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proud daughter of Paraguayan immigrant parents. She is currently a graduating senior 
at Binghamton University pursuing a Bachelor of Arts in Psychology with minors in 
Latin American and Caribbean area studies and Immigration Studies. At her institution, 
Luz serves as the Student Director of Programming and Diversity Initiatives for the 
career center, is a Resident Assistant, and an active member of TRIO Student Support 
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SUMMARY

American colleges and universities are facing a crisis of college retention and completion 
rates for working-class Latino students. Nationwide, 70% of Latino college students identify 
as either first-generation or low-income (FGLI).1 Among FGLI undergraduates, more than 
4 in 10 fail to complete a four-year degree program on-time—the completion rate drops 
drastically to just 6% among FGLI community college students. For undocumented college 
students, about half of whom identify as Latinx, the figure rises to just 6.6%.2 

The COVID-19 pandemic further aggravates these figures for FGLI Latino students. 
According to a survey done by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 
40% of Latinos currently at four-year universities and 44% of current Latino community 
college students surveyed said the pandemic was likely or very likely to impact their ability 
to complete their respective degrees.3 Additionally, decades-long gains made in college 
enrollment for Latinos evaporated when nationwide fall 2020 college enrollment figures 
dropped by nearly 5.5%.4 

These alarming figures are a call for policymakers to address a crisis of degree completion 
among Latino FGLI students—especially among undocumented undergraduates that fall 
into this category. The federal TRIO program’s Student Support Services (SSS) is one step 
in inspiring scholars to complete their respective degrees. SSS provides comprehensive 
support to FGLI students through dedicated professional mentorship, counseling services, 
and grant assistance to improve college retention rates. In this memo, we call for a budget 
increase of $1.2 billion allocated for TRIO programs and amending the Higher Education 
Act (HEA) to allow undocumented students access to federal education funds. 

BACKGROUND

TRIO SSS consists of eight federal programs assisting low-income or underrepresented 
minorities to finish high school, enroll in post-secondary education, and attain a degree. 
Established by the Higher Education Act in 1965, the host of programs was allocated 
nearly $1 billion in fiscal year (FY) 2018, and in FY 2019, SSS received more than 
$500 million.5 Also in FY 2019, the average cost per participant in the program was 
approximately $1,667, and the average award granted to applicants was approximately 
$316,000.6 Further, SSS has consistently serviced over 200,000 students since FY 2010.7
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The principal mission of the TRIO SSS program is to provide: 

• opportunities for academic development through regular programming

• assistance on college requirements and motivate students toward the successful 
completion of their post-secondary education

• grant aid to current SSS participants who are receiving Federal Pell Grants

Combined, these services work to construct a more inclusive college campus for FGLI 
college students and “help students make the transition from one level of higher education 
to the next.”8 

THE ASK

• Congress should increase investment in federal TRIO programs by $1.2 billion to increase 
college retention rates amongst FGLI students.

• Congress should also amend Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965 to allow 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipients, Temporary Protected Status 
(TPS) holders, and other undocumented students to be eligible for federal TRIO funds 
and services.

THE NEED

• Attaining a post-secondary degree has long been the golden ticket for social and 
economic mobility in the United States. However, there is an urgency to address the 
socioeconomic and racial disparities in retention rates. For cohorts entering 4-year public 
institutions in 2011, only about 54% of Latino students finished their degrees within six 
years, compared to 63% of White students.9 Moreover, FGLI college students complete 
their degrees at half the rate of their non-FGLI peers.10 With its core mission being to 
correct these disparities, SSS is an essential path forward to bolster student achievement. 

• TRIO SSS has demonstrated a significant positive effect on FGLI student retention and 
success. Students enrolled in TRIO SSS programs are more likely to remain enrolled 
in higher education, obtain more college credits, and earn higher GPAs compared to 
similarly qualified students who were not enrolled in the program.11 The Pell Institute 
(2009) found that SSS students were 12% more likely to be retained in the second 
year and 23% more likely to be retained in the third year12—again demonstrating the 
effectiveness of SSS programs.

THE IMPACT

Expanding the reach of Student Support Services to more students at community colleges 
and universities is key to fostering a new generation of Americans equipped to meet our 
nation’s growing challenges. Inspiring and supporting students who are the first in their 
families to step foot on a college campus fulfills the promise of economic and social 
mobility for millions of working-class students. The hundreds of thousands of students 
already benefiting from SSS have provided their stories and data, revealing a renewed 
confidence in their academic potential and feelings of belonging.13 We call for a dramatic 
increase in SSS funding to meet the striking racial and economic inequities associated with 
degree attainment. Additionally, the inclusion of undocumented students further unlocks 
the academic and economic potential necessary for our communities to thrive. 

A lack of action on the issue of degree attainment has severe ramifications for our post-
COVID economic rebuilding efforts. Students from Latinx working families have put their 
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education on hold to serve our community as essential workers. Many more feel the social 
and economic factors induced by the pandemic make them unlikely to finish their degree. 
Without active mentorship and financial support, we face an entire class of FGLI Latinx 
students failing to be adequately equipped to attain well-paying jobs. Student Support 
Services and their accompanying resources can catch these students before they are 
completely out of reach. As Congress considers economic relief plans, we ask that they 
allot additional funding for SSS programs to ensure that low-income students are receiving 
the support they need, including expanding the TRIO program funding, to complete their 
higher education.
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