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Overview: 

 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2009 only 36 percent of youth in 

the United States ages 18-24 were enrolled in college. Of those that managed to navigate the 

system and gain access to higher education, only 53 percent attending four-year institutions were 

able to graduate within six years. While many factors contribute to the issue of postsecondary 

enrollment and graduation, a major challenge has been matching students to appropriate 

programs where they are most likely to be successful. Oftentimes a young person may be the 

first in his or her family to apply or enroll in college, and is forced to navigate the process with 

little or no guidance. If students are to enter into and ultimately succeed in postsecondary 

education, greater support is required to match each individual student with an institution and 

course of study that matches his or her needs, both academically and financially. 

 

The College Match Program (CMP) was designed to respond to the “undermatching” problem by 

encouraging academically capable students to choose colleges where they are likely to thrive and 

graduate. CMP proactively delivers crucial information, supports students as they navigate the 

complicated college and financial aid application process, and helps students and parents make 

thoughtful decisions about college enrollment. 

 

CMP targets students who are academically prepared for college but need advice and support to 

choose the right college. Importantly, CMP is not focused on getting students into the most elite 

colleges and universities; rather, CMP seeks to increase the rate at which students apply to, are 

admitted to, and enroll in “match” colleges that fit their academic profile and meet their financial 

and personal needs. In many cases, CMP works with students who expected to enroll in a two-

year community college — or did not plan to attend college at all. CMP advisers help those 

students understand that a selective four-year college is a practical, affordable, and superior 

option. 

 

Beginning in the spring semester of a student’s junior year and extending through high school 

graduation, College Match delivers services through a combination of workshops and counseling 

by College Match advisers. These advisers replicate what is available to help students in more 

affluent schools and homes make informed decisions about college enrollment. 

 

While CMP targets a relatively small percentage of high school students, those moderately and 

high-achieving students of low-income represent a large population that is struggling to reach 

and complete college. By helping low-income and first-generation students choose a college that 

best meets their needs, MDRC hopes that the lessons learned will support efforts to help a 

broader student population make wise college choices in the future.  

 



This forum provided an overview of the research conducted by MDRC on the promising College 

Match Program in Chicago Public Schools, as well as a panel discussion on the implications for 

policy, specifically considering opportunities for sustainability and scaling up.  

 

Forum speakers included D. Crystal Byndloss, Senior Associate, MDRC; Mariana Saucedo, 

College Match Advisor, DeVry Advantage Academy High School and Lincoln Park High 

School; Greg Darnieder, Senior Advisor to the Secretary on the College Access Initiative, US 

Department of Education; and Michael McPherson, President, Spencer Foundation. 

 

 

Presentation: 

 

D. Crystal Byndloss, Senior Associate, MDRC, opened the forum with a presentation on the 

outcomes data for the MDRC study of the CMP Class of 2011. She began by defining college 

match, which she described as a condition in which a student has enrolled in a college with a 

acceptance selectivity level that matches the student’s qualifications. Byndloss then revealed that 

nationally 41 percent of all students were not appropriately matched to postsecondary 

institutions, a problem known as “undermatching.” This poses a problem to the future success of 

students and college graduation rates, as students at more selective colleges tend to graduate at 

higher rates.  

 

Byndloss went on to describe match-related intervention strategies used to target low-income 

students. She highlighted the “low-touch” strategy of the recent national Hoxby and Turner study 

which provided packets of information related to the college application and enrollment process 

to the top ten percent of SAT and ACT exam takers. These packets also included application fee 

waivers, and were found to be useful in decreasing undermatching. By contrast, the “high-touch” 

CMP targets low-income Chicago students with a GPA greater than or equal to 3.0 and an ACT 

score greater or equal to 20, and includes intensive full-time, in-school advising to students. 

While ordinarily high school counselors in the Chicago Public Schools would have to serve 350 

or more students, Byndloss revealed that the ratio for CMP was considerably lower at around 75-

100 per caseload. This “near peer” model provides each participant with individualized college 

advising, college and scholarship application support, and uses a match list of appropriate 

colleges and universities that fit the academic needs of the student as a tool for helping students 

identify their best match institution.  

 

Mariana Saucedo, College Match Advisor, DeVry Advantage Academy High School and 

Lincoln Park High School, provided a firsthand perspective of how College Match works on 

the ground. Noting that a majority of the students served by CMP are high-achieving, low-

income, students who will be the first in their families to attend college, Saucedo stated that most 

of her time is spent providing information directly to the students. Echoing the importance of 

smaller caseloads, Saucedo recognized that the lower student-to-counselor ratio is what makes 

this allocation of staff time possible. With fewer students to serve, she is free to provide targeted 

information to each student regarding appropriate scholarships, ideal colleges to consider, as well 

as a timetable for completing the applications and essays. While this information is invaluable, 

Saucedo noted that the key for successful implementation of CMP at the advising level is strong 

follow-up with students to make sure they take action on the opportunities and information 



presented to them. Additionally, advisors need to be working directly with the colleges to build 

relationships with those institutions in order to be able to determine which colleges would be 

best for a student’s match list. 

 

Byndloss then provided information regarding lessons learned and student outcomes. She noted 

that there were five key operational lessons from CMP which facilitated ideal results: 

 Make match the message, and promote a college-going culture in the school; 

 Parents should be engaged in the discussion about match early and often; 

 Advisors need to help students make informed choices about the best match and fit, 

creating educated consumers of higher education; 

 Students should be encouraged to apply for aid early in the process to create affordable 

match options; 

 Advisors and staff need to develop and grow relationships with match institutions. 

 

With these key strategies implemented, CMP has shown some positive results for student 

outcomes. MDRC conducted two trend analyses: one analysis compared outcomes for students 

in the first three College Match schools to student outcomes in a set of comparison schools and 

another analysis compared outcomes in the three College Match schools in 2011 (when CMP 

started) to outcomes in the same three schools over the previous three years. The trend analyses 

show CMP may have contributed to an increase in students’ applications to very selective 

colleges. In 2011, the percentage of students applying to the top two Barron’s selectivity 

categories (highly and most competitive) increased by a larger amount in CMP schools than in 

comparison schools. CMP may have also stemmed a drop in acceptance rates. In 2011, college 

acceptance rates continued to increase in CMP schools, while they dropped sharply in 

comparison schools. In CMP schools in 2011, a slightly higher percentage of students “matched” 

or enrolled in highly selective colleges than in 2008, but improvements are also evident in 

comparison schools. 

 

Byndloss concluded her presentation by highlighting next steps for CMP. She suggested the 

potential to expand the CMP model to multiple contexts, beyond the specific conditions of 

Chicago. She also recognized the potential to incorporate technology in advising to potentially 

increase the cost effectiveness of the program. Finally, she pointed out that efforts may be made 

to use CMP as a way to provide insight and professional development to existing college 

advising staff who may not be familiar with the role and importance of match. 

 

Panel Discussion: 

 

The forum then moved from formal presentation to a panel discussion. The first question was 

directed toward Greg Darnieder, Senior Advisor to the Secretary on the College Access 

Initiative, US Department of Education. He was asked about his prior work in Chicago 

(Darnieder established the Department of Postsecondary Education and Student Development for 

Chicago Public Schools before joining the Department of Education in 2008), the formation of 

the culture around college match in Chicago, and what strategies were successful in creating that 

culture. Darnieder stated that a major factor contributing to the push for college match in 

Chicago was the support and leadership of the former CEO of Chicago Public Schools, Arne 

Duncan. He elaborated, explaining that in 2003 Duncan started a planning committee to evaluate 



the state of Chicago Public Schools. When this committee had finished its evaluation, Duncan 

asked Darnieder to create a new department within the city focusing on postsecondary education. 

It was this department that launched the match work in Chicago, and the mission statement of 

CPS was changed to include the need to ensure all students had access to postsecondary 

experiences without the need for remediation. Darnieder explained that this development also 

created a shift in expectations for the district, making postsecondary graduation rates the ultimate 

standard by which success would be determined. 

 

In addition to the leadership of the CEO, Darnieder explained that the strong relationship 

between CPS and the Consortium on Chicago School Research at the University of Chicago was 

also invaluable in the full development of a comprehensive strategy to support postsecondary 

access and success in Chicago. This relationship allowed the district to develop the data capacity 

necessary to engage with some of the district’s key challenges, and also created an environment 

in which a comprehensive strategy could be formed, rather than an unorganized group of one-off 

programs. 

 

The next question was directed toward Michael McPherson, President, Spencer Foundation. 

He was asked about the insights revealed in Crossing the Finish Line, as well as the importance 

of personalized college counseling and the role technology plays in that process. McPherson 

began by recognizing Darnieder for his contributions to CPS, and his promotion of college match 

in Chicago. He then explained, in his experience, match is about more than simply finding a 

postsecondary experience which is academically compatible. Rather, match must take into 

account the large number of cultural and socio-emotional issues related to the individual student. 

While those students who come from means and are academically successful require minimal 

intervention when it comes to the application process, this is not the case for most students in 

CPS that come from neighborhoods in which applying to college is not the norm. It is this 

difference in experience and expectation that creates the gaps in college matriculation, and it is 

also the reason why programs like College Match are required to address the needs of students, 

both in terms of match and comfort in their new learning environment. 

 

McPherson then highlighted evidence from Crossing the Finish Line which he felt were 

important when thinking about match. He noted that those students who take part in a 

postsecondary experience which does not match their level of ability will ultimately disengage. 

Conversely, students that attend more rigorous and selective colleges where peers are equally, if 

not more qualified academically, are more likely to succeed and graduate from their institution of 

higher learning. McPherson stated that while counterintuitive at first, greater challenge provides 

an environment for students to flourish, and it is through better communication, information, and 

match that this problem can be avoided. 

 

The next question was posed to the entire panel. Noting that financial aid is a large barrier, 

panelists were asked how much aid impacts CMP students, as well as the strategies they have 

found effective in dealing with these financial barriers from a policy perspective. Saucedo noted 

that in general students do not fully appreciate the importance of meeting deadlines and 

following up in a timely way when completing the financial aid process, and so a large part of 

CMP is to engage students in the financial aid process as a first step. Since most students are not 

able to have their full need met through federal aid, students are also given support in finding and 



securing outside scholarships. Darnieder added that the creation of metrics that lead to a 

common, organized, and intentional process among educators is a key policy mechanism for the 

financial support of students. As an example, Darnieder pointed to the Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) project in Chicago. In 2007, CPS was able to secure from the 

Illinois Student Assistance Commission, a list of all students that have completed their FAFSA. 

This serves to verify those students who have completed their aid forms, and provides insight as 

to which students have not. While the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act, or FERPA, 

prevents CPS from sending information to these students, the U.S. Department of Education is 

able to send letters to those students that did not complete their FAFSA forms, and remind them 

of the deadlines. This has led to an increase in the FAFSA completion rate to over 90 percent in 

Chicago.  

 

McPherson noted that while federal aid applications will never be simple, a great deal has been 

done over the years to reduce unneeded complexities around FAFSA. The federal loan system 

has become more user-friendly, and has provided better protections for people that do not thrive 

in college. McPherson pointed to an experiment conducted by H&R Block in Ohio and 

Charlotte, North Carolina in which families filing their taxes were also asked if they would like 

to fill out their FAFSA at no extra charge. While in general offering advice on how to file 

FAFSA has little effect, this practice increased the probability of college attendance by 17 

percent among those that participated. 

 

Panelists were next asked about the importance of collaboration between K-12 and 

postsecondary institutions. McPherson stated that ideally there would be greater communication 

between colleges and high schools in providing a common messaging to students. While these 

institutions compete for students, McPherson noted the success experienced by the Associated 

Colleges of the Midwest (ACM) in providing encouragement and common messaging for 

students in CPS to attend more selective postsecondary institutions. Saucedo added that 

increasing student exposure to college campuses is critical, and mentioned that ACM offers fly-

in programs which provide free transportation to college campuses to tour. Byndloss agreed with 

Saucedo’s point about campus tours, and would like to see more opportunities for students to 

spend time on different universities before making a final choice. Darnieder noted that several 

communities either have implemented or are implementing strategies such as concurrent 

enrollment, where students are able to take college courses while in high school. As an example 

of policies which support this practice, Darnieder pointed to Colorado, where they have adopted 

a consistent course numbering system that allows  many students to take advantage of dual 

enrollment opportunities. 

 

Audience Q & A: 

 

The forum concluded with questions from the audience. The first question noted that some 

school districts offer courses to educate students on the college match process, and asked why 

these strategies are not delivered to students through individual courses more often. Darnieder 

explained that one issue with that kind of intervention is that school counselors do not receive 

formal training in college advising and there is no state-recognized  system in place credentialing 

their work in the field of college and workforce access. This means that few people actually have 

the expertise required to teach a course like the one mentioned. This has led to some suggesting 



that states begin the path to develop programs that will credential counselors on college and 

career access. Additionally, while some districts have included college enrollment and 

graduation rates as part of their accountability system, nearly all K-12 systems limit their 

accountability to high school graduation. Saucedo mentioned that CPS collects match data for all 

students and encourages schools to increase college match rates. The district also requires 

students to sign forms at the beginning of the year that state they will complete their FAFSA 

forms and prepare themselves for college. 

 

One participant recognized that even in an ideal situation in which a student receives full federal 

aid, many low-income students will still not have their full need met, and asked how these 

students could work within the system to attend college. Darnieder stated that from his 

perspective, the time to degree attainment serves as the largest issue when considering the actual 

costs associated with college enrollment. One lingering policy question might be if students 

attending institutions that require more time to complete a degree should be given larger Pell 

grants. McPherson added that in Crossing the Finish Line those states that targeted better deals 

for the bottom half of low-income students had better completion rates for low-income students 

than compared to states that targeted the upper half of low-income students, which produced no 

effect at all. 

 

Another participant asked about effective strategies when discussing the idea of spending more 

money on a match college with parents versus another institution which costs less but is not an 

ideal fit. Saucedo replied that College Match advisors sit down with parents and discuss the cost-

benefit analysis of each school, looking at a number of metrics. These include college 

completion rates among students that attend these institutions. They also discuss job placement 

after graduation. Typically this information is effective in persuading parents and students to 

make the investment for future success. 

 

The last question asked panelists to reflect on the balance between academic rigor of prospective 

colleges and the need to match students to institutions with a compatible college atmosphere. 

Byndloss said that good match advising involves weighing the academic challenge that a college 

can provide against whether it’s a good fit in meeting the student’s personal, social, and financial 

needs. Saucedo agreed with Byndloss, and added that college diversity extends beyond student 

population demographics and students should be advised to consider other types of diversity 

including the setting in which the college is located (e.g., rural versus urban campuses). 

McPherson concluded the forum, stating that there is a great deal pressure on colleges to recruit a 

talented, diverse student body, and that people should hold colleges accountable for retaining 

these students. He also suggested asking students about the quality of support systems and level 

of community they experience on college campuses in order to fully understand this issue from 

the student perspective. 


