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The Council for Opportunity’s (COE’s) mission is to achieve college access and success for low-income
students, first-generation students, and students with disabilities. We provide a voice for these vulnerable
populations, students of color, military veterans, and for the educators who work to provide these
students access to college and a realistic chance of graduating.
COE Priorities for the Biden-Harris Administration College Access and Completion Agenda
Linking Growth in Pell Grant Funding to Growth in Federal TRIO Programs
The 2020 Democratic platform included the promise to “double the maximum Pell Grant award for lowincome students, and double federal support for TRIO programs that help first-generation college students,
students with disabilities, veterans and other underrepresented groups apply to and complete college
[emphasis added].” 1 2 This platform language is based on legislation Senator Kamala Harris co-introduced
to annually increase TRIO funding to double in five years. 3 The Biden transition team can make major
steps towards this goal in 1) the Fiscal Year 2021 (FY21) COVID-19 or other supplemental appropriations
requests; and 2) the FY22 Budget request. We recommend that the TRIO increase in the FY22 Budget
request at least mirror the requested Pell increase (for example, if there is a 10% increase in Pell, there is
at least a corresponding 10% increase in TRIO). 4
Focusing on College Completion
The nation has made significant progress in providing access to college, with college participation rates
increasing significantly for low-income high school graduates. 5 6 However, the nation has made much less
progress in supporting low-income and first-generation students through their goal of graduation. The
inequalities in graduation rates by family income and parent education level in the United States are
stark. For many low-income students, there currently are simply too many financial and other systemic
barriers to achieving their goals. Only 26 percent of students in the lowest family income quartile
graduate within six years, compared to 69 percent of students from families in the highest income
quartile. 7 Nationwide, about 56 percent of undergraduates are first-generation, 8 and about 40 percent
are Pell recipients. 9 Among Pell recipients beginning at a four-year college, less than half (49 percent) will
attain a bachelor’s degree in six years. 10 Among first-generation students who are also low-income
beginning at a four-year college, only about 40 percent will attain a bachelor’s degree in six years,
compared with 78 percent of students from families that are neither low-income nor first-generation
college. 11 Considering those students who enter at either a two-year or four-year college, only about 21
percent of low-income and first-generation students will have attained a bachelor’s degree in six years,
compared with 66 percent for those who are neither low-income nor first-generation. 12
The TRIO Student Support Services (SSS) undergraduate program has been shown to have significant
impact on both college graduation and transfer rates for low-income and first-generation students. Most
recently, a 2019 study contracted by the U.S. Education Department found that SSS participants were
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more likely to persist, accumulate credits, and complete a degree than matched nonparticipants with
similar demographics and high school achievement levels. 13 At two-year institutions, SSS students were
47 percent more likely to complete an associate degree or certificate or transfer to a four-year institution
in four years. 14 At four-year Institutions, SSS students were 18 percent more likely to complete a
bachelor's degree in six years. 15
Degree Completion or Transfer for TRIO Student Support Services (SSS) Students vs. Matched
Nonparticipants with Similar Demographic and High School Achievement, by Institution Type

The Biden Administration can invest in the SSS program by funding down the slate for the 2020
competition. (The cut-off score for this competition was 1/3 point below a perfect score. Hundreds of
additional strong proposals serving our country’s neediest college students could be funded. The
Administration could also schedule an additional Student Support Services competition in FY21 or FY22.)
As indicated above, the FY21 COVID-19 supplemental, the Biden FY 22 Budget request, or new COVID-19
relief legislation would be appropriate vehicles to address this need, and TRIO COVID-19 funding efforts
have garnered bipartisan, bicameral support in Congress this year. 16 17 18 19 20
Reconnecting Low-Income and First-Generation Students and Adults to the Pipeline to College
While COVID-19’s total impact on increasing educational inequities is not yet known, observers conclude
that low-income students, under-represented students, and minority students have been most likely to
become disconnected from school – and their route to a college degree – during this crisis. 21 Expanding
the number of programs and students served in Educational Opportunity Centers for unemployed and
low-income adults and Talent Search programs for first-generation/low-income middle and high school
students through the FY 21 supplemental COVID-19 legislation and the Biden Administration’s COVID-19
request in the next Congress—and expanding the number and reach of existing Upward Bound, Veterans
Upward Bound, and McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement programs through the FY22 Biden budget
request would address this issue. Each of these programs have shown strong results in college access and
completion. 22 23 24 25 26
Ensuring Regulations Allow TRIO Programs to Serve DACA Students and Do Not Disadvantage Categories
of Institutions or Schools Serving High Percentages of Low-Income Students
Several aspects of the TRIO regulations work against serving the most vulnerable populations and are
inconsistent with the Biden agenda. For example, the requirement that TRIO students be citizens or in
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the country for other than a temporary purpose makes it impossible for TRIO to serve Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrival (DACA) students. 27 28 In addition, certain questions in the TRIO application
requirements’ Need sections disadvantage institutions with the highest percentages of low-income
students, including tribal colleges and universities. 29 While a separate session of negotiated rulemaking
would not be required to initiate these changes, perhaps a short add-on to a planned rulemaking session
would be possible, and could save staff time and convening resources.
Ensuring that Student Debt Relief First Targets Low-Income Students and Alumni and Non-completers
from Low-Income Families – and Educators and Other Human Service Professionals Working with Them
College graduates from low-income families and non-completers may not have the highest levels of
debt, 30 but their levels of debt directly impact their own chances of building wealth for their families and
the payoff seen by their communities for going to college. COE is committed to working with the Biden
Administration in the development of loan forgiveness plans to prioritize these vulnerable populations
and the college access and success professionals who serve them.
Alignment of the COE Request and the Biden-Harris Agenda
TRIO: A Program that Brings People and Regions Together
While TRIO is a program with roots in the civil rights movement whose earliest supporters were
Representatives Shirley Chisholm and Louis Stokes, it has enjoyed tremendous bipartisan support and is
critically important to students and families in Red States. As an example of that bipartisan support,
Senators Susan Collins (R-ME) and John Tester (D-MT) chair the TRIO Caucus in the Senate, and
representatives Gwen Moore (D-WI-4th) and Mike Simpson (R-ID-2nd) chair the TRIO Caucus in the House,
with over 140 bicameral members. 31 This year, a record 232 bipartisan representatives (50 Republicans) 32
and 49 bipartisan senators (seven Republicans) supported significant TRIO FY21 funding. 33
TRIO: A Program Understood and Appreciated by President-Elect Biden
As a first-generation college graduate, President-elect Biden knows the power of the dream of college for
poor and working-class families. He supported TRIO funding as a U.S. Senator, and spoke of the dream,
the potential, and the obstacles low-income and first-generation students face on numerous occasions,
including how trained professionals can help them reach this dream. Here is just one example:
My father was a proud man, but he'd never gone to college, his greatest regret. In a sense, I think he was
intimidated by the realization there wasn't much he could do -- he didn't know how to help me. … From the time
I can remember, my father would say, and I never understood when I was a little kid -- you're going to be a
college man, and I'd say, "Dad, why is that so important?" He said, "They can never take it from you." … It wasn't
until I got a little older that I realized what a man of pride and dignity was, he didn't know what to do, what to
tell me, what to say. As a matter of fact, I don't think my father stepped foot on the campus until I went to
college, and it was only in my second semester. That's where a significant number of young, qualified, bright
students find themselves today. Most don't even know what they don't know. […] But having counselors at the
front end when a child or a not [– The] average age of my wife's students is 29 years of age when they come in
[–] to say, these are the courses if you take are directly transferrable to the state university, so they don't waste
time and effort taking courses that aren't transferrable, helping them acquire access to a four-year degree
quicker and cheaper than otherwise would be the case. It matters the advice that is given. 34
–President-Elect Joe Biden, remarks at the White House College Opportunity Summit, December 2014

Contact: For more information regarding these COE priorities, contact Jonathan Elkin, Vice President of
Public Policy, at Jonathan.Elkin@coenet.org.
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