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PREFACE

ETS is pleased to join with AAHHE to publish the 37th Annual Tomás Rivera Lecture. This year’s lecture was 
unique as it was delivered for the first time virtually by John B. King Jr., J.D., Ed.D., President and CEO of The 
Education Trust, and who also served as the 10th U.S. Secretary of Education in the Obama administration. 

King’s life story is an extraordinary testament to the transformative power of education. Both of King’s 
parents were career New York City public school educators, whose example served as an enduring 
inspiration for him. His parents both passed away from illness by the time he was 12 years old. He credits 
New York City public school teachers — particularly educators at P.S. 276 in Canarsie and Mark Twain Junior 
High School in Coney Island — for saving his life by providing him with rich and engaging educational 
experiences and by giving him hope for the future.

In his Tomás Rivera Lecture, King addressed the challenges we have faced this past year as result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. He brought attention to the health and economic crises that have disproportionately 
impacted low-income communities and Communities of Color. Yet, he also empowered us to find solutions 
to the education issues we continue to see. Some of the solutions he highlighted include:

• Reward higher education institutions that enroll larger numbers of underrepresented students, 
particularly Black and Latino students. 

• Shift financial aid polices to better support students and families who need it the most. 
• Adopt proven strategies to increase student success such as wraparound services, enhanced 

advising and subsidies for transportation.
• Increase faculty diversity as a part of institutional commitment to equity and inclusion.
• Strengthen federal commitment on issues of higher education access, affordability  

and completion. 

More importantly, King reminded us of where to draw hope during these difficult times in our country 
and educational system. He shared moments of success that have happened this past year. For example, 
Congress repealed the ban on Pell Grants for incarcerated students in December 2020, increasing access to 
education. He also reminded us to find hope from the organizing of young people who demanded justice 
as they protested against police violence and for Black Lives Matter.

Lastly, he encouraged us to draw inspiration from those who came before us like Tomás Rivera to create, as 
he said, “a new landscape of opportunities for young people to build an America that is more true to the 
values of equality and opportunity.”

At ETS, we share and support King’s vision on how we as a country and the Latinx community can move 
forward after such a difficult year. 

Walt MacDonald
President and CEO
ETS
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ABOUT THE TOMÁS RIVERA LECTURE

Each year, a distinguished scholar or prominent leader is selected to present the Tomás Rivera Lecture. 
In the tradition of the former Hispanic Caucus of the American Association for Higher Education, AAHHE 
is continuing this lecture at its annual conference. It is named in honor of the late Tomás Rivera, former 
President of the University of California, Riverside.

About Tomás Rivera
Author, teacher and lifelong learner, Tomás Rivera, was born in Texas  
to farm laborers who were Mexican immigrants. Neither parent had a 
formal education.

He received B.S. and M.Ed. degrees in English and administration from 
Southwest Texas State University, and his M.A. in Spanish literature and a 
Ph.D. in romance languages and literature from the University of Oklahoma. 
Rivera also studied Spanish culture and civilization at the University of Texas, 
Austin, and in Guadalajara, Mexico.

He taught at Sam Houston State University and was a member of the 
planning team that built the University of Texas, San Antonio, where he also 
served as Chair of the Romance Languages Department, associate dean 
and vice president.

In 1978, Rivera became the Chief Executive Officer at the University of Texas, El Paso, and in 1979, he became 
Chancellor of the University of California, Riverside. Rivera was an active author, poet and artist. By age 11 
or 12, he was writing creatively about Chicano themes, documenting the struggles of migrant workers. He 
did not write about politics and did not view his work as political. He published several poems, short prose 
pieces, and essays on literature and higher education.

He served on the boards of ETS, the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, the American 
Association for Higher Education and the American Council on Education. In addition, Rivera was active in 
many charitable organizations and received several honors and awards. He was a founder and President 
of the National Council of Chicanos in Higher Education and served on commissions on higher education 
under Presidents Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan.



TOMÁSR IVERA • L E C T U R E  S E R I E S 4
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Each of these highly rewarding initiatives aligns with ETS’s commitment 
to support the underserved and underrepresented student populations, 
as well as with our mission of helping to advance quality and equity in 
education for all learners. 

We were equally honored that John B. King Jr. was selected to present the 
2021 lecture. King is a visionary educational leader whose passion and 
commitment to equity in education should serve as a model for us all.

Jamal Watson, Ph.D.
Director
Center for Advocacy & Philanthropy
ETS
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Over four decades, the Tomás Rivera Lecture has been delivered by leaders 
across a variety of different sectors across this country. From education to 
the legal arena to the private sector — scholars, philanthropists, elected 
officials and many others have delivered their messages to our AAHHE 
community. This year is no different, and it is my distinct honor to welcome 
Mr. John B. King Jr., former Secretary of Education under President Barack 
Obama and the current President and CEO of The Education Trust, as the 
37th Annual Tomás Rivera Lecture. 

Mr. King is a longtime public servant having worked his way up the ranks 
as an educator and thought leader. King holds a Bachelor of Arts degree 
in government from Harvard University, his Doctor Jurisprudence from 
Yale Law School, and a Master of Arts degree in the teaching of social 
studies. Indeed, he began his education career as a social studies teacher, 
something of which he is very proud.

King served as President Obama’s Cabinet Secretary as the 10th U.S. Secretary of Education. In tapping him 
to lead the U.S. Department of Education, President Obama called King “an exceptionally talented educator” 
citing his commitment to preparing every child for success in his lifelong dedication to education as a 
teacher, as a principal, and ultimately as the Secretary of Education. 

He also serves currently as a Professor of Practice at the University of Maryland, College Park’s College of 
Education, and he is a member of numerous boards both in education and the nonprofit sector. He has 
been a longtime affiliate with various different national research centers, including the National Center 
for Free Speech and Civic Engagement at the University of California, the National Center for Learning 
Disabilities and the National Advisory Council for Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center at the University of 
Texas at Austin.

King was born and raised in New York City to a family of educators, and he now lives in Silver Spring, 
Maryland with his wife, a former kindergarten and first-grade teacher, and his two daughters who attend 
local public schools. Over the years I have had the opportunity to visit with King and to speak about our 
collective work and values. As a son of educators, we both share the values of public service as well as a 
deep belief in what education can do for an individual and for a community. It is my distinct honor and 
privilege to be able to introduce him now as our 37th Annual Tomás Rivera Lecturer. Please help me 
welcome John B. King Jr.

JOHN B. KING JR. DELIVERS THE 37TH TOMÁS RIVERA LECTURE

Victor B. Sáenz, Ph.D. 
AAHHE Board Chair (AY21–22)
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Thank you, Victor, for the introduction and thank you for the honor of being 
a part of this lecture series. It is an impressive roster of speakers and I am 
honored to be a part of it. Thank you, Victor, for framing our conversation 
by invoking the memory of Tomás Rivera. In many ways, I hope all of us 
walk in similar paths. Not so much one path, but a diversity of paths. His 
path as a poet, as a teacher, as a scholar, as an administrator, as a Texan and 
as a Mexican American. His life, although too short, is a reminder to us all 
that we walk these many paths and hopefully walk them in the spirit of 
advancing social justice.

We all have these multiple identities. The identity of a husband, of a father, 
of a teacher, of an advocate and, for me occasionally, also as a policymaker. I 
hope that in our conversation today we can reflect on how our work ought 
to draw on the examples of those who have come before us and build on 
their legacy. I am both Black and Latino, and I see very much in my journey 

and in my daughters’ journey the need to tackle the systemic obstacles that have been so much a part of 
our national history around issues of race and culture. I hope today we will talk about some of the obstacles 
that continue to plague the country, but also the opportunities that we have to move forward.

When I think about my journey, I often think first of my parents. My parents dedicated their whole lives to 
education. My father, who was an African American born just after the turn of the 20th century in a very 
segregated New York City, saw a path to opportunity through education as a teacher and an administrator. 
My mother was born in Ponce, Puerto Rico. She came to New York as a kid, learned English in New York  
City public schools, went to the City University of New York, to Hunter College — a classic Nuyorican  
story — and became a teacher and school counselor. She was actually the school counselor in my 
elementary school.

Their commitment to education was passed to me. School was always the topic of conversation when I 
was young, but they could not have known the difference school would make in my life. Both my parents 
passed away when I was a kid — my mom when I was eight, my dad when I was 12. In the period after my 
mom passed when it was just my dad and me, my dad was quite sick with undiagnosed Alzheimer’s. Home 
was this place that was scary, inconsistent and unstable, but school was this place that was safe, engaging, 
compelling and nurturing.

I was very fortunate to have a series of New York City public school teachers who made school a place 
where I could be a kid when I could not be a kid at home. I chose a career in education because of that 
difference — the difference the values that my parents instilled in me and the difference that teachers made 
in my own life. My first teaching job was actually in Puerto Rico where I wanted to spend time teaching 
and having the experience of living there full time having traveled there as a kid. My experience there was 
a reminder of how deeply embedded in our society are these structural inequities. My experience there 
was a reminder of the ways in which income inequality and inequitable access to opportunity result in 
generational obstacles.

John B. King Jr., J.D., Ed.D. 
Tomás Rivera Lecturer
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There are parallels to that experience and the experience of my African-American ancestors. In fact, just in 
the last couple of years, I have spent more time deeply understanding the journey of my African-American 
ancestors. It turns out, my great-grandfather was enslaved about 25 miles from where I live now in Maryland. 
The property where he was enslaved is still owned by the family who are direct-line descendants of the 
family that owned my family. The cabin that my great-grandfather lived in with his family is still standing on 
the property.

I have had the opportunity to stand in the space where my great-grandfather, his mother and his siblings 
lived as enslaved people. I have thought a lot in the last couple of years about these two strands of my 
personal ancestry and the ways in which both are shaped by institutional injustice. I have also thought of 
the ways in which I can draw inspiration from both my mother’s ancestors and my father’s ancestors, and 
their ability to live for a future they could not see. 

My mother was the first in her family to go to college. My father’s mother was 
among the first graduates of the University of Maryland, Eastern Shore — a 
Historically Black College in the eastern part of Maryland in 1894. My ancestors 
made choices to create the possibility of the future that I have been blessed 
to have. I want to ground our conversation in that story to say we all inherit a 
responsibility to commit ourselves to try to imagine what we can do to make a 
difference for the lives of young people 100 years from now. What can we do to 
make a more just future?

I believe that is in the spirit of Tomás Rivera. I think about one of his poems, which 
was “Seeds in the Hour of Seeds” and some lines from that poem powerfully stuck 
with me. He wrote, “The seed mine, yours is here. We won.” I draw inspiration from 
that poem to say each of us can be the seed of a more just future, and we should 

be particularly mindful of that given the challenges we face in the current moment. Everyone understands 
we have navigated through a year of this incredibly devastating pandemic. We have not just dealt with the 
health pandemic of COVID-19. We have had an economic pandemic that has disproportionately impacted 
Communities of Color, in particular a disproportionate impact on Latinos.

There is a survey that was done by the Pew Research Center that suggested that six in 10 Latinos in 
the United States had experienced either unemployment or loss of income as a result of the COVID-19 
economic crisis. We know that there has been a dramatic increase in unemployment, particularly for Latina 
women, taking the unemployment rate over 20%. We know that the health impact of COVID-19 has been 
disproportionately felt in low-income communities and Communities of Color, particularly communities of 
essential workers. 

We know that this economic crisis has compounded economic challenges that existed before COVID-19.  
It has really accelerated the growing income inequality. Think about the fact that the 650 wealthiest 
billionaires in the United States are more than a trillion dollars richer today than they were before COVID-19. 

We all inherit a  

responsibility to 

commit ourselves to 

try to imagine what 

we can do to make a 

difference for the lives 

of young people 100 

years from now.



9TOMÁSR IVERA • L E C T U R E  S E R I E S

At the same time, we see folks all across the country struggling with food insecurity, housing insecurity and 
all the consequences of this economic crisis. 

The pandemic has also exacerbated educational disparities. In the K–12 system, 
we had a digital divide before COVID-19. In the period since COVID-19, it has 
meant that some students are locked out of even access to education. Another 
Pew Research Center study before COVID-19 suggested that 79% of White families 
have reliable internet access, 66% of Black families, and 61% of Latino families. 
Now, think about on top of this deeply inequitable infrastructure also using 
virtual and hybrid schooling for a year. We know there are kids who still have not 
logged on. There is a study that came out today showing that 40% of high school 
students in the city of Boston have been chronically absent. We know that there is 
a significant academic learning loss that students will face. 

McKinsey & Co. did a study estimating for Latino and African-American students, 
we could be looking at as much as a 6- to 12-month loss of learning or, as we say, 
unfinished instruction. It is not the students’ fault, but school has been disrupted 
and that has taken a toll. We also know it has been a socio-emotional toll for 
students, and we see the same impact in higher education. We know we have 
seen a significant drop in enrollment across all of higher education with the 
exception of the for-profit sector. We have seen that steepest drop in community 
colleges, and again that drop has disproportionately impacted Latino and  
African-American students.

We have these tremendous crises, then alongside that we have this national reckoning with issues of racial 
justice and policing, and these tremendous threats to our democracy expressed by the events — most 
powerfully perhaps by the events of January 6 — that showed us the fragility of our institutions. In this 
moment, we all have to rise to meet these crises. In particular, higher education has a unique responsibility 
to serve as an engine of social mobility to try to counter the impact of economic inequality, and to prepare 
young people to contribute as part of our civic discourse to solve the biggest challenges that we face.

So, I want to talk about some of the solutions. What I hope we can do together — and I hope we can 
continue that in the conversation after the lecture — I want to argue that colleges and universities, state 
officials and the federal government all have a role to play in ensuring that higher education is an engine 
of equity. A sower of the seeds of equity. Public and private institutions of higher education alike depend 
on public revenue whether that is in the form of federal research grants, state funding, student aid or tax 
benefits. In exchange for this public revenue, I believe colleges have a responsibility to serve the public that 
is an increasingly racially diverse public. There is much more that colleges and universities could be doing to 
ensure a future diverse, educated population. 
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For one, they could start by enrolling and truly welcoming students who represent the broader population. 
Almost every institution represented on this call — every higher education institution, corporation, state 
government, local government and foundation — across the country put out some statement last year, last 
spring expressing solidarity with efforts to advance racial justice. It is unfortunate that those statements have 
not consistently been matched by action. 

At The Education Trust, one of the stories that we have tried to tell with our research is how wide the 
disparity is between who is enrolled in our selective admission, public colleges and the population of their 

state. Consider this, in Texas 14% of the 18- to 24-year-olds are Black, yet at UT-
Austin just 4% of undergrads are Black. If institutions are charged with serving the 
public of their state, that kind of disparity should be unacceptable. You would 
have to more than triple the Black enrollment to represent the state population. 
For Latino students, the numbers are somewhat better, but 45% of the 18- to 
24-year-olds in the state are Latino and 23% of the students at UT-Austin. You 
would have to double the percentage of Latino students to represent the 
population of the state. 

What we have found at The Education Trust is when you look at selective public 
colleges around the country, that disparity occurs in state after state. Black and 
Latino students simply are persistently underrepresented despite some of the 

rhetoric around affirmative action. Folks who claim that somehow Black and Latino students are getting 
a disproportionate advantage, well the opposite remains true. Black and Latino students are getting 
inadequate access to selective admission, public colleges.

We know the same trends prevail in private higher education institutions. We know that accreditors are not 
doing all they can to hold institutions accountable for their commitment to serve the population of their 
state. We know that institutions are doing too little on the side of recruitment and creating partnerships with 
community colleges where we know so many Black and Latino students begin their education. So, one step 
is to make enrollment truly reflective of the state population. 

A second step is to shift financial aid to focus on the students who actually need it the most. Between 
2001 and 2017, public four-year colleges spent more than $32 billion on financial aid on students with no 
financial need at all — $32 billion in the period from 2001 to 2017. The use of so-called merit scholarships 
has become a tremendous obstacle to directing resources to the highest need students. If we want to 
change who has access to our higher education institutions, we have to change how we distribute financial 
aid. We know that on too many campuses, low-income students are dropping out of college because of 
an unpaid library fine; because of a car that breaks down and they cannot afford to repair it, so the student 
decides to take off a semester and then they never come back to school. Students who go to the registrar’s 
office and are told, “you have an unpaid balance, you cannot enroll this semester.” At the same time, their 
institution is giving out resources to affluent students who simply do not need those resources at the same 
level. There is much more we could do. 
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There are some hopeful examples. Just last week, the State University System of New York announced that 
they are going to greatly simplify the process for application fee waivers. They realized that there were too 
many steps that required students to fill out forms to demonstrate need. Instead, they are going to say, if 
you are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, your application fee is automatically waived. We need more 
steps like this. Concrete efforts to make college more accessible. 

I think about Wayne State University in Michigan that has a program called “Warrior Way Back” where 
students who have left school can come back and have their debt reduced proportional to the credits they 
earn as a way to help students who have some credits and no degree actually finish their degree. I think 

about the University of Pittsburgh that is moving funds from merit-aid to 
matching scholarships for their Pell Grant students. I think about the work 
Georgia State has done around Panther Grants for just-in-time financial assistance 
for students who are in need. Institutions are taking necessary steps. We need 
more of them to do that. 

A third important area of work is to adopt and adapt proven strategies for 
boosting student success in ways that makes sense for their local context. I am 
a huge fan of the CUNY ASAP Program, which is a wraparound services effort 
for community college students. It has been demonstrated in randomized 
controlled trials to double community college completion. It is a mix of 
wraparound services, improved advising, subsidies for transportation in the form 
of a MetroCard — which if you live in New York City you know it is like gold to 
have that MetroCard for the subway — and just-in-time financial assistance. The 
CUNY ASAP Program has actually been replicated already in Ohio where multiple 
institutions have adapted it by giving gas cards instead of MetroCards. What  
they found in Ohio was the same set of wraparound services could again yield  
in doubling community college completion rates. We need many more efforts 
like this.

We need to invest in efforts to move away from remedial education that leaves students paying for classes 
that get them no closer to a degree. I think about the work that is happening in Florida and California to 
replace that Sisyphean experience of remedial courses with co-requisite courses where students are getting 
intensive academic support instead of those remedial courses. Students are then getting intensive support 
while taking credit-bearing courses. What we know is that these kinds of interventions targeted to the 
students who are most vulnerable will lead to better outcomes.

A fourth area of work, where institutions have to engage — and I know Victor this is something you focus 
on — is we need to think about faculty diversity. In too many institutions, Students of Color and first-
generation students simply do not see themselves reflected in the faculty. Those are institutional choices 
around hiring decisions that institutions have to take responsibility for. You cannot say in the spring of 
2020, you believe Black Lives Matter and then have no Black faculty. Similarly, you cannot say that you are 
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committed to supporting your Latino students on campus and have no Latino faculty. Institutions have a 
responsibility in addition to their admission practices, their financial aid practices, and their student support 
practices. Institutions have to see faculty diversity as a part of their commitment to equity and inclusion. 
However, institutions need support from the state level. We need state policy that helps institutions do the 
right thing.

We can also think about state financial aid policies. Over the last few decades, too many states have 
disinvested from public higher education that has resulted in shifting costs to families and students. We 
need states to have a renaissance in how they think about the role of public higher education to understand 
that public higher education is one of the state’s best vehicles for economic development. We need to see 
more investment. We would love to see more states putting resources towards making college debt-free. 
We, at The Education Trust, have written about some of the College Promise Programs that are an empty 

promise, a false promise where the dollars do not get to the highest need 
students. We have to make sure that the design of these debt-free college 
programs actually get resources to the students most at-risk of not being able to 
afford and complete college.

We have to make sure that states change their policies around undocumented 
students. Undocumented students ought to be eligible not only for in-state 
tuition, but they ought to be eligible for state financial aid on the same basis as 
any other student. There are some states that have made that possible, but we 
have many more states where that is not possible and undocumented students 
come to believe that higher education is not for them because they do not see a 
path towards state assistance.

We have to really ask states to step up in a different way, and we also need states to lead in how they use 
their dollars. I think about what New Jersey has done for at least a portion of their funds. They are trying to 
reward those institutions that enroll larger numbers of underrepresented students, particularly Black and 
Latino students. We ought to see more states trying to use resources as incentives for higher education 
institutions to do the right thing in terms of enrollment. 

We have the institutional behaviors, the state behaviors and then we have federal policy. I think we have 
some tremendous opportunities. Obviously, it is important that in the next couple of weeks the federal 
government steps up to provide immediate resources to address the consequences of COVID-19 and the 
roughly $40 billion that is in the stimulus package. That is just a first step. I think we need much more federal 
leadership on issues of higher education access, affordability and completion. I would love to see a federal 
commitment to debt-free college perhaps as a state-federal partnership where the federal government 
might provide some of the resources, require a match from the state and demand states to invest more 
in public higher education. Additionally, that states close the investment gap between their community 
colleges and their flagships, that they invest in student support programs and that they take efforts to 
increase the representation of historically underrepresented students on campus. 
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We also need the federal government to help address issues of student debt and the legacy of student debt 
in ways that help close the racial wealth gaps, particularly for Black and Latino communities. We need the 
federal government to double Pell Grants to address the financial challenges going forward for students and 
families. Think about it, in 1980 Pell Grants accounted for about 80% of the cost of public colleges or public 
four-year colleges. Today, it is about 28%. All of that cost has been shifted to students and families, so a 
doubling of Pell Grants would take us a good way towards the kind of model for affordability that we need.

We also need the federal government to invest in innovation and a research 
agenda around completion outcomes and employment outcomes for historically 
underserved students. We need a lot more attention to making sure that students 
graduate with the support to navigate the job market and see the true economic 
benefit of their degrees. 

Before we turn to questions, let me close with two thoughts. Particularly in this 
last year, one thing I get asked a lot is about the places from which to draw 
hope and why I stay hopeful despite the multiple challenges that we face as an 
education sector and as a country. I would share a couple things. One, we are 
making progress. Even though it feels like there are more times when it is two 
steps forward and one step back, we have to celebrate the wins. One important 
measure of that progress in the last year was in December when Congress 
corrected a mistake that they had made in 1994. In the 1994 Crime Bill, Congress 
banned access to Pell Grants for incarcerated students. It is terrible public policy 
— 95% of the folks who are incarcerated are coming home. We are all much  
better off if folks who leave incarceration have more skills to be able to succeed 
within their families and in their communities when they come home. In 1994 
during the rush to be “tough on crime,” Congress banned access to Pell Grants  

for incarcerated students. Hundreds of programs in prisons all over the country were closed. 

In the Obama administration, we created a pilot project to allow 65 colleges and universities to use Pell 
Grants for incarcerated students. The idea behind the pilot project was that we would help create an 
example of why we should ultimately repeal the ban. At the time, we had pushback from some members of 
Congress. We pressed forward with that pilot, and it actually continued. Betsy DeVos and I basically do not 
agree on any issue except maybe this one where she continued the Second Chance Pell pilot and grew  
the program.

In December, in a bipartisan effort thanks to many advocacy groups — not only by education equity 
groups like us at The Education Trust, but many criminal justice reform organizations and most importantly, 
students who were directly impacted telling their story, sharing their journey, and sharing their experience. 
In a bipartisan way, Congress in December repealed that ban. For hundreds of thousands, if not millions of 
folks over the next decade, this will mean access to educational opportunities they never would have  
had otherwise.

Tomás Rivera writes, 

“From within came 

the passions to  

create of every clod 

and stone, a new life, 

a new dream each 

day.” We ought to 

draw inspiration from 

his words and his 

legacy, and the legacy 

of those who came 

before us and work to 

create that new life.
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We have to find hope in those moments of success. We also need to find hope in the organizing of young 
people. I think back to last spring with my daughters, who are 14 and 17, protesting around police violence 
and protesting for the principle that Black Lives Matter in front of the White House with thousands of other 
folks — racially-diverse, age-diverse folks — all demanding justice, but with so many young people and 
organized by young people.

I draw a lot of inspiration from the insistence of young people. I think about some of the undocumented 
students and their incredible advocacy. Their insistence that they be seen and heard, and that their families 
be seen and heard. That kind of youth organizing gives me a lot of reason for hope. I think about John Lewis’ 
final essay that was published just after his death where he talked about how he, even at the end of his life, 
was still drawing inspiration from the organizing of young people.

My last point, we have to again draw inspiration from those who have come before us — their determination  
and vision. I want to return to another poem, “The Searchers,” which I think speaks to us in this moment. 
There is a part of that poem where Tomás Rivera writes, “From within came the passions to create of every 
clod and stone, a new life, a new dream each day.” We ought to draw inspiration from his words and his 
legacy, and the legacy of those who came before us and work to create that new life. That new dream. That 
new landscape of opportunities for young people to build an America that is more true to the values of 
equality and opportunity. Thank you for the opportunity to be a part of the conversation today and I look 
forward to more discussion.
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Q

A

QUESTION AND ANSWER SESSION

Victor Sáenz: Thank you so much John for those inspiring, thoughtful and hopeful words and messages. 
As you were speaking, many of our conference attendees are chiming in with potential questions and 
thoughts. My role is to moderate and pose some questions to you.

Earlier in your lecture you referenced the statistic that showed $32 billion in aid is being dispersed to 
students who have zero need as another example of many of the inefficiencies of our federal financial aid 
system. Not a question but doing some resource sharing, if you could maybe reference where we can get 
more information on those numbers.

John B. King Jr.: Yes, that was a New America paper. I will send you the citation, but New America did this 
analysis. It was $32 billion in aid. If you Google® “New America Merit Aid Arms Race,” you will find the report 
there. They were looking at the period from 2001 to 2017.

Victor Sáenz: Thank you. Joanne, one of our board members who is on the call, has a question. She is our 
immediate past Chair of the Board and she had an important question pointing out the need to focus on 
underrepresented students, but what about our graduate students’ concerns and questions. Joanne, go 
ahead and ask your question.

Joanne Canales: Thank you, Victor. Mr. King, thank you so much for your remarks and lovely book 
ending to your talk of Tomás Rivera poetry. Having been in the graduate education space for the last 
few years of my life, they remain front and center in my work, in my thinking and in my thoughts. 
Granted, getting students through a bachelor’s program is really critical, but we cannot stop there if 
we in fact want to meet the real need of having representation at all levels in higher education. The 
question really is: How can we get on everyone’s radar with the stats regarding graduate student 
enrollment and completion? Faculty hiring? And not at the adjunct level, but at the tenure-track level 
and administrative hiring.

I believe it is California State, San Bernardino and I saw Tomás Morales on the call who does an 
excellent job of compiling a lot of data like that for California. If we had that data by state and 
nationally, that would be so powerful. How do we get it on everyone’s radar so that we just do not 
stop educating students at a certain level by a continued path and journey?

John B. King Jr.: Yes, that is an excellent point. Three observations. One, I do think we have to tell 
the story around data and help draw the connection between the underrepresentation of students 
— Students of Color — in graduate education and the disparities in workforce issues. We do not 
have the Faculty of Color that we should because we do not have the graduate Students of Color 
that we should. We have a lot of technology companies complaining that they do not have the 
numbers they want of People of Color for the technology fields.
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If they would make more of an investment in graduate student programs serving Students of Color, 
that would help shift that pipeline. Your point is exactly right and I will take it back to Wil Del Pilar, 
Higher Education VP, and who is on the call, to see how we might contribute to that at The  
Education Trust. 

Two, one place where we are very focused on this issue is around teacher preparation. We have 
a huge need for more Teachers of Color. A majority of our kids are Kids of Color. Only 18% of our 
teachers are Teachers of Color. We have huge shortages all over the country in the supply of bilingual 
teachers, and teacher preparation programs are simply not doing enough to diversify. We are 
working with a number of states to try to get state policy focused on teacher diversity. For example, 
the commission in North Carolina just made a set of recommendations to their governor and 
legislature to tackle that issue.

The third observation I would make is, I wish we were starting earlier to focus on supporting students 
towards graduate education. I think about the Meyerhoff Scholars Program at the University of 
Maryland, Baltimore County, which has a really impressive track record of identifying Black and 
Latino students for future graduate study in science and engineering. They start working with 
those students in the undergraduate period to help become a pipeline into the graduate student 
experience. That program just received funding to be replicated at a couple of the University of 
California campuses. I really believe we have to be thinking about how do we identify students  
early on to help them have that vision. Because for some students, they may not have that vision  
of graduate study when they start their undergraduate education.

Joanne Canales: To that point, I might add that the Council of Graduate Schools just produced a 
report on how to create an ecosystem to support students. In this particular case, it involved Latinx 
students starting in the early years and how institutions have to think more broadly about what the 
life cycle of a graduate student is, so starting with pre-admissions and all the way to career transition. 
That might be a useful tool. 

Another related question I had was — regrettably as you will know — this country has a history of 
not making morally, ethically and socially responsible choices when it comes to education, unless 
there is a federal mandate driving it. How can organizations — and you kind of hinted at this but 
maybe we can explore this further down the road — how can organizations like The Education Trust 
provide synergy to help bring these much-needed changes about?

John B. King Jr.: Yes, that is what we exist to do. We function to do both research and disseminate 
data, but there is also an organizing function. In some of the states where we work, we have worked 
to create equity coalitions to put pressure on the states to try to adopt better policies. In Washington 
D.C., we do a lot of work in combination with the civil rights community and the business 
community to press on these issues. 

Q

A
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I think we are going to have a big opportunity in the next round of stimulus funding. In this stimulus 
round, there will be $130 billion or so for K–12 and $40 billion for higher education that helps address 
immediate needs. But President Biden has talked about the next round of reconciliation to tackle 
issues like infrastructure. In my mind, education and higher education — the strength of our public 
higher education system in particular — ought to be a part of how we think about infrastructure. 
If we want folks to be prepared for engineering, if we want folks to be prepared for green jobs that 
we will need in renewable energy, we ought to see some significant investment as part of the 
infrastructure package.

I hope many of us can work together on pushing — particularly trying to hold members of Congress 
and the administration to some of the commitments folks have made around investing in minority 
serving institutions, which is often a campaign point that is not always enacted into policy.

Victor Sáenz: We have a few more minutes left and there are some great questions coming up 
here. Dr. Audrey Baca, one of our conference committee members, is asking about the COVID-19 
impacts on enrollment. Particularly, how the community college sector has experienced significant 
drops, especially impacting People of Color and historically underserved students. We do not have 
data quite yet from Spring 2021 enrollment, but I know that many community colleges are already 
struggling financially to keep the doors open since they are largely tuition-dependent and very 
sensitive to that revenue stream. We know these are the open-door, open-access institutions for so 
many of our communities. 

How is The Education Trust working with the community college sector, whether it is your partner 
Walter Bumphus [President and CEO of the American Association of Community Colleges] or 
perhaps at the state level with community college associations around the country, to ensure that 
there is a safety net of sorts available for community colleges given the pivotal role they play in 
college access and success for our communities?

John B. King Jr.: Yes, it is a critical point. I have a couple things. One, I made the point about 
doubling Pell Grants. Doubling Pell Grants would significantly help students be able to either come 
back to community college or stay enrolled in community college. One of the challenges that we 
have written about at The Education Trust is that many of these state Promise Programs only function 
as last dollar programs around tuition. Though it sounds like it will help low-income students, it does 
not because tuition is covered for low-income students largely by Pell Grants. Then, the state free 
college programs view these students and say, “oh, you are all set.” But we know, the bulk of the cost 
for students is everything else: food, housing and often childcare.

By doubling Pell Grants, those flexible dollars for students would help a lot. We are working with 
many of the other higher education organizations, Walter Bumphus and others, on advocacy for that 
kind of investment going forward. I also think we are blessed to have Dr. Biden, a huge champion 
for community colleges. She is still working as a community college faculty member. I think there 
will be some conversations for sure in this next reconciliation bill about how we can invest more 

Q

A
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in community colleges. We proposed — the Obama administration — that we would make 
community college tuition free, but through a state-federal partnership that would incentivize  
states to invest more in their community colleges, as well as implement student success initiatives 
in their community colleges. I could see some version of that coming up again in this next 
reconciliation round.

Victor Sáenz: Speaking of the Biden administration and you referenced Dr. Biden — with the 
new administration, there could be a more receptive set of policy and political actors. Yet, as we 
are seeing with a current round of COVID-19 stimulus, there are plenty of political barriers that still 
exist. Obviously, The Education Trust exists within all these policy and political spaces whether it is 
undocumented students or debt-free college or developmental education — those are some of 
the issues you mentioned. How is The Education Trust helping advance an equity-minded higher 
education agenda in light of these very real political barriers that still exist? We know just because 
President Biden is in office and there is a new administration, you are still having to work through 
those dynamics. Can you speak a little to that?

John B. King Jr.: Definitely. I think there are a few things we can do. One, we do a lot of work with 
Congress in trying to make sure that members of Congress understand the dimensions of these 
issues, and that they understand some of the implications of the policy choices they make. For 
example, we have been advocating that we need to be worried not just about internet access in the 
K–12 sector, but internet access in higher education. We have higher education students who cannot 
login to their classes. We have been trying to persuade folks that new investments in bandwidth 
have to be comprehensive. Sometimes we encounter folks who just have not thought about the 
higher education students who are impacted. 

We have been making the case that states need to think about the design of their SNAP programs, 
so that SNAP benefits can be available to students who are enrolled in higher education programs 
that lead to careers. What we found is that when states pay attention to that, they can actually 
provide SNAP benefits and food assistance to thousands, in some cases, tens of thousands more 
students just by tweaking their criteria for who is eligible. But again, it is something that is not 
necessarily on the top of their mind. We see part of our role as doing that advocacy. Both with folks 
on Capitol Hill and also with governors and state legislatures. We also need to have more grassroots 
pressure on legislators at both again the state and federal level.

Members of Congress end up hearing a lot from elite institutions and hearing less from the 
institutions that are really the backbone of our higher education system: community colleges and 
regional public colleges. As you all know, members of Congress attended those elite institutions. 
Disproportionately, they attended four-year universities with on-campus experiences. I am regularly 
with policymakers who just have not thought about the fact that in many of our colleges nationally, 
we have 20% of students who are parents, so their considerations are totally different. For many 
members of Congress who went to four-year elite, private institutions directly from high school, they 
just have not thought about today’s college students and what that looks like.

Q

A



19TOMÁSR IVERA • L E C T U R E  S E R I E S

So, we try through advocacy, but also through organizing because we have to have members of 
Congress and legislators feel like at every public meeting somebody is going to show up and ask 
what have you done for community colleges? How are you contributing to diversifying the student 
population at our selective admission public colleges? Those kinds of questions.

Victor Sáenz: Well, you touched on so many issues that are also reflective of the many concurrent sessions, 
breakout sessions, and scholarly papers that we are going to be engaging in over the next few days.

John, I think you have really helped to set the tone for our conference as part of the 37th Annual Tomás 
Rivera Lecture. Again, on behalf of a very grateful Board of Directors and membership, we cannot thank you 
enough for spending this time with us and helping to charge and inspire us as we head into our first-ever 
virtual conference, as well as our 16th Annual Conference. 
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