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Abstract College affordability continues to be a top concern among prospective stu-
dents, their families, and policy makers. Prior work has demonstrated that a significant
share of prospective students forgo financial aid because they did not complete the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA); recent federal policy efforts have focused
on supporting students and their families to successfully file the FAFSA. Despite the fact
that students must refile the FAFSA every year to maintain their aid eligibility, there are
many fewer efforts to help college students renew their financial aid each year. While prior
research has documented the positive effect of financial aid on persistence, we are not
aware of previous studies that have documented the rate at which freshman year financial
aid recipients successfully refile the FAFSA, particularly students who are in good aca-
demic standing and appear well-poised to succeed in college. The goal of our paper is to
address this gap in the literature by documenting the rates and patterns of FAFSA renewal.
Using the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, we find that roughly
16 % of freshmen Pell Grant recipients in good academic standing do not refile a FAFSA
for their sophomore year. Even among Pell Grant recipients in good academic standing
who return for sophomore year, nearly 10 % do not refile a FAFSA. Consequently, we
estimate that these non-refilers are forfeiting $3,550 in federal student aid that they would
have received upon successful FAFSA refiling. Failure to refile a FAFSA is strongly
associated with students dropping out later in college and not earning a degree within six
years. These results suggest that interventions designed to increase FAFSA refiling may be
an effective way to improve college persistence for low-income students.
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Introduction

College affordability continues to be a top concern for prospective students, their families,
and policy makers. Gaps in college completion have widened over time, with students from
the top income quartile five times more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree by age 25 than
their peers from the bottom income quartile (Bailey and Dynarski 2011). A large body of
research demonstrates that need-based financial aid can lead to substantial improvements
in college entry, persistence, and success among low-income students (Castleman and
Long, forthcoming; Deming and Dynarski 2009; Dynarski 2003; Kane 2003).

There are many sources of need-based financial aid (including grants, loans, and work-
study programs) offered by the federal government, state governments, and individual
colleges and universities. Eligibility for the vast majority of these financial aid programs is
determined by the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), which requires
prospective students to provide detailed information on their (and their families’) income,
assets, and family composition. Given the complexity of the current FAFSA filing process,
researchers point to the FAFSA as a barrier to financial aid, and thus college access, for
many low-income students (Dynarski and Scott-Clayton 2006; Dynarski and Scott-Clayton
2008). One out of every ten first-year college students who would be eligible for need-
based financial aid do not complete the FAFSA.' The complexity of the FAFSA may deter
other academically-prepared but financially-needy students from entering college in the
first place.

In response to these concerns, there has been substantial policy investment to help high
school seniors and their families complete the FAFSA. These efforts include both gov-
ernmental initiatives like the U.S. Department of Education FAFSA Completion Project,
which provides school districts with real-time information about which students have
completed the FAFSA, and privately-funded efforts like College Goal Sunday, which
provides students in 34 states with free FAFSA completion assistance.” Results from a
recent experiment show that providing lower-income families with FAFSA filing assis-
tance can generate substantial improvements in both FAFSA filing and college entry,
reinforcing that the FAFSA acts as a significant barrier to higher education (Bettinger et al.
2012). While there has been considerable attention to addressing this problem with high
school seniors, there are many fewer efforts to help college students renew their financial
aid each year, despite the fact that students need to refile their FAFSA on an annual basis to
maintain their eligibility for federal, state, and institutional grant and loan aid.

Several prior papers investigate the relationship between need-based financial aid and
persistence, and present consistent evidence that access to financial aid increases students’
persistence in college (Castleman and Long, forthcoming; Bettinger 2004; Dunlop 2013;
Goldrick-Rab et al. 2012). However, we are not aware of any study that has documented
the rate at which freshman year financial aid recipients successfully refile the FAFSA. The
goal of our paper is to address this gap in the literature by documenting the extent of and
patterns underlying FAFSA refiling among college students. Our analyses provide new
descriptive evidence on whether application barriers associated with the FAFSA continue
to negatively impact postsecondary outcomes among students who already completed the

! Source: authors’ calculations using the National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey of 2011-12. King
(2004, 2006) and Kofoed (2015) estimate similar rates of non-filing for the Pell eligible undergraduate
students.

2 For more information on these programs, see http://www.ed.gov/blog/2012/05/ed-announces-fafsa-
completion-project-expansion/ and http://www.collegegoalsundayusa.org/pages/about.aspx.
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FAFSA, received financial aid, and successfully enrolled in college. These results can help
inform future policy efforts to increase college affordability and success among eco-
nomically-disadvantaged students.

We pay particular attention to the refiling behavior of Pell Grant recipients who are in
good academic standing and whose stated expectation is to earn a degree; we view this
population as having the most to gain from refiling the FAFSA. The failure of a substantial
share of these students to refile would point to the need for greater policy attention to and
intervention in this stage in the financial aid process. We use a nationally representative
dataset, the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09), to docu-
ment the rate of FAFSA refiling among college freshmen and to investigate whether
FAFSA refiling behavior varies by student academic and demographic characteristics. We
then estimate the extent to which FAFSA refiling is associated with students’ college
persistence and degree attainment after controlling for other factors correlated with student
success.

To preview our results, we find that a substantial portion of freshmen Pell grant
recipients with GPAs of 3.0 or higher do not refile a FAFSA (roughly 16 %). Conditional
on returning for their sophomore year, one in ten of these higher-performing low-income
students do not refile the FAFSA, and thus continue on in college without the financial aid
they received freshman year. We estimate these non-refilers forfeit $1,930 in Pell grants,
$1,620 in federal loan aid, and potentially thousands of dollars more in state and institu-
tional grant aid.* Based on results from our regression analysis, students who do not refile
are substantially less likely to persist in college or earn a degree within six years, compared
with observationally similar students who do refile. The results of these analyses are
informative for the design of financial aid policies as well as the potential importance of
targeting resources to assist students with renewing their financial aid.

The remainder of our paper is structured as follows. In the “Literature Review” Section,
we discuss traditional and behavioral economic theories that inform why freshmen
financial aid recipients in good academic standing may not refile a FAFSA. In the “Data”
Section, we describe the data we use in our analysis, and in the “Empirical Strategy”
Section we discuss our methodology in detail. We present our results in the “Results”
Section, and conclude with a discussion of the importance of our findings and direction for
future research and policy in the “Discussion” Section.

Literature Review

Economists have traditionally modeled students’ decisions about whether to pursue higher
education as a cost-benefit analysis (Becker 1964). However, the college access literature
has documented several failures of this traditional decision-making model. For example,
several studies have documented that students and families from disadvantaged back-
grounds may struggle to estimate the cost of college tuition, and often overestimate what
their actual tuition expenses would be (Avery and Kane 2004; Grodsky and Jones 2007;
Horn et al. 2003).* Students may lack information on what aid is available or how to
navigate the application processes. For example, of college freshmen who did not apply for

For more detail on how we obtained these estimates of forgone aid, see “Discussion” Section.

* Students only realize their true cost of attendance at a specific college after applying for admission and
submitting the FAFSA for that institution.
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aid in 2011-2012, 14 % did not because they had “no information on how to apply”, and
43 % did not because they thought they were ineligible.’

A more recent line of work in behavioral economics demonstrates how behavioral
responses may interfere with students making well-informed decisions about the higher
education investments they pursue (Castleman 2015; Ross et al. 2013). Applying for
college and completing the FAFSA requires students to access and digest a complex
array of information, which requires a substantial investment of time and cognitive
energy. Various studies also show that near-term costs or an inability to maintain
attention on tasks can lead to individuals forgoing investments that they recognize are in
their long-term interest to pursue, particularly when balancing multiple commitments in
the present (e.g. Karlan et al. 2010; Thaler and Bernatzi 2004). In the context of post-
secondary access and success, even small cost obstacles can prevent students from
completing important stages of the college application process (Pallais 2015). Further-
more, even students who understand the financial benefits of completing the FAFSA may
nevertheless procrastinate or put off indefinitely completing their aid application, or
become too frustrated with the complexity of the process to complete all necessary steps
(Bettinger et al. 2012; Dynarski and Scott-Clayton 2006; Dynarski and Scott-Clayton
2008).

These behavioral responses—the tendency to become frustrated with or procrastinate in
the face of complex information; the tendency to favor near-term costs over longer-term
investments; and limited attention—may help explain why a significant percentage of
potential financial aid recipients do not apply. The tendency to procrastinate in the face of
complexity may also explain why over half of students who do file the FAFSA miss state
priority deadlines that would have qualified them for additional financial aid (King 2004;
authors’ calculations from BPS:04/09).

Recognition of these informational and behavioral barriers has motivated various efforts
to increase the visibility of financial aid programs and the assistance available to students
to complete the FAFSA, as well as efforts to reduce the complexity of the aid process.
These initiatives include the FAFSA completion efforts described in the introduction; the
USDOE has also mandated that colleges post net price calculators on their websites to
provide students with personalized estimates of the price their families would face at each
institution. Researchers have also found that simple text-based nudges reminding students
about required tasks for successful college matriculation can increase enrollment among
college-intending high school graduates (Castleman and Page 2015).%’

While these behavioral theories help explain why financial aid-eligible students who
enroll in college may not complete the FAFSA, to what extent do they predict that students
who have already received financial aid for freshman year would struggle to refile their
FAFSA for the subsequent year? After all, these students—perhaps with parental or school-
based assistance—have already successfully navigated the FAFSA while they were in high

5 Source: authors’ calculations from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study of 2012.

6 Researchers have also used such text-based nudges to improve other social outcomes, such as increasing
flu-vaccination rates and workers’ contributions to retirement accounts (Karlan et al. 2010; Stockwell et al.
2012).

7 Other researchers advocate for a simpler financial aid application process, such as using a much smaller
set of financial questions or using prior-prior year information to determine eligibility (Dynarski and Scott-
Clayton 2008; Dynarski et al. 2013; Kelchen and Jones 2015).
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school. In addition, students who filed a FAFSA the previous year are eligible to complete
a “Renewal FAFSA” that auto-populates some of their responses.®

On the other hand, many college freshmen are living away from their families for the
first time, and thus may be less likely to receive parental assistance when applying for
financial aid. College freshmen are also removed from the high school counselors and
teachers who may have supported them through the college application process and
encouraged them to apply for financial aid. Students who live off-campus or attend non-
residential colleges are less likely to be connected to their college community or aware of
financial aid renewal supports available on campus. Additionally, college freshmen may be
particularly prone to attentional failure given the wide slate of new academic and social
commitments that many students maintain. And while both the United States Department
of Education and students’ college send email reminders about FAFSA re-filing, email is
likely not the most effective channel through which to communicate with college students
(Castleman 2015; Castleman and Page 2015).° Finally, students may lack accurate infor-
mation regarding their continued eligibility for financial aid programs. For example, over
half of previous Pell grant recipients who were enrolled in 2011-2012 did not re-apply for
aid because they thought themselves ineligible.'®

Another possibility for why students do not refile the FAFSA is that they have infor-
mation to indicate that they are unlikely to continue to receive financial aid, perhaps
because they are not maintaining satisfactory academic progress (SAP) or because their
family has experienced a significant change in income, and thus make informed decisions
not to refile. During the period of our analyses, however, SAP requirements that can affect
students’ aid eligibility were not binding until the end of the second year in college, so we
would not expect first-year students to choose not to refile because they were not meeting
SAP (Schudde and Scott-Clayton 2014). Furthermore, we demonstrate that refiling rates
are substantial even for students with first-year GPAs over 3.0, who were not at risk for
failing to meet SAP requirements. And while some students may have experienced family
income fluctuations from year to year, the algorithm that is used to calculate families’
Expected Family Contribution is sufficiently complex and opaque that few students are
likely to be able to precisely map how changes to family income would affect their add
receipt. Among freshmen Pell recipients who did refile the FAFSA, 81 % are again
awarded a Pell grant the following year, indicating that a substantial share of non-refilers
may also be likely to maintain their eligibility. Finally, as we demonstrate in our results,
10 % of students who re-enroll in college do not refile the FAFSA. Taken collectively,
these considerations suggest that informational and behavioral obstacles associated with
the FAFSA likely contribute to students’ failure to refile, rather than students making fully-
informed decisions not to refile the FAFSA.

Thus, there are a variety of informational and behavioral barriers that may prevent
students—even those who had received aid freshman year, are in good academic standing,
and who plan to return for sophomore year—from successfully refiling their FAFSA.
Failure to renew financial aid may be particularly detrimental for lower-income students

8 However, filing a Renewal FAFSA still requires applicants to fill in responses to the questions regarding
income and assets, which are the most onerous to complete.

° The U.S. Department of Education sends reminder emails to refile the FAFSA to students who: (1) have
previously received a federal PIN; (2) whose name, date of birth, and social security number match with
Social Security Administration records; and (3) provided a valid email address on their previously file
FAFSA. Source: CollegeUp.org (http://blog.collegeup.org/tips-for-submitting-your-renewal-fafsa).

19 Source: authors’ calculation from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study of 2012.
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who intend to continue on in higher education, as research has shown that need-based
financial aid significantly improves students’ persistence and success in college (Bettinger
2004; Castleman and Long, forthcoming; Dunlop 2013). Despite the potential importance
of FAFSA refiling to students’ persistence in college, we are not aware of prior studies that
document FAFSA renewal rates or investigate whether renewal rates vary by students’
academic or demographic background. Nor are we aware of any study that looks at how
FAFSA refiling is associated with future academic outcomes. Our paper is therefore
organized around the following research questions:

1. At what rate do college freshmen financial aid recipients successfully refile their
FAFSA?

2. Does the probability that students refile their FAFSA vary based on student academic
and demographic characteristics?

3. How is successful FAFSA refiling associated with future academic outcomes,
including persistence beyond freshmen year and degree attainment?

Data

For our analysis, we use data from the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal
Study (BPS:04/09), which is administered by the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES). BPS respondents are first-time students enrolled at postsecondary education
institutions during the 2003-2004 academic year, and constitute a nationally-representative
sample. BPS first interviews students at the end of their first year in college (Spring 2004),
and then follows these respondents for six years. In addition to interviewing respondents
again in 2006 and 2009, the BPS collects and compiles extensive student-level data from a
variety of sources. These data include college entrance exam scores and survey responses
from the ACT and College Board; financial aid information from the FAFSA; aid dis-
bursement information from the National Student Loan Data System; and enrollment and
degree attainment records from the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) for each
institution attended during the study period that is covered by NSC.!"" The BPS also
collects data on the characteristics of the institution(s) each respondent attended, including
the sector (i.e. public, private non-profit, or private for-profit), level (i.e. 4-, 2-, or less-than-
2-year), and published tuition and fees of each institution.'> We supplement the BPS’s
institutional information with admissions data from the Integrated Postsecondary Educa-
tion Data System (IPEDS), an NCES-maintained database containing detailed information
for all U.S. postsecondary education institutions that participate in Title IV financial aid
programs.'?

Most variables used in our analysis come from students’ FAFSA records. For each
FAFSA a student filed for the six academic years in the study, we observe the student’s
responses to and outcomes from the FAFSA, including: measures of family income and

" In Fall 2003, the NSC enrollment data covered 86.5 percent of all postsecondary institutions. In Fall
2009, the coverage rate increased to 92 percent. Source: http://nscresearchcenter.org/workingwithourdata/.

'2 Some students attended more than one institution during the 2003-2004 academic year, and some
students switch institutions between their first and second year of college. Unless otherwise specified, we use
the characteristics of the first institution a student attended during 2003-2004 in our analysis.

13 Using IPEDS, we calculate admissions rates by dividing total number of applicants by admitted students.
These data are available for all institutions with no open admission policy.
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assets, family composition, demographic information, the resulting Expected Family
Contribution (EFC), and the federal financial aid the student is offered (i.e. Pell grants,
Stafford loans). From the NSC data, we observe BPS respondents’ college enrollment
status at each institution attended for every month between July 2003 through June 2009;
we also observe degree or certificate receipt during the study period. This information
gives us a near complete picture of BPS respondents’ college persistence and degree
attainment up to six years after their initial enrollment. Additional variables of interest,
such as college GPA and employment information, are available for the select survey years
(2004, 2006, and 2009).

In all of our analyses, we first limit our sample to students who filed a FAFSA for their
first year in college (2003-2004), expect to earn a degree (associate or bachelor’s), have
not yet completed the degree they stated they intended to pursue, and were enrolled during
April 2004. These restrictions focus our analyses on students who we can reasonably infer
had the intention of continuing their education beyond the first year. We focus most of our
analyses on students who received a Pell grant their first year, and thus have the most to
benefit in terms of continued grant assistance from refiling a FAFSA."* For some of our
analyses, we add a third restriction of students who earned a GPA of 3.0 or higher during
their first year, as these students appear academically-poised to continue and succeed in
college. Finally, we focus some of our analyses on students who re-enroll during the
following academic year, 2004-2005."

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for five relevant samples of students: All fresh-
men FAFSA filers (column 1, n = 10,740); freshmen Pell grant recipients (column 2,
n = 5050); freshman Pell Grant recipients who re-enrolled for sophomore year (column 3,
n = 4370); freshmen Pell recipients who earned a 3.0 GPA or higher (column 4,
n = 2840); and freshmen Pell recipients who earned a 3.0 GPA or higher and re-enrolled
for sophomore year (column 5, n = 2500).'° As expected, Pell recipients differ from the
full sample of freshmen FAFSA filers on most measures. Pell recipients receive more need-
based grant aid and borrow more in student loans, but receive fewer merit-based grant
dollars. Pell recipients are more likely to be female or underrepresented minority (black or
Hispanic), and less likely to be classified as dependent for financial aid purposes. Pell
recipients score lower on college entrance exams and earn slightly lower GPAs as college
freshmen. By construct, Pell recipients are of lower socio-economic status: their total
household income is less than half that of the average college student, and they are more
likely to be a first generation college student. Pell grant recipients are less likely to live on
campus, and more likely to live on their own; they are also much more likely to have
dependent children. Interestingly, even though Pell grant recipients are lower-income and
have more financial need, Pell grant recipients are no more likely to work at an outside job
or for a work-study program, and those who do work similar hours on average to the full
sample of students. Pell grant recipients have a lower cost of attendance, largely due to the
fact that Pell recipients are less likely to attend 4-year institutions and more likely to attend

14 The Federal Pell Grant Program awards needs-based grants to low-income students who attend partic-
ipating postsecondary institutions. The award amount is determined by a student’s expected family con-
tribution (EFC), which is calculated using the income and assets data from students FAFSA (source: http://
www2.ed.gov/programs/fpg/index.html). In 2003-2004, students with EFCs less than or equal to $3,850;
and Pell awards for full-time students ranged from $400 to $4,050.

'S We define “re-enroll” as enrolling at any postsecondary institution during the 2004—2005 academic year,
not necessarily the institution that the student first attended in 2003-2004.

' In accordance with IES reporting standards for restricted-use data, all sample sizes are rounded to the
nearest ten.
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Table 1 Summary statistics

All Received  Received pell Received Pell ~ Received Pell grant
students pell grant  grant first year, grant first year, first year, GPA >3.0,
first year  enrolled GPA >3.0 enrolled 2004-2005
2004-2005
)] (@) 3 “ (&)
First year GPA 2.93 2.88 2.92 35 3.49
Received pell 0.49 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
grant in
2003-2004
Pell award as %  0.12 0.24 0.24 0.23 0.23
of COA
Other grantsas % 0.12 0.12 0.13 0.12 0.13
of COA
Student loans as 0.14 0.16 0.17 0.17 0.17
% of COA
Full-time 0.78 0.81 0.83 0.81 0.82
Female 0.60 0.64 0.64 0.70 0.68
Underrepresented  0.35 0.50 0.49 0.46 0.44
Minority
Dependent 0.76 0.64 0.66 0.58 0.60
SAT score 993 914 921 949 958
First generation 0.48 0.64 0.62 0.65 0.63
college student
Total income $51,730  $22,706 $23,310 $22,816 $23,535
Cost of $14,580 $13,393 $13,736 $13,567 $13,844
Attendance
Lives on campus  0.35 0.21 0.24 0.19 0.21
Lives with parents 0.34 0.37 0.37 0.35 0.34
Lives on own 0.31 0.41 0.39 0.46 0.44
Has dependent 0.16 0.26 0.25 0.31 0.29
child(ren)
Spouse with 0.06 0.07 0.64 0.09 0.08
income
Any outside job 0.6 0.6 0.59 0.58 0.58
Hours worked at ~ 25.1 26.8 26.2 27.7 27.3
outside job
Any work study 0.14 0.15 0.16 0.13 0.15
Hours of work 11.8 12.8 12.5 12.9 12.8
study
4-year institution ~ 0.53 0.43 0.46 0.38 0.46
2-year institution 0.4 0.46 0.44 0.46 0.45
Less-than 2-year  0.06 0.12 0.1 0.16 0.13
institution 11.00
Public institution  0.66 0.61 0.61 0.57 0.57
Private, not-for- 0.19 0.15 0.17 0.15 0.16
profit institution
Private, for-profit  0.14 0.24 0.23 0.28 0.27
institution
Admission rate 0.84 0.87 0.86 0.87 0.86
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Table 1 continued

All Received  Received pell Received Pell ~ Received Pell grant
students pell grant  grant first year, grant first year, first year, GPA >3.0,
first year enrolled GPA >3.0 enrolled 2004-2005
2004-2005
)] (@) 3 “ ()
Enrolled in 0.86 0.84 1.00 0.86 1.00
2004-2005
Enrolled in 0.73 0.63 0.71 0.63 0.71
2005-2006
Enrolled in 0.64 0.54 0.59 0.55 0.58
2006-2007
GPA as of 3.14 3.1 3.09 3.28 3.28
2005-2006
Received 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.03
Certificate by
June 2009
Received AA by  0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.06
June 2009
Received BA by  0.36 0.23 0.27 0.28 0.32
June 2009
On time BA 0.17 0.09 0.11 0.12 0.14
graduation
Missing SAT 0.30 0.42 0.4 0.46 0.43
score
Missing total 0.02 0.00 0.002 0.00 0.00
income
Missing cost of 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.04
attendance
N 10,740 5050 4370 2820 2500

All entries in these tables are based on the authors’ calculations from the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). All samples sizes are rounded to the nearest ten to comply with the
Institute of Education Sciences’ reporting standards

2-year or less-than 2-year institutions. Pell grant recipients are significantly less likely to
persist after their freshmen year or earn a bachelor’s degree within six years of initial
enrollment. While these differences are attenuated upon conditioning on high freshmen
GPAs (column 3), enrollment in sophomore year (column 4), or both high freshmen GPA
and sophomore enrollment (column 5), we still observe significant gaps in persistence and
degree attainment between these conditioned samples of Pell grant recipients and the full
college freshmen population of FAFSA filers. The relatively low persistence and gradu-
ation rates of Pell recipients make this population a high priority for policy makers, which
is one of the reasons we focus on Pell recipients in our analysis.

Empirical Strategy
To address our first research question, we use the BPS to estimate the proportion of college

freshmen who refile the FAFSA for the following academic year for the full sample, as
well as sub-samples of interest based on freshman Pell grant receipt, freshmen GPA, and

@ Springer



404 Res High Educ (2016) 57:395-422

re-enrollment as a sophomore. Next, we perform two sets of regression analyses to address
our research questions of: (1) how the probability of refiling a FAFSA varies by student
and institution characteristics; and (2) the association between successful FAFSA refiling
and future success in college. To investigate (1), we estimate a linear probability model in
which the dependent variable is an indicator equal to one if the student did not refile a
FAFSA for the next academic year (2004-2005), and zero if otherwise.'” Specifically, we
estimate the following equation:

Pr(Fail to Refile;) = o+ p1Xi + PrZs + € (1)

X; is a vector of student characteristics, including demographics (gender, race, house-
hold income, and first generation college student status); academic achievement (SAT
score, freshman year GPA)"® ; financial aid information (dependency status, Pell grant
award, other grant awards, loan borrowing, cost of attendance); employment status (has job
outside of school, hours worked); household information (has dependent children, has
spouse with an income); and living situation (lives on campus, lives with parents, or lives
on own). Z, is a vector of institution characteristics, including level (i.e. 4-year, 2-year, or
less-than 2-year); control (public, private non-profit, or private for-profit); and admission
rate as a proxy for institutional quality. Together, X; and Z; contain all variables shown in
Table 1 (with the exception of the outcome measures of subsequent enrollment and degree
attainment). Each of these variables may be related to a student’s probability of refiling the
FAFSA for various reasons. For example, some studies find that the demographic char-
acteristics of race, gender, age, and income are significant predictors of FAFSA filing
(Kantrowitz 2009; Kofoed 2015). These patterns may be explained, in part, by the dif-
ferences in prospective students’ accuracy of information regarding college financial aid
(Avery and Kane 2004; Horn et al. 2003; Oreopoulos and Dunn 2013) or access to the
social capital provided by people in their families, neighborhoods, and friend circles
familiar with the financial aid process (McDonough 1997; Nagaoka et al. 2009; Perna and
Titus 2005; Tierney and Venegas 2006). We include variables describing students’
financial aid awards to test whether students with larger financial aid packages—and thus
strong incentive to renew their aid—are more likely to refile. Our model also takes into
account students’ differences in available time resources, by controlling for the number of
hours the student spends working outside school and family obligations. Students who have
more outside responsibilities, such as caring for children or working at an outside job, may
have less time or cognitive energy toward the refiling the FAFSA (Castleman 2015;
Castleman and Page, forthcoming; Mullainathan and Shafir 2013). Finally, we include
institution characteristics as a predictor of refiling. Institutions vary substantially in the
advising resources they provide to students, which likely significantly impacts refiling rates
(Scott-Clayton 2015). ¢; is the error term, which in addition to noise absorbs differences in
refiling rates explained by unobservable characteristics, such as motivation and organi-
zational skills.

We acknowledge that the decisions to refile and re-enroll are likely inter-related in a
complex manner. Some proportion of the students who do not refile a FAFSA likely make

17 Our results are robust to using probit or logistic regression models in place of the linear probability
models.

'® For student who took the ACT, the BPS converts their ACT score to an SAT score for comparison; we
use these converted ACT scores in our analysis. For students with no record of either entrance exam scores,
we convert their missing value for SAT score to the sample mean, and include an indicator for missing
entrance exam score in the regression.
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this decision because they do not intend to re-enroll for the following academic year. At the
same time, it is also likely that some students do not re-enroll because they did not refile a
FAFSA and therefore did not receive the aid they needed to continue in college.19
Unfortunately, given data and methodological limitations we cannot observe the direction
of causation of this relationship. What we can do, however, is investigate patterns of
FAFSA refiling (or failing to refile) among Pell Grant recipients who re-enroll for
sophomore year. We therefore estimate a second set of linear probability models in which
we restrict the sample to students who re-enrolled for their sophomore year. Because we
are particularly interested in the refiling behavior of students who are academically well
positioned to continue in college, we also estimate both sets of models for the sub-sample
of students who earned a 3.0 GPA or higher during their freshman year in college.

To quantify the degree to which FAFSA refiling is associated with future outcomes, we
estimate the following regression model:

Outcome; =y, + v, Fail to Refile; + p,X; + y3Z; + 0; (2)

where Outcome; is a measure of student i's academic success, and Fail to Refile;, X; and Z;
are defined as above. We interpret the OLS estimate of the coefficient of interest, y;, as the
difference in the probability of achieving Outcome; between students who refile versus
those who do not refile the FAFSA, controlling for the host of covariates included in X; and
Z,.2° Our goal of including these covariates is to control for other observable predictors of
academic success, especially those which are also be correlated with a student’s propensity
to refile the FAFSA. Previous studies document that the demographic characteristics of
race, gender, age, and income are predictors of college persistence and graduation (e.g.
Bailey and Dynarski 2011; Turner 2004). As discussed above, research shows that financial
aid is a determinant of college success. Several descriptive studies and a few recent causal
studies shows that a student’s probability of graduating varies substantially by the type of
college they attend (e.g. Cohodes and Goodman 2014; Goodman et al. 2003). While the
link between outside work schedules and family obligations are less well documented,
there is some evidence that these also influence college outcomes (Scott-Clayton 2011;
Scott-Clayton and Minaya 2015) The outcomes we use as dependent variables in Eq. 2 are
enrollment in subsequent years, associate degree (AA) attainment by June 2009, and
bachelor degree (BA) attainment by June 2009.%'

Our regression model does not account for unobservable characteristics that are likely
related to both students’ propensity to refile a FAFSA and ability succeed in college, such
as motivation and organizational skills. For this reason, we do not interpret our estimates of
Eq. 2 as the causal effects of not refiling a FAFSA, but instead as associations between
failure to refile and student outcomes. However, we believe this analysis is still valuable to
understand how the outcomes of observably-similar students diverge after the FAFSA
refiling decision is made.

!9 While there is no deadline for filing the FAFSA and receiving a Pell grant, the majority of states and
institutions have priority deadlines for their aid programs that are typically no later than April 1st, although
some are as early as February 15th.

20" Our results are robust to several other specifications of Eq. 2, including logit, probit, and propensity score
matching models.

21 We also estimate these models with cumulative GPA in 2006, certificate attainment by 2009, and on-time
BA degree attainment (i.e. by June 2007). Across specifications, the associations between refiling and these
outcomes are insignificant, and we omit these results from our tables.
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Table 2 Distribution of FAFSA refilers, by second year re-enrollment

A: all students B: re-enrolled in second year
Refiled Did not refile Refiled Did not refile
(1 (@) 3 “
All students 75.4 % 24.6 % 80.2 % 19.8 %
Received Pell grant first year 83.4 % 16.6 % 90.0 % 10.0 %
Received Pell grant first year, GPA >3.0 84.5 % 15.5 % 90.4 % 9.6 %

All entries in these tables are based on the authors’ calculations from the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). All samples sizes are rounded to the nearest ten to comply with the
Institute of Education Sciences’ reporting standards

Results
Probability of Refilling the FAFSA

We first report raw means for the share of students that refile the FAFSA for our various
samples of interest in Table 2. Panel A shows that among our sample of freshmen who
initially applied for financial aid (n = 10,740), approximately three-fourths of students
refile a FAFSA for the following year, while one-quarter do not refile. Refiling rates are
higher for Pell grant recipients (83.4 %) and for Pell grant recipients who earn a 3.0 or
higher freshman GPA (84.5 %). This result is intuitive as higher-income students generally
do not qualify for need based aid and many do not borrow student loans, giving these
higher-income students less incentive to refile a FAFSA. Still, one in six Pell grant
recipients in our sample (who were enrolled through Spring 2004 and expect to earn a
degree) did not refile a FAFSA; this is true even among those with good GPAs who appear
well positioned to successfully continue their studies.

When we restrict our sample to students who did re-enroll for their second year (Panel
B), we find that 10 % Pell grant recipients do not refile their FAFSA, which is true even of
Pell grant recipients with good GPAs. Therefore, one out of ten lower-income students who
are in good academic standing enter their second year of college without receiving the
need-based grant aid for which they likely would have been eligible had they refiled their
FAFSA.>

Refiling Patterns by Student and Institutional Characteristics

We first explore how FAFSA refilers and non-refilers differ by comparing uncontrolled
means of observable characteristics for both groups of students in Table 3. The characteristics
of student who fail to refile suggest they are substantially more likely to be from populations
that have been traditionally underrepresented in higher education.”® Non-refilers are lower
achieving academically, as demonstrated by their lower freshman GPAs and SAT scores.
Non-refilers are less likely to be full-time students, and more likely to be female or under-
represented minorities. Non-refilers are less likely to be financially dependent or to come
from households with larger incomes, and are more likely to be first-generation college
students. Non-refilers are less likely to live on campus, and more likely to live on their own.

22 For additional reference, Appendix Table 8 shows the refiling rates by institution-level.

23 Appendix Table 9 shows these means comparisons with the sample restricted to Pell recipients with good
freshmen GPAs; the patterns we describe in this section are also consistent for that population.
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Table 3 Differences in student characteristics by refiling behavior

All Pell Recipients

Re-enrolled

Refilers Non-refilers Refilers Non-refilers

) ) 3 “)
First year GPA 291 2.72 2.93 2.77
Pell award as % of COA 0.24 0.23 0.24 0.22
Other grants as % of COA 0.13 0.05 0.14 0.06
Student loans as % of COA 0.16 0.17 0.17 0.19
Full-time 0.82 0.76 0.83 0.81
Female 0.63 0.7 0.64 0.71
Underrepresented Minority 0.49 0.55 0.48 0.58
Dependent 0.67 0.49 0.68 0.54
SAT score 922 850 926 854
First Generation College Student 0.63 0.7 0.61 0.67
Total income $23,184 $20,302 $23,520 $21,433
Cost of Attendance $13,580 $12,461 $13,804 $13,135
Lives on campus 0.24 0.07 0.26 0.1
Lives with parents 0.37 0.37 0.37 0.38
Lives on own 0.38 0.56 0.37 0.53
Has dependent child(ren) 0.24 0.39 0.23 0.36
Spouse with income 0.06 0.09 0.06 0.07
Any outside job 0.59 0.64 0.59 0.6
Hours worked at outside job 26.1 30 26.1 27.6
Any work study 0.16 0.08 0.17 0.1
Hours of work study 12.7 13.7 12.3 14.5
4-year institution 0.48 0.17 0.49 0.18
2-year institution 0.45 0.5 0.44 0.5
Less-than 2-year institution 0.08 0.33 0.07 0.32
Public institution 0.63 0.5 0.63 0.43
Private, not-for-profit institution 0.17 0.07 0.18 0.08
Private, for-profit institution 0.2 0.43 0.2 0.5
Admission Rate 0.86 0.91 0.85 0.9
Enrolled in 2004-2005 091 0.51 1 1
Enrolled in 2005-2006 0.7 0.27 0.74 0.4
Enrolled in 2006-2007 0.59 0.28 0.62 0.31
GPA as of June 2006 3.09 3.15 3.09 3.19
Received Certificate by June 2009 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.02
Received AA by June 2009 0.06 0.02 0.06 0.02
Received BA by June 2009 0.27 0.05 0.29 0.08
On time BA graduation 0.11 0.02 0.12 0.04
Missing SAT score 0.39 0.62 0.38 0.61
Missing first generation indicator 0.21 0.26 0.2 0.28
Missing total income 0.002 0.003 0.003 0
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Table 3 continued

All Pell Recipients Re-enrolled
Refilers Non-refilers Refilers Non-refilers
(1 (2) 3) 4)

Missing cost of attendance 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.04

N 4340 710 4020 350

All entries in these tables are based on the authors’ calculations from the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). All samples sizes are rounded to the nearest ten to comply with the
Institute of Education Sciences’ reporting standards

Non-refilers are more likely to have dependent children or spouses with income. Non-refilers
attend less expensive colleges with higher admission rates, are less likely to attend public or
private non-profit institutions (compared to private for-profit institutions), are less likely to
4-year institutions, and are more likely to attend less-than 2-year institutions.**?

In Table 4, we formalize this analysis by estimating the association between FAFSA
refiling and student and institution characteristics Eq. 1. Each column displays results from
a separate regression with the following restrictions on our overall sample: all freshmen
Pell recipients (column 1); Pell recipients who re-enrolled for their sophomore year
(column 2); Pell recipients with freshmen GPAs of 3.0 or above (column 3); and Pell
recipients with GPAs of 3.0 or above who re-enrolled sophomore year (column 4). In these
regression models, we create categorical variables for freshman GPA, with the reference
categories being GPA = 0-0.99. The reference category for institution control is for-profit
institutions; the reference category for institution level is less-than 2-year institutions.

In column (1), we find that Pell recipients with strong GPAs (3.0 or higher) are 29.3
percentage points more likely to refile a FAFSA than those with the lowest GPAs (less than
1.0). This result translates to a predicted probability of refiling of 57 % for low GPA
students, compared to 87 % for high GPA students.?® Financial aid awards, measured as
percent of the student’s cost of attendance (COA), also significantly predicts FAFSA
refiling. To give an example of the interpretation of these coefficients: all else equal, a
student whose Pell award covers 25 % of his COA is 8.9 percentage points less likely to
refile compared to a student whose Pell award covers 75 % of his COA (predicted prob-
abilities of failure to refile being 16 and 7.1 %, respectively). Even still, 14.8 % of Pell
recipients whose awards are at the 75th percentile of the distribution of Pell as a share of
COA fail to refile (8.4 % for students who re-enroll).>’

Institution level and control are also strong predictors of failure to refiling. For example,
Pell recipients at 4-year institutions are 34.8 percentage points more likely to refile than
students at less-than 2-year institutions and 8.3 percentage points more likely to refile than
Pell recipients at 2-year institutions. Pell recipients at public and private non-profit insti-
tutions are 4 to 5 percentage points more likely to refile than Pell recipients at for-profit

24 For the subset of students who re-enroll, one question is whether failure to refile is associated with where
students enroll for their sophomore year. However, we find that that refilers and non-refilers are similarly
likely to remain at the same institution as they were enrolled for their first year (91 vs 90 %, respectively).

25 As expected, freshmen who fail to refile but remain enrolled are significantly less likely to file a FAFSA
for the 2005-2006 academic year (17 vs 71 % of freshmen refilers).

26 To calculate these predicted probabilities, we set the rest of the control variables in the model at their
means.

27 The 75th percentile corresponds to a Pell award that covers 32 % of a student’s cost of attendance.
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Table 4 Determinants of failure to refile for Pell recipients

Pell Recipients Pell Recipients with 3.0 + GPA
All Re-enrolled second All Re-enrolled second
Students year Students year
)] @ (€©) “
3.00-4.00 GPA —0.293%***  —(.]157***
(0.030) (0.031)
2.0-2.99 GPA —0.260%**  —0.146%**
(0.030) (0.032)
1.00-1.99 GPA —0.181***  —0.064
(0.032) (0.033)
Pell award: % of COA —0.177*%*  —0.164%** —0.134* —0.075
(0.048) (0.043) (0.064) (0.056)
Other grants: % of COA  —0.124** —0.055 —0.083 —0.017
(0.040) (0.034) (0.051) (0.044)
Student loans: % of COA  —0.059* —0.018 0.04 0.048
(0.030) (0.027) (0.038) (0.034)
Full-time —0.024 0.005 —0.03 —0.003
(0.014) (0.013) (0.019) (0.017)
Female 0.015 0.016 0.047%%* 0.031*
0.011) (0.009) (0.014) (0.012)
Underrepresented Minority ——0.022%* —0.004 —0.006 —0.006
0.011) (0.009) (0.014) (0.012)
Dependent 0.009 0.009 —0.018 —0.032
0.021) (0.019) (0.027) (0.024)
SAT score (100 points) —0.002 —0.001 —0.008 —0.010*
(0.004) (0.003) (0.005) (0.004)
First generation 0.001 —0.004 0.004 0.008
(0.012) (0.010) (0.015) (0.014)
Income ($1000s) 0 0 0 0.001
0.000 0.000 (0.001) (0.001)
Cost of attendance —0.002 —0.002%* 0 0
($1000s) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001)
Live on campus —0.004 —0.009 0.013 —0.012
(0.019) (0.017) (0.027) (0.024)
Live with parents —0.023 —0.023 0.004 —0.023
(0.015) (0.013) (0.019) (0.017)
Has dependent child(ren) 0.023 0.004 0 —-0.017
(0.020) (0.018) (0.024) (0.022)
Spouse has job —0.012 —0.036 —0.003 —0.048*
(0.022) (0.020) (0.026) (0.024)
Any outside job —0.026 0.007 —0.022 0.004
(0.017) (0.015) (0.023) (0.020)
Hours worked at job 0.002%* —0.001 0 —0.002%*
(0.001) 0.000 (0.001) (0.001)
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Table 4 continued

Pell Recipients Pell Recipients with 3.0 + GPA
All Re-enrolled second All Re-enrolled second
Students year Students year
)] @ (€©) “
Any work study 0.039 0.016 0.02 —0.011
(0.025) (0.021) (0.034) (0.029)
Work study hours —0.002 0 0 0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)
4-year institution —0.352%**  —(0.250%** —0.364%**  —(0.267%**
(0.021) (0.019) (0.026) (0.024)
2-year institution —0.265%**  —(.173%** —0.283%**  —(.]92%**
(0.019) (0.018) (0.023) (0.021)
Public institution —0.051** —0.071%** —0.001 —0.018
(0.018) (0.016) (0.023) (0.020)
Private, non-profit —0.041%* —0.058%* —0.019 —-0.016
institution (0.020) (0.018) (0.026) (0.023)
Admission rate —0.006 —0.039 —0.025 —0.064
(0.033) (0.029) (0.043) (0.038)
Missing: SAT score —0.008 0.003 —0.054 —0.08
(0.035) (0.030) (0.047) (0.042)
Missing: first generation 0.015 0.018 0.025 0.031
(0.015) (0.013) (0.019) (0.017)
Missing: income 0.06 —0.058 0.107 —0.072
(0.101) (0.091) (0.111) (0.105)
Missing: cost of attendance —0.124%**  —(.104%%%* —0.026 —0.019
(0.033) (0.030) (0.044) (0.039)
R-squared 0.147 0.109 0.162 0.115
N 5050 4370 2820 2500

All entries in these tables are based on the authors’ calculations from the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). All samples sizes are rounded to the nearest ten to comply with the
Institute of Education Sciences’ reporting standards

* p < 0.05; #* p < 0.01; ¥ p < 0.001

institutions. Other significant coefficients from column (1) show that underrepresented
minorities are slightly (in magnitude and statistical significance) more likely to refile, and
that working additional hours at an outside job is associated with a very small decrease in
the probability of refiling (i.e. one additional hour of work is associated with a 0.2 per-
centage point decrease in the probability of refiling). When we restrict the sample to Pell
recipients who re-enrolled for their second year for college (column 2), freshman GPA,
Pell award, and institution type remain strong predictors of refiling. When we restrict the
sample to Pell recipients who earn high GPAs their freshman year (columns 3 and 4), we
find similar associations between refiling and institution level, although the associations
with institution sector disappf:ar.28

28 Also significant in Table 4 are the coefficients for the missing variable indicator for cost of attendance
(columns 1 and 2). This is likely due to the fact that cost of attendance variable is missing for those students
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Because institution level is consistently the strongest predictor of refiling, and because
students who attend 4-, 2-, or less-than 2-year institutions are on average quite different
from each other, we also estimate the associations between student characteristics and
refiling separately for each institution level.”” Table 5 shows our estimates from these
models. The results in columns (1)—(3) correspond to models estimated with all Pell
recipients (4-, 2-, and less-than 2-year, respectively); columns (4)—(6) correspond to
models with the sample restricted to Pell recipients who re-enroll for sophomore. We find
that the association between higher GPA and refiling is driven by students at 4- and 2-year
institutions, as the coefficients on the GPA categories are not significant for the less-than
2-year sample.3o Interestingly, while other forms of financial aid predict FAFSA refiling
for students at 4-year institutions, Pell award is predictive of refiling only for students at
2-year institutions (columns 2 and 5). We believe this result is driven by the difference in
costs of attendance across institution level: the average cost of attendance for Pell students
at 4-year institutions in 2003-2004 was almost double that of Pell students at 2-year
institutions. Institution sector is also a significant predictor of refiling only for students at
2-year institutions.

To emphasize the main takeaways of our analysis thus far, we find that institution type
is the strongest predictor of FAFSA refiling, with Pell recipients at 4-year institutions being
the most likely to refile (91 % predicted probability), followed by recipients at 2-year
institutions (83 %) and less-than 2-year institutions (56 %). Freshman GPA is also a strong
predictor of refiling, but only at 4- and 2-year institutions. Finally, students with larger
financial aid awards are more likely to refile at 4- and 2-year institutions. This result
suggests that students may be responding to their larger incentive to refile, or perhaps are
more aware of their need to refile to maintain aid eligibility.

Association Between FAFSA Re-Filing and Longer-Term College Success

In Table 6, we present our estimates of Eq. 2, the associations between FAFSA re-filing
during freshman year and longer-term college outcomes. We consider the relationship
between FAFSA refiling and subsequent enrollment in columns 1 through 3, and the
relationship between refiling and degree receipt in columns 4 and 5. Each grouping of rows
corresponds to the coefficient estimate and standard error for a separate model using

Footnote 28 continued
who attend more than one institution during 2003-2004. This population of students represents a small
percentage of our sample (5 %).

2% Appendix Table 10 shows the means of our analysis variables by institution level for freshmen Pell
recipients. Compared to Pell recipients at 2-year and less-than 2-year institutions, Pell recipients at 4-year
institutions are higher-achieving academically (as measured by their SAT scores), are less likely to be
minority or first generation college students; are more likely to live on campus; are less likely to have
dependent children; and are more likely to persist and graduate. Appendix Table 11 compares certain
characteristics of institutions by level. Two-year and less-than two-year are much more likely to have open
admission policies. Less-than two-year institutions are much more likely to have a continuous calendar
system. Two-year and less-than two-year institutions share many of the same top degree or certificate
programs; less-than two-year institutions also award degrees and certificates in vocational trades, such as

»

“transportation and materials moving”, “construction trades”, and “precision production.”.

30 This pattern may be explained by grade inflation at less-than two-year institutions: 74 percent of students
in our base Pell recipient sample who attended less-than two-year institutions earned a GPA or 3.0 or higher,
compared to 50 % of students at four-year institutions and 55 % at two-year institutions. Similarly, an
insufficient number of students at less-than two-year institutions earned a GPA below 1.0, thus necessitating
the elimination of this category and making 1.00-1.99 the reference category for columns 3 and 6.
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Table 5 Determinants of non-refiling for Pell recipients, by institution type

All pell recipients Pell recipients who re-enrolled
4-year 2-year Less-than 4-year 2-year Less-than
2-year 2-year
() () 3) 4) 5 (6)
3.00-4.00 GPA —0.193%+% _0.386%** —0.109 —0.113%%% —(.188%** —0.127
(0.030) (0.047) (0.082) (0.030) (0.050) (0.097)
2.0-2.99 GPA —0.161%+%  —0.354%%% —0.036 —0.108*%% —(.183%* —0.043
(0.030) (0.048) (0.092) (0.030) (0.050) (0.109)
1.00-1.99 GPA —0.140%%%  —(.218%** —0.075%  —0.049
(0.032) (0.050) (0.031) (0.053)
Pell award: % of COA —0.044 —0.289%%% 0.424 ~0.033 —0.257%+%  0.36
(0.072) (0.066) 0.277) (0.061) (0.059) (0.316)
Other grants: % of —0.135%+%  —0.144 0.164 —0.093%%% 0,034 —0.188
COA (0.033) (0.081) (0.392) (0.027) (0.070) (0.524)
Student loans: % of ~ —0.159%#* —0.027 0.094 —0.097#%%  —0.02 0.227
coa (0.031) (0.054) (0.120) (0.026) (0.049) (0.133)
Full-time —0.085%+* 0.004 —0.028 —0.046%%  0.035 0
(0.018) (0.021) (0.079) (0.015) (0.019) (0.085)
Female 0.004 0 0.139%* 0.007 —0.004 0.151%
(0.011) (0.018) (0.049) (0.009) (0.016) (0.058)
Underrepresented —0.023%  0.003 —0.105% —0.011 0.022 —0.082
Minority (0.011) (0.017) (0.049) (0.009) (0.016) (0.056)
Dependent 0.032 0.03 —0.187*  0.027 0.033 —0.212%
(0.024) (0.034) (0.082) (0.020) (0.031) (0.091)
SAT score (100 points) 0.007* —0.004 —0.077%+%  0.004 —0.004 —0.046%
(0.004) (0.007) (0.022) (0.003) (0.007) (0.023)
First generation 0.026* —0.028 0.007 0.024* —0.053**  0.143
(0.012) (0.020) (0.063) (0.010) (0.018) (0.073)
Income ($1000 s) 0 0 0.003 0 0 0.006*
0.000 (0.001) (0.002) 0.000 (0.001) (0.003)
Cost of attendance —0.002 —0.010%+% 0.023%% 0 —0.010%#%  (,022%%
(81000 s) (0.001) (0.002) (0.006) (0.001) (0.002) (0.007)
Live on campus —0.029 0.101* —0.247 —0.013 0.056 —0.034
0.017) (0.049) (1.203) (0.014) (0.042) (1.124)
Live with parents —0.029 —0.038 0.089 —0.006 —0.052% 0.028
(0.016) (0.023) (0.057) (0.014) (0.021) (0.066)
Has dependent —0.008 0.062% —0.128 —0.017 0.035 —0.146
child(ren) (0.026) (0.030) (0.068) (0.022) (0.028) (0.081)
Spouse has job 0.014 —0.061 0.144% ~0.023 —0.052 —0.005
(0.031) (0.033) (0.073) (0.027) (0.029) (0.091)
Any outside job —0.017 —0.046 —0.068 —0.006 0 —0.034
(0.017) (0.030) (0.081) (0.014) (0.027) (0.091)
Hours worked at job ~ 0.002% 0.003%+% 0 0.001 0 —0.002
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.003)
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Table 5 continued

All pell recipients Pell recipients who re-enrolled
4-year 2-year Less-than 4-year 2-year Less-than
2-year 2-year
) (@) 3 (C)) (&) 0)
Any work study 0.036 0.072 —0.405 0.014 0.071 —0.505*
(0.020) (0.055) (0.235) (0.017) (0.046) (0.252)
Work study hours —0.003* —0.004 0.022%* —0.001 —0.003 0.028**
(0.001) (0.003) (0.009) (0.001) (0.002) (0.010)
Public institution —0.007 —0.097**  0.072 —0.002 —0.140%**  —0.07
(0.019) (0.034) (0.083) (0.017) (0.030) (0.097)
Private, non-profit 0.025 —0.108* —0.218* —0.003 —0.117**  0.026
nstitution (0.019) (0.048) (0.103) (0.016) (0.041) (0.118)
Admission rate 0.086%* —0.092 —0.117 0.053* —0.047 —0.238
(0.029) (0.083) 0.131) (0.025) (0.072) (0.149)
Missing variable: SAT  0.086* —0.029 —0.630***  0.076* —0.026 —0.417*
score (0.036) (0.064) (0.189) (0.030) (0.057) (0.206)
Missing variable: first ~ 0.036* —0.018 0.024 0.019 —0.001 0.109
generation (0.015) (0.024) (0.069) (0.013) (0.021) (0.079)
Missing variable: —0.092 0.176 —0.207 —0.045 —0.037 0.162
income (0.120) (0.145) (0.626) (0.096) (0.139) (0.590)
Missing variable: COA  —0.117#*  —0.258*** (0.379 —0.061 —0.205%**  0.306
(0.038) (0.051) (0.195) (0.032) (0.046) 0.217)
R-squared 0.083 0.092 0.113 0.045 0.086 0.136
N 2280 2160 620 2110 1820 430

All entries in these tables are based on the authors’ calculations from the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). All samples sizes are rounded to the nearest ten to comply with the
Institute of Education Sciences’ reporting standards

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; #* p < 0.001

different samples of students: all freshman Pell recipients, freshman Pell recipients in good
academic standing; freshman Pell recipients who returned for sophomore year; and
freshman Pell recipients in good academic standing who returned for sophomore year.
Consistently across samples, failing to refile the FAFSA is negatively associated with
continuing in college and earning a degree. For instance, freshman year Pell recipients who
do not refile are 25.2 percentage points less likely to be enrolled in what would be their
junior year of college (column 2) and 3.1 percentage points less likely to earn a bachelor’s
degree within six years (column 5) compared with observationally-similar students who do
refile. When using the mean outcomes of the full sample of students as a benchmark, these
effects translate to 36 and 12 % decreases in the probability of still being enrolled junior
year and earning a degree, respectively. These associations between not refiling and future
enrollment and AA degree attainment are similar when the sample is restricted to Pell
recipients with GPAs 3.0 or higher and re-enroll although the estimates in column 5 for BA
degree attainment decrease in magnitude and significance.

Because we found that institution level is a strong predictor of refiling, we next examine
whether the longer-term outcomes of FAFSA non-refilers differ across institution level. We
present the results of these models for the four samples of freshmen Pell Grant recipients in
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Table 6 Association between FAFSA non-refiling and future college outcomes

Enrolled in Enrolled in Enrolled in Received Received
2004-2005 2005-2006 20062007 AA degree BA degree
M (2) 3) (4) (5)
Pell recipients —0.354%%* —0.251 %% —0.120%** —0.038%** —0.031%*
(0.029) (0.026) (0.029) (0.009) (0.012)
Pell recipients, 3.0 + GPA —0.347%%* —0.209%** —0.113%%* —0.037%* —0.028
(0.040) (0.037) (0.040) (0.013) (0.015)
Pell recipients, enrolled in N/A —0.145%%* —0.108%** —0.034%* —0.009
2004-2005 (0.036) (0.034) (0.012) (0.017)
Pell recipients, 3.0 + GPA, N/A —0.139%* —0.160%** —0.038%* —0.008
enrolled in 2004-2005 (0.049) (0.037) (0.014) (0.020)

Each column grouping of two cells represent the results from one OLS regression model. The first cell is the
point estimate of the association between not refiling a FAFSA and the dependent variable; the second cell is
the standard error. Sample sizes correspond to those reported in Table 4. Data sources: Beginning Post-
secondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09) and Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; #* p < 0.001

Table 7 Association between FAFSA non-refiling and future college outcomes for freshmen Pell recipi-
ents, by institution type

Enrolled in Enrolled in Enrolled in Received AA  Received BA
2004-2005 2005-2006 2006-2007 degree degree
(Y] (2) 3) (©) (7
Panel A: all pell recipients
4-year institutions ~ —0.359%%* —0.266%** —0.178%** 0.169* —0.100%*
(0.054) (0.052) (0.046) (0.080) (0.037)
2-year institutions ~ —0.360%* —0.309%** —0.114%* —0.064%** —0.033%*
(0.040) (0.037) (0.043) (0.013) (0.012)
Less-than 2-year —0.361%** —0.099* —0.099* —0.029%* 0.007
Institutions (0.051) (0.050) (0.044) (0.010) (0.010)
Panel B: Pell recipients, re-enrolled in 2004-2005
4-year institutions N/A —0.114 —0.077 0.014 —0.038
(0.061) (0.055) (0.030) (0.050)
2-year institutions N/A —0.221 %% —0.136%** —0.057%* —0.029
(0.053) (0.051) (0.018) (0.017)
Less-than 2-year ~ N/A 0.012 —0.104* —0.035* 0.018
Institutions (0.067) (0.051) (0.014) (0.018)

Each column grouping of two cells represent the results from one OLS regression model. The first cell is the
point estimate of the association between not refiling a FAFSA and the dependent variable; the second cell is
the standard error. Sample sizes correspond to those reported in Table 5. Data sources: Beginning Post-
secondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09) and Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; ¥ p < 0.001

Table 7. While non-refilers have similar decreased probabilities of re-enrolling for
sophomore year across institution levels, a pattern emerges that failure to refile the FAFSA
is more strongly associated with negative longer-term outcomes for students at 2-year
institutions.
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Discussion

Prospective college students need to complete a lengthy and complicated application in
order to qualify for financial aid for college. A large body of research has demonstrated
that the complexity of this application may deter college-ready low-income students from
successfully enrolling in college. Both the federal and state governments as well as non-
profit and community-based organizations have invested substantial resources to assist
students and their families to complete the FAFSA. Yet there has been considerably less
attention to helping students successfully re-apply for financial aid once they are in college,
despite the fact that they need to complete the same financial aid application each year to
maintain grant and loan assistance. While there have been several prior studies demon-
strating positive impacts of financial aid on college persistence and success, our paper is
the first of which we are aware that documents rates and patterns of FAFSA refiling for a
nationally-representative sample. This evidence is informative for policy efforts to increase
college completion among economically disadvantaged students.

We find that a substantial share of freshman year Pell Grant recipients do not suc-
cessfully refile the FAFSA. This is true for students in good academic standing and who
return for sophomore year in college. Roughly 16 % of Pell recipients with strong fresh-
man year GPAs do not refile, and approximately 10 % of these students who return for
sophomore year do so without the financial aid the received for their first year in college.
FAFSA refiling rates are particularly low among students who start out at 2-year institu-
tions or less-than 2-year institutions.

An important question to consider is how much aid students may be foregoing by not
refiling their FAFSA. The answer is difficult to know with precision, as we cannot observe
the relevant household income information for students who do not provide refile the
FAFSA. Instead, we predict forgone aid of non-refilers using the available data. Specifi-
cally, we first estimate a student-level regression model of observed sophomore-year
federal aid on freshmen-year characteristics (the same set of control variables used in
Egs. 1 and 2 above), for the sample of students who did refile the FAFSA. We then use this
estimated model to predict the sophomore-year federal aid awards for students who did not
refile the FAFSA, and estimate that, had students refilled, they would have received, on
average, $1,930 in Pell grant and $1,620 in federal loan awards. These estimates do not
include the potential thousands of dollars in forgone state and institutional aid for non-
refilers, as we do not observe sophomore-year aid receipts from these sources for any
students in the BPS. While these estimates do not account for the potential cases where
students choose not to refile because their household’s financial situation significantly
improved during their freshmen year in college (and thus would no longer be eligible for
need-based financial aid), as we argue earlier, these cases are infrequent and refilers are
likely experience similar income and asset volatility to non-refilers.

We also find that among freshman Pell Grant recipients, failure to refile the FAFSA is
strongly and negatively associated with staying in college or earning a degree. College
sophomores who received a Pell Grant freshman year, had a first year cumulative GPA of
at least 3.0, and did not refile the FAFSA were 14 percentage points less likely to still be
enrolled junior year and 3.8 percentage points less likely to earn an associate’s degree
within six years. When we focus on 2-year institutions, the relationship between failure to
refile and academic success is more pronounced and significant. While we do not interpret
these results as the causal effects of not refiling a FAFSA, they do suggest that refiling may
be an important factor in students’ ability to persist to graduation.
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One open question emerging from our paper is what share of students who fail to refile
do so as an informed and careful decision rather than failing to refile as a result of the
informational and behavioral obstacles we describe earlier. The results of our analyses lend
further support to recent studies demonstrating that complex application processes and
complicated procedural hurdles can deter academically-ready and college-intending stu-
dents from successfully matriculating at all or from enrolling at institutions where they are
well-positioned for success. Prior research shows, for instance, that college-bound high
school seniors who would be eligible for need-based financial aid do not complete the
FAFSA (Bettinger et al. 2012). High-achieving, low-income students do not apply to
selective institutions with high graduation rates and low net costs where they appear
admissible (Bowen et al. 2009; Hoxby and Avery 2013; Smith et al. 2013). College-
intending high school graduates who have been accepted to and plan to intend college fail
to matriculate as a result of financial and procedural hurdles they encounter in the summer
after high school (Castleman et al. 2012; Castleman and Page 2014, 2015; Castleman et al.
2014). Our results indicate that complex processes such as refiling the FAFSA can continue
to pose challenging hurdles for students, even those who have already successfully com-
pleted the FAFSA in high school and who have done well academically in college.

Consistent with prior work, one implication of our analyses is that the way information is
delivered to students matters substantially. The US Department of Education and many
colleges send email reminders to students to refile their FAFSA, but according to data from
the Pew Center, only three percent of adolescents report exchanging emails on a daily basis
(Lenhart 2012). Recent interventions demonstrate, on the other hand, that utilizing channels
like text messaging that more effectively reach students and families can allow for more
effective transmission of education-related information, and in turn, improved outcomes
(Castleman and Page 2015; Bergman 2014; York and Loeb 2014). Given the information and
behavioral barriers that may contribute to students failing to refile the FAFSA, students may
similarly benefit from proactively-delivered prompts to renew their financial aid.

Castleman and Page (forthcoming) conducted a pilot experiment in which they randomly
assigned college freshmen in Massachusetts a series of text message reminders to refile the
FAFSA. The messages informed students about key deadlines and steps associated with
FAFSA refiling and encouraged students to seek help with FAFSA refiling, either from the
financial aid office at their college or from uAspire, a community-based organization focused
on college affordability. The text campaign led to substantial increases in the probability that
community college students persisted into sophomore year, though had no effect on sopho-
more-year persistence for students who started at 4-year institutions. The positive impacts for
community college freshmen are consistent with our findings, which indicate that, after
controlling for other characteristics, students at 2-year institutions are roughly half as likely to
refile a FAFSA, and therefore may benefit from additional refiling-related reminders and the
offer of assistance.>! Due to data limitations, Castleman and Page were unable to observe
whether students actually refiled their FAFSA, so one clear implication from both their
experiment and our analyses is that additional research needs to be conducted to investigate
whether personalized refiling messages combined with the offer of assistance leads to
increases in successful refiling as well as persistence in college.

One clear appeal of these types of interventions is that they can be conducted at scale
and at low cost relative to other more labor-intensive strategies to increase FAFSA re-
filing. Colleges or universities could collect students’ cell numbers during the college

31 This statistic is based on the results from Table 6, which show that students at 2-year institutions are
roughly 8 % points less likely to refile than students at four-year institutions.
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application process and send students personalized refiling reminders in the spring of
freshman year, or incorporate FAFSA refiling as part of their re-enrollment process. The
Department of Education could collect cell phone numbers as part of the initial FAFSA
application and send students similar text reminders to renew their aid. One important
point to emphasize is that reminders alone may not be sufficient to increase refiling rates,
given the complexity of the FAFSA. Therefore, colleges and universities or state and
federal governments should investigate strategies that leverage personalized messaging
technologies to connect students to FAFSA refiling assistance (either campus-based or
remote) when they need help.

Over the last several years both the Obama Administration and Congress have been
exploring proposals to simplify the federal financial aid application process. These pro-
posals range from greatly simplifying the FAFSA or improving students’ ability to import
much of the information they need for the FAFSA from their income tax returns, to
allowing families to apply for federal financial aid based on income from two years’ prior.
However, much of the debate around these proposals has centered around students who are
filing the FAFSA for the first time. The Administration and Congress should consider
additional policy levers for increasing the share of students that successfully renew their
federal financial aid. One option would be to have students’ initial FAFSA automatically
qualify them for multiple years of aid if their income and assets were sufficiently low.
Another option would be to improve on existing systems that allow students to transfer in
information from a prior year’s FAFSA submission.

In closing, financial aid remains an integral component of policy efforts to improve
postsecondary outcomes for economically-disadvantaged students. In addition to ensuring
that state and federal need-based aid programs remain sufficiently funded, policy efforts
should continue to focus on supporting students through the complex financial aid appli-
cation process—both when they first apply, and just as importantly, when they need to
renew their aid.
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Appendix

See Tables 8, 9, 10, and 11.

Table 8 FAFSA refiling rates, by institution level

Pell recipients Pell with 3.0 + GPA

All Re-enrolled All Re-enrolled

M (@) 3 “
4-year 933 % 96.0 % 95.6 % 96.8 %
2-year 81.9 % 88.8 % 85.7 % 90.9 %
Less-than 2-year 53.6 % 66.3 % 54.3 % 67.6 %

All entries in these tables are based on the authors’ calculations from the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). All samples sizes are rounded to the nearest ten to comply with the
Institute of Education Sciences’ reporting standards
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Table 9 Differences in student characteristics by refiling behavior, students with 3.0 + GPA

All Pell Recipients

Re-enrolled

Refilers Non-refilers Refilers Non-refilers

(6] (@) 3 “
First year GPA 3.49 3.54 3.49 3.52
Pell award as % of COA 0.23 0.22 0.23 0.21
Other grants as % of COA 0.13 0.04 0.13 0.06
Student loans as % of COA 0.16 0.20 0.17 0.22
Full-time 0.81 0.78 0.82 0.82
Female 0.68 0.81 0.67 0.8
Underrepresented Minority 0.44 0.56 0.43 0.55
Dependent 0.61 0.4 0.62 0.44
SAT score 960 843 965 851
First Generation College Student 0.63 0.74 0.62 0.73
Total income $23,454 $19,324 $23,819 $20,867
Cost of Attendance $13,600 $13,383 $13,845 $13,834
Lives on campus 0.21 0.05 0.23 0.08
Lives with parents 0.35 0.35 0.35 0.32
Lives on own 0.43 0.60 0.43 0.60
Has dependent child(ren) 0.28 0.45 0.28 0.41
Spouse with income 0.08 0.12 0.08 0.09
Any outside job 0.59 0.56 0.59 0.51
Hours worked at outside job 27.2 304 27.3 27.7
Any work study 0.15 0.07 0.16 0.08
Hours of work study 12.6 16.2 12.6 16.8
4-year institution 0.43 0.11 0.46 0.14
2-year institution 0.47 0.43 0.45 0.43
Less-than 2-year institution 0.10 0.46 0.09 0.43
Public institution 0.60 0.41 0.59 0.39
Private, not-for-profit institution 0.16 0.06 0.17 0.08
Private, for-profit institution 0.24 0.53 0.24 0.54
Admission Rate 0.86 0.92 0.86 0.89
Enrolled in 2004-2005 0.92 0.53 1.00 1.00
Enrolled in 2005-2006 0.70 0.27 0.74 0.38
Enrolled in 2006-2007 0.60 0.27 0.62 0.24
GPA as of June 2006 3.27 3.37 3.27 3.38
Received Certificate by June 2009 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.03
Received AA by June 2009 0.06 0.02 0.06 0.02
Received BA by June 2009 0.32 0.06 0.34 0.11
On time BA graduation 0.14 0.03 0.15 0.05
Missing SAT score 0.42 0.69 0.41 0.64
Missing first generation indicator 0.20 0.28 0.20 0.29
Missing total income 0.003 0.005 0.003 0
Missing cost of attendance 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.04
N 2440 380 2290 210

All entries in these tables are based on the authors’ calculations from the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). All samples sizes are rounded to the nearest ten to comply with the

Institute of Education Sciences’ reporting standards

@ Springer



Res High Educ (2016) 57:395-422

419

Table 10 Differences in student characteristics, by institution level

4-year 2-year Less-than 2-year
@ @ 3

First year GPA 2.80 2.87 3.18
Pell award as % of COA 0.19 0.29 0.20
Other grants as % of COA 0.19 0.07 0.02
Student loans as % of COA 0.21 0.11 0.21
Full-time 0.89 0.71 0.92
Female 0.60 0.66 0.75
Underrepresented minority 0.45 0.49 0.72
Dependent 0.81 0.54 0.41
SAT score 970 831 830
First generation college student 0.55 0.68 0.81
Total income $26,098 $21,044 $16,848
Cost of attendance $17,050 $9,344 $15,735
Lives on campus 0.46 0.04 0.00
Lives with parents 0.28 0.46 0.42
Lives on own 0.26 0.50 0.58
Has dependent child(ren) 0.12 0.34 0.46
Spouse with income 0.04 0.09 0.10
Any outside job 0.53 0.69 0.50
Hours worked at outside job 23.6 28.6 29.3
Any work study 0.26 0.07 0.03
Hours of work study 12.1 14.0 21.7
Public institution 0.55 0.80 0.09
Private, not-for-profit institution 0.31 0.04 0.04
Private, for-profit institution 0.15 0.16 0.87
Admission Rate 0.75 0.97 0.91
Enrolled in 2004-2005 091 0.82 0.68
Enrolled in 2005-2006 0.82 0.55 0.23
Enrolled in 2006-2007 0.73 0.45 0.21
GPA as of June 2006 3.08 3.10 3.32
Received certificate by June 2009 0.02 0.05 0.07
Received AA by June 2009 0.03 0.08 0.02
Received BA by June 2009 0.45 0.08 0.01
On-time BA graduation 0.19 0.02 0.01
Missing SAT score 0.20 0.54 0.80
Missing first generation indicator 0.19 0.22 0.28
Missing total income 0.002 0.003 0.001
Missing cost of attendance 0.06 0.06 0.02
N 2280 2160 620

All entries in these tables are based on the authors’ calculations from the Beginning Postsecondary Students
Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). All samples sizes are rounded to the nearest ten to comply with the
Institute of Education Sciences’ reporting standards
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Table 11 Institution Characteristics, by level

4-year 2-year Less-than 2-year
@ @ 3
Open admission 17.8 % 73.8 % 72.4 %
policy?
Accredited by 72.4 % 79.0 % 87.0 %
recognized agency?
Calendar system
Semester 74.4 % 552 % 7.5 %
Quarter 133 % 19.8 % 44 %
Trimester 2.7 % 2.6 % 1.3 %
Four-one-four plan 51 % 13.0 % 0.1 %
Other academic year 3.0 % 1.0 % 4.0 %
Differs by program 0.6 % 8.4 % 23.1 %
Continuous 1.1 % 13.0 % 59.7 %

Top 10 certificate/degree programs

1

10

Business, Management,
and Marketing

Social Sciences
Education
Health Professions

Visual and Performing
Arts

Psychology

Computer and
Information Sciences

Communication and
Journalism

Liberal Arts and Sciences

Engineering

Health Professions

Liberal Arts and Sciences

Business, Management,
and Marketing

Computer and
Information Sciences

Mechanic and Repair
Technologies

Engineering
Technologies
Protective Services

Personal and Culinary
Services

Family and Comsumer
Sceinces

Visual and Performing
Arts

Health Professions

Personal and Culinary
Services

Business, Management,
and Markting

Computer and
Information Sciences

Mechanic and Repair
Technologies

Engineering
Technologies

Transportation and
Materials Moving

Construction Trades

Precision Production

Visual and Performing
Arts

Source Integrated postsecondary education data system
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