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The COVID-19 Pandemic Creates Hardship for College Students 

The COVID-19 pandemic took much of the nation by surprise, and in Michigan, the response escalated from 

one to ten very quickly. The first two cases were confirmed in Michigan on March 10, and within two weeks 

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer issued executive orders banning large gatherings and closing public buildings, 

including universities and community colleges. For the past five months, the quarantining, shutdowns and 

uncertainty have created challenges for college students and will continue to do so. It is likely that students 

from households with low incomes and students of color in particular are experiencing hardship. Challenges 

to students include: 

 With in-person classes being cancelled and going online, students depend on having a computer in 

their home with reliable internet connection, something they may not all have.       

 Many students’ jobs have been temporarily halted, and not all are eligible for public assistance such 

as Unemployment Insurance (UI), Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or federal 

emergency pandemic aid to help pay the bills in the 

absence of a paycheck.  

 Those who are eligible for public assistance 

programs must navigate the application process for 

these programs with which they have little or no 

experience, and present required documentation 

without which they likely will not be approved to 

receive assistance.   

 Because many or most child care facilities have 

temporarily shut down, many students with families 

must care for their children themselves while 

completing their online coursework.  

 Students who could not return home, either because they lived far away or overseas or because they 

did not have a home or safe space to return to, found themselves with housing challenges. 

 Students whose academic programs require an internship may be unable to fulfill the requirements of 

that internship online, which may complicate receiving a credential or fulfilling prerequisites for upper-

level classes. 

 Uncertainty about the future makes it difficult for students to do academic, financial or career 

planning.   

 

 

While it is tempting to assume that the campus 
and job closures resulting from COVID-19 are 
at the root of basic needs hardship, recent 
#RealCollege surveys show that campus food 
and housing insecurity have existed for a long 
time and the pandemic has only made them 
more pronounced and acute.  
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The Federal CARES Act Provides Help for Many Students, but Not All   

The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act was passed by Congress with 

overwhelming, bipartisan support and signed into law on March 27. It contained a number of 

provisions to help relieve some of the hardships for college students, including: 

 Appropriating a $14.25 billion Higher 

Education Emergency Relief Fund 

(HEERF), with allocations going 

directly to postsecondary institutions 

through a formula based largely (75%) 

on the enrollment of Pell Grant 

recipients at each institution. 

Approximately half of each 

institution’s amount is to be used for 

providing direct emergency aid grants 

to students for food, housing, course 

materials, technology, healthcare and 

child care. Michigan public 

universities received $86.4 million to 

use for the grants, and Michigan 

community colleges received $42.6 

million.1 (See the appendix for the 

HEERF allocations to specific 

Michigan universities and community 

colleges.) 

 Excluding Pell Grants awarded from 

counting towards annual or 

cumulative limits if a recipient is 

unable to complete the term due to a qualifying emergency. 

 Providing relief for student borrowers by, among other things, suspending required payments 

on federal Direct Loans through September 2020 and suspending interest on the payments, 

as well as suspending wage and tax refund garnishment during that period for borrowers in 

default.2 (Nationally, Black graduates, upon earning their bachelor’s degree, owe on average 

$23,400 while their White peers owe $16,000.3 Also, 81% of Black recent graduates have taken 

out student loans compared to 63% of White recent graduates.4) 

Colleges and universities have broad latitude to determine which students receive an emergency aid 

grant and the amount of the grant. The U.S. Department of Education has issued clear directives that 

colleges and universities cannot use the grant money to reimburse themselves for tuition or room and 

board refunds to students, supplying computers to students, or paying students for on-campus jobs 

they had been employed in prior to the closing of the school, nor can an institution use the grant 

money to pay outstanding or overdue student bills. These restrictions ensure that the grant dollars are 

given directly to students and not used to fill college or university budget holes resulting from the 

pandemic or other reasons.5 

Unfortunately, the CARES Act emergency aid grants leave out many students who need the help, due 

to an April 21 departmental rule issued by the U.S. Department of Education to exclude students who 

Basic Needs Insecurity and Academic Challenges                       
of College Students During the Pandemic                                     

(April 20-May 15, 2020) 

  
White          

Students 

Black            

Students 

BASIC NEEDS INSECURITY     

Any Basic Needs Insecurity 52% 71% 

Food Insecure 35% 58% 

Housing Insecure 33% 43% 

Homelessness 11% 15% 

   

ACADEMIC CHALLENGES     

Does Not Have a Functional Laptop 7% 17% 

Does Not Have Sufficient Internet         

Access 
11% 17% 

Does Not Have Time for School 17% 12% 

Cannot Concentrate on School 55% 46% 

Must Care for Family Members  37% 46% 
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Source: The Hope Center | #RealCollege During the Pandemic: New Evi-
dence on Basic Needs Insecurity and Student Well-Being , April 21, 2020 
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are not Title IV eligible (meaning not eligible for federal student financial aid).6 Ineligible 

students include Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) students, international 

students, some students with drug convictions, students in loan default, students who 

did not register with the selective service, and perhaps others. Although the department 

later clarified that the exclusion will not be enforced, having the exclusion in the rule still 

encourages colleges to turn down students in these categories that apply for emergency 

aid grants.7,8  

DACA students, also called DREAMers (after the 

DREAM Act that has been introduced several times in 

Congress), are students who were brought by their 

parents to the United States without documentation 

and who have some protections from deportation. 

Michigan postsecondary institutions, as well as 

policymakers, need to be aware of the needs of DACA 

students and other students who are ineligible for the 

grants. Due to their parents’ immigration status and 

limited economic mobility, most DACA students likely 

do not have the same family supports that other 

students have, nor the access to public programs and 

benefits that most Americans take for granted, and are 

therefore especially vulnerable to economic harm 

created by the pandemic and the quarantine. Colleges 

and universities—and Michigan’s Legislature—should 

seek ways to do outreach to and assist these 

students. 

The Need Among College Students During the 

Pandemic is Real   

The Hope Center conducts a survey on student needs each year, called the 

#RealCollege survey. Shortly after the beginning of the pandemic, a special survey 

was created to gauge not only student needs during the pandemic, but also student 

awareness of and access to public assistance that may be available to them. This 

special survey questioned 38,602 students in 15 universities (including Eastern 

Michigan University, which has a large number of students from families with low 

incomes and also the highest percentage of Black students, at 30%) and 39 

community colleges (including Grand Rapids Community College) in 26 

states.9,10 

The survey asked students questions about basic needs insecurity (related to food 

and housing) as well as academic challenges arising from the pandemic (such as 

access to technology and the need to care for children). The survey also asked 

about knowledge, access and application for three public assistance programs: UI, SNAP 

(formerly known as Food Stamps), and the emergency aid grants provided by colleges 

through funding from the CARES Act.11  

The survey found that 44% of community college students and 38% of students at four-

year universities experienced some level of food insecurity. Somewhat alarmingly, the 

survey also found that 15% of four-year students and 11% of two-year students were 

Among Students Exhibiting Any Basic Needs Insecurity,                               
Type and Status of Financial Assistance Sought                                      

(April 20-May 15, 2020) 

  
Unemployment 

Insurance 
SNAP 

Emergency           

Aid 

WHITE STUDENTS 

Believe Unavailable or Ineligible 66% 67% 38% 

Didn't Know About It 6% 10% 31% 

Don't Know How to Apply 7% 10% 18% 

Applied 21% 13% 12% 

    

BLACK STUDENTS 

Believe Unavailable or Ineligible 53% 46% 23% 

Didn't Know About It 13% 15% 36% 

Don't Know How to Apply 11% 14% 19% 

Applied 22% 25% 21% 

MICHIGAN LEAGUE FOR PUBLIC POLICY | WWW.MLPP.ORG  
Source: The Hope Center | #RealCollege During the Pandemic: New Evidence on Basic 
Needs Insecurity and Student Well-Being , April 21, 2020. 
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experiencing homelessness during the pandemic. Roughly half of the respondents 

reported experiencing at least a moderate level of anxiety.12 

The findings reveal acute racial disparities in both basic needs insecurity and academic 

challenges. Nearly three out of every four Black students experienced some kind of basic 

needs insecurity during April and May, compared to just over half of White students, with 

the starkest difference being the experience of food insecurity (58% compared to 35%). 

Black students were considerably more likely to report housing insecurity as well. Black 

students were also less likely to own a functional laptop or have sufficient internet 

access, and more likely to need to care for family members while in school, while White 

students were more likely to report not having time for school or being unable to 

concentrate.13   

Student Basic Needs Hardship Existed Even Before the Pandemic, and Will 

Exist Afterward 

While it is tempting to assume that the campus and job closures resulting from COVID-19 

are at the root of basic needs hardship, recent #RealCollege surveys show that campus 

food and housing insecurity have existed for a long time and the pandemic has only 

made them more pronounced and acute. The Hope Center’s five-year assessment of 

student basic needs insecurity surveys taken from 2015 to 2019 showed that 42-56% of 

two-year college students experienced food insecurity and 46-60% experienced housing 

insecurity. Students at four-year colleges experienced this to a somewhat lesser degree 

but still significantly, at more than 30% in each of those two basic needs categories in 

2017 and 2019 and more than 40% in each in 2018.14 

Any policy to address student basic needs insecurity, therefore, must be long-term, and 

must not assume that student need will diminish significantly after campuses open and 

social distancing and mask wearing are no longer required. The recommendations that 

follow are intended to address both the immediate concerns during the coronavirus stay-

home orders and longer-term student needs. 

Percent of Students with Any Kind of Basic Need Insecurity, by Racial or Ethnic Background 

 2018 2019 Pandemic 

 Racial or Ethnic Identity 
Food       

Insecurity 
Housing 

Insecurity 
Homelessness 

Food            
Insecurity 

Housing  
Insecurity 

Homelessness Any 

African American or Black 58% 65% 21% 55% 61% 28% 71% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 59% 67% 27% 54% 58% 20% 67% 

Hispanic or Latinx 50% 61% 15% 47% 54% 16% 65% 

Indigenous NA NA NA 60% 66% 31% 74% 

Middle Eastern/North African/Arab        
American 

43% 56% 17% 40% 50% 19% 69% 

Other Asian or Asian American 37% 45% 15% 35% 38% 16% 63% 

Pacific Islander or Native Hawaiian 54% 59% 23% 47% 53% 23% 71% 

Southeast Asian 40% 50% 15% 38% 41% 16% 67% 

White or Caucasian 39% 51% 17% 36% 43% 17% 52% 

Note: Classifications of racial/ethnic background are not mutually exclusive. Students could self-identify with multiple classifications. 

Sources: Hope Center | College and University Basic Needs Insecurity: A National #RealCollege Survey Report, The Hope Center, April 2019. 
Hope Center | #RealCollege 2020: Five Years of Evidence on Campus Basic Needs Insecurity, The Hope Center, February 2020. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

What Michigan’s Policymakers Can Do 

1. Support Hunger-Free Campus legislation, wherein the Legislature appropriates funding to college 

campuses that submit plans to address hunger among their students. California passed such 

legislation in 2017 and appropriated $7.5 million for this purpose, and New Jersey and Minnesota 

followed suit in 2019, appropriating $1 million and $77,000 respectively.  

In Minnesota, to receive a Hunger-Free Campus designation with funding, a campus must: 

 Have a food pantry, partnership with a food bank, or some type of food distribution system 

on campus available to students; 

 Have a designated staff person on campus to educate students on SNAP and other public 

services aimed to reduce food insecurity; 

 Provide emergency funds to assist students who may be experiencing basic needs 

insecurity; 

 Have a task force dedicated to addressing food insecurity concerns; and 

 Host or participate in at least one hunger awareness event each year.15 

In California, each participating campus that receives Hunger-Free Campus Act funding must do 

three things:       

 Establish a “Swipe Out Hunger” program in which students can donate unneeded meal 

points to a fund to help food-insecure students access meals at dining halls;  

 Establish an on-campus food pantry or a partnership with a food bank to provide regular on

-campus food distribution; and  

 Designate a paid staff person who works to ensure that students have access to 

information about applying for SNAP.16  

In New Jersey, to be designated as a Hunger-Free Campus, a college or university must do the 

following: 

 Establish a hunger task force that meets a minimum of three times per academic year to 

set at least two goals with action plans;  

 Designate a staff member responsible for assisting students with SNAP enrollment;  

 Provide options for students to utilize SNAP benefits at campus stores; 

 Participate in an awareness day campaign activity and plan a campus awareness event;  

 Provide at least one food pantry on campus or enable students to receive food through a 

separate, stigma-free arrangement; 

 Develop a “Swipe Out Hunger” student meal credit sharing program, or designate a certain 

amount of funds for free meal vouchers; and  

 Annually conduct a student survey on hunger.17 

 
 

These state initiatives were enacted before the COVID-19 pandemic, but with social distancing 

requirements and other precautions, practices such as establishing campus food pantries can 
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be done during the quarantine stay-home orders. Likewise, campus staff designated 

to help students navigate public assistance applications ought to be accessible by 

phone while the campus is closed. 

2. Encourage or incentivize universities and community colleges to accept EBT Bridge 

Cards at qualifying retailers on campus and provide ATMs that enable Bridge Card 

withdrawals. This will help not only students who receive public assistance while 

going to school, but will also help lower-paid employees working at or near the 

institution to access or make purchases with their benefits. 

3. Appropriate state funds to provide emergency pandemic grants to DACA students. 

DACA students and others are excluded from the federal funding made available in 

the CARES Act, yet likely face more or different challenges than most students 

during the pandemic.   

What Michigan’s Department of Health and Human Services Can Do 

4. Create a food assistance manual for college students experiencing need. 

California’s  Department of Social Services created the CalFresh Student Eligibility 

Handbook in February 2020, before the pandemic hit the United States, in order “to 

provide County Welfare Departments and education stakeholders with consolidated 

policy guidance related to CalFresh student eligibility.” The 30-page document 

provides definitions of qualifying students, eligibility guidelines and, for childless 

students, descriptions of work programs that help the recipient meet work 

requirements.18 Michigan’s Department of Health and Human Services could create 

a similar manual to increase outreach to eligible college students and to help ensure 

that policies are being followed uniformly regarding SNAP food assistance for 

students.  

What Michigan’s Colleges and Universities Can Do 

5. Designate a staff member to assist students with applying for SNAP or other forms of 

public assistance. This is part of Hunger-Free Campus funding legislation in two 

states, but until such legislation is enacted in Michigan, universities can still provide 

this service. During times when social distancing is required, such services should 

be accessible by phone or an online video appointment. 

6. Create a student basic needs website listing available supports. The Hope Center 

recommends that college student needs websites include: 

 How to access SNAP, the Earned Income Tax Credit, and affordable health 

care;  

 How to reduce the cost of utilities; 

 How to secure emergency aid; 

 Where to find free food, including any meal swipe programs; and 

 Who to call if more comprehensive support is needed.19 
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Allocations for Section 18004(a)(1) of the CARES Act—Michigan                                            
Public Universities and Community Colleges 

  
Total                     

Allocation 

Minimum to be Used for     
Emergency Financial Aid 

Grants to Students 

PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES     
Central Michigan University $14,322,194 $7,161,097 

Eastern Michigan University $13,733,990 $6,866,995 

Ferris State University $9,146,813 $4,573,407 

Grand Valley State University $18,333,428 $9,166,714 

Lake Superior State University $1,602,263 $801,132 

Michigan State University $29,836,588 $14,918,294 

Michigan Technological University $4,605,779 $2,302,890 

Northern Michigan University $5,994,618 $2,997,309 

Oakland University $13,796,824 $6,898,412 

Saginaw Valley State University $6,911,064 $3,455,532 

University Of Michigan $8,139,089 $4,069,545 

University Of Michigan - Dearborn $6,989,129 $3,494,565 

University Of Michigan - Flint $4,600,155 $2,300,078 

Wayne State University $19,306,183 $9,653,092 

Western Michigan University $15,486,304 $7,743,152 

TOTAL $172,804,421 $86,402,214 

   

COMMUNITY COLLEGES     

Alpena Community College $759,853 $379,927 

Bay de Noc Community College $778,116 $389,058 

Delta College $1,012,095 $506,048 

Glen Oaks Community College $576,681 $288,341 

Gogebic Community College $661,272 $330,636 

Grand Rapids Community College $6,806,171 $3,403,086 

Henry Ford College $9,153,117 $4,576,559 

Jackson College $3,892,134 $1,946,067 

Kalamazoo Valley Community College $4,249,299 $2,124,650 

Kellogg Community College $1,991,422 $995,711 

Kirtland Community College $712,739 $356,370 

Lake Michigan College $1,133,204 $566,602 

Lansing Community College $5,804,315 $2,902,158 

Macomb Community College $9,617,297 $4,808,649 

Mid Michigan Community College $2,641,059 $1,320,530 

Monroe County Community College $1,300,516 $650,258 

Montcalm Community College $861,963 $430,982 

Mott Community College $698,220 $349,110 

Muskegon Community College $2,247,350 $1,123,675 

North Central Michigan College $835,428 $417,714 

Northwestern Michigan College $2,124,216 $1,062,108 

Oakland Community College $7,474,366 $3,737,183 

Schoolcraft College $4,676,826 $2,338,413 

Southwestern Michigan College $1,522,115 $761,058 

St. Clair County Community College $1,909,478 $954,739 

Washtenaw Community College $4,968,890 $2,484,445 

Wayne County Community College  $6,158,090 $3,079,045 

West Shore Community College $564,751 $282,376 

TOTAL $85,130,983 $42,565,498 

APPENDIX 
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