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Approaches to increase access to PSE

Some rigorously evaluated: often don’t (yet) know what works.
High school retention: social, cultural, financial, legal
Improved/earlier financial aid (e.g. Learning Accounts)
Improved/earlier career education (e.g. Explore Your 
Horizons/Future to Discover)
Integration of secondary/post-secondary curricula (e.g. dual 
credit, dual enrollment)
Learning to learn/academic upgrading/college preparation 
(e.g. AVID)

Improved/earlier information about costs and benefits of PSE
Remove barriers in/automate the application processes for 
programs and/or aid (e.g. FAFSA/Tax form integration, 
lifeafterhighschool)



Applications in Behavioral Economics to 
increase program participation

Benefit programs are often constructed as though mere 
existence ensures take-up
Research in Psychology and economics demonstrates 
effectiveness of nudges (seemingly small-differences in 
signup procedures and marketing that lead to large 
differences in participation)
Changing defaults (Beshears et al. 2006a)
Simplifying options (Beshears et al. 2006b)
Information (Hastings and Weinstein, 2008)
Marketing (Bertrand et al. 2006)
Incentives or disincentives (Vollp et al)



What about assistance helping complete 
application forms (e.g. PSE financial aid)



Why might offering form completion assistance 
help?

Low visibility, especially among low income families

Complexity: many steps to the process

Inconvenience: In US, 850,000 college students eligible for 
federal financial grants in 2000 did not apply (King, 2004). 
The Task Force on Financial Literacy reports a similar 
position in Canada (2011) 

Reassurance: guidance from trusted partner/agent

Empowerment: support leads to encouragement, interest, 
and desire

Social Norms



The H&R Block FAFSA Experiment (Bettinger, 
Long, Oreopoulos, and Sambumatsu, 2009)

Integrated tax-interview process at H&R Block with FAFSA 
application process

~30,000 low income families in 156 offices in Ohio and North 
Carolina



What the treated group received 

On-the spot aid 
estimate, 
relative to costs 
Tax info 
automatically 
transferred into 
FAFSA cells
Tax-pro walks 
client through 
remaining 
questions

For dependents, sent completed paper FAFSA (as much as 
possible) to household to be signed and mailed using pre-paid 
envelope



Main results for Grade 12 sample (from White 
House Blog by Peter Orszag)

Participation took 8 minutes, on average 



As impressive as the FAFSA experiment results 
are, lifeafterhighschool aims to do better

The FAFSA experiment:
Only helped with financial aid application

Lost people when sending application home requiring mailing 
and signature

Sample dependent on going to H&R Block  



The British Columbia lifeafterhighschool project

HRSDC funded with private foundation contribution
Goal: As much as possible, test an approach that makes 
going to PSE the default for high school students

At low transition high schools, incorporate into curriculum 
program to:
• Guide every grade 12 student to apply (for free) to at least one 

PSE program that they can get into and in which they might be 
interested

• Start every student on financial aid application process and 
follow-up with parent(s) to complete process

• Offer easily accessible information and guidance along the way



Current test in BC high schools

BC high schools with low G12-PSE transition rates, within 
commuting distance of a comprehensive PSE campus
50  agreed to participate in research project, willing to run 3 
workshops for all Grade 12 students
Computer lab with internet access
Randomly assigned to program or comparison school status
Program implementation began Fall 2010 for PSE entry 2011



The Program

3 classes, in front of a computer
Create account  on web site

• Aims not to come across as paternalistic



Class 1

• Facilitator 
introduction

• Video about 
what 
program is 
about, why 
students 
might want to 
consider a 
PSE 
program, 
costs, and 
financial aid



Class 1 

• Class finished 
after choosing at 
least one 
program of 
interest and 
going through 
aid calculator



Class 2

• Everyone applies to at least one program

• Video and instructions how to apply

• Link to central application site and individual institution 
application pages

• Application fees waived – payment by SRDC corporate 
card

• Class complete after applying to at least one program





Class 3

• Everyone begins financial aid application process
• Video and instructions about PSE affordability and how to 

apply for aid
• Forms sent to home and issued in class
• Class complete form taking application to point requiring 

parental input
• Links to additional funding sources and scholarships
• Follow-up with parents



The Program

Other assistance
• Reminder emails and announcements
• Posters and mailings



From theory to application:

Free and convenient (low opportunity cost perceived by 
students)
Everyone in school goes through program (so that no one 
feels singled out. Also possibility for peer effects)
Leaves options open:
• On the way out of high school, in trying to decide what to do 

next, decision to go to PSE only involves deciding to show up

From administrative perspective: cheap and scalable



Outcomes of interest

Increased rate of application to PSE
Increased rate of application for SFA
Increased rate of initial transition to PSE

Increased rate of post-secondary participation 
Increased rate of post-secondary persistence

Ease of PSE application process



Research design for estimation of impacts: 
difference in difference of PSE transition rates



Stage of the research project

Since May 9 2011, delivering the third session (still 
underway)
Research activities including: survey design and 
implementation (for both program and control schools’ 
counsellors), student focus groups, data collection, using 
linked data at BC Ministry of Advanced Education Student 
Transitions Project to use as longitudinal outcome data, 
cleaning, drafting reports to include data on design, 
monitoring, program delivery and impacts. 
Presentation of findings in 2012
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