
1

States Leading the Way in 
SNAP Eligibility and SNAP Outreach To 
Students   

June 2022 

Across the country, food insecurity is harming college students’ 
ability to achieve their educational and professional goals. 
Numerous studies have shown its widespread prevalence, 
including a national survey conducted by The Hope Center for 
College, Community, and Justice—fielded in fall 2020—which 
found that one in three students experienced food insecurity. 
Difficulty obtaining or affording balanced meals makes it more 
challenging for students to learn. 

One of the most effective ways to ensure stable food access is 
by signing students up for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP). Food insecurity reduces students’ odds of 
earning a degree, and SNAP reduces food insecurity.1 SNAP 
enrollment is associated with higher retention rates among college 
students.2 Findings from a demonstration project that connected 
low-income students to public benefits showed that SNAP can 
increase students’ financial stability and improve their likelihood of 
completing degrees or certificates.3 

Unfortunately, too few students with need actually enroll in SNAP. 
The Hope Center’s national survey found that of all students 
who experienced basic needs insecurity, only 24% at two-year 
colleges and 11% at four-year colleges used SNAP. This confirms 
the findings of Virginia, the only state with the capacity to track 
student SNAP enrollment, which found that only 11% of likely 
income-eligible students were enrolled in SNAP. In contrast, more 
than 80% of eligible adults nationwide receive SNAP benefits.4 

The biggest obstacle to enrolling students in SNAP is its complex 
array of restrictive eligibility rules. Students enrolled in college at 
least part-time can only qualify for SNAP by meeting one of the 
following criteria:5 

• Responsible for a dependent child under the age of 6
• Responsible for a dependent child between ages 6-12 for 

whom they have trouble securing child care
• Receiving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 

cash assistance or TANF funded services, such as childcare 
or other TANF services
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This brief is the first in 
a series focusing on 
innovative policies that 
states have implemented 
to assist students with 
their basic needs security. 
We’re highlighting best 
practices across the 
country so that states can 
build a postsecondary 
landscape in which 
students have equitable 
access to the resources 
they need to meet their 
basic needs and succeed 
in college.

In this brief, we discuss 
the restrictive eligibility 
rules of the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) that 
discourage students from 
applying. We describe 
the eligibility criteria, 
and detail state-level 
innovations that are 
making SNAP more 
accessible for students 
facing basic needs 
insecurity. 
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https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/RCReport2021.pdf
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• Single parent enrolled full-time and responsible for a dependent child age 12 or under
• Participating in a state or federally funded work-study program, regardless of the number of 

weekly hours 
• Participating in an on-the-job training program
• In school through a local, state, or federally administered employment and training program
• Considered “physically or mentally unfit” to both attend school and work part-time 
• Assigned to, placed in, or self-placed in a college or other institution of higher education 

through:
 o A SNAP Employment and Training (SNAP E&T) program;
 o Certain other E&T programs for low-income households.

• Work at least 20 hours per week in paid employment

Students struggle to navigate this maze of eligibility restrictions, which confuse government 
caseworkers and state agency officials as well. College staff often do not encourage students to 
apply for SNAP because they cannot say with certainty whether the students will qualify, or because 
they believe that the students are likely to be turned down. Students remain trapped in a system that 
is failing them.

     State Innovations in SNAP Eligibilty 

The federal government sets SNAP benefit levels and income eligibility rules, however, states 
have the power to determine whether individuals or households meet other program eligibility 
requirements. This authority creates an opportunity for states to adopt expansive policies around 
student eligibility. 

Enrollment in programs for employment and training presents a key opportunity for maximizing 
SNAP eligibility. These programs must be operated by a state or local government, target low-
income households, and increase the participant’s employability. States should designate specific 
educational programs to qualify as employment and training. States and colleges then refer students 
enrolled in the designated employment and training to the state SNAP agency to determine eligibility 
for SNAP benefits. 

Massachusetts developed regulations in 2010 that enable students at community colleges who 
are enrolled in a “program as determined by the Department [of Transitional Assistance] likely to 
lead to employment” to qualify for SNAP.6 Many programs of study can demonstrate a likelihood of 
employment, making this a promising way for maximizing student SNAP eligibility. 

California enacted AB 396 in October 2021, creating a system not only for determining student 
eligibility based on what the California Department of Social Services (CDSS) calls Local Programs 
that Increase Employability (LPIEs) but for identifying which programs qualify as LPIEs.7 All 
campuses in the California State University and California Community Colleges systems must submit 
qualifying programs by September 1, 2022. Programs must meet two standards to qualify as LPIEs: 
they must be government-run and have a direct link to employment. Notably, California programs 
eligible for SNAP under AB 396 include not only degree-seeking programs of study but also 
campus-based student success programs.8

https://snaptoskills.fns.usda.gov/about-snap-skills/what-is-snap-et
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New York expanded student access to SNAP eligibility in October 2020 to include students at 
community colleges and similar institutions enrolled in a career and technical education program.9 
Career and technical education programs are defined by the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical 
Education Act.10 The definition is an expansive one, extending to students seeking a certificate 
or associate degree and potentially inclusive of a large population of low-income, food-insecure 
students. 

States have discretion to determine how students carrying out required work activities report those 
work activities. States that mandate participants to work 20 hours per week each week of eligibility 
impose an unnecessary burden on students, whose academic calendar includes weeks where 
the time available for work is scarce. A better approach is to allow students to average work hours 
over a longer period. For example, Wisconsin permits students to average work hours across a 
semester, enabling them to reduce hours during midterms and final exams and then increase hours 
during academic breaks.11 

 State Innovations in SNAP Outreach 

Expanding SNAP eligibility only helps students if they learn about their potential eligibility and act on 
what they have learned. Therefore, it is crucial for states to supplement activities around eligibility 
with support for outreach. The United States Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, 
which oversees SNAP administration, has identified college students as a priority population for state 
SNAP outreach plans.12 

In April 2022, Virginia enacted HB 582, which requires public colleges to ensure that all students 
have access to information about SNAP.13 The bill also mandates that they advertise the application 
process on the institution’s website, in orientation materials for new students, and in at least one 
campus-wide email per year. 

In California, AB 2810 would require California State University and California Community College 
campuses to notify students who may be financially eligible for CalFresh (SNAP) benefits.14 Like 
Virginia’s law, AB 2810 would require an email notification to students. However, AB 2810 takes an 
additional step of requiring institutions to use data from the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 
(FAFSA) to identify students who meet income requirements of the CalFresh program. Thus, emails 
would go only to students likely to be income-eligible for CalFresh.  

      Summary

Improving SNAP eligibility and outreach for college students should be irresistible for states: it 
improves the odds that students will academically thrive, graduate on time, and join the skilled 
workforce to meet employers’ needs. Best of all, the federal government picks up the entire cost 
of the benefit and half the cost of administration. Yet many states presently underuse this vital 
resource. 
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State policymakers, relevant state agencies, and state legislative committees should review 
administrative procedures for SNAP eligibility and take following actions:

• Expand eligibility to students in programs that expand employability or which can be 
identified as career and technical education programs; 

• Consider other opportunities to clarify or expand eligibility, such as reviewing the definition of 
“mentally or physically unfit” or “participating in state or federal work-study”;

• Ensure that students with work requirements have the flexibility to average their work activities 
over a month or a semester; 

• Conduct extensive training and technical assistance to demystify the application process for 
institutions and county or state caseworkers.

In addition, states should leverage colleges’ unique capacity to reach students by setting forth 
consistent minimum expectations for SNAP outreach and supporting institutional staff and faculty in 
meeting those expectations. 

The combination of clear and expansive eligibility standards with proactive, consistent 
communication promises to significantly increase student participation in SNAP. Students deserve 
more than a failed status quo. Policymakers in all states should seek opportunities to take bold 
actions to meet students’ basic needs.
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This brief carries a Creative Commons Attributions 4.0 International License, which permits re-use of 
Hope Center materials providing that re-use abides by the conditions below. 

You are free to:

Share. Copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format

Under the following terms:

Attribution. You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were 
made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses 
you or your use.

NonCommercial. You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

NoDerivatives. If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you may not distribute the modified 
material.

For the full legal code of this Creative Commons license, please visit
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode
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