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The following research statements and findings are based on 300 student interviews and observations at nine Los Angeles area, low-income high schools and 3,609 11th and 12th grade survey respondents at seven of these nine high schools.
______________________________________________________________________________

1. Students make college-related decisions based on their perceptions of financial aid availability.
Findings:

Survey results indicated that approximately 59% of survey respondents will use financial aid information to decide about going to college.

Some students chose not to go to college, but rather to work and save money, even though they may have been admitted to four-year schools.

Students decided to attend college “in-state” because of the availability of the Cal Grant.

A large number of students, undocumented students in particular, planned to live at home and attend a local college due to their ineligibility for government-sponsored financial aid.
The small number of college-ready students stated that cost was not an issue in deciding whether to attend college (i.e., they perceived they will receive sufficient aid or somehow find the resources).  This was something they had known since beginning high school.
The small number of students who were able to articulate what their financial aid package entailed had compared packages between potential destination colleges of interest to them.

2. A high school’s culture of preparation makes a difference in students’ access to college- and financial aid-related information.

Findings:

Only 52.7% of all survey respondents said that the encouragement of their teachers and counselors was “very important” in their decision to go to college.

A large number of students reported being ineligible for admission to a 4-year university because they had not been scheduled into the appropriate college preparation classes.

The majority of students expressed that they would have liked to learn more about financial aid from their teachers.  

On several campuses, students perceived that only certain groups (i.e., students in Advanced Placement courses) received college and financial aid information.

College aspirations were higher among students at high schools and magnet schools with higher college going rates compared to schools where fewer students go on to college.
At many of the schools, college counselors focused mainly on the procedural aspects of the students’ college-going needs (i.e., form completion and deadlines) as opposed to the developmental aspects (i.e., college aspirations) and lacked long-term relationships with students.

3. Students lack accurate and timely information about financial aid.  

Findings:

The survey revealed that students at all schools showed a 10% decrease (from 57% to 46%) in plans to attend a 4-year university or college between the 11th and 12th grade.

Over one-third of the 11th grade respondents (35.6%) agreed that their grades were not good enough to receive information on college or financial aid information.

The same 11th grade respondents or 36.7% agreed that college was too expensive for them to attend.
Survey results revealed that approximately one-third of the 11th grade respondents or 32.4% heard about financial during the school year and 43% indicated what they heard was “somewhat helpful”.

Many students indicated that they needed extra money for college but did not know about college costs and financial aid options. 

Several 12th graders failed to meet financial aid deadlines despite knowing when they were.
Many students did not complete and submit Cal Grant applications.

Special student populations such as undocumented and foster care students did not receive financial aid information that is specific to their needs.

Students overwhelmingly recommended that schools share financial aid information as early as the ninth grade, so students know that college can be affordable.

Students stressed the importance of receiving specific information about financial aid (such as the types of aid available and application deadlines) in the 11th grade.

4. Group seminars on financial aid information can be helpful but inadequate without pre-and post-individual follow-up sessions.
Findings:

With regard to the overall perception of financial aid information provided at group seminars:

Over 76.6% of the survey respondents indicated they would use the information to apply for financial aid.
Over 75.8% of the survey respondents indicated they would use the information to apply for scholarships.

At several of the schools, college counselors held small group FAFSA sessions and less than 10% or senior families attended the workshops; students and families who attended found the sessions useful.
Students said their financial situations were too complicated to be handled by the group session presenter at small and large group events.
The family income section of the FAFSA was particularly difficult for students with non-traditional families (i.e., a student who lives with a grandparent or sibling, students with divorced or single parents) and required additional assistance to complete.

Students who attended large financial aid events in their area left with many unanswered questions about the FAFSA.

Many students said they were not able to complete their FAFSA during the line-by-line workshops because they did not know they had to bring the necessary tax information.
5. Even after applying for financial aid, many students require individualized, sustained support throughout the process.
Findings:

Students made mistakes on their initial FAFSA submissions and they were not sure how to fix them.

Students did not know how to retrieve information about their FAFSA.

Students did not understand how the FAFSA linked to their institutional aid offers.

Students did not understand how to interpret the Student Aid Report or the financial aid offer letter. Consequently, students made uninformed decisions about where to attend college.

A majority of students could not articulate: a) their EFC; b) the details of their financial aid package; and c) how financial aid would work once in college.

Students were uninformed or misinformed about key options and deadlines specific to their situation (i.e., AB-540, foster care scholarships, CSS profile, college options according to GPA).
Students were reluctant to take loans because of concerns about how and when to begin paying them back.

Students were reluctant to consider work-study; they did not understand how the program works.

Many students credited a specific individual for helping them fill out the financial aid paperwork because they had questions throughout the process; they benefited when they were able to go to the same person every time.  

6. Peer counselors do not supplant adult, expert advice about college and financial aid information.

Findings:

At some schools, students reported working with either a college counselor or a peer counselor to complete the FAFSA.

For schools with peer counseling, the effectiveness varied dramatically between these schools, depending on the types of information they had been trained to share.
Peer counselors attributed their knowledge about college and financial aid to their experiences and training as peer counselors.

In most instances, the peer counselors themselves benefited the most from the college knowledge they possessed.

7. Parent also lack information and knowledge about college and financial aid.
Findings:

Survey results revealed that 61% of respondents would use financial aid information from workshops they attended to talk to their parents about financial aid.

Many students expressed that they could not depend on their parents to assist them with the financial aid process.

Many parents were unaware of the different forms of financial aid available.

Many students explained that it was difficult to collect their parents’ tax information and some parents were reluctant to share that information with their children.

The majority of parents of undocumented students were unaware of AB540 or that scholarships were available to help their children pay for college.
