
Financial Aid Reform -
Higher Education Act/Pell Grant

ACTION
Riverside Community College District suggests changes to the FAFSA or the Federal 
Financial Aid System in order to:

• Restore (Title IV) student aid eligibility for community college students who lack 
a high school diploma or its equivalent, but have demonstrated their ability to 
benefit from postsecondary education through successful coursework. 

• Change the definition of independent on the FAFSA application, by lowering the 
independent age or allowing for overrides to include self-support.

• Streamline the FSA ID application. The reset process is frustrating, so much so that 
students and parents often report stopping their application at this step 

• US Department of Education should change the verification regulations for 
individuals and financial aid administrators to simplify the financial aid process. 

Remove incarceration as an eligibility restriction for receiving a Pell Grant award. 

Extend Pell Grant eligibility to short-term training programs (less than 16-unit certificates 
or 500 hours) offered by institutions of higher education.

Call on Congress to change federal law, allowing eligibility for undocumented, DACA 
students for federal financial aid and emergency funding.

Further ask members of Congress to: 

1. Ensure community colleges are incentivized to focus on improving student 
outcomes. 

2. Prevent poor performing colleges that leave students with unaffordable debt and 
poor employment prospects from participating in the federal student aid program.

Furthermore, consider methods of ensuring robust oversight that allow public colleges 
to focus more on educational outcomes and less on administrative tasks, such as Student 
Success Scorecard and the Institutional Effectiveness Partnership Initiative indicators.

ISSUE
The success of California community colleges is 
dependent on a continued strong partnership with 
the federal government. Keeping college affordable 
for individuals and streamlining the Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) verification process 
will be key in the success of students. Although 
the US Department of Education suggests that 
22% of students are selected for verification, at 
RCCD it is currently 26.3% for 2020-21. Clearing 
verification is a cumbersome process, evidenced by 
the large number of students who do not complete 
verification. The process of proving that a student 
is independent is challenging, if not close to 
impossible. Current eligibility requirements restrict 
students in specialized programs and specific 
populations from receiving financial aid assistance, 
such as the incarcerated and students enrolled in 
short-term programs.   

RCCD Government Relations
(951) 222-8044    

marisa.yeager@rccd.edu

2020-21
Pell Grant

Awards

12,344  
RCCD students  

received Pell Grants

MVC:    2,561

NC:       2,172

RCC:    7,611 



BACKGROUND
For the Higher Education Act reauthorization, the California community colleges 
encourage Congress to consider the following priorities and principles: 

Keeping College Affordable
California has the largest free tuition education program in the nation; nearly half of 
community college students — including 70 percent of full-time students — receive 
tuition waivers under the California College Promise Grant. However, due to inadequate 
financial aid funding many students take fewer classes and/or work longer hours. Having 
to make such choices causes students to be less likely to be successful academically. 
Transitioning into a remote learning environment has increased the challenges of college 
affordability for students as resources (food and housing security) have become further 
strained (April 2020 RCCD Student Support Services survey). In 2019, a #RealCollege 
survey of over 2,100 Riverside Community College District students reported that 53% 
experienced housing insecurity and 18% experienced homelessness in the previous 
year, while 49% experienced food insecurity in the last 30 days. Overall, 66% of students 
surveyed experienced at least one of these forms of basic needs insecurity in the past 
year. 

Simplifying Financial Aid
While colleges and students have benefited from changes to the FAFSA, many continued 
to face obstacles when completing the financial aid application. The verification process 
is the biggest burden and one that disproportionally impacts low-income students. While 
Congress recently passed FAFSA reform, the US Department of Education should further 
review and adjust the verification regulations. Doing so would simplify the application 
process. 

Incarcerated Students 

The current Higher Education Act prohibits incarcerated students from accessing federal 
financial aid. The FUTURE Act restored financial aid eligibility to incarcerated students for 
schools that are eligible to participate in the Second Chance Pell Program. The application 
period for this program is not currently open at this time. 

Admittedly, there are positives and negatives to allowing incarcerated students access to 
financial aid. At this time, the focus should be on covering their online program costs and 
simplifying the access to the application. It is also an extremely manual workload for the 
financial aid office, including in person visits to complete the applications. 

Students enrolled in certificated programs of less than 16 units are not eligible to receive 
federal and state financial aid assistance under Title IV regulations. Yet, short-term 
programs offered at RCCD colleges offer these individuals a path to join the region’s 
job force. Allowing financial aid for these students would allow for needed assistance for 
educational expenses for incarcerated students who come to earn short-term certificates.
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