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What is CLASP?
• We are a small, nonpartisan nonprofit policy organization based out 

of DC that advocates for smart policy solutions to uplift low-income 
communities

• Our advocacy also translates to reports, technical assistance, 
presentations, and partnerships to increase our reach and capacity

• We work in five overarching areas: child care, youth policy, 
postsecondary education and workforce development, income 
and work supports, and job quality 

• The postsecondary work at CLASP focuses specifically on low-
income, nontraditional students
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How did we get here?

• A significant portion of our advocacy focuses on federal student aid, 
but we recently began exploring aid more comprehensively, 
including at the state level

• Through partnerships and conversations in the field, we found gaps 
in the accessibility of state aid programs that excluded 
nontraditional adults, who have higher levels of unmet need 

• We honed in on these gaps to build on our recommendations for a 
model state aid policy 
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This Creates Unique Challenges… 
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And gaps in aid accessibility for adults.

The Reality for Adult Students… The Frequent Reality of State Aid…

Opportunity costs are high! Needs are more 
complex and time-to-degree or credential can 
take longer.

Awards frequently…
• are based on merit rather than need
• have term limits that assume faster 

matriculation
• do no supplement living costs 

40% of students are over 25. The average age 
of a community college student is 29.

Award ineligibility if more than a certain 
number of years since high school completion 
have passed.

Enrollment intensity fluctuates. Eligibility often limited to or preferences full-
time enrollment 

Enrollment patterns are less predictable. Aid disbursement based on application 
deadlines that favor traditional students



Economic Demand
• 2/3 of jobs will require some level of education beyond high school 

by 2020

• The overwhelming majority of new jobs are already going to people 
with postsecondary credentials
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ADDITIONAL ASSOCIATE AND BACHELOR'S DEGREES NEEDED TOTAL

to Match Best-Performing Countries in College Attainment Among 25- to 64-Year-Olds by 
2020

10.1 Million

to Match Best-Performing Countries in College Attainment Among 25- to 34-Year-Olds by 
2020

6.5 Million

to Meet Workforce Demand by 2018 3 Million

ADDITIONAL POSTSECONDARY CERTIFICATES NEEDED TOTAL

to Meet Workforce Demand by 2018 4.7 Million

Source: National Center for Higher Education Management Systems, Georgetown Center on Education 

and the Workforce, and the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education



Our Model

Priority of 
Need-Based Aid

State Aid as a 
Strategic 

Supplement for 
Unmet Need

Aid Application, 
Disbursement, 
and Enrollment 

Flexibility 

Inclusive of All
Nontraditional 
Adult Students 
and Institutions
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Prioritizing Need-Based Aid 
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Priority of 
Need-Based Aid

State Spotlight
Minnesota

• Offers assistance to students from low- and moderate-
income backgrounds 

• Accepted at 130 public and private institutions in the 
state. 

• accessible to all students, including nontraditional 
adults, those without a formal high school diploma who 
can demonstrate equivalent proficiency, and eligible 
undocumented students

• Grant aid is prorated based on enrollment intensity, and 
uses a shared responsibility model that calculates the 
state award amount based on all personal, federal, and 
institutional contributions.

• $7.8 billion of total state aid is awarded in the form of need-
based grants, but not all of these grant programs offer the 
same level of student access

• Nuances that can warrant ineligibility: 
• age-out policies, enrollment intensity requirements, merit 

stipulations, term and annual limits on awards
• prior convictions, unpaid child support, documentation status 

• 33 of the largest state aid programs link aid eligibility to college 
entrance exam scores or grade point averages

Source: National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs, 2015; Education 
Commission of States, 2015 



Maximizing Accessibility
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Inclusive of All
Nontraditional 
Adult Students 

and 
Institutions

• Heavy concentration of adult students in community and 
technical colleges. 

• Equitable funding for these institutions is critical
• Funding affects aid and aid purchasing power.
• Cost burden shift to students, higher debt amounts
• Burdens can be even higher when aid programs do not 

recognize short-term, noncredit programs 

State Spotlight
Washington

Washington’s Opportunity Grant Program 
provides support to low-income adults at 
community and technical colleges to train for 
high-wage, high-demand careers. 



State Aid as a Strategic Supplement
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State Aid as a 
Strategic 

Supplement 
for Unmet 

Need

State Spotlights

Big State Programs 
*Cal Grant B

Niche Programs
*Arkansas, Single Parent Scholarship
*Massachusetts, Massachusetts Cash Grant
*Minnesota, Minnesota Child Care Grant

• Non-tuition related expenses are a real and significant portion of 
the cost of attendance, especially for adults

• At community colleges, living expenses account for an estimated 
70 percent of the cost of attendance, and only about 1/3 of 
community colleges accurately report those costs. 
• Rise in student poverty, food and housing insecurity
• Need for better leveraging of all resources 

 public benefits access for college students

• As students matriculate costs and unmet need rises.

• Award displacement as an impediment to aid opportunities. 
Maximize aid at every level!

Source: Wisconsin HOPE Lab 



Application and Disbursement Policy
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Aid Application, 
Disbursement, 
and Enrollment 

Flexibility 

State Spotlight

• Technicalities can turn well intentioned aid programs into 
exclusionary programs

• first-come, first-serve aid disbursement
• Application deadlines designed for traditional students
• Preferences for full-time enrollment

 29 of the largest state aid programs will only fund 
full-time students

 43 set term or annual time limits on awards

Indiana Indiana established the part-time grant to align aid eligibility with more
flexible enrollment schedules. The state’s focus on adults, as evidenced 
by the recently established Adult Student Grant and reengagement 
initiatives demonstrate the commitment to this budding segment of 
postsecondary education.

Oregon In 2015, the process for awarding Oregon Opportunity Grants was 
revised to disburse grants in accordance with student need rather than 
based on FAFSA completion dates.

Illinois A 2000 study of the Illinois MAP program nontraditional adult students
benefited greatly from the expanded eligibility of the program for less-
than half time enrollment. Eligibility was subsequently expanded.Source: Education Commission of States, 2015 



Final Thoughts and Recs
• Although changing eligibility standards does not change resource 

availability, the shift in policy can begin to promote equity and 
help nontraditional students pay for college

• Addressing these eligibility barriers can also shift resource 
allocation and redirect aid distribution to align better with deep 
financial need

– Ensure that state financial aid programs are based on need and 
equally accessible to all students.

– Align state aid eligibility requirements with real time needs and 
demographics.

– Design state aid programs as a comprehensive aid system that 
holistically supplements unmet need and complements other aid 
sources. 

12



Questions for States 
Does your state-funded financial aid program 

support the financially neediest postsecondary 
students? 

Are adults of all ages eligible? 

Does your program have realistic satisfactory 
progress standards for adults?

Does your program have an age cutoff or “statute 
of limitations”?

Does your aid program support part-time 
enrollment?
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Questions for States 

 Does your aid program take into account the extra time some adults 
may need to complete remedial coursework?

 Does your aid program attempt to comprehensively cover the cost 
of attendance, including living expenses like child care and 
transportation?

 Does the timing of application and aid disbursement meet the 
needs of adults, whose decision and enrollment patterns may differ 
from more traditional students? 

 Does your aid program support the institutions and programs of 
study adults are likely to attend and pursue, including noncredit and 
online programs?

 Does your program supplement other aid sources and encourage 
adults to package multiple sources of support, avoiding aid 
displacement? 
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