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Why is this an issue?

 Students from affluent backgrounds are more likely 
to persist and graduate from college than students 
from low-socioeconomic backgrounds (Baker and 
Velez, 1996). 
 The Department of Education (1994) found that in 

1992, 41% of low-income students entered college 
directly from high school, compared to 57% of middle-
income students and 81% of high-income students. Any 
improvement?



Enrollment and Completion

 In 2012, only 52% of low-
income students enrolled 
immediately in college, 
while 65% of middle-
income and 82% of 
higher-income students did 
(Baum, Ma, and Payea, 
2013).

 However…enrollment is 
not the only goal.

 1995-1996 cohort: more 
than 56% of high-income 
students earn a bachelor’s 
degree within six years, 
while only 25% of low-
income students do.  

 Among those who begin 
college in a two-year 
institution, only 8% of low-
income students earn a 
bachelor’s degree within 
six years while nearly 
25% of high-income 
students do (NCES, 2003). 



What Influences This?

 Low-income students experience distinct disadvantages which impact their 
persistence, degree completion and other accomplishments within society. 
 Deficit in cultural capital, which are the non-financial assets that promote social mobility 

(i.e., education, manner of speech, appearance, knowledge of arts and music, and more). 
 Lack of more tangible forms of capital which may include an individual’s economic 

resources such as family income, savings, or other assets (Lundy-Wagner, Veenstra, Orr, 
Ramirez, Ohland and Long, 2014).

 The cultural capital issue cannot be understated:
 Students from higher social classes have often acquired more relevant cultural capital, and 

are able to use it more effectively to successfully navigate schools and the process 
involved in persisting to graduation. 

 To the contrary, socioeconomically disadvantaged students in high-poverty high schools are 
likely to have college-related cultural capital that is less recognized and/or valued. 

 In addition, application of the cultural theories presumes that the students attending high-
poverty high schools are less likely to have high academic expectations (Berzin, 2010; Lee, 
Hill, & Hawkins, 2012). 



Federal Aid Programs

 In 1972, the Federal Pell Grant Program was 
established and named after Senator 
Claiborne Pell to make the dream of attending 
college a reality for low-income students by 
providing financial support to meet the costs of 
college tuition and fees. 

 Interested students complete a Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form to 
determine eligibility and amount of the award 
which is dependent  on 
 the expected family contribution (EFC)

 the cost of attendance

 the student’s enrollment status (full-time or part-time)

 whether the student attends for a full academic year or less.

 For the 2013-2014 year the maximum Federal 
Pell Grant award was $5,645, and for 2014–
2015, the maximum award will be $5,730.

 Even though the Federal Pell Grant program is 
the nation’s largest need-based grant aid 
program, and compensates millions of students, 
it “has lost buying power” (Marks & Diaz, 
2009, p. 132). 

 There are other types of federal financial 
aid programs in addition to the Pell Grant 
program. 

 The Direct Loan Program provides federal 
student loans to help cover some of the 
unmet need of higher education, including 
the Subsidized and Unsubsidized Loans 
(Kantrowitz, 2014). 

 For low-income students, students of color, 
and first generation college students, 
financial aid in the form of other grants and 
scholarships has been shown to be 
particularly helpful in increasing graduation 
and retention rates. 

 But are financial aid programs enough? Do 
they fill the non-financial gaps?



Student Retention Programs

 Orientation and Freshman/First-Year Seminars
 Peer-Support Programs
 Early Warning Systems
 Learning Communities

 Course Clustering
 Multi-Year Programs
 Residential Programs

 Summer Bridge Programs



The Study



Methods

 This study utilized quantitative and qualitative methods. 
 The data reported in this study came from seven (7) Georgia Independent College 

Association (GICA) member institutions. 
 Eighteen semesters worth of data from these institutions’ student population was 

collected and merged into one longitudinal data set system (N=31,262). 
 Particular interest is paid to two cohorts in order to examine graduation trends and 

how these may vary by a student’s financial status upon entry to the institution. 
 Examination of the 2008-2009 first-time full-time freshmen cohort (N=1,981) and the 

2009-2010 first-time full-time freshmen cohort (N=2,236).
 Correlations and logistic regressions to determine how financial status affects graduation. 

 Statistical analyses were completed in SPSS 22.00.  
 Qualitative: Meetings to gather information on current programs serving the needs 

of Pell grant student population. Finally, primary investigators from all seven 
institutions came together to discuss the findings and fill in any gaps in the 
qualitative analysis. 



Cohort Information

Number of Entering 
First-time, Full-time 

Freshmen

2008-2009 Cohort 1,981
2009-2010 Cohort 2,263
2010-2011 Cohort 2,332
2011-2012 Cohort 2,003
2012-2013 Cohort 2,085

Male Female

(N) % (N) %

2008-2009 Cohort
1,04

9 53%
932

47%

2009-2010 Cohort
1,13

7 50% 1,126 50%

2010-2011 Cohort
1,08

3 46% 1,249 54%
2011-2012 Cohort 987 49% 1,016 51%
2012-2013 Cohort 976 47% 1,109 53%

Number	of	Entering	First‐time,	Full‐time	
Freshmen	by	Cohort.

Gender	of	Participants	by	Cohort.

White Black Hispanic Other

(N) % (N) % (N) % (N) %
2008-2009 Cohort 800 40% 813 41% 48 2% 320 16%
2009-2010 Cohort 1,025 45% 828 37% 51 2% 359 16%
2010-2011 Cohort 1,160 50% 767 33% 63 3% 342 15%
2011-2012 Cohort 887 44% 727 36% 63 3% 326 16%
2012-2013 Cohort 814 39% 778 37% 56 3% 437 21%

Race	of	Participants	by	Cohort.



Graduation Rates

Number 
in Cohort

Number 
in Cohort 

who 
Graduate

d in 4 
Years

4-Year 
Graduati
on Rate

Addition
al 

Students 
who 

Graduate
d in Year 

5

Total % 
of 

Cohort 
who 

Graduate
d within 
5 Years

2008-2009 Cohort 1,981 829 41.80% 164 50.10%

2009-2010 Cohort 2,263 1,008 44.50% - -

Graduation	Rates	for	the	2008‐2009	and	2009‐2010	Cohorts.



 In 2008-2009, 1,981 students 
began as first-time, full-time students 
at the seven participating colleges. 

 33% of students began as Pell 
recipients, 25% began receiving 
Subsidized Loans, but not the Pell 
Grant, and 42% received neither 
Pell nor Subsidized Loans.  

 Nearly 42% of them graduated in 4 
years with an additional 8% 
graduating during Year 5. 

 Overall, more than 50% of this 
cohort graduated in the five years in 
which data was obtained. 

 The 2009-2010 cohort appeared very 
similar to the 2008-2009 cohort. 

 Sample size = 2,263, the sample was 
larger, but the gender and race 
breakdown was similar with females now 
comprising 50% of the sample, and 
slightly more students defining themselves 
as White. 

 However, the more marked change 
involved the financial status of this cohort 
where the percent of Pell recipients 
jumped from 33% in the previous cohort 
to 39%. 

 In addition, the 4-year graduation rate 
among this cohort also increased to more 
than 44%. 

2008-2009 Cohort 2009-2010 Cohort



Results



Results are Inconsistent

4-Year Graduation Rate

Among Pell 
Students

Among 
Subsidized Loan,  

But Not Pell 
Students

Among Non-
Pell and Non-

Subsidized 
Loan Students

2008-2009 Cohort 38% 42% 45%
2009-2010 Cohort 38% 45% 51%

 As expected, students who entered 
college as Pell recipients were 
significantly less likely to graduate 
from college in four years, while 
students who were neither Pell nor 
Subsidized Loan recipients were 
more likely to graduate (p. <.05 for 
2008-2009, <.001 for 2009-2010). 

 The odds of graduating in four 
years from college was 1.2 times 
greater for an incoming freshmen 
in 2008-2009 who was neither a 
Pell Grant nor a Subsidized Loan 
recipient.  Among the 2009-2010 
cohort, these odds increased to 1.5 
for non-Pell Grant, non-Subsidized 
Loan recipients.

4-Year Graduation Rates by Financial Aid Status



Follow-up Results

Pell Non-Pell

Four-Year Graduation Rate** 41% 49%

Pell Non-Pell
First Year Retention* 71.5% 77%
Second Year Retention* 57.4% 62.5%
Third Year Retention** 50.3% 56.9%

Four-Year Graduation Rates

Retention Rates

**significant at .01 (two-tailed)

**significant at .01 (two-tailed); *significant at .05 (two-tailed)

 The follow-up analyses support the 
theory that students who begin college 
as Pell-eligible encounter more 
roadblocks to college completion. 

 The results indicate that these students 
have lower retention rates as well as a 
decreased likelihood of graduating.  

 Among those who graduate, they do so 
with a lower GPA than their non-Pell 
counterparts. 



Campus Interview Findings



Campus Interventions in Place

 Summer Bridge Programs
 Campus Retention and New Student Orientations
 Early Alert Systems and Tutoring Programs



Enrichment Opportunities within 
Summer Bridge Programs

Enrichment 
Area

Specific Activity Goal Utilization

Academic 
Courses

At least one math and English courses 
were provided among other courses.

To increase academic preparedness.
Majority of campus programs 

include this component.

Cohort 
Development

Social time together sponsored by the 
Office of Residential Life on Tuesday 

evenings.

To socially integrate participants into 
collegiate life and to identify as a 

cohort.

All campuses utilize varying 
strategies to accomplish goal.

Soft-skill 
Sessions

Time and stress management 
programs, study methods, financial 

literacy and other academic 
enrichment activities.

To serve as academic enrichment 
intended to improve life and study 

skills that complement in-class 
instruction.

All of the campuses who 
currently have a summer bridge 

program incorporate these 
enrichment activities.

Faculty/peer 
Mentoring

Students are paired with either a 
faculty member or peer mentor. 

To provide social and academic 
support. 

Many campuses are 
incorporating this strategy.

Campus 
Induction

Campuses facilitate a new student 
orientation.

To equip the entering freshmen class 
with the skills and tools needed to 

navigate through the school 
environment. Campuses focus on 

introducing campus-based resources. 

All campuses currently offer 
and require attendance at a 

new student orientation. 



Conclusion



 Consistent with the recommendations put forth by the ACT Policy Report (2004) 
which recommends that colleges and universities:
 Determine their student characteristics and needs, set priorities among these areas of 

need, identify available resources, evaluate a variety of successful programs, and 
implement a formal, comprehensive retention program that best meets their institutional 
needs.

 Take an integrated approach in their retention efforts that incorporates both academic 
and non-academic factors into the design and development of programs to create a 
socially inclusive and supportive academic environment that addresses the social, 
emotional, and academic needs of students.

 Implement an early alert, assessment, and monitoring system based on HSGPA, ACT 
Assessment scores, course placement tests, first semester college GPA, socioeconomic 
information, attendance records, and non-academic information derived from formal 
college surveys and college student inventories to identify and build comprehensive 
profiles of students at risk of dropping out. 

 Determine the economic impact of their college retention programs and their time to 
degree completion rates through a cost-benefit analysis of student dropout, persistence, 
assessment procedures, and intervention strategies to enable informed decision-making 
with respect to types of interventions required—academic and non-academic, including 
remediation and financial support.


