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Transitioning from Grade 11 to 12 easy, but 12 to college? 



Transition Steps 

 

Pre-transition 

Take college-track courses 

Get grades high enough to quality 
 

Transition 

Take ACT or SAT 

Write entrance essay 

Choose colleges to apply 

Choose program to apply 

Apply to each college and pay fee 

Apply for financial aid 

Accept offer 

Pay fees 

Choose courses, register for courses 

Show up, adjust and adapt to new environment/routine 



Transition Barriers to Program Take-up 

 

 Transition process to eligibility often overlooked in 

program design, marginal cost perceived as relatively too 

small to matter 

 

 But recent research in behavioral economics, psychology, 

and neuroscience, demonstrates that seemingly small-

differences in signup procedures and marketing lead to 

large differences in participation 

 

Saving example 
  ex 1: Changing defaults  (e.g. employer pension plans) 

  ex 2: Simplifying options (e.g. quick enrollment) 

  ex 3: Active choice  



What about the FAFSA? (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) 
 

 



Some reasons why FAFSA not completed 
 
 

1. low visibility 
 Don’t know aid exists 
 Solution: market FAFSA more (e.g. in high schools) 

2. complexity 
Completion takes many hours and effort tracking down information Solution: 
simplify (e.g. Dynarski and Scott-Clayton, 2006) 

3. Inconvenience (especially while stressed or preoccupied with 
day-to-day life) 

Human tendency to put off filling out forms (especially complicated ones, and 
when benefits uncertain) 
"Packing Problems": Mullainathan and Shafir  
Solution: assistance with form completion, esp. when convenient 
 

 in line with behavioral insights (Lavecchia, Liu, Oreopoulos, 2014): 
o Some students focus too much on the present 
o Some student focus too much on routine 
o Mistakes are more likely with stress or complexity 



H&R Block and the FAFSA Experiment 
(Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, and Sambumatsu, 2010) 
 
H&R Block invited proposals of interventions that would benefit low-
income families, have national scalability, and inform policy in 2006 
 
We proposed integrating their tax-interview and software with the 
FAFSA application process to make it possible for FAFSA completion 
(or near completion) within minutes after completing the tax form 
 
 



Why might offering personal assistance help? 
 
defaults or further simplification not always possible 
 
1. increases visibility  
 
2. reduces complexity (avoids need for detailed 
instructions and review) 
 
3. convenient (minimizes disruption and lowers 
opportunity cost of time) 
 
4. Reassurance and trust (reduces anxiety) 
 
5. Empowerment (increase perceptions of take-up value)  



 

Table3. Summary of Results During First Year Following Experiment

Filed FAFSA Attended College

Attended College and 

Received Pell Grant

 (DOE data indicate 

FAFSA submitted)

 (Either NSC or OBR data 

indicate new college 

registration between 

April 2008 - March 2009)

(DOE data indicate Pell 

Grant paid, which 

cannot occur without 

enrollment verification)

Dependent Participants (N=868)

Control Group Mean 0.399 0.342 0.296

FAFSA Treatment Effect 0.157 0.081 0.106

[0.035]*** [0.035]** [0.034]***

Info Treatment Effect -0.012 -0.004 0.004

[0.060] [0.058] [0.056]



Are those 'nudged' better off? 
 
Can't tell for sure 
 
Fact that assistance matters suggests not making decisions 
based on rational long-run investment 
 
Balance of existing research suggests high rates of return to 
college, even for marginal students (Oreopoulos and 
Peteronjevic, 2013) 
 
We can at least demonstrate effects are persistent 



 

Persistence Effects: 

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Control FAFSA Control FAFSA

Dependent Variable Mean Treatment Effect Mean Treatment Effect

0.08 0.012

[0.033]** [0.007]*

0.191 0.027

[0.085]** [0.016]*

Dependent Independent Participants

(N = 8506)

Participants with No Prior College Experience

(N = 788)

0.095

Total Years in College, April 2008 - 

December 2011
0.947 0.329

Enrolled in College for Two 

Consequetive Years, April 2008 - 

December 2011

0.281



Other hurdles in transitioning to college: 
 
Choose program of study 
 
Complete program 
application and pay fee 
 
Accept and register 
 
Choose courses 
 
Modify daily/weekly routine 
 
SAT/ACT, Essays (but not in Ontario) 
 

 



  



The Program: 
 
High schools selected based on having low transition rates to 
college 
 
All Grade 12s ushered to attend 3 workshops (60-70 minutes 
each) during class time (usually in computer lab) 
 1. Choose programs of interest and try budget calculator 
 2. Apply for college or university programs, for free 
 3. Get started on financial aid application, email parent to 
 complete 
 
Make-up workshops for those who missed earlier ones 
Follow-up communication through email and parent mailing 
 
Facilitators guided workshops.  About half of schools chose 
internal staff to be trained, the other half used external facil.



School selection 
Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities funded the 
program, with program implemented in 2011-2012 (and 2013-14) 
 
Ontario schools with lowest PSE transition rates, conditional on: 
 within 50km (commuting distance) of postsecondary campus 
 at least 100 Grade 12 students in2007-08 
 not an adult education centre or alternative education school 
 
126 schools with (school board approval from 28 boards) invited to 
participate (before randomization) 
 
12 schools declined to participate (reasons included intervention not 
appropriate for particular school, felt enough support being provided 
already, resource or timing concerns, insufficient computer labs)  
 
86 final schools picked (some dropped for budget reasons), 
randomization also within board (when more than 1 school, which 
happened in 18 boards) 



 



   



 



Workshop 1: Late October to mid-November 
 
Students create and account and verify email address 
 
 
Watch video about what 
program is about and why 
students might want to 
consider PSE program 
 
'Where would you go?' asks 
students to enter grades, 
then shown list of programs 
in local area to consider (can 
modify list) 
 
'How would you go?' walks through simple financial aid calculator and 
presents students with simple budget 



Where would you go? 

 



How would you go? 
 
 
 
 



Workshop 2: Mid-November - mid-December 
 
Guided using videos through 
official application sites for 
either college or university 
 
Facilitators able to answer 
questions or help during 
workshop 
 
Can apply for up to 3 
university programs or 5 
college programs for same 
fee 
 
students cut and past 
application number into our 
web site as method of 
payment 



Workshop 3:April to May 
 
Aim to open up and start 
an Ontario Student Aid 
Program application 
 
Note: most eligible for 
'30% Off Tuition Grant' 
with same application 
 
Video instructions and motivation 
 
Must have Social Insurance Number to open an account 
 
Asked to work with or pass application to parent, with 
encouragement to email parent using our site and default email with 
account and password 
 
Follow-up email reminders 



Implementation Issues 
 
workshop scheduling 
 aim was to schedule whole classes of Grade 12 students into 
 workshops 
 monitoring of transitioning to computer lab 
 delay in setting up 
 
staying on message (keep your options open) 
 facilitators did not always speak to potential compliers 
 
extent of buy-in 
 some counselors felt some students did not need to apply 
 
appreciation to detail or too much detail 
 branding, simplicity, and timing important 
 http://vimeo.com/30165296 
 
~12,000 emails regarding project sent and received 



 
 



 



Data 
 
High school student administrative data from Ontario Ministry of 
Education for all Grade 12 students in 2009/10, 2010/11, and 
2011/12 including previous and subsequent activity, linked to 
Student Application and Registration to Post-Secondary Education in 
Ontario File 
 note: registration = accepted, paid fees and registered for courses  
 
Ministry of Training, Colleges, and Universities data on OSAP 
application and funding, but not linkable to MEd data and in many 
cases not linked to schools 
 
Focus group discussions with facilitators 
 
Web site activity data 
 
LifeAfterHighSchool Educators' Survey 



Methodology 
 

variableindicator  program 

ccohort  12 Gradein  s, school from i,student for  outcome 
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use probit for binary outcomes and report marginal effects 
 
standard errors clustered by school 
 
sensitivity analysis from adding controls for pre-grade 12 
achievement and background characteristics and estimating 
effects with only 2011/12 Grade 12 cohort 



 



 



No impact on high Gr12 grades, credits, or graduation 

 



 



Increase in applications from 65% to 79% among graduates 
 

 
 



Increase in PSE enrollment from 54% to 59% among graduates 
 
 

 



Per school, increase in college applications by 35 students, 
increase in acceptances by 13, no increase in rejections 

 

 



Similar effects for men and women 
 
 

 
 



Similar effects for urban or rural schools 
 

 

 
 



Larger effects for students not on academic track 
 
 

 
 
 



Larger effects for students taking lowest track for Grade 12 
math or English 
 
 

 
 



Program effects across grade distribution 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Lower effects for students with high or low propensities to 
register for postsecondary 

 

 



Phase II (implemented 2 years later) 
 

modified program to increase applications by combining first 2 
workshops over entire morning and using laptops with wifi 
network.  Also no filtering for local programs - used existing 
websites to help find programs 
 
Baseline: 6 schools 
Baseline + follow-up one-on-one support: 5 schools 
Baseline but training of internal staff to implement: 3 schools 
Baseline - fee waivers: 4 schools 
Baseline - fee waivers with internal staff: 9 schools 
 
Control (previously treated schools): 38 schools 
 



 





Application Rates Among Graduating Seniors 



Next Year Enrollment Rates Among Graduating Seniors 



Lessons learned from Phase II: 
 
Fee waiver crucial for being able to provide application 
assistance during school 
 
Internal school staff able to implement program effectively 
 
Phase I program worked really well 
 
Phase II increased application rates even more, but without 
corresponding increase in enrollment. 
 
 Why not?  estimated effects too imprecise to rule out effect 
     Phase II program did not increase offers 
     interest in college changed over two years 
     financial aid applications did not increase 
     3 workshops better than 2 



Common findings: 
 
This study 
All Gr12 graduates from low transition schools 
In-class assistance with coll. appl, and fee waiver 
13 ppt. application increase, 5 ppt. enrollment inc. 
 
FAFSA study 
~Gr12 graduates with low-income parents at H&R Block  willing to 
 participate in study 'about college' 
Assistance in completing FAFSA, info on local colleges 
15 ppt. FAFSA application inc., 8 ppt. enrollment inc. 
 
Carrell and Sacerdote (2013) 
Gr12 graduates counselors think are on the margin of applying or not 
 applying to college  
Assistance with scheduling SAT/ACT, essays, and app., plus fee waivers 
29 ppt. application increase, 5 ppt. enrollment inc. 
 



More common findings: 
 
Avery (2013) 
Gr11 students from low income families with GPA>2.0 
2 yr. after-school assistance on SAT/ACT prep, app, financial aid, and 
 guidance in exchange for 8 hours community service 
30 ppt. 4-yr coll. applic. increase, no change in any coll. app. 
 15 ppt. enrollment inc. in 4 yr. coll, no effect in any coll. 
 
Castleman and Page (2014) 
Just finished high school and at least started FAFSA 
Text reminders and mentoring support during summer 
3 ppt. enrollment increase 
 
Hoxby and Turner (2013) 
High SAT scoring students from low-income schools 
Mailings with suggestions for attending selective colleges plus fee waiver 
2.2 application increase, 5 ppt. enrolment in selective school 
 
 



Some conclusions: 
College application assistance, along with fee waivers significantly increases 
college enrollment and placement 
 
Remains to be seen whether those affected benefit from program, but fact 
that low-cost assistance matters suggests some students not making 
enrollment decision by means of well-thought out investment 
 
Parents, students, teachers, and policy makers all seem interested in ides of 
keeping best college options open.  The more help through the process the 
more impact on enrollment 
 
Potential for text messaging, simplification, and personal support 
 
Scaling up LifeAfterHighSchool would require first waiving fees (to generate 
inclusiveness).  At ~$100 per student, non trivial amount up front, but this 
may not be true cost 
 



 





 





 


