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High tuition costs coupled with complexity and uncertainty in the financial aid process are key barriers to low-income students’

applications to and enrollment in higher education. Free tuition programs can alleviate these burdens, but there are multiple

methods of structuring these programs. Researchers investigated how two different free tuition programs for low-income

students affected application and enrollment to the University of Michigan. One program provided an upfront, unconditional

guarantee while the other required an application and confirmation of eligibility. The unconditional offer substantially increased

application and enrollment while the conditional offer had a much smaller effect on applications and zero effect on enrollment.

Policy issue

A degree from a selective college can be a promising pathway to upward mobility for low-income students.1,  However, low-

income students apply to and enroll in selective colleges at lower rates than their similarly achieving high-income peers.2

One common explanation for this trend is the growing cost of tuition. Paying for college is a major factor that influences low-

income students’ decisions to pursue higher education.3,  In recent decades, the cost of attending a four-year public college has

risen substantially,4,  in part due to large state funding cuts.5 While federal student aid has also increased, it often still falls short

of covering the increases in tuition for all students in need. 

Informational barriers and complexities within the financial aid system may compound cost concerns, preventing high-achieving,

low-income students from attending schools that would improve their life outcomes. The typical financial aid process requires
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students to annually verify need through complicated forms and does not inform students of their aid amount until after they

have applied to and been accepted to a college. 

Free tuition programs are a popular solution to increase college enrollment for low-income students. Some of these programs set

tuition to zero for all students, while others target free tuition on students who have demonstrated need through the traditional

aid system. However, there is little evidence on which program design is more effective. Does including a high degree of certainty

in free tuition offers have an impact on application to and enrollment in college?

Context of the evaluation

Overall, 12 percent of college students come from the bottom fifth of the family-income distribution while 28 percent are from

the top fifth.6 At selective colleges, there are more students from the top one percent of the income distribution than from the

entire bottom half. 

The University of Michigan at Ann Arbor (UM) is a selective, four-year public university. The school received 64,972 applications for

first-year undergraduate admissions for the fall of 2019 and admitted 14,883, a 23 percent acceptance rate.7,  In the 2019 U.S.

News & World Report, University of Michigan at Ann Arbor ranked 25th in the country, making it the third highest ranked public

university.8

Starting in 2015, the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor offered thousands of low-income students an up-front guarantee of four

years of free tuition and fees through their “HAIL Scholarship.” The scholarship was offered to students in the fall of their senior

year of high school, before college application deadlines, and did not require any paperwork or verification after admission. 

Since 2017, the University has also offered the “Go Blue Guarantee,” which provides free tuition and fees to admitted students

who have shown that their family’s income and assets fall below given cutoffs. In 2017 the cutoffs were US$65,000 for income and

US$50,000 for assets.9 

Using data from the Michigan Center for Educational Performance and Information, researchers identified high-achieving high

school students in the state who would be competitive applicants for UM. Study participants had an average GPA of an A and SAT

score of 1260 out of 1600. All qualified for a free or reduced-price lunch.
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Details of the intervention

Researchers evaluated the impact of two different interventions on applications to and enrollment at the University of Michigan.

In fall 2019, 1,796 high-achieving low-income high school seniors in Michigan were randomly assigned to receive a HAIL

scholarship offer, personalized outreach about the Go Blue Guarantee, or business-as-usual recruiting communications from UM.

Randomization occurred at the school level: all eligible students in a given school were assigned the same treatment. Researchers

used stratified randomization to ensure that the three groups had a roughly equal number of schools by region and urbanicity

(i.e., city, suburb, town, or rural).  

The groups and the mailings were as follows: 

1. Comparison (610 students at 159 schools): 

1. recruitment materials typically sent to prospective applicants 

2. general information about financial aid

2. HAIL Scholarship (595 students at 159 schools): Students and their parents received:

1. a personalized encouragement to apply from the university president 

2. an unconditional offer of four years of free tuition and fees

3. Go Blue Encouragement (591 students at 159 schools): Students and their parents received: 

1. a personalized encouragement to apply from the university president 

2. information about the Go Blue Guarantee, which provides up to four years of free tuition and fees for those whose

eligibility has been verified through annual financial aid applications. 



Though both intervention groups emphasized free tuition, they differed in how much certainty they provided to students. One

offered a four-year guarantee of free tuition, with no application required. The other described a program the student might be

eligible for, were they to demonstrate need through an aid application. 

Application to the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor and enrollment at any college in the US were the primary outcomes of

interest. Data on the outcome variables was collected from the university, the state of Michigan, and the National Student

Clearinghouse.

Results and policy lessons

The HAIL Scholarship substantially increased application and enrollment rates. The Go Blue Encouragement had a smaller but

significant effect on application but zero effect on enrollment. 

Primary Outcomes

Applications

The HAIL Scholarship increased application rates by 28 percentage points from a baseline of 35 percent (an 80 percent increase).

The Go Blue Encouragement increased application rates by 8 percentage points from a baseline of 35 percent (a 23 percent

increase). 

Enrollment

The HAIL Scholarship increased enrollment by 9 percentage points from a baseline of 17 percent (a 53 percent increase).

Enrollment data from the National Student Clearinghouse shows that students who received the HAIL Scholarship were diverted

from community colleges and less selective four-year colleges; none were diverted from schools as selective as University of

Michigan. The Go Blue Encouragement had no impact on enrollment. 

The positive effects of the Go Blue Encouragement on application suggest that a lack of information may have been preventing

low-income, high-achieving students from applying to a selective school like UM.  The findings on enrollment, combined with

minimal differences in actual financial aid received, suggest that students place a high value on financial certainty when making

schooling decisions. 

Straightforward zero-tuition programs like the HAIL Scholarship may increase enrollment of low-income students at four-year

colleges more than conditional programs like the Go Blue Encouragement. Policymakers aiming to target high-achieving, low-

income students should consider programs that proactively identify eligible students using administrative data and inform

students early of their eligibility, rather than requiring students to apply via the traditional aid system.

Use of Results

Inspired by the HAIL program, in 2024 the state of Washington, passed legislation that automatically awards tuition grants to

students who received food assistance through SNAP while they were in high school.10 

Over eight years, HAIL was gradually expanded to include every public high school in the state of Michigan. However, in 2023 the

University of Michigan ended the HAIL program in favor of the Go Blue Guarantee.
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