YOUNGL:
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The Honorable Doug Jones The Honorable Elizabeth Warren
United States Senate United States Senate

326 Russell Senate Office Building 317 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20510 Washington, D.C. 20510

The Honorable Kamala Harris The Honorable Catherine Cortez Masto
United States Senate United States Senate

112 Hart Senate Office Building 204 Russell Senate Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20510 Washington, D.C. 20510

Dear Senators,

Young Invincibles is a national, non-partisan, non-profit organization dedicated to advancing
economic opportunity for young people and amplifying their voices in the political process. We
work with young adults around the country in pursuit of policies that will grant young people
increased access to affordable higher education, high-quality health care, well-paying jobs, and
the ballot box. Thank you for your attention to the important issue of equity in our higher
education system, and for the opportunity to share the solutions that we’ve heard are most
urgent and impactful for the young people that we represent.

Today’s young adults face some of the most significant barriers to financial success of any
generation. Coming of age after the Great Recession has meant that this generation is starting
from behind-- many of us are intimately acquainted with unemployment and underemployment,
stagnant wage growth, and crippling debt. These circumstances impact multi-generational
wealth formation and current financial stability for all young adults, whose net wealth has
declined by half when compared to boomers at the same age." Young people of color
experience this hardship most pronouncedly: between 2013 and 2016 young African Americans
saw a decline in home ownership, retirement savings, and overall net wealth, even as the
national economy and workforce exhibited signs of financial recovery.? While higher education is
a necessary investment as we move rapidly towards an economy that will require
postsecondary education for most jobs,® the barriers to completion of a high quality college
education are significant. Additionally, associated student debt is blunting the economic benefits
meant to follow attainment, most devastatingly for students of color. *
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There are more students in our higher education system today than at almost any point in
history.® This growth is driven in large part by the boom in college-eligible Latinx students and
increased black enrollment, growth that is steadily outpacing white enrollment.® But today’s
students are not only the most racially diverse in history, their lived experiences are more
complex and varied than any other student body our nation has seen. Thirty-seven percent are
over the age of 25, almost a quarter have children or other dependents, 64% work while in
school, and almost half are first generation college goers.” Today’s students also experience
significant financial hardship while in school, with 46% living in poverty, and too many students
experience homelessness and hunger on college campuses around the country.®

Non-traditional students and students of color are at higher risk of dropping out® and are more
likely to pursue two year degrees,® take longer to graduate, and to be targeted by predatory
schools." And, when today’s students do graduate (or, worse, when they don’t), the burden of
student debt prevents millions of young people from building long term financial stability and
wealth including homeownership,'? savings, and retirement planning." With 42% of all college
students being students of color, we know that many of the most high risk students are racial
minorities and/or the first in their families to pursue higher education.™

Simply put, our higher education system is not set up to adequately serve the complex and
intersectional students in our schools today. But we do not need to wait for the perfect solution
to begin to implement meaningful solutions to these problems. A shift towards analyzing all
legislative and policy proposals with an equity lens and asking ourselves “How do we help those
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who need help the most within this system?” is, in itself, revolutionary, and an important first
step in the right direction.

In 2017, Young Invincibles released “Race & Ethnicity as a Barrier to Opportunity: A Blueprint
for Higher Education Equity,”"® a proposal to do just that. This report looks at the barriers and
opportunities that today’s students face in the three key stages of higher education-- access and
enroliment, degree attainment and in-school success, and repayment and other post-collegiate
outcomes-- through an equity lens. The paper finds that inequities are persistent at each stage
of the higher education journey. It proposes equity focused variations of commonly proposed
system reforms, and urges policymakers to prioritize positive impacts to marginalized
communities when considering solutions. We present the findings in the Blueprint for
consideration as first steps in addressing the urgent disparities that leave our students of color
and nontraditional students behind, and as proof points that marginalized students can and
should be centered in all reform conversations and proposals. The full paper and a menu of
currently existent bills that would advance equity are attached as addenda to this letter.

Higher education access and affordability for students of color is an economic and moral
imperative. Students of color and nontraditional students have been, for decades, expected to
interact and succeed within a system that never anticipated their participation. It is time that the
system be reflective of today’s student body and this moment in history, rather than expecting
students with new challenges and new responsibilities to simply adjust or fail.

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this discussion on behalf of students of all
backgrounds and we hope this is helpful to your work.

Allie Aguilera
Policy and Government Affairs Manager
Young Invincibles

Addendum Materials:

Race & Ethnicity as a Barrier to Opportunity: A Blueprint for Higher Education Equity. Young
Invincibles. February 2017. Attached.

Race & Ethnicity as a Barrier to Opportunity: A Legislative Blueprint for Higher Education Equity.
Young Invincibles. February 2017. Attached.
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