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Efforts to improve college outcomes 
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K-12 

College 

Academic Readiness 
(Common core standards; Universal algebra; Dual enrollment) 

Information and Advising 
• College mentoring interventions (Sacerdote & Carrell, 2012) 

• Personalized info about options (Hoxby & Turner, in progress)  

Affordability and Persistence 
(Need- and merit-based aid; Performance-based scholarships) 

Academic and Support Programs 
(Remediation; Individualized coaching) 

Summer after HS graduation 

Financial Aid and Affordability 
• Financial aid simplification (Bettinger et al., 2012) 

• Need- and merit-based grants (Deming & Dynarski, 2009) 



Revisiting the concept of  summer melt 

Summer melt is a term traditionally used by 
college admissions officers to describe the 
phenomenon that students pay a deposit to 

attend a particular college but do not 
matriculate at that college the following fall. 

 
Here, we use summer melt to describe the 

phenomenon that college-intending students 
fail to enroll in college at all in the fall 

following high school graduation. 
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Magnitude of  the summer attrition problem 
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Nationally: 

10-20% melt 

Fulton County, GA: 

22% melt 

Fort Worth, TX: 

44% melt 

Boston, MA: 

21% melt 

Providence: 

33% melt 



The challenge and opportunity of  summer 

 Difficulty interpreting award 

letters and tuition bills 

 Unanticipated costs (e.g. health 

insurance) that affect students’ 

college-going decisions 

 Difficulty completing paperwork 

 Lack of  access to professional 

guidance (Arnold et al, 2009) 

 

 Students have signaled a strong 

intention to enroll 

 Summer barriers may be simpler 

to address than other problems 

 Students may be more 

responsive to outreach/support 

 Ample supply of  counselors to 

staff  outreach efforts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Informational barriers  
to enrollment 

Advantages of  summer 

intervention 
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http://www.gse.harvard.edu/sdp/resources/summer-melt/index.php 



Exploring Summer Melt in Boston, MA 

 uAspire, a national college affordability organization first 

assessed summer melt among Boston students in 2010 

 Examined data from graduating seniors across more than 40 

Boston public high schools 

 Drew data from one-page, need based uAspire scholarship application 

that included intended institution and financial aid information 

 College intentions subsequently compared with National Student 

Clearinghouse postsecondary enrollment data 

 Data revealed a 21% summer melt rate 

 Among students planning to enroll in college, more than 1 in 5 failed to 

matriculate the fall following high school graduation.   

 Rate even higher among those intending on community college 
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Summer College Connect 

 New component of  uAspire’s work, designed to extend 

academic-year advising to support college-intending 

high school graduates  over the summer. 
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 Staffed by uAspire financial aid advisors 

 Aged 24 – 30, trained in college affordability 

 Relationally strong: Expertise working with low-income, first-

generation students and families 

 Diverse backgrounds reflective of  urban student population 



SCC 2011: Proactive advisor outreach 

Target students: College-intending, class of  2011 high school 

graduates  
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Intervention: Proactive outreach and tailored supports from 

uAspire advisor at several points during the summer.  

Details:  

 Personalized outreach to students via email, phone, text & Facebook 

 In-person and phone-based meetings with students to review summer 

tasks, provide support, and generate customized task lists 

 Regular follow-up throughout the summer 

 Key issues included college financial aid / affordability, navigating 

college web portals, and social/emotional readiness for college 

 



SCC 2012: Proactive peer outreach 
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Target students: College-intending, class of  2012 high school 

graduates  

Intervention: Proactive outreach from peer mentors hired by 

uAspire at several points during the summer.  

Details:  

 Peer mentors provided first-hand perspective and encouragement 

about college 

 Assessed students’ readiness to matriculate in college in the fall 

 Helped students identify key tasks and interpret required paperwork 

 Referred students to an advisor for issues involving personal financial 

information or when peer mentor needed help 



SCC 2012 & 2013: Text-based outreach 
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Target students: College-intending, class of  2012 & 2013 high 

school graduates  

Intervention: Series of  10 text messages sent throughout summer.  

Messages customized to each student’s intended college and sent 

via an automated text messaging platform (Reify) 

Details:  

 Messages provide college-specific information, due dates, and web 

links for important tasks (e.g., registering for orientation) 

 Messages provided the option of  requesting 1:1 assistance from a 

uAspire advisor.   



Research design to understand impact 
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Details:  

 Students assigned to treatment or control group via lottery 

 Although students in control group did not receive proactive outreach, 

they did receive the full level of  support equivalent to that received by 

students in the treatment group if  they sought support from uAspire 

Advisors advertised the availability of  summer support to students 

prior to high school graduation  

Control group:                    

Did not receive proactive 

outreach 

 

Treatment group:         

Received proactive outreach via 

advisor, peer mentor or text 

throughout the summer 

 



 

 

Impacts of   

Summer College Connect 
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Students are responsive to summer outreach 
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Students are responsive to summer outreach 
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Students are responsive to summer outreach 



Example text responses 

 July 4: “Awwww! Thank you so much!” 

 July 4: “Oh hey! You couldn’t text me at a better time! I was 

wondering if  I can make an appointment with you…I need to 

update my financial aid with the 2011 tax forms and I don’t 

know how to do it. I need your help!” 

 August 2: “Honestly i really need help with college cost. I still 

dont know if  im really gonna go to college..but im doing my 

best and all i can to get into College.” 

 August 15: “She needs to sign waiver for health insurance 

which she has health new england and masshealth” 

 July 29: “Thanks but i'm all set for the fall. I don't need 

anymore messages” 
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Summer outreach improves enrollment & persistence 
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• Results from probit regressions including fixed effects for high school or advising team and baseline covariates. 

• ~ p <0.10 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 

30% reduction in 

summer melt and 

improvement in 

college persistence  
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* 

15% reduction in 

summer melt for 

those with mid-

level prior 

academic 

achievement. 

Summer outreach improves enrollment & persistence 

• Results from probit regressions including fixed effects for high school or advising team and baseline covariates. 

• ~ p <0.10 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 
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** 

12% reduction in 

summer melt for 

those with mid-

level prior 

academic 

achievement. 

Summer outreach improves enrollment & persistence 

• Results from probit regressions including fixed effects for high school or advising team and baseline covariates. 

• ~ p <0.10 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 
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** 

18-25% reduction 

in summer melt 

for those with 

college plans 

unspecified. * 

Summer outreach improves enrollment & persistence 

• Results from probit regressions including fixed effects for high school or advising team and baseline covariates. 

• ~ p <0.10 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 



Cost-effectiveness of  interventions 
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Program Target 

population 

Intervention Design Cost per 

participant 

First fall semester 

enrollment impact 

Summer 2012 text 

intervention 

College-intending 

high school graduates 

Personalized text 

reminders of  important 

college tasks 

$7 

4 pp (mid-level GPA) 

6 pp (unspecified college 

plans) 

Summer 2012 peer mentor 

intervention 

Proactive outreach from 

peer mentor to help with 

summer task 

$80 

5 pp (mid-level GPA) 

9 pp (unspecified college 

plans) 

Summer 2011 counseling 

experiment – Boston 

Proactive outreach from 

financial aid advisors to 

help with summer tasks 

$200 5 pp 

Summer 2011 counseling 

experiment – Fulton County 

Proactive outreach from 

school counselors to help 

with summer tasks 

$100 8 pp (FRL students) 

New Hampshire college 

mentor intervention 

(Carrell & Sacerdote, 2012) 

High school seniors 

who had not applied 

to college 

1:1 mentoring from 

college students and 

application fee waivers 

$500 - $1,000 
12 pp (females and 

recent immigrants) 

H&R Block FAFSA 

Completion experiment 

Low-income adults 

w/ and w/o kids 

Help with the FAFSA as 

part of  tax prep. 
$88 8 pp 



 

 

Conclusions 
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Implementation issues 

 Advisor outreach intervention 

 Maintain relationships from the school year when you can; don’t worry if/when you 

can’t 

 Figure out a vacation taking/coverage plan for staff  continuing from the school year 

 Peer mentor intervention 

 Peer mentors require substantial management and oversight 

 Efforts should be taken to keep mentors motivated and enthusiastic even in face of  

students who turn down invitation to meet 

 Text intervention 

 Unlike direct counselor or peer mentor outreach, efficient approach to reaching out 

to students 

 Requires mechanism for collecting students’ college intentions and cell phone 

information 

 Relies on stability of  students’ cell phone numbers 
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 College-intending students encounter a host of  barriers 

during the post-high school summer  

 These challenges can arise particularly when students 

lack access to professional guidance and support  

 Outreach from an advisor or peer mentor either 

directly or via text messaging is effective for keeping 

students on track with required summer tasks and 

providing 1:1 help when needed.  

Conclusions from summer melt research 



http://www.gse.harvard.edu/sdp/resources/summer-melt/index.php 
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