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Introduction

The Institute for College Access & Success (TICAS), based in Washington, D.C. and Oakland,
California, has served for more than 20 years as a nonpartisan, trusted source of research, design, and
advocacy for student-centered public policies that promote affordability, accountability, and equity in
higher education.

TICAS has worked to advance policies that make it possible for any student—regardless of
their financial circumstances—to earn a high-quality postsecondary degree or credential
without taking on burdensome debt. However, our higher education system is under
existential threat. College costs remain high enough that most students cannot enroll
without taking on debt, too few students finish their degree, and millions are struggling to
repay what they borrowed.

2025 brought significant upheaval to higher education, driven by the enactment of the One Big
Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA) and administrative efforts to shutter the U.S. Department of Education. The
OBBBA made massive changes to the federal student loan program, overhauled the federal
government’s role in holding colleges accountable, and made deep cuts to public benefit programs.

The OBBBA's changes, many of which have yet to take effect, will reverberate far beyond the higher
education system. It will be increasingly difficult for all but the wealthiest students to pay for college or
to attend graduate programs in critical fields such as medicine and law. Colleges and universities will be
increasingly ill-equipped to provide their students with the resources they need to succeed. The
institutions that serve the vast majority of students—regional public colleges and community colleges—
will struggle the most. Cuts to federal SNAP and Medicaid spending will strain state budgets and may
force funding cuts for public colleges and financial aid programs.

Meanwhile, as a result of administrative efforts, institutions have faced devastating reductions in
research funding, institutional funding, and funding for support programs that help students graduate.
There have also been major cuts to basic federal data collection and dissemination, leaving
policymakers in the dark about the impact of rapid policy changes.

Although confidence in the value of a degree is declining, on average, college graduates still earn
substantially more income and face significantly lower unemployment rates than those with no
education beyond high school. The policy shifts made in 2025 will put these benefits further out of
reach for many. This will have dire consequences: by 2031, the Georgetown University Center on
Education and the Workforce projects that 72 percent of jobs in the U.S. will require some type of
postsecondary education or training, with 42 percent of those jobs requiring at least a four-year degree.

Policymakers must act now to lower college costs, reduce student debt burdens, and hold
colleges accountable for providing a quality postsecondary education. Below, we outline a
set of evidence-based, data-driven recommendations for the higher education system to
help more Americans secure a middle-class life and successfully adapt to evolving
workforce needs.
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Make College More Accessible and Affordable

Protect and Strengthen the Pell Grant Program

The Pell Grant program helps more than seven million students attend and complete college each year.
It is the federal government’s foundational investment in college affordability and enjoys strong, long-
standing bipartisan support. There is clear evidence that need-based grant aid increases college
enrollment and completion among low- and moderate-income students.

Pell Grants are well targeted to students with very high financial need.

74 percent of Pell
recipients come from
families with annual

34 percent of Pell
recipients come from
families with annual
incomes at or below

$15,000.

incomes at or below

$40,000.

The program is an engine of economic mobility for communities across the nation; notably, 81 percent
of Black students and nearly three-quarters of Latino students receive a Pell Grant during their time
in school.

Purchasing Power of Grant at Historic Low

The share of college costs covered by the grant is at an all-time low. At its peak in 1975-76, the
maximum Pell Grant covered more than three-quarters of the cost of attending a four-year public
college. The 2025-26 maximum award amount covers just 24 percent of that cost. This contributes to
the college affordability gap that many low- and moderate-income students face: even after applying
grant aid, family resources, and earnings from a reasonable number of work hours, they still must
borrow to cover their college costs. Research suggests that increases to federal grant aid will go a long
way in overcoming current income-based disparities in enrollment and completion.

Program at Risk of Funding Shortfall

Because of its unique and complex funding structure, the Pell program is also at ongoing risk of a
funding shortfall, which could lead to program cuts that would put college further out of reach for
millions of students. The program functions like an entitlement, where every qualified student receives a
grant, but largely relies on discretionary funding, which leads to an inevitable annual mismatch between
how much the program costs and how much funding is available. When the program faces a funding
shortfall, students are at risk of losing critical financial aid.
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https://ticas.org/affordability-2/how-congress-can-strengthen-the-pell-grant-program-to-make-college-more-affordable-for-millions-of-americans/
https://ticas.org/affordability-2/new-report-examines-funding-needed-to-close-the-college-affordability-gap/
https://ticas.org/affordability-2/new-report-examines-funding-needed-to-close-the-college-affordability-gap/
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M Congressional Action
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Ensure the Pell Grant program does not face a funding shortfall. While the OBBBA added $10.5
billion in mandatory program funding meant to avert a shortfall in fiscal year 2026, the Congressional
Budget Office projected in February 2026 that, absent further action, the program still faces a funding
gap of $5.4 billion for FY 2026, which would grow to nearly $11.5 billion for FY 2027.

If lawmakers don’t close the gap with increased funding, students face harmful program or
eligibility cuts. The funding mismatch is due to recent program expansions that were supported by
lawmakers from both parties and signed into law by President Trump. These expansions reflect broad,
ongoing recognition of the value of the Pell Grant program. It would make little sense for Congress to
expand program eligibility only to turn around and make unnecessary cuts.

The only way to permanently stop the risk of shortfall is to shift the Pell program to be funded
entirely on the mandatory side of the budget. This shift would eliminate the need for annual
appropriations and provide for automatic adjustments in program funding based on changes in
participation.

e While the OBBBA added $10.5 billion in mandatory program funding to temporarily avert a shortfall in
fiscal year 2026, the program is likely to face a shortfall again soon if lawmakers do not make additional
investments. The program was already facing a funding gap before lawmakers expanded it to cover
short-term workforce training programs. This expansion is likely to further strain the program’s funding.

At least double the maximum Pell Grant so that it covers at least roughly half of the average cost of
attending a four-year public college.

Permanently restore the grant’s automatic annual inflation adjustments by passing the Pell Grant
Sustainability Act (H.R.1666). This would provide predictable annual increases going forward and ensure
the grant does not lose value from year to year. Pell Grant awards were automatically adjusted to
inflation from 2013 through the 2017-18 award year, and we urge lawmakers to restore this adjustment.

Eliminate the taxation of Pell Grants. Currently, Pell Grants are not taxed as income if they are used
to pay for required tuition, fees, books, supplies, or equipment, but they are taxed as income if they are
used to pay for transportation, food, housing, or other eligible costs of attendance. Therefore, if
students use their Pell Grants to cover fully their tuition, fees, and books, they will have no out-of-
pocket qualified expenses for claiming the American Opportunity Tax Credit (AOTC). Meanwhile, if
students claim the AOTC for tuition, fees, and books they paid for out of pocket, and use their Pell
Grants to cover remaining costs of attendance, then they may face a tax liability.

e Removing the threat of any tax liability associated with Pell Grants will eliminate this complicated,
confusing interaction and more students—particularly those at low-tuition institutions such as
community colleges—will be able to benefit from both Pell Grants and the AOTC, just as students
attending higher-cost institutions already do.

e Two pieces of legislation would address this issue: the House’s Tax-Free Pell Grant Act (H.R.2543),
which also expands the AOTC, and the Senate’s Tax-Free Pell Grant Act (S.1610), which does not
include any expansion of the AOTC.

Expand Pell Grant eligibility to undocumented students to enable Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA) beneficiaries and Temporary Protected Status (TPS) beneficiaries to more easily pursue
higher education opportunities.
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https://ticas.org/accountability/short-term-pell-could-increase-the-risk-of-a-program-shortfall/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1666
https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Three-Tax-Fixes-to-Improve-the-Federal-Student-Aid-Program.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/2543
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/1610/text?s=4&r=14&q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22congressId%3A119+AND+billStatus%3A%5C%22Introduced%5C%22%22%7D
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/education-and-work-profiles-daca-population
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/education-and-work-profiles-daca-population

TICAS 2026 FEDERAL POLICY AGENDA

Ensure Borrowers Have Affordable Student Loan
Repayment Options

The OBBBA made significant changes to the federal student loan repayment system. For borrowers who
take out loans on or after July 1, 2026, it eliminates access to all existing income-based plans and
replaces them with a new “Repayment Assistance Plan” (RAP). It also eliminates access to any income-
based options for new federal Parent PLUS borrowers.

In addition, the OBBBA collapses the current standard, graduated, and extended repayment plans into a
single “standard” plan with varying repayment lengths based on a borrower’s loan balance. It also

eliminates deferment and forbearance options for borrowers facing unemployment and economic
hardship.

Payments Set to Increase

In December 2025, the Education Department announced a settlement agreement to officially terminate
the SAVE plan and require all enrolled borrowers to move into a new plan. This move, which will
increase monthly payments for the 7+ million borrowers currently enrolled in SAVE, comes as 45% of
borrowers say they have had to make tradeoffs between covering their basic needs and staying current
on their monthly loan payments.

Compared to the SAVE Plan

RAP raises payments for most borrowers.

Charges the lowest-income borrowers disproportionately more than those with higher
incomes.

Extends the maximum repayment term from the current 10-25 years to 30 years.

Under RAP’s monthly payment formula, borrowers will also see unpredictable payment
spikes whenever their income crosses certain arbitrary thresholds, meaning borrowers
could be penalized for small cost-of-living raises.

On the Edge of a “Default CIliff”

These shifts have driven ongoing concerns about a looming “default cliff,” where an unprecedented
number of borrowers struggle so much to repay their loans that they default on their payments in
droves. Federal data released in October 2025 shows there are currently more than 5.5 million
borrowers in default, and another 3.7 million are about to enter default. We urge lawmakers to make
additional reforms to the changes made via the OBBBA to ensure the repayment system is actually
affordable for all borrowers. Without access to truly affordable payments, millions more borrowers will

fall behind.
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m Congressional Action

e Revise the formula for determining monthly payment amounts so that monthly payments are actually
affordable for struggling borrowers and to restore the $0 payment option for the lowest-income
borrowers.

Reduce the maximum repayment term to no longer than 20 years for all borrowers.
Restore borrowers’ ability to pause their payments due to acute financial hardship or unemployment.

Restore access to an income-based repayment option for all Parent PLUS borrowers. Starting July 1,
2026, any Parent PLUS borrower who takes out any loans after that date will lose all access to income-
based plans.

Require the Education Department to provide borrowers with timely, clear, and actionable
information about how their repayment options are changing and how to access their preferred
repayment plan.

Hold loan servicers accountable for properly managing borrower accounts and providing expedient
customer support. At minimum, this means properly calculating borrowers’ monthly payment
amounts, ensuring correct reporting to credit agencies, and correctly tracking borrowers’ progress
toward loan discharge.

Restore bankruptcy protections for student loan borrowers. Federal bankruptcy law treats federal
student loans even more stringently than other forms of consumer debt, excluding both from discharge
except in rare cases of proven “undue hardship.” To remove barriers to relief for borrowers who are

truly unable to repay, Congress should restore borrowers’ ability to discharge student debt through
bankruptcy.

Permanently end the taxation of discharged student debt. Current law unfairly and arbitrarily gives a
much-needed tax break to some borrowers and denies tax breaks to others based on the
circumstances by which the loans were forgiven or discharged. Discharged student debt is not a
windfall of income, and the benefit of loan relief is severely undermined if discharged loan balances are
treated as taxable income, immediately replacing one unaffordable debt with another. While Congress
passed a temporary provision during the pandemic to exempt all discharged student debt through the

end of 2025, that provision has expired.
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Reform the Student Loan Default System

Federal student loan default, defined as a borrower missing payments for at least 270 days, comes
with severe consequences. The entire loan balance becomes immediately due, and borrowers face
ongoing damage to their credit scores, along with a range of significant fees.

The federal government also wields vast extra-judicial powers to collect student debt, including
garnishing wages and seizing Social Security payments and tax refunds based on the Child Tax Credit
(CTC) and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). By seizing these benefits, the federal government
takes away critical financial lifelines that reduce poverty for millions of families.

By The Numbers

The vast majority of those who default on student loans
have faced persistent economic and social vulnerability.
Eighty-seven percent of students who entered college in
2003-04 and defaulted within 12 years had received a Pell
Grant at some point, meaning they likely entered college
with a household income of less than $40,000. Those
who were the first in their family to attend college were
also more likely to default: nearly a quarter (23%) of first-
generation students defaulted on their loans within 12

23 percent of
first-generation
students
defaulted on
their loans within
12 years.

years, compared to 14 percent of non-first-generation
students.

Who Is Most At Risk

Students who started school but never completed a degree or credential are at particular risk of default,
as they've taken on debt but received none of the associated economic benefits. Black students in
particular face persistent repayment distress; over the past 20 years, half of Black student loan
borrowers have experienced loan default.

Alongside improvements to the repayment system to keep borrowers out of default, we urge Congress
to make reforms to the student loan default system.

M Congressional Action

Enact legislation to protect low-income borrowers from having their wages, Social Security payments,
and tax refunds—including Child Tax Credit and Earned Income Tax Credit refunds—seized, and limit
collection fees.

Allow those in default to access income-based repayment plans.

Prohibit colleges from withholding transcripts if a student is in loan default.

Prohibit states from suspending, revoking, or denying professional and auto licenses due to student
loan default.
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https://studentaid.gov/manage-loans/default
https://studentaid.gov/manage-loans/default
https://ticas.org/affordability-2/opinion-if-we-dont-act-quickly-the-student-loan-default-system-could-plunge-more-families-into-poverty/
https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/data-visualizations/2024/who-experiences-default
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2024/12/the-student-loan-default-divide-racial-inequities-play-a-role
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Improve Protections for Private Loan Borrowers

Since the Great Recession, the federal government has originated the vast majority—more than 90
percent—of student loans. However, the OBBBA made significant changes to the federal student loan
system, with many of those changes likely to increase graduate students’ reliance on private student
loans. Compared to federal loans, private student loans typically offer worse terms and fewer benefits

for borrowers. Unfortunately, many students who borrow private loans—and the family members who
co-sign them—do not understand the difference between federal and private loans until it is too late.

While the OBBBA made no changes to the amount that undergraduate students can borrow from the
federal government, it ended the federal Graduate PLUS loan program and placed restrictive caps on
the amount that graduate students can borrow through the non-PLUS loan program. The Graduate
PLUS program enabled students to borrow up to the full cost of their graduate program, which meant
students had little reason to turn to the private market.

The average annual and total cost of many graduate programs—notably, those in medical fields—
exceed the new limits. As a result, these changes are likely to push many students to take out riskier,
more expensive non-federal loans or to forgo graduate education altogether.

In anticipation of these changes, we encourage policymakers at both the federal and state levels to act
pre-emptively to protect students from risky private loans.

m Congressional Action

° Closely monitor and assess how the OBBBA’s new limits on federal graduate borrowing impact
students and key industries and consider additional reforms to protect students from any related
harms.

° Require school certification of private loans. Nearly 60% of undergraduates who borrow private loans
borrowed less than the annual maximum allowed for safer federal student loans. Requiring private
lenders to confirm a borrower’s eligibility with their school before disbursing the loan ensures the
student is eligible for that loan.
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https://ticas.org/affordability-2/provisions-affecting-higher-education-in-the-reconciliation-law/
https://ticas.org/affordability-2/provisions-affecting-higher-education-in-the-reconciliation-law/
https://ticas.org/affordability-2/grad-private-loan-borrowing-jan-2026/
https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Private-Student-Loans-Facts-and-Trends.pdf
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Hold Colleges Accountable for Providing a Quality

Education

Protect Students from Low-Quality and
Fraudulent Schools by Enhancing
Statutory Protections and Guardrails
Strong college accountability is key to reducing the
number of students left worse off by burdensome
student debt, protecting taxpayers’ investment in
higher education, and ensuring colleges deliver on
the promises they make to students. Government
investigations and student lawsuits have uncovered
predatory behaviors at a range of colleges, such as
high-pressure sales tactics, falsified job placement
rates, lies about program cost and transferability

of credits, and misrepresentation about the ability
to obtain the required licensure for employment.
This misconduct is often targeted at Black and Latino students, student veterans, or students from low-
income communities and is concentrated at, but not exclusive to, for-profit colleges. High-cost
programs that do not provide sufficient instructional quality and graduate earnings sink students in
unaffordable debt and result in higher loan defaults and wasted taxpayer money.

Safeguard Student and Taxpayer Investments in Higher Education

Across all sectors of higher education, far too many programs fail to deliver a meaningful return on
investment and leave students with unaffordable loan debt. Some colleges spend more on marketing
than teaching and funnel student and taxpayer dollars to third-party companies rather than instruction
and student services. Commonsense guardrails are needed to prevent federal financial aid dollars
from flowing to programs that fail to provide graduates with the earnings needed to repay their debt or
prioritize profit over student success.

Ensure Harmed Students and Borrowers Can Access Relief

When students are lied to or taken advantage of by their school, or subjected to a disruptive school
closure, federal policies such as borrower defense to repayment (loan relief for defrauded students) and
closed school discharge (loan relief after a sudden school or program closure for affected students) offer
vital pathways to relief. But the statutes for these policies need strengthening, and the OBBBA reverts
the 2022 regulations to previous versions from 2019 that Congress rejected by bipartisan vote and which
made it nearly impossible for struggling borrowers to access assistance, even when they attended
schools that committed widespread misconduct.

We urge Congress to enshrine minimum requirements for program quality in statute, ensure
y justice for defrauded borrowers, and provide additional guardrails to protect students from
emerging areas of misconduct.
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https://vetsedsuccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/law-enforcement-list-states.pdf
https://vetsedsuccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/law-enforcement-list-states.pdf
https://www.ppsl.org/cases
https://defendstudents.org/cases
https://ticas.org/accountability/resources-on-borrower-defense-an-essential-protection-for-defrauded-student-borrowers/
https://ticas.org/accountability/closed-school-discharge-fact-sheet/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2020/03/11/congress-rejects-trump-rule-that-makes-loan-forgiveness-harder/
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M Congressional Action

Strengthen accountability by passing the bicameral, bipartisan PROTECT Students Act
(S.994/H.R.2899), which would comprehensively safeguard the investments of students, families, and
taxpayers in the American higher education system.

Require all programs to demonstrate that graduates can afford to repay the debt they take on to
attend their programs by meeting a minimum debt-to-earnings rate. We strongly support the “Do No
Harm” earnings metrics included in the OBBBA, which were further enhanced by proposed
Department regulations, but programs must be required to demonstrate that high-borrowing students
can afford to repay their loans, not simply that they earn more than a high school graduate.

Provide a statutory structure to the borrower defense to repayment program following the OBBBA's
reversion to regulations enacted in 2019 that make it nearly impossible for defrauded borrowers to
receive loan discharge. It should create a fair process for asserting claims of fraud by a school,
mandatory timelines for the Department of Education to make a decision on those claims, and
accountability for schools that defraud students and waste federal funds.

Set clear standards for a percentage of revenue that Title IV grant and loan eligible schools must
spend on instructing students.

Improve data collection, implementation tracking, and guardrails for the Workforce Pell Grant
program to ensure low-quality programs do not waste students’ limited lifetime Pell Grant eligibility.

Revise the ban on incentive compensation to clarify that it applies to online program management
companies that provide “bundled” services along with recruiting and admissions.

Require automatic discharge of student loans for students attending a school during or reasonably
close to the time it closes if those students do not transfer to another institution.
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https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/994/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/2899/titles
https://ticas.org/accountability/the-protect-students-act-how-new-legislation-can-protect-students-and-taxpayers-from-predatory-practices-in-higher-education/
https://ticas.org/accountability/resources-on-borrower-defense-an-essential-protection-for-defrauded-student-borrowers/
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Help More Students Complete College

Nationally, over 43 million adults have some college but no credential, a population that continues to
grow across the country. Efforts to re-enroll these students have resulted in fewer students stopping
out, but disparities in key outcomes persist across
returning student populations. Completing a quality
degree is key to unlocking the benefits of higher
education, including securing meaningful employment
that pays a family-sustaining wage and allows borrowers to
repay student loans. When enrollment in postsecondary
education does not translate into completion, it limits
individuals’ earning potential and reduces the return on
federal investment in higher education.

More than

43 million

adults in the US have some
college but no credential.

Strengthen Federal Investments to Improve

College Completion and Workforce Outcomes

Federal investments in college completion are essential to ensure that postsecondary education delivers
meaningful economic returns for students and taxpayers. Despite expanded access to higher
education, many students—particularly those who are low income, first generation, rural, adult
learners, or from underrepresented backgrounds—do not have adequate access to the holistic
supports they need to reach their educational and professional goals. Evidence shows that sustained,
targeted, and comprehensive approaches to student success improve enrollment and completion
outcomes. Long-standing federal college access and completion programs such as TRIO and GEAR UP
are associated with higher rates of persistence and completion, particularly for students facing systemic
barriers, and are most effective when funding is stable and programs can be delivered continuously over
multiple years.

Ensure Stable Funding and Policy Support for Effective College Completion
Strategies

Funding instability, grant disruptions, and short-term approaches undermine gains in improving college
completion rates. The growing federal emphasis on career pathways and workforce readiness
underscores the importance of aligning college completion efforts with high-quality, credit-bearing
credentials that lead to continued education and economic mobility. Strengthening federal completion
policy is critical to help students finish the educational journey they start, build institutional capacity
to implement and scale effective completion strategies, and ensure federal dollars are targeted
toward postsecondary pathways that lead to strong workforce and economic returns.

A The following priorities may be advanced through appropriations, reauthorization, or other
Vv legislative vehicles aligned with improving college completion outcomes.
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https://nscresearchcenter.org/some-college-no-credential/?_gl=1*me9787*_gcl_au*MTk5ODQ5MTczMC4xNzY4MzY2Nzc0*_ga*MjE0NDU3MTM5OC4xNzY4MzY2Nzc1*_ga_5L4LXL5B8R*czE3NjgzNjY3NzQkbzEkZzAkdDE3NjgzNjY3NzQkajYwJGwwJGgw
https://ticas.org/college-completion/comprehensive-approaches-to-student-success-design-principles/
https://ticas.org/college-completion/trio-gear-up-proposed-cuts-blog-may-2025/

TICAS 2026 FEDERAL POLICY AGENDA

M Congressional Action

Fund federal grant programs that measurably improve postsecondary outcomes (including
persistence, upward transfer, and completion of credentials of value) by prioritizing evidence-based
strategies, data use, and rigorous evaluation to ensure federal investments lead to meaningful student
success.

Strengthen college access and completion programs, especially TRIO and GEAR UP, by providing
stable funding and continuity of services that provide first-generation and low-income students with

sustained academic advising, tutoring, and navigation supports shown to improve persistence and
completion outcomes.

Support institutional capacity to improve completion by aligning federal investments with efforts that
help colleges implement, evaluate, and sustain evidence-based student success strategies that lead to
measurable improvements in student outcomes.

Establish a national innovation fund to improve college completion and workforce outcomes by
providing eligible entities with resources to increase their capacity to adopt innovative solutions that will
increase educational attainment and improve degree completion outcomes for all college students.
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TICAS 2026 FEDERAL POLICY AGENDA

Ensure Public Benefit Programs Support

Postsecondary Education

Basic needs resources should be modernized to better support today’s students. Nearly 20 percent of
undergraduate students are parents who face higher non-tuition costs than their peers and roughly 23
percent of students experience food insecurity. The OBBBA increased state cost shares for SNAP
administration, and for the first time in program history, will require states to pay a portion of SNAP
benefits. These changes will make it more difficult for people to access critical food assistance and
consequently may increase student food insecurity. Federal leaders should invest in basic needs support
for low income, rural, and parenting students to ensure these students can access and complete college.

Today, 35 percent of all enrolled students are considering stopping out, more than half of whom
report they cannot afford to pay their bills. Improving student access to public benefits programs and
institutional support can help students cover non-tuition costs and stay in school. However, the complex
eligibility rules and administrative burdens of public benefits programs such as the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF) subsidies make it
difficult for students to participate.

m Congressional Action

° Improve postsecondary access for SNAP participants by amending the Food and Nutrition Act (Farm
Bill) to include postsecondary credentials at an institution of higher education in the definition of
“Employment and Training” programs. See sample bill text here.

° Strengthen support for parents to pursue postsecondary education by removing restrictions for
Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF) subsidies and increasing investment in the Child Care
Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS) program.

° Reduce administrative barriers to accessing basic needs support by directing federal agencies to
simplify eligibility, application, and verification requirements for students participating in public benefits
programs, and by improving coordination and data sharing between institutions of higher education and
public benefits agencies.

° Strengthen institutional capacity to address students’ basic needs by supporting campus-based
staffing, partnerships, and data systems that help students access food, housing, childcare, and
emergency financial assistance while enrolled.

° Address student basic needs insecurity by:

e Passing the Enhance Access to SNAP Act (EATS Act) (S.2512/H.R.4797) which would eliminate the
student exemptions making it easier for otherwise eligible students to access food assistance;

e Reintroducing and passing the Basic Assistance for Students in College Act (BASIC Act)
(S.5091/H.R.9669, 118" Congress) which would provide institutions of higher education with grants to
address students’ non-tuition barriers; and

e Passing the Understanding Student Parents Outcomes Act (H.R.3944), which would require institutions
to collect data on student parents to inform best practices for supporting student parents throughout
college.
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https://ticas.org/college-completion/fy-26-skinny-budget-fipse-blog-july-2025/
https://ticas.org/college-completion/fy-26-skinny-budget-fipse-blog-july-2025/
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/basic-needs-grants-report-nov-2025/
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/basic-needs-grants-report-nov-2025/
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/reconciliation-2025-snap-and-medicaid/
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/reconciliation-2025-snap-and-medicaid/
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/reconciliation-2025-snap-cost-shift/
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/reconciliation-2025-snap-cost-shift/
https://www.gallup.com/analytics/644939/state-of-higher-education.aspx
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/new-gao-report-underscores-need-for-federal-reform-in-snap/
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/new-gao-report-underscores-need-for-federal-reform-in-snap/
https://ticas.org/anti-poverty/student-basic-needs/modernizing-snap-for-the-21st-century-economy-farm-bill-recommendations/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/2512?s=3&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/4797?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22enhance+access+to+snap+act%22%7D&s=5&r=7
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/5091?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22basic+assistance+for+students+in+college+act%22%7D&s=4&r=5
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/9669?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22basic+assistance+for+students+in+college+act%22%7D&s=4&r=6
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/3994?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22understanding+student+parent+outcomes+act%22%7D&s=1&r=1

TICAS 2026 FEDERAL POLICY AGENDA

Improve Postsecondary Data and Consumer

Information Tools

Create a Federal Student-Level Data Network

The creation of a student-level data network with strong protocols for maintaining student privacy and
protecting data security is key to increasing the comprehensiveness and comparability of postsecondary
data. Without such reform, important measures of student success and their relationship to student
debt will remain out of reach of both students and policymakers.

We urge Congress to pass the bipartisan, bicameral College Transparency Act (S.2511/H.R.4806) to
repeal the 2008 ban on a federal student-level data network and implement holistic reform of
postsecondary data infrastructure while protecting privacy and prioritizing data security.

Improve Financial Aid Offer Communications

According to a recent GAO report, 91 percent of colleges either do not include or understate their net
price—the actual amount a student needs to pay—in their aid offers. More than half (55%) of colleges do
not itemize key direct and indirect costs (including tuition, fees, housing, and transportation costs) in
their financial aid offers, while nearly one-third (29%) do not itemize any costs in their aid offers, leaving
students without even basic information on tuition and fees.

The GAO report came after years of research documenting a glaring lack of transparency in financial aid
offer communications (often misleadingly called “financial aid award letters”).

We recommend that Congress make the following common-sense reforms to ensure that colleges
provide students with clear, transparent, and comparable information about college costs and the
financial aid options available to cover them:

Q Pass the bipartisan, bicameral Understanding the True Cost of College Act (S.1558/H.R.3153),
which would require colleges to provide students and families with clear and transparent information
about costs and financial aid.

Q Require colleges and universities that participate in federal financial aid programs to take a
standardized approach to financial aid offers, and to provide one to every accepted student who
applies for federal financial aid.

Q Establish basic minimums of information that follow the best practices enumerated in the GAO
report, including the full cost of attendance and a student’s net price, or the real amount they need
to pay to enroll.

Q Require the Department of Education to establish a process to consumer-test the standardized
financial aid offer and use the results from the consumer testing in the final development of the
form.
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https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/2511
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/4806
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-104708
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/policy-papers/decoding-cost-college/
https://ticas.org/files/pub_files/cost_in_translation.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/1558
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/3153

