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Executive Summary
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Using enrollment data from twenty-two independent California colleges and universities, this study

examined higher education access through two lenses—the distribution of Pell Grant recipients across

racial/ethnic groups as well as the percentage of Pell Grant recipients within each racial/ethnic group.

Analyses indicate that between 2000 and 2004: (a) the percentage and number of Pell Grant

recipients declined overall, (b) the percentage of underrepresented minority (URM) Pell Grant

recipients increased as a percentage of all Pell Grant recipients, and (c) the percentage of URM Pell

Grant recipients decreased as a percentage of all URM students. 

The findings are noteworthy for two reasons. First, all of the campuses were part of a grant-

funded project designed to increase access and success for low-income and URM students. Second,

figures from the same time indicated that the total number of Pell Grant recipients increased

substantially at four-year institutions nationwide.

After discussing the implications of these findings, the brief offers recommendations to help

campus leaders better collect and use data in efforts to expand college access for both low-income 

and URM students. This brief is also intended to help campus leaders confront the “either/or”

thinking and persistent assumptions about race/ethnicity and income levels that frequently surfaced

during the five-year period of this study. Dichotomous thinking, in particular, threatened to

shortchange diversity and access efforts when campus leaders conflated race/ethnicity and class,

focused on one factor at the expense of the other, or focused on the two factors in isolation. 
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The Campus Diversity Initiative and CDI Evaluation Project

The James Irvine Foundation established the Campus Diversity Initiative (CDI), a $29 million effort to assist
twenty-eight independent colleges and universities in California in strategically improving campus diversity.
The six-year initiative (2000–2005) supported a range of campus activities and institutional changes with 
the aim of increasing access and success of low-income and underrepresented minority students in 
higher education. 

The CDI included a strong evaluation component to help each institution focus its strategies and track
institutional goals. Researchers from Claremont Graduate University (CGU) and the Association of American
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) designed and led the CDI Evaluation Project to assist the CDI campuses
in developing their own evaluation expertise and mechanisms. They assembled an Evaluation Project team
that worked with participating campuses to measure success, make mid-course corrections, and ultimately
broaden and sustain diversity efforts beyond the scope of the grant-funded projects.

Another purpose of the CDI Evaluation Project was to contribute new knowledge about effective diversity
practices to the higher education field. Toward that end, the project is issuing three research briefs, 
of which this is the third, a monograph, a final report, and a resource kit. More information can be found 
at www.aacu.org/irvinediveval or www.irvine.org/publications/by_topic/education.shtml.
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Nationally, numerous studies (Heller 2000, 2002; Kahlenberg 2004; Mortensen 2006; and National

Center for Public Policy in Higher Education 2002) have indicated that students from low-income

backgrounds are increasingly less likely to attend college and complete a four-year degree. Heller

and Kahlenberg, in particular, point to the low proportion of Pell Grant recipients enrolling in 

four-year institutions as a marker of increasingly limited access.

The Education Trust, citing data from the U.S. Department of Education, reports that 

97 percent of high-achieving, high-income students attend college compared to 78 percent of

high-achieving, low-income students.1 Perhaps more disturbing, the latter rate is comparable to

low-achieving, high-income students, 77 percent of whom attend college. The Education Trust

reports that by age 26, more than 60 percent of students from high-income families will have

received a bachelor’s degree, compared to only 7 percent of students from low-income families.2

As access for low-income students becomes increasingly limited, high-profile, elite institutions

such as Harvard, Princeton, Yale, and Stanford have announced targeted programs for low-income

students to attend their institutions on full grants and scholarships. Private foundations (e.g., Bill and

Melinda Gates, James Irvine, and Lumina foundations) have also begun to focus their grantmaking

on increasing access for low-income students as well as for underrepresented minority (URM)

students.3 The Federal Pell Grant Program continues to provide need-based grants to low-income

students,4 though the maximum Pell Grant awarded does not cover the cost of tuition and fees at

most colleges, especially private institutions.5 Indeed, the overall “buying power” of a Pell Grant

is lower today than it was thirty years ago, when adjusted for inflation (Gladieux 2004). 
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1 Source: National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS). See http://nces.ed.gov/pubs97/97388.pdf, p. 64. Access for low-income students is further
constrained by shifts on campuses toward non-need based aid. Such aid is often based on high standardized test scores, which privilege middle- to high-
income students (Heller 2006a; Heller and Marin 2002, 2004). For more on the term “non-need based aid,” see Heller 2000b. 

2 Source: National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS). See www2.edtrust.org/edtrust.

3 In this study, “underrepresented minority” refers to members of African American, Latino/a, and American Indian/Alaska Native communities. When we
include members of other racial/ethnic minority communities in our discussion, we use terms such as “faculty of color” and “students of color.”

4 Eligibility is determined using a formula that takes into account the student’s expected contribution based on income and assets, cost of attending the
institution, and full- or part-time status. See www.pellinstitute.org/federalgrantprogram.html.

5 According to Wei, Li, and Berkner (2004, 18), “in nominal dollars, the maximum Pell Grant was $2,300 in 1989–1990; $2,400 in 1992–1993; $2,340 in
1995–1996; and $3,125 in 1999–2000.” According to King (2003), the maximum Pell Grant award, in 2003, covered 16 percent of the average price of
tuition, fees, and on-campus room and board at a private, not-for-profit college or university. 
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Unfortunately, the increased attention being paid to economic diversity has not always

translated into a more nuanced examination of access. In our collective experience working on

diversity issues in higher education, we have seen many

examples where researchers and practitioners have

conflated race/ethnicity and class, focused on one factor 

at the expense of the other, or focused on each factor 

in isolation.6 The tendency to conflate race/ethnicity and

class can stem from assumptions that all URM students

are low-income and vice versa. The tendency to examine

one factor or the other or to examine them in isolation can

stem from beliefs that race/ethnicity is no longer “relevant”

to college access or that racial/ethnic differences in access

and success are merely by-products of economic inequities.7

On the research side, there is the desire in quantitative work to control for multiple influences, and

so less attention is paid to the impact of the intersection of these factors on outcomes related to student

access and success.

Within the Campus Diversity Initiative (CDI),8 twenty-eight campuses worked to enhance

college access and success for low-income and URM students. The CDI Evaluation Project team

realized early on that analyzing race/ethnicity and income together would provide campus leaders

with a clearer picture of progress than would analyzing either factor alone. 

In this study, we first investigated the racial/ethnic diversity among Pell Grant recipients. 

We then examined the economic diversity within major racial/ethnic groups, relying on Pell Grant

status as a proxy for economic status. This brief presents the findings and offers recommendations 

to help campus leaders better collect and use campus data to assess progress. The brief is designed

to prompt institutions to consider the many factors within their control that can contribute to greater

access and success of both low-income students from all racial/ethnic groups and URM students 

from all income levels.9

The increased attention

being paid to economic

diversity has not always

translated into a more

nuanced examination 

of access.

6 For example, a report might offer a graph representing access among various racial/ethnic groups, followed by a graph representing access among
students at different income levels.

7 For example, a recent survey conducted by The Chronicle of Higher Education (Fischer 2006) found that “presidents of four-year colleges said low
socioeconomic status should play the greatest role in admissions decisions after academics, even more than other factors, such as race and ethnicity,
legacy status, or athletic ability.” 

8 The twenty-eight campuses involved in the CDI also set out to build institutional capacity for diversity in order to better ensure the success of all students
entering their doors. For a more detailed description of the CDI project, see the box on page two or visit www.aacu.org/irvinediveval. 

9 This study did not focus on the complex historical relationship between race/ethnicity and income in the United States. For more information on this, 
see Borrego 2003, Grant and Sleeter 1986, and Karabel 1998.
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Methodology
A  M U L T I P L E - L E N S  A P P R O A C H

10 The categories used were American Indian/Alaska Native, African American, Latino/a, Asian American/Pacific Islander (AAPI), white, non-resident, 
and race/ethnicity unknown.

11 Each of the twenty-eight campuses received three-year grant awards, with the first campuses receiving funds in June 2000 and the last in June 2003.

12 One of the twenty-eight campuses offered only graduate programs.

13 Concern stems from the lack of consistency of available data as well as the limited criteria used for Pell Grant selection (Tebbs and Turner 2005). 
Individual campuses can perform similar analyses with a much broader array of income data available to them and are encouraged to do so. 

We utilized two lenses to analyze Pell Grant recipients across a set of CDI campuses from 2000

to 2004. The first lens examined the overall distribution of Pell Grant recipients across racial/ethnic

groups, and any changes that occurred between the start year and end year. This lens, in particular,

provided a picture of the overall economic diversity of students attending CDI schools and the

racial/ethnic distribution of this economic indicator. 

The second lens focused on the percentage of

students within racial/ethnic groups who received Pell

Grants, and any changes that occurred between the start

year and end year. This lens provided a measure of the

economic diversity within the major racial/ethnic groups

included in the data. Ultimately, utilizing both lenses

offered a richer picture regarding access for low-income

students. They also helped show whether specific racial/ethnic groups were affected differently 

by low-income student access, and to what extent, during the years under study. 

Data

Between 2000 and 2004, the twenty-eight CDI campuses submitted annual data to the

Evaluation Project team regarding the racial/ethnic demographics of their students, faculty,

administrators, and governing boards.10 The campuses used a standardized template for data

submission to ensure consistency of information. Although the participating campuses became

involved in the CDI at different points in the initiative,11 data regarding fall 2000 were requested

from all twenty-eight CDI campuses in order to establish a baseline for comparison across

institutions. The Evaluation Project team asked for data on Pell Grant recipients in order to

examine the economic status of students on campuses with undergraduate programs.12 Although

there has been considerable concern about the adequacy of Pell Grants as an economic indicator,

it was the best one for cross-institutional comparisons.13

Ultimately, utilizing both

lenses offered a richer

picture regarding access

for low-income students.
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Twenty-two CDI campuses provided complete Pell Grant data and thus comprised the

sample for this study (hereafter “sample” or “sample campuses”). These data were reported in

disaggregated form by race/ethnicity.

Methods 

Because of the variation in campus size,14 average percentages were used in some of our

analyses to ensure that institutions were weighted equally in the calculations. For example, to find

out the percentage of Pell Grant recipients by race/ethnicity in 2000, we first took the raw numbers

from a campus and converted them into a percentage for that institution (campus % URM Pell

Grant recipients, 2000). Then we added the individual URM percentages from each campus and

divided the total by the number of campuses in the sample (average % URM Pell Grant recipients,

2000). In other analyses, we analyzed percentage change over time on individual campuses for the twenty-

two CDI schools. Finally, in order to make comparisons to national and state data, we worked with

the total sum of Pell Grant recipients enrolled in CDI schools, disaggregated by race/ethnicity, in fall

2000 and fall 2004.  

14 The CDI campuses range from selective research universities to liberal arts colleges to small, special-mission institutions.
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Lens One: As a Whole, URM Students Represent a Growing Portion 
of Pell Grant Recipients …

By mapping the distribution of Pell Grant recipients in 2000 and 2004, we could illustrate the 

extent of economic diversity among the undergraduate students at the CDI schools during this

time, as well as any change over time. Because the data were disaggregated by race/ethnicity,

this lens also illustrated how low-income students at the sample campuses were represented

across racial/ethnic groups. 

Across the twenty-two sample campuses, the average percentage of Pell Grant recipients

decreased from 26 percent to 23 percent of all students during the period under study (see fig. 1).

There was substantial variation across campuses. Of the twenty-two sample campuses, the

proportion of students receiving Pell Grants decreased on ten campuses (by an average of 14 percent)

and increased on ten campuses (by an average of 10 percent). Two campuses had no change. 

Figure 1. Pell Grant recipients by race/ethnicity and overall, averaged across twenty-two campuses, 
2000 and 2004 
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Source: CDI campus data workbooks, campus provided [n = 22]. 

Note: Due to rounding, some totals may not be exact sums. 

*URM = the first three categories displayed. 

**Overall Pell Grant recipients as percentage of undergraduate population.
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In 2000, white students comprised 40 percent of all Pell Grant recipients, the largest single

group and a greater percentage than all URM students combined. By 2004, their overall proportion

had decreased to 36 percent of the distribution.15 Over the same time period, Asian American/Pacific

Islander (AAPI) Pell Grant recipients decreased from 19 percent to 18 percent. Conversely, the

average percentage of URM Pell Grant recipients increased from 34 percent to 37 percent of 

all recipients, with the 37 percent comprising 1 percent American Indian/Alaska Native students,

10 percent African American students, and 26 percent Latino/a students. This represented an

average increase of three URM Pell Grant recipients per campus (see table 1 and fig. 1).16 

Given the CDI’s focus on increasing access and success for URM and low-income students,

we examined the percentage change in URM Pell Grant recipients at each of the twenty-two

campuses (see fig. 2). Here again there was variation across the sample. Between 2000 and 2004,

sixteen campuses had an increase in URM Pell Grant recipients (by an average of 6 percent), five

campuses had a decrease in URM Pell Grant recipients (by an average of 5 percent), and one

campus had no change.

15 Given the findings from earlier research (Smith et al. 2005) on unknown students at three CDI campuses, it may be that a sizeable portion of students
whose racial/ethnic identity is categorized as “unknown” are white. If this is the case, the proportion of white Pell Grant recipients would increase relative
to the whole. 

16 The increased percentage of URM Pell Grant recipients was due more to an overall decrease in Pell Grant recipients than to a sizeable increase in the
number of URM Pell Grant recipients across the sample.

Table 1. Distribution of Pell Grant recipients by race/ethnicity averaged across twenty-two campuses, 
2000 and 2004

American
Indian/
Alaska African
Native American Latino/a URM AAPI White Unknown Total

2000
n* 9 62 151 222 135 206 34 593

Average
percentage** 1% 9% 24% 34% 19% 40% 7%

2004
n 9 65 150 225 126 184 39 574

Average
percentage 1% 10% 26% 37% 18% 36% 8%

Percentage
Growth*** 0% 5% –1% 1% –7% –11% 15% –3%

Note: Due to rounding some figures may not appear as exact sums.

*n = average number of Pell Grant recipients across twenty-two sample campuses. 

**Average percentage = average percentage of each school’s percentage for that year. 

***Percentage growth = percent change in n from 2000 to 2004. 
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When we presented the data on the 3 percent overall decrease in Pell Grant recipients to 

CDI campus leaders, several wondered whether the drop mirrored larger trends. In order to

determine whether this change corresponded to a similar decline in Pell Grant recipients nationally

or in California, we compared CDI data to data obtained from the U.S. Department of Education’s

annual Pell Grant reports.17 Table 2 shows the total number of Pell Grant recipients in

2000–2001 and 2003–2004 for four-year public and private institutions nationally, for all public 

and private institutions (four-year and two-year) in California, and for the CDI sample campuses.

Nationally, the total number of Pell Grant recipients increased by 30 percent in public four-year

institutions and 31 percent in private four-year institutions. In California, the total number of Pell

Grant recipients increased by 20 percent in public institutions and 7 percent in private institutions.

As mentioned earlier, the CDI sample campuses experienced an overall 3 percent decrease in Pell

Grant recipients, although as noted earlier, ten of the sample campuses experienced a 10 percent

increase, on average, which exceeded California private institutions overall.
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Figure 2. Percentage change in Pell Grant recipients who are URM, individual campuses, 2000-2004

Source: CDI campus data workbooks, campus provided [n = 22]. 

Note: Due to rounding, one campus with a very slight increase (less than .5%) and one campus with a very slight decrease 
(less than –.5%) appear flat.

17 National and California comparison data were derived from the Federal Pell Grant Program End-of-Year Reports for 2000–2001 and 2003–2004. 
Although Pell Grant data is collected each academic year, the 2004–2005 End-of-Year Report was not publicly available at the time we conducted 
the analyses for this brief.
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Table 2. Total Pell Grant recipients nationally, in California, and in the CDI sample, 2000-2001 
and 2003-2004

U.S.* California* CDI**

Public Private Public Private Private
(4-year) (4-year) (2-year & 4-year) (2-year & 4-year) (4-year)

2000 1,245,363 575,082 341,803 43,514 13,036

2003 1,625,128 751,365 409,020 46,555 12,632

Difference 379,765 176,283 67,217 3,041 –404

Percentage
Change +30% +31% +20% +7% –3%

*Source: U.S. Department of Education, Federal Pell Grant Program End-of-Year Reports, 2000–2001 and 2003–2004. 

**Source: CDI campus data workbooks, campus provided [n = 22]. 

Note: California data not available disaggregated by two-year and four-year institutions. 

Lens Two: … But Pell Grant Recipients Represent a Shrinking Portion of Most Major
Racial/Ethnic Groups
The second lens examined the percentage of Pell Grant recipients within racial/ethnic groups across

the sample campuses. This lens is important for understanding the extent of economic diversity

within each racial/ethnic group and for refining our knowledge about who has access to college

within each group. 

Between 2000 and 2004, all groups declined in percentage of Pell Grant recipients with the

exception of unknown and American Indian/Alaska Native students (see fig. 3).18 Between 2000 and

2004, the percentage of URM students receiving Pell Grants decreased from 45 percent to 41 percent.

As with earlier analyses, there was variation among the campuses. Five campuses increased in the

percentage of URM students who received Pell Grants (one increased 33 percent and the other four

increased by an average of 2 percent). Sixteen campuses decreased in the percentage of URM students

who received Pell Grants (by an average of 9 percent). One campus had no change (see fig. 4).19 

These individual campus findings were particularly noteworthy. In analyses of URM student

enrollments at the CDI campuses between 2000 and 2004, we found that the proportion of URM

students increased in terms of first-year enrollments and overall full-time undergraduate enrollments.

In that context, the Pell Grant data suggests that much of the growth in URM student enrollments on CDI

campuses involved students who were not low income.20 This is a quite different picture than the one presented

in the overall distribution of Pell Grant recipients captured in figure 1. 

18 As was discussed earlier, given that a sizeable portion of Pell Grant recipients in the “unknown” category may be white, the decrease in the proportion 
of white students who were Pell Grant recipients should be interpreted with caution (see Smith et al. 2005).

19 It is important to point out that on campuses with relatively small numbers of URM students, percentages can often skew, for better or for worse, actual
gains or decreases. The lesson to be derived is the importance of disaggregating data by race/ethnicity. Where numbers of students are small, campuses
should analyze data both in terms of actual numerical gains/decreases and in terms of proportional growth or decline, in order to have some level of
comparative analysis within a campus as well as in relation to other institutions.

20 This does not necessarily mean that campuses were enrolling only high-income students. 
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Figure 3. Pell Grant recipients within racial/ethnic groups and overall, averaged across twenty-two campuses,
2000 and 2004

Source: CDI campus data workbooks, campus provided [n = 22]. 

Note: Due to rounding, some totals may not be exact sums. 

*URM = the first three categories displayed. 

**Overall Pell Grant recipients as percentage of undergraduate population.
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Figure 4. Percentage change in URM students who are Pell Grant recipients, individual campuses, 2000–2004

Source: CDI campus data workbooks, campus provided [n = 22]. 

Note: One campus was listed as “no change” in the text due to rounding. It experienced a very slight increase (less than .5%), 
which is reflected above.
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Implications
T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  C O M P L E X  D E M O G R A P H I C  R E A L I T I E S

Our analyses suggest different results using different lenses. Examining racial/ethnic and economic

diversity using multiple lenses can enhance campus leaders’ understanding of complex demographic

realities within student populations—realities that can have a deep impact on campus climate,

student engagement and success, and ultimately, institutional dynamics and practice.

In this study, the first lens showed that the distribution of Pell Grant recipients was quite

racially/ethnically diverse. While the percentage of students receiving Pell Grants declined overall,

there was an increase in the percentage of recipients who were URM and slight decreases in the

percentages of recipients who were AAPI and white. 

The second lens showed that within most racial/ethnic groups, there was a decline in the

percentage of students receiving Pell Grants, although a much greater proportion of URM and

AAPI students were low income than was the case for white students. These two lenses, together,

suggest that the racial/ethnic distribution of Pell Grant recipients is not as concentrated among 

URM students as may generally be assumed, yet there are sizeable differences in the percentages 

of students receiving Pell Grants within each racial/ethnic group and narrowing economic diversity

among most groups. This situation has the potential to create a campus dynamic where URM 

low-income students, and low-income students generally, may feel at odds with the experiences 

of more and more of their classmates, especially in situations where the wealth of these students

is much greater. 

Examining data by race/ethnicity and income level concurrently offers a more accurate picture

of the economic diversity both across and within major racial/ethnic groups. This approach can also

help dispel assumptions that all URM students are low income and vice versa—assumptions that

frequently surfaced during site visits with the CDI campuses. Information gleaned from such

analyses can have a profound impact on many aspects of campus life, including admissions and

financial aid processes, student services policies and practices, and student intergroup relations 

and classroom dynamics. With regard to admissions, for example, campuses seeking to increase

the racial/ethnic diversity of their student bodies would want to draw URM students from the

widest pool possible—one that spans all income levels. At the same time, campuses may also

want to expand the overall economic diversity of the student body by recruiting low-income

white and AAPI students. 

As campus leaders struggle with increasing access and success for low-income students 

in particular, it is crucial that they consider multiple lenses and contexts in their approaches. As

noted above, a considerably higher percentage of students were low income within URM and AAPI

student populations across the sample than were low income within the white student population.

Campus leaders would be wise to investigate how this reality plays out in the lives of students. 

In our experience working on diversity initiatives in higher education, for example, low-income
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students of color often experience “multiple marginality” when navigating campuses that are

predominantly white and where many of their classmates may have markedly different learning

opportunities and experiences as a result of income differentials. We have also witnessed marginality

among low-income white students who, while making up a sizeable percentage of all low-income

students, make up a relatively small percentage of white students overall.

At the same time, success in increasing access for

URM students on the CDI campuses proved to be largely

a result of recruiting non-Pell Grant recipients. This

underscores the value of not conflating race/ethnicity and

income level and of understanding the economic diversity

within racial/ethnic groups as well as between them. It also

highlights the need for more robust notions of access that

take into account both race/ethnicity and economic status. 

It is important to note that a decrease in Pell Grant

recipients did not necessarily suggest that campuses were

enrolling high-income students exclusively. It may be that

the campuses were enrolling more students from families

that narrowly missed the income guidelines for Pell Grant

eligibility.21 However, any sustained decrease in the number

of Pell Grant recipients would suggest that access for low-income students could be in jeopardy.

In contrast to the overall average decrease in Pell Grant recipients on the sample campuses,

nationally there was growth between 2000 and 2004, in both the number of students receiving this

aid and the total funds disbursed.22 This information counters recent publicity about a lack of growth

in the Federal Pell Grant Program,23 yet it is important to keep in mind that this growth is in actual

numbers compared to previous years, and it does not take into account many factors, including

changes in the number of students attending college, in the number of students who have applied 

for Pell Grants, and in the number of students who are eligible for Pell Grants.24 Growth in the

number of Pell Grant recipients nationally may represent greater levels of access for low-income

students or it may be that there are simply greater numbers of low-income students—students who,

due to increasing poverty and wage suppression, have become eligible for Pell Grants over the past

five years.25

21 For a discussion of income levels as they relate to financial aid, see www.finaid.org/educators/middleincome.phtml.   

22 The total funds disbursed increased from $8 billion in 2000–2001 to more than $12.7 billion in 2003–2004. Source: 2000–2001 and 2003–2004 
Pell Grant Program End-of-Year Reports.

23 For example, see Field 2004 and Burd 2006. 

24 Reports by King (2003) and the American Council on Education (2006) discuss these factors.

25 The proportion of people in the United States who were at 125 percent of the poverty line or below increased from 15.6 percent in 2000 to 17.1 percent
in 2004. Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census Historical Poverty Tables 2004.  

As campus leaders

struggle with increasing

access and success for

low-income students in

particular, it is crucial

that they consider

multiple lenses and

contexts in their

approaches.
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Moreover, during this same time period, increases in the maximum Pell Grant award per

student have not covered a greater percentage of college costs. According to the College Board (2005),

the maximum Pell Grant covered 42 percent of average public four-year tuition, fees, and room and

board in 2001–2002 but only 36 percent in 2004–2005. The amount of average private four-year

tuition, fees, and room and board that the maximum Pell Grant covered—16 percent—remained

relatively stable over this time period, with a slight decrease from 2003–2004 to 2004–2005.26

26 See figure 8 in Trends in Student Aid 2005 (College Board 2005, 17). Taking a longer view, King (2003) noted that the maximum Pell Grant award covered
36 percent of tuition, fees, and room and board at private institutions in 1979–1980, versus 16 percent in 2003–2004. King also noted that there was a
cap on the portion of the total price the maximum grant could cover until 1992. 
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Recommendations
A  M O R E  N U A N C E D  A P P R O A C H  T O  D A T A  C O L L E C T I O N  A N D  U S E  

Data Collection

Disaggregate enrollment and other data by income level and race/ethnicity. California colleges and universities

have not kept pace with the national increase in the number of Pell Grant recipients in recent years.

Likewise, the number of URM college students in the state has not kept pace with the number of

URM students in the California high school population.27 To counter these trends and expand

access to higher education for low-income students, for URM students, and especially for low-

income URM students, it is critical to examine enrollment data that is disaggregated by income

level and race/ethnicity.28 Moreover, these analyses point to

the importance of disaggregating other data, including

retention, graduation and/or GPA data, by race/ethnicity

and income level. Doing so can illuminate whether low-

income URM students have a markedly different

educational experience from their peers and can help

campus leaders better contribute to the success 

of all students.

Go beyond Pell Grant data to analyze income levels.

Individual institutions could also utilize more detailed

campus data regarding financial aid eligibility and need-

based awards to investigate the impact economic status has

on recruitment and persistence. More detailed data can also help campus leaders develop a better

sense of the broad income distribution (i.e., high-income, middle-income, low-income) among

students, rather than simply relying upon “Pell” versus “non-Pell” data. For example, leaders on

campuses that utilize the CIRP (Cooperative Institutional Research Program) Freshman Survey

could disaggregate data on their student population by race/ethnicity and income strata.29

Examine data at various campus levels. The kind of data collection recommended here will

generate the best information when it is conducted at multiple levels. For example, it may be useful

for campus leaders to understand the number and percent of low-income students by race/ethnicity

overall, but it may also be useful to understand the racial/ethnic and economic diversity of students

in particular schools or departments. 

Moreover, these analyses

point to the importance 

of disaggregating other

data, including retention,

graduation and/or GPA

data, by race/ethnicity

and income level.

27 Source: Authors’ calculations based on California Postsecondary Education Commission and California Department of Education data.  

28 Some campuses also disaggregated their data by gender and found that important differences were illuminated in the process. Campus leaders may also
want to consider further disaggregating major racial/ethnic categories (e.g., Mexican American, Cuban American, Japanese American, Vietnamese
American) to ascertain if differences in income levels are revealed.

29 See www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/PDFs/CIRP_survey_2006.pdf. Question 24 of the 2006 survey relates to income strata. 
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30 We deliberately use the term “non-need based aid” to challenge notions that only certain students merit financial assistance to attend college. See also
footnote 1. 

31 A recent article in The Chronicle of Higher Education (Glenn 2006, A43) noted: “In 1993 only 35 percent of the wealthy students at four-year private
institutions in the United States—‘wealthy’ meaning students whose parents’ income was in the highest quartile—received financial-aid packages from 
their colleges. By 2000 that proportion had risen to 51.2 percent. The proportion of low-income students who received aid—‘low income’ meaning students
whose parents’ income was in the lowest quartile—increased much more slowly over the same period, from 52.8 percent to 55.7 percent. In 1993 the
average size of an institutional grant was the same for both low-income and high-income students: $5,500. But in 2000 the average grant given to 
high-income students was $6,800, while the average grant given to low-income students was only $6,200. (All figures are adjusted for inflation.)”

Disaggregate data on racial/ethnic groups by income level. Over the course of several decades of

working with campuses to establish diversity initiatives, we have encountered many people who

assume that most, if not all, URM students are low income and that most low-income students

are URM. These assumptions have consequences—both for low-income URM students and 

for groups that are rendered “invisible” by them (e.g., low-income white and AAPI students 

and middle- and upper-income URM students)—and they are often not borne out by the 

data on individual campuses.

Disaggregate non-need based award recipients by income level and race/ethnicity. Researchers (Heller

2006; Heller and Marin 2002, 2004) have documented how non-need based aid can further

compound racial/ethnic disparities.30 Any analysis of campus data regarding access and financial aid

should include an examination of scholarship and other non-need based aid recipients, where data

on these recipients are disaggregated by race/ethnicity and income level.31

Data Use

Use data on income distribution to inform policies, practices, and programs. Moving beyond Pell Grant data

to a richer understanding of income distribution can help campus leaders increase the responsiveness

of polices, practices, and programs. For example, a campus with a bi-modal distribution of very high-

income students and very low-income students may need to have different services in place to

enhance campus climate than would a campus where income was more evenly distributed across

high, middle, and low levels. 

Additionally, by disaggregating such data by income and race/ethnicity, campuses can better

understand whether these dimensions intersect in practical ways. For example, using this data,

campuses can explore analytic questions such as, “What is the persistence rate of URM students

who receive Pell Grants compared to URM students who do not?”; “What is the persistence rate

of URM non-recipients compared to white and AAPI non-recipients?”; and “What is the persistence

rate of URM Pell Grant recipients compared to white and AAPI Pell Grant recipients?”

Focus on small-population groups. While this study focused on URM Pell Grant recipients, our

analyses also revealed important information about other small-population groups. For example,

AAPI Pell Grant recipients made up a small portion of all AAPI students. Recognizing this situation,

campus leaders interested in diversifying their student bodies would want to consider targeting

recruitment efforts toward low-income AAPI communities and creating specific supports for these

students once they arrive on campus. The same could be done for white Pell Grant recipients, who

made up a small portion of the white student population. 
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A major focus of the CDI was to increase the access and success of both low-income students

and URM students at the participating institutions. Our findings suggest that at most of 

the sample campuses, there was a decrease or only a slight increase in Pell Grant recipients.

Another observation, gleaned from interviews conducted during campus site visits, was that

the campuses did not thoroughly engage with data disaggregated by income levels to the

extent that they engaged with data disaggregated by race/ethnicity (e.g., first-year enrollments,

six-year graduation rates, etc., disaggregated by race/ethnicity). Most campuses were relatively

successful in increasing the number and proportion of URM students enrolling. Had they

applied a multiple-lens approach, however, they might have experienced greater success in

sustaining enrollments of URM Pell Grant recipients and in maintaining a focus on access for

white and AAPI Pell Grant recipients. At the very least, a multiple-lens approach would allow

campuses to monitor their progress across these critically important dimensions.

It was also clear from the study that the CDI campuses, and higher education institutions

in California generally, have on average lagged behind campuses nationally in proportional

growth in enrollments of low-income students since 2001. Nevertheless, it is possible for campuses

to implement focused efforts to increase the enrollment of low-income students. Indeed, one of the

sample campuses with such a focused strategy did succeed and achieved remarkable results. 

The status of college access differs across racial/ethnic groups. In this study, we found that

the single highest proportion of Pell Grant recipients were white students. This tells us that

campus efforts to improve access for low-income students cannot be isolated from campus efforts

to increase access for URM students. As Jerome Karabel (1998, 34) notes: 

Class-conscious policies may be justified on 

their own terms, but they are not a substitute 

for race-targeted policies. … Racial differences

simply are not reducible to class differences, 

just as class differences are not reducible to 

racial ones.

Finally, this study points out a continuing trend of

limited access to higher education for low-income students

from all racial/ethnic backgrounds. Such a trend can only

have a negative impact on the social and cultural health of

the nation as widening education gaps, and the ensuing

economic gaps, perpetuate racial/ethnic and economic

inequalities. Campuses can help counter this trend by enacting thoughtful and just policies—

including policies related to the careful monitoring of progress using multiple lenses—to help

achieve equity in access and success for all students. 

This study points 

out a continuing trend 

of limited access to

higher education for

low-income students

from all racial/ethnic

backgrounds.

Conclusion



I N S I G H T  U S I N G  M U L T I P L E  L E N S E S

P A G E  1 8 |  T H E  J A M E S  I R V I N E  F O U N D A T I O N

Bibliography

American Council on Education. 2006. Missed opportunities revisited: New information on students 
who do not apply for financial aid. Washington, DC: American Council on Education.
www.acenet.edu/AM/Template.cfm?Section=CPA&Template=/CM/ContentDisplay.cfm&Conte
ntFileID=1374.

Amott, T. L., and J. A. Matthaei. 1991. Race, gender, and work: A multicultural economic history 
of women in the United States. Boston: South End Press. 

Ansley, F. 1997. Classifying race, racializing class (response to article by Deborah C. Malamud 
in this issue, p. 939) (Affirmative Action: Diversity of Opinions). 
University of Colorado Law Review 68 (4): 1001-33.

Borrego, S. E. 2003. Class matters: Beyond access to inclusion. Washington, DC: NASPA: 
Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education.

Burd, S. 2006. Not much help for needy students in proposed budget for 2007. The Chronicle 
of Higher Education 52 (24): A23. http://chronicle.com/weekly/v52/i24/24a02301.htm.

College Board, The. 2005. Trends in student aid 2005. NY: The College Board.
www.collegeboard.com/prod_downloads/press/cost05/trends_aid_05.pdf.

Field, K. 2004. Congress gives lean increases for student aid and research. The Chronicle of Higher
Education 51 (15): A1. http://chronicle.com/weekly/v51/i15/15a00101.htm.

Fischer, K. 2006. Elite colleges lag in serving the needy. The Chronicle of Higher Education 52 (36): 
A1. http://chronicle.com/weekly/v52/i36/36a00101.htm.

Gladieux, L. E. 2004. Low-income students and the affordability of higher education. 
In America’s Untapped Resource: Low-Income Students in Higher Education, ed. R. D. Kahlenberg, 
17-42. New York: Century Foundation Press.

Glenn, D. 2006. At private colleges, share of aid to wealthy families rose in 1990s. The Chronicle 
of Higher Education 52 (22): A43. http://chronicle.com/weekly/v52/i22/22a04301.htm.

Grant, C., and C. E. Sleeter. 1986. Race, class, and gender in education research: An argument 
for integrative analysis. Review of Educational Research 56 (2): 195-211.

Heller, D. E. 2000. The states and public higher education policy: Affordability, access and accountability.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Heller, D. E. 2002. Condition of access: Higher education for lower income students.
Westport, CT: Praeger.

Heller, D. E. 2006a. MCAS scores and the Adams Scholarships: A policy failure. Cambridge, MA: 
The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University.

Heller, D. E. 2006b. Merit aid and college access. Paper presented at the Symposium 
on the Consequences of Merit-Based Student Aid, Madison, WI.
www.wiscape.wisc.edu/publications/attachments/cf018Heller.pdf.

Heller, D. E., and P. Marin, eds. 2002. Who should we help? The negative social consequences of merit
scholarships. Cambridge, MA: The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University. 



I N S I G H T  U S I N G  M U L T I P L E  L E N S E S

P A G E  1 9 |  T H E  J A M E S  I R V I N E  F O U N D A T I O N

Heller, D. E., and P. Marin, eds. 2004. State merit scholarship programs and racial inequality.
Cambridge, MA: The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University.

Hooks. B. 2000. Where we stand: Class matters. New York: Routledge. 

Kahlenberg, R. D. 1997. The remedy: Class, race, and affirmative action. New York: Basic Books.

Kahlenberg, R. D., ed. 2004. America’s untapped resource: Low-income students in higher education.
New York: Century Foundation Press.

Karabel, J. 1998. No alternative: The effects of color-blind admissions in California. In Chilling
admissions: The affirmative action crisis and the search for alternatives, eds. eds. G. Orfield 
and E. Miller, 34-50. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Publishing Group.

King, J. E. 2003. 2003 status report on the Pell Grant Program. Washington, DC: 
American Council on Education. www.acenet.edu/bookstore/pdf/2003_pell_grant.pdf.

Lepof, A. 2002. Empirical study finds socio-economic status not a likely substitute for race 
in CA college admissions. Diversity Digest, Fall/Winter: 20.
www.diversityweb.org/Digest/FW02/studyrace.html.

Mortensen, T. 2006. College participation rates for low-income families by state 1992-93 to 2003-04.
Postsecondary Education Opportunity Research Newsletter 163. 

National Center for Public Policy in Higher Education. 2002. Losing ground: A national status report 
on the affordability of American higher education. San José, CA: National Center for Public Policy 
in Higher Education.

Orfield, G., P. Marin, and C. L. Horn. 2005. Higher education and the color line. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard Education Press.

Passell, P. 1997. Surprises for everyone in a new analysis of affirmative action. The New York Times.
February 27 edition, section D: 2. 
(See also www.fullerton.edu/affirmativeaction/AAnews/Kane.htm.)

Smith, D. G., J. F. Moreno, A. R. Clayton-Pedersen, S. Parker, and D. H. Teraguchi. 2005.
“Unknown” students on college campuses: An exploratory analysis. San Francisco, CA: The James
Irvine Foundation. www.irvine.org/assets/pdf/pubs/education/UnknownStudentsCDI.pdf.

Tebbs, J., and S. Turner. 2005. College education for low-income students. Change 37 (4): 34-43.

U.S. Bureau of the Census. 2004. People below 125 percent of poverty level and the near poor:
1959 to 2004 (Table 6). Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements.
Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Poverty and Health Statistics Branch/HHES
Division. www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/histpov/hstpov6.html.

Weber, L. 2000. Understanding race, class, gender and sexuality: A conceptual framework.
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Weber, L., and H. Dillaway. 2001. Understanding race, class, gender, and sexuality: Case studies.
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Wei, C. C., X. Li, and L. Berkner. 2004. A decade of undergraduate student aid: 1989-90 to 1999-2000
(NCES 2004-158). U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2004/2004158.pdf. 

Wilson, W. J. 2001. The bridge over the racial divide: Rising inequality and coalition politics. 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.



I N S I G H T  U S I N G  M U L T I P L E  L E N S E S

P A G E  2 0 |  T H E  J A M E S  I R V I N E  F O U N D A T I O N

Contributors
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striking in its global linkages and partnerships, innovative in the ways it teaches, characterized by

continuous reconfiguration, responsive in its research to social issues and needs, and sensitive to

aesthetic and moral dimensions of professional life. CGU enrolls approximately 2,200 students in

eight graduate schools of arts and humanities, behavioral and organizational sciences, educational

studies, information science, management, mathematics, politics and economics, and religion.

Among its nearly 18,000 alumni are 38 current or former college and university presidents, two

members of Congress, and three MacArthur Fellows. CGU is a member of the Claremont Colleges

consortium. For more information about CGU, visit www.cgu.edu.
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