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Cape May County Herald  
Support Sought for CCOG Program 
By Dr. Barbara Gaba  May 8, 2019 

Back in October 2018, Gov. Phil Murphy announced that New Jersey’s free community 
college initiative would be piloted by 13 community colleges in spring 2019. 
Atlantic Cape Community College was one of the colleges selected to participate in the 
Community College Opportunity Grant (CCOG) program. CCOG supports making 
higher education more attainable for New Jersey residents by providing additional 
funding above federal, state or institutional financial aid money to effectively make 
community college “free” for qualifying students. 

The CCOG grant is designed as a “last-dollar” award, which covers any remaining 
costs of tuition and approved educational fees after applying all other financial aid 
grant awards to the student’s account. Students coming from families with adjusted 
gross incomes of up to $45,000 are eligible for CCOG awards. 

In Atlantic and Cape May counties, this grant can mean the difference in getting an 
associate’s degree or not. Federal and state grants can pay for a portion of our 
students’ tuition then students may need to take out loans to finance their education. 
But even then there are costs that aren’t covered completely. 

Unfortunately, many of our students can’t pay for these additional out-of-pocket 
expenses. Affordability is a tenet that Atlantic Cape lives by, so an additional resource 
like CCOG can literally change a student’s future prospects. 

As part of Community College Month in April, we’ve talked to students and our local 
and state officials about the benefits of CCOG to residents of Atlantic and Cape May 
counties. We were excited to tell the story of how, in just one semester, this pilot 
program has given students the ability to realize their educational goals.  

In fact, to date over 250 students have been awarded CCOG for the spring semester 
by Atlantic Cape. The recipients who have benefited from this award cut across a wide 
variety of backgrounds and experiences. Several students work multiple jobs and this 
grant allowed them to cut their hours in order to concentrate on their studies. And 



many students are considered “non-traditional;” they are above the age of 21 and have 
decided to go to college and earn their degree. 

Also, many of the recipients are the first in their family to go to college. All of these 
students are grateful to the state for the CCOG pilot. 

As an anchor institution, Atlantic Cape is rooted in the community, dedicated to 
growing our future leaders and workforce. We are convenient, with three campuses 
across Atlantic and Cape May counties and we are affordable. 

We have smaller class sizes, credits earned at Atlantic Cape are transferable to four-
year universities and we have many transfer agreements with local, state and national 
universities. CCOG is important to us because it allows us to offer college to anyone 
who is interested in education by counteracting the higher costs associated with a 
post-secondary degree. 

The college is also part of a collaborate initiative between the state Department of 
Labor and Workforce Development, the state Department of Education and the Office 
of Higher Education called “Many Paths, One Future.” The shared goal of these three 
agencies is to ensure that 65 percent of adults in New Jersey have a post-secondary 
degree or industry-valued credential by 2025. Currently, only 50.2 percent of the 
workforce meets that criteria. To meet this goal, our residents must be educated. 

The key to growing our two counties is through higher education. An increase in 
residents who have earned degrees invested in South Jersey is what we need to turn 
our region around. Providing that first step in higher education through Atlantic Cape 
and CCOG is something that deserves support because, in the end, a highly educated 
workforce is good for our economy. 

Atlantic Cape applauds the efforts of Gov. Murphy and Higher Education Secretary 
Smith Ellis for bringing free college to New Jersey and we thank them for their vision. 
Please join me in voicing your support for the inclusion of the CCOG in New Jersey’s 
budget.  

ED. NOTE: The author is president of Atlantic Cape Community College. 



 
Investments in community colleges yield 
dividends | Opinion 
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According to labor market data firm EMSI, for every $1 invested by taxpayers in Bergen Community 
College, $5.60 returns in tax revenue. It’s even higher for county government investments — every 
$1 returns $7.90. The investments made by our students pay off, too: Graduates earn an additional 
$6,600 annually over those who did not earn an academic credential after high school. 

Last year, recognizing the value of community colleges and the impact on the state and middle-class 
families, Gov. Phil Murphy and the Legislature made a new investment in these students and New 
Jersey’s future: the Community College Opportunity Grant. This tuition scholarship program supports 
our most vulnerable residents, for whom a college education is unaffordable. 

 
A new $1 million STEM Center opened at Bergen Community College on April 30. The facility features drones, 3D 
printers and supercomputers. (Photo: Stephanie Noda/NorthJersey.com) 
 

Students like Lindsey Njanja.  In coming days, Lindsey will serve as the valedictorian of our 
graduating Class of 2019 — the highest honor a Bergen student can earn in his or her time at the 
institution. Lindsey emerged as the top student in the Class of 2019 not only because of her  



 

academic performance — a 4.0 GPA — but through her persistence in spite of tragedy: Both of her 
parents died from AIDS before she turned 2 years old. 

If a rigorous academic schedule and the loss of her parents weren’t enough, Lindsey also struggled 
to afford her education, a common refrain for many community college students. In fact, about 50% 
of all community college students believe financial issues could cause them to leave their institution, 
according to the Center for Community College Student Engagement. Yet Lindsey still found time to 
assist other students as a tutor and grant program adviser, too. 

 
She aspires to become a doctor. She wants to ensure that no 2-year-old has to endure the loss of 
his or her parents the way she did. She wants to eradicate HIV. 

But finances still posed a problem. 

And then she qualified for the Community College Opportunity Grant.  

Without it, Lindsey would not have had the opportunity to assist her fellow students as a tutor. She 
would not have achieved a 4.0 GPA or become our valedictorian. And she would have faced 
insurmountable challenges to becoming an AIDS researcher. She told us as much recently. 

“I have great aspirations — aspirations of becoming a doctor,” she said. “But there’s a problem when 
people like me dream big — we are often faced with a big barrier: how to afford the next semester. 
Getting the Community College Opportunity Grant helped me to keep believing that I’ll have 
opportunities to continue my education. I am filled with hope.”  

At Bergen, Lindsey and 418 other students took advantage of this program and attended tuition-free, 
keeping them enrolled and on track to contribute to our state’s workforce. 

However, under the current program, not all of New Jersey’s community college students have 
access to this opportunity. In fact, students from six of the state’s community colleges and those 
earning above $45,000 are shut out entirely.  

Thus, if New Jersey intends to meet its goal of 65% of residents holding a post-secondary education 
credential by 2025, we must expand the opportunity grant to all 19 community colleges and raise the 
$45,000 income limit to the state’s median household income level of $77,000. These investments 
would result in letting thousands of students from middle-class, working families benefit from this 
program.  

It’s on us to provide hope for these students. Students such as Lindsey. 

Dr. Michael D. Redmond is president of Bergen Community College 
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Hudson County Community College (HCCC) was fortunate to have been chosen as one of the 13 pilot New 
Jersey colleges to o�er the Community College Opportunity Grant (CCOG) to new and continuing students 
in Spring 2019. We are grateful to Governor Phil Murphy, Secretary of Higher Education Zakiya Smith Ellis, 
and many of their colleagues for their support of this program and the community college mission. 

The CCOG pilot at HCCC provides strong evidence that students greatly need this type of �nancial support, 
in addition to other forms of �nancial aid, in order to access higher education.  Postsecondary educational 
credentials lead to family-sustaining wages that will eventually contribute to workforce and economic 
development, generating net revenue for the community by growing the base of taxpaying citizens and 
growing businesses and other community sectors through an increasingly skilled workforce. 

During the Spring 2019 semester, nearly 700 HCCC students received CCOG awards totaling more than 
$710,000. These included many new students who were attracted to HCCC because of the belief that tuition 
and fee-funding support provided by the CCOG would make their attendance possible.  Additional CCOG 
recipients were former HCCC students who had discontinued their studies, in many cases due to �nancial 
challenges, and who were able to return this spring because of the CCOG. In addition, the CCOG funding 
increased the rate of return of continuing students between the fall and spring semesters, contributing to 
student retention and making it more likely that students would persist and complete their degree 
programs. The principal reason community college students do not complete their associate degree studies 
is related to �nancial pressures.

With 83% of HCCC students receiving �nancial aid and/or scholarships, our students are among those most 
in need of funding support to attend postsecondary education in the state of New Jersey. Yet thousands of 
current students have unmet �nancial need, which is a barrier to completing their degree programs, seek-
ing good jobs, and/or furthering their education through baccalaureate and graduate study at our sister 
colleges and universities in New Jersey. 

And there are clearly thousands more residents of Hudson County who want to pursue higher education 
and a pathway to family-sustaining wages, but do not even consider the opportunities or talk with us about 
how to achieve their dreams. These citizens often perceive an inability to a�ord the cost of college atten-
dance as an ultimate roadblock and therefore do not come forward.

For these reasons, our HCCC community fully supports continuing and expanding the Community College 
Opportunity Grant program.  We support expanding program eligibility for students coming from families 
with incomes up to the median level in New Jersey. This expansion alone would more than double the 
number of students participating in the program immediately, and that number would continue to grow, 
adding skilled workers and taxpayers who would bene�t our Hudson County economy over time. 

Nursing and Culinary Arts are two of HCCC’s signature programs.  These programs are gateways to strong 
careers in our county and region, but they are also among the most costly programs o�ered by community 
colleges and other postsecondary institutions.  For this reason, these programs must charge program-spe-
ci�c fees in addition to tuition and regular fees. Unfortunately, the CCOG pilot did not cover these high-cost 
program fees. Had the pilot covered fees for Nursing and Culinary Arts programs, many additional students 
would have bene�ted this spring.

Every HCCC student has a story. Like those of so many HCCC students, Koral Booth’s story is inspirational. In 
Fall 2017, after being away from the classroom for more than 20 years, Koral made the decision to pursue 
her passion for writing and enrolled at HCCC as an English major. As the mother of four sons (ages 6, 11, 12, 
and 18 years), her plan was to show up to class, get good grades, and go home. However, that plan 
changed.

Koral quickly found herself excelling, and received an invitation to join the National Society for Leadership 
and Success. That was the turning point in her involvement in the College. Since then, Koral has been active 
in multiple clubs on campus, participates in the Federal Work Study program, and is a student leader. She 
wants to be an example for other “non-traditional” students, encouraging them to become involved in 
order to enhance their college experience. 

Unfortunately, Koral’s time at HCCC has also been marked with extreme loss. When Koral began her studies 
at HCCC, her parents were her biggest cheerleaders. At that time, both of her parents were battling cancer. 
During the Spring 2018 semester, Koral’s mother lost her battle. On a morning in February, Koral’s mom 
urged her to leave her bedside and go to school, as always pushing her to persist on her educational jour-
ney. While in her Contemporary Moral Issues class, Koral received the phone call that her mom had passed. 
Rather than withdrawing from the semester, Koral persisted, �nishing that term with a 3.7 GPA. 

Less than one year later, in January 2019, Koral lost her father to congestive heart failure. Again she persist-
ed, and continues to do so in her six classes this semester. When asked how she managed to stay focused, 
she said, “I’m a �ghter. I get that from my parents.”

The Community College Opportunity Grant has been instrumental in Koral’s ability to remain enrolled and 
stay on course to pursue her dreams. Because �nancial aid covers only a small portion of her tuition and 
fees, she must take out student loans each semester to �ll the gap. These loans are a great source of stress 
for her since she worries about the interest that is accruing and the pressure of paying them back. 
Because of CCOG, Koral did not have to take out loans this semester. She considers this a blessing and is 
thankful the grant is providing her the opportunity to attend college without the burden of loans. For 
students like Koral, who have so many other stressors in their lives, the grant allows them to focus on 
succeeding in school instead of on the �nancial burden of paying tuition.

This week, Koral was inducted into Sigma Kappa Delta, the National English Honor Society, and she was 
recognized at HCCC’s annual Student Excellence and Achievement Awards Ceremony. These events are 
di�cult for her without her parents being present. As a reminder, she always wears something of theirs to 
these events – her mom’s ring and her dad’s chain – and pictures them in the front row cheering her on 
because that is exactly where they would be if they were here. Knowing how proud they are of her is what 
keeps her going. 

Moreover, Koral is passing this persistence on to her four children. Her oldest is a high school student who 
participates in HCCC’s Early College Program. He is earning credits toward an associate degree while in 
high school, and plans to complete his HCCC degree after high school graduation. 

Investments in community colleges have been demonstrated to generate �nancial returns to the econo-
my that are far greater than the cost of those investments. These are investments in people, like Koral, and 
in the realization of their dreams.  The Community College Opportunity Grant is one such potent invest-
ment that should be continued and expanded to every community college and every eligible student in 
New Jersey.

Kearny Observer 
May 15, 2019
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