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I’m here because… 

• I want research to be used to inform policy 
and practice
– Research shows this is most effective through 

relationships and robust partnerships

• I want to improve opportunities and 
outcomes for people in Texas

https://wtgrantfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/A-Review-of-Methods-FINAL003.pdf
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TUITION-FREE (PROMISE) PROGRAMS

Applying the Framework of Administrative Burdens



Source: College Promise

College Promise Landscape

https://www.mypromisetool.org/?source=college-promise-web


WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT 

COLLEGE PROMISE PROGRAMS



Effects on Student Outcomes

• Can increase high school graduation (Carruthers & Fox, 2016)

• Large increases in college enrollment (Bartik et al., 2021; Bell, 
2021; Bifulco et al., 2019; Carruthers & Fox, 2016; Gándara & Li, 2020; Gurantz, 2020; Nguyen, 
2020; Page et al., 2019; Swanson & Ritter, 2020)

– Can be larger for low-income students & Black & 
Hispanic students (Anderson et al., 2023; Gándara & Li, 2020)

• Can shift students from non-eligible institutions to 
Promise-eligible institutions (Bell 2021; Carruthers & Fox, 2016; Page et 
al., 2019; Perna et al., 2018; Gurantz, 2022)



Effects of Student Outcomes

• Can increase GPA & persistence (Bifulco et al., 

2019; Page et al., 2019; Swanson et al., 2020; Bell 2021)

• Can improve transfer (Bell, 2021; Bell & Gándara, 2021)

• Can increase bachelors & associates degree 
attainment (Bartik et al., 2021; Bell, 2021; Bell & Gándara, 

2021; Swanson & Ritter, 2020; Harris et al., 2018)



Effects of Student Outcomes

• Can reduce student loan debt (Odle et al., 2021)

• Can increase wages, though effects are 
inconsistent across studies (Carruthers et al., 2020; 

Borg et al., 2021; Hershbein 2021)



Why do college promise programs 
improve student outcomes?
1. Can decrease financial burden

2. Can enhance perceptions of affordability

3. Can reduce financial uncertainty

4. Can make college attendance an expectation 

5. Can improve college-going culture and marshal more college-
going supports in high school

6. Can provide additional supports (academic, navigational, 
career-related) in college



Perceptions of Affordability

“as dramatic as it sounds, it's the reason I kind 
of went to university because by myself and 
even by the support of my entire family, I still 
would not be able to afford it” 

- Marisol



Uncertainty Reduction
• “in the beginning I was just applying for scholarships blindly 

and just hop[ing[ that it covers everything... But knowing that 
it's going to be covered for sure, for sure. I have a realistic 
goal now of how much money I'm going to have to find 
somehow through scholarships or grants. So it brings down that 
stress a lot and makes your goals kind of more easier to 
achieve... And then I think it's just it takes a burden off of you 
and also your parents because they [don’t] have to worry about 
covering tuition” - Sarah



Despite evidence of effects… 
The devil is in the details
Eligibility requirements 

Institutions included

Scholarship structure

Non-tuition supports



Eligibility Requirements
• Financial need
• Merit (e.g., GPA, attendance)
• U.S. citizenship
• No degree earned
• Minimum credit hour enrollment
• Community service / internship 
• No loan default
• Avoiding illegal drug use
• Postgraduate residency requirement
• Recency of high school graduation 



Institutions Included

• Single college

• Group of college partners

• Only public two-year colleges

• All public (two-year and four-year) colleges

• All nonprofit (public and private colleges)



Scholarship Structure
• First dollar: Applied to tuition bill before all other 

aid (stacks on to other aid)
• Last dollar: Applied to tuition bill after all other aid
• Middle dollar: Applied to tuition bill after some 

other aid but before others
• Last dollar plus: Applied to tuition bill after all other 

aid plus a stipend regardless of other aid



Non-Tuition Costs

Source: College Board, 2024

https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/Trends-in-College-Pricing-and-Student-Aid-2024-ADA.pdf


Non-Tuition Supports Included
• Books and other course materials
• Transportation
• One-time or recurring grants / stipends
• Academic support (tutoring, advising, learning communities, designated 

counselor/advisor)
• Student services (peer mentoring, success coaching, workshops)
• Career/workforce support
• Priority enrollment
• Cohort models
• Summer engagement activities



Program Financing
• Public entities

– Local / state appropriations
– Taxes (sales, property); tax-increment financing
– Lottery revenues
– Interest earnings on public endowment
– Federal aid (Pell Grant, pandemic relief funds)

• Private entities
– Businesses
– Philanthropic foundations
– Individual donors

• College funding
– College foundations / development



Some questions I’m interested in
• How do students perceive promise / tuition- free programs?

– To what extent do they know about these programs?

• How do these programs affect student outcomes, including college 
enrollment, completion, workforce outcomes, and perceptions about the value 
of higher education? 
– How do these effects differ across groups of students?

• How do specific characteristics of these programs (e.g., first- or last-dollar, 
eligibility criteria, additional supports) differentially affect student outcomes?

• Where these programs exist (i.e., where students do not have to pay tuition), 
what factors hinder college student success?



What else do you wish you knew 
about Promise programs?



ADMINISTRATIVE BURDEN



Administrative Burden

Learning costs: What are the informational 
barriers/areas of confusion?

Compliance costs: What are the eligibility/paperwork 
requirements leading to onerous experiences?

Psychological costs: What are the psychological 
burdens? 

Herd, P., & Moynihan, D. P. (2019). Administrative burden: Policymaking by other means. Russell Sage Foundation.
Gándara, D., Acevedo, R. M., Cervantes, D., & Quiroz, M. A. (2023). Advancing a framework of racialized administrative burdens in higher education policy. The Journal of Higher Education, 1-29.



Reducing Administrative 
Burden

How can we reduce uncertainty 
and informational barriers?

Provide clear and simple messaging that 
students can attend college without 
paying tuition

Offer extensive communication

Avoid misleading students

Herd, P., & Moynihan, D. P. (2019). Administrative burden: Policymaking by other means. Russell Sage Foundation.
Gándara, D., Acevedo, R. M., Cervantes, D., & Quiroz, M. A. (2023). Advancing a framework of racialized administrative burdens in higher education policy. The Journal of Higher Education, 1-29.



Reducing Administrative 
Burden

How can we streamline or 
eliminate onerous 
requirements?

Reduce paperwork burdens and consider 
automatic enrollment

Provide staffing/counselors to navigate 
requirements

Herd, P., & Moynihan, D. P. (2019). Administrative burden: Policymaking by other means. Russell Sage Foundation.
Gándara, D., Acevedo, R. M., Cervantes, D., & Quiroz, M. A. (2023). Advancing a framework of racialized administrative burdens in higher education policy. The Journal of Higher Education, 1-29.



Reducing Administrative 
Burden

How can we minimize 
psychological burdens? 

Reduce students’ fear, anxiety, & feelings of 
stigma

Avoid overly restricting choice 
(institutions, majors)

Promote sense of belonging

Ensure sustainability of aid
Herd, P., & Moynihan, D. P. (2019). Administrative burden: Policymaking by other means. Russell Sage Foundation.
Gándara, D., Acevedo, R. M., Cervantes, D., & Quiroz, M. A. (2023). Advancing a framework of racialized administrative burdens in higher education policy. The Journal of Higher Education, 1-29.



What else do you wish you knew 
about administrative burdens and 

college student opportunities, 
experiences, and outcomes?
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Are you interested in…
• Evaluating: 

– A program or policy related to college student success that you 
implemented in the last few years? 

– A change to a program or policy related to college student success that you 
implemented in the last few years?

• Understanding which factors shape success for your students?
• Streamlining processes to improve success for your students?
• Identifying students who could benefit from additional support?
• Something else related to supporting college student success that 

could benefit from working with a researcher?



Thank you!

Please feel free to follow up via email: 
denisa.gandara@austin.utexas.edu
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