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April 18, 2022   
 

The Honorable Jose Medina 

Chair, California State Assembly Higher Education Committee  

1020 N Street, Room 173 

Sacramento, California 95814  

 

RE: AB 2456 (McCarty) – OPPOSE as Amended March 24, 2022  

 

Dear Chair Medina:  

 

As advocates for higher education access, success, and affordability, we must respectfully oppose 

AB 2456 (McCarty), which for the purpose of state Cal Grant receipt would redefine ‘full time’ to 

mean 30 units in an academic year. While we share the author’s goal of supporting timely college 

completion, and appreciate current and forthcoming provisions that exempt community college 

students and will specify that aid disbursed for course work taken during a summer term will not 

draw down on a grant recipient’s four-year eligibility cap, increasing the number of credits required 

to receive the maximum Cal Grant would result in reduced financial aid for too many of California’s 

least resourced students, thereby increasing their need to borrow or work and decreasing their 

likelihood of completion. 

 

Typically, students’ enrollment intensity (whether students are full time or part time) for the purposes 

of financial aid eligibility is determined each term. Currently, students taking 12 credit hours a 

semester are considered "full time" and eligible for the maximum Cal Grant, the same credit 

threshold used for the federal Pell Grant. This bill would change the way enrollment intensity is 

defined for the purposes of Cal Grants in multiple ways, both by assessing credit loads on an annual 

basis (rather than by term) and by increasing the number of credits students must take each year to be 

considered full time. Yet students receive – and need – financial aid to support their attendance in a 

given term, and it is unclear how an annual measure of enrollment intensity for Cal Grants will 

translate into term-based financial aid payments. Moreover, if implemented, the definition of full 

time for Cal Grant recipients would differ from the longstanding definition of full time required by 

the federal Pell Grant program, thereby adding unnecessary complexity that would present another 

barrier to college affordability and success for lower income students.  

 

While students should be supported in taking a full course load, there are many reasons why students 

simply cannot take more credits during a term including impacted courses, courses not offered during 

times when students are available, students who struggle academically being advised – and in some 

cases required – to take a reduced course load, and the fact that many low-income students are 
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already juggling school, work, and family commitments which have only been exacerbated by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. A wide body of research shows that students working more than 15-20 hours 

per week while in college are more likely to struggle academically and/or drop out than those 

working fewer hours; prior to the pandemic, many of the lowest income students (those from families 

that make less than $30,000 per year) at public colleges and universities across the state already 

worked 20 or more hours per week to cover the net cost of college after available grant aid.1 Analysis 

of data from our January 2021 survey of California college students shows that, as a result of the 

pandemic’s impact on students’ budgets, the majority of students (59%) now expect to receive 

their degree later than planned; of particular concern, older and BIPOC students were more 

likely to report expecting degree delays.2 And if students respond to reductions in aid by taking on 

more debt, it will exacerbate already significant gaps in debt burdens for low-income and BIPOC 

students. At UC (University of California), for example, graduates from the lowest income families 

are almost three times as likely as their peers from the wealthiest families to have borrowed to help 

pay for college.3  

 

As we shared in 2018 when a similar bill, AB 2248 (McCarty), was first introduced, there is little 

evidence demonstrating that defining full time as 15 credits per term for determining grant aid 

eligibility results in more positive outcomes. In fact, as a standalone policy change, it may result in 

unintentional harm. Research on the Georgia HOPE Scholarship, for example, shows that setting too 

high an academic bar can have unintended consequences. Students may pick easier courses or majors 

as a strategy to meet performance benchmarks, and racial and income gaps in college attendance may 

widen. We are grateful that the version of AB 2248 chaptered in 2018 had been amended to provide 

students with information about the importance of taking more units to graduate in a timely manner – 

the work of Sacramento State, for example, illustrates how colleges can influence students’ time-to-

degree by changing their own institutional practices, rather than tightening financial aid rules – but 

did not take away financial aid if students were unable to take additional courses, which may be due 

to circumstances out of their control.  

 

We commend Assemblymember McCarty for his key role in securing historic investments in college 

affordability in the state budget and are grateful for his ongoing commitment to streamlining, 

simplifying, and expanding financial aid through AB 1746 (Medina, McCarty & Leyva), which 

would remove barriers to financial aid and ensure that the least resourced students have access to 

financial supports they need to graduate on time. We laud Assemblymember McCarty’s dedication to 

strengthening student success and appreciate his office’s willingness to discuss alternatives and 

incorporate provisions that protect vulnerable students; however, we remain concerned that 

redefining “full-time” enrollment to 30 credits in an academic year for maximum Cal Grant receipt 

will unintentionally harm the very students it strives to support and must respectfully oppose this bill 

in its current form. 

 

 
1 https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/what-college-costs-for-low-income-californians-2020.pdf  
2 https://ticas.org/california/the-uneven-cost-of-covid-19-on-college-completion-in-california/  
3 https://accountability.universityofcalifornia.edu/2021/chapters/chapter-2.html 

https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/what-college-costs-for-low-income-californians-2020.pdf
https://ticas.org/california/the-uneven-cost-of-covid-19-on-college-completion-in-california/
https://accountability.universityofcalifornia.edu/2021/chapters/chapter-2.html
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We look forward to continuing conversations with the author’s office about how to better support 

students’ timely completion, a critical goal we share. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
Jessica Thompson 

Vice President 

The Institute for College Access & Success 

 

CC: Assemblymember Kevin McCarty 

 Jeanice Warden-Washington, Chief Consultant, California State Assembly Committee on  

Higher Education 

 Members, California State Assembly Committee on Higher Education 

Assemblymember Anthony Rendon, Speaker of the Assembly, California State Assembly 

Jennifer Pacella, Deputy Legislative Analyst, Legislative Analyst’s Office  

Ben Chida, Chief Deputy Cabinet Secretary, Office of Governor Gavin Newsom  

Chris Ferguson, Program Budget Manager, California Department of Finance  

Marlene Garcia, Executive Director, California Student Aid Commission 


