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Overview

When people miss a big opportunity right in front of them, we often say that they 
failed to “connect the dots.” 

The phrase is deliberately ambiguous about how easily they could have done what 
in retrospect seems obvious. On one hand, the link between cause and effect is not 
always readily apparent: there are, after all, only a bunch of data points – dots – 
rather than neat lines and clear pictures. And making sense of them is often more 
art than science. On the other hand, once you’ve seen the pattern – once you’ve 
connected the dots – it seems as though it was staring you in the face all along.

So imagine if we said this: we have identified one factor that correlates to 
getting millions of people ready for the 21st-century economy, putting them 
and their children on a path to economic success, and helping solve the crisis of 
intergenerational poverty that has dogged our society for decades. 

Are you curious? The key is our nation’s community colleges. There is a provable 
link between successful community college education, the future of our children’s 
well-being, and our country’s long-term economic stability. 

Not immediately obvious? It wasn’t to us either. So let’s connect the dots…

Why Higher Education Matters

The economic benefits of completing college are well documented. Studies show 
that one of the best ways to move to a higher economic quintile and to the middle 
class is to attain a college degree.1 People with a bachelor’s degree will earn nearly 
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twice as much as those with only a high school diploma, and over a third more 
than students with only some college coursework (see Figure 1).2 An associate’s 
degree results in 15 percent higher annual earnings for men and 48 percent higher 
annual earnings for women.3  

Unsurprisingly, these higher earnings increase the well-being and success not only 
of those students, but also of their children.

A Journey Cut Short

Unfortunately, less than one-third of students who set out to obtain a degree at a 
community college actually complete it.4  

Why do so many of these students drop out? The answer, all too often, is that 
simple economic barriers get in the way. 

We traditionally think of college students as kids in their late teens and early 
twenties enjoying an extended adolescence. The archetypal college student 
comes right out of high school, is unburdened by dependents, and still receives 
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Figure 1
Increased Education Yields Higher Earnings
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considerable financial support from Mom and Dad. These are all factors that make 
the undertaking easier. 

But many college students today are older, working full- or part-time, running 
a household, and/or raising children (many as single parents).5 Getting through 
college isn’t easy to begin with. It’s exponentially harder when students must 
balance studying with raising kids and/or working. 

These are the students who disproportionately attend community college.6 Young 
single mothers, for example, are more likely to have schooling interrupted and 
to return to college as older adults, to be low-income, to be eligible for public 
benefits, and to rely on the community college system. Most of these low-income 
mothers attend school after their children are born.7 These mothers of young 
children are less likely to complete a degree.8  

At the end of the day, it’s not about raw ability. Students who are high academic 
achievers but who come from low-income backgrounds are about as likely to finish 
college as low academic achievers who come from more privileged circumstances.9  
In short, completing college revolves more around having the resources to stick it 
out than anything else.

Over 75 percent of respondents to a Pew Hispanic Center and Kaiser Family 
Foundation poll cited money as the main reason they deferred attending or 
dropped out of college.10 Twenty-nine percent of community college students 
have household incomes under $20,000; financial pressures force most (nearly 80 
percent) to seek full- or part-time work.11 Often they simply can’t make enough 
while in school to cover expenses. 

Imagine if these students could find a way to support their families, pay their bills, 
and set a course for a brighter future with an associate’s – and perhaps ultimately a 
bachelor’s – degree under their belt. Shouldn’t we be doing everything we can as a 
society to encourage these strivers? 

Meeting Students Where They Are: Augmenting Traditional 
Financial Aid

At Single Stop, our Big Idea is to give families juggling community college, work, and/
or kids the economic and other supports they need before they have to choose between 
staying in school and making ends meet. We can do this effectively and efficiently 
by acknowledging the real costs of attending community college, broadening the 
concept of financial aid to include comprehensive benefits and services, and building 
the capacity of these institutions so that they can better help students access support. 
Families should no longer have to opt for either short-term survival or long-term success.

Many community college students confront the same problem that struggling 
families face nationwide: too little time and information to take advantage of 
benefits and services designed for them. The problem is doubly tragic for these 
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students, and subsequently for our nation, because circumstances force them to 
forgo the higher education that would provide the ticket to a more stable and 
prosperous future.

If the students can’t find the benefits and services for which they’re eligible, why 
not let those benefits and services find the students? We can provide integrated 
support services to community college students, including benefits counseling, free 
tax preparation, and legal and financial services. And because community colleges 
are increasingly important in educating those students most in need, we can 
partner with community colleges to offer these integrated services comprehensively 
and on-site. 

What’s the big deal? Those services and supports are critical to helping students 
stay in school and complete their education. 

In one recent pilot program, community college students given as little as $300 
were more likely to stay in school and access supportive services.12 In another, financial 
interventions increased semester-to-semester reenrollment by more than 30 percent.13 

We can build on these successes (historically supported by funds that may 
diminish or disappear at any time) by using the panoply of existing resources – 
tax credits, health insurance, food stamps, and child care – to augment students’ 
bottom lines. 

These men and women are at the heart of our economy. They are tomorrow’s 
middle class. A small investment to guide them to benefits and services for which 
they are already eligible is a negligible price to pay for the rewards that will be 
reaped by generations to come.

Here’s how it already works at a number of community colleges in New York, 
San Francisco, and elsewhere: Counselors use a cutting-edge technology tool to 
determine which benefits a student is eligible for in as little as 15 minutes. They 
then guide the students through the application process and connect them to 
other on-site services. Tax preparers at the college prepare the students’ tax returns 
for free. Legal and financial counseling help address housing and other needs and 
enable students to build their assets. 

A Better, Brighter Future

With the help of these support services, parents can stay in school longer, reap the 
increased earning potential of higher education, and give their children a better 
chance at economic success. 

The virtuous cycle works like this: parents who pursue higher levels of education 
encourage their children to do the same, whether explicitly or by serving as role 
models.14 Children of more highly educated parents begin school with higher 
academic skills and perform better throughout their years in school.15 Those 
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benefits apply both to children born before their parents complete college and to 
those born long after.

For example, studies show that mothers’ education levels forecast children’s 
educational attainment throughout life, from IQ tests as early as age 5 to school 
completion rates at age 20.16 Parental education also leads to improved school 
readiness among children.17 One study demonstrated that children whose mothers 
enrolled in college during the first three years of their lives showed higher math 
and reading achievement when they reached school age, even when household 
incomes did not increase.18 

Parents with additional education have higher incomes. Greater income allows 
families to buy homes in better school districts, to send their kids to summer 
camp, tutoring, and other enrichment activities.19 An increase of as little as $1,000 
in family income has been shown to improve children’s test scores by 2 percent in 
math and more than 3.5 percent in reading.20  

Studies also show that an additional year of parental schooling beyond high school 
increases a child’s eventual income by 5.3 percent, and an additional year of 
tertiary education generates an 8.3 percent increase in a child’s income.21  

“For hundreds of thousands of underprivileged students, a college education is the 
first step up the ladder of social mobility, and their college attendance generates 
upward mobility for their children,” according to Attewell and Lavin, who studied 
women who graduated from the City University of New York in the 1970s to 
learn about the progress of their children 30 years later.22  

So a small intervention today yields increased lifetime earnings for the family, 
improved parent-child relationships, and increased academic achievement for 
children. How much more persuasion should we need?

A Case Study

Janet was a part-time student at a community college, the mother of an eight-
year-old girl, and a hostess in a restaurant. She was lucky if she made $1,000 in a 
given month. Soon after the semester started, she fell behind in her rent, due to 
her reduced hours at work, and received a delinquency notice. Heat, electricity, 
and phone bills started piling up. Dropping her classes and picking up hours at 
work was a tempting, albeit temporary, solution to her problems. Dropping out 
of school entirely would have saved time and, in the short run, money. Something 
had to give; it looked as if it was going to be Janet’s studies.

This is where Single Stop, an intermediary benefits access and counseling provider, 
stepped in. Janet’s school advisor referred her to a Single Stop site located on her 
campus. A benefits counselor, financial counselor, and legal consultant helped Janet 
get her finances in order and access benefits for which she was eligible that would 
help pay her utilities, obtain health insurance, and supplement food expenses. 
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Janet was also eligible for as much as a $3,000 earned income tax credit, as 
well as additional educational and child tax credits. These supports gave Janet 
the resources she needed to keep working and to stay in school long enough to 
complete her accounting degree. She now earns approximately $67,000 a year – 
over five times more than she was earning as a hostess.23  

Janet’s situation is hardly unique; in fact, it is the norm. More than 5.5 million 
students drop out of community college each year. Imagine if we reached just 
one in ten of these men and women. We would have half a million more college 
graduates every year, better-educated parents (with higher wages), and fewer 
children growing up in poverty. 

Connecting the Dots

Last year, at community-based organizations and community colleges, Single 
Stop served 120,000 families (using the model shown in Figure 2) – helping them 
access more than $300 million worth of benefits, tax refunds, and services. That’s 
an average of $2,500 per family – $2,500 that augmented income; allowed for 
preventive care visits; and paid for nutritious food, rent, or electric bills; or was 

Figure 2
The Single Stop Model
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set aside as savings. Twenty-five hundred dollars is more than 25 percent of the 
average community college student’s take-home income. 

It should come as no surprise, then, that students receiving Single Stop services 
were more likely to reenroll the following semester, with all the long-term benefits 
that reenrollment – and ultimately program completion – promises. 

With partnerships currently in four states and system-wide relationships in two of 
the nation’s largest community college systems – the City University of New York 
and the City College of San Francisco – Single Stop expects to provide services to 
nearly 7,000 students in 2010, helping them access benefits and services worth 
more than $20 million. In partnership with the Association of Community 
College Trustees, Single Stop is laying the groundwork for national replication and 
expects to continue its expansion into new states and systems in the coming years.

Millions of students at community colleges are on a path to lift their families 
out of poverty and provide increased opportunity for their children. We have the 
resources to ensure that they can succeed – without reshaping society or creating 
new, redundant, and complicated processes. A big idea can make big changes 
without requiring big sacrifices. 

Let’s see the big picture right in front of us. Let’s connect the dots. Let’s give 
hardworking community college students the resources and support they need to 
make their own future, their children’s future, and our country’s future a better 
and brighter one. 
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