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Executive Summary

This document outlines the strategy guiding The Institute for College Access & Success (TICAS)
Michigan team's 2025 policy and advocacy efforts, including policy priorities, watch lists, and research
focuses. The “Playbook” also includes information on TICAS’ organizational mission, vision, and strategic
themes, which guide TICAS Michigan’s development and approach to the work. It is a new year with
new focuses but the same priority: the student. The TICAS Michigan team will research and highlight
policy priorities that guide our positioning for the coming policy season.

The Institute for College Access & Success (TICAS)

TICAS is a non-profit, nonpartisan policy and research organization that advocates for every student,
regardless of race, ethnicity, or family wealth, to have access to a quality higher education program
without the need to incur debt to realize their dreams of earning a college credential.

Our vision is to reimagine a national higher education system where students can successfully complete
a college credential with confidence that their education will afford them a pathway toward economic
mobility and financial sustainability. To achieve this, TICAS' strategic themes provide a student-centered
framework for higher education reform that will serve as our compass as we carry out our advocacy over
the coming years.

Amidst an ever-changing policy environment, TICAS will be steadfast in centering
the needs of students and communities across the nation to ensure access to an
affordable, equitable, and high-quality postsecondary education.

— Sameer Gadkaree, TICAS President

TICAS state policy and advocacy teams work towards the strategic goals below by building strong,
diverse partnerships, drawing on national and regional best practices, and collaborating with a wide
range of stakeholders on the ground.

Strategic Themes

< Students with financial need do not need < Students can pursue a quality college
to rely on debt to pursue and complete a degree close to home, supported by
college degree. policies to weed out predatory programs.
< Students can easily access the supports 2 Higher education policy and systems
they need to help them graduate and increase economic mobility and support
advance their careers; states and systems racial inclusion in the workforce.

have the data and resources to monitor

and close opportunity gaps. < Student debt does not create persistent

economic hardship when debt does not
pay off.
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TICAS Michigan

The TICAS Michigan team (TICAS MI) strives to be a resource provider, educator, and advocate for
higher education policy in the state of Michigan. We seek to uplift and elevate community-based
education, student support leaders, and student voices in the policy decision-making process to ensure
students’ and families’ needs are met in their pursuit of postsecondary credentials.

Community Engagement

TICAS Ml anchors our work in community and student voice, which together are the drivers of our
advocacy efforts in higher education policy. We ingrain inclusion of and fostering connections between
these critical stakeholders in every level of our work. It is important to include those most impacted by
the policy and investment decisions of the state in the conversation. Including first-hand lived
experiences in the discussion ensures that the efforts put in place by the state are not only more
effective and efficient, but also minimize unintentional harm to vulnerable communities that can
undermine policy goals.
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Below are key community engagement efforts developed by TICAS MI.

e Training and Education

We provide student-centered policy training to educate leaders and stakeholders on navigating state
policy for the betterment of their communities. State and federal policy can be intimidating and overly
complex for the everyday practitioner. It is, however, important to create safe spaces for learning and
thought partnership that stands to impact student-facing efforts. We have expanded our resources to
include technical support (analyzing and editing policies) and updates on policy developments and issues
to improve awareness. We have also differentiated our training into 1) Policy and Advocacy Skill
Development and Enhancement and 2) Awareness Training (breaking down proposed bills and policy
recommendations).
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@ Student-Centered Policy Advocate Collective

In 2022-23, our Year of Outreach, it became evident that community leaders felt there were limited
spaces to share their perspectives to influence policy and investments at the state level. There were also
concerns about limited strategy time to tackle pressing barriers for students and families in education
convening spaces. While there are many education coalitions in the state providing critical information
on Michigan education and talent outcomes, there are limited spaces to dissect the data for purposes of
solution development to systemically address pressing issues.

TICAS MI expanded our policy coalition to form the Student-Centered Policy Advocacy Collective
(SC-PAC). This is a group of student-centered community leaders working either for policy-based
organizations in Ml or on-the-ground service and resource providers that works collectively to uplift
barriers and develop solutions centered on the needs of students and families. These groups
represent constituents serving students and families across the pipeline from K-12 to workforce
development.

From 2022-2024, the collective focused on learning more about the state policy system and decision-
making processes in Michigan. The TICAS MI team also created opportunities for members to engage in
policy and advocacy at the state level by partnering on policy issues, hosting community convenings for
buy-in, conducting outreach for participation in legislative hearings, and building policy strategy plans
with community leaders. This year, the collective will focus on developing the framework for a solution-
oriented community-based coalition to expand this space to other student-centered practitioners in the
state.

@ TICAS MI Student Fellowship Program

The Student Advocacy Fellowship program is a paid opportunity for Michigan students to not only learn
about Michigan policy but identify a state-level higher education policy issue to research and advocate
for during their year as fellows. The selected fellows represent various backgrounds: high-income to low-
income, students of color, traditional and adult-aged students, 2-year and 4-year enrolled, and students
who have stopped out/dropped out. All students are required to be graduates of Michigan high schools
and be interested in informing state policy that impacts their trajectory and successful completion of
postsecondary opportunities.

Our inaugural 2023-24 cohort of students had a
successful year of advocacy. To help address the
barriers presented by non-tuition costs, they
advocated for a state grant or scholarship dedicated
to covering those costs. The students completed a
10-page research brief, surveyed over 175 Michigan
students, and uplifted this issue in coalition meetings.
Their advocacy led many partners to support and
uplift concerns over the growing non-tuition cost
barrier for students across the state. In 2024, the state
not only created its first non-tuition scholarship but
also expanded one of its most lucrative state financial

aid programs to go towards non-tuition costs.
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The 2024-25 student cohort has been selected, completed their policy training, and identified their
issue of focus for the year. They will advocate for the state to develop a user-friendly website
streamlining available student support programming, financial aid, and health and wellness resources.
This resource hub would help more students access available aid and other resources, potentially
boosting student enrollment, persistence, and graduation and helping the state reach its “60 by 30"
college attainment goal.

2025 Theme: From Pipe Parts to a Pipeline

Nationwide, states that have created coordinated partnerships and collective strategies across
sectors have had greater success building education to workforce pipelines. For example,

g Tennessee’s Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) completion rates have been
consistently high because of strong collaboration between the state government,
Department of Education, and the Higher Education Commission."

0 California’s current efforts to build its Cradle-to-Career Data system will break down

institutional silos to create publicly available data that can be used to better understand
students’ academic and workforce pathways, serving as another example of the benefits of
P-20 or pipeline-oriented policies.?

o States with universal FAFSA completion policies, including Indiana, which started the

implementation of its policy during the 2023-2024 period, had stronger FAFSA completion
performance despite the turbulent FAFSA roll-out thanks to the strong state and
institutional support created by the policy.®

A strong pipeline with adequate student, family, and community support can help minimize the
negative impacts of widespread disruptions like the pandemic or the New FAFSA roll-out challenges.

While states across the country have seen improvement and recovery of student FAFSA completion,
enrollment, and graduation rates since widespread disruptions like the pandemic and the FAFSA rollout,
Michigan’s recovery has been slower, with more peaks and valleys. State FAFSA completion, a strong
indicator of subsequent college enrollment, has been hovering just under 50 percent.* College
enrollment has continuously declined between the Classes of 2011 and 2023.° Between the Class of 2022
and 2023 alone, enrollment within six months of high school graduation fell from 58.4 percent to 53.3
percent of the graduating class.® Persistence rates and 6-year graduation rates at public 2-year and 4-
year institutions have made small gains of about one percent across recent cohorts.’

Difficulties in making stronger improvement across these benchmarks is not from a lack of desire or
commitment among the state’s K-12, higher education, workforce, and policymaking professionals.
Indeed, many of these stakeholders meet regularly to discuss state goals and progress on these fronts,®
and state policymakers of both parties have worked to invest millions of dollars to improve supports
throughout the pipeline.” Nonetheless, Michigan lacks many of the tools other states have which create
stronger, more coordinated education to workforce pipelines.
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This year, TICAS Ml’s research will focus on the persistent issues impacting Ml education outcomes,
including how higher education is valued and communicated across the state, which is partly driven
by the disjointed nature of the education to workforce pipeline within the state.

The first research report we plan to do this year will take a deep look at the value of higher education to
Michiganders and to the state, and how it extends beyond the monetary return on investments. The
project will center the perspectives of communities and families who feel like a postsecondary education
is not worth the investment as well as uplift the decades of research that show how a college degree or
skilled certificate improves a student’s position in the labor force including social skills and ability to
thrive in society. In our second report, we plan to uplift the barriers contributing to the lack of a culture
of postsecondary education pursuit in Michigan, including an analysis of how we arrived at its current
state, the contributions of each sector, and recommendations for shifting the state’s culture through
collaborative, inclusive practices to better align with the state’s education goals. We hope that what we
learn through research will not only aid in expanded collaborative approaches to building a stronger
pipeline but also contribute to the education and culture shift we need to truly drive improvement in
educational outcomes.

TICAS MI Policy Goals

We anchor our policy focuses, research, and goals in Michigan on the reality of Michigan’s higher
education system and navigation of the most critical points within that system: access, affordability,
and success.

Q Access - Enhancing students’ exposure to quality postsecondary education opportunities
and simplifying processes for accessing financial aid that eliminate “guesswork” in
determining what is affordable.

Affordability — Broadening the concept of college affordability to include the full cost of
college (beyond tuition and fees) while equitably expanding financial aid resources to
mitigate costs and minimize the dependence on student debt.

% Success - Elevating the importance of intensive supports and wrap-around basic needs
resources for students in pursuit of postsecondary credentials.

As noted in last year’s M| Playbook, our team policy priorities are uplifted by students and community
leaders, and these members of our community vote on the top five issues for TICAS MI to champion in
the name of improving access, affordability, enrollment, and successful completion of postsecondary
credentials leading to viable career opportunities in Michigan.

These priorities exist in addition to ongoing contributions and partnership with state-level higher
education stakeholders, executive and legislative officials, and state departments for the improvement of
larger systemic solution creation, enhancement, and implementation within the state.
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@ 2025 Access Policy Priorities

Improve statewide messaging/campaigning on the value of higher education in
Michigan.

Why is this important?

National data highlights the importance of higher education and reflects a growing need for credentials
in our economy. Michigan’s Top 50 hot jobs list shows that nearly 84% of these opportunities require a
bachelor’s degree or more, and nearly 60% of all job opportunities in the state require credentials
beyond a high school diploma. The creation of the Michigan Achievement Scholarship and Michigan
Reconnect programs, despite being a data driven necessity, did not result in the anticipated uptake.™
The underuse of these massive state investments in college affordability proves that making resources
available alone is not enough to mobilize the greater public towards credential attainment. Despite the
state’s push to increase the affordability of higher education, across the state, families are still
wondering: “Is higher education worth the investment?”

What needs to be done?

The state should partner with community-based organizations across the state to review and update its
messaging on the value of higher education to ensure it is speaking to students and families. It should
also increase the visibility and accessibility of state workforce data to improve career and postsecondary
planning.

What are the potential impacts?

Community informed messaging can help state policymakers understand what information students and
families need access to, how to provide that information, and identify areas where communities may
need additional state support for students and families. This community-based approach can hopefully
shift conversations on the ground away from questioning the value of postsecondary education to
finding programs that align with student career aspirations, whatever they may be.

Increase supports for postsecondary exposure, matriculation, and success
advising.

Why is this important?

The state has made record investments in higher education, centering students in efforts to reach the
state’s “60 by 30" attainment goal. However, there has been low awareness and only moderate uptake
of state programs with continual declines in higher education enroliment. Many students may be getting
lost in the shift from being a K-12 student or member of the workforce to entering a postsecondary
program. They may also struggle to identify support systems and resources to help ease their transition,
make an academic plan, or be successful at their institution. It is imperative to improve college
preparation and support for those transitioning into higher education across all ages. This will position
the state to better ensure that they are not losing students due to a failed matriculation or lack of
persistence.
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What needs to be done?

The state should strengthen investments in career and college preparation, support and expand bridge
programs, unite and bolster the Reconnect and MI Student Aid navigators, adopt a multigenerational
approach, and invest in other programming and/or support systems that help prepare students for
transitioning into higher education.

What are the potential impacts?

Improving postsecondary exposure, matriculation, and success advising will help ensure that students
are not getting lost in the shift from K-12 education or the workforce into their postsecondary program.
Improved career and college preparation can also help fulfill workforce demands and create greater
synchronicity across the education to workforce pipeline. This should bolster statewide matriculation
rates, persistence rates, and put students on a strong path for academic success. Down the road, the
state should see further improvements in its degree and credential attainment rates, getting it closer to
its “60 by 30" goal.

& Student Fellows 2024-25 Policy Priorit

Develop a user-friendly state higher education information hub that
centralizes available student support programming, financial aid, and health
and wellness resources.

Why is this important?

Many students and families believe that a postsecondary education is out of reach. Fueling this
perception is a lack of clear communication about available resources and administrative barriers.
Jargon and complex terms add to this lack of accessibility. As a result of these barriers, thousands of
students go without support every year. Students are much more likely to access programs with
information that is easily accessible, in centralized locations, and that features language that is easy to
comprehend. Additionally, students who can access available resources are much more likely to thrive
economically, socially, and emotionally.

What needs to be done?

The state should build on the current work of the Michigan Department of Lifelong Education,
Achievement, & Potential (MIiLEAP) and provide funds to create a centralized website to access
information on student support programs, financial aid, and health and wellness resources.

What are the potential impacts?

Students will be more likely to receive the aid they are eligible for, increasing program uptake and
boosting the state’s return on investment from these programs. A streamlined access point may
particularly benefit historically underrepresented students, allowing them to access and understand the
resources they need to pursue a postsecondary degree or credential more easily. It can also boost
college enrollment, persistence, and attainment levels, helping the state to reach its “60 by 30" goal.
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$ 2025 Affordability Policy Priorities

Streamline state financial aid programs, administrative rules, and reporting.

Why is this important?

The state’s investments in financial aid have created new and unprecedented opportunities for students.
However, trying to navigate between different state financial aid programs can be daunting and
unnecessarily confusing for students and families as well as the people who serve them. Years of
research on financial aid access show that the most effective financial aid programs are easy to access,
maintain, and communicate.” In previous publications we have found that overly complex financial
programs are particularly burdensome and present major barriers to historically underrepresented
students, contributing to longstanding access and completion gaps.”? Additionally, the mixed reporting
on state programs makes it difficult to understand how we can best support students and how we can
continue to maximize the benefit of state investments.

What needs to be done?

The state should streamline and align financial aid opportunities, applications, rules, and reporting.

What are the potential impacts?

Making financial aid easier to understand, access, and maintain will allow student support staff to
seamlessly communicate state aid options to students and their families, making clear that the state has
created several affordable pathways for postsecondary education. This should increase student access
and uptake of the programs, bolstering improvements in enrollments, persistence, and completion.
Improved reporting will allow us to identify any ongoing problems with the programs and make further

improvements to support student success and make the most of state investments.

;\*: 2024 Success Policy Priorities
S

Address administrative barriers in student basic needs: Housing

Why is this important?

The cost of living across the state is rising, making it more difficult for students and families to balance
educational and living expenses. In our recent student-led survey of over 175 Michigan students,
respondents identified housing as the largest barrier to postsecondary affordability. While there have
been expansions to allow state and promise zone aid to go towards the full cost of attendance, they may
not be sufficient to address the total increase in the cost of living. We know that without stable, safe,
and affordable housing, students do not perform as well academically and are much more likely to leave
school. Without addressing the lack of affordable housing, Michigan is unlikely to see the enrollment,
persistence, and completion rates it needs to meet its “60 by 30” goal and workforce needs.

What needs to be done?

The state should expand access to affordable, reliable, and high-quality public and student housing.
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What are the potential impacts?

Addressing housing affordability gaps can relieve economic pressure on both students and their families,
allowing them greater opportunity to pursue postsecondary education. Students will be able to more
fully focus on their studies and worry less about making ends meet, fostering improved student success
and progress towards statewide goals.

Improve state investments in student basic needs: health and wellness.

Why is this important?

It is no secret that students are facing a growing and worsening mental health crisis.” Furthermore,
adults between the ages of 19 to 34 have one of the highest uninsured rates, indicating that many
college-aged individuals lack access to health and wellness care. This lack of access may be particularly
acute in rural areas where there are fewer healthcare providers, longer distances to access healthcare,
and less broadband access which limits the effectiveness of telehealth services.” Rising demand for
services may overwhelm institutions’ current capacity, limiting their ability to expand access to this
population.™

What needs to be done?

The state should ensure that students across Michigan—and especially in rural areas—have access to
health and wellness services.

What are the potential impacts?

Increasing access to health and wellness care is likely to not only improve student health but increase
their ability to thrive academically. It may also help to contain the effects of the mental health crisis by
providing affected populations with adequate access to support systems and care.

The TICAS MI team, while advocating for the issues uplifted by the community,
are still part of the larger system efforts impacting students' successful
trajectories to obtaining postsecondary credentials.

Michigan Department of Lifelong Education, Advancement, and

Potential (MIiLEAP)

TICAS applauds the growing establishment of the Michigan Department of Lifelong Education,
Advancement, and Potential (MiLEAP), which is conceptually aligned with building a stronger pipeline
through its focus on early childhood education, postsecondary education, and education partnerships.
We believe MILEAP has the potential to address longstanding pipeline issues which prevent
Michiganders from pursuing or completing college degrees and skilled certificates, which creates
challenges for the state meeting its “60 by 30” college attainment goal. We are excited to continue
working with the MILEAP team to meet these goals and identify strategies to expand opportunities for
student success.
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