
Higher education empowers students to transform their futures and enables success for society as a whole. 

While a college degree is the most powerful driver of economic mobility, attaining one is primarily determined 

by a student’s family background and race rather than academic achievement. In 2015, estimated bachelor’s 

degree attainment rates by age 24 were almost 5 times higher for those in the highest income quartile than for 

the lowest income quartile. Furthermore, racial inequities persist even within the same income group, as white 

students are more likely to enroll in more selective, better-resourced colleges and also complete degrees at 

higher rates than Black students.

The opportunity gap continues to widen. Higher education costs are rising more than three times faster than 

inflation and eight times faster than wages, while need-based financial aid has not kept up. Today, college-

intending students from low-income households pay over 150 percent of their families’ earnings to get a degree. 

Unprecedented borrowing disproportionately burdens students from low-income backgrounds and students 

of color, and limits their l ifelong earning potential.  Black degree holders have less wealth than white adults who 

did not complete high school and Black students borrow at higher rates and higher amounts than white 

students. Our higher education system thus often exacerbates the generational wealth gap perpetuated by 

systemic racism. Individual students and the nation’s economic strength depend upon equitable systems that 

help all students succeed.

Our Perspective:  uAspire is a national nonprofit focused on college affordability. We advise 10,000 students 

annually to access financial aid and manage college costs, and we train thousands of counselors to do the same. 

Students are the primary consumers of higher education, so their expertise should drive policy changes. By 

keeping students at the center of systemic solutions, we advocate for financial aid policies that are equitable, 

efficient and effective. 

Policy Priorities: Systems like the FAFSA, Pell Grants, and Federal Work-Study were created to alleviate unequal 

access to higher education. In practice however, these systems are cumbersome for administrators and unclear 

to students, making it difficult to equitably deliver aid where it is most needed. uAspire offers policy solutions 

to these problems, backed by our decades of experience with students nationwide. By simplifying the pathways 

to federal aid, making college costs transparent to students, and ensuring equitable distribution of resources, 

uAspire seeks to create more degrees with less debt. These student-centered policy priorities will  help eliminate 

the inequity low-income students and students of color face when paying for college.

E Q U I T Y T R A N S PA R E N C Y S I M P L I F I C AT I O NE Q U I T Y

•  Strengthen the Pell Grant

•  Create equitable access
to Work-Study

•  Expand aid to cover
indirect expenses

T R A N S PA R E N C Y 

•  Standardize financial
aid terms

•  Require aid offer formatting

•  Mandate better
loan counseling

S I M P L I F I C AT I O N

• Streamline the FAFSA

• Reduce verification burden

•  Increase access to
public benefits
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POLICY AGENDA
EQUITY     TRANSPARENCY    S IMPL IF ICATION 

http://www.ahead-penn.org/sites/default/files/publications-Indicators_of_Higher_Education_Equity_in_the_US_45_Year_Trend_Report.pdf
https://edtrustmain.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/14161442/Hard-Truths-Why-Only-Race-Conscious-Policies-Can-Fix-Racism-in-Higher-Education-January-2020.pdf
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/paying-for-college/articles/2017-09-20/see-20-years-of-tuition-growth-at-national-universities
https://www.ihep.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/uploads_docs_pubs_ihep_advocacy_need_based_aid_v10_web.pdf
https://edtrustmain.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/14161442/Hard-Truths-Why-Only-Race-Conscious-Policies-Can-Fix-Racism-in-Higher-Education-January-2020.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/research/black-white-disparity-in-student-loan-debt-more-than-triples-after-graduation/


EQUITY
As the purchasing power of need-based aid diminishes, students from low-income backgrounds and students 

of color are more likely to carry the burden of loan debt and less l ikely to complete their degrees. Public and 

community colleges, which serve a higher percentage of Pell recipients and Black and Latinx students, receive 

fewer federal resources, contributing to l imited services and lower graduation rates. Protecting and bolstering 

the public investment in grant and work-based aid for students can help break the cycle of poverty and lead to 

increased degree completion, greater workforce outcomes, and a stronger economy.

Strengthen the Pell Grant

The federal Pell Grant is intended to equalize higher education access by income, and is the primary aid 

program making college possible for roughly 7 mill ion students each year. Students of color overwhelmingly 

rely on Pell Grants with two-thirds of Black students and half of Latinx students util izing this aid every year. 

Yet today’s Pell Grant covers only a quarter of the average cost of college, reduced from three-quarters in the 

1970s. The Pell Grant’s weakening purchasing power contributes to the widening degree gap in our country 

today since the federal needs analysis does not account for intergenerational wealth gaps and existing family 

debt burdens which disproportionately affect Black and Brown students. In order to ensure Pell meets its 

intended promise of equitable access to postsecondary degree completion, policymakers need to: 

•  double the Pell Grant to cover the majority of public school Cost of Attendance;

•  reinstate Pell ’s automatic annual inflation index adjustment and protect the Pell surplus;

•  ensure the negative Student Aid Index translates to additional aid dollars beyond standard Pell maximum
for students with the greatest financial need;

•  expand access to Pell Grants to students with protected status such as DACA/TPS; and

• return Pell l ifetime eligibil ity to 7.5 years aligned to other federal aid policies.

Create equitable access to Work-Study

Federal Work-Study (FWS) is essential to closing the need-based aid gap while incentivizing student 

behaviors shown to increase degree completion. Currently, 35 percent of FWS funds go to students in the top 

two income quartiles. While nationally 51 percent of Black and Latinx students enrolled in college attend 

community colleges, only 2 percent of community college students receive Federal Work Study awards. To 

improve the effectiveness and equitable distribution of FWS, Congress should increase work-study funding, 

increase access for more low-income students and students of color, and update the FWS formula to allocate 

funding to institutions based on the percentage of Pell Grant recipients and students of color they enroll ,  

mainly community colleges and Minority Serving Institutions.  

“ The money I  saved for my gap in f inancial  a id has been used 

for indirect expenses and is  not suff ic ient.  I  am constantly 

forced to choose whether I  want to pursue education to i ts  ful l 

capacity,  or  l ive with essential  things I  need to thr ive.”  

“  The money I  saved for my gap in f inancial  a id has been used 

for indirect expenses and is  not suff ic ient.  I  am constantly 

forced to choose whether I  want to pursue education to i ts  ful l 

capacity,  or  l ive with essential  things I  need to thr ive.”  

- Co l l e g e  J u n i o r,  P e n n s y l va n i a
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https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/inequitable-funding-inequitable-results.pdf
https://edtrust.org/resource/investing-in-pell-is-investing-in-the-american-dream/
https://edtrust.org/resource/investing-in-pell-is-investing-in-the-american-dream/
https://www.ncan.org/page/Pell#:~:text=Unfortunately%2C%20the%20purchasing%20power%20of,declined%20since%20the%20mid%2D1970s.&text=At%20its%20peak%20in%201975,it%20covers%20less%20than%2030%25
https://www.ncan.org/page/Pell#:~:text=Unfortunately%2C%20the%20purchasing%20power%20of,declined%20since%20the%20mid%2D1970s.&text=At%20its%20peak%20in%201975,it%20covers%20less%20than%2030%25
https://www.nber.org/papers/w20329.pdf
https://collegecampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Expanding-Federal-Work-Study-Opportunities.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED607502.pdf


Expand aid to cover indirect expenses

Based on uAspire research, over 42 percent of students shared significant concern about covering costs 

beyond tuition required to complete their degree. Indirect expenses such as rent, food, books, and 

transportation are necessary college completion costs and authorized components of Cost of Attendance 

(COA). Uncovered expenses often force students to make untenable decisions between academics or basic 

needs. Research shows that 45 percent of students reported food insecurity in the past month and over half 

faced housing insecurity in the past year with students of color reporting significantly higher levels of food 

insecurity compared to white students. Federal and state policymakers must support students to meet the full 

costs of college by expanding grant aid to meet these non-bil lable costs, ensuring grants and scholarships 

covering indirect expenses are tax-free, and incentivising institutions to provide more affordable systematized 

solutions (such as open-resource course materials and reduced-cost transportation options).

TRANSPARENCY
uAspire sees firsthand the lack of information and transparency students confront when paying for college. 

Student decisions are only as good as the information available. Clarity around costs, financial obligations and 

loan responsibil ities is crucial, including transparency of affordability data disaggregated by family income and 

race. The challenge for a more transparent and equitable financial aid process is three-fold. First, definitions 

need to be standardized and consistent. Second, financial aid communications must be written with a student 

audience in mind. Third, loan communications and counseling should better educate students about being 

borrowers and apply behavioral economics strategies to guide decision-making.

Standardize financial aid terms

Financial aid terms vary greatly between colleges and even within individual college’s communications. In 

2018 research analyzing financial aid offers, uAspire and New America found 136 different terms for the 

federal unsubsidized loan, with 24 examples omitting the word “loan.” uAspire’s 2020 research on costs 

beyond tuition found 58 different terms for “indirect expenses” posted on college websites. The federal 

government must create a federally-defined set of terms and definitions via consumer testing with students. 

“Net cost” should be consumer tested to assess whether this term effectively provides students with the clear 

and comparable consumer information they need. Colleges awarding federal and state aid must then be 

required to use the federally-defined terms and to clearly present college costs and financial aid in a 

standardized way across all student-facing communication.

“ On the f inancial  a id worksheet,  i t  gives you,  l ike,  rough 

est imates,  but those are never what you’re actual ly paying.  

Oh,  you’re only gonna spend $200 on books!  Like,  one book 

last  semester cost me $200.”  

“ On the f inancial  a id worksheet,  i t  gives you,  l ike,  rough 

est imates,  but those are never what you’re actual ly paying.  

Oh,  you’re only gonna spend $200 on books!  Like,  one book 

last  semester cost me $200.”  - Co l l e g e  S o p h o m o r e ,  C a l i f o r n i a

uAspire.org Page 3

https://www.uaspire.org/BlankSite/media/uaspire/Beyond-the-College-Bill.pdf
https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/HOPE_realcollege_National_report_digital.pdf
https://www.uaspire.org/BlankSite/media/uaspire/Decoding-the-Cost-of-College.pdf
https://www.uaspire.org/BlankSite/media/uaspire/Decoding-the-Cost-of-College.pdf
https://www.uaspire.org/BlankSite/media/uaspire/Beyond-the-College-Bill.pdf


Require aid offer formatting

When choosing which college to attend, our research shows students are forced to decipher confusing financial 

aid offers that often omit key information. This is where the student debt crisis begins. Federal policymakers 

should set standard terms and requirements for financial aid offers and college websites, akin to other 

consumer information standardization such as credit card statements. State governments should adopt common 

financial aid offer formatting across their systems of higher education. uAspire advocates for five formatting 

principles necessary for financial aid offer transparency: 

1 .  Include cost of attendance with itemized breakdowns of direct costs and indirect expenses in addition to
posting this information on institution websites.

2. List grants/scholarships and loans separately.

3. Do not include Parent PLUS loans and work-study as l ine items in aid packages.

4. Calculate the amount the student will  need to pay directly to the college.

5. Identify critical next steps with deadlines and specifics for completion.

Mandate better loan counseling 

Our advising experience shows that student loan borrowers do not often know what they owe. Current federal 

policy requiring the same 28 topics for entrance and exit loan counseling does not work for students. This is 

overwhelming, impersonal, and poorly timed as evidenced by a national survey where 28 percent of borrowers 

indicated having no federal debt. Given that student loan debt disproportionately impacts students of color, in 

particular Black students regardless of income, loan counseling improvements must be in tandem with increases 

to need-based financial aid that mitigate dependence on loans. Specifically, uAspire advocates for loan 

counseling to be timely, customized to students’ circumstances, and require active loan acceptance via digital 

technology to make loan awareness more effective. Additionally, the Department of Education should align the 

new Annual Student Loan Acknowledgment tool with improved online entrance and exit counseling.

SIMPLIFICATION
Financial aid processes are needlessly complicated and create unnecessary barriers for those who need aid 

most. Economists attest that the FAFSA, the primary gateway to student aid, is longer and more complicated 

than the federal tax return. Students from low-income backgrounds are disproportionately tasked by the 

verification process to repeatedly prove their financial status to access aid and public benefits for basic needs. 

These processes can be improved through policies that streamline the FAFSA, reduce income verification 

burdens, and unlock needed benefits to students who qualify. 
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“ You have to go to class hungry and learn to control 

your bel ly.  I t ’s  l ike,  okay,  once I  get home, I  can eat .” 
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- Co l l e g e  Fr e s h m a n ,  N ew  Yo r k

https://www.brookings.edu/research/are-college-students-borrowing-blindly/
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED579881
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED579881
https://ideas.repec.org/a/ntj/journl/v59y2006i2p319-56.html


Streamline the FAFSA

The FAFSA is notoriously long and rife with redundancies, yet the Consolidated Appropriations Act promises 

systemic simplification to come. Without advice from trained professionals, students and families are currently 

left to decipher complicated FAFSA questions with serious penalties for incorrect answers. Streamlined data-

sharing and needs analysis requests can ensure students' time is spent making informed decisions about 

postsecondary investment instead of navigating complex applications. Implementation of FAFSA simplification 

policies should:

•  remove the requirement to provide a printed and signed signature page;

•  eliminate duplicative questions and automate data-sharing of financial information available from the
IRS; and

• provide maximum Pell Grants for recipients of means-tested benefits.

Reduce verification burden

After submitting the FAFSA, low-income students often face arduous income verification requirements to 

prove their poverty and access aid. This verification process occurs nearly twice as often as tax audits and 

rarely changes Pell grant award amounts. Due to complications with verification, an estimated 25 percent of 

Pell-eligible students give up on the financial aid process and fail to enroll .  Policymakers should better 

balance the risk of improper payment for the gain of getting aid to the students it is designed to reach. To 

reduce the verification burden for students and financial aid offices policymakers should,

•  ensure inter-agency data-sharing provided by the FUTURE Act eliminates redundant income verification
requests of students;

• require institutions to use standard verification forms for one-time completion;

•  create a documentation clearinghouse accessible by institutions and students alike, available in multiple
languages including Spanish; and

•  adjust the federal machine learning model to select to a significantly lower student verification rate of
<5%.

Increase access to public benefits 

Federal and state means-tested benefits (eg. TANF, SNAP, WIC) are a potential source of aid for students 

struggling with unmet financial need. Such resources can supplement student aid programs, providing short-

term support so students can limit employment in order to focus on completing a degree. Currently, the 

processes to access benefits are complicated and disincentivize students who may qualify. Housing and food 

insecurity continues to rise, with students of color disproportionately affected. These programs also exclude 

many students with varying residency statuses, particularly DACA recipients. To address this, uAspire advocates 

to:

• share interagency data to streamline benefits application and eligibil ity determination;

•  require that colleges provide students with benefit program information, applications, and support
services; and

•  end restrictions l imiting student access to public benefit programs, such as requiring recipients work at
least half-time.
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https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2017-11-07/paying-for-college-shouldn-t-be-this-complicated
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED604070
https://collegeaccess.org/news/456084/Verification-Melt-Rate-Ticks-Up-to-25-Percent.htm
https://www.nasfaa.org/uploads/documents/FAFSA_Series_Pt6_Exploring_Relationship_FAFSA_Pell.pdf
https://www.nasfaa.org/uploads/documents/FAFSA_Series_Pt6_Exploring_Relationship_FAFSA_Pell.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/bolstering-nontraditional-student-success-comprehensive-student-aid-system
https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/HOPE_realcollege_National_report_digital.pdf
https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/HOPE_realcollege_National_report_digital.pdf



