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One Crisis Away: The State of Emergency Aid in
California Higher Education

Introduction

For students of color and students from low-income households, earning a college degree can be transformative. But a single
unexpected expense can derail that opportunity before it is realized. Two-thirds of community college students and more than
40% of university students experience basic needs insecurity, and for many students, available grant aid falls short of covering
their actual costs. These challenges disproportionately affect Black and Native American students, student parents, former
foster youth, justice-impacted students, and students aged 26 to 30.

Emergency financial assistance helps close these gaps
by providing flexible support for housing, food, utilities,

transportation, health care, child care, and other urgent needs.

Evidence shows that this support helps students stay enrolled
and complete credentials. One California community college
found that recipients were twice as likely to earn a credential.
Universities report similar gains, with one study finding

that the provision of emergency aid completely eliminated
the retention gap for first-generation students and another
reporting an 11.2% increase in graduation rates attributable
to emergency aid. Because these needs are often time
sensitive, how quickly aid is disbursed shapes how effective it
can be in averting the crisis it is meant to address.

Despite its effectiveness, emergency aid remains financially
fragile. Before COVID-19, most programs relied on
philanthropy and served only a small number of students.
California expanded support in 2021 by funding campus basic
needs centers across all three public postsecondary systems,
but these resources meet only a fraction of the demand.

Federal relief funds temporarily broadened access but expired
in June 2023, creating a funding cliff that disproportionately
affected the lowest-income students and students of color.
More recent state investments, including $20 million for
Dream Act students and Student Support Block Grant funds,
are one-time allocations rather than ongoing commitments.

In addition, although several state funding streams permit
institutions to provide direct cash assistance, none require it.
Simultaneously, cuts to federal safety net programs threaten to
deepen basic needs insecurity overall.

Building on EdTrust's April 2026 brief, How to Strengthen
the Emergency Safety Net for Today’s Students, this brief
examines California’s emergency aid landscape across the
state’s three public higher education systems, highlights
promising institutional models, and offers recommendations
for institutions and policymakers committed to ensuring
that no student’s educational journey is derailed by a
financial crisis.
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Insight #1: Emergency Financial Assistance Varies Widely Across
and Within California’s Public Higher Education Systems

Survey responses and a review of campus websites reveal a clear hierarchy across California’s public higher
education systems.? University of California campuses offer the most broadly accessible emergency aid programs.
California State University campuses all provide emergency grants but impose more eligibility restrictions.
California Community Colleges lag furthest behind, with the least consistent availability and the most barriers to
access, putting students at greater risk of disenrolling when financial emergencies arise.

These differences closely mirror disparities in state higher education funding. On a per-student basis, community
colleges receive roughly 40% of the funding provided to the university systems. The result is a striking paradox:
the students with the greatest financial need, who are often also students of color, are enrolled at the

very institutions with the fewest resources to support them. This gap limits the ability of colleges serving the
highest-need students to respond quickly when financial crises threaten their enroliment.

Across all three systems, emergency aid programs consistently emphasize that eligible expenses must

be unforeseen and nonrecurring. This standard is difficult to apply when students present with ongoing,
compounding needs that a single payment cannot resolve. For this reason, effective emergency aid programs tend
to be embedded within broader basic needs infrastructures, allowing staff to address students’ financial crises while
connecting them to longer-term supports.
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Insight #1

University of California: All 10 University of California campuses 66

offer emergency financial assistance programs that include Tbe Students

grants. Eligibility requirements are generally broad; most C

campuses require only that students be enrolled and have ‘ZQ)ltb tbe greatQSt

submitted a FAFSA or California Dream Act Application (CADAA).

[
Two campuses also require students to exhaust their loan ﬁnanClal need,
eligibility, a requirement discouraged by best-practice guides

because it increases student debt and may discourage students ‘ZQJbO are Often also
with the greatest needs from seeking support.

students of color,
Emergency aid access policies vary, with some campuses
permitting grants as often as once per semester, and others are enrOIIed at tbe

limiting awards to once per year or every two years. Response

[ [d [
times are typically fast, with most campuses indicating very lnStltutlons
processing requests within two to three days, although one <
university’s website indicated that approval may take up to 30 T,Q)ltb tbe fewe8t
days. Most campuses list examples of eligible expenses, such as

housing, food, car repairs, medical costs, and short-term child resources tO
care, while emphasizing that other urgent needs may also qualify. 'z
support them.

California State University: All 22 California State University
campuses offer emergency grant programs, but eligibility
requirements vary considerably and can create significant
barriers to access. Although many campuses define eligibility
broadly, some impose minimum enrollment thresholds,
academic progress standards, or requirements that students
exhaust their loan eligibility to qualify for emergency aid. Several
campus websites also incorrectly state that students must
have room within their financial aid package, despite federal
rules allowing emergency aid to be awarded outside Cost of
Attendance calculations.

e
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Insight #1

Award amounts and availability also differ widely across California State University campuses. Maximum grants
range from $200 to more than $2,000, and usage limits vary from once per academic year to once in a lifetime.
When specified, turnaround times typically fall within one to two weeks, although some campuses indicate four
to six weeks, and many provide no time frame. Survey respondents indicated that programs are funded primarily
through state basic needs allocations, supplemented by philanthropic support.

California Community Colleges: Community colleges exhibit the greatest variation in emergency aid while
facing the most significant resource constraints. Although these programs are inconsistently described on campus
websites, an estimated 60% to 80% of colleges appear to offer emergency grants. Others provide only in-kind
assistance, such as gift cards, although students in specialized programs, such as Extended Opportunity Program
and Services, NextUp, and Dream Centers, may have access to additional support.

Most programs are open to all enrolled students, but slightly under half require enroliment in at least six units.
FAFSA or CADAA submission is the most common additional requirement, and just over half impose academic
standards such as minimum GPA or meeting Satisfactory Academic Progress standards. Less common restrictions
include California residency, good disciplinary standing, financial literacy coursework, income limits, or an active
education plan. A few state that students must have demonstrated unmet need, despite federal rules eliminating
this requirement. Turnaround times range from three business days to six weeks. Financial aid and business office
bottlenecks are the primary cause of delays in disbursing aid, with programs that disburse through campus
foundations able to move faster. Most colleges cap grants at $500, but caps range from as much as $1,000 or more
toaslow as $100.

Funding for California Community College emergency aid programs comes from a wide range of sources.
Designated basic needs funding is the most common, with about one-third of colleges supplementing their
programs through private grants or individual donors. Other sources include one-time Student Success Block Grant
funds, Student Equity and Achievement funds, lottery funds, and CalFresh Education and Training funds.

The California Community College system received a $100 million allocation of one-time supplemental funding for
basic needs support in the 2021-22 state budget that is largely spent. Several survey and interview respondents
expressed concern about long-term sustainability as one-time funding is exhausted.

A Hidden Pressure:
How Recruiting Practices Strain Students and Emergency
Aid Programs

Basic needs staff at several community colleges report that recruited out-of-state student athletes, disproportionately
Black men, are overrepresented among those seeking emergency aid. Athletic departments recruit these students to
California campuses without ensuring they have stable housing or adequate financial resources, leaving emergency
aid programs to absorb the consequences. The result is a double crisis: It compromises student well-being while
overextending campus emergency funds intended for the broader student body.

This problem has gone largely unexamined, and it warrants a coordinated response. The California Community
College Athletic Association, working with the Chancellor’s Office, should ensure that out-of-state student athletes
are not left to depend on emergency funding for basic expenses. This could include better tracking of affected
athletes, clearer information for recruits about local costs and aid eligibility, and an assessment of financial need
before out-of-state athletes enroll.
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Insight #2: Campus Models Demonstrate Promising Practices

The following examples highlight how institutions are designing emergency aid programs that respond
quickly to student needs while reducing barriers to access.

1. University of California, Berkeley, uses a single Basic Needs Assistance Form as a centralized entry point
for any urgent need to minimize the number of times students must retell their stories while capturing the
full scope of what they need. To ensure a student-friendly process, the form relies on simple checkboxes,
features inclusive language, and does not require students to upload documentation verifying their
circumstance with the initial application.

Each student is supported by both a care coordinator and a dedicated financial aid counselor. Care
coordinators handle crisis stabilization and approve straightforward requests using an equity-based rubric;
financial aid counselors address cost of attendance adjustments, dependency appeals, and other strategies
to maximize aid. A multidisciplinary Emergency Fund Committee meets weekly for more complex cases.
Students who are not eligible for direct funding receive personalized referrals rather than a simple denial.

Berkeley tracks detailed demographic and service data to monitor equity, identify emerging needs, and
support fundraising and advocacy. Urgent cases are triaged for immediate response; nonurgent requests
are typically approved within five to seven business days. The program’s $1.16 million budget draws from
state funding, philanthropic donations, and a student-approved basic needs fee of $4 per term.

2. California State University, Long Beach, has designed its program for ease of access. The trauma-
informed basic needs application relies primarily on checkboxes; case managers are assigned the same
day; and students can schedule appointments online, with reserved slots for urgent cases. At the initial
meeting, case managers can approve grants of up to $1,500 without additional authorization, with
payment typically issued within five days. Documentation requirements are flexible, and there is no GPA
requirement or loan-exhaustion test.

A defining feature is case managers’ access to students’ financial aid records, including Student Aid Index
and unmet need, allowing staff to identify those with significant unmet financial need. Students with
the lowest incomes and at least $10,000 in unmet need are prioritized. Students may also be referred to
financial aid for additional support and connected to campus and community resources.
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Insight #2

1. The basic needs program is promoted through weekly tabling in the student union plaza, classroom
presentations, staff and faculty trainings, and a strong online presence. Funding comes primarily from
state basic needs allocations, supplemented by a university commitment to raise $500,000 annually in
philanthropic support. The director has established a policy that 60% of the program budget is distributed
directly to students, with emergency grants totaling $300,000 to $400,000 annually, complemented by
emergency housing beds and meals.

All staff receive annual training in trauma-informed care, motivational interviewing, and effective student
engagement. Professional staff are supported by graduate social work interns and student workers funded
through work-study and similar initiatives. This includes a team of peer coaches who provide dedicated
financial wellness counseling. The program tracks usage patterns across student populations, and periodic
Campus Pulse surveys provide additional insight into students’ experiences and emerging needs.

2. San Diego Mesa College and Santa Barbara City College share a commitment to removing barriers and
meeting students where they are. Both contract with UWill, an online platform that provides 24/7 access to
licensed care coordinators who triage cases, connect students to community resources, and extend each
program’s reach beyond normal business hours.

Mesa College stands out for speed and impact. Students complete an online screener and are assigned to
a counselor within 24 hours; students with smaller needs can receive gas or grocery cards the same day.
For larger requests, a three-person team makes a same-day decision and cuts a check through the college
foundation within 24 to 48 hours. The program also tracks its outcomes rigorously, partnering with the
college’s Institutional Effectiveness office to analyze retention and completion data. This internal analysis
has produced compelling evidence that the program is closing equity gaps, particularly for Black men.

Santa Barbara City College’s defining strength is its accessibility. Recognizing that many students,
especially those who are working or parenting, have limited time, the program allows emergency aid
(called microgrants) to be approved through a simple online application with no meeting required.

For a first request, no documentation is needed. If a student returns for a second grant, they provide
documentation and meet with a care coordinator at that point. Eligibility is assessed holistically: Rather
than imposing minimum academic requirements, the committee looks at whether a student is making
progress toward their goals, taking into account how financial instability may have affected their
academic record.

Applications are reviewed weekly by a committee that includes both basic needs and financial aid staff,
with aid disbursed one week after a decision. The program is also committed to continuous improvement.
It actively explores faster payment options and ways to balance their open access approach with better
targeting of resources toward students with the greatest need.

g o o
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Insight #3: Emergency Aid Framework Can Guide Effective

Program Design

Research and practitioner experience point to a clear set of practices that determine whether emergency aid
programs actually help students navigate financial crises and stay enrolled. The following framework synthesizes
findings from the literature (see Appendix B) and lessons from the case studies highlighted in this brief. This
emergency aid equity framework is intended as a tool that can help California institutions close persistent gaps in
access and ensure that emergency aid reaches the students who need it most.

Build and Sustain Strong Programs

» Maximize the use of state funding sources for emergency aid and fundraise locally to ensure
program sustainability.

» Track how emergency aid is used and who receives it and use this data to improve program design and
demonstrate impact.

» Obtain input from students regularly to continuously evaluate and improve the program model.

» Connect with other institutions to share best practices.

Ensure Students Know and Apply
» Train faculty and staff to identify and refer students who need support.

» Identify and reach students in need rather than waiting for them to self-identify.

> Market emergency assistance robustly, either independently or in the context of broader basic needs support,
using a range of modalities, including printed materials, classroom presentations, tabling, social media, and
college websites.

Eliminate Barriers to Access
> Create a simple, student-friendly, and trauma-informed application.

> Offer multiple ways to apply, including online, in person, and by phone.

» Establish criteria to prioritize emergency aid for students with the greatest need, such as those with low incomes,
student parents, and immigrant populations.

» Define emergencies broadly to allow flexibility for a range of student needs.

» Avoid overly burdensome eligibility restrictions, such as minimum GPA requirements, full-time enrollment
requirements or loan exhaustion requirements.

» Avoid excessive documentation requirements and accept informal documentation when formal documentation
is not available.

Deliver Aid Quickly and Effectively
> Expedite eligibility determinations and disbursements, ideally responding within 48 hours for urgent needs.

» Provide students with clear, specific information about how and when assistance will be provided.

> Pair emergency assistance with case management, benefits navigation, financial counseling, and referrals to
campus and community resources to address longer-term or chronic challenges, including partnering with
financial aid to make real-time adjustments to students’financial aid packages, when feasible.

» Train staff in techniques such as motivational interviewing to communicate compassion, understanding, and
empathy to ensure students feel comfortable asking for help.

» Train staff to identify and address implicit bias.

Although many institutions have developed effective practices, these remain uneven and often depend on local
resources and capacity. State policy should and can play a critical role in ensuring that all students, regardless of
where they enroll, have access to emergency aid that is timely, accessible, and effective at reducing financial shocks
from disrupting enrollment and attainment.
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Policy Recommendations

To move from a patchwork approach to a sustainable strategy, California should focus on three priorities: funding emergency aid
reliably, ensuring students can access it without barriers, and strengthening accountability for results.

Fund:
Dedicate funding

California already provides several funding streams that permit direct student assistance, but
none require institutions to use funds for this purpose. The state should establish a dedicated,
ongoing funding stream for emergency aid, with particular emphasis on community colleges.
Funding should prioritize districts serving large shares of low-income students and students of
color and those with limited institutional resources. Washington State and North Carolina have
such programs in place, and New York recently approved a similar program.

Fix:
Remove access
barriers

The state could condition emergency aid funding on eliminating common barriers, such

as GPA requirements or rules forcing students to exhaust loan eligibility first, policies that
disproportionately exclude students of color and those with the fewest resources. It could also
require institutions to correctly apply and communicate federal rules; as noted earlier, some
colleges still wrongly state that aid must fit within unmet need, deterring eligible applicants.
Washington State and North Carolina are examples of states that use funding as leverage to
set such requirements. Washington conditions its grants on keeping access as low barrier as
possible and on issuing payments within four business days of approval, whereas North Carolina
requires that students receive their grant within three business days.

Fix:

Remove barriers
related to Middle
Class Scholarsbip
(MCS)

Despite its name, the MCS program serves many low-income students at public four-year
institutions. Under current rules, receiving an emergency grant can result in a reduction of a
student’s MCS award, cutting overall aid for the students who can least afford it, at the very
moment they are facing a financial crisis. Emergency grants should be fully exempt from MCS
award calculations.

Track:
Enbance data
tracking

Without better data, it is difficult to know where additional resources are most needed. Public
colleges and universities could be required to report, as part of existing basic needs reporting,
the share of funds distributed directly to students and the amount from all funding sources
devoted to flexible emergency aid. Data could be disaggregated by student characteristics to
help policymakers assess whether emergency aid is reaching students with the greatest need.

Conclusion

Emergency aid is one of the most direct and effective tools available to help students stay enrolled when
financial crises arise. Yet access remains uneven, and the institutions serving students with the greatest need
often have the fewest resources. By investing in sustainable funding, removing unnecessary barriers, and

strengthening accountability, California can ensure that no student’s educational goals are derailed by a

temporary financial setback.
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APPENDIX A

Emergency Aid Programs: Washingion and Nortb Carolina

Feature

Washington — Student Emergency Assistance
Grant (SEAG)

Created as a state-funded pilot in 2019;

North Carolina — Finish Line Grants (FLG)

Began with federal Workforce Innovation and

:::i':g expanded with additional state funding in the Opportunity Act funds; transitioned to COVID relief funds
2021-23 budget cycle in fall 2022; state-appropriated as of Fiscal Year 2023-24

Fundin $1.5 million per year in 2025-26 and 2026-27. Colleges

amoun? $4.75 million annually receive a base allocation of $20,000 plus amounts based

on student Full-Time Equivalent.

Participating

30 community and technical colleges currently

All 58 community colleges

requirements

receive funds; colleges must establish criteria for
prioritizing emergency aid disbursement

institutions participate, with final 4 joining in 2026-27
. . Students at participating colleges who face Enrolled students in good academic standing
Eligible . S S . . :
unforeseen emergencies that threaten their ability | experiencing an unanticipated hardship that impedes
students o
to stay enrolled their ability to stay enrolled
Colleges must keep access as low barrier as possible : . .
Access and cannot require students to file the FAFSA to Outstanding fees need not be paid first; colleges

determine academic standing requirements locally, but
GPA threshold can be no higher than 2.0.

Award
amount

Not specified

Up to $1,000 per semester, with a maximum of $2,000 per
fiscal year

Covered costs

Housing, food, technology, transportation,
child-related, health-related, utilities, books, and
nontuition fees/fines

Housing, medical needs, dependent care, and other
hardships. Tuition/fees/books only with preapproval;
excludes mobile phone service; may be used to pay
exam/licensing fees

awarded funds, to assess impact and provide
additional support

Turnaround Approved requests for emergency aid must be Students should receive a grant within 3 business days of
time processed within 4 business days submitting all required documentation
. Annugl report tothe legislature each Dgcgmber Colleges may be required to report student success and
Reporting identifying grant amounts and summarizing how : . .
- completion data; the System Office monitors compliance
funds were distributed
Il foll 10- 45- - .
.Co eges mustfollow up at 10-and 45-day Originally required students to have completed a
. intervals, regardless of whether the students were L . )

Misc. minimum percentage of their program, but this was

eliminated in 2025
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Endnoles

1 This brief focuses on flexible emergency grants rather than emergency loans or the use of in-kind resources such as food pantries, meal swipes, grocery cards,
and gas cards.

2 This analysis draws from two primary sources of data. First, a survey was distributed to basic needs coordinators at all California Community Colleges and
California State Universities in April-May 2026 to ask about the structure, eligibility requirements, funding sources, and operations of campus emergency aid
programs. Thirty-six California Community Colleges and four California State Us completed the survey. Second, for institutions that did not respond to the
survey, as well as for all University of California campuses, researchers conducted a website review of publicly available information on emergency aid program
eligibility, grant amounts, turnaround times, and allowable uses. Website information that was unavailable or unclear is noted in the findings.
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