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Since 1972, the Pell Grant has served as the primary tool for

increasing access to higher education for low- and moderate-

income students. 1  That’s why the federal government

continues to spend nearly $30 billion dollars on this important

program each year. 2  But despite this large taxpayer investment,

there has been almost no publicly available information on how

well institutions serve Pell students. This is in large part because

the Department of Education (Department) has not previously

required institutions to report the outcomes for this critical

student population.

In 2015, The Education Trust gave us our �rst glimpse at

graduation rates of Pell students and the gap between Pell and

non-Pell students at four-year institutions. 3  They went

through the lengthy and labor-intensive project of collecting

graduation rate data for institutions—ultimately covering over

three-quarters of public and nonpro�t bachelor’s degree-

granting institutions. Their research found 51% of Pell Grant

recipients at these institutions graduated, as compared to 65%

of non-Pell students.
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But in October 2017, a change in reporting requirements made

the graduation rates of �rst-time, full-time Pell recipients

publicly available from the federal government for the �rst time,

giving both taxpayers and students their �rst comprehensive

look at how well institutions are doing at helping this critical

population secure the degrees they need to ultimately access

well-paying jobs and succeed in our 21 st  century

economy. 4  We already have a college completion crisis, where

at the average four-year institution, only a little over half of

students earn a degree. 5  This new data uncovers an additional

layer of this crisis for low- and moderate-income students. As

colleges continue to bill themselves as mobility machines for

students, this new data lets us hone in on how well institutions

are serving Pell students, who need the economic security of a

college degree the most. 6  In this analysis, we examine the

graduation rates of �rst-time, full-time Pell students at four-

year institutions, with a special focus on institutions that serve a

high percentage of Pell students. We also examine the

graduation rate gaps that exist between �rst-time, full-time

Pell and non-Pell populations at all four-year institutions in this

sample.

Among our key �ndings:

1. A majority of four-year institutions fail to serve their Pell

students well.

After six years, only 49% of �rst-time, full-time Pell

recipients earned a bachelor’s degree at the institution where

they started.

Only 47% of institutions graduated half or more of the Pell

students who initially enrolled.

New Pell data uncovers an additional layer of the
college completion crisis for low- and moderate-
income students.
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214 institutions have Pell graduation rates lower than 25%.

Of the more than 60,000 Pell students initially enrolled at

these institutions combined, only 9,904 of them (16%)

graduated within six years.

2. For many institutions, there is a gap between how well they

serve their Pell and non-Pell students.

Nationally, Pell students graduate at a rate of 18 percentage

points less than their non-Pell peers.

The average institutional Pell Gap is 7 percentage points,

with 1,245 out of 1,566 institutions (80%) graduating Pell

students at a lower rate than their non-Pell peers.

Of the institutions who graduate Pell students at a lower rate,

573 institutions have gaps greater than 10 percentage points

—97 of which have gaps larger than 20 percentage points.

Yet it is not impossible to serve Pell students well, as 242 of

1,566 institutions have higher graduation rates for their Pell

students than their non-Pell students.

3. Many students have spotty access to high-performing Pell-

Serving Institutions (PSIs).

965 of 1,566 four-year institutions serve an above average

(37% or more) percentage of Pell students. We call these

institutions “Pell-Serving Institutions” (PSIs) throughout

our analysis.

Only 246 of these Pell-Serving Institutions (25%) have Pell

graduation rates at or above 50%.

Seven states have no PSIs with Pell graduation rates greater

than 50%.

Only 48 PSIs graduate two-thirds or more of their Pell

students.

Of the PSIs with a Pell share greater than 80%, only ten have

graduation rates greater than 50% and a mere three

graduate more than 60%. 7

Who are Pell Grant Recipients?



This analysis focuses on the completion rates of Pell Grant

students as a way to better understand how well our four-year

college system is doing at improving economic mobility for the

nearly 5 million Pell students attending those colleges each

year. 8  Last year, Pell Grant students received an average award

of $3,740, with a maximum award of $5,920. 9  While family

income levels vary, more than three-quarters of all dependent

Pell recipients come from families earning annual incomes of

$40,000 or less, showing how important Pell Grants are for

targeting aid and providing access to higher education. 10  And

Pell recipients represent the full panoply of today’s student

body. In the 2015-2016 academic year, nearly half of all Pell

recipients (45%) were 24 or older, 53% were independent, and

31% were independent with dependent(s). Overall, Pell students

were much more likely to be people of color and/or the �rst in

their families to attend college. 11

Given the diversity of the Pell student population, it is clear that

there are barriers outside the higher education system that

make the road to college completion more di�cult for many of

these low- and moderate-income students. However, these

factors do not negate the responsibility institutions have to help

their Pell students succeed. And while many schools are ful�lling

that responsibility and getting good outcomes, too many are

leaving most of their Pell students degreeless, even after 6 years.

Methodology and Data
Considerations
For this analysis, we used the new graduation rate data released

through the Department’s Integrated Postsecondary Education

Data System (IPEDS) database in October 2017. 12  This �rst

round of publicly-available data on Pell student graduation rates

only included �rst-time, full-time students and does not cover

transfer or part-time Pell students. Our analysis only looks at

four-year, bachelor-degree granting institutions because they

serve a higher percentage of �rst-time, full-time students. In

fall of 2018, the Department plans to release graduation rates for

part-time and transfer Pell students as well, allowing us to get a

better picture and expand this analysis to the two-year and

certi�cate-granting institutions.



With this currently available data, we calculated the Pell

graduation rate by �nding the percent of the 2010 cohort of

�rst-time, full-time bachelor’s degree seeking Pell Grant

recipients who had graduated six years later. 13  Because we had

both the number of all students and Pell students in the cohort

who started and graduated, we also calculated two other data

points for the analysis: the “Pell share” and the “non-Pell

graduation rate.” The “Pell share” is the percentage of students

in the �rst-time, full-time cohort who received Pell Grants (as

opposed to the percent of all undergraduates receiving Pell

Grants, as previously reported in IPEDS). The “non-Pell

graduation rate” was calculated by removing the Pell students

from the overall cohort in order to isolate how institutions serve

both their Pell and non-Pell students.

 

We also created a designation of a Pell-Serving Institution, or

“PSI," for those institutions that serve an above-average share

of Pell students in their �rst-time, full-time cohort (37% or

more). This allows us to highlight and analyze the graduation

rate data for those institutions that serve a larger share of low-

and moderate-income students. For the institutional analyses,

we removed institutions that had less than 30 students in the

cohort for data integrity purposes. 14

Finding 1: The majority of four-
year colleges do not serve Pell
students well.
We know that Pell students face unique challenges, but that

doesn’t mean institutions are unable to help them succeed. Like

any other college-goer, Pell students enroll in higher education

in the hopes that it will improve social mobility and economic

opportunity. But our analysis �nds that the overall graduation



rate for Pell students who

enroll in a four-year college is

a meager 49%—ten points

lower than the overall student

graduation rate for students

in this same cohort. 15  As a

result, low- and moderate-

income students starting

college for the �rst time

currently have no better than

a 50:50 shot of actually

earning their degrees within

six years of enrollment.

When breaking down Pell graduation rates across sectors, we see

that this middling outcome exists at public, for-pro�t, and

private, non-pro�t institutions. The problem is particularly

acute for Pell students attending for-pro�t colleges (even

though those schools serve a much smaller raw number of Pell

students). At for-pro�t institutions, only one-in-�ve �rst-

time, full-time Pell students graduate within six years—nearly

30 percentage points below the national average of all four-year

institutions. These staggeringly low graduation rates become

even more problematic when looking at the share of Pell

students within each sector. For example, there is a much

greater concentration of Pell students in the for-pro�t sector,

accounting for 64% of their �rst-time, full-time students—a

disconcerting number given their track record in serving this

population miserably.

At for-profit
institutions, only one-in-five first-time, full-time Pell
students graduate within six years.
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Institution
Type

Total
Cohort

Total Pell Recipients in
Cohort

Pell
Share

Total Pell
Graduates

Overall Pell
Graduation Rate

For-Pro�t 51,893 33,186 64% 6,658 20%



Graduation rates by institution are
just as problematic.
When looking at the Pell graduation rates at the institution

level, we also �nd that over half of four-year institutions leave a

majority of their Pell students degreeless six years after

enrollment. At the 1,566 four-year institutions included in the

analysis, only 47% graduated half or more of the Pell students in

their cohort from that institution. 16  Comparatively, 65% of

these same institutions graduate over half of their non-Pell

population—meaning that institutions are systematically failing

the subgroup of students who need the economic bene�ts of a

college degree the most. Only 8 out of 112 for-pro�t institutions

graduate more than half of their �rst-time, full-time Pell

students. And an astounding 214 institutions (74 for-pro�ts, 72

private, non-pro�ts, and 68 publics) have Pell graduation rates

equal to or lower than 25%.

There is a relationship between the
proportion of Pell students an
institution serves and its Pell
graduation rate.

Institution
Type

Total
Cohort

Total Pell Recipients in
Cohort

Pell
Share

Total Pell
Graduates

Overall Pell
Graduation Rate

Private,  
Non-pro�t

459,022 152,123 33% 83,112 55%

Public 919,660 332,558 36% 162,362 49%

Grand Total 1,430,575 517,867 36% 252,132 49%



When looking at the Pell graduation rates of all four-year

institutions, it becomes clear that there is a strong correlation

between an institution’s Pell graduation rate and the share of

the cohort receiving Pell Grants. The interactive chart below

shows this relationship and it’s clear many schools with a high

proportion of Pell students struggle to get good outcomes for

them.

However, correlation is not causation and demographics are not

necessarily destiny, as some institutions perform above what

their expected graduation rate might be based on their share of

Pell students. A good number of them buck the trend,

graduating their Pell students at a higher-than-average rate

and outperforming expectations. For example, Berea College and

Baruch College both have a Pell share greater than 50% and

graduation rates greater than 60%.

But still, when you dig into the data, schools with similar shares

of Pell students are showing wildly di�ering results. For

example, the University of North Carolina at Pembroke and

California State University-Stanislaus have an equal share of

their �rst-time, full-time cohort receiving Pell at 58%, and they

even have similar raw numbers of Pell students, but these

schools achieve very di�erent outcomes for them. UNC-

https://public.tableau.com/views/PellDeserts/PellSharev_GraduationRate?:embed=y&:display_count=yes


Pembroke only graduated 33% of their �rst-time, full-time Pell

students, while CSU-Stanislaus graduated 57% of theirs.

As this chart indicates, it’s clear that some institutions are

meeting or exceeding their expectations. Conversely, there are

also a signi�cant number of four-year colleges that are

underperforming, including those that graduate fewer than half

of their Pell student population. This is especially true at low-

performing institutions that serve a large Pell student

population, where schools are ultimately leaving tens of

thousands of low- and moderate-income students without a

degree. For example, 60,305 Pell students started at the 214

institutions with Pell graduation rates at or below 25%. Just

9,904 (16%) of these same students had graduated six years

later. And while we’ve seen some of the worst actors

concentrated in for-pro�t colleges, this completion problem is

evident across four-year institutions in all sectors.

Finding 2: A majority of four-
year institutions have a
graduation gap between their
Pell and Non-Pell student
populations.
While there are signi�cant problems when you look at the

overall Pell student graduation rates across sectors, the failure of

the status quo in our higher education system becomes even

more evident when you examine the graduation gaps that exist

between Pell and non-Pell students across and within

institutions. Similar to the gaps reported by The Education Trust

and Seton Hall professor Robert Kelchen, when comparing

outcomes for Pell and non-Pell students, our analysis �nds that

overall, Pell students graduate at a rate of 18 percentage points

less than their non-Pell peers. 17  Across sectors, the gap

between Pell and non-Pell students is similar, revealing a

troubling pattern that illustrates this is a systemic problem

across the entire higher education system. These kinds of

widespread gaps in completion create greater disparities

between low- and moderate-income students and their

wealthier peers, betraying the promise that college is supposed

to be a mobility engine for all.



When looking at the institutional level, the average Pell gap

shrinks to 7 percentage points, due to both di�ering enrollment

and a range of gaps at individual institutions. This aligns with

the �ndings of The Education Trust’s previous research that

found the institutional gap between Pell and non-Pell students

was 5.7% (and that research did not include for-pro�ts or

specialized schools, which could account for some of the

di�erence). 18  The interactive graph below shows the

graduation gap between the Pell and non-Pell students at each

institution. This data reveals that the vast majority of four-year

colleges currently graduate Pell students at a lower rate than

students who do not receive Pell. 19

Of the 1,566 four-year institutions analyzed, 1,273 (or 81%) have

a gap between their Pell and non-Pell graduation rates. For

example, the University of Akron’s graduation rate for non-Pell

students is 61 percentage points higher than for their Pell-

Institution Type Pell Graduation Rate Non-Pell Graduation Rate Pell Gap

For-Pro�t 20% 35% -15

Private, Non-pro�t 55% 72% -17

Public 49% 65% -16

Overall 49% 67% -18

https://public.tableau.com/views/PellDeserts/PellGaps?:embed=y&:display_count=yes


receiving peers. Of course, some of these institutions have

smaller, less abysmal gaps, but 573 institutions (45%) have gaps

greater than 10 percentage points. And 96 of those institutions

have gaps greater than 20 percentage points.

However, it should be noted that there are 242 four-year

institutions that actually have higher Pell graduation rates than

non-Pell graduation rates, meaning those institutions are doing

a better job at graduating their Pell students than their non-Pell

peers. This shows that it is possible for institutions to serve their

lower-income students just as well as, if not better than, the

rest of their student body. For example, Howard University, a

historically black college with a Pell share of 45%, has a Pell

graduation rate of 79%, which is 33 percentage points higher

than their non-Pell graduation rate.

Finding 3: Many students have
spotty access to high-performing
Pell-Serving Institutions.
There is wide variation in the number and percentage of Pell

students that di�erent institutions serve, with some four-year

schools enrolling a drastically higher proportion of Pell students

than others. We commend these institutions for providing

greater access to the low- and moderate-income students who

rely on college for economic mobility the most. However, the

data reveals that too often Pell students are concentrated within

institutions where far too few students get to graduation day.



Pell-Serving Institutions have
graduation rates below the national
average.
In order to better understand how well Pell students are faring at

institutions with a high proportion of Pell recipients, we looked

at the 965 institutions that serve an above-average (37% or

higher) share of Pell Grant students in their �rst-time, full-time

cohort and label these institutions as “Pell-Serving

Institutions” (PSIs). When looking at the graduation rates of

PSIs, we �nd that on average, PSIs have an institutional

graduation rate that is 10 percentage points lower than the

overall institutional Pell graduation rate at four-year

institutions—with a mere 39% of �rst-time, full-time students

having graduating six years later. Part of this discrepancy is a

result of some non-PSIs taking in a very small proportion of Pell

students, including 147 where less than 1 in 5 of their students

receive Pell Grants.

But demography isn’t destiny, as some
Pell-Serving Institutions do well at
getting Pell students to graduation.
Some institutions are beating the odds to close Pell graduation

rate gaps, showing that it is possible to help Pell students

achieve the same outcomes as their non-Pell recipient peers. For

the purposes of this analysis, we de�ne “high-quality PSIs” as

those institutions that have an above-average share of Pell

students and graduate Pell students at a rate of 50% or greater.

For example, there are 48 PSIs that graduate two-thirds or more

of their Pell students, such as the University of California-

Riverside. Though 57% of their �rst-time, full-time students

received Pell Grants, the university has a Pell graduation rate of

73%, far above the national average. Grace University in

Nebraska is an example of a small, private, non-pro�t

Pell-Serving Institutions have an institutional
graduation rate of 39% for their first-time, full-
time students.
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institution doing better than average with Pell students,

boasting an above-average graduation rate of 55% even though

100% of their �rst-time, full-time cohort are Pell recipients.

Monroe College, a for-pro�t institution in New York, also bucks

the trend, with 73% of its Pell Grant recipients graduating last

year.

This shows that it is possible to �nd success with a large share of

Pell students, across sectors and in small, medium, and large

institutions with cohorts ranging from 31 to over 2,000 Pell

students. And while selectivity and academic preparedness of the

students attending these schools undoubtedly plays a role in

some of these impressive outcomes, it is clear that these

institutions are committed to admitting an above-average share

of Pell students and equally committed to helping them succeed.

The table below highlights the top PSIs by sector. It should be

noted that while the top public and private, non-pro�t

graduation rates look very similar, the same cannot be said for

the for-pro�t sector, as only �ve of the for-pro�t institutions in

this analysis even met that minimum bar of having graduation

rates of 50% or greater.

Top 10 High-Quality PSIs by
Graduation Rate by Sector

 Public Institutions Pell
Share

Pell Grad
Rate

Number in Pell
Cohort

Total Pell
Graduates

University of California-Los
Angeles

39% 88% 1,790 1,584

University of California-San Diego 47% 85% 1,844 1,576

University of California-Irvine 38% 85% 1,658 1,417

University of California-Davis 40% 81% 1,781 1,442

University of California-Santa
Barbara

41% 81% 1,499 1,210

University of California-Santa Cruz 48% 77% 1,583 1,212

University of California-Riverside 57% 73% 2528 1,835

CUNY Bernard M Baruch College 51% 71% 637 435

University of South Florida-Main
Campus

41% 68% 1824 1,242



Many students live in “Pell deserts”
where they face limited access to
schools that would provide them with
true opportunity.

 Public Institutions Pell
Share

Pell Grad
Rate

Number in Pell
Cohort

Total Pell
Graduates

Rowan University 37% 66% 551 363

Private, Non-Profit
Institutions

Pell
Share

Pell Grad
Rate

Number in Pell
Cohort

Total Pell
Graduates

Drury University 42% 100% 213 213

Brigham Young University-
Provo

37% 86% 1,691 1,462

Thomas Aquinas College 49% 84% 32 27

Wartburg College 45% 83% 178 147

Coleman University 36% 81% 37 30

Oglethorpe University 37% 80% 113 90

Howard University 91% 79% 660 524

Columbia International
University

66% 79% 70 55

Geneva College 45% 74% 183 136

Concordia College at Moorhead 37% 73% 252 185

For-Profit  Institutions Pell
Share

Pell Grad
Rate

Number in Pell
Cohort

Total Pell
Graduates

Monroe College 83% 73% 342 249

Bob Jones University 42% 60% 244 146

Santa Fe University of Art and Design 51% 54% 54 29

Argosy University- 
The Art Institute of California-
Silicon Valley

73% 53% 45 24

Nossi College of Art 70% 52% 31 16



Even though some PSIs have proven that it is possible to get

very good outcomes with their Pell population, many Pell

students do not have access to these high-quality institutions

near where they live. In Nicholas Hillman and Taylor

Weichman’s research on the signi�cance of “place” in college

going, the authors cite the work of Laura Perna, explaining that

low-income students are more likely to stay closer to home for

their college experience because of “family responsibilities,

cultural norms, or factors related to working while enrolled in

school.” 20  These “education deserts”—a moniker generally

credited to Dr. Hillman—describe geographic areas where

students have no four-year colleges or universities within a

certain distance. Similarly, this analysis �nds that there are also

“Pell deserts,” where there are few or no high-quality PSIs

(schools that take above-average proportions of Pell students

and have a Pell graduation rate above 50%) within a given

geographic area. 21

When mapping schools across the country, we �nd a large

number of students live in geographic areas where there are zero

high-quality PSIs. Speci�cally, seven states have no PSIs with

graduation rates greater than 50%: Louisiana, Alabama,

Colorado, Wyoming, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and

Connecticut. Even in some densely populated areas, there are

few options for students to �nd a high-quality school that

admits an above average rate of Pell students. For example,

Texas only has four PSIs with a greater than 50% graduation

rate. Yet students who live in California have much better access,

with 37 PSIs showing Pell graduation rates at 50% or higher.



Policy Recommendations
Taxpayers invest billions of dollars in Pell Grants because they

provide a pathway to increased social and economic mobility for

millions of low- and moderate-income students each year.

However, as this analysis shows, there is wide variation right

now in the degree to which institutions admit and succeed with

this population. This is in large part because there is little

accountability to ensure our investment goes towards

institutions that actually help their Pell students succeed. By

implementing new policies that focus speci�cally on improving

Pell graduation rates and closing the gaps, we can both better

utilize taxpayers’ investments and improve the economic

mobility of the millions of Pell students attending institutions of

higher education each year. To achieve these goals, federal

policymakers could start here:

https://public.tableau.com/views/PellDeserts/PellDeserts?:embed=y&:display_count=yes


Support for High-Quality PSIs and Schools with Low Pell

Gaps: Congress should create a new designation for

institutions that enroll higher percentages of Pell students

and serve them well as “Pell-Serving Institutions.” These

institutions could then be targeted for additional resources

and support to improve the outcomes of those Pell students.

Additionally, Congress should implement incentives to

reduce Pell gaps at colleges and universities to reward

institutions that have demonstrated their commitment to

ensuring equity for low- and moderate-income students.

And as part of incentivizing schools to close gaps, Congress

could also require that the overall graduation rate does not

decrease (otherwise simply doing worse with students overall

could close the gap).

Skin-in-the-Game: There’s a growing conversation about

“risk-sharing” in higher education, but a majority of

proposals on the table today only consider the risk associated

with loans. However, it’s clear that Pell students bear risk

too, especially when they use up their Pell eligibility to attend

low-performing schools. In addition, the federal government

invests nearly $30 billion in tax dollars to support the Pell

Grant program each year. To ensure that institutions spend

this taxpayer investment wisely, schools should be required

to pay back some fraction of the Pell Grants they receive if

they fail to get good outcomes for their Pell Grant students.

This kind of system could provide bonuses to institutions

admitting and/or graduating an above-average proportion of

Pell students in order to ensure that schools continue to take

in low- and moderate-income students.



Pell Minimums: High-performing schools should be

encouraged and incentivized to accept and educate far more

low-income students. Today, 115 schools have a Pell share

less than 18%, which is half the average share for all four-

year institutions. Considering that 96% of Pell students

come from families making $50,000 or less—the income of

60% of U.S. households—it’s clear that too many

institutions are not doing enough to serve low- and

moderate-income students. 22  Congress should explore

barring schools with low Pell enrollment from certain federal

funding, because schools should not get taxpayer subsidies if

they are unwilling to educate low-income students. Bills like

Senators Isakson (R-GA) and Coons’s (D-DE) ASPIRE Act

includes one example of this idea, as it would require

institutions with low Pell enrollment to pay a penalty that

would go to high-Pell institutions with above-average

graduation rates. 23

Conclusion
We already know we have a completion crisis in higher education

—and this new data shows us that this problem is even more

acute for low-and moderate-income students. This �rst

unearthing of Pell graduation rates is an important step toward

providing Pell recipients with the information they need to

know how well institutions serve students like them. But until

Congress puts in place additional accountability measures,

institutions with abysmal Pell graduation rates and yawning

gaps will continue to receive massive taxpayer investment with

no incentive to improve. We know that it is possible to succeed

with Pell students, which is why our policies must �nd ways to

reward and scale up programs that have proven results with this

population. We know that a college degree is a worthwhile

investment and a ticket to economic mobility. But this

investment will only pay o� if we make sure that students who

receive Pell dollars attend institutions that prioritize their

success and get them to graduation.

Download the Data
Pell Graduation Rate Data

https://thirdway.imgix.net/downloads/the-pell-divide-how-four-year-institutions-are-failing-to-graduate-low-and-moderate-income-students/Pell-Graduation-Rate-Data_180501_130109.xlsx
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