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Executive Summary
In 2013, the National Urban League released our first report on federal student aid, conducted through
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s Reimagining Aid Delivery and Design (RADD) project. In that
paper, through an online survey and focus groups across the nation, we developed a set of principles to
help ensure that African Americans and other underrepresented students access equitable postsecondary
opportunities that fuel their economic mobility. We know from our 2013 State of Black America 50-year
retrospective Equality Index that the number of African Americans enrolled in college has more than
tripled—for each college graduate in 1963, there are now five. We must continue to build on that success.
We understand that college has now become a necessary path toward prosperity and the middle class. In
this follow-up paper we explore and define the characteristics of the typical African American student and
make specific recommendations that will improve their postsecondary access, retention and completion.
These solutions center on the Pell Grant, which provided financial aid to over nine million students in 20112012, including 62 percent of all African American college students.

Key Findin gs
Most African American college students must balance college with full-time work and families.
•

The majority of African American undergraduates (65 percent) are independent. While an independent or non-traditional student can be defined by a number of characteristics, we find that African American independent students tend to be employees first, balancing work and family responsibilities while going to school. These work and family dynamics impact the type of postsecondary
institution they attend, the amount of credits they take each semester, and ultimately their college
persistence and completion rates. We find that:
o	Independent

African American undergraduates are more likely than others to be single parents

48 percent compared to 23 percent of whites, 34 percent of Latinos, 36 percent of Native Americans and 19 percent of Asians.
o	Only

23 percent of independent African American students enroll in 4-year institutions compared

to 49 percent of dependent African American students or 40 percent of all undergraduates.
o	Most

independent African American students are enrolled in 2-year institutions (42 percent) and

another 27 percent are enrolled in private, for-profit institutions—a much larger percentage than
for any other group.
o	Consistent

with their choice of institution, roughly one-third of independent African American

students are in bachelor’s degree programs, compared to 53 percent of dependent African
American students and 46 percent of all undergraduates.

Despite having incomes that would qualify them for greater financial aid, we conclude that African
American students are likely receiving less financial aid because they are enrolled less-than-fulltime—a probable consequence of the delicate balance of college, work and family with which these
students contend.
•

Less than 25 percent of independent students are enrolled in college full-time, full-year1—a pattern
that’s consistent across all racial and ethnic groups.

1

According to Congressional Research Service, for purposes of Pell Grant eligibility, students who are enrolled at least 12 credit hours in a standard semester are considered fulltime. Pell Grant awards are prorated for students who attend on a less-than-full-time basis. Students that are enrolled on a less-than-half-time basis (i.e., less than 6 credit hours
in a standard semester) are eligible for the prorated Pell Grant).
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African Americans are more likely than other students to be low-income and are more likely to have
a zero Expected Family Contribution (EFC) when they apply for federal financial aid. In general, this
should translate to larger Pell Grant awards for these students. However, since most African American students have work and family obligations, they tend to enroll less-than-full-time and consequently receive reductions in their maximum Pell Grant award.
•

In fact, while 62 percent of African American students receive some Pell support, only 14 percent of
independent African Americans receive the maximum Pell Grant award.

We also conclude that enrollment intensity may affect African American students’ access to other
federal and state financial aid.
•

Ten percent of independent African American Pell recipients also received an institutional grant
and 17 percent received a state grant, compared to 25 percent of dependent African American Pell
recipients that received a institutional grant and 33 percent that received a state grant.

Financial aid alone is not sufficient to retain and graduate low-income and underserved students.
The National Urban League recommends that financial aid be coupled with personalized supports for
students—an approach that has already shown promising results in state higher education systems
and individual institutions.
•

When looking at graduation rates of Pell recipients within six years of a student’s initial enrollment,
over a third of all Grant recipients, 43 percent African American recipients and 52 percent of independent African American Pell recipients leave college before completing a degree.

Co nclusion
As this report is published, many Americans are reflecting on the advances made in the 60 years since the
historic Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which made equal access to educational
opportunity the law of the land. Today, the National Urban League seeks to advance the conversation
beyond the goal of access and equality, to providing the necessary supports and resources to mitigate
the challenges highlighted here and realize the larger goals of college completion, upward mobility and
economic empowerment.
Institutions that create a culture of completion for all students and couple this culture with a suite of personalized services that address barriers such students face, realize dramatic increases in the retention and
graduation rates of their African American students. We believe this personalized approach to the college
learning experience will help support the access, retention and completion of all students.
Moreover, the Pell Grant, which for over 40 years has opened the doors of postsecondary education for
millions of Americans, must be strengthened to fill the gap between rising tuition costs and decreasing
state investment. While the federal investment in the Pell Grant has grown, it has not kept up with tuition
costs. So while the Pell Grant once financed nearly 75 percent of the cost of a public four-year college
education it now covers just 31 percent of a student’s cost of attendance. The purchasing power of the Pell
Grant must be strengthened so that it continues to serve as a key resource to help needy students to access higher education.
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Introduction
This year we commemorate the 60th anniversary of the historic Supreme Court Brown v. Board of Education decision, which mandated the desegregation of public schools. Since that time, African Americans
have made great strides in education and social mobility. As the National Urban League’s 50-year retrospective in the annual State of Black of America 2013i noted, we have more than tripled the number of
African Americans enrolled in college, and for each college graduate in 1963, there are now five. Moreover,
in that 50-year period, the number of blacks living in poverty has declined by 23 percentage points
(Morial, 2013).ii
Even as we reflect with pride on how African Americans have seized educational opportunity resulting in
the growing ranks of African American college graduates, we recognize that our task is far from complete.
The promise of equity and opportunity in education remains unfulfilled, despite the efforts of students,
families, policymakers and academic institutions. While more than 5.3 million African Americans currently
hold a college degree,iii in 2011 just 40 percent of African American students and 51 percent of Latino students graduated college. This is compared to 62 percent of their white peers (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).2 iv
During the time of Brown, a high school diploma was all that was needed to secure the American Dream.
Today, however, a college degree has become the threshold for even approaching the middle class
(Haskins, Holzer, & Lerman, 2009).v Persistent college completion gaps prevent students of color from
reaching their true social and economic potential: a tragedy that impacts not only communities of color,
but a nation in desperate need of the innovative ideas and approaches that come from a well-educated,
diverse citizenry.
Accessing a postsecondary education and ensuring college completion are at the core of the mission of
the National Urban League, which for over 100 years has been dedicated to the economic empowerment
of African Americans and other underserved communities. Since 2004, the National Urban League and
its 95 affiliates have provided approximately 2 million youth with educational services, including through
Project Ready which provides a comprehensive approach to building the academic, social and leadership
skills of students so that they are ready to enter their first year of college. Project Ready is implemented
annually by more than 32 Urban League affiliates across the country and has served over 8,000 youth
since its inception.
The sweeping benefits of a college degree are more apparent now than ever before in the history of our
great nation. By 2018, 63 percent of all job openings will require at least some education and training
beyond high school (Carnavale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010).vi Full-time workers with a bachelor’s degree earned
$56,500 annually, $21,100 more than high school graduates. Those workers with some college but no
degree earned 14 percent more than high school graduates in 2011 (Baum, Ma & Payea, 2013).vii
In part, the innovation economy has increased the need for a college education to its highest level in
nearly half a century. Employers no longer ask ‘Do you have a high school diploma?’, but instead ask ‘What
type of college degree do you have?’ Completing college is no longer a luxury, but an economic necessity.
So how do we close the persistent gaps in college completion for African Americans and other underserved communities?

2

The 2011, the graduation rate for full-time, first-time undergraduate students who began their pursuit of a bachelor’s degree at a 4-year degree-granting institution in fall 2005
was 59 percent. Graduate rates were highest for Asian/Pacific Islander students (69.6%) followed by White, non-Hispanic students (62.1%). African American and Hispanic
Students in this cohort graduated at much lower rates (39.9% and 51.0%, respectively).
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With support from the Bill and Melinda Gates Reimagining Aid Delivery & Design (RADD): Phase 2 consortium project, we created a profile of the average African American college student to better understand the circumstances that impact their college enrollment and success. In our research we discovered
that nearly two-thirds of all African American college students are non-traditional students. The National
Center for Education Statistics defines the term non-traditional student broadly to refer to students who
present one or more of seven characteristics including: entry to college delayed by at least one year following high school, having dependents, being a single parent, being employed full-time, being financially
independent, attending part-time, and not having a high school diploma.viii
African American college students tend to be employees first, balancing work and family responsibilities
while going to school. These circumstances ultimately impact their college persistence and completion
rates, as well as their ability to access federal financial aid, for which they are eligible.
Today, 62 percent of African American college students receive a Pell Grant. For more than 40 years, the
Pell Grant program has been the cornerstone of our nation’s efforts to increase college access. In 20112012, the Pell Grant provided financial aid to over nine million students.3 While federal investments in the
Pell Grant have reached historic highs, they have been dwarfed by dramatic cuts in state investments in
higher education and skyrocketing college tuition rates. Although the Pell Grant once financed nearly 75
percent of the cost of a public four-year college education,4 it now covers just 31 percent of a student’s
cost of attendance5—the smallest share since the inception of the program. As a result, low-income students are now more than twice as likely as other students to have student loans (61 percent vs. 29 percent), and still have substantial unmet financial need.6
The Pell Grant should continue to be a pathway to college for underserved students. Key changes are required in the next reauthorization of the Higher Education Act to ensure postsecondary education opportunities are available to these students. Such changes include increasing the lifetime Pell Grant eligibility
and restoring the ability to access the Pell Grant year-round.
However, financial aid alone is not sufficient to retain and graduate low-income and underserved students.
In fact, evidence suggests that when financial aid is coupled with personalized supports for such students,
it can show promising results (Mason & Kashen, 2012; Smith, Benitez, Carter, & Melnick, 2013).ix This personalized approach to higher education is modeled by many Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs)—who serve 71 percent of students receiving Pell Grants and award nearly 18 percent of all bachelor’s degrees given to African American students, despite making up less than 3 percent of all postsecondary institutions (Gasman & Conrad, 2014).x When institutions provide intensive support for underserved
students through activities such as learning communities, access to social safety-net programs, career
advising and financial counseling, research shows that they can increase student retention and completion
rates (Ibid).xi

3

Congressional Budget Office (CBO). May 2013 baseline; Calculations by The Education Trust on data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study, 2011-12. Race/ethnicity categories exclude foreign students.

4

College costs are defined here as average total tuition, fees, room, and board costs at public four-year colleges. Calculations by TICAS on data from the College Board, 2012,
“Trends in College Pricing 2013,” Table 2, http://bit.ly/14OJvbv, and U.S. Department of Education data on the maximum Pell Grant. The maximum Pell Grant for 2013-14 was officially announced in the U.S. Department of Education’s “2013-14 Federal Pell Grant Payment and Disbursement Schedules,” http://www.ifap.ed.gov/dpcletters/GEN1306.html.

5

This percentage is based on the maximum award of $5,645 relative to the average cost of tuition, room and board at a four-year public college of $18,391.

6

Calculations by TICAS on data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2011-12.
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Similarly, public higher education systems with successful college completion strategies share commonalities including: strong leaders; an institution-wide “culture of completion” for all students; a campus-wide
integration of success strategies for low-income students; and the use of robust data systems to monitor
student progress, trigger automatic interventions and personalize the student learning experience (Engle,
Yeado, Brusi, & Cruz, 2012).xii
As we embark on this path to promote college completion for Pell Grant recipients and all underserved
students, we recognize that a comprehensive approach is needed to address both financial and non-financial barriers to student success. A seamless integration of services and interventions will help students
succeed at every step of the college success pipeline—from getting into college and staying in school—to
graduating with a degree. The policy proposals we present in this paper enlist the support of federal, state,
local and institutional actors to create systemic change. We recognize that “it takes a village” to fulfill the
promise of Brown to increase educational equity and opportunity for all Americans. These recommendations taken together will help underserved students cross the finish line, break cycles of intergenerational
poverty and lift historically disadvantaged communities into middle-class prosperity.
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Profile of the Typical African
American Pell Recipient
What are the characteristics of the typical African American college student? Drawing from publicly available data,7 the following describes the characteristics, the financial aid profile and other factors that make
up the African American Pell recipients’ overall college experience—from access to completion. Since Pell
is such a critical lifeline to so many African American college students, we believe it is important to understand the full breadth of these students’ postsecondary experience and redesign the Pell Grant so that it
also accounts for their life circumstances.

STUDENT CH ARACTERISTICS
The biggest distinction between African Americans college undergraduates and other races and ethnicities is that the majority of African American undergraduates (65 percent) are independent8—also known
as non-traditional students

[Figure 1] .

Native Americans are the only other group for which this is also true

(63 percent). This is significant because there are important differences between independent students
and dependent students that affect the way in which they matriculate through college.

Dependency Status & Age of Undergraduates

FIG

1

by Race/ E thnicity
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7

The data used to create this profile come from the 2011-12 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study: 2012 Undergraduates (NPSAS) and the Beginning Postsecondary Students Survey: 2003-2009 (BPS), both available from the National Center for Education Statistics. Please note that BPS includes a sample of students who enrolled for the first
time in 2003-4 and were followed for 6 years.

8

According to the Department of Education, for purposes of applying for student aid, an independent student is one of the following: at least 24 years old, married, a graduate
or professional student, veteran, a member of the armed forces, an orphan, a ward of the court, or someone with legal dependents other than a spouse, an emancipated minor,
or someone who is homeless or at risk of becoming homeless. A dependent student does not meet any of the criteria of an independent student.
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“I had to work two part-time jobs

By definition, independent students are typically age 24 or older and be-

outside of school while being

cause they are older, they are more likely to have work and family responsibilities that must be balanced with their academic pursuits. While 66 percent

president of an organization and a

of all undergraduates work, independent students are more likely than de-

resident assistant. Because I had to

pendent students to identify primarily as employees who decided to enroll

work so hard it affected the time I
had to spend on actual studying.”

in school, as opposed to students working to meet expenses. In fact, half of
independent African American undergraduates who work consider them-

9

selves employees first and students second, compared to just 15 percent of
dependent African American undergraduates [Figure 2] .

Reasons African American Undergraduates Work

FIG

2

by D ependency Status
INDEPENDENT
DEPENDENT

100
85.3%

80
60
40

50.1%

49.9%

20
14.7%
0

A STUDENT WORKING TO
MEET EXPENSES

AN EMPLOYEE WHO DECIDED
TO ENROLL IN SCHOOL

While this distinction is common to most independent students, independent African American undergraduates are more likely than others to be single parents, making the work-family-school balancing act
even more challenging. Nearly half (48 percent) of all independent African American students are single
parents, compared to 23 percent of whites, 34 percent of Latinos, 36 percent of Native Americans and 19
percent of Asians [Figure 3] .

9

This quote was gathered as part of our focus groups during our initial RADD report.
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FIG

Family Structure of Independent Undergraduates

3

WHITE

ASIAN

AFRICAN AMERICAN

AMERICAN INDIAN
OR ALASKA NATIVE

HISPANIC OR LATINO

80
70
64%

60
50

58%

56%
50%

40

48%

43%

36%

34%

30
20

23%

10
0

PERCENT OF INDEPENDENTS
WITH DEPENDENTS

19%

PERCENT OF INDEPENDENTS THAT ARE
"SINGLE PARENTS"

These work and family dynamics affect enrollment decisions in several important ways:
•

Less than one-quarter of independent students are enrolled in college full-time, full-year10—a pattern
that’s consistent across all racial and ethnic groups.

•

African American independent students have much lower enrollment in 4-year institutions compared to dependent African American students or the average undergraduate [Figure 4] .
o	Only

23 percent of independent African American students are enrolled in 4-year institutions,

compared to 49 percent of dependent African American students and 40 percent of all undergraduates.
o	Most

are enrolled in 2-year institutions (42 percent), but another 27 percent are enrolled in pri-

vate, for-profit institutions—a much larger percentage than for any other group.
•

Consistent with their choice of institution, roughly one-third of independent African American students are in bachelor’s degree programs, compared to 53 percent of dependent African American
students and 46 percent of all undergraduates [Figure 5] .

10

According to Congressional Research Service, for purposes of Pell Grant eligibility, students who are enrolled at least 12 credit hours in a standard semester are considered fulltime. Pell Grant awards are prorated for students who attend on a less-than-full-time basis. Students that are enrolled on a less-than-half-time basis (i.e., less than 6 credit hours
in a standard semester) are eligible for the prorated Pell Grant).
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FIG

4

Institutional Sector of African American Undergraduates
by D ependency Status
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In the following sections, we explore how these student characteristics and enrollment decisions pottially
affect access, retention and completion patterns for African American undergraduates.
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Pell Grant and Financial Aid Access
Pell Eligibility
The original intent of the federal financial aid system was to help defray the cost of college for students
facing economic barriers to attendance. In 2011-12, 74 percent of all Pell-eligible students had incomes less
than or equal to $30,000. Three-quarters of independent and 47 percent of dependent African American
students have family incomes less than $30,000—higher percentages than other racial and ethnic groups,
except for independent Native American students [Figure 6] . Because African American students are more
likely to be low-income than other students, they are also more likely to apply for federal financial aid and
to have a zero Expected Family Contribution (EFC)11 [Figure 7] . In fact, African American financial aid applicants are 1.5 times more likely to qualify for zero EFC than the average undergraduate.

Undergraduates with Total Income <$30,000

FIG

6

by D ependency Status and R ace/Ethnicity
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According to the Congressional Research Service and the Department of Education, the Expected Family Contribution is the amount expected to be contributed by the student
and the student’s family toward postsecondary education expenses and is calculated according to a formula established by law.
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Undergraduates Who Applied for Aid & Have Zero EFC

FIG

7

by Race/ E thnicity
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While a large share of independent African American students are financially eligible for a Pell Grant—62
percent of all African American students receive some level of Pell support—a much smaller percentage
actually receive the maximum Pell Grant. Only 23 percent of dependents and 14 percent of independents
received the highest level of Pell support in 2011-2012 ($4,500 - $5,500), although 60 percent of African
American undergraduates have a zero EFC [Figure 8] . This is likely due to the tendency of African Americans to enroll on a less-than-full-time status which results in a reduction of their maximum Pell Grant award.

FIG

8

Amount of Pell Awarded to African American Undergraduates
by D ependency Status
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In addition to financial need and cost of attendance, the Pell amount awarded is determined by part-time
or full-time student status, and whether the student plans to attend for a full academic year or less. Fortythree percent of independent African American undergraduates with a zero EFC receive no Pell grant, and
most of these students (89 percent) were enrolled less than full-time, full-year. Fifty-four percent of all
undergraduates with a zero EFC are exclusively enrolled full-time, and 17 percent mixed full-time and parttime enrollment.
While African Americans make up a large percentage of Pell recipients—many that are eligible for the Pell
grant don’t apply or enroll in college. Researchers cite lack of information about financial aid eligibility and
the complexity of the application process.xiii As a national intermediary with local affiliates in over 300 lowand moderate-income communities, the National Urban League and similar community-based organizations can serve an important role in providing outreach and information to these communities.

Un m et Need

12

The average amount of Pell awarded to African American undergraduates is $3,746.60 for dependents and
$3,229.60 for independents. Yet, significant amounts of unmet need remain for these students even after
total grant aid and EFC are accounted for. On average, remaining unmet need is $10,813.70 for dependent
and $11,585.20 for independent African American Pell recipients. Less than 3 percent of dependent and
less than 2 percent of independent African American students have no unmet need after accounting for
EFC and grants.
Both independent and dependent students pay for unmet need, largely through loans, but independent
African American Pell recipients are less likely to receive other kinds of grants than dependents [Figure 9] .
This is likely because of independent students’ enrollment intensity, as many attend school on a less than
full-time status, which may make them ineligible for non-federal grants.

FIG

9

Other Types of Aid Received by African American Pell Recipients
by D ependency Status
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Unmet need is defined as the difference between the full demonstrated financial need and the student’s need-based financial aid package.
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PERSISTENCE AND ATTA INMENT
Given, limited federal resources, getting the maximum return on this investment is paramount. For federal
financial aid, the highest return on those dollars comes from degree completion and ultimately, employment. Our findings show that many African Americans simply don’t finish.
African American students are more likely than the average undergraduate student to leave school without
completing a degree within six years of initial enrollment (43 percent versus 36 percent, respectively). Primarily, independent students drive this difference and among African American Pell recipients, 52 percent
of independents and 39 percent of dependents leave school without completing a degree.
These top line numbers, however, mask some of the underlying challenges facing African American students
that could be addressed by pairing financial aid with wrap-around services—or a personalized approach to
higher education. The National Urban League believes that coupling financial aid with personalized supports
and services for Pell recipients will result in greater retention and graduation of these students.
While the family and work responsibilities disproportionately held by independent African American
students can affect retention and completion, research also shows that academic preparation impacts
student success in college.
Half of all undergraduates have to take at least one remedial course, compared to 60 percent of all African
American undergraduates. Among Pell recipients, 63 percent of dependent and 50 percent of independent African American students have to take at least one remedial course. One-third of dependent and
nearly one-quarter of independent Pell recipients have to take three or more remedial courses [Figure 10] .
These are courses that don’t count toward the completion of a degree, although students are using valuable Pell funds, as well as their scarce earnings to pay for them. These statistics demonstrate the urgency
of addressing needed reforms at all levels of education.
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Additionally, the data show that 30 percent of independent Pell recipients complete a degree or certificate
within six years, while 19 percent remain enrolled through year six. Forty-three percent of dependent Pell
recipients complete a degree or certificate and 18 percent remain enrolled by year six [Figure 11] . Among
students who complete a degree, independent African American students typically finish in less time than
both other independent students and dependent African American students [Figures 12 & 13] .
Yet, over half of independent African American Pell recipients leave school without attaining their degree
[Figure 12] .

Institutions that create a culture of completion for all students and couple this culture with a

suite of personalized services that address barriers such students face, realize dramatic increases in the
graduation rates of their African American students.xiv
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Average Months to Degree Completion at 2-Year Institutions
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National Urban League
Pell Grant Recommendations
Today, the Pell Grant program continues to be essential for millions of underserved students across
America. To ensure that Pell’s legacy endures, the National Urban League recommends strengthening and
modernizing the program through a seamless and integrated approach. We believe the following reforms
will not only support students that receive the Pell Grant, but will serve all students—and put them on a
personalized path to graduation.

Access: Getting to Co llege
Low-income and minority students lack guidance and support to navigate the college application process
and are often left on their own to determine how to prepare for college, pick the right school, apply for
financial aid and determine the right course of study.xv

Federal Recommendations:
“Underrepresented students face barriers to awareness
and affordability on the pathway to college and graduation. Students who do not come from families and/or
schools with a college-going culture may not see college
as a realistic possibility for themselves. Furthermore,
without information about financial options, students
may discount the college opportunities on perceptions
of cost alone. Students must know college is an option,
and once they have decided to go, they need assistance
knowing what steps to take to get there.” xvi
—Kim Cook, Executive Director, National College Access Network

• Increase the maximum Pell Grant award and adjust annually to the Consumer Price Index (CPI) plus 1 percent.
• Provide simple Pell Grant tables to enable parents and
students to predict their Pell award levels well in advance of applying to college.
• Use Internal Revenue Service data to automatically
populate the Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA).
• Restore Title IV “Ability to Benefit” provisions that
allow students without a high school diploma to be
eligible for financial aid if they pass a test or complete
6 credit hours toward a degree or certificate.
• Trigger the maximum Pell Grant award for recipients of
means-tested benefits.

•

Provide monetary and technical assistance incentives to states and individual institutions to encourage and reward the enrollment of Pell-eligible students.

•

Support a pre-college awareness pilot program that provides services to low-income, minority or
other disadvantaged students. These evidence-based services—provided wholly or in partnership
with public and private community-based organizations—can include financial literacy counseling,
the development of a personalized college completion plan and help to navigate the financial aid
application process.

•

Create a pilot that provides incentives for employers to act as another pipeline to higher education
by providing information about Pell and other financial aid eligibility and to develop flexible work
practices which allow employees to work and attend school simultaneously.
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State and Local Recommendations:
•

Institute an automated outreach system of notifying individuals and families who are accessing a
federal needs-based program, such as SNAP and free-or-reduced lunch of their likely eligibility for
the Pell Grant.

•

Develop partnerships with community-based organizations or private entities that provide tax
preparation or other related services to include FAFSA support as part of their service package.13

Higher Education Institution Recommendations:
•

Create robust recruitment efforts that intentionally focus on enrolling Pell-eligible and underserved
students.

•

Expand summer college enrichment programs for low-income students.

•

Expand partnerships with high schools and community-based organizations to advise students
about college and financial aid.

•

Expand opportunities for current college students to work in high schools and middle schools to
advise students on college options.

Ret ent ion : Staying in Co llege
A growing body of research suggests that financial aid coupled with student support services leads to
improved retention among low-income students (Mason & Kashen, 2012; Smith, Benitez, Carter & Melnick
(2013); Goldrick-Rab, Broton, & Gates, 2013).xvii

Federal Government Recommendations:
“In view of the low retention and graduation rates of
underrepresented male students nationally, especially
minority male students, Fayetteville State University
initiated programs to provide intensive support for
males. The MILE (Males in Leadership and Excellence)
and B3 (Boosting Bronco Brothers) include intrusive advisement, tutoring, motivational speakers, and servicelearning projects, all of which help participants achieve
the high academic expectations of the university. For the
2011-2012 school year students from the Bronco MILE
program were retained at a higher rate (84%) than other
male students not in the program (66%).” xviii
—Dr. James A. Anderson, Chancellor, Fayetteville State University

13

• Fix Pell eligibility for several years, eliminating the need
to reapply each year during a course of study.
• Restore the $32,000 income threshold for an automatic maximum Pell award.
• Restore the summer Pell Grant to enable students to
receive Pell Grants for all periods of enrollment.
• Increase the lifetime semester cap on Pell to ensure
students have access to Pell throughout their entire
program of study.
• Reduce the “work penalty” for low-income students by
expanding the income protection allowance.
• Prevent remedial courses from being counted against a
Pell recipient’s lifetime semester cap.

Based on a pilot program at H&R Block stores in Ohio and North Carolina where tax experts prepared their clients taxes and helped them complete their FAFSA form. The program results showed that clients were 36% more likely to receive a federal need-based (“Pell”) grant in the first year following random assignment (40.2% of the FAFSA group
vs. 29.6% of the control group). http://evidencebasedprograms.org/1366-2/hr-block-college-financial-aid-application-assistance-top-tier
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Completion : Graduation from Co llege
The Access to Success Initiative which represents 22 state public higher education systems and 312 college
campuses, is a national effort designed to help public colleges and universities boost college completion
for low-income and historically underserved students.xix Successful college completion strategies that have
emerged from the work of this system-wide effort over the
last four years include: strong leaders; an institution-wide
“culture of completion” for all students; a campus-wide integration of success strategies for low-income students; and

“Successful campuses also use data to distinguish

the use of robust data systems to monitor student progress,

what works from what merely ‘feels good.’ As part

trigger automatic interventions and personalize the student

of its retention plan, San Diego State [University]

learning experience.xx Federal incentives can help bring these

comprehensively reviewed data on the use of its

institutional strategies to scale at more university systems
and improve college graduation rates for all low-income and

support programs in order to ensure that the ‘right

historically underserved students.

students’ get the ‘right intervention’ at the ‘right
time.’ Doing so not only improved the effectiveness
of its programs, it also maximized limited resources

Federal Recommendations:

in the face of tight budgets.” xxi

•

Provide incentives to states’ higher education systems
to design and implement policies and practices that
encourage institutions to offer personalized services—
particularly for non-traditional students—to help students
overcome barriers to success.

•

Provide campus-based college completion capacity grants to help institutions serving large numbers of Pell recipients develop and utilize robust data systems that trigger automatic interventions
and supports. Funding can be used to:
o	Develop

methods to better collect and use institutional data to strengthen student access and

success programs.
o	Utilize

data systems to create personalized student roadmaps, an academic tracking tool that

a student can use to understand the courses and milestones required to graduate, along with a
menus of options that can be utilized if a student gets off track.
o	Build

partnerships with community-based organizations, private entities and others to provide

support services which can include connecting students with campus-based resources and federal means-tested programs; and providing academic advising, career counseling and financial
counseling.14
•

Develop a competition for states, institutions and community-based organizations to reward excellence in increasing the overall number and percentage of Pell recipients that graduate on-time.

•

Create a pilot program to improve the graduation rates of non-traditional students. This program
would select higher education institutions that serve a large number of such students and identify
innovative approaches—including those that improve the enrollment intensity of non-traditional
students to promote on-time completion.

14

Single Stop USA is a national not-for-profit organization dedicated to helping financially vulnerable families and students gain economic mobility by connecting them to existing benefits and services intended for them. In 2012 alone, Single Stop helped 156,821 families access more than $470 million in such benefits and services as health insurance
and SNAP, financial, legal and tax preparation services. http://www.singlestopusa.org/about-us/history/
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Conclusion
Today, students and families face a confluence of challenges that make college more difficult to reach:
Tuition costs continue to rise exponentially, state investment in higher education are at historic lows and
financial aid is simply not keeping pace with the cost of college (Hilsinger, 2013; Oliff, Palacios, Johnson, &
Leachman, 2013; Paulson, 2013).xxii The effects of the recession continue to impact American opportunity.
Federal financial aid—and in particular the Pell grant—are essential to keeping the pathway to the middle
class open to African Americans and other disadvantaged students.
The National Urban League seeks to ensure the critical availability of the Pell Grant to students, while
also removing barriers to completion. We imagine an integrated and systems-focused approach to higher
education that addresses the full pipeline of a student’s college career: access, retention and completion.
These recommendations propose actions for federal, state, local and institutional actors, in an effort to
break down barriers which keep students from completing their degrees.
In particular, African American Pell recipients tend to be non-traditional and have family and work responsibilities that differ greatly from that of traditional students. This demographic shift is mirrored in the overall college student population, which is increasingly comprised of independent or non-traditional students.
Policymakers and advocates must find ways to better serve non-traditional students. Many of our recommendations, which address the unique obstacles these students face, offer a proactive approach to ensure
their success. In fact, we believe that our recommendations, which will personalize the college learning
experience will help support the access, retention and completion of all students.
Higher education is an undisputed path into the middle class. As the wealth gap continues to grow, we
must not allow college to become a luxury good—available to the few that can afford it (OECD, 2012).xxiii
We believe that all stakeholders must continue their investment in higher education to ensure a strong and
diverse middle class. Our recommendations are the first step in strengthening our financial aid system, and
the National Urban League will continue to work to keep the doors of opportunity open to African Americans and all Americans.
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