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New Estimates for Pell May Put Program on Firmer Ground 
 
The U.S. Department of Education has released preliminary data regarding the cost of the Pell Grant 
program for the most recent academic year.  While enrollment has gone up slightly, program costs have 
actually decreased.   The overall cost fell by $2.2 billion from $35.6 billion down to $33.4 billion.  If 
this number stands, it could provide some relief for the Pell Grant program which was initially projected 
to have a shortfall in fiscal year (FY) 2014. 
 
Despite the decrease in cost, the number of students receiving a Pell Grant increased by over 57,000.  
However this increase was not seen across all sectors.  The number of students receiving a Pell Grant at 
a public or private non-for-profit institution increased by nearly 225,000, while the enrollment of Pell 
Grant recipients at proprietary institutions fell by nearly 167,000.  Not surprisingly, the amount of Pell 
Grant dollars at the proprietaries also fell by over $1.6 billion.  For the public and private institutions, 
their share of Pell Grant funding also fell nearly 1 percent despite increased enrollment.   
 
Public (recipients up 205,800 and awards down $356,749,753) 
AY 2010 – 2011                  Recipients – 6,132,199                  Awards - $22,098,334,597 
AY 2011 – 2012                  Recipients – 6,337,999                  Awards - $21,741,584,844 
 
Private (recipients up 18,752 and awards down $165,054,278) 
AY 2010 – 2011                  Recipients – 1,201,690                  Awards - $4,732,887,009 
AY 2011 – 2012                  Recipients – 1,220,442                  Awards - $4,567,832,731 
 
Proprietary (recipients down 166,980 and awards down $1,677,618,437) 
AY 2010 – 2011                  Recipients – 2,269,999                  Awards - $8,747,033,902 
AY 2011 – 2012                  Recipients – 2,103,019                  Awards - $7,069,415,465 
 
This means that the 9.6 million students who received a Pell Grant in 2012, on average, had a smaller 
award than those who received an award in 2011. There is speculation that some of this cost reduction is 
a result of underestimating the savings that occurred due to the elimination of "Summer Pell."  Another 
contributing factor may be that more Pell Grant students attended part-time in 2012.  The eligibility 
changes that occurred in the FY 2012 omnibus appropriations package, including elimination of Ability-
to-Benefit students, would not have impacted this year’s numbers because they only went into effect in 
July. 
 
While it is the March baseline numbers that are used to calculate programmatic costs for the purposes of 
federal spending, these preliminary numbers are a good sign that the fiscal cliff that the Pell Grant 
program was expected to face in FY 2014 may not be as large as anticipated.  According to last March’s 
numbers, the Pell grant program is expected to have a $6 billion shortfall in 2014.  Certainly if the $2.2 



billion reduction stands, it’ll provide significant savings.  Additionally, the Senate proposed reducing the 
amount of loan rehabilitation funds that may be retained by guaranty agencies proposed in their FY 2013 
Labor, HHS, Education appropriations bill.  This could save upwards of $3.4 billion over 10 years, 
which would be applied to the Pell grant program.   
 
Having a more manageable shortfall for FY 2014 is good news for the Pell grant program.  However, 
any shortfall may cause Congress and the Administration to reexamine eligibility in order to generate 
current and future savings.   Thus far, proposed and enacted eligibility changes have skewed towards 
having the greatest impact on non-traditional students.  Therefore, despite the good news, it is best to 
proceed with some caution regarding the stability of the program overall.  Certainly, community college 
supporters will still need to advocate on behalf of the program, and impart its impact on our students and 
institutions. 
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