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Background
• College admissions process contains 

numerous stumbling blocks

• Is this a problem? 
– Where students attend impacts degree 

completion and wages

– Students and families have limited information

– Traditionally underrepresented students 
“undermatch”



Background
• How could we improve application strategies?

• Traditional view: rational cost-benefit actors
– More information; relieve credit constraints

• Modern view is “behavioral”: inattention; 
complexity; small effort costs 
– Simplified information; reminders; “opt-in” 

defaults; eliminate administrative or cost barriers



Research Question
• Can a “light-touch” intervention induce 

students to consider or enroll in more 
selective postsecondary institutions at scale?
– Provide information to minimize aggregation 

costs, nudge into starting the college search 
process, and encourage a broader portfolio

– Remove some barriers identified by “behavioral 
economics”



Background
• Why should this matter?

– Prior efforts helped high-achieving, low-income 
students (e.g., Hoxby & Turner, 2013)

– Other examples: text nudges, counseling support

– Tension between “low” and “high” touch 
interventions



Sample selection

• Low- and 
middle-
income

• 2016 & 2017 
cohorts



• 86% took PSAT
• 66% took SAT
• High test scores

Table 1. Student characteristics
Full sample

N 785752
Demographics

Female 54.5%
African-American 9.8%
Asian 13.3%
Hispanic 22.5%
White 46.9%
Other ethnicity 7.5%
College-educated parents 31.5%

High school characteristics
Type: Public 84.5%
Type: Private 8.1%
Type: Unknown 7.4%
Location: City 32.4%
Location: Suburb 37.0%
Location: Town 8.0%
Location: Rural 15.2%



Distribution of RYCP participants



Interventions
• Mailers
• Mailers “plus”
• Emails

• Outcomes: (1) SAT score sends; (2) First-year 
college attendance from NSC
– Linked to data on college characteristics (IPEDS)



















Interventions
• Mailers: Pre-populated college lists; 

organizational tools

• “Mailers plus”: short counseling sessions, free 
score sends and fee waivers

• Emails: Opted-in to biweekly emails
• Some students received extra functionality
• Pre-populated college lists in 2017



Methodology
• Basic RCT estimation:

• are income-achievement level-year FE



Results



• Score sends up 4% but only 0.01σ in quality
– Increase only for “mailer plus” w/ free score sends

Table 2. SAT score sending and postsecondary enrollment outcomes

Total Min SAT Max SAT
2016 cohort      0.013       0.540       1.383+      0.001       1.037      33.344  

   (0.018)     (0.681)     (0.837)     (0.002)     (0.705)    (37.705)  

2017 cohort      0.139**     -2.998**      1.633+     -0.003      -0.726     -43.086  
   (0.021)     (0.770)     (0.962)     (0.003)     (0.862)    (42.489)  

Baseline means 3.65 1146 1360 64.5% 1229 $13,073
Baseline st. dev. 4.19 123 146 47.9% 132 $6,334

Score sends

Notes. + p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01.

Attend four-
year college

College's 
average SAT

Net cost, family 
income <= $48K



• Did not respond to college starter lists
• Also examined Barron’s, RYCP/Aspen

Appendix Table 3. Sector of postsecondary attendance

Any Reach Fit Safety

Best in-state 
public 
option

2017 cohort     -0.000       0.000       0.000      -0.001      -0.001  
   (0.003)     (0.002)     (0.002)     (0.001)     (0.001)  

Baseline means (2017) 34.7% 7.3% 19.8% 5.2% 7.5%

Attend college on starter list (2017 cohort only)

Notes. + p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01.



• College SAT quality increased 0.02σ for ethnic 
minority students

• No impacts by achievement level; gender; 
urbanicity,…

Table 4. Postsecondary enrollment outcomes, heterogeneous groups

N College SAT
Six-year 

bachelor's rate RYCP Reach
White or Asian     472834      -0.547      -0.000      29.772      -0.001      -0.004+ 

   (0.650)     (0.001)    (36.309)     (0.001)     (0.002)  

African-American or Hispanic     254231       3.005**      0.003*    -13.657       0.003+      0.005+ 
   (1.078)     (0.001)    (49.173)     (0.002)     (0.002)  

College quality

Notes. + p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01.

Net cost, family 
income <= $48K

Starter list



Results not shown
• No results disaggregating by intervention type

– Messaging campaigns; earnings information
– Additional website functionalities

• Low take-up of opt-in services

• But information not ignored as students:
– Sent more scores
– Were more likely to visit website



Discussion
• No change in college enrollment 

– Even small impacts would have constituted 
meaningful returns

• Students did not avoid the materials
– Very low take-up of opt-in services



Possible issues
• Need earlier outreach
• SAT-dominant states less in need of help
• Control group students have access to services
• Information not novel enough
• Students might prefer alternate providers
• Limited ability to move students at scale

– Getting to enrollment is a lot of work



What next?
• These services now widely available

• Eased some opt-in challenges

• Engaging in larger partnerships with direct 
service providers



https://edworkingpapers.com/ai19-126
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