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      Introduction

      There is a new economics of college in America. In the past, students and families who worked hard stood a real chance of attaining a college degree, a ticket to the good life. But then the world shifted. Today, the promise of a college degree in exchange for hard work and dedication no longer holds true. Instead, students encounter a price so high that it has changed what it means to attend college.

      Unfortunately, many people don’t know this. Millions enroll in higher education with plans to work, borrow, and save, only to find that their funds still fall short. Even living on ramen, doubling up with roommates, and working a part-time job isn’t enough to make ends meet. Many who start college can’t afford to complete their degrees. Others take on huge debt that either they cannot repay or limits their future opportunities. And this is occurring at a time when diplomas matter more than ever.

      What happened? Just as Americans decided that college was essential, states began spending less on public higher education and the price of college rose. At the same time, the financial aid system, long intended to make college affordable, failed to keep up with growing student and family need. Student loans became the stopgap. And, to make matters worse, for nearly 80 percent of the public, family income declined.1

      What does this mean for students facing the new economics in public colleges and universities? How are they managing to make it through higher education today, and where are they falling short? This book is the result of my six-year-long effort to find out. As you will see, the statistics and stories make one thing quite clear: college students are paying a hefty price.

      Paying the Price

      At dinner tables around the country, families talk about the cost of college. Usually, they speak of tuition and fees, which have been steadily rising over time. The other costs of college, those that come with books and supplies, transportation, housing, and food, have also grown. This is true across public higher education, at two-year and four-year schools alike. As figure 1 shows, between 1974–75 and 2013–14, the cost of attending the nation’s community colleges ballooned from just under $6,000 per year (in constant 2012–13 dollars) to almost $9,000 per year. At the four-year colleges and universities, that same thirty-year period saw a more than $10,000 increase. Since the year 2000, community college costs are up by 28 percent, and the cost of attendance at public universities is up by 54 percent.2
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        Figure 1. Trends in average tuition, fees, room, and board in the public sector, by college type: 1974–2014. All figures are constant 2012–13 dollars. Room and board for two-year colleges is estimated in the College Board report and figures are in the underlying data provided in the “Download Data” link. Source: adapted from Ma, et al., Trends in College Pricing: 2015, table 2: Tuition and Fees and Room and Board over Time.

      

      The rising college prices over the last fifteen years stand in sharp contrast to what happened to family income. While in the 1980s and 1990s, growth in college prices was generally matched by growth in family income, in the current century it was not. Since 2003, the mean family income of all but the very wealthiest 5 percent of Americans fell or stagnated (see figure 2).3 In 2013, middle-income families earned about $64,000 per year, a decline of 5 percent over the prior decade. Families in the bottom fifth of the income distribution had earnings of about $16,000—down 8 percent.
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        Figure 2. Percentage change in mean family income by quintile: 1983–1993, 1993–2003, and 2003–2013. Income is reported in constant 2013 dollars. Source: adapted from Baum and Ma, Trends in College Pricing: 2014, figure 22A: Changes in Family Income over Time.

      

      The financial aid system was built to help with these challenges by offsetting the price of college for financially constrained families, thereby making college affordable. Grants, loans, work-study, and tax credits are—at annual cost of almost $240 billion—supposed to lower the official cost of attendance to a manageable price based on assessed financial need.4 The centerpiece of these efforts is the Pell Grant Program, which provides a bit less than $6,000 a year to help reduce the price of attendance for the most economically vulnerable students. Soon, nearly ten million people will receive Pell support each year.

      But financial aid is falling far short of expectations. Even community college, an institution most think of as free, is no longer actually free for Pell recipients. Consider some bottom-line numbers for low-income families. Students from families earning an average of just $20,000 a year are required to pay at least $8,000 for a year of community college and more than $12,000 a year at a public university.5 Middle-class families are struggling, too.6 A year of college at a public university runs a family earning $80,000 a year just over $20,000.7 That “net price” is the cost after all grants (including the Pell and state and institutional grants) are subtracted from the cost of attending college.

      The hard truth is that while financial aid reduces the ever-increasing cost of college, more often than not it still leaves families with unmanageable prices.8 Figure 3 expresses the average net price of a year of college as a percentage of family income. It depicts substantial growth over time in the burden of paying for college. In 1990, only the poorest quarter of American families had to pay much more than 20 percent of their annual income for higher education. Today, 75 percent of families pay at least that much—after all grants are distributed! And when it comes to the group that this financial aid system was designed to help the most—those families earning an average of $16,000 per year—the net price of college now amounts to a whopping 84 percent of their income.
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        Figure 3. Average net price as a percent of family income, by income quartile: 1990–2012. Net price is the cost of attendance less grant aid faced by the average student across all sectors of higher education. All figures are constant 2012 dollars. In 2012, average family income by quartiles was bottom, $16,311; second, $49,837; third, $89,119; and top, $172,729. Source: adapted from Mortenson, “Financial Barriers to Higher Education by Parental Income and Institutional Level/Control, 1990 to 2012.”

      

      The consequences of the new economics of college are staggering. When the Pell program began, it was intended to shield recipients from having to take loans. Today nine out of ten Pell recipients graduate with debt.9 Of the Pell recipients who attend public colleges and universities—fully two-thirds of all Pell recipients—just 48 percent who start college full time complete a degree or certificate of any kind within six years.10 Of the remaining 52 percent, one in three leaves with a double burden: no credential and an average of $9,000 in student loan debt.11

      Going to College in the Great Recession

      What does it mean for students to confront these prices? In September 2008, just as the Great Recession was getting underway, three thousand students enrolled in the forty-two public colleges and universities across Wisconsin for the very first time. There were just over 5.6 million people living in the state back then, and about 60 percent of working adults had attended college.12 Wisconsin has been called a “mythical microcosm,” and “the most typical state in the nation” because it comes closer than any other to national averages on key measures such as income, education, and neighborhood characteristics.13 One in four working families had an income under 200 percent of the poverty threshold, and among racial/ethnic minority working families, the fraction was much higher, at 47 percent. Parents who had not attended college led almost half of all working poor families.14

      These students wanted economic security, so they went to college. They came from all over the state, from small rural towns and suburban communities and from larger cities, including Milwaukee and the state’s capitol, Madison. Each showed up for school having completed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and secured at least some grant aid, including the Pell Grant. They signed up for at least twelve college credits and began pursuing degrees. My research team got in touch with them and started following their progress.

      College costs were rising quickly in Wisconsin’s public two-year and four-year colleges and universities, even as employment rates declined during the onslaught of the recession.15 A private foundation, the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars, was concerned about the implications for educational opportunities in the state and decided to intervene. The creation of its new grant program, aimed at distributing about $5 million a year to students in the forty-two public colleges and universities, made it possible to investigate whether reducing the price of college through financial grants would affect rates of success, including graduation.

      Along with economist Douglas N. Harris, I designed and implemented the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study, which is described in detail in appendix 1. This effort included a robust array of data collection activities, including lengthy surveys accompanied by payments for participation, and legal agreements to collect administrative data from the public colleges and universities and their system offices. I also led a team of graduate students in conducting repeated in-depth in-person interviews with fifty of the three thousand students to help us understand their daily experiences in college. These students attended four universities and two of the technical colleges among the forty-two colleges and universities in the study, and they were among the more than eleven hundred students who had volunteered to meet for interviews. After sorting those volunteers by institution, gender, and race/ethnicity, we selected among them at random. We sought to measure in great detail how and why financial aid enhanced their progress through school, as well as where it fell short.16

      Our average student was between eighteen and nineteen years of age in 2008 and came from a family with an adjusted gross income of just under $25,000. Their average expected family contribution, which is used by the college to determine the student’s financial aid award, was $1,370.17 Fifty-eight percent of the students were female, and 57 percent of them had parents who had not completed a bachelor’s degree (this makes them the first generation to pursue higher education). Almost three in four students identified as non-Hispanic white, with the rest of students identifying as African American (10%), Hispanic (7%), Asian (8%), or another race/ethnicity (4%). They were broadly representative of more than six thousand other undergraduates across the state meeting the same criteria, and with a few exceptions (notably, they were disproportionately white) they were generally representative of the national population of first-time, full-time, on-time Pell Grant recipients attending public institutions. A full description of their characteristics is contained in appendix 1.

      The institutions they attended included the thirteen public universities and thirteen two-year branch campuses in the University of Wisconsin (UW) System, long lauded as a leader in public higher education. In addition, students came from across the sixteen public technical colleges that compose the Wisconsin Technical College System, which grants certificates and associate degrees in applied fields. In total, half our students enrolled in either a UW college—a two-year branch campus in the UW System—or a Wisconsin technical college. The other half enrolled in public universities. Appendix 2 contains a detailed description of higher education in Wisconsin.

      The students did not know it, but Wisconsin, like many other states, was in the midst of a long period of reducing support for public higher education. Competing priorities and political preferences for tax cuts meant that as college enrollment in the state grew, subsidies on a per-student basis for public colleges and universities fell. For each $1,000 in taxpayer support, the state was spending less and less. When the Pell Grant Program was created in 1972, Wisconsin invested almost fifteen dollars in public higher education per $1,000 of state personal income, but by 2008 it put in just about six dollars.18 At the same time, while spending grew slowly for the state’s need-based grant program, the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant, it covered less and less of the costs of college attendance.19 That was primarily because public colleges and universities were raising tuition and other costs in order to recover the lost monies from the state.

      Had the students in this study begun college in the year they were born, they would not have needed to borrow and simply could have worked at a part-time job year-round to cover college costs. Or, had they borrowed, they could have worked only during the summer and focused entirely on school for the rest of the year. In 1990, an average student from a low-income family in Milwaukee paid roughly $4,500 per year (after grants) to attend that city’s public university—but when our students enrolled in 2008, a similarly situated student paid about $7,460.20 Affording college, even for the poorest students, now required both work and borrowing.

      We watched as students came to grips with these financial realities. They started with great expectations. Many were disappointed. Half of them left college without achieving their goals. Less than one in five who entered a public university finished a bachelor’s degree in four years.

      We documented the extent to which the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars’ investment in grants changed those odds of success. Sometimes, the program made a big difference, as the funds helped students avoid working long hours or taking on more debt, making it possible to finish a bachelor’s degree in a shorter period of time and with lower debt. For each additional $1,000 received, the percentage of students who completed a bachelor’s degree on-time (in four years) went up four points.21 But more often than not, the $3,500- per-year grants the foundation offered university students, and the $1,800-per-year grants it offered two-year college students, did not change the odds of graduation very much.

      This did not mean that money was not important in their lives—it was. Students echoed the words of the Wu-Tang Clan: “Cash rules everything around me.”22 But financial aid is not cash. You can use cash in your wallet or your bank account as you need it. But you can’t just go out and buy milk with financial aid dollars. Those who think that financial aid simply transfers money to students who need it are fundamentally wrong. Today’s financial aid programs and policies are bureaucratic and complex. Financial aid often falls short—in terms of both how much it pays for and how it is delivered.

      Millions of American families wrestle with these struggles in private. Many people continue to believe that financial aid is working to make college affordable, at least for people from low-income families. They are upset about loans but focus mainly on the struggle to repay them, rather than their root cause: the high price of college that makes them necessary in the first place. These misperceptions are understandable, since the changes creating the current mess happened without warning or real discussion and accelerated rapidly during the last decade.

      This book is intended to be a wake-up call. It brings the lives of students pursuing college degrees front and center and unveils their financial struggles. Ensuring that the American public has a clear sense of how and why financial aid is failing to get students to graduation will help us find effective solutions. Low-income families are not alone—middle-class families are squeezed too, as the current system often expects more from them than they can give. Outdated policies that are not up to the task of funding a widely accessible, high-quality system of higher education have compromised the ability of hard-working people from all family backgrounds to complete their degrees and left millions in debt, without a degree, and worse off than when they began. Perhaps the best sign of hope we have is that there is growing recognition there is something terribly wrong when so many Americans are falling flat just trying to pay for school.

      Overview of the Book

      Improving our collective understanding of college affordability takes work—work to look beyond the published figures and media claims and get down to the real experiences of regular Americans. This book is grounded in the lives of six students, whom you will meet in chapter 1. These men and women represent the range of students we studied, and I draw on their experiences throughout the book. I also include the stories of other students, where they help to illustrate particular points. In chapters 2 and 3, I explore today’s financial aid system and how it attempts to make college affordable for people without sufficient resources. Tracing changes in the characteristics of Pell recipients over time and contrasting those trends with shifts in the prices they pay for college, I dispel common misperceptions about who gets Pell and why. Then, beginning in chapter 4, the students themselves, who generously shared their time with us over many years, explain how well-intentioned efforts to provide financial aid come up short. My team documented the careful dance involved in cobbling together work and loans and in reducing expenses while ensuring students are equipped for school each day. Chapter 5 reveals what happens when the dance isn’t enough, and students face scarcity.

      Families often provide the impetus for college enrollment, and how relationships with family members affect and are affected by the act of paying for college is the topic of chapter 6. In chapter 7, I return to the academic side of college life, investigating ways that the new economics of college affects how students pursue their course work and engage in learning activities. A desire to do well in school was shared by nearly every student in our study, but some faced additional challenges. Chapter 8 documents the especially fragile circumstances surrounding the students who attended college in Milwaukee, a city in economic distress, whose public colleges and universities are underresourced and often ill-equipped to ensure that all students graduate.

      Finally, in chapter 9 the graduation outcomes of the three thousand students are revealed. After six years, they reached a variety of points in the road. Some graduated, but many did not. Sometimes financial aid was sufficient, and occasionally additional grant support made graduation possible. But often, making ends meet with too little money during the Great Recession left these undergraduates wondering what college was good for. It was meant to provide them a route out of poverty, but for far too many, it left them feeling poorer than ever.

      The last chapter of the book describes how we can do better. There are some solutions that are straightforward and could be implemented locally by colleges and universities. Others would require state or federal action. Whenever possible, I reach beyond educational policy solutions to think about other supports that could help more students succeed. The price of college must be lowered much further than the current system allows. Money must be brought to the table—there is no way around it. But how that money is deployed so as to ameliorate the price barrier to college graduation is a matter deserving of national debate.

      The bones of the current financial aid system are now more than a half a century old. The GI Bill and its successors, the Truman Commission, the National Defense Education Act, and the Higher Education Act of 1965, were the first steps in the process of ensuring equitable opportunities at the postsecondary level.23 This book tells the stories of students actually experiencing the financial aid system today, and it should give us pause. The evidence points to the need for a more effective system of college financing that works with students in their efforts to obtain college degrees.

      There is reason for hope. An improved college financing system could help America create a future where more people can use their own hard work to get ahead. These college successes will get better jobs, contribute more to the common good as taxpayers, and lean on the government less for support throughout their lives. Such a future would be far brighter than the one we face today.
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      Possible Lives

      A public debate is raging about the future of financial aid, with experts often trying to blame financial aid recipients rather than the system. Data on their academic performance have been used to question whether they belong in college in the first place. Data on their use of student loans have been used to question their financial literacy and how they live their lives. Data on their degree completion rates have been used to question whether the Pell Grant Program is a waste. Some even ask whether, since college credentials result in increased earnings, we should subsidize college participation for anyone. Let those who can afford it get ahead, while the others remain behind, they argue.1

      Amid this national furor, students from lower-income families are simply trying to make a better life. In this chapter you’ll meet students in the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study, including the three men and three women who serve as focal points throughout much of the book. But first, let’s take a look at the original plans and designs of financial aid and what happened to them over time.

      College Then and Now

      In the 1960s, when federal financial aid policy was first formulated, the nation was in the midst of a period of economic growth and security, declining poverty, and great social change. Women, African Americans, immigrants, and working-class white people were all clamoring for a shot at middle-class jobs and the American dream, and politicians in Washington wanted to help. From President Lyndon Johnson on down, many policymakers believed that helping people improve their education and skills levels would in turn help the nation. Providing access to higher education was a clear and seemingly fair way to do that.2

      Passage of the Higher Education Act of 1965 dramatically increased federal investment in higher education and provided grants and loans for students attending public and private colleges. In 1971, the U.S. Senate Subcommittee on Education debated a bill introduced by Senator Claiborne Pell that took things a step further, establishing as a policy of the federal government “the right of every youngster, regardless of his family’s financial circumstances, to obtain a postsecondary education.” His actions followed those of the Truman Commission, which in 1947 recognized that college costs impeded the nation’s ability to double the number of college goers (from 2.3 million in 1947 to 4.6 million by 1960).3 While that commission took steps to create more affordable institutions of higher education—most critically, the nation’s community colleges—Senator Pell and his colleagues believed that it was also important to indirectly subsidize the costs of college. The bill provided $1,200 annually for each student to use as a voucher to lower the amount of tuition they paid at the college or university of their choice.4 In 1972, the bill passed, and the Pell Grant was born.5

      The creators of the current federal student aid system knew that college degrees brought real opportunities. The architects of the financial aid system did not, however, envision college as the only route out of poverty. During the same period, Congress invested in jobs programs, a safety net for those left behind, and Head Start for the children of poor families. The emphasis was on college as one option, one possible pathway, and the Pell Grant Program was organized to support that. The grant could be taken to any college or university in the nation participating in the federal student aid program, providing students with a wide range of options, and policymakers hoped that the higher education marketplace would respond by ensuring that opportunities were of the highest quality.6

      The creation of the financial aid system followed more than a century of investment in public higher education, beginning with the Morrill Act of 1862 and continuing with the GI Bill (1944), the Truman Commission (1947), the National Defense Education Act (1958), and the California Master Plan (1960). By the time the Pell Grant was created in 1972, 80 percent of American college students were enrolled in public colleges and universities.7 Historian Roger Geiger described the scene this way: “American states poured enormous resources into building public systems of higher education: flagship universities were expanded and outfitted for an extensive research role; teachers colleges grew into regional universities; public urban universities multiplied and grew; and a vast array of community colleges was built.”8 Economists Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz have linked these major investments in public education to a growth in human capital that enabled the United States to thrive as a global economic powerhouse.9 These results would not have occurred if only the wealthiest or even only the highest-achieving students went to college.

      Despite these overt commitments to higher education as a public good, not everyone shared Claiborne Pell’s vision for how to bring more equality of opportunity into the American system. In fact, the “system” of higher education has never been much of a system at all. It is instead a loose conglomeration of government institutions (at the local, state, and federal levels) and both public and private educational providers that share some similar interests but hold many different ones as well.

      Soaring rhetoric about the value of hard work obscures the fact that family money has long been one of the best predictors of college success. In the words of the Truman Commission: “For the great majority of our boys and girls, the kind and amount of education they may hope to attain depends, not on their own abilities, but on the family or community into which they happened to be born or, worse still, on the color of their skin or the religion of their parents.”10

      The children of wealthy families are still most likely to complete college, followed by students from middle-income families. Students from low-income families are the least likely to graduate.11 Should breaking the link between family income and degree attainment be a public priority supported by taxpayer dollars? In the late 1960s and 1970s, states including California, Florida, Michigan, and North Carolina said yes and invested resources in their public colleges and universities in order to keep the prices charged to students low, while also creating state need-based aid programs to complement the federal Pell.12 State fiscal support for higher education nearly tripled from $3.56 per $1,000 of state personal income in 1961, to $10.42 in 1979.13

      Other states disagreed. Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Vermont, among other states, appropriated little money to public colleges and universities and instead relied on private institutions to offer opportunities.14 Rarely do state expenditures per student come anywhere close to matching the federal investment in the Pell Grant.15 Even the states that initially spent heavily on public colleges and universities reduced their support as more and more people went to college. Beginning in 1981, state appropriations began to decline, from $10.18 per $1,000 of state personal income in that year to $9.24 in 1990 to $7.52 in 2000 to $6.32 in 2010. Today, the share of state resources invested in higher education is about the same as it was in 1966 (about five dollars for every $1,000 of personal income).16

      Wisconsin, the focus of this book, is among the states that reduced support to higher education the most.17 Perhaps this was a reaction to signals that college was now sufficiently accessible—after all, demand was rising—or perhaps competing needs (such as Medicare costs) simply required the funds.18 Or, as many have argued, disinvestment in higher education may be the direct result of shifts in political priorities.19 Whatever the case, no federal authority requires that states make college affordable, and tuition and other costs grew rapidly, even at public colleges and universities.20 Had states been required to maintain a reasonable level of commitment (say, the ten dollars or so per $1,000 of personal income provided in 1981), the total amount states contribute to higher education today would be about $146 billion, instead of the $81 billion contributed in 2015.21 That commitment would have likely prevented the rapid increases in tuition and fees in public higher education (see fig. 1) that fueled the declining purchasing power of the Pell and the need for so many middle-class families to turn to student loans. As figure 4 illustrates, the federal commitment to higher education has long been smaller but steadier. What has changed is state behavior—and this is what drove changes in the prices paid by individual Americans directly from their wallets (as opposed to collectively, through their taxes).
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        Figure 4. Distribution of revenue sources for financing public and private higher education: 1952 to 2013. Source: adapted from Mortenson, “State Investment and Disinvestment in Higher Education, FY1961 to FY2014.”

      

      But the federal financial aid system is virtually silent on the role of colleges and universities in keeping the price of higher education reasonable. It also does little to ensure that the education delivered is high quality, and it says nothing about which colleges should admit which students. It does not mandate that institutions create their own need-based aid programs or direct resources to support economically vulnerable students. There are no requirements that the Pell Grant vouch for a meaningful amount of the cost of attending that college. A college that charges $60,000 a year can receive $5,000 Pell vouchers just as easily as a college that charges $6,000. The revenues available from the Pell, along with the array of other federal programs under Title IV of the Higher Education Act including student loans, flow into the coffers of colleges and universities without extracting any accountability for keeping costs affordable.22 For-profit colleges and universities benefit substantially, pocketing billons in federal student aid each year while producing degrees that employers value far less than community college degrees, often equating them with high school diplomas.23 The rapid growth of federal spending in that sector is one reason why the entire Pell program is being reexamined today.24 But some nonprofit private colleges and universities, and a few public flagships, benefit as well, making extensive use of Pell Grants even as they construct mammoth endowments worth billions of dollars and hoard opportunities for the wealthiest students.25

      Over the past fifty years, America built a financial aid system with lofty ambitions and few teeth. That was fine, perhaps, at a time when a college degree was nice but not required. When the Pell program began, Pell Grants subsidized more than 80 percent of the cost of attending the average public university and all of the costs of attending a community college. Things are different now. Today the maximum Pell covers less than one-third of the cost of attending a public four-year college or university and barely 60 percent of the cost of attending a community college. Figures 5 and 6 illustrate the problem. Spending on the Pell program has lagged behind growth in the number of recipients for decades. These trends, along with rising college costs, have resulted in the significant erosion of the Pell purchasing power.
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        Figure 5. Total Pell expenditures, maximum and average Pell Grant, and number of recipients: 1994–95 to 2013–14. All figures are in constant 2013 dollars. Source: adapted from Baum and Ma, Trends in Student Aid: 2014, table 5: Number of Recipients, Total Awards and Aid per Recipient for Federal Aid Programs in Current Dollars and in 2013 Dollars, 1976–77 to 2013–14.
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        Figure 6. Purchasing power of the Pell Grant at public institutions, by type: 1974–2013. Purchasing power is the percentage of the average cost of attendance covered by the maximum Pell Grant. Source: adapted from Baum and Ma, Trends in College Pricing: 2014, table 2A: Tuition and Fees and Room and Board over Time, 1974–75 to 2014–15, Selected Years.

      

      At the same time, economic restructuring and political decision making has rendered higher education the singular option for getting ahead in America. The spectacular dropout examples, like Bill Gates, are, like some exotic, endangered species, vanishingly rare. Today, the American vision of success runs this way: good parenting and hard work leads young adults to college, college attendance (both for young adults and midlife back-to-school students) leads to better jobs, stronger families, happier marriages, and healthier and longer lives. College is supposed to grant entry to (or at least keep you in) the middle class and certainly more or less guarantee you earn enough money to make ends meet.

      If only this were true. Colleges and universities are populated by students and governed by policies—and over time changes in both the students and the policies have altered the meaning of American higher education and limited what our nation’s colleges and universities have the capacity to achieve. Against a backdrop of widening inequality in both income and wealth, the number of Americans living in or near poverty has grown. Today 22 percent of the sixty-seven million children in the United States live under the federal poverty level.26 Many researchers think that the federal poverty level understates the level of income families really need in order to subsist with a modicum of decency.27 We do far less to support impoverished children and their families than we once did, withholding cash assistance, food stamps, and affordable housing unless or until we are convinced they work hard enough to be “deserving” of help, requiring not only drug tests and jobs of parents, but often frequent reapplications and jumping through multiple bureaucratic hoops as well.28 At the same time, we pressure their schools and teachers to educate students, regardless of the disadvantages they face in their homes and communities. The K–12 system is required to graduate most students and move them on. What then?

      Fifty years ago, many of these students could have gone on to production and manufacturing jobs, often with unions and benefits, and some of them could have made it into the middle class.

      Twenty years ago, even, most would have moved straight to the workforce, trying their hand at unstable, low-wage jobs, with some finding their way into more reliable blue-collar work with protections offered by unions. Working-class white men, in particular, continued to find some opportunities that way, even in the post-Reagan era.29

      Today, those jobs are much harder to find, unions are weaker, and high school graduates are more convinced than ever that their only viable option for a better life is higher education. Higher education is no longer seen as a choice or a luxury—it is viewed as the only available next step and, indeed, the only hope.

      Of course, America’s hopes for higher education can overstate what college today tends to achieve. Some think that because a college degree brings higher wages, better chances of full-time work, and jobs with benefits, increasing the number of people who attend college can decrease economic inequality. This is a false hope. The social mobility offered by higher education, the opportunity to climb from one rung on the ladder to the next, is not accompanied by any assurance that others higher on the ladder aren’t also moving ahead at an even faster rate. There is no guarantee, in other words, that college-educated people from low-income families will not be left behind. And in American higher education, a vicious cycle of exclusion and adaptation in which resources are unequally distributed in ways that preserve privilege helps to ensure that people from lower-class backgrounds stay behind.30

      The process is quite effective. For people born in the early 1960s, prior to the first Higher Education Act, the odds of bachelor’s degree completion (conditional on college entry) for a low-income individual lagged 31 percentage points behind that of a high-income person (see fig. 7). But for those born in the late 1970s, when the financial aid program was in full swing, that gap was 45 percentage points.31 Despite making some gains in accessing college, the poor are simply running in place.32
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        Figure 7. Percentage of students completing bachelor’s degree, by income quartile and year of birth. Source: Bailey and Dynarski, “Inequality in Postsecondary Education.” Based on data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979 and 1997.

      

      Furthermore, the average financial benefit of college degrees—the bonus that appears evident when you compare the earnings of a person who holds a bachelor’s degree to those of a high school graduate—does not accrue equally for everyone. The returns on investing time and money in college are uneven and unstable since they depend on opportunities in the ever-shifting labor market—a market rife with uncertainty and ongoing change and, too often, discrimination to boot.33 People who grow up in economically fragile circumstances often continue to live in economically fragile communities, even after they attend college.34 They are better off than their peers who do not go beyond high school, but they remain far behind most Americans.

      All this means that college alone will not conquer inequality. But this doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be doing more to realize the ideals of meritocracy and equal opportunity that launched the federal Pell program. As figure 8 illustrates, today the likelihood of earning college degrees is still tied to family income.35 Tracking America’s spring 2002 high school sophomores, the U.S. Department of Education found that, among students with similar performance on math tests, students from higher-income backgrounds were vastly more likely to complete college degrees than student from middle-income backgrounds, who were in turn much more likely to graduate than students from low-income backgrounds.

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 8. Percent of spring 2002 high school sophomores who earned a bachelor’s degree or higher by 2012, by socioeconomic status and math achievement quartile in 2002. Source: adapted from Kena et al., The Condition of Education 2015, figure 5.

      

      Why is this happening? Students from working- and middle-class families who hit the books in high school and are academically prepared for college are turning away from higher education because they cannot afford it. Those who do make it in the door are leaving without degrees at higher and higher rates. 36 Those who remain in college take longer to finish their degrees, racking up additional debt along the way.37 This is even truer today than fifty years ago. As members of the Truman Commission wrote, “The democratic community cannot tolerate a society based upon education for the well-to-do alone. If college opportunities are restricted to those in the higher income brackets, the way is open to the creation and perpetuation of a class society which has no place in the American way of life.”38

      The “class society” the Truman Commission feared is now very much a reality, and income inequality is starker than it has been at any time since the Gilded Age.39 The economic successes of the twentieth century were propelled by investments in education. Now the expected benefits of attending college are increasingly outweighed by both the perceived and real costs, especially over the short term. For people from fragile economic circumstances, the short term is the only future they know they have.

      Six Grants, Six Lives

      The students of the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study, who entered college in the fall of 2008, were born in 1990. Their young lives were bookended by financial crises. In the years leading up to their birth, America struggled with the aftermath of Black Monday, the 1987 stock market crash, and the collapse of the savings and loan industry. In the summer of 1990, Iraq invaded Kuwait, causing the price of oil to rise, diminishing consumer confidence, and accelerating an economic downturn that became a recession for the next three years. Following that period, however, their childhoods were made easier during a robust period of strong economic growth and job creation. Real family income in Wisconsin grew by almost $14,500 during the 1990s, far more than the national average of $11,600.40 Prosperity was not felt evenly, however. Male jobless rates rose in Milwaukee during that period, the population there fell, and the city became majority-minority as its white population diminished from 61 percent of the population in 1990 to 40 percent in 2008. In that year, more than one in three children in Wisconsin’s major metropolitan city were living in poverty.41

      As our students walked onto campus in September 2008, Lehman Brothers filed the largest bankruptcy in the history of the United States. While the Great Recession technically lasted only nineteen months, from December 2007 to June 2009, its aftermath is widely considered to have extended for many years. Between October 2008 and August 2010, a national poll found that Americans felt that “education, schooling, and the ability to afford college” was one of the top two most important problems facing the nation.42 High levels of unemployment persisted through 2014. Other markers of a weak economy lasted as well, including low consumer confidence, rising federal debt, a slide in rates of home ownership, and unemployment’s statistical doppelgänger, underemployment, a measure of part-time workers who would like to be full time, highly skilled workers who were working in low-skill or low-pay jobs and the like.

      Our students felt that their only hope of getting a decent job and a stable life for their families was to go college. In prior decades, some of them might have found alternatives, going to work in construction or manufacturing jobs or working on a parent’s farm. But those jobs had largely disappeared, and so here these students were, pursuing more education to get ahead. The unemployment rate in Wisconsin for high school graduates without a bachelor’s degree was 10 percent—two and a half times higher than the rate for bachelor’s degree holders. People with bachelor’s degrees earned about ten dollars more per hour than their counterparts with high school degrees.43 Our students seemed to know this. Ninety-one percent felt that education would pay off in higher earnings: they anticipated a median annual earnings increase from completing a bachelor’s degree of $20,000. This would, they estimated on surveys, lead them to careers making about $50,000 a year.

      Tyler Olson

      Tyler Olson grew up in a small Wisconsin city banked by a river and a lake, in a community where nine in ten residents share his Anglo origins and where families like his were known for their commitment to football, wrestling, and fishing. Tyler’s parents were divorced and experienced frequent spells of unemployment. His mother was disabled by a back injury, and in the year before we met Tyler his dad earned less than $10,000 per year. When he was fourteen years old, Tyler started working at Hardee’s fast food restaurant. By his senior year of high school he was putting in twenty hours of work each week. Still, Tyler did not consider himself “poor.” “We were middle class, or actually the missing class. You know, making just enough to get by and pay the bills and not be considered lower class but not enough to enjoy the life of a middle-class person where you get to go on a vacation or buy your kids nice gifts for Christmas, go to the movies, and hang out with friends bowling. We were stuck in between. We’d get a Green Bay Packers jacket and just be happy.”

      Like many of our students, Tyler hoped to gain the knowledge and skills in college to eventually open his own business. He did not want to continue working in fast food, in a situation he considered “settling,” and he applied to several universities, including the University of Wisconsin–Madison (UW–Madison), the state’s flagship.44 Convinced that an athletic scholarship was the only way for him to pay for college, he looked for a school that would pay him to play football. “I finished high school with a C average. I didn’t put forth much effort—I figured if I could play football I didn’t need to really try, but I knew I could succeed in college. Not many teachers believed me, but I didn’t really care. I finished high school; well, they pretty much graduated me because they didn’t want me there anymore. I’m not gonna lie.” Tyler said that several football coaches told him “that they would talk to the admissions office for me, and the financial aid office too, since I said my parents don’t have much money.” When an offer from Madison failed to materialize, he found another public university on the other side of the state that would give him a scholarship, and moved there without a second thought.

      Tyler earned a 3.19 GPA in his first semester, but over the winter break he broke his ankle. While treating him, doctors discovered that he had a rare genetic clotting disorder that meant an injury could be life threatening—he could not play contact sports. Tyler needed regular medical attention, and his dad’s health insurance did not cover the hospitals near his university. His football days were over. Tyler moved back home and enrolled in the closest university. Without an athletic scholarship, he only had financial aid to depend on, and his future no longer seemed so clear.

      Norbert Webster

      Norbert Webster was born outside of Wisconsin, but as a young child he moved north with his family to the reservation of his tribe, the Oneida. Located about ten miles from Green Bay, the reservation was home to a small high school where Norbert eventually became interested in college and in planning for his future. “Our graduating high school class was twenty-six people. . . . I knew everyone’s name in my high school and knew a lot about them. It was a really small community.” In general, Norbert reported that few students in high school went on to college but that his cohort was an exception. “Our class was always on top of things and we all wanted to go to college. Almost all of my close friends [from high school] are in college now.” He was conscious of how that defied common perceptions of Native Americans and felt that people sometimes looked at him with surprise.

      In fact, when Norbert began high school he wasn’t very interested in college at all—he was interested in sports. He enjoyed wrestling and focused his time and effort on those tournaments, until midway through his freshman year when he was placed on academic probation and his opportunity to wrestle was suspended. “I couldn’t participate in two tournaments, which kind of sucked. My brother is a pretty smart kid, he wrestled too, and I talked to him and he told me [to do better]. So I had a little bit of motivation to do better in academics, and then the next semester I made the honor roll. I was also working, so that helped me stay out of trouble.” As he moved toward his senior year of high school, Norbert became more focused on school and began to take steps to ensure that he would begin college on the right track. “I knew I wanted to go to college . . . I just did not know what I wanted to do, or where to go, but I always knew that I would go to college. It was a no brainer.” Every time he heard about opportunities to prepare for college, he seized them. This included taking a college tour: “It helped me get a feel for what college would be like and that helped me with my decision,” he said.

      Norbert graduated from high school with a 3.09 GPA, having taken the types of rigorous course work that qualified him for an Academic Competitiveness Grant, a special federal program for Pell recipients that provided him an additional $750 a year. He considered several Wisconsin public universities (including UW–Madison, where he was accepted but did not go), deciding instead on the same public university Tyler attended because it was closer to home and boasted a strong mentoring program for Native American students. When he began college, his older brother was enrolled at a technical college, and his younger brother was in middle school.

      The vast majority of Norbert’s college expenses were covered by an uncommonly generous scholarship provided by the Oneida Nation of Wisconsin, which awarded up to $20,000 per year. This meant that Norbert needed to pay less than $100 for his first year of college.

      Norbert wanted to become an accountant. He knew that the Oneida offered good jobs for accountants in its casinos, and this seemed like a smart option. On a survey, he estimated that if he completed a bachelor’s degree and went to work he would earn $64,000 a year, and if he didn’t complete a degree he’d likely earn just $22,000 a year.

      Ian Williams

      There were many reasons why students joined the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study, which required providing access to their administrative records, participating in surveys, and sometimes sitting for lengthy interviews. Some wanted the money we offered—twenty dollars for a survey or an interview, payable in cash as soon as the survey or interview was done. Others expressed gratitude for the chance to speak about their challenges, and wrote “glad you asked!” in the margins of surveys. Ian Williams met with our team eight times over six years and completed every survey promptly. He explained why: “What I’m hoping to do is speak for the people who don’t have this opportunity, people who live in my community, my brothers, my family. . . . I’m going to speak for them, instead of myself.”

      Ian’s low-income community could benefit from more voices like his. Possessing a quick smile and an indelibly positive attitude, Ian is the second youngest of five African American children who grew up on the north side of Milwaukee. Life was not easy coming up in what Ian called a “ghetto-ish type of neighborhood with a lot of violence.” His family struggled to pay the bills.

      
        Sometimes we didn’t [have enough to eat] but it was something that we just dealt with because we knew that in the future there was going to be food. We are just going to have to work with what we have, but next week we know there is going to be food in the house. . . . We just divided it amongst us so we didn’t get greedy, we knew what to do because we were in that situation so many times. We just divided it amongst each other and let each other know not to eat too much.

      

      Once, Ian’s family would have qualified for cash assistance and other income supports, but by the time Ian entered elementary school, Wisconsin governor Tommy Thompson had substantially reduced the availability of such programs. Life in Milwaukee was challenging for Ian and his siblings. He reported, “It was hard for us to get through school because we had so many problems.”

      During high school Ian participated in after-school programs in order to stay away from trouble on the street. In youth programs, Ian played basketball, took computer classes, and played video games and described that time “as a good experience, instead of just seeing the bad side, you see the good side of the black community.” Still, Ian had trouble in school. “I was struggling really badly because I couldn’t really concentrate on my work, there were so many class clowns. It was really irritating me and distracted me from my work.”

      Ian had a vague sense that he wanted to go to college but was not confident that he would make it. “I felt it in my heart that I wanted to go . . . but I don’t know for sure. So I kept on feeling like ‘Oh, all I’m fixing to do is go through high school,’ you know, and that’s it. I’m going to get out of high school and have . . . a full-time job paying my mother’s bills and everything.”

      In 2007, Ian graduated from high school. He then spent a year working to save money and finally enrolled in college. “Somehow I managed to stay more focused on my education, and that’s why I’m here [in college] right now. . . . I’ve been through the struggle and it made me stronger.” But while his brothers enrolled in a technical college, and his sister attended a for-profit university, Ian went to a public university, where he aimed for a career in finance. His goal was a master’s degree in business administration, and his ambitions were much like Tyler’s. “Ever since I was younger I’ve been trying to fulfill the goal of having my own company or something . . . succeeding means accomplishing the goals you set forth, even if you have to go-go-go, even if it has to be going to college—as long as you set your goal at a young age and you accomplish it, that’s what succeeding means to me.”

      Enrolling in college is an achievement where Ian comes from, he said. He was proud of the message his enrollment sent to other people in his community. “They see me going to college and are like, ‘Oh, he’s doing something positive, he’s breaking through the ceiling.’ . . . I’m trying to be a positive role model to them and let them know I’m not the only one who can do it.”

      Nima Chaudhary

      When she was young child in Nepal, Nima Chaudhary’s experience of grinding poverty was so severe that her parents were often forced to decide which of their children would receive an investment of the “good” food for the day. The family often lacked sufficient clothing as well.

      Nima recalls the time when her mother won an immigration lottery, as one of the best and most important moments of her family’s life. Nima moved to Wisconsin from Nepal when she was eight years old.

      Life in Wisconsin was better for Nima but still difficult. When I met Nima, she was eighteen years old and living in a small two-bedroom apartment with her parents and two older brothers. Her parents shared one bedroom, she got the other, and her brothers slept on couches in the living room. Both brothers were students at UW–Madison, a fact that her parents often boasted about to friends.

      A South Asian woman raised by parents with traditional values, Nima was unsure of whether she should go to college. She worried about the costs involved and, particularly, about how those costs measured up relative to the value of her education as a woman. Even though she had done well in high school, earning a solid B average and an ACT standardized test score of nineteen, she was plagued by doubts. She was almost surprised by her own success. As she explained, “I did not think I would graduate from high school. But I did—and with honors.”
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              Note. All students are Pell recipients and the first in their family to attend college. We do not have Sophie Schmidt’s high school GPA, but she was admitted to a selective university.

            
          

        
      

      She decided to apply to just one college, a nearby technical school. It was the less-expensive option, and she knew she could get in—the school had an open admissions policy. As if by chance, she was enrolled. “I didn’t think I was going to college,” she told me. “And now I’m in college.” Her brothers had helped her complete her financial aid application, and while she wasn’t quite sure how she had arrived, she was completely confident that she would complete her degree.

      While Nima’s brothers focused on majors that would seem to guarantee economic returns (they chose nursing and engineering), Nima planned to study art and become a graphic designer. She felt such a job required an associate degree, and with a degree in hand she expected to earn $20,000 a year—an improvement over the $15,000 a year she anticipated making if she did not attend college. The two-year program of study had a purpose, she explained. “I want to have a good job in art and have enough money to support my family. To have everything paid, all of their bills, and help my parents and my family in Nepal.”

      Sophie Schmidt

      Most Pell recipients do not come from a background of generational poverty. Some come from middle-class families but don’t have either the income stability or the parental support for college that the financial aid system assumes is possible. A study by economists Meta Brown, Karl Scholz, and Ananth Seshadri found that students who weren’t receiving the “expected” amount of money from their parents were often hurt by the financial aid system’s approach to allocating resources.45 That is Sophie Schmidt’s story.

      Sophie was a small-town girl who grew up in a community of just fifteen hundred people composed almost entirely of non-Hispanic white people like herself, and she was excited about college. She was the first person in her immediate family to enroll, yet she reported, “It was kind of always assumed that after high school I would be going to go to college. This is what I was supposed to do.”

      When she was very young, Sophie enjoyed a life that included vacations, toys, and the little luxuries that come with middle-class financial stability. But her parents divorced when she was seven years old, and her family’s income fell when her father ended his support. The divorce was contentious, and as it progressed Sophie became much closer to her mom, who worked in a factory and as a hair stylist before going to school to become a certified nursing assistant. Her dad began a new life with another family. Her mother also remarried, but that marriage lasted just a short time before also ending in divorce.

      When it came time to complete her financial aid application, Sophie’s mother was unemployed, and her father was earning $70,424 a year. She was eligible for the federal Pell Grant, but just barely. According to Sophie, her father refused to contribute to her college education despite having a nice home, a new car, and enough time and money to take vacations. In her eyes, he was “cheap”—a “jerk” who would not help her. Intent on making it in spite of him, Sophie applied and was admitted to a selective public university where she would need to borrow or earn almost $16,000 a year to cover costs. With “a plan and a purpose” in mind, aiming to become a Christian motivational speaker after graduation, she went for it. She had worked thirty hours a week while in high school and planned to try to work her way through college.

      Chloe Johnson

      Like Sophie, Chloe Johnson was born in a small town. Port Edwards is located in central Wisconsin, with a population just under two thousand people. Each year, the town high school graduates about thirty-five students. The community grew up around a papermaking sawmill. In 2008, as Chloe began college, the sawmill closed, resulting in the loss of five hundred jobs.46

      But by that time, Chloe was living in Fond du Lac with her mother, who moved there along with Chloe’s older brother following a divorce. She went to college because that was what was expected of her.

      
        I didn’t know what I was doing, I just knew that you get out of high school and you go to college. That’s what you do, and that’s what I did. . . . It just feels like you can’t get a decent job, you know. I don’t want to spend forever—it might be OK for some people but I definitely knew it wasn’t for me—working at PetSmart or Kohl’s or McDonald’s, or something like that for the rest of my life. I just couldn’t see myself doing that, and I knew I had to get an education in order to prevent that from happening.

      

      Ever since Chloe was five years old, she had wanted to become a veterinarian. She loved animals and had dogs and a horse growing up. But as she learned more about the responsibilities of being a vet she decided instead to become a veterinary technician to avoid the life-and-death decisions that a vet has to deal with. She enrolled at a technical college, in Wisconsin’s only accredited program for the degree she needed. The sticker price for a year of higher education was just over $15,500 a year.

      The Truth

      Tyler, Ian, Norbert, Nima, Sophie, and Chloe are not composites. While their names have been changed, this book tells their real stories. We spent years getting to know them, meeting with them for interviews, examining their financial aid records and transcripts, and asking them to respond to surveys. They were extraordinarily generous in sharing their lives, and we learned a lot from them. Coming from different ethnic, racial, and family backgrounds, from small towns and big cities, from intense poverty and the middle class, these six young adults have similar stories in two key respects: all tried to attend and succeed in college under financial pressure. And all received at least some help from Uncle Sam in the form of a Pell Grant.

      In important ways, their experiences are representative. When they started college, these six students had a great deal in common with the 2,994 other students my team studied. Like Ian, Nima, and Chloe, over half of our students indicated that college costs played an important role in their decision about where to attend college, and like Nima and Ian, just under one in three said they selected a college because it was near their family’s home. All six had specific career goals and plans in mind when they started college, as did four in five of the rest of the students. Most of these students felt confident that they were as smart as their college classmates, but like Nima and Ian about one in three had their doubts. Still, none of these six students began college with even an inkling that they could leave college without a degree, nor did the vast majority of the thousands of students we surveyed. In other words, these Pell recipients started college with great expectations.

      On one survey we asked the students to rate on a scale of 1–5 their level of the agreement with the statement: “I am willing to sacrifice today so that my life can be better tomorrow.” Eighty-one percent of students said that they somewhat (4) or strongly (5) agreed with that statement. They were generally forward-thinking individuals who saw the purpose of those sacrifices. Eighty-six percent also indicated: “I have to do well in college if I want to be a success in life.”

      Giving for a Change

      For decades, studies have shown that family income relates to how students engage in school. We know, for example, that students from families with fewer resources are less likely to feel academically and socially part of campus life. Fewer economic resources often mean a lower likelihood of participating in extracurricular activities, visiting professors during office hours, and spending time on campus. In turn, this results in fewer opportunities to build relationships that could pave the way for social networks yielding greater returns to the college degree.47 This helps explain why there are large income disparities in who persists past their first year of college and completes degrees.48 It might be why lower-income students are more often described as “academically adrift.”49

      These observed differences are often attributed to social class writ large, a configuration of economic, cultural, and social resources that come together to create advantages and disadvantages.50 Too often, however, what students go through in order to pay for college is overlooked, as writers favor more simplistic ways of understanding class differences. Money, they say, is not really what matters. But in reality, money does matter—a lot. What happens in college is not simply a function of students lacking social networks, academic skills, or cultural know-how or having more commitments to work or family. It is rooted in the struggles they endure because they cannot pay for what they need and in the lengths they must go to in order to find money.

      John and Tashia Morgridge, graduates of Wauwatosa High School and the University of Wisconsin–Madison, know many young people like the ones in our study. They have been committed to social philanthropy for decades, and their giving has included scholarships at public and private colleges and universities around the state. Over Christmas in 2007, they decided to broaden their investment in Wisconsin, establishing the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars with a gift of $175 million. “Wisconsin’s public high schools do an outstanding job of preparing students for higher education. We are committed to helping ensure that higher education is accessible and affordable,” Tashia Morgridge said in a press release.51

      Under the guidance of its board of directors and the hard work of Executive Director Mary Gulbrandsen, the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars now runs the largest private scholarship program in the state. It is second in size only to the state-funded Wisconsin Higher Education Grant. The Wisconsin Scholars Grant (which from now on I will refer to as the WSG) is generous, providing university students with a $1,750 grant per semester for up to ten semesters (fall and/or spring semesters), making the total maximum award $17,500 per student. The grant is transferable among all public colleges and universities in Wisconsin, and the amount increases or decreases if a student changes sectors—for example, if a student moves to a two-year public college, the grant declines to $900 per semester, and vice versa.

      All students eligible to receive the Wisconsin Scholars Grant, and therefore all students in this study, met the following criteria:

      
        • Resident of the state of Wisconsin

        • Graduated from a Wisconsin public high school no more than three years prior

        • Enrolled full time at a Wisconsin public college or university

        • Filed a Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)

        • Pell Grant recipient

        • Net price (cost of attendance minus all grants) of at least one dollar

      

      The fund’s first group of students, selected from among the three thousand in this study, was first notified that they would receive the grant on October 22, 2008—the second month of their first semester of college. They did not apply for the grant; it was a brand new program, and instead, financial aid officers simply examined their records to identify and nominate eligible students. The names of all eligible students from around the state were submitted to the state’s financial aid agency, where a drawing was held to select twelve hundred winners at random.

      Those chosen for the grant were then informed of their good fortune. Funds were distributed to their financial aid officers by the end of the term. For most students, the award appeared in their aid package in early December 2008. Subsequent payments arrived by the start of each new semester. Thus, in their first year of college, students received two grant payments (a total of $3,500 or $1,800, depending on the type of college they attended) if they were eligible in both terms.

      In order to continue receiving the grant, students had to be enrolled at a Wisconsin public two-year or four-year college or university where they also had to register for a full-time course load. They needed to remain eligible for the Pell Grant, which meant they had to refile their FAFSA and qualify for the Pell based on their family’s financial situation, and they had to make “satisfactory academic progress,” a specific federal student aid standard discussed in chapter 2.

      Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study

      The generosity of the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars and the program’s use of a drawing to select among eligible students at random created an opportunity to closely examine how philanthropy changes lives. I was consulted about the program during the early stages of the fund’s planning process and, soon thereafter, asked if I could study the first group of students they served.

      I felt it was important to conduct research on this program for two reasons. First, most studies of financial aid, the nation’s primary investment in making college affordable, have a hard time figuring out how aid affects students’ performance in college. Students who receive more aid are very different from those who receive less—they tend to come from poorer families, live in neighborhoods with fewer resources, and grow up attending weaker schools. Any of these reasons, or a host of others, could lead to lower graduation rates. Simply comparing the graduation rates of students with more or less financial aid, then, doesn’t tell us much. It might even lead us to believe that getting more financial aid caused students to drop out of college—a far-fetched hypothesis indeed.

      In order to really untangle the impact that the fund’s grants would have on students, we needed to compare the outcomes of two groups of students who were identical in every respect except for luck at a particular moment when the drawing was held. Up until that moment, all students eligible for the grant were essentially the same. But then, at random, some were chosen to get the WSG and others were not. That is the point at which their lives diverged, and from then on my team measured their experiences all the way until graduation. We did this for those who got the grant and those who did not. By comparing the results, we were able to determine the effect of the additional grant aid. If paying for college were a challenge, would this make a difference? We wanted to know.

      What does it really mean to say that paying for college is difficult? Under what circumstances do students find it challenging, and when does it feel manageable? Is it about the absolute amount of money held in hand, or are students’ perceptions of affordability shaped by other factors? How do they cope with financial challenges? How do these affect school? Does family help out? Since every program, including financial aid, operates in the context of ordinary lives, it was important to understand these factors.

      With the generous support of multiple funders and a team including my coinvestigator Douglas N. Harris, we designed a comprehensive study that collected student surveys, interviews, financial aid records and applications, and college transcripts for the next six years. This was an enormously complicated undertaking, and the costs of the study were almost as large as the costs of the grants students received. Even though the students all agreed to participate, the time they committed to the study was substantial. The comments and notes we have received suggest that students understood that participating was a way to make a difference. They wanted to tell their stories.

      The various details of how we collected data are contained in appendix 1. We have examined the issues from multiple vantage points, comparing results obtained from quantitative analyses with those gleaned from interviews and often circling back again and again to triangulate sources and look for conflict and congruence. The analytic work has been ongoing since the study began, and the process was iterative—we collected data, analyzed it, wrote, and then began the process over again.

      Nima, Chloe, Tyler, Norbert, Ian, and Sophie represent the range of men and women we interviewed over time. While each is unique in his or her own way, they are actually quite typical. Like many Americans, they all identified as “middle class,” despite coming from families living well below the median income. They were searching for a better life, a stable job, and some security. Hard work was something they valued, and by finishing high school, completing the FAFSA, and enrolling in college they demonstrated a commitment to a brighter future. They all planned to finish college degrees.

      These six individuals were willing and able to walk us through their college journeys, revealing the good, the bad, and the terribly sad. They have added great depth to my thinking about college prices and financial aid and helped me to reimagine the current system. Listening to them will help readers understand why a well-intentioned approach to financing college isn’t working as planned, how it harms instead of helps, and how we can do better moving forward.

    

  
    
      2

      The Cost and Price of a College Education

      When American families say “college costs too much,” they are usually referring to the price they face when paying for college. Most understand that providing a good education costs money. It requires time and effort from high-quality teachers, not to mention books and materials. The majority of costs for undergraduate education are instructional costs, directly related to teaching and learning. These include many of the things we’d expect in an educational experience, items like faculty and staff salaries, libraries, tutoring, computer labs, and academic buildings that house laboratories and classrooms. Student support services, which include academic advising, tutoring, and counseling, also fall into this category.

      What is really affecting students and families, especially those enrolled in the public sector, are changes in the price of college—not the cost to institutions of providing education. As the last chapter described, states used to discount more of the costs, passing on a smaller fraction to families. While there have always been large variations from state to state and school to school, a generation ago public colleges and universities received on average about 75 percent of their operating budget from state appropriations. Today that number is closer to 50 percent.1 As that discount was removed, the price facing an individual person purchasing a college education grew.2 Moreover, the approach to further discounting that price with financial aid has become ever more complicated. This chapter explains how all of this discounting occurs in public colleges and universities, via the financial aid system.

      Cost of Attendance

      Every college and university has a sticker price, derived from what it assesses it needs to charge students in order to cover its costs. The official term for it is unfortunate—the “cost of attendance”—since it is really a price. Federal law dictates the components of that cost of attendance, and the items that are included and excluded are critical in determining what students pay.3 Most importantly, with few exceptions, the total amount of financial aid a person receives cannot exceed the cost of attendance for the school they attend. If aid is to truly make college affordable, the accuracy of that number is extremely important.

      The cost of attendance includes tuition and fees, books and supplies, transportation, and other living costs. But it largely excludes a hugely important factor, something economists call the opportunity cost. When students spend time in class, studying and going to and from school, they miss opportunities to do other things. Most obviously, when students choose to go to school instead of working full time, they are passing up short-term wages in the hopes that their investment in college will bring much larger lifetime gains. They would have used those wages to cover living costs (which is why living costs are part of cost of attendance), but also for other basic expenses including those incurred by their families. These are not included in the federal formula.

      As table 2 shows, between 1996 and 2012, the average annual cost of attendance for Pell recipients attending community college rose from about $8,500 to nearly $13,000, a 52 percent increase. Similar trends occurred for students attending public universities, where the annual price increased from almost $14,000 in 1996 to nearly $20,000 in 2012.4

      
        
          
            	Table 2. Trends in cost of attendance facing Pell recipients in the public sector, by college type: 1996–2012
          

          
            	
              

            
            	1996 ($)
            	2000 ($)
            	2004 ($)
            	2008 ($)
            	2012 ($)
          

        
        
          
            	
              Community colleges:

            
          

          
            	
              Official cost of attendance

            
            	
              8,503

            
            	
              10,328

            
            	
              11,176

            
            	
              11,907

            
            	
              12,975

            
          

          
            	
              Tuition and fees

            
            	
              1,725

            
            	
              1,777

            
            	
              2,082

            
            	
              2,193

            
            	
              2,438

            
          

          
            	
              Nontuition costs

            
            	
              8,092

            
            	
              8,550

            
            	
              9,093

            
            	
              9,714

            
            	
              10,538

            
          

          
            	
              Public 4-year colleges and universities:

            
          

          
            	
              Official cost of attendance

            
            	
              13,740

            
            	
              14,027

            
            	
              16,495

            
            	
              18,014

            
            	
              19,780

            
          

          
            	
              Tuition and fees

            
            	
              4,501

            
            	
              4,407

            
            	
              5,624

            
            	
              6,231

            
            	
              7,045

            
          

          
            	
              Nontuition costs

            
            	
              9,697

            
            	
              9,620

            
            	
              10,872

            
            	
              11,783

            
            	
              12,735

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study NPSAS, 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012.

              Note. The sample is students who began college full time at a public two-year or four-year institution and received a Pell for their first term. Figures are adjusted for inflation and expressed in constant 2012 dollars.

            
          

        
      

      Surprisingly, tuition and fees are not the biggest price drivers. Most of these increases since 1996 came from the other parts of the cost of attendance: living costs, transportation, books and supplies, and personal expenses. Between 50 and 80 percent of total sticker prices, and most of the change over time, occurred in those other components.

      The debates about the cost of college often dismiss the importance of addressing living costs, suggesting they aren’t really educational expenses. But students have to pay for books, food, rent, and gas if they are to have any chance of succeeding in school. Ireland and the United Kingdom recognize and address these needs with “maintenance” grants, and historically the United States has too.5 Monthly “subsistence” payments for living costs were made to veterans in the original GI Bill, and in the 1940s when veterans reported that the subsistence payments were inadequate, the government responded by increasing them.6

      Not only are living costs important, trends in these costs are independent of tuition trends and of family and student income trends. When tuition is frozen, these living costs are not—and just as they do for many Americans not attending college, they can outstrip what families can afford. This is one reason why efforts to freeze tuition or reduce tuition to zero often don’t succeed in making college affordable. Students can’t focus on their studies when they’ve given up work hours for classes and can’t afford to pay their living costs.

      Big Spenders or Bad Prices?

      Students and parents often say that the price of college is much higher than they expected. Financial aid officers, in contrast, often say that students don’t know how to live within their means or that they lack financial literacy.7 They, along with many politicians, even accuse students of “overborrowing” by taking loans to cover costs they do not face.8 Who’s right?

      There is evidence that for many reasons the cost of attendance understates the true cost of attending college. Since the cost of attendance caps the amount a student can borrow, the contention of overborrowing rests on the hypothesis that actual costs are less than the stated costs. But, again, consider living costs. The federal government requires colleges to report estimated costs of living on and off campus. While the assumption is often that college students live on campus, in reality 37 percent of undergraduates live at home, and 50 percent live off campus alone or with someone other than family.9 When completing the FAFSA, students have to indicate where they plan to live during college, and their resulting financial aid package reflects that information. Schools typically provide bigger living cost allowances for students living on campus compared to off campus and allow much more for students living off campus apart from family compared to living with family. But many students don’t understand this. Without this information, their decisions about where to live are insufficiently informed—they might prefer to live on campus or live with friends but instead assume that they cannot afford it.10

      For students living on campus, costs are based on what the university charges for their residence halls. The costs reported by the university could be too low for a number of reasons. For example, many students skip breakfast or lunch because they are in class or at work. But meal plans may only cover food at scheduled times. If students eat at other times, they pay out of pocket. Further, colleges often don’t account for, or underestimate, costs for food and housing during winter and spring breaks when school is closed. Our research has substantiated all of these problems.11

      For off-campus students, estimating costs is more difficult, since university administrations usually don’t thoroughly research all the actual costs required to live within a reasonable distance of campus. Still, every institution must provide an estimated cost.

      The government gives colleges and universities a great deal of latitude in how they calculate “living cost allowances.” They can ask students what it costs to live near campus, survey landlords, look at ads in the newspaper—many types of research are acceptable, and no one checks that the information is valid. While many colleges and universities understand their responsibility to provide students with accurate information, university administrations and admissions and financial aid offices face incentives to look affordable. Raising their cost-of-attendance sticker price may cause a reduction in applications and a slide in national or regional college rankings. In the worst-case scenario, a big increase could also trigger a federal investigation.

      Every institution must decide on and report a living cost allowance for students living off campus apart from their family. But they are not required to provide an allowance for students living with family—this includes one in two undergraduates nationwide. Instead, colleges and universities are allowed to assume that students without children of their own will have lower living expenses if they share a residence with their families, and they may use this assumption when creating their financial aid package.12

      In a recent study that Robert Kelchen of Seton Hall University, Braden Hosch of Stony Brook University, and I conducted, we examined the estimated living costs, trying to understand the implications of this leeway.13 We looked at variations and inconsistencies in living allowances across colleges and universities in the same region for students living off campus but not at home. We computed a standard measure of living costs that accounted for location-specific differences. Our assumption was that students would live just above the poverty line, and we included estimated costs for students living alone as well as for those living with roommates. Then we compared our measure to the estimates given by each college and university in the nation.

      What we found surprised us: at least one-fifth of all institutions provide living allowances at least 20 percent below what we estimated was necessary for a very modest standard of living. Further, colleges located in the same area reported widely varying living costs. For example, colleges in Washington, DC, claimed living costs ranging from $9,387 to $20,342, while in Milwaukee figures ranged from $5,180 to $21,276.

      Moreover, the assumption that living at home is free just does not hold true. Students who live with family often incur significant costs. Our studies showed that even when parents pay the family’s rent or mortgage, students often pay for significant amounts of food directly out of pocket—and families are sometimes in no position to put any money in those pockets. In fact, sometimes the flow of money is expected to go the other way entirely. In his dissertation research, Peter Kinsley of the University of Wisconsin–Madison found that 13 percent of students in our sample had to regularly provide money to their families while attending college, though among students living at home, that number was 20 percent. In a more recent survey of low- and moderate-income undergraduates attending ten public and private universities in Wisconsin, researchers at the Wisconsin HOPE Lab learned that 55 percent of students were making financial contributions to family, with 17 percent providing at least $200 per year.14

      The true cost of attendance is understated in several other ways. The most obvious reason for such underestimation is that stated tuition applies only to the upcoming year—and it is likely to change. Annual tuition increases are common across higher education, and in the public sector they are especially unpredictable. Oftentimes, a college or university has to work with an oversight board and the state to determine tuition. At best, the student deciding on a college knows what tuition will be for her first year—beyond that, she has to gamble on her best estimate.

      This is a big problem, especially given that the time it takes to earn a degree is increasing. Just 19 percent of full-time students at public universities complete a bachelor’s degree in four years and just 5 percent of full-time students at community colleges finish an associate degree in two years. Even a “one-year” certificate takes 84 percent of students more than a year to finish.15 More students are moving among colleges and universities, searching for a better fit or a better price, often losing college credits in the process.16 A longer time to degree means more debt, and that debt can rise exponentially as students reach the lifetime limits on grants. This is ironic, since while there are many factors prolonging time to degree, the challenge of paying for college shouldn’t be one of them.17

      Fees are also unpredictable. In many states, student fees are less regulated than tuition and can be used to fund an array of campus programming. Sometimes student fees are even substituted for state appropriations when instructional resources fall short. Robert Kelchen found that, between 1999 and 2012, fees increased faster than tuition, growing by 104 percent at community colleges and 95 percent at public universities.18 Therefore, like tuition, the prices students are quoted for fees are applicable only to their first year, since fees will likely rise.

      In other words, if you go to college and discover that it ends up costing a lot more than you thought, you are not alone.

      Inaccurate college prices hurt students. Since each institution’s declared cost of attendance determines the top cap for aid eligibility, it affects the distribution of federal, state, and even private aid. If the true price of attendance is higher than the stated cost of attendance, families must make up the difference. Of course, federal and state aid is not designed to help with those costs—since federal and state authorities often don’t recognize that those costs exist. In fact, hard-working students who receive outside scholarships may have their federal aid reduced to ensure that their total aid package does not exceed the total cost of attendance. When a college’s cost of attendance is too low, these students lose financial aid they might have otherwise received, and badly need, to cover their actual costs of attendance.

      Who Needs What?

      If the cost-of-attendance sticker price reflects the amount that families and students are asked to pay (or to put together between what they pay out-of-pocket, plus loans, grants, and the like), the next amount that financial aid offices need to calculate is: what can they afford to pay? Students with particularly extensive financial need (or the sorts of talents recognized by scholarship providers) may receive grants and scholarships. The cost left to pay once grants and scholarships are subtracted from the cost of attendance is officially known as the net price. This process, then, begins by assessing “need.”

      Like virtually any system used to means test individuals to determine eligibility for a government program, the federal needs-analysis process is complicated. Indeed, the process is so complicated it is often unpopular among those who have to administer it and those who are subject to it. It relies on the “federal methodology” and follows a formula that uses data from the FAFSA to target aid to the neediest students. Generally speaking, the formula works such that the more income and assets a family has, the higher the expected family contribution—the amount the analysis finds that they can pay for college.19

      In practice, determining an expected family contribution involves many imperfect calculations and what amounts to judgment calls. Perhaps most importantly, the analysis does better at sorting between wealthy people and the middle class than it does at delineating between the lower-middle class and the working class. In other words, it was never intended to be, nor is it good at, choosing among people with few resources to decide who is “neediest.” That is one reason many students object to it.20 And of course, once the federal government determines what a family can pay (the expected family contribution), it must be paid—grants are rarely available to cover it. If a student’s family cannot or will not pay the entire expected family contribution, the student must come up with the money, usually by taking out loans. This typically isn’t enough, since the maximum a student can borrow is $5,500 for the first year of college. In order to pay their expected family contribution families often turn to Parent PLUS Loans, which require a credit check, come with higher market-based interest rates that can fluctuate from year to year, and offer no income-based repayment or pay-as-you-earn options.

      
        Three Key Financial Aid Terms

        
          Cost of attendance (COA): The “sticker price” listed by the college or university for one year of education, including tuition and fees, books and supplies, transportation, and living costs.

          Expected family contribution (EFC): The federal government’s measure of a family’s financial ability to pay for college, determined using information from the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), including income, assets, family size, and the number of children in college. The EFC is used to determine eligibility for the Pell Grant along with other financial aid. The difference between the COA and EFC is called demonstrated need.

          Net price: The difference between the COA and all grants and scholarships equals the bottom line cost of college for the student and/or his or her family. It represents the price that must be paid using income, savings, and loans.

        

      

      For students listed as dependent for financial aid purposes, parental financial resources determine the expected family contribution. But it is no surprise that many young people cannot access those resources. Parents are not legally required to pay for college, not all contribute as much money as colleges and Uncle Sam say they should, and some contribute no money at all. Young people facing these situations are in a bind. Under federal rules, it is very difficult for a person under age twenty-four to gain independent status so that parental resources do not affect their aid eligibility. They need to get married, have a child, serve in the military, become a ward of the state, or, in rare cases, petition for independence. None of these are necessarily desirable options, and students are frustrated. One young man we interviewed explained:

      
        I think it’s a crock when you’re independent, working, and you don’t live with your parents or depend on them, but you’re still a dependent.21 That really makes me mad—how they determine how much money you get by how much your parents work, you know what I mean? Like your parents could [make] $100,000 between the two of them, and you don’t have a job at all . . . and you have to take on all these loans by yourself. I don’t think it’s the parents’ responsibility to be involved or have to get involved with how much you’re supposed to get from the state or, you know, if you have to pay it back or if you don’t have to pay it back. I really don’t think that’s fair because that makes it sound like the parents have to pay for the college—that doesn’t make any sense to me. . . . You’re telling me, like, if I just went and got married to someone, then I would be able to get all my schooling paid for, or if I was able to knock up this girl and, you know, be with her then I could get all my schooling paid for? I don’t think that really is a good way to put that. You know what I mean? I wish I had a kid to bring to school so I got my schooling paid for.

      

      The survey data we collected suggest that a sizable fraction of students who are expected to contribute financially to college costs do not in fact receive any financial help from their parents. We closely examined the issue by asking the question two different ways in the same survey. Nine percent of students who had an expected family contribution (greater than zero) indicated that they did not receive any financial support from their parents, and 23 percent reported that their parents provided no money for their college education (tuition specifically).

      The expected family contribution formula has another major flaw. Many students actually have a negative expected family contribution. Some students from very low-income families were already making essential financial contributions to their family’s well-being before going to college. They helped pay the rent, buy food, and cover medical expenses. Those contributions are reduced as students’ incomes go down when they decrease their work hours in order to attend college. If we truly accounted for the family financial contributions of these students, they would actually need to be paid to attend college to cover opportunity costs and help keep their families afloat. Instead, the federal rules truncate their negative expected family contribution number to zero, limiting the amount of aid they can receive. This is yet another reason why students feel their aid is insufficient—because aid policies do not accurately reflect their real costs or ability to pay. And it is why aid officers like those we interviewed who adhere to these policies often don’t know or understand students’ true costs and ability to pay and, as a result, say things like “no matter how much we give them, they want more.”

      You Hafta FAFSA

      In order to determine their expected family contribution and see if they qualify for grants, loans, and work-study programs, students must complete the FAFSA. Before attending college, the messages they receive about this process are—today—fairly clear and consistent. Apply for financial aid. Fill out the FAFSA. It’s quick, it’s straightforward, and it works. Yet some students do not do it: the most recent data available indicates that 11 percent of undergraduates living below the poverty line, and 15 percent of those living between 100 and 150 percent of the poverty line, had not filed a FAFSA and were therefore not receiving financial aid.22 Many more do not file a FAFSA and never attend college. In 2014, the White House and the U.S. Department of Education began the Reach Higher initiative, encouraging students to further their educations beyond high school, and First Lady Michelle Obama spoke to students across the country, urging them to complete the FAFSA. These outreach efforts cheerily explain that the process is “free, quick (on average, taking about 20 minutes!), and easy.”23 Mrs. Obama provides a compelling face for this movement, and every student profiled in this book followed her suggestion.

      But the FAFSA is a small American bureaucratic tragedy all its own. The stakes are high. Overstatement of assets or income can mean a student will not get aid they’re entitled to—while understatement of assets or income could be a form of fraud. There are consequences for incorrectly completing the form. Many FAFSA forms go through a verification process, and if information is inaccurate, disbursement of funds may be substantially delayed—or not occur at all.

      To make matters worse, the FAFSA is notoriously onerous and complex to fill out.24 As a student tweeted: “Why is the financial aid process harder than college itself?”25 In recent years, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the Department of Education have worked together to smooth the process by allowing students to transfer their IRS data into the FAFSA seamlessly and in real time using the IRS Data Retrieval Tool. But this works best for students who are paying for college on their own. First-time students who depend on their families for support, like nearly all of those in this book, spend a long time gathering information before they can sit down to complete the form. In 2015, the Department of Education estimated that once a student logged into the online application, it took about thirty minutes to complete.26 But gathering the necessary information can take much longer—it includes the student’s Social Security number, the parents’ Social Security numbers, federal tax returns, records of untaxed income, plus information on cash, savings and checking account balances, investments, and real estate (except the home in which the student lives) for both the student and their parents.27

      With all the needed information on hand, does the average FAFSA experience take less than the twenty minutes Mrs. Obama promised? To find out, researchers at the Wisconsin HOPE Lab conducted a survey in fall 2014. Working with a sample of almost 1,110 students who were very similar to those in this study, my team found that over 90 percent said that it took them longer than thirty minutes to complete the FAFSA. Forty-four percent took between thirty minutes and an hour, 29 percent took one to two hours, and almost 20 percent required more than two hours. About one in ten Pell-eligible students found that it took them more than three hours to complete the form, one reason being that it was sometimes very difficult to obtain their parents’ information.28 Some parents don’t want to share detailed information about their income and assets with their child (or with their child’s would-be college). What happens when a student wants to reduce the price of college attendance by applying for financial aid but can’t get the necessary tax information from their parents? One student explained that he needed to “nag and nag” his folks to share their information and was unable to file until they did. Another student described having difficulty getting her parents to provide their data because they didn’t understand why it was necessary since they were not helping him pay for college: “I’m a poor student—I work at Subway. I don’t make that much money. But he [the financial aid administrator] said if your parents claim you, they have—it’s like—an obligation that the state says my parents have to pay for my schooling. And I was like, well, my parents aren’t following that obligation.”

      Most students in this study had help completing their first financial aid application. Just 18 percent of students reported completing the FAFSA alone, although one in three African American students did so. Three in four non-Hispanic white students got help from their parents, compared to two in five African American students, who were twice as likely as white students to receive help from a sibling. One in three students said that the person who helped them complete the FAFSA had not attended college.

      The FAFSA is not a one-time experience. The application must be renewed each year, regardless of the student’s circumstances. Even those students who remain at the same college year after year, living in the same economic conditions with parents whose jobs do not change must refile. Unfortunately, many students are unaware of this. Nationally, 15–20 percent of first-year Pell Grant recipients in good academic standing do not refile their FAFSA. Refiling rates are particularly low among community college students.29 Indeed, 15 percent of our students did not refile their FAFSA yet did enroll for a second year of college. Attempting to continue in college without refiling the FAFSA can lead to an unexpected and often substantial increase in a student’s cost of attendance, which can then result in dropping out.

      Putting the Aid Together

      After assessing a student’s expected family contribution using data from the FAFSA and comparing this to the institution’s cost of attendance, the financial aid office can begin to construct a financial aid package. For many students, the Pell Grant is the centerpiece of the aid package. Students below a certain expected family contribution threshold ($4,041 in the 2008–9 academic year, the year this study began) qualify for a Pell. Students with a zero expected family contribution receive the maximum Pell, which in 2008–9 was $4,731.30 The maximum increased to $5,550 for 2010–11, and it is now $5,775.

      The Pell Grant hardly ever covers the entire difference between the cost of attendance and the expected family contribution. If that were the case, the one trillion dollar student loan industry would be substantially smaller. In practice, when a Pell is awarded but does not cover all of a student’s need, financial aid officers turn to other federal grants and then to state grants to fill the gap. When that is not enough, and it often is not, they add loans and work-study funds to the package. They also look for private sources of aid, institutional scholarships, foundation scholarships, and whatever else is available.

      In Wisconsin, there is a state need-based grant available to some students. The Wisconsin Higher Education Grant, which receives $100 million per year in taxpayer support, was established by statute in 1965, the same year the landmark Higher Education Act was signed by President Lyndon Johnson.31 Students can receive the grant for up to ten semesters, and in order to get it, they must enroll at least half time. The Wisconsin Higher Education Grant is means tested and scaled according to the expected family contribution—students in the University of Wisconsin System (UW System), Wisconsin Technical College System, private not-for-profit colleges, and tribal colleges are eligible. On average, a student receives $1,500–$2,500 per year. Like the Pell, the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant’s value has been declining. Since 1997, its effective purchasing power (e.g., the average grant amount divided by the cost of attendance) diminished from roughly 10 percent to between 6.19 percent (in the technical college sector) and 7.65 percent (in the private college sector) while it remains 9.44 percent in the UW System. With far fewer students enrolled in the state’s two tribal colleges and with lower costs of attendance, the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant has generally covered 11–12 percent of the cost of attendance there during that time.32

      Many students who are eligible for the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant don’t receive it. While statutorily it is an entitlement, as it gets a “sum-sufficient allocation” of funding, this has routinely been suspended in favor of a set limit on funding. Since the total number of eligible students increased faster than the funding limit, there are now more eligible students than funds to support them. To handle this, grants are awarded on a first-come first-served basis using the FAFSA filing date. Each year, a suspension date occurs when funding has been exhausted. After this date, applicants go on a waitlist. The suspension date has moved earlier each year. In 2008–9, the year this study began, more than sixty-two hundred students in UW System and almost twenty-one thousand students in the Wisconsin Technical College System did not receive a Wisconsin Higher Education Grant even though they were eligible. Providing these students with grants would have cost the state another $44 million.33

      These circumstances mean that most students from economically challenged families face a gap between the aid they are given and the cost of attendance. A fortunate few, however, get enough scholarships to ensure that at least the sticker price is covered. Many of these students are academically talented and have competed for these awards. But unlike their wealthier peers, they cannot keep all that they win. That is because for financial aid recipients, the cost of attendance represents the maximum support a student can receive from any source. If private aid is available, then state or federally supported aid (excluding the Pell) must be removed such that the cost of attendance is not exceeded. This is called displacement, and it can lead to a substantial reduction in the value of a private scholarship, diminishing the positive impact that the donor intended. Here is an example: a student receives a $2,500 private scholarship and the university uses 50 percent of the scholarship to replace institutional grants and 50 percent to replace loans in the financial aid package. The student’s net price decreases by $1,250 because part of the private scholarship replaces loans. But the other $1,250 of the scholarship simply displaces the $1,250 in institutional grants. As a result, the overall decrease to the student’s net price is only half as much as much as it could have been. And the student, who thought they would gain $2,500 from the scholarship, often does not know what happened.34

      This does not happen to students who do not file for financial aid. They may accept all of the outside scholarships they receive, even if they have no financial need and their parents have already covered their cost of attendance. But if students receiving financial aid get more grants than their “demonstrated financial need” allows, then they must ask their school’s financial aid administrator for help. The financial aid administrator has authority to adjust the cost of attendance for a specific student, officially known as adjusting their budget. This process, known as professional judgment, is done on a case-by-case basis, is intended only for special circumstances, and requires adequate documentation. For example, if a student faces higher childcare costs or a costly medical situation, the aid administrator might raise the budget to allow a student to take a larger loan. However, while federal law allows this procedure, it is not easy for an aid administrator to execute, and some won’t do it because they don’t want to increase students’ eligibility for loans. Many rules and regulations govern their work, and they often fear that exercising professional judgment too frequently or without sufficient documentation will cause trouble the next time a review of their aid program takes place—if a review goes badly, the school can lose their ability to participate in the federal student aid program. Some aid administrators are also fearful of recourse from the Office of Civil Rights, where students may file a complaint if they did not get the aid they asked for. A request for professional judgment is therefore no simple matter, and it places a burden on both the student and the aid administrator.35

      These constraints within the financial aid system can make it difficult for philanthropists like the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars to put additional money in the hands of students who need it. As described in the last chapter, the fund selected its recipients in the fall and then sent the money to the schools to distribute. In many cases, students had already had to take out loans in order to pay their bills. When the new grant arrived, particularly at universities where the grant amounted to $3,500, there was not always room for it in the aid package. As a result, sometimes a student offered $3,500 in grant aid effectively received no additional money in hand. Instead, their loans (subsidized first and then unsubsidized) were reduced.36 While this meant they had less to repay after college, students often didn’t understand how their new grant had been used.

      If you are confused, you are in good company. We found that students themselves varied in the extent to which they knew and understood what was in their financial aid packages. Every student in the study received a Pell Grant in the first semester of college, but when asked in a survey to report what was in their aid package, one in seven did not mention their Pell. They described feeling uncertain about why they received the amount they did, why they could not get more, and what they needed to do in order to ensure they would keep getting aid. By and large, the students hoped to follow the appropriate rules—but they did not always know what they were.

      Following the Rules

      There are many rules affecting students’ ability to get and keep financial aid. There are forms that must be filled out and signed, filed on time, and verified. Failure to keep up with these requirements can cause delays or even the loss of support. The amount of aid a student gets varies depending on where they attend college, so if they transfer they must reapply. This affects many students each year since today at least one in three students transfer schools at least once.37 Students have to apply for loans, decide how much of the loan offered to accept, and again, sign forms. They must also meet academic standards, known as satisfactory academic progress, which include both a grade point average requirement and a specified pace of progress (e.g., completing a specified fraction of attempted credits in order to remain on track to earn a degree). Additional rules govern how long a student can receive aid. How much aid they can get varies from semester to semester according to the number of credits they take.

      Finally, changes in financial status can invalidate students’ needs analysis and jeopardize their aid. To keep the needs analysis accurate, then, students who are working while in school are allowed to earn a certain amount and no more. Critically, they must be careful that their income does not go above that specified level—or they may become ineligible for Pell Grants. But that income ceiling is rarely communicated to the student, and it is nearly impossible to predict, since it depends on an individual’s circumstances and often those of their parents.

      So how many Pell recipients actually understand these rules? In our survey, we were pleasantly surprised to learn that more than nine in ten students could accurately identify the primary differences between grants and loans (see table 3). Four in five knew that transferring colleges and taking time off from college could affect the amount of aid they receive. About seven in ten understood the difference between subsidized and unsubsidized loans and the effects of students’ earnings on the amount of financial aid received (e.g., that earning more money could reduce the amount of aid awarded). Still, what students knew about the rules and their impact was neither comprehensive nor universal.

      
        
          
            	Table 3. Knowledge of and interaction with financial aid rules
          

          
            	Knowledge of Financial Aid
            	Percentage
          

        
        
          
            	
              Knew difference between grant and loan

            
            	
              93

            
          

          
            	
              Knew that financial aid package might change from year to year

            
            	
              88

            
          

          
            	
              Knew that financial aid package might change if student takes time off from school

            
            	
              82

            
          

          
            	
              Knew that government loan is a kind of financial aid

            
            	
              81

            
          

          
            	
              Knew that financial aid package might change if student transfers schools

            
            	
              81

            
          

          
            	
              Knew that student earning more than a certain amount of money will reduce financial aid package

            
            	
              74

            
          

          
            	
              Knew difference between subsidized and unsubsidized loan

            
            	
              68

            
          

          
            	
              Knew that money a student earns from working during college is used in financial aid calculation

            
            	
              58

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Sample is WSLS students who responded to the first-year survey questions on financial aid rules, n= 2,100.

            
          

        
      

      In the fall of 2014, the Wisconsin HOPE Lab examined awareness of the satisfactory academic progress requirements. We surveyed a group of almost eleven hundred students, all of whom had an expected family contribution of less than or equal to $10,314, which is up to 200 percent of the threshold for Pell Grant eligibility, and all of whom would be receiving federal financial aid when they began college for the first time in September. We asked them: “True or False? To continue receiving financial aid each year, students have to maintain a minimum GPA.”38

      Just over one in four students (26%) answered the question incorrectly, indicating “false.” They were unaware they had to meet this academic requirement in order to continue receiving federal financial aid (including keeping their loans). The percentages of students who were unaware of satisfactory academic progress requirements was similar across several key demographics, including first-generation college students whose parents do not have bachelor’s degrees, continuing generation students with at least one parent with a bachelor’s degree, and students from both urban and rural communities across Wisconsin. This may help explain why large numbers of students (including, according to researchers, some 40% at community colleges) lose their Pell grant each year because they do not meet the satisfactory academic progress standards.39

      The challenges involved with following the rules also affected the implementation of the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars. In order to reinstate a grant after an absence from college, students had to notify their financial aid office, the program’s executive director, and submit a written request.40 Students did not receive regular reminders about the grant’s renewal criteria, but the program administrator did send e-mailed communications containing “different messages about eligibility, transferring, good luck with classes, and other general information.”41 But two surveys we administered, one a few months after the program began and the second a year later, showed that barely half of students offered the grant even knew that it was part of their financial aid package. Moreover, 85 percent of students were confused about the grant’s satisfactory academic progress requirements regarding grades (same as the Pell—a C average) and enrollment intensity (twelve credits in order to get the grant). Students who were also receiving federal Academic Competitiveness Grants, which required a B average, seem to have mistakenly thought that the WSG also demanded a B average.42 For students, the many different components of financial aid can all begin to blur together.

      Who Owns Aid? Where Does It Come From?

      Students report that financial aid helps—but it seldom fully addresses the true costs of college. Many students told us they felt their aid was helpful and that they were grateful, but at the same time they were quick to point out how little it covered. As one put it, “Financial aid needs to step up its game.” In a sense, sometimes a grant acts as an increasingly small coupon that entices a student to try college, but at the end of the day leaves them with a bill they can’t afford.

      This surprises students. For example, one Pell recipient told us that because of her financial aid, “I thought I was set—just to be free and not worry about paying for it, to keep going to school without the cost.” But that was her sense only during her first term. She quickly discovered that the amount of aid she received was not enough to provide for meals, and she faced a new challenge—because she was enrolled in college, she thought she was no longer eligible for the federal food assistance program.43

      When aid does mitigate students’ experiences of economic insecurity, it seems to do so partly by reducing feelings of stress. One student told us that it “cleared my worries” and calmed him down. Another described what it felt like to look at her aid package for the first time: “I remember just waiting. Like waiting, waiting, waiting. When is it coming in the mail? And as soon as I got it I looked at the numbers . . . then it added up and I got a total and I had a huge amount of money that was tuition for the whole, um, year.”

      A few students claim that financial insecurity motivates them. When asked, “How would college be different if you had more money?” a male undergraduate responded: “I’d probably do worse in college, I think . . . if I had a lot of money to spend I wouldn’t care about what I was doing.” A woman explained to us that she is getting better grades than her sister did in college because school “means more to me because I am paying for it. . . . Paying for college yourself makes you want to go to class, makes you want to do things. I admit if my parents paid for it, I probably wouldn’t be as serious about it because I’m not wasting my money, I’m wasting theirs. So I think it makes a lot of difference when you’re paying for it.”

      Another striking gap in what students know about the financial aid they receive is that many of them have no idea where it all comes from—one in seven Pell recipients does not even know they have a Pell! This likely has consequences, since the source of money is an important factor in determining its meaning and how it can be spent. For comparison, think of gifts and remittances from family members. Even though these monies may arrive with no explicit strings attached, recipients often feel constrained in how they may spend them. Thus a birthday check is not supposed to be cashed for groceries. Christmas money is not supposed to be used to pay a gambling debt.44 In experiments, college students have been shown to discount money they “won” at a higher rate than money they were “owed,” suggesting that they valued won money less than “their own” money. People have also been found to be more willing to take risks with money from a windfall gain, a phenomenon known as the “house money effect.”45

      Partly because the sources of financial aid are far from clear, students who receive it often don’t fully understand how they are meant to use it.

      Doctoral candidate Kaja Rebane of the University of Wisconsin–Madison and I find that students frequently treat financial aid money differently than money obtained from other sources like work and gifts. Since aid appears to move through a variety of actors (e.g., from federal student aid offices in Washington to college coffers, to financial aid officers to students through a complicated packaging and awarding process), students are not exactly sure what financial aid is, what kind of money it represents, or to whom it belongs. Students are confused about their available monetary resources and unsure who “owns” the money they receive from financial aid. One man put it this way: “A lot of times I wonder, like, where financial aid comes from. Like who provides it? Where does it go? They say I’m paid for school but I didn’t see the money flow . . . and so I don’t know where it’s coming from or what I’m paying. . . . It’s kind of confusing but I’m just going along with it right now.”

      This is one reason why many Pell recipients refer to grants as “free.” Consider this exchange with a woman in her third year of college:

      
        Interviewer: Are there particular components of your package that you think are really much more important?

        Respondent: Oh, the grants! The grants [are much more important] because you don’t have to pay a cent, so it’s like free money. That’s huge.

      

      Of course, for taxpayers grants are not free. But this is rarely clarified for the student. When they know the source of grants, as in the case of the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars, students convey gratitude. A recipient expressed her appreciation this way: “I’m just very thankful for financial aid. It helps a lot, a lot, a lot. I don’t know who came up with this brilliant idea to just give out money like this but I very much appreciate it. Oh, really. Oh, really.”

      Another student who received the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars Grant explained that getting it led him to focus even further on his goal: graduation.

      
        Interviewer: Do you have any anxiety around [your financial aid package for next year]?

        Respondent: Nope, I’m pretty sure I saved up enough already, and then it tends to work out. I mean that Fund for Wisconsin Scholars [grant] wasn’t . . . [pause] . . . I didn’t know what the heck that was, and all of a sudden it dropped on my lap, so that helped a lot. . . . I won’t take it for granted, that’s for sure . . . if I get that much money and I get bad grades, I’m going to feel shitty as hell. . . . I guess in return, I’ll graduate. That’s the best thing I can do, I guess . . . it’s not a loan where you can pay back but at the same time I like and appreciate it. So the only way I can pay it back is to graduate with my bachelor’s in criminal justice. That’s my goal.

      

      Another student who knew the source of his Pell Grant also noted that he felt the need to act responsibly, saying, “I don’t think it’s fair to ask the government for money and then spend the money you do have foolishly. That doesn’t make sense to me.”

      All this confusion has other consequences, too. Drawing from a tool chest of potential grants, loans, and work-study programs, financial aid administrators build each student’s financial aid package. This process does not always involve the student. While students over the age of eighteen are technically required to sign off on their packages, this occurs via online systems that allow students to easily assent without fully examining or understanding their aid packages. Also, if a student has consented to give their parents access to the information, mom or dad may agree to a package—or part of a package, such as a loan—without the student’s knowledge or active consent.

      When financial aid administrators exert more control over the aid-packaging process, students report feeling less control over their aid. Students who feel powerless appear to make poorer decisions. When they feel informed, they seem to make more effective choices. For example, an African American woman attending a moderately selective university said that her room and board cost about $4,000 for a term and that she had intentionally asked for a smaller room to reduce her housing costs. In contrast, an East Asian university student said that because she never actually saw her financial aid money, she didn’t know how much she had.

      Some students contend that because they are not charged with handling their financial aid, they don’t learn how to budget and thus are less conscious of where and how their money is spent. That said, we found little to no evidence that students’ spending was wasteful. We analyzed budget logs and found that very little money was allocated for entertainment, alcohol, or leisure activities. But not all their decisions were strategic. Students did not always have enough information about their overall financial aid picture to make decisions about, for example, possibly attending less expensive colleges or covering their room and board through on-campus work. In other words, though students with incomplete financial aid data often knew enough to make thoughtful choices from day to day (by trying to shop for less expensive groceries, avoid costly purchases, and so forth), they didn’t have the information needed to make larger, big-picture decisions as wisely as they might have done otherwise.

      When faced with financial stress, many students turn to their financial aid offices. The professionals who work in these offices have the enormous task of translating federal, state, and institutional policy into action by distributing aid dollars. They are governed by thousands of rules and regulations, and interviews reveal that many feel that they serve multiple masters with vastly differing goals—the federal government, their college president, the boss overseeing their unit, and, of course, students and their families.

      But financial aid offices don’t have enough staff to provide the in-person support and guidance that could help students better understand their aid packages. For a program that distributes billions of dollars a year, the budget for actually allocating aid is very small. At a large public university attended by many students in this study, the head administrator reported that she had one administrator for every thousand applicants. “We’re at a point when the automation in the system has done what it can do and then the rest has to be done on a one-on-one, personal basis,” she explained. “But that’s very difficult for them [the students] to understand.” According to a 2015 national survey of financial aid administrators, while larger institutions tend to have more staff, schools with more than twenty thousand students have an average of twelve administrators.46 One reason is that operating budgets for financial aid offices have not changed much over time, even though financial aid budgets and the number of applicants has increased substantially. Just under half of financial aid administrators surveyed report that their offices faced a moderate to severe resource shortage in the last five years. 47

      In their first semester of college, nearly 60 percent of our students sought financial aid advising. Remarkably, given the demands on financial aid personnel, 95 percent of those who asked for help received it. Nearly all of those helped found the assistance useful. Students at two-year colleges were more likely to seek help with financial aid compared to students at universities. While resources for financial aid offices vary, students at two-year colleges who sought help were also just as likely to receive it and find it useful as students at public universities.

      African American students were especially likely to seek financial aid advising. Nearly three in four African American students reported requesting help, compared to just over half of all non-Hispanic white students. For those who requested help, the odds of receiving it were the same across all racial groups. Students’ racial and ethnic characteristics were not associated with whether they found the assistance they received helpful.

      The greater rates of help-seeking behavior observed among two-year college students and African American students corresponds to their greater likelihood of knowing whom to contact in their financial aid offices. For example, 73 percent of university students reported having that knowledge, compared to 85 percent of two-year college students.

      Financial aid administrators recognize that aid means a lot to the students who receive it, and they often understand the difficulties the system creates. One long-term senior administrator explained:

      
        There are times when we have to collect documentation for very sensitive issues, say if there’s a question as to whether someone’s parent is actually living or dead, and you have to collect death certificates. There are those cases where you have to discuss personal issues and discuss sensitive issues that you never would imagine would be part of the financial aid world. It’s like being a health care professional, and [an] accountant, a lawyer, and maybe a spiritual counselor all wrapped into one—then you’ve got your financial aid administrator. You are touching so many different aspects of one’s life.

      

      Given these issues, it’s no surprise that we found trust hard to come by between financial aid recipients and financial aid offices. Even when students respected an aid administrator and felt grateful for their help, they never felt sure that their support would continue. This lack of trust bled over to other sources of financial aid, including the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars. In the weeks after that program began, we went out to talk with students who would be receiving the award. We were there as researchers from what we then called the Wisconsin Financial Aid Study, not as emissaries of the fund, and the students clearly understood that. On several occasions we learned that people who had received the award letter announcing the new financial support thought that the grant was a “scam.” They did not know “where it came from” or “what it was for.” The first notable impact we observed was an uptick in their use of the financial aid office, where they went to find out what was going on.

      The Payoff

      Given these complexities, does financial aid work? Our study is far from the first attempt to answer this question. Efforts to measure the effects of financial aid tend to focus on academic outcomes, since the stated intent of the federal student aid program is to increase the number of Americans who graduate from college. Studies examining the question reach conflicting conclusions about the efficacy of aid, mainly because of the enormous array of differences across studies in the types of financial aid examined, the conditions associated with that aid, how much aid is given (not just in sheer dollars but also in purchasing power), who it is distributed to, and when it is delivered.

      For more than forty years, researchers have studied federal grants and state grants, need-based grants, and scholarships distributed based on academic “merit” (usually but not always measured by standardized test scores). They have looked at programs that tell students about their aid before college begins and those that provide support only after students enroll. They have looked at the impact of aid on those who enroll in college, where they attend, what courses they take and how many credits they complete, and of course, whether they finish degrees.

      Overall, the results are pretty mushy. The best studies use statistical controls and other techniques to distinguish the independent contribution of the financial aid from the student characteristics that make them eligible for aid. This is very important, since the characteristics that make students eligible for aid often also make them less likely to finish college. In these studies, like those of economists Eric Bettinger, Ben Castleman, and Bridget Long, grants tend to exhibit positive effects.48 Students with demonstrated economic need who receive grant support from the time they are deciding to attend college are more likely to enroll. They are more apt to attend a bachelor’s degree–granting institution and a more selective university rather than a community college, and, perhaps most importantly, they are more likely to finish their degrees.49

      The more complicated the grant program, the less effective it seems to be, and the evidence on the effects of loans and work-study programs is much less promising than for grants.50 Later in this book, I will describe what we learned about the students in this study when we were able to measure the impacts of adding additional grant support to their financial aid packages after they had enrolled in college.

      But these studies don’t paint a full picture of what aid achieves—or fails to achieve—because they look at it too narrowly. There are many ways that financial aid ought to be able to alter the college experience—since many aspects of the experience are clearly affected by financial constraints. Alleviating those constraints should help students focus on school rather than work, reduce stress, and make it more likely that they will be well rested and well fed when they are trying to learn. But what if financial aid fails to reduce many financial constraints—perhaps because it does not provide money in the ways that students need, or it is too little or too late? Financial aid is usually studied as if it was a simple transfer of money, which it is not. The study of financial aid in isolation, therefore, cannot tell us how money and scarcity shape the college experience. Only research on money as it is actually possessed and used by college students can accomplish that.
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      Who Gets Pell?

      The college cafeteria was crowded and chaotic on the cloudy October afternoon I first met Chloe Johnson. Students were chatting, speaking over one another, and tapping away on devices while enjoying snacks and each other. I sat at a table in the corner, waiting for her, tape recorder in hand.

      When Chloe arrived, she sat down cautiously, but then ventured a casual, “Hey, what’s up?” We walked over to buy lunch, looking over the burgers and fries, salads, and shakes, and she pondered her options. She chose a thick fruit smoothie and fries and looked away while I paid the bill. Walking behind her as we returned to the table, I was struck by her very thin body.

      As we talked, Chloe barely looked at me, preferring to gaze into her smoothie. She said that she rarely had time to sit and eat these days. I nodded, since as a busy professor and mom, I thought I understood. But as she went on, the sense that I could relate to Chloe quickly disappeared. Her struggle to find time to eat was part of a story full of much bigger sacrifices, ones totally unlike mine.

      Tall and pale with bright blue eyes, Chloe spoke rapidly as she talked about animals. She grew up around them and wanted to become expert at their care. She was excited to be the first in her family to attempt college and eager to get started. Since neither she nor her parents ever figured that she would make it to college, they had no savings.

      To pay for college, Chloe sold her beloved horse. She had raised him since he was six months old and rode him every day, but he was valued at $1,000, and she needed the money to pay for school. It broke her heart, she said, but she did not have other options. She received two offers for her horse and picked the lower one; while she needed the money, she also needed to know that her friend was going to a good home.

      The federal government estimated that Chloe’s family could afford to contribute $2,520 a year to her education, and she received an $1,100 Pell Grant, along with a $777 Wisconsin Higher Education Grant. After using the proceeds from her horse toward the expected family contribution and getting help from her parents for the rest, she still needed to come up with more than $10,000 for her first year of college. Her parents were divorced, her father had moved a thousand miles away, and her mother was in a new relationship. So to reduce her expenses, she decided to live with her high school boyfriend in a town forty-five minutes north of school. She took on two jobs and registered for five classes.

      Nine Million Chloes

      There are a lot of Chloe Johnsons. Over the last twenty years, the number of undergraduates from lower-income families receiving financial support for college from the federal Pell Grant grew from just under four million to more than nine million. Total Pell expenditures are now about $35 billion a year.1 This creates the impression that the program is increasingly generous, even though neither the maximum nor the average grant has grown significantly over time, especially when compared with college costs.2 As described earlier, the purchasing power of the grant has declined, which means that it buys less than it used to.

      Critics charge that the costs of the Pell are “out of control,” the program is under attack, and its recipients have been explicitly compared to “welfare recipients.”

      So what’s the real story? Are we doing students from low-income families a service by funding part of their college expenses or a disservice by giving them false hopes? Is the Pell program a sound financial investment in the nation’s future, or is it a wasteful and ineffective program that allows students access to money—perhaps even enticing them to attend college and incur debt—without ensuring that they graduate from college? Do Pell recipients “deserve” the aid they get? Are they helped by it?

      As Pell spending has increased and the number of Pell recipients has grown, these questions have become increasingly contentious. A recent NBC headline read, “$2.2 Million in Grants Awarded to Area College Students Who Quit or Failed.”3 “In what may be a national trend, a North Carolina NBC affiliate is reporting the Feds awarded $2.2 million in Pell Grants last year to college students who eventually dropped out or withdrew from classes. The 500 students, who received an average of $4,400, received the grants but ultimately quit school, and it’s unlikely any of that money will be repaid.”4

      In 2011, U.S. Representative Denny Rehberg (R-Montana) chaired the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education that was tasked with considering the future of the Pell program. In an interview on Blog Talk Radio, he explained: “You can go to college on Pell Grants—maybe I should not be telling anybody this because it’s turning out to be the welfare of the 21st century. You can go to school, collect your Pell Grants, get food stamps, low-income energy assistance, section 8 housing, and all of a sudden we find ourselves subsidizing people that don’t have to graduate from college. And there ought to be some kind of commitment and endgame.”5

      Rehberg added one final note: a student could “go to school for nine years on Pell Grants and you don’t even have to get a degree.”6 Another critic (a professor at the University of California–Irvine) pointed out, “The 9-year entitlement until graduation is almost double the federal mandate for length of welfare.”7 When U.S. Representative Paul Ryan (R-Wisconsin) released his budget proposal in spring 2013, he stated that “welfare spending” was the largest item in the federal budget and classified Pell Grants as a welfare program.8

      These comments and actions are reminiscent of those made in the 1980s by U.S. Secretary of Education William Bennett and his colleagues, who seized on an anecdotal report of one financial aid recipient driving a Corvette during spring break in Florida to claim widespread abuses existed in the financial aid system.9 But politicians with axes to grind are not the only ones talking like this. Some financial aid professionals and college faculty also tell stories of “undeserving” Pell recipients. A team of financial aid scholars proposed revising program eligibility, suggesting that many of today’s Pell recipients (particularly the 60% of students who are independent for tax purposes, many of whom are parents of young children) would be better served by other programs.10 A highly regarded scholar at the Brookings Institution, Isabel Sawhill, proposed making the receipt of Pell conditional on “college readiness,” so as to “motivate students to work harder in high school” and ensure that dollars are focused on the students “most able to benefit.”11 Such statements are a form of dog-whistle politics, which employs language that is coded, meaning one thing to the general audience while being pejorative to a targeted subgroup.12

      Some are far less subtle, however. The Chronicle of Higher Education reported the following in 2011:

      
        When a prospective student called her office 15 times in one day to ask when his federal aid would be disbursed, Laurie A. Wolf, executive dean of student services at Des Moines Area Community College, became suspicious. “He’d say things like, ‘I want my money,’ or ‘when can I get my money?’” she said. “Something didn’t seem right.” She pulled his student-aid record and discovered that he had received aid from seven other colleges. When she requested transcripts, he vanished. The student, she believes, was a “Pell runner,” a scam artist who bounces from college to college, staying just long enough to receive a Pell Grant refund. Runners represent a small fraction of the 9.5 million students who received Pell Grants last year, but their numbers appear to be growing, particularly at community colleges, say financial-aid administrators and Educational Department officials. Their fraud costs taxpayers untold thousands and drives up colleges’ default rates when the students take out loans as well.13

      

      So today, the U.S. Department of Education is spending time and money investigating so-called Pell runners, people who purportedly find filing a FAFSA and enrolling in college an expedient way to obtain a few thousand dollars.14

      Like the infamous so-called welfare queens of yore, the Pell runner is a politically powerful concept that has little basis in reality and diverts attention from the real issues. Is there any evidence that there are thousands of such runners, dozens, a handful, or none at all? At least one college president reported that in an effort to stop the Pell runners, his school decided to double tuition—likely a counterproductive move.15

      When the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of the Inspector General examined student aid fraud, it estimated a total fraud loss of about $187 million between 2009 and 2012 for a program that was responsible for almost $758 billion during that time. In other words, the loss rate was about 0.0002 percent.16 In another report, the Office of Management and Budget reported that for the Pell Grant Program, which spent $31.6 billion in the year examined, $0.7 billion was spent in error, a rate of 2.2 percent. By comparison, the error rate for Unemployment Insurance (a $48 Billion a year program) was 11.6 percent; for the National School Lunch Program ($11.5 Billion a year) it was 15.2 percent; and for Supplemental Security Income ($55.4 Billion a year) it was 9.2 percent.17

      Yet a “law enforcement bulletin” issued by the Federal Bureau of Investigation in 2014 continued to fuel anecdotal reports. A community college public safety officer and an assistant professor claimed their research “showed that an absence of capable guardianship makes the program a target for fraud perpetrated by motivated offenders.”18 The evidence? “The authors interviewed financial aid administrators at several Midwest state colleges and universities who inferred that white-collar crime is moving out of the boardroom and into the classroom as a result of higher education reform.” They conclude, without presenting any numerical evidence to describe the magnitude of the situation, that “Pell Grant fraud is widespread” and go on to make the following recommendations: “A compromise might be to disburse financial aid in segments throughout the semester and only to students who attend classes and demonstrate academic progress. The first disbursement would pay for tuition, while subsequent payments would cover incidental expenses. Federal aid would become a quid-pro-quo for academic improvement. More capable guardianship earlier in the admissions process also could help. Stricter admission or academic progress requirements, such as allowing more direct access to financial information by the academic program, could weed out some motivated offenders.” Indeed, the prominent research firm MDRC is promoting and evaluating two financial aid innovations—one that makes grant aid conditional on performance, and another that distributes the funds in smaller increments “like a paycheck.”19

      Critics of the Pell point to cash “refunds” as a source of particular concern. Much like critics of welfare, Pell critics worry that cash assistance is too easily wasted. Yet the word “refund” here is inaccurate and politically charged. True, students may receive a check or other cash transfer as a disbursement of their credit balances when those funds exceed institutional charges. But these checks are intended to help students with books, supplies, transportation, and other living expenses—they are not refunds at all.20

      The comparison between welfare and Pell Grants is apt in an unexpected and troubling way. The nation, we are told, needs to fix the “broken” Pell Grant Program. The recipient of the Pell Grant is a subject who must be governed with ever-increasing rules and regulations.21 Yet the case for Pell reform is the exact opposite of the case for welfare reform. In the mid-1990s, the key concern driving welfare critics and reformers was the worry that long-term cash benefits to women with young children would breed a cycle of permanent dependency. Pell Grants, in contrast, are based on the idea that higher education is critical to long-term economic success both for individuals and for the nation as a whole—and this has never been truer than it is today. There is no evidence that Pell recipients get “hooked” on college classes, either. They attend just long enough to complete degrees. What is similar between the two programs is that they provide income intended to promote upward mobility and they are attractive targets for budget cuts. Critically, they also serve people from the struggling lower-middle and working classes. In doing so, they risk leaving other hard-working people struggling with economic insecurity feeling that they deserve support but can’t get it. This contributes to resentment, a key driver of political attitudes.22

      Underlying these discussions are highly charged stereotypes of today’s Pell recipients. It is easy to think of many of them as impoverished, “nontraditional,” racial/ethnic minorities who are unprepared to attend college. These images are grounded in America’s history, where thinking about social programs has long been intertwined with racial, class, and gender politics.23 But many of these images are inaccurate.

      Let’s look at who actually goes to college. While today on average two-thirds of high school graduates attend college, up from 50 percent in 1975, the fact is that most children from impoverished families still don’t attend college.24 Many never make it past high school graduation.25 Others never apply to college or stumble when it comes to completing the FAFSA and enrolling in school. Among high school graduates, barely one in two students from families in the bottom fifth of the income distribution enroll in any college, demonstrating how hard it is to even get there. This is a rate that has declined since 2007 when it reached an all-time high of 58 percent.26

      As table 4 shows, the fraction of undergraduates receiving the Pell Grant has grown dramatically over the last twenty years and particularly since 2008, when the economy weakened during the Great Recession, making more families eligible for the Pell Grant. In 1996, 22 percent of undergraduates received the Pell but by 2012 it was 41 percent. Pell recipients are often called low-income, but in fact the program serves many lower middle-class families. To many people, these students appear middle class and refer to themselves as part of the middle class. This is partly because, in recent years, Congress made big changes to rules affecting Pell eligibility.27 It did so under intense pressure from middle-class families because of rising college costs—costs that render even reasonably secure families uncertain about their finances and fearful for their futures.

      
        
          
            	Table 4. Trends in the characteristics of Pell recipients: 1996–2012
          

          
            	
              

            
            	1996
            	2000
            	2004
            	2008
            	2012
          

        
        
          
            	
              % of undergraduates receiving Pell

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              23

            
            	
              27

            
            	
              28

            
            	
              41

            
          

          
            	
              Enrollment:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              % first-time in college

            
            	
              45

            
            	
              45

            
            	
              48

            
            	
              46

            
            	
              45

            
          

          
            	
              % enrolled full time (in fall term)

            
            	
              79

            
            	
              81

            
            	
              72

            
            	
              74

            
            	
              74

            
          

          
            	
              Fall-term enrollment

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              % enrolled full-time

            
            	
              68

            
            	
              69

            
            	
              62

            
            	
              59

            
            	
              59

            
          

          
            	
              % enrolled part-time

            
            	
              18

            
            	
              17

            
            	
              25

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              21

            
          

          
            	
              % not enrolled

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              14

            
            	
              21

            
            	
              20

            
          

          
            	
              Age and family:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Age

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              21

            
            	
              22

            
          

          
            	
              % dependent

            
            	
              58

            
            	
              57

            
            	
              42

            
            	
              42

            
            	
              41

            
          

          
            	
              % married

            
            	
              18

            
            	
              21

            
            	
              16

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              15

            
          

          
            	
              % with dependent children

            
            	
              40

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              37

            
            	
              36

            
          

          
            	
              % female

            
            	
              64

            
            	
              63

            
            	
              65

            
            	
              66

            
            	
              62

            
          

          
            	
              % neither parent has bachelor’s degree

            
            	
              79

            
            	
              74

            
            	
              75

            
            	
              78

            
            	
              76

            
          

          
            	
              % with unmarried parents

            
            	
              51

            
            	
              50

            
            	
              53

            
            	
              58

            
            	
              56

            
          

          
            	
              Race/ethnicity:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Non-Hispanic white

            
            	
              52

            
            	
              51

            
            	
              48

            
            	
              46

            
            	
              47

            
          

          
            	
              Black

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              25

            
            	
              24

            
            	
              24

            
          

          
            	
              Hispanic or Latino

            
            	
              17

            
            	
              18

            
            	
              18

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              19

            
          

          
            	
              Asian/Pacific Islander

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              5

            
          

          
            	
              American Indian/AN

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              1

            
          

          
            	
              Native Hawaiian

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              0

            
          

          
            	
              Other

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              More than one race

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              N/A

            
          

          
            	
              Income:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Median AGI combined ($)

            
            	
              14,902

            
            	
              20,110

            
            	
              17,887

            
            	
              15,994

            
            	
              16,923

            
          

          
            	
              AGI as a percentage of poverty line

            
            	
              102

            
            	
              117

            
            	
              124

            
            	
              116

            
            	
              110

            
          

          
            	
              ≤50% of poverty line

            
            	
              29

            
            	
              19

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              28

            
          

          
            	
              ≤100% of poverty line

            
            	
              55

            
            	
              45

            
            	
              42

            
            	
              45

            
            	
              51

            
          

          
            	
              ≤150% of poverty line

            
            	
              75

            
            	
              69

            
            	
              65

            
            	
              68

            
            	
              70

            
          

          
            	
              ≤200% of poverty line

            
            	
              89

            
            	
              86

            
            	
              83

            
            	
              86

            
            	
              85

            
          

          
            	
              % on welfare

            
            	
              6

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              Education:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              High school math completed:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Less than Algebra II

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              18

            
          

          
            	
              Algebra II

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              27

            
            	
              31

            
          

          
            	
              Trigonometry

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              9

            
          

          
            	
              Precalculus

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              24

            
            	
              21

            
          

          
            	
              Calculus

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              . . .

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              20

            
          

          
            	
              ACT composite score

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              19

            
            	
            
            	
              19

            
            	
              20

            
          

          
            	
              SAT combined score

            
            	
              860

            
            	
              966

            
            	
              

            
            	
              912

            
            	
              953

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study NPSAS, 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012.

              Note. Sample includes all undergraduates receiving a Pell Grant in their first year of college, regardless of sector. Race/ethnicity variables listed as N/A did not appear in that year’s data. AGI = adjusted gross income.

            
          

        
      

      Only half of today’s Pell recipients live below the poverty line (see table 4). But this does not mean that the rest have enough money to pay for college themselves and don’t need financial aid. Families living within 200 percent of the poverty line, which includes 85 percent of Pell recipients, and even many families with children who live slightly above it, have very little disposable income to use for education.28 Data from the Consumer Expenditure Survey indicate that middle-class families earning $50,000–$70,000 per year are able to spend only about 1.3 percent of their income on education. This is very similar to the fraction spent by low-income families, but it is less than one-third what rich families (earning more than $150,000 per year) spend.29 The families of Pell recipients are economically fragile, but they are rarely welfare recipients—just 3 percent receive welfare.

      Given the demographic changes in the population that are taking place across the country, one might assume that the overwhelming majority of today’s Pell recipients are people of color, but this is not accurate either. As table 4 shows, non-Hispanic white students like Chloe Johnson receive more Pell Grants than any other single group, comprising 47 percent of all Pell recipients. Less than one in four recipients is African American and just 19 percent are Hispanic. These distributions have shifted only slightly over the last twenty years. Immigration politics play a role here, too, since getting a Pell requires legal paperwork that a growing number of undergraduates do not possess.30

      Despite the stereotypes, by and large Pell recipients are not from broken or dysfunctional homes of the sort that politicians associate with the “undeserving poor.”31 Forty-four percent of all Pell recipients come from homes headed by married parents. Most have not yet formed families themselves—just 15 percent are married—and instead are working to get an education before forming a union.32 Moreover, a lack of quality, affordable, on-campus childcare prevents most low-income people with children from entering college, and so barely one in three Pell recipients is a parent. 33

      Even more surprising, it is simply not true that Pell recipients are substantially less prepared for college than they used to be. If they were, then it might mean that we shouldn’t blame the financial aid system and should look instead for another explanation of their high dropout rate. Over the last twenty years, as the fraction of undergraduates receiving the Pell Grant grew, levels of academic ability, as measured by standardized test scores, remained about the same. And test scores have also remained steady despite the increase in the number people taking the tests and receiving Pell. The average ACT composite score remained steady at nineteen until rising a bit to nearly twenty in the last few years, and SAT scores have risen almost a hundred points. There is some evidence, however, that the high school math preparation of Pell recipients has diminished.

      So overall, data indicate that the average Pell Grant recipient looks very much like a middle-class American. What is different is the jump in attendance among Pell recipients at for-profit institutions. A combination of declining capacity in public colleges and universities, growing interest among students in the flexibility offered by online, nonresidential education, intense marketing campaigns, and a willingness by the federal government to allow financial aid dollars to follow students wherever they attend has facilitated the growth of a robust sector of for-profit higher education. In 1996, just over 12 percent of Pell recipients were enrolled in that sector, but today it is more than 21 percent (see table 5). Much has been written about the costs and quality of for-profit colleges and universities, which enroll a far more demographically diverse group of Pell recipients than the rest of higher education.34 These students face substantial risks, since they are less likely to realize a significant return on their degrees and are more likely to have a sizable amount of debt on graduation.

      
        
          
            	Table 5. Trends in the institutions attended by Pell recipients: 1996–2012
          

          
            	
              

            
            	1996 (%)
            	2000 (%)
            	2004 (%)
            	2008 (%)
            	2012 (%)
          

        
        
          
            	
              Institutional sector:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Public

            
            	
              70.2

            
            	
              70.5

            
            	
              67.3

            
            	
              62.9

            
            	
              67.3

            
          

          
            	
              Private

            
            	
              17.3

            
            	
              17.2

            
            	
              15.9

            
            	
              13.9

            
            	
              11.5

            
          

          
            	
              For profit

            
            	
              12.5

            
            	
              12.3

            
            	
              16.8

            
            	
              23.2

            
            	
              21.2

            
          

          
            	
              Institutional type:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Four year

            
            	
              51.4

            
            	
              53.7

            
            	
              51.5

            
            	
              52.4

            
            	
              52.8

            
          

          
            	
              Two year

            
            	
              40.7

            
            	
              39.2

            
            	
              42.3

            
            	
              41.3

            
            	
              42.8

            
          

          
            	
              Less than two year

            
            	
              7.9

            
            	
              7.1

            
            	
              6.2

            
            	
              6.3

            
            	
              4.3

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study NPSAS, 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012.

              Note. Sample includes all undergraduates receiving a Pell Grant in their first year of college, regardless of sector.

            
          

        
      

      What Pell Recipients in Public Higher Education Pay for College

      The biggest and most important change in the Pell program is not who the recipients are or where they go to school but rather the price they pay for college. Almost 70 percent of all Pell recipients are enrolled in the public sector, and over time what they must pay has increased dramatically. As table 6 illustrates, at both community colleges and public four-year colleges and universities, increases in college prices far outstripped increases in grant aid, at a time when real family income declined. This is especially true postrecession. In constant dollars, the annual cost of attendance at community colleges (see table 2) grew from about $8,500 in 1996 to almost $13,000 in 2012, while the expected family contribution for a Pell recipient remained around $500 and the fraction of students unable to make any contribution grew from 63 to 73 percent. The resulting net price for a Pell recipient is now nearly $8,000 a year—for a community college—which amounts to 42 percent of the average Pell recipient’s adjusted gross income.

      
      
        
          
            	Table 6. Trends in expected family contribution, financial aid, and net price facing Pell recipients in the public sector, by college type: 1996–2012
          

          
            	
              

            
            	1996
            	2000
            	2004
            	2008
            	2012
          

        
        
          
            	
              Community colleges:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Average expected family contribution ($)

            
            	
              509

            
            	
              777

            
            	
              885

            
            	
              782

            
            	
              591

            
          

          
            	
              Average expected family contribution excl. no EFC ($)

            
            	
              1,364

            
            	
              1,564

            
            	
              1,998

            
            	
              1,921

            
            	
              2,188

            
          

          
            	
              Zero EFC (%)

            
            	
              63

            
            	
              50

            
            	
              56

            
            	
              59

            
            	
              73

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage of COA covered by Pell

            
            	
              30

            
            	
              28

            
            	
              32

            
            	
              29

            
            	
              32

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with state need-based grant

            
            	
              30

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              33

            
            	
              40

            
            	
              24

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $1,340

            
            	
              $1,404

            
            	
              $1,508

            
            	
              $1,680

            
            	
              $1,367

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with institutional grants

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              21

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              20

            
          

          
            	
              Net price (COA—all grants)

            
            	
              $5,483

            
            	
              $6,481

            
            	
              $6,686

            
            	
              $7,358

            
            	
              $7,959

            
          

          
            	
              Net price as percentage of income

            
            	
              26

            
            	
              NA

            
            	
              25

            
            	
              31

            
            	
              42

            
          

          
            	
              Public four-year colleges and universities:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Average expected family contribution ($)

            
            	
              790

            
            	
              1,027

            
            	
              1,268

            
            	
              1,014

            
            	
              923

            
          

          
            	
              Average expected family contribution excl. no EFC ($)

            
            	
              1,375

            
            	
              1,569

            
            	
              2,082

            
            	
              1,955

            
            	
              2,323

            
          

          
            	
              Zero EFC (%)

            
            	
              43

            
            	
              35

            
            	
              39

            
            	
              48

            
            	
              60

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage of COA covered by Pell

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              23

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              23

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with state need-based grant

            
            	
              40

            
            	
              36

            
            	
              50

            
            	
              56

            
            	
              44

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $2,766

            
            	
              $2,513

            
            	
              $2,839

            
            	
              $3,338

            
            	
              $3,351

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with institutional grants

            
            	
              31

            
            	
              29

            
            	
              42

            
            	
              40

            
            	
              36

            
          

          
            	
              Net price (COA − all grants)

            
            	
              $8,465

            
            	
              $8,472

            
            	
              $9,248

            
            	
              $9,361

            
            	
              $11,144

            
          

          
            	
              Net price as percentage of income

            
            	
              29

            
            	
              NA

            
            	
              28

            
            	
              32

            
            	
              43

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study NPSAS, 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012.

              Note. Sample includes all undergraduates beginning full time at a two-year or four-year public college or university and receiving a Pell Grant in their first year of college. Figures are adjusted for inflation and expressed in constant 2012 dollars. Net price as percentage of income was not reported in the NPSAS, 2000.

            
          

        
      

      Trends at public four-year colleges and universities are similar. There, costs have risen from over $13,000 per year to over $19,000, while the average expected family contribution grew by about $200. The net price went up by about $3,000, but because of declines in family income, so did the fraction of income required to pay the net price, which grew from 29 to 43 percent. Again, this net price is not the final price students will pay for college (though some sources suggest that it is); it is the starting price—what a student faces for the first year.35

      The Pell Grant clearly provides an incentive for students to attend college by discounting the price of attendance, but it comes nowhere close to making college affordable. There is a lot of discussion about rising tuition and fees in the public sector, but most of the growth has been in nontuition costs, which account for two-thirds or more of the total costs. These include books and supplies and living costs, which must be at least partially covered if a student is to focus on school instead of working full time.36 The Pell Grant would have even less purchasing power today had Congress and President Obama not acted to increase the maximum grant in the wake of the recession.37 Instead, it remained steady during this period, covering 20–30 percent of the costs for Pell recipients in the public sector. But, just as the size of the grant increased, the dollar amount of the uncovered 70–80 percent grew as well.

      In order to cover the remaining costs, students and their families looked to their states and to the institutions. The fraction of students receiving a state need-based grant increased over time until the recession, at which point states cut support for aid programs substantially.38 Though the economy has recovered somewhat, the aid still lags. Today, less than half of all Pell recipients at four-year colleges and universities, and barely one in four at community colleges, receive any need-based aid from their state, and for those that do, the average grant is much smaller than the Pell, amounting to $1,300–$3,300 per year (see table 6).

      Where states have stepped out, colleges and universities have tried to step in. During and following the recession, four-year colleges and universities increased their need-based aid to Pell recipients, while community colleges were unable to do so. Just one in five Pell recipients at community colleges receive any institutional grant aid, compared to 36 percent of those at four-year colleges and universities.

      Making Ends Meet: The National Picture

      How do students and their families deal with the high price of college? Up to now, we’ve made guesses based on national administrative and survey data. But we need to better understand the complex strategies students use in order to make ends meet. Let’s look at the national picture and how the use of various approaches has changed over time.

      It is impossible to pay attention to the media today and miss the nation’s growing dependence on student loans. Total annual borrowing grew from about $25 billion in the mid-1990s to over $70 billion in 2013–14. As astute analysts have been quick to point out, graduates of professional schools (e.g., law) and people who have completed bachelor’s degrees hold most of that debt. For the most part, they are managing to pay it off without falling into delinquency or default (though, they often struggle to make payments). But other people went to college and left with debt and no degree. They did not accumulate a lot of debt because they did not spend much time in college—however their incomes were often lower than average to begin with and remained low as they entered the labor market with only high school degrees. These low-income individuals, especially those who attended for-profits colleges and universities and community colleges, are the people at the epicenter of the student debt crisis.39 They are defaulting because they took loans as their only way to afford college. That is why rates of borrowing are so much higher for Pell recipients than for people who do not have Pell (88% vs. 53%)—the Pell recipients have little choice but to take loans to pay for college.40

      This is a startling turn of events. One purpose of the Pell Grant is to protect students from low-income families, for whom college is a risky—yet powerful—investment, from having to take loans. When the odds of noncompletion are high, and economic returns are uncertain, it is reasonable for a person to hesitate to invest in college. Since society reaps substantial benefits when the poor complete college, it is a sound public policy decision to lower the price to reduce the risk. Again, an explicit goal of the Pell Grant Program was to meet the financial need of low-income people so that they did not have to borrow for college. But as figure 9 shows, that goal is far from met. More than 40 percent of Pell recipients in the public sector have at least one federally subsidized loan, and between 1996 and 2012, the fraction with an unsubsidized loan swelled—from 6 percent to more than 30 percent. But while the terms of unsubsidized federal loans are suboptimal (e.g., they cannot be discharged in bankruptcy), they are still far better than those of nonfederal loans, which contain few borrower protections and often have a variable interest rate as high as 13 percent.41 Private loans are not eligible for deferment, income-based repayment, or loan forgiveness options that come with federal student loans. Yet some Pell recipients are accepting these too.

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 9. Trends in Pell recipients’ strategies for covering college costs: public colleges and universities: 1996–2012. Sample includes all undergraduates beginning full time at a two-year or four-year public college or university and receiving a Pell Grant in their first year of college. Source: National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study NPSAS, 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012.

      

      The size of the loans held by borrowers has also grown. In constant dollars during their first year of college, loans for Pell recipients in the public sector increased on average from $4,300 to over $6,600. Most of that debt was contained in a federally subsidized loan, which offered the best terms but was capped at $3,500.

      Attempts to avoid debt by working are common, and working one’s way through college is an iconic American story repeated by politicians everywhere.42 In a hearing on college affordability, U.S. Senator Lamar Alexander (R-Tennessee) noted, “My experience is probably like everybody else’s: I had no money, so I had two scholarships and five jobs to try to make my way through.”43 Similarly, U.S. Representative Virginia Foxx (R-North Carolina) shared: “I went through school, I worked my way through, it took me seven years, I never borrowed a dime of money. . . . I have very little tolerance for people who tell me that they graduate with $200,000 of debt or even $80,000 of debt because there’s no reason for that. We live in an opportunity society and people are forgetting that. I remind folks all the time that the Declaration of Independence says ‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.’ You don’t have it dumped in your lap.”44 Current Democratic presidential candidate and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton has a comparable story, which she has used to argue that students ought to work in exchange for a lower price of college: “Back when I went to college, my father told me, ‘Here’s the deal. Got enough money for your tuition and board, but anything beyond that, like buying books, you pay for yourself.’ And I had worked summers and holidays since I was 13, so I was fine with that.”45

      But the ability of today’s students to make ends meet through work alone has been compromised by at least two factors: underfunding of the federal work-study program, and a weak economy that offers few stable opportunities to part-time workers, which include most undergraduates. It is difficult to earn enough from work to avoid taking on debt. Consider that the federal loan maximum per year in 2008 was $5,500. A Wisconsin student working fifteen hours a week at minimum wage grossed $5,070 if they worked year-round, and they took home about $4,275 after taxes. Thus, a Pell recipient at a public university with a net price of $9,300 (the average at the time) could either take the maximum loans and work part time, or avoid loans and work nearly full time. If the net price of attendance was underestimated—as it commonly is—they would need to work even more.

      One in two Pell recipients attending public colleges and universities work, for an average of twenty-five hours per week. The fraction working appears to have declined over time (though some of this change may be due to shifts in how federal data collection on work has changed). After employment rates among Pell recipients increased to a high of 64 percent in 2008, they fell to 50 percent in 2008. One likely reason, discussed in detail in chapter 4, is that the sorts of flexible part-time work sought by undergraduates for decades became harder to find and harder to keep following the recession.46 Another reason is that fewer Pell recipients are offered work-study jobs. The funding formula for distributing federal work-study monies to institutions has not changed in many decades, and the current approach favors wealthier students at private schools.47 Quite literally, the Federal Work-Study Program “rewards the most expensive institutions who have been in the program the longest.” The fraction of Pell recipients in the public sector in work-study positions fell from 13 percent in 1996 to 8 percent in 2012, even though the government spent $972 million on the program that year.48 Work-study is a popular program with high levels of participant satisfaction and yet it does not pay well: for decades, students at public institutions have been unable to earn more than about $2,000 per year on average this way.49

      Borrowing and working to pay for college sound like simple strategies in theory. After all, many Americans have financed college this way for decades. But the amount of debt and the difficulties finding and keeping a job have changed, as have the economic conditions facing lower-income families. The effort involved in paying for college has altered the college experience for lower-income students at a time when the conditions of college life have grown ever more comfortable for wealthy students. As the children of the well-off enjoy one-on-one chats with renowned faculty, experience outward-bound excursions with their classmates, become members of dining clubs, and exercise on climbing walls, Pell recipients are simply struggling to make ends meet.50

    

  
    
      4

      Making Ends Meet

      Chloe Johnson filled out her FAFSA, and so did Ian Williams and Tyler Olson. Norbert Webster and Sophie Schmidt completed theirs nine months before they began college, and Nima Chaudhary’s older brothers—both college students themselves—helped fill hers out correctly. As they awaited the federal computations, all six wondered, How much money will I have to pay to make this work?

      With family incomes generally less than $30,000 per year, none of these students was able to pay more than $4,000 a year for college, according to federal calculations. But even after taking all types of grants and scholarships into account, everyone except Norbert was left with a substantial balance. In most cases, their net price (the difference between cost of attendance and all grants) amounted to 40 percent or more of their family’s income for a year (see table 7). Indeed, for most of these students, their net prices were many times larger than their expected family contributions, the amount the federal government calculated they could afford to pay.

      Take Ian, for example. The year before he started college, his family with five kids earned around $25,000. The public university nearest his home charged $7,300 for tuition and fees and estimated that the other costs (books, supplies, transportation, room and board) would amount to an additional $10,000. The federal Pell Grant provided Ian with $4,281 in support, and the state of Wisconsin added $2,768 (this was just for his first year of college; in his second year funding for the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant ran out and Ian did not receive it). But that was it—he was not eligible for anything else. Ian had just enough in hand to cover tuition and was short the rest.

      
      
        
          
            	Table 7. College costs and strategies for the first year of college: WSLS focal students
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Ian
            	Chloe
            	Norbert
            	Nima
            	Tyler
            	Sophie
          

        
        
          
            	
              Ability to pay:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Adjusted gross income ($)

            
            	
              24,686

            
            	
              25,380

            
            	
              27,706

            
            	
              70,424

            
            	
              3,638

            
            	
              26,667

            
          

          
            	
              Expected family contribution ($)

            
            	
              425

            
            	
              2,520

            
            	
              2,315

            
            	
              3,800

            
            	
              1

            
            	
              3,939

            
          

          
            	
              Costs of attending college (COA)

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Total ($)

            
            	
              17,633

            
            	
              15,512

            
            	
              15,457

            
            	
              15,512

            
            	
              15,457

            
            	
              18,973

            
          

          
            	
              Tuition and fees ($)

            
            	
              7,305

            
            	
              3,196

            
            	
              6,037

            
            	
              3,196

            
            	
              6,037

            
            	
              7,564

            
          

          
            	
              Nontuition costs ($)

            
            	
              10,328

            
            	
              12,316

            
            	
              9,420

            
            	
              12,316

            
            	
              9,420

            
            	
              11,409

            
          

          
            	
              Grant and scholarships:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Total grants from all sources ($)

            
            	
              7,049

            
            	
              2,958

            
            	
              15,363

            
            	
              3,292

            
            	
              8,961

            
            	
              3,251

            
          

          
            	
              Resulting price:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Net price (COA − grants) ($)

            
            	
              10,584

            
            	
              12,554

            
            	
              94

            
            	
              12,220

            
            	
              6,496

            
            	
              15,722

            
          

          
            	
              Net price as percentage of income

            
            	
              43

            
            	
              49

            
            	
              0.30

            
            	
              17

            
            	
              179

            
            	
              59

            
          

          
            	
              Strategies to cover price:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Total federal loans ($)

            
            	
              5,500

            
            	
              5,500

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              3,500

            
            	
              5,500

            
          

          
            	
              Work-study allocation ($)

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              2,400

            
          

          
            	
              Unmet need (COA − EFC − all aid) ($)

            
            	
              4,659

            
            	
              4,534

            
            	
              −2,221

            
            	
              9,132

            
            	
              2,996

            
            	
              3,883

            
          

          
            	
              Number of hours worked per week, first term of college

            
            	
              16

            
            	
              30

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              30

            
          

          
            	
              Total private loans ($)

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              7,876

            
          

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

            
          

        
      

      He was not alone: Chloe Johnson and Nima Chaudhary were in similar situations—even though they had enrolled in the same two-year technical college where tuition was lower than at Ian’s university, they had higher expected family contributions and qualified for less grant aid. Chloe’s family had about as much money as Ian’s, and while Nima’s mother earned more by working two jobs, her father was disabled and her two older brothers were also in college. Chloe and Nima each needed to come up with about $12,000 for their first year of school.

      Sophie Schmidt was attending a more selective and expensive university than the others, but because her family was judged capable of contributing almost $4,000 per year to her education, she qualified for a much smaller Pell—just $890. A Wisconsin Higher Education Grant added another $1,011, and she was fortunate that her university also provided additional federal grant aid of $600.1 Like most students at her university she lived on campus, so she faced a net price of $15,722, equivalent to almost 60 percent of her family’s income. To make matters worse, Sophie’s family was not able to contribute the amount expected of them.

      Tyler Olson was in slightly better shape. He attended a university that was a bit less expensive than Ian’s but he qualified for more grants because he’d done pretty well academically in high school. He received a $1,400 grant from Wisconsin’s Talent Incentive Program, and two years later as a college junior he got a $1,300 SMART grant from the federal government.2 That combination meant that his net price was much lower than Sophie or Ian’s, at about $5,600 per year. But his family earned less than $4,000 a year, and the federal computations assessed his expected family contribution at just one dollar. The $5,600 he needed was far out of reach.

      Norbert Webster was the only student whose financial aid package matched his needs. His mom earned less than $28,000 during his senior year of high school and was judged capable of contributing about $2,300 toward the annual costs of attending university. She stretched to make it work, and federal grants plus a large scholarship from his tribe, the Oneida Nation of Wisconsin, took care of the rest.3

      Given these prices, it is remarkable that the other five students were still enrolled in college when we met them for the first time in October 2008. But they were not unusual. As table 8 shows, our students had an average expected family contribution of about $1,400 and faced average costs for their first year of college of $14,850. Thirty-eight percent of students had no expected family contribution at all. Had the rules allowed, the information provided on their FAFSAs suggests that 16 percent of our students overall (and 24% of those at two-year colleges) would have had a negative expected family contribution averaging more than $10,600. In other words, for some students, not only could they not contribute to college costs but also, in order to ensure they had what they needed to succeed, payment would need to be provided to their families to offset lost income. Of course, this did not happen. Instead, they received $6,000 in grants on average, leaving them with a net price of almost $7,500.

      
        
          
            	Table 8. College costs facing students for the first year of college: WSLS full and subsamples (2008)
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Overall
            	Four-Year Starters
            	Two-Year Starters
            	Interview Sample
          

        
        
          
            	
              Ability to pay:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Expected family contribution

            
            	
              $1,372

            
            	
              $1,631

            
            	
              $1,083

            
            	
              $1,629

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage zero EFC

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              31

            
            	
              46

            
            	
              35

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage negative EFC

            
            	
              16

            
            	
              8

            
            	
              24

            
            	
              14

            
          

          
            	
              Average EFC among those with negative

            
            	
              −$10,647

            
            	
              −$7,472

            
            	
              −$11,812

            
            	
              −$10,383

            
          

          
            	
              Costs of attending college:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Official cost of attendance

            
            	
              $14,850

            
            	
              $15,528

            
            	
              $14,100

            
            	
              $15,839

            
          

          
            	
              Tuition and fees

            
            	
              $5,122

            
            	
              $6,568

            
            	
              $3,522

            
            	
              $5,998

            
          

          
            	
              Nontuition costs

            
            	
              $9,728

            
            	
              $8,960

            
            	
              $10,578

            
            	
              $9,841

            
          

          
            	
              Grant aid

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Total grants (not including WSG)

            
            	
              $6,144

            
            	
              $7,469

            
            	
              $4,278

            
            	
              $7,150

            
          

          
            	
              Pell amount

            
            	
              $3,020

            
            	
              $3,263

            
            	
              $2,679

            
            	
              $3,366

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with state need-based grant

            
            	
              88

            
            	
              97

            
            	
              76

            
            	
              97

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount among recipients

            
            	
              $1,913

            
            	
              $2,203

            
            	
              $1,389

            
            	
              $2,114

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with institutional grants

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              7

            
            	
              28

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount among recipients

            
            	
              $938

            
            	
              $934

            
            	
              $952

            
            	
              $694

            
          

          
            	
              Price students must pay:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Net price (COA − grants not including WSG)

            
            	
              $8,706

            
            	
              $8,059

            
            	
              $9,822

            
            	
              $8,689

            
          

          
            	
              Net price as percentage of parent income

            
            	
              35

            
            	
              30

            
            	
              46

            
            	
              40

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Sources. Author’s calculations using WSLS data; and U.S. Department of Education, “Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System” (IPEDS).

              Note. Cost of attendance for four-year students includes housing on campus, and for two-year students includes housing off campus not with family. Parent income and net price as percentage of parent income are reported at the median. “Ability to pay” and “Costs of attending college” include the entire sample. (Overall, n = 3,000; four-year starters, n = 1,500; two-year starters, n = 1,500; interview sample, n = 50.) “Grant aid” and “price students must pay” include subsample where financial aid is observed. (Overall, n = 1,438; four-year starters, n = 827; two-year starters, n = 611; interview sample, n = 44.)

            
          

        
      

      These sizable net prices were partly bad luck and poor timing. The recession was just getting underway and federal adjustments to the financial aid formula to provide more assistance to families had not yet taken effect. Thanks to Congress and the president, had they enrolled in college a year later, students like Sophie, Ian, Chloe, and Norbert, whose families earned more than $23,000 but less than $32,000 per year, would have received more grant aid (a larger Pell and likely a larger Wisconsin Higher Education Grant) and would not have been asked to pay an expected family contribution. That is because the College Cost Reduction and Access Act of 2007 raised the income threshold for receiving an automatic zero expected family contribution from $20,000 to $30,000 beginning in 2009–10. It remained at or slightly above that level until budget cuts in 2012 reduced the threshold to $23,000.4 For the 2015–16 school year, it was $24,000.

      The additional support from grants might have made a difference for some students, allowing them to work less and study more. The evidence we obtained from an experiment with grant aid, described in chapter 9, suggests it could have been helpful. However, in an important sense these students were not in an uncommon situation. The history of federal student aid since its inception has been a series of ebbs and flows, periods of generosity and periods of cuts, all while college costs continued to rise. Support for helping economically vulnerable students like ours secure a better future through higher education has been inconsistent, leaving their opportunities subject to a volatile mix of politics and economics. In the midst of it all, students are simply trying to get ahead.

      Getting Started

      Embarking on the first year of college required that students come up with the funds to cover the net price. Websites and glossy brochures from colleges and universities often say that students use “a combination of loans, work, and other gifts” to accomplish this task.5 That doesn’t sound too bad. But what this task looks and feels like is something else entirely. The goal is straightforward: come up with enough money to pay tuition and fees, buy the necessary books, and supplies, and cover the bills associated with living a modest life. How did they do it?

      Despite the intentions of the Pell program, which hoped to protect lower-income students from loans and work by providing grants, today’s Pell recipients endure a process similar to most undergraduates. Their first challenge is to get their families to contribute the expected family contribution. Then, they need to decide whether to take federal loans. That decision is often closely intertwined with another key decision: whether and how much to work. As mentioned earlier, work-study is available to only a small number of students. So it is important to figure out where else to find work and how to make a schedule that fits with school. These challenges—borrowing and working—are the focus of this chapter. The next chapter describes what happened to our students who did not borrow or work very much. Some fell into great fortune, while others coped with scarcity.

      Why Work When You Can Borrow?

      Twenty years ago working part time while in school was a viable way to pay for college and avoid loans.6 Today, students are much more likely to both borrow and work—and given the desires of students and their families to avoid taking out loans, it is clear that this behavior is not based on a change in preferences.7 While much has been said about the growing problem of student debt and the controversial terms and rules associated with student loans, our data reveal that the need to borrow changes the way that students experience college. Debt has implications not only for financial capabilities postcollege but also for the odds of completing a degree in the first place.

      Student loans are the most common form of financial aid in the United States. In fact, since the early 1980s (partly facilitated by the passage of the Middle Income Student Assistance Act of 1978), student loans have been the primary means by which American families have financed postsecondary education.8 With the costs of attendance at an all-time high, and significant grant aid available to relatively small numbers of financially needy or exceptionally talented students, nearly two-thirds of all undergraduates receive at least some government-backed loans to cover those costs. This credit is comparatively accessible, requiring a lengthy application but no credit history for most loans. There is no underwriting done to assess ability to repay, with the exception of very limited underwriting for Parent PLUS loans. Students and families can borrow a sizable amount of money. In 2014, total student loan debt in the United States reached an all-time high of $1.1 trillion.9 Fifteen million young adults under age thirty hold one-third of that debt, and much of the growth in borrowers occurred at for-profit colleges and universities and community colleges.10

      Prior to the 1992 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act, federal loans consisted almost entirely of subsidized loans targeted to needy families. These loans are the “best” of the available federal loans since they do not accrue interest until a student leaves college and a grace period ends. Interest on unsubsidized loans begins accruing as soon as a student takes them.

      Total federal loan volume was around $22 billion (in 2011) dollars in 1991–92. Over the course of the next year, with the introduction of unsubsidized loans, that number grew by almost 50 percent. Still, at the time, unsubsidized loans constituted 9 percent of all student loan dollars across all sources. Unsubsidized loans have grown dramatically since then. From about $10 billion (in 2011) dollars in 1995–96, the volume of unsubsidized loans doubled to more than $20 billion in 2005–6, and then doubled again to almost $50 billion in 2011–12. That increase happened at the same time families lost income during the recession and college costs soared. Subsidized loans grew much more slowly. One reason for this is that, even though millions of families lost income, many did not fall low enough to qualify for substantial subsidized loans under the means test.11

      On a per-student basis, loan growth was also significant. Between 2001–2 and 2006–7, average total borrowing per full-time equivalent undergraduate student rose by 45 percent, from $3,677 (in 2011 dollars) to $5,335. By 2011–12, the average total had grown another 4 percent to $5,540.12

      How much can undergraduate students like those in this study borrow? The answer, as table 9 reveals, is a lot. Between subsidized and unsubsidized Stafford Loans, students can borrow between $5,550 and $7,500 for each year of college, up to a lifetime maximum of $31,000. For low-income students, up to three-quarters of those loans can be subsidized.

      Still, even these loan limits are not always enough for some students to cover the full price of going to college. This is especially true for African American students, whose families possess far fewer assets and more debt. A disproportionate fraction of our African American students (38% as compared to 11% of white students) had a negative expected family contribution, signaling that their families had a great deal of financial need. In 2011–12, 52 percent of black undergraduates had a student loan compared to 42 percent of white students and 36 percent of Hispanic students.13 In “The Color of Student Debt,” researchers Robert Kelchen, Jason Houle, and I explored the reasons why African American students are more likely to borrow. Much of the difference has to do with racial disparities in wealth. The racial wealth gap is three times larger than the racial income gap and more unequal than ever before, and it exists among families of all income levels.14 White families hold as much as twenty times the wealth of black families.15 Between 1984 and 2009, the absolute racial gap in wealth increased by $151,000.16 Moreover, during the recession, racial/ethnic minority families lost more wealth (in percentage terms) than their white counterparts.17

      
        
          
            	Table 9. Federal Stafford Loan maximums for dependent students
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Maximum Subsidized Loan ($)
            	Total Possible Stafford Loan ($)
          

        
        
          
            	
              First year of college

            
            	
              3,500

            
            	
              5,500

            
          

          
            	
              Second year of college

            
            	
              4,500

            
            	
              6,500

            
          

          
            	
              Third, fourth and beyond (per year)

            
            	
              5,500

            
            	
              7,500

            
          

          
            	
              Lifetime limits

            
            	
              23,000

            
            	
              $31,000

            
          

          
            	
              Source. U.S. Department of Education, “How Much Can I Borrow?”

              Note. A dependent student is under age twenty-four, unmarried, with no children or other dependents, not a ward of the court or homeless or serving in the military, and not a veteran.

            
          

        
      

      In other words, income translates into wealth differently for black and white families. Sociologist Thomas Shapiro and colleagues found that “each dollar increase in income translates into about five dollars of wealth for white families (at the median) and only about 70 cents for African Americans.”18 Wealth (both assets and debt) are largely neglected by the calculation of expected family contribution and thus students with similar financial aid packages may face very different capacities to avoid taking student loans. When this combination of greater need for loans is coupled with the increased likelihood of dropping out, the result is potent. As Mark Huelsman of the public policy organization Demos points out, indebted college dropouts are disproportionately low-income African Americans.19 He writes,

      
        In an America where Black and Latino households have just a fraction of the wealth of white households, where communities of color have for decades been shut out of traditional ladders of economic opportunity, a system based entirely on acquiring debt to get ahead may have very different impacts on some communities over others. . . . Our debt-financed system not only results in higher loan balances for low-income, Black and Latino students, but also results in high numbers of low-income students and students of color dropping out without receiving a credential. In addition, our debt-based system may be fundamentally impacting the post-college lives of those who are forced to take on debt to attend and complete college.

      

      Given that the Pell program was created to ensure that people from low-income families could afford to attend college without putting themselves and their loved ones into economic jeopardy, it is notable that more than half of our students took a loan for their first year of college. As table 10 shows, that included 77 percent of the students who began at a university, and even 25 percent of students who enrolled at America’s main “low-cost” college option—the public two-year college. On average, students borrowed more than $4,000 for that first year alone.

      Ian, Chloe, Tyler, and Sophie all accepted federal loans. Since they faced net prices around $10,000 or more, this was not surprising. Ian and Sophie signed their promissory notes at the start of the term, while Tyler hesitated for a bit, worried about putting his family—which earned practically nothing—into debt. Would he finish college and be able to repay those loans? He simply didn’t know. While Ian and Chloe took the federal maximum ($5,500), Tyler accepted only the $3,500 subsidized loan. Chloe applied for her loan toward the end of September, hoping to avoid borrowing by working, but did not receive the funds until early December.

      
      
        
          
            	Table 10. Strategies for covering college costs: WSLS full and subsamples
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Overall
            	Four-Year Starters
            	Two-Year Starters
            	Interview Sample
          

        
        
          
            	
              Loans in first year of college:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with any loan

            
            	
              56

            
            	
              77

            
            	
              25

            
            	
              76

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $4,182

            
            	
              $4,477

            
            	
              $2,881

            
            	
              $4,935

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with federal subsidized loan

            
            	
              61

            
            	
              76

            
            	
              40

            
            	
              72

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $3,212

            
            	
              $3,295

            
            	
              $2,990

            
            	
              $3,764

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with federal unsubsidized loan

            
            	
              27

            
            	
              37

            
            	
              13

            
            	
              44

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $1,965

            
            	
              $2,000

            
            	
              $1,825

            
            	
              $2,033

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with Parent PLUS loan

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              4

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with nonfederal loans

            
            	
              3

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              0

            
            	
              7

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $4,066

            
            	
              $4,731

            
            	
              $3,410

            
            	
              $4,913

            
          

          
            	
              Employment:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Percentage employed (any job)

            
            	
              62

            
            	
              51

            
            	
              76

            
            	
              50

            
          

          
            	
              Average hours worked per week

            
            	
              17.7

            
            	
              13.9

            
            	
              21.1

            
            	
              17.2

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with work-study

            
            	
              12

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              7

            
            	
              11

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $1,157

            
            	
              $1,026

            
            	
              $1,568

            
            	
              $1,554

            
          

          
            	
              Second year of college:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Percentage employed (any job)

            
            	
              66

            
            	
              63

            
            	
              73

            
            	
              63

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with multiple jobs

            
            	
              20

            
            	
              17

            
            	
              25

            
            	
              22

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage working 8 A.M. to 6 P.M.

            
            	
              83

            
            	
              83

            
            	
              83

            
            	
              89

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage working 6 P.M. to 10 P.M.

            
            	
              61

            
            	
              62

            
            	
              59

            
            	
              54

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage working 10 P.M. to 2 A.M.

            
            	
              16

            
            	
              16

            
            	
              16

            
            	
              17

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage working 2 A.M. to 8 A.M.

            
            	
              11

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              14

            
            	
              7

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. “Loans in first year of college” includes only the subsample where financial aid is observed (overall, n = 1,438; four-year starters, n = 827; two-year starters, n = 611; interview sample, n = 44). Questions under “Employment” were part of the fall 2008 survey (overall, n = 2,127; four-year starters, n = 1,146; two-year starters, n = 981, interview sample, n = 50). “Second year of college” questions were part of the fall 2009 survey (overall, n = 1,436; four-year starters, n = 912; two-year starters, n = 524; interview sample. n = 49).

            
          

        
      

      Loan Trouble

      Media reports often highlight former college students who owe federal student loans of $100,000 or more. A reasonable person might wonder how often this happens.20 Overall, six figure loan totals are rare. A student cannot borrow $100,000 in federal loans unless they attend graduate school. Parents who take out PLUS loans can also occasionally borrow over $100,000, but in those cases the parents owns the debt, not the students. Most people with debt in the six figures have multiple degrees, and multiple degrees are strongly correlated with higher incomes.

      An even more serious problem faces people who do not finish degrees and yet have debt. Every student, of course, accepts some risk by going to college, since they know that degrees are earned, not given. But students who get grants, work a job or two, and take out loans are not just risking their time should they fail to graduate. If they end up with debt and without a degree, they are at the greatest risk of defaulting on their loans or falling into delinquency.21 This is why the amount of debt is inversely correlated with the likelihood of loan trouble—the less college you complete, the less debt you have, but the less likely you are to repay.22 Without a college degree, and having forgone years of work experience and seniority to attend college, former undergraduates without degrees can find only low-paying jobs. Even paying off a modest amount of loans puts them in compromising positions. This is the real student debt crisis.

      Private, nonfederal loans create more trouble. These loans come with few of the protections offered by federal loans, and they often carry variable interest rates. And, due to a provision slipped into bankruptcy legislation passed in 2005, they are virtually impossible to discharge in bankruptcy court. There is no cap on how much an undergraduate can borrow in private loans—just how much the bank is willing to lend.23 Facing a net price of more than $15,000, Sophie turned to the private market, with her mother as cosigner, after maxing out her federal loans.24 Discover Loans made Sophie a $7,800 loan for her first year, and she continued take a loan from them each year thereafter.

      With declining family resources and rising net prices, we might expect more students to be utilizing loans. They are. The total number of federal Stafford Loan borrowers is growing quickly. In the decade from 2001–2 to 2011–12, the number of borrowers increased by a whopping 95 percent, from 5.4 million to 10.4 million.25 As a share of all undergraduates, the percentage holding a loan grew from 23 percent to 35 percent. And the share of undergraduates borrowing both subsidized and unsubsidized federal loans grew from 9 percent to 25 percent. 26

      Students from lower-income families are more likely than those from other income groups to use loans. Of course, these students often receive Pell Grants, but as stated previously, those grants do not have nearly the purchasing power they once did. An analysis of bachelor’s degree recipients graduating from public universities in 2007–8 found that 68 percent of students from families earning less than $30,000 per year had an average cumulative debt load of $16,500. That means that, if the family stopped all other spending—which is impossible since it would involve spending nothing on food, shelter, health care, etc.—it would still take all their income for more than six months to repay the loan.

      The situation at the upper end of the income scale is completely different. Just 40 percent of students from families earning $120,000 or more annually hold any student debt at all. The average amount of debt is $14,500. The resulting disparity in the debt-to-income ratio is substantial: low-income families hold student debt amounting to about 70 percent of their income, while wealthier families have student debt amounting to around 10 percent of income (a rate deemed manageable by the financial industry).27

      Evidence from several waves of the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study suggests that between 40 and 50 percent of students borrowing subsidized Stafford Loans took the maximum allowable amount over the past two decades, even after two increases in the maximum. These numbers indicate that students would probably take more if the maximum were higher. Indeed, more than one in four students who borrowed the maximum amount of federal loans in the 2007–8 academic year also took out a private loan or had a parent who took out a federal PLUS loan.28 Thus, even in the face of growing concern about the overall amount of borrowing, there is reason to think that until prices are reduced students from low-income families might be more successful in college if they were willing or able to borrow more.

      Most discussions about student loans focus on how people work to repay their debt after they leave college. But loans are important during college. On the positive side, credit allows students to finance expenses, which sometimes means that they don’t have to work or that they can work fewer hours. Loan dollars can buy supplies, making the difference between buying books for class or going unprepared. But in our study, many students reported a downside: intense, daily worry about loans and debt. That stress can change what it means to be an undergraduate. Psychologically, the moment a student accepts a loan—an action that often does not feel like a choice—they begin paying a price.

      Who Doesn’t Borrow?

      Whether to borrow money for college is a decision that students make and remake throughout their path to a degree. They often start thinking about the possibility of using loans to pay for college several years in advance—it is part of the calculus of whether to attend college at all and also of where to attend. A person from a low-income family who is unwilling to use loans to finance college is less likely to enroll in higher education at all. Since it is nearly impossible for a low-income or middle-income student to attend a for-profit college or university or a private nonprofit without borrowing, students who do not borrow enroll in those sectors at very low rates. They mainly go public.29

      A lot of students follow this path. Even faced with sizable short-term financial constraints when it comes to paying for college, national estimates indicate that 45 percent of students from low-income families who are enrolled in college did not accept the federal loans offered to them. Rates of refusal are notably higher among low-income students. For example, an analysis of 2011–12 data indicates that among students who needed at least $2,000 to cover their college costs (student budget minus the expected family contribution and all grants), 54 percent of students from families earning less than $30,000 took no loans, compared to 41 percent of students from families earning $65,000 to $105,000.30

      Our data suggest that many Pell recipients enter public colleges and universities not sure how they feel about loans and undecided about how they will use credit to finance their degree. Some appear “debt averse” when describing their opinions about loans on a survey, only to accept loans when they are actually offered. Others accept loans while also expressing a strong dislike for debt.

      Regardless of whether their feelings or opinions change, the way many students use loans changes over their time in college. We found that one-third of students took on larger loans in their second year. This may be because as they are closer to completing a degree, they feel more confident that they will graduate and be able to repay their loans. But it’s also possible that they are accepting more loan money because the price of a second year of college is often higher (sometimes substantially so) than the first year, and they can no longer avoid taking loans without dropping out.

      Loan Averse in the Badger State

      My colleague Robert Kelchen and I spent many hours poring over the confidential financial aid records of individuals in the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study, comparing them to their surveys and interviews. Despite their Pell Grants, these students needed to borrow—over 85 percent of them had unmet need exceeding $3,500 (the maximum subsidized Stafford Loan for first-year students), and 72 percent had unmet need of greater than the $5,500 that first-year students may borrow in subsidized and unsubsidized loans.

      We tried to understand who was “loan averse,” who wasn’t, and why. First, we looked at which students were offered loans when they began college, how much subsidized and unsubsidized loan money was offered, and how much was accepted. We were fortunate to be able to obtain this information, since most analysts only have data on the loans accepted and cannot see when students decline loans. Students who declined all of the loans offered to them during their first semester of college, despite having demonstrated financial need, we termed “loan averse.”31 Nineteen percent of students met this criterion.

      Next, we compared students’ decisions to take or refuse loans with their answers to a series of financial questions on our survey. Inconsistencies appeared immediately. We looked at how our students answered one of our survey questions that same semester: “Suppose you could take out a loan up to $10,000 with a 7 percent interest rate. How much money would you take?”

      Students could choose from the following five options: $0, $1,000, $2,500, $5,000, and $10,000. In fall 2008, the interest rate on subsidized student loans was 6.0 percent and for unsubsidized student loans was 6.8 percent.32 We did not tell the students this information in the survey, and their overall responses and level of financial aid knowledge suggested by responses to other questions in the same survey gave us little reason to think that they were aware that the rates we asked about were similar to the actual prevailing rates.33 We called students who said they would take none of the loans they were offered loan averse. Forty-one percent of students were loan averse according to this criterion.

      On the survey, most students were not averse to all forms of debt. However, about 75 percent did not think that debt was a normal part of today’s lifestyle or that taking out loans was a good thing to do.

      We then compared the results from the financial aid records and the surveys. There were many differences between students’ expressed preferences (on the survey) and their borrowing behaviors. The two rarely agreed. Only 52 percent of the time did students indicate on both measures that they were not opposed to taking loans. But only 12 percent agreed on both measures that they were loan averse. The correlation between the survey and administrative measures was not particularly strong (r = .21) and the measures aligned for only 64 percent of the sample. Twenty-nine percent of the sample was classified as loan averse using the survey measure, even though in reality they had accepted loans. On the other side of the spectrum, 7 percent of students who said they would borrow, according to the survey, did not accept loans according to the administrative data.

      Critically, willingness to borrow seems to have nothing to do with a student’s expectations for receiving a financial return on their college degree. The substantial earnings premium that students anticipated from finishing college (a median increase of $20,000) was not related to their stated preferences for borrowing (on the survey) or their actual borrowing behavior.

      The differences between reported preferences and actual behavior could be due to other reasons we didn’t ask about. For example, students might report not wanting to take loans but took them anyway because they had no other options. The apparent disconnect we uncovered illustrates the problem of sorting out who does, and who does not, want to take loans and why.

      Nima Chaudhary is a good example. In general, she abhorred debt but her thinking about student loans was more complicated. On a survey, she agreed that “being in debt is part of today’s lifestyle” but she also agreed “it is hard to get out of debt once you get in debt.” Moreover, she somewhat agreed that “it is wrong to owe money.” In interviews, she explained that her brothers took out sizable loans to attend the University of Wisconsin–Madison, but Nima was worried about putting her family even further into debt, and this concern was a key reason why she enrolled in a technical college instead. But her technical college was not inexpensive. Even living at home, Nima had trouble coming up with enough money for the art supplies she needed for classes. She did not have a computer of her own to do her schoolwork, and she could not afford to eat in the school cafeteria. Perhaps for these reasons, on that same initial survey, she indicated that if she were given the opportunity to take out a loan up to $10,000 at a 7 percent interest rate, she would accept the maximum. When the technical college offered Nima federal subsidized and unsubsidized loans during her first year of college, she initially accepted them—but then she did not complete the paperwork and counseling required for the school to disburse the funds. She said, “I don’t need a lot of things in life, like fancy cell phones or whatever. I just don’t want to worry about all the bills and the things that my parents have to go through.”

      At the same time, Nima desperately wanted to avoid the part-time work available to her, as an aide at a nursing home. Taking a loan might have helped her do this, providing her family with the money needed to replace her work earnings and freeing time for study, but she resisted. During interviews, she proudly reported that she still had no debt.

      Loan aversion is far more complicated than it is often portrayed. It is not a stable characteristic but rather an attitude, sometimes generalized and sometimes specific. It is malleable. Feelings of dislike toward loans evolve in context, and they change over time. Financial counseling, including loan counseling, may affect these choices—but a one-time meeting is unlikely to change someone’s mind. Rather, ongoing (or at least repeated) financial counseling might help students think about their entire strategy for making ends meet and succeeding in college, rather than focusing exclusively on loans.

      Stress

      Loans come with stress created by both the amount of debt owed and a sense that repaying the debt will be difficult.34 Data indicate that low-income people are the most likely to default on their loans. Those defaults often happen on what seem like, in an absolute sense, small loans. Yet those small loans are actually big relative to both debt holders’ current income and their families’ broader financial situations (which rarely include significant assets and instead are full of other forms of debt, including credit cards and payday loan debt).35

      Is loan aversion irrational? Some argue that it is. Most policymakers and researchers think that because college offers the most promising pathway to socioeconomic mobility in the United States, it is reasonable to expect families to take out loans. After all, children almost always outearn their parents, and they are more likely to do so if they attend college.36 Since risk of default is therefore minimal, they think that low-income students and their families should feel comfortable taking on the risk of a loan as an investment because of the greater earning power a degree will bring.37 But the real issue is that these students are at great risk of default because their prospects for degree completion are low and because they disproportionately attend for-profit and community colleges where financial aid is scarce and the price of attendance is high.38

      The assumption that gains in lifetime earnings justify broad utilization of loans overlooks the fact that college income gains are far from certain. While it is certainly true that college enhances mobility overall, low- and moderate-income people cannot be assured that it will lift them into middle class. For example, 38 percent of people from low-income families will remain in the bottom 40 percent of the income distribution even if they earn a college degree. And that is an important “if,” given that only 11 percent of them are likely to complete degrees.39 These realities help explain why students from low-income families are right to question whether borrowing is worthwhile.

      Like many students in the study, Ian Williams accepted the loans he was offered, but his decision to take the loans weighed on him. If he had had more money, Ian said that he would have preferred to avoid taking loans:

      
        It’s stressful to me, I just take every loan I can get and I know I have to pay it back, so I’m budgeting for the future. Like, ok, I’m going to have to pay this amount back every month if I take this. . . . So I’m skeptical in taking out loans—but then again I need it. . . . [If I had more grants] I’d be able to pay the bills and I wouldn’t be focused more on my bills than my books. I’d be mainly focused on my education instead of my bills. It’s scaring me—even though I’m doing my work and I’m getting good grades, I’m still worried about having to pay this money back.

      

      We followed up, asking him “If you didn’t get any financial aid, any loans, would you be in college?” Ian responded, “No, I know I wouldn’t be in college.”

      Ian’s situation illustrates a critical point. In today’s high-price environment the new economics of college means that student loans preserve the ability of many students to attend college at all. They are unlike other financial products—because they are available even to the most economically insecure families without credit checks, and they therefore involve substantial risk for the lender. During the course of this study the U.S. government took over loan origination from banks. This allows funds that used to be spent paying banks to originate loans to go toward funding Pell Grants. But the change also put the federal government on the hot seat, as new questions arose about the terms of student loans and the heavy reliance on them. This debate placed the issue of student loan access for families like Ian’s front and center.40

      Some of our students began working to pay back their loans while they were in college, so they could stop worrying about it. Even though Norbert Webster received far more financial aid than other students in the study, thanks to the Oneida scholarship, and was able to avoid taking loans in college, he still worried about owing money:

      
        I haven’t needed them [loans]. I think that’s actually pretty cool for me because . . . my roommate does have to take out loans and he talks to me about that. Last year he had to take out a parent [PLUS] loan and then this year he took out one for himself, under his name. . . . He’s so stressed about it, like what if he doesn’t do well and has to drop out and pay it right away? And he’s a little worried about that. But I don’t think he’s going to do badly because he is working a lot harder now and going to the library and stuff. It’s a little weird because it’s a situation I haven’t been in myself to understand it, but to hear him talk about it is stressing for me. . . . It does kind of freak me out when he does talk about it because I’m thinking to myself, this could be what it’s like when I do—if I do—have to [take out loans]. It does place a burden on me, getting stressed about it.

      

      In his fourth year of college, Norbert said he wanted to study abroad but knew that his tribal scholarship did not cover those expenses. He thought about taking a small student loan to finance it but decided against it.

      When I Was in College, I Worked—and So Should You

      Many assume the alternative to borrowing is working. There is a common misperception that today’s students are simply facing the same challenges as the students of yesteryear and should not be whining about needing to work to pay for college.

      Lots of Americans feel strongly that working while in college is a positive American tradition.41 It underscores the Protestant ethic and the American commitment to work. Thus, it is reassuring, in a way, to know that the majority of students and parents today share this belief.42

      But the idea that, because a previous generation worked its way through college, this generation can, too, relies on crucial assumptions: that part-time jobs exist, that they pay decent wages, that those wages are enough to help students pay their bills and cover their needs, and that they are scheduled and located in ways that leave enough time left to study.

      In the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study, work was a central strategy that students used in order to pay the bills. However, the character and availability of work for college students has changed, making this strategy much less reliable than it once was.

      Working Today

      Stacey, a young woman with brown hair falling into her eyes, sat in the second row of my Sociology of Education course at UW–Madison, watching as I delivered the term’s fourth lecture. She took a few notes, nodding along, leaning forward at first, then back. As I talked and paced the room of forty-five undergraduates, it was easy to lose sight of her, as she blended in with the rest of the juniors and seniors—that is, until her head went down and she folded in a heap on her desk. Now she had my attention: she was asleep.

      I was offended. Here I was, teaching at the state’s flagship university, struggling to do research while teaching a full load, and this student had the nerve to nap in my class! I paced over to her and tapped her desk. She woke, and I glared at her. After class, I told her to come see me during office hours. I had no idea what I would say or what good it would do, but I did not want her to nap though my lecture again.

      Three days later, Stacey came into my office and took a seat. I said hello and asked a simple question, “What is going on?” I awaited her answer, expecting a stuttered apology and little more. Maybe she thought I was boring. Maybe she and her friends had gone out too late the night before. Maybe she had been drunk. These were a few of my assumptions.

      I was wrong. Copps, the grocery store located two miles from campus, pays a higher wage for employees who work the night shift. That was an offer that Stacey could not pass up. Several days a week, she left school and traveled to Copps to stock shelves from 11 P.M. until 6 A.M., before returning home to change her clothes, drink some coffee, and come to my class. She was motivated, the first in her family to attend college, and trying her best to make ends meet, but she was also exhausted. School and work were both required, but they were not coming together the way she had planned. As her professor, I knew none of this—until I asked.

      Sixty-two percent of our students, who all began college with a full-time course load and a Pell Grant, worked during their first year of college (see table 10). Work was especially common among two-year college students: even though they were enrolled in college full time, 76 percent of them worked. Overall, the students in our survey averaged almost eighteen hours a week on the job, while those at two-year colleges averaged twenty-one. Most of their work (81%) took place off campus. Like Stacey, 23 percent of our students in their second year of college worked between the hours of 10 P.M. and 8 A.M. Some 20 percent of these Pell recipients worked more than twenty hours a week while taking at least twelve college credits per term.

      Times have changed. In 1960, 25 percent of full-time college students between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four worked while enrolled.43 Five decades later, national statistics show that over 70 percent of undergraduates are working (this is on average, not for Pell recipients only). Twenty percent of all undergraduate students are employed full time, year-round. Among those working part time (52% of all students), half work more than twenty hours a week (26% of all students).44 Employment is not limited to older students—40 percent of people age sixteen to twenty-four who are enrolled in college full time are working, and 64 percent of them are clocking at least twenty hours a week.45

      Considering the billions of dollars that the public, the students, and their families are spending on college, all this time working may be far from optimal. Too much work decreases the chances of graduating.46 Working through college not only threatens degree completion but also crowds out social activities. Things like school-related events, organizations, clubs, or leisure time are important, yet long working hours limit a student’s ability to participate, shutting out opportunities for social connections.47 Economist Rajeev Darolia found that five or fewer hours of work per week was associated with a higher grade point average. More than fifteen hours a week had no impact on grades.48 But sociologist Robert Bozick found that working more than twenty hours per week during the first year of college is associated with higher dropout rates.49

      Indeed, work takes on a different meaning, and may have more negative consequences, when it is mandatory rather than optional and requires long hours. Many studies conducted over the last thirty years suggest that students who work more than twenty hours a week are less likely to graduate.50

      Inequities in undergraduate employment mirror those in the broader population: people from families with less money work longer hours. In 2003, a study in the Review of Higher Education found that 52 percent of students from the bottom fifth of the family income distribution reported working extensively, compared to 37 percent of students from the highest fifth.51 The college students working the most paid hours are the ones with the least time to spare. Students from lower-income families are more likely to struggle with academics in college so need more time to devote to classes and studying. Unlike their wealthier counterparts, Pell recipients often do not experience the type of rigorous college preparatory curricula in high school that can make much college course work a breeze. Pell recipients also tend to carry more familial obligations. The bottom line: time spent at work may reduce the odds of degree completion for Pell recipients even more than it does for wealthier students.

      Typically, society pictures undergraduates working part-time jobs on weekends or full time during the summer. While some students do work these schedules, many work during class times or at night. Sometimes students work two or even three jobs at a time.

      Of course, while there can be academic costs to working during college, there may be some benefits as well. Some studies indicate that working while in school teaches time management, instills students with a sense of responsibility, and builds a strong work ethic.52 One reason for the popularity of work-study programs is that most Americans agree that some work while in school is a productive use of time and may even help keep students out of trouble and aid in their productivity. Many students we interviewed agreed, stating that working allowed them an opportunity to get their homework done. One student reflected on her job as a break from her hectic life and consequentially preferred longer shifts because, “it’s better than studying at home because it’s so noisy there and stuff like that.” Another student said that even though juggling work and school could be a balancing act, she liked that she “could do her homework during that time, so that was really helpful.” Yet other students found that work built camaraderie and social support between them and their coworkers, as in the case of a student who recounted, “I kick it with a lot of girls that I go to work with.”

      New to College but Experienced on the Job

      Some students work in college is because they have always worked, or at least they worked during high school. Matt, a non-Hispanic white man, worked in a factory for seven months before he enrolled in a university. He explained: “I wanted a better job than working in a factory my whole life. That’s why I came to college.” During his first semester he took eighteen credits and expected to complete a bachelor’s degree in four years. But his financial situation felt precarious, and he decided that he needed to work: “I’ve always had back-up money, money in my savings account that I could fall back on if I needed it, and it’s kind of depleted now that I’m in college. Expenses arise, and I just feel kind of financially insecure.”

      After receiving nearly $10,000 in grants, Matt was still about $10,000 short of what he needed to pay for college—at least according to the official calculation, which we know often underestimates the price students really face. Matt told us that he thought every day “about every bad thing that could happen” and wondered how he would cope financially. So he accepted the maximum available student loans, $5,500, and began working forty hours per week as a certified nursing assistant at a nursing home.

      In fall 2008, when our study began, the minimum wage in Wisconsin was $6.50 per hour. A year later it went up to $7.25 per hour where it remains today.53 A student working twenty hours per week, fifty-two weeks a year at minimum wage in 2008 would gross $6,760. Many students work more than one job.

      When we asked Matt if working improved his financial situation, he replied, “Not really, the bills . . . I don’t know, they add up, and I wouldn’t survive if I wasn’t working as much.”

      Given his work schedule, Matt cut back on school, taking just enough credits to qualify as a full-time student: nine credits during the regular semester and a three-credit class during the winter interim period. At that point, he began to say that it might take longer than four years to finish school, depending on how much he worked. The next semester, Matt added a second job.

      When asked later how long it would take for him to graduate, Matt laughed and said, “Never, at the rate I’m going.” He explained that making progress toward his degree “seems like it’s taking forever.” Yet college still seemed worth it.

      Many high school students are like Matt. In a longitudinal study that followed a group of ninth graders in Saint Paul, Minnesota, starting in 1987, sociologist Jeylan Mortimer found that working while in high school was common and seemed to positively predict college enrollment. She also found that while working in college was not positively correlated with graduating (the reverse is true)—compared to other students, those who worked on a steady basis throughout high school were much more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree within seven years of high school graduation.54

      Norbert Webster’s mother encouraged him to work while in high school. She wanted him to save money so that he would not have to work during his early years of college. “Since my first year of high school [my mother] told me that we had to start saving up for school—she really did not want me to have a job while I’m here [in college] because she wanted me to focus on school. She told me to save my money for when I’m here . . . so I could get used to the environment and not worry about juggling school and work and focus.” He did as he was told. In his first year of high school, Norbert took a job as a dishwasher at the hotel where his mother worked. He worked each night from 5 P.M. to 9 P.M. and then began working weekends as a housekeeper in the same hotel. During his last year of high school he worked sixteen hours a week. “I created a savings account and put $100 a week (half of my earnings) into that account from my paycheck.” This enabled him to buy a used car and put the remainder toward college.

      The work earnings (almost $8,000), coupled with an uncommonly generous scholarship from his tribe, made it possible for Norbert to focus on academics during the first year of college without needing to work or borrow. During the following summer, he worked ten hours a week in the accounting department at the Oneida Casino and worked weekends in housekeeping at a hotel, because he, like Matt, felt financially insecure without a cushion from some savings.

      Studying While Underemployed

      It was not always possible for students in our study who sought work to find jobs. Studies of undergraduate employment tend to simply measure whether students are working. But we found that among the 34 percent of our students who were not employed during their second year of college, more than half had looked for work in the last month but had been unable to find a job. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics definitions, they were in the labor force—not out of it.55 In 2008, the year the students in the study began college, the Wisconsin unemployment rate for eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds with a high school diploma was 11.5 percent. A year later, the youth unemployment rate in Wisconsin jumped to almost 23 percent in 2009. It remained high during the period of this study—in 2010 it was 18 percent and in 2011 it was 24 percent. The lack of available jobs may have caused some students to focus on attaining college degrees, since they knew there were few options in the job market. At the same time, the economy made it difficult to find work needed to generate the funds to pay for school. Students who are not seeking work are not technically considered part of the workforce—while those who wish to work but cannot find it are unemployed, and those who want to work more hours but cannot get them are considered underemployed. Unemployment and underemployment experiences were common. One student felt that even though he kept applying for jobs, he was never applying at the right time. He said, “When I apply, they stop hiring and stuff or whatever, so I’m kinda always late, which kinda sucks.” Underemployment, we found, was more common in Milwaukee, a problem discussed in chapter 8.

      Real Work

      Sometimes the work students did in college was physically demanding, reducing the energy they had available for school. Seeking to avoid loans, Nima Chaudhary worked as a certified nursing assistant at a nursing home in order to finance her degree in graphic design. She told us, “It’s really hard because you have a lot of responsibility—all the people you have to care for are under your watch so you have to be really, really careful. I work the night shift from 10 P.M. until 6 A.M. And I don’t really get to punch out at 6 A.M. because I still have to take out the garbage and I don’t finish on time.”

      She wished for a different job that was “cleaner and had less back strain. I have to lift heavy people and turn them over.” Before starting the second year of college, Nima left the job, explaining:

      
        It was so stressful. I can’t take the risk of people falling. I was really scared—one time there was a resident and I was with him the whole time and he kind of slipped, and the nurse thought he fell. . . . Every time I go there I have so much nervousness and anxiety in my stomach. There are some residents who talk dirty to you. They’re old and not thinking right. It wasn’t worth it—it was twelve dollars an hour for the whole night shift on the weekends. My parents are disappointed because they want me to work hard so I won’t have to ask them [for money] all the time. . . . I just need to get a job. I want to help my mom a lot, because I see that her hands, her wrinkled face, and feet all swollen.

      

      Nima went to college in order to escape this sort of work. Her father was disabled, and Nima wanted to earn a college degree in order to help her family have a better life. But the family could not survive losing Nima’s wages as she pursued school, and so she worked—and felt pressured to work in positions that left her too tired for school. She was facing impossible choices, and while describing them during interviews she often cried.

      No Time to Spare, and No Money, Either

      There is another major obstacle that undergraduates who work their way through college face. Part-time jobs involving relatively light tasks like clerking at a store or stocking grocery shelves may seem flexible, but flexibility comes with a cost—they are a form of very loose employment with no minimum weekly (or daily) hour guarantees. Researchers Charlotte Alexander and Anna Haley-Lock explain: “The reality faced by many low wage job holders . . . is no longer one of overwork, but rather of underwork. As firms seek to align their labor expenditures closely with customer demand, they employ a variety of cost-cutting strategies, including replacing permanent jobs with temporary work, converting full-time to part-time employment, classifying workers as independent contractors instead of employees, and relying on ‘just-in-time’ scheduling to make finely tuned adjustments to workers’ hours during the week, day, and evening shift.”56

      In underwork situations, the number of hours of work available changes from day to day and week to week. Workers—including student workers—may have their shifts canceled suddenly or be sent home early from a partial shift without first having earned the money they need to survive. They have to be “on call,” without pay, ready to come to work at a moment’s notice, and are also asked to stay late at the last minute. Workers who cannot fulfill these fast-shifting scheduling requirements may be terminated. This instability is the downside of flexibility.

      While many low-income workers experience underwork and haphazard scheduling, students must grapple with the ways these phenomena interfere with school.57 Caught in this dilemma, our students wondered if they made the right decisions. One woman asked: “Is it even worth it to work all these hours and go to school? You’re supposed to be going to school to get a good job, not sitting here working all these small jobs to go to school. Do you know what I mean? That’s what I never understood about college.”

      The combination of low, limited, and insecure hours and wages available for college students can create a substantial income problem and a simultaneous time bind, as students juggle the logistics of competing demands between work and school.58 Class attendance is crucial for learning and for securing the grades required to make progress toward graduation, stay in college, and retain financial aid. When students miss class because of a schedule change, their professors don’t simply overlook it. Attendance is expected, and absences can lead to lower grades, incompletes, or the denial of course credit. But if students instead choose school over work, they may lose the job that allows them to pay for college.

      Real Lives

      Student work is not merely “low wage,” it is low paid. As Chloe Johnson learned, this makes it hard to make ends meet, and wreaks havoc on the pursuit of a degree.

      When Chloe started college she tried to avoid going into debt by working not one but two jobs. She had already sold her horse to help cover her family’s expected family contribution, and hard work was nothing new to her. “When I graduated from high school I had two jobs—PetSmart and the A&W Drive-In—and I picked up a third job at a bait shop during the summer. . . . My idea of a day off was working only one job. Otherwise, I was working every day.”

      As she began the first year of a vet technician program at a technical college, Chloe thought that her jobs would align with her class schedule because she usually worked evenings. PetSmart required her to do a variety of tasks that she felt competent doing, including cashiering, stocking, and grooming dogs and cats. Having worked for the company for two years, she felt like a senior employee plus she enjoyed the work since it gave her a chance to spend time with animals. But Chloe was unable to find a job in the franchise’s location nearest to campus and instead had to commute to a store thirty miles away. Her commute home from work took fifty-five minutes. Chloe found a weekend job at Kohl’s Department Stores, closer to her apartment. But the Kohl’s job was not a replacement for PetSmart. Because each job paid just above minimum wage, Chloe needed them both.

      From September until November, Chloe spent hours in the car, driving from home to school to work and back home again. She began her days with a half a pot of coffee. “I get down whatever I can before I have to leave. Some mornings I wake up and keep hitting the snooze button. All of a sudden, in ten minutes I am supposed to be out the door. I get up, get dressed, throw on whatever I can find, brush my teeth, and leave. I usually don’t eat breakfast—I am just not hungry.”

      Here’s what Chloe’s schedule looked like. Each day she drove forty-five minutes to school. “On Tuesdays and Thursdays I start [classes] at 7:30 A.M. and go until 3:30 P.M., and on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays I start at 9 A.M. and go until 12.” She then drove thirty-five or forty minutes to work, where she remained until 10 or 10:30 P.M., before driving almost an hour home. On the weekends, she worked as well. Days off were rare.

      Soon, juggling full-time work (forty hours a week), twelve hours a week of driving, and a full course load began to take its toll. There was left very little time for studying. “More than a couple of times I would fall asleep during my 7:30 A.M. class. I would get there and I am trying to stay awake and doing the ‘head bob,’ and before you know it my head is in my book. And every once in a while I woke up with a puddle of drool.”

      Chloe’s grades began to suffer, and she worried about whether she was taking too many courses. She went ahead and applied for a loan, hoping it would help out. And then in mid-November, PetSmart cut her hours. “I have no idea why. I just wasn’t scheduled, and that made me nervous,” she reported. She used the loan that had just arrived to pay her bills and did not immediately seek another job. But it was too late in the semester to repair the damage done to her grades.

      Chloe’s approach felt necessary, but it was risky. Not only did her long work hours compromise her grades, but they also put her financial aid in jeopardy.

      What about Work-Study?

      The Federal Work-Study Program is intended to help students work to pay for college while providing only minimal distractions from school. An on-campus job is in many ways an ideal situation. Compared to an off-campus gig, the location reduces commuting time. Campus employers are often more able to offer students steady hours (at least during the term), and they are usually willing to align regular schedules with student course work. The wages earned in work-study are part of the student’s financial aid package and do not count as part of the federal needs analysis in the next year’s aid application. And in the best scenarios, on-campus jobs help students connect with faculty and staff in ways that enhance their academic programs.

      While the premise of Federal Work-Study is simple and promising, securing a work-study job is difficult and the jobs do not always pay off as planned. This is especially true at community colleges, where the number of eligible students and their total financial need simply dwarf total work-study funds. The federal formula that determines institutional allocations has not been revised in many decades.59 Inequities have emerged. Today, far more resources flow to private colleges and universities.60 Thus, while some Ivy League schools have sufficient resources for work-study and employ Pell recipients to clean bathrooms and residence halls using those resources (rather than hiring unionized staff),61 the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee is able to provide only about one in ten eligible students with a work-study position. Of the six students profiled in this book—all of whom had significant financial need—only Sophie was offered work-study funds from the financial aid office. Just 12 percent of our students received that support, including just 2 percent of students who, like, Ian went to college in Milwaukee. Sophie’s institution, which has far fewer Pell recipients compared to other schools, has the largest work-study budget on a per-student basis. Even after taking loans, Sophie needed to work (since her family had financial challenges not included in the federal needs analysis) and she was fortunate that her university had sufficient work-study funds available to help her.

      Many students rightly call work-study “potential” money. It is allocated in the financial aid package. But just because a student has work-study funds in their financial aid package does not mean that she will be able to use those funds to cover her expenses. Getting a check from work-study funds first requires that the student identify and secure a work-study job. If she does not do this by midyear, institutions typically rescind the offer and reallocate the funds to other students. Since the clock is ticking, getting a work-study job quickly is especially important, but the benefits of work-study are often unclear to students. The process of finding a work-study job can be confusing, too. Consider these two exchanges:

      
        Interviewer: Did you get work-study in your financial aid package?

        Student: Yes, I did. That’s $2,400 they figure into my package. But I haven’t gotten any of that because I’m not working.

        Interviewer: How did that happen?

        Student: They actually didn’t offer me a job. I applied to some jobs to try and get one but I didn’t end up receiving one.

      

      The student above was expecting his university to provide information about available work-study positions and help him secure one. He is not alone. Another student explained why she did not have a work-study position: “I had work-study last year, and basically if you don’t use it, it evaporates. You don’t get it. I have work-study for this semester as well and for next semester. I’m kind of irritated with the concept because I’m kind of bitter about not being able to get a job through campus housing, and I can’t use my work-study at Forever 21. I asked them, and they won’t let me.” We asked if she tried to use university information services to find a work-study job. She responded:

      
        Well, there is a website that posts university jobs, nonuniversity jobs and it indicates if work-study is required. I looked at all of them. There was a couple that I was going to apply to. I got lazy and I never applied to them. [My job at] Forever 21 was a spur of the moment thing. I kind of just seized it. But by the time I was hired, and I asked them about work-study, they were like, “Yeah, it doesn’t happen that way. We don’t have work-study.” So work-study to me—I don’t know if I have the wrong concept of what exactly it is—but to me the only real perk that I saw out of it is that you don’t have to pay taxes on it, which is great. That’s huge, but besides that, I’m still going to get a job, and I’m still trying to get money whether or not it’s work-study money or just a paycheck.

      

      Work-study allocations are also limited on a per-student basis, which means that a work-study student is a good deal for a university employer until the funds run out.62 Since the work-study salary comes from a separate account than other departmental expenses, faculty and researchers like myself often hire work-study students. We pay little, and we are happy with the arrangement—until the funds expire. At that point, the employer often ends the position without warning. The student, who does not know how the funding works (and frequently does not know about the employer subsidy), often doesn’t know what happened. The job simply ends.

      The Upside Downside

      Despite an American cultural commitment to hard work and a popular sense that working during college is expected, earning too much can result in students losing eligibility for federal financial aid. For students, the loss of aid can feel sudden and unexpected. Their ability to finish school may be jeopardized.

      Sophie learned this the hard way. Her mom was unemployed when she began college, so even though the federal government estimated that her family could contribute $3,939 to the cost of her college, they could not. Sophie had to cover it. Given her financial needs, she took federal and private loans, worked on campus at a work-study job, and also found a job at the local mall for thirty hours a week. The job frustrated Sophie because the shift schedule was rarely announced even a week in advance. Her hours fluctuated, making it hard to plan for school, hard to participate in on-campus activities, and especially hard to pay the rent. The more she worked, the less involved she could be in campus clubs, but when there were fewer shifts available at work she did not have enough money to get by. She and her boyfriend decided to live together and share resources to try to help each other out, but he was laid off twice from part-time jobs.

      Sophie got a little relief midway through her first year of college, when the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars selected her to receive its $3,500 grant. She noted that this private philanthropy was paying for about half of her grant aid. “They’re giving me this—I should be grateful, and I am.”

      But then Sophie got caught in the downside of income gains. During the year, her mom finally secured a good job that paid $35,401 a year, causing an increase in her expected family contribution to $6,323. But that was just the beginning of a cascade of changes. The financial aid letter for the second year of college told the tale. Her mom’s income made Sophie ineligible for the Pell Grant and the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant. Moreover, since the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars Grant required Pell eligibility, she lost that grant as well. To top it off, the grant she got for good grades in high school was for the first year of college only. The nearly $7,000 in grants she’d received the prior year were no longer part of her aid package. So, for her second year of college, Sophie’s own share of the bill (even now that her mother could cover the expected family contribution) had increased by about $3,000. She didn’t know what to do: “I don’t look at the numbers; I just hide the numbers under my pillow. . . . The way that it [the financial aid] changed so much from last year to this year, I honestly don’t even know what to expect for next year. I guess I’ll just wait and be surprised because I just . . . I honestly . . . I don’t even know how to begin to predict what they . . . how it’s going to change.”

      Sophie had reached high for college—she was attending arguably one of the best schools in the state—but the promises of financial aid did not match the reality.

      
        When you’re in high school you just think you’ll get financial aid in college. Well, yeah, you can get financial aid, but there’s still a lot more that aid does not cover that you have to come up with. I think it’s a little “catch”—[it seems like] all financial aid will take care of you and it doesn’t. There are a lot of things that you don’t really realize, like book expenses and food expenses and all this stuff. You don’t really necessarily think about until you have to pay for it, and then all of a sudden you’re like “whoa, whoa, whoa.”

      

      The federal government is not out to get students like Sophie. The requirement that students refile the FAFSA for each year of college, even when they remain enrolled at the same institution, is part of an effort to ensure that students with need—and only students with need—receive federal grant aid. An annual look at families’ finances allows financial aid officers to identify students who need more help and to remove aid from those who seem like they need less help. But students like Sophie can be caught off guard. Without grants, they and their parents can only turn to loans and longer work hours.

      “Being in school is just exhausting. Mentally and physically, it’s just exhausting,” Sophie reported midway through her second year. But she felt she had to persist: “As far as I’m concerned, I don’t have a choice [about continuing in school] because I am on a lot of loans to be here, and, if I don’t finish, those loans become due immediately. That’s a lot of money that I don’t have. [ . . . ] And there’s only one college graduate in my entire family on both sides, which is a lot of people. We have over a hundred people, and there’s only one college graduate, so I’m going to make it two.”

      That semester, Sophie’s income fell several hundred dollars short of her expenses each month. Her mom tried to help by paying for her daughter’s health insurance and the cell phone bill, and Sophie looked for another job. “There’s only so much she [my mother] can do,” she said. Meanwhile, financial pressures were always front and center. “I’ve become this money freak,” Sophie sighed. “I’m always worried about money.”

      When Sophie’s mom tried to get a better job, she most likely did not know that the financial aid system exacts an implicit tax on parental income.63 It is easy to assume that the more money parents earn, the less expensive college is for their children. But this is not what happened to Sophie. When parents’ salaries increase while students are enrolled in college, students are financially harmed unless their parents are able to make up for lost financial aid with an equal contribution to college expenses. More specifically, parents need to cover both the expected family contribution (which rises along with income) and the lost financial aid in order to hold the student harmless. In other words, since an extra dollar of parental income reduces the child’s college grants by at least twenty-two cents, then the students’ costs will rise if the parent does not spend at least twenty-two cents of the new dollar of income on college. Many parents, especially those who have accrued debt while unemployed, cannot or do not do this.64 In those cases, when parental income increases, the net price the student must pay also increases.65

      When a Pell recipient’s expected family contribution rises during college, it may be a sign of trouble. Forty percent of our students who attended a public university saw their expected family contribution increase between their first and second year of college. The median increase was $1,215. Between their second and third years, 36 percent of those who remained enrolled saw an increase with a median of $1,312. Twenty to thirty percent of those students experiencing increases in their expected family contribution each year lost their Pell Grant and all other aid conditional on Pell eligibility.66 Unless their families were willing and able to pay both the increased expected family contribution and covered the lost grant aid, those students’ net price for college grew more expensive. The perverse result is that children whose parents are unemployed worry about losing aid if their families’ income increases.67

      The federal needs analysis pays no attention to family debt. Maybe this is because parents might go into debt to help their children qualify for more financial aid, or perhaps debt is omitted because federal aid formulas were originally determined in the years before the recent explosion in personal debt. At the same time, the federal needs analysis uses just a single prior year of income from tax returns, failing to make the sorts of distinctions that social scientists have repeatedly found matter to children’s educational opportunities. Families living with persistently low incomes for decades experience very different circumstances than those who suffer a temporary loss of income. Lower middle-class families with steady incomes provide different opportunities than families with spottier employment records who circulate in and out of needing the social safety net for support.68

      The blunt and clumsy manner in which the financial aid system fails to take into account these nuanced issues can create stress for families. One woman sat down for an interview with us and made an announcement: “A month ago my dad got a job! It was just like ta- da!” The interviewer congratulated her and then asked, ‘How do you think that is going to change things?’ ‘It’s really helped him . . . he feels like a new person. And my mom has been working less because of it, which is fantastic!” She explained how her mother now had time to spend with her sister, which was important for the family. But in the next breath, her tone changed and she began to cry: “But as far as what else has changed, there is kind of like this fear now. My dad’s worried because all that money I got from financial aid was because he was unemployed, and now he’s scared because he is employed I’m not going to get that again. But just because he’s employed doesn’t mean they have any money. They can’t pay for my college. . . . So it’s like a bittersweet thing, really completely reversed.” Today’s financial aid system leads undergraduates to worry about the adverse side effects of their parents’ good fortunes.

      After parsing the complex systems students must navigate to pay for college, let’s look at the students themselves. Are they to blame, as many policymakers allege? Are they making poor personal, academic, and financial choices?
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      On Their Own

      What kind of decisions do students make when the grants, loans, and money they earn from employment aren’t enough?

      Our students tried lots of things. Many tried to cut costs, making changes to what they purchased and how they spent their time. Some tried to add more hours of work. Some were saved by unexpected interventions. And others seemed to get in their own way, making difficult situations worse.

      With thousands of dollars in unmet need as they began school, financial challenges emerged for many students right away. Midway through the first semester, 78 percent of students we surveyed said that they were having at least a little difficulty paying their bills, with 25 percent having a lot of difficulty. Many were surprised. About one in three indicated that they were “having more problems affording college than I expected.”

      Most saw the writing on the wall. Almost 90 percent of students were at least a little upset or worried that they did not have enough money to pay for the things they needed in order to attend college. Forty percent were very or extremely upset. Just 9 percent of students felt confident that they could pay for college and resolve any financial challenges they would face without needing to drop out. Conversely, when we asked the students to rate their level of worry about not having enough money to pay for the things they needed in order to attend college on a 1–5 scale (with 5 being the most worried), 40 percent rated their level of worry at least a 4.

      Money troubles directly affect schoolwork when they lead students to forgo the books or supplies they need for class. During their first semester of college, 14 percent of students did not buy some required books or supplies because they could not afford them, and 18 percent did without a computer (see table 11).

      
      
        
          
            	Table 11. Actions taken due to lack of funds in the first year of college: WSLS students
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Percentage
          

        
        
          
            	
              Did not buy all required books and supplies

            
            	
              14

            
          

          
            	
              Did without a computer

            
            	
              18

            
          

          
            	
              Reduced utility usage

            
            	
              21

            
          

          
            	
              Put off paying bills

            
            	
              22

            
          

          
            	
              Postponed medical or dental care

            
            	
              23

            
          

          
            	
              Increased amount of time spent working

            
            	
              38

            
          

          
            	
              Borrowed money; used credit cards more

            
            	
              39

            
          

          
            	
              Stopped or cut back on driving

            
            	
              49

            
          

          
            	
              Changed food shopping or eating habits

            
            	
              70

            
          

          
            	
              Cut back on social activities/entertainment

            
            	
              80

            
          

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Sample includes WSLS students who responded to the first-year survey questions on financial adjustments (n = 1,997).

            
          

        
      

      For Pell recipients, making ends meet in college requires careful planning and work. Generally, students devoted a great deal of care and attention to stretching limited resources. One woman who received a maximum Pell Grant described how she spent the living expenses check she received after tuition and fees were paid:

      
        I don’t spend it on luxury items, I don’t buy stuff that I just want. I actually never really have, unless there’s a need for it. Three weeks ago, I went and got some nice black pants, which you need for college business, for interviews, etc. It’s my only pair of black pants and I got a nice button-up shirt because you need to look nice for interviews. Other than that it’s just, you know, dues for the sorority or stuff if I need it for classes or for college. I try not to go out and buy food too much, I don’t spend a lot on food, but I do try to buy like some applesauce and milk. Just breakfast items. I do have some snack items, hot chocolate, but other than that it’s just . . . I can get by without buying luxury items.

      

      Even a clear-headed, focused student like Norbert Webster who had almost all of his college costs covered found it hard to feel financially secure. By his second year of college, Norbert began working in order to have spending money and savings for emergencies. His search for a part-time job was extensive, since he wanted to work only on weekends because he did not want to disrupt his studies: “I’m a little nervous about how to work out the schedule since I have this routine and I don’t want to affect it. Right now on the weekends all I do is read and hang out with a buddy in the dorm. So it’s going to be a little different because on weekends I’m not going to be able to do as much schoolwork, so I’m going to have to get more of it done during the week. So I’m a little worried about it, but I hope it plays out well.”

      Norbert’s concerns were justified. When he started working in the fall of his second year, he was scheduled for twenty-five hours a week, working weekends plus Tuesday and Thursday evenings. He reported that it was “too much.” “I would need to study for class or do homework but I had to work until 9:30 P.M. and go to the library after that, studying for three or four hours.” After several months, Norbert reduced his work hours to fifteen per week, cutting his weekly take-home pay from $150 to ninety dollars. He was lucky his employer allowed this, and even more fortunate he could make ends meet on the lower amount. “It was still fine because I was just saving for my ‘consumer money’ that I would spend on video games and chips and all of that fun college stuff.” To save money, Norbert moved in with roommates off campus and learned to cook.

      The majority of our students (60%) tried to make do without credit cards, even though at the time almost four in five Americans used at least one.1 One in four students had one credit card, 9 percent had two or three, and just 6 percent had more than three cards. First-generation students were much more likely than continuing-generation students to have and use a credit card to cope with financial needs (43% of children of high school graduates vs. 30% of children with bachelor’s degree–holding parents).

      The number of credit cards a student held did not vary according to their expected family contribution, but the size of their balances did. Seventy-six percent of Pell recipients with a nonzero expected family contribution owed less than $100 on their cards, compared to 58 percent of students with a zero expected family contribution. The latter group was three times as likely to owe between $500 and $1,000. Clearly, students with fewer resources looked to credit when other options ran out.

      Getting Lucky

      Many of our students spent their first semester of college muddling through, doing the best they could. But midway through the term, 40 percent of them (twelve hundred students in all) got a surprise in the mail. A letter from the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars revealed that additional grant aid was on the way. None of the students knew why—they knew only what the letter told them.

      The Wisconsin Scholars Grant provided welcome relief for those who received it. Sophie Schmidt’s unmet need (since she had already accepted all federal loans) was (temporarily) cut to less than $400. The grant diminished Nima Chaudhary’s unmet need by more than one-third, and reduced Ian Williams’s by a little more than half. They were happy and surprised. Nima said that this was the second most important lottery she had ever won—the first was the visa lottery won by her mother that enabled them to leave Nepal for America.2

      Good fortune continued to shape the course of Ian’s college experience, making it increasingly possible for him to make it through college despite inadequate financial aid. A counselor at his school nominated him for a private scholarship aimed at encouraging men of color to go into business administration, and he won. As the years went by, college became easier and easier for him to afford.

      Chloe Johnson was not so lucky. While she, too, had been selected for the Wisconsin Scholars Grant, she never opened the letter. It was probably lost in the shuffle as she ran from home to work to school. In any case, she was no longer enrolled by the time the funds arrived.

      
        Text of Award Letter from the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars

        October 22, 2008

        Dear Student,

        Congratulations! We are delighted that you were selected to receive a grant from the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars, Inc. (FFWS) for the 2008–2009 academic year. The FFWS was established by John P. and Tashia F. Morgridge to provide grants to graduates of Wisconsin public high schools to attend colleges and universities of the University of Wisconsin and Wisconsin Technical College Systems. You can view more information about the FFWS at www.ffws.org. The recipients of the FFWS grants were chosen from a group of eligible students through a random selection process completed at the office of the Wisconsin Higher Educational Aids Board (HEAB). The amount of your grant is $3500/year if you are a four year student and $1800/year if you are a two year student; you will receive half of the grant in the fall semester and half in the spring semester. The grant is available to you for up to ten semesters, if you continue to meet the eligibility criteria. We hope to maintain active communication with you throughout your college experience and beyond. Our dream for you is that you will successfully complete a degree and leave college with less debt than you might have otherwise had and with the skills, knowledge and willingness to contribute to our society.

        There are a few steps that you need to take to accept and receive this grant.

        
          1. verify your eligibility

          2. acknowledge and accept the grant and

          3. consent to the release of your high school and college academic and financial information to the FFWS from: your current school, the Department of Public Instruction (DPI) and the HEAB.

          4. Return the completed Form in the envelope provided.

        

        Once I receive your completed and signed document, I will send you instructions to enroll in our secure, recipient information system on the web. This will be the means by which I communicate with you most often and by which you can communicate with other recipients. It will also be the system where your academic and financial data will be stored. Once you are enrolled, your school will be notified of your receipt of the FFWS grant and the money will be sent to your school for distribution to you. We wish you the best in your college endeavors and look forward to meeting you.

      

      Are the Wrong Students Going to College?

      Of course, not all of our students made responsible financial decisions. As with many adolescents, they were sometimes not good money managers. Were it not for financial aid, college would have been entirely out of reach for Tyler Olson. He received the maximum Pell Grant ($4,731), the Wisconsin Higher Education Grant ($2,980), and $1,400 from the state’s Talent Incentive Program. Still, Tyler had to come up with about $5,600 to cover the costs his university estimated he needed to get through his first year (and, as noted earlier, estimates of that sort are often low). He took out a federally subsidized loan of $3,500 and planned to work to come up with the rest.

      It was not easy. During Tyler’s first two years of college he put off paying bills and postponed the medical care associated with his blood disorder. He tried to lower his bills by reducing driving, cutting back on food shopping, and forgoing a laptop and books he needed for school. He turned to credit cards to finance what he could not afford; by the second year of college he carried a balance of $1,000. He worked an array of jobs, including a gig for Yahoo, a stint as a bouncer at a local bar, and a roofing job, but he never held one job for very long. Sometimes he donated plasma, for which he received twenty dollars per visit. Roofing and siding work was more lucrative, paying twenty-five dollars an hour and offering seven or eight hours of work a day, but it was hard, physical labor.

      Stress took a toll on Tyler’s health. He slept about four hours a night and sometimes had trouble staying awake during the day. He needed to nap almost every day and said that he sometimes didn’t have enough energy to get things done. When he began college, he judged himself as extremely good at organizing his time and schedule, but a year later reported that he was performing those duties only “slightly well.” “I planned it out where I had enough financial aid to budget $300 a month in a three-bedroom house to cover everything from heat, water, electricity, cable, Internet, and I’d still have about $400 or $500 a month to spend. So, about $150 each month was extra cash that I could just screw around with from the financial aid I got.”

      Clearly, budgeting was a challenge for Tyler, but it was a problem exacerbated by his lifestyle. He was a young man sorting out who he was and struggling to create an identity while grappling with the desire to have a good time. During the time we spent getting to know Tyler, he found himself in what he called “trouble” at least eight times. There was a disorderly conduct charge for a car accident during his first year of college. He spent several nights in the county jail for infractions, including fighting, deer hunting without a license, and a ticket following a night of drinking that same year, and a ticket for driving while intoxicated. In a way, Tyler was lucky—he was never severely punished by the criminal justice system or his university, and he escaped real tragedy. The story of his life as he told it was a series of near-fails. The researcher who interviewed him remarked, “You’re always getting out of things—this happens, and that happens, and then something else happens.” He replied, “Everybody who knows me says that, and they always say that someday it is going to run out.”

      Sometimes, especially when he was low on cash, Tyler lamented the choices he had made:

      
        It seems like every time I get my financial aid money I always want to do something good, but I always have to pay off something I screwed up. My aid money is going towards paying for my rent and my car—and me being dumb. On a Friday night I’ll have five to ten beers and then between five to ten shots before I leave to go out, and the same number wherever I end up at. But I don’t really like going to bars, and I don’t really like drinking. You’re not going see me on a Thursday coming home from school or work, if I had a job, and sitting down to crack open a beer. I don’t drink like that. I just drink at parties. . . . I’ve just got to stop screwing up because that’s really taking a lot of my money away from me. It’s my fault—if I wouldn’t have gotten in trouble, I would have been fine.3

      

      In order to pay the repair bills for his 1993 Audi and his mounting legal fees, during his second year of college Tyler took a private loan from Campus Door (offered by Lehman Brothers), put more charges on his credit card, and borrowed money from his father and grandparents. At the same time, he was proud of the fact that he regularly declined the federal unsubsidized loans offered to him and was pleased that his total federal borrowing was low, especially when compared to his brother’s. His brother went to one of the state’s private colleges, and Tyler often spoke of the difference between his debt (over $100,000) and Tyler’s own (just over $10,000 by his third year of college). Of course, that $10,000 federal debt did not include the other sources of credit on which he leaned. Paradoxically, Tyler spoke repeatedly in interviews about his credit score, which was a 745 when he was twenty years old, something he was proud of and closely monitored.4

      Students like Tyler make some people who work in the financial aid system wonder if the system is working. A seasoned financial aid officer with more than thirty years’ experience told me what she had seen happen: “I’m sure we have made strides, but when you look at the big picture, I’m not sure if we’ve gone forward or backward. Tuition then was nowhere what it is today. Financial aid was really meant to cover tuition and fees and books. This whole thing about living expenses—it was there but that money was meant for direct educational expenses. With the expansion of the loan program the whole thing just mushroomed, where now I see students using financial aid as their income. I struggle with that, I do.”

      Is she right? Should students who need funds in order to make ends meet participate in college? Are they cut out for the college experience? This aid officer echoed concerns we heard repeatedly in interviews around the country:5

      
        I wonder if higher education isn’t trying to be all things to all people. From where I sit I don’t know that everyone is college material. I’m not saying that in a negative way—everyone has their gifts and their abilities. But sometimes we push people into avenues that aren’t quite right for them. . . . There’s a group of students that has such life issues that their concentration, their focus, isn’t really on the academic experience. So they come and start classes, and borrow a lot of money. . . . They get stuck at a certain point in time, they have to exit, and take care of whatever life things are going on for them . . . sometimes I feel like we have become a halfway house.

      

      Another financial aid administrator that I spoke with expressed similar sentiments: “At eighteen, incoming freshman today are younger than they were ten or twenty years ago. They are coming to college and don’t have the financial piece figured out. There are lots of ways to figure out how the bill is going to get paid, but there shouldn’t be any students that don’t know how to pay that bill as of September 1 and a lot of students don’t know and don’t pay.” Some students, aid administrators report, are “grateful” while other students “think they are owed” financial aid and do not behave responsibly with it.

      It is hard to say whether Tyler is exceptional. We met very few students like him in our study, but it is possible that people like him were less willing to volunteer for interviews. If these are exceptional cases, then one policy question is whether we ought to take actions to deal with rare “bad apples.”6 What we can say for sure is that we saw a wider array of situations where students were left with far too few resources to cover their living expenses, and this rarely seemed to be their fault.

      Groceries or Graduation?

      Nationally, about half of all Pell recipients at public colleges and universities are from families living below the poverty line, and many of these students come to college to escape the material hardships they have long lived with (see table 4). Forty percent of our students said that as children at least sometimes they had to “wear second-hand clothes,” and one in four reported that at least sometimes there “wasn’t enough to eat at home.” Furthermore, 34 percent said that there was not always “someone available to care for and protect” them when they were young.

      What these students often did not realize was that attending college without sufficient resources meant that they would continue to go without their basic needs met. For others, they would experience situational poverty for the first time. This is part of the new economics of college.

      During his first three years of college, Ian Williams lived at home with his family, where no one had enough to eat. He rationalized this as a continuation of his childhood. “Sometimes we don’t [have enough money to eat] but I just feel like I’m used to that. I’m used to not eating a lot so . . . another person might find it a problem but to me, it’s not, because I’m used to it.”

      When asked about her main challenges on a daily basis, another undergraduate attending a public university told us, “Eating. That’s my main issue . . . money, shelter, and clothing.”

      She was not alone. Twenty-four percent of our students indicated that in the past month they did not have enough money to buy food, ate less then they felt they should, or cut the size of their meals because there was not enough money (see table 12). When asked if they ever went without eating for an entire day because they lacked enough money for food, 6 percent of students said yes.7 Of course, students need not be hungry all the time in order to be food insecure. When an individual has to make trade-offs between food and other essential living expenses, such as paying for housing or medical expenses, it is also a sign of food insecurity.

      
      
        
          
          
        
        
          
            	Table 12. Rates of food insecurity since beginning college: WSLS students
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Percentage
          

        
        
          
            	
              Any food insecurity in fall 2009 (answered yes to any question below)

            
            	
              24

            
          

          
            	
              Did you not eat for a whole day because there wasn’t enough money for food?

            
            	
              6

            
          

          
            	
              Did you cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn’t enough money for food?

            
            	
              19

            
          

          
            	
              Did you eat less than you felt you should because there wasn’t enough money for food?

            
            	
              19

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Sample includes WSLS students who responded to the second-year survey questions on food insecurity, n = 1,400.

            
          

        
      

      Ours is not the first study to identify food insecurity among undergraduates, but the topic has received scant attention from researchers and policymakers. After discovering food and housing insecurity in Wisconsin, my team of researchers set out to examine it further at community colleges around the country. We partnered with the Association of Community College Trustees, the nonprofit organization Single Stop, and the Healthy Minds Study at the University of Michigan and fielded a survey at ten community colleges in Louisiana, Pennsylvania, California, Wyoming, New Jersey, New York, and Wisconsin. We had a very limited budget and so conducted the survey online without using monetary incentives to help increase response rates. Of the forty-eight thousand students surveyed, 4,312 students responded—a 9 percent response rate. This was low, of course, but the characteristics of respondents looked very similar to community college students nationally, and if anything, it would seem likely that we would miss hungry and/or homeless students, who hardly have time to answer surveys. Nevertheless, the survey revealed that one in five students was hungry, and 13 percent were homeless.8

      Indeed, studies at colleges around the United States and abroad suggest that college students experience food insecurity at a higher rate than the general public, but incidence rates vary by location.9 At the University of Alabama, 14 percent of students alter their food intake due to resource limitations and an additional 20 percent are anxious about their food supply, and at the University of Hawaii, 21 percent of students reduce their food intake and an additional 24 percent are anxious about getting enough to eat.10

      The incidence of food insecurity is unevenly distributed. Racial/ethnic minority students, those with low incomes, employed students, and parents are more likely to be food insecure than their more advantaged peers.11 A 2011 survey conducted at the City University of New York (CUNY) by public health researchers Nicholas Freudenberg and his colleagues found that almost 40 percent of students in that urban system were suffering from food insecurity. They wrote: “Students reporting household incomes of less than $20,000 a year (about 26% of all CUNY undergraduates) were more than twice as likely to report food insecurity as those with household incomes of more than $50,000 a year. Students who support themselves financially were 1.6 times as likely to report food insecurity as those not supporting themselves. Students working more than twenty hours per week had a higher rate of food insecurity than those who did not work.”12

      Those who work directly with students, thankfully, notice these problems. My colleague Wick Sloane, professor of English at Bunker Hill Community College, sent me an update from Boston toward the end of 2013. At his campus, there is a food pantry, and a national organization called Single Stop helps student sign up for food stamps.

      
        Last Friday, a student who said he was homeless asked me how he could register for classes without an address. “Have you had anything to eat today?” I asked. This is a question many colleagues ask all the time. He had not. I gave him money to go to the cafeteria, and I told him to buy two sandwiches. I know students will often not take as much food as they need. This student brought me one of the two sandwiches. I gave that back to him. Another who had told me, “I guess you could tell that I haven’t eaten since yesterday,” took only some juice. With encouragement, she accepted a hot dog, which she ate, and three sandwiches that she said she would take home to her children.13

      

      At New York University, professors are writing about the “big squeeze” placed on their students because of high college costs. A recent report quotes a third-year undergraduate: “I live on two dollars to five dollars a day. That means two meals a day, and incredibly unhealthy food. I’m hungry all the time. Being so hungry while you’re trying to work two jobs to pay your rent and still keep up with your coursework is practically impossible—and more common than you would ever think at a university like this.”14 After years of watching students struggle on his campus, Sloane has written repeatedly to the U.S. Department of Education with this request: “One peanut butter sandwich per school day for each of the nine million students on a Pell Grant. How many of these are the same students who were eligible for free and reduced lunch in high school? No one knows and no one is counting. How many are from households on food stamps? No one’s asking, either. Why not, then, 45 million peanut butter sandwiches at colleges each week? Until we come up with a better idea.”15

      Researcher Minhtuyen Mai analyzed the challenges facing our food insecure students and learned that the primary obstacles they encountered were a lack of time to get food they could afford (70%) and insufficient funds (58%). Just 14 percent of these students were receiving food stamps.16

      The problem is that when a student is hungry, she has difficulty learning. Madeline Pumariega, now chancellor of the Florida College System, told me when she was president of Miami Dade College’s Wolfson campus, “When a student is hungry, he does not feel safe, and it is hard to help him synthesize class material. We have to meet students’ basic needs in order for them to fully concentrate on assimilating the information in a class in a way that they can apply it, learn, and take it forward.”17 She is right. Studies of elementary and secondary school students show an inverse relationship between food insecurity and academic achievement.18 In higher education, just one study has examined the relationship between food insecurity and academic achievement, using data from two community colleges in Maryland. Fifty-six percent of students in the sample were food insecure, and food-insecure students were 22 percent less likely to report a 3.5–4.0 GPA rather than a 2.0–2.49 GPA.19 One student told us that it was difficult to concentrate in class because of hunger pangs. Others described what it was like to watch students eat in the school cafeteria when they could not afford to dine there. Students who spent their childhoods worrying about food continued to have those worries during college. A key difference is that while the National School Lunch Program was available to them during high school, there was no such program for them in college.

      Lack of food is more than a distraction. Hunger reduces the ability of some students to take advantage of the opportunity to attend college. For example, a woman said that if she had more money she “would not be looking at other peoples’ faces when they’re eating. . . . I can’t focus, can’t be myself . . . going to school is a waste of time for me.” In some cases, students struggled with food insecurity after turning down loans.

      Unfortunately, none of the colleges or universities our students attended had a food pantry while they were in school. Things have changed since then, as one by one University of Wisconsin campuses have begun offering this service. There is now a College and University Food Bank Alliance, with chapters all over the country, cofounded by student affairs professionals Clare Cady and Nate Smyth-Tyge.20 The nationwide network of food banks, Feeding America, reports that one in ten of its 45.5 million clients are students.21 Organizations such as Single Stop and the Working Families Success Network are helping community colleges develop these services, responding to calls for help like this one from CUNY chancellor Matthew Goldstein: “One of the saddest moments that I have experienced recently occurred at a Council of Presidents meeting when some presidents indicated to me and other members of the chancellery that more and more students appearing on their campuses are hungry. They have not had breakfast or may have missed a meal the night before. In light of the difficult economic times facing very low income students, I have asked the Office of Student Affairs to develop . . . programs to focus on issues of hunger, nutrition and homelessness.”22

      Indeed, nearly 20 percent of our students also experienced housing insecurity. The FAFSA recently began asking students if they were homeless—in order to say yes, students had to file paperwork to verify their claim—and in 2012–13, at least fifty-eight thousand students said yes.23 We asked our students if they were ever unable to pay their rent or utilities during the past year. Sixteen percent of students indicated they were unable to pay their rent, and 17 percent were unable to pay their utilities at least once during the past year (see table 13). Students were also given a list of common housing problems (e.g., incidence of loud noises or pests; leaking roof; broken plumbing, heating, electrical system, or windows; and holes in the walls or floor) and asked to indicate if the condition was present where they currently live. The most common issue was regular loud noises (44% of students), followed by holes in the walls or ceiling, or cracks wider than the edge of a dime (11% of students) and problems with pests such as rats, mice, roaches, or other insects (7% of students).

      
        
          
            	Table 13. Housing situation since beginning college: WSLS students
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Percentage
          

        
        
          
            	
              Was there ever a time in the past twelve months when you were unable to:

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Pay your rent or mortgage on time?

            
            	
              16

            
          

          
            	
              Pay the gas, oil, or electric bill on time?

            
            	
              17

            
          

          
            	
              Are there any of the following conditions present where you currently live?

            
          

          
            	
              Regular loud noises from the neighbors or from outside

            
            	
              44

            
          

          
            	
              Problems with pests such as rats, mice, roaches, or other insects

            
            	
              7

            
          

          
            	
              A leaking roof or ceiling

            
            	
              3

            
          

          
            	
              Broken heating system

            
            	
              4

            
          

          
            	
              Broken window glass or windows that can’t shut

            
            	
              5

            
          

          
            	
              Exposed electrical wires in the finished areas of your home

            
            	
              2

            
          

          
            	
              A toilet, hot water heater, or other plumbing that doesn’t work

            
            	
              4

            
          

          
            	
              Holes in the walls or ceiling, or cracks wider than the edge of a dime

            
            	
              11

            
          

          
            	
              Holes in the floor big enough for someone to catch their foot on

            
            	
              1

            
          

          
            	
              How safe do you feel where you currently live?

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Extremely safe

            
            	
              26

            
          

          
            	
              Very safe

            
            	
              56

            
          

          
            	
              Somewhat safe

            
            	
              16

            
          

          
            	
              A little bit safe

            
            	
              2

            
          

          
            	
              Not at all safe

            
            	
              1

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Sample includes WSLS students who responded to the second-year survey questions on housing insecurity, n = 1,400.

            
          

        
      

      We also asked students to report on their sleep. Nearly 30 percent of students reported having restless sleep for three or more days in the past week. Ten percent indicated that they took medicine to help them sleep at least once a week, and the same percentage had trouble staying awake every day or almost every day in the past week. Eighteen percent rated their sleep quality as fairly or very bad (see table 14).

      
      
        
          
          
        
        
          
            	Table 14. Sleep quality since beginning college: WSLS students
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Percentage
          

        
        
          
            	
              Restless sleep 3+ days in past week

            
            	
              29

            
          

          
            	
              Sleep quality is fairly or very bad

            
            	
              18

            
          

          
            	
              Take medicine to help sleep at least once a week

            
            	
              10

            
          

          
            	
              Had trouble staying awake during the day almost every day or every day in past week

            
            	
              10

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Sample includes WSLS students who responded to the second-year survey questions on sleep, n = 1,400.

            
          

        
      

      The importance of sleep is underscored by a “preponderance of scientific evidence [showing] that human perception, cognition, and decision making suffer when people are sleep deprived.”24 Periods of sleep longer or shorter than seven to eight hours per night have been shown to be associated with learning and memory problems, depression, obesity, and accidents.25 These relationships have been identified not only in correlational studies but also in experimental studies where sleep deprivation is induced; such studies have found negative impacts of both acute and chronic sleep loss on cognitive performance.26

      Experts state that, in order to be optimally alert, adolescents need 9.25 hours of sleep per night through their early twenties.27 While studies of sleep among college students are uncommon,28 a nationally representative study of adults found that 28 percent sleep less than seven hours per night, while 9 percent sleep nine hours or more.29 Our students reported 7.8 hours of sleep per night on average, with 28 percent sleeping less than seven hours and 11 percent sleeping more than nine hours. This suggests that many in our sample of low-income students was not getting the sleep needed for high-quality cognitive functioning—and this likely is not uncommon among low-income college students, particularly since they are also known to keep erratic schedules.30

      These challenges are the impetus behind efforts like Single Stop, Benefits Access for College Completion, and other programs that attempt to help undergraduates connect with benefits programs. The purpose is to provide a comprehensive approach to all the available on-campus and off-campus social services, to meet the needs of students who are often stymied by bureaucratic offices operating in silos. In the public sector, accessing benefits such as food stamps and Medicaid often requires long visits to a series of different offices. Many people are unaware that they are eligible for benefits, and others feel a sense of stigma that prevents them from applying. The investment of time required to obtain benefits can also be unmanageable for students struggling to keep up with schoolwork, juggling multiple jobs, and handling family responsibilities. Single Stop responds to this problem by uniting a suite of services under one roof, using a software program known as the Benefits Enrollment Network to synthesize thousands of pages of regulations and statutes into a single screening tool. After spending about fifteen minutes with a client, site staff can use this software to calculate a student’s likely eligibility for multiple public benefits, helping to ensure that they only visit other offices if those visits are likely to pay dividends.

      In a recent evaluation of Single Stop’s implementation on a range of community college campuses across the nation, my team learned that college administrators and faculty often felt a strong desire to improve the degree prospects and life chances of their students and were visibly frustrated by their seeming inability to do this with limited resources. When we asked them how they responded to students before Single Stop came to campus, their responses sometimes became emotional. Asked what he could do for students before Single Stop came to campus, one administrator simply said, “I could pray for them.” Another senior member of campus administration remarked that when faced with a student with severe needs before Single Stop arrived, she sometimes cried. She explained that, before Single Stop, “when students came into our office, we referred them, to the best of our ability, to the resources that were available. They were in academic distress and did not understand all of the rules and why they were having trouble. They said things like ‘Ma’am, I’m living in my car.’ We are the entrée to higher education for our community . . . and fundamentally all we could do was just close our doors and cry.”31 We do not know how the people serving our students at Wisconsin’s public colleges and universities felt given these substantial needs, but we do know that they had limited resources with which to respond. The students told us that they often felt quite alone.

      Scarcity

      Food and housing insecurity and poor sleep—these topics rarely find their way into studies of financial aid, let alone research on college completion—and they are too important to overlook. Having too few resources can create barriers to achievement, finds Harvard economist Sendhil Mullinathian and his colleagues.32 Scarcity imposes psychic costs, reducing mental bandwidth and distorting decision making in ways that make their situations worse, not better. Fearing that there is no way out of bad situations leads people to make especially poor choices. Some 17 percent of the students we surveyed said that they were “not at all confident” that if faced with financial problems they could get the help needed to avoid dropping out of college.

      These and other stressors can lead to the kind of mental health challenges that were common among our students and are increasingly common among undergraduates nationwide. Since 2007, economist Daniel Eisenberg and his colleagues at the University of Michigan have led an effort called the Healthy Minds Study, an annual survey examining mental health and related issues (depression, anxiety, substance use) and service utilization among college students. With Eisenberg’s assistance, I examined the results for public universities and colleges in Wisconsin and was disturbed to learn that 43 percent of students surveyed felt that they felt they could use support for their mental health. Thirty-seven percent had been diagnosed with a specific disorder such as depression or anxiety, but just 24 percent had received counseling or therapy in the last year. Notably, 12 percent of these Wisconsin undergraduates said that they had thought about suicide in the last twelve months.33 Nationally, 10 percent of students report either seriously considering suicide or attempting suicide in the last year.34

      Our students were similar. The first survey we administered included several assessments of mental health, and 17 percent of those surveyed assessed their mental health as fair or poor. Their coping abilities were not always strong. Nine percent said that they did not handle unforeseen situations well, and 10 percent said they could not be confronted with problems without giving up. But only 3.5 percent had sought support to address their mental health. This appears to be common. Eisenberg and his colleagues find that, among students with depression or anxiety, up to 84 percent do not receive services, “even in an environment with universal access to free short-term psychotherapy and basic health services.” Students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds were especially unlikely to get care, he found.35 This is unfortunate, since studies suggest that counseling is associated with improved academic performance and a greater likelihood of remaining in school. A recent report by researcher Erin Winterrowd for the University of Wisconsin System’s Counseling Impact Assessment Project indicated that of the 22 percent of students seen by counseling centers who said that they were considering leaving college, 75 percent said that counseling helped them stay in school.36 Of course, it is impossible to conclude from such reports that counseling is effective at increasing retention rates in college, but the high incidence of mental health problems and the existing availability of counseling resources points to the need for rigorous research examining that possibility.

      Feeling Invisible

      The experience of going to college, while often thought of as a time of great social interaction, can be a lonely one for students with financial challenges. Even students who know why they enrolled and have a strong sense of purpose may find that their sorts of struggles are not the kind people talk about on campus. While our students opened up during interviews, they often explained that they did not tell others about their troubles. Ian Williams never told his academic adviser what it meant to him to receive additional scholarship support—he never revealed that it meant he could finally eat every day. Tyler Olson did not reveal his struggles with alcohol to a counselor, partly because he was not sure they were struggles at all. Sophie Schmidt never cried in front of a professor when she was depressed; she was embarrassed to feel so desperate.

      In written testimony to the National Commission on Hunger, University of Wisconsin–Madison undergraduate Brooke A. Evans described what it felt like to be homeless while attempting to attend classes at the state’s flagship university: “Without a home and without meals, I felt like an impostor amongst my brilliant peers. I was shamefully worrying about food, and shamefully staring at the clock to make it out of class in time to get in line for the local shelter when I should have been giving my undivided attention to the lecturer.”37

      Sometimes silent struggles, like those experienced by Brooke and her peers, resolve themselves. Once in a while a Good Samaritan like the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars steps in to make life easier. But more often than not, students suffer alone. The advising and counseling systems that serve them rely on students to come forward to reveal their needs—rarely do they reach out to students to ask how they are. That approach is termed “intrusive” and seems antithetical to the ethos in higher education that prides itself on treating students as “adults.” This is a shame. Even adults need support. And sometimes, even adults are afraid to ask.
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      Family Matters

      American families have changed in many ways since the financial aid system was created, but the assumptions that the system makes about families and the ways it interacts with families have changed very little. Many children are motivated to pursue college at least in part because it will please their parents, bring recognition to the family, or set a good example for younger siblings.

      How students pay for higher education has a great deal to do with the changing nature of the American family. The reverse is also true: the increasing costs of higher education are creating changes in family life. At one extreme, some analysts link declines in average birth rates among U.S. women to the “soaring costs of ushering offspring to functional independence.”1 It costs the average middle-class family nearly $250,000 to raise a child to age eighteen—and that figure does not include a dime in savings for college.2 The circumstances, constraints, and conditions of family life have shifted substantially while the higher education financing system has remained largely the same. This mismatch can result in demands on parents to make “expected” family contributions that are unrealistic. This is just one example of the ways in which the current system stands at odds with the realities of the lives of many—perhaps even most—families today.

      Key Changes in Family Life

      Ordinary American families look very different today than they did in the 1960s. Over the past five decades, the income gap between the wealthiest families and all other families has grown dramatically. The average wealth of the bottom 90 percent of families, according to data from tax returns, was equal to $80,000 in 2012—the same amount (adjusted for inflation) as in 1986. In contrast, the average wealth for the top 10 percent increased by about 84 percent (since 1966) while the average wealth for the top 1 percent more than tripled.3 The top tenth of 1 percent has done even better.4

      While the wealth of the bottom 90 percent has remained stagnant, costs have grown. Consumer debt levels have increased dramatically, particularly among working-class families.5 Today, many families struggle to pay mortgages, credit card balances, and student loans.6 Health care and childcare costs have risen, too, taking bigger and bigger bites out of family budgets.7 Most families have actually stopped saving. On average, families in the top 10 percent now save 35 percent of their income. The average family in the other 90 percent saves nothing.8

      The growing wealth disparity has been accompanied by related changes in family structure.9 Less than half of all children under eighteen in the United States are growing up in families with two heterosexual parents in a first marriage, compared with more than 70 percent in the 1960s.10 This change is primarily due to the increasing numbers of women who give birth outside of marriage. These women tend to be disadvantaged on almost every measure, including less education, lower income, and a higher likelihood of receiving government assistance.11

      Low-income, single-parent households like these have a much harder time providing money for their children to attend school. Johns Hopkins University sociologist Kathryn Edin draws a key contrast: “In the middle class, the divorce rate has gone down, and family life is in many ways simpler than it used to be . . . there’s far more complexity and churning of households among the poor, a turnover of partnerships, lots of half-siblings.”12

      That churn is related to educational attainment. As noted earlier, the income disparity between those with and without a college education has never been greater. College graduates outperform their high-school-only peers on nearly every measure of economic well-being.13 Earnings of college graduates have risen since 1965, while workers with only a high school diploma have seen their earnings fall.

      Many of these single mothers could benefit from college. While men still outearn women with the same level of education, women get a bigger boost in their wages from obtaining a college degree—a boost of 50 percent in earnings, as of 2013.14 This is not to say that men do not benefit. The college earning premium for them was 48 percent in that same year. Indeed, men without a college degree are at a particular earnings disadvantage. Men between the ages of thirty to forty-five who lacked college educations made less in 2013 than they did in the 1990s.15

      Economic changes have hit African American and Hispanic families particularly hard. Such families enjoy far less economic security and stability than non-Hispanic white families.16 At the bottom end of the spectrum, nearly one in four Hispanic (24%) and African American (24%) households had no assets other than a vehicle, compared with just 6 percent of white households. This has a lot to do with the destruction of home equity during the Great Recession and the collapse of the housing market. Between 2005 and 2009, the median level of home equity held by Hispanic homeowners declined by half—from $99,983 to $49,145, while for African Americans it fell from $76,910 in 2005 to $59,000 in 2009. White families enjoyed far more housing wealth to begin with and took smaller losses, experiencing a decline from $115,364 in 2005 to $95,000 in 2009. The debt that families accrued during this time was unevenly distributed, too. For Hispanics, the median level of unsecured liabilities rose by 42 percent, compared to 32 percent for whites, and 27 percent for African Americans. 17

      Inequality grew during the economic recovery. The Pew Research Center found that while the wealth of non-Hispanic white families grew, it fell for African Americans and Hispanics. Over time, then, the ratio of white wealth to black wealth fell from 10:1 in 2007 to 8.3:1 in 2010, only to rise to almost 13:1 in 2013. The ratio for whites to Hispanics grew steadily, from 8.2 to 8.7:1 between 2007 and 2010, to 10.3:1 in 2013.18

      These disparities—in income and wealth, family structure, and educational attainment—mean that the act of paying for college feels very different for lower-income and moderate-income families than it does for their wealthier counterparts. These measures are indicators of well-being—they mark the ability of families to pay for the things they need, rely on liquidity in times of stress, and enjoy a sense of economic power over their own lives.19 This is one reason for class disparities in how people think college should be paid for. When you have money, you think about paying for your child’s college differently than when you’re poor. Just 9 percent of people in families earning $100,000 or more say that students should be primarily responsible for paying for college, compared to 31 percent in families earning less than $35,000 per year. In contrast, 48 percent of wealthy families think that parents should be primarily or solely responsible for paying for college, compared to just 18 percent of low-income families.20 What households without financial assets have to give up in order to send a child to college is significant—and critical. For the American mobility narrative to function, for hard work to actually pay off, all families must be able to make college possible for their children.

      Doing It for the Family

      This commitment to doing better for one’s family provides a powerful motivation for college attendance. The growing economic insecurity young people are experiencing, especially in homes led by single parents, contributes to a deep sense of gratitude among children when they finish high school and begin down the path to college. An eighteen-year-old woman we spoke with, who was raised by a single mom, explained her plan this way: “I decided that when I graduated [from high school] I was going to provide her everything. She helped me through, you know, so I’m going to try to make her life better than mine was. . . . I’ve seen her struggle her whole life. And it’s something that I didn’t want to see. So if I can help her in any way, now that I have money, now that I have what I graduated for, I can give back . . . you know, to thank her for how much she did for me.” This woman had completed high school, and college was just getting underway. There was a high price to pay to succeed at that next stage, but as she explained, she already felt both success and an obligation to say thanks. What money she now had came from her work earnings and her financial aid, but in absolute terms she did not have much.

      Our students do not seem to be unusual. Other researchers have also found that students cite their parents and other family members as central to their decisions to pursue postsecondary education.21 Pleasing and repaying a parent feels good and provides a positive source of motivation. Attempting to please a parent can also bring stress, but sometimes that stress is what endocrinologists call “eustress,” the feeling you get when overcome with the excitement and anticipation of a desired outcome. A student felt this way when thinking about her family’s high academic expectations for her. She said, “They all really expect me to succeed [because] I’m the first one and everyone is so proud of me, and I kind of feel like I have to do it in a way to, like, fulfill what they want. But I know it’s good for me, too.” As first-year students, 93 percent of our students reported that their families expected them to do well in college, and 92 percent said that their families encouraged them to stay in college.

      Norbert Webster spent the early years of his life in a large Midwestern city, where both his mother and father had family. His father was seventeen and his mother sixteen when they had their first child, a son. Norbert was born a year later. When he was in kindergarten, his parents decided to move the family to Wisconsin, away from the poor, often violent neighborhood where they lived. As described earlier, the family’s move to the Oneida reservation gave Norbert access to a community he came to care about and enjoy. But his father was often in and out of work, “having hard times,” and had inconsistent contact with the family, beginning when Norbert was twelve, and his parents separated. They divorced when Norbert was sixteen. His mother then was earning about $29,000 a year.

      When Norbert got ready for his first year of higher education, he had a brother in college, a younger sibling still in high school, and divorced parents, both of whom had inconsistent jobs. The FAFSA that Norbert submitted that year shows a student who could rely on very little financial help from his family. But these records, while illuminating, miss some of the most important parts of Norbert’s life, and some of the critical, nonfinancial aspects of family support.

      Norbert enjoyed a broad family network that included an uncle with a professional degree working in Chicago, an aunt with a bachelor’s degree, and a mother firmly committed to her son’s success. Few other students in the study spoke as frequently and fervently of unending, positive support from their parents. Norbert expressed a desire to spend more time with his mom and dad and other family members. College took him away and that made him uncomfortable, especially during the first year of school, when he often found himself homesick and driving more than an hour to get back home.

      Each time I met with him, Norbert talked about his mother and the consistently positive encouragement she provided him. In his first year of college, he said, “She is really happy, very glad that I get to meet new people and stuff like that.” He described his mother’s education and his desire to help make his family more economically stable:

      
        My mom never went to college. I see her income and how she has to live. I wanted to go to college and take that extra step and learn. We all work, and if my brother and I did not work we wouldn’t have as many things in [the family home] as we should. Sometimes I see her struggling and it just kind of hurts me to see that. So I have always wanted to go to college and do better. Mom always talked to us and said that we’d better go to college, “I don’t care what you do, just go. . . .” She sat me down and said, “Even if you have to take loans and stuff, it’s fine. College is always a positive experience, you’ll get something good out of it, and so if you have to, just take them out.” She was a big motivation for me. I also have an aunt and uncle that went to college and I see how they live—they have a really nice house and a daughter.

      

      Norbert’s mother was so intent on her son attending college that when mail came from the U.S. military, she threw away the recruitment materials. During college, she kept track of his grades and let him know that she was proud of him. Whenever I asked him how it felt to do well in school, Norbert referred to his mother’s encouragement.

      Despite the unconditional support from his mother, attending college created some tensions in Norbert’s relationships with his family. Norbert explained that he struggled to keep his status as college student from creating a social distance between himself and family and friends who never attended. “I’m super proud [to be in college] and it brings me joy. But there’s another feeling since my mom and dad did not go to college. Sometimes I think that they think that I think I’m better than them. It’s kind of like that with the people from home who didn’t go to college. When I see them and tell them I’m going to school, they get the sense that I think I’m better than them.”

      Norbert said that in an effort to lessen that tension, he tried to avoid talking about college while he was at home. Instead, he focused on just hanging out with his friends. At the start of his second year of college, he described strategies he developed for dealing with what he often felt was an awkward situation. “I don’t try to talk college up or anything, but for the ones [friends] that haven’t been to college they kind of make me feel like I’m talking down to them. It’s a weird situation. It makes me feel like I’m talking to them like I’m better than them and it makes me uncomfortable, because that’s not what I’m trying to point out to them and that’s not how I feel at all . . . I just try to change the subject to something else.” As college progressed, Norbert grew more independent but remained close to his family. He chose to spend more time on campus and traveled home less frequently. Still, Norbert consistently spoke about family members as a source of encouragement and found their support to be a comfort. When he needed advice, he often turned to his older brother, who was also a college student.

      
        If I ever need anyone to just sit down and talk to, I know I can always go to him or give him a call. . . . It’s helpful [to talk to him] because we know what each other is going through. I call him and say, “Dude, I’m so stressed out, I have three papers due tomorrow and I just finished one and I don’t know what I’m doing.” And he gives me that motivation and says “You know you can do it, come on. . . . I’m writing five papers right now.” So he knows where I’m at . . . sometimes when I call my mom and tell her stuff she’s not really—she doesn’t know the college life. But she does support me in everything. . . . She usually just tells me “You’re in college now, you’ve got to get your work done.” She tells me that college is my job so “Do good at it and it’ll pay off.” It’s always nice to hear that. It’s support to get you back up on your feet and think, maybe I can do this.

      

      While Norbert was in college, his mother had a series of jobs. For a while she worked in housekeeping at a hotel, and from time to time she needed some financial support from Norbert. But eventually she moved into an accounting job, which also provided benefits, and she was better able to support herself. (In Norbert’s second year of college, she earned $34,000, up from $29,000 the prior year.)

      Even as Norbert settled into college life, he maintained responsibilities at home, particularly around mentoring and providing support to his younger brother. For example, when his brother struggled in math, Norbert spent time on the phone helping him talk through those challenges and tutoring him. “He’s in a rebellious stage. He’s at that age where he hates school. . . . I kind of like being a role model for him . . . me and my [older] brother are both in college and we are pushing him. I think he has this image that college is going to be the same as junior high where you’re at school all day and don’t have any free time. I’m like, do you realize that some days you only have one class a day? And he ponders and says, oh that’s not so bad.” Norbert was fortunate—and grateful—that his Oneida scholarship allowed him to spend time on these activities, rather than working long hours at a job.

      As Norbert’s story illustrates, even when there is little money to be had, low- and moderate-income families support their children in other ways not always recognized by the system. In response, students often spend time and even contribute money to help their families. The financial aid system—and college more generally—fails to recognize the complexity and interdependence of families.

      Supporting Their Students

      When college administrators speak about parents, they often refer to the buzzing of so-called helicopter parents, who zoom in to campus with ceaseless inquiries and demands about their child’s education.22 It is not clear exactly how much substance there is to these anecdotes (i.e., how many helicopter parents are truly landing on campuses), but it is clear that such parents are rarely, if ever, low income. In fact, the opposite is true. These are parents who tend to have financial resources, discretionary time, and social networks that help them exert influence. College administrators may find these parents irritating, but they are fundamentally respected as people with power.23

      Low-income parents are, in contrast, framed quite differently. They are parents without: people who do not, cannot, or will not provide their children with what college requires.24 Financial aid officers speak of these parents with some sympathy but also with frustration, first and foremost because they appear to stand between the students and their completed FAFSAs. Indeed, some students speak of their parents this way as well. One woman had to postpone college for a year because she could not obtain her parent’s information and, without it, could not complete the FAFSA in time to qualify for the aid she needed. Even after she started college the following year, she continued to have trouble getting her mother’s data. “I go to my mom and say, mom, I need your social security number,” she told us. But her mom responded, “I don’t give my stuff out to nobody.”

      Fifty-seven percent of our students said that when deciding on a school, it was at least somewhat important that the college they attended be located near their parents’ home. Only 15 percent said the opposite, that it was important to attend school far from their parents’ home.

      Family members of our students provided many types of help. Most (56%) helped to buy groceries or other food, and 55 percent also covered cell phone bills (see table 15). More than half of students had assistance with health insurance, but just four in ten received help with car insurance. Barely one-quarter of our students could depend on their parents for help with paying for housing or related expenses, and, as expected, few received help with tuition. The financial aid system anticipates this, of course, by determining that a family can make only a small contribution to college expenses, and thus providing the Pell Grant. But as shown earlier, even Pell recipients are left with sizable bills to pay, and while their parents sometimes help, that help is less common with big-ticket items. This is especially true for students whose families are estimated to be unable to pay anything for college. These families, national data indicate, are also far less likely to have a contingency plan for funding in case of financial emergencies.25

      
      
        
          
          
          
          
        
        
          
            	Table 15. Family assistance parents provided to students: WSLS students
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              Paying for groceries or other food
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              Paying for cell phone bill
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              Paying for housing
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              Paying for other car-related costs
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              Paying for tuition
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              Paying for credit card bill

            
            	
              5
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              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Sample includes WSLS students who responded to first-year survey questions on family assistance and consented to link with administrative data, n = 1,359.

            
          

        
      

      Getting and Giving

      It is not surprising that families with few resources make limited financial contributions to their undergraduates. But what is not discussed, and is largely unknown, are the ways in which undergraduates contribute to their families while pursuing their studies.

      Sharing is a skill that many parents struggle to teach their children. Relinquishing a piece of something you want or owe to another person can be decidedly difficult, even if you love them. Yet the experience of sharing can be different in very low-income families. Ian Williams, for example, learned how to share with his brothers and sisters in a way many of his college professors and administrators likely did not. He shared his food.

      Growing up poor, the idea that family members would help each other out as needed was a given in Ian’s home. “That’s how my mother raised us,” he explained in an interview, “If a piece of us falls, we all fall.” The goal, he clarified, was for all family members to be OK. For some to succeed while others fell behind was unacceptable. He learned this lesson early, sharing a story he recalled from second grade:

      
        I remember it was Halloween and my father told me he was going to buy me a costume because there was supposed to be a party at my school. So I’m like, “good, I’m having a costume,” and I was as happy as ever, [being] selfish. I wasn’t thinking about my little brother who wanted one as well—he asked and my father said he was going to get one too. But instead of getting me the whole [costume] like he was telling me he would, my dad gave me part and gave my brother a part. I was so mad. He basically took my costume and divided it among us.

      

      Our researcher asked him, “You would have gotten a full costume if your brother hadn’t been asking for one?” To which Ian replied:

      
        Yes, and I was so frustrated. My father just went over it with me. You’re always supposed to look out for your family, no matter how much money you’ve got. If you’ve got a dollar or something, if there are four quarters and four kids then you give them a quarter apiece. That’s how we were raised and how ever since then I’ve been trying to do it. Whatever I come across, it doesn’t have to be much, as long as I come across a certain amount of money that can benefit me and my family, I’m going to try and do that as much as possible.

      

      For Ian’s family, sharing resources was a matter of survival. When he became a college student, the practice continued. Ian shared the limited funds he had—obtained from grants, loans, and work—with his mother and brothers. “If I can do it then I can maybe take away some of the bills that mama’s using to keep us up. That’s why I’ve got to do something, I’ve got to help my mother out.” Even though sharing money meant that Ian himself had fewer resources for college, he explained that he benefited emotionally from this exchange: “It’s a lot of relief that comes off my chest. . . . It’s an unexplainable feeling. I’m in the position to help my family out now. . . . I know the only reason I’m in the position that I’m in right now is because of my family. . . . [That’s] why I always relate back to my history. The things they did for me and everything—that’s what makes me want to do more for them. That’s what pushes me through college so I can help them out a lot.” Ian continued, articulating the ways in which his family made college possible for him and therefore why sharing resources with them while he pursued his degree made sense.

      
        My mama was my motivation, she kept me out of trouble and that type of environment, even though it was hard for her because she was going to work most of the time. . . . She [said] “I’m going to whup you if you don’t come home, if you don’t stop going on the corner and hanging with them [friends on the corner].” She motivated me a lot because she was a strong black woman taking care of five kids. . . . If it wasn’t for [my family], I don’t know what would be happening. They keep me focused, they wake me up for school, and they help me somewhat financially. You know my mama ain’t got that much income coming in but the amount she gets, she helps me a lot.

      

      Stretching dollars is easier when family members live together, so Ian lived at home while attending university. The family home hardly had the necessary resources for an undergraduate, however. It had neither Internet access nor laundry facilities. Even food was sometimes scarce, with so many children to feed. Ian spent twenty hours a week during his first year of college caring for his family and struggling to align the timing of his classes so he could meet responsibilities at home and at school. He also began paying for one of his older brothers to take a class at a local community college since that course could not be covered with financial aid. He was worried that this brother was about to return to the streets.

      
        I’m like, no, you aren’t going out back on the streets—you’re going back to school. That’s why I paid his way. . . . He appreciated it a lot. He said, “thank you brother” because school was better than the crazy out on the street. In my family, we all like challenges . . . and just being on the street, that’s not a challenge. You only survive, that’s the only thing . . . to get money and stuff like that, and it’s not really like a challenge. He likes challenges just like me, and that’s why he went to school.

      

      But the emotional investment Ian made to keep his brothers safe wore on him. He stayed up late at night waiting for them to come home, and he tried to catch up on that sleep during the day on weekends, before again waiting up for them on weekend nights.

      
        I try to study but my mind is on the streets. That is how it goes. It still creeps up on me, but that’s why I like to study a lot and do a lot of work, and basically just keep busy . . . the streets are helping me out a little bit—if I were in a different type of neighborhood then I wouldn’t mind going back to the house, and I’d be distracted if I did go back. But the only way to stay away from the streets is coming to the university and studying and keeping my mind off of it—so in a way, it’s helping me out.

      

      In his second year of college, Ian’s mom lost her job, and there was a delay before she began to receive unemployment support. The need to help her became his main focus. By then, Ian was receiving the Wisconsin Scholars Grant and another scholarship, but even so he was struggling. He told us: “I’m having problems, like, I don’t want to say ‘providing’ for my mom, but at times she needs help with all of her stuff, so I’ve been helping her with her bills. . . . Sometimes you don’t really understand the position a person is in unless they tell you, and she was telling me she needed help.” Ian understood that other students might react differently to a parent asking them for money: “Yeah, at times I probably feel like I don’t want to pay for this. But at the same time, when I look back and I needed this when I was younger, she worked hard and [provided] everything for me. So why I can’t I do that the same way? That’s how I look at the situation.” Ian sometimes described wanting to move away to attend a school in Atlanta, and occasionally spoke of how much easier life would be if he lived on campus, but ultimately felt that it was essential that he live at home. He did not move to an apartment of his own until he was twenty-two years old and about to graduate.

      Ian surprised us with his openness about sharing money with his family as a college student, but he was not alone. About one in three students in our study reported that interdependence of resources was a facet of their lives. For them, family financial reciprocity was a way of life before, during, and likely after college. It shaped how they went to college and why they went, and it affected their chances of finishing school.

      The students in this study are not unusual. Young adults are often critical sources of support to their families, especially low-income families, to which they frequently contribute money, time, or both.26 These responsibilities are rooted in norms of interdependence, obligation, and reciprocity, and they help ensure the family’s economic survival.

      Urban anthropologist Carol Stack’s seminal study in 1974 of a severely disadvantaged African American community was among the first to highlight the use of reciprocal patterns of giving among community members as a strategy to survive poverty. Stack found that community members ascribe to a “what goes around comes around” mentality, calling for people to help one another and expect the same in return. As one of her participants explained, reciprocal exchanges are essential for survival, given limited resources: “You have to have help from everybody and anybody, so don’t turn no one down when they come round for help.”27 Reciprocity is a collective adaptation to poverty—in other words, the basic belief that “people should help one another” is not an effect of a culture of poverty but, rather, a characteristic, rational response to poverty. This finding is echoed in the work of economists, who have found similar patterns of intrafamily resource transfers, typically called remittances, moving into, between, and among poor communities around the world.28

      One of our students continued to provide childcare for her kindergarten-age brother while her parents worked. She worried that, as a college student, life on campus would pull her away from those commitments and hurt her parents’ ability to earn income the family depended on. She balanced her studies and her caregiving responsibilities for her brother with a waitressing job. While at her parent’s home, she sometimes grabbed her mother’s purse—not to borrow money but, rather, to stick a twenty-dollar bill inside.

      Another student who immigrated to the United States from Thailand explained: “In my culture, we believe in family and helping out each other. . . . For example, [if] something crops up and it requires financial assistance, if I don’t have it [money or another form of financial assistance], my sister will have it. [If] my sister doesn’t have it, my brother will have it.” Four of her siblings were also in college and, during her first semester, she gave money to one sister who needed a laptop, another sister who needed money for school, and an ex-boyfriend who lost his job and could not afford to pay some bills.

      The federal needs analysis that determines financial aid eligibility assumes that for “dependent” students resources flow in one direction: from parent to student. By design, they should have always been helped by their parents (or at the very least held harmless) and never the other way around. Rarely do discussions about the challenges facing college students recognize the possibility that money might need to flow from the student to the parent or to other relatives—let alone the frequency with which this actually happens.29

      So the financial situations of low-income students and their families are much more complicated and challenging than FAFSAs reveal. The level of material support children receive from parents during the transition to adulthood, including the college-going years, is strongly associated with family socioeconomic status. In economically advantaged and disadvantaged families alike, college attendance of a child leads to increased financial and housing support from their parents.30 Although the proportion of household income spent supporting young adults is consistent across income brackets at around 10 percent, the actual amount of money working-class and poor college students are likely to receive from their families is, of course, far less than their more affluent peers due to their more modest resources.31 Parents from the top 25 percent of the income spectrum provide over three times as much financial support, on average, to their children throughout young adulthood than parents from the bottom 25 percent.32 There is some racial variation within income bands, however. In “Bootstraps Are for Black Kids,” researchers Yunju Nam, Darrick Hamilton, William A. Darity Jr., and Anne E. Price, in an analysis of national data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, found:

      
        Black parents with more limited resources display a greater inclination to provide financial support for their children’s education than their white counterparts. Median parental wealth was a mere $3,699 among black parents who did not provide any financial support for their children’s higher education, but it was $73,878 among white parents who provided no support to their children. Median net worth was $24,887 and a markedly higher $167,935 for black and white parents who did provide support for their children’s higher education respectively. . . . Our results are consistent with the exceptional black American commitment to education over the course of the long history of the United States.33

      

      With less money from their parents coming in, it is no surprise that low-income college students take on far more debt than their more affluent peers. Nor, given the stories told here, should it be a surprise that low-income students often feel obligated to share some of the loan money they do get with their families to ensure the family’s survival.34

      More than one-third of our students somewhat or strongly agreed with the statement that while in college “I feel obligated to support my family financially.” They spoke of a cycle: student helps family, family sometimes helps student, and even in the absence of that help, the student helps the family again. They draw on resources from work, from loans, and from grants to do whatever they can to assist. And they know this pattern is not unusual. In fact, across a wide range of studies, scholars have found that young adults from low-income families often express a strong sense of obligation to family and a desire to give back to parents and other family members.35 This is part of a strategy of adaptation created by adolescents in families facing economic hardship who are often enlisted early to fill family roles and responsibilities typically reserved for adults—a phenomenon known as parentification or adultification.36 Thus, for many such college students, providing support to their family is a continuation of roles they assumed earlier in life.

      In many ways, this reciprocal giving is similar to what sociologist Linda Burton and Carol Stack call kinscripts, a framework that describes an “interplay of family ideology, norms, and behaviors over the life course.”37 Drawing on sociological theories of family life, their approach emphasizes the dynamic and temporal nature of life (there are different places and times associated with life events), as well as the interdependence of family members. University of California, Los Angeles, psychologist Andrew Fuligni and his colleagues have also written about this, describing “the extent to which family members feel a sense of duty to assist one another and to take into account the needs and wishes of the family when making decisions.”38 They find that a sense of family obligation is associated with more positive emotional well-being. Just as the flow of remittances among immigrant families has important consequences for both senders and receivers (and their nations), financial exchanges between college students and their families may have implications for the educational outcomes—and therefore prospects for social mobility—of the children.39 For example, in a study of the relationship between family obligation and college enrollment, researchers found that young adults with a strong sense of family obligation often felt “torn” between doing what they want to do and doing something that will make enough money to help support their parents.40

      These circumstances are often portrayed as affecting primarily community college students, but we observed them among students at public universities as well. Eleven percent of students at universities reported on surveys that they gave their families at least fifty dollars per month, and 14 percent also reported spending at least ten hours per week taking care of an older family member or a younger sibling. A Hmong student attending a university provided an estimated 75 percent of his work earnings to his family and also brought home food from work to serve for their dinner. His family regularly held meetings where they discussed finances and planned how bills would be paid: “We talk about finances . . . my dad, my mom, my older sister, my uncle, and me. But now my older sister’s gone so my younger brother has to come up with, not his ‘portion,’ but he has to be there when we need help. For instance we have a lot of car insurance to pay. . . . And they’ll be like, ‘I’ll pitch in this much, you pitch in that much, you pitch in that much.’ So that my dad will have enough money to pay the mortgage and all that stuff.”

      Calling their actions merely “helping out” or “pitching in,” our students commonly downplayed their roles in family finances. This may be because giving also came with some “feeling good,” as Ian explained earlier. But there were downsides, too. In his dissertation, University of Wisconsin–Madison researcher Peter Kinsley examined how these obligations affected how our low-income students performed in college. He found that, even after taking into account demographics and other factors, providing regular cash transfers to parents more than doubled the odds that a student would also work more than twenty hours per week during the first year of college and reduced by 7 percent the odds that a student would reenroll for a second year of college.41

      Life at Home

      Financial aid administrators and policymakers often recommend that undergraduates live at home to save money, and more students are doing this.42 A recent national survey by the Sallie Mae Corporation reports: “Families are adopting multiple strategies to reduce the cost burden of paying for college, such as opting for in-state tuition (69%), living closer to home (61%) or at home/with relatives (54%), filing for education tax credits (42%), getting a roommate (41%), accelerating the pace of coursework (28%), or not deferring payments on student loans (23%). . . . Most families, however, are likely to adopt a combination of cost-reduction approaches, such as opting to go to school in state and living at home or with relatives (43%).”43

      But this advice should be qualified—there is evidence that living at home reduces the odds of becoming part of campus life, and it may even reduce the chances of graduation.44 Students who live at home during college appear more likely to experience negative relationships with parents than those who live independently.45 Not surprisingly, such students also experience greater pressure to fulfill family responsibilities.46 A student we spoke with had obligations at home that limited the number of credits he could take each term, thereby prolonging the time it would take him to graduate. He explained: “You have to have thirty credits each year. But this year I only have fourteen, and the next one I can only fit in four classes because at night I have to come home before 1 P.M., because 1 P.M. is when my baby cousin comes over. I have to babysit him. And then [at] 2 or 2:30 I have to go pick up my sisters from high school—[actually] my sister, my younger brother, my youngest sister, and my other brother.” Not only did this schedule make it difficult for him to pursue a faster-paced program at college with more courses, but his family responsibilities also made it hard for him to study. His father, he explained, “expects me not to have any [homework to do].”

      The assumption that living at home is less expensive is so ingrained in our imaginations that many colleges and universities budget very little to support the living expenses of financial aid recipients living with their parents. At the Wisconsin colleges and universities where our students went to school, the typical financial aid budget for a student living at home was about $5,000 less than the budget for a student living off campus alone. We found that many students didn’t know this, and if they did, would point out that this assumption was misplaced.

      Consider Tyler Olson, whose father left high school before earning a diploma, and later went on to obtain a high school equivalency credential from a technical college and work at a local prison. His mom graduated from high school and then trained as a certified nursing assistant, though she never worked in the field. After transferring universities and losing his athletic scholarship, Tyler considered living at home in order to save money. But as he noted, his parents “don’t really have any money” either and if he lived with either of them (they divorced while he was in high school), they “would have made me pay rent.” He got very little financial help from his family, which is unsurprising given that they were persistently poor throughout his childhood. The whole family—including Tyler—continued to struggle with food insecurity. “I don’t really go to my family with problems or for emotional support, but they say I’m doing good, that kind of thing. They can’t really help me financially, so if I need money I go to my grandparents. And I always have to pay them back—I never get anything handed to me financially by family that’s just a gift, unless it’s Christmas. But I mean, if I really needed help with anything they would find a way to do it.” That expectation went both ways. During the school year, Tyler spent between four and six hours a week helping his family. During the summer before his second year of college, Tyler’s father was denied refinancing on his home and fell into financial difficulties. He came to Tyler, seeking $1,175. Tyler described the conversation: “He said, ‘Trust me, I’m just borrowing it, just give it to me and I’ll get it right back to you’—that kind of thing. Well, I never saw it again. I was planning to use that money to pay off my credit card bill. He thinks I’m a kid who doesn’t know the way the world works, and he is being greedy. We stopped talking for a month. Now I only talk to him maybe once a week, and I used to talk to him five times a week or so.” Since living at home was not going to save him money, Tyler moved to a house with three other friends. But these friends were not college students and, as he repeatedly noted, proved a great distraction from school. “My high school friends,” he admits, “are just kind of shocked that I’m actually in college.” He indicated that he did not feel very safe in this new living situation, which he also found noisy and bug infested. And after a year with those roommates, they fought, and Tyler found himself living in his father’s basement. “I hate it,” he said at the time, “My bedroom is this space walled off with sheets.”

      Tyler was not alone in feeling frustrated by his father’s inability to support him. Some might assume that only immigrant or racial/ethnic minority families need their children’s income to survive, but this is not what we observed in Wisconsin where our sample was largely white. For nine of the fifty students we interviewed, no financial support was available because the children were estranged from family members with resources.

      Families worry about college costs, and for good reason. A national survey conducted in 2014 indicates that 30 percent of parents of low-income college students are seriously concerned that grant aid will diminish as their student pursues college, 31 percent fear that tuition will be raised, 19 percent worry that loans will become less available, and 33 percent think that loan rates will increase.47 These concerns are generally shared among people regardless of income, but the consequences of the concerns differ, as people from lower- and moderate-income backgrounds are more likely to turn away from college when faced with financial shortfalls.48

      Students feel this insecurity. In general, in the second, third, and following years, not only does the price of college rise but also the support students get from their families falls. For example, 51 percent experienced a reduction in financial support from their parents in their second year of college. We assessed the level of financial support by comparing students’ ratings of agreement with three survey measures:

      
        • Your parents provide money for your education

        • Your parents provide room and board while you obtain education

        • Your parents provide significant financial assistance in times of need

      

      In the second year, students often experienced a drop-off in nonfinancial forms of family support, too. We assessed the level of emotional support students received from their parents by asking them to rate their agreement with the following statements:

      
        • Your parents make you feel worthwhile, special, and unique

        • Your parents share a reliable relationship with you

        • Your parents make you feel better when you are upset

        • Your parents make you feel proud of yourself

        • Your parents listen to you when you feel stressed

      

      Forty-two percent of students felt that in their second year of college they received less emotional support from their families than they did during their first year. Our analyses indicate that the financial and emotional aspects of these interactions are related. The struggle to pay for college sometimes felt like a personal failing on the part of the family, and for the parents in particular. The resulting dynamic created tensions in families’ relationships.

      The money undergraduates provide to their parents helps buy more than food and shelter. One woman said that her family expected her to use her student loans to purchase clothing for her sister’s children. As described earlier, Ian used his financial aid to help his brother pay for courses at a local technical college, in an effort to protect him from spending time “on the streets.”

      Our interviews gave little indication that parents explicitly required their children to pass money along. Rather, student contributions to their families seem rooted in implicit understandings. One undergraduate said that she has “started to listen for the things that my mom needs . . . and then I’ll usually just go and get it for her.” She is quick to clarify: “Not that I have money for it, but a part of me sometimes feels like I have more money than she does right now.”

      Among the world’s large financial assistance programs, financial aid for higher education stands out for its explicit stance against remittances. In many other settings, policymakers allow impoverished people to share their money how they choose, with the understanding that they are best able to decide what will help their lives the most. If sharing helps them survive, they do it. If it does not, they do not. Some studies find that flexible financial assistance works better than programs with more restrictions.49 Yet when it comes to financial aid for college, it is simply understood that the money is for the student, not the family. There is a specific term used by policymakers and financial aid officers—and even some advocates—when it comes to talking about money that is used elsewhere. It is spent on “noneducational expenses,” they say, and this is considered misuse, even fraud.50 This judgment is based on the admirable general objectives of college financial aid—but it gives short shrift to the real lives of low-income students and their families.51

      As described in chapter 3, the claims of fraud among financial aid recipients have increased in recent years, corresponding to the rise in program costs. Since the Great Recession and the corresponding devastation of wealth (especially for African Americans and Hispanics), long-struggling families have had fewer assets to live on. For many, a tight credit market has made even small amounts of capital hard to come by. At the same time, more and more students from low-income families are choosing to go to college, where they are often offered a combination of grants and loans that give them access to money they may choose to spend elsewhere. These conditions practically drive aid recipients to draw on that aid to help their families—even though doing this means they are viewed as frauds and cheats who are undeserving of support.

      Perhaps the advance of such claims could have helped Ian. If rules against transfers to others were enforced, Ian would have been able to spend more of his aid on college needs. The mental anguish Ian felt in deciding who to choose—himself or his family—might have been reduced. His life might be simpler, and his prospects for degree completion better. Maybe.

      But it is also possible that such rules would have encouraged his family to be less invested in Ian’s education—literally. His time away from home, spent in the classroom and the library, could have become more intolerable—and the pressure for him to do something that brought home cash could have been even stronger.

      Nima Chaudhary understood this pressure. In exchange for living at home, she was expected to provide extensive care to her family. “My dad doesn’t work because he is disabled. My mom is the only one working, sixteen hours a day since we got here from Nepal. Nobody else works because we are all full-time students. . . . She gets up at 5 A.M. and leaves at 6 because her job [in housekeeping at a hospital] starts at 7 A.M. and she works until 3 P.M., then comes home and has thirty minutes to eat and then leaves for the second job [as a janitor] until she comes [home] at 1:30 A.M.”

      To help out, Nima spent eight hours a week caring for her disabled father during her first year of college. “It’s our culture. You live with your family. The parents raise you from baby to older and then your family grows and you take care of your parents because they are growing old. Kind of like a circle.” Living with her family required personal sacrifices. She enjoyed very little freedom. Her brothers kept an eye on her time and her friends. “They drill me with questions. Where are you going? Who are you going with? How late are you going to be?”

      Nima had to borrow money from her parents to participate in activities and buy books. Sometimes she also borrowed from her friends (including for books and food). As described previously, she also worked in places and in ways that made her very uncomfortable, and she endured near-constant criticism from her family.

      A Financial Aid System That Does Not Understand Its Customers

      Our evidence suggests that the financial aid eligibility and distribution system doesn’t take into account the realities of many low-income families. The system fails to adequately recognize families’ struggles with poverty or near-poverty status, income volatility, and the lack of available support from social programs. While financial aid demands an expected family contribution from all but the very poorest families, parents are frequently unable to make that contribution. This creates tension between children and parents that recurs throughout college, as aid reapplication occurs annually, creating friction every academic year. It also breeds resentment and mistrust of financial aid, a policy intended to help.

      Students who are the first in their families to attend college make up a significant portion of low-income students. In our study of Pell recipients, first-generation college students made up 57 percent of the total. These students are often viewed as the most accomplished and successful family members, and so it should not be a surprise that they are often called on (directly and indirectly) to support their families with all available resources. Contributing time or money—or both—to their families may be done out of love, in response to pressure, or out of a sense of reciprocal obligation and may make students feel proud or resentful, appreciated or exploited. Regardless, these contributions can be counterproductive to their educational goals. Increasing college attainment for these individuals may require finding ways to resolve these challenges. Otherwise, for as long as low-income families continue to experience severe financial stress, we can expect their children to struggle with extra burdens as they attempt to succeed at college.

      Parents and their students are willing to make sacrifices. National survey data indicate that 61 percent of people in families earning less than $35,000 a year strongly agree that they are “willing to stretch myself financially” to pay for college—compared to 52 percent of middle-income families, and 58 percent of wealthy families. Almost 60 percent of low-income families also say that they are willing to borrow for college rather than not go at all, and 70 percent say that a degree is more important now than ever. Willingness to make these sacrifices is again more prevalent among lower-income families. Perhaps most tellingly, 34 percent of these families say that attending college is worth it for the experience, despite uncertainty about future earnings. Just 19 percent of middle- and upper-income families say the same.52
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      Making the Grade

      Over the last decade a series of research studies and news articles has painted a distinctly negative portrait of the American undergraduate. Students are portrayed as more interested in social activities—particularly drinking alcohol, doing drugs, and partying—than in academics. They’re not interested in hard work and studying and they are lost and “academically adrift.” Conversely, they are also obsessed with grades rather than with substantive learning.

      This picture contains at least a grain of truth. Academically Adrift, an influential longitudinal study by sociologists Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa, suggests that a substantial number of students learn relatively little during college. A historical analysis by economists Philip Babcock and Mindy Marks finds that today’s students spend far fewer hours studying than did undergraduates in years past.1

      These characterizations of undergraduates make for good stories. According to influential education analyst Kevin Carey, Academically Adrift was “the rare piece of serious academic scholarship that jumps the fence and roams free into the larger culture.”2 Peter Lindsay, associate professor of political science and philosophy at Georgia State University, wrote in a 2015 column in the Chronicle of Higher Education that “at large urban institutions like mine, where many students live off campus and cannot merely roll out of bed, don some approximation of near-appropriate dress, and drag themselves 100 yards to an adjoining classroom building, arrival at any point during a 75-minute period is often presented as a feat of epic proportions.”3

      While this picture is compelling, the data on which it is based include few public institutions. These concerns matter little to writers like Thomas Lindsay of the Center for Higher Education at the Texas Public Policy Foundation, who simply agree: “Having taught undergraduates at several institutions, public and private, over the past 20 years, I needed no corroboration. From my experience, I have long suspected what [Academically] Adrift and the Wabash Study [of Liberal Arts Education] confirm. It’s hard for me to believe that my fellow academics don’t also know this in their bones.”4 The vision of students drifting aimlessly through higher education is, in other words, so pervasive that we should simply accept it and move on.5

      But the reality is more complicated. The studies that paint the picture of lazy students don’t look at family economic status at all. Indeed, they are not studies of financial aid recipients. As we’ve learned from our study in Wisconsin, money makes a huge difference across many measures of college success. We simply can’t accept simplistic explanations of complex problems. We don’t know what we don’t ask about.

      In higher education, academics and economics are often thought of as separate and distinct. Elite institutions boast about their “no loans” policies that purport to eliminate financial worries.6 When charging different amounts of money for different college majors or hiking tuition, universities claim to use aid in order to “hold harmless” students with few financial resources.7 But in fact, the new economics of college are tightly intertwined with the academic experiences of undergraduates.

      We found that academics were a central focus of students’ time in college. They cared a great deal about learning the material needed to earn degrees and win jobs that would improve their economic standing and those of their families. But how they went about pursuing that learning was shaped by the economic circumstances of their existence.

      Do Students Care about School?

      In a New York Times article titled “Your So-Called Education,” Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa write that “the funds from Pell Grants and subsidized loans . . . have empowered students for good but also for ill.”8 This statement follows on the heels of their critique of student behavior: “Many look for ways to attain an educational credential effortlessly and comfortably. And they are catered to accordingly. The customer is always right.” The implication is clear: students, including Pell recipients, are not learning as much as they should be—and it is because they are not focused on school.

      Economist Richard Vedder agrees with Arum and Roksa. He blames the financial aid system. “Lazy or mediocre students can get greater subsidies than hard-working and industrious ones,” he writes. “Take Pell Grants. A student who works extra hard and graduates with top grades after three years will receive only half as much money as a student who flunks several courses and takes six years to finish or doesn’t obtain a degree at all. In other words, for recipients of federal aid there are disincentives to excel.”9 Reihan Salam, writing in the National Review, concurs with Vedder in a blog titled, “If You’re Going to Accept Direct Loans and Pell Grants, You Should Tell Us If Students Are Actually Learning Something.”10

      Clearly these writers and researchers haven’t talked to the students in our study who struggled each and every semester to make ends meet. They have no empirical data with which to differentiate the behavior of Pell recipients from those of other students. In fact, the authors of Academically Adrift did not collect any information on students’ family income or their financial aid, so they did not know who was receiving financial aid and who wasn’t.11 For policymakers considering the future of higher education, this should be a red flag.

      The Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study was designed to look at the relationship between money and college success. In an analysis that University of Wisconsin–Madison researcher Peter Kinsley and I conducted, we examined information collected on student surveys to see what we could learn about students’ motivations.12

      For students from low-income families, getting ahead in life is a main reason for attending college. Nearly 70 percent of our students cited a love of learning as a “very” or “extremely” important factor in their decision to pursue postsecondary education. Ninety-four percent believed that education would pay off in the future, and 88 percent felt that how they did in college would affect their success over time. These highly motivated students were also ambitious. Not only did they want to earn an undergraduate degree but 67 percent wanted to then go on to pursue a graduate degree.

      Critically, while learning for its own sake was important to students in this sample, they also felt that they were good at school. Seventy percent believed that they were just as smart as their classmates, and 60 percent felt that they were able to get good grades. As first-year students, 50 percent said that they were effective at managing their time and schedule well enough to focus on school, and that grew to 56 percent in the second year of college.

      Performing well academically and maintaining a strong GPA were central concerns for these students. A first-generation college student pursuing a business degree reflected on her academic performance: “I feel really pretty good. I mean looking back there’s times when I wish I had studied harder for this test, or I wish I had worked harder in this class. [But] I think I’m sitting at a pretty solid GPA. I’m at a 3.47 and I really want to be at a 3.5 or a little bit above because then that’s honors.”

      A woman pursuing a degree in elementary education highlighted the importance of pacing and psychological rewards to successful studying: “[I used to] try to do all my homework [at once] by going from one thing to the next thing to the next thing. I’ve learned that I kind of need at least a little break between each [assignment]. So I’ll set a goal to finish a certain assignment, and then when I finish that I’ll give myself like thirty minutes of TV watching or something. Then after that I’ll do another assignment and then once I finish that assignment I’ll give myself another little reward.”

      Of course, a desire to learn does not by itself guarantee that school will always be stimulating. In the first year of college, a time dominated by introductory classes and required course work, just 40 percent of students said that they found their classes interesting. An even smaller percentage (34%) found classes challenging during the first year, though by year two that number increased to 51 percent. The vast majority of the students (86%) felt that they were getting as much academic support as they had expected from their institution. To what extent that number reflected true satisfaction with the levels of support provided by the institutions, or simply low expectations of support on the part of the students, is not entirely clear.

      The Most Serious Students on Campus

      How do students spend their time? Many studies have asked how much time college students spend on campus. In our study, we wanted a more detailed picture, so we asked students how they allocated their time. First, some context. Higher education analyst Thomas Mortenson used data from the American Time Use Survey (2003–9), administered by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, to look at what undergraduates do each weekday. His sample was similar to the one in this study. It included people between the ages eighteen and twenty-four who were enrolled full time in college. He found that undergraduates devote about 14 percent of their time to school, including attending class and studying.13 Focusing on weeks instead of days, Philip Babcock and Mindy Marks examined changes in student time allocation choices as measured by several distinct surveys of undergraduates attending four-year colleges and universities.14 Both studies concluded that students don’t seem to spend much time on school, and certainly not as much as they used to. And both claim that rather than focusing on school, many students appeared to be devoting themselves to leisure.15

      Are financial aid recipients different? The Arum and Roksa and the Babcock and Marks studies don’t look at whether students’ time use varies by family income (although they do look at whether time use varies by parental education). Mortenson does examine this issue, and finds some evidence that low-income students (from families earning less than $25,000 a year) spend a bit more time on educational activities. But again: none of these studies explicitly examines the behavior of financial aid recipients, even though their results have been used to characterize that group.16

      We looked at time use among Pell recipients attending both two-year and four-year institutions. We asked students to report on time spent caring for family (either older relatives or younger siblings)—something not included in any of the other studies. The results suggest that Pell recipients may be more focused on their academics and spend more time on educational activities than the average undergraduate portrayed in these other studies. As table 16 shows, our students devoted over one-fourth of their time to school. In addition, they devoted time to family, an activity that may be incorrectly folded into leisure activities in most time use research. These findings suggest that financial aid effectively reduces the time that students might otherwise spend on work (a possibility we will explore in more detail later in this chapter). It also suggests that financial aid may be well targeted to students who are indeed devoted to their schooling.

      
      
        
          
            	Table 16. Comparison of undergraduate time use: American Time Use Survey vs. Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study
          

          
            	Activity
            	Percentage of Time Devoted to Activity in 24-Hour Period
          

          
            	ATUS
            	WSLS
          

          
            	All Students
            	Low-Income Students
          

        
        
          
            	
              Sleeping

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              37

            
            	
              32

            
          

          
            	
              Educational activities (class and study time)

            
            	
              14

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              28

            
          

          
            	
              Working and related activities

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              6

            
          

          
            	
              Family time

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              N/A

            
            	
              6

            
          

          
            	
              All other activities: travel, eating/drinking, grooming, exercise, and leisure

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              38

            
            	
              28

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Sources: American Time Use Survey (ATUS), as reported in Mortenson, “Time Use of Full-Time College Students Ages 18 to 24 Years, 2003 to 2009”; and WSLS data.

              Note. “Low-income” means an annual income of less than $25,000 per year. “N/A” indicates that the ATUS did not ask about family time. WSLS sample includes students who responded to the first-year survey questions on time use (n = 2,045).

            
          

        
      

      A serious challenge to students’ abilities to spend even more time on school is their work schedules. Students usually attend classes between 8 A.M. and 4 P.M.17 But these are the same hours that people usually work. Many colleges offer limited undergraduate classes outside of the 8 A.M.–4 P.M. span, and while some companies offer early or late shifts—or flexible schedules—many do not. Combining work and school can be difficult. Fifty-one percent of working students in the second year reported working between 8 A.M. and 12 P.M., and 73 percent reported working between 12 P.M. and 6 P.M.

      But there are trade-offs even for students who worked other hours. Sizable fractions of students worked outside of standard workday hours. Sixty-one percent worked between 6 P.M. and 10 P.M., when they could be studying or in evening classes, while 23 percent worked between 10 P.M. and 8 A.M., time that could interfere with sleep.

      Sophie Schmidt was a strong student in high school who appeared quite capable of college-level work. But as she put it, “Everyone I know who is getting straight As in college does not have a job! There’s a lot of stress and a lot of drama. And you add that to school and it’s a little overwhelming, and you have to prioritize; and sometimes, you know, studying gets pushed to the bottom of the list. And that’s just the way it goes.”

      Sophie’s thirty-hour-a-week work schedule affected her grades. Since she did not know her work schedule far enough in advance she was unsure how many credits she could take each term. Her work schedule often changed midsemester. She found herself adding and dropping classes, sometimes losing tuition she had paid as a result. She always aimed to “go for fifteen”—that is, to take fifteen credits per term—per the recommendations of her school, but it was hard to juggle classes and work while achieving a B average.18 Her grades were Bs and Cs, sometimes putting her at risk for violating the satisfactory academic progress standard required for continued receipt of financial aid.

      Sophie’s case is not unusual. Peter Kinsley and I found that many of our students were concerned about maintaining a good GPA and selected a class load accordingly. Even so, 24 percent had a GPA below 2.0 (a C average) for their first year of college, including 19 percent of university students and 28 percent of two-year college students. Celina, a Latina who aimed to become a pharmacist, described her efforts to get good grades:

      
        Interviewer: How many credits are you taking this term?

        Celina: This term, fourteen.

        Interviewer: So is that the same for last term as well?

        Celina: I think last one I had twelve. Because my main focus was to bring everything up, like my GPA, straight up. It was like a booster, because I took three science classes.

        Interviewer: You decided to take twelve because you thought that would help boost your GPA?

        Celina: Yeah, and it did—I took three classes so it was good. I could dedicate much more time to what I needed to do.

      

      Only after first securing her GPA did Celina feel that she could take more credits. She had a lot on the line. At one point, her GPA was around 2.42, putting her at risk of not meeting the satisfactory academic progress requirement. Had that happened, she would have lost her $3,100 Pell Grant. However, by the next term she had pulled her GPA up to a 2.57, further above the standard.

      Slow and Steady?

      Do the GPA requirements associated with financial aid really encourage students to move through school at a slower pace? An experimental analysis Peter Kinsley and I conducted suggests that this is indeed possible.19 We used transcript data to examine the grades that our students received in their first term of college and compared those grades to the number of credits they attempted to take in the second term. In the first term, all the students were receiving the Pell Grant and thus were subject to satisfactory academic progress standards requiring at least a C average—that is, a GPA of 2.0. In addition to Pell a random subsample of students was also offered the Wisconsin Scholars Grant, worth an additional $3,500 per year. For those students, the stakes associated with keeping their Pell Grant were especially high—keeping the Wisconsin Scholars Grant depended on it.

      Our theory was that weaker students at risk of not making satisfactory academic progress and losing their financial aid would be more likely to take fewer credits. To reduce the risk to their aid, we hypothesized (based on data from interviews with students) they would opt for a slower pace to degree completion. We tested this by comparing the Wisconsin Scholars Grant measure (zero if they were offered the grant, one if they were not) with the student’s first-term GPA and modeling behavior for the second term. Figure 10 displays the results.

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 10. Predicted probability of four-year track enrollment (enrolling in 15 or more credits) in second term of college, by first-term GPA and offer of the Wisconsin Scholars Grant. WSG = 0 represents the control group, who did not receive the grant. WSG = 1 represents the treatment group, who received the grant. The solid lines above and below the WSG = 0 and WSG = 1 lines represent 95 percent confidence intervals. Sample includes Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study participants who started at a four-year college, who consented to use of their college administrative records, and who were enrolled in classes during the first two weeks of their second term during their first year (n = 779). Source: Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study data.

      

      For students with first-semester GPAs below 2.0, there was a large and statistically significant reduction in the likelihood of taking fifteen or more credits in the second semester of the first year of college if they were offered the Wisconsin Scholars Grant. For students who were not at risk of failing to make satisfactory academic progress, there was no such impact.20 In other words, it seems that raising the financial stakes on low-income students may cause some of them to proceed more slowly through college, potentially lengthening their time to degree (and raising their total costs) over time.

      Heroic Focus

      Sometimes the way in which students put together their schedules in college reflects an array of influences of which their professors and advisers are unaware. For low-income students in particular, efforts to prioritize school and learning may require spending time doing a variety of nonacademic activities to make college possible in the first place.

      Ian Williams graduated from a small high school in Milwaukee, the same school that both his parents attended. He was not exposed to a rigorous college preparatory curriculum and received an eighteen on the ACT. Ian knew that he would need to spend a substantial amount of time studying in college, so he took a year off before beginning higher education: “I was trying to build up a work history because I knew that when I went to college it was going to be hard for me to work and get my education at the same time. So I dedicated one of my years to working and after that I said, it’s time to go back to school.”

      Ian earned a 3.9 GPA in his first year. How he did it is instructive. During the summer before entering university and during his first semester, Ian participated in a “summer bridge” program, an introduction to college that provided tutoring and advising.21 Ian credits the program with helping him feel more prepared academically and helping him establish friendships. Yet when he enrolled at the university, he was placed in remedial courses in both math and writing. Ian was frustrated, believing that the year he took off between high school and college, a year he hoped would prevent him from having to work during school, caused a learning loss that led him to need remediation. Since those remedial courses did not count toward his degree, the total time he would need to remain in college was extended.

      Ian was focused. During his first interview, we asked him, “What kinds of things do you do when you’re not in class?” Ian replied immediately: “Study. They told us every class is three hours [of studying] so I just study.”

      Ian enjoyed being in college. “I feel older now, like I’m doing something. When I was in high school I felt like I wasn’t really impressing my family or anything, but since I came to college I feel like I’m really impressive.” His commitment to studying continued. The fourth time we met with him, in the spring of his second year, he reported that with three academic classes on his schedule he was studying at least nine hours a week. He provided an example of his daily schedule: “Today, for instance, my class started at 9 A.M. and I have another class at 12 P.M. So I study between classes, and then after the second class, I study for three more hours until 5 P.M.” Because Ian’s family home did not have Internet access, he studied at the library.22 When he felt he needed additional help, he sought tutoring. His goal was to gain entrance to the business school at his university, which required a GPA of at least 2.5, and he exceeded that. In his third year of school, his cumulative GPA was a 3.65.

      But Ian had to contend with significant distractions. He avoided parties and alcohol because he knew that they often led to fighting and other trouble. And he tried to stay away from girls, since as he put it, “I’m not trying to have a relationship get between me and my schoolwork.” He felt a strong pull from the neighborhood where he and his family lived and tried to spend as little time as possible on the streets around his home.

      
        I didn’t want to go that negative route, I already knew it was a negative route, so I was more focused on the positive route. . . . [I told myself,] “If I go back in the streets it’s going to be boring, real boring. There isn’t anything to do in the streets, just sit around and think about where you’re going to get your next month. I feel like being in school and studying makes time go by fast, way faster than being in the streets. . . .” That’s why I’m always on campus or studying, and at night I just go home and sleep. I have morning classes every day because I know in the morning, that’s when everyone will come to your house saying “drive me there, drive me there, come on and kick it, and all that stuff.” So they go to my house now, and I’m in class. I just try to dodge it as much as I can. I feel like every day I’m in class something is probably happening at the house.

      

      In other words, Ian built his life at school to counteract what could have been his life on the street. Sometimes he struggled to maintain a focus on school. “Every day I feel like bad stuff happens, but I still try to concentrate on my work as much as possible. . . . When you’re at school, don’t think about what’s happening at home. Keep that on the outside. When you come to school, think about studying. . . . But since I’m in that type of environment at home, I can’t really do that. I’ve got to think about what’s happening at the house otherwise it can be a surprise to me if I went to the house and something happened.” While Ian wanted to spend as much time and mental energy on school as he could, ignoring what was going on at home didn’t always work. Once, he didn’t answer a call from his sister because he was in class. She was calling him because his brother had just been in a fight. “My brother doesn’t have morning classes like I do. He has afternoon classes, and when I’m in class I’m like ‘Oh, don’t let them after my brother. . . .’ That’s why I go home sometimes to see if he has school. And when he does, I feel relief because I really want him to get his education like I am.” If Ian could not keep his family safe, he might not stay in school.

      The grants and scholarships Ian had unexpectedly received eased his financial situation considerably, and given his academic talents and commitment, he had no trouble meeting the scholarship’s requirements of a 3.0 GPA. The more he studied and tried to push the calls from home to the side, the more money he had for college. His grants and scholarship grew and his net price shrank, falling from almost $11,000 in his freshman year to about $5,000 by his junior year. This made it possible for him to work just twelve hours a week and focus on school. He was going to make it.

      What Money Can Buy

      It is clear that financial pressures can reduce the amount of time students spend on school. So if we give students more money, will they study more? The answer is not straightforward. Funds can release students from time they would otherwise spend working, making it possible for them to allocate more time to school. But the newly available time might go elsewhere, either because it is needed (in the case of childcare) or because of students’ preferences. Struggling students who feel they are unable to afford important things or who are concerned they are taking out too many loans may opt to use additional grant money to buy those things or to take out less in loans rather than reducing work hours.23 Also, students often can’t easily adjust their work hours.24 Employers hire people to work a certain number of hours, and students may not be able to reduce their hours without quitting their job altogether. And, unlike regular wages, grant money comes with rules and restrictions that limit how it can be used.

      In a quasi-experimental analysis of the effects of financial aid on time use, researcher Stephen DesJardins and his colleagues found that a merit-based scholarship reduced the time undergraduates spent working and increased time spent on cultural activities and community service but had no effect on the amount of time students spent studying, relaxing, or doing other extracurricular activities.25 Most experimental studies of performance-based scholarships, however, report that additional aid has no impact on students’ employment.26

      Sociologists Katharine Broton, James Benson, and I examined whether the Wisconsin Scholars Grant effectively reduced the time students spent working. Our experimental analysis indicated that the grant modestly reduced long working hours, but it was not a dollar-for-dollar displacement. An additional $1,000 of annual grant aid reduced the number of hours that students worked, on average, by only thirty-five minutes a week.27

      Still, offering students additional grant aid can reduce their need to work very long hours, and we found that it also helps them avoid working at night, which may be a particularly important objective for policymakers. The Wisconsin Scholars Grant cut the fraction of students working extensively—twenty or more hours a week—from 30 to 25 percent, and reduced the fraction of students working between 2 A.M. and 8 A.M. from 14 to 8 percent.

      Notably, the impacts on extensive and off-campus work accrued entirely to Pell recipients who were first-generation college students (more precisely, neither parent has a college degree). There was a ten-percentage-point gap in the probability of extensive work among students who did not receive the Wisconsin Scholars Grant—35 percent of first-generation students worked twenty or more hours a week, compared to 25 percent of second-generation students. But the Wisconsin Scholars Grant eliminated that gap entirely. Among first-generation students who got the grant, just 24 percent worked extensively.

      The Price of Underpreparation

      Most students who begin college without strong high school academic preparation are not as fortunate as Ian Williams. They don’t have the benefit of summer bridge programs, nor do unexpected scholarships appear out of the blue. They have to work, and for these students, it is especially difficult to get good grades, since they often need additional time—time they don’t have—for studying, meeting with professors, and tutoring. Without these supports, their grades suffer. But most students don’t understand this relationship between having a job and grades. They’ve never felt particularly successful in school, and they are accustomed to working, so they focus on earning enough to pay for college rather than studying.

      That is the situation that Chloe Johnson faced. Her standard Wisconsin high school diploma did not prepare her for the rigorous science required for the veterinary technician program she chose. For starters, she needed another chemistry course, which she took at the technical college nearest her home before moving away to attend the technical college where she would pursue her degree. When she enrolled, she started working at PetSmart and Kohl’s, as described in chapter 4, and tried to do her best in her five courses. She was caught in a double bind. She started school poorly prepared to succeed academically, then her work hours meant she had less time to study, and lack of money kept her from benefiting from extracurricular opportunities offered by her professors that might have helped her grades. She reported: “They [the program] are planning this [class] trip, and you have to pay for it. One of the instructors planning it feels that it’s a really good experience for everyone who goes—she highly recommended it. But I can’t go. So I’m missing out on this experience because I don’t have the money to go.” When Chloe realized she wasn’t doing well in school, she dropped one course to focus on the other four. But she faced unexpected consequences: “I was looking into dropping one of my classes, maybe putting it off until next semester. [The financial aid officer] talked me out of it—she’s like, well, you could quit now and lose out on the money [tuition] because you waited too long [past the add/drop period]. Or I could stick it out and just do my best.”

      The Price of Part-Time Enrollment

      Losing tuition money that had already been spent did not seem wise to Chloe, so she kept all five classes. She thought about switching to part-time enrollment during the next term so that she could more easily make her schedule work and do better in her classes. But she didn’t know how this would affect her finances. Students who attend college part time receive a partial Pell Grant that is exactly half the amount received by full-time students, based on the assumption that there is a linear relationship between college costs and number of hours enrolled. But in practice, the costs of attending college are not split in half when a student takes two courses (six credits) instead of four (twelve credits). While tuition varies linearly by the credit hour, other college costs do not. For example, while students taking fewer courses may not need to buy as many books, the books they do need are not necessarily less expensive. Moreover, living costs must still be covered, and students taking even a few courses often have to work only part time rather than full time, which, as discussed in chapter 4, does not pay as much on an hourly basis and rarely comes with benefits.

      Chloe was frustrated by the trade-offs involved in attending college full time simply to get enough financial aid. “It’s going to take me three years to finish (rather than two). Financial aid requires twelve credits a semester to be a full-time student. So I have to take an extra class next semester that’s not in the program. And in the third and fourth semesters I have to take an extra class not in the program just so I can get financial aid. So it’s like you take an extra class to get the financial aid but you’re still going backwards because you’re spending more money.” Finally, during the exam period of her first term of college, Chloe dropped a class. “I talked to my instructor and told her what was going on, and she said I should probably withdraw from the class I am doing the worst in and try and concentrate on my other classes. My grades improved a little bit but not enough to put me over the top. I mean, the stuff wasn’t hard for me at all, it was just that I was so exhausted.”

      Some researchers and policy analysts have recommended changing federal policy to increase the financial aid penalty for attending college part time. Some even suggest upping the Pell definition of full-time status to fifteen credits from the current twelve.28 Proposals like these would further reduce the size of the Pell Grant received by students like Chloe, who struggle to balance school with work.

      Clearly, school was not going well for Chloe, yet she tried to remain optimistic. When I asked her in December of her first semester, “How sure are you that you’re going to be here next semester?” she responded: “I’m pretty sure. I’m pretty dead set on this and I’m pretty determined to do it.” At the same time, she admitted that, “by the looks of it, it would take a miracle to pull off passing one of my classes because I’ve just fallen so far behind.”

      Chloe did not realize it, but she was in danger of failing to meet her college’s satisfactory academic progress requirements: a C average and completion of 67 percent or more of cumulative attempted credits. But Chloe was cornered. Dropping a class would lower the ratio of courses that Chloe had completed, and getting a bad grade in that class would lower her GPA. In other words, at that point in the semester Chloe was about to face academic and therefore financial consequences for having attempted college without sufficient funds. But she didn’t understand exactly what was happening. She simply knew that she was exhausted from working long hours trying to pay for college and not doing nearly as well as she had hoped. But it was not until the semester was over and she was preparing for the second term, having just taken out a loan to pay for tuition, that she learned the truth.

      
        It was the Saturday right before school started again [for the term] that I found out. I got a letter in the mail that just said that I was dismissed. It pretty much said “You’re kicked out because you failed too many of your classes.” Or as they put it, I was “dismissed” from the program, because my grades weren’t up to par. This was hard because I was sleeping in a lot of my classes to try and catch up with sleep. It was a combination of just stress and driving and trying to hold two jobs just so that I could afford everything on a day-to-day basis.

      

      Chloe was stunned, in tears, and unsure what to do next. The online description of her program offers the following warning to students considering employment during school: “Whether or not you hold a part-time job should at least be partially dependent on your scholastic ability and how well you do in your college courses. About 90 percent of [our] students have some part-time employment while attending school. However, working too many hours at outside employment has been demonstrated to seriously impair student success in the Veterinary Technician Program.”

      But apparently no one had shown this information to Chloe or explained the implications. Critically, she did not know what she could have done differently, given the high price of college and the limited financial aid she received.

      
        I was like, ok, I’m dismissed from this program, and I thought it was something I really wanted to do, and it just hit me hard. I was just crushed. I had my hopes set real high . . . it was kind of a relief, but then again it was pretty stressful. . . . It was like, “You know, I went through all of this work and I accomplished nothing. I failed.” It was kind of a little bit of both and it actually hit me pretty hard because I was just crushed. I was like, “Wow, I’m never going to get anywhere.” I’ve got, you know, pretty much no hope for the future.

      

      Chloe panicked, and made a sudden move. “I called my dad . . . he lives in Florida . . . and I told him what was going on. I ended up getting on a plane the next day at 6 A.M. I was like, I’ve gotta start over. The only way I thought about starting over was, you know, picking up my stuff and moving.” Chloe and I were sitting in a Tampa-area coffee shop when she told me this story.

      
        I had a return flight, but I never took it. . . . I was registered for classes but after I got the letter I pulled out of all of my classes and I took my parking sticker back so that I wouldn’t be charged for it. . . . I kept checking on my account to make sure I didn’t owe any money and was out of my classes. They awarded me financial aid for the spring and I didn’t know what to do with it. You know, I was sitting there with this check—I was like, what do I do with it? I didn’t know if I should send it back or what. And then I ended up getting a letter from [the loan servicer] saying that because I was no longer enrolled I needed to pay the amount in full from first and second semesters. But all the money from first semester was pretty much all gone from trying to pay bills and everything. So I’m like, uh oh, what do I do? About two weeks ago I finally got everything figured out . . . my loans defaulted. But I got it figured out and now I’m in an automatic payment plan where they automatically take money out of my checking account the same day every month.

      

      Chloe began waiting tables at the restaurant her father managed while she hunted for another job. In some ways, life as a so-called college dropout suited her better than the life she had experienced while in school. “I definitely feel less stressed out. I mean, when I was going to school I got really sick. . . . I ended up having to get muscle relaxants because I was grinding my teeth at night and I was getting horrible migraines from all the stress. . . . It makes you drool a lot when you sleep and gives you bad cottonmouth. I had to watch when I took them so that I wouldn’t take them and then fall asleep on the way to school or on the way home from work or anything.”

      She now ate regularly, and, to my eyes, looked healthier. Her late nights now occurred a few times a week, rather than almost every day—and those nights were now spent socializing, instead of working the late shift. Chloe was unsure about her next steps. While she thought that she might eventually return to college, she was sure she would never return to Wisconsin. Her stepsister was enrolled at a for-profit university, and Chloe began to consider that possibility. One year after beginning college, Chloe started an entirely new life in a state a thousand miles away. Her attempt to gain a degree had yielded Chloe little more than bad memories and monthly automatic loan payments.

      The Element of Surprise

      Many of the students in our study were surprised by the amount of work their college courses required. Forty-three percent of our students reported that their first-semester college classes were more difficult than they had expected, and 40 percent of all students said that their grades were lower than anticipated. In their first year, 72 percent of them sought academic guidance, and among those who sought it, the vast majority received help and found it useful. Yet 15 percent of students indicated that they were getting less academic help from their college than they had expected.

      Some students clearly misunderstood what was required to succeed in college-level courses. Mai, an immigrant from Thailand, reported:

      
        My first semester I didn’t do so well. I thought that the grading scale was if you are in class and you participate and you do your assignments and stuff, you’ll have a decent grade. But . . . it doesn’t matter if you come to class or not. If you do well on your exams and your final, then you’ll get a good grade based on your exam and finals. And even though I was there every day, I did the work and I read, I have test anxiety, so I kind of bombed my tests and I didn’t receive the grade I thought I would receive.

      

      To cope, Mai started meeting an adviser once or twice a week, a practice she continued for several subsequent semesters. She told us that she was very motivated to do well because getting a good education was a way to make her parents proud, secure a good job, and be able to provide for herself, her younger siblings, and her parents.

      In subsequent semesters, Mai changed her major several times. She switched from biology to business to accounting before finally settling on communications. Dogged by stress about both grades and finances, Mai offered the following analogy: “Every time I look up, there’s like a knife just dangling [above me], and, if I do something wrong, I could totally destroy everything I have going for me.” To Mai, these “knives” were grades and financial problems, and she emphasized how stressed she felt that she was not making enough to cover her expenses. She said her biggest goal was helping her family. In her words: “If I’m not able to help my siblings when they need financial help, am I really a good sibling to them?”

      Toward the end of her third year of college, both of Mai’s parents lost their jobs, and Mai transferred to a for-profit college campus near her home. She made this decision even though she knew the for-profit college would accept only two-thirds of her previous credits, meaning it would take an extra year to graduate. Mai explained: “I was thinking . . . I can stay one year [at the university] and I guess my parents will suffer through one year, or I could come back home and be able to help them but also continue my education. . . . I know that the little things I do back at home will help them out a lot. So I kind of . . . weigh my options and weigh the benefits. So, when I did that, my best choice is for home.”

      Choices and Doubts

      Nima Chaudhary took school very seriously. During her first year of college she took ten courses, six in the first term, and four in the second. She attended school four days a week from 8 A.M. until 8 P.M., except for Wednesdays when she got home at 4 P.M. She never skipped class and disapproved of her friends who did: “My friends skip class and it kind of makes me angry because you’re paying for it. I don’t know why people skip, it’s your money that you’re losing.” But being present was not enough, and Nima found that sometimes she did not do well enough in a course, often because of the speaking requirements (English was not her first language) and would end up dropping it. She did this during her second year of college, switching from four courses to three. She tried to find a replacement course to remain full time but couldn’t. She lost the Wisconsin Scholars Grant, which required full-time enrollment, and her Pell was reduced. “I got tired of trying to get financial aid because it is so hard, and they are always saying, ‘You’re missing this and that,’ and so I just paid the whole thing with my own money and closed out my bank account.”

      Her mother was a nurse who worked very long hours, and Nima felt that her mom’s job was grueling and that her mother looked older than her years. She was determined to make different choices. At the same time, she appreciated her parents, and wanted to do her duty at home. “I feel so bad for my parents. Their whole life has been so bad. My mom has had to work since she was a kid—my grandma sold my mom to her relatives or somebody to make money, because they were really poor.” Nima’s love, affection, and gratitude toward her father came through as Nima described how he cooked and cleaned for his children even while struggling with chronic pulmonary disease. As she pursued her degree, she spent time each week at home caring for him.

      The family was close, but Nima’s choice of program—graphic design—was a constant source of tension at home. “I’m so into art, and they [my family] just don’t get it. They told me to go into nursing because at the end you have a job right away. But I don’t know about nursing. . . . I have to go into nursing so that I can help my mom. . . . They say, art isn’t going to feed you, and I mean I see their point but at the same time it’s what I really want to do.”

      Money mattered to Nima and her family. The lack of available jobs in her city was one of the most important reasons why she attended college. She thought that college would help her get a good job. Her oldest brother pursued a degree in engineering, and the other brother a degree in nursing. “My brother says, we have to get a job, we just have to—he wants to graduate really fast so he can get a job and make her [their mom] cut down her hours.”

      In every interview Nima spoke about her family members, often at length. Her brothers excelled at the University of Wisconsin–Madison but also incurred debt and, after graduating had a tough time finding jobs. When they eventually succeeded, they lifted up the family (one even bought a house and moved everyone into it), but when they struggled, Nima watched carefully, and took away the lesson that she needed to be especially cautious with her choices. A year after we first met, Nima reported: “My parents still don’t like that I’m in graphic design. I feel like they don’t really support me. I think they want me to do good but they don’t really see me getting a job at the end of it. . . . I understand that part but I just want to make some art . . . they joke about it, they call it Garbage Design when they’re mad at me.” This lack of support affected how Nima saw herself and her work. She noted that being entrepreneurial was important to her success as an artist but found that her insecurities and anxieties kept her from showing her work to others. “I don’t feel like I’m talented. I just feel like I’m doing what my brother said, a hobby. He told me to go into nursing and then take art as a hobby. But I’m being selfish in a way because I’m not doing anything to help my parents’ situation.” Nima struggled with anxiety and depression that went untreated throughout college. “I always have self-doubt, I can’t help it,” she said. Strong feeling of deprivation from her childhood lingered, leaving her feeling unsure of herself and her relationships with others, and she often wondered whether she was valued. These feelings were made more complicated by her status as a Nepalese woman; she perceived that Nepalese culture held certain expectations. She was supposed to be obedient, submissive, and quiet and remain home with her family. She was not taught to drive, was asked to account for her time outside the home, and was derided for her choices when it came to schooling, friends, and hobbies. But Nima wanted to be expressive, creative, and independent. This showed in her artwork (which often included portraits of people with eyes full of passion and hope), her interest in makeup and hair design, and her persistent focus on graphic design despite family pressure for nursing.

      Bad Information, Bad Choices

      Students can enter college with great expectations that are sometimes unrealistic. Ideally, colleges would help students realize their ambitions, while also helping them understand reality—including the specific requirements needed for graduation and the postcollege implications of their choices. That does not always happen.

      Tyler Olson, the former football player, started college with big plans—plans he would later scale back. At first, Tyler wanted to go into business administration. In that field, Tyler expected he would be able to make $100,000 a year once he had a bachelor’s degree, and he wanted to focus on classes that counted toward a business management degree with a minor in German.29 While his grades in high school were not strong, he had taken rigorous course work, and received a $1,400 Talent Incentive scholarship from the state as a reward. With a year at another university already under his belt, he reported: “I don’t understand why people say college is so hard. I find college a helluva lot easier than I found high school. College isn’t challenging to me whatsoever in any way.” He responded to surveys indicating that he found college life “extremely” fun and interesting, he liked the freedom of being in college, and he enjoyed the people he went to school with.

      Even though Tyler found his courses easy, he soon discovered that completing his degree on time was not straightforward. Many of the courses he was taking did not count toward his major, an error he attributed to inadequate advising. While he saw his adviser each term, he felt that she did not listen to him. Instead of putting him on a track for a major in marketing information systems, she directed him to courses required for computer information systems majors. Once he figured this out, he dropped several nonrequired courses, including a math class that he was failing. “Because of my adviser, I now have three years of school left instead of two. Awesome. I’m sitting here thinking, wow, I’ll be twenty-four years old when I graduate!” His efforts to take the classes he needed when he needed them were further hampered by his struggles to pay for books. He started each term by registering for at least sixteen credits and then dropping classes after he figured out how much the books cost.

      Over time, Tyler began to question why he was bothering with college. Two years after we first met him, we asked him to look back and reflect on his experiences in college thus far. He replied:

      
        That’s something I’ve thought a lot about, and it kind of sucks but I really don’t know why I’m going to school anymore. . . . There’s not even one thing I’m looking forward to [this semester]. . . . I don’t know what I’m going to do with what I’m majoring in. I mean, I know what I can do, but it sucks thinking about a 9 A.M. to 5 P.M. everyday job, and how hard it is going to be to get a job right now. Don’t let anyone tell you different—it’s just going to get worse, this economy, and it’s going to make finding a job even harder. I’m going to keep going to school because there’s no way to stop, I’m already three years into it, but the only thing that is keeping me going is thinking that someday I can work for myself. All it will take is me putting in the time and effort.

      

      Around that time, Tyler stopped talking about business administration and a possible future in graduate school and started to consider enrolling in the army.

      Making Learning Possible

      With an exceptionally generous tribal scholarship in hand, and fairly strong high school preparation, Norbert Webster was in many ways destined to succeed in college from the moment he began. He did not need to work and/or take out loans, and he was able to live like students with far more resources—on campus, closely connected to other students, organizations, and faculty. Norbert appreciated this and, anticipating the hard work involved in college academics, had prepared himself. During his last year of high school he enrolled at the College of the Menominee Nation to take a math class and a course to prepare him for college-level reading. Those courses, paid for by his school district, allowed Norbert to start off prepared and with some college-level credits completed. It wasn’t long before he saw the benefits. “I was always pretty good at math, so I thought I would take a math class there to get started before college. My roommate [in college] has had to take two remedial math classes before even getting into a regular math class, so I’m kind of glad I did that.”

      Norbert was the rare student who could afford to live on campus. Just 13 percent of undergraduates nationwide do this, as did 45 percent of our students.30 Norbert made the most of this opportunity. For his first year, he opted to live in a residence hall for international students. He wanted to meet different kinds of people and felt that this was an important piece of the college experience, a piece that really engaged him. Referring to his high school, he said, “It is so small that you don’t get to meet different people, especially since everyone is Native American. But here there are so many different types of people! Since I live in the international dorm where people from all different countries live, I can just sit down in one of their rooms for an hour and talk about where they are from and what they believe and such.” These early college experiences became even more important to Norbert when, as a business major, he had to learn about different cultural expectations. His living experiences connected to his academic experiences. He felt like his schooling was paying off—it was teaching him something useful. The ability to live on campus made other types of connections possible for him as well. For example, he chose a roommate who was also Oneida, and who shared Norbert’s commitment to academics. “It’s really motivating for me because he [the roommate] says, ‘I’m going to the library for an hour,’ and then I’m like, ‘Well, you know what, I’ll go there for an hour, too,’ and I will knock an hour out reading or studying my notes.” His roommate also helped him keep the costs of attending college down by joining him for evenings playing Xbox in their room rather than going out to parties or bowling, since these things would cost additional money. More than once a week, Norbert decided against going out with friends in order to save money. When he did go out, it was a conscious decision: “Yesterday when we went bowling, my roommate and I had a big debate about whether we wanted to go because he doesn’t have that much money either, so we were both just kind of sitting there and I was like, ‘Well, let’s just go, it’s Friday night and we don’t want to just sit here and study all night, so let’s go bowling.’ And that’s what we did. It’s about having this debate, like, do I want to spend this money [his savings for college] on this, knowing that it’s probably not going to be replenished?” Norbert’s desire to remain connected to and supported by his tribe was enhanced by a special adviser who supported Native American students. The presence of such an adviser on campus was one reason he chose that particular university. He also joined the campus’s intertribal student organization.

      He attended class regularly and went to office hours, too, building strong relationships with his college professors. He was among a small handful of students we interviewed who described in detail how professors interacted with them (he especially loved that they knew him by name).

      Academics were important to Norbert. When frustrated with noise in his dorm, he found a quiet study room. In his first year of college, Norbert’s attendance in class and his diligence resulted in a 3.27 GPA. His standards were high: each year he focused on keeping a B average or better. This was a benchmark he set for himself, since both his Pell Grant and the Oneida scholarship only required a C average.

      
        You have to submit your grades to [the tribe] every semester and tell them what classes you are taking. At the end of every semester, you need a C average to continue funding and if you get below that they will put you on academic probation. They’ll pay for the next semester while you are on probation, and if you again fail to meet the C average they will cut off funding until you take twelve credits and receive a C average. . . . I think about that a lot. But even without that requirement, for me to get into the business major, I need a 2.2. That’s kind of a double motivator for me because I need to keep it up to get from Oneida and I need to keep it up to get into business. It helps out a little bit to know that as long as I’m doing and studying, getting my stuff done, I will be receiving some money. . . . I’ve always tried to get at least Cs on everything—no matter what—I usually get higher.

      

      His commitment to getting good grades lasted, and he maintained a GPA of about 3.3 over time.

      Norbert also made use of the interim periods offered at his university during the winter and summer terms to earn more credits, usually adding three credits (at no additional cost) during that time. He reported enjoying interim courses because he could focus on them with fewer distractions.

      In his second year of college, Norbert learned that he could get a certified public accounting license if he stayed for a fifth year of college and, after assessing the available financial aid, decided to do that. Three semesters into college, he talked about also pursuing a master’s degree in entrepreneurship and starting his own accounting firm in the Green Bay area. His Oneida Scholarship allowed five years of support, as well as funding for graduate school, and Norbert recognized the benefit of more time in school. By his fifth year, he was what he called a “super senior” with enough credits to earn both a bachelor’s degree and an accounting license.

      Norbert attributed his success to his hard work, a message he wanted others from his community to understand.

      
        A lot of the kids from my [high] school say I’m smart, but a lot of the time I just work hard and stuff with my studying. I study a lot and do my work. When people say, “Oh you’re smart and you’re going to college,” I tell them that it’s not about being smart, it’s about how much you put into it. I am not the smartest . . . I just pay attention and get my work done. . . . It’s about paying attention in class, not falling asleep and dozing off, taking good notes—I know the material a little better because I studied it, and that’s how I see it. . . . They don’t realize that if they did the same thing, if they studied and got their stuff done, it’s not that far of a stretch to be considered smart.

      

      Norbert was among the fortunate one-third of students in the study who were not surprised at how difficult it was to afford college. “[Financial aid has] been pretty beneficial to me. I don’t have to go to work, and it helps me have more time for studying and getting my schoolwork done, as opposed to working on weekends.”

      The freedom created by a stable financial situation enabled Norbert to devote himself to college life in ways that we rarely observed in other students. Sophie Schmidt, for example, was also well prepared for college in the academic sense, and she went to a university filled with opportunities. But the difficulties Sophie faced paying for school overshadowed each day, as she spent time worrying, stressed, and often in tears. Ian Williams focused on school but was unable to live on campus or participate in extracurricular activities the way that Norbert could, since he had to work and help his family. Chloe Johnson was just as eager as the others to learn the skills needed for the job she wanted, but she could not stay awake in class after working too late the day before. Norbert was unusual not because he cared about classes or studies but because he didn’t have to worry about having enough money to pay for school.
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      City of Broken Dreams

      For most students, going to college in America doesn’t mean venturing far from home. More than three in four students attend colleges within fifty miles of their homes, continuing their relationships with families, neighbors, and nearby institutions as they pursue degrees.1 Proximity to home is an especially important factor in the college decisions of low-income and race/ethnic minority students.2 The college opportunities presented in a given home city or town, therefore, help to determine what the college experience looks like. It also largely determines the price that students pay.

      While there is a great deal of attention devoted to how much states contribute overall to their public colleges and universities, there is much less discussion about how funds are distributed among those institutions. The robust conversation about funding equity and adequacy in K–12 education has not yet taken place in higher education. Some colleges and universities are better positioned than others to draw on resources from diverse sources, including endowments and private funds, while others depend heavily on the state. When those resources are not forthcoming, students and families pay the price.3

      In Wisconsin, the importance of location, community, and funding equity is nowhere more evident than in the city of Milwaukee. In 1936, Milwaukee was crowned “the best governed city in the U.S.” Home to strong social services including excellent public parks, libraries and civic centers, and a notable work relief system, Wisconsin’s major metropolitan city was in many respects a wonderful place to live and learn.4 Consistent with the meaning of its Algonquian name, it was a beautiful and pleasant land.

      Today Milwaukee is one of the poorest and most segregated cities in America. One-quarter of families live below the federal poverty level, nearly 27 percent of households are on food stamps, and over 36 percent of households take in $25,000 or less in annual income.5 The level of black-white segregation in Milwaukee is the second highest in the nation. Some consider the city one of the worst places in the country to live for African Americans.6 Its stock of college graduates lags behind nearly every other major central city in the country.7

      Even though it is Wisconsin’s largest and most diverse city—and only a ninety-minute drive from the state capitol in Madison—Milwaukee is often treated as an afterthought when it comes to state politics and policy. Reforms and budget cuts to social welfare programs like BadgerCare and changes to public education, including the expansion of private school vouchers at public expense, and increased spending on corrections, disproportionally impact Milwaukee residents. Meanwhile, at the K–12 level, Wisconsin has the largest educational disparities between African American and white students in the country, and its schools suspend African American students at the highest rate in the country.8

      Poverty and race are intertwined in cities across the United States, and the same is true in Milwaukee. While 13 percent of white households fall below the poverty line in Milwaukee, the rate is 30 percent for Latinos and 39 percent of African Americans. That is to say, while only one in eight white residents live below the poverty line, three in ten Latinos and about two in five African Americans do.9 The city isn’t home to the widest racial disparities in poverty—Dane County, the home of Madison, holds that distinction—but the scope and scale of the challenge is far greater in Milwaukee.10

      The concentration of poverty, coupled with what sociologist William Julius Wilson terms the “disappearance of work,” has created extraordinarily difficult living conditions, creating challenges for pursuing educational opportunities.11 It is hard to imagine how the city will ever get ahead when its residents are constrained in this way. As Mark Bittman, writing in the New York Times, noted: “When people are undereducated, impoverished, malnourished, un- or under-employed, or underpaid and working three jobs, their lives are diminished, as are their opportunities. As are the opportunities of their children.”12 With barely three in ten white Milwaukee residents over the age of twenty-five, and just one in ten African American residents, holding bachelor’s degrees, the future of the city is in jeopardy.13 Thirteen percent of African American men in Milwaukee are currently in prison, and half of all African American men in their thirties have been in prison, whereas just 9 percent hold bachelor’s degrees.14

      Political leaders at the state, county, and municipal levels are all trying to increase the percentage of college graduates among their constituents because people with higher education bring social and economic benefits. Graduates make higher wages and can spend more money. They contribute more to local tax bases, attract business investment, and are more likely to start their own enterprises. And they are less likely to need government public assistance services.15 Falling behind in the competition to have a more educated workforce has dramatic consequences. One study estimated that if Wisconsin’s educational attainment and incomes were equal to Minnesota’s, Wisconsin residents would bring home $26 billion more every year.16

      Milwaukee needs a college-educated workforce more than anywhere else in the state. Like other large, diverse cities in America, Milwaukee needs the educational and research enterprises of its higher education institutions to spur personal, community, and economic development. When higher education fails, Milwaukee loses out to other cities that offer expanding economic improvements and chances for equitable, inclusive futures. Some people and businesses have left Milwaukee, while others are choosing not to move there. As the old manufacturing base of the industrial Midwest continues to decline, those left behind have fewer and fewer opportunities.

      Many of our students who were attending college in Milwaukee grew up under tougher circumstances than students from other parts of the state. They were more likely to come from single-parent families, and their parents earned less money. Life in the city often brought additional perils. Ian Williams wasn’t the only man we met who worried about the influence of “the streets” on his family members. While Milwaukee students were not the only ones to voice concern about neighborhood violence, they did so more frequently than students from anywhere else.

      The financial wager involved in attending college has higher stakes in Milwaukee, with some of Wisconsin’s highest net prices and lowest graduation rates. Many students in this study attended the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee (UW–Milwaukee), an institution that shares a research mission with UW–Madison but receives far less state support and has a much smaller endowment (Milwaukee’s is just over $10 million while Madison’s is close to $2.2 billion).17 So even though many of the study’s Pell recipients in Milwaukee needed a great deal of support to graduate, they were much less likely to find what they needed than students elsewhere in the state.

      The Grinder

      Alicia, an African American woman born in Milwaukee, graduated from a public high school and entered college with big ideas. She intended to earn a master’s degree and become either a teacher or a social worker. Either of those careers, she thought, would pay about $30,000 a year. She felt that it was very important to get more education and a better job than her parents had—neither of them had finished college and both were struggling to hold onto their jobs. Alicia understood college was an important step toward her specific career goals and felt optimistic that education would pay off. Her daughter, two years old and born during her junior year of high school, was a strong source of motivation.

      
        I don’t want to see myself where my mom is. I don’t want to ever have to depend on a guy to take care of my daughter and me. It’s all about us—everything I do is about us. . . . I look at people who don’t go to college and I know I’ve got to do something. Without a college education you can’t get a decent job anywhere. . . . I don’t want to have to live paycheck to paycheck, struggling like I am now. I just want me and my daughter to be happy and not worrying about anything. I’ve got to do it for us.

      

      Alicia was determined. On her initial survey during the first few months of college, she said that there was no way she would drop out of college.

      During that first semester, Alicia spent about 7.5 hours a day in class and studying and about four hours a day caring for her child. She was happy to have found affordable daycare at a program in the basement of her grandmother’s church. Since she had no expected family contribution, she received the maximum Pell Grant and was chosen to get the Wisconsin Scholars Grant, too. But she still needed to pay more than $10,000 a year. “If you don’t have the money, you have to find a way to get it or you can’t go. They’re not just going to let you in because, oh you have nice eyes, and you can go to college.”

      To pay the bills, Alicia took out a subsidized loan and worked thirty hours a week. She worked both a work-study job and another job off campus, earning a total of $840 per month (about seven dollars per hour). She also used a credit card, carrying a balance between $500 and $1,000 per month. She slept about five hours a night.

      Even though she had a busy schedule, she did not feel overwhelmed. When asked during our survey to rate her level of agreement with the statements “I’m having more problems affording college than I expected,” and “I’m not as happy in college as I’d expected,” Alicia strongly disagreed. She really liked the freedom of college life and found the classes interesting but difficult. She was only minimally concerned about money and paying for college. She wished, however, that she had the resources to concentrate her energy where it was most needed: “If I had more money, I wouldn’t have to work as much, and I could spend more time with my daughter. That’s one of my downfalls now—I’m so focused with school and work and then, I mean I do see her, but by the time we make it home it’s like, ‘Okay: eat dinner, bath, bed.’”

      During that first semester, Alicia was only somewhat confident that if she faced financial problems, she could resolve them without dropping out of college. Like many other students who grew up in a persistently poor home, she was not sure she could get financial support from her family if she needed it, and she didn’t feel strongly that they encouraged her to stay in college. But they did help her with childcare. Sometimes her father got off working the third shift and came right over in the morning to help Alicia get ready for school. This was important, because the childcare program at her university was greatly oversubscribed, as are the majority of such programs across the country.18 In exchange for this help, she provided regular financial support to her family, especially to her mother who was unemployed.

      Toward the end of that first year, however, things began to fall apart. Her daughter’s daycare situation had grown unstable, her mother had begun staying with friends out of state because she could not pay rent, and she was no longer communicating with Alicia. Alicia managed to enroll for a second year of college but was able to spend very little time at school. Instead she spent most of her time taking care of her baby and working at a coffee shop off campus for thirty-nine hours per week at $8.25 an hour. Some days she worked from 8 A.M. to 6 P.M., other days, she worked 2 A.M. to 8 A.M. She slept just four hours a night, and she got up at 5:45 A.M. each day. She had to take sleeping pills at least three times a week and sometimes had trouble staying awake during the day. “School is a struggle,” she said. “When I get stressed out my body just wants to shut down, but I can’t let it because I have things to do.”

      Even with extensive work hours, Alicia had trouble regularly paying her rent and utilities and was very worried about having enough money to pay for things she needed. Her sister moved in with her but was not employed and received only a small amount of cash assistance from the state. They fought often.

      At that point, Alicia was taking twelve credits and had a C average. She was spending less time on school than she would have liked and was not doing as well as she wanted to despite trying hard. She met with professors during office hours and visited her adviser. She studied alone. She felt overwhelmed; she was not academically prepared for college work, she was exhausted, and she was now afraid of failing. Between work, her responsibilities to her daughter, and the demands of other family members, there was too much going on for her to focus on school. She wished she could simplify the situation and have more time for class. She still wanted that master’s degree and now hoped that if she got it she would earn $55,000 a year. “Oh, I’m going to graduate—I don’t have a choice. There ain’t no stopping me,” she told us.

      Six months later, Alicia was still enrolled in college but had moved in with a man after her apartment was broken into while she was in class. She was now twenty years old. She still had difficulties with her mom, who came to visit from time to time and created “drama.” Her boyfriend made her feel safe and helped take care of her daughter, and she felt better equipped to focus on school. She had less financial aid than in the past, likely because of her work earnings, but she felt it was easier to make ends meet with a partner.

      That was the last time we saw Alicia. At the end of her sophomore year, she dropped out of touch. She was no longer enrolled in college and did not return phone calls. We were able to confirm through administrative records that though she spent eight semesters in school, by 2014 she had not earned a degree.

      Big City, Big U

      Improving educational attainment and economic conditions has been the driving force in public higher education in Milwaukee since its inception. The University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee began in 1956 when the Milwaukee State Teachers College was combined with a UW–Madison-run extension center in Milwaukee. This move redefined the scope and purpose of higher education for the region. Like many public urban universities, UW–Milwaukee affords much greater access to four-year higher education for working-class students throughout southeastern Wisconsin than would otherwise exist.19 At the same time, it is a research university classified as having “high research activity,” with thirty-two doctoral programs. Faculty and administrators often feel these dual missions are at cross-purposes. Students, however, speak only of the university’s perceived “open door” policy—they know they can get in and research is not something they talk much about.

      The major public two-year college in the city is Milwaukee Area Technical College (MATC), which began as a continuation school in 1912. Today it is one of the largest technical colleges in the Midwest, serving about 40,000 students with 170 degree, diploma, certificate, and apprentice programs. It has long focused on job training, but as the only two-year college in the area (the UW System does not have a two-year branch campus in the city), it is also tasked with providing open access for those who plan to transfer to the university to complete a four-year degree. Whether a transfer mission belongs in a technical college is an open question. Certainly, few students transfer out of MATC, especially when compared with the UW Colleges.

      Most students of color who attend public higher education in Wisconsin are enrolled at either UW–Milwaukee or MATC, the former of which enrolls almost 40 percent of all students of color in the entire UW System. In 2014–15 this meant it educated 2,176 African Americans (8% of its total enrollment). In contrast, its sister research institution, UW–Madison, enrolled just 961 African American students that year—just 2 percent of total enrollment.20 Students of color represent a little over 18 percent of all enrollment in the Wisconsin Technical Colleges statewide,21 but at MATC, students of color make up 56 percent of the student body.22

      The Milwaukee Public Schools (the city’s K–12 public school system), which are the primary feeder for both UW–Milwaukee and MATC, like many urban school systems, are marked by low performance. The four-year high school graduation rate in Milwaukee Public Schools is 61 percent, compared to the statewide average of 88 percent. The graduation rate for black students in Milwaukee Public Schools is 58 percent and 57 percent for Hispanic students.23

      Aspirations for college have increased among Milwaukee Public School students over time, such that by 2011, over three-fourths of Milwaukee Public School seniors said they planned to attend college. But far fewer than three-fourths seemed ready for higher education, given that the mean ACT composite score of the school system’s seniors was just under seventeen and that only two-thirds of seniors planning to attend college completed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). These seniors did not fare well: only 35 percent of high school graduates enrolled in college within a year and fewer than 13 percent received a postsecondary degree of any kind after six years. 24

      Over time, just as in the rest of the state, a growing number of Milwaukee students like Alicia have finished high school and enrolled in college. Moreover, faced with weak employment prospects, many adults across Milwaukee have returned to school. Over the past fifty years, enrollment in Milwaukee’s public colleges and universities has grown substantially. Figure 11 shows this increase in enrollment at UW–Milwaukee. Between 1995 and 2010, the headcount expanded at a rate of several thousand students every five years. By contrast, UW–Madison enrollment grew at less than half that rate.25
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        Figure 11. Undergraduate enrollment at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee: 1956–2014. Source: University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee Office of Assessment and Institutional Research, Fact Book 2013–14.

      

      Milwaukee Area Technical College is even larger than UW–Milwaukee, with a total headcount over just over 40,000 students. Full-time equivalent enrollment grew more slowly at MATC and has leveled off since about 2004.26 Many MATC students are part time (the full-time equivalency is about 13,000 students), but each and every student requires support services, regardless of how many courses she takes.27

      Funding for public higher education in Milwaukee has not kept pace with enrollment growth. As state support has declined, tuition has grown, practically in lock step (see fig. 12). As a result, the share of undergraduate education funded by the state has dropped substantially on a per-student basis, to the point that tuition now constitutes the major source of funding.
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        Figure 12. Trends in state appropriations and tuition revenue per student at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee: 1980–2014. All figures are constant 1980 dollars. Sources: Wisconsin State Appropriations and Tuition, Redbook Budget—Exhibit II and University of Wisconsin System, “Fact Book 13–14.”

      

      Figure 13 shows that, at UW–Milwaukee, tuition passed state support to become the largest source of university funding around the time that this study began. In 1990, when students like Alicia and Ian Williams were born, the state of Wisconsin covered almost 70 percent of the costs of instruction for undergraduates at UW–Milwaukee, passing just 30 percent on in the form of tuition. But by the time our study students went to college in 2008, they paid about 60 percent of the costs via tuition.28 In other words, the public and private roles reversed, a trend reflected across the nation. Once, going to UW–Milwaukee cost relatively little because of the large state subsidy. Today, students and the families must use their incomes and savings—if they have any—along with grants and loans to pay the tuition bills that provide the lion’s share of the school’s budget, which receives only a modest contribution from the state.
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        Figure 13. Trends in percent of per-student revenue paid by tuition at University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee: 1980–2014. Sources: University of Wisconsin System, “Wisconsin State Appropriations and Tuition, Redbook Budget—Exhibit II,” and University of Wisconsin System, Fact Book 13–14.

      

      This funding switch flies in the face of what we know about expected payoffs. The individual returns on higher education are more uncertain than ever because students are far from assured that they will complete a degree and are more likely to accumulate debt in the attempt. At the same time, we are more certain of the general benefits to the public of increasing the number of college graduates. The city of Milwaukee is struggling with economic growth partly because of inadequate human capital resources.

      Similar trends in state support have occurred across Wisconsin public higher education but cuts to state support have not fallen equally on all institutions. As figure 14 shows, costs have been shifted far more quickly to students at UW–Milwaukee than to students attending the other universities throughout the state. Whereas in 1990 there was essentially parity among UW–Milwaukee, UW–Madison, and the rest of the eleven universities in UW System, there are now clear disparities. Today, students at UW–Madison cover about 65 percent of their costs of instruction, while students at UW–Milwaukee shoulder more than 80 percent. Yet they are, on average, much less well off financially.
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        Figure 14. Trends in Wisconsin state appropriations per student and student’s share of instructional costs at UW–Milwaukee, UW–Madison, and the UW System comprehensive universities: 1973–2014. Instructional cost is simply the sum of state appropriations and tuition. This is a common practice throughout higher education—it is not the true cost of instruction. All figures are in constant 2014 dollars. Source: Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau, “University of Wisconsin Sysem Overview: [2015].”

      

      One in five applicants for financial aid in the UW System attend UW–Milwaukee. One in four applicants for financial aid in the Wisconsin Technical College System attend MATC. Together, the two institutions process about 45,000 FAFSAs annually. A huge concentration of the state’s moderate and low-income students attend these two schools. Out of the forty-two public colleges and universities around the state, MATC and UW–Milwaukee together are home to 21 percent of all financial aid recipients. The result is de facto economic segregation in higher education.

      Many familiar with Wisconsin higher education readily acknowledge that UW–Milwaukee has long been treated as a stepchild in the UW System.29 In fact, administrators at UW–Madison and the board of regents fought against the creation of a four-year institution in Milwaukee, believing it would undermine UW–Madison’s prestige and compete for resources.30 Today, the two research institutions are part of the same system but they are vastly different. Not only does the state appropriate more than twice as much per full-time equivalent student for UW–Madison than it does for UW–Milwaukee, but the institutions serve divergent populations. Ninety percent of UW–Milwaukee undergraduates come from Wisconsin, and 39 percent of them are first-generation students. At UW–Madison, just under 63 percent of undergraduates come from Wisconsin (and the school just eliminated any cap on out-of-state enrollment), and less than 20 percent are first-generation.31 More than 33 percent of new freshman at UW–Milwaukee are students of color, while at UW–Madison, this figure is less than 10 percent.32 At UW–Milwaukee, around 1,800 first-year students need math remediation each year, compared to fewer than fifty at UW–Madison.33 Higher education scholar Estela Bensimon and her colleagues describe the UW–Milwaukee situation perfectly as “diversity without equity.”34

      The risk of dropping out for all students, including Pell recipients, is very high in Milwaukee. At UW–Milwaukee, about three in ten students do not return for a second year of college,35 while only about 14 percent of entering students complete a bachelor’s degree within four years. By six years, that rate rises to 43 percent. But these averages conceal sizable disparities. In fall 2012, 1,279 Pell recipients enrolled at UW–Milwaukee for the first time. One year later, 440 of them were no longer enrolled.36 In contrast, all but forty-seven of 833 Pell recipients who enrolled at UW–Madison at the same time returned for a second year. While 44 percent of students who did not receive a Pell Grant at UW–Milwaukee graduated within six years, just 33 percent of Pell recipients did so. Pell recipients were more than twice as likely to earn a bachelor’s degree at UW–Madison, where their graduation rate lagged behind that of other students, but was still 73 percent.

      In fall 2012, 251 African American students enrolled at UW–Milwaukee for the first time. One year later, a hundred of them were no longer enrolled. By comparison, that same year UW–Milwaukee enrolled 2,403 white students and retained 1,723 for a second year of college (a retention rate of 72%, compared to 60% for African Americans).37 Similarly, barely half of students who enter MATC for the first time and enroll full time return to the institution for a second year of schooling, and just 15 percent complete an associate degree within three years.38

      The Milwaukee Price

      The price of attending public higher education in Milwaukee is higher than it is elsewhere in Wisconsin in both absolute and relative terms (see table 17). Our students in Milwaukee had an average expected family contribution of $1,370, almost identical to the $1,372 average expected family contribution of students living in other parts of the state. Yet, the sticker price of attending college was about $2,300 more in Milwaukee, and the net price was about $1,600 more. There are two major reasons for this. First, the Milwaukee students faced higher tuition and fees, largely due to the lower levels of state subsidies offered to UW–Milwaukee. Second, while students in Milwaukee were more likely to receive state grant aid (96% vs. 88% elsewhere), they were less likely to receive institutional aid (7% vs. 16%).

      
      
        
          
            	Table 17. College costs facing WSLS students for the first year of college, by location
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Milwaukee
            	All Other Locations
          

        
        
          
            	
              Ability to pay:

            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Expected family contribution

            
            	
              $1,370

            
            	
              $1,372

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage zero EFC

            
            	
              41

            
            	
              38

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage negative EFC

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              16

            
          

          
            	
              Average EFC among those with negative

            
            	
              −$7,986

            
            	
              −$11,005

            
          

          
            	
              Costs of attending college:

            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Official cost of attendance

            
            	
              $16,901

            
            	
              $14,551

            
          

          
            	
              Tuition and fees

            
            	
              $6,411

            
            	
              $4,934

            
          

          
            	
              Nontuition costs

            
            	
              $10,490

            
            	
              $9,617

            
          

          
            	
              Grant aid:

            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Total grants (not including WSG)

            
            	
              $6,810

            
            	
              $6,048

            
          

          
            	
              Pell amount

            
            	
              $3,390

            
            	
              $2,967

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with state need-based grant

            
            	
              96

            
            	
              87

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount among recipients

            
            	
              $2,003

            
            	
              $1,899

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with institutional grants

            
            	
              7

            
            	
              16

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount among recipients

            
            	
              $2,192

            
            	
              $862

            
          

          
            	
              Price students must pay:

            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Net price (COA − grants)

            
            	
              $10,091

            
            	
              $8,503

            
          

          
            	
              Net price as percentage of parent income

            
            	
              42

            
            	
              34

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Cost of attendance for four-year students includes housing on campus, and for two-year students it includes housing off campus not with family. Parent income and net price as percentage of parent income are reported at the median. All differences between columns are significant at p < .05, other than EFC differences, and state need-based grant “average amount among recipients.” “Ability to pay” and “costs of attending college” include the entire sample. (Milwaukee, n = 541; other, n = 2,459.) “Grant aid” and “price students must pay” include subsample where financial aid is observed (Milwaukee, n = 253; other, n = 1,185.)

            
          

        
      

      
      In 2012–13, Milwaukee Area Technical College awarded about $375,000 in institutional grants and emergency aid to a total of about 475 students. That was a substantial increase from 2008–9, the year our students began college, when just $100,000 of institutional grant support was distributed to about two hundred students.39 Over at UW–Milwaukee, in 2012–13, just 217 first-year students received institutional support, totaling about $630,000.40

      Thus, in 2008, Milwaukee students faced a net price about 19 percent higher than that of students enrolled elsewhere. That net price was 42 percent of family income in Milwaukee, compared to 34 percent elsewhere.

      In order to cover the remaining price, students in Milwaukee were more likely than those in the rest of Wisconsin to take loans (see table 18). Seventy-four percent of students attending college in Milwaukee took loans for their first year of college, compared to 53 percent of students attending college elsewhere in Wisconsin. Among those who borrowed, students from Milwaukee took about $1,200 more than other Wisconsin students. Most importantly, not only were students in Milwaukee more likely to accept federal loans, but they were also much more likely to take out private loans—15 percent of Milwaukee students made use of a private loan compared to just 1 percent of students outside of Milwaukee. In some cases, students in Milwaukee accepted private loans without first using federal loans. Nationally, about half of all private loan borrowers have not first taken all available federal loans, according to the Institute for College Access and Success.41 Thirteen percent of students who enter loan repayment after leaving MATC default on their federal loan within two years, and 4 percent of students from UW–Milwaukee do as well.42

      
      
        
          
            	Table 18. Strategies for covering college costs for the first year of college, by location
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Milwaukee
            	All Other Locations
          

        
        
          
            	
              Percentage with any loan

            
            	
              74

            
            	
              53

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $5,224

            
            	
              $3,973

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with federal subsidized loan

            
            	
              63

            
            	
              62

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with federal unsubsidized loan

            
            	
              46

            
            	
              25

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount

            
            	
              $2,363

            
            	
              $1,859

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with nonfederal loans

            
            	
              15

            
            	
              1

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage employed (any job)

            
            	
              55

            
            	
              63

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage with work-study

            
            	
              2

            
            	
              13

            
          

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. All differences between columns, except for subsidized loans, are significant at p < .05. Sample includes the subsample where financial aid is observed (Milwaukee, n = 253; other, n = 1,185). “Percentage employed” includes students who responded to first-year survey questions on employment (Milwaukee, n = 376; other, n = 1,751).

            
          

        
      

      
      Students in Milwaukee were about eight percentage points less likely to have a job, compared with other students in our study. There appear to be several explanations. First, rates of underemployment are higher for undergraduates in Milwaukee. In 2008, the unemployment rate of sixteen to nineteen year olds in the metropolitan area was 13 percent, and a year later it climbed to 24 percent. It remained there until 2013, when it dropped to 15 percent. This especially affected African Americans, whose unemployment rates were three times those of whites during that period.43 In 2009, when we asked students who were not working if they had been searching for a job during the last four weeks, 60 percent of Milwaukee students said yes, compared to 55 percent of students living elsewhere.44

      Milwaukee students were also much less likely to have work-study funds: just 1 percent of Milwaukee students had this form of financial aid, compared to almost 13 percent of students elsewhere in the state. At MATC, there are about 12,500 Pell recipients (about 58% of total enrollment), but just 220 students receive support from the work-study program. (Things aren’t much better at UW–Milwaukee, where just about five hundred students out of the more than nine thousand Pell recipients have work-study funding.) Since Milwaukee students, on average, had fewer financial resources, it seems unlikely that these differences were due to less need for aid. Rather, the differences are likely attributable to the disparities in work-study allocations from the federal government, discussed in chapter 4. For example, UW–Milwaukee receives just over $1 million in work-study funds, while UW–Madison (with a much smaller and more economically advantaged population of Pell recipients) receives $4.2 million. Even Marquette University, a private institution across town from UW–Milwaukee, receives more work-study funds ($1.46 million vs. $1.32 million at UW–Milwaukee), even though only 17 percent of its students receive Pell (vs. 38% at UW–Milwaukee) and it enrolls far fewer students.45

      The Slow Road to Success

      José went to college to pursue a degree in criminal justice and dreamed of joining the Milwaukee Police Department. He was a new father: his girlfriend had given birth to a baby girl shortly after he graduated from high school. He did not file as an independent student, which would have helped him qualify for about $2,500 more in grant aid, because he didn’t know he could. (He did not learn about this important option until midway through his second year of college.) His father, the family’s breadwinner, earned $45,000 during José’s senior year of high school, and the family’s expected contribution was $3,000 a year. After putting together his partial Pell Grant, state grants, a $3,500 subsidized loan, and the payment his father made, José still needed to come up with over $8,000. He worked to cover this amount and also tried to earn a bit more to save for his daughter’s future. But it was not easy to secure steady employment. The first semester of college he worked at Sears, in a job he’d begun during the summer after high school. A few months later he reported, “Now they’re giving me like twenty, twenty-five hours so as time goes on they are increasing. But they are also hiring other people—it’s like, okay, you’re barely starting to give me more hours and you’re hiring more people now?” Within six months, he had to pick up a second job cleaning an office building because Sears was only offering him five hours a week. “I have a little girl,” he said, “Five hours a week isn’t going to help me at all.”

      José tried to balance out his uneven earnings by scrimping and saving his financial aid. Whenever he received a check for living expenses, he put most of it aside for a rainy day. He described in detail how he put together a budget and stuck to it, distinguishing between what was “a need situation versus just a want situation.” José even opened a second savings account for his financial aid check, referring to it as separate from “my money,” by which he meant his earnings from work.

      He was grateful for the grants he received, which he said made college possible for him. He also explained how useful the financial aid administrators were in interpreting the aid rules and regulations. “They are really helpful. . . . They get everything straightened out. They tell you what exactly you need, what you need to do, or they tell you: ‘Go do it online, go to the library and just come back and see me.’ So every time I’ve gone there it’s been, ‘Do this, this, and this. Ok you’re done. Just wait two or three weeks until you get your refund check, you can check it on the computer.’ It’s been real easy with financial aid to go through the process of it.”

      Midway through his third semester of college José dropped the second job, in part because the commuting time it required did not feel worthwhile, especially in the winter. Then a new challenge arrived: his father lost his job, a casualty of the recession. “He was earning $500 per week,” José explained, “But with unemployment the most he can get is $360, and that’s just barely putting us through with the bills. I try to help out whatever I can . . . there is only so much you can do, you know, and I have my little daughter, too. It’s like you’re just sitting here feeling hopeless and saying, I wish I had a better job, or I wish I took a year off of school and worked at a real job.”

      Given that his parents no longer had any earnings, his family was no longer expected to contribute to college, and his grant aid increased by about $4,000. This helped, but the financial demands on José increased as well. His family needed his help to stay afloat more than ever. José responded by working more: during his first year of college he earned $9,500, and during his second, he earned more than $14,000. This meant he worked nearly full time, about thirty-five hours a week.

      “Money has a lot to do with stress,” he said, “You’re worried about it—that’s a lot of money, I don’t know if I can pay for this. People obviously start thinking, should I just stop going to school? This is a lot of money I’m paying for classes, I shouldn’t be here, and I’m going to go to work somewhere to make money.”

      The irregular hours of his job continued to frustrate him, especially when he needed more hours than his employer offered. He explained: “Right now, I would say anywhere from fifteen to twenty-five per week. Every week it’s different. One week I might have ten and one week I have twenty-five, eighteen, twenty —they are pretty different. Before that I was getting twenty-five or thirty hours.”

      Despite this instability, José persisted in school because he was confident that over the long-term joining the police department would help his family. “If I can get ahead, I can help them out. That’s one of a lot of things I think about. If I hit the lottery the first thing I would do is help my parents out, pay for whatever they have to pay. . . . They’ve helped me out so much, they support me going to school, they just keep pushing me and pushing me.” He understood that his prospects for providing this support were slim if he did not finish his degree, and spoke of wanting to ensure that other people in his community knew that too. “High school is almost nothing nowadays. You have to get a degree. . . . There’s a few people with college degrees and they have bigger and better jobs. . . . [Employers] see them as smarter people—they actually did their work, did their time in school and things like that.” Even as he pursued his studies, José understood that not everyone had the opportunity to obtain a college degree. “There are people who just can’t afford it. They can’t go to school and do those things that people like me can do—for them it’s really unfair.” Drawing distinctions between his family (which at the time had no income other than unemployment benefits and his meager paycheck) and the families of his high school classmates, José noted that when college was not possible, most people went to a different institution, “the house of corrections.” He aimed to join the police force in part because he wanted to address gang violence in the city, explaining, “I used to be with them . . . but there’s no sense to it. . . . I used to be scared, wondering, ‘Oh what if this happens?’ . . . I know the streets, and I know where this stuff happens. Not many cops know that, and I do.” After six semesters of attending school full time, José finally completed an associate degree. “It seems like it’s been forever—a two-year degree is supposed to take two years,” he noted. But he was “relieved, happy, and proud of myself” that he was finally done. He planned on going back to school to pursue a bachelor’s degree if he didn’t find a steady job within two years. He would need to finish that degree in no more than six semesters, since he was already half way to using up his lifetime Pell Grant allotment.46

      The sheer will exhibited by students like José, who grow up and attend college in Milwaukee, is amazing given the obstacles they face. Writing in the Washington Monthly, journalist Jamaal Abdul-alim described what he learned from reporting on the situation facing African American students at UW–Milwaukee: “With remarkable consistency, the students I met . . . who were struggling or failing to graduate blamed themselves almost entirely for their fate. That willingness to take personal responsibility is admirable, and very American, and something to be encouraged, not undermined. But the truth is that the fault isn’t all with them.”47 Abdul-alim described in detail the need that many Milwaukee students have for intensive advising to help them navigate their colleges and universities. Our data complement his and suggest that the advising needs to go further, to help students seeking degrees as they also traverse the many broken institutions in the city. Too often, researchers trying to understand problems in higher education fail to recognize that challenges created by the health and human services systems and the criminal justice system also affect college graduation rates. While researchers focus on what is happening inside school, critical parts of the undergraduate experience—parts that determine the success or failure of many students—occur outside.

      No Full-Time Students Here

      Anne went to college seeking the skills to find a good job and a better life for herself and her mom. She grew up in public housing, as her mom cycled on and off of assistance from the state, struggling to hold a job while coping with lupus (a chronic inflammatory disease characterized by fatigue and fever, joint pain, a rash, and shortness of breath). Anne attended one of the city’s better high schools where she completed an International Baccalaureate program. During high school she was focused and maintained good grades. When she finished, she chose the university closest to her: “I only had to catch one or two buses there and we were able to afford it,” she said during our first interview with her, four months after she’d begun school.

      What felt affordable to Anne? In her first year of college she received a Pell of almost $4,000 and a state grant of nearly $2,900. But that was the extent of the grants offered, so her net price was over $9,000—despite an expected family contribution of just $250. How would Anne and her family pay a price thirty-six times higher than what the federal needs analysis determined they could afford?

      This price was only manageable for Anne because she lived at home, she and her mother did not pay for housing, and she received food stamps as well as support from the local energy company to cover the electric bill. She was very careful with her financial aid dollars, which she saved. “I put it up, in an envelope in a little area in my room where I know that it is,” she said. With those supports in place, she was able to focus on school.

      She had a strong, positive relationship with her mother and felt that she received a great deal of emotional support from her. During her first semester, she attended full time, taking math, English, German, and an economics of business class for a total of sixteen credits. She estimated that she spent six hours a day in class and two hours a day studying. The classes were interesting and she was making friends—life seemed to be going smoothly, and for this, she was grateful. But in contrast to many of her peers, she had some doubt that she would achieve her goals, estimating on a survey that it was only “somewhat likely” she would complete a bachelor’s degree.

      One day in November, there was a knock at her door. The manager of the apartment building where she lived informed her that by enrolling in college full time, she had violated the terms of the family’s subsidized housing. “The management says that if you’re living at home and you’re in college, you’re not allowed to enroll full time. So I had to switch [to part time].”

      Anne did not know what policy dictated this situation, but thought it might have to do with perceptions of undergraduate behavior. “I guess they’re saying that they think if you’re in college you might try and turn it into a dormitory, throwing parties or getting out of control. I don’t really understand it. But if I didn’t agree to go part time we would have to move. So I really didn’t have a choice, we couldn’t just up and move like that.”

      Anne had run up against her local public housing authority’s definition of eligibility, which deprioritized full-time students. If the idea of this policy was to prevent people from taking advantage of public housing, it made little sense in Anne’s case. She was not a student seeking a new, inexpensive place to live for a few years but, rather, a long-term resident who had lived in the building for years and who had very few assets of her own—and little ability to make significant money without a college degree. Public housing policies regarding college enrollment run the gamut. Ironically, had Anne’s housing been funded by Section 8, she would have been pushed to remain enrolled full time—if she dropped to part time, she would no longer have been considered her mother’s dependent and would not have been allowed to remain in the unit.48

      Anne could see no recourse, so she switched to taking classes part time. Her adviser typed up a letter she gave her landlord to prove that she had done this. It seems that no one at Anne’s school, including her academic adviser and financial aid counselor, called the housing authority in an effort to clarify the situation or intervene. But as a part-time student, Anne received much less grant aid. She was also concerned that by going part time and taking just three classes at a time, it would take longer to complete her degree. “I think it was going to take me five years anyway, and now maybe six.” She spoke with her adviser about her concerns on several occasions but did not know whom else to turn to.

      It became increasingly difficult for Anne and her mom to make ends meet. She had been helping to pay for household expenses with her financial aid, contributing half the grocery costs not covered by food stamps. Anne had few options. If she worked, her income could disqualify them from receiving the housing subsidy. She did not want to take student loans. They were not truly a form of financial aid, she said, and they felt risky. She did not have a credit card and said, “I’m not really sure if I want one.” She did not feel that debt was an acceptable way to get funds or that it was appropriate to take out a loan to enjoy a better life. She also worried that it would be hard to get out of debt.

      At the same time, she knew college was worth the investment. By the time she was thirty, Anne planned to have a master’s degree and work in accounting or finance. She thought that this path would mean she would earn about $50,000 a year. “I really like working with numbers and math,” she said, “This will mean I am able to support myself and my mom.” In contrast, if she left school without a degree, she estimated that she would earn just $20,000 a year.

      She continued to try to focus on school: “I’m just keep trying to bring my GPA up higher each semester and stay focused, working harder.” But then midway through her second year of college her mom grew very ill and went into the hospital. “It was all at once, everything was coming at me, and I didn’t know what to do,” she said.

      
        I mean, it’s one thing when you’re prepared for a situation but when it comes out of nowhere as far as the bills and food and then still going to school, well, I just didn’t know what to do. When she got out of the hospital she needed someone with her twenty-four hours a day. I was like, what am I gonna do for school? Because I didn’t want to miss something. I would rather miss school than miss being at home, but what was I going to do at home all day? My aunts and uncles would help out, too, but they needed to take care of their families too. I was just like, what am I gonna do, with everything coming at me at once?

      

      After a few weeks of supporting her mom, the stress took its toll. “I get a lot of headaches,” she said, also noting that though she felt hungry she was too sick to eat. On a survey she indicated that she often felt blue and bothered by things that didn’t used to bother her. She was depressed and lonely. Yet she was trying to make things work at school. In the midst of these difficulties, she reassessed the likelihood that she would complete the bachelor’s degree and decided that it was now “extremely likely.”

      Low-income families face a different situation than middle- and upper-income families when a family member becomes sick, because the family can’t pay someone to help out. Hiring a home health aide is not affordable.

      Anne’s teachers seem to have had little indication that she was facing troubles at home, and she was having difficulty telling them about it. “I don’t really have time to go and see them because I have to go home. . . . They [professors that she needed to talk to] have office hours from 3 to 5 P.M. on Tuesdays but I have to go home every day. I’ve been wanting to go but every time I plan on going, I have to go talk with a doctor about what’s wrong with my mom. So I’m never able to go.”

      While her mom was in the hospital Anne took an exam she had not studied for, having been with her mom all night before. “I wanted to tell him [the professor] but I just didn’t. I didn’t want people to keep feeling sorry for me. It was a thing for myself—to not really want to put it out there. . . . So I just took the exam and went back to the hospital and that was it.”

      As her mom began to feel better, Anne focused again on school. She began doing her homework long before it was due and got tutoring for her accounting and statistics courses. Her grades began to improve. The apartment manager had returned to tell her that she could now enroll full time, but Anne did not trust this information. It seemed to her like some kind of “loophole,” and she did not want to go through the paperwork and hassle to switch again. “I’ll just stay part time and go from there, because I have a feeling that if I do go back to full time she will come with something else where I have to go back down again. She’s like that—she will just find something else to bother you with. I will just keep everything calm and stay part time and I can deal with it.”

      Anne’s feelings of confusion and distrust were neither uncommon nor unusual, but they had significant implications. For each additional semester she stayed in school, the costs mounted and the odds of completing a degree diminished. Many researchers have found that low-income people are subject to rules that are not explained to them and that are often inconsistent.49

      The last time we saw Anne was at the start of her third year of college. She’d taken a job working at a local retailer called the Boston Store, completed her midterm exams, and said that her mom was feeling better. She was trying to work a little, but not too much, since she needed money to pay the bills but did not want to make too much and be disqualified from her housing. Half of her earnings went to help her mom with the bills and half went into savings, which she now kept in a bank rather than in an envelope. She seemed on track with school, and administrative records indicate that she remained continuously enrolled until spring 2014. But then she left, without a degree in hand. After six years of attending college we don’t know why she gave up.

      No End in Sight

      The low degree-completion rates of our students in Milwaukee stand in stark contrast to the rest of the students in this study (more on that in the next chapter), but they are generally consistent with the pattern observed for Milwaukee college students overall, and students of color in particular. Six years after beginning college, just 41 percent of Milwaukee students in our study had completed a credential of any kind, compared to 52 percent of students in the rest of the state (table 19). They were far less likely to have completed an associate degree, whether in two years (2% in Milwaukee vs. almost 11% elsewhere) or six years (7% in Milwaukee vs. almost 24% elsewhere). Bachelor’s degree completion rates in Milwaukee lagged as well, though not by nearly as much. Students in Milwaukee were more likely to still be enrolled in college but not yet have a degree as of spring 2014. But most importantly, students in Milwaukee who left college without a credential were much more likely to be in debt (66% vs. 47% elsewhere) and held on average $1,500 more debt (from the first year of college) than their peers in the rest of the state. They carried these incomplete college experiences and compromised financial circumstances back into a community already full of financial hardship.

      
      
        
          
          
          
          
        
        
          
            	Table 19. Degree attainment rates for WSLS students, by location
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Milwaukee
            	All OtherLocations
            	DifferenceTest
          

        
        
          
            	
              Completed any certificate or degree within six years

            
            	
              41%

            
            	
              52%

            
            	
              ***

            
          

          
            	
              Completed certificate or associate degree:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Within 2 years

            
            	
              2%

            
            	
              11%

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Within 3 years

            
            	
              4%

            
            	
              17%

            
            	
              ***

            
          

          
            	
              Within 6 years

            
            	
              7%

            
            	
              24%

            
            	
              ***

            
          

          
            	
              Completed bachelor’s degree

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Within 4 years

            
            	
              11%

            
            	
              15%

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Within 5 years

            
            	
              33%

            
            	
              41%

            
            	
              ***

            
          

          
            	
              Within 6 years

            
            	
              44%

            
            	
              50%

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              No degree, still enrolled in 2014

            
            	
              18%

            
            	
              11%

            
            	
              ***

            
          

          
            	
              Number of terms enrolled over six years

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              ***

            
          

          
            	
              No degree, not enrolled

            
            	
              41%

            
            	
              37%

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Percentage who borrowed during first year of college

            
            	
              66%

            
            	
              47%

            
            	
              **

            
          

          
            	
              Amount borrowed among borrowers’ first year of college

            
            	
              $5,123

            
            	
              $3,762

            
            	
              ***

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Numbers are weighted averages and may not sum to 100 percent. Associate degrees and certificates are combined because National Student Clearinghouse data doesn’t make it possible to distinguish between the two. Completion and enrollment include the entire sample (Milwaukee, n = 541; other, n = 2,459). “Percentage who took loans during the first year” and “average amount borrowed” use the subsample where financial aid is observed (Milwaukee, n = 253; other, n = 1,185).

              **p < .05
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      Getting to Graduation

      Norbert Webster came from a very modest background but had lots of positive family input. With several family members who had gone to college and a hardworking and supportive mom, Norbert knew what he wanted—and he got it. Five years after he began college, he completed his bachelor’s degree, received a certified public accountant license, and went to work as an accountant. He had accumulated no debt at all.

      Norbert attributed his relatively smooth path through school to his mom and to his tribe. The Oneida Nation of Wisconsin had given him substantial grant support and conveyed clear expectations for his success. Norbert knew that grants made it possible for him to avoid working long hours, live on campus in a residence hall, and participate in activities that helped him practice cultural and social skills he would deploy in the workforce. Some opportunities were still not open to him (he was sorry that he couldn’t afford to study abroad) but generally he’d felt a part of university life.

      Norbert was lucky. He was born two years after the Oneida began Wisconsin’s first lottery program. Starting with a pair of bingo parlors, the tribe had built an enormously successful set of gaming ventures that had transformed their economic circumstances.1 When Norbert was young, the Oneida were deeply impoverished, but as he grew older the revenue from gaming gave the tribe the means to provide health care and educational support to all Oneida. The Oneida’s new social supports included the development of per capita payments and college scholarships, which have helped in turn to build the community’s wealth. The jobs that Norbert’s family held in the tribe’s casinos, and the job he holds in the casino today as an accountant, were not available to prior generations. Given how much more generous Norbert’s financial aid package was than that of our other students, how frequently he spoke of the tribe’s support, and how critical his family’s economic well-being was to his ability to stay in college, it seems safe to say that Norbert’s odds of completing a degree would have been much slimmer without the tribe’s backing. But very few Native Americans benefit from scholarships like the Oneida’s—the vast majority of tribes lack the resources. Today, the Oneida Nation is a major employer and source of support for its young people—and Norbert’s college degree will help the tribe grow stronger in the future. In Norbert’s case, to borrow a phrase, it took a village. And the village will benefit.2

      Half Measures, Half Results

      Six years after beginning college, just one in two of the students in the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study had graduated with a credential of any kind (table 20).3 Graduation rates were higher for students who began at a university compared to those who began at a two-year college (58% vs. 42%). This difference is consistent with trends nationally and is only partly due to differences in academic preparation. Fifteen percent of students in the study (including 30% of those at two-year colleges) completed a sub-baccalaureate credential such as a certificate or an associate degree within three years, and another 6 percent (including an additional 9% of those at two-year schools) did so within six years. Not everyone who earned a certificate or associate degree started at a two-year college; 6 percent of four-year starters reverse transferred to a two-year college to do this.

      
      
        
          
            	Table 20. Degree attainment rates for WSLS students, by sample
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Overall
            	Four-Year Starters
            	Two-Year Starters
            	Interview Sample
          

        
        
          
            	
              Completed any credential within six years

            
            	
              50%

            
            	
              58%

            
            	
              42%

            
            	
              73%

            
          

          
            	
              Completed certificate or associates:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Within 2 years

            
            	
              9%

            
            	
              1%

            
            	
              19%

            
            	
              2%

            
          

          
            	
              Within 3 years

            
            	
              15%

            
            	
              2%

            
            	
              30%

            
            	
              7%

            
          

          
            	
              Within 6 years

            
            	
              21%

            
            	
              6%

            
            	
              39%

            
            	
              9%

            
          

          
            	
              Completed bachelor’s degree:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Within 4 years

            
            	
              14%

            
            	
              16%

            
            	
              5%

            
            	
              25%

            
          

          
            	
              Within 5 years

            
            	
              39%

            
            	
              44%

            
            	
              16%

            
            	
              56%

            
          

          
            	
              Within 6 years

            
            	
              49%

            
            	
              54%

            
            	
              25%

            
            	
              83%

            
          

          
            	
              No credential, still enrolled in 2014

            
            	
              12%

            
            	
              13%

            
            	
              11%

            
            	
              7%

            
          

          
            	
              Average total number of enrolled terms

            
            	
              9

            
            	
              10

            
            	
              8

            
            	
              11

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage who took loans during first year

            
            	
              66%

            
            	
              84%

            
            	
              41%

            
            	
              76%

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount borrowed

            
            	
              $4,055

            
            	
              $4,391

            
            	
              $3,148

            
            	
              $3,626

            
          

          
            	
              No credential, not enrolled in 2014

            
            	
              38%

            
            	
              29%

            
            	
              47%

            
            	
              20%

            
          

          
            	
              Total number of enrolled terms

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              5

            
            	
              4

            
            	
              5

            
          

          
            	
              Percentage who took loans during first year

            
            	
              55%

            
            	
              72%

            
            	
              36%

            
            	
              84%

            
          

          
            	
              Average amount borrowed

            
            	
              $3,934

            
            	
              $4,369

            
            	
              $3,105

            
            	
              $4,195

            
          

          	

          
            	
              Source. WSLS data.

              Note. Completion and enrollment include the entire sample (Overall, n = 3,000; four-year starters, n = 1,500; two-year starters, n = 1,500; interview sample. n = 50). “Percentage who took loans during the first year” and “average amount borrowed” use just the subsample where financial aid is observed (Overall, n = 1,438; four-year starters, n = 827; two-year starters, n = 611; interview sample, n = 44). Numbers are weighted averages and may not sum to 100 percent. Associate degrees and certificates are combined because National Student Clearinghouse data doesn’t make it possible to distinguish between the two. Bachelor’s degree completion data among two-year starters are available for students at UW Colleges only—this information is unavailable for Wisconsin Technical College System students. Percentage of those who completed a bachelor’s degree and percentage of those who completed an associate’s degree do not add to percentage of those who completed any credential because some students earned both degrees.

            
          

        
      

      
      The Fortunate Few

      Like Norbert, Ian Williams came from a family with very few economic resources, but unlike Norbert, he entered college with very little grant aid. The university he attended had few scholarships to offer and following a long period of declining resources from the state, the price of attendance was very high. To make ends meet, Ian borrowed the maximum federal loans available ($5,500) for his first year, lived at home, worked, and sometimes made do without enough to eat. While his community was unable to offer him scholarships, it did provide him with a strong motivation to push forward and succeed at school. The university complemented and built on his motivation with academic support programs, and his response—a strong focus on school—eventually paid off. Private philanthropy stepped in and gave him grants beginning in his second year.

      Ian was one of just a handful of students we came across who had to pay less, rather than more, the further he went in school. He remained continuously enrolled and unlike many of his counterparts, his need to work did not interfere with his ability to attend college. That said, he was far less able than Norbert to participate in the nonclassroom aspects of college life that expand social networks and help drive the economic returns to college degrees. He had faced family obligations and distractions. For all five and half years of his college education, Ian lived at home.

      Still, those eleven semesters paid off. Ian graduated with a bachelor’s degree in business administration. He then went on to complete a master’s degree in the same field and is now gainfully employed in the Milwaukee area. He estimates that he owes about $30,000 in student debt from his undergraduate years, and a great deal more from his graduate work. But he is finally able to live in his own apartment and speaks with great pride about his accomplishments.

      He should be proud. He is among the very few African American students in our study who completed college. Of the 216 who began college full time in 2008, less than one in three earned any credential by 2014. Twenty-four percent finished a bachelor’s degree during that time. Twenty-six percent were still enrolled, working on their degrees. Forty-two percent had no degree or certificate, were no longer enrolled, and were in debt.

      White students fared far better. Of course, these students had somewhat more financial resources to begin with: the average expected family contribution for white students in our study was just over $1,600; for African American students it was $571. Whites were less than half as likely to have no expected family contribution (30% compared to 71% for African Americans). Whites were far less likely to borrow student loans but equally likely to work while in school. However, while white and African American students were about equally likely to have work-study employment (just one in ten did), white students were allotted more work-study funds compared to African Americans ($1,229 vs. $703). They were also less likely to report on surveys that they were having trouble paying the bills or were worried about money. Almost 60 percent of white students completed a credential, nearly all of those earned bachelor’s degrees, and 34 percent left college in debt and without a degree.

      That’s not to say that their road to graduation was easy. Would-be motivational speaker Sophie Schmidt finished college in four years at one of the state’s best public universities. That fact alone would mark her in most studies as an unquestionable success. But her undergraduate experience left scars. She agonized over money daily and she ended up disconnected from, and angry with, her family. Of all of the students we interviewed, Sophie incurred the most debt, borrowing more than $13,000 for the first year of college alone.4

      Many students contend that the “four-year college” and the “two-year college” are poorly named since associate degrees are rarely finished in two years, or bachelor’s degrees in four. This held true in our study as well. Just 19 percent of students who started at a two-year college finished a degree or certificate within two years, and just 16 percent of students who started at a four-year university finished a bachelor’s degree within four years. Nima Chaudhary was among the students who took longer than anticipated to finish her degree. In May 2011, three years after entering technical college, Nima graduated with a degree in graphic design. On the same day, her brother graduated from a different university with a degree in nursing. She and her family attended his ceremony rather than hers. Despite her accomplishments, her family’s need for money hung over her college choices:

      
        I feel like my dad is waiting for me to fail. . . . He thinks graphic design is not worth it. He says, “As a girl you should go into nursing, it’s much safer and there’s always a job,” and I say, “You know all Asians are nurses or doctors, I just don’t have the passion for it. I became a certified nursing assistant and I hated it and I didn’t want to be in a hospital setting and I like art so I went into it. . . . I really can’t believe I did it. . . . I’m really proud of my degree and I don’t care what they say—I’ll find a job soon and I’m looking everywhere.

      

      Two years passed, and Nima was working in a hospital cafeteria, having been employed at six different part-time jobs since college, none in art. She maintained a website and a Facebook page for her art and continued to actively seek employment.

      One in four of our students completed a bachelor’s degree in five years, and one in ten took six years. It took longer to get degrees for students who started at two-year colleges, where the need to transfer to complete a bachelor’s degree mean a longer time in school. Five percent of students who entered UW colleges (the two-year branch campus of UW’s universities) did manage to transfer and complete a bachelor’s degree in a total of four years, but most of the 25 percent who did so took five or six years.

      The Slow Road

      When we last checked in on them in spring 2014, some students—including Tyler Olson—were still enrolled. These students (12% of the entire sample) had not yet finished a degree but were taking classes six years after they first began college. However, the overwhelming majority had not gone to college continuously. On average, they had only attended school for nine semesters. In other words, they had taken off the equivalent of a year-and-a-half, interrupting their college education before returning. More than three in five had student debt from their first year of college, and this was especially true for students who had initially enrolled at a university and who were still enrolled in the spring of 2014—82 percent had taken a loan. Those still-enrolled borrowers owed on average $4,470, based on the amount they took during that first year.

      By May 2014, Tyler had been enrolled in college for six straight years but still had not finished his degree. He’d hit his lifetime Pell Grant limit, a limit set by a law passed by President Obama three years after Tyler had first started school. We repeatedly attempted to contact him to find out more, but his phone was disconnected.

      This was unusual. The students we interviewed, while representing a wide array of students in the broader study, were very responsive throughout the six-year study period and in many ways represent best-case scenarios. By 2014, four in five of them had either completed college or were still enrolled—just one in five had left college without a degree. This is somewhat surprising. While many researchers recruit students for interviews in ways that produce a more advantaged sample (e.g., by relying on people to take multiple actions to volunteer, producing samples of especially motivated people seeking help), we had attempted to do the opposite. We asked students if they were willing to participate in interviews on a survey, and almost half of all students volunteered. We knew this question of interest might introduce a form of selection bias, so we then sorted all the students who had volunteered into groups based on where they were enrolled, and sampled among those volunteers at each institution based on their gender and race/ethnicity. Whenever there was more than one volunteer available, we chose at random. We are therefore able to compare the graduation rates of students we interviewed with very comparable students whom we did not interview, and even that analysis suggests higher graduation rates. Does this mean that the students we interviewed had preexisting advantages that escaped our initial efforts at randomization? Perhaps. But it is also possible that simply sitting down with someone for an interview for an hour or two a few times a year was an intervention that increased their chances of completing a degree. The possibility is certainly intriguing, and we are trying to learn more. At minimum, it means that if those stories represent the more positive range of events then life was likely even more challenging for the other 2,950 students in the study.

      Students like Chloe Johnson who left college without a credential represented 38 percent of our students overall, and 47 percent of those who began at a two-year college. They had completed on average two years of schooling, and almost half had taken loans during their first year of college. Six years after first completing the FAFSA and enrolling in college full time, they were in debt without degrees in hand.

      Very few people who study or work with college students have the opportunity to get to know them after they leave college, especially if they leave without a degree. We wonder what happened, why they departed, and what they are doing now. Without this information, their stories are incomplete and often misunderstood. This is why it was so important that we followed these young adults wherever they went, continuing to learn from them whether or not they stayed in school.

      A year after I met with her in a Florida coffee shop, Chloe and I reconnected, this time via Skype. Two years after our first encounter in a Wisconsin cafeteria, Chloe was living in San Diego, in training in the navy. She had not been able to find steady employment in Tampa. Her father had sold his restaurant, and she applied at “numerous places” for jobs including “Hard Rock casino, five different vet clinics, four different stores in the mall, various Starbucks locations, bookstores, McDonald’s, Bed Bath and Beyond, the list goes on and on. . . . I got discouraged after three months of this.” Referring to that period of her life, Chloe looked grim as she told me:

      
        I’d pretty much hit rock bottom, and there was nowhere to go but up. The bottom is scary and you just don’t feel like you’re really worth anything, and you’re trying to get back on your feet. You just beat yourself up. I went to interviews and kept getting shot down and shot down and shot down, and I just kept taking it personally. It kinda makes you feel like you’re not good enough. And that’s pretty much when I just said, you know, I should probably join the military. I’m going to have job security and worse case, if I hate it, I can get out in four years and have money for college. . . . For once in my life I had something planned out and nothing could really go wrong with it.

      

      After considering advice from her father, uncle, and grandfather—all of whom had been in the military—Chloe enlisted in the navy with plans of serving as a sonar technician. She found life there suited her, especially the structure: “I’m really looking forward to everything. I’m getting enough sleep and eating more of what I should, and not just what’s fast and easy. I know when I go to boot camp they give you eight hours of sleep every night and three square meals a day. . . . You’re guaranteed to have time to eat your meals and do everything you need to get done and you’re still going to get eight hours of sleep and have time to shower.” This structure was nothing like Chloe’s experience in technical college, where she hardly found time for a cup of coffee and grabbed her meals while commuting between work and school. When comparing life in the navy to life in college, Chloe expressed a strong preference for the organization of navy life:

      
        It’s kinda nice because you don’t really have to worry about managing your time too much because you’ve got someone else doing that for you. And you get in such a habit, a routine, that it kind of carries over. When you’re in college, that’s not really the case. Some things could run longer, or shorter. . . . I like structure, I like to know what I’m going to be doing that day and knowing I’m going to get it done at this time. In college it just all depends on when your classes start, you know one day you could be getting up at 4:30 A.M. and the next day your classes don’t start until 10 A.M., it’s such inconsistency.

      

      Surprised to hear Chloe decry the flexibility of college life that she had initially prized when college began, I asked her “What does that inconsistency feel like to you?” She replied,

      
        It feels like chaos, in all honesty, and I think that’s what really got to me. If I’d had put more thought into it, planned something out . . . if I would have put it [college] off for a year and spent some time saving up money so that I would have extra money to fall back on when my hours get cut at work. . . . Because I meant it, it really doesn’t matter how many hours I work now [in the navy]. I’m always going to have the same paycheck every month, I can count on that paycheck to be there.

      

      Chloe was exercising and eating regularly, and continued to see college in her future: “The navy pays for college and you can take courses while serving your time, and seeing places I don’t think I would otherwise. I’ll have job security for the next four years, and as long as I’m in the navy I will never have to pay rent, electric bills, etc. I’ll only have to pay for my cell phone, car, and student loan, and I can have my loan and car paid off easily in my first eight months of service.” She talked about taking psychology classes online and planned to get a laptop so she could take online courses while enlisted.

      One year after enlisting, Chloe told me that she felt like a success in her new life. “I haven’t felt bad or regretted any decision I’ve made. It’s always been one more step towards getting out of debt, creating a future for myself.” She was still paying off her student loans. But the University of Phoenix had contacted her, so she was also thinking about returning to school.

      Sometimes, More Grant Aid Helps

      While the graduation rates of our students were not high, they were higher than they might have been had the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars not existed. Beginning in fall 2008, the fund began distributing grants to twelve hundred of the three thousand students we studied: six hundred at universities and six hundred at two-year colleges. My research team was eager to find out how these grants would affect graduation rates. Since the fund used a lottery to select its grantees among eligible students, all of whom had financial need and received the Pell Grant, we were able to track them along with a group matched for comparison purposes. By comparing their outcomes, we could know with a great deal of certainty what impact the fund’s grant had on academic outcomes and student debt.

      Financial aid administrators, using the standard processes described in previous chapters, handled the grant distributed by the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars. Since the money came from a private source, there was also some additional paperwork involved—at the beginning of the process, students were informed that they had received a grant from the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars. It was not, therefore, as if students simply got extra cash deposited in their hands.

      The Wisconsin Scholars Grant offered students at universities $3,500 per year, while those attending two-year colleges were offered $1,800 per year. Students who remained eligible could renew the grant for up to ten semesters (i.e., $17,500 for university students). Two-year students who transferred to a university could receive increased support, but few did.

      The grants had different levels of purchasing power. At the universities, the WSG cut the students’ net price (cost of attendance minus all grants/scholarship) for a year of college substantially, reducing it from just over $8,000 to just over $4,500. However, the grant did not become available to students until the end of the first semester, by which point almost four in five students had already accepted loans, averaging about $4,400. In many cases, this meant that, when added to the financial aid package, the new grant simply displaced some or all of a student’s loans, rather than making more money available for immediate use.5 For example, among students who had less than $3,500 of remaining unmet need when the WSG was awarded (which generally meant that they had accepted loans, while others had unusual amounts of grant aid), 69 percent saw their loans reduced as the result of the award, with an average reduction of $2,612. Just 38 percent of those students received at least $1,000 in additional funds they could spend to help pay for college in the short term. In contrast, among students who had unmet need of $3,500 or more when the WSG was awarded, 89 percent received at least $1,000 they could put to immediate use. It is hard to find a clearer example of how grants distributed via the financial aid system differ from cash or its equivalent. Some students never received more cash in hand at all.

      Many students had difficulty keeping the grant. Nearly half of the students offered five years of support from the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars stopped receiving the grant before three years had passed. Some students lost eligibility because they switched to part-time enrollment. Others failed to make satisfactory academic progress (required for all federal financial aid as well as for the WSG). Another group experienced an increase in family income that caused loss of Pell eligibility, another requirement for the WSG. Some of those students may have been receiving small Pell Grants, and a modest rise in family income slid them over the “Pell cliff,” which meant all their Pell-contingent aid disappeared.

      Over at the two-year colleges, the net price of college was lower, but the grant amount was smaller, too. The WSG cut the net price (for a student living off campus, not with family) from around $9,800 to $8,000 for students who received it, a reduction of 18 percent. Far fewer students—just 25 percent—at the two-year colleges had accepted loans by the time the WSG arrived and they tended to take only subsidized loans. As a result, there was typically more room for the $1,800 WSG to translate into cash instead of loan reduction. But the criteria for keeping the WSG were the same as those at the universities (continued full-time enrollment, Pell eligibility, satisfactory academic progress) and students at the two-year colleges had a great deal of trouble with these, so they rarely held onto it for long. One year after the WSG was initially offered, barely one-third of students at two-year colleges were still receiving it.

      We tracked how the WSG affected students’ financial aid packages, asked them how well they understood the grant, and traced their academic progress over time. We did the same for the matched comparison group. Then, we compared the outcomes and estimated the impact of the grant. Researchers Robert Kelchen, Douglas N. Harris, and James Benson joined me in evaluating impacts for university students, while Drew M. Anderson led the analysis for two-year students. A summary of our analyses follows.6

      For students beginning at universities, the WSG did not immediately change their academic trajectories. Eighty-one percent of the comparison group enrolled for a second year of college, as did just over 83 percent of the WSG group. Those small differences could be due to chance. Students who were offered the grant did spend a bit less time trying to earn money in the second year of college, but over three years they did not complete more credits. However, as figure 15 shows, the WSG increased the on-time bachelor’s degree completion rate by 28 percent, pushing it from about 16 percent to 21 percent. Moreover, the WSG also reduced students’ debt by just under $3,200 for their first three years of college.

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 15. Impact of offering the Wisconsin Scholars Grant to university starters in the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study on academic outcomes. n = 1,500. Source: Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study data.

      

      Furthermore, it made a difference if the offer of an additional $3,500 in grant aid actually translated into funds that could be used to reduce work hours or help with other college costs, as opposed to simply reducing debt for loans already received. Second-year college attendance was substantially enhanced when the WSG put money into students’ hands, as opposed to reducing their debt. Among students who faced at least $3,500 in unmet need before the WSG was allocated (usually because they did not take loans), the grant boosted retention rates by an additional 11.5 percentage points, for a total impact of 14.7 percentage points. Would larger grants—grants big enough to actually improve the current cash position of students—have had more of impact on students with greater need? We don’t know, but the question deserves further research.

      The WSG was less effective at promoting retention and degree completion for the two-year college students (fig. 16). The modest reduction in their net price created by the grant did not result in any statistically significant changes in either credit completion or degree completion. The only statistically significant impacts were a $578 reduction in students’ two-year aggregate debt and a reduction in the probability of transferring to a different college or university.
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        Figure 16. Impact of offering the Wisconsin Scholars Grant to two-year college students in the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study on academic outcomes. Source: Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study data.

      

      This study was an effort to understand whether increasing the amount of grant aid students received after they’d already begun to attend college would boost their rates of degree completion. Results were mixed. On the one hand, it helped some students complete their bachelor’s degrees on time, likely reducing their debt even beyond what we have data to examine here and accelerating their entry into the labor market. The effects for university students were sizable, at least as large as those detected in the few prior studies of grant aid. The results for the two-year students—who received a smaller investment, continued to face a very substantial price (almost $8,000 per year), and had more difficulty retaining the grant—were less promising. While all of the data described in earlier chapters clearly indicate that students at two-year colleges faced a great deal of financial need and uncertainty, delivering this amount of funding in this way may not be a cost-effective approach to making college more affordable and promoting degree completion. For students like Chloe Johnson, it was too late—and for others, perhaps too little.

      The most important lesson this experiment taught us is that financial aid is not money. Money clearly matters a great deal to how students experience college and whether they complete degrees. The Fund for Wisconsin Scholars was smart to focus its resources on students like those in this book. They do need more resources, and when students receive them, they are helped. But, unlike cash gifts or wages, the grants and loans that make up financial aid include complex rules, procedures, and requirements. If we want to lower the price to help people focus on school and complete their degrees on time, then financial aid as it is now designed may not be the best approach.
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      Making College Affordable

      Despite its good intentions, our current financial aid system is failing today’s students. For fifteen years, I have listened to financial aid administrators, deans of students, student affairs practitioners, and college presidents describe the problems of undergraduates on their campuses. They talk about their personal experiences of college and those of their friends to craft a picture of struggle met with fortitude, success gained through hard work, and the achievement of what looked impossible. In their day, college looked affordable—and in their eyes, it can look affordable still.

      The people who tell me these stories have genuine empathy for students. When they talk to me they look worried, sometimes pained, always concerned. Their eyes convey a sense of wishing for better behavior, sensible decision making, and an easier process that wasn’t always so complicated. But fundamentally, at some basic level, they tend to agree that the system itself is fine—it can work, if only students work it. If today’s students only had a certain moral fiber, like the students of yesteryear, they would be fine.

      Other people I encounter, whether at community meetings, on airplanes, or the staff of state and federal legislators from both sides of the aisle, are frustrated. When I mention my research on financial aid, many parents say, “We save, work hard, and pay a lot of money to attend college and still we can’t cover the bills—and the school takes our hard-earned dollars and gives it to someone else. It’s unfair.” The redistribution of funds from the rich to the poor in order to finance programs is a common approach, and at least in theory, sometimes these individuals support it. But the kind of anger expressed in the above quote comes from the sense that when it comes to affording college they aren’t “rich” but rather middle class. And it’s hard to watch your daughter’s college roommate receive a Pell Grant while your child is offered only loans.

      We have to learn from the experiences of both Pell recipients and the middle-class families left out of that program. Today’s undergraduates are experiencing college very differently than those in previous decades. It is no longer the case that, if students from low-income families work hard, college will be affordable (recall that the average net price for a year at community college equals 40% of their annual family income). At the same time, it is out of reach for middle-class families as well (for whom a year at a public institution ranges from 16% to 25% of their annual family income).1 When nearly 75 percent of American families find college unaffordable, and the means-tested financial aid system fails to do its job even for the poorest, it is time for a change.

      Not everyone agrees. “Two years of college for a low-income student is already free, or nearly free,” and paying for college is easier than most people think, says Senator Lamar Alexander, the Tennessee Republican who until recently chaired the Senate education committee.2

      It is a “myth” that “college is unaffordable for all but the very rich,” wrote higher education analyst Sandy Baum in a blog for the American Council on Education.3

      “Getting more low-income students into college isn’t about the money, it’s about the curriculum,” opines the headline over a column by former Under Secretary of Education, Sara Martinez Tucker.4

      I have made the case, in this book, that these assumptions don’t hold. Why, then, do so many people believe our current system of financial aid is working well for those with the most need?

      The first reason stems from a popular liberal myth: by targeting a social program to the poor, you will ensure they get the resources they need. This is a vastly oversimplified approach. True, among the financial aid distributed using the federal needs analysis, the majority of dollars flow to the bottom of the income distribution not the top. But that is not enough. Directing dollars one way does not ensure their purchasing power if it does not also control costs and ensure that other subsidies remain. It also does not mean that the system is reliable, trustworthy, accessible, or even remotely transparent. The Pell Grant is targeted but it can’t promise that enough state appropriations will go to the institutions serving low-income students and it does nothing to keep college costs in check. Grant aid simply doesn’t go as far as it used to, especially at institutions like UW–Milwaukee, where a disproportionate number of Pell recipients attend college. The result is that even after taking all grants into account, Pell recipients face a net price of more than $8,000 per year—at the nation’s least expensive option, the public community college.

      The second reason that some people believe that college—especially community college—is already free has to do with the technical jargon used in the financial aid system today. Tuition and fees are called “direct educational expenses” while everything else, including food, rent, gas money, and books, is called “indirect” or “noneducational.” Language is powerful, and it has had consequences: it is easy to dismiss things that are “indirect” as optional. Yet covering those expenses is essential for full participation in college. Paying tuition allows students to go to class, but they will fail if they have no books, no pencils, no gas money to get school, and no food in their stomachs.

      Full-time enrollment promotes degree completion not only because of the pace of progress it allows but also because of the academic focus it facilitates. It is very hard for students like Chloe Johnson to learn the material they need for their careers when they are running between PetSmart and Kohl’s and college. Covering living costs, at least enough to ensure that their basic needs are met, is a productive investment of resources as long as it increases the odds that students finish degrees. In fact, by helping people from low-income families move up the economic ladder via college attainment, we greatly reduce the likelihood they will need social welfare programs in the future.

      Reiterating the myth that college is affordable perpetuates inequality. Relying on standard aid numbers, which frequently overestimate a family’s ability to pay and underestimate the true cost of attendance, provides a false sense of assurance that a full aid package (such as that offered by well-endowed private schools) truly takes money off the table for some students. It also encourages educators and policymakers to think that students’ financial situations are not affecting their academic performance. If graduation rates are too low, the problem must lie with students themselves or with their colleges. If there is a crisis in America’s college system, it must be, we are told, all about the students and the youth culture, the teaching and the advising, the remediation and the standards. Because, in effect, we believe what financial models seem to tell us: even when we provide Pell Grants that are supposed to cover college costs, low-income students still do not finish college.

      This leads to the final reason why so many insist that college is affordable, despite abundant evidence to the contrary: it is politically useful. Decades ago, sociologists Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward noted that welfare benefits provided just enough assistance to gain the acquiescence of the poor even though it failed to afford them a decent life.5 Today, the financial aid system serves the same function. It allows liberals to feel good and the poor to feel indebted, while at the same time providing a scapegoat for conservatives to blame. The problems facing public higher education, we learn, are not a function of too few resources but, rather, the fault of those who use the resources.

      We are not asking the right questions, so it’s no wonder that many think that college prices are a secondary issue when it comes to success or failure in higher education. They are not. As any student and parent outside of the top 5 percent income class who pays for college can tell you, the need for money comes first. You must, quite literally, pay to play.

      How Did We Get Here?

      The promises of federal student aid are ambitious, and its policies have been formulated over time by well-meaning people who themselves attended college and wish more Americans could do so as well. The basic premise is simple: lack of income should not keep you from attending college, so simply demonstrate financial need and financial aid will take care of the rest. With grants like the Pell, and some institutional funds for strong academic performance, buttressed by several flavors of student loans and a federal work-study program, the portfolio of options can seem robust. A student’s financial aid package could include layer on layer of funds and requirements described by labels and acronyms—the ACG (Academic Competitiveness Grant), SEOG (Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant), subsidized Stafford and Perkins, the Pell and the PLUS, the work-study allotment, and the private loan—and yet ultimately, vast numbers of students face a single, simple truth: financial aid pales in comparison to the real costs of attending college. Today, nine of every ten students that Senator Pell’s program supports graduate from college with debt, with an average of over $30,000 per student.6

      The price of college attendance is not merely a financial fact. It is a political fact reflecting policy choices and values. Compare the way students must pay for higher education to the way every child has access to free public K–12 education, or the way Americans access public roads, or the benefits of the fire department, which never asks you to describe your financial situation or contribute a means-tested check before putting out a blaze. College has a price and is not free today for a reason: because higher education in the United States is broadly considered a privilege and not a right.

      Let’s be honest. Not everyone thinks that college should be accessible. Political scientists Benjamin Page, Larry Bartels, and Jason Seawright find that while 78 percent of the general public agree that “the federal government should make sure that everyone who wants to go to college can do so,” only 28 percent of the richest Americans agree.7 And Kay Scholzman, Sid Verba, and Henry Brady find that wealthier Americans have more influence than average citizens at almost every stage of the public policy process.8 So the privileged class is largely determining the policies concerning college access.

      But college is now essential, and unfortunately there are no alternatives. If you cannot buy a home, you rent. If you cannot buy a car, you ride a bike or walk. But if you cannot attend college, you’re lost. You are systematically locked out of nearly every decent-paying job opportunity, every safe neighborhood, and every opportunity to create safe futures for your children. We, as a society, recognize that a person without a high school degree can hardly survive in the United States, so we do not attach a price to public high school (and don’t forget that public schools also house a massive federal free-and-discounted lunch program, which recognizes free access to classes alone will not do the job). Yet when it comes to college, we charge even the very poorest among us as much as $15,000 a year.

      Today’s system—let’s call it Financial Aid 1.0—was created as a higher-education policy that involved a deal between two parties: the federal government and low-income students. The federal government would provide money to students, who would then use the funds to buy college. But the parties setting the price—state governments, colleges, universities, and a host of others—were not at the table. States have their own interests. So do colleges and universities, both public and private. Not to mention all of the undergraduates and their families who do not qualify for financial aid, and the businesses that benefit from a supply of undereducated, low-skill workers they can hire for minimal wages. All these parties have a stake, a reason, to believe that the price of college should not be zero—it should be higher. When college costs a lot, the public perceives it as more valuable, more exclusive, and it signals privilege.9

      It is not that America lacks the resources or know-how to make college universally affordable—it is that we have strong incentives to maintain the status quo. What if all children were able to go to college simply by filling out an application and walking in the door? What would be left to distinguish the elite?

      Graduate school is one new marker of success for upwardly mobile middle-class families. Sociologists have shown that those at the top will find ways to differentiate themselves and hoard opportunities to keep themselves and their children ahead of everyone else.10 We should not fool ourselves—making college affordable won’t end inequality in America. But it will increase the odds that people will finish the college degrees they start and eliminate the debt that they carry forward. It will not end inequality, but it will reduce poverty, and increase the ability of poor young adults to do better than their parents. These things matter.

      The Risk of Inaction

      Education has benefits that go far beyond economics. They are not as easy to measure as wage returns, so it can be easy to dismiss these public benefits. But they exist.11

      Price, not intellect or effort, is the primary sorting mechanism in today’s colleges and universities. As students move from one year of college to the next, class materials should get harder and students should need to study more. In a system like that, a degree would say something about ability. But that is not what’s happening today. Time after time, the failure to complete college does not reflect intellectual inability but, rather, an inability to pay. We have no idea what Chloe Johnson’s abilities are when it comes to veterinary medicine—we never had a chance to find out. Her love of horses and the knowledge she gained growing up around them were unimportant because her entire life became about paying the price of enrolling in college. What we learned is that at age eighteen she could not hack a schedule that included two jobs and five classes, no sleep, and too little food. We have no idea what Chloe could have become if only she could have focused on school.

      This is an American tragedy. Sending a child to college is a proud moment for all parents, and it is especially so for parents who themselves never had that opportunity. But too often that moment of celebration turns into a period of intense stress and conflict over how to pay the price of attendance. Nima Chaudhary’s relationship with her family was forever changed by the need to pay for school. Rather than feeling pride in her artistic talents and her ambitions to express herself through graphic design, her family wondered if her time in school was taking too much of their income. Because of Financial Aid 1.0’s unwillingness to recognize that contributions often flow from child to parent, not merely parent to child, Nima’s financial aid could not help offset their need for her to work. Had the system given her a stipend to buy her out of those family obligations, Nima would have been better able to focus on school. She could have taken internships in graphic design instead of working nights at a nursing home. Perhaps her family would have come to her college graduation.

      When college does not work out because the money isn’t there, families and communities view the results as a powerful warning sign about the broken promises of public education in this country. The palpable sense of risk involved in student loans has generated a backlash against government and schools that frame student loans as aid. Some describe loans as “financial band-aids over a bullet hole” and say that calling them financial aid is “deceptive” and part of those “lies we tell ourselves.”12 As more students and families experience the failure of the financial aid system to support their college aspirations, trust in the system is likely to decline further. As tomorrow’s qualified low- and moderate-income students become aware of those struggling in college and left with debts today, many may choose not to apply to college at all.

      Even as financial aid fails the very students it is meant to serve, those students have become the target of animosity. At the start of the Great Recession, spending on the Pell Grant grew by over $10 billion a year, mainly due to three factors: policy changes that expanded program eligibility, growth in college enrollment, and economic conditions that raised unemployment and reduced family financial strength. But rather than viewing this increased spending as a positive step toward maintaining support for college access during a time of national economic distress, many in Washington, DC, began to question whether grants were an effective way to boost college attainment. Legislators, policy analysts, and newspaper articles began to brand Pell recipients as unmotivated, undeserving, and fraudulent, even though there was little evidence that widespread abuse existed.13

      This shoddy treatment of a public program that is designed to help poor people is not uncommon.14 Such targeted programs only appear to garner political support when they are seen as rewarding hard work or promoting opportunity, and critics of the Pell frequently question both.15

      Financial Aid 1.0 today is a pale shadow of what its creators intended. Rather than supporting the hopes and dreams of people who seek to study and get ahead through higher education, it is punitive. It acts as an enticement to try college but then sets up students to face prices they cannot afford to meet year after year. It pits students against parents, financial aid administrators, and each other. It makes those who end up short of funds feel as if they’ve done something wrong. It is an invitation to debt.

      What about Debt?

      Student debt should not be at the center of this debate. Debt is the symptom, not the disease—the real problem is that college is unaffordable. Financial Aid 1.0 doesn’t make college affordable but it is not a waste of money. It is simply an approach that is broken.

      The lesson from today’s debt crisis is that we have to do better for tomorrow. It is fine to improve the situation for current borrowers by lowering the interest rates, installing bankruptcy protections, or providing loan forgiveness. But these shifts will only help today’s students and will do little to keep tomorrow’s students from finding themselves in the exact same position. Instead, energy from concern about debt should be channeled toward creating sustainable shifts in college financing. Privatizing the federal student loan program, returning lending to the banks, or ending loan programs like Parent PLUS before making college affordable is not the answer, since without federal loans, broadly accessible to everyone, many Americans could not afford to enroll at all. The attack on loans is fundamentally an attack on the accessibility of today’s system and must be understood as such.16

      There are things we can do today to shore up Financial Aid 1.0, and there are other steps we can take to reduce college costs. But ultimately, we have to build a new system—a Financial Aid 2.0 that is based on accessible and affordable high-quality public higher education. Rather than offering more financial aid to keep up with rising prices, this future system should start by making the first few years of college or the initial degree free to all, as a public good.

      Better Definitions

      Let’s begin with simple things—changing the words we use. Cost of attendance is misleading, since what students face is a price, not a cost. Increases in cost of attendance may stem from actual increases in costs but are more often caused by declines in operating subsidies from government or the institution’s endowment. People need to know the difference, so it should be called the price of attendance.

      Similarly, expected family contribution overstates what families can really afford. It should be called the estimated financial contribution. It is, after all, just an estimate of the students’ ability to pay—and that money might come from the student or her family. Moreover, if a parent subsidizes the student’s living expenses by allowing her to live at home, that should count toward the estimated family contribution rather than contributing to a reduction in the price of attendance.

      Truth In Advertising

      We also need to help students understand where their grants and loans come from. Taxpayers pay for Pell Grants and the subsidy attached to federal loans. In fact, the federal government bears a great deal of risk in originating student loans. All financial aid packages should clearly list the name of the financial aid given along with the source of that aid (federal, state, institutional, philanthropic). Simply beginning the title of a grant with “Federal Pell Grant,” as in the current Financial Aid Shopping Sheet distributed by the U.S. Department of Education, is not enough. There should be a separate column that explains the source of funds, and government dollars should say “taxpayer-supported federal grant.”17

      In addition, the specific requirements associated with each type of aid should be clearly stated. If the Pell Grant requires students to maintain a 2.0 GPA, then it must say so, right next to the dollar amount. Students need to know. The conflicts and complexity created by attaching different requirements to different forms of aid must be made clearer to students, their academic advisers, and their financial aid administrators.

      If a struggling student is attending college full time to meet the terms of a private scholarship of $3,500, what will happen if she reduces her course load to meet the GPA requirements associated with a $3,000 Pell Grant? If she keeps her full-time load and her GPA drops to a 1.8, she will lose her Pell. We might not know the right advice to give this student, but we can be certain she deserves to know exactly what’s at stake.

      No Surprises

      We should be giving students more information earlier. Recently, President Obama made it possible for students to learn about financial aid almost a year in advance of college enrollment, rather than just a few months before.18 That is a step in the right direction. Education scholar Robert Kelchen and I have also outlined the benefits and costs of telling students about Pell eligibility far earlier, when they are in middle school.19 Early notification that aid is available may help some young people begin to think about college in concrete terms and take steps to prepare academically.

      Surprises derail students. Universities often include an asterisk or some fine print somewhere in their voluminous literature they send to prospective and incoming students to note that prices may change. But, in general, students are led to believe that the price they pay for the first year of college will be the price they face in later years. Colleges, universities, and states benefit from understating the likelihood and magnitude of future price increases, but doing so reduces the odds of degree completion and harms all the institutions involved (not to mention that this practice is also unfair to millions of students and their families).

      There has been some discussion about “tuition guarantees” that lock in the rate for students for the duration of their degree, or at least for four years, but these, too, have problems. First and most importantly, tuition is just a fraction of what it costs to attend college today. Flatlining tuition does not prevent the total price from rising, but it does give a false impression that it won’t. Also, tuition guarantees obscure an important piece of information students need to know: financial aid—especially aid from grants—often declines as students’ progress through college. If aid fails to keep up with growing nontuition costs, if aid switches from grants to loans, or if aid declines overall, students will still have difficulty paying the prices they will face after their first year.20

      States should work with public colleges and universities to develop budgets that allow an entering student to have a road map of what the real price of attendance will be over the next four years. Projected tuition increases and nontuition increases should be included, and the methodology for these estimates should be clearly explained. Building on an idea first offered by Michael Dannenberg, U.S. Representative Patrick Murphy introduced legislation in 2010 called the Truth in Tuition Act. It would have required all colleges and universities to provide a multiyear estimate of actual and net costs for students at their school. This effort should be revisited.21

      Public institutions should be accountable for maintaining any institutional grant support they provide throughout the course of a student’s degree. The emphasis should be on stability and growth, and reductions in grant support for reasons other than noncompliance should not be allowed. Colleges and universities also need to take more responsibility for whether their students are able to meet the academic requirements associated with financial aid. If a college has a satisfactory academic progress standard that large numbers students do not meet, thus losing their aid, then at minimum incoming students need to know that. The fraction of students who meet satisfactory academic progress standards should be published, and this information should be provided in the aid package distributed to students, along with clear explanations of the consequences of falling short.

      Along the same lines, families with incomes between $20,000 and $30,000 a year, many of whom are living on the knife’s edge of poverty, deserve better than the current system provides. The threshold for an automatic-zero expected family contribution should be placed at $30,000 or above and remain there.22 This might have helped students like Chloe Johnson whose family was judged capable of contributing $2,500 to her schooling in one year, but in the next year, their contribution was zero. Such shifts hardly breed faith in the system.

      Separate Grants from Everything Else—and List Everything Else

      Information about the price of attending college and the grants available to offset that price should be clearly separated from information about how students might cover the remaining price. This is partly to avoid information overload, but it also recognizes that taking loans and working jobs are not forms of financial aid in the same way that grants are. Some loans and work-study are subsidized by the government and should be acknowledged as such, but they are materially different from grants. Paying for college is not easy, and college should help students understand all their options. Beyond the current list of loans and work-study and educational tax credits, students should be told about other social benefits programs that students and their families may qualify for. These programs include food assistance, like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, better known as food stamps) and Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (called WIC). There are also important noneducational tax credits, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).

      As a recent report by sociologist Derek Price and his colleagues noted, “The issues and needs that public benefits aim to address do not occur in isolation, and individuals may require several types of non-academic supports to help them stay in college and earn a credential.” The same is true for financial aid.23 Making efficient use of resources requires retraining financial aid officers and student services personnel and equipping retooled financial aid offices with the resources required to provide integrated access to financial aid and all other social benefits programs that can help students pay for college. Single Stop provides one model of this approach and adds some useful additional services: tax preparation, legal counseling, financial counseling, and case management. My team led an implementation evaluation of this national program and found that all of the services were heavily utilized.24 Had they existed in Wisconsin’s colleges and universities when Anne was in school, she might have managed to remain enrolled full time and complete her degree without losing her housing.

      Immediate Patches

      Students clearly need better information to help them make more informed decisions and identify existing resources. This is important, but it is far from enough to render college affordable to all. Too many students are dropping out of college because they cannot cover their rent, utilities, childcare, gas, or other critical basic needs.

      Emergency aid programs are an especially promising approach for retaining more students in higher education. These programs make money available for students’ immediate needs far more flexibly than the financial aid system can. There are more than a hundred such programs operating nationwide, some homegrown by colleges and universities and others operated as part of the Dreamkeepers program run by Scholarship America. The Angel Fund used to serve students at tribal colleges and universities until it ran out of financial support.25 We need many more such efforts. Student services personnel can work alongside financial aid administrators to structure a flexible, responsive program that takes seriously the idea that students need cash so they can focus on school. Administrative systems must move quickly to identify and meet needs, balancing efficiency and responsible stewardship. It is possible, we know, because it is being done now. Rigorous evaluations of these efforts and properly implemented efforts to scale them are needed.26

      The American social safety net remains a critical source of support for many students from low-income families. The current disconnect between higher education policy and social policies aimed at helping poor, working, and middle-class families harms students. These policies must be aligned and coordinated. For example, when the reauthorization of the Temporary Aid to Needy Families law next occurs, education and training at the postsecondary level should be allowed without arbitrary time limits.27 Parents with small children should be encouraged to get more education, not less, so that they can become stable sources of support for those young people moving forward. Funding for on-campus childcare must increase in order to make this possible, and “two-generation” models that help both parent and child obtain an education together should be explored and evaluated.28

      Hunger is real problem for too many college students.29 College enrollment should count toward the work requirement associated with the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. Just counting work-study is not enough since only a small percentage of students receive this benefit. Requiring undergraduates to work twenty hours a week in order to receive food stamps works against the broader policy goal of encouraging college completion and may even be reducing the effectiveness of the federal Pell Grant Program. In the meantime, all colleges and universities should familiarize themselves with the benefits and eligibility rules for SNAP and provide students and their families with information that may help them meet their basic needs.

      Colleges recognize that hunger is an issue for their students. Campus food banks and pantries have sprung up around the country to help undergraduates get the food they need, and the College and University Food Bank Alliance, cofounded by Clare Cady and Nate Smith-Tyge, provides a critical source of support in that regard. Its members run the gamut from the University of Arkansas, University of Michigan, and Stony Brook University to Simmons College and Vanderbilt University.30

      The National School Lunch Program was introduced to K–12 education in 1946 because policymakers were concerned that students who were hungry could not learn.31 The students who benefit from access to meals when in high school move onto college and find themselves stuck. The students who were hungry in high school are hungry in college. We need to start a serious policy discussion about extending that program to public colleges and universities.32

      Eyes on the Prize

      The rules and regulations associated with financial aid need to be adjusted to promote degree completion rather than encouraging students to ration money. Today, unfortunately, rationing access to education is the rule.33 Again and again, federal, state, and institutional policies make it likely that students will receive less financial aid than they need (even when more money is available). Rationing is a hedging strategy, encouraging consumers to adopt scrimping and saving tactics to preserve a limited resource. This has to stop—even when more money isn’t available, students need to know the extent to which their resources fall short. We know education is an investment that pays tremendous dividends for government. We also know that situations of financial scarcity and pressure reduce the likelihood of graduation.

      The calculation of living costs for students living off campus should be removed from institutional responsibilities. Inaccurate estimates do real harm, and financial aid offices are already strapped for time. Standardizing living costs calculations will help students and families make better college decisions and ease colleges’ reporting obligations. Congress should amend U.S. Code § 1087(II) “Cost of attendance” in the upcoming reauthorization of the Higher Education Opportunity Act to give families accurate price information and guarantee that eligible students receive the financial aid necessary for postsecondary success. This amendment should task the U.S. Department of Education with providing living cost calculations for all colleges and universities using existing federal data; currently it is expressly prohibited from doing so by law. In the meantime, the department should develop a clear method for colleges to calculate living costs so that allowances are comparable for institutions in close proximity to each other. Either of these changes would substantially improve both the accuracy and transparency of college living cost allowances while reducing workloads for colleges and universities already strained by reporting obligations.34

      We need to make it possible for students to work their way through college. The implicit tax on students’ earnings penalizes student employment. In 2014, U.S. senator Tammy Baldwin introduced the Working Student Act (S.2796) in an effort to enact an across-the-board, 35 percent increase in the income protection allowance for students. This was a good start. It should be higher, to allow students to keep more of their money, work less, and finish school.35

      The Federal Work-Study Program is in desperate need of an overhaul. Economist Judith Scott-Clayton finds that just 23 percent of current work-study students come from families earning less than $30,000, while 20 percent come from families earning more than $100,000.36 The current formula rewards older and more expensive institutions and should be revised to focus on serving Pell recipients at public institutions, where it seems to be more effective.37 Work-study is, in the words of Lumina Foundation president Jamie Merisotis, a “jobs and education program” and it could be a much better one. States should develop their own programs to complement the federal effort.

      Helping States Step Up

      It is time to rethink how states support higher education. There are many plans for bringing states back to the table, and the best ones recognize and attempt to mitigate the inclinations of states to prioritize wealthy citizens (who have the most political clout) over regular people.38 According to a recent study, fully 40 percent of all high school graduates who do not attend college live in the South.39 While there are many reasons for lower college participation rates in the South, one reason is financial. A critical key difference between states in the Deep South and other regions is the historically low levels of state-funded, need-based, student financial aid. “The Impact of the New Pell Grant Restrictions on Community Colleges: A Three‐State Study of Alabama, Arkansas, and Mississippi,” a report from the Education Policy Center, found that the Pell Grant provided $1.3 billion in need-based financial aid in 2010–11 in just those three Deep South states alone. Alabama’s need‐based state student aid program, the Alabama Student Assistance Program, provided just $16.8 million that year. Similar programs in Arkansas were budgeted at $12.4 million and in Mississippi at $3.2 million.40 Nineteen studies of student aid policies by the Education Policy Center (located at the University of Alabama) over the past five years found that for many rural states, including the Deep South, the Pell Grant is, for all intents and purposes, the de facto state student aid program.41

      One way the federal government might be able to help is by establishing a maintenance-of-effort requirement. This would allow federal funds to be used only to supplement state funding rather than supplanting existing state monies. Such a requirement would mean that states have to maintain spending above a certain threshold in order to receive federal funding tied to specific programs.42 Bringing states back to the table when it comes to making college affordable will not be easy.

      But it is also important to move beyond considering how much states spend on higher education as a whole and examine how they allocate those dollars. While state support flows to all public colleges and universities, some institutions depend on it far more than others.43 Research universities can look to endowment funds, gifts, auxiliary enterprises, and federal funds for revenue when state funds decline, and their students are often more able to bear increases in tuition. But at community colleges and comprehensive public universities, state appropriations are the dominant source of funding, and when they decline, tuition must go up.

      The issue of how funds are distributed among institutions is a common topic in K–12 education finance, but is often neglected in higher education. As chapter 8’s discussion of higher education in Milwaukee illustrates, it matters. In 2012–13, the state of Wisconsin gave the University of Wisconsin–Madison approximately $12,410 per full-time-equivalent student (FTE), but only $5,157 per FTE to the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee and just $3,211 per FTE to the two-year University of Wisconsin Colleges. The latter serve more first-generation students, more part-time students, and more adult undergraduates than any other institutions in the UW System. Is this enough financial support to provide academically vulnerable, economically insecure students, working parents, and nontraditional learners with a quality postsecondary education that will prepare them for the workforce and beyond? It seems unlikely.

      Are UW–Madison students truly more expensive to educate, and if so, why? Why do students at UW Colleges receive a lower level of investment? Improving the sufficiency and fairness of state allocations for higher education will mean shedding more light on within-state funding distributions. It will also demand a more careful accounting of the resource costs—not just how much is spent—associated with educating different groups of students at the postsecondary level. Such data are currently nearly impossible to come by, but they must be collected. Absent an unexpected influx of new funds, the future of college affordability will depend on how state monies are spent. We need to start paying attention.44

      Focusing Our Efforts

      If the goal of financial aid policy is to break the link between family income and college attainment, several areas of current spending should be revisited.

      The first is “non-need-based grant aid” or so-called merit aid. According to the National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs, in 2012–13, states distributed $2.3 billion in non-need-based grants—one-fourth of all grant aid distributed. Growth in spending has slowed in the last two years, and yet in many states (including Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, New Mexico, Tennessee, and Virginia), more than half of all state aid dollars are distributed without regard to need.45 Moreover, a recent policy scan conducted by the Education Commission of the States revealed that many of the hundred largest state financial aid programs restrict eligibility to only students who enroll full time or conservatively cap the number of years they can receive support.46

      Each year institutions of higher education distribute $9 billion in grants from their own coffers—about as much as the states manage to do.47 But colleges and universities continue to allocate more than half of what they often claim to be “scarce” resources based on not the financial need of their students but rather specific “talents.”48 New America Foundation analyst Stephen Burd points out that about one-third of students receiving “merit” aid had less than a B average in high school and mediocre SAT scores.49 These days, seven out of ten public universities (among 424 that Burd examined) provide non-need-based aid to at least 5 percent of their first-year class each year—while leaving students like those in this study with unmet financial need.50 Donald Heller, dean of the School of Education at Michigan State University, finds that public universities are more likely to do this than private universities.51

      Spending on non-need-based aid perpetuates inequality. Twenty-eight percent of all state aid and 31 percent of all institutional aid distributed in this manner flows to students from families in the top 25 percent of the income distribution. Students from well-off families not only have no unmet need but their needs are overmet—while those of middle- and working-class families go wanting.52

      Further, these dollars often do not increase college attendance or completion among wealthy students, indeed several studies indicate that they incentivize detrimental academic behavior in college.53 The most famous “merit” program—the Georgia HOPE scholarship—was mainly good at one thing: increasing sales at car dealerships.54 When the children from families with resources get these scholarships, parents buy them cars. But when the children of poor families get financial aid, they eat.

      First Degree for Free

      Education pays substantial dividends, both for individuals and families, as well as for communities. There is a reason why every one of our students, from Ian Williams and his four siblings to Norbert Webster and Chloe Johnson tried so hard to obtain college degrees despite the price it required of them. The Oneida Nation also understands the benefits of making college truly affordable, as it continues to make a large and consistent commitment to ensuring that all tribal members can make it to the finish line. Higher education is valuable because it improves the social fabric in literally immeasurable ways.

      The effects of higher education accrue across generations, not merely within cohorts. We have long understood this, building national prosperity in the twentieth century by making high school free. Yes, individuals reap economic benefits from attending high school, and wealthy kids attending good public schools reap many more benefits than low-income kids attending crummy ones. But we don’t insist that individuals pay their way for high school because we recognize how important it is that everyone has an opportunity to finish high school. We do our best to ensure that money does not get in the way.

      Decades ago, many Americans got a pretty good deal. With family support, some work, and perhaps a modest Pell Grant, college prices were such that those who did go could usually make ends meet. And they entered a labor market where a college degree conferred a bonus but was not required. There were a fairly large number of good-paying jobs available to people who were not college graduates.

      That world is gone. Young people from all families and older workers in need of new skills want to attend college, and they plan on enrolling, even if it means ending up with debt and no degree, at risk of defaulting on loans.55 Lower-income individuals, people of color, and women know that there’s no economic security in their futures without at least some sort of college credential. Research confirms this: Ron Haskins has called a college education a “powerful” intervention like no other.56

      In the 1970s, targeting financial aid to only the poorest individuals made sense—after all, most people didn’t want to attend college, it wasn’t required, and college prices were low enough that the Pell Grant largely covered the bills.57 Today, that same model fails: the vast majority of the populace wants access to affordable, high-quality public higher education, it is required, and costs are so high that grants and scholarships provide only a meager discount restricted to only a fraction of students with financial need.58 Means-tested financial aid, administered via a massive bureaucracy, leaves out the very poorest—who cannot navigate the system—and squeezes the middle class, who are offered only loans.59

      America can’t afford to ignore the calls for a broad, inclusive system of public higher education that helps families obtain economic security.60 Of course, a universal, free system will have progressive effects—tearing down the price and bureaucratic barriers will matter most to the poorest people, who have made very little progress accessing college under the current system. But the benefits will be broadly shared. Completion rates for working- and middle-class students will rise as their costs of college are more fully covered.61 Accreditation reform and greater accountability will accompany this shift to ensure quality and a high return on public investment. Everyone will benefit from a better-educated, more productive American workforce.

      What about downsides? For example, will the movement of more students into higher education diminish the quality of undergraduates or the returns to their degrees? It is very unlikely. In a recent study that examines change in student quality over the last thirty years, economist Robert Archibald and his colleagues conclude: “Existing federal policies that have reduced the financial obstacles to college attendance have not caused lower completion rates. Reforms that stimulate further increases in college attendance, either by improving information about the net cost of attendance or by reducing the net cost, are not necessarily self-defeating given the remaining potential to move high-quality students into 4-year programs. In addition, state policies that reduce the net cost of attendance for students who have achieved some performance thresholds could complement federal assistance.”62

      When the movement for free public high school began in the 1800s, many opposed it, calling it “a contrivance of the rich to rob the poor.”63 They were wrong—when high school became free, families from all walks of life came to get educated.64 Some argue that the United States can’t afford to make college free. The truth is, we can’t afford not to.

      We should follow an incremental approach that begins by making the associate degree free to all students who pursue it.65 This is the initial entry point to college, and all public institutions should award it. Many students start at four-year institutions, last four semesters, and leave with nothing in hand. It is important that these institutions reward that effort with an associate degree and that we establish that degree as the new “first degree.” We should begin, as Federal Reserve Board chairman Ben Bernanke said, with the community colleges: “We must move beyond the view that education is something that takes place only in K-through-12 schools and four-year colleges, as important as those are. Education and skills must be provided flexibly and to people of any age.”66

      Then we can work on making the first degree free at any public college or university.67 We need to work toward the time when “public colleges and universities” have the same meaning as public K–12 schools, or public parks, or public roads: goods paid for by all, intended for universal free use by all who wish to use them for their intended purposes. Students like those in this book would be greatly helped by a complete overhaul of the financing system for public colleges and universities. As many have said, “Programs for poor people make for poor programs.”68 A more inclusive financing system will also likely be a more sustainable one.

      But money should not come without assurances. We can do much more to support the public sector so that its quality is high and its costs are reasonable. Neither do we have the same relationship with nor should we intrude on private colleges and universities. We have provided trillions of dollars in resources to both private nonprofit and private for-profit colleges and universities for decades and still can’t guarantee that they are either accessible or affordable. But when it comes to working with public colleges and universities to update their approaches to student services, identifying effective practices to teaching and learning, and finding ways to increase capacity, we have plenty of experience and road maps to guide us.69

      While there is a long way to go in public higher education, there has been progress. Governors and legislatures have gained control over tuition increases at their state’s colleges and universities time and again.70 Some have allocated additional appropriations to prevent increases, and this works to ensure that the institutions do not raise tuition while also ensuring they have the resources needed to support students. Community colleges across the country have shown a willingness to engage their states in thoughtful discussions about how best to fund their work and, in exchange, have received increases in state support.71 In fact, today most states are not cutting public higher education.72 They are reinvesting.

      That is because there is a substantial public benefit to high rates of college attendance. It is far more difficult to quantify than the returns to individuals (expressed in terms of boosted wages) but that does not mean that it is smaller.73 Listen to economist Walter McMahon, author of Higher Learning, Greater Good: “The private non-market benefits are estimated more comprehensively . . . their value is about $9,883 per year after graduation for each year of college degree. This turns out to be approximately equal to the benefits from each year of college to annual earnings ($9,967). This alone means that half of the private benefits of college to students and their families are being overlooked.”74 Twelve years of education does not go as far as it once did, and after a century of technological advancements and upskilling, it is reasonable to expect that some post–high school education is beneficial. States know that they cannot attract employers or grow their economies without an educated workforce.

      But their efforts to do this are being undermined by the clear and growing risk that too many people encounter when pursuing that first degree. A year or two of college credits without a degree means not only wasted time but also significant debt. Those who are being left behind today are the people who decide that risk is too great.

      The main barrier to college entry is price. By eliminating the price of admission, we can send a powerful message: there is no harm in trying. And for people who do try, like Chloe Johnson, by eliminating their need to work while in college, we improve their chances of success. If they don’t make it, very little harm to students will be done—they can look back and assess what happened, but they will not be doing it while paying monthly bills to a debt collection agency for that failure.

      In 2014, Republican governor Bill Haslam began to restore hope in Tennessee by offering tuition-free community college. To create this program, called Tennessee Promise, Haslam drew on the example of Knox Achieves, which helps young people who would have otherwise never experienced even a thirteenth year of education to earn college credits. 75 Using lottery funds, Tennessee is providing a “last-dollar scholarship” that fills in the gap between tuition and fees and existing grant dollars. While this means that students with less need (as assessed by the fallible expected family contribution calculation) get more dollars from this program, it also means that all students benefit from the clear, concise message that college is tuition free. That is the main goal—to overcome the barriers created by a confusing, untrustworthy system and send a resounding message directly from the governor: “My message to high school seniors is: this is your Tennessee Promise. This is an opportunity for you to fulfill your potential, and you have an opportunity to change the future for yourself and for our state.”76 According to the Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation, 15,830 students from the graduating high school class of 2015 were using Tennessee Promise benefits in fall 2015, the first year of implementation. The number of students attending community college right after high school jumped 14 percent in a single year, and Tennessee led the nation in the rate of FAFSA completion.77

      This approach seems to be contagious. In summer 2015, Oregon governor Kate Brown signed into law the Oregon Promise, which will waive community college tuition for six thousand Oregonians beginning in fall 2016. The legislature allocated $10 million in support for the effort, which was spearheaded by Senator Mark Hass, who called it a “bold and visionary” idea deserving of implementation and rigorous study.78 He is not alone. As of the time of this writing, dozens of states and localities across the nation are weighing the possibility of offering at least some version of a free college program. The list includes New York, Minnesota, Milwaukee, Chicago, California, Tulsa, and Arizona.79

      Their efforts will be more robust and effective if they can move beyond simply covering tuition and fees and instead begin to address the opportunity costs of college attendance. Paying for room and board, transportation, books, and supplies is often what students struggle most with. In January 2015, President Barack Obama introduced America’s College Promise, which would eliminate tuition and fees at community colleges, thus allowing existing need-based financial aid to be applied to cover opportunity costs.80 Senator Tammy Baldwin of Wisconsin and Representative Bobby Scott of Virginia advanced the legislation for Congressional consideration. They added support for historically black colleges and universities, Hispanic-serving institutions, Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander–serving institutions, and other minority-serving institutions, wisely recognizing that some public colleges still do not fully address the needs of students of color.81

      These initiatives were preceded by another smart initiative that began long ago in New York. In 1969, large numbers of African Americans and Puerto Ricans demanded that the City University of New York become a place that they could enter to pursue better lives.82 University administrators responded by instituting an open admissions policy to complement a very low price. An evaluation conducted over the next thirty years revealed that while the new policy did not wipe out disadvantages due to race or class (or high school academic record), it more than doubled the proportion of black women who attained degrees.83 That finding is consistent with more recent studies that raise sharp questions about the contention that “college isn’t for everyone.”84

      National leaders need to provide hope to people everywhere. Simply providing financial aid isn’t getting the job done.85 Efforts to expand the maximum Pell Grant have never met with much success, and that laudable program continues to exclude (for lack of funds and because of administrative bureaucracy) many who face sizable price barriers. Simplifying the FAFSA is a technocratic fix, not a transformative one—it won’t bring new money to the table. That is why it is time for a national conversation about what it means to provide high-quality thirteenth and fourteenth years of public education to everyone and how we are going pay for it. New taxes are an option—but we can also simply stop spending on investments that aren’t paying off. Estimates vary, but many indicate that the costs are no more than $70–$100 billion—we could go a long way toward covering these costs by ending subsidies to for-profit universities and tax credits that are demonstrably ineffective.86

      No Choice but Hope

      For Ian Williams, what could feel more impossible than growing up on the streets of Milwaukee, being educated in a broken public school system, and trying to build a future at a public university where a year of college costs $25,000 a year? Yet, somehow, Ian sees possibilities. Indeed, he believes that optimism is his only option:

      
        I turned negativity to positivity throughout my whole college life. I use my past experience to get where I need to be going. I don’t want to go back there, to basically not having much food, living in poverty where people are robbing and stealing and all that stuff. I don’t want to go back there or turn to that. So I use that as motivation. . . . I don’t want to have a low-paying job and live in poverty, not ever having food to eat. And I just picture myself, knowing that when I get out of college that’s going to help me out. Hopefully I can try to help people who live back there, too, they use me like an image. . . . When they look up to me, I’m going to turn it around and show them which way they should really go.

      

      Sixty percent of Americans aged twenty-five to sixty-four do not hold a college credential. But 22 percent of them—32.6 million Americans—have tried to get one.87 They left college frustrated, often saying it had something to do with money.88 The ladder people must climb to get to graduation has eroded, and a critical rung—affordability—is almost completely broken. We have to repair it. Doing nothing will be far more expensive than making an upfront investment now.

      The first step in addressing the college affordability crisis is taking the problem seriously. Money matters. Lack of financial resources is keeping students from succeeding. Suggesting that low-income students merely need to learn how to live more frugally is usually a misplaced recommendation—and an offensive one, to boot. As Oscar Wilde wrote, “To recommend thrift to the poor is both grotesque and insulting. It is like advising a man who is starving to eat less.”89

      Researchers need to do their part to help illuminate how and why price is a barrier to education. As these new models of financing emerge, they need to be evaluated not only for the impacts they achieve but also for how they affect the college experiences and lives of individual students. To help ensure that this work gets done, I recently founded the Wisconsin HOPE Lab, an applied research shop staffed by talented researchers committed to rigorous studies that can be directly translated into action. This sort of research, conducted in communities across the nation, must inform public policies if we are to find better ways forward.

      Forty-five million young people will turn eighteen in America in the next ten years. Will the children of the wealthy leave college with elite networks, the sons and daughters of the middle class with degrees they can use, and the next generation of low-income Americans with mainly debt and despair?

      The new economics of college is undermining the fundamental connection between education and democracy that has helped our nation thrive. More than a century ago, American policymakers realized that the wealth of your family or the resources of your community should not determine access to K–12 schooling.90 In time, every state, and the nation as a whole, shouldered the responsibility of educating all children through high school. In 1973, U.S. senator Claiborne Pell and his generation made noble strides to expand college access, helping America build the largest middle class the world has ever known. With economic inequality on the rise, and low-income and middle-class Americans under pressure, this generation must meet the challenge of making one of the best ways out of poverty and into the middle class—a college education—affordable for all.
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      Appendix 1

      Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study: Methodology

      Peter Kinsley and Sara Goldrick-Rab

      This book describes results from the Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study (WSLS) examining the impact of a private need-based financial grant on the college outcomes of traditional eighteen- to twenty-one-year -old federal Pell Grant recipients. This appendix describes its methodological details. The WSLS is a mixed-methods study launched in 2008 by a team of researchers (see the list at the conclusion of this appendix). The research design and all methods described were approved and conducted under the supervision of the University of Wisconsin–Madison’s Institutional Review Board, protocol #2008-0365.

      Sample

      The sample is composed of a stratified random selection of three thousand college students enrolled in all public two-year and four-year colleges and universities in the state of Wisconsin (for more information on these, see app. 2). We chose participants at random from among students who were eligible for the Fund for Wisconsin Scholars Grant program, described in chapters 1 and 9. Therefore, every student met the fund’s eligibility criteria—every student was a Wisconsin public high school graduate who first enrolled full time in a Wisconsin public college in fall 2008, received the federal Pell Grant, and still had at least one dollar of remaining unmet need.

      More precisely, the WSLS sample includes all twelve hundred students who were selected to receive an offer of the Wisconsin Scholars Grant (WSG) and an additional stratified random sample of eighteen hundred students who were not selected. In an effort to increase the representation of students of color in the sample, and given the constraint that the administrative records used for sampling did not include race/ethnicity, we chose to draw a disproportionately large sample for the control group from students attending institutions with higher than average enrollment of students of color. All analyses therefore employ post-stratification inverse probability weights to accommodate the resulting unequal sampling probabilities among students across schools.

      Among students in the full sample, the average adjusted gross income of their parents in the year before they started college (2007) was just under $25,000, and the mean age was between eighteen and nineteen years old (see table 21). The average expected family contribution (for a definition see chap. 2) was $1,370. Fifty-eight percent of the sample was female and 81 percent of the students did not have a parent with a bachelor’s degree. The sample is representative of the more than six thousand undergraduates across the state meeting the Wisconsin Scholars Grant eligibility criteria. And with the exception of racial/ethnic composition, the sample is also generally representative of the national population of first-time, full-time Pell Grant recipients attending public institutions.

      
      
        
          
            	Table 21. WSLS sample characteristics
          

          
            	
              

            
            	Full Sample
            	Interview Sample
            	National
          

        
        
          
            	
              Began at a two-year college

            
            	
              50%

            
            	
              26%

            
            	
              . . .

            
          

          
            	
              Began at a Milwaukee college or university

            
            	
              18%

            
            	
              24%

            
            	
              . . .

            
          

          
            	
              Female

            
            	
              58%

            
            	
              54%

            
            	
              62%

            
          

          
            	
              Race/ethnicity:

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              White

            
            	
              70%

            
            	
              39%

            
            	
              44%

            
          

          
            	
              Hispanic

            
            	
              7%

            
            	
              22%

            
            	
              21%

            
          

          
            	
              African American

            
            	
              10%

            
            	
              16%

            
            	
              25%

            
          

          
            	
              Asian

            
            	
              8%

            
            	
              16%

            
            	
              5%

            
          

          
            	
              Other

            
            	
              4%

            
            	
              6%

            
            	
              2%

            
          

          
            	
              Age

            
            	
              19.5

            
            	
              18.5

            
            	
              20.2

            
          

          
            	
              First generation college student (no BA)

            
            	
              81%

            
            	
              88%

            
            	
              76%

            
          

          
            	
              Married

            
            	
              3%

            
            	
              2%

            
            	
              7%

            
          

          
            	
              Dependent children

            
            	
              10%

            
            	
              6%

            
            	
              21%

            
          

          
            	
              Expected family contribution ($K)

            
            	
              1.37

            
            	
              1.63

            
            	
              . . .

            
          

          
            	
              Zero expected family contribution

            
            	
              38%

            
            	
              35%

            
            	
              . . .

            
          

          
            	
              Parents’ adjusted gross income ($K)

            
            	
              24.7

            
            	
              25.9

            
            	
              21.92

            
          

          
            	
              Parents’ total cash/checking/savings ($K)

            
            	
              2.12

            
            	
              2.03

            
            	
              . . .

            
          

          
            	
              Sources. WSLS data; and National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study NPSAS, 2008.

              Note. Includes entire sample (full sample, n = 3,000; interview sample, n = 50.) All figures reported at the mean. National figures are for first-time, full-time students enrolling in a public college or university and receiving a Pell Grant in their first year of college.

            
          

        
      

      
      We interviewed a subsample of fifty students using methods described below. A comparison with the full WSLS sample reveals that the two groups were similar in terms of gender, age, and first-generation status. The financial profile of the interviewees was also quite similar to the full sample, though the interviewed students did tend to come from slightly more advantaged economic backgrounds. Nevertheless, the average adjusted gross income of their parents was still very low at just under $26,000. Where the two groups differed was in their racial composition and rates of two-year college attendance, and this was an intentional part of the sampling design. As we sought to examine racial/ethnic differences in how students experienced paying for college (and found relatively few—though important differences are described in the book), students in the interview sample were far more likely to be students of color. As we focused the interviews at four universities and two technical colleges, interviewed students were also less likely to have started college at a two-year institution.

      Data Sources

      We collected extensive survey, financial aid, and academic record data on study participants over a six-year period from 2008 to 2014 and interviewed fifty participants as many as eight times during that period regardless of whether they were still enrolled in college.

      Administrative Data

      We measured students’ academic progress, including enrollment status, credits, and GPA, using their institutional administrative records. The University of Wisconsin System (UWS) provided record enrollments at the thirteen universities and thirteen two-year branch campuses in that system, while the Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS) provided enrollment and degree completion information at the sixteen two-year technical colleges across the state. Student credit and grade data were obtained directly from University of Wisconsin System and Wisconsin Technical College System.1

      Administrative data can only be linked to survey responses if students gave consent (48 percent of the sample). The main analysis of the impacts of the Wisconsin Scholars Grant on four-year students used both survey and administrative data, and the paper describing that analysis shows how four-year consenting students in the linked subsample differed from the full sample.2

      In addition, we obtained information from the National Student Clearinghouse, a national centralized reporting system that collects publicly available directory information obtained from the colleges and universities attended by 92 percent of American undergraduates.3 All public universities in Wisconsin participate in the National Student Clearinghouse.4 By combining data from the clearinghouse as well as from institutional records, enrollment and year-to-year degree completion information was available for all students in the study, regardless of where they attended college.

      Information about the student’s annual financial aid package came directly from the institutional financial aid records. However, financial aid package information by year was only obtained for the consenting group of students described above. For those who started at a University of Wisconsin System institution, data came from the system’s central database. However, for Wisconsin Technical College System students, financial aid package information came directly from the financial aid office at the student’s college. Generally, financial aid reported in the book—including figures for individual grants and loans—represents the final amount of aid the student accepted in a given academic year. However, for the analysis of loan-taking behavior in chapter 4, information about the aid offered (obtained via screenshots provided by financial aid officer) was also employed.

      Each year, college students are required to apply for financial aid by completing a Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The FAFSA collects a variety of demographic and financial information on the student and the student’s family in order to determine aid eligibility. Information from the student’s FAFSA, as well as the student’s calculated expected family contribution, were obtained for the entire sample from the Wisconsin Higher Educational Aids Board, a state agency responsible for the management and oversight of the state’s student financial aid system.

      Cost-of-attendance information for individual institutions attended by students in the sample came from the federal Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. For students starting at a four-year college or university, cost-of-attendance figures reflect estimates for students living on campus. For students starting at a two-year college, cost-of-attendance figures reflect estimates for students living independently off campus in a house or apartment.

      Surveys

      Many measures reported in this book, including those on time use, stress, financial knowledge, and family relationships came from a series of three self-administered surveys sent out to WSLS participants over a period of three years between fall 2008 and spring 2011. In each of those surveys, students received a comprehensive questionnaire covering a range of topics related to personal background, goals, and college experiences. During that three-year period, participants were also sent three shorter “check-in” questionnaires meant to refresh the student’s contact information and to maintain engagement with the study in order to encourage high response rates on the longer surveys. All of the surveys were designed by our research team, extensively pretested with small samples of low-income college students, and administered on behalf of the WSLS by the University of Wisconsin Survey Center. Working with the survey center gave us access to their considerable expertise in survey methodology and management and also allowed student contact information to be kept confidential from WSLS research staff.

      All participants received their first survey near the end of their first term in college during fall 2008. The year-one survey consisted of a twenty-eight-page self-administered questionnaire with a total of eighty-three questions. The major topic areas covered by that survey included high school experiences, college experiences, time use, earning money, financial aid, income and expenses, relationships, future plans, and personal background. A paper version of the survey was initially mailed to the sample in November 2008 and included a $5 cash preincentive. This mailing was followed by a series of prompter phone calls to nonrespondents, and finally e-mail invitations were sent, inviting them to complete a web version of the survey. The final contact e-mail was sent out in February 2009, and the survey was closed in March 2009. All respondents who completed the questionnaire received a $25 postincentive in the form of a check sent to their address. The final response rate for the year-one survey was 72 percent.

      A second survey was sent to a subset of 1,879 WSLS participants the following year, during the fall of 2009.5 Like the first year, the second survey was a twenty-eight-page self-administered questionnaire, but with a total of 104 questions, many of which were repeated from the prior year. New topics on the year-two survey that were not included in year one included living arrangements, health, diet, sleep, and college academic and social engagement. The mode of administration was the same as year one, with a paper survey and $5 preincentive sent out first, followed by prompter calls and an e-mailed web version to nonresponders. The final e-mail invitation was sent out at the end of the December 2009, and the survey closed in January 2010. As before, all respondents who completed the questionnaire received a $25 postincentive. The overall response rate for the year-two survey was 77 percent.

      A final substantive questionnaire was sent out during the third year of the study to 2,992 WSLS participants.6 This twelve-page, fifty-five-question, year-three survey continued to ask many of the same questions as the first two surveys but differed by adding an additional series of questions about their financial aid knowledge, community participation behaviors, and political engagement. Survey administration also differed from previous years by starting with mailed and e-mailed invitations to complete the survey on the web, followed by a mailed paper questionnaire to nonrespondents. The first invitation letter was mailed in May 2011, and the final paper questionnaire was sent out in late July 2011. Everyone in the sample was mailed a $5 cash preincentive with their initial invitation letter.

      In collaboration with the WSLS research team, the UW Survey Center conducted an experiment on the effectiveness of different postincentives in the year-three survey. The sample was split into four treatment groups stratified by type of school originally attended and previous completion status: (1) a control group consisting of participants who did not receive a postincentive (n = 746); (2) participants who received a $10 cash postincentive (n = 750); (3) participants entered into a random drawing to receive a $50 check (n = 748); and (4) participants entered into a random drawing for an iPad2 on completion of the survey (n = 748). The overall response rate for the survey was 42 percent, with the $10 cash postincentive group responding at a significantly higher rate than the other three experimental groups at 49 percent.7

      Student Interviews

      The book draws on interviews conducted with a subsample of fifty WSLS participants enrolled at six two-year and four-year colleges in southeastern Wisconsin who were selected for semistructured interviews using a stratified random sampling approach. Students in the larger WSLS sample were asked to participate in interviews, and from the pool of 1,130 who consented, our team drew a stratified random sample based on the college they attended, whether they had been awarded the Wisconsin Scholars Grant, race/ethnicity, and gender. That stratification resulted in the creation of a “cell” structure classifying the students at six colleges (four public Wisconsin universities and two public Wisconsin technical colleges), and a random sample was then drawn from within cells.8 We then invited seventy-three students to participate in interviews, and fifty agreed, resulting in a response rate of 68.5 percent.

      Between fall 2008 and 2014, Sara joined four graduate students in conducting in-depth, in-person interviews with each student, with interviews spaced at intervals of approximately six months.9 For each interview, the team followed protocols containing questions on a broad range of topics, including college, family, work, time use, and finances. Although topics of conversation were guided by predetermined questions, interviewers purposefully engaged the participants in semistructured interviews; in other words, they used open-ended questions whenever possible, and when appropriate they followed the participants’ lead in terms of the direction of the conversation. They paid particular attention to the affective nature of the interview, rather than strictly to the subject content. This approach allowed for themes to emerge organically from the conversation rather than limiting the interviews solely to our prescribed topics of inquiry. The interviews lasted an average of ninety minutes and were conducted in public spaces. Each participant received $20 in compensation and was treated to a beverage and a snack or meal each time an interview took place.

      Financial Aid Administrator Interviews

      During the course of this study, we became increasingly interested in how the financial aid administrators working in the state and around the country viewed the challenges we were uncovering. Sara therefore conducted exploratory semistructured interviews with five financial aid officers among the thirteen working at universities in the University of Wisconsin System and complemented these with additional interviews with aid officers as part of an evaluation of Single Stop.10 Topics in these interviews, which were tape-recorded and transcribed, included professional background and experience, philosophies and practices of financial aid packaging, assessments of the students with whom they interacted, and recommendations for improving the system.

      Analysis

      The analyses in this book draw on the rich tradition of mixed-methods research. Researchers have long recognized that both qualitative and quantitative methods have strengths and weaknesses.11 Qualitative research is well suited to provide nuanced insight into dynamic social processes and to understand the meaning attributed by social actors to those processes. However, qualitative research is less well-equipped to establish and confirm causal relationships or to examine whether a finding can be generalized to larger populations. Quantitative methods, in contrast, are much stronger in this regard and are therefore generally more appropriate when research is concerned with broader patterns present in social life. When research questions address both the lived experience of research participants and the effects of those experiences on particular outcomes, as they do in this study, a mixed-methods design can often leverage the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative data to provide a more comprehensive account of the area of inquiry.12 Additionally, a mixed-methods design enables researchers to triangulate findings in order to enhance validity via corroboration or to reveal areas requiring further exploration via mismatch.

      The specific approaches to mixed-methods analyses in this study varied by chapter and topic. But overall, our process followed a convergent parallel design.13 This meant that we analyzed quantitative data and qualitative data concurrently and then merged the two sets of results into an overall interpretation.14 This happened in real time as we conducted interviews and learned from those conducted by each other, while also creating and administering surveys and analyzing responses. The analysis process was iterative, flowing as new information was gained, but for each topic we considered, we focused on points of convergence and divergence. This helped us to gain a better overall understanding of the processes students were going through in order to pay for college, illuminating actions and decisions that we might have otherwise misinterpreted had we been limited to administrative data or interviews alone.

      Interviews were transcribed verbatim and were entered into Dedoose—a web-based software program specifically designed for mixed-methods research. We used a hybrid approach to interview coding. First, we did an initial coding of interviews using a blend of a priori “parent” codes based on preestablished topics. Then we engaged in a cyclical process of data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing.15

      Throughout the analytic process, we strove to give qualitative and quantitative data equal standing. Our team thinks about methods as tools with which to address research questions and reject common epistemological and ontological assumptions about which methods are “better” or “worse.” We simply seek to better understand the students and get closer to their lives. In some cases, the administrative and survey data helped us to ask additional questions of the interview data, not because we thought that administrative and survey data was more likely to be “accurate” but mainly because it provided a point of contrast and raised new questions. Other times, what we thought we understood from the administrative and survey data was called into question when we examined interview responses, prompting us to dig deeper to try to make sense of the differences.

      Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study Research Team (2008–2015)

      A longitudinal, complex study like this cannot be executed alone. It has taken seven years, about $2.5 million in support, and the work of at least two hundred people—in addition to the three thousand study participants. All of the following individuals and organizations deserve substantial credit for this work.
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      Appendix 2

      Overview of Wisconsin Higher Education

      Drew M. Anderson and Sara Goldrick-Rab

      In the spring of 2008, seventy thousand students graduated from high schools around the state of Wisconsin and faced an array of college choices.1

      Wisconsin statutes establish two systems of public higher education: the University of Wisconsin System (UW System) and the Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS). The University of Wisconsin dates back to 1848, the year Wisconsin attained statehood, but the UW System was created in 1974 by merging two public university systems under a single governing board.2 The UW System now includes thirteen comprehensive four-year universities and one two-year college, with thirteen branch campuses. Wisconsin was the first state to establish a system of state support for vocational, technical, and adult education in 1911.3 The WTCS now includes sixteen colleges, with a total of forty-nine branch campuses.

      Students also have a variety of choices outside those two systems. There are thirty private, nonprofit institutions in Wisconsin. Of these, twenty-four are members of the Wisconsin Association of Independent Colleges and Universities, the statutory official representative organization of institutions in this sector. Members of this association are four-year institutions, including universities, liberal arts colleges, and special focus institutions, such as engineering, nursing, and art schools. Many are religiously affiliated. The private sector also includes for-profit or proprietary schools. There are around sixty for-profit institutions whose students receive federal financial aid, as identified by Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. Finally, there are two tribal colleges in Wisconsin.

      Colleges and universities are spread across the state. These institutions cover all types of degrees. The comprehensive UW universities all grant bachelor’s degrees, eleven of thirteen also grant master’s degrees, and UW–Madison and UW–Milwaukee grant doctoral and professional degrees and include large research enterprises. The primary mission of the UW Colleges is to provide a liberal arts education that prepares students for transfer to the four-year universities. Colleges in the UW System grant associate degrees. The primary mission of WTCS is to prepare students for jobs in industry. The WTCS grants a variety of technical and career certificates, as well as associate degrees. Five of the WTCS colleges also offer liberal arts programs to prepare students for transfer to four-year institutions. The private sector offers a variety of degree and career pathways as well, and both tribal colleges grant associate and technical degrees, with one also granting bachelor’s degrees.

      One important factor in a student’s college choice is the price. Tuition varies across institutions, but the net price that students face also varies across students within an institution. For reasons explained in chapter 2, this study focuses on the net price. The net price is calculated by subtracting all grants and scholarships from the full cost of attendance.

      The full cost of attendance (COA) to college includes more than tuition and required fees. It also includes books and supplies, room and board, and other expenses. Each college sets an official COA for each student in each year. The tuition part can vary by full-time or part-time status, and the room and board part can vary by whether a student lives on campus, off campus with family, or off campus not with family. Net price statistics are typically calculated using the COA for two full-time semesters.

      The net price is what students must cover through loans and paying out of pocket from savings, work, and family help. Many factors go into the net price, but it serves as a good summary of what it actually costs students to attend college. The net price is generally lower for students from lower-income families and higher for other students.

      For the UW System in the 2008–9 school year, the average net price paid by grant aid recipients, taking into account each student’s housing choice, was $9,800 at the universities and $6,700 at UW Colleges. At WTCS, the average net price was $7,300. Grant aid recipients paid an average net price of $20,000 to attend the average Wisconsin Association of Independent Colleges and Universities institution in 2008–9. The net price in the for-profit sector for 2008–9 averaged $22,700.4

      Sources of financial support are mainly need-based in Wisconsin. Considering grant aid as well as loan aid, federal need-based aid makes up the vast majority of need-based aid. Private and institutional aid represents a very small fraction at both UW System and WTCS institutions. State need-based aid makes up 17 percent of all need-based aid received at the UW System and 11 percent at WTCS.5

      The Wisconsin Higher Education Grant is the state’s oldest and largest financial aid program. Established in 1965, it offers grants to undergraduate students from low-income families. The Wisconsin Higher Education Grant is available to students attending institutions in all sectors except for the for-profit sector. It provides grants of varying sizes based on financial need and the sector of the college a student attends. The grants average between $800 (for a year at WTCS) to $2,500 (for a year at a private nonprofit college).6

      Given the array of institutions, degree programs, and their prices, about one-half of Wisconsin’s high school graduates end up immediately enrolling in a Wisconsin institution. Half of those enroll in four-year public universities. Counting enrollment at institutions outside the state, 60 percent of high school graduates immediately enrolled.7

      Joining students just out of high school, adults and continuing students from in and out of state complete the 2008–9 undergraduate student body at each Wisconsin college or university. Statistics from state reports and the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System give a sense of the size and characteristics of these student populations at each type of institution.

      The size of the student body varies widely within the UW System and within the WTCS. The largest UW campus is UW–Madison, which enrolls about 30,000 undergraduates The average four-year UW college/university enrolls about 10,500 undergraduates. The UW Colleges, across all thirteen branch campuses, enrolls 13,000 total students.8 Enrollments with the WTCS range across colleges from 1,000 to 13,000 (by full-time equivalent or FTE). The average WTCS college enrolls 4,500 FTE students. In total, the UW System enrolls 151,000 students by head count, over twice as many as the FTE count at WTCS, which is nearly 73,000. By head count, WTCS actually enrolls 375,000. This illustrates that many WTCS students attend part time.9

      The undergraduate populations at these institutions differ in age, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. Over 90 percent of UW System undergraduates are under twenty-five years old. Students at WTCS institutions are far more likely to be over twenty-five than at UW System schools, but a majority of undergraduates is nevertheless under twenty-five (70 percent). At both systems, around 85 percent of students are white. Just over half of students at UW System are women, while just under half of students at WTCS are women.10

      The percentage of the undergraduate population that receives a Pell Grant is a common measure of the socioeconomic status of the student body. To receive a Pell Grant in 2008–9, a student must have had a family income below roughly $50,000 in 2007 and must have filed a Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). At the average institution in the UW System in 2008–9, 20 percent of the first-time, full-time, degree-seeking cohort received Pell Grants. The percentage varied across the UW System. At UW–Madison, just 10 percent received Pell Grants. At UW Colleges the percentage receiving Pell Grants was 25 percent. Within the WTCS, the overall average was 32 percent Pell recipients.11

      Member institutions in the Wisconsin Association of Independent Colleges and Universities enroll nearly sixty thousand students, about two-thirds of whom are from Wisconsin.12 Less than a third qualify for the Pell Grant. The for-profit sector enrolls around fifteen thousand students statewide, with a 60 percent rate of Pell Grant receipt. The tribal college enrollments are relatively small, totaling around a thousand students between them. The majority of their students are enrolled members of tribes or descendants of American Indian tribes.13 Over 60 percent of these students qualified for Pell Grants.14

      Once enrolled, students had varying rates of retention and completion at their initial institutions. Across the four-year UWs, an average of 77 percent of students that first enrolled in fall 2008 also enrolled at the same institution in fall 2009. Retention was lower at WTCS, with 62 percent on average, and at UW Colleges with 58 percent. Of the same entering cohort in fall 2008, 36 percent of WTCS and 21 percent of UW College students had completed a degree at the same institution within the first three years (150 percent of normal time to degree). Using the fall 2007 entering cohort at UW universities, 54 percent had completed a degree at the same institution within six years (150 percent time). Across the board, these rates are close to national averages.15

      Colleges are not required to report disaggregated college outcomes for Pell recipients to the federal government. However, the UW System does report this information to the public. On average, 76 percent of Pell recipients who entered universities and 60 percent of those who entered UW Colleges in fall 2008 persisted to fall 2009 at the same institution. Rates for nonrecipients were 81 and 58 percent, respectively.16 Forty-eight percent of Pell Grant recipients who enrolled in a university in the fall 2007 semester graduated within six years, compared to 62 percent of nonrecipients.17

      Including all sectors and institutions, Wisconsin adults today have rates of college completion near national averages: 38 percent with some college degree (national average also 38 percent) and 28 percent with a bachelor’s degree or higher (national average 30 percent).18

      Between 2008 and today, a lot has changed. Average in-state tuition rose by 25 percent at UW System schools and by 17 percent at WTCS institutions. Cost of living has also increased.19 Availability of aid has not kept pace.

      The Wisconsin Higher Education Grant has maintained and slightly increased funding and the number of awards in recent years but not enough to meet growing demand. The program distributed over $105 million to over sixty-five thousand students each of the last two school years.20 However, the funding is limited well below the amount that it would take to provide for every eligible applicant. Only about 60 percent of eligible students receive Wisconsin Higher Education Grant awards, which are given on a first-come, first-served basis according to the date they filed a FAFSA.21 The allocation of funding is decided each year by the legislature. Except for the tribal college portion, the allocation comes from general program revenue, the same source that provides state aid directly to the public institutions.

      The UW System’s three largest sources of revenue in 2008–9 were state appropriations (25.1 percent), tuition (20.7 percent), and federal grants (20.6 percent).22 In contrast, WTCS received 48.1 percent of its revenues from local property taxes and just 13.7 and 9.6 percent from tuition and state aid, respectively.23 Since 2008, state aid has declined to 19.3 percent of UW System revenues and 6.7 percent of WTCS revenues.24 These declines are representative of a long-term trend that is occurring in many states.

      Figure 17 shows the trend in state fiscal support for higher education, per $1,000 of personal income, for Wisconsin and for the average across all states. From a peak in the 1970s of $14.73 (peak of $10.40 nationally), Wisconsin has steadily declined to $4.81, now below the fifty-state average of $5.74.

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 17. State fiscal support for higher education per $1,000 of personal income: 1961–2015. Source: adapted from Mortenson, “State, Local and Federal Fiscal Support for Higher Education per $1000 of State Personal Income, FY1961 to FY2014.” Original data compiled from the Center for Higher Education and Educational Finance at Illinois State University and the Bureau of Economic Analysis.

      

      The job market also changed greatly during this period. Wisconsin lost 155,200 jobs from 2007 to 2010. Yet in 2010, residents with a bachelor’s degree had an unemployment rate about half those with some college, and 40 percent of those with only a high school degree.25 Students leaving college with different degrees earned different wages. Having attended some college provided no wage gain over only having attended high school, but an associate degree provided a 27 percent increase in wages over only high school. The value of an associate degree is higher in Wisconsin than the national average. Still, a bachelor’s degree or higher led to a much greater—67 percent—wage advantage over only high school.26 Wisconsin regained 24,800 jobs between 2010 and 2014 but still lagged behind the national job growth rate.27

      Of students leaving Wisconsin colleges and universities with a degree in 2013, 70 percent had student loan debt. These borrowers owed an average of $28,000.28 These amounts have risen from 64 percent and $21,400 among the class of 2008.29

      Enrollment has seen less change in numbers but has grown as a percentage of high school graduates. Considering FTE enrollments in 2013–14, relative to the 2008–9 school year, enrollment at the UW System increased by 2.5 percent.30 Within the WTCS it declined slightly overall, with ups and downs in between.31 Enrollment in the WTCS swelled in the two school years following the Great Recession, then fell for three straight years. These small changes in college enrollment came alongside a sharp drop in number of high school graduates, to 59,000 in 2014 from a peak of 71,000 in 2009.32

      Looking to the future, Wisconsin is projected to see slight increases in the number of high school graduates.33 Job growth lags national averages, but educated workers can still expect a large payoff in terms of employment and wages.34 The state legislature faces decisions about how much to support public institutions and students through financial aid. Institutions face decisions about how to serve students within funding constraints. Students graduating today will continue to navigate the complexity of this process as we look for ways to simplify and support their pathways through college.
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