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In July 2025, Congress passed H.R.1, expanding existing work requirements for Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) participants that will make it harder for older adults and 
parents to access food assistance without taking on additional hours of work.1 Many are already 
working in low wage jobs that provide few benefits, little flexibility, and not enough pay to support 
their basic needs. In an economy with continually rising costs for basic goods and increasing 
demand for more workers with an education beyond high school, new work requirements are likely 
to push SNAP participants further into a cycle of low wage work.2,3

H.R.1 is a missed opportunity to increase economic mobility and reduce long-term reliance on 
SNAP. Research has demonstrated that expanding work requirements does not lead to improved 
economic outcomes for public benefit program participants.4 However, postsecondary education 
can lead to improved outcomes such as higher wages and lower unemployment rates.5 Policymakers 
can reduce long-term reliance on SNAP by including enrollment in a postsecondary education 
program as a qualifying employment and training option and eliminating student exemptions.  



STUDENTS AND SNAP

SNAP continues to be the nation’s largest program to combat hunger and food insecurity, including for students. 
Approximately 55 percent of undergraduate students receive Pell Grants, 23 percent come from rural backgrounds, 
and 18 percent have dependent children. These populations tend to be at higher risk of food insecurity.6

A 2024 Government Accountability Office (GAO) report found that today’s students face food insecurity and lack 
access to SNAP despite their eligibility based on income and other qualifications.7 About 4.5 million students met 
the income threshold for the program; however, due to additional student exemptions that must be met under the 
program guidelines, only 3.3 million students were eligible. Ultimately, only 1.1 million of these students reported 
receiving SNAP benefits, showing a stark disconnect between student eligibility and access to the program. SNAP’s 
work requirements and complex student exemptions likely drive this disconnect, impacting students’ ability to 
address their food insecurity. 

FIGURE 1

Students Who Meet SNAP Student Exemption vs Students Who Receive Benefits 8

Although H.R.1 did not impact SNAP eligibility for students, the existing student exemptions can be complex and 
necessitate high quality training for SNAP administrators and caseworkers. The term student exemptions is mis-
leading as they determine which criteria exempt students from disqualification.9 Students who are enrolled in 
postsecondary education at least half-time must meet one of the additional criterion to meet the work require-
ments.10 Meanwhile, unmet basic needs are one of the primary reasons students stop out or consider stopping out 
of college.11 Treating education as equal to work would enable more students to qualify for the benefits they need, 
and more SNAP participants to enroll in a postsecondary program that they otherwise might not consider.  

MOST SNAP PARTICIPANTS HAVE INCOMES  
BELOW THE FEDERAL POVERTY LEVEL

Myths about work requirements perpetuate stigma and ineffective policymaking. Stricter work requirements do 
not recognize the reality that many SNAP participants are employed in jobs that do not pay enough to bring their 
families above the poverty threshold.12
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FIGURE 2

SNAP Households’ Gross Countable Income13

HOW TO MAKE WORK REQUIREMENTS WORK FOR SNAP PARTICIPANTS

It is critical that participants have options to satisfy work requirements that meet their personal goals and their 
families’ needs. Including attending postsecondary education and training more than half time as a qualifying 
activity for work requirements will ensure more people have access to critical supports in the short term and better 
enable them to pursue a path to a career that can provide family sustaining wages and result in self-sufficiency. By 
providing more flexibility, students do not have to put their academic standing at risk in order to receive benefits.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE STUDENT ACCESS  
TO SNAP AND SNAP PARTICIPANT ACCESS TO EDUCATION

	 Amend section 6(d)(4) of the Farm Bill (7 U.S.C. 2015(d)(4)).   
	— In subparagraph B in clause (i)(V), insert “consisting of an industry-recognized certificate or certification, 
a certificate of completion of an apprenticeship, a license recognized by the State involved or Federal 
Government, or an associate or baccalaureate degree” after “including educational programs.”  

	 Pass the Enhance Access to SNAP (EATS) Act
	— Congress should pass the EATS Act which would remove the SNAP student exemptions for eligibility.14 
Students enrolled at least half-time in postsecondary education who otherwise meet the SNAP eligibility 
requirements, would qualify for SNAP benefits.

	 Provide guidance to SNAP administrators and caseworkers
	— USDA Food and Nutrition Service must provide clear communication and training to ensure that SNAP 
administrators and caseworkers are equipped to implement H.R.1 SNAP provisions.

HOUSEHOLD GROSS COUNTABLE INCOME (ANNUAL, CONVERTED FROM MONTHLY)
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