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ABSTRACT	

The	purpose	of	this	study	is	to	ascertain	whether	a	student’s	sense	of	

financial	security	can	increase	the	degree	of	predictability	of	retention	over	and	

above	the	more	traditional	predictors	typically	found	in	the	literature,	and	to	get	a	

better	sense	for	how	student	financial	security	impacts	student	persistence	

decision-making	in	college.	To	determine	whether	or	not	a	student’s	sense	of	

financial	security	can	increase	the	degree	of	predictability	of	retention	over	and	

above	expected	family	contribution	(EFC)	and	grade	point	average	(GPA),	data	on	

these	variables	were	collected	from	students	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	between	the	

years	of	2017	and	2019.	Each	variable	was	run	separately	at	the	univariate	level	

through	correlations	(or	chi	square	for	race)	to	answer	the	question	of	whether	the	

variables	high	school	GPA,	EFC	and	financial	security	(both	as	a	percentile,	and	as	a	

raw	score)	correlate	with	retention.	What	was	found	was	that	only	high	school	GPA	

significantly	predicts	retention,	with	financial	security	having	no	effect.		

To	obtain	additional	information	on	how	students’	sense	of	financial	security	

impacts	student	persistence	decision-making	in	college,	a	series	of	interviews	were	

conducted	with	students	who	made	the	decision	to	persist,	despite	identified	

financial	insecurities.	To	better	understand	the	decision-making	of	students	from	

both	a	relatively	high	socioeconomic	(SES)	status,	as	well	as	the	decision-making	of	

students	from	a	relatively	low	SES,	students	from	both	the	1st	EFC	quartile,	as	well	

as	students	from	above	the	3rd	EFC	quartile	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	were	

interviewed	about	whether	financial	security	had	impacted	their	persistence	

decision-making.	A	thematic	analysis	of	the	six	student	interviews	revealed	that	
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students	are:	(1)	Averse	to	risk	and	sometimes	reluctant	to	take	on	debt;	(2)	

Unmoored	from	traditional	financial	support	systems;	(3)	Lacking	general	money	

management	knowledge,	(4)	Employed	on	and	off	campus,	and	(5)	Committed	to	

reaching	their	educational	goals.	

If	institutions	of	higher	education	are	going	to	help	students	better	navigate	

persistence	decision-making,	they	need	to	understand	the	nuances	of	how	student	

financial	concerns	influence	such	decisions.	This	study	provides	valuable	insights	

into	the	multi-dimensional	nature	of	student	persistence	decision-making,	

especially	as	those	decisions	are	impacted	by	student	financial	pressures	and	

insecurities.	Such	insights	can	help	institutions	develop	effective	interventions	and	

initiatives	to	promote	greater	financial	confidence	in	students,	encouraging	student	

persistence	and	educational	goal	achievement.	
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CHAPTER	1	

INTRODUCTION	

	

Student	Financial	Security	and	Degree	Completion	

Nearly	half	of	students	who	enter	college	do	not	graduate,	and	many	who	

leave	do	so	for	financial	reasons,	even	though	the	financial	benefit	of	a	college	

degree	is	well	documented	(Autor,	2014;	Avery	&	Turner,	2012).	According	to	the	

Department	of	Labor!s	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	in	2013	Americans	with	four-year	

college	degrees	made	98%	more	per	hour	on	average	than	those	without	a	degree.	

This	percentage	is	up	from	89%	five	years	earlier,	85%	a	decade	earlier	and	64%	in	

the	early	1980s	(BLS,	2015).	Over	the	long	run,	college	is	cheaper	than	free;	not	

going	to	college	will	cost	a	person	$500,000.	In	other	words,	the	true	cost	of	a	

college	degree	is	about	negative	half	a	million	dollars	(Autor,	2014).	Furthermore,	

the	value	of	a	college	degree	is	only	increasing,	considering	that	the	earnings	

premium	for	a	college	degree,	relative	to	a	high	school	degree,	nearly	doubled	in	the	

last	three	decades	(Goldin	&	Katz,	2008).	

College	is	clearly	worth	the	financial	investment.	Nevertheless,	it	is	

increasingly	common	for	students	to	drop	out,	stopout,	and	transfer,	as	they	search	

for	more	convenient	and	less	expensive	means	of	achieving	their	educational	goals.	

As	Seemiller	and	Grace	(2016)	point	out	in	their	book,	Generation	Z	Goes	to	College,	

students	attending	college	are	financially	conservative,	but	not	necessarily	

financially	literate.	In	their	attempt	to	save	money	by	piecing	together	their	college	

education,	students	are	actually	harming	themselves	financially.	According	to	
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National	Student	Clearinghouse	data,	three-fifths	of	those	who	earn	bachelor's	

degrees	attend	more	than	one	college,	and	the	percentage	is	slowly	rising	(Shapiro	

et	al.,	2015).	Over	one	third	(37.2%)	of	the	students	who	entered	college	for	the	

first-time	in	fall,	2008,	transferred	to	a	different	institution	at	least	once	within	the	

next	six	years.	Of	these,	almost	half	changed	their	institutions	more	than	once.	

Counting	multiple	moves,	this	student	cohort	made	2.4	million	transitions	from	one	

institution	to	another	from	2008	to	2014	(Shapiro	et	al.,	2015).	This	growing	

practice	of	multiple	transfers	is	largely	explained	by	the	increased	number	of	adult	

learners,	fewer	full-time	enrollments,	and	the	phenomenon	of	students	being	more	

cost-sensitive	entering	post-secondary	education.	Even	students	who	begin	at	

community	college	with	the	goal	of	transferring	and	finishing	their	bachelor!s	

degree	at	a	traditional	four-year	baccalaureate	college,	do	not	necessarily	save	on	

tuition	costs	in	the	long	run	(Lichtenberger	&	Dietrich,	2017).	A	study	of	degree	

completion	among	students	who	began	two	or	four-year	colleges	in	2004	indicated	

that	nearly	70%	of	those	who	exclusively	attended	part-time	left	without	a	degree	

within	three	years	of	enrolling.	Among	full-time	students,	by	contrast,	only	17%	of	

those	in	four-year	colleges	and	40%	of	those	in	a	two-year	college	left	within	three	

years	(Berkner	&	Choy,	2008).	Unfortunately,	in	their	attempts	to	save	money,	

students	are	taking	non-linear	approaches	to	college	that	cost	them	more	in	the	long	

run	(Li,	2009).		

Cost	sensitivities	are	leading	more	students	to:	(1)	attend	college	part	time;	

(2)	work	while	in	college;	(3)	live	at	home,	and;	(4)	attend	multiple	institutions	

(King,	2013).	According	to	the	National	Center	for	Education	Statistics	(2017),	23%	
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of	undergraduates	at	4-year	institutions,	and	61%	of	undergraduates	at	2-year	

institutions,	attend	part-time	(NCES,	2017).	According	to	the	National	Student	

Clearinghouse	(2016),	over	half	of	American	college	students	(53.5%)	are	mixed	

enrollment	students;	that	is,	students	enrolled	full-time	for	some	terms	and	part-

time	for	some	terms	(Shapiro,	Dundar,	Wakhungu,	Yuan,	Nathan,	&	Hwang,	2016).	

Seven	in	ten	students	work	while	they	are	enrolled,	a	quarter	of	college	students	are	

now	both	full-time	workers	and	full-time	students,	and	many	more	are	working	

closer	to	full-time.	Nearly	40%	of	undergraduate	students	and	76%	of	graduate	

students	work	at	least	30	hours	per	week	(Carnevale,	Smith,	Melton	&	Price,	2015).	

Unfortunately,	attending	college	part-time	while	working	has	the	consequences	of	

lowering	levels	of	academic	engagement,	increasing	the	amount	of	time	it	takes	to	

complete	a	program	of	study,	and	lowering	the	likelihood	of	degree	completion	(St.	

John,	2004).	

According	to	a	recent	national	survey	by	Sallie	Mae	(2020),	many	students	

are	attempting	to	reduce	the	burden	of	paying	for	college	by	living	closer	to	home	

(61%),	or	at	home/with	relatives	(54%)	(Sallie	Mae,	2020).	However,	as	Tinto	

(2012)	has	observed,	living	at	home	reduces	the	chances	of	graduation.	This	is,	in	

part,	because	students	living	at	home	can	find	it	more	difficult	to	engage	

academically	and	socially	in	college	than	students	who	live	close	to	or	on	campus.	

This	is	also	because	financial	aid	packages	rarely	consider	the	costs	associated	with	

living	at	home	(Goldrick-Rab,	2017).		

Parental	support,	or	the	lack	thereof,	can	have	a	significant	impact	on	a	

student!s	financial	stability	and	sense	of	financial	security.	However,	changes	in	the	
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economy	have	resulted	in	parents	being	increasingly	less	able	to	provide	substantial	

financial	support	for	their	college-bound	dependents	(Stich	&	Freie,	2015).	First-

generation	students	are	particularly	prone	to	making	cost-sensitive	decisions	that	

backfire	on	them	(Ishitani,	2006;	Lohfink	&	Poulsen,	2005).	First-generation	

students	are	more	sensitive	than	other	students	to	debt	and	are	less	likely	than	their	

peers	to	accumulate	debt	to	pay	for	college	expenses	(Somers,	Woodhouse,	&	Cofer,	

2004).	Ward,	Siegel,	and	Zebulun	(2012)	observe	that,	"Due	largely	to	their	

independent	status,	their	lower	socioeconomic	family	background,	and	their	

experience	paying	bills,	they	[first-generation	students]	will	often	make	the	decision	

to	leave	college	rather	than	accrue	debt”	(p.	57).		

Student	practices,	driven	by	cost	sensitivities,	including	student	transfer	

behavior,	part-time	attendance,	and	living	with	family,	are	resulting	in	increases,	

rather	than	decreases	in	costs	for	college	students.	As	has	already	been	noted,	

students	who	transfer	are	70%	less	likely	to	graduate	than	students	who	persist	

within	a	single	institution.	Many	students	who	drop	out	of	college	find	themselves	

under	a	burden	of	debt	and	without	a	degree	to	help	them	pay	off	that	debt.	

Consequently,	students	who	don!t	graduate	are	four	times	more	likely	to	default	on	

their	loans	than	students	who	graduate	(Shapiro	et	al.,	2015).	Even	if	transfer	

students	graduate,	they	are	likely	to	extend	their	time	to	degree	completion.	This,	

too,	can	end	up	costing	students	significantly.	According	to	a	study	by	Complete	

College	America	(2014),		

On	average,	an	additional	year	now	costs	more	than	$3,000	extra	at	a	two-
year	institution	and	nearly	$9,000	extra	in	tuition	at	a	four-year	institution.	
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Most	colleges	and	universities	raise	tuition	and	fees	each	year,	while	financial	
aid	stays	nearly	constant.	As	scholarships	and	savings	run	out,	students	and	
their	families	are	left	to	borrow	more	of	the	costs	of	attending	school.	(p.	10)		
	
Students	are	faced	with	a	series	of	complex	financial	decisions	as	they	

determine	how	to	fund	their	college	education	and	achieve	their	academic	goals.	

(Goetz	et	al.,	2011).	However,	students	are	increasingly	making	financial	decisions	

that	are	hurting	their	chances	of	attaining	a	college	degree,	and	that	are	ultimately	

costing	them	money.	

	

Purpose	Statement	

The	primary	purpose	of	this	study	was	to	examine	how	student	financial	

security	and	socioeconomic	status	impact	student	persistence	decision-making	in	

college.	This	study	explored	the	relationship	between	a	non-cognitive	variable	

capturing	financial	security,	measured	by	the	Noel-Levitz	College	Student	Inventory	

(CSI),	expected	family	contribution	(EFC),	cumulative	grade	point	average	(GPA),	

and	retention	for	first-time	freshman	college	students	at	a	small	religiously	affiliated	

liberal	arts	post-secondary	institution,	located	in	a	suburban	community	of	a	large	

city	in	the	northeast	United	States,	henceforth	referred	to	as	the	Mid-Atlantic	

University,	or	the	University.		

This	study	investigated	the	relationship	of	grade	point	average	(GPA),	

expected	family	contribution	(EFC)	and	a	non-cognitive	variable	measured	by	the	

CSI,	referred	to	as	a	student’s	sense	of	financial	security,	on	student	retention.	The	

major	focus	of	the	research	was	to	ascertain	whether	sense	of	financial	security	can	
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increase	the	degree	of	predictability	of	retention	over	and	above	the	more	

traditional	predictors	typically	found	in	the	literature.	The	quantitative	phase	of	this	

study	examined	three	successive	cohorts	of	students	who	enrolled	as	freshmen	at	

The	University	between	2017	and	2019.	The	quantitative	phase	of	this	study	was	

followed	sequentially	by	a	qualitative	phase	involving	student	interviews,	which	

further	expanded	the	results	of	the	initial	quantitative	data.		

	 This	study	draws	on	behavioral	economics	as	a	conceptual	framework	for	

approaching	student	decision-making.	Behavioral	economics	incorporates	the	study	

of	psychology	into	the	analysis	of	the	decision-making	behind	an	economic	outcome,	

such	as	the	factors	leading	up	to	a	consumer	buying	one	product	instead	of	another,	

or	a	student	deciding	whether	or	persist	at	a	college.	A	behavioral	approach	to	

economics	stands	in	contrast	to	rational	choice	theory,	which	assumes	that	the	

rational	person	has	self-control	and	is	unmoved	by	emotions	and	external	factors	

and,	therefore,	knows	what	is	best	for	themselves.	A	behavioral	approach	to	

economics	contends	that	rational	choice	frameworks	seeking	to	understand	student	

choice	often	fail	to	recognize	the	non-linear	and	multifaceted	nature	of	the	student	

decision-making	processes	(Tiereny	&	Venagas,	2009).	

	

Research	Questions	

This	study	explored	how	a	student!s	sense	of	financial	security	impacts	their	

persistence	decision-making.	College	students	make	many	decisions	that	impact	

their	chances	of	obtaining	a	college	degree	–	decisions	about	whether	and	where	to	

enroll,	how	to	obtain	financial	aid,	and	how	to	succeed	in	college	once	they	have	
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matriculated	(Castleman,	Baum,	&	Schwartz,	2015).	From	an	institutional	

perspective,	student	persistence	decision-making	can	be	measured	by	the	retention	

rate,	which	measures	the	percentage	of	first-time	undergraduate	students	who	

return	to	the	same	institution	the	following	fall	for	their	sophomore	year.	A	

student!s	decision	to	persist	within	an	institution	leads	to	them	being	retained.	This,	

of	course,	does	not	mean	that	a	student	always	has	complete	control	over	their	own	

persistence.	Many	times,	students	are	dismissed	for	institutional	reasons.	

Furthermore,	as	the	following	presentation	will	explain,	students’	financial	

circumstances	often	leave	them	with	little	or	no	choice	but	to	withdraw.		

	 There	is	ample	research	demonstrating	that	finances	play	a	significant	role	in	

student	persistence	decision-making	(Rorison	et	al.,	2017).	The	question,	however,	

is	to	what	extent?	This	study	was	designed	to	shed	some	light	on	the	link	between	

finances	and	student	retention	by	ascertaining	whether	a	student’s	sense	of	

financial	security	can	increase	the	degree	of	predictability	of	retention	over	and	

above	the	more	traditional	predictors	typically	found	in	the	literature.	Towards	this	

end,	this	study	explored	the	following	questions:		

! Which	is	a	better	predictor	of	student	retention,	a	student!s	sense	of	financial	

security,	or	a	student's	socioeconomic	status?		

! Does	a	student’s	sense	of	financial	security	have	a	greater	impact	on	their	

retention	than	GPA,	the	more	traditional	predictor	of	student	retention?	

! How	does	a	student's	sense	of	financial	security	impact	that	student!s	

persistence	decision-making?	
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Improving	Practice	and	Policy	in	Higher	Education	

If	institutions	of	higher	education	wish	to	provide	effective	financial	guidance	

to	students,	they	need	to	understand	how	students’	sense	of	financial	security	

impacts	their	persistence	decision-making.	Students	need	financial	guidance	to	

encourage	their	persistence.	The	financial	aid	process	can	be	complicated	and	

difficult	for	most	students	to	navigate.	College	students	arrive	unfamiliar	with	what	

financial	aid	is	(Durban,	2012).	However,	students	often	do	not	turn	to	student	

financial	services	for	help	navigating	the	costs	associated	with	attaining	a	college	

degree.	A	number	of	studies	have	found	significant	effects	from	interventions	that	

provide	college	students	with	financial	aid	mentoring	and	other	similar	supports	

(Angrist	et	al.,	2009;	Bettinger	&	Baker,	2014;	Castleman	&	Page,	2016;	Clotfelter	et	

al.,	2016;	Scrivener	et	al.,	2015).	Despite	these	observed	benefits,	and	despite	

escalating	student	loan	debt,	fewer	than	half	of	college	students	seek	help	from	

university	student	financial	services	(Lim	et	al.,	2014).	

Institutions	invest	significant	time	and	money	every	year	into	departments,	

programs,	and	initiatives	that	encourage	and	improve	student	retention.	Such	

programs	often	focus	on	encouraging	student	social	and	academic	engagement.	

However,	far	too	few	institutions	invest	in	programs	and	initiatives	that	educate	

students	about	financial	decision-making.	Students	who	have	a	greater	sense	of	

financial	security	are	more	likely	to	seek	out	the	support	from	student	financial	

services	at	colleges,	and	students	who	seek	help	from	student	financial	services	are	

more	likely	to	decide	to	persist	at	an	institution	(Lim	et	al.,	2014).	Improvements	in	
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retention	rates	lead	to	more	stable	year-to-year	budgets	for	institutions,	and	

decreases	in	student	debt	(Li,	2009;	Shapiro	et	al.,	2015).	In	short,	when	institutions	

succeed,	students	succeed,	and	vise-versa.			
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Glossary	of	Terms	

Behavioral	Economics:	An	approach	to	economics	that	incorporates	the	study	of	

psychology	into	the	analysis	of	the	decision-making	behind	an	economic	outcome,	

such	as	the	factors	leading	up	to	a	consumer	buying	one	product	instead	of	another.		

	

Cost	of	Attendance:	An	amount	of	money	representing	tuition	and	fees	normally	

assessed	from	students	carrying	the	same	academic	workload,	as	determined	by	the	

institution,	including	costs	for	rental	or	purchase	of	any	required	equipment,	

materials,	or	supplies	(HEA	20	U.S.	Code	§ 1087ll).	

	

Expected	Family	Contribution	(EFC):	A	measurement	determined	by	a	student!s	

family!s	financial	strength,	calculated	according	to	a	formula	established	by	the	U.S.	

Department	of	Education.	Taxed	and	untaxed	income,	assets,	and	benefits	(such	as	

unemployment	or	Social	Security)	are	all	considered	in	the	formula	(U.S.	Dept	of	Ed.,	

2021).	

	

First-Generation	Students:	Understood	as	either	those	students	whose	parents	did	

not	receive	a	four-year	college	degree,	or	those	whose	parents	did	not	attend	college	

(Ward	et	al.,	2012).	

	

Non-cognitive	Variables:	Different	attributes,	including	personal	and	social	

dimensions,	adjustment,	motivation,	and	student	perceptions,	rather	than	
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traditional	verbal	and	quantitative	areas	(often	called	cognitive)	typically	measured	

by	standardized	tests	(Sedlacek,	2017).		

	

Persistence	Rate:	The	enrollment	headcount	of	any	cohort	compared	to	its	

headcount	on	its	initial	official	census	date	(NCES).	

	

Rational	Choice	Theory:	An	approach	to	economics	that	assumes	that	individuals	

use	rational	calculations	to	make	rational	choices	to	achieve	outcomes	that	are	

aligned	with	their	own	personal	objectives	(Browning	et	al.,	1999).		

	

Retention	Rate:		A	measure	of	the	percentage	of	first-time	undergraduate	students	

who	return	to	the	same	institution	the	following	fall	(NCES).	

	

Sense	of	Financial	Security:		A	measure	of	a	student!s	satisfaction	with	the	amount	

of	money	available	to	them	while	at	college	(Ruffalo	Noel	Levitz,	2009a).	

	

Socioeconomic Status (SES): Socioeconomic status is the social standing or class of an 

individual or group. It is often measured as a combination of education, income and 

occupation (APA, 2021).  
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CHAPTER	2	

LITERATURE	REVIEW	

This	chapter	covers	literature	on	traditional	predictors	of	student	retention,	

as	well	as:	(a)	research	exploring	the	connection	between	college	affordability,	

financial	aid,	and	student	retention;	(b)	research	on	how	financial	literacy	–	

knowledge	and	behavior	related	to	personal	financial	issues	–	impacts	student	

retention;	(c)	research	on	how	student	risk	aversion	and	value	perception	impact	

student	retention,	and;	(d)	efforts	of	researchers	who,	in	an	attempt	to	better	

understand	student	persistence	decision-making,	are	taking	a	behavioral	approach	

to	the	student	departure	puzzle.		

	

Traditional	Predictors	of	Student	Retention	

	 Practitioners	and	researchers	have	found	strong	correlations	between	

college	academic	performance	and	cognitive	variables	such	as	high	school	GPA,	SAT	

(or	ACT)	scores,	and	intelligence	quotient	(IQ).	Because	of	these	strong	correlations,	

researchers	in	the	area	of	student	retention,	and	institutions	of	higher	education	

have	frequently	used	these	cognitive	variables	to	develop	predictive	models	for	

college	retention,	success,	and	completion	(Bowen	et	al.,	2009;	Sternberg	et	al.	

2001;).	Of	all	these	cognitive	variables,	research	has	found	that	high	school	GPA	is	

the	best	predictor	for	student	retention,	regardless	of	the	academic	quality	of	the	

high	school	that	the	student	attended	(Bowen	et	al.,	2009).		

	 Race/ethnicity,	gender,	and	SES	are	also	frequently	considered	when	

researching	predictors	of	student	retention	and	graduation.	In	his	meta-analytic	
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review	of	research,	Sirin	(2005)	observed	that,	“socioeconomic	status	(SES)	is	

probably	the	most	widely	used	contextual	variable	in	education	research”	(p.	417).		

Students	from	low	SES	backgrounds	often	lack	social	and	cultural	capital	that	would	

aid	in	their	educational	attainment	(Carter,	2005).	Student	SES	is	often	studied	in	

combination	with	race/ethnicity.	For	example,	a	number	of	studies	have	shown	that	

the	overrepresentation	of	Blacks	and	Latinos	in	lower	socioeconomic	groups	affects	

the	schooling	that	Blacks	and	Latinos	receive,	which	may	negatively	influence	their	

chance	of	completing	college	(Kao	&	Thompson,	2003;	Nettles,	1991).	Gender,	too,	is	

a	variable	frequently	explored	as	a	predictor	of	student	retention.	A	number	of	

studies	have	shown	that	women	are	more	likely	than	men	to	earn	bachelor's	

degrees	among	most	racial	and	ethnic	groups	and	across	all	levels	of	the	

socioeconomic	distribution	(Buchman	&	DiPrete,	2006;	Goldin	et	al.,	2006).	More	

recently,	researchers	have	been	attempting	to	identify	why	such	disparities	in	

college	completion	exist	between	genders	(Ewert,	2012).	SES,	gender,	and	

race/ethnicity	have	all	been	shown	to	have	an	influence	on	college	completion	rates.	

For	this	reason,	this	study	examines	GPA,	gender,	and	race/ethnicity	along	with	

expected	family	contribution	(EFC),	as	a	proxy	for	a	student	socioeconomic	status	

(SES),	and	the	non-cognitive	variable	sense	of	financial	security	(SFS)	in	an	effort	to	

better	understand	how	finances	impact	the	student	departure	puzzle.	
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Non-Cognitive	Variables	

This	study	used	both	traditional	cognitive	variables,	as	well	as	what	is	often	

called	a	"non-cognitive	variable,”	or	"psychological	variables.”	In	his	book,	Measuring	

Noncognitive	Variables,	Sedlacek	(2017)	explains	that:	

The	term	noncognitive	has	been	used	to	describe	many	different	attributes,	
including	personal	and	social	dimensions,	adjustment,	motivation,	and	
student	perceptions,	rather	than	traditional	verbal	and	quantitative	areas	
(often	called	cognitive)	typically	measured	by	standardized	tests.	(p.	27)	
	
A	number	of	researchers	and	theorists	in	the	areas	of	college	enrollment	and	

student	engagement	have	studied	the	use	of	non-cognitive	variables	in	predicting	

retention	and	success	in	higher	education	(Sedlecek,	2017).	In	the	Handbook	of	

Strategic	Enrollment	Management,	Reeve	and	Hakel	(2001)	state	that,	"The	

application	of	noncognitive	variables	is	allowing	for	an	earlier	intervention	method.	

The	end	result	is	stronger	preparation,	better	orientation	programs,	and	mentoring	

programs	that	start	on	day	one”	(p.	393).	The	use	of	non-cognitive	variables	in	

higher	education	research	has	strong	precedent,	and	this	practice	has	been	shown	

to	be	effective.			

Some	researchers	have	found	that	non-cognitive	variables	are,	in	fact,	a	

better	predictor	of	student	retention	than	cognitive	variables	traditionally	used,	

such	as	SAT	scores	or	High	School	GPA.	For	example,	their	article,	Traditional	and	

Psychological	Factors	Associated	with	Academic	Success:	Investigating	Best	Predictors	

of	College	Retention,	Saunders-Scott,	Braley,	and	Stennes-Spidahl	(2017)	obtained	

participants’	college	GPA,	high	school	GPA,	and	ACT	scores	and	conducted	a	

longitudinal	test	of	whether	participants	were	retained	in	college.	They	discovered	
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that	ACT	scores	and	high	school	GPA	were	excellent	predictors	of	college	students’	

GPA,	but	poor	predictors	of	retention.	Conversely,	they	discovered	that	non-

cognitive	variables	such	as	perceived	stress	and	grit	were	poor	predictors	of	college	

students’	GPA	but	were	statistically	significant	predictors	of	retention.	As	such,	the	

authors	conclude	that	traditional	factors,	often	used	for	college	admissions,	are	less	

important	than	nontraditional,	non-cognitive,	or	psychological	factors,	in	predicting	

who	will	complete	college	(Saunders-Scott	et	al.,	2017).	

This	study	made	use	of	a	non-cognitive	variable	identified	both	in	this	study	

and	by	Noel	Levitz	as	a	student!s	sense	of	financial	security	(SFS).	As	has	already	

been	described,	this	is	one	of	the	variables	collected	through	the	Noel-Levitz	College	

Student	Inventory.	The	student!s	sense	of	financial	security	score	is	a	measurement	

of	a	student!s	satisfaction	with	the	amount	of	money	available	to	them	relative	to	

their	perceived	need	while	at	college	(Ruffalo	Noel	Levitz,	2009a).			

	

College	Affordability	

Cost	has	a	significant	impact	on	whether	a	student	enrolls	in	college	(Baum	&	

Steele,	2010).	It	is	clear,	however,	that	college	is	becoming	increasingly	financially	

daunting,	especially	for	those	in	low-income	and	lower-middle-income	families	

(Perna,	2006).	Unfortunately,	the	standard	solution	of	spending	more	on	federal	

financial	aid	for	students	will	likely	not	be	enough	to	solve	the	college	accessibility	

barriers	that	many	Americans	face.	The	federal	government	is	spending	more	than	

ever	on	grants	(College	Board,	2019).	However,	the	federal	grant	program	has	not	
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been	able	to	keep	up	with	rising	costs	of	college	attendance.	When	it	was	originally	

established	in	the	1960s,	the	federal	grant	program	covered	almost	75%	of	the	

annual	cost	of	attending	a	public	four-year	college	or	university.	Today,	grants	cover	

less	than	a	third	of	the	cost	of	attending	a	public	institution	in	America	(Kelly	&	

Goldrick-Rab,	2014).	To	compound	this	problem,	in	each	of	the	last	three	decades,	

increases	in	the	cost	of	attending	a	post-secondary	institution	in	America	have	

outpaced	inflation	(Turner,	2014).	Consequently,	few	adults,	particularly	middle-

income	adults,	believe	that	college	is	affordable,	or	that	the	financial	aid	is	sufficient	

(Perna,	2006).		

												Despite	rising	costs	in	education,	students	are	borrowing	less.	There	has	been	

an	overall	decline	in	total	annual	education	borrowing	for	the	last	seven	years	

(College	Board,	2018).	This	trend	likely	reflects	a	shift	in	how	comfortable	students	

are	with	taking	on	debt	to	complete	a	college	degree.	The	challenge	of	college	

affordability	is	a	complex	and	multidimensional	puzzle.	As	the	research	in	this	

literature	review	shows,	a	college	degree	seems	to	be	out	of	reach	for	many	

Americans	for	socioeconomic	reasons.	

		

Affordability	and	Socioeconomic	Status	

The	cost	of	attending	college	has	risen	significantly	over	the	last	several	

decades.	The	average	annual	cost	of	attendance	(COA)	at	a	private	liberal	arts	

college	in	America	is	nearing	$40,000	(U.S.	Dept.	of	Ed.,	NCES,	2018a).	The	cost	of	

attending	college	makes	attaining	a	college	degree	difficult	for	many	Americans,	

especially	Americans	from	low-income	families.	According	to	a	National	Center	for	
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Education	Statistics	(NCES)	report,	nearly	three	times	as	many	students	come	from	

the	highest-earning	families	as	do	from	the	lowest	earning	families.	Of	students	who	

entered	ninth	grade	in	2009,	78%	of	those	from	the	wealthiest	20%	of	families	were	

enrolled	in	college	seven	years	later	(in	2016),	compared	to	just	28%	of	students	

from	the	lowest	quintile	(U.S.	Dept.	of	Ed.,	NCES,	2019).	

A	student!s	socioeconomic	status	has	as	much,	or	even	more,	to	do	with	

degree	attainment	than	academic	achievement	or	social	engagement.	In	fact,	a	

wealthy,	academically	low-achieving	student	is	about	as	likely	to	attend	college	as	a	

poor,	academically	high-achieving	student	(Heller,	2013).	Attending	a	college	or	

university	in	America	requires	a	substantial	financial	commitment,	especially	for	

students	from	lower-and	middle-income	families.	This	burden	is	becoming	

increasingly	unbearable	as	the	price	of	college	increases	and	the	gap	between	

financial	need	and	the	cost	of	attendance	widens	(Perna,	2006).	According	to	

Welbeck,	Diamond,	Mayer,	and	Richburg-Hayes	(2014):#

Although	more	credit	and	grant	aid	have	been	made	available	to	students,	
there	are	still	major	gaps	between	aid	and	the	cost	of	attendance	for	many	
students	in	the	United	States,	all	of	whom	are	left	to	figure	out	whether	they	
can	afford	the	remaining	costs	associated	with	attending	college.	(p.	1)	
	
Financial	aid	does	not	cover	the	entire	financial	burden	of	a	substantial	

number	of	students	(Perna,	2006).	Consequently,	many	students	from	low-income	

families	are	unable	to	pay	their	college	costs	without	experiencing	material	

hardship.	Strategies	they	employ	to	make	ends	meet	(e.g.,	go	hungry	and/or	

homeless)	inhibits	learning	and	undermines	persistence	(Broton	&	Goldrick-Rab,	
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2016).	For	many	Americans,	a	college	education	is	simply	out	of	reach	for	economic	

reasons.		

	

Affordability	and	Value	

Higher	education	is,	in	many	ways,	facing	a	value	crisis.	Many	Americans,	

even	those	who	can	pay	for	college	question	the	value	of	a	college	degree.	According	

to	a	2011	Pew	research	survey,	57%	of	Americans	say	the	higher	education	system	

in	the	United	States	fails	to	provide	students	with	good	value	for	the	money	they	and	

their	families	spend,	and	75%	of	Americans	says	college	is	too	expensive	(Pew,	

2011).	According	to	some	researchers,	America!s	negative	perception	about	the	

value	of	college	is	one	of	the	most	significant	hurdles	to	post-secondary	affordability	

(Selingo,	2013).	The	financial	benefit	of	a	college	degree,	however,	is	well	

documented	(Autor,	2014;	Avery	&	Turner,	2012).	According	to	the	Department	of	

Labor!s	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	Americans	with	four-year	college	degrees	made	

98%	more	an	hour	on	average	in	2013	than	those	without	a	degree.	That	is	up	from	

89%	five	years	earlier,	85%	a	decade	earlier	and	64%	in	the	early	1980s	(BLS,	

2015).	In	fact,	over	the	long	run,	college	is	cheaper	than	free;	not	going	to	college	

will	cost	a	person	$500,000.	In	other	words,	the	true	cost	of	a	college	degree	is	about	

negative	half	a	million	dollars	(Autor,	2014).	Furthermore,	it	seems	that	the	value	of	

a	college	degree	is	only	increasing,	considering	that	the	earnings	premium	for	a	

college	degree	relative	to	a	high	school	degree	nearly	doubled	in	the	last	three	

decades	(Goldin	&	Katz,	2008).	College	is	well	worth	the	financial	investment.	
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The	decision	of	whether	to	attend	college	is	often	a	value	judgment.	Students	

weigh	the	expected	monetary	and	nonmonetary	benefits	against	the	costs	of	

attendance	and	forgone	earnings	(Perna	&	Kurban,	2013).	Efforts	to	address	the	

affordability	challenge	need	to	consider	perceptions,	or	misperceptions,	about	the	

value	of	college.	Of	course,	understanding	the	value	of	a	college	education	must	be	

linked	to	designs	that	make	the	costs	of	that	education	manageable.		

	Affordability	is	related	to	value,	but	the	terms	describe	very	different	

phenomena.	While	value	has	to	do	with	perception,	affordability	is	based	upon	a	

comparison	of	the	student!s	cost	of	attendance	and	the	student!s	resources	available	

to	pay	for	those	costs	(Rorison	et	al.,	2017).	

	

Affordability	and	Cost-Perception	

A	growing	body	of	literature	is	focusing	on	college	affordability	and	cost-

perception.	In	their	article,	Exploring	the	Role	of	Affordability	in	First-Year	Student	

Access	and	Persistence,	Rorison,	Voight,	and	Poutre	(2018)	observe	that,	"In	

combination	with	the	true	dollars-and-cents	burden	of	college	prices,	differences	in	

perceptions	about	affordability	and	understanding	of	pricing	structures	also	impact	

postsecondary	enrollment	across	income	gaps”	(p.	17).		The	authors	go	on	to	

provide	four	general	classes	of	student	approaches	to	college	enrollment	and	

affordability.	These	classes	include:	(1)	The	College	Knowledgeable	-	students,	

regardless	of	income,	who	have	a	good	understanding	of	how	to	navigate	the	costs	

associated	with	attaining	a	college	degree,	as	well	as	the	financial	aid	resources	

available	to	them,	and	who	use	this	information	to	make	informed	decisions	about	
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college	enrollment	and	persistence;	(2)	The	Sticker-Shock	Undermatchers	–	

students	from	low-income	backgrounds	who	make	enrollment	and	persistence	

decisions	based	on	the	sticker	price	of	the	university,	not	understanding	that	

financial	aid	and	grants	can	substantially	reduce	the	student!s	cost	of	attendance,	(3)	

The	Make-It-Work	Optimists	–	students	who	think	that	certain	colleges	are	

affordable	for	them,	when	in	fact	these	students	may	need	to	incur	significant	debt	

or	work	long	hours	to	cover	the	cost	of	attendance,	and;	(4)	The	Disgruntled	

Afforders	–	students	who	believe	that	college	is	unaffordable	to	them,	or	that	the	

price	of	a	college	education	is	unreasonable,	when	they	and	their	families	do	have	

the	resources	to	pay,	and	that	college	may	very	well	be	a	worthwhile	financial	

investment	(Rorison	et	al.,	2018).		

Accurate	and	timely	information	regarding	the	costs	associated	with	college-

going,	as	well	as	available	aid	opportunities,	are	factors	known	to	influence	the	

enrollment	decisions	of	students.	Yet	research	suggests	that	information	about	

college	and	financial	aid	is	often	presented	in	sporadic	and	ineffective	ways,	and	

therefore	does	little	to	positively	impact	college	enrollment	decisions	of	students,	

especially	low-income	students.	Students	and	families	already	hold	perceptions	

about	college	affordability	that	often	are	based	on	partial,	dated,	or	inaccurate	

information—	leading	families	to	misperceptions	about	the	true	costs	of	college	

(Rosa,	2006).	

The	perception	that	a	college	degree	is	financially	unattainable	adversely	

impacts	the	degree	attainment	of	low-income	students.	Low-income	students	have	

the	greatest	tendency	for	interrupted	and	part-time	enrollment	due	to	cost	concerns	
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(Goldrick-Rab,	2006).	Furthermore,	research	suggests	that	low-income,	first-

generation	students	often	forgo	the	use	of	loans	to	pay	for	college	for	fear	that	they	

will	be	burdened	with	debt	(Cunningham	&	Santiago,	2008).	Researchers	focusing	

on	"loan	aversion"	indicated	resistance	to	borrowing	is	influenced	by	several	

complex	factors,	including,	for	example:		

o Individual	resistance	to	perceived	financial	risk.	

o Concerns	over	the	potential	loss	of	short-term,	immediate	income	for	the	

sake	of	long-term	educational	investment.	

o Family	history	around	debt	and	borrowing	

o Cultural	practices	that	stigmatize	indebtedness.	

o The	impact	of	such	things	as	immigration	status	and	language.		

o The	lack	of	familiarity	and/or	history	of	interaction	with	financial	

institutions	and	the	services	they	provide	(Cunningham	&	Santiago,	

2008).		

There	is	research	to	indicate	that	student	aversion	to	borrowing	may	be	

initiated	in	their	years	of	high	school.	For	instance,	research	indicates	that	students	

from	highly	resourced	high	schools	were	more	likely	to	assume	debt	in	order	to	pay	

for	their	college	education.	Conversely,	students	from	poorly	resourced	schools	

were	not	(Perna,	2008).	This	growing	body	of	research	suggests	that	perceptions,	

and	often	misperceptions,	about	the	costs	associated	with	attaining	a	college	degree	

can	be	a	significant	barrier	for	college	access	and	timely	graduation.	Student	

perceptions	about	college	cost,	and	not	just	access	to	finances,	impact	student	

persistence	decision-making	(Perna,	2008;	Rosa,	2006).		
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Financial	Aid	and	Student	Retention	

Financial	aid	has	a	significant	impact	on	college	degree	attainment.	Much	of	

the	research	over	the	last	few	decades	on	student	retention	has	focused	on	student	

academic	achievement	and	social	engagement.	In	theory,	if	a	student	is	academically	

and	socially	engaged	in	college,	he	or	she	is	more	likely	to	attain	a	college	degree	

(Tinto,	2012).	While	academic	and	social	factors	do	have	a	significant	impact	on	

college	degree	attainment,	research	in	the	area	of	financial	aid	and	student	retention	

is	beginning	to	show	that	a	student!s	socioeconomic	status	has	as	much,	or	more,	to	

do	with	degree	attainment	than	academic	achievement	or	social	engagement.	Using	

longitudinal	data	from	the	U.S.	Department	of	Education,	Heller	(2013)	examined	

the	impact	of	socioeconomic	status	on	student	degree	completion	by	separating	out	

academic	factors	from	financial	and	social	factors	on	college	access	and	completion.	

Heller	observed	that	a	wealthy,	academically	low-achieving	student	was	about	as	

likely	to	attend	college	as	a	poor,	academically	high-achieving	student.	Heller	(2013)	

also	observed	that	a	poor,	academically	high-achieving	student	was	less	likely	to	

complete	college	than	a	wealthy,	academically	low-achieving	student.	In	other	

words,	if	you	are	a	student	hoping	to	complete	college,	statistically	speaking,	it	is	

more	beneficial	for	you	to	be	wealthy	than	it	is	for	you	to	be	a	high	academic	

achiever.	With	these	data	in	mind,	researchers	are	increasingly	examining	the	role	

of	financial	aid	in	student	retention.			

Most	college	students	receive	some	form	of	financial	aid.	This	aid	can	come	in	

the	form	of	scholarships,	which	are	normally	distributed	from	the	student!s	college	

or	university,	or	from	federal	aid,	which	can	come	in	the	form	of	grants,	work-study,	
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or	loans.	Approximately	85%	of	students	receive	some	sort	of	financial	aid	from	the	

federal	government	(NCES,	2016).		

Multiple	studies	have	shown	that	students	who	receive	financial	aid	are	more	

likely	to	persist,	and	that	grants,	in	particular,	reduce	college	student	dropout	rates	

(Bettinger,	2004;	Singell,	2002).	While	grants,	a	form	of	financial	aid	that	does	not	

need	to	be	repaid,	can	help	reduce	the	cost	of	college,	they	are	rarely	enough	to	

bridge	the	gap	between	a	student!s	expected	family	contribution	(EFC)	and	the	

institution!s	cost	of	attendance	(COA).	As	a	result,	more	than	half	of	all	college	

students	need	to	take	out	loans	to	pay	for	college	(NCES,	2016).	

	 One	of	the	most	challenging	decisions	for	a	college	student	is	whether	to	take	

out	loans	to	complete	college.	Many	students,	especially	those	who	are	more	averse	

to	the	risk	of	loans,	decide	to	work	while	in	school,	attend	college	part-time,	live	at	

home,	or	delay	enrollment.	Each	of	these	decisions,	however,	has	its	own	element	of	

risk.	In	a	National	Center	for	Public	Policy	and	Higher	Education	report,	Gladieux	and	

Perna	(2005)	analyzed	longitudinal	data	from	the	Center	for	Education	Statistics	of	

the	U.S.	Department	of	Education	in	an	attempt	to	better	understand	how	borrowing	

impacts	students	who	drop	out	of	college.	The	authors	observed	that	more	than	

20%	of	all	borrowers	drop	out	of	college.	However,	the	authors	found	no	significant	

difference	in	college	completion	rates	between	those	who	borrowed	to	attend	

college	and	those	who	did	not.	The	authors	discovered	that,	regardless	of	borrowing	

status,	students	who	drop	out	are	more	likely	to	have	delayed	enrolling	after	high	

school,	enrolled	part-time	while	in	college,	worked	full-time,	and/or	are	less	
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prepared	for	college.	The	authors	also	confirmed	what	other	studies	have	

demonstrated,	that	borrowers	who	drop	out	face	greater	economic	hardship	due	to	

their	debt	burden,	mostly	because	these	students	fall	far	short	of	realizing	the	

economic	rewards	associated	with	earning	a	bachelor!s	degree	(Gladieux	&	Perna,	

2005).	

Student	debt	in	the	United	States	is	a	serious	concern.	However,	some	

authors	suggest	that	students	are	not	borrowing	enough,	that	is,	some	students	are	

not	borrowing	when	they	should	be.	Pointing	out	the	significant	long-term	financial	

benefits	of	a	college	degree,	Avery	and	Turner	(2012)	argue	that	college	is,	on	

average,	a	better	investment	today	than	it	was	a	generation	ago.	Avery	and	Turner	

(2012)	contend	that	many	risk	averse	students	are	not	borrowing	enough	to	

graduate	on	time—choosing	instead	to	work,	enroll	part-time,	or	delay	enrollment.	

Avery	and	Turner	(2012)	observe	that	one	in	six	full-time	students	at	four-year	

institutions	who	are	eligible	for	student	loans	forgo	the	subsidy	of	such	loans.	As	a	

result	of	their	reluctance	to	take	out	loans,	the	authors	argue,	many	students	are	

borrowing	too	little	to	graduate	in	a	timely	manner.	

There	is	significant	evidence	that	students	who	receive	financial	aid,	

especially	grants,	are	more	likely	to	graduate	in	a	timely	manner.	Some	researchers,	

however,	are	beginning	to	examine	how	the	timing	of	financial	aid	distribution	can	

impact	graduation	outcomes.	For	example,	in	a	2010	study,	DesJardins	and	McCall	

(2010)	simulated	the	effects	of	various	financial	aid	packages	on	college	student	

stopout.	The	authors	employed	event	history	modeling	to	study	how	financial	aid	

packages	affect	students	at	different	points	in	their	academic	careers.	Observing	that	
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that	stopping	out	and	graduating	are	negatively	correlated	events,	DesJardins	and	

McCall	(2010)	demonstrate	that,	if	students	want	to	graduate	in	a	timely	manner,	

they	need	to	be	strategic	about	not	only	how	much	financial	aid	they	take	out,	but	

also	when	they	take	out	financial	aid.	

As	this	brief	look	at	the	connection	between	financial	aid	and	student	

retention	demonstrates,	how	students	approach	financial	aid,	how	much	financial	

aid	students	receive,	how	much	they	take	out	in	loans,	what	types	of	loans	they	take	

out,	and	how	these	loans	are	distributed,	can	all	impact	the	likelihood	of	graduation.	

Navigating	all	this	places	enormous	responsibility,	and	assumes	a	sophisticated	

level	of	financial	knowledge,	on	students.	It	is	not	surprising	that	students	are	

increasingly	making	decisions	that	result	in	their	own	long-term	financial	harm.	

	

Financial	Literacy	

Financial	literacy	is	a	comprehensive	phrase	related	to	the	concepts	of	

human	capital	and	social	capital.	Financial	literacy	includes	both	knowledge	and	

behavior	related	to	personal	financial	issues	(Hagadorn,	2017).	The	phrases	

“financial	literacy”	and	“financial	knowledge”	are	often	but	incorrectly	used	

interchangeably.	In	a	meta-analysis	of	the	literature	on	financial	literacy,	Huston	

(2010)	argues	that,	while	financial	knowledge	is	an	integral	dimension	of	financial	

literacy,	the	two	are	not	synonymous.	Financial	literacy,	according	to	Huston	(2010),	

"has	an	additional	application	dimension	which	implies	that	an	individual	must	have	
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the	ability	and	confidence	to	use	his/her	financial	knowledge	to	make	financial	

decisions”	(p.	307).		

According	to	the	Organization	for	Economic	Co-operation	and	Development,	

an	intergovernmental	economic	organization	with	36	member	countries,	

Financial	education	is	knowledge	and	understanding	of	financial	concepts	
and	risks,	and	the	skills,	motivation	and	confidence	to	apply	such	knowledge	
and	understanding	in	order	to	make	effective	decisions	across	a	range	of	
financial	contexts,	to	improve	the	financial	well-being	of	individuals	and	
society,	and	to	enable	participation	in	economic	life.	(OECD,	2014,	p.	33)	
	
Effectively,	financial	literacy	is	a	measure	of	how	well	a	student	is	prepared	

for	financial	decision-making	(Loerwald,	&	Stemmann,	2016).	According	to	the	

Content	Standards	of	the	American	Council	for	Economic	Education,	students	should	

be	able	to	"identify	what	they	gain	and	what	they	give	up	when	they	make	choices”	

(CEE,	2010,	p.	2).		

Financial	literacy	and	financial	knowledge	have	been	found	to	be	predictors	

of	debt,	as	well	as	a	student’s	overall	sense	of	financial	well-being	(Norvilitis	&	

MacLean,	2010).	Likewise,	lower	financial	literacy	and	knowledge	is	significantly	

related	to	increased	college	student	debt	levels.	Low	financial	literacy	has	become	

such	a	problem	in	the	United	States	that,	in	2003,	Congress	created	the	Financial	

Literacy	and	Education	Commission	to	address	the	systemic	issue	(Hagadorn,	2017).	

Recognizing	the	need	to	improve	financial	literacy	in	students,	an	increasing	

number	of	colleges	and	universities	are	offering	programs	to	enhance	financial	

literacy	in	students	(Alban,	2012).	The	impacts	of	these	financial	literacy	programs	

are	varied,	but	they	have	shown	overall	improvements	in	financial	literacy	scores	in	
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students.	College	financial	literacy	programs	have	also	been	shown	to	have	positive	

impacts	on	the	financial	behaviors	of	saving	and	credit	management	of	students	

(Peng	et	al.,	2007).	

	

Financial	Literacy	and	Student	Retention	

Students	cite	insufficient	finances	more	than	any	other	reason	for	their	

departure	from	post-secondary	education.		In	a	study	focused	on	attrition	in	college	

seniors,	Mohr,	Eiche,	and	Sedlacek	(1998)	found	that	more	than	a	quarter	of	college	

seniors	who	drop	out	before	they	graduate	do	so	for	financial	reasons.	Students	are	

increasingly	dropping	out	or	delaying	graduation	due	to	financial	reasons	(Britt	&	

Goetz,	2012).		

Finances	have	a	significant	impact	on	student	retention	and	degree	

completion.	Many	institutions	have	attempted	to	solve	this	problem	by	providing	

students	with	financial	aid.	The	financial	aid	process,	however,	can	be	complicated,	

and	difficult	for	students	to	navigate.	College	students	arrive	at	school	unfamiliar	

with	what	financial	aid	is	(Durban,	2012).	Furthermore,	fewer	than	half	of	college	

students	seek	help	from	university	student	financial	services	(Lim	et	al.,	2014).	Lim,	

Heckman,	Montalto,	and	Letkiewicz	(2014)	examined	the	moderating	role	of	

financial	stress	and	self-efficacy	in	relationship	to	college	students’	financial	help-

seeking	behavior.	Using	logistical	regression,	the	researchers	examined	data	from	

the	2010	Ohio	Student	Financial	Wellness	Survey,	and	found	that	that	those	who	are	

Black,	have	had	a	financial	education	course,	have	larger	current	student	loan	debt,	
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experience	higher	levels	of	financial	stress,	and	have	high	financial	self-efficacy	tend	

to	seek	help	from	professionals.	However,	the	researchers	also	found	that,	despite	

escalating	student	loan	debt,	fewer	than	half	of	the	respondents	in	the	study	had	

sought	financial	help	(Lim	et	al.,	2014).	

A	lack	of	general	financial	knowledge	is	common	in	students	(Stich	&	Freie,	

2015).	Research	has	shown	that	more	than	half	of	college	students	do	not	practice	

budgeting	(Henry	et	al.,	2001).	In	a	study	designed	to	determine	the	use	of	money	

management	practices	of	Education	college	students	at	the	University	of	Louisiana	

at	Lafayette,	Henry,	Weber,	and	Yarbrough	(2001)	administered	a	thirteen-item	

questionnaire,	including	items	concerning	demographic	data,	income,	debt,	and	

budgeting	practices,	to	126	randomly	selected	Education	majors.	The	researchers	

wanted	to	determine	if	students	actually	had	a	written	budget	and	whether	they	

followed	it.	Of	the	42%	reported	having	a	budget,	38%	did	not	follow	it	all	the	time,	

and	4%	of	them	never	followed	their	budget.	Frequency	distributions	and	Pearson	

Chi-Square	were	computed.	Findings	showed	that	women	were	more	likely	to	have	

a	budget	than	men,	married	students	with	budgets	were	more	likely	to	follow	them,	

and	those	aged	36	to	40	were	more	likely	to	follow	them	most	of	the	time	(Henry	et	

al.,	2001).		

Many	college	students	lack	the	general	knowledge	needed	to	create	a	budget	

and	manage	their	own	financial	resources	(Durban,	2012).	Consequently,	providing	

access	to	financial	resources	might	not	be	enough	unless	students	are	taught	how	to	

make	use	of	such	resources.	In	a	higher	education	climate	where	navigating	

financial	aid	is	becoming	increasingly	challenging,	and	in	a	culture	where	students	
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are	increasingly	more	averse	to	taking	risks	with	their	financial	resources,	financial	

literacy	is	an	increasingly	important	form	of	social	capital.	

Financial	literacy	programs	are	often	developed	in	line	with	college	and	

university	goals	to	increase	student	retention	rates	and	limit	delayed	graduation	or	

academic	interruption	of	students	due	to	financial	reasons	(Durband	&	Britt,	2012).	

However,	little	research,	if	any,	has	explored	the	link	between	financial	literacy	and	

degree	completion.	Financial	literacy	programs	have	been	shown	to	encourage	

better	decision-making	in	students.	In	a	mixed	methods	study,	Palmer,	Bliss,	Goats	

and	Moorman	(2010)	designed	an	intervention	to	encourage	college	students	to	

make	better	decisions	with	their	discretionary	funds.	The	authors	observed	that	the	

process	of	self-reflecting	on	spending	habits	encouraged	participants	to	make	better	

spending	choices.	Through	data	collected	from	interviews	with	the	participants	

before	and	after	the	self-reflection	intervention,	the	authors	concluded	that	financial	

stress,	particularly	among	at-risk	students,	promotes	(a)	low	academic	

performance,	(b)	student	attrition,	and	(c)	lower	levels	of	wellness.	

	

Financial	Literacy	and	Student	Decision-Making	

	 A	growing	body	of	literature,	particularly	in	the	field	of	economics,	explores	

how	financial	literacy	and	financial	knowledge	impact	decision-making	for	college	

students.	In	the	field	of	economic,	financial	knowledge	is	often	subdivided	into	

multiple	dimensions,	including	objective	financial	knowledge	(OFK),	subjective	

financial	knowledge	(SFK),	comparative	financial	knowledge	(CFK)	(Rabbani	et	a.,	
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2021).	Research	in	college	student	financial	decision-making	finds	that	the	

association	between	financial	knowledge	and	behavior	varies	depending	on	a	

student’s	SFK,	OFK,	and	CFK	(Gutter	et	al.,	2010).	

	

A	Behavioral	Approach	to	Affordability	

Solutions	to	the	college	affordability	barrier	are	often	approached	through	

what	is	called	within	the	field	of	economics,	"rational	choice	theory.”	Rational	choice	

theory	assumes	that	individuals	use	rational	calculations	to	make	rational	choices	

and	achieve	outcomes	that	are	aligned	with	their	personal	objectives	(Browning	et	

al.,	1999).	Rational	choice	approaches	to	addressing	college	affordability	barriers	

continue	to	motivate	need-based	financial	aid	policies	in	the	United	States	–	both	at	

the	institutional	level,	and	at	the	federal	level,	and	with	good	reason	(Castleman	et	

al.,	2015).	A	number	of	studies	have	demonstrated	that	offering	low-income	

students	need-based	financial	aid	has	a	significant	positive	impact	on	their	college	

enrollment	–	an	approach	rooted	in	the	rational	choice	tradition.	However,	

researchers	have	also	learned	that	rational	choice	approaches	have	their	limitations.	

A	growing	body	of	research	is	showing	that	student	decision-making	is	not	so	

straightforward	as	rational	choice	approaches	suggest	(Castleman	et	al.,	2015).		

Rational	choice	approaches	to	college	access	and	affordability	generally	

conceive	of	the	pathway	through	the	K-16	pipeline	as	a	series	of	transitions	(Breen,	

1999;	Breen	&	Goldthorpe,	1997;	Goldthorpe,	1996).	According	to	such	rational	

choice	approaches,	at	the	completion	of	each	year	of	school,	students	and	their	

parents	weigh	the	costs	and	benefits	of	the	student	continuing	on	to	the	subsequent	
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level	of	education.	Then,	if	the	benefits	outweigh	the	costs,	the	student	will	continue	

to	the	next	level	(Grodsky	&	Jones,	2006).	

In	their	article,	Real	and	Imagined	Barriers	to	College	Entry:	Perceptions	of	

Cost,	Grodsky	and	Jones	(2006)	explain	that	researchers	working	in	the	rational	

choice	tradition	disagree	on	the	theoretical	details	of	these	cost/benefit	calculations.	

Grodsky	and	Jones	(2006)	observe:	

The	theoretical	details	of	these	cost/benefit	calculations	vary	across	studies.	
For	example,	Raftery	and	Hout	(1993)	consider	taste	for	education	among	
the	factors	influencing	perceived	benefits	of	educational	persistence,	while	
Breen	and	Goldthorpe	(1997)	view	the	minimization	of	downward	social	
mobility	as	one	of	the	primary	determinants	of	educational	benefits.	These	
authors	do,	however,	generally	agree	that	educational	continuation	decisions	
are	based	on	subjective	perceptions	of	costs	and	benefits	rather	than	true	
costs	and	benefits.	(p.	746)	
	
In	their	research,	Grodsky	and	Jones	(2006)	focus	on	parental	knowledge	of	

college	costs.	They	contend	that	parental	perceptions	of	tuition	costs	are	among	the	

forces	that	shape	parental	advocacy	for	college,	as	well	as	their	willingness	to	help	

pay	for	college	expenses.	These	researchers	hypothesize	that	disadvantaged	parents	

who	believe	their	child	will	attend	college	are	less	certain	of	the	costs	of	college	

attendance	than	more	advantaged	parents.	The	authors	theorize	that:		

Disadvantaged	parents	are	less	able	or	willing	to	provide	an	estimate	of	the	
costs	of	college	attendance,	more	likely	to	over-estimate	those	costs	if	they	
do	provide	an	estimate,	and	more	likely	to	make	larger	errors	in	estimation	
than	comparable	middle-class	parents.	(p.745)		
	
Grodsky	and	Jones	(2006)	found	mixed	support	for	their	hypotheses.	Using	

data	from	a	nationally	representative	sample	of	adolescents	and	their	parents	

interviewed	in	1999	as	part	of	the	National	Household	Education	Survey	(NHES:	

99),	the	researchers	found	that:	
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Socioeconomically	disadvantaged	parents	and	minority	parents	are	less	
likely	to	provide	estimates	of	college	tuition	and,	when	they	provide	
estimates,	tend	to	make	larger	errors.	On	average,	though,	parents	provide	
upwardly	biased	estimates	of	cost	that	are	uniform	across	race,	ethnicity	and	
socioeconomic	status.	(p.	745)	
	
The	authors	conclude	that	rational	choice	approaches	to	college	access	and	

affordability	fail	to	account	for	the	prevalent	misperceptions	and	miseducation	

about	the	costs	and	benefits	of	a	college	education.	The	authors	encourage	policy	

makers	and	practitioners	to	take	an	approach	to	college	cost	and	affordability	that	

considers	the	behavioral	outcomes	and	matriculation	behavior	of	college	students	

(Grodsky	&	Jones,	2006).	

The	idea	that	behavioral	economics	might	help	guide	student	financial	

decision-making	has	received	considerable	attention	over	the	last	decade,	as	

researchers	explore	the	implication	of	behavioral	economist	and	Nobel	Prize	

winner,	Richard	Thaler's	work.	In	2008,	Richard	H.	Thaler	and	Cass	R.	Sunstein	

wrote	a	book	called	Nudge:	Improving	Decisions	About	Health,	Wealth,	and	

Happiness,	which	provided	new	insights	into	financial	decision-making.	In	their	

book,	Thaler	and	Sunstein	(2008)	observe	that	small	but	carefully	crafted	

interventions	and	guided	pathways	can	have	a	significant	impact	on	a	person!s	

decision-making	process.	They	begin	by	making	the	claim	that,	lacking	experience,	

feedback,	and	objectivity,	people	are	prone	to	making	poor	decisions	for	themselves	

in	life!s	most	important	moments.		

Operating	under	the	assumption	that	too	many	complex	choices	lead	to	

student	indecision,	procrastination,	self-doubt,	and	paralysis,	a	number	of	

researchers	have	begun	to	experiment	with	how	guided	pathways	and	course	
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selection	roadmaps	might	help	students	reach	their	educational	goals.		For	example,	

Jenkins	and	Cho	(2013)	explore	how	design	architects	can	create	guided	pathways	

to	increase	the	rate	at	which	students	enter	and	complete	a	program	of	study.	

Jenkins	and	Cho	observe,	"Research	on	behavioral	psychology	shows	that	people	can	

handle	complex	decisions	if	they	are	helped	to	think	through	the	options	

hierarchically”	(p.	32).	

Many	low-income	students	do	not	attend	college	because	they	believe	that	

college	is	unaffordable	and	unattainable,	even	when	this	is	not	always	the	case.	

Furthermore,	many	students	lack	the	financial	literacy	necessary	to	navigate	the	

choices	surrounding	the	cost	of	college	(Tiereny	&	Venagas,	2009).	Rational	choice	

frameworks	seeking	to	understand	student	choice	often	fail	to	recognize	the	non-

linear	and	multifaceted	nature	of	the	student	decision-making	processes.	For	

example,	many	students,	confused	by	the	financial	aid	application	process,	do	not	

complete	the	process	(Tiereny	&	Venagas,	2009).	Because	of	this,	many	students	fail	

to	take	advantage	of	the	resources	that	are	available	to	them	–	funds	that	might	

make	it	possible	for	them	to	attend	college.	If	colleges	and	universities	wish	to	

address	the	affordability	barriers	many	students	face,	they	will	need	to	adopt	more	

holistic	solutions	rooted	in	behavioral	approaches	to	student	economic	decision-

making.	Such	approaches,	which	are	in	tune	with	the	various	social	and	cultural	

dynamics	that	impact	student	decision-making,	can	provide	critical	help	for	the	

student	financial	decision-making	process	(Tiereny	&	Venagas,	2009).		
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Risk	Aversion	

Though	older	students	are	enrolling	in	liberal	arts	colleges	in	larger	

numbers,	for	the	time	being,	these	institutions	primarily	serve	young	adults	

between	the	ages	of	18	and	25	(U.S.	Dept.	of	Ed.,	NCES,	2018b).	This	demographic	of	

students	is	increasingly	averse	to	taking	financial	risks	(Seemiller	&	Grace,	2016).	

This	reluctance	to	take	on	risk	means	that	students	are	becoming	increasingly	

averse	to	using	loans	(Perna,	2008).	This	has	led	to	a	decline	in	total	annual	

education	borrowing,	despite	the	rising	costs	of	college	(College	Board,	2018).	

Instead	of	taking	out	loans,	students	are	covering	the	costs	associated	with	college	

through	less	conventional	means	(Sallie	Mae,	2020).	For	many	Americans,	a	college	

degree,	especially	from	a	private	liberal	arts	college,	is	simply	out	of	financial	reach.	

For	others,	negative	value	perception	and	risk	aversion	represent	different	types	of	

barriers.	

Generation	Z,	the	cohort	of	students	born	after	1995,	is	considerably	more	

risk	averse	than	the	previous	generation	of	students	(Seemiller	&	Grace,	2016).	Cost	

sensitivities	are	leading	more	students	to:	(1)	attend	college	part	time;	(2)	work	

while	in	college;	(3)	live	at	home,	and;	(4)	attend	multiple	institutions.	According	to	

the	National	Center	for	Education	Statistics	(2017),	23%	of	undergraduates	at	4-

year	institutions,	and	61%	of	undergraduates	at	2-year	institutions,	attend	part-

time.	According	to	the	National	Student	Clearinghouse	(2016),	over	half	of	American	

college	students	(53.5%)	are	mixed	enrollment	students;	that	is,	students	enrolled	

full-time	for	some	terms	and	part-time	for	some	terms	(Shapiro	et	al.,	2016).	Seven	

in	ten	students	work	while	they	are	enrolled,	a	quarter	of	college	students	are	both	
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full-time	workers	and	full-time	students,	and	many	more	are	working	closer	to	full-

time.	Nearly	40%	of	undergraduate	students	and	76%	of	graduate	students	work	at	

least	30	hours	a	week	(Carnevale	et	al.,	2015).	

	

College	Students	and	Financial	Stress	

	 Financial	stress	is	having	a	significant	impact	on	college	students	in	America.	

Financial	stress	has	been	linked	to	poor	academic	performance	(Joo	et	al.,	2008),	as	

well	as	poor	mental	and	physical	health	(Roberts	et	al.	2000).	Likewise,	Andrews	

and	Wilding	(2004)	found	that	financial	stress	is	associated	with	increased	anxiety	

and	depression	levels	among	college	students.	In	their	research,	Andrew	and	

Wilding	investigated	the	relationships	between	financial	and	other	life	difficulties,	

student	anxiety	and	depression.	The	researchers	employed	a	longitudinal	design,	

surveying	undergraduate	students	in	the	month	before	entry	to	a	pre-1992	UK	

university	in	the	year	2000,	and	in	the	middle	of	the	second	academic	year	in	2002.	

Using	multiple	regression,	the	authors	found	that	financial	and	other	difficulties	at	

university	can	increase	student	levels	of	anxiety	and	depression	and	that	financial	

difficulties	can	have	an	impact	on	academic	performance	(Andrews	&	Wilding,	

2004).	

Likewise,	Archulate,	Dale,	and	Spann	(2013)	found	that	college	students’	

perceived	sense	of	financial	knowledge	was	the	most	significant	factor	in	lowering	

financial	anxiety.	In	this	exploratory	study,	the	authors	examined	the	possible	

associations	of	financial	anxiety	using	a	sample	of	180	college	students	who	sought	

services	at	a	university	peer	financial	counseling	center	in	a	Midwestern	state.	To	
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measure	financial	anxiety,	the	researchers	developed	a	new	scale,	the	Financial	

Anxiety	Scale	(FAS).	Results	from	two	hierarchical	regressions	indicated	that	

financial	satisfaction,	student	loans,	and	gender	are	associated	with	financial	anxiety	

(Archulate,	Dale,	&	Spann,	2013).	

Studies	have	also	found	that	students	coming	from	low-income	families,	as	

well	as	first-generation	students,	were	more	likely	to	experience	financial	stress	

(Fenske	et	al.,	2000;	Ishitani,	2006;	Somers	et	al.,	2004;).	

	

First-Generation	Student	Retention	and	Cost	Perceptions	

Between	22%	and	47%	of	all	college	students	in	the	United	States	could	be	

defined	as	first-generation	(Choy,	2001).	A	more	specific	percentage	is	difficult	to	

determine,	since	differences	in	the	definition	of	a	first-generation	exist	throughout	

literature.	A	number	of	researchers	have	defined	first-generation	students	as	those	

whose	parents	did	not	receive	a	four-year	college	degree.	However,	others	have	

defined	them	as	those	whose	parents	did	not	attend	college	(Ward	et	al.,	2012).	How	

one	defines	a	first-generation	student	has	important	implications	for	practitioners	

and	policy	makers,	and	more	research	is	needed	in	this	area.	Such	a	discussion,	

however,	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	paper.	Whether	or	not	the	parents	of	first-

generation	students	received	some	college	education,	or	no	college	education,	the	

literature	recognizes	common	challenges	and	barriers	facing	this	student	

population.		

A	growing	body	of	research	has	focused	on	first-generation	student	

retention.	Ward,	Siegel,	and	Davenport	(2012)	capture	much	of	this	research	in	their	
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book,	First	Generation	College	Students:	Understanding	and	Improving	the	Experience	

from	Recruitment	to	Commencement.	Relying	heavily	on	the	research	of	Tinto	

(2008),	Ishitani	(2006),	and	Pike	and	Kuh	(2005),	as	well	as	their	own	research,	

Ward,	Siegel,	and	Davenport	(2012)	address	the	many	challenges	facing	first-

generation	students.	Of	particular	value	is	their	discussion	of	the	cultural	and	

emotional	challenges	facing	first-generation	students.	Ward,	Siegel,	and	Davenport	

(2012)	observe	that:	

For	first	generation	students,	going	to	college	represents	a	significant	
separation	from	family	and	heritage,	and	parents,	siblings,	and	friends	who	
have	no	experience	with	college	or	understanding	of	its’	benefits,	and	may	
not	be	supportive	of	a	student’s	decision	to	go.	(p.	73)	
	
As	a	result,	many	first-generation	students	have	a	fear	of	being	in	an	

environment	for	which	they	have	no	frame	of	reference	and	in	which	they	sense	

they	might	not	belong	(Ward	et	al.,	2012).		

Ishitani’s	(2006)	work	on	first-generation	student	retention	also	provides	

some	important	insights	into	the	challenges	facing	first-generation	students.	He	

examined	the	attrition	and	degree	completion	behavior	among	first-generation	

college	students	using	longitudinal	data	sets	from	the	National	Center	for	Education	

Statistics	(NCES).	He	concludes	that	first-generation	students	are	particularly	prone	

to	making	cost-sensitive	decisions	that	can	backfire	on	them	His	research	confirms	

Somers,	Woodhouse,	and	Cofer’s	(2004)	conclusion	that	first-generation	students	

are	more	sensitive	than	other	students	to	debt,	and	they	are	less	likely	than	their	

peers	to	accumulate	debt	to	pay	for	college	expenses	(Somers	et	al.,	2004).	Likewise,	

Ward,	Siegel,	and	Davenport	(2012)	observe	that,	“Due	largely	to	their	independent	

status,	their	lower	socioeconomic	family	background,	and	their	experience	paying	
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bills,	they	[first-generation	students]	will	often	make	the	decision	to	leave	college	

rather	than	accrue	debt”	(p.	57).	As	Ishitani’s	(2006)	study	indicates,	the	financial	

insecurities	of	first-generation	students	can	often	be	a	barrier	to	their	own	success.		

Though	Ishitani’s	(2006)	work	is	incredibly	insightful,	it	is	highly	empirical	in	

nature,	leaving	a	need	in	the	literature	for	exploration	of	the	narrative	experience	of	

first-generation	students.	In	his	book,	The	First-Generation	Student	Experience:	

Implications	for	Campus	Practice,	and	Strategies	for	Improving	Persistence	and	

Success,	Davis	(2010)	provides	this	much	needed	narrative	perspective.	At	the	core	

of	Davis’	work	are	fourteen	first-person	narratives	written	by	first-generation	

students.	These	personal	narratives	cover	the	freshman	to	senior	years	and	address	

a	number	of	the	of	ethnic	and	economic	challenges	facing	first-generation	students.	

Relying	on	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	research	to	support	his	finding,	Davis	

(2010)	concludes	that	the	lack	of	college-related	cultural	capital	is	a	major	

impediment	to	success	for	first-generation	students.	Such	a	lack	of	cultural	capital,	

Davis	argues,	makes	navigating	the	college	experience	for	this	student	population.	

From	the	above	research,	it	is	evident	that	first-generation	students	face	

economic	challenges,	often	exacerbated	by	their	own	cost-sensitivities	(Ishitani,	

2006),	and	that	first-generation	students	struggle	to	navigate	college	due	to	a	lack	of	

college-related	cultural	capital	(Davis,	2010).	These	issues	have	been	addressed	by	

many	institutions,	but	outcomes	have	only	changed	slightly.	Literature	on	first-

generation	college	students	shows	that	such	students	tend	to	be	from	lower	

socioeconomic	statuses,	be	older,	have	lower	SAT	scores,	and	do	not	participate	in	

honor’s	programs.	First-generation	college	students	also	have	lower	college	grades	
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and	fewer	credit	loads	paired	with	higher	rates	of	dropout	and	one-parent	

households.	Each	of	these	factors	play	a	role	in	the	personal	development	and	

college	degree	completion	rates	(Ward	et	al.,	2012).	

	

Summary	

The	literature	reviewed	in	this	chapter	covers	a	wide	range	of	approaches	to	

understanding	the	student	departure	puzzle.	It	does	so	because	of	the	multi-

dimensional	nature	of	student	persistence	decision-making.	Of	particular	focus	was:	

(a)	research	exploring	the	connection	between	college	affordability,	financial	aid,	

and	student	retention;	(b)	research	on	how	financial	literacy	–	knowledge	and	

behavior	related	to	personal	financial	issues	–	impacts	student	retention;	(c)	

research	on	how	student	risk	aversion	and	value	perception	impact	student	

retention,	and	(d)	efforts	of	researchers	who,	in	an	attempt	to	better	understand	

student	persistence	decision-making,	are	taking	a	behavioral	approach	to	the	

student	departure	puzzle.	

	 Literature	reviewed	on	affordability	found	that	cost	has	a	significant	impact	

on	whether	a	student	enrolls	in	college,	and	that	a	college	degree	seems	to	be	out	of	

reach	for	many	Americans	for	socioeconomic	reasons	(Baum	&	Steele,	2010;	Kelly	&	

Goldrick-Rab,	2014;	Turner,	2014).	Indeed,	according	to	the	reviewed	literature,	a	

student’s	socioeconomic	status	has	as	much,	or	even	more,	to	do	with	degree	

attainment	than	academic	achievement	or	social	engagement	(Heller,	2013).	

	 Literature	reviewed	on	affordability	and	value	found	that	many	Americans,	

even	those	who	can	pay	for	college,	are	increasingly	questioning	the	value	of	a	
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college	degree	(Pew,	2001).	This	negative	perception	about	the	value	of	college	is	

one	of	the	most	significant	hurdles	to	post-secondary	perceptions	related	to	

affordability	(Selingo,	2013).	This	is	even	more	true	for	low-income	students	

(Cunningham	&	Santiago,	2008;	Goldrick-Rab,	2006).	However,	as	the	research	

suggests,	negative	perceptions	about	college	affordability	are	often	based	on	partial,	

dated,	or	inaccurate	information	about	the	true	costs	of	college	(Rosa,	2006).	

Research	on	financial	aid	and	student	retention	revealed	that	students	who	receive	

financial	aid	are	more	likely	to	graduate	in	a	timely	manner	(Bettinger,	2004;	

DesJardins	&	McCall,	2010;	Singell,	2002).	However,	the	reviewed	literature	also	

revealed	that	many	risk	averse	students	are	not	borrowing	enough	to	graduate	on	

time—choosing	instead	to	work,	enroll	part-time,	or	delay	enrollment—all	

behaviors	observed	to	the	have	the	consequence	of	lowering	levels	of	academic	

engagement,	increasing	the	amount	of	time	it	takes	to	complete	a	program	of	study,	

and	lowering	the	likelihood	of	degree	completion	(Avery	and	Turner	(2012;	St.	John,	

2004).	

	 Research	on	financial	literacy	found	that	students	are	increasingly	dropping	

out	or	delaying	graduation	due	to	financial	reasons	(Britt	&	Goetz,	2012).	The	

reviewed	literature	contends	that	a	lack	of	general	financial	knowledge	is	common	

in	students	(Stich	&	Freie,	2015),	that	a	lack	of	financial	knowledge	leads	to	financial	

stress,	and	that	financial	stress	is	linked	to	poor	academic	performance	(Joo	et	al.,	

2008),	as	well	as	poor	mental	and	physical	health	(Roberts	et	al.	2000).	Reviewed	

research	on	first-generation	students	found	the	demographic	particularly	prone	to	
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financial	stress,	and	therefore	particularly	prone	to	making	cost-sensitive	decisions	

that	can	backfire	on	them	(Ishitani,	2006).		

	 The	literature	in	this	chapter	addressed	college	affordability,	financial	aid,	

student	financial	literacy,	student	risk	aversion,	and	value	perceptions	of	college.	An	

ample	body	of	research	addresses	how	each	of	these	measurable	variables	has	an	

impact	on	student	retention.	What	is	notably	absent	from	the	literature	is	any	body	

of	research	exploring	how	a	student’s	sense	of	financial	security	impacts	their	

retention.	The	literature	reviewed	in	this	chapter	also	touched	on	behavioral	

approaches	to	student	retention,	which	attempt	to	better	account	for	the	non-linear	

and	multifaceted	nature	of	the	student	decision-making	processes.	This	study	

explores	how	a	student’s	sense	of	financial	security	impacts	their	retention	from	a	

conceptual	framework	of	behavioral	economics	to	better	account	for	the	non-linear	

and	multifaceted	nature	of	the	student	persistence	decision-making	processes.	
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CHAPTER	3	

METHODOLOGY	

	

To	what	extent	do	students	make	the	decision	to	drop	out,	stopout,	or	

transfer	because	of	financial	insecurities?	To	answer	this	question,	colleges	and	

universities	need	to	have	a	better	understanding	of	the	link	between	student	

finances	and	student	retention.	Student	finances	could	be	approached	from	a	

socioeconomic	perspective,	which	could	be	measured	by	a	student!s	expected	family	

contribution	(EFC),	or	by	a	student!s	institutional	need.	A	different	approach	would	

focus	on	a	student!s	sense	of	financial	security.	Student	retention	theorists	have	

given	enormous	attention	to	the	links	between	student	retention	and	academics,	or	

student	retention	and	social	engagement.	Less	attention	has	been	given	to	the	effect	

students!	financial	situations	have	on	student	retention.	This	study	attempts	to	shed	

some	light	on	the	link	between	student	sense	of	financial	security,	student	

socioeconomic	status,	and	student	retention	by	addressing	the	following	research	

questions:		

! Which	is	a	better	predictor	of	student	retention,	a	student!s	sense	of	financial	

security,	or	a	student's	socioeconomic	status?		

! Do	students#!sense	of	financial	security	have	a	greater	impact	on	their	

retention	than	the	more	traditional	predictor	of	student	retention,	GPA?	

! How	does	a	student's	sense	of	financial	security	impact	that	student!s	

persistence	decision-making?	
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Study	Design	

This	study	was	an	explanatory	sequential	mixed-methods	study.	It	

approached	the	prior	questions	by	collecting	and	analyzing	quantitative	data	(EFC,	

GPA,	retention,	etc.)	from	students	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	between	the	years	of	

2017	and	2019.	Each	variable	was	run	separately	at	the	univariate	level	through	

correlations	(or	chi	square	for	race/ethnicity)	to	answer	the	question	of	whether	

the	variables	GPA,	EFC	and	Financial	Security	(both	as	a	percentile,	and	as	a	raw	

score)	correlate	with	retention.	The	three	years	were	then	merged	into	one	data	set	

and	run	through	a	binary	logistic	regression.		A	series	of	interviews	were	conducted	

with	students	who	made	the	decision	to	persist,	despite	identified	financial	

insecurities.	To	better	understand	the	decision-making	of	students	from	both	a	

relatively	high	socioeconomic	(SES)	status,	as	well	as	the	decision-making	of	

students	from	a	relatively	low	SES,	I	interviewed	both	students	from	the	1st	EFC	

quartile,	as	well	as	student	from	above	the	3rd	EFC	quartile	at	Mid-Atlantic	

University.		

A	mixed	method	study	was	selected	so	that,	by	collecting	diverse	types	of	

data,	this	study	could	provide	a	more	complete	understanding	of	the	behavior	

patterns	and	decision-making	of	students	with	a	low	sense	of	financial	security.	An	

explanatory	sequential	mixed	method	design	was	selected	because	the	quantitative	

phase	of	the	study	is	followed	by	a	qualitative	phase	that	further	explains	the	results	

of	the	initial	quantitative	data	(Creswell	&	Creswell,	2017).	Since	the	purpose	of	this	

study	is	ultimately	to	examine	how	a	student!s	sense	of	financial	security	impacts	

persistence	decision-making	in	college,	rather	than	how	a	student!s	socioeconomic	
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status	impacts	retention,	students	from	both	a	relatively	high	SES,	as	well	as	a	

relatively	low	SES	were	interviewed.		

This	explanatory	sequential	mixed-methods	study	aimed	at	understanding	

the	extent	to	which	financial	security	and	socioeconomic	status	influence	student	

persistence	decision-making.	The	study	began	with	a	quantitative	data	analysis	of	

historical	data	from	Mid-Atlantic	University.	This	quantitative	phase	was	followed	

sequentially	by	a	qualitative	analysis	of	a	series	of	six	student	interviews.	Four	

students	were	randomly	selected	out	of	the	pool	from	the	1st	EFC	quartile	of	the	

quantitative	phase	data	set,	and	four	students	were	randomly	selected	out	of	the	

pool	from	above	the	3rd	EFC	quartile	(see	Table	4.8).	Qualitative	phase	interviews	

were	limited	due	to	resource	limitations.	Of	the	eight	students	invited,	six	

responded	willing	to	participate.	This	approach	followed	the	mixed	methods	

research	model	described	by	Mayoh	and	Onwuegbuzie	(2015),	wherein	preliminary	

quantitative	findings	are	used	to	inform	the	focus	within	the	second	phase	of	the	

research.	The	qualitative	phase	of	the	research	posed	the	following	questions:	What	

financial	insecurities	did	the	student	experience?	How	did	they	experience	it?	And	

how	did	their	sense	of	financial	security	impact	persistence	decision-making?	

The	findings	for	research	questions	1	through	3	are	presented	in	Chapter	4.	

To	answer	these	questions,	I	conducted	a	sequential	mixed	method	study	by	

collecting	quantitative	data	on	students’	sense	of	financial	security,	retention,	

expected	family	contribution	(EFC),	and	grade	point	average	(GPA),	as	well	as	

demographic	data	on	gender	and	race/ethnicity,	from	the	2017,	2018,	and.	2019	

cohorts	of	traditional	undergrad	students	at	Mid-Atlantic	University.	
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The	data	for	the	first	phase	of	this	sequential	mixed	methods	study	were	

gathered	from	several	sources	at	the	University.	Retention	rates,	high	school	GPA,	

and	demographic	data	were	collected	from	the	University!s	Office	of	Research	and	

Analytics.		Data	on	students’	expected	family	contribution	(EFC)	were	acquired	from	

the	University!s	Financial	Aid	Office.	EFC	is	a	measure	of	a	student!s	family!s	

financial	strength	calculated	according	to	a	formula	established	by	the	U.S.	

Department	of	Education.	Taxed	and	untaxed	income,	assets,	and	benefits	(such	as	

unemployment	or	Social	Security)	are	all	considered	in	the	formula.	College	

financial	aid	staff	use	EFC	to	calculate	how	much	financial	aid	students	receive.	The	

formula	colleges	and	universities	use	to	calculate	financial	aid,	or	"need”	subtracts	

the	EFC	from	the	cost	of	attendance	(COA).	COA	is	the	amount	of	money	it	costs	a	

student	to	go	to	college.	Most	two-year	and	four-year	colleges	calculate	their	COA	to	

include	the	total	cost	for	the	school	year.	The	COA	is	the	estimate	of	tuition	and	fees,	

cost	of	room	and	board	(or	living	expenses),	cost	of	books,	supplies,	transportation,	

loan	fees,	and	miscellaneous	expenses	related	to	the	student	college	experience	

(Stack	&	Vedvick,	2017).	

This	study	used	EFC	as	a	measure	of	a	student!s	socioeconomic	status	(SES).	

EFC	is	far	from	a	perfect	proxy	for	SES.	SES	is	a	complex	index	number,	which	often	

includes	a	person's	work	experience,	an	individual's	or	family's	economic,	and	social	

position	in	relation	to	others.	EFC	does	not	take	into	consideration	this	full	range	of	

factors.	Furthermore,	the	term	EFC	itself,	as	well	as	the	practice	of	using	the	term	

EFC,	has	been	called	into	question.	In	fact,	the	Consolidated	Appropriations	Act	of	
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2021	called	for	the	Student	Aid	Index	(SAI)	to	replace	the	expected	family	

contribution	(EFC).	While	the	bill	makes	some	changes	to	the	calculation,	the	SAI	is	

largely	just	a	new	name	for	the	EFC,	in	an	acknowledgment	that	the	term	does	not	

properly	characterize	what	is	in	fact	an	eligibility	index	for	distributing	funds,	and	

not	a	reflection	of	what	a	family	can	or	will	pay	for	postsecondary	expenses	

(NASFAA,	2021).	However,	while	EFC	is	not	a	perfect	proxy	for	SES,	it	is,	or	rather	

has	been,	the	index	most	widely	used	by	colleges	and	universities	to	determine	a	

student!s	family!s	financial	strength,	and	so	this	study	makes	use	of	it	as	a	variable	to	

better	understand	a	student!s	ability	to	pay	for	school.	

While	EFC	data	gave	me	a	good	idea	of	the	students’	financial	strength,	or	

actual	ability	to	pay	for	college,	another	variable	was	needed	to	determine	the	

student!s	perceived	ability	to	pay	for	college,	or	sense	of	financial	security.	Data	on	

students’	sense	of	financial	security	were	collected	from	an	annual	freshman	survey	

administered	during	new	student	orientation.		

For	the	purposes	of	this	study,	retention	was	understood	as	it	is	by	the	

National	Center	for	Educational	Statistics,	which	defines	retention	as	"The	

percentage	of	full-time,	first-time	bachelor's	(or	equivalent)	degree-seeking	

undergraduates	from	the	previous	fall	who	are	again	enrolled	in	the	current	fall	

(NCES).”	

	

	

	



 

 48 

Instrument	

Data	for	the	quantitative	phase	of	this	study	were	gathered	from	the	Noel-

Levitz	College	Student	Inventory	Form	B	developed	by	Stratil	(Noel-Levitz,	2009b),	

a	survey	administered	to	all	freshman	during	new	student	orientation	at	Mid-

Atlantic	University.	The	original	version-	Form	A-	was	published	in	1988	with	Form	

B	being	introduced	in	2000	as	a	shorter	counterpart	(Miller,	2005).	The	CSI	is	a	

psychometric	instrument	designed	to	measure	social	background	characteristics	

and	motivational	traits	related	to	student	academic	outcomes	(Noel-Levitz,	2009b).	

It	is	specifically	designed	to	survey	incoming	first	year	students	to	identify	each	

student!s	needs,	attitudes,	motivational	patterns,	coping	mechanisms,	strengths,	and	

openness	to	support,	in	an	effort	to	maximize	the	student!s	academic	success	

outcomes	(Noel-Levitz,	2009b).	The	CSI	is	an	early	intervention	tool	used	by	

colleges	and	universities	to	assist	students	with	achieving	their	educational	goals.	

The	CSI	identifies	at-risk	students	in	the	incoming	class	using	the	leading	non-

cognitive	indicators	of	college	student	success.	Questions	(or	statements)	in	the	CSI	

are	scored	on	a	scale	of	1	(not	at	all	true)	to	7	(completely	true).	Data	from	the	CSI	

can	be	disaggregated	to	explore	such	things	as	the	student!s	sense	of	family	support	

and	general	sense	of	financial	security.	This	study	did	not	make	use	of	data	from	the	

entire	CSI	questionnaire.	Rather,	this	study	made	use	of	a	disaggregated	score	

calculated	by	Noel	Levitz	from	particular	questions	related	to	finances	and	financial	

security.	To	assess	students’	sense	of	financial	security,	the	CSI	asks	students	to	

make	self-evaluation	on	things	such	as:		

! My	financial	problems	are	very	distracting	and	troublesome.	
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! My	parents	have	expressed	little	interest	in	my	schooling,	and	they	haven't	

done	much	to	help	me.	

! I	have	the	financial	resources	I	need	to	finish	college.	

! My	financial	situation	will	likely	interfere	with	my	studies.	

Ruffalo	Noel	Levitz	then	provides	scores	(both	raw	and	percentile)	as	an	

aggregated	analysis	of	the	student!s	sense	of	financial	security.		

This	financial	security	variable,	determined	via	the	Noel	Levitz	College	

Student	Inventory	(CSI),	is	a	measure	of	a	student!s	perceived	ability	to	pay	for	

college.	Financial	Security	is	composed	via	a	scale	which	measures	the	extent	to	

which	the	student	feels	secure	about	his	or	her	financial	situation,	especially	as	it	

relates	to	current	and	future	college	enrollment.	The	scale	is	not	intended	to	

measure	the	objective	level	of	financial	resources	that	the	student	has	but,	rather,	

the	student!s	subjective	sense	of	financial	security	(Noel	Levitz,	2009a).	Noel	Levitz	

presents	these	data	as	both	a	percentage	(compared	to	a	national	sample	of	

comparable	institutions,	broadly	defined),	as	well	as	a	raw	score	(the	CSI	contains	

100	Likert	Scale	items	ranging	from	1	to	7,	with	1	equaling	"not	true	at	all,”	7	

equaling	"completely	true,”	and	-12	to	+12	as	a	composite	score).	

The	CSI	has	been	adopted	by	over	100	institutions	across	the	U.S.	including	

the	university	sampled	for	this	study.	According	to	Noel-Levitz	(2009b),	the	CSI	is	a	

psychometric	instrument	designed	primarily	to	measure	motivational	traits	and	

social	background	factors	related	to	college	student	academic	outcomes.	The	tool	is	

particularly	designed	for	use	with	first	year	students	in	an	effort	to	inform	early	and	
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timely	interventions.	The	CSI	is	central	to	this	study	because	it	collects	the	data	that	

have	been	identified	as	having	a	significant	impact	on	the	college	student	experience	

(Allen,	1999;	Ousley,	2008).	This	quantitative	data	analysis	is	followed	by	a	

qualitative	interview	phase.	

	

Participant	Information	and	Data	Collection	

This	was	a	single-site	study	conducted	at	a	small	liberal	arts	university	

located	in	a	suburban	community	of	a	large	city	in	the	northeast	or	mid-Atlantic	

with	a	total	undergrad	enrollment	of	865	students.	Mid-Atlantic	University,	as	the	

University	will	be	called	in	this	study,	was	founded	over	a	hundred	years	ago	in	a	

large	Northeastern	city	but	relocated	to	its	current	suburban	location	in	1979.	The	

University	has	been	accredited	by	the	Middle	States	Commission	on	Higher	

Education	since	1967.	The	University	has	an	acceptance	rate	of	83%,	a	first-to-

second	year	retention	rate	of	84%,	and	an	overall	6-year	graduation	rate	of	60%.	

Mid-Atlantic	University	is	a	predominantly	white	institution,	with	white	students	

representing	71%,	Black	students	representing	9%,	Hispanic/Latino	representing	

4%,	and	Asians	representing	3%	of	the	student	body	(with	13%	identifying	as	

multiple	races	or	preferring	not	to	identify).	Mid-Atlantic	University	is	55%	female	

and	45%	male.	The	University	has	an	average	net	price	of	$21,671	(U.S.	Dept.	of	Ed,	

NCES,	2019).	

This	study	examined	three	successive	cohorts	of	first-time	freshman	college	

students	who	enrolled	at	the	University	between	2017	and	2019.	This	was	a	study	

of	the	decision-making	habits	and	experiences	of	traditional	college	age	students.	
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The	age	range	of	the	participants	in	this	study	was	eighteen	to	twenty-five.	No	

minors	participated	in	this	study.	Data	for	this	study	were	collected	from	several	

different	sources.	This	study	used	students’	reported	expected	family	contribution	

(EFC)	as	a	measure	of	socioeconomic	status.	A	student!s	socioeconomic	status	can	

be	understood	as	a	measurement	of	a	student!s	family!s	financial	strength.		EFC	is	

calculated	according	to	a	formula	established	by	the	U.S.	Department	of	Education	

(DoED).	According	to	the	DoED,	a	student!s	family!s	taxed	and	untaxed	income,	

assets,	and	benefits	(such	as	unemployment	or	Social	Security)	are	all	considered	in	

the	formula.	The	Free	Application	for	Federal	Student	Aid	(FAFSA)	is	used	to	

calculate	a	student!s	EFC.	Colleges	and	universities	use	the	EFC	to	determine	a	

student!s	federal	student	aid	eligibility	and	financial	aid	award.	A	student!s	need	is	

the	difference	between	the	student!s	EFC	and	the	college	or	university!s	cost	of	

attendance	(COA).	Data	on	student	finances,	including	socioeconomic	data,	as	well	

as	data	on	student	financial	security,	were	analyzed	along	with	the	more	traditional	

predictor	of	student	retention,	grade	point	average	(GPA).	

	

Interview	Protocol	

This	study	used	data	from	student	interviews	to	better	understand	how	

student	finances	impact	student	persistence	decision-making.	The	qualitative	data	

for	this	study	were	collected	through	six	simi-structured	interviews	with	students	

who	self-identified	as	having	a	low	sense	of	financial	security.	Analysis	of	these	data	
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includes	a	narrative	description	of	the	student	experience,	focusing	on	common	

financial	insecurities	and	perspectives	on	risk.		

As	is	typical	in	an	explanatory	sequential	mixed	methods	design,	the	results	

of	the	quantitative	phase	of	this	study	informed	the	selection	of	participants	for	the	

qualitative	phase,	and	the	types	of	questions	asked	of	the	participants	(Creswell,	

2014).	The	interviews	included	questions	such	as:	

• When	you	started	your	college	journey,	how	confident	were	you	that	you	

could	pay	for	school?	What	gave	you	this	confidence?		

• Do	you	worry	about	your	ability	to	pay	for	school?	If	so,	when	and	how	often?		

• Do	you	turn	to	others	to	find	help	with	your	finances?	If	so,	to	whom	do	you	

turn	for	advice?		

• What	is	the	best	advice	that	you’ve	received	about	finances	or	financial	aid,	

and	from	whom	did	you	receive	this	advice?		

• Do	you	have	a	budget?		

o If	not,	how	do	you	make	decisions	about	how	to	spend	your	money?		

o If	so,	how	does	it	function	in	your	day-to-day	life?		

• Have	you	even	considered	withdrawing	from	college	for	financial	reasons?	If	

so,	what	was	causing	you	financial	anxiety,	what	made	you	decide	to	stay?		

• If	you	could	go	back	in	time	to	your	first	year	of	college,	what	advice	would	

you	give	to	yourself	about	finances	(budgeting,	financial	aid,	etc.)?	

• If	you	won	a	$1,000.00,	what	would	you	do	with	it	and	why?	

The	intent	of	the	interview	phase	of	this	research	was	for	the	qualitative	data	

to	help	explain	in	detail	the	results	of	the	quantitative	phase	of	this	study	(Creswell,	
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2014).	The	results	of	the	interviews	were	analyzed	separately,	and	sequentially,	

from	the	data	of	the	quantitative	phase.	As	such,	the	interview	phase	of	this	study	

provided	more	depth	and	insight	into	the	findings	of	the	quantitative	research.				

Interviews	were	conducted	with	students	who	self-identified	as	having	a	low	

sense	of	financial	security	on	the	Noel	Levitz	College	Student	Inventory.	Noel	Levitz	

considers	any	financial	security	percentage	score	of	less	than	35	to	be	low.	From	the	

three	years	of	data	used	for	this	study,	125	of	the	students	had	financial	security	

scores	less	than	35.	Of	those	125	students,	96	(77%)	were	still	enrolled	at	Mid-

Atlantic	University	at	the	time	of	this	study.	This	was	the	pool	I	selected	from.	

However,	since	I	was	interested	in	better	understanding	the	decision-making	of	

students	from	both	a	relatively	high	SES,	as	well	as	the	decision-making	of	students	

from	a	relatively	low	SES,	I	interviewed	students	from	below	the	1st	EFC	quartile,	as	

well	as	students	from	above	the	3rd	EFC	quartile	at	Mid-Atlantic	University.		

	 In	early	October,	2020,	I	emailed	four	randomly	selected	students	out	of	the	

pool	from	the	1st	EFC	quartile,	as	well	as	four	randomly	selected	students	out	of	the	

pool	from	above	the	3rd	EFC	quartile	(see	Table	4.8).	The	email	explained	the	nature	

of	the	research	and	details	about	the	interview,	as	well	as	a	brief	description	of	why	

they	were	selected	for	the	second	phase	of	this	study.	Students	were	offered	a	$50	

visa	gift	card	for	participating	in	the	study.		

	 Of	the	eight	students	emailed,	six	responded	positively	to	the	invitation,	one	

declined,	and	one	did	not	respond.	Since	my	goal	was	to	interview	six	participants	in	

this	second	phase	of	the	study,	no	further	invitations	were	extended.		
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	 All	six	interviews	were	conducted	in	my	office	within	the	Student	Life	suite	at	

Mid-Atlantic	University.	This	location	was	selected	because	the	space	itself	is	

carefully	designed,	furnished,	and	decorated	to	provide	a	measure	of	privacy	for	

potentially	sensitive	discussions,	while	at	the	same	time	providing	a	measure	of	

visibility	via	a	window	in	the	office	door,	for	the	comfort,	protection,	and	

accountability	of	both	the	participant	and	the	interviewer.		

	 Each	interview	was	recorded	using	a	voice	recorder	application	on	my	

cellphone.	After	the	interview,	I	used	the	audio	recording	to	transcribe	the	

interviews	verbatim,	capturing	as	best	as	possible	the	intonations	and	dynamics	of	

the	participants.	Trint	uses	automated	speech	recognition	(ASR)	and	natural	

language	processing	(NLP)	to	decipher	the	sounds	that	make	up	human	speech.	It	

matches	those	sounds	to	the	corresponding	word	in	its	dictionary	and	displays	

those	words	in	the	Trint	Editor,	which	provides	a	first-draft,	time-coded	transcript.	I	

carefully	compared	the	transcript	created	by	Trint	to	the	recorded	audio	file	of	each	

interview,	and	made	corrections	when	and	where	necessary	to	preserve	the	

interview	as	accurately	as	possible.		

	

Protection	of	Subjects	

A	consent	form	for	minimal	risk	research	was	provided	for	each	individual	

participating	in	the	qualitative	portion	of	this	study	and	consent	was	obtained	from	

each	participant	before	data	were	collected.	Permissions	were	sought	and	obtained	

from	the	University	Provost	and	Assistant	Provost	for	Assessment	and	Accreditation	

to	use	data	from	the	results	of	the	Ruffalo	Noel	Levitz	CSI,	as	well	as	retention	data	
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on	students,	and	permission	was	sought	and	obtained	from	the	University!s	Office	of	

Financial	Aid	to	use	student	financial	data	(EFC).	Identifying	data	(names,	addresses,	

major,	etc.)	were	omitted	from	this	study!s	report	other	than	general	demographic	

and	descriptive	data	(gender,	age,	etc.).		

Data	were	secured	in	a	password	protected	file,	in	compliance	with	best	

practices	of	research,	the	Family	Educational	Rights	and	Privacy	Act	(FERPA),	and	

the	Collaborative	Institutional	Training	Initiative	(CITI).	I	have	completed	research	

ethics	and	compliance	training	through	the	Collaborative	Institutional	Training	

Initiative	(CITI),	and	am,	at	the	time	of	this	study,	certified	in	Responsible	Conduct	of	

Research	through	CITI.	

Mid-Atlantic	University	Institutional	Research	Board	(IRB)	did	have	some	

hesitation	about	allowing	me	access	to	student	EFC	data.	The	hesitation,	as	it	was	

explained	to	me,	was	that	to	allow	me	access	to	students’	EFC	was	to	provide	me	

access	to	financial	information	of	staff	and	faculty	at	the	University	whose	family	

members	attended	the	university.	While	this	was	a	sticking	point	for	the	IRB,	

ultimately	permission	was	given	under	the	condition	that	data	were	to	be	protected	

and	handled	in	an	ethical	manner.		

	

Data	Analytic	and	Coding	Strategy	

Descriptive	data	are	presented,	and	the	results	are	analyzed	using	

correlations	to	determine	the	relationship	between	sense	of	financial	security	and	

demographic	data	on	the	respondents	age,	gender,	major,	and	retention	in	the	

University.	



 

 56 

Quantitative	data	were	analyzed	via	Pearson!s	correlation	coefficient,	a	test	

that	measures	the	statistical	relationship,	or	association,	between	two	continuous	

variables.	Each	variable	was	run	separately	at	the	univariate	level	through	

correlations	(or	chi	square	for	race/ethnicity)	which	answers	the	question	of	

whether	the	variables	EFC	and	Financial	Security	(both	as	a	percentile,	and	as	a	raw	

score)	correlate	with	retention.	The	three	years	were	then	merged	into	one	data	set	

and	run	through	a	binary	logistic	regression,	the	statistical	technique	used	to	predict	

the	relationship	between	predictors	(independent	variables)	and	a	predicted	

variable	(the	dependent	variable)	where	the	dependent	variable	is	binary.	

Qualitative	data	were	coded	by	hand	by	reviewing	respective	key	words	and	

phrases	throughout	all	interviews.	Once	codes	had	been	identified,	they	were	

reviewed	for	major	themes.	Analysis	of	the	qualitative	data	includes	a	narrative	

description	of	the	student	experience,	focusing	on	common	financial	insecurities	

and	perspectives	on	risk.	The	coding	process	for	this	study	was	relatively	open	and	

inductive	in	nature,	allowing	for	themes	to	emerge	iteratively	from	the	interviews	

and	stated	experiences	of	the	students.	By	approaching	coding	with	a	more	

inductive	and	open	approach,	the	qualitative	phase	of	this	study	helped	explain	and	

shed	new	light	on	the	decisions	behind	behavioral	patterns	observed	in	the	

quantitative	phase	of	this	study	(Creswell	&	Poth,	2017).		

Member	checks	for	internal	validity	were	completed	by	sharing	results	of	the	

qualitative	data	–	including	interview	transcripts,	the	coding	strategy,	and	themes	–	

with	interview	participants,	allowing	each	participant	the	opportunity	to	critically	
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analyze	the	findings	and	comment	on	them,	affirming	that	the	codes	and	themes	

reflected	their	respective	experiences.	

	

Researcher's	Role	and	Positionality	

The	bulk	of	my	work	in	higher	education	over	the	last	ten	years	has	been	in	

the	area	of	student	retention.	I	have	worked	in	various	positions	within	student	life	

and	student	development	offices	in	liberal	arts	colleges	and	universities,	including	

the	position	of	Director	of	Student	Retention	at	one	university.	Student	life	offices	

are	often	on	the	front	lines	of	student	retention	efforts	at	institutions	of	higher	

education.	While	working	as	a	student	life	professional,	I	have	had	the	opportunity	

to	walk	hundreds	of	students	through	the	persistence	decision-making	process.		One	

of	the	most	common	themes	to	come	up	in	these	discussions	with	students	is	that	of	

college	(un)affordability.	Students	are	often	forced	into	reevaluating	their	college	

choice	by	changes	in	their	lives,	or	their	family!s	lives,	that	impact	their	ability	to	pay	

for	college.	Students	can	become	increasingly	insecure	about	their	finances	as	they	

progress	through	college.	It	is	my	observation	that	this	financial	insecurity	often	

leads	students	to	make	rash	decisions	that	can	derail	them	from	their	educational	

goals.	This	experience	has	certainly	influenced	my	perspective	on	how	a	student’s	

sense	of	financial	security	impacts	their	persistence	decisions	and,	no	doubt,	

contributes	to	my	ongoing	interest	in	how	students’	perceptions	about	the	cost	and	

affordability	of	college	impact	student	persistence	decisions.			

I	am	currently	employed	as	the	Dean	of	Students	at	the	University	wherein	

these	data	were	collected.	In	this	position,	I	have	some	influence	over,	and	
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responsibility	for,	every	student	at	the	University.	My	position	as	the	Dean	of	

Students	does	create	a	power	dynamic	that	was	carefully	considered	throughout	the	

research	process.		

	

Validity	

This	research	was	conducted	in	cooperation	with	the	University!s	Office	of	

Institutional	Research,	and	approval	from	the	university!s	Institutional	Research	

Board	(IRB)	was	sought.	Of	primary	concern	to	the	ethical	integrity	of	this	research	

was	my	role	as	the	Dean	of	Students,	and	the	inherent	power	imbalance	between	my	

position	and	the	position	of	the	student	participants.		

Interviews	can	be	a	powerful	tool	when	a	problem	or	issue	needs	to	be	

explored	using	a	more	holistic	approach	to	data	collection	and	analysis.	Interviews	

can	help	researchers	develop	a	complex,	detailed	understanding	of	the	participants’#

experiences,	and	can	serve	as	a	useful	catalyst	for	participants	to	share	their	stories.	

Interviews	can	aid	in	establishing	both	validity	and	reliability	in	the	results.	

Furthermore,	interviews	can	help	researchers	develop	findings	and	reports	that	are	

holistic	in	nature,	include	rich	descriptions,	and	allow	for	triangulation	of	data	

(Creswell	&	Poth,	2017).	However,	while	interviews	can	be	a	powerful	tool	for	data	

collection,	interviews	involve	complex	human	variables,	power	dynamics,	issues	of	

confidentiality,	and	biases.	Poorly	designed	and/or	leading	interview	questions	can	

introduce	bias	into	the	evaluation	process,	and	careless	regard	for	confidentiality	

can	compromise	the	credibility	and	integrity	of	the	research,	putting	participants	in	

ethically	and	legally	compromising	positions.	As	with	any	type	of	research	involving	
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people,	interviews	can	introduce	complex	power	dynamics	with	ethical	implications	

into	the	research	process	(Creswell	&	Poth,	2017).	As	such,	the	interview	phase	of	

this	mixed	methods	research	was	implemented	with	careful	consideration	given	to	

power	dynamics,	bias,	and	confidentiality.		
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CHAPTER	4	

RESULTS	

	

This	explanatory	sequential	mixed-methods	study	was	aimed	at	

understanding	the	extent	to	which	financial	security	and	socioeconomic	status	

influence	student	persistence	decision-making.	Towards	this	end,	this	study	

explored	the	following	questions:		

! Which	is	a	better	predictor	of	student	retention,	a	student!s	sense	of	financial	

security,	or	a	student's	socioeconomic	status?		

! Does	a	student’s	sense	of	financial	security	have	a	greater	impact	on	their	

retention	than	GPA,	the	more	traditional	predictor	of	student	retention?	

! How	does	a	student's	sense	of	financial	security	impact	that	student!s	

persistence	decision-making?	

The	study	began	with	a	quantitative	data	analysis	of	historical	data	from	Mid-

Atlantic	University.	This	qualitative	phase	was	followed	sequentially	by	a	qualitative	

analysis	of	a	series	of	six	student	interviews.	The	questions	from	the	qualitative	

phase	of	this	research	were	designed	to	answer	the	following	questions:	What	

financial	insecurities	did	the	students	experience?	How	did	they	experience	them?	

And	how	did	their	sense	of	financial	security	impact	persistence	decision-making?		

Student	data	from	2017,	2018,	and	2019	were	used	for	this	study.	Only	

students	for	whom	a	complete	data	set	was	available	(GPA,	race/ethnicity,	gender,	

financial	security,	EFC,	and	retention)	were	included	in	the	research.	The	data	set	

for	these	three	cohorts	was	mostly	complete.	The	most	likely	variable	to	be	missing	
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was	the	financial	security	score,	as	this	score	was	derived	from	a	survey	

administered	during	freshman	orientation,	which	not	every	incoming	student	was	

present	for.	The	data	set	was	complete	for	the	majority	of	the	Mid-Atlantic	

University!s	student	incoming	class;	however,	with	94.3%	of	the	Fall	2017	cohort,	

94.6%	of	the	Fall	2018	cohort,	and	83.2%	of	the	Fall	2019	cohort	having	completed	

the	College	Student	Inventory.		

Each	variable	was	run	separately	at	the	univariate	level	through	correlations	

(or	chi	square	for	race/ethnicity)	which	answers	the	question	of	whether	the	

variables	GPA,	EFC	and	Financial	Security	(both	as	a	percentile,	and	as	a	raw	score)	

correlate	with	retention.	The	three	years	were	then	merged	into	one	data	set	and	

run	through	a	binary	logistic	regression.		

	

Descriptive	Data	on	the	Sample.	

Descriptive	data	on	the	sample	are	presented	in	Tables	4.1	to	4.3.	The	data	

are	presented	by	Cohort	and	then	across	all	three	years.	

	

Table 4 1: Gender 

	 2017	Cohort	 2018	Cohort	 2019	Cohort	 Total	

Male	 71	
(50.7%)	

97	
(57.5%)	

96		
(55.5%)	

264	
(54.9%)	

Female	 69	
(49.3%_	

71	
(42.3%)	

77	
44.5%	

217	
(45.1%)	

Total	 140	 168	 173	 481	
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Table 4 2: Race/Ethnicity 

	 2017	Cohort	 2018	Cohort	 2019	Cohort	 Total	

Asian	 11	
(8.3%)	

9	
(6.2%)	

1	
(.7%)	

21	
(4.4%)	

Black	 22	
(16.7%	

14	
(9.6%)	

10	
(7.1%)	

46	
(9.6%)	

Hispanic	 8	
(5.7%)	

5	
(3.4%)	

7	
(5.0%)	

20	
(4.2%)	

White	 91	
(65.0%)	

113	
(66.7%)	

117	
(83.6%)	

320	
(66.5%)	

Other	 0	 6	
(3.6%)	

5	
(3.5%)	

11	
2.3%)	

Missing	 8	
(5.7%)	

22	
(13.1%)	

33	
(19.1)	

63	
13.1%)	

	
	

As	shown	in	the	above	tables,	the	sample	has	a	somewhat	higher	percentage	

of	males	than	females	and	is	predominantly	white.	Additional	descriptive	data	on	

the	sample	are	presented	in	Table	4.3.	
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Table 4 3: Financial	Security	(Raw	Score),	Financial	Security	(Percentile	Score),	HS	
GPA,	and	EFC 

	 2017	Cohort	 2018	Cohort	 2019	Cohort	 Total	

Raw	Score:	
Mean	
Range	

	
2.23	

-12	–	12	

	
3.37	

-10	–	12	

	
2.69	

-11	–	12	

	
2.80	

-12	–	12	

Percentile	
Score:	
Mean		
Range	

	
51.78	
1	-	99	

	
57.36	
3	–	99	

	
54.46	
2	–	99	

	
54.70	
1	–	99	

HS	GPA:	
Mean.	
Range	

	
3.34	

1.90	–	4.0	

	
3.39	

1.48	–	4.0	

	
3.41	

1.16	–	4.0	

	
3.39	

1.16	–	4	

EFC:	
Mean	
Range	

	
18561	

0	-	949554	

	
19704.59	
0	-	221403	

	
21576.81	
1	-	650670	

	
20045.83	
0	–	650670	

	
	

The	financial	security	variable,	determined	via	the	Noel	Levitz	College	

Student	Inventory	(CSI),	is	a	measure	of	a	student’s	perceived	ability	to	pay	for	

college.	Financial	Security	is	composed	via	a	scale	which	measures	the	extent	to	

which	the	student	feels	secure	about	his	or	her	financial	situation,	especially	as	it	

relates	to	current	and	future	college	enrollment.	The	scale	is	not	intended	to	

measure	the	objective	level	of	financial	resources	that	the	student	has	but,	rather,	

the	student’s	subjective	feeling	of	being	financially	secure	(Ruffalo	Noel	Levitz).	Noel	

Levitz	presents	these	data	as	both	a	percentage	(compared	to	a	national	sample	of	

comparable	institutions,	broadly	defined),	as	well	as	a	raw	score	(the	CSI	contains	

100	Likert	Scale	items	ranging	from	1	to	7,	with	1	equaling	“not	true	at	all,”	7	

equaling	“completely	true,”	and	-12	to	+12	as	a	composite	score).	Noel	Levitz	

considers	any	financial	security	percentage	score	of	less	than	35	to	be	low.	
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Analysis	of	Quantitative	Data	

Question	1:	Which	is	a	better	predictor	of	student	retention,	a	student!s	sense	of	

financial	security,	or	a	student's	socio-economic	status?	

Question	2:	Do	students’	sense	of	financial	security	have	a	greater	impact	on	

their	retention	than	the	more	traditional	predictor	of	student	retention,	GPA?	

To	answer	the	two	research	questions	listed	above,	two	sets	of	analyses	were	

run.	First,	the	four	variables	contained	in	Table	4.3	were	correlated	with	retention	

(score	as	0	=	not	retained	and	1	=	retained).	To	extend	this	analysis,	gender	was	also	

included	in	these	correlations.	This	was	followed	by	analyses	for	race/ethnicity.	The	

correlations	are	presented	in	Table	4.4.	

	

Table 4 4: Correlations	with	Retention	(a) 

	 2017	Cohort	 2018	Cohort	 2019	Cohort	 Total	

Gender	(b)	 -.150	 -.085	 -.036	 -.089*	

HS	GPA	 .263**	 .434**	 .297**	 .334**	

EFC	 .053	 .035	 .105	 .065	

Financial	
Security	%	tile	 -.019	 .136	 -.040	 .033	

Financial	
Security	Raw	 -.010	 .135	 -.052	 .032	

*p	,	.05,	**	p	<	.01	
(a) Retained	=	1;	Not	Retained	=	0	
(b) Male	=	1;	Female	=	2	
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As	shown	in	Table	4.4,	the	only	variable	that	consistently	correlates	with	

retention	is	High	School	GPA.		As	shown	in	Table	4.4,	as	would	be	expected,	students	

with	higher	high	school	GPAs	are	more	likely	to	be	retained.	

	 The	mean	retention	rate	as	a	function	of	race/ethnicity	was	computed	

though	ANOVA.	Table	4.5	presents	the	mean	retention	rate	for	the	four	major	ethnic	

groups.	Table	4.6	presents	the	ANOVA	Summary	Table.	

	

Descriptive	Statistics	

Table 4 5: Mean	Retention	Rate	by	Ethnic	Group	

Ethnicity	 Mean	 Std.	Deviation	 N	

Asian	 .9048	 .30079	 21	

Black	 .6304	 .48802	 46	

Hispanic	 .6500	 .48936	 20	

White	 .8531	 .35454	 320	

Total	 .8206	 .38413	 407	
	

	

Table 4 6: ANOVA	Summary	Table 

Source	

Type	III	
Sum	of	
Squares	 Df	

Mean	
Square	 F	 Sig.	

Partial	
Eta	

Squared	

Ethnicity	 2.733	 3	 .911	 6.421	 .000	 .046	

Error	 57.174	 403	 .142	 	 	 	
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As	shown	in	Table	4.6	there	is	a	significant	difference	in	retention	as	a	

function	of	ethnicity	with	a	medium	effect	size.	As	shown	in	Table	4.5,	whites	and	

Asians	have	higher	mean	retention	rates	as	compared	to	Black	and	Hispanics.	The	

Tukey	post	hoc	test	conducted	on	these	means	showed	that	whites	and	Asians	did	

not	differ	in	retention	but	both	differed	from	Hispanic	and	Black	students.	These	

two	groups	did	not	differ	from	each	other.		

The	three	years	were	then	merged	into	one	data	set	and	run	through	a	binary	

logistic	regression.	As	shown	in	Table	4.7,	only	high	school	GPA	predicted	retention.	
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Table 4 7: Results	of	the	Binary	Logistic	Regression 

Variables	in	the	Equation	

	 B	 S.E.	 Wald	 df	 Sig.	 Exp(B)	

Step	
1a	

Gender	 .033	 .305	 .012	 1	 .913	 1.034	

Ethnicity	 	 	 4.981	 4	 .289	 	

Ethnicity(1)	 .490	 .793	 .383	 1	 .536	 1.633	

Ethnicity(2)	 -.508	 .404	 1.576	 1	 .209	 .602	

Ethnicity(3)	 -1.076	 .604	 3.175	 1	 .075	 .341	

Ethnicity(4)	 .040	 1.116	 .001	 1	 .971	 1.041	

HS	GPA	 1.256	 .276	 20.687	 1	 .000	 3.511	

EFC	 .000	 .000	 1.097	 1	 .295	 1.000	

Financial	
Security	
(Percentile)	

.000	 .005	 .004	 1	 .952	 1.000	

Constant	 -2.594	 1.147	 5.116	 1	 .024	 .075	

a.	Variable(s)	entered	on	step	1:	Gender,	Ethnicity,	HS	GPA,	EFC,	Financial	
Security	(Percentile).	

	

Additional	Analyses	

	 While	not	directly	related	to	the	research	questions,	it	is	interesting	to	note	

that,	while	there	is	a	significant	effect	for	ethnicity	by	itself	observed	in	the	analysis	

of	variance	(Table	4.6),	this	significant	effect	is	not	present	when	the	data	are	

analyzed	via	logistic	regression	(Table	4.7).	This	phenomenon	can	be	better	

understood	when	the	variables	are	analyzed	as	a	function	of	ethnicity.	When	done	

so,	there	is	a	highly	significant	difference	in	HS	GPA	as	a	function	of	ethnicity	(none	

of	the	other	variables	are	significant).	When	the	ANOVA	is	re-run	using	GPA	as	the	

covariate,	the	ethnicity	effect	disappeared	(observed	in	Table	4.8).		That	is	why	it	
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does	not	enter	the	regression.	As	such,	it	can	be	concluded	that	the	major	reason	

that	there	is	a	difference	in	retention	due	to	ethnicity	is	because	of	the	large	

difference	in	GPA.	Table	4.9	shows	the	adjusted	means	of	retention	rate	by	ethnic	

group.		

It	is	also	interesting	that	there	is	no	significant	effect	for	ethnicity	on	the	

financial	security	variable.	This	is	interesting	to	note	considering	that	minority	

racial	groups	are	more	likely	to	experience	multidimensional	poverty	than	their	

White	counterparts	(Reeves	et	al.,	2016).	However,	this	finding	does	support	the	

research	of	others,	such	as	Grodsky	and	Jones	(2006),	who	found	that	perceptions	

and	upwardly	biased	estimates	of	cost	amongst	college	bound	students	and	their	

parents	are	uniform	across	race/ethnicity,	and	socioeconomic	status.	
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Table 4 8: ANCOVA	Summary	Table	for	Retention	by	Ethnicity 

Source	

Type	III	
Sum	of	
Squares	 df	

Mean	
Square	 F	 Sig.	

Partial	
Eta	

Squared	

HSGPA	 4.605	 1	 4.605	 35.143	 .000	 .081	

Ethnicity	 .704	 3	 .235	 1.791	 .148	 .013	

Error	 52.547	 401	 .131	 	 	 	

Total	 333.000	 406	 	 	 	 	

Corrected	
Total	

59.874	 405	 	 	 	 	

a.	R	Squared	=	.122	(Adjusted	R	Squared	=	.114)	
	

Table 4 9: Adjusted	Mean	Retention	Rate	by	Ethnic	Group 

Ethnicity	 Mean	 Std.	Error	

95%	Confidence	Interval	

Lower	Bound	 Upper	Bound	

Asian	 .883a	 .079	 .728	 1.039	

Black	 .739a	 .056	 .628	 .849	

Hispanic	 .695a	 .081	 .535	 .855	

White	 .836a	 .020	 .795	 .876	

a.	Covariates	appearing	in	the	model	are	evaluated	at	the	following	values:	HS	
GPA	=	3.397038.	

When	the	data	are	analyzed	using	a	slightly	different	approach	to	retention,	

another	interesting	result	appears.	In	the	initial	data	analysis,	I	made	the	decision	

that	any	student	who	attended	at	least	one	of	the	three	semesters	in	the	data	set	

would	be	considered	as	retained.	This	approach	is	consistent	with	a	traditional	

understanding	of	retention,	which	determines	retention	as	a	measure	of	the	

percentage	of	first-time	undergraduate	students	who	return	to	the	same	institution	
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the	following	fall	(NCES).	This	approach,	however,	did	not	necessarily	account	for	

those	participants	who	took	a	non-linear	persistence	path.	Different	results	emerge	

when	the	data	are	nuanced	to	consider	students	who	stopped	out	for	one	or	two	

semesters,	and	then	returned	to	the	institution	to	continue	their	education.		

The	data	were	reanalyzed	placing	the	students	in	one	of	three	groups:	

retained,	dropped	out,	or	stopped	out.		Table	4.10	presents	the	number	in	each	

group.	

	
	
Table 4 10: Frequency	by	Group 

Group	 Frequency	 Percent	of	Sample	

Dropped	out	 82	 17.1%	
Stopped	Out	 42	 8.7%	
Retained	 357	 74.2%	

	
In	the	first	analysis,	the	82	students	who	dropped	out	are	compared	to	

everyone	else.	The	data	on	Financial	Security	are	presented	in	Tables	4.11	and	4.12.	

	
Table 4 11: Descriptive	Statistics 

Dependent	Variable:			Financial	Security	(Percentile)			

	 Mean	 Std.	Deviation	 N	

Not	Retained	 52.50	 31.614	 72	

Retained	 55.14	 29.115	 362	

Total	 54.70	 29.522	 434	
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Table 4 12: Tests	of	Between-Subjects	Effects 

Dependent	Variable:			Financial	Security	(Percentile)			

Source	

Type	III	
Sum	of	
Squares	 df	

Mean	
Square	 F	 Sig.	

Partial	
Eta	

Squared	

Group	 417.966	 1	 417.966	 .479	 .489	 .001	

Error	 376965.094	 432	 872.604	 	 	 	

Total	 1675972.000	 434	 	 	 	 	
	
	

These	results	are	consistent	with	the	correlational	data	completed	in	the	

initial	analysis:	When	the	group	is	divided	this	way,	there	is	no	difference	in	

Financial	Security	between	those	who	are	retained	and	those	who	are	not.		

The	following	presents	the	financial	security	data	as	a	function	of	the	three-

group	analysis	for	retention:	

	

Table 4 13: Descriptive	Statistics	for	Three	Group	Analysis	

Group	 Mean	 Std.	Deviation	

Dropped	Out	 52.50	 31.69	

Stopped	Out	 60.08	 29.23	

Retained	 51.33	 31.39	

Total	 54.70	 29.52	
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Table 4 14: Tests	of	Between-Subjects	Effects 

Dependent	Variable:			Financial	Security	(Percentile)			

Source	

Type	III	
Sum	of	
Squares	 df	

Mean	
Square	 F	 Sig.	

Partial	
Eta	

Squared	

Retention	
Group	

8817.915	 2	 4,408.95	 2.429	 .034	 .023	

Error	 780,505.9	 430	 1815.13	 	 	 	

Total	 798,141.73	 434	 	 	 	 	
	
	

As	is	seen	in	Table	4.14,	there	is	a	difference	in	financial	security	when	the	

retention	group	is	looked	at	over	multiple	semesters.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	

the	group	with	the	greatest	number	of	retained	semesters	(3)	has	the	lowest	mean.	

From	this	analysis,	it	appears	that	the	group	with	the	most	semesters	has	the	lowest	

percentile.		

When	students	take	a	linear	path,	sense	of	financial	security	does	not	seem	to	

have	a	significant	effect	on	persistence.	However,	when	the	persistence	data	were	

analyzed	accounting	for	those	who	took	a	non-linear	path	(i.e.,	students	who	

stopped	out),	sense	of	financial	security	seems	to	have	had	a	significant	impact,	

suggesting	that	those	with	a	lower	sense	of	financial	security,	when	accounting	for	

those	who	took	a	non-linear	approach	to	college,	make	better	progress	towards	

their	degree	completion.	In	other	words,	this	three-group	additional	data	analysis	

seems	to	suggest	that,	of	those	students	who	stopped	out,	those	who	came	back	
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(reenrolled)	to	the	University	where	those	who	had	a	higher	sense	of	financial	

security.		

As	a	check,	all	of	the	other	variables	were	then	analyzed	using	the	three-

group	definition	of	retention.	Gender	did	not	have	a	significant	effect,	though,	as	is	

seen	in	Table	4.15,	ethnicity	did	have	a	significant	effect.		

	
Table 4 15: Ethnicity	

	 Retained	 Stopped	Out	 Dropped	Out	

Ethnicity	

Asian	
Count	 14	 6	 1	

%	within	Ethnicity	 66.7%	 28.6%	 4.8%	

Black	
Count	 24	 5	 17	

%	within	Ethnicity	 52.2%	 10.9%	 37.0%	

Hispanic	
Count	 11	 2	 7	

%	within	Ethnicity	 55.0%	 10.0%	 35.0%	

White	
Count	 252	 25	 43	

%	within	Ethnicity	 78.8%	 7.8%	 13.4%	
Chi	Square	=	33.447,	p	=	.001	
	
	
	

These	results	are	similar	to	those	observed	using	the	two-group	approach	to	

retention	taken	in	the	initial	data	analysis,	although,	again,	a	bit	nuanced.	As	was	

observed	in	the	initial	data	analyses,	Black	and	Hispanics	have	the	greatest	

percentage	in	the	dropped	out	column.	Data	on	High	School	GPA	are	presented	in	

Tables	4.16	and	4.17.	
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Table 4 16: Descriptive Statistics on High School GPA 

 

	 Mean	 Std.	Deviation	

Dropped	Out	 2.99	 .634	

Stopped	Out	 3.16	 .678	

Retained	 3.50	 .489	

Total	 3.38	 .569	

	
	
Table 4 17: Tests	of	Between-Subjects	Effects 

Dependent	Variable:			HS	GPA			

Source	

Type	III	
Sum	of	
Squares	 df	

Mean	
Square	 F	 Sig.	

Partial	
Eta	

Squared	

Retention	
Group	

19.393	 2	 9.696	 33.964	 .000	 .125	

Error	 136.18	 477	 .285	 	 	 	

Total	 5658.365	 480	 	 	 	 	
	
	
	

These	results	are	again	similar	to	those	observed	in	the	initial	data	analysis:	

Students	with	higher	high	school	GPAs	are	more	likely	to	be	retained.		

The	multiple	regression	was	then	rerun	using	the	three-group	approach	to	

retention	as	the	dependent	variable.	To	make	this	work	for	ethnicity,	ethnicity	was	

dichotomized	into	white/Asian	versus	Black/Hispanic.		
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Table 4 18: Coefficients 

	
Unstandardized	
Coefficients	

Standardized	
Coefficients	 	 	

Model	 B	 Std.	
Error	

Beta	 t	 Sig.	

1	

(Constant)	 2.468	 .363	 	 6.792	 .000	

Gender	 .017	 .076	 .011	 .226	 .821	

HS	GPA	 -.407	 .073	 -.294	 -5.547	 .000	

EFC	 3.76	 .000	 .059	 1.161	 .246	

Financial	
Security	
(Percentile)	

-8.86	 .001	 -.007	 -.136	 .892	

Ethnicity	 .281	 .108	 -.008	 -2.600	 .010	

R	=	.364,	R2	=	.123	

	
	

These	results	are	similar	to	those	from	the	initial	data	analysis,	with	financial	

security	not	having	a	significant	effect	on	retention.	The	one	difference	is	that	

ethnicity	is	now	significant	(whites/Asians	are	retained	more	than	

Black/Hispanics).	As	before,	by	far	the	strongest	predictor	is	HS	GPA.	

	

Summary	of	the	Quantitative	Analyses	

• Question	#	1	asked	whether	financial	security	or	SES	is	the	better	predictor	

of	retention.	The	answer	is	that	neither	predicts	retention	so	the	question	

becomes	moot.		
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• Questions	#	2	asked	whether	financial	security	has	a	stronger	impact	on	

retention	than	GPA.	The	answer	here	is	clear:	only	High	GPA	significantly	

predicts	retention,	with	financial	security	having	no	effect.		

	

Analysis	of	Qualitative	Data	

	 What	we	see	from	the	literature	is	that	students	cite	finances	more	than	any	

other	reason	for	their	departure	from	post-secondary	education	(Mohr,	Eiche,	&	

Sedlacek),	and	that	students	are	increasingly	dropping	out	or	delaying	graduation	

due	to	financial	reasons	(Britt	&	Goetz,	2012).	However,	at	least	for	the	three	

cohorts	whose	data	were	analyzed	in	the	quantitative	phase	of	this	study,	only	high	

school	GPA	significantly	predicted	retention,	with	financial	security	and	expected	

family	contribution	(as	a	proxy	for	SES)	having	no	effect.	This	seems	to	suggest	that,	

while	students	may	site	finances	more	than	any	other	reason	for	their	departure,	

finances	may	not	be	as	significant	a	contributing	factor	to	departure	decisions	as	

students	might	be	indicating.	Students’	actual	reasons	for	departing	may	be	more	

nuanced	and	multidimensional	than	prevailing	literature	and	research,	which	often	

assumes	a	rational	choice	approach	to	student	financial	decision-making,	indicates.	

The	data	collected	in	the	qualitative	phase	of	this	study	helps	explain	the	

multidimensional	nature	of	student	persistence	decision-making,	especially	as	such	

decisions	involve	financial	considerations.	

To	answer	research	question	3,	the	second	phase	of	the	sequential	mixed	

methods	study	consisted	of	conducting	six	face-to	face	semi-structured	interviews.	

Upon	completion	of	the	interviews,	the	scripts	from	responses	were	transcribed	
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using	the	audio	transcript	software	Trint.	Scripts	were	then	coded	by	hand.	I	was	

careful	to	pay	close	attention	to	themes,	patterns,	and	topics	that	emerged	from	the	

coding	process.	I	used	line-by-line	coding	to	help	control	my	own	assumptions	and	

biases.	From	the	coding	process,	a	thematic	framework	emerged	which	became	the	

backbone	of	my	analysis.		

Codes	developed	within	the	study	represented	information	I	expected	to	find	

before	the	study	–	expectations	shaped	by	literature,	theory	and	practice	–	

information	I	did	not	expect	to	find,	and	information	that	was	interesting	(Creswell,	

2014).	The	codes	were	labeled	through	exact	words	of	participants	and	phrases	

composed	by	the	researcher	(Creswell	&	Plano-Clark,	2011).	Though	a	line-by-line	

coding	process	was	initially	utilized,	themes	were	developed	from	the	initial	coding	

process	that	represented	broad	units	of	information.	

	

Question	3:	How	does	a	student's	sense	of	financial	security	impact	that	

student!s	persistence	decision-making?	

	 In	this	section,	a	description	and	analysis	of	each	individual	case	is	followed	

by	a	cross-case	thematic	analysis	that	related	themes	common	to	all	the	interviews	

(Creswell,	2017).	Analysis	of	these	data	includes	a	narrative	description	of	the	

student	experience,	focusing	on	common	financial	insecurities	and	perspectives	on	

risk.	Interviews	were	conducted	with	students	who	self-identified	as	having	a	low	

sense	of	financial	security	on	the	Noel	Levitz	College	Student	Inventory.		
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COVID-19	

These	interviews	were	all	conducted	during	the	Fall	2020	semester	at	Mid-

Atlantic	University	during	a	global	pandemic.	In	March	of	the	prior	Spring	2020	

semester,	Mid-Atlantic	University,	like	most	other	colleges	and	universities	in	the	

United	States,	pivoted	to	a	remote	model	of	instruction	due	to	health	and	safety	

concerns	surrounding	the	COVID-19	disease.	The	University	continued	to	offer	

courses	remotely	for	all	students	throughout	the	summer	and	Fall	of	2020.	Students	

were,	however,	allowed	to	return	to	campus	and	attend	in-person	classes	during	the	

Fall	2020	semester.	Students	were	given	a	choice	in	the	Fall	to	continue	their	studies	

remotely	or	in-person.	Classrooms	were	fitted	with	360-degree	video	conference	

cameras	to	allow	for	hybrid	learning.	A	health	and	safety	plan	was	put	into	place	

following	CDC	guidelines	for	social	distancing,	contact	tracing,	mask	wearing,	and	

facilities	sanitation.		

Approximately	75%	of	the	student	body	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	elected	to	

attended	courses	in-person,	including	each	of	the	students	interviewed	for	this	

study.	While	the	global	pandemic	did	not	impact	the	historical	quantitative	data	

included	in	this	research,	readers	will	see	that	it	does	factor	into	the	responses	given	

by	those	interviewed	in	this	study,	having	impacted	the	finances,	persistence	

decisions,	and	the	overall	experience	of	these	college	students.		
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Table 4 19: Quartiles	of	Expected	Family	Contribution	2017-2019 

Quartiles	(EFC)	

Smallest	Value	(Min)	 $0.00	

1st	Quartile	 $2.25	

2nd	Quartile	 $6,173.50	

3rd	Quartile		 $20,945.50	

Largest	Value	(Max)	 $949,554.00	
	
	

Profile	of	Participants	

Alice	

My	interview	with	Alice	took	place	in-person	on	October	29th,	2020	in	my	

office	in	the	Student	Life	suite	of	Mid-Atlantic	University.	Alice	is	a	junior.	She	grew	

up	in	Connecticut.	She	is	majoring	in	psychology	at	Mid-Atlantic	University,	and	she	

is	the	first	person	in	her	family	to	attend	a	four-year	baccalaureate	college.	She	has	

spent	a	significant	amount	of	time	in	the	Middle	East	and	is	seriously	considered	

moving	to	the	Middle	East	after	graduation.	Alice	is	a	white	female.	She	presents	as	

very	calm,	collected,	and	reserved.	Like	many	of	the	other	participants	in	this	study,	

Alice	and	I	had	only	limited	interactions	with	each	other	prior	to	this	interview.	I	

have	seen	her	on	campus	and	recognize	her	name	from	student	records	and	housing	

charts,	but	this	was	the	first	time	that	we	had	ever	spoken.	Alice	has	been	very	

successful	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	academically.	She	was	likewise	successful	

academically	in	high	school,	having	graduated	with	a	4.0	unweighted	GPA.	Alice!s	

EFC	of	$28,087.00	puts	her	above	the	3rd	quartile	of	students	within	the	2017-2019	

dataset	collected	during	the	quantitative	portion	of	this	study.	However,	her	sense	
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of	financial	security	is	a	17.	Keeping	in	mind	that	the	Noel	Levitz	College	Student	

Inventory	considers	any	sense	of	financial	security	score	less	than	35	as	very	low,	I	

was	interested	to	better	understand	how	Alice	was	so	insecure	about	her	ability	to	

pay	for	college	considering	the	relatively	substantial	means;	in	theory,	her	family	

had	to	help	pay	for	her	college	education.		

	

Madeline	

Madeline	is	a	business	administration	major	in	her	senior	year	at	Mid-

Atlantic	University.	She	is	a	white	female	who	presents	as	confident	and	a	little	

eccentric.	She	has	a	streak	of	green	in	her	hair,	which	matches	her	thick	green	

framed	glasses.	My	interview	with	her	took	place	on	October	29,	2020	in	my	office.	

Madeline	spent	much	of	her	life	in	Nicaragua,	having	moved	there	with	her	family	

when	she	was	ten	years	old.	Between	high	school	and	college,	Madeline	spent	a	year	

working	at	an	international	school	in	Managua,	Nicaragua.	She	is	doing	well	at	Mid-

Atlantic	University	academically.	I	know	Madeline	a	bit	better	than	most	of	the	

students	I	interviewed	in	this	study,	as	she	spent	her	junior	year	of	college	serving	

as	the	student	body	president	at	Mid-Atlantic	University.	Madeline	was	

homeschooled	for	much	of	her	K-12	education	and	finished	high	school	with	a	3.85	

GPA.	Her	EFC	of	0	puts	her	below	the	1st	quartile	of	Mid-Atlantic	University	

students	within	the	2017-2019	dataset	collected	for	the	quantitative	portion	of	this	

study,	which	seems	to	make	sense	of	her	low	sense	of	financial	security	score	of	17.		

	

	



 

 81 

Peter	

Peter	is	a	sophomore	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	studying	business	

leadership.	I	do	not	recall	having	ever	interacting	with	Peter	prior	to	this	interview.	

He	is	soft	spoken	and	describes	himself	as	reserved.	Peter	is	a	Black	male	whose	

family	places	a	high	value	on	education.	He	is	very	goal	oriented	and	focused	on	

completing	his	degree	in	a	timely	manner.	He	struggled	somewhat	academically	in	

high	school,	graduating	with	a	2.62	GPA,	but,	so	far,	he	has	managed	to	keep	his	

grades	up	in	college.	Peter!s	EFC	is	$49,841,	putting	him	well	above	the	3rd	quartile	

for	students	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	included	in	the	data	set	collected	for	this	

dissertation.	Nevertheless,	his	sense	of	financial	security	score	of	31	is	relatively	

low.	I	was	interested	to	learn	more	about	why	Peter!s	sense	of	financial	security	is	

so	low	considering	his	family!s	means.		My	interview	with	Peter	took	place	on	

October	28,	2020	at	9:00am.		

	

Olivia	

Olivia	is	a	sophomore	studying	social	work	at	Mid-Atlantic	University.	Olivia	

is	an	energetic	and	talkative	white	female.	She	indicated	that	she	was	very	excited	to	

be	a	participant	in	this	study.	Olivia	is	a	Resident	Assistant	at	Mid-Atlantic	

University.	She	is	a	very	capable	student,	having	graduated	from	high	school	with	

4.0	GPA,	and	she	has	continued	to	succeed	in	her	studies	at	the	collegiate	level.	

Olivia!s	older	sister,	a	graduate	of	Mid-Atlantic	University,	encouraged	her	to	apply	

to	The	University.	Olivia!s	EFC	is	0,	putting	her	below	the	1st	quartile	of	students	at	
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Mid-Atlantic	University	included	in	the	data	set	collected	for	this	dissertation.	As	

one	might	expect	from	such	a	low	EFC,	Olivia!s	sense	of	financial	security	of	11	is	

well	into	the	levels	Noel	Levitz	considers	concerning.	My	interview	with	Olivia	took	

place	on	October	22,	2020	at	2:30pm.		

	

Laura	

My	interview	with	Laura	took	place	on	October	22nd,	2020	at	10:30am.	

Laura	is	a	white	female	in	her	junior	year	at	Mid-Atlantic	University.	She	is	a	

secondary	English	major	pursuing	a	minor	in	TESOL.	After	graduating	from	college,	

Laura	hopes	to	teach	in	inner-city	Philadelphia.	Laura	has	a	nervous	energy	and	

speaks	rapidly.	She	is	a	good	student,	having	come	to	Mid-Atlantic	University	with	a	

3.66	high	school	GPA.	Her	EFC	of	$26,767.00	put	her	above	the	3rd	quartile	of	

students	within	the	2017-2019	dataset	collected	for	the	quantitative	portion	of	this	

study.	Her	sense	of	financial	security	score	of	21,	however,	indicates	that	she	has	

serious	doubts	about	her	ability	to	pay	for	college.		

	

Atticus	

My	interview	with	Atticus	was	the	only	interview	not	conducted	in	person.	

My	meeting	with	him	took	place	via	the	video	conferencing	platform	Zoom	on	

November	19,	2020	around	2:30pm.	Atticus	is	an	RA	at	Mid-Atlantic	University.	He	

also	works	for	Mid-Atlantic	University!s	Technology	Services	department.	He	is	a	

ministry	major	in	his	junior	year.	Atticus	is	a	white	male	with	thick	framed	glasses,	

dark	hair,	and	a	dark	neatly	trimmed	beard.	He	grew	up	in	Quakertown,	which	is	
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about	an	hour	away	from	Mid-Atlantic	University.	He	struggled	academically	in	high	

school.	His	high	school	GPA	of	1.98	did	not	earn	him	much	by	way	of	an	institutional	

merit	scholarship.	This,	in	combination	with	his	EFC	of	0,	has	meant	that	he	has	

needed	to	depend	heavily	on	need-based	aid,	as	well	as	his	multiple	jobs	on	campus,	

to	cover	the	costs	of	college.	His	sense	of	financial	security	of	9	is	one	of	the	lowest	

in	the	data	set	collected	in	the	quantitative	stage	of	this	research.		

	

Qualitative	Findings	

As	we	have	seen	from	the	literature	in	this	study,	the	affordability	of	college	

has	a	significant	impact	on	the	enrollment	and	persistence	decision-making	of	

college	students.	However,	as	Rorison,	Voight,	and	Poutre	(2018)	observe,	

differences	in	perceptions	about	affordability	can	also	have	a	significant	impact	on	

the	enrollment	and	persistence	decision-making	of	college	students	(Rorison	et	al.,	

2018).	In	keeping	with	a	behavioral	approach	to	student	decision-making,	the	

qualitative	portion	of	this	study	focuses	on	students’	perceptions	about	the	

affordability	of	college.	Analysis	of	the	qualitative	data	includes	a	narrative	

description	of	the	student	experience,	focusing	on	common	financial	insecurities	

and	perspectives	on	risk.	Themes	that	emerged	from	the	qualitative	data	analysis	

are	presented	in	table	4.20.		
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Table 4 20: Theme	Frequency 

Theme		 Frequency	

Averse	to	Risk	and	Reluctant	to	take	on	Debt	 3/6	

Unmoored	from	Traditional	Financial	Support	Systems	 3/6	

Lacking	General	Money	Management	Knowledge	 4/6	

Employed	On	and	Off	Campus	 4/6	

Committed	to	Reaching	Educational	Goals		 3/6	

Persistence	Decision-Making	 6/6	

Sense	of	Financial	Security			 3/6	
	

	

Averse	to	Risk	and	Reluctant	to	take	on	Debt	

As	noted	in	Chapter	2,	Generation	Z	students	are	considerably	more	risk	

averse	than	previous	generations	(Seemiller	&	Grace,	2016).	The	students	

interviewed	for	this	study,	however,	were	not	completely	reluctant	to	take	risks.	

Indeed,	that	all	six	are	in	college,	despite	the	significant	financial	hurdles	and	

financial	insecurities	faced	by	all	of	them,	testifies	to	their	willingness	to	take	on	

risks.	As	Atticus	pointed	out	in	his	interview,	"I	mean,	I	was,	like,	confident	that	I	

would	make	ends	meet	and	always	be	able	to	pay	for	each	year,	just	whether	it's	

through	loans	or,	for	me,	like	working	a	lot.”		

Alice	expressed	fears	associated	with	being	a	first-generation	college	student.		
	
I've	been	nervous	because	I'm	the	first	person	in	my	family	to	go	to	college	
like	this.	My	dad	dropped	out	of	a,	like,	a	technical	trade	school.	My	sister	is	
gone	to	a	couple,	like,	training	things,	post-graduation.	But	no	one	has	gone	
to,	like,	traditional	four	years	of	college	or	university.	
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Olivia	expressed	considerable	financial	anxieties,	explaining	that	she	has	

considered	withdrawing	for	financial	reasons.	Olivia	also	expressed	a	reluctance	to	

take	on	debt.	For	her,	this	reluctance	was	tied	to	her	major,	and	the	perception	that,	

as	a	social	worker,	she	may	have	a	more	difficult	time	paying	off	her	loans.			

I!ve	definitely	worried	about	my	ability	to	pay	for	college,	yeah…	And,	there	is	
something	else	I	was	going	to	say…		Oh,	as	a	social	work	major,	I'm	not	super	
excited	about	the	idea	of	taking	out	loans,	because	it	would	take	me	a	very	
long	time	with	the	income	of	a	social	worker.	
	
Several	of	the	students	in	this	interview	mentioned	Dave	Ramsey,	a	personal	

finance	advisor,	radio	show	host,	author,	and	businessman,	who	is	known	to	

discourage	people	from	taking	out	student	loans	(Leonhardt,	2019).	Laura,	for	

example,	mentioned	that	the	Dave	Ramsey	financial	course	she	took	in	high	school	

motivated	her	to	at	least	try	to	graduate	from	college	debt	free.		

Coming	into	this,	I	didn't	expect	my	family	to	be	able	to	contribute	anything.	
And	so,	I	also	wanted	to	do	it	debt	free	because,	you	know,	I'd	taken	that	
Dave	Ramsey	financial	course.	I	was	like,	$wow,	I'm	going	to	do	college	debt	
free	and	it's	going	to	be	amazing!#!I	got	to	school	and	I	saw	all	the	financials	
and	I	was	like,	$well,	maybe	not.!	
	
This	last	response	from	Laura	is	interesting	as	it	highlights	just	how	many	

different	factors	can	influence	a	student!s	level	of	comfort	in	taking	on	debt.	For	

Laura,	her	reluctance	did	not	seem	to	stem	from	uncertainty.	Rather,	her	aversion	to	

risk	seems	to	be	rooted	in	her	beliefs	and	convictions	about	debt	itself.		

	

Unmoored	from	Traditional	Financial	Support	Systems	

Many	of	the	students	interviewed	spoke	at	length	about	their	financial	

support	systems,	particularly	the	roles	their	families	played	in	those	support	
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systems.	Alice,	a	first-generation	student,	had	a	difficult	time	convincing	her	parents	

that	college	was	a	worthwhile	investment.		

I	had	to	do	a	lot	of	convincing	of	my	parents	that	it	would	be	worth	it	because	
they	really	didn't	see	it	at	first.	So,	their	hesitation	contributed	to	my	
hesitation.	And	we're	not	made	of	money.	So,	I	knew	that	basically,	like,	my	
parents	would	help	out	where	they	could,	but	especially	post-graduation,	it	
would	be	up	to	me	to	pay	off	debt.	So,	it!s	kind	of	scary	looking	at	numbers,	
looking	at	loans.		
	
Likewise,	Olivia	explained	that	"My	parents	actually	told	me	that	they	can't	

really	help	me	out	for	the	next	two	years.	So,	I'm	on	my	own.	So	realistically	I!m	

going	to	have	to	take	out	loans.”	According	to	Madeline,	"Coming	into	this	[college],	I	

didn't	expect	my	family	to	be	able	to	contribute	anything.”		

Madeline	explained	that,	not	only	was	she	unable	to	go	to	her	family	for	

financial	assistance,	she	even	had	a	difficult	time	going	to	her	family	to	financial	

guidance	in	general.	

I	can't	really	talk	to	my	parents.	I	can	talk	to	my	parents	very	theoretically,	
but	if	I	demonstrate	any	sort	of,	questioning,	like,	$I'm	not	sure	what	to	do	in	
this	situation,#!to	them,	they're	like,	$OK,	well,	here's	a	solution.	And	that's	
what	you're	doing.#!I	can't	talk	through	anything	with	them,	and	so	I've	kind	
of	really	just	figured	it	out	on	my	own.	
	

Atticus!s	parent!s	poor	credit	history	has	had	an	inverse	impact	on	his	ability	to	pay	

for	college.		

I	really	rely	on	scholarships	and	grants	from	[Mid-Atlantic	University].	And	
so	that's	been	a	really	big	help.	But	I	still	have	to	pay	like	the	X	amount	left	
over.	And	so,	last	year,	I	tried	applying	for	a	loan,	but	my	mom	didn!t	have	
really	good	credit.	So,	I	had	to	find	someone	else	to	help	me	with	the	loan.	
Like,	someone	else	to	cosign	it.	And	it	ended	up	like	not	going	through.	
	
Lack	of	parental	support	due	to	unwillingness	or	inability	was	certainly	a	

common	theme	among	those	interviewed.	It	seems	reasonable	to	conclude	that	



 

 87 

being	unmoored	from	traditional	financial	support	systems	has	contributed	to	these	

students’	low	sense	of	financial	security,	in	college.	However,	not	all	the	students	

interviewed	in	this	study	expressed	a	lack	of	family	support.	Peter,	for	example,	

described	his	parents	as	being	strong	supporters	of	his	education	aspirations,	both	

philosophically	and	financially,	even	though	they	were	clear	with	him	from	the	

beginning	that	he	would	need	to	shoulder	much	of	the	financial	responsibility	for	his	

education.		

I	knew	pretty	early	on	that	when	my	parents	told	me	that	they're	serious	
about	me	getting	an	education,	I	could	kind	of	see	how	they	wouldn't	let	me	
try	to	worry	about	that	type	of	thing	[paying	for	college].	[My	parents]	told	
me	that	the	school	was	going	to	give	them	a	certain	amount	of	money,	and	
that	was	cool,	but	that	they	were	still	gonna	have	to	take	out	a	decent	amount	
of	loans	which	weren!t	necessarily	going	to	be	easy	to	pay	back.	They	told	me	
that	they	weren!t	going	to	let	me	worry	about	this	as	much	as	they	could,	but	
that	I	was	really	gonna	have	to	focus.	So,	they	told	me	that,	$hey,	we!re	going	
to	take	this	much	money.	This	[financial	aid]	is	giving	us	this	much	money.	
That's	cool.	But,	you	know,	it's	not	really	going	to	be	enough,	and	we're	going	
to	really	need	you	to	work	hard	so	that	we	can	really	focus	on	paying	off	
these	debts	and	you	can	focus	on	really	getting	your	education.	
	
Laura	explained	that,	while	her	parents	were	willing	to	support	her	

financially	in	college	to	the	best	of	their	ability,	she	was	reluctant	to	receive	financial	

support	from	them	outside	of	tuition.		

I	definitely	try	really	hard	to	work	to	make	money	so	my	parents	don!t	ever	
have	to	give	me	anything	that!s,	like,	not	towards	college,	because	I	don!t	
think	they	should	be	giving	me	their	money.	So,	I	worked	here	[Mid-Atlantic	
University]	for	two	years,	and	I	just	started	working	off	campus	at	a	
Starbucks,	because,	I	try	to	make	enough	money	so	that	I	can	pay	for	my	
books,	and	my	own	personal	needs,	and	my	car	insurance	and	gas,	so	that	
they	don!t	have	to	worry	about	that,	just	because	I	think	that	they	don!t	owe	
me	that	kind	of	money,	if	that	makes	sense,	you	know?	
	
Parental	support,	or	the	lack	thereof,	can	have	a	significant	impact	on	a	

student!s	financial	self-efficacy	and	financial	literacy.	However,	changes	in	the	
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economy	have	resulted	in	parents	being	increasingly	less	able	to	provide	

substantive	financial	support	for	their	college-bound	dependents	(Stich	&	Freie,	

2015).	

	

Lacking	General	Money	Management	Knowledge	

Many	college	students	lack	the	general	knowledge	needed	to	create	a	budget	

and	manage	their	own	financial	resources	(Durban,	2012).	This	certainly	seemed	to	

be	true	of	Peter,	Alice,	and	Laura.	All	three	students	seemed	to	have	only	a	basic	

understanding	of	financial	budgeting	and	viewed	their	transaction	history	as	their	

budget.	For	example,	when	asked	about	her	budgeting	habits,	Alice	explained,	"I	

mean,	it's	not	a	formal	budget,	but	I	kind	of	have,	like,	a	system	in	my	bank	account	

to	figure	out	how	much	to	work	with.”	In	fact,	Alice	admitted	that	she	did	not	like	to	

think	about	the	cost	of	college	at	all,	explaining	that	"I	sort	of	try	not	to	think	about	it	

[the	cost	of	college]	to	be	entirely	honest	[laughing].	Whenever	I	do,	it's	concerning.”	

When	asked	about	his	approach	to	budgeting,	Peter	explained	that,	"I	don!t	

necessarily	have	a	controlled	budget.	It	kind	of	depends	on	what	I	need	it	[money]	

for.”	Peter	went	on	to	explain	that,	while	he	does	not	necessarily	keep	a	budget,	he	

does	prioritize	his	spending.	

I	would	say	it	[my	budget]	is	more	like	a	priority	list,	you	know?	I	would	say	
that	I	try	to	eat	here	[on	campus]	as	much	as	possible.	I	really	like	to	go	out,	
you	know,	waste	that	money	on	food.	If	I	can	just	eat	here,	like,	this	will	be	
paid	for.	And	I	usually…	like,	my	biggest	priority	is	getting	gas,	you	know?	
Because	I	have	to	work.	So,	it's	a	pretty	important	thing,	you	know,	being	able	
to	travel.	And	then	after	that,	it	kinds	of	comes	down,	like,	you	know,	
subscriptions	that	I	had	to	pay	for.	I	like	to	keep	a	certain	amount	of	money	in	
my	account	just	in	case	for	that.	So	really,	it	all	depends	on	what	I	need	that	
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week.	But	usually	a	top	priority	is	gas,	then	laundry,	then	anything	else	that	I	
might	be	paying	for	passively.		
	
Recognizing	the	value	of	a	budget,	Laura	expressed	a	desire	to	create	a	

budget	for	herself	but	seemed	to	suggest	that	she	lacked	the	requisite	math	skills	to	

do	so,	explaining,	"I	don!t	really	have	a	budget.	I	wish	I	did.	I!ve	been	really	trying	to	

figure	out	how	to	make	a	budget,	but	I!m	not	really	a	math	person	[laughing].	I!m	an	

English	person.”	

Atticus	spoke	about	having	a	very	"loose	budget,”	explaining	that	he	works	

hard	to	keep	his	spending	to	a	minimum.	Atticus	contrasted	his	own	spending	habits	

to	those	of	his	friends,	observing	that	working	more	has	not	only	helped	him	earn	

more	money,	it	has	also	kept	him	busy,	meaning	he	has	had	less	time	for	social	

spending.		

It's	a	very	loose	budget	right	now.	I	just	try	to	keep…	so	I	work	two	jobs.	So,	I	
think	a	lot	of	the	money	I	make	in	res	life	as	an	RA	goes	into	savings,	and	a	lot	
of	the	money	I	make	from	TS	[Technology	Services],	which	isn!t	a	lot	because	
I'm	working,	like,	part	time	there,	I	use	as,	like,	my	spending	money	each	
week,	but	I	always	try	to,	like,	not	get	below	a	certain	amount.	Like,	I	don't	
really	try	to	spend	like	more	than	a	hundred	bucks	in,	like,	a	week	or	two.	
Sometimes	it's	hard	because	I	have	friends	who	like	to	eat	out	or	something	
like	that,	but	I	think	it's….	I've	been	working	a	lot	more,	so	I	haven!t	been	able	
to	hang	out	with	those	friends,	which	has	been	good	on	my	money.	So,	yeah.	
	
Most	of	the	participants	in	this	study	touched	on	the	spending	habits	of	first	

year	students,	describing	either	their	own	freshman	year	financial	mistakes,	or	the	

reckless	spending	habits	of	new	students	in	general.	In	his	role	as	an	RA,	Atticus	has	

the	opportunity	to	interact	regularly	with	first	year	college	students.	He	explained	

that	"I	just	notice	a	lot	of	freshmen—they	see	the	freedom	of,	like,	being	able	to	eat	

out,	choosing	where	to	eat,	where	they	spend	their	money,	like,	how	they	manage	
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their	time.”	Reflecting	on	his	own	freshman	year,	Peter	lamented	that,	"I	did	have	a	

savings	my	freshman	year,	but	I	kind	of	went	through	that	a	little	quick.	Kind	of	a	

learning	lesson.”	Peter	went	on	to	explain	that	the	newfound	independence	he	had	

in	his	first	year	of	college	contributed	to	his	reckless	spending	habits.		

I	kind	of	got	here,	and	I	was	I	on	my	own.	[and	I	thought],	$I	can	do	what	I	
want,#!you	know,	$I	can	really	spend	what	I	want.#!I	kind	of	burned	through	
my	money	fast.	And	I	found	that	when	I	really	needed	it,	I	didn't	have	it.	
	
Likewise,	Laura	explained	that	she	was	not	careful	with	her	money	in	her	

first	year	of	college.			

I	think	my	freshman	year,	I	was	really	foolish	with	the	way,	like,	I	spent	
money,	if	that	makes	sense.	I	think	I	was	just	excited	to	be	in	college,	and,	
like,	I	wanted	to	do	things,	and,	like,	go	out	with	people,	and	I	think	that	I	
definitely	should	have,	like,	saved	more.	I	think	I	definitely	could	have,	like,	
had	a	car	sooner,	I	would	have	been	able	to,	like,	have	money	aside	for	other	
things	sooner.	I	never	like	the	feeling	of	being	stressed	out,	if	that	makes	
sense,	and	like,	"oh,	no,	what	am	I	going	to	do,	I	don!t	have	any	money.”	So,	I	
think	I	should	have	saved	more,	if	that	makes	sense?	Um,	again,	it!s	really	
hard	to	save	the	money	you	make	on	campus,	you	know?	Because	it!s	not,	it!s	
not	enough	to,	like,	sustain	yourself	for	a	long	time.	
	
When	asked	what	advice	he	would	give	to	freshman	about	their	financial	

decision-making,	Atticus,	observing	that	freshman	often	spend	a	lot	on	eating	out,	

even	when	they	have	a	meal	plan,	recommended	that	freshman	find	on-campus	

employment	and	stick	to	a	budget.		

I	just	notice	a	lot	of	freshmen—they	see	the	freedom	of,	like,	being	able	to	eat	
out,	choosing	where	to	eat,	where	they	spend	their	money,	like,	how	they	
manage	their	time.	So,	I	think	just	the	biggest	thing	would	be,	just,	like,	find	
an	on-campus	job,	just	so	that	you	can	have	some	money,	and	then	create	a	
good	budget	where	you're	not	eating	out.	Like,	the	biggest	thing	for	me	was	
like,	I'm	still	paying	the	meals	that	I	miss.	So,	if	I'm	eating	out	and	only	eating	
at	the	MAC	for	maybe	like	two	days	a	week,	I'm	missing	all	those	days	that	I	
never	eat	at.	So,	I	think	just…	trying	not	to	eat	out	so	much,	creating	a	budget	
where	you're	not	going	over	your	spending,	and	try	to	find	an	on-campus	job.	
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That	way	you're	more	involved,	and	you're	not	just	hanging	out	with	friends,	
going,	say,	to	New	Jersey	at,	like,	midnight	for	food	runs.		
	
Olivia	offered	some	observations	on	the	spending	habits	of	college	students	

in	general.	

I	think	the	biggest	thing	is	just	realizing	how	much	stuff	like	how	much	
money	we	spend	on	stuff	like	we	don't	need	at	all.	It's	like,	I	feel	my	age	
group	is	big	into	that	because	money	is	still	very	new	to	us,	I	guess	
[laughing].	So,	it!s	like,	$ooh,	like,	I	have	my	first	debit	or	credit	card,	like,	let	
me	go	to	Target.	
	
Several	of	the	participants,	including	Olivia,	demonstrated	a	developed	

understanding	of	budgeting,	and	expressed	a	strong	commitment	to	financial	

stewardship.	Olivia	attributed	this	commitment	to	the	influence	of	her	family.		

My	parents	have	told	us	to	always,	like,	just	keep	track	of	what	you're	
spending,	so	that	you	know…	And	my	brother	as	well,	like	my	brother,	is	very	
into,	like	budgeting.	Like	he	went	to	med	school,	so	he	had	to	get	a	bunch	of	
loans.	He	started	having	a	family	when	he	was	in	school.	So,	he	has	four	kids	
now.	He	graduated	2014.	And	he	told	me	that	I	didn't	know	all	this	stuff	
when	I	started	college,	so,	like,	he	would	always	encourage	me,	like,	keep	
track	of	your	finances,	like,	write	it	down.	Either	put	it	in	an	app,	or	do	it,	like,	
manually	or	whatever,	to	make	sure	you're	following	and	budgeting	what	
you	like	allotted	for	that	month	or	a	week	or	whatever	it	is.	And	I	think	that	it	
just	makes	you	more	conscious	of	what	you're	spending…	when	you	write	it	
down.	Because	then	you're	seeing,	like,	wait,	did	I	really	need	to	go	bowling,	
like,	three	times	this	week	and	buy	a	whole	pizza	every	single	time	I	went	
[laughing].	No!	I	know	I	didn't	need	to	do	that.		
	
This	lack	of	general	financial	knowledge	is	increasingly	common	in	students	

(Stich	&	Freie,	2015).	In	fact,	Henry,	Weber,	and	Yarbrough	(2001)	found	that	more	

than	half	of	the	college	students	in	their	study	did	not	practice	budgeting	(Henry	et	

al.,	2001).	While	the	size	of	this	study	is	much	smaller	than	Henry,	Weber,	and	

Yarbrough!s	study,	the	findings	of	these	two	studies	seem	consistent.		
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Employed	on	and	off	campus	

As	has	been	discussed	already,	seven	in	ten	students	work	while	they	are	

enrolled;	a	quarter	of	college	students	are	now	both	full-time	workers	and	full-time	

students,	and	many	more	are	working	close	to	full-time.	Nearly	40%	of	

undergraduate	students	and	76%	of	graduate	students	work	at	least	30	hours	a	

week	(Carnevale	et	al.,	2015).	All	the	students	in	this	study	are	working	at	least	one	

job	while	in	college,	and	most	spoke	about	the	challenges	they	faced	trying	to	

balance	work	commitments	with	other	responsibilities.	Peter,	for	example,	spoke	of	

balancing	work	with	athletic	commitments.		

I	do	work	off	campus,	and	I	am	an	athlete.	So,	I	try,	when	I'm	in	season,	I	try	
not	to	work.	I	tried	that	last	year	and	my	grades	kind	of	took	a	big	hit	from	
that.	So,	this	semester	I	waited	until	after	my	season	was	over.	So,	it's	a	little	
weird,	me	trying	to	navigate	through	with	very	little	money.	I	try	to	save	it	
either	for	gas	or,	only	if	I	really	have	to	do	laundry.	I	try	to	wait	as	long	as	
possible	for	that	–	kind	of	get	through	everything.	It	makes	it	easier	when	I	
do	have	a	job,	you	know,	just	to	have	that	little	extra.	
	
Madeline	spoke	about	how,	as	tuition	bills	have	increased	over	her	years	in	

college,	she	has	needed	to	take	on	an	increasing	workload.		

I	work.	I	work	as	many	hours	as	possible	during	the	week.	Usually,	it's	been	
up	to	this	point	about	twenty	hours	a	week,	and	then	I	get	full	time	jobs	over	
the	summer	to	pay	for	everything.	And	it's	worked.	Like,	I	work	breaks.	I	
have	a	job	where	my	family	lives	that	I	can	go	back	to	work	breaks.	And	then	
coming	up	on	this	semester.	I….	there	was	a	couple	of	weeks	in	there	where	I	
thought	I	was	going	to	have	to	drop	out	of	school	because	my	family	was	like,	
"we	don't	have	money	for	you.”	And	I	was	like,	"well,	that's	great.	I	don't	have	
money	either.”	Because	I	think	the	bill	was	higher	this	year	because	I	took	
summer	classes.	And	so,	I	was	like,	"Well,	I	made	enough	to	cover	my,	like,	
how	much	I've	always	made.”	And	they	were	like,	"Well,	it	sucks	to	be	you.	I	
guess	you	can	always	come	home.”	And	I	was	like,	"that's	not	–	that!s	not	an	
option.”	And	so,	I	now	have	a	job	off	campus,	and	now	I	work	thirty	hours	
there.	I	work,	I	make	up	whatever	time	in	between	classes.	I	work	at	campus	
services	still	on	Saturdays.	I	work	at	a	farmer's	market.	So,	I'm	working	
probably	close	to	forty	hours	a	week.	
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Likewise,	Laura	spoke	about	working	multiple	jobs	both	on	and	off	campus	

to	earn	enough	money	to	cover	the	cost	of	going	to	college.		

I’m	working	three	jobs.	So,	I	work	fifteen	to	sixteen	hours	(somewhere	
around	there)	for	Starbucks	every	week.	And	then,	at	the	Highlands	I!m	
working…	It!s	funny,	I!m	only	working	three	hours	a	week,	because	they	
wanted	to	work	with	me	because	I	missed	them	too	much.	And	then	I	also	
work	in	Advancement	on	Thursday	nights,	and	I	do	the	calling	job.	
	
Atticus,	who	works	both	as	a	Resident	Assistant	(RA),	and	for	the	University!s	

Technology	Services	(TS)	department,	spoke	about	how	the	University!s	response	to	

the	COVID-19	pandemic	has	impacted	his	ability	to	work.	When	asked	about	his	

work	commitments,	and	about	how	many	hours	a	week	he	works,	Atticus	explained	

working	two	very	different	types	of	jobs	helps	him	manage	the	work	load.		

That	[how	often	I	work]	somewhat	depends	on,	like,	if	people	need	me	or	not.	
And	I	haven!t	been	working	a	lot	[as	an	RA]	because	of	isolation.	But	with	TS,	
I	know	I	work	two	days	for	three	hours.	So	maybe,	like,	a	good,	like,	eight	to	
ten	hours	for	TS,	if	they	need	me	more	–	sometimes	it's	a	little	busy	with	the	
plays	and	stuff,	but	that	hasn!t	really	been	going	through	with	COVID.	Yeah.	
So,	I	didn't	try	to	balance	myself,	which	is	good	because	it's	two	different	
types	of	work.	Yeah.	
	
The	trend	of	students	taking	on	additional	work	to	pay	for	college	is	well	

documented	(Carnevale	et	al.,	2015).	Whether	it	is	absolutely	necessary,	or	even	

helpful,	for	students	to	work	as	much	as	they	do	is	a	matter	subject	to	debate.	Such	a	

trend	seems	to	attest	to	the	prevalence	of	student	financial	insecurities	on	college	

campuses.	However,	this	trend	also	testifies	to	how	committed	college	students	can	

be	to	reaching	their	educational	goals.		
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Committed	to	Reaching	Educational	Goals	

For	the	students	in	this	study,	the	risks	associated	with	dropping	out	of	

school	seemed	to	outweigh	the	risks	associated	with	taking	on	an	increasing	amount	

of	debt.	Laura	explains	this	well.		

The	best	advice	I	received	about	money	was	probably	actually,	like,	$once	you	
start	college,	you	definitely	should	finish	it,	because	if	you	don't,	then	you	
have	all	that	debt	without	the	benefit	of	a	degree.#!Because	it's	been	a	rough	
couple	of	years.	And	like,	even	as	recently	as	a	couple	of	days	ago,	I	was	like,	I	
don't	know	that	all	of	this	is	worth	it.	By	now,	I'm	seventeen	thousand	dollars	
in	debt,	and	so	I	have	to	finish;	there's	nothing	I	can	do	about	that.	That's	
mostly	just	giving	me	the	motivation	to,	like,	keep	going.	I!m	just	gonna	do	
what	I	can	and	keep	going.	
	
Several	of	the	students	in	this	study	articulated	a	strong	institutional	

commitment	to	Mid-Atlantic	University.	Alice,	for	example,	articulated	that	"This	

[Mid-Atlantic	University]	is	where	I'm	supposed	to	be.”	When	asked	if	he	has	ever	

considered	withdrawing	from	college	for	financial	reasons,	Atticus	explained	that	he	

had,	but	that	his	social	connections	have	kept	him	at	Mid-Atlantic	University.		

I	don't	want	to	withdraw	for	a	semester,	or	a	year,	because	I	know	I	wouldn't	
be	happy.	I'm	very	happy	here.	And	I	think	that's	why	I	stay.	This	place	does	
feel	like	a	home,	and	I've	been	so	integrated	in	the	community	that	I'm	going	
to	really	miss	these	people	if	I	go	for	a	year.	
	
Other	students	in	this	study	articulated	a	strong	sense	of	goal	commitment.	

Peter,	for	example,	placed	a	high	value	on	what	he	was	learning	in	college,	and	

expressed	a	commitment	to	his	educational	goals	despite	his	financial	anxieties.			

I	don't	think	I've	ever	had	thoughts	about	withdrawing	from	this	university.	I	
think	my	education	is	really,	really	important,	and	that	my	parents	definitely	
wouldn't	want	to	see	me	drop	out,	like,	under	any	circumstances.	I	remember	
my	mom	calling	me…	or	texting	me,	or	something,	saying	that	she	just	took	
out	a	loan	for	sixty	thousand,	and	that	I	really,	really	needed	to	focus	on	
education.	I	kind	of	took	that	as	a	little	nudge.	I	was	like,	yeah,	I	really	need	to	
take	this	seriously.		
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A	number	of	scholars	have	pointed	out	how	goal	commitment	and	

institutional	commitment	are	important	predictors	of	student	retention	(Tinto,	

1975).	We	see	here	in	these	students’	responses	that	their	commitments	to	their	

goals,	and	to	their	institution,	have	had	an	important	influence	in	their	respective	

decisions	to	persist	in	college.		

	

Persistence	Decision-Making	

All	of	the	students	in	this	study	shared	at	least	some	insights	into	their	own	

persistence	decision	making.	Most	of	the	students	interviewed	described	at	least	

one	point	during	their	time	in	college	when	they	were	faced	with	a	difficult	decision	

to	either	persist	at	the	University,	or	to	withdraw.	Alice,	for	example,	described	how	

when	her	dual	level	(BA	and	MA)	program	changed	its	master!s	level	requirements,	

adding	at	least	another	year	to	the	program,	she	seriously	contemplated	

withdrawing	or	transferring.		

Seeing	that	–	Okay,	I	would	need	to	tack	on	another	one	or	two	years	to	get	
my	masters	in	counseling,	which	I	really	need	to	do	anything,	that's	
intimidating.	That,	I	mean,	that's	looking	at	several	thousands	of	dollars	more	
that	I	previously	wasn't,	like,	mentally	preparing	myself	for.	
	
However,	Alice	ultimately	decided	to	stay	because	she	believed	in	the	value	

of	the	University!s	mission,	explaining	that,	"Um,	what	kept	me	here	–	I	would	say	

would	definitely	be	the	spiritual	aspect.	I	really	see	the	value	of	it.”		

Atticus	described	a	situation	in	which	he	was	faced	with	a	pivotal	persistence	

decision	surrounding	his	finances.	He	explained,	faced	with	insufficient	financial	
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resources	to	continue	in	school,	it	was	only	the	intervention	of	a	friend	that	enabled	

him	to	continue	in	his	education.			

I	remember	sitting	there	–	this	was	over,	like,	winter	break	and	I	didn't	
register	for	classes.	I	think	I	had,	like,	a	couple	of	days	left	until	I	had	to	go	
back	and	I	wasn't	registered	when	I	came	back	to	Mid-Atlantic	University,	
and	a	friend	ended	up	paying	for	like	a	thousand	or	two	thousand	dollars	I	
needed	to	get	through	the	semester.	So	that	was	like	a	really	big	help.	I	
wouldn!t	have	probably	been	here	if	that	hadn!t	happened,	if	that	didn't	
happen.	But	I	know,	like	this	year	I'm	facing	that	same	problem,	but	I'm	a	bit	
more	confident	I'm	probably	going	to	get	a	loan	this	time	because,	um,	yeah,	
things	are	just	lining	up	better.	But	it's	always	been	kind	of	like	a,	you	know,	
a	worry	for	me.	 	
	
The	ability	to	overcome	this	first	significant	financial	obstacle	in	the	way	of	

his	educational	goals	seems	to	have	given	Atticus	more	confidence	in	his	ability	to	

overcome	future	financial	obstacles.		

Madeline	also	spoke	about	a	time	when	she	was	faced	with	a	persistence	

decision	surrounding	a	financial	obstacle.	She	explained	that,	when	her	tuition	bill	at	

the	University	increased,	and	her	family	told	her	they	could	not	provide	her	with	

any	additional	financial	support,	she	resorted	to	working	additional	hours	to	earn	

more	money.	

So,	what	happened	is	there	was	about	three	thousand	dollars	that	I	couldn't	
cover	for	this,	like,	this	semester.	And	my	mom	was	like,	"well	if	you	switch	to	
completely	online	school	and	like	just	come	and	live	at	home,	then	that	will	
drop	your	bill	about	three	thousand	dollars	and	you	can	just	do	online	school	
for	the	semester.”	And	it's	not	really	a	great	option	for	me	to	live	at	home.	
And	so,	I	was	like,	"well,	that's	not	happening.”	And	because	of	the	way	–	
specifically	this	semester	–	my	classes	are	formatted,	there's	a	lot	of	group	
projects	and	that	kind	of	thing,	and	so	doing	it	online	would	just	be	terrible.	
And	so.	I	was	like,	well,	if	that	is	what	I	have	to	do,	then	I'm	just	going	to	drop	
this	semester	entirely	and	work	full	time	and	I'll	come	back	in	the	spring.	And	
my	mom	was	like,	"OK.		But	if	you	do	that,	then	you	are	coming	to	live	at	
home.	I'm	not	letting	you	have	other	options.”	I	was	like,	"Well.	I'm	twenty-
two	years	old.	You	don't	really	get	to….	to	tell	me	that	anymore.”		But	I	do	like	
want	to	have	a	relationship	with	my	family.	I	love	my	family.	And	so,	the	
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solution,	therefore,	is	to	figure	out	a	way	to	pay	myself.	And	so	now	I	work	
forty	hours	a	week.	I	make	it	work.	
	
Laura	spoke	about	how	the	COVID-19	pandemic	put	her	and	her	family	into	a	

difficult	situation	financially,	prompting	her	to	consider	transferring	to	a	community	

college.		

I	think	this	summer	was	really	hard	because	we	were	really	worried	because	
of	COVID,	and	my	family,	like	–	I	mean,	I	had	like	two	jobs	–	almost	three	jobs	
lined	up,	then	I	lost	all	of	them,	and	then,	um…	So,	I	started	DoorDashing	to	
make	money,	which	actually	worked	really	well.	Um…	And	then	my	dad	[a	
teacher]	obviously	went	online,	which	was	hard.	And	then	my	mom	had,	like,	
no	job	at	all,	because	she	worked	at	a	hospital	as	a	nurse.	And	so,	they	didn’t	
really	need	her	because	they	had,	like,	all	the	front-line	nurses	working,	and	
she	was	kind	of,	like,	on	the	side,	so	she	wasn!t	called	back	until,	like,	after	the	
summer.	So,	we	definitely	thought	about	me	going	to	community	college	for,	
like,	a	semester.	Um,	but	the	only	problem	was,	I!ve	taken	all	my	gen	eds,	so	
the	only	thing	I	have	left	are	ed	courses.		
	
Olivia	explained	that	she	has	considered	taking	time	off	from	college	to	work.	

Definitely,	yeah.	As	it	gets	closer	especially,	to	where	I'm	going	to	run	into	
more	problems,	I'm	not	going	to	lie,	I	definitely	have	considered	taking	off	
next	year	to	work	because	I	don't	get	a	lot	of	financial	aid	because	of	my	
dad's	income.	Like,	they	keep	me	on	their	taxes	and	stuff.		
	
Olivia!s	comments	here	indicate	it	is	her	belief	that	her	dad!s	income	is	of	

such	an	amount	that	she	does	not	qualify	for	the	financial	aid	a	student	with	a	lower	

SES	might.	However,	as	I	noted	in	Olivia!s	brief	bio,	her	EFC	is	currently	zero,	which	

would	mean,	in	theory,	she	has	access	to	the	maximum	financial	aid	the	federal	

government	and	The	University	offers.	This	misperception	may	or	may	not	impact	

Olivia!s	persistence	decision-making	moving	forward.	However,	it	certainly	seems	to	

have	had	an	impact	on	her	sense	of	financial	security.		
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Sense	of	Financial	Security	

	 The	purpose	of	this	study	was	ultimately	to	examine	how	a	student!s	sense	of	

financial	security	impacts	persistence	decision-making	in	college.	As	such,	I	look	

specifically	at	how	the	six	students	in	this	study	articulated	their	own	sense	of	

financial	security	–	their	own	level	of	satisfaction	with	the	amount	of	money	

available	to	them	while	at	college.	As	has	been	explained,	all	six	of	the	participants	

for	this	study	self-identified	as	having	a	low	sense	of	financial	security	(SFS	<35)	in	

the	Noel	Levitz	College	Student	Inventory.	It	is	interesting	to	note,	however,	that	

several	students	in	this	study	articulated	a	strong	confidence	in	their	ability	to	pay	

for	college.	This	may	be	because	their	perception	changed	between	their	first	year,	

when	they	took	the	CSI,	and	the	time	when	they	were	interviewed	for	this	study.	

However,	recognizing	that	this	might	be	the	case,	I	was	careful	to	ask	students	

questions	that	touched	on	their	sense	of	financial	security	in	their	first	year	of	

college,	as	well	as	questions	that	touched	on	their	current	sense	of	financial	security.		

	 Atticus	explained	that	he	was	confident	coming	into	college	that	he	could	

afford	his	education.			

I	was	confident	that	I	would	make	ends	meet	and	always	be	able	to	pay	for	
each	year,	just	whether	it's	through	loans	or,	for	me,	like	working	a	lot.	
	
Likewise,	Peter	indicated	that	he	was	not	worried	about	his	ability	to	pay	for	

his	college	education,	though	his	answer	does	hint	that	financial	pressure	may	drive	

some	of	his	focus	and	motivation.		

I	wouldn't	say	that	I	worry	so	much	about	paying,	like	as	long	as	I	get	what	I	
need	to	get	done	on	a	timely	basis	–	not	having	to	worry	about	paying	for	
extra	classes	if	I	fail,	or	having	to	worry	about	necessarily,	like,	messing	up	
because	I'm	not	the	only	one	that	they	have	to	pay	for	school.	I	have	two	
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other	siblings	–	one	they	already	pay	for	and	one	they're	going	to	pay	for	in	
about	a	year.	So,	I	just	kind	of	had	to	be	conscious	of	that,	that	I'm	not	the	
only	one	that	they're	going	to	have	to	be	paying	for,	and	I	have	to	be	smart	in	
my	decisions.	
	
Others,	like	Alice,	Madeline,	and	Laura	expressed	significant	financial	

insecurities.	Alice	explained	that	her	being	a	first-generation	student	has	a	lot	to	do	

with	her	low	sense	of	financial	security.	

So,	I've	been	nervous	because	I'm	the	first	person	in	my	family	to	go	to	
college	like	this.	My	dad	dropped	out	of	a,	like,	a	technical	trade	school.	My	
sister	is	gone	to	a	couple,	like,	training	things,	post-graduation.	But	no	one	
has	gone	to,	like,	traditional	four	years	of	college	or	university.	
	
Madeline,	speaking	about	her	first	year,	explained	that,	"So	because	of.…	I	

was	not…	I	was	not	very	confident	at	all.”	Likewise,	Laura,	also	speaking	about	her	

first	year	at	college,	commented	that,	"Honestly,	I	wasn!t	that	confident.”		

Olivia	expressed	confidence	in	her	ability	to	pay	for	the	first	couple	years	of	

college,	but	a	lack	of	confidence	in	her	ability	to	complete	her	educational	goals.		

I	was	very	confident	in	my	first	couple	of	years,	but	I	knew	that	I	would	have	
problems	kind	of	starting,	like,	where	I	am	now	like	second	semester,	
sophomore	year,	junior	senior	year.	The	reason	that	I	was	confident	about	
these	first	two	years,	is	because	I	actually	took	a	gap	year	after	I	graduated	
from	high	school,	specifically	because	I	didn't	have	enough	money.	So,	like	I	
knew	my	major,	I	knew	where	I	wanted	to	go.	I	had	applied	to	Cairn,	and	then	
I	did	not	have	the	money.	So,	they	deferred	my	application.	I	didn't	have	to	
reapply	and	all	that.	And	I	just	took	that	year	to	work	full	time.	So,	like,	I	
knew	what	I	had	and	where	it	would	get	me	[laughing].	
	
	

Summary	

This	sequential	mixed	methods	study	presented	both	quantitative	and	

qualitative	strands	of	data	collection	and	analysis	in	order	to	answer	the	research	

questions.	This	study	was	an	explanatory,	sequential,	mixed-methods	study.	It	
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approached	the	first	two	questions	by	collecting	and	analyzing	quantitative	data	

(EFC,	GPA,	retention,	etc.)	from	students	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	between	the	

years	of	2017	and	2019.	To	answer	the	third	question,	a	series	of	interviews	were	

conducted	with	students	who	made	the	decision	to	persist,	despite	identified	

financial	insecurities.	To	better	understand	the	decision-making	of	students	from	

both	a	relatively	high	socio-economic	(SES)	status,	as	well	as	the	decision-making	of	

students	from	a	relatively	low	SES,	students	from	the	1st	EFC	quartile,	as	well	as	

student	from	above	the	3rd	EFC	quartile	at	Mid-Atlantic	University	were	

interviewed.		

	 Concerning	the	first	question:	Which	is	a	better	predictor	of	student	

retention,	a	student!s	sense	of	financial	security,	or	a	student's	socioeconomic	

status?	The	answer	is	that	neither	predicts	retention.	

	 Concerning	the	second	question:	Do	students’	sense	of	financial	security	have	

a	greater	impact	on	their	retention	than	the	more	traditional	predictor	of	student	

retention,	GPA?	An	analysis	of	the	quantitative	data	found	that,	for	the	three	cohorts	

studied,	high	school	GPA	was	the	only	significant	predictor	of	retention.	At	least	for	

these	three	cohorts,	only	high	school	GPA	significantly	predicts	retention,	with	

financial	security	having	no	effect.	

	 Concerning	the	third	question:	How	does	a	student's	sense	of	financial	

security	impact	that	student!s	persistence	decision-making?	The	answer	is	that,	

though	students’	sense	of	financial	security	does	not,	according	to	the	quantitative	

data,	have	an	effect	on	their	decision	to	return	their	sophomore	year,	it	does,	
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according	to	the	qualitative	data,	emerge	as	a	common	theme	and	influencing	factor	

amongst	those	who	enter	college	with	financial	insecurities.			

A	thematic	analysis	of	the	six	student	interviews	revealed	that	students	are:	

(1)	Averse	to	risk	and	sometimes	reluctant	to	take	on	debt;	(2)	Unmoored	from	

traditional	financial	support	systems;	(3)	Lacking	general	money	management	

knowledge,	(4)	Employed	on	and	off	campus,	and	(5)	Committed	to	reaching	their	

educational	goals.	These	surveys	reveal	the	extent	to	which	a	low	sense	of	financial	

security	can	complicate	and	inform	persistence	decision-making	in	college	students.	
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CHAPTER	5	

DISCUSSION,	IMPLICATIONS,	and	CONCLUSION	

In	my	work	in	the	field	of	Student	Affairs	and	student	retention,	I	have	

counseled	and	conducted	numerous	exit	interviews	for	students	making	life	

changing	college	persistence	decisions.	My	observation	is	that	students	often	make	

the	decision	to	withdraw	from	their	university	studies	because	of	financial	

insecurities.	This	observation	is	confirmed	by	multiple	studies	on	student	retention	

and	persistence.	Students	are	increasingly	dropping	out	or	delaying	graduation	due	

to	financial	reasons	(Britt	&	Goetz,	2012).	There	is	ample	research	demonstrating	

that	finances	play	a	significant	role	in	student	persistence	decision-making,	with	

students	citing	insufficient	finances	more	than	any	other	reason	for	their	departure	

from	post-secondary	education	(Mohr	et	al.,	1998;	Rorison	et	al.,	2017).	What	is	not	

always	clear	is	what	is	behind	these	insecurities.	What	are	the	social,	cultural,	and	

psychological	(or	non-cognitive)	factors	contributing	to	a	students’	financial	

insecurities?		This	study	was	an	attempt	to	better	understand	how,	and	to	what	

extent,	finances,	and	particularly	students’	sense	of	financial	security,	impacts	their	

persistence	decision-making.			An	explanatory	sequential	mixed	method	design	was	

selected	because	the	quantitative	phase	of	the	study	is	followed	by	a	qualitative	

phase	that	further	explains	the	results	of	the	initial	quantitative	data	(Creswell	&	

Creswell,	2017).	

The	quantitative	portion	of	the	research	was	presented	first,	followed	by	the	

qualitative	narratives.	Within	the	quantitative	phase,	several	years	of	data	were	

collected	and	analyzed	on	students’	sense	of	financial	security.	These	data	were	
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collected	from	traditional	undergraduate	students	at	a	small	liberal	arts	college	in	

the	mid-Atlantic	region	of	the	United	States.	The	quantitative	phase	of	this	study	

was	crucial	for	establishing	the	extent	to	which	a	student’s	sense	of	financial	

security	impacts	retention	in	relation	to	more	traditional	predictors	of	student	

retention.	In	the	qualitative	phase,	interview	questions	were	structured	to	help	me	

better	understand	the	decision-making	of	students	from	both	a	relatively	high	SES,	

as	well	as	the	decision-making	of	students	from	a	relatively	low	SES.		

Conducting	a	mixed	methods	study	resulted	in	deeper	understanding	of	the	

research	questions	that	were	set	forth.	In	isolation,	a	quantitative	study	would	have	

captured	statistical	data	to	perhaps	help	inform	retention	predictive	modeling	at	

Mid-Atlantic	University.	However,	these	data	were	inadequate,	in	and	of	themselves,	

because	they	lacked	the	personal	perspective	of	individual	participants	–	students	

experiencing	a	low	sense	of	financial	security	navigating	financial	decision-making.	

Likewise,	a	study	conducted	in	only	a	qualitative	manner	would	not	have	benefited	

from	the	insights	provided	by	the	quantitative	phased,	which	both	informed	the	

interview	questions	used,	and	helped	me	identify	participants	for	the	qualitative	

phase	of	the	study.	

	

Discussion	

What	can	be	seen	from	the	first	phase	of	this	study	is	that	only	high	school	

GPA	significantly	predicts	retention,	with	financial	security	having	no	effect.	

However,	it	is	interesting	to	note	that	when	the	data	were	analyzed	accounting	for	

those	participants	who	took	a	non-linear	persistence	path,	different	results	
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emerged.	When	the	data	were	nuanced	to	consider	students	who	stopped	out	for	

one	or	two	semesters,	and	then	returned	to	the	institution	to	continue	their	

education,	students’	sense	of	financial	security	did	emerge	as	a	statistically	

significant	contributing	factor	to	student	persistence,	suggesting	that	those	with	a	

lower	sense	of	financial	security,	when	accounting	for	those	who	took	a	non-linear	

approach	to	college,	make	better	progress	towards	their	degree	completion.	This	

conclusion	seems	somewhat	inconsistent	with	the	research	findings	of	others,	such	

as	Li	(2009),	who	observes	that,	in	students’	attempts	to	save	money,	they	are	

taking	non-linear	approaches	to	college	that	cost	them	more	in	the	long	run	(Li,	

2009).		From	this	study,	it	seems	reasonable	to	conclude	that,	while	a	student’s	

sense	of	financial	security	may	not	have	a	significant	effect	on	first	to	second	year	

retention,	it	may	have	an	effect	on	students’	persistence	decision-making	beyond	

their	sophomore	year.	Furthermore,	students’	sense	of	financial	security	may	

influence	their	decision	to	take	non-linear	approaches	to	achieving	their	educational	

goals.	This	study	also	seems	to	suggest	that	those	who	take	a	non-linear	approach	to	

achieving	their	educational	due	to	financial	reasons,	may	be	more	likely	to	achieve	

said	goals	those	who	take	a	linear	approach.		

Research	has	repeatedly	demonstrated	that	those	who	take	a	non-linear	path	

towards	graduation	are	less	likely	to	graduate	(Berkner	&	Choy,	2008;	Li,	2009;	St.	

John,	2004).	Furthermore,	there	is	ample	research	demonstrating	that	finances	play	

a	significant	role	in	student	persistence	decision-making,	with	students	citing	

insufficient	finances	more	than	any	other	reason	for	their	departure	from	post-

secondary	education	(Mohr	et	al.,	1998;	Rorison,	et	al.,	2017).	However,	the	data	
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from	this	study	indicate	that,	when	accounting	for	non-linear	approaches	to	

persistence,	students	with	a	lower	sense	of	financial	security	are	more	likely	to	

persist	towards	their	educational	goals.	It	is	entirely	likely	that	another	variable	is	

affecting	student	persistence	decision-making,	here.	Perhaps	a	more	in-depth	

behavioral	approach	to	student	persistence	decision-making	might	account	for	non-

cognitive	variables	such	as	self-efficacy	(Bandura,	2010)	or	grit	(Duckworth,	2016).	

As	is	evidenced	by	the	qualitative	phase	of	this	study,	students	who	have	a	low	sense	

of	financial	security	are	often	committed	to	reaching	their	educational	goals.	

Through	more	research	needs	to	be	done	on	how	student	stopout	decisions,	

motivated	by	financial	insecurities,	impact	persistence,	the	qualitative	phase	of	this	

study	does	provide	further	evidence	of	just	how	multidimensional	student	financial	

persistence	decision-making	can	be.	

In	the	qualitative	phase	of	the	study,	the	students	interviewed	spoke	about	

how	finances	impacted	their	persistence	decision-making.	This	is	not	surprising,	

considering	that	all	six	of	the	participants	for	this	study	were	selected	for	the	

qualitative	phase	of	this	research	precisely	because	they	self-identified	as	having	a	

low	sense	of	financial	security	(SFS	<35)	in	the	Ruffalo	Noel	Levitz	College	Student	

Inventory.	Indeed,	it	should	come	as	no	surprise	at	all	that	finances	have	an	impact	

on	the	persistence	decision-making	for	students	with	a	low	sense	of	financial	

security.	My	goal	in	the	second	phase	of	this	study,	however,	was	not	to	determine	

whether	financial	considerations	impacted	persistence	decision-making	of	these	

participants.	Rather,	the	goal	of	the	qualitative	phase	of	the	study,	in	keeping	with	

the	explanatory	sequential	mixed	method	approach	I	took,	was	to	explore	what	
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financial	insecurities	participants	experienced,	how	they	experienced	it,	and	how	

their	sense	of	financial	security	impacted	persistence	decision-making.	

What	we	can	see	from	the	qualitative	phase	of	this	study	is	that	finances	and	

financial	insecurities	influenced	participants’	decisions-making	in	distinctive	ways,	

to	varying	degrees,	and	for	different	reasons.	Through	these	six	interviews,	we	can	

see	a	glimpse	of	the	multidimensional	nature	of	student	financial	persistence	

decision-making.	

Previous	researchers	have	demonstrated	that	more	than	a	quarter	of	college	

seniors	who	drop	out	before	they	graduate	do	so	for	financial	reasons	(Mohr	et	al.,	

1998).	Furthermore,	students	are	increasingly	dropping	out	or	delaying	graduation	

due	to	financial	reasons	(Britt	&	Goetz,	2012).	The	participants	in	the	qualitative	

phase	provided	some	helpful	insights	in	how	finances	are	impacting	persistence	

decisions-making.	Throughout	the	interviews,	the	following	themes	emerged:	

	

Averse	to	Risk	and	Reluctant	to	Take	on	Debt	
	
Students	who	have	a	low	sense	of	financial	security	are	often	averse	to	risk	

and	reluctant	to	take	on	debt.	This	theme,	which	emerged	from	the	interviews,	is	

consistent	with	other	studies	demonstrating	that	students	may	not	be	taking	out	

enough	debt	to	achieve	their	educational	goals	(Avery	&	Turner,	2012;	Perna,	2018).	

Unfortunately,	not	only	is	this	financial	risk	aversion	a	roadblock	for	timely	degree	

completion,	but	it	may	also	even	be	hurting	students	financially	in	the	long	run	(Li,	

2009;	Seemiller	&	Grace,	2016).	

	



 

 107 

Unmoored	from	Traditional	Financial	Support	Systems	
	
Students	who	have	a	low	sense	of	financial	security	are	often	unmoored	from	

traditional	financial	support	systems.	This	theme	reflects	larger	cultural	and	

economic	trends	and	is	well	documented	in	the	literature.	Over	the	last	few	decades,	

parents	have	been	the	most	significant,	or	“traditional,”	source	of	financial	support	

for	college	students.	The	combined	income	and	savings	of	parents	and	students	

makes	up	about	half	(47%)	of	the	funds	families	use	to	cover	the	cost	of	attendance.	

On	average,	parents	contribute	almost	three-quarters	of	those	funds	(34%	of	the	

total	cost	of	college),	while	13%	of	the	total	cost	of	college	is	the	student’s	

responsibility	(Sallie	Mae,	2020).	However,	changes	in	the	economy	have	resulted	in	

parents	being	increasingly	less	able	to	provide	substantive	financial	support	for	

their	college-bound	dependents	(Stich	&	Freie,	2015).	Being	unmoored	from	

traditional	financial	support	systems	is,	in	particular,	a	challenge	for	those	from	a	

lower	socioeconomic	status,	and/or	first-generation	students,	whose	parents	are	

often	unable	or	unwilling	to	provide	financial	assistance	and	guidance	and	are	more	

likely	to	provide	incorrect	or	misleading	information	when	they	attempt	to	offer	

guidance	(Grodsky	&	Jones,	2006).	

	

Lacking	General	Money	Management	Knowledge	

Students	who	have	a	low	sense	of	financial	security	are	often	lacking	general	

money	management	knowledge.	The	link	between	a	student’s	sense	of	financial	

security	and	their	sense	of	financial	knowledge	has	been	observed	by	Archulate,	

Dale,	and	Spann	(2013),	who	found	that	college	students’	perceived	sense	of	
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financial	knowledge	was	the	most	significant	factor	in	lowering	financial	anxiety	

(Archulate	et	al.,	2013).	However,	the	association	between	a	student’s	sense	of	

financial	security	and	their	actual,	or	objective	financial	knowledge,	merits	further	

study.	This	association	is	particularly	difficult	to	determine,	considering	the	

multidimensional	nature	of	financial	knowledge	(Gutter	et	al.,	2010).	

	

Employed	on	and	off	Campus	

Students	who	have	a	low	sense	of	financial	security	are	often	employed	on	

and	off	campus.	It	is	becoming	increasingly	common	for	students	to	work	multiple	

jobs,	both	on	and	off	campus.	This	trend	of	students	working	multiple	jobs	and/or	

long	hours	while	enrolled	in	college	is	often	the	result	of	students’	low	sense	of	

financial	security	(Avery	&	Turner,	2012;	Carnevale	et	al.,	2015).		

	

Committed	to	Reaching	Educational	Goals	

Students	who	have	a	low	sense	of	financial	security	are	often	committed	to	

reaching	their	educational	goals.	Numerous	hurdles	exist	for	students	to	overcome	

on	their	way	to	achieving	their	educational	goals.	A	low	sense	of	financial	security	

can	be	a	particularly	difficult	hurdle	to	overcome.	However,	the	students	who	

participated	in	this	study	all	articulated	a	strong	sense	of	goal	commitment,	despite	

their	expressed	lack	of	confidence	in	their	ability	to	cover	costs	associated	with	

completing	their	education.	It	should	be	noted	that	the	participants	in	this	study	

were	enrolled	in	college	at	the	time	of	their	respective	interviews.	Undoubtedly	a	

more	complicated	picture	of	students’	sense	of	financial	security	and	goal	
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commitment	would	emerge	if	students	who	had	previously	withdrawn	from	the	

University	for	financial	reasons	had	been	interviewed.	This	study	limitation	will	be	

discussed	later	in	the	chapter.		

	 From	the	data	provided	by	both	phases	of	this	explanatory	sequential	mixed-

methods	study,	we	get	a	glimpse	into	the	multidimensional	nature	of	student	

financial	persistence	decision-making.		If	colleges	and	universities	wish	to	help	

students	more	effectively	navigate	the	financial	decision-making	process,	they	will	

need	to	adopt	more	holistic	solutions	that	are	in	tune	with	the	various	social	and	

cultural	dynamics	that	impact	such	decisions	(Tierney	&	Venagas,	2009).	

	

Implications	

Finances	have	an	impact	on	student	persistence	decision-making.	However,	if	

institutions	of	higher	education	are	going	to	help	students	better	navigate	such	

persistence	decision-making,	they	need	to	better	understand	the	nuances	of	

students’	financial	securities	and	insecurities	surrounding	their	persistence	

decision-making.		Towards	this	end,	the	work	of	Rorison,	Voight,	and	Poutre	(2018)	

is	helpful.		

Observing	that	differences	in	perceptions	about	affordability	and	

understanding	of	pricing	structures	impact	postsecondary	enrollment,	Rorison,	

Voight,	and	Poute	(2018)	provide	four	general	classes	of	student	approaches	to	

college	enrollment	and	affordability.	Though	they	were	originally	conceived	as	a	

means	of	understanding	enrollment	decisions,	not	necessarily	persistence	decisions,	

these	classes,	described	in	Chapter	2	of	this	dissertation,	could	help	practitioners	
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better	understand	how	and	why	finances	impact	student	persistence	decision-

making	(Rorison	et	al.,	2018).	We	can,	for	example,	see	themes	from	Rorison,	Voight,	

and	Poutre’s	(2018)	classes	reflected	in	the	narratives	of	the	six	participants	

interviewed	in	this	study.	Several	of	the	participants	exhibited	characteristics	of	

“The	Disgruntled	Afforders”	–	students	who	believe	that	college	is	unaffordable	to	

them,	or	that	the	price	of	a	college	education	is	unreasonable,	even	when	they	and	

their	families	have	the	resources	to	pay,	and	when	college	may	be	a	worthwhile	

financial	investment.	Laura,	for	example,	expressed	significant	financial	insecurity,	

and	spoke	about	contemplating	taking	time	off	from	college	for	financial	reasons,	

despite	her	family	being	in	the	3rd	quartile	for	EFC	at	the	University.	Likewise,	

several	of	the	participants	exhibited	characteristics	of	the	“Make-It-Work	Optimists”	

–	students	who	think	that	certain	colleges	are	affordable	for	them,	when	these	

students	may	need	to	incur	significant	debt	or	work	long	hours	to	cover	the	cost	of	

attendance.	Madeline,	for	example,	exhibited	optimism	about	her	ability	to	complete	

college	despite	significant	financial	hurdles	–	including	substantial	debt,	fittingly	

stating	at	one	point	in	her	interview,	“I	make	it	work.”	

Rorison,	Voight,	and	Poutre’s	(2018)	classes	of	student	approaches	to	college	

enrollment	and	affordability	can	steer	researchers,	practitioners,	and	policy-makers	

towards	a	more	nuanced	understanding	of	how	finances	impact	students’	

persistence	decision	making.	Similar	classes,	or	categories,	could	be	developed	to	

help	researchers	better	understand	student	enrollment	behavior,	to	help	policy-

makers	create	more	effective	financial	aid	laws	and	policies,	and	to	help	

practitioners	craft	more	effective	interventions.	
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Implications	for	Research	

Student	persistence	and	retention	is	based	on	the	decisions	students	make.	

Porter	(2000)	lists	two	fundamental	choices	that	college	students	must	face:		

whether	to	continue	their	education	and	whether	to	continue	their	education	at	the	

current	institution.	While	scholars	have	considered	how	high	school	students	

choose	which	college	to	attend	(Bradshaw,	Espinoza,	&	Hausman,	2001;	Govan,	

Patrick,	&	Yen,	2006;	Hossler	&	Gallagher,	1987;	Smith,	1994)	as	well	as	the	process	

by	which	students	determine	their	major	(Bergeron	&	Romano,	1994;	Galotti,	1999;	

Galotti	et	al.,	2006;	Kiener,	2006),	they	have	not	considered	the	role	of	decision-

making	on	student	retention	and	attrition	in	college.	Retention	theorists	expect	

students	to	take	a	careful,	deliberate	approach	to	decisions	of	such	importance.	This	

approach	to	retention	is	rooted	in	a	rational	choice	approach	to	economic	decision-

making.	However,	in	many	cases,	students	make	impulsive	and	irrational	choices,	

even	if	the	stakes	are	high	(Byrnes,	2002,	2005;	Steinberg	&	Scott,	2003).	Oftentimes	

these	decisions	are	based	on	financial	concerns	(Mohr	et	al.,	1998;	Rorison	et	al.,	

2017).		

In	an	effort	to	better	understand	student	persistence	decision-making,	

especially	as	those	decisions	are	influenced	by	financial	pressures	and	insecurities,	

researchers	can	utilize	tools	that	assess	non-cognitive	variables,	such	as	financial	

confidence,	to	collect	more	nuanced	data	on	such	decisions.	As	was	discussed	in	

Chapter	2,	non-cognitive	variables	are	being	used	increasingly	to	predict	student	

success	in	college	(Saunders-Scott	et	al.,	2017).	However,	data	collected	from	non-



 

 112 

cognitive	assessments	could	be	used	to	greater	effect	to	shape	financial	aid	policies	

and	practices	at	institutions.		

Likewise,	in	an	effort	to	better	understand	the	nuances	of	student	persistence	

decision-making	surrounding	finances,	more	complex	financial	behavior	modeling	is	

needed.	Again,	Rorison,	Voight,	and	Poutre’s	(2018)	classes	of	student	approaches	to	

college	enrollment	and	affordability	are	a	step	in	the	right	direction.	However,	as	

their	model	is	focused	on	student	enrollment	decision-making	(i.e.,	matriculation	

decisions),	it	would	need	to	be	adjusted	to	better	address	student	persistence	

decisions-making.			

	

Implications	for	Higher	Education	Practitioners	

Students	need	financial	guidance	to	encourage	their	persistence.	The	

financial	aid	process	can	be	complicated	and	difficult	for	most	students	to	navigate.	

College	students	arrive	at	school	unfamiliar	with	what	financial	aid	is	(Durban	&	

Britt,	2012).	Institutions	of	higher	education	should	prioritize	helping	students	

navigate	the	financial	aid	process,	creating	initiatives	that	help	students	make	more	

informed	decisions	about	borrowing,	work/study	balance,	and	persistence.	As	this	

study	shows,	students	often	turn	to	friends	and	family	for	financial	advice.	This	can	

be	beneficial	for	some.	However,	as	Grodsky	and	Jones	(2006)	observe,	some	

parents,	particularly	those	from	a	lower	socioeconomic	status,	are	unable	or	

unwilling	to	provide	an	estimate	of	the	costs	of	college	attendance.	These	parents	

are	also	more	likely	to	over-estimate	those	costs	if	they	do	provide	an	estimate,	and	

more	likely	to	make	larger	errors	in	estimation	(Grodsky	&	Jones,	2006).	
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Furthermore,	as	Ward,	Siegel,	and	Davenport	(2012)	observe,	the	parents	of	first-

generation	students	often	lack	understanding	of	college	benefits,	lack	the	ability	to	

help	navigate	the	financial	aid	process,	and	may	not	be	supportive	of	a	student’s	

decision	to	go	in	the	first	place	(Ward	et	al.,	2012).	Institutions	cannot	depend	on	

parents	to	help	students	navigate	an	increasingly	complex	financial	aid	system.	

Rather,	university	Financial	Aid	offices	need	to	provide	robust	financial	aid	

education	for	students	and	parents	alike.	These	educational	programs	need	to	be	

integrated	into	new	student	orientation,	first-year	courses,	and	structured	

mentoring	programs.	A	number	of	studies	have	found	significant	effects	from	

interventions	that	provide	college	students	with	financial	aid	mentoring	and	other	

similar	supports	(Angrist	et	al.,	2009;	Bettinger	&	Baker,	2014;	Castleman	&	Page,	

2016;	Clotfelter	et	al.,	2016;	Scrivener	et	al.,	2015).	

Financial	Aid	offices	cannot	expect	students	to	proactively	reach	out	for	

assistance,	as	research	has	consistently	shown	that	students	do	not	turn	to	financial	

services	for	help	navigating	the	costs	associated	with	attaining	a	college	degree	

(Lim,	Heckman,	Montalto,	&	Letkiewicz,	2014).	University	efforts	in	this	area	need	to	

be	early	and	proactive,	so	that	students	can	begin	their	time	in	college	with	the	

financial	confidence	and	financial	tools	needed	to	adeptly	navigate	persistence	

decision-making.		

Students	often	make	impulsive	choices	when	the	stakes	are	high	(Byrnes,	

2002,	2005;	Steinberg	&	Scott,	2003).	Too	many	complex	choices	lead	to	student	

indecision,	procrastination,	self-doubt,	and	paralysis	(Jenkins	&	Cho,	2013).	As	such,	

it	is	not	enough	for	institutions	to	just	provide	financial	information	to	students.	
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Rather,	colleges	and	universities	need	to	take	an	approach	to	college	cost	and	

affordability	that	considers	the	behavioral	outcomes	and	matriculation	behavior	of	

college	students	(Grodsky	&	Jones,	2006).	One	way	to	accomplish	this	is	through	the	

creation	of	guided	pathways	to	increase	the	rate	at	which	students	enter	and	

complete	a	program	of	study.	Such	guided	pathways	are	already	being	implemented	

in	the	course	selection	process	at	many	colleges	and	universities	(Jenkins	&	Cho,	

2013).	Considering	the	complexity	of	the	financial	aid	process,	in	addition	to	

offering	proactive	and	timely	financial	aid	education,	institutions	of	higher	

education	can	work	to	provide	guided	financial	pathways	for	students.	For	example,	

in	the	financial	aid	application	process,	students	could	be	provided	with	a	simplified	

set	of	options,	including	clear	information	on	each	option’s	costs	and	benefits,	or	the	

provision	of	a	“default	option”	designed	by	experts,	helping	students	make	optimal	

persistence	decisions.	By	providing	such	guided	financial	pathways,	colleges	and	

universities	position	students	with	a	greater	sense	of	financial	confidence	early	in	

their	college	journey	(Jenkins	&	Cho,	2013).			

	

Implications	for	Policy	Makers	

The	standard	solution	of	spending	more	on	federal	financial	aid	for	students,	

rooted	in	a	rational	choice	approach,	will	likely	not	be	enough	to	solve	the	college	

accessibility	barriers	that	many	Americans	face.	In	additional	to	the	provision	of	

federal	aid,	policy	makers	need	to	work	to	simplify	the	financial	aid	application	

process,	and	hold	colleges	and	universities	accountable	for	providing	accurate	and	

timely	information	about	the	cost	of	attending	college.		
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Accurate	and	timely	information	regarding	the	costs	associated	with	college-

going,	as	well	as	available	aid	opportunities,	are	factors	known	to	influence	the	

enrollment	decisions	of	students.	Yet	research	suggests	that	information	about	

college	and	financial	aid	is	often	presented	in	sporadic	and	ineffective	ways,	and	

therefore	does	little	to	positively	impact	college	enrollment	decisions	of	students,	

especially	low-income	students.	Students	and	families	already	hold	perceptions	

about	college	affordability	that	often	are	based	on	partial,	dated,	or	inaccurate	

information—	leading	families	to	misperceptions	about	the	true	costs	of	college	

(Rosa,	2006).	

Policy-makers	need	to	work	to	simplify	the	financial	aid	process	as	much	as	

possible.	Recent	efforts	by	policy-makers	to	pull	back	the	proverbial	curtain	on	the	

cost	of	college,	such	as	the	2011	amendment	to	the	Higher	Education	Opportunity	

Act	of	2008,	which	requires	institutions	of	higher	education	participating	in	federal	

financial	aid	programs	to	provide	families	with	an	easier	to	find	and	use	net	price	

calculator	on	their	website,	are	a	step	in	the	right	direction	(U.S.	Dept	of	Ed.,	2011).	

Likewise,	recent	efforts	by	policy	makers	to	include	in	the	Consolidated	

Appropriations	Act	of	2021	a	change	to	the	term	EFC,	in	an	acknowledgment	that	

the	term	does	not	properly	characterize	what	is	an	eligibility	index	for	distributing	

funds,	and	not	a	reflection	of	what	a	family	can	or	will	pay	for	postsecondary	

expenses,	will	help	students	and	institutions	navigate	the	nuances	of	determining	

financial	need.		However,	misinformation	and	misperceptions	surrounding	the	

financial	aid	process	abounds	(Perna,	2008;Rosa,	2006).	Policy	makers	must	

continue	to	push	for	clear	and	consistence	language	in	federal	financial	aid	policies,	
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and	hold	institutions	accountable	for	providing	students	and	parents	with	clear	and	

accurate	information	regarding	the	cost	associated	with	college	attendance.		

	

Study	Limitations	

This	study	was	implemented	at	a	small	predominantly	white,	religiously	

affiliated	liberal	arts	post-secondary	institution,	located	in	a	suburban	community	of	

a	large	city	in	the	northeast	or	mid-Atlantic.	As	such,	there	were	several	

demographic	limitations	to	consider.	First,	there	was	a	notable	lack	of	diversity	

among	the	student	population	of	this	University	in	regards	to	ethnicity,	particularly	

in	relation	to	other	institutions	of	higher	education	in	the	geographic	area.	Seventy-

one	percent	of	undergraduate	students	at	the	University	identify	as	white,	with	

Black	students	representing	9%,	Hispanic/Latino	representing	4%,	and	Asians	

representing	3%	of	the	student	body	(with	13%	identifying	as	multiple	races,	or	

preferring	not	to	identify).	Consequently,	the	quantitative	phase	of	this	study	

represented	a	predominantly	white	population,	disproportionate	to	the	geographic	

region	(US	Census	Bureau,	2019).	Likewise,	the	majority	of	the	participants	in	the	

qualitative	phase	of	the	study	were	white.	It’s	also	worth	noting	that	this	study	

focused	on	traditional	undergraduate	students.	88%	of	the	students	at	the	

University	are	under	the	age	of	24	(U.S.	Dept.	of	Ed,	NCES,	2019).	As	such,	the	results	

of	this	study	may	not	represent	older	(i.e.,	non-traditional)	populations	of	

undergraduate	students	in	the	United	States.		

Furthermore,	as	was	discussed	earlier	in	this	chapter,	the	data	collected	in	

the	qualitative	phase	of	this	study	were	limited	to	students	who	had	made	the	
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decision	to	persist,	despite	their	financial	insecurities.	The	participants	were	all	

enrolled	students	at	the	time	of	the	study.	As	this	was	ultimately	a	study	aimed	at	

understanding	student	decision-making,	it	would	have	undoubtedly	been	valuable	

to	interview	students	who,	when	faced	with	financial	obstacles,	made	the	decision	to	

withdraw	from	college.	Qualitative	data	from	students	whose	low	sense	of	financial	

security	contributed	to	their	departure	decision	would	have	helped	inform	a	more	

complete	understanding	of	student	persistence	decision-making.		The	decision	not	

to	interview	withdrawn	students	was	made	due	to	a	lack	of	access	to	said	student	

population,	a	hurdle	exacerbated	by	the	COVID-19	global	pandemic.				

	

Conclusion	

		 The	questions	of	this	study	were	approached	through	a	conceptual	

framework	of	behavioral	economics,	an	approach	to	economics	that	incorporates	

the	study	of	psychology	into	the	analysis	of	the	decision-making	behind	an	economic	

outcome.	In	an	effort	to	better	understand	the	underlying	psychological	factors	

behind	the	financial	decision-making	of	college	students,	non-cognitive	data	on	

students’	sense	of	financial	security	was	analyzed	in	relation	to	cognitive	factors	

traditionally	used	to	predict	student	retention.	A	conceptual	framework	of	

behavioral	economics	likewise	informed	the	questions	asked	students	in	the	

interview	phase	of	the	study.	Questions	such	as,	“Do	you	worry	about	your	ability	to	

pay	for	school?	If	so,	when	and	how	often?	And;	Have	you	ever	considered	

withdrawing	from	college	for	financial	reasons?	If	so,	what	was	causing	you	
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financial	anxiety,	what	made	you	decide	to	stay?”	provided	insight	into	the	

psychological	factors	behind	student	cost	sensitivities,	and	financial	insecurities.			

A	better	understanding	of	persistence	decision-making	of	students	with	a	

low	sense	of	financial	security	has	the	potential	to	provide	a	guidepost	for	

researcher,	practitioners,	and	policy	makers	alike.	The	rationale	behind	the	

application	of	a	mixed	methods	research	design	was	to	provide	an	in-depth	

understanding	of	the	mindsets	of	the	students	traversing	persistence	decisions,	

especially	as	those	decisions	relate	to	financial	insecurities.		

Student	decisions,	driven	by	cost	sensitivities	are	resulting	in	increases,	

rather	than	decreases,	in	costs	for	college	students.		There	is	ample	research	

demonstrating	that	finances	play	a	significant	role	in	student	persistence	decision-

making	(Rorison,	Voight,	&	Poutré,	2017).	This	study	was	designed	to	shed	some	

light	on	the	link	between	finances	and	student	retention	by	ascertaining	whether	a	

student’s	sense	of	financial	security	can	increase	the	degree	of	predictability	of	

retention	over	and	above	the	more	traditional	predictors	typically	found	in	the	

literature.		

Students	are	faced	with	a	series	of	complex	financial	decisions	as	they	

determine	how	to	fund	their	college	education	and	achieve	their	academic	goals.	

(Goetz	et	al.,	2011).	However,	students	are	increasingly	making	financial	decisions	

that	are	hurting	their	chances	of	attaining	a	college	degree,	and	that	are	ultimately	

costing	them	money.	If	institutions	of	higher	education	wish	to	help	students	

achieve	their	educational	goals,	they	need	to	understand	how	students’	sense	of	

financial	security	impacts	their	persistence	decision-making.	To	encourage	student	
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persistence,	institutions	need	to	develop	more	complex	financial	behavioral	

modeling,	better	financial	education	for	incoming	students,	and	interventions	

guided	by	behavioral	insights	into	student	retention.	
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APPENDICES	

Interview	Protocol		

1.	When	you	started	your	college	journey,	how	confident	were	you	that	you	could	

pay	for	school?	What	gave	you	this	confidence?		

2.	Do	you	worry	about	your	ability	to	pay	for	school?	If	so,	when	and	how	often?		

3.	Do	you	turn	to	others	to	find	help	with	your	finances?	If	so,	to	whom	do	you	turn	

to	for	advice?		

4.	What	is	the	best	advice	that	you’ve	received	about	finances	or	financial	aid,	and	

from	whom	did	you	receive	this	advice?		

5.	Do	you	have	a	budget?		

5.1.	If	not,	how	do	you	make	decisions	about	how	to	spend	your	money?		

5.2.	If	so,	how	does	it	function	in	your	day-to-day	life?		

6.	Have	you	even	considered	withdrawing	from	college	for	financial	reasons?	If	so,	

what	was	causing	you	financial	anxiety,	what	made	you	decide	to	stay?		

7.	If	you	could	go	back	in	time	to	your	first	year	of	college,	what	advice	would	you	

give	to	yourself	about	finances	(budgeting,	financial	aid,	etc.)?	

8.	If	you	won	a	$1,000.00,	what	would	you	do	with	it	and	why?	
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Consent	Form		
	
Temple	IRB	Approved		
5/18/2020	
	
Title:	 An	Examination	of	Student	Financial	Security	and	

Student	Persistence	Decision-Making	in	College	
Protocol	No.:	 	 	 	 26899	
Investigator:		 	 	 Dr.	Joseph	DuCette		
Daytime	Phone	Number:	 	 215-204-4998	
Email:		 	 	 	 joseph.ducette@temple.edu	 	
Student	Investigator:		 Adam	Porcella,	Temple	University’s	EdD	in	Higher	

Education	Program		
	
Why	am	I	being	invited	to	take	part	in	this	research?	
	
I	am	inviting	you	to	take	part	in	this	research	study	because	you	recently	indicated	
in	a	survey,	which	you	participated	in	during	Cairn	University’s	new	student	
orientation,	that	you	were	concerned	about	your	ability	to	cover	the	costs	
associated	your	college	education.	In	an	effort	to	better	understand	students,	like	
yourself,	who	are	concerned	about	their	ability	to	pay	for	college,	I	would	like	to	
interview	you	to	learn	more	about	your	own	financial	decision-making	process	in	
college.	Your	participation	in	this	research	could	help	Cairn	University,	and	other	
colleges	and	universities	like	Cairn,	better	understand	how	to	help	and	support	
students	who	are	navigating	financial	decisions	related	to	obtaining	their	
educational	goals.		
	
What	should	I	know	about	this	research?	

• Someone	will	explain	this	research	to	you.	
• Whether	or	not	you	take	part	is	up	to	you.	
• You	can	choose	not	to	take	part.	
• You	can	agree	to	take	part	and	later	change	your	mind.	
• Your	decision	will	not	be	held	against	you.	
• You	can	ask	all	the	questions	you	want	before	you	decide.	

	
Who	can	I	talk	to	about	this	research?	
If	you	have	questions,	concerns,	or	complaints,	or	think	this	research	has	hurt	you	or	
made	you	sick,	talk	to	the	research	team	at	the	phone	number	listed	above	on	the	
first	page.	
	
This	research	is	being	overseen	by	an	Institutional	Review	Board	("IRB").	An	IRB	is	a	
group	of	people	who	perform	independent	review	of	research	studies.	You	may	talk	
to	them	at	(215)	707-3390	or	irb@temple.edu	if:	

• You	have	questions,	concerns,	or	complaints	that	are	not	being	answered	by	
the	research	team.	
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• You	are	not	getting	answers	from	the	research	team.	
• You	cannot	reach	the	research	team.	
• You	want	to	talk	to	someone	else	about	the	research.	
• You	have	questions	about	your	rights	as	a	research	subject.	

	
	

Why	is	this	research	being	done?	
Higher	education	researchers	and	student	retention	specialist	have	long	recognized	a	
connection	between	student	persistence	and	student	finances.	Most	students	who	withdraw	
from	college	list	finances	(or	the	lack-thereof)	as	being	a	primary	reason	for	their	decision.	
However,	researchers	still	have	much	to	learn	about	how	college	student	navigate	the	financial	
decision-making	process	–	What	resources	do	college	student	utilize	when	navigating	financial	
decisions	in	college?	What	role	do	parents,	friends,	professors,	and	college	staff	play	in	such	
decisions?	How	does	a	student’s	financial	self-efficacy	impact	such	decisions?	This	research	
focuses	on	these	questions,	in	addition	to	others,	in	an	attempt	to	better	understand	the	student	
financial	decision-making	process	in	college.			
	
How	long	will	I	be	in	this	research?	
We	expect	that	you	will	be	in	this	research	for	30-45	minutes.		
	
What	happens	if	I	agree	to	be	in	this	research?	
This	is	a	mixed	methods	research	study	involving	data	collection	from	existing	databases,	as	
well	as	follow-up	interviews.	If	you	agree	to	be	a	participant	in	this	study,	you	will	be	
interviewed	either	in-person	or	over	the	phone	for	30-45	minutes.	Your	answers	will	be	recorded	
and	transcribed	for	the	purposes	of	this	study.		This	research	study	is	being	completed	in	partial	
fulfilment	of	the	requirements	of	a	dissertation	research	study.	Identifying	data	(names,	
addresses,	major,	etc.)	will	be	omitted	of	from	this	study	beyond	general	demographic	and	
descriptive	data	(gender,	age,	etc.).	
	
Could	being	in	this	research	hurt	me?	
The	most	important	risks	or	discomforts	that	you	may	expect	from	taking	part	in	this	research	
include	fielding	potentially	uncomfortable	questions	that	may	touch	on	your	personal	spending	
habits,	budgeting	practices,	and	understanding	of	the	financial	aid	process	at	your	university.		
	
Will	being	in	this	research	benefit	me?	
It	is	not	expected	that	you	will	personally	benefit	from	this	research,	at	least	in	the	short	term.	
However,	if	the	data	collected	from	this	study	impacts	student	support	services	and	practices	at	
your	university,	you	could	see	an	improvement	in	how	your	university	supports	and	guides	you	
as	you	navigate	decisions	related	to	financial	aid	and	the	financial	cost	of	obtaining	your	degree.		
	
Will	I	be	paid	for	taking	part	in	this	research?	
For	taking	part	in	this	research,	you	will	be	compensated	with	a	$50	visa	gift	card.		
	
What	happens	to	the	information	collected	for	this	research?	
The	personal	data	collected	in	this	study	will	be	kept	in	a	password	protected	file.	
To	the	extent	allowed	by	law,	we	limit	the	viewing	of	your	personal	information	to	
people	who	have	to	review	it.	We	cannot	promise	complete	secrecy.	The	chair	of	the	
researcher’s	dissertation	committee,	Dr.	Josepha	DuCette,	may	inspect	and	copy	the	
data	you	contribute	to	this	research.	
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Signature	Block	for	Adult	Subject	Capable	of	Consent	
Your	signature	documents	your	permission	to	take	part	in	this	research.	

	
	

	 	

Signature	of	subject	 	 Date	
	 	

Printed	name	of	subject	
	 	 	

Signature	of	person	obtaining	consent	 	 Date	
	 	 	

Printed	name	of	person	obtaining	consent	 	 	
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Mid-Atlantic	University	IRB	Approval	Document		
	
May	2,	2020		
	
The	Institutional	Review	Board	at	Cairn	University	has	reviewed	and	approved	the	
research	proposal	of	Adam	Porcella.	Adam	has	permission	to	proceed	with	his	study	
as	per	the	details	in	his	proposal	approved	on	March	28,	2020.		
	
Sincerely,		
Matthew	M.	McAlack,	Ph.D.	Chair,	Institutional	Review	Board,	Cairn	University	
mmcalack@cairn.edu	|	215-702-4285	
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Invitation	to	Participate	Letter		
	
I	hope	you’re	having	a	restful,	and	perhaps	productive,	weekend.	As	you	might	
know,	I’m	currently	working	on	a	doctorate	in	higher	education	through	Temple	
University,	and	I’m	hoping	you	might	be	able	to	help	me	with	my	research.			
	
I’d	like	to	interview	you!	The	interview	should	take	between	30-45	minutes.	I	am	
inviting	you	to	take	part	in	this	research	study	because	you	indicated	in	a	survey,	
which	you	participated	in	during	Cairn	University’s	new	student	orientation,	that	
you	were	concerned	about	your	ability	to	cover	the	costs	associated	your	college	
education.	In	an	effort	to	better	understand	students,	like	yourself,	who	are	(or	
were)	concerned	about	their	ability	to	pay	for	college,	I	would	like	to	interview	you	
to	learn	more	about	your	own	financial	decision-making	process	in	college.	I’m	
interested	to	learn	more	about	how	you’ve	overcome	obstacles	surrounding	
finances	to	persist	at	Cairn.	
	
Your	participation	in	this	research	could	help	Cairn	University,	and	other	colleges	
and	universities	like	Cairn,	better	understand	how	to	help	and	support	students	
who	are	navigating	financial	decisions	related	to	obtaining	their	educational	goals.	
However,	know	that	participation	in	this	study	is	completely	voluntary.	Please	do	
not	feel	obligated	to	say	yes.	
	
As	a	gesture	of	my	gratitude	for	your	help,	I’ll	throw	in	a	$50	visa	gift	card	for	your	
efforts.		
	
If	you’re	willing	and	able	to	participate	in	this	study,	please	do	the	following:	
	

1.	Read	over	and	sign	the	consent	form	attached	to	this	email.	You	can	drop	
the	signed	consent	form	off	at	Student	Life	anytime,	or	bring	it	when	we	have	
our	interview.		
2.	Schedule	a	meeting	with	me	directly	through	this	link	to	my	calendar.	If	
possible,	please	schedule	the	meeting	for	an	hour.	The	interview	probably	
won’t	take	that	long,	but	I	don’t	want	you	to	feel	rushed.	If	you	could	find	a	
time	that	works	before	November,	that	would	be	wonderful!			
	

That’s	it!	Let	me	know	what	you	think.	
	
Adam	J.	Porcella		
	


