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Abstract. Higher education is a crucial pathway for social mobility and eco-
nomic growth. College access for low-income students has thus gained major
attention. This study examines U.S. policies supporting college readiness for chil-
dren from low-income backgrounds. Findings show these policies effectively ex-
pand educational opportunities. They establish support systems, implement long-
term tracking, and promote cross-sector collaboration. The impact appears in
higher college enrollment rates. Policies also shift educational perceptions and
improve intergenerational mobility among low-income families. However, the
burden of complexity in policy implementation and systemic imbalances in re-
source allocation limit their effectiveness. To address these issues, this study sug-
gests two main strategies: creating a differentiated empowerment framework and
developing streamlined, transparent policy designs. These measures aim to im-
prove policy impact through institutional innovation. Findings offer theoretical
and practical insights to rebuild educational support systems, promote educa-
tional equity, and advance social mobility.
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1 Introduction

Higher education plays a crucial role in advancing individuals’ socioeconomic status
and driving overall national economic growth. Despite significant progress in expand-
ing access to higher education in the United States over the past decades, inequalities
in college enrollment opportunities remain a pressing issue [1].

This inequality reflects broader socioeconomic disparities. In the U.S., students from
high-income families (top 20%) are 5.3 times more likely to attend college than those
from low-income families (bottom 20%) [2]. Many low-income students face limited
educational resources and poor learning environments. They often lack vital infor-
mation about college applications and financial aid [3]. These barriers severely restrict
their opportunities for upward social mobility.

Recognizing the gravity of this issue, the U.S. government and educational institu-
tions have implemented a series of intervention policies. These policies focus on early
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intervention, providing low-income students with academic support, financialaid, and
college guidance [4]. Research indicates that students who participate in these programs
show significant improvements in academic performance and enrollment rates [1] [4].
However, inequalities in college access persist, and some disparities have even wors-
ened [5].

Thus, a thorough examination of these intervention policies is essential. This study
aimsto systematically analyze U.S. pre-college intervention policies targeting children
from low-income families. [t reviews policy features,evaluates outcomes,andexplores
implementation challenges. Based on these findings, the study offers recommendations
to optimize policies. The findings aim to provide valuable insights for policymakers
and serve as a reference for other regions facing similar challenges.

2 Literature Review

The United States haslong worked to close gaps in educational opportunity, with par-
ticular focus on policies targeting low-income groups. Research on policies supporting
college readiness for low-income students in the U.S. primarily centers around three
main areas: financial support, student skill development, and the institutional policy
environment.

2.1 Research on Financial Support Policies

Federal grants and other financial aid programs are widely recognized as effective
means to increase college access forlow-income students [6]. Denning et al. found that
anincrease of $1,000 in grantsraises the college graduation rate of low-income students
by 4.7 percentage points [7]. A study by Smith et al. confirms the lasting impact of
financialsupport, showing that a degree from a public four-yearuniversity significantly
improves future income for these students [§]. However, funding levels and coverage
remain limited, and many low-income students still face heavy debt [9]. Regarding re-
source allocation efficiency, studies show that funding effectiveness varies with insti-
tution type and use. The impact of additional education funding varies by institution
type and how funds are utilized. For example, in community colleges, allocating extra
funds to student services rather than instructional expenses yields better outcomes [10].
This insight offers implications for optimizing resource allocation.

2.2 Research on Skill Development

While financial aid reduces economic barriers, low-income students still face chal-
lenges in academic preparation, social-emotionalskills, and self-efficacy [4]. Early in-
terventions improve cognitive skills with long-term effects [11]. Structured academic
mentoring enhances academic performance and course completion rates. In non-cogni-
tive areas, social-emotional programs help students build interpersonal and emotional
skills [12]. A nationwide study by Yeageretal. shows thata growth mindset strengthens
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students’ resilience in academic challenges, especially among disadvantaged groups
[13].

2.3 Research on Institutional Policy Environment

At the macro level, studies on institutional policy environments assess the impact of
policy frameworks. Nationally, educationalaccountability policies have improved ed-
ucation quality fordisadvantaged groups[14]. Programs like GEAR UP play a key role
in enhancingreadiness and easingthe transition to college [15]. State-level innovations,
such as the “Early College” model, reduce barriers by allowing credit transfers and
other flexible mechanisms [16].

Despite these insights, gapsremain. Research is often fragmented, lacking a com-
prehensive framework. Most studies focus on single policies or programs and rarely
examine the combined effects of different interventions. There is also limited attention
to challenges in policy implementation, which restricts the practicalimpact of research
findings. This study aims to integrate current policies, identify shared characteristics,
and assess their effectiveness, providing theoretical and empirical support for policy
optimization.

3 Overview of U.S. College Readiness Policies for Low-Income
Students

U.S. policies on college readiness for low-income students date back to the 1960s’
“Great Society” initiatives, aimed at addressing the educational disadvantages faced by
low-income and minority students. In the early 1960s, students from high-income fam-
ilies (top 25% income bracket) were 2.5 times more likely to attend college than those
from low-income families (bottom 25%) [17]. This disparity prompted policymakers
to implement systematic interventions, leading to key initiatives like the TRIO and
GEAR UP programs. Current U.S. college readiness policies are characterized by three
main features: comprehensive support, long-term intervention, and cross-sector collab-
oration.

3.1 Comprehensive Support

U.S. college readiness policies emphasize broad support. Perna and Thomas introduced
a conceptualmodel for college readiness and success. It shows that college enrollment
and achievement are influenced by personal, family, school, and societal environments
[18]. Studies have found that programs offering multiple services are more effective at
increasing college enrollment and academic achievement than single-service programs
[19]. TRIO is a prime example. It includes sub-programs like Upward Bound, Talent
Search, and Student Support Services, each targeting specific needs in academics, col-
lege information, and post-enrollment support. TRIO provides tutoring and develops
critical thinking skills, leading to significant gains in test scores and advanced course
participation [20]. It also builds social-emotional skills, helping students gain cultural
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and social capital for understanding higher education. Increased family engagement
also boosts student enrollment [21].

3.2 Long-Term Intervention

A key feature of college readiness policies is sustained support. Students receive guid-
ance and resources throughout their educational journey. St. John et al. explain that
low-income students’ success requires building academic, social, and cultural capital
[22]. GEAR UP startsasearly asseventh grade and continues into the first college year,
offering targeted support to help students build essential skills. Long-term intervention
has proven effective. GEAR UP students show improved graduation and college en-
rollment rates [23]. TRIO’s Student Support Services further assist students after en-
rollment, helping them complete their degrees.

33 Cross-Sector Collaboration

College readiness policies require tight coordination across federal, state,and locallev-
els. This approach combines resources from government, educational institutions, and
community organizations into a unified support system. GEAR UP, for example, re-
quires partnerships with businesses and colleges to extend services. Collaboration also
covers funding and policy oversight. The federal government funds GEAR UP, sup-
porting local agencies in project setup, while local agencies manage daily operations.
Joint evaluation mechanisms ensure effective program implementation [24].

4 Advantages of College Readiness Policies

U.S. college readiness policies for low-income students have shown multiple benefits,
particularly in expanding access to higher education, promoting students’ holistic de-
velopment, and fostering equitable distribution of educational resources.

First, these policies have significantly increased college access for low-income stu-
dents. In the U.S., children from low-income families have long lagged behind their
higher-income peers in higher education opportunities [25]. Students from high-income
families complete college degrees ata rate 45 percentage points higher than those from
low-income families [26]. Through systematic interventions, this gap is gradually nar-
rowing. At a foundational level, policies remove direct barriers by offering financial
aid and simplifying application processes. Providing FAFSA completion assistance and
personalized financialaid information to low-income families can increase college en-
rollment [27]. This support not only influences enrollment decisions but also shapes
college choice behavior: when students feel confident in securing ongoing financial
support, they are more likely to choose higher-quality institutions and show stronger
academic persistence. This “upward matching” phenomenon enables low-income stu-
dents to access higher-quality education and broader development opportunities.

Second, college readiness policies have strengthened students’ overalldevelopment.
These policies help students build academic skills and the essential competencies
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needed for success in higher education. Program participants show clear advantages,
developing effective learning strategies and a positive academic mindset. Carefully de-
signed intervention mechanisms foster students’ resilience and confidence in learning.
When faced with academic challenges, these students use proactive coping strategies
and show greater persistence and adaptability. Studies confirm that these non-cognitive
gains are especially impactful forlow-income students, helping them overcome limita-
tions in resources and support [28]. These skills also impact career outcomes. Studies
show that students in college readiness programs exhibit strong planning skills and
adaptability, have more promotion opportunities early in their careers, and report higher
job satisfaction [29].

Third, college readiness policies promote intergenerational educational mobility by
reshaping resource distribution. Traditional resource allocation often reinforces exist-
ing socioeconomic gaps, leaving low-income communities with fewer quality re-
sources. College readiness policies are addressing this issue by strategically directing
resources to these communities. These policies not only increase learning resources for
low-income students but also build a broader support system by integrating resources
from colleges, communities, and businesses. This redistribution hasa multi-layered im-
pact. For individual students, access to advanced courses, research opportunities, and
specialized academic guidance improves [30]. These initiatives also enhance educa-
tional institutions’ ability to serve low-income students. More profoundly, these poli-
cies are altering patterns of intergenerational educational opportunity. According to
cultural capital theory, family attitudes, values, and behaviors toward education are
passed down, impacting the next generation’s educational attainment [31]. College
readiness policies foster this cultural capital by reshaping family involvement in edu-
cation. Research shows that families involved in TRIO programs improve educational
outcomes and adopt values and behaviors that positively impact the next generation
[20].

5 Challenges in Policy Implementation

5.1  Systemic Imbalance in Resource Allocation

College readiness policies show a deep imbalance in resource distribution. The current
“competitive grant” model, based on application, aims to promote fair competition.
However, in practice, it often reinforces existing educational resource gaps. Regions
with stronger application capabilities and prior resources are more likely to secure pro-
ject funding. In contrast, areas lackinga strongresource foundation struggle to compete
effectively. Empirical studies show that about 65% of federal education funds are di-
rected to institutions already equipped with substantial resources, which exacerbates
institutional gaps [32]. Furthermore, certain programs select students who are already
relatively well-prepared, asthey tend to show better outcomes, while studentsin great-
est need are often overlooked due to their more complex support requirements. This
allocation pattern strays from the policy’s primary goal, as it fails to reach those most
in need of support. Institutional constraints on resource use also limit efficient utiliza-
tion. The current policy framework imposes rigid guidelines on resource allocation,
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restricting institutions’ ability to adaptresourcesto actualneeds. This one-size-fits-all
management approach reduces overall resource effectiveness [33].

5.2 Complexity Burden in Policy Execution

College readiness policies add new elements to enhance precision and comprehensive
coverage, but this complexity has become a major barrier for low-income students.
Currently, the application process for these policies is more complex than most tax
filings, yetthese procedures have minimalimpact on funding decisions [27]. The com-
plicated application process imposes a high psychological transaction cost on low-in-
come families. Completing the required steps alone takes 16—20 hours, excluding time
for document collection and waiting for review. This burden disproportionately affects
groups lacking social capital and information resources. Studies show that simple ap-
plication assistance can significantly increase enrollment. A 10-minute, low-cost inter-
vention of less than $100 raised immediate enrollment rates by 8 percentage points and
increased long-term retention [34]. Yet current policy design hasmoved in the opposite
direction. It has increased the gap in college access between high- and low-income
families, even surpassing the inequality levels of the 1960s.

6 Targeted Recommendations

6.1  Establish a Tiered Empowerment Mechanism for Resource Allocation

The current resource allocation modelrequires restructuring to address systemic imbal-
ances. A tiered empowerment mechanism that considers regional development levels
and specific needs could replace the competitive grant approach. This model would
support a more balanced and effective distribution of resources.

The core of the tiered mechanism is a multi-level support structure. This structure
should classify regions according to their educational resources and student needs, pri-
oritizing support for areas with weaker resources. Evidence shows that differentiated
resource allocation effectively improves educationalequity. When resource allocation
reflects regional differences, students in disadvantaged areas gain better access, aca-
demic performance, and degree completion rates [35].

Increasing local autonomy is also critical. Removing rigid funding restrictions and
introducing a flexible usage quota would allow local authorities to adjust resources
based on real needs. Educational institutions have shown that increased local control
enables them to tailor support to their students’ needs, resulting in more effective out-
comes [36].

6.2 Implement Clear and Simple Policy Design

Simplifying policy design requires more than streamlining procedures; it should reduce
cognitive burdens on applicants while maintaining policy effectiveness.
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One essentialstep is to simplify the funding formula itself. Determining aid currently
involves excessive complexity, though research by Colas et al. shows thatreliable aid
distribution can rely on two key indicators: family income and basic financial status.
Simplified formulasbased on income and assets minimize negative incentives for fam-
ily savings and work [37]. Modem data systems also make it possible to determine
eligibility through tax data. This allows students to understand theiraid earlier, essential
for low-income families planning for education. Research from Baum and Scott-Clay-
ton highlights that relying on prior tax data lets families make more informed enroll-
ment decisions and reduces the psychological stress of the application process [38].

A structured, tiered support system would further enhance simplification efforts. At
the basic level, clearcommunication of core financialaid information ensures thatfam-
ilies quickly understand their eligibility. Beyond this foundation, additional support
layers can be adapted to address the unique needs of different applicant groups.

7 Conclusion

This study systematically examines U.S. college readiness policies for children from
low-income families and reveals the deeper processes through which education policies
promote social equity. Findings indicate that effective readiness policies not only ex-
pand educational opportunities but also transform family attitudes and behaviors toward
education. This shift promotes the intergenerational accumulation of cultural capital,
driving social mobility at a deeper level. However, policy effectiveness is often con-
strained by the complexities of implementation and structural imbalances in resource
distribution.

The proposed strategies of tiered empowerment and policy simplification represent
arethinking of educationalresource allocation. As socioeconomic inequality continues
to grow, reforming college readiness policies becomes increasingly urgent. Future re-
search should focus on long-term assessments of policy outcomes. Investigating re-
gional innovations in policy could also offer valuable insights forinstitutional improve-
ments. Comparative studies on innovative policy models would further enrich pathways
to achieving educational equity.
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