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INTRODUCTION
Federally-funded TRIO college access programs provide low-income, first generation students with academic support 
and counseling as they navigate a path to post-secondary education. More than  3,100 TRIO programs currently serve 
more than 812,000 low-income students nationwide, many of whom are  in grades six through 12. TRIO programs play 
a vital role in closing the educational attainment gap between our nation’s highest- and lowest-income students: only 
47% of low-income, highly qualified students enroll in four-year colleges, as compared to nearly 67% of high-income, 
highly qualified students. 

American Student Assistance (ASA) administers two TRIO programs – Talent Search and Upward Bound - in several 
middle and high schools in the cities of Boston and Brockton, Massachusetts. These programs serve students during 
and after school, offering enrichment activities around self-discovery, exploring interests and skills, career exploration, 
tutoring, peer mentoring, college visits, admissions applications, campus-based summer programming, career and 
college readiness workshops, financial aid, standardized testing, and cultural development. For the 2018-19 academic 
year, 100% of ASA’s Upward Bound high school graduates, and 80% of our Talent Search graduates, went on to enroll 
in post-secondary education. 

Moreover, a survey of our program alumni that gauged their long-range perceptions and experiences showed strong 
satisfaction with program offerings, positive patterns of post-secondary enrollment and completion, and beneficial 
career outcomes. Results of this survey shed light on the positive impact of these vital programs and suggest areas of 
focus for policymakers and practitioners moving forward:

Many low-income first-generation students report feelings of confusion and not knowing where to turn as they 
struggle to make sense of post-high school plans, even more so in the age of COVID-19. TRIO professionals play a 
vital role in helping students navigate the intricate college admissions and financial aid process. Often, they are the 
only resource for students who can’t turn to family members for support, or whose school counselors are 
overburdened. As Congress crafts legislation to stimulate the economy in the wake of the pandemic, as well as annual 
appropriations bills, ASA recommends they continue their strong support for TRIO by maintaining or increasing current 
funding levels. Despite TRIO programs’ proven strong results, the President’s budget in recent years has suggested 
deep funding cuts; the Fiscal Year 2021 budget request to Congress proposes cutting TRIO funding by 13% and 
consolidating programs into a single state block grant.  

But Congress has remained steadfast in its support, instead opting to increase the TRIO budget by $30 million (or 3%) 
for the final appropriation in FY20. With COVID-19 threatening to deepen the digital divide and exacerbate the existing 
inequities in our education system for disadvantaged students, now is the time for lawmakers to continue to champion 
TRIO and invest more dollars to expand programming and reach. 

For example, the Council for Opportunity in Education estimates that an additional $54 million to expand the capacity 
of the Talent Search program by 25% would serve an additional 139,000 low-income middle and high school students, 
while $200 million in technology support could provide home internet and laptops for the approximately 45% of 
TRIO students who lack such critical resources. Additional funding could also help program staff deliver more 
comprehensive, personalized counseling; while ASA’s study showed that TRIO program alumni were highly satisfied 
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with the services they received, alumni were still three times more likely to report the transition from high school to 
college as challenging. More can and should be done to increase these programs’ effectiveness. 

Introduce career conversations earlier, emphasize experiential learning, and expand metrics 
to include career outcomes.

ASA’s survey results suggest that an earlier emphasis on career exploration in a student’s educational journey may 
reduce the likelihood he/she will drop out of college or transfer institutions in the future. Today, students’ higher 
education choices are often not aligned with future career goals: only 21% of alumni in ASA’s survey indicated they 
approached their future with a career in mind before making decisions about their educational pathway. Previous ASA 
research revealed similar findings, with students overwhelmingly saying they selected their college or major first, prior 
to considering their intended career path. However, the research also found that ASA TRIO alumni who chose their job 
or career path earlier in the process were less likely to stop out of college or transfer to a different institution of higher 
education. While for some students, transferring institutions is a perfectly acceptable step along the way to credential 
attainment with no detrimental outcomes, ASA’s survey did find that those who completed their education at a single 
institution (i.e., did not transfer) were more likely to report higher pay satisfaction. 

Keeping career goals in mind can also help students stay on track to college completion. Nearly four out of five TRIO 
alumni in ASA’s survey identified “thinking about my future career” as a top motivator and bridge to college success, 
while “I don’t know what to do for a career, so it’s hard to stay focused” was a barrier. Additionally, TRIO alumni who 
took advantage of academic and/or career advising during their time with ASA were less likely to stop out down the 
road. A stronger emphasis on career advising in TRIO programs could also help manage student expectations around 
pay - fewer than one in five respondents in ASA’s survey reported feeling good about their pay, with more than half 
expressing dissatisfaction – and could also possibly ensure better alignment between a student’s area of study and 
eventual job (Most survey respondents reported not working in a job or career field that is aligned with what they 
studied, although it is important to note that these findings were limited to students’ early careers. It is possible that 
career outcomes will improve as individuals progress past their “first job” out of college).  Stronger career counseling 
could also help students more successfully balance work and study, since data shows that many TRIO students (both 
high school and college) must work out of financial necessity. 

That financial necessity, however, often limits TRIO students’ ability to take advantage of experiential work-based 
learning opportunities relevant to their interests and future career goals. To financially support themselves and their 
families, many TRIO students take any part-time and summer jobs they can get, often with little connection to their 
desired fields of study or career aspirations. This makes it difficult for them to prove to an employer they are qualified 
and launch into their first professional position. TRIO programs should be encouraged to leverage relationships with 
established, qualified organizations specializing in youth internship opportunities, such as YEAR UP, and give students 
meaningful work experiences that provide both financial support and better career preparation. Accordingly, TRIO 
annual performance metrics should reflect this career focus, with requirements to longitudinally track not only alumni 
college completion and degree attainment rates, but also career outcomes through the first 10 years after high school. 
The world has changed since TRIO was created, and the outcome metrics should be reconsidered as well. TRIO
programs should be measured on their ability to contribute to the long-term success of students as they enter the 
workforce, and not just how many students enroll in a post-secondary program. 

Focus on high-touch, intensive services.

One reason for Upward Bound’s success in college education attainment and completion could be the program’s 
concentration on a smaller student population and extremely “high-touch,” personalized approach, including a 
summer residential component. Talent Search, by contrast, with its more inclusive focus and higher numbers of 
students served, has been deliberately designed to be “light-touch” and operates on the belief that “small amounts of 
service, delivered at crucial times, can make a difference in students’ decisions concerning college preparation and 
enrollment.” For example, Talent Search is only required to provide “connections” to services like tutoring, financial 
literacy counseling, etc. For this reason, Upward Bound costs per student are nearly 10 times as much as Talent 
Search’s -- $4,458 vs $485.
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When designing new programs or appropriating resources to existing programs, policymakers should carefully 
balance these two approaches. While it may be cost prohibitive to replicate Upward Bound’s intensive services for a 
larger student population, it is nevertheless important to ensure that all students bound for post-secondary education, 
no matter the form, receive the kinds of individualized counseling that will prepare them for success. 

For much of TRIO’s 55-year history, the programs’ goal was to provide increased access to four-year, traditional 
college because it was the only way to truly break the cycles of poverty and engender economic mobility. Today, 
however, many other forms of post-secondary education, from community college to apprenticeships to certificate 
programs, can provide a path to good jobs with family-sustaining wages. Talent Search recognizes the validity of these 
various pathways by including the attainment and completion of any post-secondary program as program measures. 
What is missing for Talent Search students, however, is equal access to high-quality, high-touch guidance and 
assistance so they can successfully navigate whichever post-secondary road they choose.  

Prioritize services and programming for Latinx students and English Language 
Learners, particularly pertaining to financial aid counseling.

Nationally, only 22% of Latinx adults hold an associate degree or higher, as compared to 39% of all adults in the US. 
ASA’s TRIO alumni survey showed similar results, with less than two thirds (62%) of Latinx students reporting being 
currently enrolled in or having completed a four-year degree program, compared to 80% of Black students and 71% of 
students of other or multiple races. More resources should be devoted to counseling and programming dedicated to 
ensuring Latinx students can access post-secondary programs and complete credentials. Additionally, TRIO programs 
should continue to emphasize multilingual services and materials, particularly when communicating with students and 
families about college affordability and financial aid. ASA’s survey found that nearly 80% of students who do not speak 
English as a first language cited money as a barrier to college, compared to 62% who are native speakers. With Latinx 
students making up an increasingly larger part of the U.S.’s student population, it is imperative they go on to pursue 
and achieve post-secondary credentials so that our nation can sustain a globally competitive and highly-qualified 
workforce.

Increase the federal Pell Grant.

Low-income first-generation students face many hurdles in attaining higher education, but perhaps none so large as 
the high cost of attendance. Massive income inequality and racial disparities in wealth accumulation over generations 
has left many promising students unable to pursue their dreams simply because they can’t afford it. Federal, state and 
institutional financial aid provide assistance, but students and families still encounter financial barriers, especially as 
student loans in recent years have supplanted other forms of grant and scholarship aid that don’t have to be repaid. 
TRIO alumni in ASA’s survey respondents cited “money/finances/loans” as the top barrier to college and they rated the 
programs’ financial aid counseling as the most helpful. Many respondents also stated, “I work one or more jobs on top 
of going to school.” In fact, ASA’s survey showed that one in five full-time students (20.6%) reports also working a 
full-time job at the same time, likely out of financial need. In keeping with the historic Higher Education Act’s original 
intent to promote equal access, affordability, and completion for all students, Congress should heed the call of nu-
merous education equity and advocacy organizations to increase the dollar amount of the annual federal Pell Grant 
award. Steep increases in college costs over the past 50 years have greatly diminished the Pell’s purchasing power; 
the maximum Pell award covered more than three-fourths of the cost of attendance at the average four-year public 
university in the 1970s, but today it covers less than 30%. Greatly increasing the federal Pell Grant award would help 
put post-secondary education within reach of deserving students.

Extend support and programming through college.

For some low-income first-generation students, gaining access to higher education is only the first part of the battle. 
Once they get to campus, many struggle with feelings of not belonging or being out of place next to their more 
advantaged peers. Many ASA survey respondents cited “I don’t feel supported on campus” as a barrier to college 
completion. Without the proper campus supports, these students face an increased risk of dropping out before 
completing their degree. Some colleges are reforming their practices to be more welcoming to their entire student 
population, implementing programs like Vassar College’s Transitions that focuses on building community and creating 
a sense of belonging amongst low income, first generation and undocumented students. 
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Policymakers should also look to expand TRIO programs specifically aimed at students while they are in college, such 
as Student Support Services, which can increase college graduation and retention rates by providing services ranging 
from academic tutoring to financial aid counseling, career advising, mentoring, assistance with housing and more. 

TRIO supports geared specifically to helping students mitigate and balance the challenges of working through college 
may also help alleviate some of the challenges related to transitioning to higher education and successful completion. 
A very large number of TRIO students end up working while they pursue post-secondary education; ASA’s survey 
showed 83% of TRIO program alumni who are now full-time students are working and 70% of part-time students are as 
well. Finally, longer-term student outcomes may also get a boost from prolonged interactions between students and 
TRIO staff – ASA TRIO student alumni who kept in touch with ECP staff were more likely to end up satisfied with their 
pay once they entered the workforce.

Consider a new kind of program focused on career and technical education.

Career and technical education (CTE) is in the midst of a resurgence. Today, about eight million high school students 
are enrolled in one or more CTE courses, and many practitioners agree CTE has come a long way over the past 
decade. In years past, vocational education was primarily used as a “less than” alternative for students who weren’t 
college-bound, but today many students follow a CTE path from high school all the way through a post-secondary 
program and on to a successful career. A post-secondary access and success program that works in tandem with and 
supplements secondary schools’ CTE curricula could help the growing number of students who are turning to CTE 
to form their post-high school plans. Such a program could expand TRIO’s reach to students not traditionally served, 
while simultaneously changing long-entrenched views by prioritizing CTE and elevating it as a viable post-secondary 
option.

TRIO college access and success programs have a proven track record of helping underprivileged students to and 
through all forms of higher education. With participants reporting high satisfaction with program offerings and strong 
college and career outcomes, policymakers should look to continue robust investment in these crucial programs that 
help both level the playing field in post-secondary education attainment and build a highly qualified U.S. workforce 
for the 21st century. Policymakers and education practitioners should look to expand on TRIO’s successes through a 
greater focus on career readiness, increased funding levels, an emphasis on high-touch services, stronger 
programming and services for Latinx students and English Language Learners, more financial assistance to make 
college affordable, and support for students that extends through the college years.
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