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The goal of need-based financial aid is to help level the playing field so that low-income students have a chance 
of entering the college classroom that is equal to that of their high-income peers. Unfortunately, under the veil to 
boost completion, some reform proposals would increase the merit requirements of need-based aid programs 
such as the Pell Grant. Increasing the merit component of need-based aid is not only counterintuitive to the goal 
of the program; it is inequitable for low-income students and will likely hurt, not improve, their chances of 
graduating from college. 
 

SAP Today 
 
In 1976, Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) requirements were added to the Higher Education Act.

1
 Eligibility 

for federal student aid is based solely on need, but renewal of that aid requires meeting SAP. Institutions are 
required to set a “qualitative standard” and a “quantitative standard” and these standards must be at least as strict 
as those academic standards for non-need student requirements. For the qualitative standard, students must 
meet a GPA of 2.0 by the end of their second academic year. For the quantitative standard, they must complete a 
minimum percentage of work in a maximum time frame, which is 150 percent of the program’s length.

2
 The move 

to 150 percent of program length took effect on July 1, 2012.
3
  

 

SAP Barriers 
 
Judith Scott-Clayton and Lauren Schudde of Teacher’s College at Columbia University concluded that current 
SAP already creates barriers to persistence.

4
 According to Schudde, “Meeting SAP is a non-trivial hurdle for many 

students: a quarter of first year Pell recipients at public institutions have GPAs low enough to place them at risk of 
ineligibility, representing hundreds of thousands to over a million college entrants each year.”

5
 Students receiving 

need-based aid who do not meet SAP after the first year lose their access to the dollars that level the playing field 
for them. Their full-pay student counterparts usually have until graduation to meet the same GPA requirements.  
 

Merit as Part of Need-based Aid 
 
There are several states and institutions that add merit components to need-based aid. In many cases, these 
restrictions are a factor of limited resources and not strategic policy. If there are more low-income students than a 
state or program can afford to provide funding for, they limit the number of students eligible through merit 
elements to limit the cost of the overall program. While Pell Grant funding has increased in recent years, the 
federal government should not use merit as a means to control the spending on the program. As an access 
program, the Pell Grant program never has turned away eligible recipients and should keep this de facto 
entitlement approach. Low-income students should not be held to a higher standard that their peers who are able 
to pay full price.  
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Institutional Quality 
 
Research from the Education Trust, examining 1,149 institutions of higher education, demonstrates that the 
college or university attended greatly affects the likelihood that a Pell Grant recipient will graduate. According to 
paper author Andrew Nichols, Ph.D, “[E]ven if all institutional-level gaps in completion between Pell and non-Pell 
students were eliminated, there would still be a considerable national gap because too many Pell students attend 
institutions where few students of any sort graduate, and too few attend institutions where most students 
graduate.”

6
  

 

SAP as “Skin in the Game” 
 
Another argument for increasing SAP requirements is that it gives students, particularly Pell Grant recipients, 
“skin in the game,” so that they are responsible with their “free money” Pell Grant. However, over 60 percent of all 
students who have a Pell Grant also have a loan. For two-year students, this number is only 43 percent, but for 
four-year students it jumps to 79 percent.

7
 With such a high proportion of students, especially bachelor’s degree 

students taking on debt, they have a very real “skin in the game” investment in earning their degree so that they 
are able to pay back their loans. Significantly, students who have a larger Pell Grant, meaning higher need, also 
have higher loan averages.

8
 Most students already have “skin in the game” to complete their degree successfully. 

Doing so greatly improves their chances of being able to pay back their student loans. Over 60 percent of 
students who defaulted on their loans as of 2009 were those who did not complete their degrees.
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Students also have “skin in the game” because they are forgoing earned income in order to pursue education for 
a future career. While many students continue to work while in school, attending school diminishes the amount of 
time they are available to work, which costs them money in the short run that their families may need to live. 
Working 10-15 hours a week on campus has been shown to increase attainment rates, but working more than 
that causes academic work to suffer.

10
 Unfortunately, many post-traditional students are working far more than 

that. According to the U.S. Census, one in five of the 71 percent of working undergraduates worked full-time (35+ 
hours/week) and over 50 percent of those not working full-time worked more than 20 hours a week.

11
  

 

Conclusion 
 
If the federal government strives to address the low nationwide college completion rate, these incentives should 
be designed as separate from the Pell Grant program because their goals are different. Senator Claiborne Pell 
designed the Basic Educational Opportunity Grant to ensure access and opportunity in higher education.

12
 It is 

the policy lever to ensure access, but many supports are needed to ensure success. Today’s students are more 
likely to attend college part-time and need to balance work and family responsibilities with their school 
responsibilities. There are several policy initiatives that could help them do just that, such as institutional quality, 
stronger preparation, academic advising, work-friendly course scheduling, child care, and more.  
 
The research from Scott-Clayton and Schudde is clear that even the current SAP requirements are a barrier to 
students. Increasing the GPA requirement, requiring full-time enrollment, or decreasing the time to degree 
requirements will only serve to discourage more students from persisting. At its foundation, federal student aid is 
designed to give the same opportunities to all potential students afforded to those who can afford to pay sticker 
price. Post-traditional students must balance many life factors along with their studies. Placing additional burdens 
on these students who cannot afford to pay is not only inequitable, but it will not result in more students 
completing higher education.  
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