Nnited States Denate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

October 10, 2019

The Honorable Betsy DeVos
Secretary of Education U.S.
Department of Education
400 Maryland Ave. S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20202

Dear Secretary DeVos:

We are troubled by the U.S. Department of Education’s (*Department™) response to a recent
Government Accountability Office’s (GAO) report on student parents in higher education.' The
Department’s rejection of all of GAO’s recommendations to provide additional support to
student parents is not based on research, and it threatens to reinforce the many barriers that these
4.3 million students face in college and workforce training due to the high costs of child care.
We urge the Department to reconsider GAO’s recommendations and take concrete steps to
support this growing population through federal grant programs and student financial aid.

The Higher Education Act is clear that students are entitled to an allowance for dependent care
expenses within the cost of attendance used by colleges and universities to calculate federal
financial aid eligibility. GAO estimates that more than half of student parents (2.6 million
students in total) could be eligible for such an allowance that would increase their ability to take
out federal student loans to pay for child care. However, GAO finds that colleges and
universities frequently fail to make information about the dependent care allowance available to
students. Given its findings, GAO offered three recommendations to the Department to better
communicate to student parents about the availability of the dependent child care allowance and
to improve data collection and metrics of outcomes for student parents.

It is disheartening that the Department disagrees with GAO’s recommendation to encourage
institutions of higher education to provide more information on the dependent care allowance
process. We cannot keep students in the dark about their financial resources.

The Department objected to GAQO’s recommendation for the dependent care allowance on the
basis that it does not want students to borrow more. The underlying assumption that student
parents are unable to assess their financial situation and make competent financial decisions on
their own is insulting to these students. The GAO report does not encourage all student parents to
take out more loans, but instead suggests that colleges and universities could provide students
with all of their options so student parents may make fully informed decisions. The Department
could appropriately craft this type of guidance to institutions of higher education.

For students facing acute financial needs that are not covered by grant aid, borrowing is often the
right decision by allowing students to focus on their coursework instead of taking on additional
work hours. Research confirms that students who receive more information about their ability to
borrow—just as GAO suggests be done for student parents—perform better academically, earn
more credits, have higher earnings, and are therefore less likely to default on their loans." Access
to federal student loans has also been shown to reduce the risk of dropping out and narrow



persistence gaps for nontraditional students at community colleges who are most likely to benefit
from the dependent care allowance.™ GAO also found that colleges that had decided to inelude
dependent care allowances in student financial aid calculations saw that student parents “may, in
some cases, receive.additional grants from the state or.school” to help with child-care:™ _
Unfortunately, the Départment inaccurately claims that student parerits “are at a high risk for
noncompletion and student loan default,” while ignoring the fact that additional financial support
would help student parents be more successfiil in higher education.’

'The Department claims that “numerous Federal, State, local, and private eptions™ are dvailable to
subsidize child care for student parents. Yet, student parents do not have nearly enough resources
available to cover the rising costs of child care. GAQ found that students paying for child care
are shouldering a financial burden of $490 per morith {nearly $6,000 pet year) on average and
that *in 28 states and the District of Columbia, the-annual cost for center-based infant care
exceeded the cost of in-state tuition at a four-year public wniversity.” ¥ The only federal program
designated speclﬁcally to assist student parents in hlgher education, the Child Care Access.
Means Parents In School (CCAMPIS) program, remains chromcally underfunded even after our
recently successful efforts to increase funding for this program. GAO found that the number of
children on waiting lists at CCAMPIS grantees exceeds the number of children served."

Agpain, the Departmént’s dismissal of student parents’ needs contradicts the evidence, GAO
examined some of the other resources:that the Department claims are available for student
parents and found that existing state and federal child care programs-are not w1dely accessible to
student parents. In addition to significant.demand for CCAMPIS funding, just ene in six eligible
families receive child care assistance through the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), viik
and states have other eli glbxilty requirements that further limit access to subsidies for. student
parents. GAO also found that Temporary Assistance for Needy Families helps just four percent
of undergraduate student parents,™ and that *at. many Head Start programs...services are.only
available on a part day-or part week basis, which may net align witha student’s school or work
schedules.”™ The alternative résources the Departiment claims ate available do not consider the
barriers student .p_arents__.face in-accessing quality, affordable ehild eare and in enrolling and
gradiating from higher education. )

In addition to the Department’s rejection of GAQ’s recommendation that increased awareniess of
the dependent care allowance would support student parents, the Department also rejects GAO’s
recommendation to fix its calctilations with CCAMPIS petsistence and graduation rates.and ¢ost-
per-petsisting. Accurate data and calculations are.crucial in order to' measure the benefit that
student parents receive from the CCAMPIS program.

GAO suggested numerous ways the Department can assist student parents. The Deépartment
claims it is committed to the “participation of low-income parents in post-secondary: education™
but the Department’s rejection of the GAO recommendations and other actions taken by this
Administration to jeopardize-support fot student parents contradict this statement. In fact, the
Administration proposed to.cut: CCAMPIS funding by 70 percent in its FY 2020 budget
proposal, not long after propesing to eliminate the program entirely in its FY 2018 budget
proposal. Thankfully, Congress soundly rejected the earlier cut, and we. intend to work with our
colleagues to do the same1n FY 2020.



In addition to rejecting GAQ’s recommendations, the Department has taken other-actions that are
harmful fo student parents. The Department recently inserted its school privatization agenda into
the CCAMPIS program by favoring grantees that dilute their setvices, thereby disadvantaging
‘the vast majority of CCAMPIS grantees that focus on developing on-campus resources that
allow student parents to have child care near their classroom. We have stated our clear objections
to this harmful competitive priority.*

The Department then dismissed these concerns and revealed how this push for privatization will
.negatlvely impact students and institutions that try to expand services for CCAMPIS. NEOf the 99
CCAMPIS spplications that were funded last year, 75 were'solely to prowde services at.the
institution’s on-campus child care center; eight were solely to provide services at child care
providers that were off-campus;.and 16 were désigned to provide services at both on- campus and
off-campus providers.*™ Based on this trend, the Department decided to put the funding for more
than four out of every five applicants at tisk within the nation’s only federal grant program for
student parents unless these applicants agreed to pursue a privatization agenda. Additionally, the
Department denied-—without explanation—our request to provide colleges and universities more
time to prepare their applications for CCAMPIS.

It is time for the Déepartment to abandon its attacks on student parents and the federal programs.
that support them. There are numerous barriers in place for-studerit parents working hard to
succeed ih their educational pursuits while caring for their children, and the Department must-do
more to support, not hmde_r their success: We urge the Department to take the following actions:

1. Reverse course and accept GAQ?s recommendations in the student parents report,
including making information about the dependent care allowarice widely available
through federal guidance to institutions of higher education and revising CCAMPIS
performance metric calculations;

2. Work to -_suppor-.t_'and expand funding for the CCAMPIS program, instead of proposing to
gut it in future Administration budget proposals;

3. Abandon the privatization agenda for CCAMPIS with an unfounded “educational choice”
priority and commit that no'such priotity will be iticluded in the FY 2020 competition;

4. Provide a minimum of 90 days for the CCAMPIS application window in FY 2020; and

5. ‘Connect student parents with other local, state, and federal benefit programs that support.
student parents and their families using the Secretary’s authority to enact secure data-
sharing agteements with Free Application for-Federal Student Aid pursuant to the
Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2018 and Congressional directives. xiv

We urge the Department to move forward with these changes to help student parents succeed in
higher education. Thank you for your attention to this important issue.

Sincerely,
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