
 
Wednesday, January 29, 2020 

  

I.  Pell Grant Primer 

• Updated information on Pell grant funding from CBO, and CEF’s primer – Yesterday the 
Congressional Budget Office (CBO) published its annual report on the budget and economic outlook, 
including revised estimates of costs and funding for the Pell grant program. CEF has updated its 
charts and tables, and this seemed like a good opportunity to share the information – so below is 
everything you might have wanted to know about Pell grant funding.  

• Pell grants’  unique budgeting process and why its funding has been so important to other 
programs – The Pell grant program is the only program in the federal budget that spends like a 
mandatory program – everyone entitled to a grant who applies gets one, regardless of the 
appropriations provided – but is funded with a hybrid of discretionary appropriations, mandatory 
outlays, and previously designated savings from cuts to other mandatory programs that support the 
discretionary grant.  This mixture of funding streams creates complex budget bookkeeping. 

• Maximum grant – Each year the Labor-HHS-ED appropriations bill sets the maximum discretionary 
award and provides at least the amount of discretionary funding that CBO estimates will be required 
to support that award for the next year.  (Some years, there is additional discretionary funding 
available from a surplus carried over from past years and from mandatory budget authority from 
savings provided in other laws; the bill must provide the remaining funding needed to support the 
designated maximum discretionary award).  That discretionary maximum award was just increased 
to $5,285 in the FY 2020 bill. However, the actual maximum award for next year is $6,345 because 
there is an additional $1,060 added on that is provided by mandatory spending that continues 
indefinitely.  

  
• Pell scoring rule – In 2006, the program had accumulated a $4.3 billion discretionary shortfall 

because Congress had appropriated less than had been spent over previous years.  The budget 
resolution that year wiped the slate clean and created the “Pell grant scoring rule” that requires CBO 
to score the appropriations bill with the amount needed to support the designated maximum award 
plus sufficient funding to eliminate any shortfall (if there is one) from previous years.  Congress has 
always provided enough funding to do so since if it didn’t, the bill’s score would exceed its 302(b) 
allocation (its spending limit) and be subject to a point of order blocking its consideration on the 
House floor.   

  
• Pell surplus (also know as its reserve) – Congress has provided the same amount of new funding for 

the discretionary grant since FY 2015 even as a surplus has accrued that now totals $9.4 billion. That 
surplus is not a slush fund; it is money appropriated for Pell grants that wasn’t needed right then, in 
part because the 2009 Recovery Act, the 2011 Budget Control Act, and several other laws provided 



mandatory support for the discretionary grant.  Most of that support is from savings (cuts) enacted 
to student loan programs.  The appropriations bills for FY 2017, FY 2019, and FY 2020 rescinded a 
total of $2.41 billion from the Pell grant surplus in order to spend the funds on other programs 
within the Labor-HHS-Education bill without exceeding the bill’s allocation.  Under CBO’s January 
2020 estimates, if Congress makes no changes from the FY 2020 level – freezing the maximum grant 
forever and providing the same amount of new funding while rescinding $500 million from 
previously appropriated funding - the surplus will be eliminated after FY 2024. If Congress expands 
the Pell grant program – for example, by raising the discretionary grant or expanding Pell grant 
eligibility – or if more eligible students apply, then the surplus will be used up sooner.   
 
 

• What to expect for FY 2021 – It seems likely that the President’s FY 2021 budget will repeat its 
approach from last year, when it assumed a freeze in the maximum Pell grant and rescinded almost 
$4 billion from the surplus.  Last year Congress ultimately raised the maximum grant by $150 and 
rescinded $500 million from the surplus.  The FY 2021 cap on non-defense discretionary (NDD) 
funding increases by only $5 billion, which is a much smaller increase than provided for FY 
2020.  That tight spending cap will make it hard to increase funding for programs and will ratchet up 
the pressure to find spending offsets – like rescinding some of the previously appropriated Pell grant 
funding currently comprising the surplus to use for other programs in the Labor-HHS-Education 
appropriations bill.   
 
 

• Chart and numbers: For those interested in the nitty gritty of the numbers, or who prefer a graphic 
representation of costs and funding, attached are two tables and one chart: 

o A table showing the discretionary costs (this doesn’t include the mandatory add-on 
spending) and funding supporting the discretionary grant for each year since 2009, 
and the resulting surpluses and shortfalls; 

o A table projecting that under CBO’s estimated costs, the Pell grant surplus will turn 
into a shortfall in FY 2025 if Congress repeats the FY 2020 discretionary funding 
each year and freezes the maximum award (that is, $22.475 billion in new funding 
and a $500 million rescission); and  

o A chart illustrating the points from both tables.  The chart shows past and projected 
discretionary program costs (which declined from 2010 through 2016 and have grown 
since then) and the annual surplus or shortfall (all shortfalls since 2006 have been 
repaid the following year, per the requirements of the Pell grant scoring rule that 
would not let the shortfall be carried over from year to year as it is starting in FY 
2025 in this chart; it’s included just to show the size of the additional funding that 
will be needed).   

II.  Events 

• AIHEC briefing on “Tribal Colleges & Universities: The Future of Higher Education” on Feb 4 – CEF 
member the American Indian Higher Education Consortium (AIHEC) will host a briefing on Tuesday, 
February 4th from 2:00pm – 3:00pm in 188 Russell Senate Office Building on the innovative 
strategies, programs, and ideas Tribal Colleges and Universities have developed to address some of 



the key challenges impacting Native higher education today. You can see the list of speakers and 
RSVP here or email czurcher@bosepublicaffairs.com. 

  
• CEF’s upcoming schedule – 

• Friday, January 31 – 9-11 a.m. at University of California (1608 Rhode Island Ave, NW, 
auditorium).  This is our Membership Retreat, and the first quarterly Committee planning 
meeting.  Please plan to attend to help plan our activities for the year and sign up for the 
committees you want to join.  

• Friday, February 7 – 9-11 a.m. at AACTE (1307 New York Ave, NW, auditorium). Special focus on 
social media: CEF’s plans for the year including highlighting our members’ events, guidance on 
best practices from communications specialists from the American Library Association and the 
National Education Association.  We invite CEF members to bring their communications 
coworkers to this meeting. 

• Friday, February 14 – 9-11 a.m. at AFT (555 New Jersey Ave, NW, 4th floor).  Guest speaker: 
Frannie Einterz, Rep. Katherine Clark (D-MA). 

• Friday, February 21 – no CEF meeting during Congressional recess. 
• Friday, February 28 – 9-11 a.m. (location and guest speaker TBD). 

 


