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In December, shortly before Christmas, 
with little notice and no debate or public com-
ment, Congress eliminated an important route 
to higher education for non-traditional students.  
Presently, students without a high school diploma 
or a GED can demonstrate college-ready profi-
ciency by passing one of a handful of federally 
designated tests at a prescribed level.  If they suc-
ceed, they are eligible for federal aid programs 
like Pell Grants and student loans.  This route to 
college was established for students who demon-
strate “ability to benefit 
from education or train-
ing”, generally shortened 
to ATB (ability to benefit).  
It applies to American stu-
dents without high school 
credentials and to some 
immigrants with high 
school credentials from 
abroad, permitting them 
to enter college directly, 
without diversion of time 
and effort.  Come July 1, 
2012, entrance to college 
through ATB will end.  I 
am writing here to put this 
setback to college access 
in context and urge those 
who can to take advantage 
of this opportunity before 
it vanishes.

American higher 
education is distinguished 
by extraordinary diversi-
ty, both of students served 
and institutions that serve 
them.  The two diversi-
ties are related.  No other 
society provides the multiplicity of avenues to 
higher education that has evolved in the United 
States over the last sixty years.  This in turn 
has lead to the most diverse student body in the 
world.  Institutions ranging from trade schools, 
to community colleges, to residential liberal 
arts colleges and research universities provide 
an unparalleled range of programs and entry 
points to students who range in age from eigh-
teen to ninety and in background from the most 
to the least privileged. 

Because of this, America stands out as the 
land of educational second chances.  Students 
who don’t go the conventional route - out of 
high school and into college at age eighteen - 
have multiple alternative re-entry points to edu-
cation.  In consequence, even though we have 
lost a little ground to other advanced post-in-
dustrial countries in rate of college completion 
by traditional age students, we still surpass all 
other countries in bachelor’s degree completion 
among adults over 35 years of age.  This flex-
ibility of educational opportunity has served us 
particularly well in light of our nation’s pro-
nounced and well-documented disparities in 
family wealth and K-12 educational outcomes.  

A lot of Americans get the short end of the 
educational stick in elementary school and high 
school.  Many, including disproportionately large 
numbers from economically disadvantaged pop-
ulations, don’t finish high school at all, and many 
of those who do are poorly prepared for college 

from 18 to 12 semesters and tightened the eco-
nomic qualifications for full Pell Grant support.  
Last year families with an income of $30,000 
could qualify for full Pell support.  This year 
that number goes down to $23,000.  Pell eligi-
bility levels are not adjusted for regional cost 
of living differences and I needn’t remind New 
York Nonprofit Press readers that $30,000, let 
alone $23,000, barely lifts a New York City 
family out of poverty.  

These cutbacks came on top of action by 
Congress last summer to eliminate extra Pell 
support for students who enroll full-time year 
around to accelerate their studies (the standard 
mode of progress at Metropolitan College).  All 
of these measures will disproportionately af-
fect the economically disadvantaged, who often 
struggle to complete college in a timely way, 
at a non-traditional age and a non-traditional 
pace.  The tragedy is that these are exactly the 
students that Congress targeted for special help 
when the federal student aid system was first 
established in modern form in 1972.

There is still a window of opportunity for stu-
dents to take advantage of ATB.  The impending 
cutoff of aid eligibility translates to this impera-
tive: Pass the ATB test and enroll in college before 
July 1.  For most students this now means enroll 
for Summer Term 2012.  If they don’t, they will 
have to obtain a high school diploma or a GED to 
qualify for federal student aid (or complete state 
sanctioned home-schooling – a loophole left by 
Congress when it eliminated the ATB alternative 

work.  Nevertheless, it has been the genius of 
our system to create avenues by which students 
with unconventional backgrounds can access the 
many and increasing benefits of higher educa-
tion.  Congress originally created the ATB route 
to college with exactly this in mind, instructing 
the Secretary of Education to “take into account 
the cultural diversity, economic circumstances, 
and educational preparation of populations” to be 
served by the program.

Metropolitan College of New York has 
welcomed students who 
have come to us by this 
path. While we urge all 

high school students to 
stay in school and finish, 
we accept older students 
who come to us without 
high school credentials 
but able to successfully 
complete the test and meet 
other entrance require-
ments (older students 
fit us well - our average 
undergraduate is 32).  I 
should add that we do 
not actively recruit ATB 
students, preferring those 
who take the initiative to 
come to us, adding per-
sonal motivation to suc-
cessful test completion as 
an indicator of likely suc-
cess.  Even then, less than 
one third of our ATB ap-
plicants pass the test – it is 
not an easy out of a high 
school education.

In 2011 we enrolled 
31 ATB first-year students, out of a total of 254 
first-year students.  This compares to 86 first-
year GED students (another non-traditional 
route), and 185 with conventional high school 
credentials.  We take pride in our service to 
students with non-traditional high school back-
grounds, who comprise about half of our enter-
ing freshmen.  From its founding by Audrey 
Cohen in 1964 as the Women’s Talent Corps, 
Metropolitan College has had a core commit-
ment to the advancement of economically dis-
advantaged, educationally underserved popula-
tions.

We recognize that many ATB students will 
need extra help to succeed and that their over-
all success rate may be a bit lower than that of 
students from more conventional backgrounds.  
Misgivings about their preparation levels and 
scandals involving rigged ATB testing at some 
for-profit institutions may have contributed to 
sentiment for ATB elimination.  But, veteran 
staff members assure me that some of our best 
students enter through the ATB route – it will 
be a shame to turn their worthy successors away 
because of the unrelated sins or shortcomings 
of a subset of underprepared students or a few 
rogue institutions.

The loss of the ATB opportunity is part of a 
larger and troubling retrenchment in our societal 
commitment to equality through educational 
opportunity.  The December congressional vote 
to kill ATB also reduced Pell Grant eligibility 
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to a high school credential).  Summer Term start 
dates vary from late April to mid-June, depending 
on the institution. 

Accomplished but uncredentialed students 
deserve notice of this last chance.  I strongly 
urge social service agencies and other non-
profits to alert employees, clients and other 
constituencies to the remaining time-limited 
opportunity to take advantage of ATB.  In the 
meantime, Metropolitan College will work with 
partners to strengthen the reach and quality of 
local GED preparation programs, so that when 
ATB is gone, opportunity for non-traditional 
students will remain.  

Vinton Thompson is President of  
Metropolitan College of New York.

The loss of  
the ATB  

opportunity is 
part of a larger 
and troubling  
retrenchment in 
our societal  
commitment to 

equality through 
educational  
opportunity.

Help NYNP
Help You!
Become a 2012 

NYNP Organizational Sponsor
Sponsorships Include 

Employment Advertising Packages 
Worth More than the Sponsorship

Without Your Help 
We Can’t Be There

Call Robby

866-336-6967


