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Currently, students taking 12 credit hours a semester are considered "full-time" and are eligible for the maximum Pell 
Grant award. While some states have experimented with proposals to encourage students to take 15 credits, rather 
than 12, such a federal policy change to maximum Pell Grant eligibility could cut millions of students' grants by up to 
$1,500 a year, reducing college access and their likelihood of completion.  

 
Many students simply cannot take 15 credits per term, and would have their Pell Grants cut as a result: 

• Some colleges and universities cannot offer all students 15 credits. Colleges’ ability to make 15 credits available 
to students each term is highly dependent on the condition of state budgets. During the recession, for example, 
approximately 10,000–15,000 students at California Community Colleges were on waiting lists for courses 
because 95 percent of classes were already full.1 Further, many colleges cannot guarantee that the specific 
coursework students need will be available for them to take, which means students would be taking more 
credits but not progressing towards their degree any faster.2  

• Many colleges prohibit students who are struggling from taking 15 credits. Many colleges impose credit limits 
on certain categories of students, including those admitted conditionally and those on academic probation or 
just removed from probation. For these students, credit limits are designed to help facilitate their success.  

• Work and family commitments may make it impossible to take more classes. Almost two-thirds (63 percent) of 
Pell Grant recipients already work to supplement their financial aid,3 and nearly one-third (31 percent) have 
dependents other than a spouse.4  

 
Students who cannot increase their course loads could have their Pell Grants cut by up to $1,500 a year, forcing them 
to work more or borrow more to stay in school: 

• Research shows that students working more than 15-20 hours a week in college are more likely to struggle 
academically and/or drop out than those working fewer hours.5 

• Pell Grant recipients are already more than twice as likely as their peers to take out student loans.6 Cutting their 
awards would simply require them to take out more loans, leaving them further in debt once they graduate. 

 
There is little evidence demonstrating that defining full-time status as 15 credits for determining grant aid eligibility 
results in more positive outcomes. As a standalone policy change, it may result in unintentional harm.  

• While research shows the relative benefits of enrolling full-time as compared to part-time, most studies do not 
distinguish at all between students who take 12 credits or more than 12 credits.7 Research that has examined 
different course loads within a full-time attendance category show mixed results, and do not generally account 
for the numerous student characteristics and circumstances that influence a student’s ability to enroll in and 
complete additional courses.8  

• There is no evidence that redefining full-time status for Pell Grant eligibility would encourage or enable low 
income students to enroll in additional courses, or complete their programs faster. A study of a Wisconsin 
need-based grant program whose participants also received a Pell Grant suggests that grant eligibility was not a 
primary factor in students’ course-taking decisions, but rather made decisions based on their ability to juggle 
schedules and succeed in their courses.9  

• Some research cautions that students with the least resources may not benefit from attempting more classes.10 
Further, grant aid contingent on enrollment intensity and performance requirements can actually result in some 
students decreasing their course loads.11  
 

There are other approaches to accelerating completion that do not penalize students unable to take more courses: 
• Promising strategies for encouraging students to take more credits involve a range of additional supports 

including enhanced advising and awareness campaigns.12 The University of Hawai’i, for example, reports having 
substantially increased the percentage of students enrolling in 15 credits exclusively though an aggressive 
marketing campaign.13  
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