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Education beyond high school is one of the most reliable paths to economic stability in the United States. 
Americans with college credentials are more likely to be employed, have higher earnings, are less likely to 
use public benefit programs, and pay more into the economy through taxes. Further, their children are more 
likely to attend and complete college themselves. Federal public benefit programs were designed to provide 
immediate resources to meet people’s basic needs and encourage work, but whether they also support 
educational investments—and lasting economic stability—has remained an open question. We investigated 
that question using nearly 30 years of longitudinal data, following young adults from low-income 
backgrounds1 from their adolescence to approximately age 40 and examining how public benefit programs 
and financial aid shape their college experiences2 and long-term economic well-being. 

Key Findings 

1. Public benefits—specifically the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP)—increase the likelihood that young adults from low-income 
backgrounds enroll in education beyond high school. SNAP receipt increases enrollment odds by 63 
percent and the EITC increases them by 36 percent. 

2. Public benefits and financial aid shape educational pathways in distinct but complementary ways. 
Public benefits facilitate enrollment and persistence; financial aid enables full-time engagement with 
education. Together, they function as a springboard to long-term economic self-sufficiency by making 
education beyond high school possible. 

3. Receiving public benefits and financial aid while enrolled strongly predicts degree completion. Each 
additional year of receiving EITC, SNAP, WIC (Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children), Medicaid, or housing assistance while in school is associated with 14 to 59 
percent higher odds of earning a degree (depending on benefit and degree). Receipt of any type of 
financial aid is also strongly associated with degree completion. 

4. Facilitated by public benefits and financial aid, degrees deliver substantial mid-life economic 
returns. Earning a bachelor’s or graduate degree is associated with $18,400–$40,600 more in annual 
income at approximately age 40; associate degrees reduce poverty and improve economic mobility 
without an income premium. 

To learn more about the research and findings from this study, see our research brief. 

A note on context: The findings in this brief reflect a specific historical window. The largest share of participants in our 
study pursued education beyond high school in the early 2000s, a period that predates major changes to several of the 
public benefit programs examined here. Whether and how these changes have affected the capacity of public benefit 
programs to support educational investment among young adults from low-income backgrounds remains an open 
question—one that makes the underlying relationships documented in this study all the more important to understand.  

 
1 Specifically, we examine youth from economically disadvantaged backgrounds using an approach modeled on the target population 
for major safety net programs. We include respondents who: (1) lived, at age 17, in a household with income below 200 percent of the 
federal poverty level; (2) reported childhood receipt of any public economic benefit; or (3) had a teen mother. 
2 Throughout, we use “college” broadly to include certificates, associate, bachelor’s, and graduate degree programs. 
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https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cbc
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/cew-college_payoff_2021-fr.pdf
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/05/more-than-one-in-seven-social-safety-net-recipients-in-2017-were-college-graduates.html
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/05/more-than-one-in-seven-social-safety-net-recipients-in-2017-were-college-graduates.html
https://www.luminafoundation.org/files/resources/its-not-just-the-money.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018421.pdf
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.childtrends.org%2Fpublications%2Fpublic-benefits-financial-aid-support-education-low-income-young-adults&data=05%7C02%7Ccnichols%40childtrends.org%7Cb35e5f277a294a15250008dea4791350%7C380c6d8fdce34747b5fda656050bfd7f%7C0%7C0%7C639129037089966561%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=hM8KBMUPIn%2B%2BT5K87IJYvIhzU%2BytIYE0lXMGhzPJHxw%3D&reserved=0
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Research-Driven Practice Recommendations 
Based on our analyses of nearly 30 years of data following young adults from low-income backgrounds, we 
recommend five actions that higher education institutions can take to support the sustained economic 
mobility of students from low-income backgrounds. For each, we provide an example of progress in this 
direction or a resource to support additional learning.  

Actively connect students to public benefits. 

Many eligible students do not receive SNAP, EITC, or other public benefits due to 

complex application processes and lack of awareness. For example, just one third of 

students potentially eligible for SNAP reported receiving benefits. Financial aid offices 

should provide benefits screenings and application assistance as standard practice. Data already 

collected through financial aid applications can, with student consent, be used to screen for public 

benefits eligibility and assist with applications. Schools can also pursue approval as a third-party SNAP 

Employment and Training (E&T) provider to help students meet SNAP work exemptions. 

u State and institutional examples of this coordination in action illustrate how colleges have built these 
connections into existing financial aid workflows (see page 6). The Kentucky Community and Technical 
College System's Kynect Benefits program, embedded on all community college campuses, is one model 
for how institutions can make benefits connection a standard part of student support services. To learn 
more, explore Trellis Strategies’ toolkit for connecting college students with public benefit programs. 

 

Structure financial aid and communicate aid packages transparently to make 
sustained full-time enrollment financially feasible. 
Students who enroll full-time are more likely to complete their degrees. Institutions can 

support full-time enrollment by prioritizing aid structures that are both sufficient and 

predictable across a student’s full enrollment period—not just at entry. Aid that diminishes in later years 

may create financial shocks that push students toward reduced enrollment or stopping out at precisely 

the moment when momentum matters most. Institutions should be transparent with students about 

multi-year aid commitments upfront, minimize year-to-year variability in aid packages for students who 

remain in good standing, and build in proactive outreach when a student's aid eligibility is at risk of 

changing. 

u The University of Michigan's HAIL Scholarship—a rigorously evaluated program that provided low-
income, high-achieving students with an early, unconditional four-year commitment of free tuition—
demonstrated that predictable, multi-year aid guarantees more than doubled the likelihood that low-
income students applied and enrolled. HAIL has since informed similar programs such as the University of 
Illinois's Illinois Commitment, which guarantees four years of covered tuition and fees for low-income in-
state students.  

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-24-107074.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap-et
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap-et
https://secure-web.cisco.com/1EEPOxGFDJrQ4KuXV-1wQvuf2gmYTXLqkHDrsUNYF2t2x5uEirHGwnmcxn-NdiRsptHIYb40il8M4cecivwcABNYaFP4HSnelzlQ3_96-QbF35P6lfJxXu3jCcdm7iMAbHKfPvsWITJ_Xd2I0RCHOVrN6XWGp9hqNvgYLCMuw9c9zRoyCySXmtasST3o8X0_7IzB47ui5dEqlqgl9idjq_BU1Q_A4i9d4c26dTo08Uw0Kd2Weze0P6fOIwV0MNx4o8uF5bQ7cKrzEpPSy8hYhCQlCHICi-iPt7C3RZ83vEOGHMkhETUoGuf8-H8mVZMg-GIgUgBz4AC4tw_uFPejd-9akZqkugZfqnRLzdirkOBo56V2XomRCqw4biIU_-f5sTIzgQvKxstqaWRgivBEAoKUD2XA9ViRXOYmqqi4Rhf0/https%3A%2F%2Fstudentparentaction.org%2Fassets%2Fr-file%2FD2B_Partnership-Brief_FINAL-9.29.pdf
https://secure-web.cisco.com/16p15BPM5jdD2ccfHirXNtGMGtYvdXQhAHchFvvHQGxZ5fVB4-JLRz1K0XzyXx_gF8vL6T-wgqGjAD0Y5ZFiWcOQUgYdgbQh4MHFroaNXDvdsqwC9hiihAwChCsIkFiEMQKeLvRO8jW01I1TpBmnb_0s5VRkFDOdGYKnW_8BKqKWJWSAczRoTMZi_UDQ5MjMpba6OPliwYv-1Gz57dPNh8XtdF0yCjE2kJs-S6BRC6UpA_fkobGf_qhmmocpmlyA4YsrBo3H4iPywtIecSPwokw6N3-O5EC9Fo1zPEG9ycVjLiW_Bw0a5qoM3OC_dBZJBNqtvqY1gCBvTwMry6B9kMv7iP1CQ2CMurDLDUOz8HNsGZFG0rgCSa23nboobIozvk2INZbH2uonhzrJ-KXEqOWjT4D3o4iSeCHS7rsYpWGk/https%3A%2F%2Fkctcs.edu%2Fcurrent-students%2Fkynect-benefits.aspx
https://secure-web.cisco.com/16p15BPM5jdD2ccfHirXNtGMGtYvdXQhAHchFvvHQGxZ5fVB4-JLRz1K0XzyXx_gF8vL6T-wgqGjAD0Y5ZFiWcOQUgYdgbQh4MHFroaNXDvdsqwC9hiihAwChCsIkFiEMQKeLvRO8jW01I1TpBmnb_0s5VRkFDOdGYKnW_8BKqKWJWSAczRoTMZi_UDQ5MjMpba6OPliwYv-1Gz57dPNh8XtdF0yCjE2kJs-S6BRC6UpA_fkobGf_qhmmocpmlyA4YsrBo3H4iPywtIecSPwokw6N3-O5EC9Fo1zPEG9ycVjLiW_Bw0a5qoM3OC_dBZJBNqtvqY1gCBvTwMry6B9kMv7iP1CQ2CMurDLDUOz8HNsGZFG0rgCSa23nboobIozvk2INZbH2uonhzrJ-KXEqOWjT4D3o4iSeCHS7rsYpWGk/https%3A%2F%2Fkctcs.edu%2Fcurrent-students%2Fkynect-benefits.aspx
https://www.trellisstrategies.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Toolkit_PublicBenefitsPrograms.pdf
https://secure-web.cisco.com/1i2lVThDXjlKYSzJTYWXVo6GrV7HKaCxF4VEoJi2stsIGNWGwy4dSh9l-WNVi65hLrg9hsXyH0zXTy0BJT6-JAO1eI0I45EXwE7Oe6omjsOB9OuOlkM_MawtiVNaIlIWR3tEd2yxuCLXDXVarGClgVncSpPGJE9fvZy3NikiI-4zMIsRxNTvdpUhIilB6dO1LEfin-4CVwJzeJ7OlgHUjXfpoQ23JTzy-gUhrE7G-Ezr3kBQh0o9swozgD5P5iC39Ocbt0A34qsQ_dKXusxuDRcr-6RQluKeCrYs_AOyd3XgonjlZdMY73MlR80Hs2q9w3QzZObvH_humfJzu_N1z5hgMVdGted7p4F33LVz7sqXcjPM6TziY68nuguM6JguB6Bddaau614pqgjuo8igFVmHJGSYSxS-fGYS0Ex34Ajk/https%3A%2F%2Fadmissions.umich.edu%2Fhail
https://secure-web.cisco.com/1D3hDrBCIsdYfgqprUZDbXUCDwksvSUmPv02KeHBq6ivLxchIZNWApPYNqWbchNX8G-WJQeMwWEFHFZ97rDBY5dWsZoa-_kv6M2bgqnu4mP0P938yd_LE0xq8jea1CBSUGem69F1W-JDkNTf_8d870DCMr0B1puVXaiae7tyMS7dzU9tpuV28jYlx98Iz7-rc4vaq5YKzKzul_B4USbofnAI_DWB7iDU-z1GjlVKTwND4ly2y2vyHqwLqpZrFuCBT8d7j0ER2nqekf_hYVrDw_cNpmWOy328JK7NHXEpKLaF1iC3fXQ6T4NvSc7knjk3p2EKRM4y5RsA3WgYTuPGbTWLhEMDaw5d1C37TqAmVMfIlrukrNSTg9xNDpfp-4wrrBCyDLlwOtecMPRW2KD1kGSaEEYfj8vW3YJq8ylKARu8/https%3A%2F%2Fwww.osfa.illinois.edu%2Fillinois-commitment%2F
https://secure-web.cisco.com/1D3hDrBCIsdYfgqprUZDbXUCDwksvSUmPv02KeHBq6ivLxchIZNWApPYNqWbchNX8G-WJQeMwWEFHFZ97rDBY5dWsZoa-_kv6M2bgqnu4mP0P938yd_LE0xq8jea1CBSUGem69F1W-JDkNTf_8d870DCMr0B1puVXaiae7tyMS7dzU9tpuV28jYlx98Iz7-rc4vaq5YKzKzul_B4USbofnAI_DWB7iDU-z1GjlVKTwND4ly2y2vyHqwLqpZrFuCBT8d7j0ER2nqekf_hYVrDw_cNpmWOy328JK7NHXEpKLaF1iC3fXQ6T4NvSc7knjk3p2EKRM4y5RsA3WgYTuPGbTWLhEMDaw5d1C37TqAmVMfIlrukrNSTg9xNDpfp-4wrrBCyDLlwOtecMPRW2KD1kGSaEEYfj8vW3YJq8ylKARu8/https%3A%2F%2Fwww.osfa.illinois.edu%2Fillinois-commitment%2F
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Invest in work experiences that build students’ credentials and careers. 
Many low-income students will work while enrolled in school. While previous research 

has shown that working intensively while enrolled can slow the path to graduation, our 

analyses show that working 20+ hours per week while enrolled is associated with an 

income premium at mid-life for some students (however, we cannot rule out that students who work 

intensively differ in ways that independently predict earnings). The quality of students’ work experience 

also likely matters. Institutions can support meaningful work opportunities by expanding relevant work-

study opportunities, apprenticeships, credit-bearing internships, and structured employer partnerships 

in students' fields of study—and by investing in the career advising that helps students identify and 

compete for work that will pay off. Schools can also pursue approval as a third-party SNAP E&T provider, 

which allows them to structure qualifying work or training activities that simultaneously help students 

meet SNAP exemption criteria and build field-relevant experience. 

u Institutions can also design their own work programs. For example, the CUNY apprenticeship program 
allows community college students to earn college credit and a salary while gaining hands-on experience 
in tech or business, with opportunities for full-time employment after graduation.  

 

Expand support for students pursuing education part-time. 
Many low-income students—particularly those who have children or heavy work 

obligations—will pursue education part-time regardless of available public benefits and 

financial aid. To support these part-time learners, institutions can offer flexible course 

scheduling (evening, weekend, virtual, and hybrid options) and flexible hours for advising and financial 

aid, and can set clear course sequencing that allows part-time progression. 

u The Community College Research Center documents how institutions can support part-time learners 
specifically through concentrated schedules (7- or 8-week terms, “mini-mesters”), multi-term registration 
that allows students to plan around work and family commitments, and priority registration for student 
parents. These relatively low-cost design changes can meaningfully reduce time to completion for 
students who cannot enroll full-time. 

 

Reduce administrative barriers to continuous enrollment. 
Continuity matters. Institutions can simplify re-enrollment processes, provide proactive 

outreach to students who stop out, ensure clear credit-transfer pathways from certificates to 

associate to bachelor’s degrees, and create bridge programs that maintain momentum across academic 

years and life transitions.  

u Tennessee Reconnect offers one model: A dedicated "Reconnect Navigator" serves as a single point of 
contact guiding stopped-out students through the entire re-enrollment process. 

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/23328584221140410
https://secure-web.cisco.com/1E2HQhU4hiCFY0emPos9Dm77am46Pis-c3PAMGMx9axxQG56mSZYO3dXoehTQshlcsyujurfPF4n6ksp5Vv5eH3QvDrT-Ct0AmdzKYm-tooeDXY2CPkbiJrTrFTLzLQaanP7VsgXNbKUKnR6pG_7ZwkfkR7lrSQofY6FudfFZIQdyQFgkyiNUFx-4ZGVC9XyFWv-oEh24tV9ht6XAKeI6tHCpF4uir3n4L8HnwOtOgfwMJeyHEwTAr_ko2D4sDpYVHmK5mXxXih4RnsAyRecfricAp5W072OW3uRQPfccW8fkMIxrQ-5RbO_n2fEPHEyq2DvL_Pn9PCCm0MbQtwfq3bJjCLJbxj8r2oo9opf8B2t_zA0sJOS39Xk9csFdq1ZpBcR3rvSobep2SVdE13ElxFhBVtNi_8o5DKx6Sp-2eYY/https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fns.usda.gov%2Fsnap-et
https://www.cuny.edu/about/administration/offices/ocip/students/apprenticeships/
https://secure-web.cisco.com/1T2HpbnEbDalSF_S-sAagzqlh18qU42QLl3OAZJFFtTs9029Ba7KIss_Razjevv8MDCobCgnZxKFbaRgOhHBy7Tsi_GpriVJ2WkgT1majq4kCHj90JWBAc2K_K79OHR95naqK5L1E7k14iAgtABmJhb1iu54GJsjdZfHeHiOiOfqgvchqFcg7pAty6Ak3qTUpWSKmIVOpyVOueARZes8DrnYsy3NHcEUkMi26-Uqw1YvdbfgvLLnjPXnzSKFMN5BPf3kedWPhk7pSw60A4CZKdcqDPZJvK5WN8wFl_o5Ky1Jm6bQWj4YxRFT2_Xy1avU8-00RkD7J_jijeZT7l9BHCsclU59tBmwMmM82NJ6FHVBqJUQWPPfZMd8XO3U08K9WksqNhT0hxSNLEphAeY_zv4TZ42-ruP-y3BFBg3orzVo/https%3A%2F%2Fccrc.tc.columbia.edu%2Feasyblog%2Fprioritizing-time-completion-community-college-students.html
https://secure-web.cisco.com/1ywVIiV2fAZbzWUn28adSAoHegHYG7ng_aO41sR5dQgErmyxO5X6uy7j5Ssg72m12pvTfS0aFRcU-fL4aonlq9lkL5j3SsIqsRkERpHt0UGSYKyk5xK3Vs-5Gz5fjZUEH-8vEpAkLMgDVIbKeLtgVDNAAobFitSmu6NYJr6mCFQGop8M759GskZZbcFqtiaE-_B8soFqnmBiLfxIJLIMjjUhmYC8wHt6u4V0cNLwTNOy0scw-0I5qIVHxChUetZynWE9aecl8cFIzmqxZcznt8UbUyahouDYN72keUmPWT60Yd7ir5UUIK6XoclD1RrvoTndf72ePMwiTv8y_gErcqSLE2kKwXxVNkQyrr1pmOMqkbk3uTaXwRua4lfZnGsjneACK8mmzjrOvV7nvIbX3lke9F3JUmHLuctr3DmwMJI4/https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nga.org%2Fpublications%2Fstate-strategies-to-re-engage-students-with-some-college-and-no-degree%2F
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