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INTRODUCTION
Identifying “on-track” indicators has become a 
widely used strategy for identifying those who may 
need early intervention with the goal of improving 
high school graduation rates (Allensworth et al., 
2018). On-Track indicators focus on behavioral 
and contextual factors associated with students’ 
academic progress (Allensworth et al., 2018). 
Developed by the University of Chicago Consortium 
on School Research (Allensworth & Easton, 2005), 
the Freshman On-Track measure is determined by 
two key indicators: earning at least five full-year 
course credits during the freshman year and having 
no more than one semester failure in a core subject. 
Students must meet both criteria to be considered 
on-track. This metric has helped Chicago Public 
Schools (CPS) identify students at risk of not 
graduating, contributing to a 20 percentage point 
increase in graduation rates.

Inspired by this work, previous research (Farruggia 
et al., 2020) at the University of Illinois Chicago has 
identified an on-track indicator for first-year college 
students, including earning at least a 2.4 GPA in 
the first-term in college, earning at least 22 credits 
in the first year of college, earning at least a “C” in 
the first course of a two-course writing sequence, 
and having no unresolved financial holds in the first 
term. As seen, First-Year On-Track does include a 
financial indicator that reflects the differing ways 
that college versus high school is funded with 
students and their families being more responsible 
for the costs of college. First-Year On-Track is 
highly predictive of 6-year graduation from college 
for those who matriculate as first-time, first-year 
students. Please see Farruggia et al. (2020) for a full 
discussion of the First-Year On-Track Index and its 
development.
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Given the success of the First-Year On-Track metric, 
an on-track indicator was developed for transfer 
students (see Farruggia et al., 2025). Like many 
universities, UIC has had a substantial increase 
in the number of transfer students matriculating 
in the past 15 years (Kennedy-Phillips, 2015; 
Warfield, 2024b). While transfer students typically 
do well at UIC, one in five (20%) do not complete 
their degrees (Warfield, 2024a). This is concerning 
given that they had to have been successful in their 
previous college/university for them to be admitted 
to UIC as a transfer student. The transition into a 
new academic environment, along with potential 
financial, social, and academic barriers, may affect 
transfer students’ ability to meet on-track indicators. 
Examining the distinct needs of transfer students 
is crucial in supporting their success and ensuring 
they receive the appropriate resources and 
interventions to stay on track for graduation. 

Research on UIC students has revealed that factors 
like unmet financial need, basic needs insecurity, 
family background, and noncognitive strengths 
influence on-track status (Farruggia et al., 2022; 
Farruggia et al., 2025; Perez et al., 2021). 

These challenges often lead to radiating effects, 
such as increased mental health issues like anxiety 
and depression, which further hinder academic 
performance (The Hope Center for Student Basic 
Needs, 2025). Therefore, meeting basic needs 
such as food security and stable housing is critical 
for students’ academic success, as these factors 
directly influence their ability to focus and thrive 
in educational settings (Coakley et al., 2022). 
Findings from the Hope Center’s 2023-24 Student 
Basic Needs report revealed that 59% of college 
students experience at least one form of basic 
needs insecurity, with 41% facing food insecurity 
and 48% dealing with housing instability (The Hope 
Center for Student Basic Needs, 2025). Without 
access to adequate food or housing, students 
struggle to engage fully in their studies, which 
undermines their ability to complete degrees and 
achieve long-term economic stability.  
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AIMS
This study aimed to understand how basic needs 
impacted students’ academic success in their 
first-year at UIC as measured by on-track status 
and retention. Using survey data collected from 
matriculating first-year and transfer students, 
the aim of Part 1 of this study was to describe 
the prevalence of basic needs, specifically food 
insecurity and housing instability in first-year and 
transfer students. How students who received 
referrals for basic needs services performed in 
terms of academic success was further examined. 
Academic success was measured using two 
metrics, namely on-track status and retention. Part 
1 describes which student groups may benefit the 
most from interventions focused on basic needs.

Part 2 of this report highlights qualitative data that 
was collected from conducting a total of 26 semi-
structured interviews with 14 first-year students 
and 12 transfer students to better understand 
how basic needs fit into students’ personal 
and academic journeys. The students were all 
academically successful in their first semester of 
college but had an unresolved financial hold after 
that first-term. The coding system and themes 
derived from these interviews are described and 
contextualizes access to basic needs for UIC first-
year and transfer students.
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PART ONE:  
QUANTITATIVE DATA
Methods 
Data from three UIC surveys—the Pre-
Matriculation Inventory (PMI) of First-Year 
Students, the Pre-Matriculation Inventory of 
Transfer Students, and the Fall Survey—were 
included in this study. Students completed the 
PMI survey at the time of placement testing. The 
PMI is administered to first-year and transfer 
students by the Office for Research on Student 
Success. One section of the PMI provides 
students the opportunity to be referred to offices 
that provide support for food insecurities and 
housing instabilities. In addition, UIC Student 
Affairs administers the Fall Survey that is sent to 
all undergraduate students annually during the 
fall term. The Fall Survey has three components: 
1) student information; 2) intervention questions; 
and 3) student learning outcomes assessment 
data. The intervention questions include 
questions about students' basic needs. Using the 
on-track and retention indicators maintained by 

the university’s data warehouse, students’ basic 
needs and academic success were examined 
together.
 
A total of 7,728 students completed the 
2023 Fall Survey representing 35% of the 
undergraduate student population at that 
time. For this study, only students in their first 
year at UIC were included, which includes 
those who matriculated as first-year students 
(73%) and those who matriculated as transfer 
students (27%). Next, 4,125 students who were 
matriculating into UIC for Fall 2023 completed 
the Pre-Matriculation Inventory of First-Year 
Students, representing an 89% response rate. 
Finally, 1,096 students completed the Fall 
2023 Pre-Matriculation Inventory of Transfer 
Students, representing a 54% response rate. A 
demographic overview of respondents for the 
three surveys is included in Table 1.

Table 1. 2023 Fall Survey, and Fall 2023 First-Year and Transfer Student Pre-Matriculation  
Inventory Surveys Participant Demographic Information

Fall Survey PMI

Demographic
First-Year 
Students

Transfer 
Students

First-Year 
Students

Transfer 
Students

Race/Ethnicity

Asian American

Black 

Latinx 

White

International 

Multi-Race

23%

9%

37%

18%

9%

3%

17%

7%

29%

35%

6%

3%

22%

9%

42%

18%

5%

3%

17%

7%

33%

32%

4%

5%

Gender 
Female 
Male

59%
41%

61%
38%

55%
45%

52%
48%

Generation Status 
First Generation 
Continuing 
Generation 

53%
47%

57%
43%

58%
42%

57%
43%
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Results
The results of the PMI and the Fall Survey were 
examined to identify trends in first-year and 
transfer students’ basic needs. Using data from the 
PMI survey, Tables 2 and 3 present the housing 
insecurity referral request, on-track and retention 
rates for both first-year and transfer students, 
categorized by race/ethnicity. Thirteen percent of 
first-year students requested a housing insecurity 
referral, with the highest percentage of referrals 
among International students (34%) and Black 
students (26%), and the lowest among White 
students (8%). Transfer students (14%) had similar 
trends, with the highest referral rates among 
International students (30%) and Black students 
(29%), and the lowest among White students (10%).

Next, on-track and retention were examined 
among students who had made a housing referral 
request, starting with on-track. For first-year 
students who requested a housing insecurity 

referral, 59% were on-track. White students (75%), 
International students (70%), Asian American 
students (68%), and Multi-race students (67%) 
were more likely to be on-track compared to Latinx 
students (51%) and Black students (45%). In 
contrast, a larger proportion of transfer students 
who requested a housing insecurity referral were 
on track (75%). With the exception of Latinx 
students, race/ethnicity differences in on-track 
status among transfer students who requested a 
housing referral were similar to first-year students. 

Importantly, among all groups with the exception 
of Latinx transfer students, students who made a 
housing referral request were less likely to be on-
track compared to all students. 

This reflects that, despite the referral process 
being an intervention, housing needs may still be 
interfering with academic success.
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A different pattern was found for retention among 
transfer students. Overall, transfer students who 
made a housing referral request had high rates of 
retention (86%), with Multi-race students (93%) 
and Latinx students (91%)  being the most likely to 
be retained, while Asian American students (83%) 
and International students (82%) were less likely 

to be retained. Retention for all transfer students 
tended to be lower than those with housing referral 
requests, with the exception of Asian American 
students and White students. 

Next, food insecurity referral requests, on-track 
and retention rates for first-year and transfer 

Table 2. Percentage of First-Year and Transfer Students with a Housing Referral Request On-Track

Housing Insecurities 
Referral Request

Proportion of Students 
with a Referral Request 

On-Track

Proportion of All 
Students On-Track

First-Year Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

13%

12%
25%
11%
8%

34%
12%

59%

68%
45%
51%
75%
70%
67%

65%

79%
53%
54%
77%
71%
73%

Transfer Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

14%

14%
29%
12%
10%
30%
13%

82%

72%
64%
83%
78%
71%
64%

75%

84%
67%
78%
87%
77%
82%

Note. Data were from the Pre-Matriculation Inventory and university data warehouse.
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students, categorized by race/ethnicity, are 
displayed in Tables 4 and 5. Transfer students 
(32%) were more likely to request a food 
insecurity referral compared to first-year students 
(24%). Among first-year students, International 
students (41%) and Black students (36%) were 
more likely to request a food insecurity referral, 
while Asian American students (17%) and White 
students (16%) were least likely. A similar trend 
was seen among transfer students, in which 
International students (54%), Black students 
(52%), and Latinx students (39%) were more likely 
to request a food insecurity referral compared to 
Asian American (26%) and White (20%) students. 

In examining on-track rates of students who 
requested a food insecurity referral, transfer 
students (72%) were more likely to be on-track 
compared to first-year students (60%). Among 
first-year students with a food insecurity referral, 
International students (76%), Multi-race (73%), 

White (72%), and Asian American (70%) students 
were more likely to be on-track compared to 
Latinx (54%) and Black (49%) students.  
When comparing first-year students experiencing 
food insecurity to all first-year students, those with 
the referral request had lower or similar on-track 
rates, with the exception of International students, 
where those with a referral request had a higher 
on-track rate.

For transfer students with a food insecurity referral, 
Asian American students (79%) were slightly more 
likely to be on-track and Multi-race (64%) and Black 
students (59%) were least likely to be on-track. 
Unlike first-year students, there were consistent 
differences among all transfer students and those 
with a food insecurities request; all transfer student 
groups with a food insecurity request had lower on-
track rates compared to all transfer students within 
that racial/ethnic group.

Table 3. Percentage of First-Year and Transfer Students with a Housing Referral Request Retained

Housing Insecurities 
Referral Request

Proportion of Students 
with a Referral Request 

On-Track

Proportion of All 
Students On-Track

First-Year Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

13%

12%
25%
11%
8%

34%
12%

74%

83%
70%
66%
79%
85%
82%

80%

91%
74%
72%
85%
88%
79%

Transfer Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

14%

14%
29%
12%
10%
30%
13%

86%

83%
86%
91%
87%
82%
93%

85%

88%
73%
84%
87%
80%
83%

Note. Data were from the Pre-Matriculation Inventory and university data warehouse.
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Finally, among students who requested a food 
insecurity referral, transfer students (87%) were 
more likely to be retained compared to first-year 
students (76%). For first-year students with a 
food insecurity referral, International (88%), Asian 
American (86%), White (83%), and Multi-race 
(82%) students were more likely to be retained 
compared to Black (73%) and Latinx (70%) 
students. First-year students who made a food 

insecurity referral request generally had lower 
retention rates compared to all first-year students. 

Among transfer students, there is closer racial/
ethnic parity in retention rates among students 
who requested a food insecurity referral. Like first-
year students, those with a food insecurity referral 
had lower retention rates compared to all transfer 
students.

Table 4. Food Insecurities Referral Request and Proportion of Students with a Referral Request 
On-Track

Housing Insecurities 
Referral Request

Proportion of Students 
with a Referral Request 

On-Track

Proportion of All 
Students On-Track

First-Year Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

13%

12%
25%
11%
8%

34%
12%

74%

83%
70%
66%
79%
85%
82%

80%

91%
74%
72%
85%
88%
79%

Transfer Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

14%

14%
29%
12%
10%
30%
13%

86%

83%
86%
91%
87%
82%
93%

85%

88%
73%
84%
87%
80%
83%

Note. Data were from the Pre-Matriculation Inventory and university data warehouse.
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Next, food insecurity was measured in the Fall 
2023 survey in which students were asked if they 
had ever skipped a meal because they could not 
afford food. Tables 6 and 7 provide data on meal 
insecurity, on-track and retention for first-year and 
transfer students across different racial/ethnic 
groups. First-year students (15%) were less likely 
to report skipping a meal compared to transfer 
students (23%). Among first-year students who 

reported skipping a meal as they could not afford 
food, Multi-race students (23%) reported this at 
the highest rate along with Black (20%) and Latinx 
(18%) students. Asian American (12%) and White 
first-year students (11%) were less likely to report 
skipping a meal. Among transfer students, Black 
(35%) and Latinx (27%) students were more likely 
to report skipping a meal with White students 
(17%) being the least likely.

Table 5. Food Insecurities Referral Request and Proportion of Students with a Referral Request 
Retained

Housing Insecurities 
Referral Request

Proportion of Students 
with a Referral Request 

On-Track

Proportion of All 
Students On-Track

First-Year Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

24%

17%
36%
27%
16%
41%
23%

76%

86%
73%
70%
83%
88%
82%

80%

91%
74%
72%
85%
88%
79%

Transfer Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

32%

26%
52%
39%
20%
54%
33%

87%

89%
84%
89%
88%
84%
86%

85%

88%
73%
84%
87%
80%
83%

Note. Data were from the Pre-Matriculation Inventory and university data warehouse.
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Further, in examining on-track rates among 
students who reported skipping a meal because 
they could not afford food, transfer students 
(74%) had a higher on-track of students on-
track compared to first-year students (62%). For 
first-year students, Asian American (76%) and 
Multi-race (71%) students were more likely to 
be on-track while Latinx (54%) and Black (49%) 
students were least likely. For transfer students, 

White students (85%) were most likely to be on-
track and Black (61%) and International students 
(60%) were least likely to be on-track. For both 
transfer students and first-year students, those 
who reported skipping meals generally had lower 
on-track rates compared to all students with 
the gap being greatest for International transfer 
students. 

Table 6. Proportion of Students Who Skipped a Meal Due to Affordability and On-Track Rate

Housing Insecurities 
Referral Request

Proportion of Students 
with a Referral Request 

On-Track

Proportion of All 
Students On-Track

First-Year Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

24%

17%
36%
27%
16%
41%
23%

76%

86%
73%
70%
83%
88%
82%

80%

91%
74%
72%
85%
88%
79%

Transfer Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

32%

26%
52%
39%
20%
54%
33%

87%

89%
84%
89%
88%
84%
86%

85%

88%
73%
84%
87%
80%
83%

Note. Data were from the Pre-Matriculation Inventory and university data warehouse.

Finally, in examining the retention rates of students 
who skipped a meal because they could not afford 
food, transfer students (89%) were more likely to 
be retained than first-year students (75%). Among 
first-year students, Asian American (91%) and 
International (88%) students were more likely to 
be retained, while Latinx students (66%) were least 
likely to be retained. Among transfer students, there 
is more racial/ethnic parity with the exception of 
International students who were retained at a rate 

of 80%. When comparing retention rates to all 
students, first-year students who skips meals had 
lower retention rates whereas transfer students had 
higher retention rates. As this model was retained, 
the final step was to determine if the index worked 
well for various racial/ethnic groups. This was an 
important step as UIC’s equity gaps in graduation 
rates are largest by racial/ethnic groups. Table 
8 shows the on-track rates compared to 5-year 
graduation by race/ethnicity.
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Table 7. Proportion of Students Who Skipped a Meal Due to Affordability and Retention Rate

Housing Insecurities 
Referral Request

Proportion of Students 
with a Referral Request 

On-Track

Proportion of All 
Students On-Track

First-Year Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

15%

12%
20%
18%
11%
14%
23%

75%

91%
73%
66%
77%
88%
71%

80%

91%
74%
72%
85%
88%
79%

Transfer Students
Race/Ethnicity
	 Asian American
	 Black
	 Latinx
	 White
	 International
	 Multi-Race

23%

25%
35%
27%
17%
22%
21%

89%

85%
89%
89%
92%
80%

*

85%

88%
73%
84%
87%
80%
83%

Note. Data were from the Pre-Matriculation Inventory and university data warehouse.
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PART 2: QUALITATIVE DATA
To gain a deeper understanding of the role of 
basic needs in student success, 26 students 
(n = 14 first-year students and n = 12 transfer 
students) participated in interviews. The students 
were participants in the Student Affairs Financial 
Wellness Program (Farruggia et al, 2025).  
The program was developed to support students 
who were academically on-track, but were at 
risk for having an unresolved financial hold at 
the end of their first-semester in college. The 
program provided a one-time financial resource 
to the students and then provided programming 
to help them develop a financial success plan. At 
the end of the program, students were invited to 
participate in an individual interview. 

Participants 
Table 8 provides an overview of first-year and 
transfer students who participated in interviews. 

First-year students. Fourteen first-year students 
participated in in-depth interviews. The students 
were racially/ethnically diverse: Asian American 
(14%); Black (43%); Latinx (14%); Multi-race 
(14%); and White (14%), with Black students 
being over-represented, and White and Latinx 
students being under-represented, compared to 
the student body of the university. Of the students, 
93% were female and 7% were male. Further, 43% 
were first-generation in college, defined as having 
no parent with a 4-year college degree. Participants 
typically attended college immediately after high 
school as reflected by their age at the start of 
college [Age: Mean = 17.93 (±0.267); Min. = 17; 
Max. = 18]. Students attended a range of high 
schools from within the state where this study was 
conducted and across the U.S. 

Transfer students. Twelve transfer students 
participated in interviews. They were racially/
ethnically diverse: Black (33%); Latinx (42%); MENA 
(17%); and Multi-race (8%), with Black and Latinx 
students being over-represented compared to the 
student body of the university. Of the students, 
83% were female and 17% were male. Further, 
only one student (8%) was first-generation in 
college, defined as having no parent with a 4-year 
college degree. Participants typically attended 
college several years after high school as reflected 
by their age at the start of college [Age: Mean = 
25.50 (±4.54); Min. = 20; Max. = 34]. Students 
attended a range of two- and four-year colleges 
and universities from across the country prior to 
matriculation to UIC.

Data Collection 
Students were interviewed by a member of the 
research team via Zoom. Interviews were semi-
structured with an interview protocol prepared 
ahead of time. Interview questions focused on 
students’ experiences related to their college 
finances. Questions focused on the financial 
education they had received and their plans for 
paying for college, their understanding of the 
cost of college, and what actions or behaviors 
they have changed since starting college 
because of a financial hold being placed on their 
account. Interviews typically lasted 30-45 minutes 
and were recorded and transcribed verbatim 
using Otter.AI. Interviewees received a gift card to 
compensate them for participating in the study. The 
study was approved by the university’s institutional 
review board. 
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Data Analysis  
The research team began data analysis by 
familiarizing themselves with the transcripts 
by reading through them and using Dedoose 
(qualitative coding software) to manage the data. 
Interviews were coded using a thematic analysis 
approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis 
is a “method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting 
patterns within the data collected” (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, p. 79). First, we began data analysis 
by familiarizing ourselves with the transcripts by 
reading through them. Next, we generated initial 
codes across the transcripts to identify potential 
themes relevant to the research questions.  
We then organized related codes to begin 
identifying preliminary themes. Lastly, we named 
each theme and discussed how it addressed the 
research questions. This data analysis technique 
was designed to categorize and analyze various 
issues faced by first-year students and transfer 
students, particularly related to financial 
challenges and access to basic needs. Our data 
analysis approach helped capture the various 
challenges faced by both first-year and transfer 
students, including basic needs insecurities 
such as housing, food, clothing, transportation, 
and financial hardships, which can affect their 
academic performance. 

Results 
Themes emerged from interviews with first-year 
and transfer students regarding the ongoing 
challenge of meeting basic needs while 
attending college. Below, concerns are discussed 
about basic needs that students described, the 
role of family finances in basic needs insecurity, 
and the support systems and coping strategies 
that students used to navigate basic needs 
insecurity. 

Concerns About Basic Needs. Both first-year 
and transfer students shared concerns about 
basic needs and the decisions they had to make 
between purchasing necessities and covering 
academic costs. For example, a first-year student 
shared their experience navigating limited 
financial resources, explaining, “Figuring out how 
I’m feeding myself… a lot of my books I either 
looked up online or just didn’t buy because I was 
like, I can’t—it’s either that or groceries. So I’m 
getting groceries.” This quote reflects the type 
of compromises students ar e frequently forced 
to make, often prioritizing their physical well-
being over academic materials due to financial 
limitations.

Table 8. Proportion of Students Who Skipped a Meal Due to Affordability and Retention Rate

Demographic First-Year Students
Transfer 
Students

Race/Ethnicity

Asian American

Black 

Latinx 

MENA

Multi-Race

White

14% 

43% 

14% 

0% 

14% 

14% 

0% 

33% 

42% 

17% 

8% 

0% 

Gender 
Female 
Male

93% 
7% 

83% 
17% 

Generation Status 
First Generation 
Continuing Generation 

43% 
57% 

8% 
92% 

Note. Data were from the university data warehouse
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Another first-year student reflected on challenges 
in meeting basic needs, as the student struggled 
with the unexpected high cost of textbooks and 
financial strain from transportation expenses. They 
shared:

During my first semester, I struggled with 
paying the amount of books just because 
I didn’t expect it to be large amounts. I 
don’t know what amount I expected—
maybe less than $50—but I didn’t think 
I would need so many books. And then 
transportation wasn’t really much of an 
issue my first semester just because I 
would get dropped off and picked up. It 
was more second semester that I started 
driving myself, and that’s when more 
money came into it because of paying for 
parking and gas.

This experience illustrates how costs can shift 
over time and how students must continually 
adapt to changing financial circumstances as 
their college experience progresses.

Transfer students emphasized the compounding 
effects of basic needs insecurity with college 
costs. One student noted:

It’s not just tuition because that’s not for 
us, that’s to pay the school. We have to 
worry about food, and we have to worry 
about housing. We have to worry about 
transportation…. When you look at the 
entire breakdown of how much it costs 
to go to school, we have to think about 
all these other elements as well. And so 
there needs to be more emphasis outside 
of just tuition, because we’re struggling 
with other things as well.

This statement captures the broader sentiment 
that the traditional framing of college affordability 
often neglects the hidden and ongoing costs 
students face on a daily basis.

Collectively, these student responses point to the 
pervasive issue of basic needs insecurity among 
college students. The financial strain caused 
by food, housing, transportation, and academic 
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expenses presents a significant barrier to both 
college access and persistence.

Unexpected Expenses. In addition to ongoing 
financial struggles, students also reported 
that one-time or unexpected expenses could 
significantly disrupt their ability to meet basic 
needs. These unanticipated costs often forced 
students to choose between essential functions 
like transportation and their academic expenses, 
further complicating their efforts to stay enrolled.

A transfer student shared a particularly impactful 
example and shared:

Somebody stole my catalytic converter 
out of my car, and that was $2,200 to 
repair—and that was my tuition money. 
But, you know, like, I’m a mom, so I had to 
choose to get my car fixed just so I can 
get around and take care of things. So 
that was the biggest thing.

This quote underscores how a single financial 
emergency can force students to reallocate 
funds intended for tuition or academic needs, 
potentially delaying their progress toward 
graduation. Further, these cases highlight the 
fragility of many students’ financial situations, 
where even a minor disruption can have outsized 

consequences for both academic and personal 
well-being.

Overall, both first-year and transfer students 
reported challenges with food, housing, 
transportation, and academic-related expenses 
such as textbooks. These challenges often 
compounded the financial burden of attending 
college and influenced students’ ability to focus 
on their academic responsibilities. Additionally, 
students experiencing basic needs insecurity 
frequently expressed uncertainty about their 
ability to remain enrolled and successfully 
complete their degrees.

The Role of Family Finances in Basic  
Needs Insecurity. Another theme that emerged 
from students’ responses was the complex role 
that family finances play in shaping students’ 
experiences with basic needs insecurity. One first-
year student described how financial instability 
stemming from a parent’s illness led to serious 
concerns about whether they could continue 
attending school. 

They recounted:

My mom is sick so she wasn’t working. 
So, she really couldn’t pay for anything. 
She was just like, ‘If they’re saying all you 
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can do is take out a loan, well, you might 
have to take out a loan and put it in your 
name.’ And that was really frustrating me. 
I was crying a lot—it stressed my family 
out because they thought something 
was wrong… and we didn’t know if I was 
going to be able to stay in school or not.

This quote reflects the emotional toll that 
financial uncertainty can take on students 
and their families, especially when access 
to continued education hinges on taking on 
additional debt.

Other students expressed discomfort with 
relying on family financial support, even when it 
was offered. For example, one transfer student 
explained:

I just feel like it feels wrong to ask your 
parents for help, even though they have 
offered to help. It just makes me feel kind 
of bad, because I wish that they could 
spend that money on the needs of the 
house, or like food or stuff. They tell me 
to not worry about it because I’m the only 
one out of the three kids they have that’s 
going to school right now.

This comment reflects the emotional weight that 
can accompany financial dependence and the 
sense of guilt students may carry when family 
resources are limited.

In particular, transfer students reported a 
distinct pattern of reduced financial reliance 
on their families, with some even becoming 
financial contributors or caregivers within 
their households. This dynamic created added 
financial pressure, often requiring students to 
juggle school, work, and family obligations.

Several transfer students described feeling 
responsible for supporting their families, 
sometimes placing their household’s needs 
above their own academic or financial well-being. 
One student shared:

It was just work and work and help mom. 
So, it was more of a—I want to go back to 
school because I want to get out of that 
pattern. I want to get out of working fast 
food or a very common job.

This response highlights a common motivation 
among transfer students: returning to school as 
a means of improving their long-term economic 
prospects and breaking out of cycles of financial 
instability.

In some cases, students were not only financially 
independent but also carried caregiving 
responsibilities that complicated their ability to 
focus on school. One transfer student described 
their experience: 

I currently live with my great-grandmother. 
She’s turning 84 this year, but I would say 
I am her caregiver for the most part. So, 
I had to find a job that works around my 
school schedule and my home schedule—
that’s something that I have to figure 
out… I still have to budget for grocery 
shopping... And then you have SNAP 
benefits who tell you, you make too much, 
even though they don’t qualify.

This example illustrates the intersection of 
caregiving, financial stress, and insufficient access 
to public assistance programs, further complicating 
students’ efforts to meet basic needs.

Together, these accounts reveal how family 
dynamics and financial roles shape students’ 
experiences with economic hardship. For many 
transfer students, the challenge is not simply 
a lack of resources, but the added burden of 
navigating multiple responsibilities that extend 
beyond themselves. These findings underscore the 
need for institutions and policymakers to consider 
students’ broader family and caregiving contexts 
when designing financial support systems.

Support Systems and Coping Strategies. Despite 
the financial challenges they faced, many students 
described accessing campus resources and 
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developing personal strategies that helped them 
manage both their academic workload and their 
basic needs. First-year and transfer students alike 
expressed appreciation for various institutional 
supports and demonstrated a growing sense of 
agency in navigating college life.

Several students highlighted the positive impact 
of academic support programs that helped 
alleviate the stress associated with challenges 
with basic needs. One first-year student shared:

During the second semester, I struggled 
with my academics and that did play a 
toll on my mental health. But also, the first 
semester, I was stressed with the balance 
and everything. The financial wellness 
program really helped with that—it relieved 
a lot of my stress… So now I’m very 
happy, and I’m looking forward to the next 
semester.

Another student added:

During the first semester, I really did struggle 
with my mental health… knowing I needed 
to take care of tuition because if I didn’t, 
I wouldn’t be able to move forward. But 
there’s a lot of people here to help… once 
I learned to open up and communicate 
with other people, I’ve been more outgoing 
and confident. It’s made me a better 
communicator and helped reduce my stress.

Students also accessed community-based and 
campus-based resources to support their basic 
needs. A transfer student mentioned, “I’ve been 
using the findingfoodillinois.com, with the food 
pantries around Chicago and the food pantry 
within UIC. So I think those have been very 
helpful for me.”

These responses reflect the resilience and 
adaptability of students navigating financial 
hardship and suggest that access to targeted 
resources—combined with personal agency—
can positively impact students’ ability to persist 
despite ongoing challenges.

While first-year and transfer students shared 
many of the same financial challenges, key 
differences emerged. First-year students often 
felt unprepared for the hidden costs of college, 
including books, transportation, and housing, 
and many struggled to navigate the financial 
aid system. Transfer students on the other hand, 
faced financial strain tied to their unique life 
circumstances and often juggled academic 
demands alongside family and work obligations. 
Both groups, however, consistently cited the 
need for reliable employment opportunities 
(on-campus and off-campus), the burden of 
transportation costs, and the effect of emergency 
expenses.
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SUMMARY OF KEY 
FINDINGS
Quantitative Data 
The study revealed notable differences in the 
experiences of first-year and transfer students, 
particularly in relation to retention and basic 
needs insecurity. Survey data indicated that, 
overall, transfer students requested housing and 
food insecurity referrals and experienced food 
insecurity at higher rates compared to first-
year students. That said, first-year students who 
requested either referral type or experienced 
food insecurity were less likely to be on-track 
or retained compared to all first-year students. 
International and Black students were most 
likely to request referrals for food and housing 
insecurities among both first-year students and 
new first year students. Further, Multi-race first-year 
students and Black and Latinx transfer students 
were most likely to experience food insecurity. 
One unexpected finding was that transfer 
students were more likely to be retained when 
they indicated that they were skipping meals 
compared to all transfer students.

Qualitative Data 
The qualitative data provided further insight into 
the experiences of both first-year and transfer 
students, particularly regarding access to basic 
needs and the impact on student success. 
Both groups reported experiencing insecurity 
related to basic needs such as food, housing, 
and transportation, all of which influenced 
their ability to afford college and maintain their 
academic performance. Transfer students, in 
particular, faced additional financial strain, often 
due to family dynamics that required them to 
take on greater financial responsibilities. 

Both first-year and transfer students expressed 
feelings of reluctance to ask their families for 
financial assistance, despite needing support, 
further contributing to their stress.

The interviews revealed many commonalities and 
some notable differences between first-year and 
transfer students. First-year students often felt 
unprepared for the costs of books, transportation, 
and housing, and faced challenges navigating 
the financial aid system. Many also did not feel 
ready to pay for college. Transfer students, on 
the other hand, experienced financial strain due 
to their unique life experiences and struggled to 
balance academics, personal life, and financial 
responsibilities. Common challenges shared by 
all students included the need for employment 
opportunities (both on-campus and off-campus) 
to cover expenses, the burden of transportation 
costs, and dealing with unforeseen emergency 
expenses or changes in income.

Despite these obstacles, students indicated that 
they found valuable support through various 
campus resources. Programs such as mental 
health services, food pantries, and budgeting 
workshops were particularly helpful in reducing 
stress and providing students with the tools they 
needed to manage their academic and financial 
difficulties. These resources allowed students to 
build confidence in their ability to persist through 
their challenges, demonstrating the importance 
of accessible support systems in maintaining 
student retention.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Findings suggest a need for institutions 
to continue to promote student financial 
wellness by considering the full range 
of expenses students encounter beyond 
tuition. Based on the findings of this study, 
several key recommendations can be made 
to better support first-year and transfer 
students, particularly those from marginalized 
backgrounds.

1.	 Establish Institutional Integrated Basic 
Needs Support: The interconnected 
nature of these insecurities—where housing 
instability often leads to food insecurity or 
lack of access to healthcare—demands a 
holistic approach. Universities that invest 
in comprehensive support systems, such 
as “basic needs hubs,” can help break this 
cycle by providing coordinated access to 
resources like food pantries, affordable 
housing options, and mental health services. 
These interventions are vital for fostering an 
equitable educational environment where all 
students have the opportunity to succeed 
academically. 
 
Universities like UIC are addressing 
these challenges through comprehensive 
support systems that provide coordinated 
access to resources like food pantries, 
affordable housing options, and mental 
health services. At UIC, the CARE (Campus 
Awareness, Response, and Education) Team 
that is housed in the Dean of Students’ 
Office plays a central role in this effort by 
intervening early and connecting students 
in crisis—including those experiencing 
financial hardship, food insecurity, or housing 
instability—with individualized support plans 
developed in collaboration with campus 
and community partners. Programs such 
as U & I Care Meals, that offer emergency 

meal swipes to students in urgent need, are 
examples of the university’s commitment to 
supporting student well-being. 
 
In addition to these core services, UIC’s 
cultural centers—including the African 
American Cultural Center, Latino Cultural 
Center, Asian American Resource and 
Cultural Center, Arab American Cultural 
Center, and Disability Cultural Center—can 
play a crucial role in enhancing basic needs 
work through culturally tailored programming. 
These centers are uniquely positioned to co-
host initiatives such as pop-up food pantries 
featuring culturally relevant foods, distribute 
Community Care Kits with items like kosher 
and halal snacks, menstrual products, and 
multilingual resource guides, and lead 
workshops that help students from diverse 
backgrounds navigate housing, financial, and 
healthcare systems. fostering collaborations 
between the CARE Team, cultural centers, 
and other campus offices, UIC can continue 
to create a campus environment where all 
students feel empowered to seek help, build 
community, and thrive.

2.	 Expand Personalized Financial Wellness 
Programs: It is crucial to expand financial 
wellness programs tailored to the unique 
needs of students of color, particularly 
those facing higher levels of basic needs 
insecurity. These programs should address 
not only budgeting and saving, but also 
offer resources for managing debt and 
understanding financial aid options, as well 
as provide tools to navigate common barriers 
to financial stability, such as meal insecurity 
and housing instability. These should also 
be expanded to identify other marginalized 
groups, such as LGBTQ+ students and 
students with disabilities as they also 
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experience disproportionately high levels of 
basic needs insecurities (The Hope Center for 
Student Basic Needs, 2025). 

3.	 Increase Access to Basic Needs 
Resources: Expanding access to food, 
housing, and emergency financial assistance 
is essential for reducing basic needs 
insecurity and improving student retention. 
While UIC students are informed about 
available campus resources—such as food 
pantries, emergency housing assistance, 
and transportation subsidies—students, 
particularly incoming students, do not always 
attend to this information. Students should be 
continually informed throughout their time as 
UIC as circumstances change.  
Further, these services should be made more 
widely accessible, particularly for students 
from lower-income backgrounds or with 
caregiving responsibilities.

4.	 Track Retention Rates by Race and 
Ethnicity: Continuing to track retention 
rates, broken down by race and ethnicity, 
will allow institutions to better understand 
which student groups are most at risk of 
disengagement. By closely monitoring 
these trends, universities can ensure that 
interventions are culturally tailored and 
designed to meet the unique challenges 
faced by at-risk students. This tracking can 
also inform ongoing improvements in support 
programs and help identify areas where 
further resources are needed.

5.	 Expand External Partnerships: While UIC 
has some successful partnerships with 
external providers (e.g., Greater Chicago Food 
Depository), due to limited institutional funds, 
further partnerships should be identified and 
developed so services can be expanded.

By addressing the specific needs of students 
facing basic needs insecurity and providing 
targeted support for both first-year and transfer 
students, institutions can create an environment 
where all students, regardless of background, 
have the resources and support necessary 
to succeed academically and persist toward 
graduation.
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