INSIDE touchnet //

H | G H E R E D A Global Payments Company

e



Connecting What Matters

If you're a technology adopter, you probably grew up with phone books and newspapers rather than
search engines and tablets. Fortunately, these days there are plenty of technology natives among
us who can download apps, update devices, and generally help navigate the roadblocks of

modern life.

The majority of today’s college students clearly fall into the technology native category. And

since they already do everything from their mobile devices, they naturally expect the same

technology experience when they reach campus. They don't carry wallets, and they’ve never had

a checkbook. Mobile is how they pay, order food, find rides, and book vacations.

In response to students’ high-tech, mobile-first expectations, schools are moving everything from enrollment to dining hall payments
to dorm access and more to their phones, turning them into sources of campuswide commerce as well as credentials and access.
From keyless building entry to cardless payments for parking, bookstores, and daily transportation, mobile is the single point of

access to campus life.

Once students begin to use their credentials for payments, class check-ins, recreation center access, and on-campus meals, they
leave invisible digital trails. Schools can follow these trails to assess everything from the hottest-selling items in the dining hall to a
student’s level of engagement. Armed with these insights, schools run more efficiently, and administrators can identify trends
that enable them to address potential problems early. So not only do students benefit from the convenience of handling daily

tasks on their phones, the actionable data these transactions produce allow the school to provide a better student experience.

Why is ensuring a good student experience so important? Prestigious schools are already quantifying the connection between
great experiences and success in college with engagement rankings. These rankings are tangible proof that positive student

experiences on campus factor into better retention, higher graduation rates, and career success.

As | talk to schools around the country, it's clear to me that however you quantify or define them, today’s college students have
their own priorities, capabilities, and expectations. Their ideal experience is different from their parents or even their older brothers
and sisters, but the path to providing those positive experiences is pretty straightforward; advancements that make everyday tasks
seamless and simple are the ones that resonate with students. They're also the technologies that are likely to keep students

coming back semester after semester.
When institutions connect the right technology with people campuswide, everyone benefits. Students who enjoy a holistic college

experience are more marketable in today’s workforce, while technology-empowered schools see improved student retention rates and

produce graduates who are well-suited to tackle the challenges this century is likely to bring. And that's connecting what matters.

Adam McDonald

President, TouchNet
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Students, Finance and Completion

ll Introduction I

College completion is not just an educational matter, but a financial one

as well. To be sure, some students have difficulty earning good grades or
advancing into desired majors. But study after study links the ability of
students to finance their college educations to their chances of completion.

The issues play out in different ways for students of various socioeconomic
groups. But these issues matter at open access institutions that serve non-
traditional students and competitive admissions colleges with residential
student bodies. College leaders are increasingly aware that a key part

of their retention strategy must include a focus on students' financial
challenges.

The articles in this compilation explore some of the ways that financial
issues hinder student progress — and some of the strategies for use

by colleges and the government to help students. Inside Higher Ed will
continue to track these issues. We welcome your comments on this booklet
and your ideas for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com
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Students, Finance and Completion

News

A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

Debates Differ on Completion Incentives

BY ASHLEY A. SMITH // AUGUST 1, 2018

A growing number of states are experimenting with different ways
to encourage students to take more credits.

There is little disagreement that
the more courses students take
each semester, the more likely they
are to graduate on time, but much
debate has centered on how to en-
courage students in that direction.

In California, the Legislature's re-
cently passed budget is offering
one of the largest incentives seen
across the country. Qualified com-
munity college students can receive
a grant of up to $4,000 a year if they
take 15 units or more.

The new program, known as the
Student Success Completion Grant,
is an expansion of two existing pro-
grams, which awarded qualified
students $1,000 a year for enrolling
in 12 or more credits each semester
and $2,000 a year if they took more
than 15 credits each semester.
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Like the two previous programs,
the new completion grant is avail-
able to qualified students who re-
ceive one of two types of Cal Grants,
the state's financial aid award.
These awards help students cover
nontuition costs like books, trans-
portation and other living expenses.

The expanded incentive to en-
courage students to take more
credits effectively attempts to elim-
inate the need for these students to
work. Currently, most of the state's
two-year system students are at-
tending part-time, with 21 percent
of students going full-time and tak-
ing between 12 and 14 credits and 8
percent taking 15 or more, accord-
Ing to state data.

In California, 38 percent of full-
time students complete a certifi-

cate, degree or transfer, whereas 12
percent of part-time students do so,
so they're three times more likely to
complete if they go full-time, said
Kevin Cook, associate center direc-
tor at the Public Policy Institute of
California.
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Although the grant is an increase
in money to students, there are
still many two-year students who
don't receive enough of it. For in-
stance, last year the system served
about 2.3 million students, but only
112,000 of them qualified for the
type of Cal Grants that go to low-in-
come and older students, accord-
iIng to a system representative. Cal
Grants  generally
target recent high
school graduates.

“We know the “
data is fairly incon-
trovertible," said
Jonathan  Light-
man, executive di-
rector of the Fac-
ulty Association of
California Commu-
nity Colleges. “If
you go full-time, your chances for
success as measured by degree
or certificate completion go up. No
one disputes that, but for whom is
the community college is the ques-
tion.”

Lightman said the system would
be better served by examining and
investing in the needs of the adult
population and those students who
have no choice but to go part-time
because of work and family respon-
sibilities.

About 21 percent of students
over age 25 took between 12 and
14 credits last year, while 17 per-
cent took more than 15 credits and
the rest took fewer credits. “You're
spending more money on a very
limited percentage of the popula-
tion," Lightman said. "If you say the
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community college is open to the
community, then you have to figure
out the strategies to meet people
where they're at. We're not going to
get people in an older demograph-
ic -- the [25-year-old plus] -- to go
full-time."

In recent years, financial incen-
tives that encourage students to
attend full-time have become more

If you go full-time, your chances for
success as measured by degree cial
or certificate completion go up.

No one disputes that, but for whom is the
community college is the question.  pp

common as research and analysis
of such programs has more often
shown positive impacts.

For instance, in Indiana, 38.5 per-
cent of the state's college students
graduate from the same institution
within four years with a bachelor's
degree or two years with an asso-
ciate degree or certificate -- a 13.9
percentage point increase over the
past five years, according to a 2018
Indiana Commission for Higher Ed-
ucation completion report. Indiana
has had a 15 to Finish initiative that
requires students to take at least 30
credits a year to maintain state aid
since 2013.

In Nevada, the state covers a por-
tion of the full cost of attendance,
up to $5,500, for low-income stu-
dents if they enroll in at least 15

credit hours.

Meanwhile, Congress is consider-
ing incentivizing faster completion
in the PROSPER Act, which would
offer students S300 more in feder-
al aid once they cross the 15-cred-
it-hour threshold.

“There is support on both sides
of the aisle to get students through
as quickly as possible,” said Justin
Draeger, president
and chief executive
officer of the Na-
tional Association
of Student Finan-
Aid  Admin-
istrators,  adding
that the dissension
comes from how
to do it. For in-
stance, Democrats
voted against the
S300 incentive while Republicans
supported it.

“Using carrots as an incentive in-
stead of sticks is the preferred way
of incentivizing, and we're OK and
supportive of the PROSPER Act's
attempt to get students to com-
plete on time," Draeger said, adding
that the group wouldn't support any
financial penalty against students
who don't take more credits.

Penalizing students for not taking
more credits was one of the rea-
sons why a completion incentive in
Tennessee failed to pass the state's
Legislature in April. The completion
bill would have required students in
the state's free community college
program and state lottery schol-
arship program to lose up to $250
a semester or $500 a year if they
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failed to complete 30 credit hours a
year.

Claude Presnell, president of the
Tennessee Independent Colleges
and Universities Association, said
he and his members opposed the
incentive because it punished stu-
dents.

“We're all about completion, but
we want to do it in a way that incen-
tivizes students in a positive way
and gives credit to students taking
rigorous course work," he said.

Students already must maintain a
3.0 GPA for the lottery scholarship,
but a biology, chemistry or fine arts
major who is taking a recommend-
ed 12 credit hours a semester --
because the course load is rigorous
-- could lose $500 for not reaching
the 30-annual-credits threshold,
Presnell said.

Instead, Presnell said a more pos-
itive approach would have been to
encourage students to go full-time
and award them $500 to take the

additional courses in the summer
that would help them reach the
30-credit threshold.

A similar policy debuted at Alamo
Colleges in Texas two years ago --
it awarded students up to six free
credit hours if they earned a total of
24 credits in the fall and spring se-
mesters.

“Ifyou're in fine arts, you can't take
30 studio hours in a year without
killing yourself, so let's do comple-
tion with some flexibility," he said. m

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/08/01/more-states-experiment-incentivizing-completion
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PHILADELPHIA -- Amarillo Col-
lege president Russell Lowery-Hart
and his staff frequently talk about a
young woman called Maria.

Maria is a first-generation student
at the Texas community college.
She is a racial minority who attends
Amarillo part-time, receives finan-
cial aid and is focused on eventually
transferring to a university. But she
struggles to make ends meet and,
without intervention, her financial
challenges may derail those plans.

She also is not a real person.

Maria is representative of many
of the students at Amarillo College.
Those students are at the heart of
a policy adopted by Lowery-Hart
to combat the negative effects of
poverty on students and their ac-
ademic outcomes. So far, the "No
Excuses" policy, which he started in
2014 when he became president of
the college, is helping improve com-
pletion rates.

“Our job is not to fix students, it's
to fix ourselves,” he said. "At Amaril-

Inside Higher Ed

BY ASHLEY A. SMITH // OCTOBER 3, 2018

Tackling Poverty to Increase Graduations

A growing number of colleges are trying to help poor students meet their basic needs
and remove barriers that keep them from graduating.

HungerU, a free traveling exhibit that raises
awareness of food insecurity on college campuses

lo, we've adopted a no-excuses phi-
losophy. No matter what is causing
our students to taste failure, they
are not responsible for it. We are.”
By “failure,” he means the thou-
sands of Amarillo students who
don't graduate or move on to four-
year institutions because they're
tripped up by need --- not having
enough food to eat, not having ad-
equate housing, not having enough

money or financial support from
family to pay the costs associated
with college that are not covered by
financial aid. Some 72 percent of
Amarillo students have at least one
basic need -- 59 percent are hous-
ing insecure, 54 percent are food
insecure and 11 percent have expe-
rienced homelessness in the past
year, according to a survey.
Amarillo established an Advocacy


https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/03/15/study-shows-widespread-food-and-housing-insecurity-students
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and Resource Center on its campus
last year to centralize the college's
efforts to tackle poverty. The center
is a one-stop shop for students to
access emergency aid and social
services and find resources for their
childcare needs. It also has a free
food pantry and clothing bank.

“If a student is failing, it's because
we didn't have the right process
and policy or person in place,” Low-
ery-Hart said.

Amarillo is not the only college
attempting to help students meet
their basic needs. Lowery-Hart
was joined by more than 550 fac-
ulty members, college presidents,
foundations  and
students in Phila-
delphia last week-
end at the second “
annual Real Col-
lege conference at
Temple University,
where they dis-
cussed ways to ad-
dress student pov-
erty on campuses
across the country.

The conferenceis
the brainchild of Sara Goldrick-Rab,
a professor of higher education pol-
icy and sociology at Temple Univer-
sity and founder of the Hope Center
for College, Community and Jus-
tice, which also launched during the
conference.

The Hope Center will continue the
research originally started by Gol-
drick-Rab at the University of Wis-
consin at Madison to study poverty
among college students and find
solutions to help them.

“I hope we don't need a Real Col-
lege in 10 years, because we will
have solved hunger and homeless-
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ness on our campuses,” she said.

Goldrick-Rab said by addressing
food and housing insecurity among
college students, educators can fo-
cus more on the academic barriers
that prevent students from gradu-
ating.

Karen Stout, president and chief
executive officer of Achieving the
Dream, a student success orga-
nization, said there is still debate
in academic circles over whether
colleges should even be responsi-
ble for helping students meet basic
needs.

But she said that viewpoint is
changing as more people become

Our job is not to fix students, it's to fix
ourselves. At Amarilo, we've adopted
a no-excuses philosophy.

No matter what is causing our students to
taste failure, they are not responsible for it.

We are.

aware of the extent of housing and
food insecurity among college stu-
dents. A study released last year by
the Urban Institute found about 13
percent of community college stu-
dents experienced food insecurity
in 2015, although other studies indi-
cated the rate may be much higher.

There is growing national aware-
ness of the issue, including among
policy makers. A group of Demo-
cratic senators has asked the Gov-
ernment Accountability Office to
conduct a study on the scope of
hunger and poverty on college cam-
puses. That study is still ongoing.

And a couple of documentary film
crews also attended the conference
as part of upcoming special reports
about college students living in pov-
erty.

Jee Hang Lee, vice president for
public policy and external relations
at the Association of Community
College Trustees, said college ad-
ministrators should advocate for
Congress to increase funding to
various existing federal programs
that can help alleviate student pov-
erty.

He noted that Congress approved
an increase in_appropriations in
March for a federal program that

provides grants to
college  students
with children for
childcare services
on campus. More
funding for the
federal work-study
program would
also help low-in-
" come students, he
said.
Stout said tack-
ling student pov-
erty to help students graduate has
important long-term implications.

“It's about creating economic mo-
bility," she said. "Colleges should be
thinking more of completion as an
upward mobility from poverty effort
as much as it is an educational at-
tainment effort.”

Stout said much of the discus-
sion on meeting the basic and so-
cial needs of students is new terri-
tory for many college leaders more
familiar with discussing academia
or talking to employers about the
work-force needs in their commu-
nities than about students not hav-
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ing enough to eat.

“We're not used to talking to com-
munity-based organizations or go-
ing to local government agencies
that deal with public benefits,” she
said. "It's a whole new world and a
whole new vocabulary.”

Colleges are used to asking stu-
dents about their personal demo-
graphic information such as race,
age or gender. But college adminis-
trators now need to dig deeper and
find out if a person is a first-genera-
tion college student, a single moth-
er, a part-time worker or an ex-con-
vict if they truly want to help them
complete college, Stout said.

And college leaders can't ignore
the effects of race, ethnicity and
gender identity on students' social
and financial status, said DeRionne
Pollard, president of Montgomery
College in Maryland.

“We have to be particularly aware
of what our students present to us
and what they bring forward when

they come to us in our classrooms
and organizations,” Pollard said.
“Students will not thrive and learn
from an organization that ignores
the complexities of intersections.”

Once Amarillo started connect-
ing students to the services they
needed -- childcare, legal services,
housing, transportation, emergency
aid to pay for utilities -- they found
those students were more likely to
continue their education at the col-
lege instead of dropping out.

Of the 86 percent of Amarillo
students who received services
through the college's Advocacy and
Resource Center, 69 percent contin-
ued their education at the college.
Only 33 percent of the students who
did not receive services through the
center remained at the college, ac-
cording to the college's data.

The three-year completion rate at
the college has also increased from
26 percent in 2012 to 45 percent in
2017, according to the Hope Lab.

Cara Crowley, vice president of
strategic initiatives at Amarillo, said
the college targets students early
by looking at their financial aid in-
formation and sending emails to
those who have an annual income
below $19,000 to let them know
about available social services.

The college also relies on social
workers to provide case manage-
ment services and connect stu-
dents to resources that already ex-
ist in the community.

“Our social workers help move
them through that system and
keep them in school,” Crowley said,
adding that since 2012 the college
has spent about $300,000 from its
charitable foundation to help stu-
dents meet basic needs, which are
predominantly housing.

“If you provide that assistance
and keep them in school, there is
a financial benefit for the college in
overwhelmingly higher rates in re-
tention and persistence.” [

https.//www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/03/college-administrators-meet-find-solutions-reduce-student-poverty
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BY ANDREW KREIGHBAUM // AUGUST 8, 2018

The Link Between Completion and Loan Repayment

Report underlines how program completion can determine whether a borrower will make

progress paying down loans. Program type also plays a large factor, with many graduates
of certificate programs concentrated in the for-profit sector struggling to pay down debt.

Many students who leave college
with debt feel the burden of paying
back their student loans long after
their last class or visit to campus.
But students who never actually
complete a degree or postsecond-
ary certificate bear that burden for
much longer.

A report released Wednesday by
Third Way, a center-left think tank,
finds that students who complete a
degree or certificate are 20 percent-
age points more likely to begin pay-
ing down their loan principal than
noncompleters in each year after
leaving campus.

More than half of students who
enter a postsecondary institution
leave without any sort of degree or
credential. The findings from the
report show big consequences for
the ability of those students to re-
pay their loans. The report also in-
dicates that students who attend-
ed for-profit programs are likely to
struggle putting a dent in their loans
whether they graduated or not.

Inside Higher Ed

Across all higher ed institutions,
Third Way found completers one
year after leaving college are more
likely to start paying off their loan
principal than noncompleters are in
year seven after leaving a postsec-
ondary program.

Loan repayment rates are also
dictated to a large degree by the
type of program that a student bor-
rower attended, the report finds.
Students who attended and com-
pleted a four-year degree are 18
percent more likely to begin paying

down their loan principal than are
graduates of two-year programs
one year after finishing and 28 per-
cent more likely than students who
completed a certificate program.
That's despite holding on average a
significantly higher amount of stu-
dent loan debt.

Community colleges and two-
year institutions have some of the
lowest graduation rates. But com-
pleting a degree pays big dividends
for students at those colleges. More
than two-thirds of graduates of
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two-year institutions have begun
paying down their loan principal in
year seven after graduating. But
more than half of borrowers who
drop out will eventually accrue in-
terest on their debt and end up
owing more than their original loan
balance over the same time period.

Michael Itzkowitz, the author of
the report and a senior fellow at
Third Way, said college completion
should be a main focus of account-
ability provisions in a future reau-
thorization of the Higher Education
Act.

“These data make clear that it's
a main driver of students being
able to begin the process of paying
down their loans over time," he said.
“That not only serves students well
but also helps protect the massive
taxpayer investment that goes into
higher education every single year."

ltzkowitz said institutions re-
spond to the benchmarks they're
measured on. And right now they
face no real accountability beyond
a largely ineffective cohort default
rate benchmark.

“In fact, we have dozens of insti-
tutions with graduation rates less
than 10 percent,” he said. "Howev-
er, they continue to remain fully ac-
credited and funded by the federal
government.”

The report finds troubling out-
comes, though, even for graduates

of certificate programs. Less than
half of borrowers who complete
a certificate program have begun
paying down their loan balance sev-
en years after graduating -- indicat-
ing that those students didn't land
a salary high enough to justify their
investment.

Those programs are concentrat-
ed in the for-profit college sector,
which has similar overall outcomes.
At for-profit institutions, 48 percent
of graduates owe more than they
originally took out in student loans
seven years after graduating.

“We can see there are a number
of institutions that leave their grad-
uates in horrible shape even years
after they've completed their pro-
gram of study,” Itzkowitz said.

Researchers who study higher
education outcomes said the re-
port supports other recent research
finding similar correlations between
college completion and loan repay-
ment.

“These findings speak to the im-
portance of a continued focus on
student success and degree com-
pletion within our nation's colleges,”
said Angela Boatman, an assistant
professor of public policy and high-
er education at Vanderbilt Universi-
ty. "Policy makers must continue to
provide support for institutional and
statewide efforts aimed at reducing
financial, academic and informa-

tional barriers for college students,
thereby increasing degree com-
pletion and lowering loan default
rates.”

Douglas Webber, an associate
professor of economics who stud-
ies higher education at Temple Uni-
versity, said the findings of the re-
port, while not surprising, highlight
the enormous importance of finish-
ing college.

“What | tell students today is that
| would much rather be a college
graduate with $50,000 in debt than
a dropout with $10,000 in debt,” he
said.

Webber said the biggest remain-
ing unanswered questions on com-
pletion and loan repayment have to
do with differences between higher
ed sectors as well as the impact of
institutional versus student factors
-- for example, how much are differ-
ences in repayment due to the qual-
ity of an education and resources
available to students versus factors
like family background.

“Recent work has shown pret-
ty convincingly in my opinion that
there are causal differences across
schools in terms of a number of stu-
dent outcomes such as earnings,”
he said. "While these likely translate
into repayment rates to some de-
gree, a large part of the differences
are undoubtedly due to factors like
family resources.” [
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Students seeking financial aid for
college can encounter any number
of obstacles to completing the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid,
or FAFSA. The application, which
includes more than 100 questions,
can be daunting, and students may
need assistance answering even
basic questions.

And sometimes they just don't
have access to a computer to com-
plete the application.

College-access advocates hope
a new mobile student aid app
launched by the Education Depart-
ment this week will remove one
barrier to financial aid by allowing
applicants to access the FAFSA on
their smartphone.

“Students live on their phones, as
we all know," said Sujuan Boutté,
executive director of the Louisiana
Office of Student Financial Assis-
tance.

Student aid professionals say the
biggest measure of the app's im-
pact will be whether it leads to an
increase in the FAFSA completion
rate. But they're also balancing ex-

Inside Higher Ed

Advocates hope new myStudentAid mobile app
will mean more applicants finish the FAFSA.

citement about the app with real-
ism over the challenges still facing
many students most in need of fed-
eral aid.

The Trump administration an-
nounced plans last year to develop
the mobile app -- part of a broader
overhaul it envisions for the stu-
dent experience from seeking aid
to repaying loans. In a statement
heralding the app's release, Edu-
cation Secretary Betsy DeVos said
students will have even greater ac-
cess to information about colleges
they're applying to and information
about their financial future.

The Education Department re-
leased an unfinished "beta" version
of the myStudentAid app in_July.
The final version that launched
this week lets students navigate
the FAFSA one question at a time,
allows parents to separately enter
their own income information for
one or more students and displays
College Scorecard data for compar-
iIsons of multiple colleges.

“Our ultimate measure will be if
we see increase in FAFSA com-

New Tool for FAFSA Completion

BY ANDREW KREIGHBAUM // OCTOBER 3, 2018

Well done!

‘\

pletion,” said Kim Cook, executive
director of the National College
Access Network, of assessing the
app's impact. "We hope that a mo-
bile platform is more accessible
to students so more students will
check out FAFSA and complete it."
A new report released by the
National College Access Network
shows that students who need fi-
nancial support the most to attend
college continue to struggle the
most with completing the applica-
tion. The group examined comple-
tion rates at the school-district level
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and found that the greater the share
of children living in poverty, the low-
er the FAFSA completion rate for
graduating high school seniors.
Ellie Bruecker, a doctoral student
in Educational Leadership & Policy
Analysis at the University of Wis-
consin Madison, said she expects
higher filing rates for the 2019-20
award cycle, which started Oct. 1.
But that's because of ongoing ef-
forts in local school districts and
states like Louisiana, which last
year began requiring all high school
seniors to complete the application.
“I'd guess you'll see some schools
and their college counselors adver-
tise the app as an easy way to com-
plete the FAFSA, but | think that's
just part of the larger push to get
more students to file and will likely
happen in schools that are already
making these efforts,” she said.
Bruecker said she doesn't expect

the mobile app to move the nee-
dle for FAFSA completion among
low-income students and students
of color -- those who are most in
need of federal assistance. Low-in-
come adults and black adults are
slightly less likely to own a smart-
phone, according to Pew data. And
Bruecker noted that the FAFSA mo-
bile app so far is only available in
English.

Justin Draeger, president and CEO
of the National Association of Stu-
dent Financial Aid Administrators,
said the mobile app is best viewed
as one of several steps the Educa-
tion Department has taken in recent
years to incrementally improve the
application process.

Earlier, it helped create the IRS
data retrieval tool, which allows
applicants to automatically import
family tax data into their FAFSA ap-
plication. And in 2016, it moved the

beginning of the federal financial
aid cycle up two months so that
students could start the process
earlier in the year.

‘I think we've made a lot of prog-
ress on the FAFSA over the last de-
cade,”" Draeger said. "This is just an-
other step in the right direction and |
totally applaud them for that.”

Boutté of the Louisiana Office of
Student Financial Assistance said
the mobile app is another tool for
advisers helping students navi-
gate the financial aid process. She
said students and their advocates
should keep in mind it's just the be-
ginning of a process that should in-
clude choosing the institution that's
the best fit for them.

“It's another option, and real-
ly, anything that makes the FAFSA
more accessible in the minds of our
students -- for us, that's a win," she
said. [
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Many scholarships, grants and
other financial assistance given to
low-income college students are
usually offered on the premise that
those students are already receiv-
ing federal aid to help pay tuition.

But a growing number of colleges
are finding more low-income stu-
dents are being flagged by the De-
partment of Education during the
bureaucratic process of verifying
income eligibility for federal aid, and
that those students are not com-
pleting the application process as
a result. College administrators are
concerned that much-needed aid is
being left on the table by frustrated
and discouraged students who've
given up on the cumbersome pro-
cess of applying for financial aid.

Financial aid experts call this re-
treat "verification melt,” and many
college administrators fear their
neediest students may ruin their
chances of earning college degrees
and improving their long-term eco-
nomic prospects.

“How many times does a student

Inside Higher Ed

BY ASHLEY A. SMITH // OCTOBER 12,2018

Income Verification for Federal Aid Hinders Low-Income Students

Colleges worry the federal student aid verification process singles out more
low-income students and may be stopping them from receiving grants.

or parent have to repeatedly prove
they are poor?" Michael Bennett,
associate vice president of finan-
cial assistance services at St. Pe-
tersburg College in Florida, said in
an email. “Verification for our low-
est-income students is a barrier to
access, and when aid is delayed
because of excessive verification,
access may be denied. Is this what
we want?"

The Department of Education sets
out to verify the eligibility of about 30

percent of all federal aid applicants
during each application cycle for the
Free Application for Federal Student
Aid, commonly referred to as FAFSA.
The department reached that goal in
2017. Approximately 27 percent of ap-
plicants were selected for verification
this year.

It's not clear how many of those se-
lected applicants claimed a zero "ex-
pected family contribution,” or SO EFC,
to help pay for college. Department
officials would not discuss the specif-
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ics of the verification algorithm with
Inside Higher Ed, and there were no
data available from the department
that were specific to students who
have a SO EFC. However, financial
aid administrators are seeing in-
creases in the numbers of low-in-
come students that are being se-
lected for verification.

Karen McCarthy, a director of
policy analysis at the National As-
sociation of Student Financial Aid
Administrators, said the Education
Department has traditionally been
hesitant to publish data on the
number of students with the lowest
expected family contributions se-
lected for verification.

“Verification selection has hov-
ered around 30 percent, which we
maintain is higher than it needs to
be for FAFSA completion,” she said.

McCarthy said it's more com-
mon for low-income students to be
selected for verification than stu-
dents who are not eligible for feder-
al student aid. This may eventually
change now that the Education De-
partment is using a new verification
computing model for the 2019-20
cycle that is expected to be more
effective at targeting applicants for
verification, according to depart-
ment officials.

In the interim, however, low-in-
come students appeared to be dis-
proportionally singled out for verifi-
cation. At St. Petersburg, where the
two-year institution has a signifi-
cant number of nontraditional and
first-generation students, Bennett
said 37 percent of students, on av-
erage, were selected for verification

Inside Higher Ed

over five years. Forty-seven percent
of students eligible for Pell Grants,
the primary federal need-based
aid, were also selected from 2015
through this year.

The number of SO EFC students
selected for verification increased
at the college from 40.1 percent in
2017 to 50.2 percent in 2018. The
five-year average for applicants
with a SO EFC is 36 percent and 8
percent for non-Pell-eligible stu-
dents, Bennett said.

“I understand the need to be good
stewards of Pell Grant funds,” he
said. "My sense is a closer collab-
oration between campus aid practi-
tioners and department staff could
reduce the current verification bur-
den.”

Northern ~ Virginia  Community
College also had slight increases in
students selected for verification. In
2017, 8,660 students with SO EFC
were selected for verification, or
about 21 percent of all FAFSA appli-
cants, compared to 7,526 students
-- 18.4 percent -- in 2016.

Those increases were not very
surprising, Joan Zanders, director
of financial aid at NOVA, said in an
email. However, she was concerned
about the high number of students
selected for verification who failed
to complete the process -- 4,320
students, or 49.9 percent, in 2017.
Also worrisome was the 50.2 per-
cent of SO EFC students selected
for verification who did not receive
federal student aid last year.

The long-term implications of
verification melt can be far-reach-
ing. A research brief released in

April by the Wheelhouse Center for
Community College Leadership and
Research at the University of Cali-
fornia, Davis, School of Education
found that nearly 71,000 California
community college students, or
more than 20 percent of the state
total, qualified for federal aid but
did not receive the Pell Grant. The
researchers concluded the state's
two-year students missed out on
approximately $130 million in a sin-
gle semester.

"By strengthening financial aid
advising and removing unnec-
essary barriers, we can connect
low-income students to resourc-
es that help them stay on track to
degree or transfer,” the researchers
wrote.

California Community Colleges
chancellor Eloy Ortiz Oakley called
the findings "a call to action.”

The National College Access
Network estimates 50 percent of
low-income students are selected
each year for verification and 22
percent of them, or 90,000, will give
up on applying for financial aid.

There are a number of other bar-
riers that may prevent a flagged
student from completing the appli-
cation process, Zanders and others
said.

“We know we have a certain
percentage that selects NOVA as
one of several colleges and might
choose not to complete verification
here," she said. "Or they are afraid
they have done something wrong
by being selected and walk away."

Complicated family structures
that may make financial verification
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challenging are also a problem, as
is providing incorrect information
that can't be verified, she said.

“The data certainly tell me where
we need to concentrate more re-
sources,”" Zanders said.

Student aid advocates have been
asking for more transparency about
the filing process to make it more
accurate and targeted.

Over the last 10 years, colleges
and the federal Department of Ed-
ucation have been working to make
filing the FAFSA easier for students,
McCarthy said.

As part of that process, McCarthy
said, officials involved are asking
themselves, "Is this process actual-
ly doing what we want it to be do-
ing, or is just making people jump
through hoops and putting extra
work on families and institutions
to verify information that doesn't

change the dollar amount?”

Applying for federal aid often re-
quires students to provide their or
their parents' tax returns to every
college to which they've applied,
said Kim Cook, executive director
of the National College Access Net-
work.

“Many of our students think when
they get a verification notice that it's
some kind of ineligibility notice,” she
said.

“It's very frustrating for us as ac-
cess and success advisers to get
students to be aware of financial
aid at the federal, state or institu-
tional level, get them to complete
the FAFSA, and then face this back-
end burden that is actually harder
than the FAFSA itself."

Some institutions serving large
populations of students eligible
for Pell Grants have told officials

at the National Association of Stu-
dent Financial Aid Administrators
that more than half of the stu-
dents flagged for verification saw
no change in their EFC amounts,
while other students saw their EFC
amounts decrease.

McCarthy said NASFAA is ask-
ing colleges to run their data to
determine if there were significant
changes to eligibility after verifica-
tion.

Meanwhile, flagged students
waiting to have their financial aid
application information  verified
may also lose out on “first come,
first served” state aid that relies on
FAFSA data, Cook said.

“These students might have
pulled off going to school and en-
rolling without a Pell Grant," she
said. "And in our experience, that is
unfortunately not sustainable.” =
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that debt.

A loan program offered to parents
financing their children's college
education has been the target of re-
peated calls for tighter restrictions
on eligibility.

And a report released Wednes-
day by the Brookings institution on
Parent PLUS loans adds new fuel to
arguments for restricting the pro-
gram.

The report finds that the average
loan amount taken out by parent
borrowers has more than tripled
in the last quarter century, accord-
ing to the report. And parents with
six figures in loan debt make up a
growing share of borrowers enter-
Ing repayment.

Repayment rates have declined,
meanwhile, and more parents are
defaulting on loans as they take
out debt to finance their children's
degrees at institutions with poor
repayment outcomes. While par-
ent borrowers on average have very
low default rates on the loans, those
aggregate numbers mask negative
trends and poor outcomes at par-
ticular types of colleges, the report
says.

Inside Higher Ed

BY ANDREW KREIGHBAUM // NOVEMBER 29, 2018

“We're in this situation where
parents, in order to send their kids
to schools they want to attend, are
taking out loans that some of them
clearly can't afford to repay. And
that seems like a terrible choice,”
said Adam Looney, the director of
the Brookings Center on Regula-
tion and Markets, who co-authored
the report along with Vivien Lee, a
senior research assistant at Brook-
ings' Hutchins Center on Fiscal &
Monetary Policy.

Those concerns are magnified
because Parent PLUS loans don't
come with the same kinds of pro-
tections as federal undergraduate
debt, like income-based repayment
and loan forgiveness.

In 1990, the average parent bor-
rower took out $5,200 annually. In
2014, that number was $16,100,
according to the report.

And the five-year default rate
jumped from 7 percent in 2000 to
11 percent in 2009.

But parents face only a basic eli-
gibility check for Parent PLUS loans;
they can be more than $2,000 de-
linguent on other loan debt and still

The Growing Loan Burden for Parents of College Students

Parents are taking out bigger loans to pay for their children's college
education, a new report finds, and having worse outcomes repaying

8

~»

qualify. And there are no caps on
lending to finance their child's edu-
cation.

The report is the latest of sever-
al papers produced by Looney ex-
amining student borrowing trends
based on administrative data from
the National Student Loan Data
System.

Parent borrowing has often flown
under the radar relative to under-
graduate student loan debt. There
isn't much good data on borrowers,
and the loans make up a sliver of the
overall federal student loan port-
folio, said Rachel Fishman, deputy
director for research at New Ameri-
ca's Education Policy program.

But the loans are instrumental for
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many students to access colleges,
especially historically black institu-
tions.

When the Obama administra-
tion attempted to tighten eligibility
standards on Parent PLUS loans in
2011, it led to loan denials for thou-
sands of families and intense back-
lash from black colleges. Many of
the families who take out the loans
don't have other options after their
student exhausts their federal fi-
nancial aid eligibility. They likely
won't, for example, qualify for pri-
vate student loans with better rates.

Although those changes were
carried out clumsily, Fishman has
written that more fundamental re-
form of the program is still needed.
In a paper earlier this year, she said
the program exacerbates the racial
wealth gap by saddling many black
families with debt they're unable to
repay. The Brookings report only
adds to those concerns, she said.

“The PLUS program s the only un-
dergrad loan program where loans
have been increasing year over year
even as enrollments decline," she
said. "The result, as Looney and
Lee point out, is that average loan
balances for PLUS have increased
dramatically.”

Many institutions package Parent
PLUS loans as part of a student's
financial aid award letter, a prac-

tice faulted by Fishman and other
critics. And even more have come
to rely on the loans as a source of
revenue.

The Brookings paper finds the in-
stitutions with the worst repayment
rates on parent loans were for-prof-
it institutions -- especially those
investigated for fraudulent and de-
ceptive practices -- and institutions
serving a high share of underrepre-
sented minority students.

Parents of for-profit-college stu-
dents had paid back 57.7 percent of
theiraggregate loans five years after
entering repayment in 1999. For the
cohort entering repayment 10 years
later, parents had paid back only
26.3 percent of loan debt within five
years. But half of colleges with the
worst repayment rates were public
or nonprofit institutions.

Groups representing black col-
leges have argued their members
are trying to address affordability
while serving a student population
with many needs. And they say
the PLUS program should not be
restricted without addressing the
greater need for financial aid among
their student bodies.

Mark Kantrowitz, an expert on
student aid, said that the growth in
Parent PLUS over the last 25 years
roughly matches tuition inflation.
The growing rate of loan defaults

was more concerning, he said.

“Part of the problem is the Parent
PLUS loan program is the safety
valve for when students reach the
Stafford loan limits," he said.

Kantrowitz has argued that a
slowdown in the growth of average
student loan debt through the un-
dergraduate Stafford program in-
dicates many borrowers are hitting
lending limits -- and parents are
borrowing more in response.

Looney said the numbers he
found showed the need for more
federal data on parent borrowers.

“There are a lot of things that the
federal government can do,” he
said. "One initial step would just be
transparency to have a better sense
of who is being successful paying
their loans and who isn't.”

Recent legislative proposals in-
troduced by Republican and Dem-
ocratic House lawmakers to update
the Higher Education Act have tak-
en contrasting approaches to Par-
ent PLUS. The PROSPER Act, House
Republicans' bid to reauthorize the
higher ed law, would cap aggregate
parent borrowing at $56,250 while
slightly raising lifetime lending lim-
its for undergraduate borrowers.
The Aim Higher Act, which Demo-
crats introduced over the summer,
would make parent loans eligible for
income-driven repayment. [
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When it comes to education, Col-
orado is a state of paradoxes. The
state has one of the most educated
adult populations in the country, yet
young people who grow up there
are less likely to go to college than
those from many other states.

The Colorado Community Col-
lege System faces a paradox of its
own -- how to keep the doors of its
smallest and most remote colleges
open, without shutting out rural stu-
dents.

For Joe Garcia, chancellor of the
college system, it's a challenge with
no easy solution.

Dotted across Colorado's varied
landscape are thousands of stu-
dents who live many miles from
their closest community college.
For these rural students, online
learning is not just a convenience,
but a necessity.

Small colleges in remote areas
don't have the funds to offer all the
programs students want on-site,
said Garcia. It is typical for students
at these colleges to take at least
some of their classes online, either
through the college itself or through

Inside Higher Ed

An Online Tax for Rural Students

BY LINDSAY MCKENZIE // JANUARY 30, 2019

High tuition fees for distance education courses are keeping some
community colleges in Colorado afloat. But should rural students pay the price?

Colorado Community Colleges On-
line -- a shared resource for online
education that has been offering
online classes to CCC students
since 1998.

But in the CCC system, the price
of learning online is “considerably”
more than learning in person, said
Garcia. Students who are Colorado
residents pay a baseline of $148.90
per credit hour for traditional in-
struction at a campus. The price for
online learning is $263.90 per cred-
it hour -- a difference of just over
$114. Some of the 13 colleges in
the system charge students more.

It's not a price Garcia likes
charging.

“| sometimes refer to it as a rural
tax," he said. "A rural student would
end up paying more to complete
virtually any academic program,
as they have to take some classes
online. A student in an urban area
wouldn't have to do that.”

Garcia and members of the sys-
tem's State Board for Community
Colleges and Occupational Educa-
tion are looking for ways to close
the price gap, but there's no simple
fix.

“It's an economic modeling ques-
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tion, as well as an access and equi-
ty question,” he said.

“If we were to reduce our online
rates and just charge the same for
online as we do for the traditional
classroom, candidly, we would give
up S30 million a year in revenue,” Gar-
cia said. "We're not a big enough sys-
tem, nor a well-funded enough sys-
tem, to be able to absorb that.”

Another option would be to raise the
price of traditional instruction so that
the price of online instruction could
be reduced without affecting the sys-
tem's net revenue, said Garcia.But in
moving to charge the same amount
for online and in-person instruction,
prices would no longer be based on
the actual costs of instruction; rather,
they would be "based on what it costs
torun a college system.”

It can cost colleges in the system
more to run online programs than
equivalent traditional programs, said
Garcia, particularly if the programs are
new or do not have many students en-
rolled. But online program costs vary
by college, program type and sophis-
tication of technology used.

Revenue generated by CCC Onlineis
shared back to colleges in the system
to supplement their operating bud-
gets, said Garcia. "The more money
we take in through our online tuition,
the more we can pay out to colleges
to allow them to keep their doors open
and lights on for traditional classes.”

It is unlikely that the state would
step in to plug the S30 million in reve-
nue that is generated by online learn-
ing, said Garcia.

“Our state has never funded higher
education particularly well compared

Inside Higher Ed

The 13 Colleges in
the Colorado Community
College System

Arapahoe Community College
Colorado Northwestern
Community College
Community College of Aurora
Community College of Denver

Front Range Community College

Lamar Community College
Morgan Community College
Northeastern Junior College
Otero Junior College

Pikes Peak Community College
Pueblo Community College
Red Rocks Community College
Trinidad State Junior College

with other states,” he said. "The level
of state funding is low." According to
a report by the State Higher Educa-
tion Executive Officers association,
Colorado public institutions received
$4,194 per full-time student in state
and local education appropriations in
2017, which was down from $4,697
in 2008. The average U.S. educational
appropriation for 2017 was S7,642 per
student.

Garcia said that while rural students
may be getting a raw deal, students
“across the board” complain that tui-
tion is too high -- regardless of where
they live or what mode of instruction
they choose.

“It's becoming increasingly difficult
for them to pay for college without

getting into debt," he said.

A Problem of Scale

A central mission of community col-
leges is to ensure access and afford-
ability for students. But affordability
was not top of mind when the CCC
system started launching online pro-
grams -- "the mission was overcom-
ing the barriers of place and time," said
Garcia.

There's a widespread misconcep-
tion that online education is cheaper
for colleges to provide than traditional
education, said Garcia.

But keeping online costs down is
not always possible. Online programs
incur large start-up costs and can be
expensive to run for a small number of
students.

The CCC system is certainly not
alone in charging students more to
study online. A 2017 report by the
Western Interstate Commission for
Higher Education Cooperative on Ed-
ucational Technologies (WCET) found
that more than half of colleges sur-
veyed charged more to study online
than in person when course fees were
taken into account.

It is typical for colleges to charge
essentially the same tuition for in-per-
son classes as for online classes, but
some add hefty distance learning fees
on top of the tuition, said Rob Robin-
son, senior principal partner and strat-
egy consultant at Civitas Learning.
Robinson, who wrote a dissertation
on the cost of online learning, said the
$114 cost differential for CCC system
students is unusually large, particu-
larly as a percentage of the in-person
tuition, which is low.

Vernon Smith, provost of the Amer-
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ican Public University System, a pri-
vate for-profit online institution, said
shrinking resources are making it dif-
ficult for many large state systems to
educate students in rural areas.

“Community colleges cannot fill the
need alone," said Smith. "Providing
access to rural students, but charging
more for online programs, is antitheti-
cal to access."

Initially, it might cost an institution
the same to run an online program as
it does to run a traditional program,
said Smith. However, as online en-
rollments grow,
costs  should
come down. As “
a result, online
programs can be
a good source of
revenue for insti-
tutions -- "which
is  why many
traditional insti-
tutions are now
flocking to it," he said.

Smith believes Colorado and oth-
er state education systems with tight
budgets may face tough choices in
the future.

“Is access to higher education the
priority, or should states make the
hard decision to be excellent in some
areas, but not others?" he said.

“If a state is unable to support the
development cost of an online divi-
sion that can provide access to higher
education for rural students, should it
partner with an online program from
another state to provide that access?"

Carol Twigg, president and CEO
of the National Center for Academic
Transformation, a nonprofit that helps
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colleges reduce instruction costs
through the use of technology, said the
cost of online learning to an institution
Is not inherently higher than the cost
of traditional instruction. Higher prices
for online learning are “the result of de-
cisions made by leadership,” she said.

She said while the financial burden
placed on rural students who have to
pay more to study is unfair, institutions
should be working to reduce the cost
of higher education for all students,
regardless of where they reside. Twigg
agrees that some institutions may

| sometimes refer to it as a rural tax. A rural student
would end up paying more to complete virtually
any academic program, as they have to take some

classes online. A student in an urban area wouldn't

have to do that.

benefit from exploring partnerships
with other providers. Alternative edu-
cation provider StraighterLine, for ex-
ample, offers college credit for around
$150 per course.

Colleges Under Pressure

Linda Lujan, president of Lamar
Community College in rural southeast
Colorado, said her college relies on
courses from CCC Online to round out
its curriculum.

For some students with healthy fi-
nancial aid packages or families that
can afford to pay, the price differential
between online and in-person class-
es is not a barrier to access, said Lu-
jan. But as the college attracts more
first-generation students from low-

er-income families, this is changing,
she said. “Students are having to
make hard choices -- do | take the
course online or do | try and take an
alternative?”

Affordability is an urgent issue for
rural students, said Lujan. “Local stu-
dents are already coming to us from
economically depressed areas. If |
could wave a magic wand and drop
tuition without negatively impacting
the college’s financial health, | would
do it tomorrow," she said. The college
is currently offering some scholar-

ships to stu-
dents to help
them  offset
the higher cost
of online learn-
ing, but these
funds are not
guaranteed in
" the long term.
Matching
online  rates
with in-person rates would cost the
college $148,000 a year -- money the
college can't afford to lose as it "op-
erates on such a tiny margin,” Lujan
said.

Curt Freed is president of Morgan
Community College in the northeast-
ern corner of Colorado, which also
serves a large rural population.

"Many students are making at least
an hour drive to get to one of our loca-
tions to be able to take courses on a
face-to-face basis," he said.

Despite the long commute, the per-
centage of students who study purely
online at the college is relatively low at
16 percent. Fourteen percent of those
enrolled in fully online programs study
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with Morgan, said Freed. It
was not always possible to
provide this type of assis-
tance in the past and costs
were passed on to public
school districts, according
to Freed.

“They really felt it he
said. "I've had some pretty
tough questioning about
why our online courses
cost so much from super-
intendents."

If the system were able
to figure out a way to re-
duce the price of online
learning, Freed predicts his

through CCC Online, and 2 percent
through programs developed by the
college itself. But these figures don't
tell the whole story, said Freed.

A year ago, the college decided
it needed to better serve its rural
students and started offering vid-
eoconferencing so students could
watch faculty teach on campus
from home. This method of instruc-
tion, which the college calls Global
Classroom, now accounts for 22
percent of total enrollment. Though

students are technically studying
online, Morgan Community Col-
lege charges face-to-face rates for
Global Classroom, said Freed.

Like Lamar Community College,
Morgan also offers some schol-
arships to students studying on-
line. This year, Morgan is offering
$100,000 in scholarships for stu-
dents in the most financial need.
This scholarship fund also helps
high school students in dual-en-
rollment programs study online

college's enrollment would
grow. Additionally, the col-
lege “would not be out $100,000 a
year," he said.

Freed and Lujan are confident
that the system will be able to find a
solution under Garcia's leadership,
but neither is sure what this will look
like.

“We can figure this out," said Lu-
jan. “But we'll do it in a thoughtful
and measured way -- we want to
avoid any unintended consequenc-
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Three years ago the University
of Georgia Board of Regents tried
to improve single-digit graduation
rates at Georgia Perimeter Col-
lege by merging the two-year col-
lege with its Atlanta-area neighbor,
Georgia State University.

Georgia State had been praised
widely for improving its completion
rates and closing equity gaps, and
state leaders hoped that success
would translate to the community
college.

The merger decision appears to
have paid off. Georgia Perimeter,
which had a 6.5 percent graduation
rate in 2014, increased that three-
year rate to nearly 15 percent last
year. Its completion rates, which
measure graduation and transfers
to four-year institutions, increased
from 41 percent to 58 percent
during that same time period.

Gaps in academic achievement
between students of color and
low-income students and their
white and wealthier peers also have
closed at the college, which is now
called Perimeter College at Geor-
gia State University. As of last year,
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Consolidation and Completion Gains

BY ASHLEY A. SMITH // FEBRUARY 20, 2019

Merger between a low-performing community college and a nearby university has
increased graduation and transfer rates -- and could be a model for other colleges.

Perimeter College Three Year Graduation Rates

Consolidation with Georgia State 13.0%
-

9.3% oo O

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

graduation rates for white, Hispan-
ic and low-income students are
roughly the same. The 12 percent
graduation rate for black students
still trails the 15 percent rate for
white students. But both rates have
increased since 2014, when they
stood at 10 percent for white stu-
dents and 4 percent for black stu-
dents.

(See graphic above.)

“We've seen rapid progress in re-
tention and graduation rates,” said
Timothy Renick, Georgia State's se-
nior vice president for student suc-
cess. "It has been better than we

2013
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779 03% \ /
6.5%

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

thought it would be in a relatively
short period of time."

The college has made other gains
in student achievement. For exam-
ple, more students are staying at
Perimeter beyond one year. Year-
to-year retention rates increased
from 58 percent in 2014 to 70 per-
cent last year, according to data
from the institution.

Georgia State officials cite the
introduction of predictive analytics
for helping to increase academic
achievement at the two-year insti-
tution. The university has become
a national leader in using predictive
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Perimeter College Graduation Rates by Population: Associate Students

Pre- and Post-Consolidation

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
3-Year Graduation Rate 7% 9% 12% 13% 15%
3-Year: African American 4% 7% 10% 10% 12%

3-Year: White
3-Year: Hispanic
3-Year: Pell

10%

5%

11% 13% 16% 15%
11% 13% 13% 15%
8% 10% 11% 15%

analytics to review hundreds of risk
factors for students and to alert
advisers when students get poor
grades or are on the verge of drop-
ping out. Officials at the four-year
institution replicated that system
for the Perimeter campuses.

Consolidating Perimeter, which en-
rolls roughly 20,000 students, and
Georgia State, with approximately
50,000 students, saved about S8 mil-
lion in administrative expenses for the
two-year college. The merged colleges
no longer needed two presidents, two
vice provosts or two English depart-
ment chairs, for example, Renick said.
Georgia State took $3 million of that
savings and used it to boost student
services and to hire additional finan-
cial aid counselors and advisers.

By hiring 30 advisers, Perimeter
went from 1,000 students per adviser
to 400 per adviser. And students are
using the service more often.

“When we took over Perimeter
College back in 2015-16, there were
about 3,000 students sitting down
and meeting with academic advisers
over the course of a year," Renick said.
“This past year over 50,000 one-on-
one meetings have occurred between
Perimeter students and academic ad-
visers."
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Before the merger, students typical-
ly would meet with an adviser when
they felt there was a problem. Now,
with predictive analytics, the college is
more proactive and prompts students
to talk with an adviser if, for example,
they register for a class that doesn't
match their degree program or if
they're failing assignments in a math
course.

Another intriguing aspect of the
merger is the more seamless transfer
process between the university and
the two-year institution, said Josh
Wyner, executive director of the Col-
lege Excellence Program at the Aspen
Institute.

“Ilt's something we all should be
paying attention to, because the ma-
jority of community college students
want to transfer and get a bachelor's
degree," Wyner said. “The four-year
transfer rate is hugely important.
They've gone from below the national
average to about the national average.
Those are impressive data.”

About 80 percent of entering com-
munity college students say they want
to earn at least bachelor's degree, but
only 33 percent transfer to a four-year
institution within six years, according
to the Community College Research
Center at Columbia University's

Teachers College.

For Perimeter graduates and trans-
fer students, the merger also has had
a positive effect on the public's per-
ception of the two-year college.

“Seeing 'Georgia State' on a tran-
script will get more attention than just
seeing 'Georgia Perimeter,’ " said Lee
Brewer Jones, an English and human-
ities professor at Perimeter, who has
taught at the community college since
1992. "Just by being affiliated with
a [research] institution, even though
we're not an R-1 college, it has an
impact on how people view our stu-
dents."

Similar Demographics

Georgia State and Perimeter enroll
students with some similarities. More
than 70 percent of students at both
institutions are nonwhite, and 60 per-
cent are low income. But students at
the two institutions also tend to have
different needs.

For example, about a third of stu-
dents at Perimeter, an open-admis-
sions college, need remedial math,
reading or English. Georgia State con-
verted all remedial classes at Perim-
eter to the corequisite model, which
allows students to take college-level
course work but also receive addition-
al support such as tutoring.
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Similarities in student demograph-
ics have helped Georgia State better
understand how to help Perimeter
students.

For example, the university expand-
ed its microgrants to Perimeter stu-
dentsin 2016. The program helps cov-
er unmet tuition and fees for students
who would otherwise be dropped
because of nonpayment. The univer-
sity gives about 300 microgrants per
semester to Perimeter students, aver-
aging $900 each.

The university also introduced
learning communities to Perimeter,
requiring all in-
coming freshmen
to participate last “
year. The commu-
nities allow groups
of about 25 stu-
dents in the same
degree program to
take a few courses
together. The ex-
pectation is that the communities help
students establish friendships, form
study groups and build peer networks.

Academic outcomes have improved
for students who participate in the
communities. They earn more cred-
its and are retained at a slightly higher
rate. And first-year students in learn-
iIng communities earned on average a
3.18 grade point average compared to
3.09 GPA for those students not in a
community.

Jones said many of the concerns
Perimeter faculty had about the merg-
er when it was first announced never
occurred, such as a mandate for pro-
fessors to have terminal or doctoral
degrees.
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And he and his peers have become
more focused on encouraging stu-
dents to earn their two-year degrees,
even if they plan to transfer.

“| tell students, 'l hope you take time
to get an associate degree before you
transfer’ " Jones said. "l don't know
if | always thought to say that before,
but | make a point of saying, ‘Get your
associate.’ That's an emphasis that
comes from the highest levels of the
university."

Merging Community Colleges

Georgia isn't the only state to merge
community colleges in recent years.

It's something we all should
be paying attention to, because the majority
of community college students
want to transfer and get a bachelor's degree. )

Significant enrollment declines and
budget pressures have forced other
institutions to consider consolidating.
For example, the University of Wis-
consin System started merging the
state's 13 public two-year campuses
with seven of its four-year universities
last year. And the Connecticut State
Colleges and Universities system
had considered merging the state's
12 community colleges, but that plan
was killed last year by the system'’s
accrediting agency.

Ricardo Azziz, the chief officer of ac-
ademic health and hospital affairs at
the State University of New York Sys-
tem, was president of Georgia Health
Sciences University when it merged

with Augusta State University to cre-
ate Georgia Regents University. That
institution is now known as Augusta
University. Azziz said more colleges
and states will consider these types of
mergers in the future.

“There are a number of trends driv-
ing this, and one is a need for continu-
ing education or lifelong education,”
he said. "The second driver is pure de-
mographics. The number of students
in community colleges is decreasing.
The number of high school graduates
is decreasing, and the economy is im-
proving.”

Even if the econ-
omy declines, he
said it wouldn't dra-
matically increase
enrollment at com-
munity colleges.

Some research-
ers have  been
warning  commu-
nity colleges that
enrollment is expected to plummet by
2025. Enrollment in the two-year sec-
tor has already been on a decline since
around 2010. And last fall, community
college enrollment was down 3.2 per-
cent from the previous year, according
to the National Student Clearinghouse
Research Center.

Mergers between community col-
leges and four-year institutions tend
to be more successful when they are
in the same geographic region but
don't physically combine, experts say.
They also are more successful when
the community college retains its
open-admissions policy, continues to
offer noncredit programs and serves
the community's work-force needs.
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“Part of the reason why Perimeter
and Georgia State have done better is
that they're still at separate locations,”
Azziz said. "The community college
structure is still physically different.”

But mergers between two different
types of institutions can be tricky. The
missions and cultures of two-year or
technical colleges are different from

those of four-year colleges or research
universities, Azziz said.

Faculty and staff members initially
were concerned about merging the
two Atlanta-area institutions. Jones
said Perimeter faculty worried that the
smaller college would be taken over by
the university and become a low prior-
ity to the larger institution.

“We have retained the autonomy
and academic freedom that we had
before the merger,” Jones said.

Mergers can bring a lot of good to
the institutions involved, Azziz said.
But they are still complicated and dif-
ficult.

“We need to recognize that while
a lot of good things can come out of
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A Push to Meet Full Need

BY MARJORIE VALBRUN // APRIL 13,2018

How Lawrence University, without a mega-endowment,
IS raising money to join a small group of institutions.

Lawrence University embarked on
an ambitious plan in 2074 to join the
exclusive ranks of so-called full-need
colleges -- those that provide financial
aid to cover all tuition and fees for ad-
mitted students with "demonstrated
financial need.”

Entering a space occupied by Ivy
League and other elite colleges with
hefty endowments and socially con-
scious bona fides was a bold move
for the small liberal arts college in Wis-
consin. Only 65 universities nation-
wide are designated full-need institu-
tions. But Lawrence president Mark
Burstein was undaunted; he knew the
need among some of the 1,500 stu-
dents.
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He launched an effort to raise $85
million in endowed scholarship funds
in five years -- the amount the univer-
sity estimated it would need to make
the commitment. The “Full Speed to
Full Need" campaign was an instant
hit, widely embraced by students and
alumni -- and an anonymous donor
who initially gave $25 million and later
kicked in another S5 million for good
measure.

The university raised $74.3 million
in four years. The support has already
been used for additional scholarships
or grants to 182 students, 138 of them
currently on campus. Officials believe
they have enough momentum to
meet the goal by next year.

The collective financial status of
Lawrence students has changed dra-
matically as a result. During the 2014-
15 academic year, 74 percent of the
students on financial aid had an av-
erage funding gap of $6,000 in their
awards, which included all federal
grants and loans for which they were
eligible, as well as financial support
from the university. The gap meant
students had to find the money else-
where. This academic year, 48 percent
of the students have a funding gap,
and the average dropped to $4,200,
according to Burstein.

“We're really trying to help every
student on this campus and espe-
cially the families that have the largest
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gap,” he said. "This resonated with the
Lawrence community and our values.
We've been historically a place where
students of need come for a transfor-
mative educational experience.”

The path to full need was not a di-
rect one for Burstein, however. A stu-
dent inadvertently but fundamentally
redirected his thinking about financial
aid.

The mental shift occurred during the
launch of “open office,” one of many
student outreach events on the main
campus in Appleton, Wis., when indi-
vidual students visit with Burstein to
tell him what's on their minds.

One student, a sophomore, laid it all
out.

"He said, 'l love it here, " Burstein
recalled. “I have a B-plus average. I'm
working close to 40 hours a week. |
already owe $30,000 in student loans.
My mom works in retail and my dad
is being evicted from his apartment.
What should | do?""

Burstein suggested the young man
transfer to a state college in the stu-
dent's hometown, which would like-
ly be less expensive than Lawrence,
where annual tuition and fees at the
time totaled nearly $50,000. (Tuition
and fees for the 2018-19 academic
year will be $57,816. Tuition has in-
creased about 3 percent for the last
four years.)

The student pushed back. "He said,
I'm sorry, but maybe you didn't hear
me. | love it here,' " Burstein said.

The university found additional
money for the student, who did not
want to be identified, and he grad-
uated from Lawrence in 2016. But
Burstein, who still considers the meet-
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Mark Burstein

ing with the student “the most pivotal
one for me," was left wondering how
many others on campus were in sim-
ilar straits and how many would end
up leaving Lawrence without gradu-
ating because the university could not
afford to help them alll.

“It started to make real for me what
it means not to be a full-need univer-
sity, not to support these students,” he
said.

Stephen Burd, a senior analyst with
the education policy program at New
America, a Washington think tank,
believes more college administra-
tors should ponder such questions
-- and seek to address them. “It's a
nice change to see a school trying to
go to full need," he said. "Most private
colleges are going in the opposite di-
rection and providing more non-need-
based aid, more merit aid, and meet-
ing less need. It sounds like Lawrence
is doing the right thing.”

Burd, an expert on student finan-
cial aid, has studied the growth of
non-need-based aid and merit aid

by American universities and written
extensively about how the "pursuit
of prestige and revenue" by colleges
hurts low-income students.

“Schools are becoming less gener-
ous to poor students and trying to get
more wealthy students,” he said. "And
the share of students who are low in-
come is dropping.”

At Lawrence 21 percent of students
receive Pell Grants, a federal subsidy
for low-income students.

Sarah Flanagan, vice president for
government relations at the National
Association of Independent Colleges
and Universities, said other universi-
ties should follow the example set by
Lawrence.

“It's a noble goal but a hard one to
reach, especially if you're a small col-
lege and don't have a massively huge
endowment,” she said. "When every-
thingis smaller in scale ... your cost per
student is more expensive to deliver.”

Those are "the economics of provid-
ing a small, personal, liberal arts edu-
cation” faced by Lawrence and similar
institutions, she said.

If 40 percent of the student body is
in poverty, she said, "you gotta have
backup money and be able to pay for
it from another revenue stream. You
have to make up for the tuition that the
students would otherwise have to pay.
The money has to come from some-
where."

That Lawrence is well on its way to
becoming a full-need institution "is an
amazing story,” she said. (The college
is not need blind.)

“They were clearly able to make their
alumni and donors understand why
this is important. It means not only
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was the college visionary and gener-
ous, but so were their donors. It's im-
pressive and transformative.”

Lawrence's endowment was $318.2
million as of June 30, 2017. While its
endowment is higher than those of
most universities its size, it is not well
endowed compared to other full-need
universities.

Nonetheless, the move by Lawrence
to become full need is hugely conse-
guential, said Susie Kane, an alum-
na and chairwoman of the universi-
ty's Board of

Trustees.
“It  will be ‘.

transforma-
tional for the
students and
also transfor-
mational  for
the institution,”
she said.

“Raising $85 million was a tall order,
and lo and behold, we raised most of it
in a year and half," she said. "We were
astounded at what we were able to
pull off.”

Kane said the infusion of cash
means the university won't have to
pull funds from faculty salaries or pro-
grams to fill the gap in student finan-
cial aid.

“It will allow us to focus on other
things as well," she said. "We can be
focused on broader initiatives.”

Kane credits Burstein for much
of the success of the campaign but
notes that Lawrence has a long tra-
dition of supporting students with
scholarships. She and her husband,
John, fund three scholarships at the
university.
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"Attending Lawrence changed who |
was," she said. “It gave me the confi-
dence that I could think things through
and do whatever | needed to do in life.
It's a lifelong gift."

Full Speed to Full Need is part of
the university's wider comprehensive
fund-raising efforts and the most
popular of the university's overall
campaigns, said Cal Husmann, vice
president for alumni, development
and communications.

“|'ve never seen anything like it in my

| love it here. | have a B-plus average. I'm working
close to 40 hours a week. | already owe $30,000
in student loans. My mom works in retail and my dad
is being evicted from his apartment. What should | do?’ 00 dents and not

career," said Husmann. “I've been here
since 1994 and seen a lot changes
and difficulties, and I've never seen the
community rally around one strategic
point like this. It feels like a community
project.”

Burstein said while all the donations,
which have ranged from S5 to $5 mil-
lion, have made a difference, the $25
million from the anonymous donor
was a game changer.

He asked the donor to make it a
matching grant with a five-year dead-
line with hopes of raising $5 million a
year. The money was matched in a
year, prompting the donor to contrib-
ute the additional $5 million.

Part of Burstein's motivation was to
increase Lawrence's graduation rate
from 80 percent to 90 percent.

“The No. 1 factor with students not
persisting to graduation was the gap
in the financial aid awarded," he said.
“The larger the gap, the less likely the
student was to graduate.”

“A lot of young alumni are also get-
ting excited about”" the campaign, he
said.

Lewis Berger, a senior and past
president of the Lawrence Universi-
ty Community Council, or LUCC, the
campus's shared governance council,
said alack of financial aid support also
has other con-
sequences.

“Our main fo-
cus in student
government is
that students
get to be stu-

have to work

40 hours a
week, or all summer, and not be able
to do aninternship” because they have
to earn money to help pay for college,
he said.

" myself have gotten aid, which has
been helpful and allowed me to play
soccer and be on student government
without having to work," he said. "I
know a lot of people who were worried
about not being able to continue their
education, and Lawrence helped them
out.”

Cory Nettles, an alumnus and a
member of the university's board, said
he found the idea of becoming a full-
need institution “very compelling.”

“| was one of those students who
relied on financial aid when | was at
Lawrence,” he said. "I was the poor-
est of the poor students. Lawrence
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was very generous in financial aid and
grants.”

After Nettles graduated, became
an attorney and then the founder and
managing director of a private equity
firm, he and another Lawrence grad-
uate started a scholarship fund for
African-American students in 1997.
He and his wife made a six-figure do-
nation to the university several years

ago and gave an additional six-figure
amountin 2016 in response to the full-
need campaign.

“It was a no-brainer" he said of the
most recent donation. "It was an op-
portunity to pay forward the invest-
ment that Lawrence had made in me."

He believes many, if not all, of the
968 donors who've given to the cam-
paign feel the same way.

People understand “emotionally and
viscerally" the need to equip another
generation of students with the edu-
cation they will need to succeed in life,
he said.

‘| was amazed at how much money
we raised and how quickly we raised
it in response to the president's chal-
lenge," Nettles said. “It made us won-
der why we didn't do it sooner.” [
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Opinion

A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

The FAFSA Challenge

BY JUSTIN DRAEGER // SEPTEMBER 27, 2018

Even as policy experts work to make it easier to apply for federal aid,
they need to avoid rhetoric that may scare students off, writes Justin Draeger.

The annual struggle is nearly
upon us. With the Oct. 1 date for the
Free Application for Federal Student
Aid nearly here, we in the higher ed-
ucation policy world face a daunting
task: continually pushing for further
FAFSA simplification, without inad-
vertently deterring the very students
who most stand to benefit.

An analysis conducted last fall by
personal finance website NerdWal-
let found “the high school Class of
2017 left as much as $2.3 billion in
free federal grant money for college
on the table" because they did not
submit the FAFSA. This is a recur-
ring problem that has led many or-
ganizations -- including the one |
work for -- to reconsider the entire
federal student aid application pro-
cess. Often we illustrate the com-
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plexities students and families face
with real-life examples that drive
home why this is such a critical is-
sue for lawmakers to tackle. But as
financial aid administrators from
across the country are quick to re-
mind me, in our attempts to high-
light this issue to lawmakers, those
same narratives might convince
some students and families that
completing the application process
is just too difficult.

It's important to back up and re-
member how far we've come in
simplifying the process in just the
last 10 years. Yes, there are some
complicated questions on the FAF-
SA that are asked to try to differ-
entiate various levels of financial
need, but students from low-in-
come families aren't likely to see
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most of those questions. Given that
99 percent of applicants complete
the form online, the FAFSA contains
ever-improving skip logic that al-
lows applicants to bypass some of
those most confusing questions.
Additionally, now that we are us-
ing tax data from two years prior to
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enrollment, even more families can
import some data from their tax re-
turns directly into the FAFSA.

Today, students complete the en-
tire FAFSA in just about 30 minutes,
and those times could possibly im-
prove even more with a new FAFSA
mobile option introduced just this
last summer.

Focusing too much on the com-
plexity of the financial aid form may
not only deter students from com-
pleting it, it can also lead to bad
policy making. For example, at one
point lawmakers were considering
simplifying the FAFSA down to just
two data points. While this might
work for a significant number of
students, such a dramatic simpli-
fication would greatly reduce our
ability to differentiate those with
real financial need from those who
only appear needy through the tax
system. Such a move would have

Bio:

likely pushed several schools and
states to add their own applications
in addition to the FAFSA. Today,
there are better ways to collect stu-
dent and family information while
still simplifying the process.

One way to do that is to expand
the amount of data students can
import directly from their tax re-
turns using the Internal Revenue
Service data retrieval tool, increas-
ing the ability to assess financial
strength while reducing the number
of questions students and families
need to answer.

The National Association of Stu-
dent Financial Aild Administrators
just last week provided public com-
ments to the IRS urging them to
work closely with the Department of
Education to ensure that changes
to tax forms and schedules do not
have negative impacts on the stu-
dent aid application process.

Additionally, families that already
qualify for certain means-test-
ed public benefits could largely be
prequalified for financial aid if Con-
gress mandates some basic data
sharing between federal agencies,
as proposed by NASFAA, the Na-
tional College Access Network and
others.

This is no easy balancing act.
Further financial aid simplification
IS necessary, and personal stories
about those complexities help drive
home that need. But let us also tout
the improvements that have already
been made, promote new mobile
options and reassure students and
families that completing the appli-
cation process is doable and nec-
essary. Financial aid administrators,
access professionals and guidance
counselors stand ready to help any
who find themselves stuck in the
process. [

Justin Draeger is president and CEO of the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators.
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When our state launched the Ten-
nessee Promise in 2014, we could
not have imagined how the free-col-
lege conversation would emerge as a
popular policy proposal across the na-
tion. Our program grew out of a need
to address a stagnant college-going
rate that was impervious to traditional
financial aid approaches, with thou-
sands of low-income students each
year electing not to pursue higher edu-
cation. Five years and 58,000 students
later, we can scarcely believe the seis-
mic change catalyzed in our state by
the Tennessee Promise.

But unfortunately, after perusing
some recent think-tank reports, one
would have been hard-pressed to
have gathered any positive impacts
from Promise programs implemented
here and elsewhere. To be clear, the
authors of those reports are thought-
ful, passionate and valued colleagues.
The issue they are seeking to illumi-
nate, the emergent challenge of con-
fronting and closing postsecondary
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equity gaps, should be the centerpiece
of the American higher education con-
versation. My concern, however, is that
by oversimplifying the concept of eg-
uity and ignoring the daily realities of
state policy making, the reports do lit-
tle to move the national conversation
forward. And because the Tennessee
Promise is featured in many of these
discussions, | feel obligated to set the
record straight on our free-college ex-
perience in the Volunteer State.

First and foremost, Tennessee
Promise is about much more than
just financial aid. It is about a network
of more than 7,500 mentors who vol-
unteer thousands of hours each year
to serve as college coaches for our
Promise students. It is about Tennes-
see Promise students reinvesting in
their own local coommunities by com-
pleting community service each year.
Most of all, it's about speaking to stu-
dents with a clear message and distill-
ing the bureaucratic mess of financial
aid into one sentence: in Tennessee,

Sometimes, Practical Policy Can Be Exceptional

Five years after it was launched, Tennessee Promise has catalyzed seismic positive
change, writes Mike Krause.

TENNESSEE

Promise

college is now tuition-free.

What last week's reports miss, and
what a recent response from Sara
Goldrick-Rab and Michelle Miller-Ad-
ams rightly points out, is that “free”
is a very powerful message. We have
seen the power of this message first-
hand, as FAFSA filings in Tennessee
increased by almost 15 percent in the
initial year of the program and have
continued to grow ever since. Similarly,
it's about how our state's college-go-
ing rate, stubbornly hovering for a de-
cade around 55 percent, increased by
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5 percent in the year immediately fol-
lowing the introduction of Tennessee
Promise and has now reached almost
65 percent.

A casual observer might see those
increases in conjunction with last
week's reports and assume that only
middle- and high-income students
are driving the increases in college
going here. But examining the data
behind low-income student enroll-
ment tells a different story. Since im-
plementation of Tennessee Promise,
we have seen almost 8,000 additional
Pell Grant recipients enroll in college,
with more than 60 percent of these
students having an expected family
contribution of SO.

The growth of these metrics is en-
couraging, and almost certainly due
to the shift in the college-going cul-
ture initiated by Tennessee Promise.
The reality is, however, examining a
Promise program extracted from the
larger policy landscape is a flawed re-

Bio:

search approach. In most states with
a Promise program, and certainly here
in our state, free college is a compo-
nent of a much larger constellation of
student-support initiatives. Wheth-
er it is the need-based aid disbursed
through the Tennessee Student As-
sistance Award, which has expended
over $100 million in additional state
aid to Pell-eligible students, or the
fourth consecutive year of record low
tuition increases at our colleges and
universities, the broader horizon of
affordability must be considered by
those seeking to quantify the success
of equity-focused efforts.

Finally, dismissing the impact of
a last-dollar approach because Pell
funds cover tuition for high-need stu-
dents misses an important detail: stu-
dents often don't know what the Pell
Grant is in the first place. Thus, they
may count themselves out of college
prematurely, believing their familial
circumstances put college costs out

of reach. The power of a last-dollar
scholarship is the ability to operate
within the fiscal parameters faced by
most state governments, while also
creating a sense of inevitability for stu-
dents: you can afford college because
it's "free.”

The governors, legislators, state
higher education executive officers
and campus leaders trying to devise
impactful policies have tough jobs.
Uncertain financial resources, com-
plex policy demands and the imme-
diate needs of building the work force
all challenge attempts to institute a
student-focused agenda. Sometimes
those realities mean we must pursue
a policy solution that external observ-
ers deem imperfect, and sometimes
they mean forgoing the utopian in fa-
vor of the practical.

But occasionally, as in the case of
the Tennessee Promise, the practical
can become something truly excep-
tional. [

Mike Krause is the executive director of the Tennessee Higher Education Commission and served as the founding

director of the Tennessee Promise.
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