
cost

•Long “must-do” list 
focused on other issues: 
stimulus, war, health 
care reform, budget


