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HEALTH INSURANCE 

Introduction 

One of the most controversial topics in the political scene today, as it has been for 

decades, is health care. Health care is all the medical services you receive, like doctors’ 

visits,  prescription medicines, or visits to the emergency room. Health insurance pays for 

some or all of the cost of these health care services. It helps keep your health care costs 

predictable and affordable. Health insurance provider companies are privately run and 

offer plans that an individual can purchase, which cover the costs of some or all of the 

health care services you may need. Health insurance is a necessity, as it covers most of the 

often expensive costs of medical aid when you need it. 

Because these health insurance companies are privately-run and are for-profit 

companies, many Americans were uninsured before the Obama administration. This could 

be for a host of reasons: they could not afford insurance, they did not want insurance, or 

possibly were rejected plans because they possessed pre-existing health conditions. Some 

pre-existing conditions that could cause one to be denied insurance include conditions like 

cancer, Alzheimer’s, diabetes, and epilepsy. The Obama administration attempted to 

address some of these issues by creating a public system to provide health care and health 

insurance. The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA), simplified  as the 

Affordable Care Act (ACA), was instituted  in 2010 by President Obama, and today is often 

referred to under the nickname “Obamacare”. The ACA is a massive bill, covering many 

aspects of health insurance and regulations for general health care. Two important parts of 

health care that the ACA covers are Medicare and Medicaid. 

Medicare and Medicaid are social insurance programs that allow the financial 

burdens of health insurance to be shared both among healthy and sick individuals, and 

between both affluent and low-income families by distributing taxpayer money to the 

programs for certain recipients. Though similarly named, they are not the same thing. 

Medicare is a federal government-run program that provides health insurance to seniors 

(individuals over 65) and those who have a severe disability, and is given regardless of 

one’s income. Medicaid is a state and federal government-run program that provides health 

insurance specifically to those with very low incomes. The ACA established the current 



methodology for determining income eligibility, which is a calculation based on Modified 

Adjusted Gross Income (MAGI). Depending on the state, Medicaid can be available to people 

below a certain income level who meet other criteria, such as age, disability status, or 

possibly pregnancy. 

History of the Issue 

The Medicare and Medicaid systems, which were first enacted in 1965 by President 

Lyndon Johnson, originally aimed to provide health insurance to senior citizens and 

individuals whose yearly earning summed to less than the poverty line (the estimated 

minimum level of income needed to secure the necessities of life). They were part of 

Johnson’s vision of “Great Society”: a society with a “general social commitment to meeting 

individual health care needs, specifically as a response to the inability of some older and 

low-income Americans to buy private health insurance” (MedicareInteractive.com). Under 

the Obama administration, Medicare and Medicaid were vastly expanded to include more 

individuals and cover more people in need. 

Some major pieces of legislation enforced through the ACA since it’s passing in 2010 

include the prohibition of excluding health insurance to individuals possessing pre-existing 

health conditions. Before this law, health insurance companies could refuse to provide 

health insurance to people with pre-existing conditions, because their need for extra 

medical attention was expensive for the providers. In addition, the ACA set minimum 

requirements for the health care plans provided, requiring that all plans cover 10 “essential 

health benefits”. Some of these benefits include mental health services, prescription drug 

coverage, and dental care. In addition, under the ACA, individuals without health insurance 

plans provided by their places of work were required to purchase health insurance. A 

failure to do so results in a fine. Finally, some major provisions to the ACA were 

modifications to the government programs Medicare and Medicaid. 

Medicare and Medicaid, since their establishment in 1965 and reforms in 2010, have 

been seen by many as successful, providing health insurance to millions in need and 

significantly dropping the percentage of uninsured Americans. However, the programs 

have had significant issues as well, leading for many to call for reforms to or demolition of 

the two laws.  

Recent Developments 



The primary issues of both Medicare and Medicaid since the ACA’s establishment in 

2010 are cost-related. In 2016, the US government spent a sum of about 553 billion dollars 

on Medicaid. Similarly, in 2016, a sum of around 595 billion was spent on Medicare, with 

spending projected to rise by 17.5% by 2027. In total, 10% of the nation’s federal budget 

was spent on Medicaid, and 15% on Medicare, taking up a full quarter of the federal budget, 

with a 4.8% rise in spending in 2016 alone. Large costs for Medicare and Medicaid have 

increasingly contributed to the nation’s deficit, or the difference between what the federal 

government spends and what it takes in. A deficit means that the federal government is 

spending more than the money it produces.This strain of the large national deficit has 

forced a burden upon taxpayers, as taxes begin to rise more and more to fund the growing 

federal spending on the two programs. Also, this strain of money means many individuals 

are not receiving the benefits they were promised- benefits they payed for with their taxes. 

Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) estimates that Medicare’s stunning unfunded 

liability—the dollar value of promised benefits that are not paid for—will range between 

$28 trillion and $37 trillion, depending on the assumptions. (heritage.org) It also has 

caused Congress to cut payments to doctors and hospitals. With the ACA, Congress enacted 

massive payment cuts and authorized new “value-based” payment systems to secure 

quality of care, though due to loss of funding, payment systems do not tend to make up for 

these massive cuts (Heritage.org). Another issue is with fraudulent, or fake, claims made by 

individuals in order to receive free benefits. However, because of Medicare’s sheer size and 

complexity, managing and preventing fraudulent claims has become very difficult. In 2012, 

Donald Berwick, a former head of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, 

estimated that fraud, along with additional costs for rules and inspections to fight it, added 

as much as $98 billion, or roughly 10%, to annual Medicare and Medicaid spending.  

In terms of the regulations enforced under the ACA, the ACA’s 10 Essential Health 

Benefits sparks controversy. Supporters of this requirement say that all plans should be 

required to provide all of the 10 benefits, which add up to essentially full-coverage plans, so 

an individual can have complete coverage no matter what health problems may arise. The 

full coverage plans are helpful to those who develop unexpected conditions that they do 

not possess coverage for, like a mental illness or Alzheimer’s. Opposers of the law say that 

plans should not have the 10 required benefits, and that individuals should be able to 



choose a plan with as much or as little coverage as they desire. A reason for this is that full 

coverage plans are very expensive, and many individuals do not desire to pay for an 

extensive, full coverage plan. They prefer to choose what they want coverage for, resulting 

in a significantly cheaper cost. This option is much easier on families with lower incomes, 

however, if an unexpected condition arises that they do not have coverage for, they have to 

pay for it themselves. 

President Trump, as one of his main campaign promises, has promised to repeal and 

replace the ACA entirely and rebuild it. He has proposed bills, but none have yet 

successfully passed into law. 

Opinions and Perspectives 

Democratic Point of View 

Democrats see healthcare as a human right, and believe that all people should be 

required to possess a health insurance plan. They support Obamacare and making small 

reforms to it where needed, not abolishing it. Said Barack Obama regarding Obamacare, 

“After a century of striving, after a year of debate, after a historic vote, health care reform is 

no longer an unmet promise. It is the law of the land”. The Democratic Party opposes 

repealing Medicare and Medicaid, and wants to push the expansion of Medicaid and 

preserve the promise of Medicare to seniors. They want to expand Medicaid to states that 

are currently not expanding Medicaid so that all states are a part of the Medicaid system. 

They wish to cut costs for health care, and provide tax credits to Americans approaching 

retirement age and those between jobs. Additionally, they want to expand coverage for 

low-income adults. Says “Health care for all Americans is the most pressing domestic issue 

today. It’s far past time for the President and Congress to deliver healthcare to everyone” 

stated Russ Feingold, a Democrat Senator of Wisconsin from 1993 to 2011. 

Republican Point of View 

Republicans see Obamacare as a violation of the Constitution, as it promotes the 

constant expansion of government control over health care (which represents over one 

sixth of the economy). They also see it as unconstitutional because it requires U.S. citizens 

to purchase health care. “Nowhere in the Constitution is Congress given the power to 

mandate that an individual enter into a contract with a private party or purchase a good or 

service and, as this paper will explain, no decision or present doctrine of the Supreme Court 



justifies such a claim of power” (heritage.org).They believe an expansion of the Medicaid 

program would leave unsustainable financial burdens on states and would continue to not 

function as advertised. Says President Donald Trump, “I support health care for people. I 

want people well taken care of. But I also want health care that we can afford as a country. I 

have people and friends closing down their businesses because of Obamacare”. 

They want to repeal Medicaid and the nationwide requirement that all individuals must 

purchase health care, which was enforced under the ACA  They think Medicare should be 

reformed to offer seniors choices in the kind plans they want, no more “one-size-fits-all” 

plans. They would rather choose what coverage they want and for what price, rather than 

being pushed into a government-regulated plan. They support offering plans with multiple 

care options, decreasing costs for both families and providers. Overall, Republicans see 

Obamacare as a failure. Describes Mitt Romney, “I oppose Obamacare and believe it has 

failed. It drove up premiums, took insurance away from people who were promised 

otherwise, and usurped state programs”.  

Conclusion 

Since the establishment of the ACA in 2010, it has been a controversial bill, but has 

undoubtedly shaped health care policy in America today. Health insurance is a necessity for 

all healthy Americans, but because it is a marketable service, it can be expensive. Before the 

ACA, also called Obamacare, millions of impoverished Americans and seniors were not 

receiving proper health insurance or none at all. There is still a large number of Americans 

with these issues today, but that number has decreased significantly. Under the ACA, 

President Obama updated the decades old Medicare and Medicaid systems and heavily 

expanded them. These expansions have been expensive and, in the eyes of some, did not 

improve the state of health insurance and only made it worse.. Republicans see is as a 

violation of the Constitution for overextending government power. Democrats see it as a 

positive law that has provided necessary health care regulations and modifications, and 

believe that the government should continue the expansion of the two programs. 

Nevertheless, both agree that the system is expensive and flawed, and needs reforms. 

Republicans, despite calling and campaigning for a repeal and replace of Obamacare, still 

have not been able to pass a bill and are struggling to do so, despite their control of 

Congress. As of right now, Congress Republicans are working to soon pass a new bill that 



receives support from Congress, a law that will redefine health care in America and repave 

the trail left by Obama’s ACA. 

Questions to Consider 

 What changes to the ACA should be made to improve its flaws? 

 Should President Trump repeal and replace the ACA, or should he make 

modifications while preserving the law? 

 Why is health insurance necessary? Should it be required to cover certain benefits, 

or should individuals be able to choose their own coverage? 

 Is requiring individuals to purchase health care unconstitutional? 

 Should Medicaid be expanded or repealed and why? 

Sources for Additional Research 

 http://www.aarp.org/health/health-insurance/info-08-2013/affordable-care-act-

health-benefits.html 

 https://www.interexchange.org/articles/abroad/2015/08/10/understanding-us-

healthcare-system/ 

 https://www.medicareinteractive.org/get-answers/introduction-to-

medicare/explaining-medicare 

 http://www.healthline.com/health/consumer-healthcare-guide/pros-and-cons-

obamacare#overview1 

 https://obamacarefacts.com/affordablecareact-summary/ 
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TUITION-FREE COLLEGE 

Introduction 

The debate regarding free college tuition has recently become a hotter topic as of 

the recent election campaigning season. Bernie Sanders ran for office for the 2016 election, 

but lost to Hillary Clinton in the Democratic primaries. However, his well-known messages 

of free college tuition are still admired by many in the United States populace. He spoke of 

free college tuition to all students across America, particularly for students in low income 

families. While legislation hasn’t been passed at a national level yet, several states, 

including New York, Oregon, Rhode Island, and Tennessee, have passed legislation that 

promises free tuition to students, who meet certain criteria, in community colleges. Some 

individual colleges are taking courses of action to provide free college. All 28,000 students 

won’t have to pay for their tuition at the City College of San Francisco. The goal of free 

college tuition is to allow students of lower-income families to have a fair chance at getting 

a college education, just as any other student in the middle or upper classes would. If free 

tuition were mandated, all public colleges would have their student’s tuitions paid for by 

the government, which helps eliminate cost burdens on students. A poll released by Forbes 

stated that the main reason that many people choose to not pursue a higher level of 

education after high school is because of the cost burden. More people would be able to 

seek higher education if tuition were free. 

Though a lot of people back this ideology, not everyone agrees. A recent poll issued 

by Bankrate stated that, of the thousand people surveyed, 38% of people are not in support 

of it. For people that fall into the 38%, their main problem with making college tuition free 

for everyone is the cost. Even though it is deemed “free college tuition”, that doesn’t make it 

is actually free. The cost of everyone’s college tuition would come from the federal 

government. Yet for the government to be able to pay for it, that would mean an increase in 

taxes on the general populace, which most tax-paying citizens would not be in favor of, 

because of the resulting tax increase. Many Americans are not in favor of free college 

tuition because of the monetary repercussions it would impose on the public. In reality, the 

federal government wouldn’t be paying for people’s college tuition, it would be the general 

population as a whole covering the cost of tuition for the entire country. 



History 

Now in 2017, Americans are well aware of the possibility of free college tuition, a 

result of the funding of Say Yes to Education back in 1987. Say Yes to Education is a 

program that provides counseling services, summer help programs, advice and guidance in 

college applications, and tutoring services to help them in school. This program is a non-

profit organization and funded by sponsors, and it spreads the ideology of helping students 

to reach their education goals. Three years later in 1990, the Indiana 21st Century Scholars 

provided free college tuition to 7th and 8th graders who met the criteria of: remaining drug 

and alcohol free throughout all school years, participating in college preparation programs, 

and maintaining passing grades. In 1998-1999, Princeton announced a “no loans” policy for 

all low-income students. Later in 2001, they expanded to all students who were in need of 

aid. This was the first time an individual college took action to reduce or eliminate loans of 

students. The Kalamazoo Promise was revealed in Michigan in 2005, which was a promise 

made by anonymous donors to pay up to 100% of a student’s college tuition. 

The latter have all been smaller actions that lead to the current strive to free college 

tuition, but in 2007, a national call for free college tuition was made by two men: Leo 

Kornfeld, and most notably, Mark Kantrowitz. Leo Kornfeld had helped to build the Clinton 

Education Policy, but has recently retired. Mark Kantrowitz is renowned for promulgating 

the idea of free college tuition. For years, dating back to 2002, he has been pushing for 

policies which would benefit students from an economic standpoint. In 2007, he made 

great strides in his agenda. He even proposed subsidy cuts in governmental fields to 

accommodate rises in costs for his dream of free college tuition. Kornfeld and Kantrowitz 

wanted to eliminate loans from the financial-aid packages of low-income students. 

In 2013, the Campaign for Free College Tuition (CFCT) was founded in order to 

promote the need of tuition-free college for low-income students. They operate on 

donations given from the populace, and are strong motivators for free tuition in public 

colleges and universities. They help provide scholarships to students around the country 

who need monetary assistance for pursuing college. 

In 2014, two key events occurred that help push the awareness for the importance 

of free college tuition. First, Starbucks created the Starbucks College Plan at Arizona State 

University. Starbucks covered the costs of all full or part time employees who attended 



ASU’s online classes. Second, the Tennessee Promise was revealed, which provides free 

college tuition to students in Tennessee who meet the criteria of a minimum of a 2.0 GPA 

and have at least eight hours of community service.  

Even though the free tuition movement had made great strides, the opposing side 

had also begun gaining support. Because the debate of free tuition was not yet at a national 

level, those who opposed it had not, by large, spoken out against it. Yet there have been 

several articles published by a variety of news stations that go into detail about why it’s not 

economically feasible. One, written by Christopher Denhart in 2014 from Forbes, is a 

proposition that the rise in tuition costs is actually due to the increase of government 

subsidizing. He believes that if the government is giving out more money in student loans, 

more students will be able to attend college. If more students attend college, the increase in 

attendance will also cause an increase in price, because colleges will have have no incentive 

to lower the price, and they can therefore generate a greater profit. This proposal is 

supported by data found by the the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, which found a link 

with rising tuition costs and rising subsidization of tuition, therefore confirming this 

proposal.  

In 2015, the 44th president of the United States, Barack Obama, made America’s 

College Promise, in which he proposed the freeing of all public colleges and universities for 

students who are enrolled in school and have at least a 2.5 GPA or better. By then, free 

college had evolved to become a notable pillar of the Democratic platform, which also 

turned out to be one of the most well-known and important pieces in Bernie Sanders’ 

campaign platform. 

The year of 2015 was very important, because of the looming 2016 presidential 

election. In a rally given by Chris Christie, a Republican presidential nominee, he spoken 

out against free tuition. He started off by telling a story about his father, how he had to 

work through college to pay for it. He said that his father truly earned his degree because of 

the amount of effort he put into obtaining it. He went on to state, “There are always costs 

involved, and if college graduates are going to reap the greater economic rewards and 

opportunities of earning a degree, then it seems fair for them to support the cost of the 

education they're receiving. Earning a degree should actually involve earning it.” Chris 

Christie was one of the few candidates that openly denounced free tuition because most 



candidates, at the time, did not have open policies regarding the escalating amount of 

student debt.  

Recent Developments 

Seeing how Bernie Sanders is a democratic socialist, it made perfect sense for him to 

have free college tuition as one of his main platforms. Even after the election, he has 

continued to motivate legislation to make free college tuition a reality, not only in 

individual states, but on a national scale. On April 3, 2017, Bernie Sanders and Pramila 

Jayapal (a democratic senator from Washington) introduced a bill to the senate floor 

regarding free college tuition, titled The College For All Act. The highlights in this bill 

encompass everything Sanders had been hoping for regarding free college tuition. Most 

importantly, it would relieve all tuition costs for public colleges and universities. Because 

colleges rely heavily on the average 70 billion dollars they each draw in from tuition alone, 

the bill states that the government will reimburse each college with paying for 67% of the 

70 billion they would have received, and the colleges will be responsible for the other 33%. 

Sanders plans on generating the funds by imposing a Wall Street tax, called The Robin 

Hood Tax. There will be a Wall Street speculation fee on investment houses, hedge funds, 

and other speculators of 0.5% on stocks, 0.1% fee on bonds, and a 0.005% fee on 

derivatives. As of now, the bill has not passed. However it has gained support among a few 

prominent Democrats, including Elizabeth Warren, the Democratic senator from 

Massachusetts. 

During the 2016 campaign trail, Donald Trump did not make many comments 

regarding his policies for reforming education. Even as President, he still has done nothing 

to further free college or prevent it. No major republicans have spoken about free tuition 

recently, yet conservative news hosts and commentators have taken to explaining their 

position on free tuition, mostly in light of Bernie Sanders’ plans for free college. One such 

commentator is Ben Shapiro, a syndicated columnist and host of the Ben Shapiro Show, 

who wrote a piece describing why he thinks free college is a bad idea. He begins by stating 

that the value of a high school diploma used to be enough to obtain a decent job with 

benefits, yet now has no value, because of the watered-down education system. Shapiro 

states that universal college would mean more educated people, but the value for earning a 

degree would decrease, because of the vast number of people that would hold them. 



Essentially, what happened with the value of a high school diploma would extend to 

degrees, and college degrees would mean nothing because everyone would have them. He 

is quoted on saying, “Publicly funding degrees, just like publicly funding mortgages, is a 

sham that will collapse under its own weight.” News anchors such as Tucker Carlson, Bret 

Baier, and Bill O’Reilly have all expressed similar opinions.  

Opinions and Perspectives 

Democratic Point of View 

The majority of  prominent democrats support of free tuition at college and 

universities. They believe in giving everyone a fair shot at a quality education above high 

school. This policy is geared toward lower income families, rather than middle and upper 

class families. The primary objective is to give lower income students the ability to obtain a 

higher education that would give them more opportunities in the job market. This would 

help more people, over the course of several years, rise above the poverty line. Also, 

because of lesser costs on students, debt won’t linger nearly as long. They will be able to 

spend that money on other commodities to help build their life. In addition to more low 

income students having the opportunity to get a higher education, this policy would also 

result in having a more highly educated populace. 

Republican Point of View 

The vast majority of Republicans are strictly against the freeing of public and 

university tuition, not only from a fiscal perspective, but from a social one as well. They 

believe that massive policies, such as this one, are not monetarily feasible. Generally, 

Republicans believe that higher taxes lead to a less prosperous economy, and taxing Wall 

Street will restrict economic growth. Also, they believe that it isn’t the government’s 

responsibility to take control in citizen’s lives. They believe that it lowers the standards for 

students and diminishes the drive to acquire a high level education. When paying for 

something with one’s own money, one is more likely to take proper care of it. With the 

government paying for tuition, Republicans believe that students will loose the drive to 

learn. In addition, with everyone attending college and everyone earning degrees, the value 

and worth of holding a degree will decrease, which will mean that even higher levels of 

education will have to be created in order to counteract these repercussions.  

Conclusion 



Obama’s legacy lies within the world of healthcare, however he made a promise later in his 

term to make college tuition free to public schools. This policy had become a major 

platform on Bernie Sander’s platform in the primaries, and is still an ideology thought of as 

essential among many Democrats today. Some non-profit organizations have formed, such 

as Say Yes to Education and the Campaign for Free College Tuition, that have helped assist 

students who are in need of monetary aid to earn scholarships for college. Some states are 

passing regulations today that provide free community college to students that meet their 

set of criteria, for example: New York, Oregon, Tennessee, and Rhode Island. Individual 

colleges are even taking measures into their own hands and creating programs for students 

to help with loans, such as Princeton and Arizona State University. Yet, those on the 

opposing side have not taken many matters into preventing it from becoming a reality. 

Even though not many conservative leaders have spoken out against it, some on television, 

radio, and online news articles have taken matters into their own hands, and have created a 

substantial argument in opposition of the policy.  

The previous president Barack Obama had an outgoing wish for free college tuition, 

and Bernie Sanders campaigned in the primaries on that policy. Since his loss in the race 

and his return to being a senator, he has introduced a bill that could possibly make free 

tuition a reality, titled The College for All Act, which has gained support from democrats 

around the country. It primarily eliminates the heavy burden of tuition in families of low 

income students, and instead has the government pay for it. Funding will come from a 

series of taxes on Wall Street, called Robin Hood Taxes. 

Those who support the bill are in favor because they believe that people should all 

have a fair opportunity, particularly those below the poverty line, to achieve a degree from 

a college education, which will help them earn better jobs and could allow them to ascend 

above the poverty line. Democrats also believe that these sorts of regulations will help 

students with regards to managing debt, in that there will be a significantly lesser debt that 

they will be responsible for, and could instead spend that money on other necessary items 

that can help them start their lives as young adults. Those against this policy believe that 

free college isn’t feasible, partly because it isn’t truly free, and that it will come from a raise 

in taxes. Also that it takes essential lessons in responsibility away from students, and 

allows them to create a mindset in which they rely on the government, which republicans 



generally oppose. In addition to these consequences, this policy will devalue degrees. There 

will be such a heavy influx of persons with degrees, that it devalues them, and even higher 

education will be necessary in order to prove the capability of an individual. However, both 

sides of the spectrum have valid arguments for this policy, which could affect the country 

and economy either positively or negatively. 

Questions to Consider 

 Is it economically feasible for the government to pay for each student’s tuition? Is it 

good for the government to play this sort of role in a student’s life? 

 Are the repercussions of free college tuition worth the outcome? 

 How will policies such as these affect one’s perspective of the government, and how 

involved the government should be? 

 How will the value of degrees change? 

 Is it truly a good thing to have a massive influx of students in colleges and 

universities? 

 Should the government continue to create subsidies for student loans and college 

tuition, given the effect on the growing student debt? How might this be fixed? 

Sources for Additional Research 

 https://smartasset.com/student-loans/the-pros-and-cons-of-free-college  

 https://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.t01.htm  

 http://money.cnn.com/2017/05/16/pf/college/states-tuition-free-

college/index.html  

 https://berniesanders.com/issues/its-time-to-make-college-tuition-free-and-debt-

free/  

 http://college.usatoday.com/2017/04/17/heres-how-much-bernie-sanders-free-

college-for-all-plan-would-cost/  
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