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INTRODUCTION

About UIC

The University of Illinois Chicago (UIC) is Chicago’s largest university and its only public Carnegie
Research 1 institution. With 16 colleges offering 94 different bachelor’s degrees, UIC educates over
33,000 undergraduate, graduate, and professional students; over 2,000 undergraduate students
transfer to UIC each year. The university is a designated Minority-Serving Institution (MSl), Asian
American and Native American Pacific Islander-Serving Institution (AANAPISI), and a Hispanic-
Serving Institution (HSI). It has no racial/ethnic majority undergraduate population, half are first-
generation college students, and almost 90% of UIC students are from the State of Illinois. UIC is
the largest recipient of students from both Chicago Public Schools (CPS) and City Colleges of
Chicago (CCC). The mission of the university reflects our commitment to our students: “to provide
the broadest access to the highest levels of educational, research, and clinical excellence” (Office
of the Chancellor, n.d.).

While UIC enrolls between 2,000 and 3,000 transfer students each year, they are more likely to
matriculate in the fall term versus the spring term. For instance, in Fall 2023, 2,040 students
transferred to UIC while 586 students transferred in Spring 2024. Like first-year students, transfer
students are racially/ethnically diverse: the Fall 2023 cohort was 17% Asian American, 8% Black,
32% Latinx, 33% White, 4% International, <1% American Indian Alaskan Native, <1% Native
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Hawaiian Pacific Islander, 4% Multi-race, and 2% Unknown. Almost half (46%) of transfer students
identify as LGBQ+. Moreover, while the university’s data warehouse indicates that over half of
transfer students are female, the approximately 3% of non-binary transfer students are not able to
correctly self-identify and transgender students may not be properly recognized in the warehouse.
Over half of transfer students are first generation in college and almost half are eligible for Federal
Pell grants. Transfer students are older than first-year matriculants. For the 2023-2024 academic
year, 17% of the Fall cohort and 32% of the Spring cohort were 25 years or older. At least 13% of
transfer students have a disability. Further, over 100 different languages are spoken by transfer
students. Many transfer students are parenting: 7% of all transfer students are parents with 22% of
Black transfer students being parents. Most transfer students commute to UIC as only 8% live in
on-campus housing; over half of transfer students live with their parents or other relatives.
Approximately 2/3 of transfer students work while they are in school with more than 10% working 30
hours or more per week. UIC transfer students are diverse, coming to campus with a wide range of
identities, experiences, obligations and strengths.

Financing College and Basic Needs

Transfer students often face unique challenges due to their diverse backgrounds, varying in age,
enrollment status (part-time or full-time), living arrangements (on-campus or commuting), and
embarking on different pathways to higher education (Walker & Okpala, 2017; Tobolowsky & Cox,
2012). Consequently, financial assistance may not fully meet their unique needs, leading to
substantial unmet financial need. For example, they may encounter fewer scholarships or financial
aid opportunities compared to first-year matriculants, exhausting federal financial aid at a previous
institution, caring for dependents, or navigating financial holds that impede course registration
(Taylor, 2023). In addition to tuition, challenges related to the cost of housing (Broton, 2021),
transportation (Baugus, 2019), and textbooks (Cannon & Brickman, 2015) may further exacerbate
their financial difficulties, potentially slowing academic progress and increasing the risk of not
completing their degrees.

Meeting basic needs (e.g., food, housing, transportation, and healthcare) is essential for academic
success and overall college completion (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2017). As a result, the growing
recognition that basic needs must be addressed to promote educational attainment has led to the
creation of food pantries on college campuses around the nation (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018). A
recent national survey conducted by the Hope Center for Student Basic Needs (2025) revealed that
basic needs insecurity is especially common among students with structurally marginalized
identities and those who face the greatest barriers to accessing and affording higher education,
including part-time students, Pell Grant recipients, Black and Indigenous students, LGBTQIA+
students, students with disabilities, former foster youth, parenting students, and individuals with
involvement in the carceral system, including jails and prisons. Additionally, minority-serving
institutions (MSI) have higher percentages of students reporting basic needs insecurities (Hope
Center for Student Basic Needs, 2025). Research has shown that students struggling with basic
needs insecurity are more likely to experience academic disruptions, leave school, or take longer to
graduate (Hallet & Freas, 2017; Shisler et al., 2023). Transfer students are particularly vulnerable to
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these challenges given that they are also facing new psychological, academic, and environmental
challenges (Lanan, 2002; Owens, 2010).

To understand the financial needs specific to UIC transfer students, this report is guided by
Montalto et al.’s (2019) concept of financial wellness, which encompasses a broad understanding
of one’s financial situation, an individual’s ability to meet basic needs, and feeling secure about the
financial future to fulfill current and ongoing financial responsibilities. Financial wellness
incorporates all aspects of one’s financial situation, experiences, and awareness, which can vary
significantly from one individual to another (Montalto et al., 2019). It plays a crucialrole in
understanding the financial needs of transfer students as research suggests that financial wellness
contributes to academic and social integration on campus, improves academic performance, and
influences students’ intent to remain enrolled (Perna & Steele, 2011).

Research Questions

This report aimed to better understand how UIC transfer students finance college and access basic
needs. It sought to answer the questions, how are UIC transfer students financing college
compared to students who entered UIC in their first year? What financial concerns do UIC transfer
students experience? How do HWC transfer students experience financial concerns in comparison
to other transfer students? To what degree do UIC transfer students experience basic needs
insecurity and how do HWC transfer students compare? These together will provide a more
complete understanding of the financial and basic needs experiences of UIC transfer students.

Organization of this Report

To address these research questions, this report is organized into several sections. First, an
overview of the ways that UIC transfer students are financing college is provided. Next, the financial
concerns experienced by UIC transfer students are examined. After, how UIC transfer students
experience basic needs insecurity is explored. Following this exploration, key findings are
highlighted and recommendations based on these findings are provided.

This Report Series

The report is the fourth in a series of six reports. Report 1 provides an overview of the full study,
describing the participants and methodology to conduct this study. Report 1 also focuses on
describing the population of UIC transfer students by presenting student background demographic
information and characteristics. Report 2 examines the enrollment of UIC transfer students, looking
at where they came from, their pathway into UIC, and their participation in Orientation. Challenges
in the enrollment process are identified. Report 3 explores the academic success of UIC transfer
students, focusing on transfer on-track, retention, graduation, pass rates in coursework, and post-
college success in work and graduate/professional school. Support for and barriers to their
academic success are identified. Report 4 (this report) assesses how UIC transfer students are
financing college (or not). It further describes the degree to which transfer students have access to
basic needs such as food and housing, as these can create impediments to their success. Report 5
seeks to understand UIC transfer students’ co-curricular learning in areas of self-awareness; skills
to be real-world ready; justice, equity, diversity and inclusion; transformational leadership; and
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belonging. Finally, Report 6 examines how students are engaging with the campus, exploring how
they participate in activities, utilize services, access resources, and experience various aspects of
student engagement.
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METHODS

Report 1 provides a detailed description of this project’s methodology. Key details specific to this
research report’s methodology are provided here. This project utilizes three sources of data,
including university institutional warehouse data, student survey data, and student, staff, and
faculty interviews. Across quantitative data sources, they were disaggregated by race/ethnicity and
analyzed separately for students transferring from HWC. Institutional data are downloaded from the
university’s data warehouse and include student demographic information, including race/ethnicity
and sending institution, and student academic records.

Definitions

Given the different student groups that are included in this report, definitions of who the students
are and what they are called is provided. Transfer students refers to students who started at non-
UIC colleges or university and then transferred to UIC. Transfer students can be in their first term at
UIC or may be continuing students. First-year matriculants refers to a student who started at UIC
as a first-time, first-year student and was not a degree-seeking student elsewhere before UIC. In
this report, first-year matriculants can be in their first year or are continuing students, but always
started at UIC as a first-year student. HWC students refers to students who transferred to UIC from
Harold Washington College. HWC students are enrolled at UIC and are no longer students at HWC.
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Surveys
Brick-by-Brick LGBTQ2SIA+ Campus Climate Survey

The purpose of the Brick-by-Brick LGBTQ2SIA+ Campus Climate Survey was to investigate how
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, Two-Spirit, intersex, and asexual+
(LGBTQ2SIA+) students experience the campus climate at UIC, while emphasizing students’ needs
and concerns. This survey was administered in 2022 and was open to all UIC students. In this
report, only undergraduate students were included. The sample size of transfer students was too
small to examine data by race/ethnicity or for students from HWC. A trans+ category was created
that encompasses students who identify as transgender, non-binary, gender nonconforming,
genderqueer, gender fluid, and/or Two-Spirit, which we used in the analyses.

Equity Dashboard

The purpose of the Equity Dashboard is to assess UIC’s ability to foster equity and inclusion to
advance student achievement. It examined factors like campus climate and academic and social
support to identify equity gaps between students, as well as supporting the university in bridging
those gaps. The survey was a collaborative project with the Office of Equity & Diversity, Enrollment
Management, and Office of Institutional Research and was administered in 2022 to all
undergraduate students.

The Fall Survey

The Fall Survey, developed by Student Affairs Assessment and Planning, is administered to all
undergraduate students each fall and has three components: 1) student information; 2)
intervention questions; and 3) student learning outcomes assessment data. Student information
consists of student background characteristics that are not collected through admissions data.
Intervention questions are designed to identify students who need support to remain enrolled.
Student learning outcomes assessment data consist of well-established measures from the
literature that assess Student Affairs student learning goals and outcomes. Data included in the
research report were from Fall 2023.

Pre-Matriculation Inventory (PMI)

The Pre-Matriculation Inventory (PMl) is administered by the Office for Research on Student
Success and assesses incoming students' social and emotional strengths and financial concerns
and connects students to campus resources. Social and emotional strengths are assessed by well-
established measures from the literature that have been converted into categories that reflect if the
area is a strength for the student, an area of concern, or an area that needs immediate outreach.
These are collected from incoming first-year and transfer students prior to their matriculation at
UlC.

Student Well-being Institutional Support Survey (SWISS)

Developed by Butler University, the purpose of the Student Well-being Institutional Support Survey
(SWISS) was to measure student perceptions around how well their institutions support various
aspects of their well-being. Importantly, SWISS measures perceptions at the campus level instead
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of at the level of the individual student’s well-being. SWISS was disseminated in Spring 2022 to a
random sample of half of all UIC undergraduate, graduate, and professional students. In this report,
only undergraduate students were included. Further, disaggregated data for undergraduate
students from the SWISS is generally too small so disaggregation by race/ethnicity or whether the
student attended HWC were not included.

Interviews

Students, faculty and staff interviews are included in this research report. These interviews aimed
to understand how transfer students experience UIC and to identify their strengths, challenges, and
needs. Students were 26 current UIC transfer students, three students who transferred to UIC but
left before completing their degrees (non-returning students), and two members of UIC
undergraduate student government. Forty-four staff and faculty participated in interviews. They
included 34 UIC staff, five UIC faculty, two Harold Washington College staff, and three City Colleges
of Chicago staff. All interviews were conducted over Zoom, with the exception of six in-person
student interviews. Interviews were conducted by research team members during the summer and
fall of 2024. Interview data were coded using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Harold Washington College

This report provides additional analysis focused on students transferring to UIC from Harold
Washington College (HWC). HWC is one of the seven colleges that are part of the City Colleges of
Chicago. HWC provides a wide range of courses that prepare students to transfer to 4-year
colleges. UIC receives a large number of transfer students from HWC, although the numbers have
been decreasing (391 students in the 2019-2020 academic year and 191 students in the 2023-2024
academic year). The additional analysis provides an analytical lens to understand how students
from one of our top sending institutions experience UIC. This approach also allows for
consideration of ways to improve upon existing and create new partnerships to empower students
with a seamless transition to student life at UIC.
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FINANCING COLLEGE

To understand the financial experiences of transfer students, the ways in which transfer students
finance college were examined first. One of the reasons that transfer students shared for choosing
UIC was due to the cost, as exemplified by an adult learner transfer student who shared “UIC is
also extremely affordable.” Though some students shared affordability as a reason in which they
chose to attend UIC, others shared that they wish they were better prepared to or understood how
to finance college. For example, one Black adult learner reflected: “During the Transfer
Orientation...they didn’t actually focus on the cost of college...I live by myself. | have no family in the
U.S., you know. So, for someone like me, it would have been very useful.” Thus, it is important to
highlight the financial cost of attending UIC and how students are financing college. Further, it is
important to note that some financial barriers show-up before student matriculate to UIC, such as
with the application and transcript fees, as noted by one staff member sharing that: “itcan be a
financial component of not having the money, or the funds for application fees. Sometimes even for
transcripts, at some institutions, students’ transcripts are being held because there may have an
account balance.”

EFC and Unmet Need

Figure 1 below displays new transfer and first-year students’ average Expected Family
Contribution/Student Aid Index (EFC/SAI), gross need, and unmet need for Fall 2017 through Fall
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2023 cohorts, and Figure 2 displays the same for new transfer students entering in spring
semesters for 2018 through 2023. First-year students were not included in Figure 2 as they are less
likely to matriculate in the spring. For transfer cohorts entering in fall semesters, their average
EFC/SAIl was lower compared to first-year cohorts entering in the same semesters. In Fall 2023, for
example, transfer students had an average EFC/SAI of $12,530, average gross need of $31,821, and
average unmet need of $15,058, compared to first-year students who had an average EFC/SAI of
$17,188, average gross need of $30,503, and average unmet need of $12,006. While average unmet
need increased for both groups over the past several years, the difference between transfer
students and first-year matriculants remained similar at around $3,000.

Figure 1. Average Expected Family Contribution/Student Aid Index, Gross Need, and Unmet
Need for 2017 through 2023 Fall Transfer and First-Year Cohorts
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.

Further, transfer students who matriculated in the spring semesters tended to have a lower EFC/SAI
compared to transfer students who matriculated in the fall. That said, spring transfer cohorts
generally had a lower unmet need on average compared to fall transfer cohorts.
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Figure 2. Average EFC/SAI, Gross Need, and Unmet Need for 2018 through 2024 Spring Transfer
Cohorts
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.

Next, when looking at EFC/SAI and need by FAFSA dependent and independent status, transfer
students were more likely to be independent compared to first-year students, as displayed in Figure
3. Forexample, in Fall 2023, 24.7% of transfer students were independent compared to 1.7% of
first-year students. Generally, independent students will not have parent or family income factored
into their FAFSA application. On average, students with independent statuses have lower EFC/SAI
and higher unmet need compared to those with dependent status, as seen in Figure 4.
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Figure 3. Independent and Dependent Status for Fall 2017 through Fall 2023 Transfer and First-
Year Cohorts
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.

Figure 4 examines EFC/SAI, average gross need, and average unmet need by dependent status for
the Fall 2017 through Fall 2023 transfer cohorts. As expected, independent transfer students had
higher average gross need and average unmet need compared to dependent transfer students. In
Fall 2023, for example, independent transfer students had an average EFC/SAI of $5,555, average
gross need of $35,293, and average unmet need of $16,841, compared to dependent transfer
students who had an average EFC/SAI of $14,803, average gross need of $30,981, and average
unmet need of $14,641.
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Figure 4. Average EFC/SAI, Gross Need, and Unmet Need for Fall 2017 through Fall 2023
Transfer Cohorts by Dependent Status
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.
Financial Aid

To address unmet need, students access a variety of financial resources to finance college. For
example, over half of transfer students received Federal Pell Grant awards (Figure 5). Moreover,
while less than half of transfer students accessed MAP (Illinois Monetary Award Program) fundings
prior to Fall 2020, since then over half had accessed MAP grants, at similar rates of Federal Pell
Grants. The increased access to MAP grants funding aligned with the June 2019 passing of the
Retention of Illinois Students & Equity (RISE) Act, which is an alternative application for Illinois
Financial Aid. The RISE act allows for undocumented and female transgender students to apply for
financial aid where they otherwise would be disqualified from federal financial aid (University of
Ilinois Chicago, n.d.).
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Figure 5. Proportion of Students Receiving Federal Pell Grant or MAP Awards for Fall 2017
through Fall 2023 Transfer and First-Year Cohorts
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.

Moreover, for both transfer and first-year students, the average payout of Federal Pell Grants and
MAP grants had steadily increased since Fall 2017; first-year students still received larger amounts
of awards on average compared to transfer students, as seen in Figures 5 and 6. In Fall 2023, the
average pay amount of MAP grants and Federal Pell Grants for transfer students was $3,572 and
$2,767, respectively, while $3,923 and $3,028, respectively, for first-year students. Considering
state and federal funding, a staff member shared concern around losing MAP and Pell if a student
exceeds too many credits, stating that “the MAP can cover 135 hours, | think the Pell Grant is 180
hours, but if they withdrew from classes, repeated classes and all of that, then some cases, you’ll
find the student will...not have any financial aid eligibility.”
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Figure 6. Average MAP Award Pay Amount for Fall 2017 through Fall 2023 Transfer and First-Year
Cohorts
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Figure 7. Average Federal Pell Grant Award Pay Amount for Fall 2017 through Fall 2023 Transfer
and First-Year Cohorts
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.

In addition, some students access scholarships, grants, loans, and federal work study (FWS) to
help offset the cost of college. Generally, first-year students had a much higher percentage of
scholarships compared to transfer students (Figure 8). Likewise, first-year students held a higher
proportion of grants (Figure 9) and Federal Work Study (FWS), a need-based employment
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opportunity, (Figure 11) compared to transfer students; the gap in funding was not as wide as
scholarships and levels out for FWS starting in Fall 2021. That said, transfer students took out loans
at much higher rates than did first-year students (Figure 10).

Although first-year students received more scholarships compared to transfer students, the
average amount of the scholarship for transfer students was higher compared to first-year
students. For example, in Fall 2023, on average, scholarships were $2,249 for transfer students and
$1,662 for first-year students. Transfer students talked about their experiences with scholarships;
while some interviewed had scholarships, many of them did not. An Asian female transfer student
mentioned that it is difficult to find scholarships for transfer students, sharing that “I know that UIC
has the SNAP program, or, like the scholarship thing portal that people can look at. Oftentimes,
though, a lot of the scholarships don’t apply.” Students reported that transfer students were not
eligible for a number of the scholarships available to first-year students. Further, some students
mentioned navigating additional challenges when applying for scholarships. For example, a MENA
student mentioned that often scholarship applications do not have a “Middle Eastern or North
African (MENA)” option, leading them to need to select a different racial/ethnic category. This
student shared: “...there’s so many times where | literally have to put Asian, like, there won’t be a
box for us.” This student went on sharing their frustration about the erasure of MENA students in
these forms, saying, “And it’s so frustrating, because | don’t classify myself as White. | don’tand |
will not put White because I’'m not White, but the only other option is to put Asian, is because we’re
in Asia. But | wish we had our own section that, like, really identified us and, you know, recognize us
as a group.”

Staff and faculty also discussed concerns around scholarships. For example, a faculty member
shared that UIC needs to increase more merit-based financial support for students, particularly for
Black students, stating that:

What’s going on with Black students, and we’ll see that many barriers are actually finance,
it’s not academic, but you will hear oftentimes that Black students are underprepared,
when the truth is that they have greater financial need because there’s structural factors in
a society and so we actually are reinforcing those structures by not actually responding to
the real need.

This reflection highlights the structural barriers and need for providing Black students with financial
support, which can help them to succeed and persist at UIC. Moreover, another staff member from
Office of Student Success and Belonging shared that they were concerned that less scholarships
were available to transfer students compared to first-year students.
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Figure 8. Proportion of Transfer and First-Year Students with Scholarships for Fall 2017 to Fall
2023 Cohorts
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Generally, the average paid amount of grant awards was similar for transfer and first-year students.
For example, in Fall 2023, on average, grant awards were $2,671 for transfer students and $2,840 for
first-year students. As a note, the UIC Aspire grant will become available to transfer students
beginning in Fall 2025, which will cover the cost of tuition and mandatory fees who meet residency
and income requirements.
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Figure 9. Proportion of Transfer and First-Year Students with Grant Awards for Fall 2017 to Fall
2023 Cohorts
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.

In addition, first-year students had an average paid loan amount higher compared to transfer
students. For example, in Fall 2023, on average, loans were $3,431 for transfer students and $3,712
for first-year students.
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Figure 10. Proportion of Transfer and First-Year Students with Student Loans for Fall 2017 to
Fall 2023 Cohorts
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.

Mostly, transfer students received a higher FWS award amount compared to first-year students. For
example, in Fall 2023, on average, FWS awards were $2,718 for transfer students and $1,771 for
first-year students.
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Figure 11. Proportion of Transfer and First-Year Students with Federal Work Study Awards for
Fall 2017 to Fall 2023 Cohorts
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Clarity of Financial Aid Packages

Some students found financial aid packages to be clear, but others found them unclear. A Black
male student, for example, shared that they were surprised that the award amount was for the year
and not the semester, stating that: “And | was like, ‘Okay, | don’t really get it. Is it like per semester?
Is it like annually, or anything?’ So, | was confused.” Another Multi-race female student shared that
the award letter was unclear, but after speaking with their financial aid advisor, they were able to
help explain it. Moreover, some students mentioned that estimates, such as housing, did not make
sense to include if they were not going to use it. For example, a Latinx female adult learner said, “I
mean, the award letter said something about, housing, food, transportation. They were really big
numbers, but it didn’t apply to me.” Further, a MENA student shared: “It was so unclear. The way
that they list how much classes cost, or how much the facilities or the equipment that you need to
use for, like labs or anything. It was very confusing.” These examples highlight structural challenges
that transfer students experience that reduce financial wellness.

Financial Aid Challenges

Some transfer students also discussed financial aid challenges related to immigrant experiences.
For example, a Black adult learner shared that it took several weeks in their first semester to be able
to access aid after becoming a citizen, sharing that “l ended up getting [financial assistance] but
that’s after going there for like five weeks, getting something after | told them, | was like, oh recent
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citizen, because they had in the file that | also needed a green card when | told them...I’'m now a
citizen.” This student continued to share that the experience was frustrating and felt that they would
not have received financial aid had they not been persistent. Additionally, a MENA student shared
that they experienced difficulties with the FAFSA form after the recent changes, sharing that “it was
changed in a way that it made it a lot harder for students to fill out the form. And it became a lot
more difficult to access it and to be able to receive financial aid, just because of the way that they
structured it now. Me being a student who has immigrant parents, and my father being an immigrant
and still being back at home and can’t come to the country, it’s so difficult to explain my situation to
these people.”

Further, some students discussed their interactions with financial aid and the Bursar’s Office, with
some finding them helpful, while others not finding them helpful. The Bursar’s Office was helpful
with setting up payment plans and understanding tuition, with a White female student saying that
“it was very weird reading [their award letter] for the first time. | called the Bursar office...had them
walk me through it.” A White female adult learner shared that the Office of Financial Aid was helpful
in answering their questions, sharing that they “just answered my question really quickly. It felt
really efficient, but still, they listened.” Likewise, some students cited the Success Centers as
helpfulin providing information and assistance with understanding their award letter. (Report 6
provides more information on the Office of Student Success and Belonging centers).

One of the non-returning students cited financial aid issues as the main reason they did not
continue at UIC. They shared that “class was about to start, but then | had not heard anything on my
financial aid. | was still waiting for financial aid.” Eventually, they received financial aid, though it
was just before classes started. They did not receive as much financial aid as they expected, and
what they did receive could not “sufficiently cover tuition and my living expenses to be able to be in
the program. So, the reality was that | was going to struggle. | had to find money elsewhere when |
didn’t have the money.” They shared that they tried contacting the Office of Financial Aid, but were
not getting responses quickly enough and did not know whether they could start classes or not.
They dropped out of UIC and went into the military until they sustained an injury and were medically
discharged. They also shared that they would return to UIC if they had better financial support and
if financial aid communication was improved. Finally, a staff member from the Office of Student
Success and Belonging highlighted that the Office of Financial Aid is understaffed and needs
additional resources to better support students, highlighting gaps in the structural system in place
to support student at UIC

Additionally, a Student Affairs staff member discussed how some students who transfer to UIC
from a two-year institution may be surprised by the increased cost of UIC and need to take out
loans for the first time. They shared “there have been many students who have been surprised
about the gap, and are now saying, ‘Oh, | didn’t—I didn’t have to take out loans before. So now |
have to take out a loan and/or | don’t have enough financial aid to cover my tuition and fees.”” This
staff member went on to share that this gap was especially an issue for racially/ethnically
minoritized students and students from low-income backgrounds.

22
UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS CHICAGO | Transfer Report 4: Financing College



Graduates and Non-Graduates with Loans

The percentage of transfer and first-year graduates and non-graduates with loans were examined
for academic years 2020 through 2024. Though these data were not disaggregated by race/ethnicity,
racial and ethnic disparities are particularly important to highlight considering the relationship
between the racial wealth gap and student loans. Over 85% of Black students take on student loan
debt compared to 68% of White students (Wright, 2023). A study by the HEA Group (2024) found
that borrowers who did not complete their four-year degree accrued more student loan debt
compared to those who did complete their degree over the same period. Therefore, Black students,
who take on student loan debt at high rates, are more likely to go into further debt if they drop out of
college. Thus, itis crucial that loan patterns among non-graduating students are examined. For
both transfer and first-year students, those that graduated were more likely to take out student
loans, with 53% of 2023-24 graduating transfer students having loans compared to 45% of first-year
students. Further, the proportion of graduating students that had taken out loans has steadily
decreased over the past several years for both groups. That said, a significant proportion of non-
graduating students also took out student loans, with 31% of non-graduating transfer students in
2023-24 taking out loans and 29% of non-graduating first-year students. Moreover, this also meant
that nearly 70% of non-graduating transfer students did not take out students loans, and it was
possible that taking them out might have helped them to alleviate some burdens like work and
additional obligations. This alleviation might have helped them stay to complete their degree.

Figure 12. Percentage of Transfer and First-Year Graduates and Non-Graduates with Loans for
Academic Years 2020 through 2024
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.

As seen in Figure 12, the average amount of loans among transfer and first-year graduates and non-
graduates who took out loans was similar between groups. For example, in the academic year
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2023-24, the average loan amount of graduating transfer students was $5,627 and the average loan
amount was $5,833 for graduating first-year students. In the academic year, 2023-24, the average
loan amount of non-graduating transfer students was $5,530 and the average loan amount was
$5,407 for non-graduating first-year students.

Figure 13. Average Amount of Loans for Transfer and First-Year Graduates and Non-Graduates
for Academic Years 2020 through 2024
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Note. Data were from the university data warehouse.
Financial Holds

Next, financial holds placed in the first semester were examined. UIC has conducted extensive
programmatic interventions and research to understand the financial challenges and gaps in
financial wellness, particularly for students with a financial hold. For example, over the past four
years, Student Affairs staff have implemented a financial wellness program to assist students in
good academic standing at the end of their first semester at UIC with financial holds by securing
scholarship funds to pay off their financial hold and provide them with financial education to help
them develop a plan for paying for their remaining time at UIC (Pena et al., 2024; 2025). Recently,
Farruggia et al. (2025) developed the transfer on-track metric after the success of the first-year on-
track metric. As highlighted in Report 3, transfer on-track includes metrics around GPA, credits
earned, and no unresolved financial hold in the first term. In examining how students are financing
college through a financial wellness lens, it is also important to examine financial holds here. There
are two types of financial holds—9R and 9H. A 9R hold is placed on a student’s account if they have
an unpaid balance under $1,500, though it does not impact registration. A 9H hold prevents
students from registering for courses and is placed if a student’s unpaid balance is $1,500 or
greater. Importantly, a staff member from Enrollment Management highlighted how they “increased
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the threshold from $200...for students to carry a hold moving forward.” This change has helped to
alleviate a barrier around course registration for students.

Figure 14 displays 9R financial holds placed in the first semester and their unresolved status for Fall
2022 through Spring 2024 transfer cohorts. While 15% of fall transfer cohorts received a 9R
financial hold, only 10% of spring transfer cohort students received one. HWC students receive 9R
financial holds at slightly lesser rates compared to the aggregate. Moreover, in the fall transfer
cohorts, Black and Multi-race students were more likely to receive a 9R financial hold, with Asian
American and International students being less likely. In the spring transfer cohorts, Black, Latinx,
and White students were slightly more likely to receive a 9R financial hold, with Asian American,
International, and Multi-race students being less likely. As for unresolved status of 9R financial
holds, 2% of fall transfer students did not resolve this hold by the tenth day of the subsequent
semester, and 1% of the spring transfer students also did not resolve their hold by the tenth day of
the following semester. For the fall transfer cohorts, 3% of HWC students did not resolve their 9R
hold by the tenth day of the following semester, while all HWC students in the spring transfer
cohorts resolved theirs. Finally, there was generally racial/ethnic parity in 9R financial hold

resolution status.

Figure 14. 9R Financial Holds Placed and Unresolved in the First Semester for Fall 2022
through Spring 2024 Transfer Cohorts by Race/Ethnicity
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Last, Figure 16 displays 9H financial holds placed in the first semester and their unresolved status
for Fall 2022 through Spring 2024 transfer cohorts. While 12% of fall transfer cohorts received a 9H
financial hold, 25% of spring transfer cohort students received one. HWC students received 9H
financial holds at similar rates compared to the aggregate. Moreover, in the fall transfer cohorts,
Black, International and Multi-race students were more likely to receive a 9H financial hold, with
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Asian American, Latinx, and White students being less likely. In the spring transfer cohorts, Black
students were more likely and Latinx and International students were slightly more likely to receive
a 9H financial hold, with Asian American and White students being less likely. As for unresolved
status of 9H financial holds, 2% of fall and spring transfer students did not resolve this hold by the
tenth day of the subsequent semester. For the fall transfer cohorts, 3% of HWC students did not
resolve their 9R hold by the tenth day of the following semester, while all HWC students in the
spring transfer cohorts resolved theirs. Finally, Black students and International students were less
likely to resolve their financial hold in the fall transfer cohorts, while Latinx and multi-race students
were less likely to resolve their financial hold in the spring transfer cohorts.

Figure 15. 9H Financial Holds Placed and Unresolved in the First Semester for Fall 2022
through Spring 2024 Transfer Cohorts by Race/Ethnicity
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SAP Cancellations

Finally, several analyses were conducted looking at transfer and first-year student financial
experiences during their first year at UIC, particularly related to Satisfactory Academic Performance
(SAP) cancellations and first-term financial holds. SAP cancellations refer to federal requirement to
cancel student awards when academic performance falls below a minimum threshold or if they
have used all of their available aid. SAP cancellation analyses were conducted out of a concern
that students are no longer eligible for financial aid after earning 180 credits (University of Illinois
Chicago, n.d.). One Student Affairs staff member shared their concern around SAP cancellations,
sharing that “if you use [federal financial aid] in a community college, that starts this clock ticking.
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And certainly, if you use it in a different college, that starts a clock ticking. So, you end up in a space
where, you know, at least for some of our need-based aid, there’s only a certain amount of time you
have to use it.” Figure 16 displays SAP cancellation rates for new transfer and first-year students in
Fall 2023 by race/ethnicity. Overwhelmingly, first-year students (20%) were more likely to have a
SAP cancellation compared to transfer students (2%) in the first year. Further, while there was
racial/ethnic parity among transfer students, Black and Latinx first-year students were more likely to
receive a SAP cancellation compared to other racial/ethnic groups.

Figure 16. Fall 2023 New Transfer and New First-Year SAP Cancellation Rates by Race/Ethnicity
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Moreover, Table 1 highlights SAP cancellations of transfer students after their second, third or
fourth year for the Fall 2019 through Spring 2021 cohorts. For the Fall 2019 and Fall 2020 cohorts,
around 7% of students received a SAP cancellation after their second, third, or fourth year and
around 6% of Spring 2020 and 2021 students received one. Among SAP cancellations after the
second, third, or fourth year, most of them were due to GPA and not due to excess credits earned.

Table 1. Percentage of SAP Cancellations and Percent Cancelled Due to GPA After the Second,
Third, or Fourth Year for Fall 2019 through Spring 2021 Transfer Cohorts

. Cohort
Metric - "
Fall 2019 Spring 2020 Fall 2020 Spring 2021
% SAP cancellation 7% 6% 7% 7%
% canceled due to GPA 85% 75% 75% 76%

Note. Data were from the institutional data warehouse.
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FINANCIAL CONCERNS

This next section examines the financial concerns of UIC transfer students (e.g., Tellez et al.,
2024a). As described by several students, faculty, and staff, one of the biggest barriers for students
at UIC is finances (Tellez et al., 2024a; Tellez et al., 2023). One HWC staff member shared that “the
biggest barrier by far is money. It’s not like the students can’t transfer because they don’t have the
grades. That’s usually not the issue. The issue is affordability.” As described in Report 2, transfer
students are well-prepared and Report 3 highlights how transfer students are academically
successful at UIC. Further, in data from the SWISS survey, transfer matriculants reported
somewhat higher rates of stress related to financial concerns (60%) as compared to first-year
matriculants (56%). Thus, it is critical to understand the financial concerns of UIC transfer
students and how this shapes their experiences.

Asked as part of the Pre-Matriculation Inventory prior to the transfer to UIC, nearly one-fifth of
transfer students indicated that they will need to help pay for their family’s daily living expenses,
with a significantly higher proportion of HWC students indicating this, particularly for spring cohorts
(Figure 17). Generally, for spring cohorts, Black, Latinx, and Multi-race students were slightly more
likely to indicate that they will help pay for their family’s daily living expenses; for fall cohorts, Latinx
students were slightly more likely. A Student Affairs staff member commented on the ways that
transfer students support their families, sharing that “a lot of them support their family in ways that
we don’t always recognize. Their financial aid is crucial to the whole family.” This staff member
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continued to share that financial aid was especially important for students during the pandemic as
some parents lost their jobs and students helped make mortgage payments among other things.

Figure 17. Transfer Students Who Will Help Pay for Their Family’s Daily Living Expenses
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Note. Data were from the Spring 2022 through Fall 2023 Pre-Matriculation Inventory.

Next, generally around three-fifths of students indicated that they will have to work to help pay for
educational expenses such as tuition, books, and/or commuting when they get to UIC (Figure 18).
HWC students were slightly more likely in the spring cohorts than the fall cohorts to report that they
will need to work when they transfer to UIC. This was consistent with data from the Fall Survey as
presented in Report 1 that indicated 63% of transfer students were working. Moreover, data from
the 2022 SWISS survey indicated that 48% of transfer students were sometimes or never able to
consistently pay for school expenses. For spring and fall cohorts, International students were
less likely to indicate they were working to pay for educational expenses, which could potentially be
due to visa restrictions. That said, for spring cohorts, Latinx students were slightly more likely to
indicate needing to work, and for fall cohorts, Black and Latinx students were slightly more likely to

indicate this.

Some transfer students also discussed the challenges of finding employment or balancing it with
school. For example, one Black HWC student highlighted that “When you are looking for a job first
couple weeks or months, you might not find the kind of job you are eligible for... you have the skill
set...and sometimes you don’t even find a job.” Despite transfer students having established skill
sets that set them up well for employment, it can be challenging to find work, thus creating
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financial challenges and diminishing financial wellness. Further, balancing work and school can be
challenging, as exemplified by a Black adult learner who shared that they quit their full-time job
before going to community college and transitioning to a part-time job: “| started driving part-time
for Uber, and it was okay...I was at Truman College. That was easy. You know, UIC is different. It’s a
different ball game.” The student highlighted that their transition to UIC along with the increased
number of assignments from UIC made it difficult to manage balancing work and academics (see
Report 5 for more on work-school balance).

Figure 18. Transfer Students Who Will Have to Work to Help Pay for Their Educational
Expenses at UIC
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Figure 19 displays the proportion of students who were concerned about having enough money to
pay for college textbooks and materials when they transferred to UIC. For both spring and fall
cohorts, just over two-fifths of students indicated that they were concerned, with HWC students
being concerned at higher rates. This was also consistent with data from the 2022 SWISS in which
41% of transfer students reported that they sometimes or never are able to consistently pay
for school supplies. Additionally, among both spring and fall cohorts, Latinx students were more
likely to be concerned, while Multi-race students were also more likely to be concerned for the

Spring cohorts only.
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Figure 19. Transfer Students Who Were Concerned About Having Enough Money to Pay for
College Textbooks and Materials
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Next, Figure 20 highlights the proportion of students concerned about having enough money to pay
for daily living expenses while in college. For both spring and fall cohorts, just over two-fifths of
students reported being concerned about having enough money, with HWC students being slightly
more likely to be concerned. For both spring and fall cohorts, Black, Latinx, and Multi-race students
are slightly more likely to be concerned about having enough money to pay for daily living expenses.
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Figure 20. Transfer Students Who Were Concerned About Having Enough Money to Pay for
Daily Living Expenses When in College
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As displayed in Figure 21, just under two-fifths of students report being concerned about having
enough money to pay for transportation to-and-from college for both spring and fall cohorts. Fall
cohort HWC students were slightly more likely to be concerned compared to all transfer students.
For spring cohorts, Asian American and Latinx students were slightly more likely to be concerned,
and for Fall cohorts, Latinx and multi-race students were slightly more likely to be concerned. That
said, a MENA student brought up that while they appreciated the U-PASS+ program it was still
expensive, sharing that “especially because UIC is a commuter school...but | think the Ventra cards
and the parking should be free. | feel like it—a lot people, it’s expensive...there should be an
accommodation, at least, like some type of discount.”
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Figure 21. Transfer Students Who Were Concerned About Having Enough Money to Pay for
Transportation To-and-From College
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Finally, as displayed in Figure 22, nearly three-fifths of students reported being concerned about
having enough money to pay for college tuition and fees when they transferred to UIC for both
spring and fall cohorts; HWC students were slightly more likely to be concerned compared to all
transfer students. For both cohorts, Latinx students were more likely to be concerned about having

enough money for tuition and fees.
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Figure 22. Transfer Students Who Were Concerned About Having Enough Money to Pay for
College Tuition and Fees
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BASIC NEEDS

Finally, transfer students experiences around and access to basic needs were examined. Basic
needs (e.g., access to food, housing, accessibility, childcare, clothing, healthcare and
transportation) are fundamental for students to fully engage in their education. According to data
from The Hope Center Student Basic Needs Survey, three-fifths of students experience basic needs
insecurity related to food and/or housing and students from lower socioeconomic and marginalized
racial/ethnic backgrounds are disproportionately affected (The Hope Center, 2025). Not only can
unmet basic needs threaten academic success, but it can be detrimental to the physiological (e.g.,
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chronic health issues, stress, and malnutrition) and psychological (e.g., decreased motivation,
social withdrawal, anxiety, and depression) well-being of students—all of which negatively impact
academic success. Specially for transfer students, basic needs insecurity can disrupt their
transition, hinder academic success, and delay degree completion.

When basic needs are unmet, financial stress increases which diminishing aspects of financial
wellness. This includes diminishing the ability to construct a stable financial situation, fulfill current
and ongoing financial responsibilities in the short- and long-term, and feeling secure about one’s
financial future (Montalto et al., 2019). Basic needs and financial wellness are deeply interrelated
and dynamic aspects of student success as low financial wellness can compromise the ability to
secure basic needs—fueling a cycle of instability that impacts academic success.

Supporting access to basic needs and financial wellness are critical for institutions of higher
education as basic needs have serious implications for not only individual achievement but also for
institutional goals around retention, graduation, and equity. According to data from the 2022 SWISS
survey, nearly two-fifths (37%) of transfer matriculants and first-year matriculants reported
being stressed about concerns related to their basic needs. Below, the realities and experience
transfer students faced in accessing basic needs were captured, including by utilizing high needs
referral data from the Pre-Matriculation Inventory (e.g., Tellez et al., 2024b).

Table 2 displays the percentage of students who reported sometimes or never being able to
consistently pay for a variety of basic needs. One-third of transfer students indicated that they
sometimes or never were able to consistently pay for food and housing, which was slightly higher
than first-year matriculants. Further, just over half of transfer students report that they sometimes
or never were able to consistently pay for clothing, also at higher rates compared to first-year
students.

Table 2. Percentage of Students Who Reported Sometimes or Never to Being Able to
Consistently Pay

Matriculant Type Food Housing Clothing
oo Mransfer ] 3% 3] S1% .
First-Year 28% 33% 45%

Note. Data were from the 2022 SWISS.

Similar research (Raja et al., in progress) conducted on the financial challenges and financial
wellness of transfer students, highlighted the concerns of transfer students when it came to
accessing basic needs and financing college. In that study, a transfer student shared:

Itis not just tuition... we have to worry about food, and we have to worry about housing. We
have to worry about transportation. And you know, when you look at the entire the
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.

Additionally, Figure 23 displays the proportion of transfer students who requested a referral to
address food insecurities. For both the spring and fall cohorts, just over 30% of students requested
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a referral, with HWC students being more likely. Across both cohorts, Black, Latinx, and
International students were more likely to request a referral to address food insecurity. As a note,

these data serve as a proxy measure, not as an actual indicator of being food insecure.
< 2
T

While the referral data are a proxy measure for food insecurity, Figure 24 displays the percentage of
students who indicated that they often skip meals as they cannot afford food on the 2023 Fall
Survey. Transfer students (23%) were more likely than first-year students (15%) to indicate that they
skip meals as they cannot afford food. Moreover, Black transfer students (35%) indicated this at a
substantially higher rate, followed by Latinx (27%) and Asian American students (25%). A staff
member from Equity & Diversity highlighted how they support students who may be experiencing
food insecurity, sharing that “| don’t necessarily have funding to feed them, but | feed them out of
my own pocket. Just because, you know, food insecurity is real.” This staff member also mentioned
how they try to meet with students over lunch so that they can buy them lunch; if the meeting is
virtual, the staff member will send the student a gift card for a food delivery service. For more on
how students experiencing food insecurity engage with campus resources, such as the Pop-up
Pantry in the Wellness Center, refer to Report 6.

Figure 23. Transfer Students Who Requested a Referral to Address Food Insecurity
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Note. Data were from the Spring 2022 through Fall 2023 Pre-Matriculation Inventory.
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Figure 24. Proportion of New Transfer and New First-Year Students Who Often Skip Meals as
They Cannot Afford Food
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Note. Data were from the 2023 Fall Survey.

Next, Figure 25 shows the proportion of transfer student who requested a referral to address
housing insecurity. Just over 10% of students in spring and fall cohorts requested a referral, with
HWC students being slightly more likely to. Across both cohorts, Asian American, Black, Latinx, and
International students were slightly more likely to request referral. Housing insecurity has been
evidenced to disrupt academics and prevent students from fully engaging and focusing on their
studies. A report by Farruggia et al. (2023) examined whether providing students with housing and
dining awards through scholarship funds and programming centered on developing the skills and
awareness of resources would support student retention and success. The findings align with this
report, highlighting how housing insecurity can negatively impact academic performance and
reinforces the critical importance of stable housing in allowing students to focus on their
academics.
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Figure 25. Transfer Cohorts Who Requested a Referral to Address Housing Insecurity
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As previously noted, basic needs are especially an issue for LGBTQSIA+ students. As displayed in
Figure 26, LGBTQSIA+ transfer students were more likely to worry about access to housing, money
for daily living expenses, food, and legal services compared to LGBTQSIA+ first-year students.
LGBTQSIA+ first-year students were more likely to worry about access to physical and mental
healthcare compared to LGBTQSIA+ transfer students. That said, trans+ transfer and first-year
students worry about accessing these areas of basic needs at heightened rates compared to all

LGBTQSIA+ students.
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Note. Data were from the Spring 2022 through Fall 2023 Pre-Matriculation Inventory.
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Figure 26. LGBTQSIA+ Transfer and First-Year Students That Worry About Basic Needs
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Several units provide support to students who require basic needs support. For more on how
students engage with different units that support their basic needs, such as Student Assistance,
please refer to Report 6.

Next, as seen in Figure 27 a small proportion of transfer students requested a childcare referral.
Several staff and faculty mentioned childcare as a potential barrier for parenting students. One
staff mentioned that the new Little Sparks program is an excellent opportunity for parenting
students, though they recognize that it only supports a particular age group, stating that “The Little
Sparks is providing childcare for, you know, up to a certain age. But | think that, again, is something
that I’ve just learned about earlier this year, which | think can be a great support for some transfer
students.” See Report 6 for more information on the Little Sparks program.

Further, a staff member from Student Affairs highlighted the importance of getting parenting
students connected with different resources to support their basic needs. For example, they shared
that “they need to know all the resources on campus from, the things that they have rights to
through the Office of Access and Equity, what the food pantry provides through the Wellness Center
and things like that.” This also illustrated how basic needs are interrelated and dynamic and how
support with basic needs can help promote financial wellness and alleviate financial concerns.
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Figure 27. Transfer Students Who Requested a Childcare Referral
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Note. Data were from the Spring 2022 through Fall 2023 Pre-Matriculation Inventory.

Figure 28 displays the number of hours students spent per week providing care for dependents.
Transfer students (41%) were slightly more likely to spend some time providing care for dependents
compared to first-year students (38%). Among transfer students, Asian American students (47%),
Latinx students (46%), and Multi-race students (44%) were more likely to provide care for
dependents. Of note, findings from the 2022 SWISS survey indicated that only 5% of transfer
students agree or strongly agree that UIC offers adequate opportunities for childcare for ages
0 -2 years and 4% agree or strongly agree that UIC offers adequate opportunities for childcare
for ages 3 -5 years old. It is important to note that the SWISS data were collected before the
creation of the Little Sparks program and was used to inform the development of the program.
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Figure 28. Number of Hours Students Spend Per Week Providing Care for Dependents
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Note. Data were from the 2022 Equity Dashboard.

Related, students are able to request services for pregnant and parenting students through the
Office of Access and Equity. As seen in Figure 29, just under 4% of Fall 2023 transfer students
requested an Office of Access and Equity referral, with Black and International students being
slightly more likely to request one than other racial/ethnic groups.
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Figure 29. Transfer Students who Requested an Office of Access and Equity Referral
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Note. Data were from the Fall 2023 Pre-Matriculation Inventory.

Next, accessibility is a critical basic need to address, allowing students to navigate the campus
environment and foster academic success in the classroom. Figure 30 displays the proportion of
students who reported accessibility barriers in engaging with UIC. Across transfer and first-year
students, around one-fifth of students reported that mobility, visual, and auditory accessibility
often or very often prevents them engaging in all that UIC has to offer.
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Figure 30. Transfer and First-Year Students Who Reported Lack of Accessibility Prevents Them
from Engaging in All That UIC Has to Offer
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Note. Data were from the 2022 SWISS.

Figure 31 displays the proportion of students who requested a referral to the Disability Resource
Center, with just over one-fifth of students in spring and fall cohorts requesting one. For fall cohorts,
HWC students were slightly more likely to request a referral to the Disability Resource Center
compared to all transfer students. Further, for spring and fall cohorts, Black students were also
slightly more likely to make a request. As a reminder, this is a proxy measure, not an actual measure
of whether or not a student identifies as having a disability; that said, since including the Disability
Resource Center referral request, the number of accommodations has increased.

Staff and faculty play a key role in supporting transfer students by referring them to on-campus
support such as the DRC. One staff member from Student Affairs shared that many military-
affiliated students may have a disability, so they ensure that they connect them with proper
resources like the DRC. This staff member stated that “Those are always going to be the resources
that | will connect people with, because so many of [veteran] students having hearing loss...and if
the lecturer isn’t aware of that...that’s going to definitely negatively impact their ability to be
successful in the classroom.” Further, for many transfer students, disabilities such as learning
challenges or mental health conditions may go undiagnosed for years. Importantly, a staff member
from Equity & Diversity also highlighted that it is important for all students to be familiar with the
DRC as a student can become disabled at any point throughout their time at UIC.
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Figure 31. Transfer Students Who Requested a Disability Resource Center Referral
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Finally, Figure 32 displays the proportion of students who requested an undocumented student
support referral. For both spring and fall cohorts, just below 10% of students requested a referral,
with International students being most likely to make a request. For undocumented students,
paying for college can be further complicated by shifting federal and state policies and delayed
communication from top-bottom leadership. One staff member from Equity & Diversity reflected on
how these changing policies directly impact their work supporting undocumented students on

campus. They shared:

Biden just, ‘Oh, we're keeping pathways for undocumented immigrants, and so | am getting
calls like, ‘Oh, does that mean my mom qualifies [to apply]?’ They [the administration]
haven't laid it out yet so I'm like this is what we know. So I'm just drafting the message to
send it out to all our RISE applicants from financial aid like here's what came out today,
here's what we know and if you have any other questions you know how to reach me on my
cell...just little updates like that. And | think sometimes we get bad information.

(As a reminder, this interview was conducted in Summer 2024). This example also shines a light on
the support from staff and faculty in proactively communicating with students to support them. For
undocumented students, many of whom may already be navigating higher education with limited
support systems, changing policies can further complicate their transition.
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Figure 32. Transfer Students Who Requested an Undocumented Student Support Referral
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Note. Data were from the Spring 2022 through Fall 2023 Pre-Matriculation Inventory.
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KEY FINDINGS

The key findings from this research report are provided below and organized in the order they were
reported above. Key findings are by no means complete but serve as a place to highlight areas for
consideration for efforts to support transfer students in financing college, alleviate their financial

concerns, and ensure that they are able to access different areas of basic needs.

Financing College

One of the top reasons students cited choosing UIC was the cost; however, from students,
staff, and faculty, there was a concern of affordability for transfer students. On average,
transfer students had lower EFC/SAI compared to first-year students, resulting in higher
gross need and unmet need compared to first-year students. Transfer students were also
more likely to be independent. Among independent transfer students, their EFC/SAI was
lower compared to dependent transfer students, with higher levels of gross and unmet
need. That said, UIC was less affordable for transfer students than for first-year students.
Transfer students financed college in a variety of ways through various forms of aid such as:
grants (e.g., MAP and Federal Pell Grants), scholarships, Federal Work Study (FWS), and
student loans. Generally, first-year students accessed MAP and Pell grants at higher rates
compared to transfer students and the average pay amounts for these grants was also
higher for first-year students than for transfer students. Likewise, first-year students
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received a higher proportion of scholarships compared to transfer students, with some
transfer students highlighting challenges navigating scholarship applications and there was
less of an availability of scholarships for transfer students. First-year and transfer students
accessed grant awards at similar rates, though first-year students’ grant amounts were
slightly higher. First-year and transfer students also accessed FWS awards at similar rates.
Finally, likely due to the higher unmet need and decreased affordability for UIC transfer
students, a higher proportion of them accessed student loans compared to first-year
students.

e Next, some students found financial aid packages to be unclear, but many were able to find
help from offices like Financial Aid, the Bursar, and Student Success and Belonging.
Further, students cited challenges navigating the FAFSA application related to immigrant
experiences. Campus staff have noted that Financial Aid is understaffed and would benefit
from having more counselors to work with students.

e Students who graduated hold a higher proportion of loan acceptance compared to non-
graduates, although the average loan amount was similar between groups. This can lead to
unaffordable debt for students who do not complete their degrees.

o Transfer students in the fall semesters were more likely to have a 9R financial hold placed
on their account, while spring cohorts were more likely to have a 9H financial hold.

e SAP cancellations for transfer students were typically due to GPA, not credits.

Financial Concerns

e Top financial concerns include working to help pay for educational expenses at UIC, having
enough money to pay for college textbooks and materials, having enough money to pay for
daily living expenses, and having enough money to pay for college tuition and fees. Among
all financial concerns, HWC students had higher levels of concern compared to all
students.

e Many students financially help their families while they are in school. Over half of students
plan to work to help pay for educational expenses at UIC, although finding a job, despite
having a solid skill set, and balancing school and off-campus jobs was difficult.

Basic Needs

e Around one-third of transfer students reported that they sometimes or never were able to
consistently pay for food and housing, and over half said the same about clothing. Likewise,
over 30% of transfer students requested a referral to address food insecurity, and 23%
indicated that they often skip meals as they cannot afford food. Further, just over 10% of
students requested a referral to address housing insecurity. Previous studies at UIC have
found that housing insecurity can be disruptive to students’ academic success and
ensuring that students have stable housing helps them to thrive in school.

e Moreover, LGBTQSIA+ students also experience concerns related to their basic needs.
LGBTQSIA+ transfer students were more likely to worry about access to housing, money for
daily living expenses, food, and legal services compared to LGBTQSIA+ first-year students.
LGBTQSIA+ first-year students were more likely to worry about access to physical and
mental healthcare compared to LGBTQSIA+ transfer students. Concern for each area of

48
UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS CHICAGO | Transfer Report 4: Financing College



basic needs is even higher from trans+ transfer and first-year students, highlighting the need
to provide specific supports to trans+ students.

Childcare access was recognized as a barrier for many parenting students, though the Little
Sparks program has been cited as a great resource for helping to provide access.

Around 20% of transfer students indicated mobility, visual, and auditory accessibility is a
problem on campus. In addition, around 20% requested a referral to the Disability Resource
Center. It is important to recognize that a disability can occur at any point, so students need
to be aware of the Disability Resource Center, even after Orientation and matriculation.
10% of students requested a referral for undocumented student support. Shifting federal
and state policies can further complicate undocumented students’ experiences in college.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on these findings, a number of recommendations are made to improve the success of and

experiences for transfer students:

1.

UIC is less affordable for transfer students compared to first-year students. Aid and
scholarships that are specifically targeted to transfer students should be offered to help
offset the cost.

Some transfer students found their financial aid award letters to be unclear. Tailored
communication to transfer students about understanding their financial aid process should
be offered.

A high proportion of non-graduating students did not take out loans. It is possible that taking
out loans might have helped them in alleviating some barriers and obligations of working to
finance college. It is recommended that students work with Financial Aid counselors to
explore taking out loans in order to finance college if all other options are utilized. This may
also help to reduce some transfer students’ financial concerns. If a student receives a
financial hold, they should automatically receive a referral to a supportive staff member,
such as in Financial Aid or the Office of Student Success and Belonging.

There is an opportunity to discuss financial aid and financing college at Orientation before
insurmountable barriers are in place. From a financial wellness lens, during Orientation,
students should be supported in developing a financial plan for how they will finance their
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10.

11.

12.

13.

time at UIC. This is particularly important for transfer students as they are generally older
and may have increased working and familial obligations. Further, if they are coming from a
two-year institution, four-year institutions are typically more expensive.

Transfer students access Federal Work Study awards at similar rates to first-year students.
Given transfer students’ greater need to work to pay for school and their challenging
experiences finding a job or balancing off-campus work with school, additional on-campus
work opportunities should be provided and promoted to transfer students. This should be
made systematic when students are preparing to transfer to UIC so they can have a position
in place upon starting classes. Orientation is another place where students can learn about
employment opportunities so there is not a large gap in time between the start of school
and when a position begins.

A small proportion of transfer students had an unresolved 9H financial hold at the end of
their first term. The transfer financial wellness program was developed to support transfer
students with an unresolved 9H financial hold and help them develop a plan to finance the
rest of their time at UIC through graduation. Additional resources should be secured to
ensure the longevity of this program.

To help address students’ concerns around paying for the cost of books, UIC should support
faculty to use open educational resources.

Transfer students need to continue to know about the different resources available to them
in accessing their basic needs. While the PMI referral process works to create this
connection, needs change and some students may not initially request support due to
stigma or fear. Resources for basic needs should be discussed throughout a student’s time
at UIC to normalize the support and ensure students have access if their situations change.
For example, basic needs resources might also be promoted in different student
engagement areas, advising, and in the classroom.

In addition to ensuring students are aware and able to access the Pop-up Pantry, they
should also be made aware of the different pantries across Chicago and SNAP benefits
available to them. While this information is available through the Pantry webpage, ongoing
communication again normalizes the support.

Students experiencing housing insecurity should be referred to Student Assistance beyond
the PMI referral process. Staff and faculty should be provided ongoing training to ensure
they are aware of this resource to help students as they are often the first to learn of the
challenge.

Data on transgender students is limited; one suggestion to improve this is by providing a
two-step gender identity question on the application form where students first self-identify
their gender identity and then respond to an additional question asking if they are
transgender.

The university should add pregnant and parenting status to the application in order to
identify who parenting students are.

UIC needs to invest in improving mobility, visual, and auditory accessibility across the
campus. Arecent report (Nguyen & Darcangelo, 2024) was developed by experts and it is
recommended that their recommendations are implemented to improve campus
accessibility.
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14. The Office of Undocumented Student Support should partner with Student Assistance in
the Office of the Dean of Students who is leading efforts around supporting students
experience basic needs insecurity. Further, the Office of Undocumented Student Support
should make referrals to the U&l Care meal plans program to help provide students facing
food insecurity with meals.

15. Additional funding should be provided to the Office of Undocumented Student Support,
particularly to help students experiencing basic needs insecurity and provide additional
staffing. Additional staffing can help to alleviate the burden of staying abreast of policy
changes and communicating such changes on top of supporting students.
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