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Goals for session

• Set the context for non-tuition costs and basic needs

• Establish why state action in this area is important

• Provide some examples of state responses

• Generate ideas for improving student outcomes 
alongside financial aid changes and reform



Students in Distress

• College is not affordable

• Basic needs insecurity is rampant

• Financial aid is insufficient

• Public benefits are complicated

• Students need help and support



The Hope Center’s Survey

Three in five 
students 

experience basic 
needs insecurity 
while in college.

Nearly half of 
students 

experience some 
form of housing 

insecurity. 

More than half 
of students 

experiencing 
basic needs 

insecurity did 
not apply for 

any supports or 
public benefits.



Student Voices

“Knowledge of most of the resources is the 
biggest difficulty.”

“I really do need them, but I fear that I am taking 
away from someone who needs them more.”

“I find it very confusing trying to get through the applications.”



NPSAS:20

Nearly 1 in 4 
undergraduates 

are food insecure

Food insecurity
for undergrads is 

double that of 
U.S. households. 

1.5 million
students are 
experiencing 

homelessness

More than 4 million students aren’t getting enough to eat.



Financial Aid Landscape

• Most students have unmet need

• Little aid for unexpected expenses

• HEERF emergency aid has expired

• Pressure on state aid programs

• Last-dollar programs
Source: IHEP analysis of NPSAS:20



Public Benefits are Underutilized

SNAP Usage Among Students 
Experiencing Basic Needs Insecurity

Heard of but did not 
use (55%)

The Hope Center: Fall 2020 Survey

Didn’t use 
(81%)

• Not seeking help

• Complexity of programs

• Data not aligned with FAFSA

• Financial aid offices over-worked

• Generally NOT stigma





PUBLIC BENEFITS
Reasons why students experiencing BNI did not 
use campus supports

%

I do not think I am eligible 73

Other people need those programs more than I do 69

I do not know how to apply 52

I did not know they existed or were available 51

I do not need these programs 44

I am embarrassed to apply 26

People like me do not use programs like that 19

I had difficulty completing the application 14

Source: The Hope Center Survey: Fall 2020



Where States Come In
• CAN

• Share information directly with all financial aid applicants
• Mandate (or help) colleges to conduct targeted outreach (e.g. CA, VA)
• Track enrollment into benefit programs (e.g. VA)
• Eliminate eligibility barriers in benefits
• Facilitate statewide coalitions (e.g. WA, PA, MI)

• TBD
• Conduct statewide outreach using FAFSA data
• Obtain consent to redisclose FTI to other state agencies

• CANNOT
• Use or share FTI without consent
• Directly enroll students into benefits without consent



Example: California & SNAP

2.9%

5%

Treatment Effect

Email Email + Postcard

10,000 students applied over 6 weeks



Example: Massachusetts & SNAP

“There is no “shame” in using SNAP. 
It’s how I fed my family when I was a 
graduate student in college years 
ago. Without it, I would have had to 
drop out of school. I would never 
have earned my degree.” 

Carlos E. Santiago, 
Massachusetts Commissioner 
of Higher Education



The FAFSA Simplification Act

• ALLOWS students to authorize sharing their FAFSA information (like 
SAI, Pell status, name, email, etc.) to connect with benefits.

• REQUIRES the U.S. Department of Education to follow up with 
students with an SAI less than or equal to 0 with information on 
public benefits directly.

• PERMITS the U.S. Department of Education to establish data-
sharing agreements with other agencies for outreach and direct 
referral to benefits.



Eliminating Eligibility Barriers
• Most states have some role in interpreting federal rules, which act as a floor and 

states set the “ceiling” – including student rules.

• SNAP: can be between 130% and 200% of the federal poverty level.

• Ensure that state financial aid programs:

• Consider non-tuition costs
• If locked into last-dollar: provide stipends
• Attempt to use negative SAI to prioritize recipients for more aid (and prep for 

potential changes in ED guidance)
• Develop emergency aid programs



Benefits Hubs



Building Coalitions

• Bringing together stakeholders (WA, PA)

• Developing joint legislative priorities

• Network of basic needs navigators (OR)

• Power of statewide data (WA, NM)

• Building on hunger-free campus legislation
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