
Pell Grants were established in 1972 to help low-income undergraduate students attend college and are 
the largest source of federal grant aid for college students.1 More than a third of college students—6.1 
million students—were awarded Pell Grants, up to a maximum of $6,895, in 2022-23.2 But community 
college students do not take full 
advantage of the grants, and while the 
grants cover average tuition and fees at 
community colleges, they do not cover 
the full cost of attendance.3

Congress has expanded the Pell Grant 
program in recent years, both by 
increasing the maximum award amount 
and expanding eligibility to additional 
students, including students taking 
summer courses and incarcerated 
students. Advocates are calling for larger maximum grants—a doubling of Pell from the 2021-22 level—
and an expansion to shorter-term certificate programs to facilitate workforce training.

WHAT THE RESEARCH TELLS US

Federal Pell Grants are a major source of funding for community college students and an important 
tool for increasing access and equity.

• Pell Grants totaled $25.9 billion of the $36.5 billion in total federal grant aid in 2021-22.4

• In 2020-21, 30% of Pell dollars went to public two-year college students, and 38% went to public 
four-year students.5

• More than 2 million students at public two-year colleges (or 29% of the students they enroll) received 
Pell Grants in 2020-21.6

• In 2020-21, the average Pell Grant for public two-year college students was $4,238,7 compared with 
$4,751 for public four-year college students.8 On average, grant aid of all types covers tuition and fees 
for full-time students at public two-year colleges. But it falls far short of the cost of attendance.9

• Among public two-year students in certificate programs, 26% received a Pell Grant in 2015-16; in 
associate degree programs, 36% received a Pell Grant.10

• At public two-year colleges, 48% of American Indian and Black students and 34% of Hispanic 
students received Pell Grants in 2015-16.11

Pell Grants are designed to expand the number of students who can afford college, but they do not cover all 
programs and have other limits.

• Pell Grants are for undergraduate students with “exceptional financial need.”12 The grant amount 
depends on financial need, full- or part-time status, and the cost of attendance.13 An estimated 97% of 
Pell Grant recipients had a family income at or below $60,000 in 2020-21.14
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• Grants are limited to 12 terms.15 Lifetime Pell eligibility was reduced  from 18 to 12 terms in 2012.16 
One study in a large urban college system found that 20% of students who started at a community 
college and earned a bachelor’s degree used all of their lifetime Pell before graduating.17

• To receive a grant, students must fill out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)18 each 
year and maintain satisfactory academic progress, which is defined by the college and is based on grades 
and credits completed.19 Many more community college students are likely eligible for Pell Grants, but 
they fill out the FAFSA at lower rates than four-year college students.20

• Pell Grants can be used for programs of at least 600 hours over 15 weeks. Some advocates are 
campaigning for an expansion of Pell to shorter-term programs, though not all short-term programs 
lead to higher earnings. Experiments that tested expanding Pell Grants to short-term training programs 
found significant, positive increases in enrollment in and completion of training programs but did not 
measure effects on employment or earnings.21

Congress has made several changes to the Pell Grant program to expand the types of eligible programs and 
increase grant amounts, though advocates are pushing for more changes.

• The maximum grant for 2022-23 is $6,895,22 23 up $400 from the previous year;24 25 for 2023-24 the 
maximum grant is $7,395.26 The #DoublePell campaign27 is pushing to increase the maximum grant 
to $13,000 by 2027-28.28

• Throughout most of its history, the Pell Grant covered only two full-time semesters per year. 
Summer Pell, also called Year-Round Pell, which provides another semester’s worth of grant funding 
for the summer term, was added in 2009, eliminated in 2011, and then restored in 2017. One study 
found that summer Pell-eligible students have higher retention rates, higher degree attainment rates, 
and higher earnings.29

• Starting July 1, 2023, people incarcerated in federal and state prisons are eligible for Pell Grants if 
enrolled in an approved education program.30

• The FAFSA Simplification Act, to be fully implemented in 2024-25, will change the formula for 
determining aid, expanding Pell Grants to more students.31

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR FEDERAL POLICY

• Congress should increase the maximum Pell Grant to cover a larger share of the cost of attendance at 
community colleges and reduce student debt and default among those most in need.  

• Congress should continue to fund Summer Pell, which research has shown helps students graduate.  

• Programs to help students complete the FAFSA are a good investment. Experiments have shown 
that assistance completing the form increased FAFSA submissions and improved rates of college 
attendance, completion, and aid receipt.32

• Students in short-term programs should be eligible for Pell grants to help them gain skills to enter or 
advance in the labor market. However, guardrails should be in place to make sure qualifying programs 
lead to better jobs and are linked to a higher-level credential.33
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