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Food and housing insecurities are serious challenges confronting
community college students. This chapter reviews the evidence on
prevalence and correlates of basic needs insecurity and discusses
institutional actions to support students.

Addressing Community College
Completion Rates by Securing Students’
Basic Needs

Sara Goldrick-Rab

As institutions committed to promoting social mobility, community col-
leges work hard to help students obtain postsecondary degrees. Over time
completion rates have grown a bit, but equity gaps remain. Students from
different family backgrounds and different racial and ethnic groups con-
tinue to face dramatically different odds of completing college. One of-
ten overlooked reason is many efforts to support students and promote
completion forget about Maslow (1943), focusing on changing academic
settings without first ensuring that students’ basic needs are met. Food
and housing insecurity are now common problems among community col-
lege students, but even in the rare instances that they are acknowledged,
they are often not addressed. This leaves students facing increasingly rigor-
ous academic requirements, asked to make life-changing decisions about
their pathways and careers, while they are too tired or too hungry to
focus.

This chapter explains how community college educators can promote
completion more effectively and more equitably by taking steps to secure
students’ basic needs. There are many options for colleges to support stu-
dents without becoming social service agencies. These range from providing
information about existing resources to partnering with community organi-
zations to deliver critical new supports in a proactive manner. The first step
is acknowledging that addressing students’ basic needs is not about provid-
ing “non-academic” support; it must be the building block on top of which
all other supports—including the academic—are based. As Maslow (1943)
teaches us, these needs are fundamental and without them, higher-order
skills cannot be obtained.
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How Did We Get Here?

Community college students in the United States have long had difficulty
financing college, and struggles to afford sufficient food and housing are
old stories as well. But these issues are getting new attention, partly because
they are now being quantified and partly because there is reason to believe
that more students than ever are affected. There are five major reasons why
food and housing insecurity affect so many students today, and they make
up what Goldrick-Rab (2016) calls the new economics of college. Briefly
stated, the reasons are:

• The price of attending community college—both sticker and net—is
higher than ever.
• In contrast to prior decades, many community college students and their
families are experiencing stagnant or even declining family incomes.
• The social safety net, containing policies that are supposed to mitigate
against poverty, is far weaker than in the past.
• Employment during college does not generate steady income sufficient
to cover college prices.
• Community colleges have fewer resources on a per-student basis with
which to support their students.

These challenges interact and affect students’ decisions and capacities
on a daily basis. Declining state investment in public higher education and
the inequitable distribution of that investment (such that the colleges en-
rolling disproportionately more students with financial need receive dispro-
portionately fewer resources) drive up the prices that individual students
face, and reduce the funds the colleges have to support them. Federal and
state grant aid has increased overall but the rate of growth has not matched
growth in enrollment. The result is that the subsidy offered to each student
has diminished.

Consider the federal Pell Grant, which was supposed to fully cover the
entire cost of attending college for community college students. Through-
out the twentieth century, it largely achieved that goal, at least on average
and especially in states such as California, Texas, and Florida, where large
numbers of community college students are enrolled. But over the last 15
years, its value has eroded, such that on average it covers barely 60% of the
cost of community college and does so only for the lowest-income students.
Given the relatively small amount of support available to community col-
lege students in state grant aid, and the dearth of institutional dollars for
financial aid, students are left to come up with the other 30–40%.

Many community college students turn to loans to cover that gap. This
is notable, considering that the Pell program was explicitly intended to pre-
vent most community college students from ever taking loans—given the
clear and present risk in doing so. However, studies are making it clear that
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trying to attend community college without loans reduces the odds of de-
gree completion (Marx & Turner, 2017). This is not because loans make
students work harder, or because they value it more if they take on debt,
but because it is difficult to cover the financial need without them.

What about work? It simply does not work like it used to. First, the
value of the minimum wage has declined substantially. Many college stu-
dents (and their families) compete in a labor market where people are often
underemployed and wages are quite low. Coupled with rising college prices,
this means that nearly full-time work can be required in order to afford full-
time community college attendance. This is a problem given that very few
students who work full-time while in college succeed in completing de-
grees. It is also a challenge because, in order to avoid paying for benefits,
employers often divide full-time hours across multiple part-time workers.
This contributes to the growing number of students working several jobs
in order to make ends meet. This can be especially hard because employees
with class schedules (and often childcare schedules) may find employers re-
luctant to offer the flexibility they need. When shifts change, students must
adjust too, even if it means missing class. Students then, are often forced
to choose between work and school which can lead to lost wages or lower
grades (Goldrick-Rab, 2016).

The Federal Work-Study (FWS) program was supposed to help
students work on-campus rather than off, but the program is deeply
underfunded and poorly allocated, resulting in a serious shortfall of
resources for community college students. If students are lucky enough to
have FWS support, they often receive too little pay in order to make that
their only job. Since most students do not have FWS support, even though
technically they should qualify for it, the program cannot serve as another
key form of support—as the entry point to obtaining Supplementary
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) (food stamps) without having to
otherwise meet the work requirement. Such program interactions are
often overlooked. Childless adults must work at least 20 hours per week,
in most states, in order to obtain SNAP benefits. Hours spent in college
classes usually do not count, though there are some exceptions made for
technical programs in Massachusetts and Pennsylvania. People receiving
FWS are exempted from the work requirements. In theory, this should
help community college students facing a shortfall of funds for food to
obtain SNAP. But in practice, only a tiny fraction of students who should
be receiving FWS actually have it, meaning that they often cannot get the
exemption.

Support from family members is similarly hard to find. When funds
fall short for college, families often do not have much to turn to. The
wealth and savings of many Americans declined precipitously since the
Great Recession, and this is especially true for people of color. As a re-
sult, informal emergency aid is hard to come by, and the federal finan-
cial aid system is not equipped to deliver aid for emergencies. While some
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community college educators are working hard to put emergency aid pro-
grams into place, these programs can be difficult to administer and may
compete for scarce resources.

Clearly, given current prices and labor market conditions, the finances
of typical families and the vagaries of the financial aid system as well as
the requirements of the social safety net, it is very easy for community
college students to fall between the cracks. Attending college without fi-
nancial needs met is not only difficult, it can be dangerous to one’s health
and well-being. Next, I review the evidence on the growing crisis of food
and housing insecurity affecting students.

Evidence of a Crisis

Food insecurity is the limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally ad-
equate and safe foods, or the ability to acquire such foods in a socially
acceptable manner (Anderson, 1990). The most extreme form is often ac-
companied with physiological sensations of hunger. Homelessness means
that a person is without a place to live, often residing in a shelter, a car,
abandoned building or outside, while housing insecurity includes a broader
set of challenges such as the inability to pay rent or utilities or the need
to move frequently. There is an increasingly robust body of evidence that
community college students are affected by all of these conditions, and that
they aremore affected than the general population (Broton&Goldrick-Rab,
2017).

Food security is assessed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
validated food security scale, and there are four levels: high, marginal, low,
and very low. The scale assesses students’ ability to afford to eat balanced
meals, whether the food they buy lasts long enough and whether they
can afford to buy more, whether they cut the size of meals or skip meals
altogether because there is not enough money for food, whether they are
hungry but do not eat because of a lack of money, and how often (in the
last 30 days) these things occur. Students are food insecure if they are at
the low or very lowest levels of food security, indicating that they have
most or all of those problems. Studies indicate that more than half of all
community college students are food insecure, and at least one in five are
at the very lowest levels of food security (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2017;
Bruening, Argo, Payne-Sturges, & Laska, 2017).1

Housing insecurity is typically assessed with questions about the af-
fordability of housing and utilities, the stability of students living situations,
and crowding and doubling up. In contrast, homelessness focuses on shel-
tered or unsheltered homelessness, asking students where they sleep rather
than whether they identify as homeless, as few students experiencing home-
lessness identify that way. Researchers estimate that half of community col-
lege students are housing insecure, and that 12–14% of community college
students are homeless (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2017; Dubick, Mathews,
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& Cady, 2016; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, & Eisenberg, 2015; Goldrick-Rab,
Broton,&Hernandez, 2017; Goldrick-Rab, Richardson, Schneider, Hernan-
dez, & Cady, 2018).

Basic needs insecurity compromises community college students’ per-
formance in school (Broton, 2017; Maroto, Snelling, & Linck, 2016), neg-
atively impacting their grades and chances of persisting and graduating.
Students who experience basic needs insecurity report higher rates of miss-
ing classes and study sessions, opting out of extracurricular activities, not
buying required books, and dropping classes due to hunger and housing
problems (Mercado, 2017). The time and effort involved in trying to stabi-
lize one’s housing or need for food while in college competes with the time
and effort required to do well in school (Hallett & Freas, 2017). Scarcity
has cognitive effects, compromising the ability to focus and make good de-
cisions, and leading to great distress (Mullanaithan & Shafir, 2013).

Who Is Affected?

The disparities common throughout the educational systems in the United
States are echoed when it comes to basic needs insecurity in higher ed-
ucation. Community college students of color are at greater risk, as are
LGBTQ students, students who identify as non-binary gender, and those
who are former foster youth (Dubick et al., 2016; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017;
Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018; Tierney & Ward, 2017). There is also some ev-
idence that students in developmental courses disproportionately struggle
with food and housing insecurity (Wood, Harris, & Delgado, 2016).

Pell-eligible students appear to be at higher risk of basic needs insecu-
rity, though large numbers of non-Pell students also struggle. Pell eligibility
necessitates compliance with a series of requirements, including the com-
pletion of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), that serve
to exclude some low-income individuals from the program. Some students
are estranged from their parents and cannot access the paperwork necessary
to complete the FAFSA, while others are undocumented. Moreover, federal
financial aid also utilizes a means-test that offers a conservative estimate of
a student’s ability to afford college—Many students for whom the price of
college is a sizable fraction of their annual income nonetheless are not Pell-
eligible. Consider, as well, the student whose parent has financial resources
not shared with them. For these reasons, Pell may not be the best proxy
for the incidence of food and housing insecurity on campus, just as income
is an insufficient proxy in the broader population. For example, one study
found that 26% of food-insecure community college students have incomes
that put them above 185% of the poverty line (Goldrick-Rab, Richardson,
& Hernandez, 2017).

Basic needs insecurity affects students at community colleges across the
nation. It is widespread and not a problem isolated to urban or high-poverty
community colleges. However, the largest study to date found that it appears
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most common in the West and Northeast compared to the Midwest and
South. Moreover, rural community colleges report slightly lower rates of
food insecurity among their students than those located in cities (Goldrick-
Rab et al., 2017).

What Community Colleges Can Do

Most community college students experiencing basic needs insecurity work
and receive financial aid (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2017). They need sup-
ports beyond aid. Unfortunately, while their students’ needs may be greater
than those of students attending four-year colleges and universities, com-
munity colleges are far less likely to offer resources like food assistance,
support for homeless students, mental health services, child care, access to
public transit, and the like (Au & Hyatt, 2017). While recognizing that in-
sufficient resources at community colleges are a long-standing challenge,
there are many things that community colleges can do—and are doing—to
support these students.

A first critical step is raising awareness and educating the college com-
munity about basic needs insecurity and what it means for students. Many
staff and faculty have seen students exhibiting symptoms of hunger or
homelessness but have not known what they meant. A student sleeping in
class may not be lazy, but rather exhausted from sleeping on an uncomfort-
able couch. Surveying students to assess their basic needs, sharing the re-
sulting data with those who work on campus, and taking actions to increase
their understanding and awareness of how they can help are all important
tasks.2 One study of campus-level actions found that current responses at
community colleges range from educational leaders who champion meet-
ing students’ basic needs to leaders who express a desire to help but only
offer wishful thinking and to leaders who question whether or not food
and housing insecure students should even be in college (Broton, Frank, &
Goldrick-Rab, 2014).

Appointing an institutional leader or committee of leaders specifically
charged with assessing and addressing students’ basic needs security is help-
ful. A task force should include those on the front lines who see these stu-
dents every day—security guards, librarians, those who work with first-
generation students, and such. Engage that group in crafting strategies that
work in the local context.

Proactive, caring outreach is essential because students enduring basic
needs insecurity often feel invisible, and sometimes even prefer to remain
invisible so as to avoid stigma (Gupton, 2017). Consider placing a basic
needs security statement on each syllabus, tomake students aware of existing
services and help educate the faculty at the same time (Berman, 2017).3 A
trauma-informed approach to serving students, especially those who have
experienced homelessness, is especially important (Hallett & Crutchfield,
2017).
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Public benefits programs, while not as robust as they used to be, remain
available and supportive for many students. Unfortunately, students do not
always know that they exist or how to access them, and as a result many food
insecure students are not utilizing SNAP (food stamps) or benefitting from
the Earned Income Tax Credit. As there are many rules governing access to
those programs, including work requirements, students need navigational
assistance. There are many examples available through initiatives including
Benefits Access for College Completion, Single Stop, and the Working Stu-
dents Success Network (Duke-Benfield & Saunders, 2016; Goldrick-Rab,
Broton, & Frank, 2014).

An effective emergency aid program is also essential. Many colleges
around the country have emergency aid, though few have a carefully con-
structed program. In order to be effective, and to keep administrative
costs to a minimum, several design features are needed. Goldrick-Rab and
Cady (2017) outline ten features, including moving quickly, avoiding repli-
cating the mistakes of the Title IV aid system’s application and verifica-
tion processes, communicating caring while providing money, advertising
broadly and without fear of running out of money, and doing effective
fundraising.

Community college practitioners doing the work of addressing stu-
dents’ basic needs often feel alone and isolated themselves. They deal with
critique that they are “doing social services” rather than doing the work
expected at colleges. They often feel stressed by the trauma they hear in
students’ voices and the knowledge that alleviating poverty is difficult and
often requires funds they do not have. These leaders need to know that
they are not alone, and that their work is promoting college completion.
Innovations are springing up at colleges around the nation. At Bunker Hill
Community College in Boston, a hunger team distributes meal vouchers
to students, while at Houston Community College, financial coaches are
working with the financial aid office to distribute food scholarships. In
Tacoma, Washington, the community college and local housing authority
have joined forces to provide vouchers for subsidized housing to homeless
and near-homeless students (Goldrick-Rab, Broton, & Hernandez, 2017).
And in the Texas Panhandle, the Advocacy and Resource Center at Amarillo
College is using predictive analytics to reach out to students and bring them
in for comprehensive case management services, get them emergency aid,
and help them complete the degrees they came for. Individuals doing this
work at community colleges are not alone, and they are beacons of light in
a challenging moment for higher education. It is important that they find
their communities, whether at Achieving the Dream’s annual conference, or
at the #RealCollege conference hosted each fall by the Hope Center for Col-
lege, Community, and Justice.4 This is collective impact work that improves
lives, and it is just getting started.
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Notes

1. There is one prominent study that claims lower rates of food insecurity among stu-
dents, but it is not a study of college students, but rather households (Blagg, Whitmore-
Schanzenbach, Gundersen, & Ziliak, 2017). This approach likely underestimates the
problem, since housing insecurity among undergraduates is common, often coincides
with food insecurity, and reduces the odds that those students will be captured in house-
hold surveys.
2. A guide to assessing food and housing insecurity among students is available at

http://hope4college.com
3. An example can be found at https://medium.com/@saragoldrickrab/basic-needs-

security-and-the-syllabus-d24cc7afe8c9
4. For more information see RealCollege.org

References

Anderson, S. A. (1990). Core indicators of nutritional state for difficult-to-sample
populations. The Journal of Nutrition, 20(11), 1557–1599. https://doi.org/10.1093/jn/
120.suppl_11.1555.

Au, N., & S Hyatt, S. (2017). Resources support homeless students at California’s public uni-
versities and colleges. Sacramento, CA: California Homeless Youth Project. Retrieved
from https://cahomelessyouth.library.ca.gov/docs/pdf/collegesupportsreportpdf4-27-
17.pdf

Berman, J. (2017, August 30). Why college professors are offering to help students
get food and shelter. Marketwatch. Retrieved from https://www.marketwatch.com/
story/why-college-professors-are-offering-to-help-students-get-food-and-shelter-
2017-08-30

Blagg, K., Whitmore-Schanzenbach, D., Gundersen, C., & Ziliak, J (2017). Assess-
ing food insecurity on campus. Washington, DC: Urban Institute. Retrieved from
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/assessing-food-insecurity-campus

Broton, K., Frank, V., & Goldrick-Rab, S. (2014). Safety, security, and college attainment:
An investigation of undergraduates’ basic needs and institutional responses. Madison, WI:
Wisconsin HOPE Lab. Retrieved from http://hope4college.com

Broton, K. M. (2017, April). Poverty in American higher education: How material hardship
affects academic achievement and degree attainment. Paper presented at the meeting of
the American Educational Research Association, San Antonio, TX.

Broton, K. M., & Goldrick-Rab, S. (2017). Going without: An exploration of food and
housing insecurity among undergraduates. Educational Researcher, 47(2), 121–133.
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X17741303

Bruening, M., Argo, K., Payne-Sturges, D., & Laska, M. N. (2017). The strug-
gle is real: A systematic review of food insecurity on postsecondary education
campuses. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 117(11), 1767–1791.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2017.05.022.

Dubick, J., Mathews, B., & Cady, C. (2016). Hunger on campus: The challenge
of food insecurity for college students. Philadelphia, PA: College and University
Food Bank Alliance. Retrieved from https://studentsagainsthunger.org/wp-content/
uploads/2016/10/Hunger_On_Campus.pdf

Duke-Benfield, A. E., & Saunders, K. (2016). Benefits access for college completion:
Lessons learned from a community college initiative to help low-income students. Wash-
ington, DC: The Center for Law and Social Policy. Retrieved from https://www.clasp.
org/blog/benefits-access-college-completion-lessons-learned-community-college-
initiative-help-low-income

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGES • DOI: 10.1002/cc



ADDRESSING COMMUNITY COLLEGE COMPLETION RATES 15

Goldrick-Rab, S. (2016). Paying the price: College costs, financial aid, and the betrayal of
the American dream. Chicago, IL: University Chicago Press.

Goldrick-Rab, S., Broton, K., & Eisenberg, D. (2015). Hungry to learn: Addressing food
& housing insecurity among undergraduates. Madison, WI: Wisconsin HOPE Lab. Re-
trieved from http://hope4college.com

Goldrick-Rab, S., Broton, K., & Frank, V. M. (2014). Single Stop USA’s community college
initiative: Implementation assessment. Madison, WI: Wisconsin HOPE Lab. Retrieved
from http://hope4college.com

Goldrick-Rab, S., Broton, K., & Hernandez, D. C. (2017). Addressing basic needs secu-
rity in higher education: An introduction to three evaluations of supports for food and
housing at community colleges. Madison, WI: Wisconsin HOPE Lab. Retrieved from
http://hope4college.com

Goldrick-Rab, S., & Cady, C. (2017). Distributing emergency aid to college students: Rec-
ommendations and sample distribution protocol. Madison, WI: Wisconsin HOPE Lab.
Retrieved from http://hope4college.com

Goldrick-Rab, S., Richardson, J., & Hernandez, A. (2017). Hungry and homeless in col-
lege: Results from a national study of basic needs insecurity in higher education. Madison,
WI: Wisconsin HOPE Lab. Retrieved from http://hope4college.com

Goldrick-Rab, S., Richardons, J., Schneider, J., Hernandez, A., & Cady, C. (2018). Still
hungry and homeless in college. Madison, WI: Wisconsin Hope Lab. Retrieved from
http://hope4college.com

Gupton, J. T. (2017). Campus of opportunity: A qualitative analysis of home-
less students in community college. Community College Review, 45(3), 190–214.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552117700475

Hallett, R. E., & Crutchfield, R. (2017). Homelessness and housing insecurity in higher
education: A trauma-informed approach to research, policy, and practice. ASHE Higher
Education Report Series. Boston, MA: Jossey-Bass. https://doi.org/10.1002/aehe.
20122

Hallett, R. E., & Freas, A. (2017). Community college students’ experiences with home-
lessness and housing insecurity. Community College Journal of Research and Practice,
42(10), 724–739. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2017.1356764

Maroto, M. E., Snelling, A., & Linck, H. (2016). Food insecurity among commu-
nity college students: Prevalence and association with grade point average. Commu-
nity College Journal of Research and Practice, 39(6), 515–526. https://doi.org/10.1080/
10668926.2013.850758

Marx, B., & Turner, L. (2017). Student loan nudges: Experimental evidence on
borrowing and educational attainment. NBER Working Paper. Retrieved from
https://www.nber.org/papers/w24060

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–
396. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346.

Mercado, V. (2017). Food and housing insecurity among students at a community college
district (Doctoral Dissertation). San Francisco State University. Retrieved from https://
sfsu-dspace.calstate.edu/bitstream/handle/10211.3/196520/AS352017EDDM47.pdf?
sequence=3

Mullainathan, S., & Shafir, E. (2013). Scarcity: Why having too little means so much. New
York: Henry Holt and Company.

Tierney, W. G., & Ward, J. D. (2017). Coming out and leaving home: A policy and
research agenda for LGBT homeless students. Educational Researcher, 46(9), 498–507.
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X17733964

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGES • DOI: 10.1002/cc



16 HOMELESS AND HUNGRY ON CAMPUS

Wood, J. L., Harris III, F., & Delgado, N. R. (2016). Struggling to survive—Striving to
succeed: Food and housing insecurities in community college. SanDiego, CA: Community
College Equity Assessment Lab. Retrieved from https://cceal.org/food-housing-report

SARA GOLDRICK-RAB is professor of Higher Education Policy and Sociology at
Temple University. She is the author of Paying the Price: College Costs, Fi-
nancial Aid, and the Betrayal of the American Dream (University of Chicago
Press, 2016).

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGES • DOI: 10.1002/cc


	1 Addressing Community College Completion Rates by Securing Students’ Basic Needs
	How Did We Get Here?
	Evidence of a Crisis
	Who Is Affected?
	What Community Colleges Can Do
	Notes
	References


