
Office of Family Assistance 

Administration for Children and Families 

Department of Health and Human Services 

330 C Street SW, 3rd Floor 

Washington, D.C. 20201 

RE: Proposed Rule: Strengthening Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) as a Safety Net and 

Work Program, RIN: 0970-AC97 

Dear Office of Family Assistance,  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) regarding 

strengthening Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) as a safety net and work program. The 

undersigned organizations are a collection of advocates, stakeholders, and thought leaders committed to 

ensuring people with low incomes can access postsecondary credentials to improve their economic 

mobility and security and improve equity outcomes.  

We write to commend HHS on efforts to ensure families with the greatest need benefit from TANF 

services, particularly in light of severe racial disparities in access to TANF in some states.i We also urge 

HHS to ensure states have a sufficient amount of time to adapt funding sources for college scholarships if 

determined to be non-permissible such that it does not create hardship for students with low incomes and 

thereby exacerbate the affordability crisis.ii We also encourage HHS to provide clear guidance to states on 

the range of permissible uses of TANF funds and state flexibility choices that can improve access to and 

completion of postsecondary credentials for families with low incomes.  

Mitigating Harm to Postsecondary Access & Completion 

Of the seven proposals in the NPRM, two would directly affect postsecondary education. One proposal 

would impact how some states fund “college scholarships” using TANF. The Department asserts that for 

adults without children, it is “unlikely there could be sufficient evidence or logical coherence to show that 

education and training for individuals who are not parents could be reasonably calculated to end the 

dependence of needy parents” (TANF purpose two) or “in preventing and reducing out-of-wedlock 

pregnancies” (TANF purpose three).  The second proposal would cap the income level that qualifies as 

“needy” at 200% of the federal poverty level (FPL)iii, adjusted for family size under purposes one and two 

for all federal TANF and state maintenance of effort (MOE) expenditures.  

The Department identified 40 states using TANF funds for programs that serve higher-income families 

across a range of services, including “college scholarships”, pre-kindergarten, tax credits, and more. They 

found that some of these programs supported families making 300% to 400% FPL, or even higher. In the 

notice, the Department estimates that states spend approximately $1.14 billion annually on college 

scholarships and that $970 million to $1.3 billion could be “non-allowable.”  

We urge the Department to ensure states have ample time to adjust program funding to ensure that 

students who were previously supported by college scholarships newly deemed non-permissible are not 

harmed and to find ways to continue to serve families with low incomes. 

Postsecondary Access for Families with Low Incomes 



Providing pathways for parents with low incomes to gain postsecondary credentials is vital. Research 

shows that parents who leave TANF end up in low paying unstable jobs that trap them and their children 

in poverty.iv It is estimated that nationwide welfare reform significantly decreased the probability of 

college enrollment for adult women by at least 20 percent.v It also reduced participation in full-time 

vocational and education training programs,vi and these effects were far worse for moms of color.vii 

Cutting off college as a path to economic security exposed low-income women and their children to 

greater harm during economic crises, including the current COVID-19 pandemic.viii  

States have a wide range of options to improve access to education in TANF, including supporting the 

completion of two- and four-year college degrees.ix However, in 2022, only 5.1 percent of TANF 

participants nationally were engaged in “vocational education”, which includes higher education 

programs.x Instead, too often, states forgo these opportunities to improve long-term employment 

outcomes to focus on minimum compliance requirements largely over unfounded fears of violating the 

TANF “work participation rate” requirement and facing a financial penalty.xi  

The Department notes in the proposal that “tuition assistance and other education and training 

supports…may support the economic advancement of parents with low incomes.” We urge the 

Department to provide clear guidance to states on the permissible use of TANF to support college 

scholarships for families with low incomes. We also implore the Department to issue guidance and 

provide technical support to states regarding how they can update TANF policies to improve access to 

postsecondary education without risking compliance with work participation rate (WPR) requirements.xii 

Doing so better reflects the value of postsecondary credentials as an investment in the economic security 

of TANF participants and the increasing demand for postsecondary credentials in the economy. Similarly, 

such guidance clearly aligns with purpose two. 

Thank you for this opportunity to provide feedback in consideration of these proposals.  

The Undersigned, 

Association of Independent California Colleges and Universities 

California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office 

Campaign for College Opportunity 

CAP OC – OC Food bank 

Center for Higher Education Policy and Practice at SNHU 

Complete College America  

Detroit Alumni Success Collective  

Food Research & Action Center 

Food Share of Ventura County 

Higher Learning Advocates 

Inside Track 

Institute for Higher Education Policy 

Jobs for the Future 

John Burton Advocates for Youth 

Michigan Community College Association 

New America Higher Education Program 

Northern California College Promise Coalition 

Northwest Harvest  

Partners for a Hunger-Free Oregon 

Second Harvest Food Bank of Orange County 



Southern California College Attainment Network 

Student Defense 

Swipe Out Hunger 

The Cal State Student Association 

The California State University 

The Education Trust 

The Hope Center at Temple University 

The Institute for College Access & Success 

uAspire 

UNITE-LA 

University of California Student Association 

University of California System 

Washington Student Achievement Council  

Young Invincibles  
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