
Addressing student basic needs is essential for college enrollment and persistence. 
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Source: Hope Center 2023-24 Student Basic Needs Survey Report. 
For methods and measures, see the source appendices.

Basic Needs Insecurity Among Two-Year College Students

What the Research Tells Us
The majority of community college students experience some form of basic needs insecurity, 
with some student groups experiencing greater need. Basic needs insecurity can affect 
students’ mental health.

•	 A national survey of college students conducted in 2023-24 by the Hope Center found that 
73% of students at two-year colleges experience some form of basic needs insecurity. Fifty-one 
percent of two-year students reported experiencing some form of housing insecurity, and 15% 
reported experiencing homelessness in the previous 12 months. Forty-three percent reported 
experiencing food insecurity in the previous 30 days.1

•	 Eighty-three percent of two-year college students who dropped out said basic needs insecurity 
was one reason why.2 

•	 African American/Black, American Indian/Alaskan Native, and LGBTQ+ community college 
students in California were more likely to report basic needs insecurities than their peers.3 

•	 The Hope Center survey found that 74% of parenting students reported food and/or housing 
insecurity. Black parenting students in particular experience high rates of basic needs insecurity, 
at 85%. Eighty-six percent of parenting students reported difficulty affording childcare.4 

•	 Community college students experiencing food or housing insecurity appear more likely to 
report mental health challenges.5 

Access to basic needs supports can improve student performance and persistence.

•	 One study found that low-income young adults who received public benefits were more likely to 
enroll in postsecondary education the following year and that public benefits alongside financial aid 
supported students to complete their degrees.6

•	 A study of homeless students and students at risk of homelessness found that graduation rates 
improved after students received a housing voucher that enabled them to lease an apartment.7 

Supporting students with nutrition, 
housing, childcare, transportation, 
and access to healthcare can head off 
challenges that derail their education. 
Basic needs are a particular concern 
for community colleges, which 
generally serve more low-income 
students and student parents than 
four-year colleges and universities. 
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•	 While the Pell Grant provides essential support to students, it mainly goes toward tuition and fees. It 
is usually insufficient to meet basic needs like housing and food. 

•	 Food insecurity is higher and credential persistence and attainment are lower among Pell Grant 
recipients than among students who do not receive Pell.8

Many, though not all, community colleges provide basic needs supports.9 

•	 A survey of community colleges in six states found that community colleges prioritized addressing 
student basic needs when they had flexible federal funding during the COVID pandemic. 
Seventy-one percent of colleges reported spending federal pandemic relief funding to provide 
additional emergency cash aid to students.10 

•	 In the same survey, 90% of colleges reported having a food pantry.11 

•	 Though nearly half of public four-year colleges provide on-campus childcare, only 38% of public 
two-year colleges offer on-campus childcare.12 

Basic needs supports aren’t reaching all the students who could benefit from them. 

•	 Sixty-five percent of two-year students in the Hope Center national survey reported that they were 
unaware of campus basic needs resources. Among two-year students who experienced at least one 
type of basic needs insecurity, 50% did not use any campus-based supports.13 

•	 A study of SNAP participation rates among community college students in California found that 
only 26% of eligible students received benefits in 2021.14 

•	 Twelve percent of public two-year college students received emergency grants in 2020, compared 
with 18% of public four-year college students.15

•	 Following the end of federal pandemic relief funding, 75% of college representatives responding to 
a survey conducted in six states indicated that they were concerned about their ability to continue 
to support students with personal and financial emergencies.16 

Policy Considerations
•	 While community colleges can play a vital role in supporting basic needs access for their students, 

they cannot do so in isolation. Federal and state funding is crucial.

•	 Adequate funding and system support to colleges should promote basic needs programs that 
include strong outreach efforts17 and that engage all staff with resources and training.18 The 
programs should also be tailored to the needs of specific groups of students, including online 
students,19 student parents,20 21 and rural students.22 

•	 Many state and federal basic needs support programs make it difficult for students to qualify 
for support. SNAP eligibility, for instance, is more restrictive for students than for the general 
public. Colleges can play an important role in explaining what benefits are available and providing 
application assistance to support students accessing benefits.23

•	 The federal government's quick response to the COVID pandemic and the establishment of 
the Higher Education Emergency Relief fund provides an affirmative example of its role in 
supporting community colleges' capacity to act as hubs for basic needs during national disasters 
and other emergencies.24

For more information contact Elizabeth Ganga,  
CCRC Senior Communications Manager, at ganga@tc.edu

This fact sheet was prepared by Megan Anderson.
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