ABSTRACT

HOGAN, JAMES D. Early Effects of the N.C. Promise Program on Community College
Transfer Students at Western Carolina University. (Under the direction of Dr. James Bartlett).

Higher education remains a rewarding investment and contributes to improvements in
lifetime earnings and other personal and societal benefits, but the expense of a college degree
often exceeds a student’s ability to pay. Community colleges serve as an accessible entry point
into higher education, especially among underrepresented student populations. While most
community college students indicate a desire to transfer and complete a bachelor’s degree,
affordability remains a barrier.

This study examines the early effects of the North Carolina Promise program on
community college transfer students at Western Carolina University. N.C. Promise, which was
implemented in 2018, is a publicly funded, statewide initiative that reduces tuition at select UNC
system universities to $500 per semester. There is little research on its initial impact, particularly
among community college transfer students who take advantage of the program. Promise
programs are increasingly popular in the United States, and many studies show they improve
accessibility.

By comparing groups of community college transfer students at WCU before and after
N.C. Promise’s implementation, this study seeks to answer three questions: first, what
demographic differences appear between the groups; second, how academic outcomes such as
persistence, credits attempted, and GPA differ between the two groups; and third, what
differences in student loan debt exist. These findings provide insight into the effectiveness of the
program, and if replicated, could encourage continued expansion and support of the statewide

program.



The research study’s population was drawn from community college transfer students at
WCU in the three academic years before and five academic years after the implementation of the
N.C. Promise program. The pre-promise sample is from academic years 2015-16 through 2017-
18, and the post-promise sample is from academic years 2018-19 through 2022-23. Only
students who transferred to WCU from in-state community colleges, enrolled as a transfer or
continuing student, had not already earned a bachelor’s degree or higher, and qualified as in-state
residents for tuition purposes were included in the study.

Several covariates were used to compare the groups before and after the program’s
implementation, including gender, race/ethnicity, Pell eligibility, first-generation status, and
whether the student transferred from a local community college in the western NC area. The
study used logistic regression to compare pre- and post-promise group data. To compare
outcome data, the study used propensity score matching, which matched on the identified
covariates and allowed the researcher to determine any differences in persistence, credits
attempted, academic performance, and student loan debt.

The study found that community college transfer students at WCU who received the N.C.
Promise benefit were more likely to be Pell eligible and first-generation college students, and
they were slightly less likely to have transferred from a local or regional community college (p <
.001). Chi-Square analysis showed first to second semester persistence among promise recipients
decreased .20%, but the results were not statistically significant (p = .818). T-tests revealed that
promise recipients showed small gains in GPA (p = .01) and averaged one fewer credit hour (p =
.019) attempted with statistically significant findings. Promise recipients borrowed 57% less than

their pre-promise counterparts (p < .001).



Limitations to the study include an inability to measure the impact of political
controversy in the program’s establishment, student perceptions of quality as related to price, the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the exclusion of early college participants who arrived as

first-time, full-time students, and the risks associated with propensity score matching.
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CHAPTER 1

Background: Challenges to College Affordability

Consistent results across multiple studies have demonstrated that a college education is
worth the economic investment required to obtain a degree. The rising costs associated with
obtaining a college education, however, have complicated individuals’ ability to afford one. The
average price for tuition at a public, four-year institution has grown by 212% between 1987 and
2017, and public two-year institutions have raised tuition by 124% in the same time period (Ma,
etal., 2017). In the decade between 2008-2017, tuition rates across North Carolina’s public
university system increased by more than 30% (Nichol, 2019).

Even so, a postsecondary credential improves individual and societal results, especially
when measured across an individual’s lifetime earnings (Ma, et al., 2019). A college degree
improves an individual’s social and economic mobility within society (Chetty, et al., 2017). Data
from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021) consistently demonstrate that individuals with
college degrees or certificates—or even individuals who have attended college—earn more and
are less frequently unemployed than those who have no post-secondary education. Post-
secondary education is associated with better health; individuals with some college or a college
degree are more likely to have health insurance, less likely to take risks with their health, and
more likely to live longer lives (Kaplan, et al., 2017).

Public higher education in the United States has long enjoyed substantial support from
taxpayer investment, which subsidized individual costs and improved college affordability. Such
public support was deeply challenged by the 2008-09 economic recession, which was marked by
significant drops in state and local funding of colleges and universities nation-wide (Snyder, et

al., 2019). Higher education, as a market, responded by increasing tuition prices. Throughout the



decade following the Great Recession, college tuition consistently outpaced inflation and
students’ ability to pay; by 2018, states were spending $6.6 billion less in inflation-adjusted
dollars on higher education than they were prior to the Great Recession (Mitchell, et al., 2019).
Data show the burden of increased tuition fell on students’ shoulders. In the five-year period
from 2009-14, the percentage of revenues at colleges and universities contributed by student
tuition jumped as much as 42% (College Board, 2022).

Many students chose to finance their increasingly more expensive higher education with
student loans. In the decade following the 2008 recession, collective student loan debt jumped to
$1.5 trillion (Friedman, 2018). Experian, a global credit information service, reported the
average student debt balance has nearly doubled in the years 2008-2022 (DiFurio, 2022). States
are investing less in higher education, colleges are charging more, and students are left to deal
with ever greater tuition balances.

Not everyone rushed to borrow the money necessary for post-secondary education. Many
prospective students stayed on the sidelines, opting to delay or abandon a college credential. Xue
and Chao (2015) noted debt-averse behavior among some college students that was influenced
by their parents’ or guardians’ attitudes about debt, their own deficits in understanding how
student loans worked, and an overall dissuasion of entering into a debt agreement that they might
not be able to repay.

This knowledge gap contributed to a short-term economic decision with long-term
consequences. Students without the means to pay for higher education face two equally costly
choices: a higher education financed by burdensome debt, or a lifetime without the added income

and other benefits associated with a post-secondary credential.



The Importance of Community College Transfer

Community colleges offer a more affordable and accessible entry into higher education.
Some 47% of undergraduates in the United States attend community colleges, and two-year
institutions remain a common gateway to four-year institutions (Handel & Williams, 2012).
While data show that obtaining even “some college” education—in other words, enrolling in
college but not completing a certificate or degree—Ileads to improved individual outcomes, U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021) data demonstrates that outcomes tend to improve as an
individual completes further credentials. Thus, an affordable, accessible pathway from
community college to a four-year institution yields greater returns for a lower price.

As a population, community college transfer students face unique challenges. Transfer
students experience four-year institutions differently than non-transfer students: their resilience,
completion, and persistence from semester-to-semester is affected by diverse factors; transfer
students may not arrive with the same capacity to adjust to a less supportive, academic-intensive
environment; transfer student advising can be less effective or available; transfer students are
more likely to be non-traditional students; and transfer students often experience significant
credit loss due to a lack of articulation agreements between community colleges and universities
(Jacabs, et al., 2004).

Transfer students also face noteworthy financial aid obstacles. Community college
students are already more likely to come from low-income backgrounds, are less likely to apply
for financial aid, and more often prefer to seek employment to pay for their tuition rather than
assuming student loan debt (Handel & Williams, 2012). They are less likely to fully understand
the full costs of obtaining a bachelor’s degree, and four-year institutions have fewer financial aid

resources available to transfer students than traditional students (Handel & Williams, 2012).



These challenges complicate transfer students’ ability to succeed in obtaining further higher
education beyond a community college degree.

Most community college students indicate a goal to transfer and complete a bachelor’s
degree, but only a minority of those students ultimately achieve their goal (Jenkins & Fink,
2016). Their success may depend more upon the type of four-year institution to which a transfer
student matriculates than the community college the student initially attended. Community
college students who transferred to highly selective four-year institutions completed at a higher
rate than those at less-selective institutions and students transferring to institutions that served
wealthier students completed more than those transferring to institutions serving less wealthy
students (Jenkins & Fink, 2016). Given the academic and financial aid challenges community
college transfer students commonly face, they are more likely to seek out less selective
institutions, which are frequently in the business of serving less well-to-do students—a troubling
factor for degree completion. Those complications are evident in national data that show only
36% of low-SES transfer students complete a bachelor’s degree in six years versus 44% of high-

SES transfer students (Jenkins & Fink, 2016).

Nature of the Problem
Federal Programs Addressing Higher Education in the 19" and 20t Centuries
In the 1850s, the United States Congress took up legislation aimed to address the need for
expanding the country's ability to train its citizens in agriculture. Its first attempt at legislation,
which was introduced by Vermont Senator Justin Morrill, was eventually vetoed by then-U.S.
President James Buchanan. The second attempt, which added an emphasis on mechanical
engineering and military officer preparation, was signed into law by Abraham Lincoln and

became known as the Morrill Act of 1861. The legislation handed over to individual states



enormous tracts of land seized from indigenous people, which the states then sold or otherwise
managed, generating income to create new or support existing higher education institutions
(Croft, 2019).

The Morrill Act of 1890 further expanded efforts to plant colleges around the country,
creating separate land grant institutions for Black students and setting the stage for a dramatic
increase in higher education into the early 20" century. This rapid growth spawned both the
creation of new, “junior” colleges and the contraction of existing institutions from four-year to
two-year schools (Cohen, et al., 2013). While the Morrill Acts helped to build colleges well into
the 20" century, there existed a total absence of federal legislation addressing access to college.
Higher education may have been more abundant, but it was not necessarily affordable.

As the end of World War 11 drew near, the United States faced an unusual problem:
millions of military veterans would soon be coming home, and the country’s wartime economy
was not prepared for their return. Soldiers would need to be retooled and re-educated to
assimilate back into the American workforce. The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944
provided unprecedented support to attain a higher education, paying $500 for tuition and a $65
monthly stipend to veterans enrolled in college. The result was a flood of American soldiers on
college campuses and a boom in enrollment. Nearly 8 million soldiers received benefits from the
act, which is more commonly known as the G.I. Bill (McMurray, 2007).

College accessibility received another boost with the Higher Education Act of 1965,
which created Pell grants. Pell grants were noteworthy in that they were portable financial aid—
able to be applied on behalf of any student at any properly accredited college or university.
Passed as part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society program, the Higher Education

Act of 1965 provided federal grant aid and subsidized loans to low and middle-income college



students, impacting the ability of millions to attain higher education (Mirzoyan, 2020). The
amount of grant aid available through the Pell program has increased over time, with the most
recent improvement occurring in 2022 (Knott, 2022).

While federal programs helped build institutions and provided financial aid, they did not
eliminate financial need in any universal sense, nor did they fully remove economic barriers to
accessing higher education. However, there remains another factor that can improve upon higher
education access and community college transfer success: state-level policy, systems
coordination, and public investment.

North Carolina’s Approach

North Carolina’s state constitution calls upon its General Assembly to provide access to
college at an affordable cost: “as far as practicable,” it reads, public higher education institutions
should be “extended to the people of the State free of expense” (N.C. Const. art. IX, § 9). This
foundational idea, set in constitutional law in 1868, evidences the state’s thinking about the value
of education beyond the primary and secondary schoolhouse: it was so important for citizens to
continue their education, the state should subsidize it as much as possible through significant
public investment.

By the time North Carolina’s 1868 constitution was ratified, publicly supported higher
education was an idea that had been in practice for the better part of a century in the state and
one with roots stretching into colonial times. The first state constitution, composed in 1776,
included Article 41, which established a constitutional right to public education and offered that
it should be provided at an affordable cost. In 1789, lawmakers approved a charter that set into
motion what would become the first operational public state college in American history; the

institution, seated in Chapel Hill, admitted students beginning in 1795 (Lindemann, n.d.).



Most states do not share such a commitment to provide affordable higher education to
their residents—at least, not in a constitutional sense. None predate North Carolina’s 1868
constitution. Arizona’s 1910 state constitution notes that its university and primary and
secondary schools should be provided “as nearly free as possible” (A.Z. Const. art. XI, § 6).
Wyoming, likewise, uses the same language in its 1889 state constitution, going a step further to
tie funding for its universities from land grant proceeds and the state’s tax base (W.Y. Const. art.
VI, § 16).

In 1931, the state took a step further in its efforts to organize higher education, combining
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill with Woman’s College in Greensboro and North
Carolina State College into a system of campuses controlled by a common president and trustee
board. In the hundred-year period following the Civil War, thirteen other public universities were
founded around the state, and in 1972, they were all consolidated under the newly created UNC
System. The new system continued public funding and maintained local university trustee boards
but consolidated larger governance under its board of governors (The University of North
Carolina System, n.d.a). Included in the 1972 consolidation creating the UNC System was
Western Carolina University, or WCU, a regional comprehensive institution founded in 1889 to
train teachers in the remote, southwestern corner of the state.

In 1950, North Carolina’s superintendent for public instruction commissioned a report
exploring the need for publicly supported community colleges (North Carolina Community
College System, n.d.a). Five years later, the state legislature established the State Board for
Higher Education and soon after passed the Community College Act of 1957, which ultimately
led to the founding of the N.C. Community College System (NCCCS) in 1963 (Quinterno, 2008;

NCCCS, n.d.a). Through a combination of the state’s existing junior colleges and a network of



industrial education centers, the NCCCS developed a new mission of college-transfer and
workforce development that still guides the system today (Quinterno, 2008).

Notably, the Community College Act of 1957 charged the legislature to set tuition “as
nearly free as possible” to ensure access for students. The language was later removed, but the
spirit of affordable community college education carried on (Quinterno, 2008). W. Dallas
Herring, widely considered the founding father of community college education in the state,
noted “the doors to the institutions in North Carolina’s system of community colleges must never
be closed to anyone of suitable age who can learn what they teach” (Wiggs, 1989, p. 12).

The NCCCS grew at tremendous speed following its initial charter. Within fifteen years,
the number of member colleges had tripled and enroliment as measured by full-time equivalency
(FTE) increased 500%. By 1979, the NCCCS had grown to encompass 57 individual colleges,
and the state legislature and governor established a separate governing board to oversee the
system (Quinterno, 2008). Today’s system includes 58 independent community colleges
educating more than 574,000 students (North Carolina Community College System, n.d.b).
Place-Based Promise Programs

As states grappled with the economic stressors following the Great Recession, a new idea
for providing affordable higher education gained popularity: tuition promise programs. Although
they vary from one iteration to the next, promise programs (also referred to as college promise
programs) generally offer financial aid or reduced or free tuition for students meeting certain
criteria. In a time of fiscal austerity and reduced public funding from state governments, many
institutions began exploring promise programs as a means of maintaining enrollment.

The most widely-known—and widely studied—tuition promise program in the United

States is the Kalamazoo Promise. Founded in 2005 and funded by anonymous, private donors,



the Kalamazoo Promise (KPromise) provides a scholarship grant to qualifying residents of
Kalamazoo, Michigan covering tuition and fees for public community colleges and universities
within the state (Andrews, et al., 2010). KPromise, notably, was not intended as a means of
providing low-cost or free higher education; the program originated as an effort to attract
residents to Kalamazoo, a geographic area experiencing significant out-migration, and
incentivize its citizens to continue living within the city (Collier, et al., 2019). In the years since
KPromise, however, many other institutions, cities, counties, and even states have introduced
related efforts under the premise of making higher education more accessible. As of 2023, Perna
and Leigh (n.d.) catalogued 425 individual college promise programs across 45 states, including
87 programs in California alone—a clear indicator of the quickly growing popularity of the
promise idea. Tennessee and Georgia, which border North Carolina, have each created statewide
promise programs that incentivize their residents to pursue higher education.
North Carolina’s Efforts at Free College

North Carolina has created multiple programs that are approximations of a promise
program, in that they offer college credit coursework for a free or reduced price. In the early
2000s, the state piloted a dual-enroliment effort to establish cooperative innovative high schools
(CIHS) that allowed students to simultaneously earn high school and college credits. The CIHS
model created independent schools, frequently named early or middle colleges and located on or
near the campuses of two- and four-year public colleges and universities. These schools
established curricular partnerships with their host institutions (Edmunds, et al., 2017). As of
2019, there were 133 such schools in North Carolina, and though the legislation providing for

these programs limits enrollment, all are offered free of charge (Bell, 2019; Roughton 2016).
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North Carolina’s CIHS programs are also mandated to serve at-risk and underserved student
populations (Miller & Corritore, 2013).

In 2012, the North Carolina legislature created the Career and College Promise (CCP),
which allowed high school students to take individual college classes for credit while remaining
students at their original high school. Like the CIHS model, CCP allows students to utilize
college credits in completing their high school curriculum and apply those credits toward a
college certificate or degree; CCP coursework is also offered free of charge, although students
may have to pay for textbooks and other materials (Deal, 2020).

The N. C. Promise

The most significant—and controversial—effort at creating a statewide promise program
in North Carolina came in its 2016 state legislative session. Then-state Senator Tom Apodaca, a
Republican representing North Carolina’s 48" district, introduced Senate Bill 873, a higher
education bill that would lower in-state tuition at select UNC System institutions to just $500 per
semester. The program, while not an earned scholarship, provided first-dollar funding to any
student establishing in-state residency without means testing. (Out-of-state students would see a
reduced tuition charge of $2,500 per semester, and the bill also lifted out-of-state enrollment caps
at some of the participating institutions.) The initial institutions identified in the legislation
included Elizabeth City State University, Fayetteville State University, the University of North
Carolina at Pembroke, Winston-Salem State University, and Western Carolina University, from
which Sen. Apodaca had earned his undergraduate degree. Except for WCU, the four other
institutions included in the tuition reduction bill were minority-serving institutes; ECSU,

Fayetteville State, and WSSU are among the state’s five HBCUs, while UNC-P historically
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served an American Indian population. All five served significant populations of Pell-eligible
and first-generation college students.

The initial bill, which appeared in May 2016, drew quick opposition from social and civic
leaders concerned about its deliberate focus upon minority-serving universities. Much of the
controversy can be traced to the political climate in the state at the time. ECSU and UNC-P were
smaller institutions struggling to grow enrollment—and just two years earlier, the state senate
had proposed shuttering ECSU (WRAL, 2014). While lowering tuition to $500 would seemingly
create a more attractive case for increasing student access, advocates for these and other
universities included in the bill were dismayed to find the proposed legislation made no
guarantees that the state budget would make their institutions fiscally whole. In other words, the
promise of $500 tuition without the commitment to fund the delta between tuition and the actual
cost of providing education amounted to an unfunded mandate to the state budget (Brown, 2016).
The president of North Carolina’s chapter of the NAACP attacked the measure as a disguised
effort to bankrupt historically black institutions (Reeves, 2016).

Apodaca, a native of El Paso, Texas and the only Hispanic member of the senate at the
time, responded to targeted criticism of the bill by removing the three HBCUs. While Senate Bill
873 never advanced out of committee, most of the language reappeared in the senate’s budget
bill for the session. By the time the legislature approved the budget in July 2016, ECSU had
rejoined UNC-P and WCU. The N.C. Promise program was slated to begin in the 2018-19
academic year.

North Carolina’s Critical Credential Gap
In the spring of 2019, during the first year of the N.C. Promise’s implementation, a

nonpartisan group named the myFutureNC Commission issued a call to action. Helmed by some
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of the state’s most prominent higher education, business, and philanthropic leaders, the
commission noted that the state faced a future deficit of adult residents with post-secondary
degrees or workforce credentials. Such a gap, they noted, endangered North Carolina’s economic
growth and citizens’ prosperity. The commission established a goal of credentialing 2 million
residents by the year 2030 with a post-secondary certificate or degree, and further set various
subgoals around K-12 student growth, labor market outcomes, and programs at the state’s public
community colleges and universities (Kinlaw, 2019).

While the commission received positive reactions from bipartisan state leaders, no formal
legislative actions supported or required its goals to be met. Further, there was no coordinated
effort among public or private funders to provide resources supporting the goal. Research has
found that beyond benefits to individuals, public investment in accessible higher education is
integral to economic development (Bowen, 1997). Beyond affordability challenges, North
Carolina’s minority students face critical disparities in their educational attainment rates. While
more than 60% of white citizens aged 25-44 in North Carolina possess a postsecondary degree or
credential, the same can only be said for 42% of Black citizens, 28% of Hispanic citizens, and
26% of American Indian citizens of the same age (Dukes, 2022).

The N.C. Promise program, however, represents a critical pathway for thousands of
students to access affordable higher education. Its fixed-rate, $500 tuition guarantee lowers the
financial barrier to a college degree, and its emphasis on MSls and HBCUs with high acceptance
rates opens the door for more students from minoritized backgrounds to attain a degree. This is
especially true for students who transfer to an N.C. Promise university from a community

college. The question remains, however: is the N.C. Promise program working?
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Problem Statement

No comprehensive research has been published assessing the early impact of the N.C.
Promise since it launched in the 2018-19 academic year. Campus-level enroliment data shows
clear jumps in student populations among the original three universities in the program,
especially among students transferring from community colleges. When the COVID-19
pandemic radically disrupted normal campus admission cycles, overall enrollment at N.C.
Promise schools plateaued (Brown, 2022). The commitment of further funding and the addition
of Fayetteville State University suggest the state legislature’s confidence in the N.C. Promise
concept. “It’s one of the better policy decisions that we have made over the past 10 years,” noted
Phil Berger, the state senate president pro tempore (Brown, 2022). As the national economy
grapples with inflation and once more teeters on the brink of recession, there is an urgent need to
review whether such confidence can be supported with enrollment data.

The genesis of this dissertation coincides with a time when both the UNC System
institutions and the state’s community college system have encountered enrollment challenges.
NCCCS to UNC System transfer student enrollment dropped in each of the fall semesters dating
to Fall 2018. However, among N.C. Promise institutions, average fall transfer student
enrollments grew nearly 36% over the last four years (Brown, 2022). The implementation of the
N.C. Promise may have produced a new and compelling opportunity for North Carolinians to
gain access to a college education, but has it inspired more residents to enroll, or has the program
simply shifted student transfer patterns? The N.C. Promise may bear much more than a fiscal
cost. It may risk depleting enrollments at critical institutions. There has not been a definitive
study to date that examines whether enrollment patterns have changed across the state in reaction

to the N.C. Promise.
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Perna et al. (2021) find that historically underserved populations of students frequently
enroll in American community colleges. Even so, across the North Carolina Community College
System, American Indian, Asian, Black, and Hispanic students remain racially minoritized in
statewide community college curriculum (or credit-earning) enrollments (North Carolina
Community College System [NCCCS], 2019). Among first-time curriculum (non-high school)
students, these racially-minoritized students were more likely to receive Pell grant funding and
less likely to enroll full-time (NCCCS, 2019). Further, American Indian, Black, and Hispanic
students were less likely than their white peers to enroll in college transfer programs, less likely
to earn a 2.5 aggregate GPA in their first term of study, and less likely to successfully complete
20 credit hours in their first academic year of study (NCCCS, 2019). These data reflect critical
differences in educational outcomes among racially minoritized students.

Students from lower-income groups and first-generation students often apply to and
enroll in college at a lower rate than those from wealthier families or whose parents did not
attend college (Cataldi et al., 2018; McFarland et al., 2018). Roughly 67% of low-income
students attended college, whereas more than 84% of high-income students enrolled, reflecting a
socio-economic gap in college attendance (McFarland et al., 2018). Low-income families
contribute larger shares of their household income to help pay for their children or family
members to attend college (Carnavale & Rose, 2004). Yang and Venezia (2020) found that
community college students often face more socioeconomic challenges than their 4-year college
attending counterparts.

Beyond enrollment, socioeconomic background influences student decision-making in
applying for and receiving financial aid. King (2004) found that 67% of community college

students and 42% of students at public, four-year institutions did not complete a FAFSA,
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complicating their access to federal grants. And students who lack confidence in their ability to
complete a baccalaureate degree often fail to apply for and receive federal grants or loans, even
if they understand the true costs of attending college (Handel, 2008).

Many students incur significant student loan debt to pay for higher education, and
because the cost to attend college has rapidly outpaced inflation, younger generations of students
and graduates owe more than older generations. Nationally, members of the Millennial
generation aged less than 30 owed a total loan debt of roughly $147 billion, whereas members of
Generation Z aged less than 30 owed more than double that amount, $383 billion (Federal

Reserve Bank of New York, 2022).

Purpose Statement
With public investment in the N.C. Promise program now exceeding $200 million, and
with the state’s demonstrated need for a working citizenry equipped with postsecondary
credentials or degrees, it is important to examine this new model for funding accessible higher
education. This dissertation focuses on enrollment and academic performance at one N.C.
Promise institution, Western Carolina University, to examine how community college transfer
student data compares before and after the promise program’s implementation. Such an
exploration should provide insight into the early effects of the N.C. Promise program—insight
that could be replicated among the other inaugural N.C. Promise institutions and that might assist
higher education leaders and policymakers in the future.
Research Questions
This study seeks to answer three primary questions.
How do the demographic characteristics of Western Carolina University’s community

college transfer student population compare before and after the implementation of the N.C.
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Promise program?

How do transfer students compare before and after the promise program implementation
in the areas of persistence, credits attempted, and academic performance?

How does transfer student loan debt compare before and after the promise program
implementation?

Theoretical Framework

Becker’s (1962) human capital theory (HCT) connects an individual’s ability to create
economic value to his or her knowledge and capacity. In other words, an individual can grow
value through improving knowledge and skills. Higher education, naturally, is an extension of
that relationship between capacity and value, one that compels an individual to weigh the
opportunity costs associated with attaining post-secondary education against the benefits of his
or her credential.

Opportunity costs can include foregone wages sacrificed by opting to attend college
rather than enter the workforce, and they also include costs of attending college. Together, those
costs can be substantial. Higher education price points have outpaced inflation, and given that
less wealthy families, according to the U.S. Department of Labor Statistics (2021), pay more out-
of-pocket toward higher education, investing in a college education has become a substantial
economic decision. By investing in higher education, Becker (1962) asserts an individual is
banking on the economic benefits of a college credential over the long term.

Becker’s (1962) HCT implies that college-seeking behavior may be affected by a state-
level program aimed at providing more affordable higher education like the N.C. Promise.
Reducing up-front costs could feasibly change the math for prospective students weighing

opportunity costs against long-term outcomes. Together with existing federal programs such as
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Pell grants, and combined with the ladder of accessibility that stretches between North Carolina’s
community colleges and its N.C. Promise institutions, the research questions inherent to this

dissertation of how such a program influences community college transfer students are formed.

Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this dissertation illustrates its aim of comparing

enrollment demographics and academic outcomes between community college transfer students
at Western Carolina University before and after the implementation of the N.C. Promise, which
is considered the treatment in this quasi-experimental design. This study uses statistical analysis
to compare demographic data, such as age, gender, race/ethnicity, and Pell-grant eligibility
between pre- and post-treatment groups. Propensity score matching (PSM) is used to match
students in the pre- and post-treatment groups based on those demographic covariates; following
matching, the effects of the treatment, or the implementation of the N.C. Promise program, can

be assessed. This process is shown in Figure 1.1.

Significance of the Study
An exploration of the early effects of the N.C. Promise on community college transfer
students at Western Carolina University contributes toward emerging research focused on the
overall impacts of this legislation. To date, no robust research exists examining the N.C.
Promise.
Limitations
The political controversies surrounding the creation of the N.C. Promise may have

influenced confidence in the program in ways that are not identifiable in this study. Considering
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Figure 1.1

Conceptual framework illustrating pre- and post-treatment populations of transfer students,
demographic covariates, and academic outcomes compared following propensity score

matching.

Implementation of NC Promise
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at least one UNC System institution successfully requested to be removed from the legislation
creating N. C. Promise due to the perception that the program would irreparably harm the
institution, one can surmise that a certain level of doubt persisted across other institutions,
including among their administrative leadership and professional staff. Such a lack of confidence
may have impacted a multitude of factors, including an institution’s decision to market or
advertise the promise program in admission and recruitment materials, thus affecting students’
transfer choices.

Perna (2008) found correlations among a student’s willingness to borrow to attend

college and the college’s reputation, and reputational factors are correlated with price points. In
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other words, more expensive colleges and universities are often perceived to offer better quality
education than less expensive colleges. This study does not take into account any changes in
student perceptions of the quality of N. C. Promise institutions—perception changes that may
have affected students’ transfer choices.

The COVID-19 Pandemic disrupted many facets of American life in the spring of 2020.
Multiple studies show, based on early data, that the COVID-19 pandemic substantially affected
enrollments in most segments of higher education (Sutton, 2021; Howell, et al., 2021; Bulman &
Fairlie, 2022), including a 10% decrease in community college enrollment nationwide. In the
pandemic’s early stages, Hoover (2020) reported that nearly a fifth fewer high school graduates
matriculated into a college or university when comparing fall 2020 to fall 2019 enrollment data;
students from less wealthy families were less likely to enter college. Given such a massive
disruption in enrollment, most two-year and four-year institutions rapidly adjusted their
marketing, recruiting, admission, and enrollment practices—changes that undoubtedly created a
domino effect within the higher education marketplace, and changes that may have an
unmeasured effect on student choices regarding college transfer. This study is not designed to
isolate the near-universal effects of COVID-19 on students’ decisions to transfer from two-year
to four-year institutions.

The data in this study only represents students who completed the transfer process and
attended Western Carolina University. Students who ultimately opted not to transfer, who
transferred to other universities with or without the N. C. Promise program, or who initiated but
did not complete their transfer could not be included, measured, or surveyed.

Students who entered Western Carolina University as first-time, full-time “traditional”

students may have entered WCU with earned college credit, either through Advanced Placement
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(AP) coursework or credits earned through a dual-enrollment program, such as at an Early
College High School or through an NC Career and College Promise program at a community
college. For the purposes of this study, such students are not considered transfer students, even
though they may have transferred college credits to WCU upon their enrollment as first-year
students, because they have expressed an intention to complete their bachelor’s degrees across an
eight semester, or four-year timeframe.

This study uses propensity score matching (PSM) to produce a quasi-experimental
design, create a matched set of student data between control and treatment groups, and compare
the datasets to determine what differences among outcome variables can be attributed to the
treatment. Quasi-experimental designs come with risks, including when using PSM. Because
PSM is used to analyze a selection of a defined sample, any effect measured is an effect on the
treatment group, not the population as a whole.

Delimitations

This study specifically focuses on one N.C. Promise institution, Western Carolina
University, and only upon a time-limited set of data, stretching from academic years 2015-16
through 2022-23.

Definition of terms

Transfer student. Broadly speaking, this study is concerned with students who attended
two-year community colleges and chose to transfer their enrollment to a four-year institution.
Specifically, this study examines data of North Carolina residents who attended a North Carolina
community college and who transferred to Western Carolina University. Such transfer students
may have transferred with a community college degree or with college credit but no degree. This

study does not include students who enrolled as first-time, full-time students at WCU. A more
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detailed description of students included in the study is included in Chapter 4.

Promise program. Promise programs exist in many different forms and variations, but
researchers generally agree upon three components of a promise program: a goal of intending to
improve college enrollment, a place-based residential factor, and a direct financial aid award to
recipients (PennAHEAD, 2023; Perna & Leigh, 2018). The North Carolina Promise program
meets two of those three components, in that its aim is to improve college enroliments at
participating universities and that its stated $500 per semester tuition charge is offered only to in-
state residents. It does not provide a direct financial “award”; in other words, the university does
not charge the full cost for tuition and later apply a scholarship award to reduce the amount owed
by the student to $500. The spirit of the program, however, and the fact that promise programs
remain an emerging idea within higher education with diverse perceptions among prospective
students, means most student recipients likely do not distinguish among such technicalities and
consider N.C. Promise to be a genuine promise program.

Organization of the Study

This dissertation is divided into five chapters that provide an introduction, a review of
relevant literature to various topics considered, the research methodology used to conduct
analysis, data findings from the research, and conclusions derived from the research. Relevant
tables, data sets, and other visualizations are included in each chapter.

Chapter Summary

The costs of attending college have well outpaced inflation and grown exponentially (Ma,

et al., 2017), but there are multiple benefits of obtaining a college degree that demonstrate such a

credential is worth the up-front investment (Ma, et al., 2019). Prospective college students must
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weigh the opportunity costs of attending college against the long-term outcomes associated with
earning a college degree, a framework which forms Becker’s (1964) Human Capital Theory.

To help improve access and affordability, many local, regional, and state agencies have
established promise programs, which often seek to lower the cost of attending college through
tuition discounts or financial aid awards. Such programs are traditionally identified by an overall
objective of improving college enrollment, qualifying recipients through place-based residency
requirements, and providing a financial aid award (Perna & Leigh, 2018).

North Carolina has never had a true, state-wide, universal promise program, but over the
last few decades, it has established several programs aimed at providing low-cost or free access
for students earning college credits through its state-wide community college program. In the
2018-19 academic year, however, the state launched the N.C. Promise, which offered a fixed,
$500 per semester tuition charge to all North Carolina residents attending one of three UNC
System universities, including Western Carolina University. The N.C. Promise lacked any merit-
based or need-based qualifications, meaning any in-state resident community college student
transferring to an N.C. Promise university would automatically qualify (University of North
Carolina System, n.d.c).

To date, no research has examined whether the N.C. Promise has influenced or otherwise
affected the community college transfer student population at Western Carolina University. This
study aims to examine transfer student data before the implementation of the N.C. Promise and

afterward to determine what differences, in any, appear.
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CHAPTER 2

Introduction

As the price of a college education has increasingly outpaced inflation and wage growth
in the United States, fewer families are in the financial position to afford higher education
(Kelchen, 2017). The price of college tuition increased over the last decade, compromising the
affordability of institutions that are otherwise known as open-access (U.S. Department of
Education, 2019). Using state-level data, Kane (1995) discovered the public four-year college
tuition increases resulted in lower enrollments at those institutions—although they tended to
produce increases in community college enrollments. Kane (1999) also found a 4.5% decline in
community college enrollments following a $1,000 increase in community college tuition. The
relationships between tuition price and enrollments are demonstrated across multiple studies
(Perna & Titus, 2004).

As a means to improve access to higher education, many states, systems, communities,
and individual colleges and universities have implemented tuition promise programs. College
promise programs are relatively recent innovations within higher education. Many programs are
still too new for longitudinal research to assess their long-term outcomes, but researchers have
studied older programs and evaluated early progress at newer programs to assess their impact.
Some promise programs were created to address other issues—out-migration and economic
development, for example—demonstrating the larger effects such programs can have on an area.

North Carolina has long held a public commitment to higher education access (Nichol,
2019). The state has implemented multiple programs to provide free or low-cost higher education
for its residents. However, following the Great Recession of 2009, North Carolina’s investment

in higher education through state budget appropriations to its public universities decreased. In
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response to the loss in public funding, universities sought to recover lost revenue through
increased tuition prices (Nichol, 2019). The state countered with the 2016 creation of the N.C.
Promise program and a system-wide fixed tuition policy.

This literature review explores the common traits of college promise programs, their
origin and early development, and the reported effects of these legacy programs. It continues
with a comparative analysis of North Carolina’s state-level promise initiatives at both two-year
and four-year institutions, including the N.C. Promise Program. Finally, it folds in research
combining Human Capital Theory and higher education studies to provide a theoretical
framework.

College Promise Programs

There are three common aims underwriting most every college promise program: first, an
overall goal of improving higher education access; second, a scholarship or other form of
economic support that encourages college-going behavior; and third, an eligibility requirement
structured around a particular geography or setting (i.e., the city, county, region, or state where a
student lives or attends school) (PennAHEAD, 2023; Perna & Leigh, 2018). Individual promise
programs can vary widely in composition, however. Some simply promote college attendance—
be that at a private, public, two-year, or four-year institution. Some restrict their awards to merit-
based recipients; others are predicated on financial need and offer either a fluctuating or fixed
scholarship or tuition price. Some provide first-dollar financial aid while others offer last-dollar
support. Some promise programs emerged in areas with less public investment in higher
education and accordingly higher tuition prices (PennAHEAD, 2023). When considering

research exploring college promise programs, the public policies that created them, and the
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overall effects of such programs, it is important to realize the structure and context of the
program or policy studied.
The Kalamazoo Promise

Among the first examples of a college tuition promise program is the Kalamazoo Promise
(KPromise). Established in 2005 and funded by anonymous, private donors, KPromise offered
qualifying residents of Kalamazoo, Michigan a scholarship grant covering tuition and fees at
public community colleges and universities within the state (Andrews, et al., 2010). To qualify
for the grant, recipients must reside within the Kalamazoo public school district, attend
Kalamazoo public schools for four years or more, and graduate from a Kalamazoo public high
school (Andrews, et al., 2010). Students who have completed all or most of their education in
Kalamazoo public schools receive more generous benefits from the program (Kelchen, 2017).
The program openly incentivizes families to educate their students within Kalamazoo’s public K-
12 education system.

That incentive was not designed by mistake. KPromise was created largely as a means of
addressing both the academic and economic challenges of Kalamazoo residents as well as out-
migration in the region (Collier, et al., 2019). The majority of Kalamazoo Public School
attendees are students of color, and a majority of the district’s students qualify for free or
reduced lunch (Collier, et al., 2019). The district suffered a low high school graduation rate, and
its students frequently carried academic deficits with them in reading and math proficiency
(Collier, et al., 2019). The legacy of academic and economic disadvantages complicated district
graduates’ abilities to pursue higher education.

Although KPromise was not the first program to support students pursuing higher

education, it was widely publicized upon its inception. By incentivizing local public school
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attendance, KPromise enticed families to relocate to the area and enroll their students in
Kalamazoo schools. The program’s effects are discussed later in this chapter.
Public Policy and Promise Programs

The Kalamazoo Promise planted a flag beginning modern promise program creation
across the country, and before long, the promise model jumped from one organized and funded
through philanthropy to one relying upon publicly funded initiatives. Such local government or
state-level college promise programs restrict their awards to students choosing to enroll at public
two-year or four-year institutions, creating a link between promise program-related public policy
and improving college-going behavior.

Perna and Titus (2004) assert that state policies that improve direct budgetary
appropriations to public higher education institutions, that provide for direct financial aid to
students, and that set tuition prices at public institutions tend to influence whether and where an
individual may choose to attend college. College promise programs, whether they be localized or
offered on a broader scale, often appear in policies providing direct aid to students, but they can
be influenced by direct appropriations and established tuition prices. Direct appropriations to
institutions and the legislative authority to set tuition prices influences college going behavior
(Perna & Titus, 2004). This relationship between public policy and college-going behavior
created a framework for much of the growth of college promise programs in the 2010s.

In 2015, then-President Obama announced America’s College Promise in 2015. The
Obama initiative proposed financial resources that would pay for community college tuition for
all American high school graduates. Although legislation supporting the plan was never passed
into law, the proposal coincided with the emergence of several new localized and state-wide

college promise programs (The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, January 2015).
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The Obama administration also created the College Promise Advisory Board, chaired by
then-Second Lady Dr. Jill Biden, although no promise-program policies or proposals emerged
from the group (The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, September 2015). In 2019,
congressional Democrats re-introduced the America’s College Promise Act, but the bill was not
voted upon or passed into law (Community College Daily, 2019).

Growth of Local and State Promise Programs

In the absence of federal policy or legislation, many community colleges, city and county
governments, and state higher education systems moved forward in creating promise programs
of their own. Local, or city-based efforts include the Denver Scholarship Foundation (2006), the
El Dorado (AR) Promise (2007), Tulsa Achieves (2007), The Pittsburgh Promise (2008), Knox
Achieves (2008), The Seattle Promise (2014), Akron | Promise (2015), and Salt Lake
Community College Promise (2016). In 2014, Tennessee launched the Tennessee Promise,
which provides free community college to state residents with certain restrictions. A year later,
Oregon launched the Oregon Promise program, largely mirroring the Tennessee Promise.

As of 2023, Perna and Leigh (n.d.) catalogued 425 individual college promise programs
across the United States, including 87 programs in California. Their tally found most states had
multiple promise programs, although five states (Alabama, Alaska, Idaho, Montana, and New

Hampshire) reported no promise programs.

Effects of College Promise Programs
Research has demonstrated college promise programs have a wide range of effects on
student outcomes as measured by students’ enrollment in college, belief or confidence in being

capable and able of attending college, academic success, persistence from semester to semester
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or year to year, completion of a degree or credential, and transfer from community college to a
four-year institution.
Enrollment

At Tulsa Community College, the locally established Tulsa Achieves scholarship
program helped the institution improve first-time student enrollment by 65% over eight years
(Pierce, 2015a). After years of enrollment declines following the Great Recession, Columbia
State Community College (TN) saw record high enrollment as soon as one year after the 2015
launch of the Tennessee Promise program (Smith & Bowyer, 2016).
Self-efficacy

College promise programs help promote college-going behaviors in students over time
that build student confidence. Participants in the Ventura College Promise, a county-level
initiative that provides scholarships for residents’ first year of college, work with counselors to
develop a plan for their higher education and career. Second-year Ventura Promise recipients
also mentor first-year recipients (Pierce, 2015a).
Demographics and Economic Background

While promise programs vary in design and eligibility requirements, it is helpful to
survey recipient demographics to better understand the effects of the program on specific
populations. Some eligibility requirements may produce unintended consequences that are only
discovered by examining demographic data (Taylor & Lepper, 2018).

Salt Lake Community College’s (SLCC) promise program, for example, serves more
women than men; the average age of recipients is 24. Further, the SLCC promise served fewer

students of color (Taylor & Lepper, 2018).
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Furthermore, a rich understanding of student backgrounds helps researchers identify
where promise programs may fall short or otherwise not achieve their stated outcomes. In an
examination of KPromise recipients, Collier, et al. found that homelessness was a driver for
students stopping out of their higher education programs—more so than demonstrated food
insecurity (2019).

Studies such as these exhibit weaknesses in college promise programs that manifest
themselves in equity gaps. Perna, et al. (2021) found that last-dollar promise programs
exacerbate inequality because such programs tended to give students who demonstrate the
greatest financial need benefits beyond tuition support. Full-Pell students, or those who
demonstrate financial need to the extent that they receive full Pell Grant funding, tend to receive
fewer or no last-dollar promise program dollars. Such students tend to require assistance beyond
tuition—cost of attendance resources like funding for transportation, housing, and food. Perna, et
al. (2021) note that how a promise program is implemented affects its ability to improve equity
issues.

Academic Success

The effects of promise programs on students’ academic success seems to vary from
program to program and likely has more to do with program design, local context, and program
longevity. Smith & Bowyer (2015) found that students at Dyersburg State Community College
(TN) who received Tennessee Promise scholarship support had higher GPAs than non-
participants. However, a study of students receiving promise program support at Long Beach

City College found that participants’ GPAs were lower than non-participants’ (Corral, 2019).
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Persistence

Ventura College Promise recipients persisted from the fall to spring semester of their first
year 90% of the time (Pierce, 2015a). Dyersburg State Community College students participating
in the Tennessee Promise program were more likely to persist than non-participants (Smith &
Bowyer, 2016). The same was true of promise program recipients at Long Beach City College
(Corral, 2019).
Completion

Long Beach City College students receiving college promise program support were less
likely to complete a degree or certificate than their non-program participant peers (Corral, 2019).
A Western Michigan University study of KPromise recipients in the 2009-2011 fall cohorts
showed an almost 10% gap between promise recipients’ six-year completion rates and non-
promise program student completions (Collier, et al., 2018).
Transfer

Multiple studies have confirmed that progressive degree attainment yields higher income
earning potential (Mincer, 1974; Becker, 1994; Carnevale, et al., 2021; Jaeger & Page, 1996).
Given that many college promise programs are designed for students who begin at a community
college, programs are often evaluated in their ability to successfully transfer recipients from two-
year to four-year institutions. Kelchen (2017) warned that promise programs designed to enroll
recipients in community colleges would harm overall bachelor’s degree completion rates, given
the complications many community college students face in transferring to four-year institutions.
On Communities

College promise programs produce demonstrable effects on student success, but they also

have substantial impacts on the communities or geographic areas in which they are placed. In
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some cases, these community outcomes provide influential motivation for local government
agencies to supply financial resources to sustain them—indeed, the idea of a promise program as
a means of community revitalization may provide the impetus to create the programs in the first
place.

Sohn, et al. (2017) found that public K-12 school enroliments in both Syracuse and
Buffalo, N.Y. increased following the announcement of Say Yes to Education, a place-based
college promise program for school system graduates. This finding was supported by Miller-
Adams and Smith (2018), who found school district enrollments improved in areas with place-
based college promise programs, and especially small and mid-sized communities that have shed
population or lost significant parts of their industrial sector. Enrollment in the Kalamazoo, Ml
school district has grown measurably following the announcement of the KPromise (Miller-

Adams & Smith, 2018).

North Carolina’s State-Level Promise Initiatives

Although North Carolina has not provided a universal college promise program for its
residents, its legislature has enacted programs that promote affordable (and in some cases free)
access to higher education, through dual enroliment programs and discounted tuition programs.
Dual-enrollment Programs

The initial legislation that created dual enrollment access was known as the Huskins Bill,
which first passed into law in 1983. The Huskins Bill created formal processes for partnerships
between community colleges and secondary schools, wherein the college offered post-secondary,
curriculum-level coursework on high school campuses. Classes were designed to be entirely
composed of high school students rather than comingled with other college students (North

Carolina Community College System, 2008).
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Ganzert (2010) found these early dual enroliment programs were beneficial in promoting
college-going behavior among participants. Students enrolled in Huskins Bill courses were more
likely to enroll in college after high school, and participants demonstrated higher GPAs and
graduation rates with each course taken while in high school (Ganzert, 2010). Ganzert (2010)
also found that female students benefitted more from Huskins Bill programs than male students;
students of color realized gains in college readiness.

Career and College Promise program (CCP)

In 2012, North Carolina’s legislature passed the Career and College Promise bill, which
was designed to succeed the Huskins Bill and broaden both the programs eligible for high school
student enrollment to include Career and Technical Education (CTE) coursework as well as
access for underrepresented student populations (Deal, 2020). The creation of both a college
transfer pathway (CTP) and CTE pathway was intended to provide greater opportunities for
more types of students to earn college credit while in high school.

There have been some attempts to measure the effectiveness of Career and College
Promise enrollment goals. Deal’s (2020) analysis showed that white and female students were
more likely to enroll in CTP coursework than CTE programs; CTE programs tended to have
enrollments that were more racially diverse and that reflected their communities. Deal (2020)
also found CTE students were more likely to receive free/reduced lunch benefits than CTP
students. Finally, Deal (2020) found CCP students overall were more likely to enroll in college,
persist from year-to-year in college, and finish credentials than non-CCP participants. Career and
College Promise outcomes are encouraging from the standpoint that they support college-going
behavior and affect persistence and completion, but the demographic breakdown between CTP

and CTE pathways exhibits potential equity gaps.



33
In North Carolina, Deal (2020) found that Career and College Promise (CCP) participants

were less likely to be African American/Black or Hispanic. Further, high school students
qualifying for free or reduced lunch accessed CCP coursework less than their non-qualifying
peers (Deal, 2020).

Early College High Schools

North Carolina was at the vanguard in implementing early college high school (ECHS)
programs. Conceived through the Bill & Melinda Gates-funded ECHS initiative, the early
college model blends the boundaries between secondary and post-secondary education, allowing
students to complete high school and college coursework simultaneously (Edmunds, et al.,
2010).

Unlike the state’s Career and College Promise (CCP) program, North Carolina’s early
colleges are restricted by policy to primarily enroll at-risk and underserved student populations
(Miller & Corritore, 2013). Each early college is limited to a total enrollment of 400 students
(Lauen, et al., 2017). Most ECHS programs are located on the campuses of two- and four-year
colleges and universities and feature direct partnerships with those institutions (Edmunds, et al.,
2010).

The state’s early college model features five core principles: purposeful design,
professionalism, personalization, college readiness, and powerful teaching and learning
(Edmunds, et al., 2010). These qualities form an intentional style of instruction, driven by
student support and a commitment to engaging students in their studies. By measuring
behavioral, emotional or affective, and cognitive engagement across early college students,
Edmunds, et al. found the students reported “higher expectations, better relationships, more

support, and more rigorous and relevant instructional practices” (2013, p. 28).
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North Carolina’s early colleges provide their programs at no cost to students, and many
are able to offer textbooks and materials free of charge (Roughton, 2016). ECHS programs
receive funding support above and beyond what the individual high school and community
college programs might receive. ECHS programs receive budgetary support for a dedicated
school counselor, work-based learning coordinator, and liaison to manage the relationship
between the ECHS and partner institution. New ECHS programs benefit from coaching and
professional development services to assist with instructional design and leadership (Miller &
Corritore, 2013).

As a means of high school academic success and completion, ECHS programs tend to
perform well. Early college students are retained less often, perform better on Algebra | and
English | end-of-course tests, and graduate high school on time more frequently than students in
traditional high school settings (Lauen, et al., 2017). Further, ECHS students are more likely to
earn an associate degree than traditional high school students; early college students are also
more likely to enroll in degree programs within the state’s university system (Lauen, et al.,
2017).

Gaps remain, however, when these results are examined through an equity lens. The
Lauen, et al. study (2017) found that while Black students tended to outperform their traditional
high school counterparts in five-year high school graduation rates, they lagged behind early
college white students in associate degree attainment. The study found Black students were more
likely to transfer to a UNC-system university, though. An undated paper from Edmunds, et al.,
explored outcomes measured across four subgroups, including underrepresented minorities, first-
generation college students, low-income students, and academically underprepared ninth graders,

and found that, while early colleges had positive effects on members within each of the
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subgroups, the positive impacts were not larger than the impacts on non-subgroup members. The
authors concluded that early colleges, though compelling, may not be closing achievement gaps
found elsewhere in public education.
Local or Place-based Community College Promise Programs

Community colleges in North Carolina only began offering localized, or place-based
promise programs of their own in 2016. These programs are traditionally limited to the
geographic service areas of each college, but in some cases, they may only provide support to
residents of a single county. A manual survey of the state’s community colleges in 2021 by this
study’s author found that 28 colleges offer promise program-style scholarships with varying
degrees of qualifying factors limiting participants. No comprehensive research has been
published analyzing the effectiveness of localized community college promise programs in the
North Carolina Community College system.
North Carolina Promise

In 2016, the North Carolina legislature approved funding to create the North Carolina
Promise Program (N.C. Promise), the first statewide effort to provide low-cost tuition at select
public, four-year universities to state residents. Recipients are guaranteed a fixed tuition price of
$500 per semester for in-state residents and $2,500 per semester for out-of-state residents. N.C.
Promise began in 2018 with three participating institutions from the UNC System: Elizabeth City
State University, UNC Pembroke, and Western Carolina University. In 2022, Fayetteville State
University joined the program (University of North Carolina System, n.d.c).

N.C. Promise arrived following nearly a decade of substantial cuts to higher education
spending by the state’s legislature. Budget allocations to the UNC System dropped by more than

25% from 2008-2017, and tuition rates across its 16 campuses increased by more than 30%. In



36

the same legislative session that produced the N.C. Promise program, the system’s Board of
Governors restricted the amount of tuition revenue that institutions could allocate for need-based
financial aid. (Nichol, 2019). Higher education in North Carolina was increasingly out of reach
for more families, and the state’s universities had fewer options to address accessibility.

It is important to note that N.C. Promise does not meet all three criteria of a promise
program as defined by promise program researchers (PennAHEAD, 2023; Perna & Leigh, 2018),
because it does not offer a direct financial award to individual students. The legislation that
created the program prescribes a fixed-rate tuition price for all North Carolina residents at the
participating institutions, and the state provides public support to fill the gap between the tuition
price charged and the actual cost to the institution. The program does not qualify students
through merit or need-based financial aid requirements; if it were a direct aid program, it would
be a universal, first-dollar scholarship. While it aligns with two of the three qualifying factors for
a promise program (an overall goal of improving college enroliment and a place-based
residential requirement), the lack of direct aid to students nudges N.C. Promise into a public
policy lane.

The spirit of the program—and the ways in which many perceive it—very much aligns
with a promise program, however. Each of the participating universities list information about
the N.C. Promise on their admission and financial aid websites. The UNC System’s N.C.
Promise webpage clearly states its programmatic goal of increasing college accessibility and
affordability, and all of the page’s student testimonials speak about the program’s impact on
personal finances and their choice to attend college (University of North Carolina System, n.d.c).
The program’s website states that N.C. Promise encourages students to attend college, lowers

student debt, and contributes to the state’s growing economy.
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As an outcome, economic growth can also be connected to the inaugural trio of
universities participating in N.C. Promise. Stowe and Warren (2021) conducted an analysis of
North Carolina’s distribution of colleges and universities and found that each of the first three
universities in N.C. Promise were located in proximity to higher education deserts—or areas that
lacked easy physical access to a university. Higher education deserts are often characterized by
less economic development and other complicating factors like lower household income levels,
lower real estate values, higher unemployment, and higher levels of disconnected youth, or youth
who are not enrolled in school or employed (Stowe & Warren, 2021). The geographic location of
the inaugural three universities in the program ensured that all North Carolina residents lived
within 150 miles of a promise institution.

Other State-level Tuition Policies

In the same 2016 legislative session that produced the N.C. Promise program, North
Carolina’s lawmakers created the N.C. Fixed Tuition Program (FTP). The FTP locks in tuition
rates for students upon their entry as first-year undergraduate students at any UNC System
institution. The tuition lock lasts for eight consecutive semesters and guarantees that a student’s
tuition will not increase in the traditional four-year time limit of completing a degree (UNC
System, n.d.b). Institutions may adjust tuition for each new class. The four N.C. Promise
program institutions are affected by this policy, although the promise program has maintained
the $500 per semester tuition charge since its implementation.

Through an analysis of 13 UNC System universities, Worsham (2023) found that the
state’s FTP led individual institutions to increase graduate tuition and student fees at a greater
rate than they would have otherwise without the program in place. The findings support prior

research on fixed-tuition programs.
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Human Capital Theory

Gary Becker (1962) suggested that individual skills were a form of capital that affected
the individual’s economic outcomes in life, a concept that became known as Human Capital
Theory (HCT). The theory posits that knowledge, skills, and abilities are a means of improving
an individual and become a form of capital. Individuals recognize as much and weigh the costs
of increasing their human capital against the earnings benefits accrued over time from improving
their abilities.

Becker’s (1962) Human Capital Theory appears in a wealth of education research, and
especially in research examining college-going behavior. Multiple researchers have noted the
connections between college enrollment and local and national economic conditions, particularly
as measured in unemployment or labor market outcomes (Bedard and Herman, 2008; Betts and
McFarland, 1995; Hillman and Orians, 2013; Lowe, 2017; Perna, 2000; Stratton, O’Toole, and
Wetzel, 2004). Particularly in challenging economic conditions, students are often more
compelled to enroll at college or university.

One of the earliest attempts to formalize the relationship between education and earnings
is found in the work of Jacob Mincer. Mincer (1958) began his work before Becker named
human capital theory by examining the mathematical connections between individuals’
workforce training and their earned income. Later, Mincer (1974) translated the correlation into a
formula, the “human capital earnings function.” Mincer’s (1974) formula maintains that when
charting education, years of experience, and earnings, an individual’s level of education was a
reliable predictor of earnings—a finding that lends credibility to HCT.

The upfront cost to attain a college degree is significant. Even after accounting for grants,

scholarships, and institutional aid, the National Center for Education Statistics (2023) reported
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that for households earning under $48,000, families paid out-of-pocket costs totaling between
one fifth and one third of their total income toward a four-year degree at a public institution.
Further, students pursuing a college degree forgo full-time wages they could have earned in the
workforce. The U.S. Department of Labor Statistics reported in July 2020 the median earnings
for a high school graduate totaled about $41,000; the cost of opting out of the workforce for four
years of college totals more than $160,000. Families with low household income may find the
costs of attending college and forgoing work too excessive.

The investment in human capital has its returns, however. The same July 2020 U.S.
Department of Labor Statistics data demonstrates that college degree holders earn nearly twice
the wages of those with only a high school diploma, totaling more than $73,600 annually and
more than $1.2 million in lifetime earnings. Such findings demonstrating college graduates out-
earn high school graduates with no college have been regularly confirmed across several studies,
including the research of Becker (1994), Carnevale, et al. (2021) and Jaeger and Page (1996).

Hartog and Oosterbeek (2007) describe the choice of whether to go to college in
mathematical terms, calling it an investment problem. Their research examines the differences in
wage outcomes among individuals with varying levels of education and interprets those results
as a reflection of each individual’s investment in his or her education. Hartog and Oosterbeek’s
(2007) work confirms that the decision to attend college pays, quite literally: for every additional
year of schooling, an individual’s earnings increased by 5%.

Decision-making Influences and Ecological Systems

A prospective college student likely does not make the decision to enroll in post-

secondary studies without other forms of influences weighing on his or her decision. In an

application of HCT to an ecological systems model, Perez-Vergara (2019) organized influencing
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factors into categories including the microsystem (an individual’s immediate network, including
family), mesosystem (a community or school, for example), exosystem (government and mass
media influences), macrosystem (cultural dynamics), and chronosystem (generational dynamics).
Each of these systems can influence college-going behavior, though the further an influence is
from the individual, the less impact it may have on decision-making. They nonetheless present
reliable sources of information, cultural or values references, or other market data that can guide
a prospect college student (Perez-Vergara, 2019). This application reflects work by Perna (2008)
that emphasizes students’ inability to make college-going decisions with perfect and complete
information; rather, students assemble a collection of knowledge from their own internal
knowledge and that of others within their environment.
Relationship to Rational Choice Theory

The decision-making influences that motivate an individual to pursue (or not pursue)
higher education rely on the individual’s ability to make rational choices. Lowe (2017) observed
that HCT was a form of Rational Choice Theory. Rational Choice Theory assumes that
individuals are motivated by a form of self-interest that are capable of prioritizing or maximizing
opportunities and choosing the best course of action.
Relationship to Public Goods Theory

At a larger scale, HCT becomes a motivator for public policy that creates promise
programs. While Becker’s 1964 text sought to develop a means of calculating a personal rate of
return on an investment in human capital as a private good, collectively such returns form the
argument that accessible higher education is a public good. Although Holcombe (2000)
challenges the notion of education as a public good, others cite that education helps supply

workers to an economy, improves outcomes in a way that lessens reliance on public assistance,
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and endows citizens with the necessary capacity to participate in democracy (Olson, 1971;
Labaree, 1997).
Limitations and Criticism

Research has demonstrated many other influences beyond an individual’s decision to
invest in developing human capital that determine economic outcomes. Bowles and Gintis
(1975) criticized HCT for failing to acknowledge the relationship between socioeconomic class
and lifetime earnings. Multiple studies have shown a connection between the educational
attainment and socioeconomic status of parents and that of their children (Halle, et al., 1997;
Lowe, 2017; Davis-Kean, 2005). Plug (2007) conducted a meta-analysis of studies and found
consistent compelling evidence of the correlation between a parents’ wealth and the educational
and lifetime earnings outcomes.

Perna’s (2008) conceptual model for college enrollment is consistent with many aspects
of human capital theory, including that students assess costs (foregone earnings) and benefits
(greater lifetime earnings) when deciding whether and where to enroll in college. However,
Perna (2008) found that college-going behavior was also subject to the availability of financial
resources. An individual’s race/ethnicity also influenced whether and where to enroll in college.
Perna (2008) notes that historically underrepresented racial and ethnic populations often sought
out lower priced institutions for college. Students from poorer socio-economic backgrounds were
less likely to borrow using student loans and enroll in college (Perna, 2008). A prospective
college student’s parents, and more specifically, the parents’ experiences within local labor
markets can further influence the counsel they may provide about attending college. Lowe
(2017) noted that families with multiple generations of workers in the same industry and within a

common geographic location share workplace experiences across those generations. This can
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work both ways—a prospective college student can be encouraged to enter college to escape
what is perceived as a difficult or unrewarding work environment, and conversely, the
expectation to stay in a family’s career or line of work can steer a prospective student away from
higher education if such a career doesn’t require a college degree.

Human Capital Theory also ignores how a college or university’s reputation (and its
associated cost) affects decision-making. Perna (2008) found correlations among students’
willingness to borrow to attend college and the college’s reputation. Institutions with strong,
national reputations often benefit from an abundance of financial resources, including
institutional financial aid dollars that mitigate the need for students from disadvantaged socio-
economic backgrounds to borrow. Less well-regarded institutions, which may have lower costs
of attendance, frequently lack such institutional financial aid dollars, and families may question
whether the burdens of assuming student loan debt will be outweighed by the overall gain of
attending the institution (Perna 2008).

Gaps

To date, no academic research has been published examining the efficacy of the N. C.
Promise Program beyond general enroliment data. Given the relative newness of the program—
not to mention the complications in measuring its effectiveness brought on by the COVID-19
pandemic—this isn’t too much of a surprise. However, as evidenced by the expansion of the
N.C. Promise through the addition of a fourth institution in Fayetteville State University, public
policy makers and the state’s legislators seem to indicate the program is meeting its goals of
expanding college access. Researchers led by faculty at the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill, one of whom was interviewed by the author of this work in preparation for this

dissertation, are exploring whether the program is attracting more Pell-eligible students to each
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of the participating Promise institutions and how the Promise’s reduced tuition price for out-of-
state students is affecting enrollment among that population.
Chapter Summary

The price of a college degree has outpaced inflation and become less attainable for
American families (Kelchen, 2017). Perna and Titus (2004) found that a relationship exists
between tuition price and enrollment; higher prices at four-year institutions typically drove up
enrollments at community colleges.

Many state, local, and institutional agents have turned to college promise programs to
improve higher education access through offering direct financial aid through a geographic or
residence-bound program (PennAHEAD, 2023; Perna & Leigh, 2018). The Kalamazoo Promise
is among the first and certainly the most studied of these initiatives (Kelchen, 2017), which now
appear in many states and have inspired multiple policy initiatives. Promise programs have
demonstrated effects on enrollment, self-efficacy, student demographics, academic success,
persistence, completion, transfer, and upon the communities in which they operate (Smith &
Boyer, 2016; Pierce, 2015a; Taylor & Lepper, 2018; Collier, et al., 2019; Perna, et al., 2021,
Smith & Boyer, 2015; Corral, 2019; Kelchen, 2017; Sohn, et al., 2017; Miller-Adams & Smith,
2018).

North Carolina has a constitutional commitment to accessible higher education, although
it lacks a statewide promise program. Even so, legislators have created dual enrollment policy
such as early college high schools and Career and College Promise to improve student access,
largely through the state’s community college system (Deal, 2020; NCCCS, 2008; Miller &
Corritore, 2013). In 2016, the state legislature created the North Carolina Promise Program, or

N.C. Promise, which provided in-state residents a fixed-rate tuition price of $500 per semester at
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three (and eventually four) universities within the UNC System, including Western Carolina
University (Nichol, 2019).

Gary Becker’s (1963) Human Capital Theory (HCT) posits that individual skills, and the
time and resources an individual invests in those skills, is a form of capital. Becker (1963)
suggests that higher education and the investment it demands is an upfront investment with a
long-term payoff through increased wages, and the theory influences an individual’s decision of
whether to further his or her education. HCT appears in a wealth of education research, and it has
consistently underwritten studies that link educational attainment with improved life outcomes,
including salary and compensation, for individuals (Mincer, 1974; Becker, 1994; Carnevale, et

al., 2021; Jaeger & Page, 1996).
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CHAPTER 3

Methodology

This study uses propensity score matching (PSM) to compare demographics, academic
success, and student loan debt between groups of community college transfer students at Western
Carolina University (WCU) in the three academic years before the implementation of the N.C.
Promise program and in the five academic years following the program’s implementation.

The highest standard in research design when measuring the effect of a treatment
intervention on a population sample is experimental design, or randomized assignment, which
allows that any post-hoc outcomes observed can appropriately be isolated as treatment effects
(Schneider, et al., 2007; Titus, 2007). Randomized assignment ensures that participants in a
study are not influenced by factors such as selection bias or pre-treatment characteristics (Liu &
Borden, 2019). In the context of educational research design, however, experimental design often
encounters ethical complications and budgetary restraints that make it impractical or impossible
to conduct a true, randomized study in the interest of fully eliminating selection bias among
observations, leaving many educational researchers to instead rely upon quasi-experimental
design (Lane, et al., 2012).

This study compares data and outcomes among two groups of community college transfer
students at Western Carolina University who arrived in the years before and after the
implementation of the N.C. Promise program. N.C. Promise is a state policy program that
provides a reduced, fixed tuition rate of $500 per semester for students without any qualifiers
beyond in-state residency. Because all in-state residents at WCU qualify as recipients, and
because the promise program may have had an unobservable effect on recipients’ decision to

transfer to WCU, there is no post hoc control group. Given that all transfer students receive the
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treatment, it is impossible to randomly assign students into treatment and control groups
following the N.C. Promise implementation, so pre-Promise students must be used as a control
group, and a quasi-experimental design must be used.

Quasi-experimental designs come with risks. Unobserved or unmeasured characteristics
or covariates in a population can sometimes affect whether an individual self-selects into a
population, which can lead to endogeneity or self-selection bias (Liu & Borden, 2019).
Measurement of an outcome in educational research can differ when study participants are
assigned treatment through randomized assignment versus self-selection (Shadish, et al., 2006).
A failure to account for selection bias can lead to errors or incorrect assumptions in examining
outcomes (Liu & Borden, 2019).

Selection bias can be mitigated through a thoughtful sample selection (Titus, 2007).
Selection bias can also be addressed through certain statistical methodologies, such as difference
in differences technique, regression discontinuity design, and instrumental variable techniques
(Liu & Borden, 2019). Other research methods, including multiple regression techniques like
structural equation modeling (SEM), struggle to account for unobserved characteristics or
covariates, which can confound outcome data (Lane, et al., 2012). Multiple regression requires
normally distributed relationships and a continuous dependent variable, assumptions that may
not be met in some educational research (Frye & Bartlett, 2017).

Propensity Score Matching

Propensity score matching (PSM), a method developed through the work of Rosenbaum
and Rubin (1983) is a strategy incorporating statistics to produce a predictive probability that can
be used to match study participants among treatment and control groups. A propensity score is

“the conditional probability of assignment to a particular treatment given a vector of observed
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covariates” (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983, p. 41). Recognizing the difficulty in data comparison
among treatment and control groups in non-randomized experiments, Rosenbaum and Rubin
(1983) developed PSM to mitigate systematic differences between groups by balancing, or
matching, probability scores. PSM simulates an experimental design to control for selection bias
by creating matched, equivalent treatment and control groups (Lane, et al., 2012; Frye & Bartlett,
2017). Study participants that do not match well can be excluded from groups, decreasing the
risk of error (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983). It is important to note within such limitations that the
effect measured is an effect on the treatment group, not on the population as a whole.

Titus (2007) described higher education research as “plagued by the problem of non-
random assignment problems on selection bias” (p. 487), and Thomas and Perna (2004) found
multiple higher education research studies that neglected to account for selection bias. Propensity
Score Matching is used in other disciplinary research, including medicine and economics
research, and is recognized by the U.S. Department of Education as a recommended research
methodology (Lane, et al., 2012). Using smaller, specific populations, incorporating longitudinal
datasets, and reducing specification errors through two-step procedures all strengthen the results
of PSM analysis (Lalonde, 1986).

There are two assumptions that must be met when using PSM: first, matching requires an
ignorable treatment assumption, meaning the researcher must identify the majority of covariates
prior to treatment; and second, a common support assumption, finding that there is a significant
overlap between the treatment and control groups (Melguizo, et al., 2011). The common support
assumption requires “a substantial overlap between the propensity score distribution among the
treated and control groups,” allowing cases with the same score to have an equal chance of being

in either the control or treatment group (Liu & Borden, 2019, p. 133).
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Research Design

The dissertation asks three research questions: How do the demographic characteristics of
Western Carolina University’s community college transfer student population compare before
and after the implementation of the N.C. Promise program? How do transfer students compare
before and after the promise program implementation in the areas of persistence, credits
attempted, and academic performance? And how does transfer student loan debt compare before
and after the promise program implementation?

The first question, which regards categorical demographic characteristics, can be
answered through correlational research design. A Pearson’s chi-square test will determine
whether there was a statistically significant change among the covariates (demographic
characteristics) among students who did nor did not receive the treatment (the independent
variable, or those who benefitted from the N.C. Promise program; Johnson & Christensen, 2014).

To answer the second and third questions and mitigate selection bias, the dissertation will
use PSM to produce matched student data sets for the three academic years before and five
academic years after the implementation of the N.C. Promise program, which is considered the
treatment, and use logistic regression analysis to explore differences in dependent variables
(persistence, credit hours attempted, GPA, and student loan debt). Propensity score matching
creates comparable groups of students, reducing selection bias, and allows for a thorough
examination of the outcome effects of the promise program as attributed to the treatment (Liu &
Borden, 2019; Frye & Bartlett, 2017).

Data Analysis

The data analysis process is summarized in the following paragraphs.
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First, student data will be obtained using datasets provided by the WCU Office of

Institutional Planning and Effectiveness. Frye and Bartlett (2017) note that in logistic regression,
larger sample sizes are more likely to show statistically significant results and that the control
group should be between 2.5 to 3 times larger than the treatment group to ensure there are
enough cases to generate near-equivalent propensity score matches. Data will be pre-screened to
examine variable values and confirm that no variable is missing more than 5% of its values (Frye
and Bartlett, 2017). Further, data will undergo initial statistical examination, including frequency
analysis, outliers, and checks for multi-collinearity (Frye & Bartlett, 2017). Covariates that
demonstrate collinearity should be examined, and if necessary, the researcher may need to omit
the less relevant covariant from statistical analysis (Frye & Bartlett, 2017).

After the initial data examination, a propensity score will be estimated using SPSS to
calculate the predicted probability that a transfer student received support through the N.C.
Promise program (Melguizo, et al., 2011). The independent variables used were the student’s
gender, race/ethnicity, first-generation student status, Pell eligibility, and whether the student
transferred from a nearby community college.

There are several methods used to match propensity scores and little in terms of firm
evidence of which method is best: nearest neighbor matching pairs treatment and control cases
that have like scores, pairing multiple treatment cases to a single control case in some instances;
caliper matching mitigates poor nearest neighbor matching by limiting matches between
treatment and control cases within a range of propensity scores; stratification matching divides
scores into multiple groups and measures outcomes within those groups (Caliendo & Kopeinig,

2008). SPSS uses a matching method called “Fuzzy,” which allows the researcher to define
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tolerance levels for covariate matching between 0.0 and 1.0. A tolerance value of “0” requires

exact matches across covariates; increased values allow for less-exact case-matching.

Validity and Assessment

Following matching, Rosenbaum and Rubin (1985) recommend analyzing standardized
bias values to indicate if there is a good balance among the matches. Rosenbaum and Rubin
(1985) also indicate a two-sample t-test may be used to examine whether matching has balanced
the distribution of after-matching covariates. After balancing, the average treatment effect can be
estimated by comparing the outcome variables (persistence, GPA, credits attempted, student loan
debt) between the treatment and control groups using a t-test (Liu & Borden, 2018).
Limitations

While propensity score matching can create a quasi-experimental design, an appropriate
application is necessary to ensure that bias and other errors are not introduced in the
methodology (Caliendo & Kopeinig, 2008). PSM works best when analyzing smaller, defined
parts of a larger population (LaLonde, 1986); however, the consequence of examining a smaller
group—in this case, the population of a narrowly defined group of community college transfer
students at Western Carolina University—demands that any interpretation of treatment effects
cannot be generalized to a larger population without further research.
Institutional background and data

The data analyzed in this dissertation represents 8 years of information generated by
community college students who transferred to Western Carolina University (WCU). One of 16
constituent campuses of the UNC System, WCU is a regional comprehensive university located
in Cullowhee, North Carolina, a rural area in the southwestern corner of the state. The university

was founded in 1889 by Robert Lee Madison, who endowed the institution with a mission to
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train teachers for the isolated area. Over time, Cullowhee Normal School grew into Western
Carolina Teachers College and later became Western Carolina College before joining the system
as Western Carolina University in 1973.

WCU operates on a 600-acre campus located south of the Great Smoky Mountains
National Park as well as at an instructional site located in Asheville, N.C. Several programs are
offered through distance, or online, course delivery. The university currently enrolls between 11-
12,000 students annually throughout its undergraduate and graduate programs, which are
organized among the Belcher College of Fine and Performing Arts, the Brinson Honors College,
the College of Arts and Sciences, the College of Business, the College of Education and Allied
Professions, the College of Engineering and Applied Technologies, and the College of Health
and Human Sciences.

Western Carolina University has long been a destination institution for community
college transfer students and as a UNC System school abides by the state’s comprehensive
articulation agreement (CAA), which provides a common credit transfer pathway for students to
bring their credits to a four-year institution. WCU established a direct partnership with
Asheville-Buncombe Technical Community College, which has historically been a leading
transfer student source, and has further created formal transfer student pathway programs with

thirteen other community colleges, mostly in the western third of the state.

Data Sample
This study examines data from community college students who transferred to Western
Carolina University in the three academic years before and five academic years after the
implementation of the N.C. Promise program. The pre-treatment sample is from the academic

years 2015-16 through 2017-18, and the post-treatment sample is from the academic years 2018-



52
19 through 2022-23. Because this study is examining the effects of a state-level policy and

college promise program, transfer students were limited to a defined group: only students who
transferred to WCU from a North Carolina community college, who enrolled as a transfer or
continuing student (not first-time, full-time), who had not already earned a bachelor’s degree or
higher, and who qualified as in-state residents for tuition purposes were included in the study.

The N.C. Promise is a state-level college promise program that offers recipients a fixed,
$500 per semester tuition rate at four UNC system universities, including Western Carolina
University. (The $500 per semester rate is for students qualifying as in-state residents only; out
of state students pay $2,500 per semester, still a discounted rate.) The legislation that created the
program did not demand means testing or other qualifications beyond residency. As such, any
student attending WCU following the program’s implementation in July 2018 was eligible to
receive the discounted, fixed tuition rate. In the five years following N.C. Promise’s
implementation, the UNC system has held the tuition rate at the same $500 semesterly charge.

It is important to note that the estimated cost of attendance at Western Carolina
University includes other charges beyond tuition, such as room and board, dining plans, and
student fees. In the five academic years before the N.C. Promise program, or 2013-2018, the
overall cost of attendance grew by about 15%. After the promise program came online in 2018,
however, the cost of attendance fell below the 2013 rate, and even with an increase in housing,
dining, and other fees, the estimated cost of attendance remains below the 2017-18 rate. Table
3.1 details and Figure 3.1 provides a visualization of WCU’s overall cost of attendance over time

for qualified in-state residents.



Table 3.1

Total In-State Cost of Attendance at Western Carolina University, 2013-2022
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ég:(rjemic Tuition Reg:;;ed Bsouopk;I ?er;d ch)gzlrznd Cost of Attendance
2013-14  $3,669.00 $2,596.00 $2,181.00 $10,095.00 $18,541.00
2014-15  $3,669.00 $2,636.00 $2,108.00 $10,510.00 $18,923.00
2015-16  $3,779.00 $2,844.00 $2,153.00 $11,145.00 $19,921.00
2016-17  $3,893.00 $2,844.00 $2,151.00 $11,931.00 $20,819.00
2017-18  $3,971.00 $2,926.00 $2,332.00 $12,112.00 $21,341.00
2018-19  $1,000.00 $2,926.00 $1,805.00 $12,558.00 $18,289.00
2019-20  $1,000.00 $3,277.00  $1,059.00 $13,070.00 $18,406.00
2020-21  $1,000.00 $3,285.00 $616.00  $13,628.00 $18,529.00
2021-22 $1,000.00 $3,367.00 $621.00  $13,557.00 $18,545.00

Data Sources

Western Carolina University uses Ellucian’s Banner system as its primary student
information database. Community college transfer student demographic information, including
gender, race/ethnicity, and first-generation student status are all self-reported through the transfer
student application. Students use a version of Banner to register for classes, which provides
persistence data. Student academic records are further compiled by the university’s faculty and
aggregated through Banner to generate a transcript of credits attempted and overall grade point
average (GPA). Ellucian Banner is the system of record for all student financial aid data,
including students’ qualifying status as determined by the Free Application for Federal Student
Aid (FAFSA) and the total amount of self-reported student loan debt. The data for this study was
exported into Microsoft Excel spreadsheets by the WCU Office of Institutional Planning and

Effectiveness.
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Figure 3.1

Total In-State Cost of Attendance at Western Carolina University, 2013-2022
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Note: Cost of attendance data sourced from WCU's Office of Institutional Performance and
Effectiveness annual IPEDs reports.
Variables
Independent Variable

This dissertation compares transfer student data in the three years before and five years
after the implementation of the N.C. Promise program. If a transfer student attended WCU prior
to the program’s July 2018 implementation, the student was coded with a 0. If the transfer
student attended after the promise program implementation, they are coded with a 1.
Dependent Variables

This dissertation examines the effects of the N.C. Promise on community college transfer
student recipients’ persistence, credits attempted, academic performance, and average student

loan debt.
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Persistence. Persistence and retention are often used interchangeably in higher education
statistics. For this study, transfer student persistence is measured as continued enrollment at
WCU from a first to a second semester. If a student persisted from the first semester to the
second, the result was coded as a 1. If the student did not persist, the result was coded as a 0.

Credits attempted. The number of credit hours in which the transfer student is enrolled
during their initial semester. The total credits are coded as total credit hours.

Academic performance. Transfer student academic performance is measured using the
student’s grade point average (GPA), which is coded on a scale of 0.0 through 4.0.

Student loan debt. Student loan debt is self-reported and includes the total amount
borrowed to provide for the transfer student’s initial year of enrollment at WCU.

Covariates

To best match students within treatment and control groups, this dissertation incorporates
transfer student demographic data, including gender, race/ethnicity, and age, as well as transfer
students’ financial aid eligibility.

Gender. Female transfer students are coded as 1; male students are coded as 0.

Race/ethnicity. Transfer students who self-report their race or ethnicity as non-white are
coded with a 1; Caucasian/white students are coded with a 0.

First generation status. Students who identify as the first in their family to attend college

are coded with 1; students who are not the first to attend college in their families are coded 0.

1 WCU'’s transfer student application has historically asked students to self-report their gender; the current
transfer student application allows students to opt-out of reporting or to identify as “other” than male or female.



56

Local community college. Students who transferred to WCU from one of the five area
community colleges were coded 1; students who transferred from another N.C. community
college were coded 0.

Pell eligibility. Transfer students who qualified to receive federal student financial aid

were coded with a 1; students who did not qualify for federal aid were coded with a 0.

Chapter Summary

This dissertation incorporates a quantitative methodology to examine differences among
community college transfer students at Western Carolina University in a period of years before
and after the implementation of the N.C. Promise program. Demographic differences among
transfer students will be explored through logistic regression. To account for selection bias,
differences in transfer student persistence, credits attempted, academic performance, and student
loan debt will be analyzed using propensity score matching (Liu & Borden, 2019).

Data analysis began with statistical analysis of covariates prior to matching. Following
this, data was cleaned, propensity scores were generated, and the scores were assessed for their
goodness of fit (Caliendo & Kopeinig, 2008). Scores were then matched between treatment and
control groups, and matches were assessed (Caliendo & Kopeinig, 2008). Finally, differences
among persistence, credits attempted, academic performance, and student loan debt can be made
between the treatment and control matches using t-tests (Liu & Borden, 2019).

The data for this study was collected and furnished by the WCU Office for Institutional
Planning and Effectiveness. The treatment, or independent variable, in this study is the
implementation of the N.C. Promise program. Student data in the three years before and five
years after the program’s implementation was examined; covariates used to best match pre-

treatment (control) and post-treatment student data include gender, race/ethnicity, age, financial
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aid eligibility, and first-generation student status. Dependent variables compared among pre- and
post-treatment groups include persistence, credits attempted, GPA, and average student loan

debt.
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CHAPTER 4

Results

The 2018 implementation of the North Carolina Promise presented an opportunity to
examine the effects of a fixed, reduced tuition program on community college transfer students
at Western Carolina University. This study applies propensity score matching (PSM) to compare
the composition and outcomes of two groups of students: those who transferred to WCU in the
2015-16 through 2017-18 academic years, prior to the implementation of N.C. Promise
(considered the control group), and those who transferred after its implementation in the
academic years 2018-19 through 2022-23 (the treatment group). It is important to note this
design violates some assumptions of PSM. The overlap assumption depends upon a reasonable
overlap, or common support, among students in the treatment and control groups, ensuring that
widely disparate groups are not accidentally matched. The number of academic years included in
this study introduce limitations as well; students who transfer to WCU in different years could be
affected by a number of external factors that are unrelated to the treatment. Accounting for these
temporal trends and cohort effects helps to avoid biased estimates. Finally, the covariates used
for matching students in the treatment and control groups could naturally change over time,
which could cause issues with the fidelity of the matching process and distort the likelihood of
receiving the treatment and outcome variables.

The study examines student persistence, GPA, credits attempted, and student loans as
outcome variables. As a model, PSM creates balanced groups of transfer students that help
isolate the effects of covariates, meaning that outcome variable differences may be attributed to
the treatment in this study, which is the N.C. Promise tuition benefit. This chapter will detail the

matching process and examine the results of the study, including descriptive statistics of the
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unmatched and matched sample data, an overview of the data analysis, outcomes, and
conclusions.

Propensity score matching is a quantitative method developed through the work of
Rosenbaum and Rubin to produce a predictive probability that can be used to match study
participants among treatment and control groups, or “the conditional probability of assignment to
a particular treatment given a vector of observed covariates” (1983, p. 41). PSM balances, or
matches, those probability scores, which simulates an experimental design to control for
selection bias through equivalent treatment and control groups (Lane, et al., 2012; Frye &
Bartlett, 2017). For the purposes of this study, students who transferred to WCU from a
community college prior to the Fall 2018 semester were considered to be in the control group;
students who transferred in the Fall 2018 semester or afterward were included in the treatment
group.

Data Analysis

Data analysis began with an overview of all transfer student data from the 2015-2016
academic year through the 2022-2023 academic year. The data file was supplied by Western
Carolina University’s Office for Institutional Performance and Effectiveness (OIPE) and
contained 73,452 records, or one record for every semester a transfer student was enrolled within
the stated time period. The file included dozens of variables for each student, most of which were
supplied from the institution’s records used for reporting data to the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS).

This all-inclusive dataset was then filtered to exclude records that were unrelated to this
study: student records beyond the first term of enrollment, records for students who transferred

from four-year colleges and universities, students who transferred from out-of-state institutions,
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students who had already earned a bachelor’s degree or higher, students who were classified by
IPEDs data as “non-resident aliens” or “U.S. nonresident,” and students whose race or ethnicity
was listed as “unknown.” The remaining data were visually inspected for errors, which included
normalizing two separate entries for one community college and further excluding four entries
from originating transfer institutions that were not in-state community colleges.

Some students who transferred to WCU from community colleges registered as “first-
time, full-time” students at the university. In consultation with WCU OIPE, it was determined
that these students were almost certainly students who earned college credits from an early
college high school program or through the state’s Career and College Promise program.
Through their identification of “first-time, full-time” enrollment, these students indicated an
intention to study at WCU for a “traditional” period of four years or eight semesters on their
course of attaining a bachelor's degree. Given the focus of this study, “first-time, full-time”
students were removed from the data set.

Several variables in the original dataset were either recoded into dichotomous variables
or calculated to create new variables that were continuous or dichotomous for further data
analysis and matching. Table 4.1 lists all new and recoded variables used for the study.

Students whose first term of enrollment at WCU fell before the Fall 2018 semester, when
N.C. Promise was implemented, were coded with a “0.” Students who first enrolled in the Fall
2018 semester or afterward were coded with “1.”

The original data file contained records for each semester a community college transfer
student was enrolled at WCU. The original file provided a variable to show the sequential order
of each student’s enrollment by semester. In order to identify which students persisted from a

first term of enrollment to a second term, a new variable was created and calculated based on the
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anonymized, unique student ID that accompanied all student records. Students who enrolled in a
first term but did not return for a second were coded “0”’; students who persisted from a first term
to a second term were coded “1.”

Student gender was originally provided in female/male text format; gender was later
recoded so that female students were represented with “1” entries and male students were
represented with “0” entries.

Student race/ethnicity was originally provided in a continuous text format and was split
into five dichotomous variables: Caucasian (non-Hispanic), Black, Hispanic/Latino, two or more
races, or “‘other.” Student records were recoded to reflect the race/ethnic group identified; a
student who identified as “Caucasian (non-Hispanic)” was coded a “1” in that specific variable
and a “0” in the other four variables. Students who identified as American Indian or Alaska
Native, Asian, or Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander were grouped in the “Other” variable
category; together, this group was composed of 264 records, or 2.9 percent of the overall sample.

Pell offer data was recoded from the continuous/text variable format originally provided
into a dichotomous variable. Students who qualified for Pell grants were coded “1”; students
who did not qualify for Pell or who were coded “Null” in the field were coded “0.”

Data regarding first-generation college student status was also recoded from a text format
into a dichotomous variable. The original data contained multiple responses, including “yes,”
“no,” “likely,” and “null.” For the purposes of this study, the data were recoded so that students
who were identified as “yes” first-generation college students were coded “1,” and all other
responses were coded “0.”

The original data file reported multiple measures of student loan debt, including loans

provided by the state, federal government, and private lenders. For the purposes of this study, a



Table 4.1

New and Recoded Variables
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Variable Name Type Coding
N.C. Promise Recipient Nominal 1 =received N.C. Promise (treatment)

0 = did not receive N.C. Promise
Persisted Nominal 1 = persisted

0 = did not persist
Gender Nominal 1 = female

0 = male
White/Non-Hispanic Nominal 1 = member of group

0 = not a member of group
Black Nominal 1 = member of group

0 = not a member of group
Hispanic/Latino Nominal 1 = member of group

0 = not a member of group
Two or More Races Nominal 1 = member of group

0 = not a member of group
"Other" Race/Ethnicity Nominal 1 = member of group

0 = not a member of group
Pell Eligible Nominal 1 = member of group

0 = not a member of group
First-generation Student Nominal 1 = member of group

0 = not a member of group
Total Student Loan Debt Continuous  Scale = 0 — 15,158
Total Student Financial Aid (non-Pell)  Continuous Scale = 0 — 10,000
Total Loans and Financial Aid Continuous  Scale =0 - 16,697
Local Community College Transfer Nominal 1 = member of group

0 = not a member
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new variable was created to provide the sum total of all student loan debt. Likewise, non-Pell
scholarship grants provided to the student, originally reported in individual fields by grantor,
were combined into a new variable that provided the sum total of non-Pell scholarship aid. A
third new variable combined all forms of loan and scholarship aid together to form a total aid
summation for each student.

The transfer student records included the North Carolina community college from which
the transfer student originated before enrolling at WCU. A new variable was created to identify
students who transferred to WCU from an N.C. community college within a roughly 1-hour drive
from WCU’s main campus in Cullowhee. These colleges included Asheville-Buncombe Tech,
Blue Ridge, Haywood, Southwestern, and Tri-County community colleges. Students transferring
to WCU from any of these five community colleges were coded “17; all other students were
coded “0.”

The filtered data sample used for this study contained 9,212 individual students. Of those
students, 4,153 were in the control group that enrolled prior to the implementation of N.C.
Promise, and 5,059 students were in the treatment group that enrolled after its implementation.

An analysis of the covariates included in the matching model found differences between
the two groups of students.

Table 4.2 provides an overview of the covariates among both treatment and control
groups prior to matching. Females in the treatment group (56.8%, n = 2,876) represented a larger
share than females in the control group (54.8%, n = 2,275). Males in the treatment group (43.2%,
n = 2,183) were a smaller share of the total than males in the control group (45.2%, n = 1,878).
White/non-Hispanic students represented the racial majority in both groups; however, as a share

of the groups, White/non-Hispanic students in the treatment group (82.1%, n = 4,151) were
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smaller than the control group (84.1%, n = 3,494). Black students in the treatment group (5.6%, n

= 283) were slightly larger than in the control group (5.1%, n = 212). Hispanic/Latino students in
the treatment group (6.8%, n = 346) were larger than in the control group (5.2%, n = 217).
Students who reported two or more races in the treatment group (2.4%, n = 123) were slightly
smaller than in the control group (2.9%, n = 122), and students whose race/ethnicity

Table 4.2

Descriptive Statistics for Treatment and Control Groups

Group: Treatment (n=5059) Control (n=4153) Delta

Covariates n % n %

Female 2,876 56.80% 2,275 54.80% 2.00%
Male 2,183 43.20% 1,878 45.20% -2.00%
White/Non-Hispanic 4,151 82.10% 3,494 84.10% -2.00%
Black 283 5.60% 212 5.10% 0.50%
Hispanic/Latino 346 6.80% 217 5.20% 1.60%
Two or More Races 123 2.40% 122 2.90% -0.50%
Other Race/Ethnicity 156 3.10% 108 2.60% 0.50%
Pell Eligible 1,927 38.10% 882 21.20% 16.90%
First Generation 1165 23% 553 13.30% 9.70%

Regional Community College 1831 36.20% 1801 43.40% -7.20%
Note: Gender (Chi-square = 3.963, df = 1, p .047), Race (Chi-square = 15.26, df =1, p <.001),

Pell Eligible (Chi-square = 334.93, df = 1, p < .001), First Generation (Chi-square = 141.81, df

=1, p <.001), Regional Community College (Chi-square = 44.84, df = 1, p < .001)
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categorization was classified as “Other” in the treatment group (3.1%, n = 156) were slightly
larger than in the control group (2.6%, n = 108).

Students in the treatment group were likelier to be Pell-eligible (38.1%, n = 1,927) or
identify as first-generation (23%, n = 1,165) than those in the control group who were Pell-
eligible (21.2%, n = 882) or first-generation (13.3%, n = 553). Students who transferred to WCU
from a regional community college in the treatment group (36.2%, n = 1,831) represented a
smaller share than those in the control group (43.4%, n = 1,801).

Outcome variables in the pre-match dataset were also analyzed for comparison with
outcome variables in the post-match dataset. Tables 4.3 and 4.4 provide Chi-square and t-test
results for outcome variables in the pre-match dataset.

Table 4.3

Chi-square analysis of student persistence (pre-matching)

Group
N.C. Promise Recipient Control Delta
0, 0,
Student Persistence n & " &
: 4,345 85.90% 3,618 87.10% -1.20%

Persisted

: : 714 14.10% 535 12.90% 1.20%
Did not persist

5,059 100% 4,153 100%

Total

Note: Chi-square = 2.95, df = 1, p = .086

After reviewing the descriptive statistics and frequencies for the dataset, the researcher
used the SPSS Propensity Score Matching function to build a model to best match cases between
the treatment and control groups. The “Match Tolerance” was set at .01, and sampling was done

without replacement.



Table 4.4

Examination of Outcome Variables (GPA, Credit Hours Attempted, Total Loan Amount, Total
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Non-Pell Scholarships Amount, and Total Loans Plus Non-Pell Scholarships) Prior to Matching

with t-test
Group

N.C. Promise

Recipient Control
Outcome Variable Mean SD Mean SD t p df d
GPA 306 113 301 107 -1.932 **012 9210 -0.045
Credit Hours 103 406 107 446 4551 ***<001 9210 0.095
Attempted
Total Loan Amount  1,146.62 2164.83 2387.77 2857.77 23.669 ***<.001 9210 0.493
Total (Non-Pell) 31019 65013 72842 1078.61 22.962 ***<001 9210 0.479
Schol. Amount
Total Loans Plus 5 o0/ 99 297061 4064.46 362511 26.032 ***<.001 9,210 0.543

Scholarships

Note: ***p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05.

Several models were tested, producing various match outputs. A logistic regression

analysis of the predictor covariates helps illuminate which variables contribute to the strongest

matching model. While determining covariates to produce a strong matching model, the “White”

variable was used as the reference variable, as students who were coded “0” across all other

race/ethnic categories would inherently have been identified in the “White” category, and

including the covariate would likely introduce excessive multicollinearity. The results of the

logistic regression analysis are presented in Table 4.5.
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Table 4.5

Results of Logistic Regression Analysis of Covariates in the Model

Covariates B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B)
Gender .040 .044 .830 1 .362 1.040
Black -.068 .097 494 1 482 934
Hispanic 201 .092 4.763 1 *.029 1.223
Two or More Races -.263 133 3.896 1 *.048 .769
"Other" Race/Ethnicity 163 130 1.574 1 210 1.178
Pell Eligible 740 .051 214.608 1 ***<,001 2.096
First Generation Student 387 .060 41.172 1 ***< 001 1473
Local Community College -.335 .044 57.477 1 ***<,001 715

Note: *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, Nagelkerke R squared = .061, 59.6% predicted correctly

Following the logistic regression analysis, the researcher selected covariates including
gender, race/ethnicity categories (except for “White/Non-Hispanic”), student age, Pell eligibility,
first generation, and the local community college marker for the purpose of matching. These
covariates produced the strongest match set of data. After running the Propensity Score Matching
function, a balanced dataset of 7,470 matched students was produced, with 3,735 students in the
treatment group (who received the N.C. Promise Program benefit) and 3.375 students in the
control group (whose first semester of enrollment at WCU preceded the implementation of N.C.
Promise). Using this matched dataset, further data analysis can be conducted to reveal
differences in outcome variables between the control and treatment groups that can be attributed
to the treatment.

Descriptive statistics comparing post-match treatment and control group data by covariate
are provided in Table 4.6. The post-match data are much more closely balanced than the pre-

match sample.



Table 4.6

Descriptive Statistics for Post-Match Treatment and Control Groups

Group: Treatment (n=3,735)  Control (n=3,735) Delta
Covariates n % n %
Female 2,098 56.2% 2,030 54.4% 1.8%
Male 1,637 43.8% 1,705 45.6% -1.8%
White/Non-Hispanic 3,123 83.6% 3,130 83.8% -0.2%
Black 196 5.2% 206 5.5% -0.3%
Hispanic/Latino 218 5.8% 202 5.4% 0.4%
Two or More Races 99 2.7% 94 2.5% 0.2%
Other Race/Ethnicity 99 2.7% 103 2.8% -0.1%
Pell Eligible 873 23.4% 882 23.6% -0.2%
First Generation 593 15.9% 551 14.8% 1.1%
Local Community College 1420 38.0% 1397 37.4% 0.6%
Table 4.7

Chi-Square results for Post-Match Treatment and Control Group Covariates

Group Name Chi Square df p

Gender 2.504 1 114
White/Non-Hispanic .048 1 .826
Black .263 1 .608
Hispanic/Latino .646 1 422
Two or More Races 133 1 715
Other Race/Ethnicity .081 1 175
Pell Eligible .060 1 .806
First Generation 1.821 1 77
Local Community College 301 1 .583
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Further analysis of post-match covariates using a Chi-Square test indicate no
relationships among the covariates in determining membership in the treatment or control group,
another indication of match strength and post-match sample balance. These results are displayed

in Table 4.7.

Outcomes

The purpose of this study is to explore whether receiving the N.C. Promise tuition benefit
affected community college transfer student persistence, number of credit hours attempted, GPA,
and total student loan debt. Further, the study sought to explore meaningful differences among
pre-Promise and post-Promise implementation student groups regarding gender, race/ethnicity,
Pell eligibility, first-generation student status, and originating community college institution.

After propensity score matching, a Chi-Square test was performed to explore differences
in persistence before and after N.C. Promise, and t-tests were used to examine the effect that
receiving the N.C. Promise tuition benefit had upon credit hours attempted, GPA, and total
student loan debt. The tests were performed on the matched data set of 7,470 students, with
3,735 students receiving the N.C. Promise tuition benefit (the treatment group) and 3,735
students whose first term of enrollment at WCU predated N.C. Promise (the control group).

Chi-Square test results indicate that community college transfer student persistence
decreased by .20% among recipients of the N.C. Promise Program (85.5%, n = 3,193) when
compared to the control group (85.7%, n = 3,200). The results were not statistically significant,
with p = .818. Chi-Square results for persistence are presented in Table 4.8.

In addition to persistence, performance and the total loan amount borrowed were
assessed. The t-test results for community college transfer student GPA (p = .01), credits

attempted (p = .019), and total student loan debt (p <.001) were statistically significant. Results



70
Table 4.8

Chi-Square Analysis of Post-Match Student Persistence Variable

Group Delta
N.C. Promise
Recipient Control
Student Persistence n % n %
Did not persist 542 14.50% 535 14.30% 0.20%
Total 3,735 100% 3,735 100%

Note: Chi-square = .053,df =1, p = .818

show that mean student GPA, when compared between the N.C. Promise recipients (M = 3.06,
SD = 1.13, n = 3,735) and the control group (M =3.01, SD = 1.06, n = 3,735), varied 0.05. First-
term credit hours at WCU were also slightly diminished among N.C. Promise recipients (M =
10.14, SD = 4.17, n = 3,735) compared to their control group counterparts (M = 10.82, SD =
4.38, n = 3,735), dropping by less than one credit hour on average. Total student loan debt
among N.C. Promise recipients (M = 1,062.73, SD = 2,143.90, n = 3,735) was sharply less than
control group transfer students (M = 2,445.43, SD = 2,864.40, n = 3,735), a reduction of
$1,382.70 on average, or a 57% reduction in non-inflation adjusted dollars. These results, along
with t-test analysis of total (non-Pell) scholarship aid and total student loan debt plus non-Pell
scholarship is presented in Table 4.9.

The covariates used to construct the model for propensity score matching included
gender, race/ethnicity, Pell eligibility, first-generation student status, and local community
college. While as model covariates they cannot be used for comparative analysis within the
matched dataset, the pre-match dataset regression analysis illuminates statistically significant

differences between N.C. Promise program recipients and the control group for Hispanic/Latino
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students (p = .029), students reporting two or more races (p = .048), and Pell eligible (p < .001)

and first-generation students (p < .001), as well as those who originated from a local community
college (p < .001). These results are presented in Table 4.5. When examining odds ratios for each
covariate, N.C. Promise recipients were more likely to be Hispanic/Latino (Exp(B) = 1.223) and
less likely to identify as two or more races (Exp(B) = .769) than the control group sample.
Further, N.C. Promise recipients were more than twice as likely as control group students to
qualify as Pell-eligible (Exp(B) = 2.096) and more likely to be a first-generation college student
(Exp(B) = 1.473). Finally, N.C. Promise recipients were less likely than control group students to
transfer from a local community college (Exp(B) = .715).

Table 4.9

Post-Match Comparison Using t-test to Compare GPA, Credit Hours Attempted, Total Student

Loan Debt, Total Non-Pell Student Financial Aid, and Total Loans Plus Non-Pell Financial Aid

Group

N.C. Promise

Recipient Control
Outcome
Variable Mean SD Mean SD t p df d
GPA 3.06 1.13 3.01 1.06 1758 **01 7,468 045
Credit Hours 10.14 4.17 10.82 4.38 6.877  **019 7,468 159
Attempted
Total Loan 106273 21439 244543 28644  23.618 ***<001 7,468 547
Amount
Total (Non-
Pell) Schol. 26524  609.9 74342 107593 1096412 ***<001 7,468 1.12
Amount
Total Loans
Plus 1,896.9 2,828.71 4,7844 362596 646.411 ***<001 7,468 888

Scholarships
Note: *p <.05. **p < .01. ***p <.001

Summary
This study examines the effect of receiving the N.C. Promise Program’s tuition benefit by

comparing community college students who transferred to WCU prior to the program (the
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control group) with students who attended after the program’s implementation to determine
whether receiving the benefit had an effect on student persistence, GPA, credit hours, and total
student loans. To isolate the effect of the tuition benefit from other influences, the study
deployed propensity score matching. An analysis of pre-match data notes a number of
differences among the covariates identified for the study, including gender, race/ethnicity, Pell-
eligibility, first-generation student status, and whether the student transferred from a local
community college. After testing various models, a matched dataset was produced that evenly
balanced the treatment and control groups, ensuring that outcome variable differences could be
attributed to the treatment, or receiving the N.C. Promise.

Students who received N.C. Promise earned a slightly higher GPA, enrolled in slightly
fewer credit hours, and borrowed significantly less in student loans. Each of these findings was
statistically significant and can be attributed through propensity score matching to having
received the N.C. Promise tuition benefit. Further results illustrated that N.C. Promise recipients
were slightly less likely to persist beyond their first semesters of study, although those results did

not meet the threshold for statistical significance at the p < .05 level.
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CHAPTER 5

Discussion

This study sought to measure the effects of a state-level tuition promise program called
N.C. Promise on a sample of community college transfer students at Western Carolina
University. The study sought to compare demographic changes in students who transferred in a
period of time before and after the implementation of the promise program and create a balanced
dataset to compare outcomes. To assess the program’s effects, individual student-level outcome
data was examined, including persistence, credit hours attempted, academic performance, and
student loan debt.

Multiple research studies have consistently demonstrated that obtaining a college
education is worth the economic investment required. These results are often measured in an
individual’s lifetime earnings (Ma, et al., 2019), but a college degree improves other important
outcomes. Social and economic mobility within society improves with college education (Chetty,
etal., 2017). College educated individuals are less frequently unemployed according to data from
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021). Kaplan, et al. (2017) found that post-secondary
education is associated with better health outcomes, including that individuals with a college
education are more likely to carry health insurance, take fewer risks with their health, and live
longer lives.

The rising cost of obtaining a college degree, however, has dominated conversations
across social, political, and academic circles. Higher education expenses have grown
exponentially and outpaced inflation (Ma, et al., 2017), putting a college degree further out of

reach for many Americans.
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As an industry, public higher education in the United States has traditionally mitigated
the expense of post-secondary education through taxpayer investment. Following the 2008-09
Great Recession, such public support was troubled by state and local funding challenges (Snyder,
et al., 2019). By 2018, states were spending $6.6 billion less in inflation-adjusted dollars on
higher education than they were in the previous decade (Mitchell, et al., 2019), and higher
education was forced to shift unfunded costs onto students’ shoulders. Even in North Carolina, a
state that lays claim to America’s first public university and one that has long enjoyed substantial
public investment in higher education, tuition rates across the UNC system increased more than
30% in the decade between 2008-2017 (Nichol, 2019).

The shift in burden from taxpayers to students led to unprecedented growth in student
loan borrowing. Following the 2008-09 recession, collective student loan debt exploded to more
than $1.5 trillion (Friedman, 2018), and the average student debt balance nearly doubled
(DiFurio, 2022). Those costs fail to represent prospective students who remained on the
sidelines, students whose upbringing left them so debt-averse that even higher education wasn’t
worth borrowing for. Higher education is among the best individual investments one can make,
but rising costs in higher education, coupled with radical shifts in its marketplace, have shifted
costs away from taxpayers and onto the backs of tuition-paying students, who have increasingly
been forced to finance those costs through student loans or to opt out of pursuing a college
degree altogether.

Community colleges offer a more accessible and affordable pathway to a degree. Handel
and Williams (2012) reported that some 47% of undergraduates in the United States attend
community colleges, and many transfer to four-year institutions to pursue further degrees. The

community college to university pathway allows an individual to enjoy higher economic and
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societal returns from additional credentials while saving money. Community college students as
a population, though, face different and sometimes greater challenges than traditional, four-year
university students, and only a minority share of community college students who transfer to a
four-year university ultimately succeed in completing a bachelor’s degree (Jenkins & Fink,
2016). To further complicate their pathway, community college students are more likely to
belong to historically underserved populations and come from low-income backgrounds, less
likely to apply for financial aid, and often prefer paying out of pocket for their college expenses
over incurring student loan debt (Perna, et al., 2021; Handel & Williams, 2012).

In the turbulent wake following the 2008-09 economic crisis, a new model for higher
education financial aid emerged in the concept of college (or tuition) promise programs. By
2023, Perna and Leigh (n.d.) counted 425 individual college promise programs across 45 states,
including statewide programs in North Carolina neighbors Tennessee and Georgia. Promise
programs are generally built around three concepts: a goal of improving college enrollment, a
place-based or geographic residential qualification, and a direct financial aid award to recipients
(PennAHEAD, 2023; Perna & Leigh, 2018).

North Carolina’s public policy approach to accessible higher education includes two
pathways for students to obtain college credit at free or greatly reduced cost in the Career and
College Promise program and the state’s early college high school effort. Neither program
promotes free or reduced college tuition beyond the associate degree level. However, during the
state’s 2016 legislative session, lawmakers created the North Carolina Promise Program. This
initiative guaranteed a $500 per semester undergraduate tuition charge at three UNC System

institutions, including Western Carolina University. The program was implemented in July 2018.
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Since then, participating institutions have reported stable or growing enrollments,
including among students transferring from community colleges, but no comprehensive research
has been published assessing the early effects of the N.C. Promise. With the program’s
expansion to include Fayetteville State, and with more than $200 million committed in public
funding, it is important to examine North Carolina’s latest approach to provide insight and
support for higher education leaders and policymakers in the future.

Summary of Findings

This study sought to answer three primary research questions. How do the demographic
characteristics of Western Carolina University’s community college transfer student population
compare before and after the implementation of the N.C. Promise program? How do transfer
students compare before and after the promise program implementation in the areas of
persistence, credits attempted, and academic performance? And how does transfer student loan
debt compare before and after the promise program implementation?

To answer these questions, the researcher examined community college transfer student
data at Western Carolina University for three academic years prior to the implementation of N.C.
Promise against data from five years afterward. WCU’s Office for Institutional Performance and
Effectiveness provided an initial data file containing 73,452 records, or one record for every
semester a transfer student was enrolled within the stated time period. The file included students’
gender, race/ethnicity, age, Pell eligibility, first-generation student status, credits attempted,
GPA, student loan debt, and other information that was later coded or recoded for the purposes
of this study. After inspecting, cleaning, and filtering the data for cases that contained errors or

were unrelated to the study’s research questions, the data sample contained 9,212 individual
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student records for students who transferred from a community college, with 4,153 student in the
control (pre-N.C. Promise) group and 5,059 students in the treatment (post-N.C. Promise) group.
After analyzing the data, the researcher built a propensity score matching model that
implemented the following covariates: gender, race/ethnicity (excluding “White”), Pell
eligibility, first-generation student status, and whether the transfer student originated from an
area community college. The PSM model produced a matched set of 7,740 student records, with
3,735 students each in the treatment and control groups. Further data analysis found no
statistically significant differences among the covariates once matching was completed for the

control and treatment groups.

Research Question 1

The first research question sought to determine if there were differences in the
demographic characteristics of Western Carolina University’s community college transfer
student population following the implementation of the N.C. Promise program. Prior to
matching, a logistical regression analysis of the community college transfer student sample
determined that five covariates indicated significant differences. Table 4.5 displays the results of
the logistic regression analysis. Figures 5.1 and 5.2 provide a visual representation of pre- and
post-N.C. Promise transfer student sample demographic data.

After the implementation of the N.C. Promise program, community college transfer
students at Western Carolina University were 23% less likely to report belonging to two or more
racial or ethnic groups (p =.048) and 1.2 times more likely to be Hispanic (p = .029).
Differences observed among gender, other racial/ethnic categories (including Caucasian/Non-
Hispanic, Black, or “Other”), and age did not meet the p < .05 threshold for statistical

significance.
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Figure 5.1

Race/ethnicity of students in control and treatment groups.
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The originating community colleges among transfer students shifted after the N.C.
Promise; students were 28.5% times less likely to transfer to WCU from one of the five area
community colleges in the southwestern region of the state (p < .001). Using the originating
community college as a proxy for where a student resides within North Carolina, this data
suggests a broader, statewide transfer student population at WCU than the former, more regional
population.

Following the implementation of N.C. Promise, transfer students were more than twice as
likely to receive support from Pell funding (p < .001). Further, transfer students were 1.47 times
more likely to report being a first-generation student after N.C. Promise (p < .001). Taken
together, these findings suggest the N.C. Promise is attracting community college transfer
students that research suggests are less likely to attend college—those who are among the first in

their families to attend college and those with greater financial need.
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Figure 5.2

Percentage of students who were Pell-eligible, first-generation, and originated from a regional

community college among control and treatment groups.
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Research Question 2

This study further sought to compare how transfer students compare before and after the
promise program implementation in the areas of persistence, credits attempted, and academic
performance. Using propensity score matching (PSM) to produce a balanced set of control and
treatment groups, chi-square and t-test analysis of the matched sample provided data to answer
this question. These findings are presented in Table 4.8 and Table 4.9 and visually represented in
Figures 5.3 and 5.4.

Transfer students who came to WCU after the N.C. Promise was implemented did not
have a difference in their likeliness to persist (85.5%, n = 3,193) than those who transferred

before the promise program (85.7%, n = 3,200). The results were not statistically significant
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(Chi-square = .053, df = 1, p = .818). This suggests that receiving N.C. Promise did not have an

observable effect on student persistence.

N.C. Promise transfer student recipients also enrolled in fewer hours in their initial term
following transfer compared to their control group counterparts, dropping by less than .70 credit
hours on average. The independent samples t-test revealed a significant difference between the
treatment (M = 10.14, SD = 4.17, n = 3,735) and control (M =10.82, SD = 4.38, n = 3,735)
groups, t = 6.877, p=.019. The effect size, as measured by Cohen’s d, was d = .159, indicating a
small effect. The small change in credit hours attempted can be attributed to receiving N.C.
Promise, even though the difference is minimal.

Figure 5.3

Student persistence among control and treatment groups.
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Figure 5.4

Credit hours attempted among students in the control and treatment groups.
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Figure 5.5

Average student GPA as measured in the control and treatment groups.
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Academic performance also stayed nearly the same between the treatment and control
groups, with the treatment group outperforming the control group by only .05 as measured by
GPA. The independent samples t-test revealed a significant difference between the treatment (M

=3.06, SD =1.13, n = 3,735) and control (M =3.01, SD = 1.06, n = 3,735) groups, t =-1.758, p
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= .01. The effect size, as measured by Cohen’s d, was d = .046, indicating a small effect. The
change in GPA can be attributed to receiving N.C. Promise, even though the difference is

minimal.

Research Question 3

The final research question examined how transfer student loan debt compared before
and after the promise program implementation. After using propensity score matching (PSM) to
produce a balanced set of control and treatment groups, a t-test analysis of the matched sample
provided data to answer this question. These findings are presented in Table 4.9 and visually
represented in Figure 5.6.

Community college transfer students who arrived after the implementation of N.C.
Promise enjoyed an average decrease of $1,382.70, or 57%, in student loan debt in comparison
to students in the control group. The independent samples t-test revealed a significant difference
between the treatment (M = 1,062.73, SD = 2,143.90, n = 3,735) and control students (M =
2,445.43, SD = 2,864.40, n = 3,735) groups, t = 23.618, p < .001. The effect size, as measured by
Cohen’s d, was d = .546, indicating a medium effect. The decrease in transfer student loan debt
can be attributed to receiving the N.C. Promise.

To further illuminate differences in student loan debt, this study took advantage of
additional datapoints provided in the original file to calculate and compare total non-Pell
scholarships received among transfer students in the post-match treatment and control groups.
These include institutional scholarships (e.g., academic or athletics scholarships) and private or
external scholarships (e.g., local church scholarships). Transfer students who received N.C.
Promise benefits received less non-Pell scholarship dollars on average compared to students who

transferred before the promise program. The independent samples t-test revealed a significant
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difference between the treatment (M = 265.24, SD = 609.9, n = 3,735) and control (M = 743.42,

SD = 1075.93, n = 3,735) groups, t = 1096.412, p < .001. The effect size, as measured by
Cohen’s d, was d = .547, indicating a medium effect. The decrease in non-Pell scholarship
support can be attributed to receiving the N.C. Promise.

Figure 5.6

Average total student loan debt and non-Pell scholarships between treatment and control

groups.
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Discussion
Taken together, the data indicate that the North Carolina Promise initiative had a
measurable effect on the community college transfer students at WCU analyzed in this study.
While there were minor differences in the descriptive statistics examining the demographic
composition of the pre-matched treatment and control groups, including gender and racial/ethnic
group data, the largest changes occurred in the number of students who transferred after the N.C.
Promise initiative who were Pell-eligible, first-generation college students, and from a

community college outside of WCU’s local area.



84

After the promise program implementation, students were increasingly likely to transfer
to WCU from a community college further away—an indicator that, as a statewide policy, N.C.
Promise is indeed having a statewide effect. While WCU has long been classified as a regional
comprehensive university with a self-described mission to serve the western part of its home
state, the eastward-shifting geography of its transfer student population challenges some research
findings around college access and proximity to a college campus. Jepsen and Montgomery
(2009), for example, found that prospective adult community college students were 5% less
likely to attend college for every additional mile of driving between their home and the college’s
campus. Their findings were further confirmed among traditional-aged college students by Alm
and Winters (2009). Although it was beyond the scope of this study to examine whether this
geographic shift represents students who would otherwise attend college somewhere closer to
their hometown or otherwise opt out of attending college altogether due to issues of proximity,
these findings suggest a characteristic difference among WCU’s transfer student population, one
that may over time begin to impact its regional identity.

For Pell-eligible and first-generation college students, the N.C. Promise impact is
noteworthy. First-generation students are more likely to come from poorer families, which
suggests that the tandem increase in Pell-eligible and first-generation transfer students in the
treatment (post N.C. Promise) group is related (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). First-
generation college students frequently report financial concerns as being a key driver of their
ability to remain in college (Pratt, et al., 2017), suggesting that the N.C. Promise program is a
likely driver for their successful transfer and no differences in retention, meeting its goal of

making higher education more accessible.
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Given the significant shifts in the numbers of Pell-eligible and first-generation transfer
students at WCU following the N.C. Promise, it is important to note that academic outcomes as
measured through GPA and persistence are largely unchanged—an indicator that WCU’s
transfer students are performing at the same level as they were pre-N.C. Promise, when those
students were more locally drawn, less likely to receive a Pell grant, and less likely to be the first
in their family to attend college. Pratt, et al. (2017) found that first-generation college students,
who are more likely to come from challenging economic circumstances, more frequently sought
employment while in college, and that the rigors of maintaining their employment contributed to
dropping or stopping out of their college studies. It was beyond the scope of this research to
examine whether community college transfer students at WCU were more or less likely to be
employed following the implementation of the N.C. Promise Program; further, it was beyond the
scope of this study to examine how employment affected transfer student academic success.
Even so, based on these findings and the research, it is possible that the reduced cost of
attendance has contributed to fewer students seeking employment, which in turn have allowed
students who otherwise would seek employment to instead devote their time to academic
success. Goldrick-Rab, et al. (2016) confirm that working less while in college correlates to
higher academic success.

Remarkably, these data indicate that persistence, GPA, and attempted credits held steady
even through the significant disruptions and challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic in
2020-21. (This study lists the pandemic among its research limitations and further discussion is
presented below.) This study did not control for any effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, but
emerging research suggests there were drastic changes in college student persistence and

academic success assigned to this global event. Rodriguez-Planas (2022), in studying a group of
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urban college students, discovered student retention fell 26% and that 64% of students
experienced losses of household income. Furthermore, college students who were Pell recipients
were more likely to lose their jobs or experience declines in earnings than non-Pell recipients
(Rodriguez-Planas, 2022). WCU is not an urban university, but considering the shifting
demographics and regional representation of its transfer student population, the economic impact
of receiving the N.C. Promise may have served as a mitigating factor for transfer students, given
these academic findings.

Pell-eligible students demonstrate financial need that requires additional resources to
make a college education possible. Here, this study’s findings present an exciting result: the
remarkable decrease in student loan debt—57% on average—offer a decisive indication of the
effects of the N.C. Promise program. Roughly one in six Americans maintains a federal student
loan, and one third of adults aged 25-34 carry federal student loan debt; collectively, Americans
owe more than $1.5 trillion in federal student loan debt (Miller, et al., 2019).

Although this study was not able to analyze more specific data regarding student loan
debt, such as interest rates, the conversation around borrowing to finance higher education costs
has undoubtedly shifted in the last year, as interest rates for federal direct, subsidized loans have
doubled. The student loan debt savings realized by receiving the N.C. Promise, when amortized
over the average time borrowers take to pay back their loans, results in substantial savings to the
borrower—savings that are even more significant during a period of high interest rates.

Beyond cost savings, research exploring the connections between student loan debt and
other facets of graduates’ lives indicate the savings realized from receiving the N.C. Promise
have a lifelong impact. Velez, et al. (2019) produced several findings: that students with

undergraduate debt may postpone or opt out of continued education, that they may delay
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marriage or giving birth to children, and that they may face challenges in saving for down
payments toward or financing to purchase a home. The N.C. Promise program is still in its early
years, but its individual economic impacts stand to be felt on a much larger scale in years to

come.

Recommendations for Practice

Considering the results presented in this study, higher education administrators and
public policy makers should be encouraged to know that as a college promise program, the N.C.
Promise appears to have had an early effect on this student sample. If those results also hold true
for transfer students at other N.C. Promise universities, and especially among traditional students
at those institutions, it may be useful to consider a number of recommendations moving forward:
sustained or increased public investment in the N.C. Promise program; better communication of
the benefits of N.C. Promise, including improved education about the benefits of reducing
student loan debt; continued support for transfer pathways between community colleges and
promise universities; improved accommodations at universities for the changing population of
students attracted by the N.C. Promise program; and an exploration of how promise programs
may shift the role of participating universities.
Recommendation 1: Sustain or increase public investment in higher education through the
N.C. Promise Program.

As a public higher education policy, the North Carolina Promise Program aimed to create
a more accessible pathway to college for students attending its member UNC System institutions.
Its design followed the blueprint of college or tuition promise programs nationwide, which

produced a free or reduced tuition rate for a population of students who met geography-based
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residential requirements, with an overall goal of improving affordability (PennAHEAD, 2023;
Perna & Leigh, 2018).

The findings of this study suggest that, among the sample of community college transfer
students at Western Carolina University, the N.C. Promise has contributed to more Pell-eligible
students transferring from community college to WCU, and it has contributed to a decrease in
college debt among its transfer student recipients. It has also increased the number of first-
generation transfer students. Researchers have found community college students often come
from historically underserved populations in higher education (Perna, et al., 2021), and students
from poorer and first-generation backgrounds are less likely to enroll in and attend college than
those from wealthier or college-educated families (Cataldi et al., 2018; McFarland et al., 2018).
This study’s findings suggest that the program contributes significantly toward improving
college access for students in North Carolina who need it most.

Higher education has become a politically charged issue nationwide, and North Carolina
is not immune. The 2016 legislative creation of the N.C. Promise program drew fierce
opposition, including from groups that champion educational access for underserved populations
(Reeves, 2016). In the years since its 2018 implementation, though, N.C. Promise has provided
more than $300 million in additional taxpayer investment to its recipient institutions, including
more than $74 million in funding for Western Carolina University in the current fiscal year alone
(UNC System Board of Governors Committee on Budget and Finance, 2023).

Although it wears the clothing of a tuition promise program, N.C. Promise is, in fact, a
restoration of public investment in higher education. Its design helps to contain costs through
limiting participating universities’ ability to levy increased fees and other charges. In its essence,

it indicates a return to North Carolina’s constitutional idea of providing free higher education “as
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far as practicable” (N.C. Const. art. IX, 8 9). After years of funding reductions following the

Great Recession, lawmakers found a means of focusing funding increases for four state
universities directly toward student access, and the findings of this study suggest that that this
policy is effective. There are currently no enrollment caps limiting the number of students who
can benefit from or receive the N.C. Promise’s benefits. Expanding N.C. Promise to more
participating institutions or increasing its benefit by lowering the fixed tuition rate for students
could produce an additional lift for the state’s college-bound students, and in combination with
the state’s community college system, could provide ample accessibility for less wealthy,
underserved, and first-generation students to attain a bachelor's degree.

Recommendation 2: Improve awareness of N.C. Promise benefits.

The North Carolina legislature has provided continuing funding for the N.C. Promise in
its budget, a move that should provide greater confidence among participating universities and
enable them to better market N.C. Promise’s benefits to prospective students.

Many students who need financial assistance to go to college are unaware of programs
that can help them, including universal programs like Pell grants. For instance, Bahr, et al.
(2018) found that a greater percentage of low-wealth students did not complete the FAFSA than
their wealthier peers; they further observed that among those students who did not complete the
FAFSA, 28 percent reported an aversion to taking on student debt as a reason for not pursuing
higher education.

By pledging reliable, secured funding—the word promise is no mistake here—promise
programs can inspire students to be better informed and encouraged to complete a pathway to
college (Harris & Orr, 2012). Promise programs help students understand at an earlier age that

higher education can be accessible to them, provided their benefits are communicated effectively
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(Harris & Orr, 2012). Student awareness is only one part of the issue, however. North Carolina
should provide resources to help educate students, their families, K-12 educators and guidance
counselors, college advising organizations, and others about N.C. Promise’s benefits and its
ability to make college more affordable.

Public school guidance counselors represent a group that may have an outsized effect on
student awareness of the N.C. Promise program’s benefits. Low income students receive less
college information from their parents or social framework and rely more upon guidance
counselors to help them enroll in college (Hoxby & Avery, 2013). Mulhern (2020) found a
quantitative correlation between counselor effectiveness and college attendance rates; good (or
better) counselors help more students enroll in college who need services most. A statewide
program to improve counselor education about the N.C. Promise could have a measurable impact
upon the number of students who are aware of and take advantage of the promise program.
Recommendation 3: Continue leveraging community college to university transfer pathways.

Nearly half of America’s undergraduate students attend community colleges, making
them a common gateway to four-year institutions (Handel & Williams, 2012). Upon enrollment,
most community college students indicate a desire to transfer and complete a bachelor’s degree,
but only a minority of those students ultimately complete such a goal (Jenkins & Fink, 2016).
Community college transfer students experience their four-year institutions differently than first-
time, full-time college students. Jacobs, et. al (2004) found that transfer students differ in
persistence, retention, and completion, struggle to adjust to a more intensive and less supportive
university academic environment, and often come from non-traditional backgrounds.

North Carolina has several means of improving college transfer, including the state’s

comprehensive articulation agreement, which largely ensures transfer students won’t lose credits
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earned when they transfer. In recent years, community colleges and universities have formed
their own, independent guaranteed admission or articulation agreements. These programs
typically offer concurrent admission with a community college and conditional admission with a
transfer university, and they are designed to encourage students to transfer and complete a
specific bachelor’s program. WCU, for example, boasts 15 such agreements with N.C.
community colleges across dozens of majors.

While this researcher struggled to find published research examining the effectiveness of
guaranteed admission programs in North Carolina community colleges, the growing abundance
of such agreements provides a natural framework for demonstrating to prospective students an
affordable, accessible pathway to a college degree. It would not seem impractical to create a
statewide community college transfer program for N.C. Promise program universities, which
would heighten awareness of the benefits of the promise program and leverage existing transfer
agreements, leading to more students transferring and incurring less debt along the way.
Recommendation 4: Improve accommodations for transfer students.

North Carolina further provides extraordinary college access through its free or nearly-
free Career and College Promise (CCP) program and well-established early college high school
(ECHY) initiatives. An ECHS student, for example, could concurrently complete both a high
school diploma and associate degree within a standard four-year cycle and transfer to university
as a college junior. An applied student who is academically successful and ready to immediately
enter their major studies could complete a bachelor's degree in two academic years. Given the
reduced costs provided through the N.C. Promise program, a student could feasibly earn a
bachelor's degree at remarkably little personal expense compared to other, traditional college-

going pathways.
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Anecdotally, though, many ECHS graduates are encouraged at WCU to enroll as first-

time, full-time students upon transfer. While they may bring many semesters’ worth of academic
credits, these students are often still 18 or 19 years old, and admissions professionals frequently
encourage them to spend extra time at their destination university, making them more akin to a
traditional college student than a transfer student. Many student records in the data used for this
study were excluded from comparison because this study chose not to compare students
enrolling as first-time, full-time. Such a decision undoubtedly extends the time until completion
and increases the overall cost to earn a degree. The Early College Research Center at UNC-
Greensboro (2023) reported that while there is not a statistically significant difference between
ECHS students and other students in completing a bachelor’s degree, ECHS students complete a
four-year degree six months faster than their non-ECHS peers. Given the increasing popularity of
CCP and ECHS programs, WCU and other N.C. Promise program universities should explore
better transfer student support programs that aim to limit time spent at the destination university
and better contain overall costs.

Recommendation 5: Prepare for an emerging shift in the cultural identity and regional service
of the university.

This study found that transfer students were less likely to transfer to WCU from a local
community college after the implementation of the N.C. Promise program. This is likely a result
of the program’s design—any North Carolina resident qualifies without any burden of
demonstrating need—and its reach beyond the western NC region.

Western Carolina has long been classified as a regional comprehensive public university.
As such, its stated mission is to specifically serve the student, community, and economic needs

of western NC through its programs and culturally attuned activities. The university has
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developed important cultural partnerships with the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, who
historically settled in the region. It also supports the Mountain Heritage Center, which studies
southern Appalachian history and culture. Such programs allow the university to better
understand important segments of its regional population and the students from those
communities that enroll there.

Should the findings in this study be replicated among other groups of students at WCU,
including traditional or first-time, full-time students, the regional representation composing
WCU’s student body will likely begin to shift. Other policy changes, including the UNC System
Board of Governors’ 2023 decision to lift the university’s out-of-state enrollment cap to allow
one quarter of the undergraduate population to arrive from outside of North Carolina, will further
push WCU’s student body outside its in-state region (Kays, 2023). WCU could evolve into an
institution with a student body more of the southeastern United States than of western N.C. Such
a change would demonstrate a need for the university to reconsider its approaches how it

provides cultural support to its learning programs.

Recommendations for Research
This study examined data from a small percentage of overall recipients of the North

Carolina Promise. As such, there are a wide number of recommendations for future research
regarding the effects of N.C. Promise. First, this level of inquiry can be widened to examine data
for larger student groups, including community college transfer student populations at other N.C.
Promise universities and first-time, full-time students at WCU and other promise institutions.
Second, different analysis models could be deployed to further investigate differences among
subgroups within the control and treatment groups themselves. Third, the N.C. Promise program

is still relatively new, and any effects measured in this study should be considered early effects;
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further research should explore the longitudinal impact of the program, including completion and
post-graduation data. Fourth, this study was not designed to address other complicating factors
that affect student outcomes. Further research could more precisely identify other factors that
could serve as additional covariates in future studies and thereby strengthen confidence among
outcomes. Fifth, a qualitative study could contribute a narrative understanding of transfer
students’ decision-making processes and their experiences.

Recommendation 1: Expand upon this study to examine differences among other student
groups at WCU and at other N.C. Promise universities.

This study examined the effects of the N.C. Promise program on a group of community
college transfer students at WCU. A simple replication of this study could analyze differences in
the pre- and post-promise community college transfer student groups at the three other N.C.
Promise institutions (Fayetteville State University, Elizabeth City State University, and UNC
Pembroke) to examine if findings regarding demographic shifts and changes in Pell eligibility,
first-generation student status, and average loan debt also emerge in those settings.

Further research exploring the effects of the program at WCU should include other
student groups, including those students transferring to WCU with earned college credits but
entering as first-time, full-time students. A similar analysis of “traditional” college students
would provide a comprehensive look at the effects of the promise program on the university and
support several of the recommendations for practice in this study. This expanded research could
also be used to compare community college transfer students to other student groups in terms of

outcomes.
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Recommendation 2: Examine differences in outcomes among subgroups within the transfer
student sample.

The scope of this study focused on community college transfer students as a sample
group, but it did not distinguish outcomes among subgroups that existed within the sample. For
example, the study did not analyze whether Pell eligible transfer students saw a larger or smaller
decrease in student loan debt after receiving the N.C. Promise, or whether academic achievement
as reflected in GPA differed among male or female, or underrepresented, or first-generation
students. Such analysis would require a different qualitative methodology, such as a differences
in differences study, to find statistically significant outcome differences among subgroups.

Such research could shed critical light on gaps that emerge after the promise program’s
implementation. It stands within reason to hypothesize that wealthier students benefitting from
the N.C. Promise would be more likely to have assets available to pay out of pocket for college
than less wealthy students, and that this study’s findings of an average decrease in student loan
debt could largely be assigned to wealthier students borrowing less or not at all. Conversely,
students from economically challenged families could possibly be realizing some savings in
student loan debt, but not to an amount that is substantially helpful.

Following in the footsteps of this study’s first research for recommendation, such sub-
group analysis could then be performed on community college transfer student groups at other
N.C. Promise institutions. Given that all three of the other institutions are HBCU or MSI
universities, a sub-group analysis for outcomes examined in this study could also shed light
around how the N.C. Promise program benefits (or doesn’t) historically underserved student
populations. Perna, et al. (2021) synthesizes research findings that find such populations

frequently enroll at community colleges. While the N.C. Promise program has no eligibility
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requirements beyond in-state residency (a merit for students challenged by complicated forms or
prerequisites), such broad programmatic application means the program’s beneficiaries can come
from disproportionate backgrounds. Future research that provides a more detailed analysis of
outcome data among subgroups will better illustrate the effects of the program among students
who most need its support.
Recommendation 3: Create a longitudinal research study around the N.C. Promise program.

N.C. Promise was created in 2016 and implemented in 2018, meaning that the outcome
data presented in this study contains only early effects of the program. Such outcome data is
likely to change over time in reaction to the program’s maturity and to other changes in the
higher education market. In the five years since the creation of N.C. Promise, for example, the
program added a fourth institution (Fayetteville State University), other universities have
independently launched their own promise programs (for example, UNC Chapel Hill’s
commitment to cover tuition and mandatory fees for families earning less than $80,000 per year),
and the legislature has combined a number of other financial aid programs into a single
scholarship resource available to in-state residents attending an N.C. community college or UNC
System university. These new and evolving programs are designed to provide more financial aid
opportunities to more students—and such programs could eventually temper the effects of
programs like the N.C. Promise. A longer research study could explore whether outcomes among
N.C. Promise-eligible students plateaus or changes over time due to the access created by other
programs.

This study found that community college transfer students who benefitted from the N.C.
Promise were less likely to have transferred from a local institution (defined as one of five

community colleges in a multi-county area around WCU). This finding indicates the community
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college transfer student sample is increasingly a statewide, rather than regional, group of
students. What it does not study, however, is whether those transfer students were more or less
likely to go to college independent of the N.C. Promise. In other words, this study does not
capture whether the N.C. Promise Program is changing a student’s choice in institution versus a
student’s decision to attend college. Average fall transfer student enrollments at N.C. Promise
institutions grew nearly 36 percent following the program’s implementation (Brown, 2022). A
longitudinal study could more accurately conclude if N.C. Promise is growing college attendance
among North Carolinians or simply shifting choices among those already likely to attend college.

Beyond the enrollment and economic impacts of N.C. Promise, it would be helpful to
know if program beneficiaries are completing their degrees and gaining meaningful employment
following graduation. A longitudinal study could explore more outcome data than was available
at the time of this study, including additional persistence, degree completion, employment data,
and long-term effects of student loan debt. Given the state’s 2030 goals for economic and
workforce development established by its myFutureNC Commission, such data could connect
public investment through the N.C. Promise program with labor market outcomes and other
economic growth and activity (Kinlaw, 2019). A longer-term study could also examine whether
less student loan debt among promise program beneficiaries affected social and life choices such
as home ownership, marriage, and bearing children.
Recommendation 4: Identify other covariates affecting student outcomes.

This study leveraged several datapoints provided within institutional IPEDS data to
explore differences before and after the N.C. Promise program. It utilized propensity score
matching to control among demographic covariates to isolate the effects of the promise program

on academic success, persistence, and student loan debt outcomes. Future research could
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contribute additional covariates beyond what was available in IPEDS data for this study, which
could allow other researchers to form more enhanced controls and strengthen confidence in
outcomes.

One identified limitation of this study was that it had no means of accounting for the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic produced immediate differences in college
enrollment patterns, and early research indicates its disruption of the K-12 academic
environment detrimentally widened existing learning gaps (Golden, et al., 2023). Though the
pandemic affected students within the timeframe of this study, it produced academic and social
deficiencies that will characterize future college students for a generation to come. Further
research could develop a better understanding of identifying covariates that may ultimately
mitigate the effects of a financial aid program such as N.C. Promise.

Recommendation 5: Qualitative research examining transfer student decision-making process
and experiences.

This study incorporated quantitative methodology to look for statistically significant
outcomes due to the “treatment” of receiving the N.C. Promise tuition benefit. It did not
determine the program’s effect on transfer students’ decision-making or how they experienced
college. A qualitative analysis of those aspects of the community college transfer student
population could reveal narrative and detail that quantitative analysis cannot, research that could
help humanize the program’s impact and contribute to a deeper understanding of its benefits
among students, parents, educators and administrators, and policymakers.

Limitations
The legislative creation of the N.C. Promise program created substantial controversy.

Initially, this controversy was limited to perceived hidden purposes for the program—some
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viewed it as a subversive attempt to shutter underperforming colleges. The original iteration of
the program invoked such a strong reaction among higher education leaders that some UNC
system institutions asked to be removed as participants. Later, as funding for the program
remained year-to-year, uncertainty over the program’s future persisted. This controversy and
uncertainty may have contributed to a number of factors not present in this study, including an
institution’s decision to aggressively recruit or advise transfer students to take advantage of the
program, the commitment of resources to advertise or market the program, and students’
confidence in the program’s worth or value.

A key difference between the N.C. Promise and other promise programs is that N.C.
Promise provides reduced tuition and not a scholarship award to be applied toward a regular
price. Among other factors, prospective students often correlate a college’s reputation and
quality with its price point (Perna, 2008). Because N.C. Promise artificially lowered the tuition
price (which also reduced the overall cost of attendance) at WCU, it is possible that the cheaper
price point produced a perceived decline in reputation and quality among students, which may
have negatively impacted their decision to transfer to WCU as a result. This study was not
designed to measure a student’s perception of WCU before and after the program’s
implementation.

The COVID-19 pandemic upended many aspects of American life, including college
enrollments, academic success, persistence, and other factors. Multiple studies found the
pandemic contributed to substantial enroliment declines across most segments of higher
education and a 10% decrease in community college enrollment (Sutton, 2021; Howell, et al.,
2021; Bulman & Fairlie, 2022). Nearly one-fifth fewer high school graduates in 2020 enrolled in

college compared to the 2019 graduating class (Hoover, 2020). Colleges and universities
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responded with rapid marketing, recruiting, and enrollment strategies, which may have shifted
some students’ transfer choices. Further, the infusion of $2.2 trillion in federal funding through
the 2020 Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security (CARES) Act delivered direct aid
through stimulus checks to most American families and created unprecedented resource pools for
colleges and universities through its Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF). This
study was unable to control for the impact of CARES Act or HEERF funding on demographic
differences and academic, persistence, and student loan debt outcomes among community
college transfer students at WCU.

Likewise, this study only included community college students who chose to transfer to
WCU within the timeframe of data included in the study. It does not include students who
ultimately chose not to transfer to WCU (or to transfer somewhere else) or who opted not to
attend college altogether. This limits the ability to apply the study’s findings more broadly, given
that the study could not identify whether the benefits of the N.C. Promise program encouraged or
discouraged students from choosing to transfer to WCU. It would be irresponsible to conclude
from this study alone that the N.C. Promise encouraged more first-generation or Pell-eligible
students to attend college.

This study separated out and did not include data from community college transfer
students who enrolled as first-time, full-time students. This group is composed of students
entering WCU with college credits most likely earned through Career and College Promise
programs or through participating in an early college high school. As first-time, full-time
students, they imply an intention to complete their bachelor's degree in a traditional, eight
semester timeframe. Given this study’s focus on Becker’s (1962) Human Capital Theory and the

connection between college-going behavior and economic costs and benefits, this study chose to
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focus instead on students who began their college careers in a community college and transferred
to WCU with an intention to complete more quickly than a traditional student.

Finally, this study employs the qualitative methodology of Propensity Score Matching
(PSM) to produce a quasi-experimental design setting. PSM allows the researcher to create a
matched set of students based on covariate data, form treatment and control groups, and compare
outcomes between them that can be attributed to having received the treatment. As a quasi-
experimental design, PSM comes with risks. The effects of the N.C. Promise that were
illuminated by its PSM methodology can only be attributed to the sample of students, not to the
whole population of transfer students at WCU or elsewhere among N.C. Promise institutions.

Conclusion

From its foundational beginnings, North Carolina’s leaders have articulated the
importance of education—especially public education. These leaders guaranteed a constitutional
right to public education as early as the first state constitution of 1776. They chartered the first
operational public state college in 1789, and in the state’s second constitution of 1868, they
committed the legislature to provide higher education to North Carolinians “free of expense” as
best as they could (N.C. Const. art. IX, § 9). By the end of the 20" century, North Carolina built
a 16-member university system and a 58-member community college system to support its
efforts at public higher education. Although fair criticism can be levied against the state’s
legislative and executive leadership over time for its performance, it is important to recognize its
efforts in meeting its 155-year-old constitutional goal.

The North Carolina Promise program is one such effort. When coupled with the state’s
open-access community college system, the course from a community college to an N.C.

Promise university presents a remarkably affordable pathway toward a bachelor’s degree. In the
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context of the national conversation around snowballing, $1.5 trillion student debt, the promise
of a program that allows for a more affordable degree is compelling. Even so, N.C. Promise’s
creation obligated hundreds of millions of dollars in taxpayer investment and required leadership

that persisted through early criticism of its legislation. It was a bold policy move.

The N.C. Promise program’s early effects on community college transfer students at
WCU are encouraging. This study finds the program has encouraged more students from across
the state to transfer to WCU, that these transfer students are more likely to qualify for Pell grants,
indicating they demonstrate greater financial need, and that they are likelier to be the first in their
families to attend college. These post-N.C. Promise students, though they are more likely to lack
significant financial resources or the experienced bracing of a college educated family, persist
and earn grades that are not significantly different than pre-Promise students. On average, they
borrow 57% less in student loans. Promise programs, including the N.C. Promise, are built to

improve college affordability. These early findings suggest it is accomplishing that goal.
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