EQUITY ALERT: IMPROVING CAL GRANT EQUITY The Education Trust-West

During California’s 2017-18 legislative cycle, 75 introduced bills mentioned the Cal Grant program — evidence of
lawmakers’ strong interest in the state’s free college aid program.! Unfortunately, the majority of the bills that would
have made the most significant changes for low-income and vulnerable students did not become law.

The Cal Grant was designed to ensure that eligible students with financial need can attend any California postsecondary
institution they choose,? but today’s college affordability crisis has denied many students this opportunity. California
voters recently elected a new Governor, Lieutenant Governor, and a slate of new lawmakers. As those leaders work with
existing policymakers and stakeholders to improve the state’s need-based aid program, it is crucial that they prioritize
equity by focusing program improvements on the very students most often marginalized by rising tuition and non-
tuition costs. To make college more accessible and affordable for more low-income Californians and students of color,
lawmakers should tackle three main fixes to the Cal Grant program:

1. Fully fund and guarantee access to the Cal Grant program;
2. Adjust the Cal Grant to address non-tuition expenses; and
3. Expand the Cal Grant to support student transitions from high school to college.

This Equity Alert provides an overview of why each of these issues are critical to address, describing current limitations
of the Cal Grant program and providing recommendations that state policymakers can immediately advance. The
California Student Aid Commission took an important step forward when it passed a motion directing staff to work with
legislators to address each of these fixes. Now, it’s up to legislators and other state leaders to make these equity-
centered policy reforms a reality. Working together on these improvements, the Cal Grant program can help all qualified
students access and succeed in our colleges and universities.

WHAT ARE THE MOST SIGNIFICANT EQUITY CONCERNS WITH THE CAL GRANT, AND HOW DO WE FIX THEM?

1. Addressing Overall Funding & Guaranteeing Access to the Cal Grant Program
Over the past ten years, California has denied Cal Grants to an increasing number of eligible low-income students.
Currently, the Cal Grant program is not fully funded to accommodate all eligible students who are more than one
year out of high school or who missed the March 2nd application deadline. In 2017-18 alone, over 300,000 eligible
students applied for just 25,750 Competitive Cal Grant awards.? The students turned away include some of the
lowest income students in the state and those who completed all the requirements for college admission.*

What Can Be Done?

The state Legislature should increase the number of Competitive Cal Grant awards to accommodate all qualified
applicants, including those who do not transition directly from high school to college. To do this, it is necessary for
lawmakers to fully fund the program.

2. Adjusting the Cal Grant to Address Non-Tuition Expenses
The total cost of college in California encompasses far more than tuition and includes costs for textbooks,
transportation, food, and housing. Unfortunately, the maximum Cal Grant B Access Award -- which helps students
pay for these non-tuition costs -- covers less than one-quarter of basic housing and food costs in two of California’s

© 2018 The Education Trust—West ¢ www.edtrustwest.org



http://www.edtrustwest.org/

most expensive regions, even when combined with the state’s version of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program, CalFresh.> Additionally, in 2015-16, the Cal Grant B Access Award was just one-quarter the amount of what
the award would have been if it had kept up with inflation.® Insufficient student aid to address these costs is one of
the reasons for the growing homelessness and food insecurity crisis at colleges up and down the state. In a recent
survey, 20 percent of community college students in Los Angeles, along with 11 percent of CSU students across
California, and 5 percent of UC students throughout the state reported being homeless.” Racial disparities also exist
among students experiencing food insecurity and homelessness. In the CSUs, for example, Black students who were
first generation reported the highest rates — nearly two out of every three students -- of food insecurity.?

What Can Be Done?

Policymakers must increase the Cal Grant B Access Award so that low-income students have access to financial aid
to cover non-tuition costs such as books, room and board, and transportation. Doing so will help more students
cover the full cost of college and reduce their chances of working long hours, enrolling part-time, or delaying time to
graduation.®

3. Expanding the Cal Grant to Support Student Transitions from High School to College
Every year, thousands of students graduate from high school fully intending to start college the next fall but never
actually enroll, a phenomenon known as “summer melt.” Nationally, between 10 and 40 percent of college-
intending students never step foot on a college campus after high school graduation.® (Due to inadequate
intersegmental education data, California does not have comparable state-level information.) Summer melt is even
more pronounced among students from low-income communities.!! While the reasons for summer melt vary, one
major reason is that students lack access to resources that higher education institutions provide during the critical
summer months between high school graduation and the first semester of college.?

What Can Be Done?

Nationally, many colleges are exploring ways to combat summer melt and keep students engaged from the point of
receiving a student’s application to matriculation through programs and resources such as orientation, summer
bridge programs, or academic coursework.®® In addition to campus efforts, the state can step in and leverage the Cal
Grant to help mitigate summer melt. As it is currently structured, students are unable to utilize their aid until the
fall,** making it nearly impossible for students who could benefit from arriving on campus sooner to do so.
Policymakers should make Cal Grants available for the summer before freshman year so that more low-income
students can take advantage of high school-to-college support without that impacting a student’s total program
eligibility for Cal Grant benefits.

WHAT’S NEXT?

California once led the nation with our bold and progressive college affordability policies. We can and should lead the
nation again. Our economic imperative is clear — if we want to continue our state’s prosperity, we must prioritize
providing enough support for California students with the greatest financial need. Leaving hundreds of thousands of
students on the sidelines is not equitable nor does it align with our California values. It is therefore crucial that
policymakers make changes to the Cal Grant program, and that those changes be made, first and foremost, to serve and
support Californians most disenfranchised by the current system.
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