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INTRODUCTION

Part I of this series examined Pell Grant access and 
completion rates among the nation’s most accessible 
institutions of higher education – community colleges. 
Part II shifts attention to some of the nation’s most 
selective institutions – public and non-profit four-year 
universities. Nationwide, there are more than 2,000 
public and non-profit four-year institutions (hereafter 
“universities”) enrolling 3 million Pell Grant recipients. 
To help contextualize this large sector of higher edu-
cation, this brief classifies universities into four selec-
tivity categories: highly selective; selective; moderately 
selective; and broad access. Organizing universities by 
selectivity helps distinguish the nation’s most accessi-
ble universities from the least accessible, allowing us 
to see how admissions practices are linked to eco-
nomic inequities.1 The Pell Grant is a portable financial 
aid program that follows students to whichever eligible 
university they attend, regardless of the institution’s 
selectivity level.2 The Pell Grant is also the foundation 
of all other need-based financial aid, so universities 
can leverage their own financial aid on top of the Pell 
Grant to help students from lower- and moderate-in-
come backgrounds pay for college. 

This brief presents basic data trends that are surpris-
ingly not well documented in the research and policy 
literature. It finds Pell Grant access and completion 
rates vary by selectivity. Pell Grant recipients attending 
the most selective universities tend to complete their 
degrees at higher rates; however, selective universities 
enroll the smallest shares of Pell Grant students while 
the least selective universities enroll the largest shares. 
It also finds Pell Grant completion rates have been 
steadily rising regardless of selectivity. These findings 
can be useful in many ongoing research and policy 
conversations; for example, it can help policymakers 
identify universities that serve high percentages of 
Pell Grant recipients while also having high Pell Grant 
completion rates. It could also help identify universi-
ties that improved the most on these key Pell Grant 

metrics or to help enhance ongoing efforts among 
some of the universities serving large shares of Pell 
Grant students but with limited financial resources. 
Using data like this for ongoing improvement could 
contribute to state and federal policies aimed at im-
proving access and completion rates for the nation’s 
low- and moderate-income students. 

FOUR-YEAR UNIVERSITY CONTEXTS 

Universities included in this analysis enroll approxi-
mately 10 million undergraduate students, with 3 mil-
lion being Pell Grant recipients.3 While these universi-
ties enroll large numbers of Pell Grant recipients, the 
resources available to fund the education provided 
vary significantly and predictably.  For example, broad-
ly accessible universities that  enroll disproportionately 
high shares of Pell Grant recipients have the least 
financial resources, while more selective universities 
enjoy significantly more resources and enroll the 
fewest Pell Grant recipients.4 There are many rea-
sons for these disparities and they have persisted for 
decades, exacerbated by the nation’s wealthiest and 
most selective universities adopting enrollment man-
agement practices that favor and actively pursue more 
affluent students.5 When these selective universities 
do recruit “high-achieving, low-income” students, they 
tend to cast a narrow net and draw from high schools 
located in just 15 metropolitan areas.6 This results in a 
highly stratified system where – through the practice 
of selective admissions – universities with the greatest 
amount of resources tend to serve the smallest share 
of Pell Grant recipients from relatively narrow avenues 
of access.

Compounding these challenges is the fact that most 
undergraduates stay relatively close to home for 
college. According to the National Postsecondary 
Student Aid Survey, over half of all undergraduates 
attending universities are within just 50 miles from 
home.7 Universities are connected to – and often 
have long and complex histories with – their local and 
regional communities.8 For example, many of today’s 
public universities started as regional teaching colleges 
and now have more comprehensive missions designed 
to meet a wide and diverse range of regional needs.9 
By virtue of their mission, many regional comprehen-
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sive universities are seen as the workhorse of higher 
education serving large shares of under-represent-
ed students and doing so with the least resources.10 
While helping “high-achieving, low-income” students 
attend well-resourced selective universities is a worth-
while endeavor, it should not come at the expense of 
supporting broadly accessible universities that already 
serve the lion’s share of low- and moderate-income 
students. This analysis can help researchers and poli-
cymakers keep their focus on identifying, monitoring, 
and ultimately improving Pell Grant access and com-
pletion among the most accessible universities.  

DATA AND MEASURES

The following analysis draws from two U.S. Depart-
ment of Education public data sources: College 
Scorecard and Pell Grant Volume reports.11 The Col-
lege Scorecard provides data on: (a) the predominant 
degree program and control of each institution;12 (b) 
12-month undergraduate unduplicated headcount;13 
and (c) completion rates for Pell Grant recipients.14 
Completion rates include students who completed a 
credential at either their original institution or a dif-
ferent institution within six years of first entry (i.e., 150 
percent time).15 In conjunction with other existing data 
sources, College Scorecard data enhances “estimates 
of institutional progression and completion related 
outcomes.”16 The Pell Grant Volume reports provide 
data on: (d) total number of Pell Grant recipients 
during an award year and (e) total Pell Grant dollars 
disbursed during an award year.17 In these two data 
sources, Pell recipients, disbursements, and degree 
completers are reported at the “main” (or “parent”) 
campus but 12-month enrollments are reported at 
each “child” location; to harmonize the two sources, 
this analysis sums all child enrollment data up to the 
main campus.18 Taking this step allows for the full in-
clusion of all available years of data, beginning with the 
1999-00 academic year and going through 2020-21, a 
period spanning two recessions and the first year of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.19 

The key indicators of interest are the share of under-
graduates receiving Pell Grants and 150 percent com-
pletion rate of Pell recipients.20  Notably, Pell Grant 
completion rates are based on the U.S. Department 
of Education’s National Student Loan Data System 
(NSLDS). The NSLDS accounts for Pell Grant and 
federal loan disbursement records, making it a valid 

and trustworthy source for key information on aided 
students. Using NSLDS for measuring completion 
rates is a relatively new use of these records, and one 
that has not been fully explored or discussed in policy 
and research conversations. When the federal govern-
ment first released these records, they did so with the 
goal of helping the field “facilitate dialog [sic] about 
how these new data…can best enhance estimates of 
institutional progression and completion related out-
comes.”21 Accordingly, the completion rates reported 
in this brief should be interpreted with these caveats.

In addition to these measures, this analysis relies on 
admission rates reported in the College Scorecard.22 
I have coded all universities that admit fewer than 40 
percent of their total applicants as “highly selective.” 
I then coded those with admission rates between 
40 percent and 60 percent as “selective” and those 
between 60 percent and 80 percent as “moderately 
selective” universities. Following conventions of other 
researchers, I coded “broad access” universities as 
those admitting 80 percent or greater.23 For example, 
many private liberal arts colleges are coded as “high-
ly selective,” public research universities tend to be 
“selective,” and regional comprehensive universities 
are often “moderately selective” or “broad access.” I 
applied these thresholds for each year of data, where 
the Appendix summarizes the number of universities 
and Pell Grant recipients in each category for 2020-
21. 

TRENDS IN PELL ACCESS

Today, approximately 3 million of the nation’s 6 million 
Pell Grant recipients attend public and non-profit 
universities. The vast majority of these students attend 
broad access and moderately selective institutions 
while relatively small shares attend highly selective and 
selective universities. Figure 1 illustrates this pattern 
by showing admission rates on the horizontal axis and 
the percent receiving Pell Grants on the vertical axis. 
While a handful of highly selective universities have 
high Pell Access rates, the majority have fewer than 
20 percent of undergraduates receiving Pell Grants. 
Nationwide, most universities have at least 30 percent 
of their undergraduates receiving Pell Grants, mak-
ing highly selective universities stand out as falling far 
behind national trends. 
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FIGURE 1: ADMISSION RATES AND PELL 
GRANT ACCESS RATES AMONG UNIVERSITIES 
(2020-21)

Admissions practices at highly selective universities 
reinforce inequality by limiting access among Pell 

Grant recipients.

Note: Selectivity categories are based on the following admission thresh-
olds: Highly Selective 0% to 40%; Selective 40% to 60%; Moderately 
Selective 60% to 80%; Broad Access 80% to 100%.  

Source: Author’s calculations using U.S. Department of Education’s Office 
of Federal Student Aid Pell Volume data (for numerator) and U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s College Scorecard admissions variable and 12-month 
unduplicated headcount (for denominator).   

For additional context, Figure 2 provides Pell access 
trends across each of the four selectivity groups. 
Here, the solid line represents the share of undergrad-
uates receiving Pell Grants at the median university; 
the area around the solid line represents the middle 
half of the distribution (i.e., the interquartile range). 
Displaying this range helps show how universities 
cluster together and can help assess when a universi-
ty’s Pell access rate is high or low when compared to 
other institutions. 

FIGURE 2: TRENDS IN PELL ACCESS RATES

At all but highly selective universities, the share 
of undergraduates receiving Pell Grants hovers 

around 30% and is higher today than in the early 
2000s; however, these trends are falling in recent 

years and will likely continue in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Note: The solid line represents the median university, the band rep-
resents the 25th to 75th percentile of universities. Selectivity categories 
are based on the following admission thresholds: Highly Selective 0% to 
40%; Selective 40% to 60%; Moderately Selective 60% to 80%; Broad 
Access 80% to 100%.  

Source: Author’s calculations using U.S. Department of Education’s 
Office of Federal Student Aid Pell Volume data (for numerator) and U.S. 
Department of Education’s College Scorecard admissions variable and 
12-month unduplicated headcount (for denominator). 
 

Notably, universities in all categories other than 
highly selective universities have larger shares of 
Pell Grant recipients today than in the early 2000s. 
There was a surge of Pell Grant students during the 
Great Recession, where Pell access rates nearly dou-
bled in all but the most selective universities. This 
suggests more accessible universities have become 
more economically diverse since before the reces-
sion; however, Figure 2 also shows steady declines 
over the past decade where universities are regress-
ing to pre-Great Recession Pell Grant access levels. 
These trends are likely to be worsened because 
the same populations of individuals most negatively 
affected by the economic and public health conse-
quences of the COVID-19 are often the same who 
would qualify for the Pell Grant. As these populations 
opt out of higher education, we can expect to see 
Pell Grant access rates continue to fall among the 
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nation’s more accessible universities. 

TRENDS IN PELL COMPLETION

Shifting to Pell completion rates, Figure 3 provides the 
median (solid line) and interquartile range (blue area), 
for all years available in the dataset.24 Here, comple-
tion rates are measured six-years after entry and most 
universities have steadily improved their Pell comple-
tion rates over time.25 For example, the median Pell 
Grant completion rate at broad access universities 
nearly doubled between 2002-03 and 2018-19, rising 
from 34 percent to 60 percent. Unfortunately, it is 
unclear precisely “how much” of these improvements 
are driven by actual improvements versus improve-
ments in NSLDS data quality; nevertheless, they are 
improvements that the research and policy commu-
nity can learn from and examine for further research. 
One well-documented trend reflected in Figure 3 is 
that more selective universities tend to have higher 
completion rates; for example, the median Pell Grant 
completion rate among highly selective universities is 
around 80 percent.26 The relationship between selec-
tivity and completion rates is well documented in the 
research literature, where more selective universities 
recruit students based on prior academic success 
and tend to have greater resources to support their 
students through degree completion and the opposite 
is often true for more broadly accessible universities. 

 

FIGURE 3: TRENDS IN PELL COMPLETION 
RATES

Completion rates for Pell Grant recipients attend-
ing public and non-profit universities are typically 

above 60% and have steadily risen over time, often 
increasing by at least one percentage point per 

year. 

 

Note: The solid line represents the median university, the band represents 
the 25th to 75th percentile of universities. Selectivity categories are based 
on the following admission thresholds: Highly Selective 0% to 40%; Selec-
tive 40% to 60%; Moderately Selective 60% to 80%; Broad Access 80% 
to 100%. Completions based on NSLDS data.27 

Source: Author’s calculations using U.S. Department of Education’s Col-
lege Scorecard Pell completion and admissions variables; completion rates 
include any credential from the student’s original or transfer-out location 
within six years of entry (150% time).

PELL ACCESS AND COMPLETION RATES

Figure 4 uses data from the 2018-19 reporting year 
(the most recent completion data available) to show 
the relationship between Pell access rates and Pell 
completion rates. Each circle represents a universi-
ty and the vertical axis shows completion rates (150 
percent time) for Pell Grant recipients, while the 
horizontal axis shows Pell access rates for public and 
non-profit universities. Figure 4 is arranged by selectiv-
ity, where the top-left panel shows how highly selective 
universities enroll small shares of Pell Grant recipients 
but tend to graduate Pell Grant recipients at very high 
rates. In each of the subsequent panels, there is a 
negative relationship between access and completion, 
which is consistent with the emerging research litera-
ture finding that more accessible universities tend to 
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have fewer resources and greater needs for support-
ing students through degree completion.28 According-
ly, Figure 4 should be interpreted in that light where 
universities serving large shares of Pell Grant recipi-
ents are likely doing so with the fewest resources. 

FIGURE 4: RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PELL AC-
CESS AND COMPLETION RATE 

Universities enrolling small shares of Pell Grant stu-
dents tend to have higher completion rates, likely 
because these same universities tend to be more 
selective and have greater resources to support 

students through degree completion. 

Note: Selectivity categories are based on the following admission thresh-
olds: Highly Selective 0% to 40%; Selective 40% to 60%; Moderately 
Selective 60% to 80%; Broad Access 80% to 100%.   

Source: Author’s calculations using U.S. Department of Education’s Col-
lege Scorecard Pell completion and admissions variables; completion rates 
include any credential from the student’s original or transfer-out location 
within six years of entry (150% time). This also uses U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office of Federal Student Aid Pell Volume data (for numerator) 
and U.S. Department of Education’s College Scorecard admissions variable 
and 12-month unduplicated headcount (for denominator).  

KEY TAKE-AWAYS
College access and completion rates among Pell 
Grant recipients is a topic not well documented in 
academic or policy research. Accordingly, this brief 
documented trends in these key metrics for public 
and non-profit four-year universities. Many of these 
institutions use selective admissions practices to limit 
who can attend and these practices often reinforce 
existing economic inequities in college access and 
completion. Among public and non-profit universities, 
this brief found:  

	» Approximately half of the nation’s Pell Grant recip-
ients attend public or non-profit four-year univer-
sities

	» Highly selective universities do the least in terms of 
expanding access to Pell Grant recipients; howev-
er, they tend to have some of the nation’s highest 
Pell Grant completion rates

	» Completion rates for Pell Grant recipients has 
steadily risen over time, with rates nearly doubling 
at broad access universities

	» The share of university students receiving Pell 
Grants has declined in recent years and risks 
falling even further in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic

These baseline trends can help inform ongoing policy 
and research conversations by identifying universities 
that (a) enroll and complete large shares of Pell Grant 
recipients and (b) have experienced the greatest 
growth in these metrics over time. These tend to be 
moderately selective and broad access universities, 
and they can provide promising insights into the 
practices and programs universities use to recruit 
and retain Pell Grant recipients. It could also help 
inform research and outreach efforts to link students 
to colleges with high completion rates for Pell Grant 
recipients. Rather than expecting students to uproot 
and attend more selective universities far away, this 
report can help refocus attention on the institutions 
already serving the lion’s share of Pell Grant recipients. 
Ensuring these universities have adequate resources 
and capacity to fully support the needs of students 
from lower- and moderate-income backgrounds will 
be critical for closing inequities in college access and 
completion.29 
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APPENDIX
 

NUMBER OF INSTITUTIONS AND PELL GRANT RECIPIENTS, BY 
SECTOR AND SELECTIVITY (2020-21)

 

Institutions Pell Grant  
recipients

Share of Pell  
Grant recipients

PUBLIC

Highly Selective 26 129,320 4%

Selective 58 286,691 9%

Moderately  
Selective 186 775,735 25%

Broad Access 299 1,012,761 32%

Total 569 2,204,507 70%

NON-PROFIT

Highly Selective 119 84,347 3%

Selective 184 135,979 4%

Moderately 
Selective 415 291,864 9%

Broad Access 718 423,658 13%

Total 1,436 935,848 30%

TOTAL

Highly Selective 145 213,667 7%

Selective 242 422,670 13%

Moderately  
Selective 601 1,067,599 34%

Broad Access 1,017 1,436,419 46%

Total 2,005 3,140,355 100%
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