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Primary focus of BE in higher ed
Make it easier for students to:
– Follow through on their college intentions 
– Pursue beneficial resources or pathways

Interventions that 
actually make 

tasks easier

Interventions that 
inform or remind, but 

don’t simplify the 
underlying task

Consistent evidence 
of sizeable impacts

Modest or null impacts, 
especially at scale



– Meeting 
students/families 
where they are

• Integrate FAFSA help 
with tax prep

– Changes to policy 
defaults

• Mandatory SAT/ACT

– Assistance to simplify 
tasks

• Sustained advising

Interventions that 
actually make 

tasks easier

Interventions that inform or 
remind, but don’t simplify the 

underlying task

– Info about benefits
• Tax credits for H.E.

– Reminders to 
complete tasks

• FAFSA nudges

– Light-touch assistance
• Remote advising

In the following slides, results are from RCTs 
unless noted with an ^; those results are 
from quasi-experimental studies. 



Meeting students where they are

• Tax pros provide FAFSA help to 
families during tax prep

• Software to pre-populate FAFSA
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• Opening a new SAT testing 
center at a high school
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Changes to policy defaults; Direct assistance

• Multiple states require all juniors 
to take the ACT/SAT as a HS 
graduation requirement
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• 1:1 advising during senior year (10-15 
hours per student)

• Assistance with college search, 
applications, FAFSA, college choice
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Interventions that inform/remind but do not simplify

Enrollment Persistence

• CY 2012-2015
• Texts from non-profit 

or school districts
• Personalized content
• Interactive
• N=100s or 1000s 

Results from early, local texting nudge campaigns

Castleman and Page, 2015; Castleman and Page, 2016; Page, Castleman, and Meyer, 2020



Interventions that inform/remind but do not simplify

Results from later, large-scale texting nudge campaigns

• CY 2015-2017
• Texts from national orgs 

or state agency
• Uniform content
• 1- and 2-way
• N=10,000s or 100,000s 

Enrollment

Persistence

Avery et al., 2021; Barr et al., 2021; Bird et al., 2021; Page et al., 2021



Interventions that inform/remind but do not simplify

• Similar in intended design as intensive in-person models, but using tech to 
facilitate 1:1 advising at a national scale

• Focus on high-achieving students and enrollment at selective institutions
• Much lower rates of engagement (~1 hour vs. 10-15 hours)
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Frontiers in BE and higher education
• Machine learning to personalize guidance

• Course-taking
• Job matches

• Expanded use of defaults
• Programs of study
• Course pathways

• Small incentives for key inputs
• Applying to well-matched colleges
• Registering for courses that count towards 

program of study
• Applying to well-matched jobs

• Innovations to strengthen engagement at 
broad-access institutions

• Low take-up even with proactive 
advisor/mentor outreach



Thank you!

Ben Castleman
castleman@virginia.edu
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