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C ommunity colleges are more likely to enroll students 
who are low-income than four-year or private institutions 
(Helmcamp, 2015). While costs may be lower in two-year 

compared to  four-year colleges, average tuition at public com-
munity colleges increased by 18 percent from 2010 to 2015. Sixty 
percent of community college students work more than twenty 
hours per week and 25 percent work more than thirty (Harnisch, 
2010). Community colleges are typically commuter institutions, 
and as such, their students often juggle more detailed and com-
plex financial situations than their four-year counterparts. Stu-
dents are not only financially responsible for keeping up with tu-
ition and other college payments; they must also manage their 
housing, food, health care, and transportation expenses. In order 
to do this, students need to be equipped with financial capability 
skills that enable them to effectively manage their money. While 
an increase in financial literacy programs in high school has pro-
vided more students with access to knowledge about handling 
their personal finances, the creation of the President’s Advisory 
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Council on Financial Capability in 2010 pointed 
to the fact that it was not enough (The White 
House, 2012). Financial capability builds upon 
financial literacy by adding that people not 
only need knowledge about how to manage 
their money, they also need the ability to act in 
their best financial interest (Sherraden, 2010). 
Financial capability is “both the ability to act 
(knowledge, skills, confidence, and motivation) 
and the opportunity to act (through access to 
beneficial financial products and institutions)” 
(Johnson & Sherraden, 2007). In their work, the 
Advisory Council highlights that young adults 
between the ages of 18 and 19 are more like-
ly to use non-bank forms of borrowing, to not 
have a bank account, and to pay the minimum 
payment on their credit cards (The White House, 
2012). While community college students are 
more likely to have smaller student loans than 
their peers at four-year institutions, they are also 
more likely to have “multiple credit cards with 
higher outstanding balances” (Money Matters 
on Campus, 2015, p.13). Community colleges 
are in a prime position to provide support and 
resources to their students to increase their fi-
nancial capability and improve their readiness 
for financial independence after college. 

ALL STUDENTS NEED TO ACCESS 
INFORMATION ON PAYING FOR 
COLLEGE & LOAN MANAGEMENT 
Even though community college students may 
need it the most, in the 2011-2012 school year, 
only 58 percent of community college students 
received some sort of financial aid (American As-
sociation of Community Colleges, 2016). Many 
students have an aversion to borrowing and try 
to rely on working to cover the costs of college 
and avoid having student loan debt when they 

graduate. One study found that community col-
lege students who chose not to borrow in order 
to pay for their college were less likely to grad-
uate than those who did (Cunningham & Santi-
ago, 2008). While students do not want to take 
out loans to pay for college expenses, students 
are more likely in recent years to put tuition pay-
ments and other school expenses on their credit 
cards (Sallie Mae, 2009). Students are also taking 
out private loans for school expenses before us-
ing all of their available federal financial aid op-
tions (Institute for College Access and Success, 
2009). Colleges should support their students by 
providing them with information and resources 
needed to help them make the best decisions 
about how to pay for college. 

It is important for students to understand when 
they are enrolling in college what resources are 
available that will make it possible for them to 
pay for college without having to work full-time. 
While students may still need to work while in 
college, to whatever extent their work hours can 
be reduced will be beneficial to their ability to 
complete their program. In the Community Col-
lege Survey of Student Engagement, about 38 
percent of respondents said that working full-
time would likely or very likely contribute to 
their withdrawal from school (Helmcamp, 2015). 
Students need to know what financial aid op-
tions are available to cover their education ex-
penses and how to access those options in a 
clear and step-by-step manner. Students need 
to understand the differences between federal 
loans and private loans, what student loan debt 
really means, and what debt looks like after col-
lege. 

It is also important for students to understand 
credit scores, the hazards of maxing out credit 
cards, and what it means to only pay minimum 
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payments. Information will need to be presented 
in accessible formats to students with disabilities 
who are also figuring out how to finance their 
college education. Students with disabilities may 
have additional sources of funding available to 
them (e.g., through Vocational Rehabilitation) 
and need to learn about these options. In addi-
tion to information on what is available and how 
to access it, students also need to know who 
they can go to if they have questions or need 
assistance. By being more informed about how 
they will finance their education, students will 
be more likely to make smart financial decisions, 
focus on their coursework, and be better pre-
pared when they graduate. 

WHAT ARE COLLEGES DOING? 

Tidewater Community College (TCC), Va. – 
In an effort to help students be more knowl-
edgeable about financing their education and 
preparing for their student loans, TCC requires 

students who apply for federal loans to fill out 
and submit a personal budget before their loan 
funds are distributed. They provide a budget for-
mat with simple fill-in-the-blank spaces in order 
to make the process easy for students. The bud-
get also requires that students spend some time 
thinking about their future careers, how likely it 
is they will be able to find a job, and what kind 
of income they can expect to make. TCC staff 
and administration are hoping to help students 
understand what it will realistically look like to 
pay back their loans. In addition to requiring the 
budget, TCC has a large amount of information 
on their website about the financial aid process 
and includes easy to access links to financial aid 
videos that also provide clear and simple infor-
mation. 

Portland Community College (PCC), Oreg. 
– PCC provides a set of tutorials through their 
website for all students called Panther Tracks 
and includes a tutorial called Managing Finan-
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cial Aid: Borrow without Sorrow. As students 
click step by step through the tutorial, they 
are given information about borrowing, how 
it works and some of the terms that are used. 
They are also provided with step-by-step bud-
get worksheets that give them the opportunity 
to plug in their expected cost of attendance and 
any scholarships and other resources in order to 
figure out if they should borrow and how much 
they should be thinking about. PCC also offers 
Panther Tracks on applying for scholarships and 
a “Student’s Guide to Money.” 

RESOURCES 

Federal Student Aid at a Glance – Published 
by the Department of Education, this fact sheet 
provides a quick guide to understanding Feder-
al student aid. While not specifically geared to-
wards community college students, it is a help-
ful source of information. 

StudentAid.gov – This federal aid student web-
site provides a lot of information ranging from 
preparing for college and eligibility to manag-
ing loans after college. Students will also find in-
formational videos on the website answering a 
range of questions on federal student aid. 

CFPB Paying for College Website – The Con-
sumer Financial Protection Bureau also has a 
website section geared toward paying for col-
lege which includes step-by-step information 
and interactive sections to help students plan 
appropriately and get advice more tailored to 
their needs. 

DOL Scholarship Search – The Department of 
Labor houses a search engine on its website 
where students can search for scholarships by 
award type, state, study level, or affiliation re-
strictions, such as disability, race, or employer. 
Contact information is provided for scholarships 

listed as well as any qualifications or restrictions 
of which students should be aware. Most schol-
arships include a link to directly connect to more 
information and to apply for the scholarship. 

Total and Permanent Disability Discharge – 
Students who are totally and permanently dis-
abled may be eligible for total and permanent 
disability discharge from federal student loans 
or TEACH grant service obligations. Visit the U.S. 
Department of Education’s information center 
online to learn more. 

ALL STUDENTS NEED ACCESS 
TO TRAINING IN FINANCIAL 
CAPABILITY 
While figuring out how to pay for college is part 
of the struggle that community college students 
face, they must also learn how to manage their 
finances and gain access to resources that will 
help them to maximize their financial indepen-
dence as they are transitioning to adulthood. As 
noted earlier, while community college students 
often have less debt in regards to student loans, 
they are also more likely to have multiple cred-
it cards with high outstanding balances (Money 
Matters on Campus, 2015). Since most commu-
nity colleges are non-residential, their students 
are also supporting themselves independently 
off-campus with their housing, food, and oth-
er necessities in ways that students at four-year 
campuses with dorms and cafeterias may not 
need to. As students learn to handle their financ-
es on a daily basis, it is important for colleges to 
provide them information and resources about 
how to manage finances in a responsible way. 
This includes understanding budgets, credit 
cards and credit scores, and how to start saving. 
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https://disabilitydischarge.com
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WHAT ARE COLLEGES DOING? 

Online Financial Literacy Courses – Central 
Piedmont Community College in North Caroli-
na and Elgin Community College in Illinois both 
provide information on the financial aid and fi-
nancial management topics on their websites 
including access to an online course. Online 
finance courses, like Financial Literacy 101, are 
offered by a number of community colleges to 
provide an interactive experience for students to 
develop practical financial skills. There is a large 
variety of these courses offered through outside 
providers. Colleges may be required to pay a fee 
to use the course and its services and then pro-
vide students with an access code. 

Elgin Community College (ECC), Ill. – In ad-
dition to providing access to the online Finan-
cial 101 course, ECC offers students a variety of 
services through its Financial Literacy Program. 
Budget workshops are offered once a semester, 

counseling is available to students who make 
an appointment, and events on how to pay for 
college are also offered throughout the school 
year. The college also requires that students who 
would like to apply for a loan meet with a loan 
advisor to discuss their options before obtaining 
the loan. Before students who are receiving loan 
funds graduate, they are encouraged to attend 
a loan repayment session in order to understand 
their responsibilities after college. 

RESOURCES 

Promoting Pathways to Financial Stability 
Handbook – This handbook, published in 2015 
by the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, pro-
vides helpful insight into strategies to improve 
financial capabilities at community colleges. The 
handbook includes eight community college 
case studies from around the country and views 
from community college students enrolled in 
personal finance courses. 
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Helpwithmybank.gov Answers about Bank 
Accounts – This website section provides infor-
mation on a wide range of terms and questions 
about banking including ATMs, checks, forgery, 
fraud, and overdraft fees and protection. The 
Helpwithmybank.gov website also has sections 
on consumer loans, credit, and credit cards 
which may also provide helpful information to 
students. 

National Endowment for Financial Educa-
tion (NEFE) Financial Workshop Kits – NEFE 
provides free workshop kits for non-profit and 
non-commercial education purposes through 
their website on a variety of topics including 
dealing with debt, life after graduation, prevent-
ing identity theft, and budgeting. 

Your Money, Your Goals – The Consumer Fi-
nancial Protection Bureau has published a tool-
kit to help individuals providing financial educa-
tion for empowerment. The toolkits are written 
for individuals working in social services, com-
munity volunteers, legal aid, and other workers, 
but provide a lot of helpful information, free of 
charge, for anyone providing some type of fi-
nancial education. 

ALL STUDENTS NEED 
INFORMATION ABOUT 
ACCESSING EMERGENCY 
FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE & 
PUBLIC ASSISTANCE 
Community college students are more likely to 
come from low-income families than students in 
four-year institutions (Fike & Fike, 2008; O’Gara, 
Karp, & Hughes, 2009). As a result, they are also 
less likely to have the income to meet all their 
basic needs and save money for emergencies. 

Community college students often have con-
cerns over paying for food, housing, and trans-
portation (Patel & Assaf, 2014). While students 
with disabilities often struggle with these same 
challenges, they may also have a hard time pay-
ing for disability-related supports and services 
that are essential to their daily life and learning. 
Some examples include an assistive technology 
device for communicating with others; a per-
sonal assistant to help with eating, dressing, and 
other daily activities; or a wheelchair or other 
mobility aid. 

In some cases, students may be eligible for pub-
lic benefits, such as food stamps through the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), Temporary Assistance for Needy Fam-
ilies (TANF), or childcare assistance, to cover 
some of their basic needs. Students with dis-
abilities may be eligible to receive some finan-
cial assistance through the on-campus disabil-
ity services or state and local disability service 
agencies. In other cases, students with and 
without disabilities may benefit from receiving 
emergency funds from the college or another 
community resource. 

Connecting students to public benefits and/or 
emergency funds may reduce the chances that 
they will drop out when facing financial hard-
ship. For example, one study of students attend-
ing Gateway Community & Technical College 
in Kentucky found that students receiving pub-
lic benefits were more likely to enroll for more 
terms than a statistically matched comparison 
group (Price, Long, Quast, McMaken, & Kiou-
kis, 2014). This study was conducted as part of a 
demonstration project led by the Center for Law 
and Social Policy (CLASP) in which seven com-
munity colleges developed programs and strat-
egies for providing benefits access to students. 
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Two promising practices for supporting stu-
dents in accessing benefits that CLASP identi-
fied through the demonstration project include 
pre-screening students through an opt-out 
method at enrollment and providing information 
about benefits access at a central location where 
students already regularly receive services, such 
as the financial aid office. For example, employ-
ees in the financial aid office at LaGuardia Com-
munity College pre-screen students for benefits 
access and then walk with them to a benefits 
person in the same office for more information 
and help with enrolling. LaGuardia students re-
ceive assistance with enrolling in benefits from 
Single Stop USA, a national nonprofit organiza-
tion which partners with colleges throughout 
the country to connect students with non-ac-
ademic supports. During the demonstration 
project, LaGuardia expanded its capacity to sup-
port students with accessing benefits by add-
ing some additional part-time staff trained in 

pre-screening, orienting students to benefits, 
and assisting with the application process. Some 
colleges in the program utilized student workers 
to perform some of the tasks and services need-
ed to provide access to public benefits on cam-
pus. Student workers assisted with clerical tasks, 
outreach, support, screening, and assisting oth-
er students with completing applications. While 
all colleges might not be able to hire additional 
staff to provide benefits access services, all col-
leges should consider partnering with organiza-
tions like Single Stop USA and training college 
staff to provide pre-screening, information, and 
benefits enrollment. 

Emergency funds can help support students ex-
periencing financial hardship (Geckeler, Beach, 
Pih, & Yan, 2008). It is very important to inform 
students about the availability of emergency fi-
nancial support offered by the college or other 
organizations in the community. Knowing ahead 
of time that they can ask for emergency assis-
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tance may prevent students from leaving school 
in the midst of a crisis. By supporting students 
through difficult periods, a college not only 
helps them address their immediate needs, but 
it also builds a sense of community and instills 
students with the confidence that their school 
is a place that wants them to succeed. At the 
same time, the availability of an emergency fund 
is only a short-term solution for addressing im-
mediate needs and should be part of a broader 
array of financial assistance and education de-
signed to build students’ financial capability. 

WHAT ARE COLLEGES DOING? 

Skyline College, Calif. – Skyline College has 
incorporated public benefits access on campus 
through its SparkPoint Center. The SparkPoint 
Center, which is also a part of the United Way 
of the Bay Area network, provides services to 
low-income students and families through fi-
nancial education and coaching, tax prepara-
tion, a food pantry, career services, and benefits 
access. Skyline manages its benefits access pro-
gram through a coordinator who builds outside 
partnerships and follows up for students who 
are denied benefits and student ambassadors 
who help pre-screen students who may be eligi-
ble for services and assist them with their appli-
cations. Skyline was a participant in the Benefits 
Benefits ccess to College Completion (BACC) 
program from the Center for Law and Social Pol-
icy (CLASP).  

Gateway Community & Technical College, 
Ky. – Gateway, also a participating college in the 
BACC program, included a short non-academic 
barriers survey in its redesign of advising in or-
der to pre-screen students for benefits access. 
Students who are eligible are referred to a bene-
fits access coach in the Counseling Department 
and can either apply for benefits with the coach 

or through one of the kiosks around campus. 
Gateway has also incorporated accessing bene-
fits as a module during mandatory student ori-
entation and trained financial aid staff in eligibil-
ity requirements. 

Mount Wachusett Community College
(MWCC), Mass. – The MWCC website provides 
a guide to student eligibility for food stamp 
benefits and how to apply for benefits. 

Durham Technical Community College 
(DTCC), N.C. – At DTCC, students who are at risk 
of being unable to continue in school due to a 
financial emergency are invited to come to the 
Student Services Center and speak to the pro-
gram administrator. The college lists two success 
stories on their website of students who found 
themselves in an emergency situation, got help 
from the school, and then were able to continue 
in school and succeed. Sharing student stories 
such as these encourages students to ask for 
support to continue their education. 

Bronx Community College (BCC), N.Y. – The 
Carroll and Milton Petrie Student Emergency 
Grant Fund is a program through BCC to assist 
students facing an unexpected financial emer-
gency. Students must fill out an application and 
include documentation, such as a copy of a 
turn-off notice from a utility company, and then 
visit the office for a brief consultation. A signif-
icant benefit of the BCC program is that grants 
will be awarded within 72 hours of receiving the 
application. The timing of the distribution can 
be very important for students facing emergen-
cy situations. 

RESOURCES 

CLASP’s Benefits Access for College Com-
pletion Program – CLASP provided grants to 
colleges in order to learn more about the ef-
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fects that providing benefits access to college 
students can have on students and finding best 
practices in how to support students as they 
navigate benefits. This web page provides more 
information about the project. 

Using Student Workers to Provide Compre-
hensive Student Financial Supports – CLASP 
and the American Association of Community 
Colleges published this guide with practical ad-
vice on utilizing student workers in support ser-
vices. 

Helping Community College Students Cope 
with Financial Emergencies: Lessons from the 
Dreamkeepers and Angel Fund Emergency 
Financial Aid Programs – This research report 
from MDRC provides recommendations for im-
plementing programs designed to assist stu-
dents experiencing financial crises. 

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
MAY NEED ACCESS TO 
INFORMATION AND SUPPORT IN 
BENEFITS PLANNING 
For some college students with disabilities, 
becoming financially capable includes under-
standing and managing disability-related ben-
efits. Taking on this responsibility is new for 
many young people who may be accustomed 
to having parents and family make decisions 
for them about their benefits. College is a good 
time for students with disabilities to become in-
formed about the benefits available and to learn 
to manage tasks and make personal decisions 
related to applying for, maintaining, or changing 
their benefits. This skill is termed “benefits plan-
ning.” Youth with disabilities may qualify for one 
or more of the following government benefits: 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is a feder-
al program for people with disabilities who have 
little to no income and few resources. Eligibility 
for individuals over 18 is based on individual in-
come, not family’s income as a whole, and there 
is an asset limit (usually $2,000). SSI provides 
cash benefits monthly. Any earned income can 
reduce the amount of money received through 
SSI, except for what is earned in a work-based 
learning program as a part of an education pro-
gram like a college work-study job. Under the 
Student Earned Income Exclusion, however, a 
person who is under age 22 and regularly at-
tending school may exclude some earnings 
from income. The amount that can be excluded 
is adjusted annually. Students who receive SSI 
prior to college and attend a school in a differ-
ent state may need to contact the state’s office 
in order to continue receiving benefits. 

Plan to Achieve Self-Support (PASS) allows 
individuals with disabilities to put aside income 
towards a specific work-related goal, such as col-
lege tuition, textbooks, or a computer. Money in 
a PASS does not impact the rest of one’s savings. 
More information about PASS is available from 
the Social Security Administration at www.ssa. 
gov/disabilityresearch/wi/pass.htm. 

Work Incentives allow individuals who receive 
support from Social Security to earn some in-
come and keep Social Security and/or health 
benefits. It is critical for students to understand 
how earning income through employment can 
impact Social Security and health benefits as 
well as how they can use work incentives as 
they seek employment. More information about 
work incentives is available from the Social Se-
curity Administration at www.ssa.gov/disabili-
tyresearch/workincentives.htm. 
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Individual Development Accounts (IDA) are 
an option for some students with disabilities 
who are significantly below the poverty limit 
and are also currently employed. An IDA is a sav-
ings account that uses matching deposits from 
community-based and nonprofit organizations. 
The match can vary. For more information about 
IDAs, visit www.ssa.gov/ssi/spotlights/spot-in-
dividual-development.htm. 

Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) Act 
Accounts are tax-free savings accounts for indi-
viduals with disabilities to be used for qualified 
disability expenses without worrying about the 
asset limit that can affect SSI eligibility and other 
benefits. To be eligible for an account, the age of 
onset of disability must be before 26 years old. 
Learn more at www.ablenrc.org. 

By providing information and supporting stu-
dents with disabilities in developing their skills 
in benefits planning, community colleges can 
enable students to make decisions that align 
with their personal goals and assist them as they 
complete their program. 

RESOURCES 

Social Security Administration (SSA)’s Ticket 
to Work Program –SSA offers assistance with 
entering or returning to employment for individ-
uals with disabilities through the Ticket to Work 
program. Students can seek benefits counseling 
and assistance by contacting one of the service 
providers listed in the directory. 

Paying for college and transitioning to financial 
independence is a difficult task for anyone, but 
can be even more difficult for community col-
lege students who are more likely to come from 
a low-income family, be first-generation college 
students, or have a disability (Fike & Fike, 2008, 
O’Gara, Karp, & Hughes, 2009; Fichten, et al., 

2012). It is important that they are provided with 
resources to ensure that they become informed 
consumers of financial information and finan-
cially capable. Reducing concern over how to 
pay for college, how to successfully manage their 
finances while in college, and how to access and 
manage benefits can increase a student’s abil-
ity to focus on their coursework and complete 
their program. Providing financial assistance to 
a student who is facing an emergency situation 
can help that student to persist in college. By as-
sisting students in developing a plan to pay for 
college and developing the skills to be financial-
ly capable, colleges can support their students’ 
program completion and help them transition 
to financial independence successfully. 
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