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Process for receiving a Cal Grant
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Students submit FAFSA 
or CADAA by March 

deadline

CSAC sends award 
notification  letters to 

eligible students

Students confirm their 
chosen schools on the 
WebGrants 4 Students 

site

High schools verify 
student GPAs

Schools confirm 
student enrollment 

and eligibility

Cal Grant payments are 
issued directly 

to schools
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Control

# of schools: 806
# of students: ~46K

Treatment 1 
simplified letter 

# of schools: 795
# of students: ~47K

Cal Grants I: Randomization was 
conducted at the school level

Treatment 2: 
simplified letter + 
belonging language 

# of schools: 797
# of students: ~45K
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Cal Grants I study timeline

October 2017
The Free Application 
for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA) opens to 
students

November 2017
CSAC begins mailing 
letters to students

March 2018
FAFSA deadline; 
letters continue to go 
out after this date

June 2018
Last letters are 
mailed

February 2020
Expecting final data 
on enrollment for 
2018-2019

September 2018
Students enroll for 
the fall semester at 
their chosen 
institutions
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Control 
letter
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First 
treatment 
letter: 
simplified 
language
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Second 
treatment 
letter: 
simplified 
language +
statement 
of belonging



Effect on account creation
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Cal Grants II: 4 arms
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Control
simplified + 

belonging letter from Cal Grants I

# of schools: 639 
# of students: ~33K

Treatment 2 
including language framing college 

as a social norm instead

# of schools: 633
# of students: ~31K

Treatment 3 
adding to the control a table providing 
personalized net price estimates for 

public institutions listed on a student’s 
FAFSA

# of schools: 632
# of students:~31K

Treatment 1
removing all belonging 

language

# of schools: 630
# of students: ~28K
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Cal Grants II study timeline

October 2018
The Free Application 
for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA) opens to 
students

November 2018
CSAC begins mailing 
letters to students

March 2019
FAFSA deadline; 
letters continue to go 
out after this date

June 2019
Last letters are 
mailed

February 2020
Expecting data on fall 
2019 enrollment 

September 2019
Students enroll for 
the fall semester at 
their chosen 
institutions
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Control 
letter: 
simplified + 
belonging
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First 
treatment 
letter: 
simplified 
only
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Second 
treatment
letter:
social 
norm
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Third 
treatment 
letter: 
net price
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Third 
treatment 
letter: 
net price

net price



Effect on account creation
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Conclusions & next steps

• Cal Grants I: The simplified letters increased account creation

• Cal Grant II: The net price and social norm letters increased account 
creation relative to the simplified letters, but not the simplified + 
belonging letters

• The effect of letters in the second experiment on account creation 
was much smaller, possibly because the baseline letters were very 
similar to the treatment letters 

• Next steps: estimate the effect of the letters on college enrollment

20



Thank you!
Questions: Johanna Lacoe, johanna.lacoe@berkeley.edu



Making education beyond high school financially accessible to all Californians.

Student Aid Commission
California

Patrick Perry
Director of Policy, Research, and Data

Student Expenses and 
Resources Survey (SEARS)

https://www.csac.ca.gov/sears

https://www.csac.ca.gov/sears


Student Aid Commission
California

CSAC creates Student Expense Budget (SEB)
• From early 1970s through 2006-07, SEB was informed by SEARS data
• Survey was administered every 3 years (on paper)
• Used by institutions for public disclosure of cost of attendance

Survey halted after 2006-07 due to budget cuts
• Since then, SEB adjusted each year using the California Consumer Price Index 

(CPI)
• CSAC relaunched SEARS in 2018 (web-based)

Background



Student Aid Commission
California



Student Aid Commission
California

SEARS 2018-19
• Generous grant from College Futures Foundation to revive and revise SEARS
• Worked with Mathematica on survey design, conversion to web, marketing 

strategy, data collection and analysis, focus groups, and piloting
• Survey given and data collected between Fall 2018-Spring 2019
• 57 question, branched survey instrument



Making education beyond high school financially accessible to all Californians.

Student Aid Commission
California

o Housing expenses
o Transportation expenses
o Miscellaneous expenses 
o Expenses for books and supplies
o Food expenses and food assistance
o Financial resources
o Uptake of government assistance programs

o By student background/demographics
o By higher ed segment, regional geography

Survey Topics
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Response Rate

Segment
Participating 
Institutions

Students 
Sampled

Respondents
Response 

Rate

AICCU 19 21,532 3,154 14.6%

CCC 55 81,157 6,608 8.1%

CSU 23 33,949 4,265 12.6%

PCC 4 1,430 137 9.6%

UC 9 12,385 1,255 10.1%

Total 110 150,453 15,419 10.2%



Making education beyond high school financially accessible to all Californians.

Student Aid Commission
California

How do students’ reported expenses and perception of ability 
to meet their expenses vary for key subgroups?

o Micro-region
o Higher education segment
o Gender
o Race/ethnicity
o With and without dependents
o Older and younger students
o Working status

Priorities for Initial Analysis
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o Cost of college
o Balancing school and work responsibilities 
o Balancing school and family responsibilities
o Classes are too difficult
o Too little support from college
o Too little support from family 
o Other obstacles
o No major obstacles

What so far has been the biggest obstacle for 
you to be successful in college?



Making education beyond high school financially accessible to all Californians.

Student Aid Commission
California

Students report the cost of attending college and 
balancing school and work are the biggest obstacles to 

being successful.

33%
cost of college

31% 
balancing school 

and work



Making education beyond high school financially accessible to all Californians.
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California

• Students report their expenses for books and supplies, food, housing, 
transportation, and personal expenses

• On average, students reported spending $2,020 per month for expenses 
in those categories

Students report spending $2,020/month for non-
tuition expenses associated with attending college

898 530 379 120 93

0 250 500 750 1000 1250 1500 1750 2000

Rent and Utilities Food Personal Expenses

Books and Supplies

Transportation



Making education beyond high school financially accessible to all Californians.
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California

1 in 3 students have experienced food or housing 
insecurity within the last 30 days

35%
Low/very low food 

security

35%
Housing insecure
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Housing

 75% of students age 21 and under across all segments either 
live on campus or with their parents.
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Housing 
Insecurity
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Food
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Food 
Insecurity
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Region
Micro-region Macro-region

Northern Coastal North Far North

Northern Inland North Far North

Greater Sacramento North Far North

East Bay Bay Region

North Bay Bay Region

Mid-Peninsula Bay Region

Santa Cruz/Monterey Bay Region

Silicon Valley Bay Region

Central Valley Central

Mother Lode Central

South Central Coast South Central

Los Angeles Los Angeles and Orange County

Orange County Los Angeles and Orange County

Inland Empire/Desert Inland Empire/Desert

San Diego/Imperial San Diego and Imperial
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Students with dependents and students who are 25 or older report 
higher expenses and higher levels of insecurity 

• Students with dependents face significantly higher costs compared to those 
without, $3,103 vs. $1,830 per month

• Students who are 25 and older spend around $2,691 per month compared to 
$1,734 spent by younger students 

• Both older students and those with dependents report more insecurity and 
more challenges meeting their expenses than their counterparts
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Next Steps

• Series of SEARS Research Briefs under development 
• Housing, Food Insecurity, Transportation, First-Generation Students 

spotlight
• Regional breakdowns of costs

• Cal Grant Reform Work Group
• SEARS data will help inform priorities for financial aid reform
• Cal Grant Reform Workgroup has completed its work and will send 

recommendation(s) forward to the CSAC, Governor, and Legislature 
(March-April)
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Contact Us:

Patrick Perry
Director of Policy, Research, & Data

pperry@csac.ca.gov

www.csac.ca.gov

mailto:pperry@csac.ca.gov
http://www.csac.ca.gov/


The California College Promise: 
A Promise to What, for Whom, 

and Where?
Cecilia Rios-Aguilar, UCLA

Austin Lyke, UCLA
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California College Promise: What, Whom, and Where?

• Promise programs have existed since the 1950s but have 
proliferated in the last decade across the U.S.

• In 2017, California established its own free program called the 
California College Promise (AB 19) to respond to concerns about 
affordability as well as broader inequities that that result in lower 
rates of college access and attainment among the most vulnerable 
groups of students, including (but not limited to) low-income 
students, immigrant students, English language learners, students 
of color, first-generation students, LGBTQ students, returning 
veterans, and foster youth. 
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The Promise Landscape in California
What we learned from looking descriptively at some promise 
programs in CA is that:
• Promise programs in California are not necessarily universal and 

have tremendous variation in their definition and structure (e.g., 
goals, design, scope, funding, beneficiaries, etc.).

• Implementation of promise programs varies widely, depending on 
institutional and regional capacities and resources.

• Extensive eligibility requirements affect who can benefit from 
various promise programs.

• Virtually no research exists that examines the impact, efficiency, 
effectiveness, and equity dimensions of California’s numerous 
promise programs.
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What is the California College Promise?

The California College Promise program established through AB 19 is 
distinct from existing state financial aid sources in that it provides 
districts/colleges with funds to waive some or all tuition and fees for a 
significant subset of students (i.e., first-time, full-time students who 
complete a financial aid application) if the district chooses to use 
funds for student financial aid. 
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How are Colleges Implementing AB 19?

• In 2018–19, 105 colleges received AB 19 funds. This number is expected to grow 
in the next years. Of those colleges, 65 institutions awarded financial aid to 
students using AB 19 funds. 

• Programs are relatively new—56 percent of them have only existed for one or 
two years. 

• Most students benefitting from AB 19 are first-time, full-time students. 
• Colleges are using funds in a variety of ways. The top three spending categories 

include: tuition and/or fees, hiring of staff, and educational costs (most 
commonly textbook vouchers, transportation assistance, and food vouchers) 

• Colleges are combining various streams of funding (e.g., AB 19 with the Student-
Centered Funding Formula) to provide comprehensive supports for students. 

• Colleges report significant equity concerns, specifically that students benefitting 
from the program are not the ones who need it most (e.g., low-income students 
of color). 
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A Promise to What and for Whom?
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Where?
• Over 40 percent of the $14 million in financial aid from AB 19 funds 

allocated during the 2018–19 academic year is concentrated in just 
four California counties: Sacramento, Santa Clara, Los Angeles, and 
Orange 
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Recommendations
• Revise eligibility criteria
• Invest in a public campaign to clarify what 

is being promised and to whom
• Invest in studies that examine the impact, 

efficiency, effectiveness, and equity 
dimensions of the program
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Panelist Q&A

Tammeil Gilkerson, 
President of Laney 

College

Johanna Lacoe, Research 
Director, California Policy 

Lab 

Cecilia Rios-Aguilar, Associate 
Dean for Equity & Inclusion and 
Professor of Education, UCLA 

Graduate School of Education & 
Information Studies Faculty 

Director, PACE

Patrick Perry, Division Chief 
of Policy, Research & Data, 

California Student Aid 
Commission
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Table conversation
• Introductions

• Your name & role

• Discussion questions
• What messages need to be sent to students, families, and communities 

about the current initiatives (at both state and local levels) to address 
issues of college affordability?

• How can policy-makers and institutions ensure that programs/financial 
aid/grants/scholarships will reach vulnerable and marginalized groups of 
students?

• How can we strengthen partnerships across regions to support existing 
efforts to address issues of college affordability? 
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Group Shareout



Next up…!

• Quick break: coffee, tea, and snacks 
• Be back downstairs in the Magnolia Ballroom by 3:00pm for the 

closing keynote: Paul Tough
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