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Many college students face food 
insecurity but don’t access public benefits

23%
experiencing food 
insecurity

potentially SNAP-eligible students 
not participating nationally

2M+

potentially SNAP-eligible students 
not participating in state-based 
studies (CA, VA)

~75%+

Sources: NPSAS:20; Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: Estimated Eligibility and 

Receipt among Food Insecure College Students (GAO-24-107074); Rothstein and Lacoe et 

al., 2024; State Council of Higher Education for Virginia, n.d.



Colleges and states across 
the country are scaling 
supports

College approaches
• Food pantries

• SNAP and Medicaid application support

• Basic needs centers, navigators

• Emergency aid

• Referrals to community partners 

State supports
• Funding

• Standards and guidance

• Professional development and communities 
of practice

• Technology (e.g., Single Stop)

• Efforts to simplify and expand eligibility for 

financial aid, SNAP

Federal supports
• COVID-19 funding to colleges and students

• Expanded SNAP eligibility 



CDHE, CDHS and RAND partnered to build evidence on 
college students and SNAP in several areas

SNAP participation, application, and denial rates among Colorado’s public college 
enrollees; college SNAP practices in Colorado 

How college student SNAP participation might shift under four levers: (1) permanent 
expansions to federal eligibility; (2) state changes to modify interpretations of SNAP-
eligible programs; (3) expanded state and college SNAP outreach and application 
support; (4) expanded outreach to Work Study students.

Relationships between student SNAP participation and academic outcomes



Today we’ll share some findings on Colorado college student 
SNAP participation and levers for expanding participation

SNAP participation, application, and denial rates among Colorado’s public college 
enrollees; college SNAP practices in Colorado 

How college student SNAP participation might shift under four levers: (1) permanent 
expansions to federal eligibility; (2) state changes to modify interpretations of SNAP-
eligible programs; (3) expanded state and college SNAP outreach and application 
support; (4) expanded outreach to Work Study students.

Relationships between student SNAP participation and academic outcomes



What do we know 

about Colorado’s 

current college student 

SNAP participation?
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SNAP participation is higher among community college 
enrollees than university enrollees

Source: Linked Information Network of Colorado (LINC), Colorado Department of Education (CDHE), Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS).
Notes: Academic years in this analysis span September of the prior calendar year through August; for example, academic year 2022 spans September 
2021 through August 2022. Individuals are identified as SNAP participants if they received a SNAP benefit during any month in that year. We group 
technical schools with community colleges for the purposes of this analysis. 
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Adult learners and females had higher rates of SNAP 
participation

Source: Linked Information Network of Colorado (LINC), Colorado Department of Education (CDHE), Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS).
Notes: About 48% of community and technical college students are age 25+ compared to about 23% of university students. About 56% of community and 
technical college students are female compared to about 52% of university students. Academic years in this analysis span September of the prior calendar 
year through August; for example, academic year 2022 spans September 2021 through August 2022. Individuals are identified as SNAP participants if they 
received a SNAP benefit during any month in that year. We group technical schools with community colleges for the purposes of this analysis.
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More college students have become eligible for SNAP in 
recent years due to state and federal policy changes

Source: Linked Information Network of Colorado (LINC), Colorado Department of Education (CDHE), Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS).
Notes: Academic years in this analysis span September of the prior calendar year through August; for example, academic year 2022 spans September 
2021 through August 2022. Individuals are identified as likely eligible if they met observable criteria to receive SNAP benefits during that year. We 
group technical schools with community colleges for the purposes of this analysis. 

Change in state income 

eligibility from 130% FPL 

to 200% FPL  

Federal Covid-19 

changes to student 

exemptions



Participation rates among eligible students have declined over 
time as additional students became eligible

Source: Linked Information Network of Colorado (LINC), Colorado Department of Education (CDHE), Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS).
Notes: Academic years in this analysis span September of the prior calendar year through August; for example, academic year 2022 spans September 
2021 through August 2022. Individuals are identified as likely eligible if they met observable criteria to receive SNAP benefits during that year. 
Individuals are identified as SNAP participants if they received a SNAP benefit during any month in that year. We group technical schools with 
community colleges for the purposes of this analysis. 
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There is considerable institution-level variation in SNAP 
participation rates among likely SNAP-eligible students

Source: Linked Information Network of Colorado (LINC), Colorado Department of Education (CDHE), Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS).
Notes: Academic years in this analysis span September of the prior calendar year through August; for example, academic year 2 022 spans September 2021 
through August 2022. Individuals are identified as SNAP participants if they received a SNAP benefit during any month in that year. Individuals are identified as 
likely eligible if they met observable criteria to receive SNAP benefits during that year. Data for individual technical scho ols not shown due to small sample sizes.

% of Likely Eligible 
Undergraduates 

Participating in SNAP, 
2022

Universities →

Community and 
Technical Colleges

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

CO Mountain
Arapahoe CC

Front Range CC
CO Northwestern CC

Red Rocks CC
Aims CC

Pikes Peak
Northeastern Junior

Aurora CC
Otero

CC + TS OVERALL
Denver CC
Lamar CC

Trinidad State
Morgan CC
Pueblo CC

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Mines

UC Boulder

Fort Lewis

Western CO

UC Denver

UC CO Springs

Northern Colorado

UNIV. OVERALL

CSU - Fort Collins

MSU - Denver

CO Mesa

CSU - Pueblo

Adams State

CSU - Global



Many likely eligible student SNAP applicants were denied, 
and denials increased during the pandemic

Source: Linked Information Network of Colorado (LINC), Colorado Department of Education (CDHE), Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS).
Notes: Academic years in this analysis span September of the prior calendar year through August; for example, academic year 2022 spans September 
2021 through August 2022. Percentages displayed reflect the share of likely SNAP-eligible undergraduates enrolled in any CDHE institution with an 
initial application during any month in that year who had an initial application denied in any month of the year.
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How might college student 

SNAP participation change 

under four levers?

1) Federal changes to eligibility criteria

2) State determinations around SNAP-

eligible programs

3) Expanded outreach and application 

support to all likely eligible students

4) Focused Work Study student outreach 

and application support 

Supersizer via Getty Images
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We noted that federal changes to student SNAP rules 
during COVID-19 expanded eligibility

Source: Linked Information Network of Colorado (LINC), Colorado Department of Education (CDHE), Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS).
Notes: Academic years in this analysis span September of the prior calendar year through August; for example, academic year 2022 spans September 
2021 through August 2022. Individuals are identified as likely eligible if they met observable criteria to receive SNAP benefits during that year. We 
group technical schools with community colleges for the purposes of this analysis. 

Federal Covid-19 

changes to student 

exemptions



We use Colorado data to estimate how permanent 
federal expansions might shift SNAP participation

• Eligibility: We assume an ~50% increase in the eligible student population

• We use Colorado data on all individuals who have an Expected Family Contribution of 0 and 
meet SNAP income limits for this estimate.

• Participation: We consider two possible rates of participation among eligible 
students

• Lower rates of participation than other eligible students: We observed somewhat lower 
participation among EFC=0 students during COVID-19, so use this as a lower bound.

• Similar participation rates: We assume lower COVID-era participation could be due to lack of 
awareness and could increase over time to the same rate as the overall eligible population.



Expanding eligibility to income-eligible students with an 
EFC of zero meaningfully increases the SNAP-eligible pool

Lever

Increase in SNAP-

eligible students

Modeled SNAP 

participation rates 

among eligible

Increase in 

overall SNAP 

participants

1) Federal eligibility expansion 16,000 newly eligible 17-28% of newly 

eligible

2,700-4,500 newly 

participating

2) State changes in eligibility 

interpretations

3) Expanded outreach and application 

support

4) Targeted outreach and application 

support to Work Study students

.

NOTE: model estimates based on 2019-20 data; low-end estimate assumes newly eligibles participate at same rate as students who were eligible 
only because of EFC zero exemption in 2020-21 and 2021-22 by institution type; high-end estimate assumes newly eligibles participate at same 
rate as all eligible students who required a student exemption in 2019-20 (prior to EFC zero exemption) by institution type



How might college student 

SNAP participation change 

under four levers?

1) Federal changes to eligibility criteria

2) State determinations around SNAP-

eligible programs

3) Expanded outreach and application 

support to all likely eligible students

4) Focused Work Study student outreach 

and application support 
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States have several options for making changes that 
simplify and expand college student SNAP eligibility

• States can deem certain education and training programs as eligible SNAP 
by for satisfying one of the student exemptions (the 3(D) exemption) 

• E.g., Students in WIOA and Perkins-funded training programs can be deemed SNAP-eligible if 
they meet income requirements

• Applies only to students enrolled half-time or more

• Another possible state policy lever might be to count education and training 
time toward federal work requirements

• This would apply to all students regardless of enrollment intensity



States have taken varying approaches to expanding SNAP 
eligibility under these regulatory authorities

State Institutions Eligible Programs Eligible Process

California Two-year and four-year Local programs that improve 

employability” (LPIEs) 

Students submit a printout verifying their 

institution and program

Georgia Two-year Career/Technical Education Programs 

or other Vocational Training (EPC)

Via SNAP E&T program

Kentucky Two-year A list of 109 vocational programs Via SNAP E&T program

New Mexico Two-year Career or technical certificate programs Via SNAP E&T program

Massachusetts Two-year, tech schools, 

some CTE-focused four-
year universities

Perkins programs Students can self-attest to being enrolled in 

an eligible program

Oregon Two-year and four-year All programs Students can self-attest to being enrolled in 

a program that will lead to employment

Pennsylvania Two-year and four-year Expansive list, includes SNAP & KEYS

program services

Students receive a signed form from the 

institution

Virginia Two-year Programs aligned with a list of high-

demand credentials

Via SNAP E&T program

Washington Two-year All programs Often reverse refer to SNAP E&T program



We use Colorado data to estimate how state eligibility 
changes could impact participation in SNAP

• Eligibility: We look at expansion of SNAP to four different populations

• Enrollees in WIOA programs

• Enrollees in WIOA and Perkins programs (all institutions)

• Enrollees in WIOA and Perkins programs (community college and technical school programs)

• All community college subbaccaluareate programs

• Participation: We assume that these newly eligible students participate at 
the same rates as currently eligible students.



State expansions to eligibility can drive increases in participation 
even if the rate of participation among eligibles is unchanged

.

Lever

Increase in SNAP-

eligible students

Modeled SNAP 

participation rates 

among eligible

Increase in 

overall SNAP 

participants

1) Federal eligibility expansion 16,000 newly eligible 17-28% of newly 

eligible

2,700-4,500 newly 

participating

2) State changes in eligibility 

interpretations

3,400-11,500 newly 

eligible

32-39% of newly 

eligible

1,100-4,500 newly 

participating

3) Expanded outreach and application 

support

4) Targeted outreach and application 

support to Work Study students

NOTE: model estimates based on 2019-20 data; participation rates among newly eligibles assumed to match those of all eligible students who 
required a student exemption in 2019-20 by institution type



How might college student 

SNAP participation change 

under four levers?

1) Federal changes to eligibility criteria

2) State determinations around SNAP-

eligible programs

3) Expanded outreach and application 

support to all likely eligible students

4) Focused Work Study student outreach 

and application support 

Supersizer via Getty Images



CDHE and CDHS have partnered to provide statewide 
outreach to students on SNAP eligibility



CDHE’s Hunger Free 
Checklist recommends 
colleges offer SNAP 
outreach and 
application support

https://cdhe.colorado.gov/resources/social-determinants-of-
student-success

https://cdhe.colorado.gov/news-article/department-releases-
healthy-minds-and-hunger-free-campus-checklists-in-an-effort-to
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CDHS’s SNAP Outreach program has also helped to build 
capacity for SNAP support on college campuses

• Increased focus on college students since 2021

• June 2021: Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) released SNAP Outreach 
priority areas, including college students

• CDHS included college students in FFY22 SNAP Outreach State Plan 

• Non-profit partners supplement college capacity for SNAP support

• SNAP PEAS program: five university subrecipients, one community college; 
college staff receiving training, access to PeakPro (SNAP application 
system), ongoing support

• On-campus application support: potentially available to all Colorado 
institutions; non-profit staff conduct campus visits to provide assistance via 
tabling in common spaces



Colorado public postsecondary institutions have been 
scaling SNAP supports over the past five years 

Source: Survey of all public colleges in Colorado conducted by RAND, March-April 2024.
Notes: Overall, 27 of 31 public institutions responded to the survey, including 2 of the 3 technical schools, 14 of the 15 community colleges, and 
11 of the 13 universities. While 24 colleges reported offering services at some point, several did not report years the college had begun to offer 
services. Those colleges are not displayed on this figure.
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Community colleges were less likely to offer SNAP 
support, including case management

Source: Survey of all public colleges in Colorado conducted by RAND, March-April 2024.

SNAP Supports and Basic Needs 

Facilitators

Community Colleges, 

Technical Schools Universities

All Public 

Institutions

Offers information on SNAP eligibility 69% 100% 81%

Offers SNAP application support 63% 81% 81%

Offers SNAP-related case management 25% 64% 41%

Has accessible information on institution 

website on SNAP eligibility or supports 

44% 85% 61%

Number of institutions responding 16 (of 18) 11 (of 13) 27 (of 31)

.



We consider state and college-based scenarios for 
expanding SNAP outreach and application support 

Broad statewide electronic and mail outreach to promote information to students 
potentially eligible for SNAP

• A randomized study of statewide outreach on the COVID-19 pandemic eligibility changes in 
California found increases in participation among eligible students of approximately 3 percentage 
points (Palos Castellanos et al., 2022; Lasky-Fink, Li, and Doherty, 2022).

Expanded college-level SNAP outreach and case management efforts
• We may be able to use Colorado-specific data and data from an ongoing study in Washington 

State to estimate impacts in the future
• In the meantime, we use estimates from a study that nudged students to basic needs centers 

where SNAP application support and case management were available (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2021)
• Nudges more than doubled students visiting the basic needs center (from 22% to 56%)
• The study didn’t measure SNAP participation rate increases or specifically target SNAP-eligible students
• We make a plausible assumption of a 20% increase in the rate of SNAP participation among eligible 

students due to increased uptake of case management



Broader outreach efforts lead to smaller increases in 
SNAP participation, and do not impact eligibility

.

Lever

Increase in SNAP-

eligible students

Modeled SNAP 

participation rates 

among eligible

Increase in 

overall SNAP 

participants

1) Federal eligibility expansion 16,000 newly eligible 17-28% of newly 

eligible

2,700-4,500 newly 

participating

2) State changes in eligibility 

interpretations

3,400-11,500 newly 

eligible

32-39% of newly 

eligible

1,100-4,500 newly 

participating

3) Expanded outreach and application 

support

N/A - unchanged 31-33% of all 

eligibles

900-1,700 newly 

participating

NOTE: Model estimates based on 2019-20 data; participation rates for all eligible students assumed to be 2019-20 rates by institution type, plus 3 
percentage points (low-end estimate) or plus 20% (high-end estimate)



How might college student 

SNAP participation change 

under four levers?

1) Federal changes to eligibility criteria

2) State determinations around SNAP-

eligible programs

3) Expanded outreach and application 

support to all likely eligible students

4) Focused Work Study student outreach 

and application support 

Supersizer via Getty Images



There are two ways to think about the Work Study 
exemption as a lever for expanding SNAP participation

• We do not consider changing the pool of Work Study participants to increase SNAP 
eligibility 

• Stakeholders expressed concerns about buy-in and feasibility (e.g., Work Study has a set of constituents that 
view the program aims differently)

• We do consider how expanded outreach and application support to Work Study 
participants might increase SNAP participation 

• We use the same assumptions on how outreach and application support might increase rates of 
participation (3 pp increase, 20% increase in SNAP participation among SNAP-eligible)

• Work Study students are a subset of SNAP-eligible students (~5,500 of ~30,000, or ~18%)

• Work Study students have had lower baseline rates of SNAP participation (22% vs. 28% of all SNAP-eligible students)



Outreach efforts targeted to Work Study students 
generate small increases in SNAP participation 

.

Lever

Increase in SNAP-

eligible students

Modeled SNAP 

participation rates 

among eligible

Increase in 

overall SNAP 

participants

1) Federal eligibility expansion 16,000 newly eligible 17-28% of newly 

eligible

2,700-4,500 newly 

participating

2) State changes in eligibility 

interpretations

3,400-11,500 newly 

eligible

32-39% of newly 

eligible

1,100-4,500 newly 

participating

3) Expanded outreach and application 

support

N/A - unchanged 31-33% of all 

eligibles

900-1,700 newly 

participating

4) Targeted outreach and application 

support to Work Study students

N/A - unchanged 25-26% of eligibles 

on Work Study

170-250 newly 

participating

NOTE: Model estimates based on 2019-20 data; participation rates for eligible work-study students assumed to be 2019-20 rates for SNAP-eligible 
work-study students by institution type, plus 3 percentage points (low-end estimate) or plus 20% (high-end estimate).



Levers that simplify and expand eligibility have larger 
impacts on college student SNAP participation

Lever

Increase in overall 

SNAP participants

Increase in overall 

SNAP participation 

rate

1) Federal eligibility expansion 2,700-4,500 newly 

participating

+ 1.1 to 1.9 percentage 

points

2) State changes in eligibility interpretations 1,100-4,500 newly 

participating

+ 0.4 to 1.8 percentage 

points

3) Expanded outreach and application support 900-1,700 newly 

participating

+ 0.4 to 0.7 percentage 

points

4) Targeted outreach and application support to 

Work Study students

170-250 newly 

participating

+ <0.1 to 0.1 

percentage points

.

NOTE: model estimates based on 2019-20 data



State agencies and colleges exploring SNAP  
support efforts must consider other factors

• Costs of different approaches (and cost-effectiveness)

• Political feasibility 

• Capacity of state agencies and colleges to provide 
outreach, case management support

• Data and technological capacity to identify and target 
support to SNAP-eligible students 

• Capacity at human services offices to process SNAP 
applications

• Administrative burden placed on college students



We’d love your feedback on the project

Any thoughts or reflections on our findings?

What are your states, systems, and colleges doing to support 
college student access to SNAP (and basic needs support more 
broadly)?

Where should states and colleges be prioritizing basic needs 
efforts?



We have several new reports available on promising 
approaches to basic needs support, Single Stop, and SNAP

All documents will be available at https://www.rand.org/education-and-labor/projects/college-financial-and-basic-needs-support.html
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Thank You!

For more information:

Lindsay Daugherty (RAND), ldaugher@rand.org

Michael Vente (CDHE), Michael.Vente@dhe.state.co.us

RAND Findings on College Basic Needs


	Slide 1
	Slide 2: We thank our many important contributors to the project
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5: CDHE, CDHS and RAND partnered to build evidence on college students and SNAP in several areas
	Slide 6: Today we’ll share some findings on Colorado college student SNAP participation and levers for expanding participation
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: SNAP participation is higher among community college enrollees than university enrollees
	Slide 9: Adult learners and females had higher rates of SNAP participation
	Slide 10: More college students have become eligible for SNAP in recent years due to state and federal policy changes
	Slide 11: Participation rates among eligible students have declined over time as additional students became eligible
	Slide 12: There is considerable institution-level variation in SNAP participation rates among likely SNAP-eligible students
	Slide 13: Many likely eligible student SNAP applicants were denied, and denials increased during the pandemic
	Slide 14
	Slide 15: We noted that federal changes to student SNAP rules during COVID-19 expanded eligibility
	Slide 16: We use Colorado data to estimate how permanent federal expansions might shift SNAP participation
	Slide 17: Expanding eligibility to income-eligible students with an EFC of zero meaningfully increases the SNAP-eligible pool
	Slide 18
	Slide 19: States have several options for making changes that simplify and expand college student SNAP eligibility
	Slide 20: States have taken varying approaches to expanding SNAP eligibility under these regulatory authorities
	Slide 21: We use Colorado data to estimate how state eligibility changes could impact participation in SNAP
	Slide 22: State expansions to eligibility can drive increases in participation even if the rate of participation among eligibles is unchanged
	Slide 23
	Slide 24: CDHE and CDHS have partnered to provide statewide outreach to students on SNAP eligibility
	Slide 25: CDHE’s Hunger Free Checklist recommends colleges offer SNAP outreach and application support
	Slide 26: CDHS’s SNAP Outreach program has also helped to build capacity for SNAP support on college campuses
	Slide 27: Colorado public postsecondary institutions have been scaling SNAP supports over the past five years 
	Slide 28: Community colleges were less likely to offer SNAP support, including case management
	Slide 29: We consider state and college-based scenarios for expanding SNAP outreach and application support 
	Slide 30: Broader outreach efforts lead to smaller increases in SNAP participation, and do not impact eligibility
	Slide 31
	Slide 32: There are two ways to think about the Work Study exemption as a lever for expanding SNAP participation
	Slide 33: Outreach efforts targeted to Work Study students generate small increases in SNAP participation 
	Slide 34: Levers that simplify and expand eligibility have larger impacts on college student SNAP participation
	Slide 35: State agencies and colleges exploring SNAP  support efforts must consider other factors
	Slide 36: We’d love your feedback on the project
	Slide 37: We have several new reports available on promising approaches to basic needs support, Single Stop, and SNAP
	Slide 38: Thank You!

