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STRENGTHEN PELL GRANTS 
 

 

SHORT-TERM PELL GRANTS 
 

Community colleges offer scores of short-term, workforce-oriented programs that do not currently qualify for Pell 

Grants. Currently, a program must be two-thirds of a year in length (or 600 clock hours) to qualify for Pell Grants. 

Eligibility for shorter-term programs should be established, with safeguards to ensure that only the highest-quality 

programs receive support. 

 

Talking Points: 
 

• Short-term training programs offer opportunities for students to quickly increase their skill level and earning 

potential. Yet the cost of these programs remains a barrier for many low-income students as they are unable to 

access Pell Grants.  

• Lowering the threshold for Pell Grant eligibility to 150 clock hours will enable more individuals to access 

training programs for jobs in high-need fields.  

• The Senate’s bipartisan JOBS Act (sponsored by Senators Kaine and Portman) recognizes the need in this area 

by establishing Pell Grant eligibility for short-term programs.  

• Provide an example of programs at your college that would benefit from this change.  

 

 

INCREASE THE PELL GRANT MAXIMUM AWARD 
 

Between fiscal years (FYs) 2013 and 2017 the Pell Grant program received automatic annual increases to the 

maximum award level that were tied to inflation. In 2018, the authority to provide those automatic increases expired. 

Since then Congress has relied on the annual appropriations process to increase the maximum award level in FY 2018 

and FY 2019. Appropriators have utilized prior years’ funding that went unused (surplus or reserve funds) to pay for 

the increase to the maximum award. Congress should once again increase the maximum award in FY 2020 while 

ensuring that the program is on solid fiscal footing. Ideally, this should occur via a formula that ties the Pell Grant 

program maximum to inflation and provides mandatory funding (a dedicated funding stream) for annual increases to 

the maximum award level.   

 

Talking Points: 
 

• Pell Grants not only assist low-income students with tuition and fees but can be used to help with other 

expenses related to the cost of attendance.  

• Increasing the maximum award helps diminish the cost of attendance for low-income students, while also 

reducing the need for students to borrow.  

• Raising the maximum award level also increases the minimum award level, thereby expanding the pool of 

students eligible to receive Pell.  

 

SECOND CHANCE PELL GRANTS 
 

Across the country scores of community and technical colleges partner with correctional institutions to offer 

postsecondary programs for incarcerated individuals. However, since 1994 incarcerated individuals who would 

otherwise be eligible to receive Pell Grants to cover tuition, fees, and course materials have been barred from receiving 

assistance. Congress and the administration are actively considering the benefits of overturning the ban. Currently, the 

U.S. Department of Education is operating an experimental sites initiative permitting 67 colleges the ability to offer 

Pell Grants to incarcerated individuals seeking a postsecondary credential.  

 

Talking Points: 
 

• Congress should overturn the ban on Pell for incarcerated individuals to increase the likelihood of employment 

after release and reduce long-term recidivism.  

• Investing in these types of postsecondary programs has a positive return on investment by reducing state 

prison expenditures and increasing employment rates among formerly incarcerated individuals. 

• In order to be eligible to participate in the current experimental sites initiative, incarcerated individuals must 

meet all Pell Grant eligibility criteria.  
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INVEST IN EDUCATION AND WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT 
 

 
PROVIDE SUFFICIENT FUNDING FOR HIGHER EDUCATION AND WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT 

Congress must adequately fund the Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education funding bill to provide 

necessary support for key community college programs. This can only be achieved by raising the non-defense 

discretionary spending cap in FY 2020. 
 

Talking Points: 
 

• Investments in higher education and workforce training pay significant economic and social dividends.  

• Congress must adequately fund the Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education funding bill to provide 

necessary support for key community college programs. 

 

SUPPORT STUDENT ACCESS AND SUCCESS 

Strengthen the Pell Grant program by providing additional aid to students and increase funding for the Supplemental 

Educational Opportunity Grants (SEOG), Federal Work-Study, TRIO, GEAR UP, and the Child Care Access Means 

Parents in School (CCAMPIS) programs.  

 

• Pell Grant: The Pell Grant program is a needs-based program and grants are awarded to eligible undergraduate 

students who have not yet earned a bachelor's degree. To determine eligibility for a Pell Grant, the U.S. 

Department of Education uses a formula established by Congress. This formula evaluates financial information 

a student supplies, the cost of attendance at their institution, full- or part-time status, and whether the student 

attends for a full academic year or less. Approximately 2.3 million community college students receive Pell 

Grants annually, with an average award of $3,498.   

 

• Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants (SEOG): The SEOG program provides an 

additional source of grant aid for low-income students. Supplemental Grant recipients use these funds in 

combination with other types of grant, loan and work-study assistance to meet their total educational expenses. 

Pell Grant recipients receive priority for SEOG awards. The federal share of the award cannot exceed 75 

percent; the remaining 25 percent must be matched by the participating institution. The grants range from a 

minimum of $100 to a maximum annual award of $4,000. Nearly 400,000 community college students receive 

aid from the SEOG program annually. This program is currently funded at $840 million. 

 

• Federal Work-Study: The Federal Work-Study program leverages resources from schools and the private 

sector to provide opportunities for students to earn money to pay for college. The program also is designed to 

encourage students receiving federal financial aid to participate in community service. In addition to providing 

self-help assistance to students, Federal Work-Study funds help support partnerships between the federal 

government, postsecondary schools, students, and communities. This program is currently funded at $1.13 

billion. 

 

• Child Care Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS): The CCAMPIS program supports the 

participation of low-income parents in postsecondary education through campus-based child care services. It is 

essential to many of our students who would invariably face additional barriers to postsecondary education in 

its absence. This program is currently funded at $50 million. 

 

• TRIO: The federal TRIO programs (TRIO) are outreach and student services programs designed to identify 

and provide services for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. TRIO includes eight programs targeted 

to serve and assist low-income individuals, first-generation college students, and individuals with disabilities to 

progress through the academic pipeline from middle school to post-baccalaureate programs. Many community 

colleges receive grants for Student Support Services and Upward Bound. TRIO programs are funding at $1.06 

billion. 

 

• Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP): GEAR UP works to 

increase income-eligible students’ academic skills, help them graduate from high school, and help them enroll 

in college. The program also helps students persist from their first year to second year of college. This program 

is funded at $360 million. 
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STRENGTHEN UNDER-RESOURCED INSTITUTIONS 

Increase funding for institutional aid programs, including: Title III-A Strengthening Institutions program; 

Strengthening Historically Black Colleges and Universities; the Developing Hispanic-Serving Institutions programs; 

and other programs serving traditionally underrepresented populations. 

 

• Grants Supporting MSIs, HBCUs, and Tribal Colleges: Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs) are colleges 

and universities serving a large percentage of minority students, including: Hispanic-Serving Institutions; 

Asian American and Native Pacific Islander-Serving Institutions; Native American-Serving Nontribal 

Institutions; Predominately Black Institutions; Native Hawaiian-Serving Institutions; and Alaska Native-

Serving Institutions. Grant funds are used to build capacity and support for institutions that serve a large 

portion of students who have been underrepresented in higher education. Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs) and Tribal Colleges are also eligible for grant funding to strengthen the institution, 

academic programs, and student supports under the Higher Education Act based on their historical mission.   

 

• Strengthening Institutions Program: The Strengthening Institution Program, also known as Title III, Part A, 

provides competitive grants for institutions with relatively limited resources and serving a high percentage of 

low-income students.  Funds may be used for improving academic programs and student services, faculty 

development, instructional facilities, technology, and establishing endowment funds. This program is currently 

funded at $100 million. 

 

BOLSTER JOB TRAINING AND CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION 

Increase funding for Perkins Career and Technical Education (CTE) programs, Adult Basic and Literacy Education 

State Grants, state grants under the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), and NSF’s Advanced 

Technological Education (ATE) program to support needs in these areas. 

 
• Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act: The Perkins Act gives postsecondary institutions the 

flexibility to identify local priorities and use the Basic State Grants to fund innovation in occupational 

education programs. Community colleges use funds to improve curricula, purchase equipment, integrate 

vocational and academic instruction, and foster links between colleges and industry. The Perkins Act supports 

improvements in career and technical education at community colleges, helping them to improve all aspects of 

cutting-edge career and technical education programs. The state grant program is funded at $1.263 billion. 

 

• Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA): The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 

(WIOA) authorizes funding for programs to support workforce training and assistance to individuals with 

barriers to employment. This includes state grants to support adult, dislocated and youth populations. Under 

WIOA states and localities must develop workforce plans to identify areas of economic demand and support 

training programs in high demand fields. Despite a decline in the unemployment rate, millions of Americans 

remain jobless. Investment in workforce training is necessary to ensure workers have the requisite skills to 

attain employment with livable wages. State grants supporting adult, dislocated, and youth populations are 

currently funded at $2.79 billion. 

 

• Adult Basic Education and Literacy: Under the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA), adult 

education grants are provided to states in order to support programs that help adults become literate, obtain the 

knowledge and skills necessary for employment and self-sufficiency, obtain a secondary school diploma, and 

transition to postsecondary education and training. The program also helps individuals who are English 

language learners improve their English proficiency. Funded at $656 million, state grants under AEFLA 

support more than 1.5 million students annually. Through these programs individuals are able to enhance basic 

skills leading to greater employability and earnings. However, demand for these educational opportunities 

often surpass availability. Wait lists for services remain common, while 36 million adults in the US lack basic 

skills in numeracy and literacy according to the OECD.  

 

• Advanced Technological Education (ATE) Program: The National Science Foundation’s ATE program 

serves as the primary source of federal support for technical education, an often-overlooked but crucial aspect 

of the STEM workforce. The ATE program provides students with the core knowledge and skills required in 

our emerging economy, such as biotechnology, alternative energy, and nanotechnology. The program is 

equally prized by the large number of business partners that work with ATE grantees and employ their 

graduates. This program is currently funded at $66 million. 
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REAUTHORIZE THE HIGHER EDUCATION ACT  

 

Community colleges strongly support reauthorization of the essential student aid and other key programs contained in 

the Higher Education Act (HEA).  The Act was last reauthorized in 2008, since which time, higher education 

institutions and their students have changed tremendously.  Although reauthorization will address many complex and 

even contentious issues, it is imperative that legislators reach agreement on areas such as simplifying the federal 

student aid process, strengthening grant support, streamlining student loan repayment, and reducing federal regulation 

while ensuring taxpayer accountability.  

 

Community colleges have a broad agenda for the HEA reauthorization.  But, the most critical priorities include: 

 

OPPOSE NEW RISK SHARING PENALTIES 

A number of policymakers from both parties have proposed new “risk sharing” penalties on institutions of higher 

education, to be applied when various federal metrics or objectives are not met. These objectives may include student 

loan repayment rates, default rates, or student persistence, with associated financial penalties if desired outcomes are 

not met. The driving concept behind risk sharing is that institutions should be held financially responsible for one or 

more aspects of their performance. Community colleges strongly oppose risk sharing.   

 

Talking Points: 
 

• Community colleges faithfully administer federal programs but cannot guarantee all outcomes related to them.  

For example, institutions cannot control who receives student loans and they do not collect on them, so 

holding them responsible for student loan repayment is not reasonable. 

• Community colleges currently engage in “risk sharing” through the form of state and local financial support.  

This funding exceeds 50% of all their expenditures and is greater than federal support provided through 

student aid and other programs. 

• Community colleges simply do not have the resources to absorb financial penalties. Risk sharing would almost 

inevitably result in either increased costs or reduced educational services for students. 

• Risk sharing unfairly penalizes institutions that serve high percentages of academically at-risk students.  

Community colleges are dedicated to serving these students and will continue to do so regardless of 

misdirected federal policies. Meanwhile, selective institutions that enroll fewer at-risk students will generally 

avoid sanctions.   

 

 

REDUCE DEBT FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS 

Student loans should be linked to the enrollment intensity of students (part-time, full-time, etc.) and program length.  

The current in-school interest subsidy for low-income students should be retained. The allocation formulas for Federal 

Work-Study and Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants (SEOG) should ensure that institutional allocations 

reflect colleges’ enrollments of needy students.  

 

Talking Points: 
 

• Unnecessary borrowing can be curbed when maximum loan amounts are tailored to the length of a student’s 

program and their enrollment intensity. While relatively few community college students borrow, they 

continue to default at unacceptably high rates. Limiting borrowing can help reduce defaults.   

• Colleges need new tools to reduce student borrowing for broad categories of students whose likelihood of 

repayment is relatively low. 

• Retaining the in-school interest subsidy for students who demonstrate financial need reduces their cost of 

college and helps students move into family-sustaining careers upon graduation.  Community college students 

are particularly reliant on interest subsidies to help finance their educations.   

• Funds for the key Federal Work-Study and SEOG programs continue to be allocated largely on the basis of 

previous participation, rather than current student need.  This runs entirely contrary to all principles of equity 

and should be jettisoned – limited funds should be made available to institutions strictly on the grounds of the 

relative financial need of their students. 
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ENHANCE TRANSPARENCY AND DATA 

Create a national student unit record data system that can accurately track completion and transfer and well as the 

earnings of graduates.  The system should follow students between institutions and reflect the actual course of 

community college students, who are often older than traditional students, and enroll part-time. 

 

Talking Points: 
 

• A comprehensive unit record data system will produce an accurate accounting of the nation’s postsecondary 

education system, which still does not exist.  This system will allow prospective students as well as 

policymakers to make better decisions about postsecondary education. 

• Incorporating transfers-out as well as a realistic measure for the pathways of community college students – 

300% of the “normal time” to completion – will improve the public’s understanding of actual community 

college success. 

• Linking the postsecondary education data system to federal wage records will finally enable prospective 

students to be savvy consumers about which higher education program provides the greatest economic 

opportunity.   

• An effectively implemented unit record data system would reduce administrative costs, in part by eliminating 

redundancy in the data that are currently reported to a variety of federal, state, local and private entities.   
 
 
 
 
 

PASS THE DREAM ACT 

Despite an ever-changing political and legal landscape, community colleges remain focused on enacting legislation 

that provides Dreamers - undocumented individuals brought to the United States as children - with a path to 

citizenship. Numerous proposals to accomplish this were introduced in the last Congress, including the latest version 

of the Dream Act, which AACC and ACCT have long supported.  

Immigration issues have returned to the front burner with the recent government shutdown over border wall funding. 

The fate of the Dreamers has long been intertwined with this debate. During the recent government shutdown, the 

Trump administration offered a three-year extension of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program 

for the current 700,000 recipients.  The Democrats rejected as too narrow. Democrats prefer a path to citizenship for at 

least the 1.8 million people who are and will become DACA-eligible (a position at one point endorsed by the 

administration). In the meantime, current DACA recipients may renew their three-year terms thanks to three federal 

court injunctions prohibiting the administration from terminating the program. The Supreme Court does not seem 

likely to consider the DACA issue in its current term, which means that those injunctions could remain in place until 

2020.  

Talking points:  

• As beneficial as the DACA program is, legislation is necessary to achieve the ultimate solution that Dreamers 

deserve -- a path to permanent legal status and eventually, citizenship. 

• Dreamers are Americans in every way but official status. They were brought to this country at a young age, 

and many have little or no connection to their countries of origin. 

• Community colleges educate thousands of Dreamers who are striving to attain a higher education. Only a 

permanent solution can help these students achieve their full potential, which in turn benefits the country 

economically and socially.  
 
 
 


