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Maine Equal Justice

Maine Equal Justice (MEJ) is a nonprofit civil 

legal aid and economic justice organization 

working to increase economic 

security, opportunity, and equity for people 

in Maine.



Maine Equal Justice - What we do…
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Maine Equal Justice Legal Services-

What we do...



HOPE: Higher 
Opportunities 

Pathways to 
Employment 



What is HOPE??

HOPE provides families with children with financial support for costs like childcare 
and transportation related to education and training programs beyond high school. 

HOPE can cover a range of programs including certificate programs, associate degree 
programs, and bachelor degree programs. The requirement is that the chosen program 
has at least an average job outlook and that it be the most cost effective option. 

HOPE enrollment is limited to 800 students. There are currently program openings. 

HOPE official DHHS site: https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/ofi/programs-services/hope

https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/ofi/programs-services/hope


HOPE- What does it do? 

Provides support services to address 
financial barriers to higher education

Childcare

Transportation (including funds to fix your car if it breaks 
down)

Money for textbooks 

Up to $500 towards needed technology, like a computer or 
printer. 

Coming soon- HOPE will be able to cover internet costs when 
needed for the program. 

And more… 

Access to student navigators to provide 
wrap-around services, guidance and support. 

Navigators will be campus based

Navigators will have a state-wide presence 

Navigator support will be voluntary 



HOPE- Who can enroll? 

Maine residents 16-
64 years

Parents or 
caretaker relatives 

of a minor child

U.S. Citizens or 
qualified 

noncitizens

Cannot be receiving 
a TANF cash benefit

Accepted to or 
enrolled in an 

eligible training or 
education program

Making satisfactory 
progress

Has the aptitude to 
complete the 

program of study

Not disqualified 
from TANF for 

certain reasons

Lacks a marketable 
bachelor’s degree

Income is at or 
below 185% of 
Federal Poverty 
Level and assets 
below $10,000



Parents as Scholars 
(PaS)

a student aid program that 
helps TANF parents in two 

or four‐year college 
programs. 



You are eligible for the PaS program if all of the following 
are true:

You are eligible for 
TANF

You are 
"matriculating " in a 

two or four-year 
post-secondary 
degree program

You do not already 
have a bachelor’s 
degree in a field 

where there is work 
available to you

You do not have the 
skills to earn at least 

85% of Maine’s 
median wage (66,847 
for a family of three)

Your degree program 
must lead to a job in 
an industry or field 

with at least an 
average job outlook * 

You have the 
aptitude to complete 

the educational 
program that you 

have chosen.

https://www.maine.gov/labor/cwri/outlook.html

https://www.maine.gov/labor/cwri/outlook.html


Education-

Specific 

Supports 

when on 

TANF  
Other Services: ASPIRE will pay up to $500 in a calendar year for other expenses. Some 

examples of “other” services may be a calculator, or special items like safety equipment for a 
science course.

Money for textbooks: up to $1000 per academic year for books and supplies that are required 
for everyone in the class, only if you did not receive enough financial aid to cover the cost

Occupational Expenses: ASPIRE will pay up to $500 (total during your participation in ASPIRE), 
for occupational expenses including tools, equipment, examination fees, or license fees.

Clothing and uniforms: ASPIRE will pay for clothing and uniforms required by a training 
program. Clothing and uniform costs are limited to $300 in a calendar year.

Tuition and mandatory school fees: up to $3,500 per academic year only if you are not 
eligible for other funding



Build HOPE 

Project 
“Sara Gideon Donates $3.5 Million Dollars to 

Establish the Build HOPE Project at Maine Equal 

Justice” 



While HOPE provides critical support that can enable parents 
and caregivers to go back to school and succeed, some 
students still struggle to make ends meet over the course of 
their program. A recent survey conducted by the Department 
of Health and Human Services supported the need for this 
emergency fund finding that:

● Over 60% of students are unable to pay car-related costs. 

● Over 58% don’t have the funds needed for school supplies. 

● Over 53% cannot afford internet access needed to 
participate in their schooling. 

● Over 44% cannot afford utility costs. 

Eighty-three percent of HOPE students have difficulty making 
ends meet at the end of each month, and 59% of them are 
just $100-$300 short of what they need to make ends meet 
on their family budget

Why is BUILD 

HOPE needed?







Build HOPE project goals 

Provide critically needed financial 
support to students enrolled in HOPE 
or PaS to increase the likelihood of 

their success in their programs and to 
improve their lives and the lives of 

their children;

Ensure that HOPE and PaS students 
are able to access emergency funding 
as needed from the Build HOPE Fund 

as well as any other available 
resources that could support their 
economic security and successful 

program completion;

Provide this financial support to help 
address the unmet needs of students 

participating in HOPE and PaS by 
supplement existing financial 

supports provided by HOPE and PaS, 
as well as other public programs that 

are available;

Increase awareness of and access to 
both the HOPE and PaS programs;

Gather and track data on students' 
needs for financial support and the 
difference that it makes. Build our 

collective knowledge of how we can 
improve programs like HOPE and PaS

to be most effective in helping 
parents succeed in their educational 

and training pursuits. 

Increase families’ earning capacity 
and their ability to achieve and 
sustain economic security; and

Help to address Maine’s workforce 
shortage by increasing the likelihood 
of student success in HOPE and PaS

thereby educating and training 
Mainers so they can fill good-paying, 

secure jobs that serve the 
community.



Eligibility and Application 

 The individual must be actively enrolled in either the HOPE program or the Parents 
as Scholars program and must be willing to allow us to contact DHHS to verify this. 

 They must have a financial need. 

 Once the program launches there will be an online intake form to request help 
from the fund. Once that has been completed someone from MEJ will contact 
them to do a phone application. 

 If there is another program that exists to meet the need, we will make sure that 
they know about it and how to apply. We want to help as many people as possible 
with these funds and will ask applicants to apply for other programs when 
possible. 

 Once MEJ has confirmed that they are enrolled in HOPE or PAS the funds will be 
released to them. 

This project is about getting money into the hands of the people who need it as 
quickly as possible. We are endeavoring to make this a very low-barrier program. 



Impact on other benefits?

We have worked to create this fund in a way that it will have very little impact 

on eligibility for other benefits. We will also be providing advice about possible 

impact to each applicant based on their unique situations. 

 The fund has been set up as a “gift” and will not be taxable. 

 The gift will be considered a lump sum and will not be counted as income for 

most public benefits:

 There are 2 exceptions to this: 1. SSI and 1. General Assistance. We will be 

providing advice on what could happen to those benefits if they receive this gift. 

 Lump sums are considered assets by TANF and HOPE. We have worked with 

DHHS to make sure that this asset can be “disregarded” as long as the funds 

are spent within 30 days. 



QUESTIONS?
Moriah Geer

mgeer@mejp.org

office # 626-7058x 212

mailto:mgeer@mejp.org


We Can’t Do This Alone
Your voice deserves to be heard

 Take action with Maine Equal 

Justice!  Sign up for updates by 

joining our email list!

 maineequaljustice.org/take-

action/

 People Impacted By Poverty 

Should Be At The Forefront Of 

The Fight To End It!

 Email arana@mejp.org to get 

involved!
SLIDE 20

https://maineequaljustice.org/take-action/
mailto:arana@mejp.org

