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Reinstatement of Ability-to-Benefit Remains a Priority for Community Colleges 
 
As Congress works to extend fiscal year 2013 funding prior to the expiration of the current continuing 
resolution (CR) on March 27th, the inclusion of a partial restoration of Ability-to-Benefit is still under 
consideration in the Senate.  ACCT has prepared a letter for individuals to ask their Member of 
Congress to reinstate partial Ability-to-Benefit eligibility.  (To send a letter, click here)  Now is a critical 
time to make your voice heard on behalf of this student population. 
 
Eligibility changes to the Pell Grant program remain of great concern for the nontraditional student 
population often served by community colleges.  At the end of 2011, Congress passed an omnibus 
appropriations bill that made several eligibility changes to the Pell Grant program in order to generate 
savings to fulfill a programmatic shortfall.  Under this bill, new students who would have qualified 
under Ability-to-Benefit (ATB) were eliminated from the Pell Grant program and Title IV as of July 
2012.     
 
Ability-to-Benefit students lack a high school diploma or GED, yet qualified for Pell Grants and other 
student aid by demonstrating their capacity to succeed in a higher education program either through 
passing a test or through satisfactory completion of 6 credit hours towards a certificate or degree.  
Almost half of all ATB students attend a community college, and many participate in career pathway 
programs.    
 
By and large, ATB students are nontraditional and face many barriers to access and degree completion.  
ATB students are often individuals seeking rapid retraining in a field that will lead to a good job with 
livable wages. Given the significant wait lists that many students face when they pursue adult education, 
concurrent enrollment in developmental skills courses and job training programs is an innovative and 
effective model.  This past fall, Senator Patty Murray (D-WA) was able to successfully incorporate an 
amendment to reinstate Pell Grant eligibility for ATB students enrolled concurrently in these career 
pathway programs. 
  
More specifically, the language, championed by Senator Murray, would allow Pell and Title IV 
eligibility for students participating in programs that co-enroll participants in connected adult education 
and eligible postsecondary programs; provide counseling and supportive services; provide structured 
course sequences; provide opportunities for acceleration to attaining recognized postsecondary 
credentials; are organized to meet the needs of adults; are aligned with the education and skill needs of 
the regional economy; and collaborate with partners in business, workforce development, and economic 
development.   
 
At a time when additional Congressional spending is limited, the career pathways exception costs 
significantly less than a full restoration of ATB and satisfies concerns from Senate Appropriations 
Subcommittee Chairman Tom Harkin (D-IA) about fraud and abuse from proprietary institutions.  
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