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FOREWORD

College affordability is a complicated and multi-faceted challenge. The price students and families 
are asked to pay has steadily increased over the past several decades, despite the existence of 
federal, state, and institutional grant programs, which are often not sufficient to fill the gap in 
need. Just as troubling, most students and families aren’t given clear and useful information about 
what they should expect to pay or how to navigate the system. 

This is a challenge I worked on as a policy advisor in the Obama administration, and I’ve continued 
to work on it during my time at Lumina Foundation. At Lumina, we’ve suggested that the 
conversation around affordability be reframed around a concept we’ve called the Affordability 
Benchmark. We need to make college affordable by focusing on the student first—not on what 
tuition is, not on what aid is available—but on the student experience. Affordability should be 
defined by what is reasonable to expect students and their families to contribute toward their 
education, and this information should be shared with them in clear and predictable ways. 

We need action on the part of states, institutions, and policymakers at all levels to make this 
a reality. The steps laid out here by the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation are clear, cogent, and 
compelling action items that every institutional leader should take seriously. Well-resourced 
institutions, in particular, should move forward quickly to implement these action items as 
evidence of their commitment to truly reshaping their practices in a way that benefit low-
income students.  

Ultimately, we need a better system of financing postsecondary education that frames affordability 
in a way that is clear and predictable, built around a defined benefit, and based on a reasonable 
contribution of resources available to students and families. The burgeoning path to a better 
reality for students has been made clear by this well-researched work—if institutions take these 
recommendations seriously, more students would likely enroll in college and be financially 
successful while there. 

Dr. Zakiya Smith

Strategy Director, Lumina Foundation

Former Senior Adviser for Education  
in the Obama White House
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C
ollege can seem out of reach for many low-
income students. Too often they believe college is 
unaffordable and unattainable. It is no surprise then 
that students from the bottom socioeconomic  

quartile are eight times less likely to earn a bachelor’s  
degree than students from the top socioeconomic quartile 
(7.4% versus 60%).1

Even our nation’s brightest low-income students, who 
have done very well in high school and score highly on 
standardized tests, are less likely to obtain a college degree 
than their higher-income peers, a discrepancy known as the 
“excellence gap.”2

Several factors hinder students’ access and success. Low-
income students may lack understanding of how financial 
aid works, or perceive they are unable to meet the full costs 
of higher education. Low-income students are more likely to 
suffer from “sticker shock” on seeing the ostensible price of 
a college education, to attend colleges closer to home to 
save money, and to pursue choices that allow them to work 
while in school. While state and federal funding can help to 
offset college costs, low-income students often are unaware 
that institutional aid can significantly lower costs and in some 
cases make college absolutely free. They do not understand 
the value of institutional aid, work/study policies, and loan 
forgiveness policies. They may not know how to apply for 
institutional aid required at some institutions, such as the 
completion of the College Board’s College Scholarship 
Service PROFILE and the Institutional Documentation Service 
(IDOC). Institutional aid could potentially play a much 
more important role in increasing access and persistence 
among low-income students, if these gaps in knowledge 
were removed. Colleges and universities have a role to 
play in educating low-income students about how to pay 
for college.

This brief offers 11 best practices to institutions to help 
students pay for college and stay in school. These strategies 
are organized into three categories: clarifying financial 
information, easing the financial burden, and filling in 
financial aid gaps. Specifically, we discuss how schools can 
provide students with better information to help them make 
more informed choices, to make going to college more 
affordable, and to understand how financial aid programs 
work so that they can maximize the aid they receive. 

CLARIFYING FINANCIAL 
INFORMATION

The federal government has recognized that students have 
the right to data that can help them make the best decision 
regarding their education.3 Colleges thus make a range 
of information available to students, such as the price of 
attendance, graduation rates, and student body diversity. 
However, this information is disseminated in various ways 
that are not always the most user-friendly for the individual 
student. Some facts are distributed to all enrolled and 
prospective students or are available online to everyone, 
while others are available only upon request, or sent out in 
publications and mailings. Sadly, the information provided is 
often a confusing mess, and low-income students — often 
sorting through the data without a seasoned counselor at 
their side — must navigate these puzzles on their own.

Information that is only available upon request or 
through selected mailings puts low-income students at a 
disadvantage. Students may not be aware that the data 
even exist, much less that they should be seeking these 
figures. Lack of understandable information puts low-
income students at a disadvantage, and they may incorrectly 
conclude that a college education is simply unattainable or 
may enter college without a full understanding of how to 
navigate the many financial aid programs, and ultimately 
drop out. 

Schools should transparently provide all students with the 
relevant knowledge needed to make the best decisions 
about their education and paying for it. Schools can 
proactively support low-income students by providing clear, 
comprehensive information to all students, regardless of 
whether it is requested. This includes providing students 
with the most accurate figures available related to costs, 
financial aid, and student success, as outlined in our first five 
strategies below. 

Colleges and universities have a role 
to play in educating low-income 
students about how to pay for college.
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Strategy 1: Clarify financial 
aid letters

Accompanying many offers of admission is a financial 
aid award letter. These letters often use acronyms and 
abbreviations, and they may lump together scholarships 
and loans in ways that are difficult for students and families 
to understand.4 Variation in financial aid letters from school 
to school can make it difficult for students and families to 
compare offers.5 

To address these issues and help families make more 
informed decisions about college, the U.S. Department of 
Education and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 
developed the “Financial Aid Shopping Sheet” in 2012. 
This form was designed to simplify information regarding 
cost and financial aid and allow students to easily compare 
institutions. Elements of this form include:

• Separation of loans from grants and scholarships.

• A concise statement that grants and scholarships are 
gifts that do not need to be paid back. 

• The sources of grants and scholarships.

• The net (“actual”) cost of one year’s tuition.

• Clear language (e.g., no abbreviations or acronyms). 

In an open letter to college and university presidents,  
the Department of Education asked institutions to adopt  
this form for the 2013–14 school year. As of January  
2017, 3,278 institutions — including 60 selective  
institutions — have obliged.6 A copy of the form and  
a list of participating schools can be found on the  
U.S. Department of Education website. More schools  
are using this form every year. Schools should at the  
very least use it as a template to clarify the elements of  
their financial aid so students can compare offers. 

Institutional award letters should make clear:

• The amount of grant aid the student is receiving, with 
clear language indicating that grants are gifts that do 
not need to be paid back. 

• The source of each grant. 

• Possible additional sources of funding (e.g., private 
scholarships) to pay the net cost (the difference 
between cost of attendance and grant aid). 

• Clarification that loan amounts are suggestions, not 
requirements. 

• A clear statement of how much money the student and 
family will need to pay, including an explicit statement 
that loans must be repaid.

• The net cost of attendance.

In addition, schools should make clear the terms of 
continuation of any aid:

• The requirements for maintaining each form of grant 
funding, such as grade point average requirements or 
minimum credit load requirements. 

• A disclosure as to which grants must be renewed 
annually (including federal or state aid) with instructions 
on how to renew the aid. 

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/guid/aid-offer/index.html
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Strategy 2: Provide students  
with a four-year estimate of 
expected costs 

Unexpected rises in tuition can derail students, particularly 
those who may already be struggling financially to stay in 
school. Simply informing potential students that tuition 
prices may increase is not sufficient. While schools cannot 
be expected to know the exact tuition costs of future years, 
schools can project potential increases in tuition to help 
students make informed decisions and prepare for the 
next four to six years. Giving students an idea of the price 
of education for the duration of their schooling can allow 
students to budget and plan for potential tuition increases 
well in advance. Some schools have begun offering this 
information on their financial aid websites. Other schools can 
adopt these best practices:

• Towson University projects four-year university costs for 
fall 2017 through 2020.

• Manhattan School of Music provides estimated 
projected cost of attendance for 2017–18 through 
2021–22.

• Culver–Stockton College provides estimated annual 
costs for the 2018–19 and 2019–20 school years. 

• As of Fall 2017, several schools provide cost of 
attendance for the 2017–18 and 2018–19 academic 
years. For example, Sweet Briar College and Wesleyan 
College both provide data on two years of tuition and 
other costs.

Supplying future cost estimates is useful for students as 
they explore various colleges. An optimal solution would 
be a calculator that could estimate each individual student’s 
potential net cost (incorporating financial aid) over the 
course of college. 

Strategy 3: Establish clear  
policies regarding financial aid 
eligibility requirements

Most students who lose their eligibility for student financial 
aid do so because they lack the necessary grades, and 
therefore are unable to meet the “satisfactory academic 
progress” requirements of their aid program.7 Under 
the Student Right-to-Know Act, schools must make the 
conditions of satisfactory academic progress “available” 
to all benefit recipients.8 However, schools can meet the 
requirements of the statute in a number of ways. The most 
direct way would be by including these requirements in the 
same envelope with their financial aid award letters, but not 
all schools choose this option. Instead, schools frequently 
make this information available through publications 
or online. 

Once students are enrolled, institutions should remind 
them periodically of requirements and deadlines. The 
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form is 
a requirement for the Pell Grant, the federal government’s 
program for the most financially-strapped students, and 
for a number of other public and private scholarships. 
FAFSA completion is important for maintaining various 
forms of aid. Students are not always aware that FAFSA 
must be completed annually in order to continue receiving 
need-based aid. Schools should remind students of 
specific FAFSA deadlines. Research suggests that low-cost 
interventions, such as text reminders, improve students’ 
completion of FAFSA and other college related tasks.9 
Many schools already communicate important information, 
such as emergencies, to students through email, text, and 
automated messages (Figure 1, page 5). Transmitting 
reminders about financial aid deadlines would benefit many 
who would otherwise drop out.

Schools Offering Financial 
Aid Text Notifications

Wayne State University

Vernon College

Rio Hondo College

https://www.towson.edu/bursar/tuition/projected.html
http://www.msmnyc.edu/Admissions/Tuition-Fees
http://www.msmnyc.edu/Admissions/Tuition-Fees
http://www.culver.edu/value/annual-cost/
http://www.culver.edu/value/annual-cost/
http://sbc.edu/admissions/tuition-and-fees/
http://www.wesleyancollege.edu/admission/Tuition-home.cfm
http://www.wesleyancollege.edu/admission/Tuition-home.cfm
https://tech.wayne.edu/kb/266629
http://www.vernoncollege.edu/Text-Messaging
http://www.riohondo.edu/financial-aid/
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Figure 1: FAFSA 
Text Reminder from 
the Common App

Source: “Using Texts to ‘Nudge’ Students on Financial 
Aid,” Education Week, October 11, 2016.
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Strategy 4: Establish more  
robust methods for estimating  
non-tuition costs

Half of all undergraduates (50 percent) live off campus, while 
the remainder live on campus or at home.10 When providing 
financial aid, colleges are required to estimate living costs for 
students who are living on their own. However, estimating 
off campus housing costs can be challenging, resulting in 
dramatic variation of estimates of off-campus living costs 
among colleges, even between colleges in the same city. 
Researchers have found, for example, that college estimates 
of living costs in Washington, DC ranged from $9,387 to 
$20,342, while colleges in Milwaukee have estimated costs 
ranging from $5,180 to $21,276.11 Furthermore, researchers 
have estimated that one-third of colleges underestimate 
living expenses.12 

The estimation of living costs has critical implications for 
students who depend on financial aid. Underestimation 
of living expenses can mean insufficient financial aid; 
overestimation can lead to students borrowing more money 
than they need. 

Many schools survey students to obtain information on 
living costs. These surveys do not accurately estimate 
costs, because they capture what students are spending as 
opposed to what they need to spend.13 Under-resourced 
students may underreport costs, because they are missing 
meals, sleeping in their cars, or couch surfing.14 A survey 
of undergraduates at the University of California, Berkeley 
found that 23 percent of students reported skipping meals 
at least somewhat often to save money.15 On the other 
hand, wealthier students may report higher living costs than 
necessary.16 

When estimating off-campus living expenses, schools should 
use standardized information or validate student-reported 
information with standardized data, such as data from the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Food Plans, and the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics. The significance of this information is too 
important to get wrong.

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/high_school_and_beyond/2016/10/using_texts_to_nudge_students_on_financial_aid.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/high_school_and_beyond/2016/10/using_texts_to_nudge_students_on_financial_aid.html
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Strategy 5: Educate students  
about financial aid

Relatively few students have even minimal knowledge about 
financial aid. According to the 2015 Administrative Budget 
Survey, administered by the National Association of Student 
Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA), over 70 percent of 
administrators at four-year institutions reported that students’ 
financial literacy was “limited.”17 Knowing the source and 
requirements of financial aid enables students to make better 
financial planning decisions. 

Schools should encourage or require students to meet with 
a financial aid adviser before signing off on financial aid 
packages to ensure students understand their packages and 
make informed financial decisions. One study of financial 
aid recipients found that when students sought financial aid 
advising, they found it useful.18 Alternatively, schools should 
also offer webinars or videos that walk students through 
an example of a financial aid letter and discuss common 
questions or issues that students face to help them better 
understand their financial aid packages. 

Some processes that ostensibly help facilitate approval 
of grants are problematic. For example, there are online 
systems that allow students to sign off on their financial aid 
packages without fully examining or understanding them. 
Further, a student’s parent may independently agree to a 
financial aid package if a student has consented to allow 
their parents access to their financial aid information. Parents 
should not be allowed to consent to burdens imposed on 
their children. 

Examples of Financial Aid Educational Resources  
Offered by Schools

Stony Brook University (SUNY) 
Financial aid YouTube page covering a range of topics, including “Accept and Decline Aid” and  
“SBU Satisfactory Academic Progress Guidelines.”

University of California at Berkeley 
YouTube page offers videos addressing various financial aid topics. Videos include a tutorial of UC Berkeley’s  
financial aid system.

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
Presentations for students and parents.

EASING THE FINANCIAL BURDEN

As noted, rising college costs can make higher education 
seemingly unattainable for low-income students. They 
are more likely to forgo higher education entirely due to 
perceived financial constraints.19 It is no surprise that low-
income families are more likely to find financial assistance 
critical in selecting a college, particularly in light of the 
high price of a college education.20 These students’ college 
choices may be limited to what they can afford rather than 
the best fit. For high performing, low-income students, this 
may mean sacrificing selectivity. 

Once enrolled in college, low-income students are more 
likely to leave without obtaining a degree. Insufficient funds 
to meet basic needs and the requirement to work while in 
school contribute to the increased rate of attrition.21 

Schools can help to ease the burden of financial stress and 
support low-income students in multiple ways, outlined in 
strategies 6 through 9 below.

Strategy 6: Prioritize need-based 
institutional grants

Over the last 20 years there has been a shift towards merit-
based scholarships and away from need-based aid. In 1995, 
the majority of institutional award dollars were need-based.22 
However, by 2003 the majority of institutional award dollars 
were merit-based. 

https://www.youtube.com/user/SBUFinancialAidVideo
https://www.youtube.com/user/ucberkeleycampuslife
http://uwm.edu/financialaid/resources/presentations-tutorials/
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Non-need-based aid, such as merit scholarships, is likely 
to attract students who can afford to pay for college. It 
also attracts students who are at the top of their class.23 
Accordingly, merit-based awards benefit institutions, but 
they can exacerbate the excellence gap by limiting aid to 
students who may need it the most. 

In other words, wealthier students may be getting more aid 
than they need, while low-income students are unable to 
meet even their minimum financial requirements. A study by 
Postsecondary Education Opportunity suggests that students 
from lower-income families had greater unmet need than 
their higher income peers.24 Another study found that more 
than a quarter of students from the top income quartile, or 
students from families that can afford to pay for college, 
received merit grants.25 Accordingly, institutional aid that 
is used for merit aid hurts low-income students while not 
materially helping wealthier students as they have little to no 
financial need.

Institutional aid is an important source of financial aid, 
particularly among students attending private institutions 
(see Figure 2, page 8). In 2011–12, 67% of the aid received 
by students attending private four-year colleges came from 
institutional grants, and 25% of the aid received by students 
at public four-year colleges came from institutional grants.26 

Closer examination of private colleges and universities shows 
varying practices in institutional aid. At the lowest-priced 
private institutions, low-income students actually receive less 
institutional aid than students from higher-income families, 
because of the merit aid awarded to high-income students. 
Unsurprisingly, at the highest-priced institutions, low-income 
students, on average, receive almost double the institutional 
aid than students from the highest income quartile 
(see Figure 3, page 8).27 

Additionally, high-income students are significantly more 
likely to obtain funding that exceeds their need (see Table 1, 
page 9).28 Students in the highest-income bracket attending 
private four-year institutions received an average of $5,800 
in aid exceeding their need. Almost half (45 percent) of 
students from the highest-income brackets that attended 
private institutions received grant aid beyond what their 
need dictates. 

Strategy 7: Commit to maintaining 
grant levels for the duration of a 
student’s academic program

Students entering college may assume that grant funds will 
be stable throughout their college years. However, research 
indicates that institutional grant aid at private universities 
decreases by an average of $1,000 between freshman and 
senior year.29 Just as unexpected tuition increases can derail 
students,30 unexpected losses in grant funds can potentially 
interfere with a student’s educational progress, particularly 
when loss of grants are coupled with increases in tuition and 
fees. Schools should seek to maintain grant funds throughout 
the course of a student’s academic program, provided the 
student maintains minimum academic standards. 

Examples of Schools 
Committed to  
Maintaining Institutional  
Grant Levels for Four Years*

Vassar College

Grinnell College

*Grants may be contingent on yearly application  
and changes in need

Examples of Schools Offering 
Need-Based Grants Only

Vassar College

Stanford University

Harvard University

Northwestern University

Franklin and Marshall College

https://admissions.vassar.edu/financial-aid/answers/#four
https://www.grinnell.edu/financial-aid/policies-programs/award-terms
https://admissions.vassar.edu/financial-aid/answers/
http://financialaid.stanford.edu/undergrad/how/index.html
https://college.harvard.edu/financial-aid
http://undergradaid.northwestern.edu/types-of-aid/scholarships-grants/northwestern-scholarships.html
https://www.fandm.edu/financial-aid/our-committment-to-need-based-aid
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Figure 3: Institutional 
Grant Aid by Tuition 
Level and Family 
Income at Private 
Nonprofit Four-Year 
Institutions, 2011–12
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Source: Trends in Student Aid website (trends.collegeboard.org), Figure 30.

Figure reads: At private colleges 
with the lowest tuition, 69% of 
students from the lowest income 
quartile received institutional grant 
aid. On average these students 
recieved $5,950 in aid, of which 
37% was merit based aid.

Figure 2: Sources  
of Grant Aid for Full-
Time Undergraduates, 
by Type of Institution, 
2011–12

Federal (Nonmilitary)

Veterans/Dept. of Defense

State

Institutional

Private and Employer Source: Trends in Student Aid website (trends.collegeboard.org), Figure 21A.

8

trends.collegeboard.org
trends.collegeboard.org
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   PUBLIC 4-YR.   PRIVATE NONPROFIT 4-YR. 
 
    Average   Average 
    Amount of   Amount of 
   Grants Grants  Grants Grants 
   Exceeding Exceeding  Exceeding Exceeding 
  Grants Need Need Grants Need Need

 All 69% 9% $460 87% 12% $1,260

 Independent Students 80% 0% $0 83% 1% $70

 Dependent Students 67% 11% $570 87% 14% $1,470

 Dependent Students Parents’ Income:

 Less than $ 30,000  97% 0% $0 96% 0% $0

 $30,000 to $64,999  84% 2% $60 97% 1% $70

 $65,000 to $105,999  53% 11% $520 87% 6% $420

 $106,000 to $154,999  44% 23% $1,130 80% 23% $2,050

 $155,000 or Higher  41% 32% $1,810 76% 45% $5,800

Table 1: Percentages of Full-Time Full-Year Students Receiving Grants  
and Grant Aid Exceeding Need, 2011-12

9

Table reads: 69% of full-time public four-year college students received grant aid and 9% of all students received grant aid 
exceeding their need. Full-time students attending public four-year universities received an average of $460 per student in 
grant aid exceeding their federal financial need.

Notes: Includes full-time, full-year students who were enrolled in one institution and who were U.S. citizens or permanent 
residents. Excludes veterans and military grant aid. Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding.   

Source: Trends in Student Aid website (trends.collegeboard.org), Figure 20.

trends.collegeboard.org
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Strategy 8: Do not reduce 
institutional aid when students 
receive private scholarships

Private scholarships can help students meet unmet need and 
reduce debt. Many students seek such scholarships to make 
college more affordable and to avoid taking loans. However, 
displacement of institutional aid undermines the purpose of 
private scholarships as the net price is not decreased and 
college does not become more affordable. In a survey of 
their scholarship recipients, the Dell Scholars program found 
that 60 percent of scholarship recipients were adversely 
affected by award displacement.31 When schools engage in 
displacement, they limit the benefit of private scholarships, 
particularly for low-income students. Scholarships should 
supplement institutional aid, rather than supplant it. 

Strategy 9: Utilize low-cost 
textbooks

The cost of academic materials such as textbooks may place 
a burden on students with unmet financial need. The average 
cost of textbooks has increased by 73 percent over the past 
decade, and an individual textbook can cost over $200.32 
With nearly all courses requiring a textbook,33 these materials 
can add up quickly. Students may be forced to go without 
textbooks or purchase textbooks and make other sacrifices 
in return. 

A study by the Lumina Foundation found that most 
instructors do consider the cost of textbooks when choosing 
course materials for their students.34 Furthermore, faculty 
tend to be dissatisfied with the high cost of texts. One faculty 
member from the study is quoted as saying, “At a time when 
we are concerned about the cost of a university education 
and student debt, a $246 text is obscene.” Open-licensed 
educational materials or open textbooks can significantly 
reduce course material costs. Yet, the awareness of these 
alternative resources among faculty tends to be low.35 

Examples of Schools  
with a Policy of Reducing  
Loans and/or Work Study 
Before Institutional Grants

Vassar College

Grinnell College

University of California at Berkeley

Examples of Schools  
Providing Information  
About Open Education 
Resources

Baruch College

University of California at Berkeley

University of Wisconsin-Madison

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee

Scholarships should 
supplement institutional aid, 
rather than supplant it.

https://admissions.vassar.edu/financial-aid/answers/#four
https://www.grinnell.edu/financial-aid/policies-programs/award-terms
http://financialaid.berkeley.edu/outside-scholarships
http://guides.newman.baruch.cuny.edu/c.php?g=248761&p=1685628
http://news.lib.berkeley.edu/2017/05/02/library-joins-open-textbook-network/
http://researchguides.library.wisc.edu/c.php?g=178128&p=4155466
http://guides.library.uwm.edu/oers
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The U.S. Public Interest Research Group (U.S. PIRG) argues 
that institutions are well equipped to address the issue 
of textbook prices through their libraries and support 
staff. They suggest a number of ways that schools can 
encourage the use of openly licensed materials.36 Their 
recommendations include:

1. Expand open textbook use on campus. Currently 
only five percent of courses use an openly licensed 
required textbook.37 

2. Implement policies that demonstrate administrative 
support of, but do not mandate, open textbooks as 
a possible choice for course materials.

3. Develop programs that provide training and 
coaching around the use of open textbooks.

4. Offer faculty release time or stipends to explore 
open materials and incorporate them into their 
courses.

5. Assign a chair or committee with the coordination of 
these efforts.

FILLING IN THE GAP

Even with financial aid, some students still struggle to meet 
basic needs. Unexpected life events can present financial 
challenges that interfere with students’ studies. Over the past 
several years, schools have started identifying new strategies 
for helping meet students’ outstanding financial needs. 
These strategies include setting up emergency aid and 
integrating financial aid with public benefits. 

Strategy 10: Set up emergency  
aid programs

Unexpected financial emergencies can interfere with 
students’ education and may lead students to drop out.38 
Food insecurity is also a growing problem among college 
students. Low-income students should not have to choose 
between purchasing textbooks and meeting their basic 
needs, such as eating and having a place to sleep. In one 
of the largest studies examining campus food insecurity, 

Examples of Schools with Emergency Programs

Institution Financial Support Basic Needs

Vassar College Temporary Loans

Stony Brook University (SUNY)  Food Pantry

University of California at Berkeley Short-Term Emergency Loan Food Pantry 
  Food assistance program

University of Montana-Western Short Term Loan

University of Missouri-Kansas City Short Term Emergency Loan Food Pantry

University of Wisconsin-Madison Crisis Loan Food Pantry

University of Arkansas at Little Rock Bridge Loan Food Pantry

Baruch College (CUNY) Student Emergency Grant

Cornell University Emergency Funds

Princeton University Dean’s Emergency Fund

http://catalog.vassar.edu/content.php?catoid=7&navoid=2044&hl=temporary&returnto=search#Temporary_Loans
http://www.stonybrook.edu/commcms/foodpantry/
http://financialaid.berkeley.edu/short-term-emergency-loan
https://pantry.berkeley.edu/
http://financialaid.berkeley.edu/food-assistance-program
https://www.umwestern.edu/policy-manual/400-financial-and-administrative/1927-400-10-short-term-loan-fund.html
http://finaid.umkc.edu/financial-aid/loans/
http://info.umkc.edu/getinvolved/kangaroopantry/
https://doso.students.wisc.edu/services/crisis-loan/
https://www.asm.wisc.edu/theopenseat/
http://ualr.edu/financialaid/ualr-bridge-loans/
http://ualr.edu/foodpantry/
https://www.baruch.cuny.edu/studentaffairs/emergencyfund.htm
http://finaid.cornell.edu/special-circumstances/emergency-funds
http://campuslife.princeton.edu/funding/personal-emergencies
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researchers found that 40 percent of students attending 
University of California campuses did not have consistent 
access to nutritious food and one-fourth said they had 
to choose between buying food or paying for education 
and housing expenses.39 This research suggests that food 
insecurity and housing insecurity are far more pervasive than 
is generally understood. Inadequate nutrition may interfere 
with students’ ability to focus and threaten their academic 
progress. This may be particularly true for low-income 
students who are facing tight budgets. Emergency aid 
programs can help to relieve this financial pressure and keep 
students enrolled in college. 

Private foundations have stepped into the gap. The Lumina 
Foundation funded two pilot projects — Dreamkeepers 
Emergency Financial Aid Program and the Angel Fund 
Emergency Financial aid Program — to provide support 
to students at risk of leaving school due to a financial 
emergency. They studied whether the students receiving 
Lumina’s aid stayed enrolled as a result of this support.40 
Evaluations of these projects showed that both students and 
administrators felt the aid helped students stay in school. 
Further, administrative data showed that re-enrollment rates 
of aid recipients were comparable to enrollment rates of the 
larger student body. 

In their “landscape analysis” of emergency aid programs, 
the Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education 
(NASPA), found that 74 percent of 706 institutions surveyed 
offered emergency aid programs, and that many had been 
implementing these programs for years.41 Most schools also 
offered more than one type of aid. 

The primary types of emergency aid offered by institutions 
include:

• Campus vouchers (help students purchase books and 
food from the institution book store or dining hall)

• Completion scholarships (covers outstanding balances 
for students eligible to graduate) 

• Emergency loans (short term loans)

• Food pantries 

• Restricted grants (provided with criteria related to 
academic standing) 

• Unrestricted grants (provided without criteria related to 
academic standing)

Recommendations to guide emergency fund programs 
based on these studies include:

• Develop a clear governance structure and simplify 
administration. NASPA’s landscape analysis showed 
that many schools integrated processes where 
departments (e.g., financial aid and student affairs) work 
together to administer aid. However, this can create 
a barrier to serving more students as the processes 
can become cumbersome. Indeed, in their evaluation 
of emergency aid programs, researchers at MDRC, 
an education and social policy research organization, 
found that students sometimes felt the process of 
applying for aid was burdensome.

• Advertise widely. NASPA found that schools often 
relied on word of mouth to advertise aid programs. 
Because funds are limited, schools are often hesitant 
to advertise widely. However, evaluations of Lumina’s 
Dreamkeepers and Angel Fund pilot programs found 
that demand for emergency aid was less than colleges’ 
initial fears.42 

• Diversify funding. Lack of financial resources is the 
leading reason why schools are not able to serve more 
students. University foundations, individual donors, 
and operating budgets tend to be the main sources 
of funding for institutions providing emergency aid 
programs. One way to expand these programs is to 
solicit funding from other sources such as alumni giving 
or through fundraising events. 
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Strategy 11: Integrate financial 
aid and social services

Public benefit programs (e.g., Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program [SNAP]; Women, Infants, and Children 
Program [WIC]; and the Earned Income Tax Credit [EITC]) 
may provide an important source of financial support for 
students facing sudden financial challenges. However, 
many students may not be aware that they qualify for 
these benefits or know how to apply.43 Several community 
colleges across the country have begun linking students 
to these benefits through organizations such as Single 
Stop USA, the Benefit Bank, and Seedco’s EarnBenefits.44 
For example, Single Stop USA is located at several 
community colleges and provides students with free 
services such as screenings and applications for public 
benefits, tax services, financial counseling, and legal 
services, as well as case management with referrals to 
resources at the institution and in the community. In their 
evaluation of Single Stop USA, the RAND Corporation 
found that Single Stop was associated with a material 
increase in college persistence, and that users of Single 
Stop attempted schedules with more credits than 
non-users. Tax assistance services were found to be 
particularly beneficial.

Initiatives such as the Benefits Access for College 
Completion (BACC) and the Working Students Success 
Network integrate access to emergency funds into 
traditional college processes.45 For example, schools 
targeted specific students, such as those with no 
expected family contribution, and flagged student 
records to inform them to contact benefits staff, as they 
may be eligible for public benefits. Schools also housed 
public benefit services in campus departments such as 
financial aid. An evaluation of the BACC initiative found 
an increase in student retention and found that it helped 
students overcome unmet financial need.46 

While there are restrictions on college students receiving 
public benefits,47 some exemptions apply that may allow 
some college students to qualify for benefits. For example, 
many low-income college students may qualify for one of the 
SNAP exemptions — one of the few public benefits available 
to individuals regardless of family status or disability.48 
Schools should consider partnering with organizations or 
providing staff with the tools to link students with public 
services that can help them meet their basic needs. Taking 
it a step further, University of Wisconsin–Madison has been 
working with the U.S. Department of Agriculture to become 
a SNAP retailer, which would make it the first college in the 
country to accept food stamps at cafeterias.49 If successful, 
other institutions should consider this path. 

Single Stop USA  
School Locations

Miami Dade College-Kendall

Delgado Community College

Baton Rouge Community College

Community College of Philadelphia

Borough of Manhattan Community College

https://www.mdc.edu/main/singlestop/
http://www.dcc.edu/student-services/single-stop/default.aspx
https://www.facebook.com/notes/baton-rouge-community-college/single-stop-at-brcc/10152011468914947/
https://www.ccp.edu/student-support/single-stop
http://www.bmcc.cuny.edu/singlestop/
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CONCLUSION 

Low-income students face numerous barriers when it comes 
to the pursuit of higher education. They are frequently 
disadvantaged by a lack of support in navigating the 
complicated financial information needed to make the best 
educational and financial decision for their future. Once 
enrolled in college these students too often struggle to 
meet their basic needs, which undermines their academic 
performance and potentially threatens any grants or 
scholarships. Further, because of the lack of adequate 
funding, or the loss thereof, low-income students are left with 
enormous debt whether or not they graduate. Many school 
practices exacerbate rather than alleviate these barriers. 
Schools have a responsibility to students and must recognize 
that not all students have access to the same resources. 
Practices that reflect the disparate realities of low-income 
students ensure that all students have an equal opportunity 
to succeed.  

This report identifies the best practices that schools should 
implement to support low-income students. Specifically, we 
recommend that schools:

1. Clarify financial aid letters by distinguishing loans 
from grants and scholarships, noting that loans must 
be paid back, and clearly stating net costs.

2. Provide students with a four-year estimate of 
expected costs. 

3. Establish clear policies regarding financial aid 
eligibility requirements, and include them in all 
financial aid award letters and communications.

4. Establish more robust methods for estimating non-
tuition costs to provide students with more accurate 
information. 

5. Educate students about financial aid by requiring or 
encouraging financial aid advising. 

6. Prioritize need-based institutional grants. 

7. Commit to maintaining grant levels for the duration of 
a student’s academic program. 

8. Do not reduce institutional aid when students receive 
private scholarships. 

9. Utilize low-cost textbooks. 

10. Set up emergency aid programs.

11. Integrate financial aid and social services. 

Helping low-income students pay for college and increasing 
students’ financial literacy takes more than just a financial 
aid check. It requires a commitment on the part of university 
administration and faculty members to consider both large 
and small financial obstacles standing in students’ path and 
to seek out ways to remove those obstacles. Adopting the 
eleven strategies outlined in this brief can help ensure more 
low-income students not only enroll in a college appropriate 
for their interests and abilities, but that they also persist 
through graduation without overburdening themselves with 
permanent debt.
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