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The Story of Ismael Chamu

“Ismael constantly 
scrambles to find 
shelter and enough 
food for himself and 
his siblings while 
working a campus 
job, leading a 
student club and 
trying to earn a 
bachelor’s degree in 
sociology.” Los Angeles Times article (3/11/18): 

He attends elite UC Berkeley but lives in a trailer with no 

heat or sewer hookups. Soon, he'll be scrambling to 

find new shelter.

http://www.inquiry2improvement.com/


www.inquiry2improvement.com

How can we structurally support 
students in addressing the 

broader life challenges that affect 
their ability to focus on and 

complete their educational goals?
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How can we structure luck 
by design and not by chance?
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Sample Basic Needs 

•Food

•Housing

•Transportation

•Childcare

•Healthcare

• Legal services

•Tax preparation

•Mental health
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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ALICE

Asset Limited

Income Constrained

Employed

For the ALICE Report, visit

www.michiganALICE.org

Funded by Consumers Energy and local 

United Ways
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What does the ALICE Report describe?

▪ Household Survival Budget

▪ ALICE Threshold

▪ ALICE Income Assessment

▪ Economic Viability Index



ALICE Survival Budget
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How Many Households are Struggling?

Poverty & ALICE

15%       25%

Above ALICE 

Threshold

40%
60%
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ALICE

Lives in all counties

Households below 

the ALICE Threshold

Livingston County: 27%

Lake County: 59%
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75% of Households Headed by People Under 

the Age of 25 Are ALICE
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How Much Does ALICE Earn?



Basic Needs with Public and Nonprofit Spending
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ALICE Data by County
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Intersecting Student Populations

•First-generation students

•Students of color

•Student parents

•Minorities

•Undocumented students

•Veterans

•Foster youth

•Students with disabilities 

•Opportunity youth
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Impact is Real, and Severe
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Four Strategies to Strengthen 
Student Financial Stability

1. Understand Student Needs

2. Organize and Connect Supports

3. Connect Partner Supports to Students

4. Ensure Students Access Supports
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FS1: Understand Student Needs
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FS1: Understand Student Needs

• What is each student’s unmet financial need?

• How many of our students:
✓Work >20 hours per week
✓Are the primary caretaker / Have a dependent
✓Have stable housing
✓Have reliable access to food
✓Are the first in her/his family to attend college

• Use existing quant / qual data sources as proxies
✓ FAFSA, CCSSE, screenings, exit surveys (beware!)

• “Perfect is the enemy of the good”
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FS2: Organize and Connect Supports
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SparkPoint at Skyline College
• One stop financial capability and support services 

center

• Part of regional United Way of the Bay Area

• Services:
✓public benefits eligibility screening and application 

assistance
✓food pantry
✓financial coaching
✓a career services center with career counseling
✓tax preparation assistance
✓Grover scholars program
✓legal clinic
✓secure credit builders program 

• Key to the success of this program is BUNDLING!
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Potential Venues for Bundling

• Onboarding (College Application, Intake Form, 
Orientation, SSC / FYE)

• Appointments (Advising, Counseling, Financial Aid)

• Student Services Syllabus!

• Course (Syllabus, Cheat Sheet, PPT slide)

• Food Pantry

• Campus Workshops

• Hub / Co-location

• You!
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FS3: Connect Partner Supports to 
Students
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FS3: Connect Partner Supports to 
Students

•Broad definition of partner
✓Built-in expertise / ready-to-use tools

• Low-touch and high-touch support

•Bringing service to the student

• Co-location (Periodic / Permanent)
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FS4: Ensure Students Access Supports
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FS4: Ensure Students Access Supports

•Embeds financial supports and public benefits 
directly into existing college processes and 
spaces
✓Recruitment efforts
✓New student orientation PRONOIA!
✓Mandatory first year seminar
✓Professional development

•Every new student completes a FAFSA and a 
benefits screening form (standard process for 
all students!)
✓Flag supports for which student may be eligible
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FS4: Ensure Students Access 
Supports

•Normalize / Destigmatize

•Opt-out vs. Opt-in

• Students as co-designers

•Remove artificial barriers

•Basic supports knowledge for all (Prof Dev)
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Financial Stability 
+ 

Guided Pathways
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Integrating GP + FS: Sample Activities

1. Clarify 
Students’ 

Paths

Clearly communicate 
to all students 

(1) the full cost of 
attendance, 

(2) the economic 
benefits of completion 

by award, and 
(3) the suite of 

available supports to 
help pay for college
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Integrating GP + FS: Sample Activities

2. Get 
Students 
on Path

Conduct a 
screening process 

to determine 
supports and 

services (including 
public benefits) 
for which each 
student may be 

eligible
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Integrating GP + FS: Sample Activities

3. Keep 
Students 
on Path

Educate and 
empower the 

college to recognize 
student financial 

stability issues and 
direct students to 

places/people who 
can assist in 

accessing the 
relevant services
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Integrating GP + FS: Sample Activities

4. Ensure 
Students 

are 
Learning

Embed 
active/applied 

learning activities 
in interactions that 

the student has 
with the institution
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Real Talk

• How can the food pantry be a starting point and not 
an ending point in this work? 

• How are our own policies and processes having 
unintended consequences on (groups of) students?

• How do we normalize the student experience and 
communicate this with students?

• How do we align and offer relevant professional 
development?

• How do we meaningfully engage the campus 
community?
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But… (draft mode)

1. We’re not a social service institution / that’s not our 
job

2. Our students wouldn’t be poor if they could just 
manage their money better

3. Our students will just spend their Pell grants on new 
phones

4. What we need is financial literacy / coaching

5. We need more folks in our financial aid office

6. Reasons students are part-time are beyond our control

7. We already have a food pantry
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Resources
• Beyond Financial Aid Guide (with Self-Assessment) 

www.luminafoundation.org/bfa

• Working Families Success Community College Expansion 
http://achievingthedream.org/resources/initiatives/working-students-
success-network

• Skyline College’s Comprehensive Diversity Framework 
http://skylinecollege.edu/seeed/diversityframework.php

• Benefits Access for College Completion
https://www.clasp.org/tags/benefits-access-college-completion-bacc

• Being Not-Rich at UM (Crowdsourced Google Doc for UM Students)
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ou-AelCrAg6soUJVbiviKAGBGF276w-
UBlw-eMigwOA/edit

• Affordability Hotline (Facebook Group for UM students)
https://www.facebook.com/groups/affordabilityhotline/
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Ping Us

Priyadarshini Chaplot
priya@ncii-improve.com

Nancy Lindman
nancy.lindman@uwmich.org
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