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Abstract

This study found that the MATC Promise increased college attainment by encouraging
Milwaukee high school students to access state and federal aid, and to consider matriculating
to their local two-year college. The MATC Promise exemplifies the last-dollar model of
college aid. If seniors at Milwaukee area public high schools complete academic milestones,
apply for financial aid, qualify based on low family income, and matriculate to Milwaukee
Area Technical College (MATC), then the Promise covers any remaining tuition charges. The
message promoting free college was the program’s main element, since the funding support
for eligible students came primarily from existing state and federal aid. We studied outcomes
for the first four graduating classes after the Promise was launched, compared to the trend
in Milwaukee for the previous six graduating classes. The rate of matriculation to MATC
increased from 10 percent to 15 percent. There was no such increase in matriculation to
other technical college districts around the state, suggesting that the increase was caused
by the Promise. The increase in enrollment was larger among lower-income students and
those in the urban Milwaukee Public Schools. Those students were more likely to apply for
financial aid earlier, regardless of whether they ultimately qualified for the Promise, and their
rate of matriculation to any college increased from 45 percent to 49 percent. There was no
indication that attracting additional students to college led to lower graduation rates, though
we were limited to examining credentials earned in two years or less.
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1. Introduction

College promise programs offer to cover students’ tuition, but they can promote college

enrollment without spending a dollar. Under the so-called last-dollar tuition promise model,

the promise encourages students to access existing college aid, with the guarantee that the

promise program will cover any leftover tuition charges. At most community colleges, state

and federal aid fully cover tuition for low-income students, so there is no leftover dollar to

pay. But students may not know that, or they may not complete the complicated steps to

apply for aid. The promise program provides a message of encouragement and an offer of

support to all students, in addition to providing small amounts of monetary aid to some

qualifying students.

Last-dollar community college promise programs had been implemented over 100 com-

munities and several states as of 2020 (Perna and Leigh, 2020). Their popularity is not

surprising, since these programs can be a cost-effective strategy to increase college enrollment

and local economic development.

One drawback of these programs is that they may add complexity to an already confusing

environment of paying for college (Monaghan and Attewell, 2023; Monaghan, 2023). The

programs often impose requirements on high school attendance or grades that may help

students prepare for college, but are not technically required to access the first-dollar aid

coming from state and federal sources (Monaghan and Coca, 2023). That added complexity is

likely to be more burdensome for the students who are less likely to receive any funding from

the promise program. For example, first-generation college students tend be less academically

prepared for college, struggle to get their parents’ information to complete applications, and

qualify for more need-based aid when they do apply (Feeney and Heroff, 2013; McKinney

and Novak, 2014).

Another drawback of these programs is that they may redirect enrollment to a local

community college without increasing college enrollment overall. As a result, students may

be less likely to graduate from a college that is not a good fit for them.

As last-dollar community college promise programs proliferate, it is important to know

whether this model works and for which students. There have been relatively few studies

estimating their impact, but there is some evidence that these programs can increase college
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attainment and reduce inequality (Li and Gándara, 2020; Bell and Gándara, 2021). Re-

searchers and practitioners expect that programs can have positive impacts without providing

new aid (Andrews, 2014; Miller-Adams, 2015; Harnisch and Lebioda, 2016; Billings, 2018;

Perna et al., 2020). That type of effect was demonstrated convincingly by an intervention

that guaranteed free tuition at a state university for low-income, high-achieving high school

students (Dynarski et al., 2021).

This study provides new evidence on a typical last-dollar community college promise

program. Introduced in 2016, the Milwaukee Area Technical College (MATC) Promise

guarantees two years of tuition coverage for urban and suburban high school students in

Milwaukee, Wisconsin. To qualify, students had to apply to the Promise, file the Free

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and have low enough family income to qualify

for the Pell Grant, meet several academic criteria during high school, and enroll full-time at

MATC.

The MATC Promise offers a test of whether encouragement, information, and support

can increase rates of community college matriculation. Because relatively few students would

meet all the eligibility criteria, and most of the eligible students would qualify for enough

public grant aid to cover MATC tuition, it was unlikely that the Promise would provide

substantial financial support to many students. The Promise did provide FAFSA workshops

throughout the community (Milwaukee Area Technical College, 2015), as well as an incentive

to attend MATC.

MATC is a large institution offering job training, collegiate transfer, and associate’s

degree programs. In 2015, it was the destination of one out of three college-going high school

graduates from Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS). The MATC district is made up of 22

public school districts, ranging from suburbs to central urban MPS, with major differences in

resources and outcomes (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). For example, in 2015 the rate of college-going

among MPS graduates was 45 percent; in the rest of the Milwaukee area, the rate was 70

percent, similar to the rate in Wisconsin overall and in the United States (see Table 1).

The Milwaukee area’s economic diversity offers a test of whether the program is effective at

reaching students with lower family income and students at under-resourced school districts.

The public schools in Milwaukee were the most racially segregated the third most economically
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segregated of any city in America, according to a 2018 study (Potter, 2022). An earlier

attempt to raise college attainment with a tuition promise had no effect, partly due to

insufficient college counseling and a lack of resources in MPS (Harris, 2017; Harris et al.,

2020). Wisconsin has an effective need-based financial aid program at the state level, though

in several years it has lacked funding to serve all eligible students (Anderson, 2020b).

We estimated the MATC Promise’s effects on rates of applying for federal and state aid,

rates of enrolling in college, and rates of completing a college credential within two years.

We tested whether the incentive to enroll at MATC reduced student rates of enrollment

at four-year colleges. To better understand which students the Promise was reaching, we

estimated impacts separately for students in urban Milwaukee and for students with low

family income.

To estimate the effects of the MATC Promise, we used an interrupted time series approach.

Focusing within Milwaukee, we compared high school graduates who were potentially eligible

for the Promise to students who graduated just before the Promise was implemented. We

modeled trends in college outcomes using data on six cohorts of graduates before the Promise

and four cohorts after the Promise. The model tests for a discontinuity between the two

fitted trend lines at the point when the Promise was introduced for the class of 2016.

We saw a clear break in the trend of local technical college enrollment, and we checked

if a similar break occurred for other technical college districts in Wisconsin. We found no

evidence of that, so we concluded that the changes from 2015 to 2016 in Milwaukee were

caused by the MATC Promise. We cannot rule out that the effects reflect other changes that

would have occurred from 2015 to 2016 in Milwaukee absent the Promise, but we do not

know of any such changes. We rule out several possible confounders in Section 4.3.

According to our results, the MATC Promise increased enrollment at MATC by 5

percentage points, from 10 to 15 percent of Milwaukee high school graduating seniors. About

half of the increase came from students who would have otherwise not attended college.

The remainder was a reallocation of students who would have enrolled at other colleges and

universities. There was no evidence that drawing in new students decreased graduation rates

in the short term.

The effects of the Promise were concentrated at MPS schools and among lower-income
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families, where the Promise increased students’ matriculation to MATC by 6 to 7 percentage

points. The Promise increased the rate of on-time financial aid application for these students

by 5 percentage points. Most remarkably, new MPS students drawn into college by the

Promise were more likely to graduate in two years than the pre-Promise average. Even

though the promise arrived late in students’ high school careers, it helped students match

with a college where they could succeed.

Our results indicate that the Promise drew 430 students to MATC each year, 200 of

whom would not have attended college. About 170 students met all the requirements of the

Promise (Milwaukee Area Technical College, 2020). Based on the eligibility requirements,

we estimate that most 26 of these students received funding (15 percent, see Section 3.2).

The impact of the Promise therefore extended beyond the number of scholars enrolled in the

program and far beyond the number of students funded by the program.

Our results suggest that the Promise’s impacts derived from students’ realization that

they could attend MATC for free. Since that was true before the Promise, we can also

conclude that the complexity of the financial aid system had depressed enrollment prior to

the Promise’s messaging campaign. The MATC Promise had some complexity of its own,

and it is possible that promise programs with even fewer eligibility rules and application

steps might have a larger impact.

Section 2 discusses last-dollar community college promise programs. Section 3 provides

details on the MATC Promise. Section 4.1 discusses our data and empirical approach to

estimating the effects of the Promise. Section 5 describes the results. Section 6 concludes

with a discussion of the state of research, and how our findings might inform policymaking in

Milwaukee and the nation.

2. Background on last-dollar community college promise programs

A full history of promise programs is beyond the scope of this paper, but Millett et al.

(2020) and Miller-Adams (2021) both provide excellent summaries. Perna and Leigh (2018)

organize promise programs into seven types. The unifying theme across programs is college

affordability, but programs vary widely in the amount of aid they provide and at which

colleges it can be used, as well as in the eligibility criteria and application steps.
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Last-dollar community college promises are the most common type, representing 116 out

of the 425 programs in the database of Perna and Leigh (2020). Anderson (2019) and Rosinger

et al. (2021) also classified college promise programs and identified last-dollar community

college programs as an important and growing type. In this section, we focus on that type

and discuss some open questions about its effectiveness.

2.1. Potential effects of last-dollar community college promise programs

The design of a promise program consists of several elements: the way it defines eligibility,

what it requires of applicants, the message it sends, and ultimately the support it provides.

All of these elements combine to determine how effective a program might be toward its goal

of promoting college attainment in a community.

Most promise programs are place-based. The place could be a city, a community college

district, or a state. The programs are often named for that place, which communicates

that any student who lives there might be able to benefit. Most promise programs impose

additional requirements. Common ones include that a student have recently graduated from

a local public high school and that they complete applications to the program, the FAFSA,

and to college. Some promise programs require that students meet academic and community

service requirements or have a low family income. The promised tuition support may be

limited, say to two years at a community college, and ongoing eligibility may depend on

reapplying and having a low income. Programs communicate the message of free college, and

other program details, through a combination of school staff, public advertising, and text or

email messaging to students (Monaghan, 2023; Kramer, 2020).

Last-dollar promise programs work within a system of state and federal need-based aid

based on the FAFSA (Office of Postsecondary Education, 2017; National Association of State

Student Grant and Aid Programs, 2021). Public need-based programs calculate grants using

FAFSA information on family income and other factors, but not the tuition charges a student

faces. It can be hard for a student to predict how much of their costs will be covered by aid

and how that amount might vary year-to-year. Last-dollar programs send a simple message

that tuition will be covered, at a specific college, for a set amount of years.

The way students respond to a promise will be shaped by the other resources and knowledge
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available to them. A message promising free tuition could promote equity by increasing

college-going among students from lower-income families and racial/ethnic minorities. These

students are at risk of under-investing in college (Bulman and Cunha, 2021), at least partially

because they systematically overestimate the price of college (Grodsky and Jones, 2007; Horn

et al., 2003). Academic eligibility requirements might provide an incentive for students to

invest in preparing for college, but students and teachers may not have untapped capacity

to significantly improve grades (Monaghan and Coca, 2023; Rifelj and Kuttner, 2020). The

guarantee of free tuition might not be enough to get students to complete the FAFSA, a

form whose complexity clearly keeps some students from accessing aid and succeeding in

college (Dynarski and Scott-Clayton, 2006; Mishory et al., 2020; Kofoed, 2017; Bahr et al.,

2018). Some promise programs provide FAFSA completion support, which tends to have

positive impacts on college going even without promising additional aid (Bettinger et al.,

2012; Dynarski et al., 2022a; Carrell and Sacerdote, 2017; Bird et al., 2021).

A tuition promise may not be enough to support degree completion. Even if a promise

program is successful at getting students to access state and federal aid to fully cover tuition,

there are typically significant additional costs of attendance not covered by aid or the promise.

Students drawn to enroll by a promise could still drop out because of non-tuition costs:

books, supplies, living expenses, and forgoing full-time work (Kelchen et al., 2017; Ma and

Pender, 2021). Students might lose access to the promise at several points because they fail

to meet eligibility requirements, application steps, or they drop to part-time or non-qualifying

enrollment. Even if students stay eligible and involved, most promises are limited to two

years of support, and community college degrees typically take longer to complete (Shapiro

et al., 2016).

The effect of each design feature depends in part on how salient that feature is to students

as they make decisions. If the benefits of the program are emphasized in messaging, then

even students who are likely to be ineligible might become more interested in college. While

that might lead to an increase in college matriculation, those same students might become

disillusioned and leave college when they do not qualify for aid from the promise. If the

benefits of the promise are emphasized without clear communication of the application

process, then some students who are likely to be eligible might fail to complete the necessary
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steps to receive the benefits, weakening the program’s impact.

The focus on community colleges is an important element of the message. A community

college promise might draw students away from universities and reduce the likelihood that

they will attain a bachelor’s degree (Goodman, 2008; Goodman et al., 2017; Cohodes and

Goodman, 2014; Pretlow et al., 2022; Mountjoy, 2022; National Student Clearinghouse, 2022).

Students on the margin of going to college who are drawn in by a promise might not progress

to credit-bearing coursework (Pluhta and Penny, 2013) and might not graduate at the same

rates. However, the promise may raise awareness of community college as an option among

students who mainly hear about elite universities and residential four-year colleges from news

and pop culture. Making it clear that there is a low-cost local option they can access is a

potentially important message.

2.2. Evidence on effects of last-dollar community college promise programs

The discussion above raises several key questions for research. To what extent do

last-dollar community college promise programs increase rates of FAFSA filing? College

matriculation? Which students respond? Do last-dollar community college promise programs

reduce inequality? To what extent are increases in community college attainment a result

of drawing students from non-enrollment, as opposed to drawing students from enrolling

at other colleges? Do students who matriculate end up graduating? The discussion also

suggests we should test for these effects on all students in the community, since students who

are not ultimately eligible still received some encouragement, information, and potentially

new community supports brought about by the promise program.

A few key themes emerge from research on last-dollar community college promise programs

across several contexts. Researchers found increases in matriculation to the local community

college Pluhta and Penny (2013); Li and Gándara (2020) even when most students did not

receive financial support from the program (Carruthers and Fox, 2016). Added counseling

had a positive impact on college attainment beyond the tuition support alone Ratledge et al.

(2021). However, some studies did not find evidence of positive effects of promise programs

(Ruiz et al., 2020) or of added counseling Li and Gándara (2020).

Statewide free community college programs show what local programs might look like
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at scale. At least 12 states have statewide last-dollar community college tuition promises

(Callahan et al., 2019; Davidson et al., 2020). The programs in Oregon and Tennessee

have been most rigorously evaluated, and both have shown positive effects on matriculation

Gurantz (2019); Nguyen (2020).

Promise programs may have side effects. Some of these programs appeared to divert

students from universities to community colleges (Carruthers and Fox, 2016), while others

increased bachelor’s degree completion even while only providing community college aid (Bell

and Gándara, 2021).

Effects may develop and change over time. Some programs tended to have larger effects

during their first cohort (Gándara and Li, 2020). Over time, the effect of the program might

operate by changing the composition of students in the area as families move in to take

advantage of the program benefits (Leigh and Gonzalez-Canche, 2021; Sohn et al., 2017).

Looking beyond college promise programs, there is strong evidence that lowering the price

of college through financial aid increases attainment for low-income students (Dynarski et al.,

2022b; Page and Scott-Clayton, 2016; Nguyen et al., 2019). Lower community college tuition

also increased enrollment (Denning, 2017; Acton, 2021). The amount of financial aid students

qualify for can change year-to-year, so providing a guarantee that tuition will be covered can

be beneficial (Dynarski et al., 2021; Burland et al., 2022).

3. The MATC Promise

3.1. Milwaukee Area Technical College (MATC)

MATC is a part of the Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS). Wisconsin is divided

into 16 technical college districts that are each made up of several public school districts.

The MATC district covers the urban and suburban Milwaukee area.

WTCS institutions are not limited to vocational and technical studies. In the 2015-16

school year, the majority of MATC students were working toward collegiate transfer or

associate’s degree programs (Wisconsin Legislative Fiscal Bureau, 2017).

Wisconsin high school graduates have higher rates of matriculation to two-year colleges

(including both WTCS and the University of Wisconsin two-year campuses) than the nation

(35 percent in Wisconsin versus 25 percent nationwide).
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The MATC graduation rate was the lowest of all 16 WTCS institutions, and the MATC

Promise was introduced in an effort to revitalize both Milwaukee and MATC (Monaghan

and Coca, 2023).

3.2. MATC Promise eligibility and requirements

Table 2 describes the MATC Promise as it was introduced in September 2015 (Milwaukee

Area Technical College, 2015). To be eligible, a student had to live in the MATC district,

comprised of 22 public school districts. There was a Promise application due by December 1

of the student’s senior year. They had to file the FAFSA by March 15 of that year and be

eligible for the federal Pell Grant (discussed in more detail below). Students had to have

a 2.0 grade point average of 2.0 or higher and attendance of 90 percent or higher for their

senior year, followed by on-time graduation. Before enrolling at MATC, students would have

to score 16 or higher on the ACT exam.

The student could take up the Promise by enrolling full time in MATC (minimum of 12

credits per semester). To maintain Promise eligibility, a student would need to maintain a

grade point average of 2.0 or higher in college courses, complete eight hours of service each

semester, and attend mandatory workshops for academic and career counseling. To maintain

the Promise in the following year, the student would have to file the FAFSA again and be

eligible for the Pell Grant. Then the Promise would provide last-dollar tuition support for up

to two years of college.

3.3. MATC Promise benefits

The Promise income criteria required a value below 3,000 for the Expected Family

Contribution (EFC) on the FAFSA. The EFC is an index of family financial resources

available to pay for college. For high school students, the main components of the EFC are

family income and assets which increase the EFC, and other family members in college which

decrease the EFC. An EFC of zero qualifies a student for the maximum amount of state and

federal need-based aid, and aid is scaled down for higher EFC values.

Among students with an EFC below 3,000, tuition at MATC would be covered by state

and federal grant aid for about 85 percent of students, leaving 15 percent with tuition bills

that could be covered by last-dollar aid. Tuition and fees at MATC in 2016-17 for most
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students amounted to $188 per credit. Two full-time semesters cost between $4,512 (for 24

credits) and $5,640 (for 30 credits). Of students with an EFC below 3,000 in that year, 70

percent had an EFC of zero. An EFC of zero qualified the student for $5,815 in federal Pell

Grant aid and $1,084 in state-funded Wisconsin Grant aid for a total of $6,899 in public aid

(Federal Student Aid, 2016; Wisconsin Higher Educational Aids Board, 2016). Another 15

percent had an EFC low enough to qualify for at least $5,640 in aid to fully cover MATC

tuition and fees (Office of Postsecondary Education, 2017). Students with the maximum

Promise-eligible EFC of 3,000 qualified for $3,599 in public aid. Therefore we estimate that

the maximum the Promise might provide to a student in 2016-17 was around $2,040.

3.4. MATC Promise messaging and organization

The Promise is funded by private donations to the MATC Foundation, which promotes

the program as a way for donors to help build Milwaukee’s economic and civic future.

Students and families could hear about the program in several ways, beginning with

the initial announcement in September 2015, promoted by MPS, MATC, and local news

outlets (Herzog, 2015). The primary communications flowed through schools and counselors.

Students also received email reminders around key deadlines. In its marketing, MATC

emphasized the simple message of two years of free tuition (Monaghan and Coca, 2023).

Milwaukee mayor Tom Barrett and US Senator Tammy Baldwin each held press conferences

with the president of MATC to encourage Promise applicants and others to complete the

FAFSA in early March 2016 (Milwaukee Area Technical College, 2016; Dikanovic, 2016).

MATC also invested resources in helping students meet the academic and application

criteria and in preparing them to manage college obligations. MATC worked with local

districts to assist students in completing the FAFSA and to provide mentorship, academic

advising, career counseling, ACT tutoring, and instruction in financial literacy (Milwaukee

Area Technical College, 2015).

3.5. College-going and college aid in Milwaukee

Table 1 is referenced several times. It describes the characteristics and college outcomes

of the high school graduating class of 2015 in MPS, the MATC district, Wisconsin, and the

United States.
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Milwaukee is the state’s largest city, with a history of uneven access and quality of

education by race and socioeconomic status (Farmer-Hinton and Kellogg, 2022; Goldrick-Rab,

2016).

Milwaukee is more racially diverse than Wisconsin or the United States. In the class of

2015, 55 percent of MPS high school graduates were Black, and 26 percent were Hispanic or

Latino. Those percentages were 34 percent Black and 20 percent Hispanic or Latino in the

MATC district, 10 percent Black and 12 percent Hispanic or Latino in Wisconsin, and 16

percent Black and 26 percent Hispanic or Latino nationwide. Black and Hispanic or Latino

students make up about half of MATC enrollment (WTCS, 2020).

The rates of economic disadvantage and non-college-going were concentrated in a similar

pattern: highest in MPS, higher in Milwaukee than the rest of Wisconsin, and lower in

Wisconsin than nationwide. The rate of students receiving free or reduced-price lunch during

high school was 59 percent of students in MPS, 46 percent in the MATC district, 41 percent

in Wisconsin, and 54 percent nationwide. Less than half (45 percent) of MPS graduates

matriculated to college in the first year after high school, compared to 61 percent in the

MATC district, 70 percent in Wisconsin, and 69 percent nationwide.

College counseling resources tend to be less available in schools serving lower income areas,

like much of MPS. The lack of resources overlaps with greater Black and Hispanic or Latino

student populations, threatening to worsen inequality. School administrators and counselors

are likely to be the primary source of college-related information for students whose parents

have lower incomes and did not attend college (Rifelj and Kuttner, 2020).

The MATC Promise is not the first program to address college affordability in Wisconsin.

Students are also eligible for state-funded and philanthropic aid that supplements the Pell

Grant. Technical college students who received $1,000 in Wisconsin Grant aid had a higher

likelihood of staying enrolled and completing degrees (Anderson, 2020b). The privately-funded

Wisconsin Scholars Grant offered $1,800 per year, randomly awarded to a subset of recent

high school graduates after they have matriculated full-time and received a Pell Grant. It

did not increase rates of two-year college completion for early cohorts of recipients starting

in 2008 (Anderson and Goldrick-Rab, 2018; Anderson et al., 2020). Contrary to a college

promise, the Wisconsin Grant and Wisconsin Scholars Grant both represent a test of funding
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only, with no added requirements beyond the FAFSA, and limited messaging or student

supports.

Another private grant, the Degree Project, was a first-dollar free college promise (Harris

et al., 2020). It was offered to high school freshmen in the class of 2015 at half of the

high schools in MPS. The schools were randomly selected. The Degree Project covered the

full cost of attendance, including living expenses, at Wisconsin colleges and universities.

Students had to meet several academic requirements during high school. The Degree Project

did not meet its goals of increasing college attainment and reducing inequality, for several

reasons. Academic requirements and the random selection constrained the program’s message

and institutional reach. A one-time demonstration for only half of the high schools had

limited potential to cause lasting change to support college-going in the community. Students

involved in the Degree Project did not gain a better understanding of the complicated process

of financing college (Reavis, 2022).

The challenge for the MATC Promise is to deliver a clearer message of affordability to

the same community, while offering fewer dollars of aid than any of these three programs,

and limiting the focus to just one college.

3.6. Potential impacts of the MATC Promise

MATC leaders hoped the Promise would boost MATC enrollment by 1,000 to 3,500

full-time students matriculating directly from Milwaukee high schools each year (Herzog,

2015). Ultimately, an average of 170 students per cohort would meet all the requirements

of the Promise over its first three cohorts of operation (Milwaukee Area Technical College,

2020). Still, the Promise could have important effects at several stages before and after

matriculation.

The Promise application deadline in December got high school seniors thinking about

and preparing for college earlier than they otherwise would. MATC reported that 2,944

Promise applications had been filed by the December 1, 2015 deadline, less than three months

after the program was announced (Milwaukee Area Technical College, 2015). If all 2,944

applicants from the class of 2016 enrolled at MATC, that would represent a doubling of

MATC matriculation from the class of 2015 to the class of 2016. It would also bring the rate
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of two-year college enrollment in Milwaukee even with the state average of 35 percent.

The academic and ACT requirements, along with mentoring and counseling, could

have encouraged some students to reallocate time and effort toward preparing for college

academically. However, research showed students’ grades and attendance did not improve in

response to the academic requirements. Monaghan and Coca (2023) compared the changes

from 11th to 12th grade among high school classes in Milwaukee, and found that the students

in cohorts after the Promise was introduced did not differentially improve their grades or

attendance relative to students in cohorts before the Promise was introduced.

The FAFSA deadline in March might increase access to state aid, which is offered first-

come first-served (Anderson, 2020a). The FAFSA completion workshops might increase access

to state and federal aid by ensuring students complete their FAFSA and do it correctly.

The focus on MATC could get students to consider that institution, when they otherwise

would have attended another college or no college at all. The focus on full-time enrollment

could encourage students to take more credits than they otherwise would have at MATC.

The service and coaching requirements during college might help some students stay engaged.

And finally, the financial support for those who qualified might have increased persistence

toward a credential.

Of course, the Promise’s impact at any of these stages could be reduced if it provided

too little support, if the administrative burden placed on students was too high, or if the

message of encouragement was unclear (Perna et al., 2020). For some students, MATC might

not be a fit for their college and career goals.

It is unclear whether the Promise will reduce inequality by raising college attainment

among families with lower incomes and in urban areas, where rates of college-going are

lower. Lower incomes make it more likely a student will be eligible for the Promise, but less

likely they will receive any funding from it. In urban MPS, the rate of attending MATC

among college-goers is higher than in the suburbs. Familiarity with MATC as an option

might suggest that MPS students would be more responsive to the MATC Promise, or the

familiarity might suggest that there is less room for messaging about MATC to have an

impact.

Below we test whether the Promise increased rates of filing the FAFSA by March 15,
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matriculating to MATC, matriculating to any college, matriculating to a four-year college,

or earning a college credential at any college within two years. We test for effects among

students from lower income families and students from MPS.

4. Empirical approach

This section introduces the data and our model to quantify impacts of the MATC Promise.

In the next section, we present visual and numerical evidence of the impact.

4.1. Data

We gathered data from a longitudinal data system built by the Wisconsin Department of

Public Instruction (DPI), combining information from schools, the state, and the National

Student Clearinghouse (NSC). For more information, see dpi.wi.gov/wisedash/help/glossary.

These data were combined with FAFSA information from the Wisconsin Higher Educational

Aids Board (HEAB) and then shared with researchers in a deidentified format. Because the

MATC Promise interacts with public instruction and public college aid, this research informs

the mission of DPI and HEAB. This research was approved by the RAND Corporation

Human Subjects Protection Committee.

Our sample is all public high school graduates in Wisconsin from the classes of 2010

through 2019. Our data do not identify whether students applied for or ultimately qualified

for the MATC Promise. We look for aggregate impacts on college-going in the community.

We look for Promise impacts in Milwaukee starting with the class of 2016. The FAFSA

records identify whether students filed the FAFSA by March 15, the deadline for the first

cohort of the MATC Promise. The NSC records identify enrollment and credential completion

at MATC, at a four-year college, or at any other college during each academic year. The

degree completion data are limited to two years after matriculation. Many community college

students take longer than two years to complete, so we view two-year completion outcomes

as a test of whether dropout rates were increased by an influx of marginal students drawn in

by the Promise.

These are administrative records that do not rely on student response rates. However,

enrollment at for-profit colleges is inconsistently measured in the NSC data, so we expect
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that our measure of college enrollment will undercount students who attend for-profit colleges

(Dynarski et al., 2015). The FAFSA filing and graduation records are not available for the

classes of 2018 and 2019.

We identified students from lower income families using a measure of economic disadvantage

in the public school data: students who received free or reduced-price lunch during high

school. Eligibility was based on having a family income below 185 percent of the federal

poverty guideline. This measure does not exactly match the income eligibility limit for the

Promise, but it was observable regardless of Promise application status.

The overall sample size was 8,760 students per graduating class, or 87,600 students in all.

The sample with economic disadvantage was 3,557 students per graduating class, and the

sample in MPS was 3,220 students per graduating class.

4.2. Interrupted time series analysis (ITSA)

We used the data to fit a model of college outcomes for students in Milwaukee. We

modeled the trend in outcomes before and after the introduction of the Promise. Then we

tested for a significant break in the trend at the point when the Promise was introduced.

That break is significant if it is larger than we would expect, given the typical year-to-year

variation.

The model we used was an interrupted time series analysis (ITSA). We used the software

described by Linden (2015) to estimate this model. The estimation is weighted by the

number of students in each time period t. We followed the algorithm in Linden (2015) to

select a single-lag autocorrelation structure and calculate Newey-West standard errors. The

conclusions are robust to other lag structures. The model allows for linear trends in the

outcome that can change slope before and after the introduction of the Promise. We do not

have enough years of data to fit a more flexible model of trends. Below we will see that the

standard linear model fits the matriculation data well.

In the following single-group ITSA equation, Yt represents an outcome (e.g., matriculation

rate) for cohort t (e.g., class of 2016). Tt counts years since the start of the study. Pt is an

indicator for the cohorts that are affected by the Promise. It equals 0 in 2015 and earlier,

and it equals 1 in 2016 and later. ϵt is an idiosyncratic error term. β0, β1, β2, and β3 are
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parameters to be estimated.

Yt = β0 + β1Tt + β2Pt + β3PtTt + ϵt

Our primary focus is β2, the change in outcomes at the point where the Promise was

introduced. We also report the baseline outcome before the Promise, which is the endpoint

in 2016 of the pre-Promise trend line (starting at β0 with slope β1). That baseline is where

the model indicates the outcome would be for the class of 2016, if the pre-Promise trend

continued. It represents an estimate of the counterfactual situation where the Promise was

never introduced.

4.3. Interpretation and validity of ITSA

To interpret β2 as the impact of the Promise, we must rule out other explanations for a

significant break in college outcomes between 2015 and 2016 for students in Milwaukee.

We do not know of any programs or policies specific to MATC and Milwaukee that

were introduced at the same time as the MATC Promise. College aid programs change

incrementally each year, but there were no major changes in Wisconsin Grant or Pell Grant

aid for the 2016-17 school year (Wisconsin Higher Educational Aids Board, 2016). Milwaukee

implemented college-readiness requirements for high school graduation starting with the class

of 2015, one year before the impacts we are measuring (Farmer-Hinton and Rifelj, 2018).

MPS had started offering the ACT for all of its students free of charge on a regular school

day in 2009, and then required all students to take the ACT before graduation beginning

in 2011 (Falk, 2016). The Degree Project applied to the class of 2015 only, at half of the

Milwaukee high schools.

As a check on our results, we compared changes in Milwaukee to changes elsewhere in

Wisconsin where the MATC Promise did not apply. In general, we do not view Wisconsin as

a good proxy for what would have happened in Milwaukee absent the Promise, because of the

uniqueness of Milwaukee discussed in Section 3.5. However, we selected a group of technical

college districts with similar trends to Milwaukee, using the procedure described below Linden

(2015). We then estimated a multiple-group ITSA, similar to a difference-in-difference model.

The result of that model is the change in outcomes in Milwaukee, net of the change in

16



outcomes that occurred in a matched comparison group.

The multiple-group model interacts the terms in the single-group equation with an

indicator for being in the Milwaukee district or not. The following equation adds a subscript

i for technical college districts. The indicator for Milwaukee is denoted Mi and equals 1

for Milwaukee, 0 for other districts. This model also includes district-year covariates Xit

to directly control for differences between Milwaukee and other areas of Wisconsin. In this

equation, β0, β1, β2, and β3 are the parameters for districts other than Milwaukee. β4, β5, β6,

and β7 are the incremental differences in those parameters for Milwaukee. β6 is the difference

in differences.

Yit = β0 + β1Tt + β2Pt + β3PtTt + β4Mi + β5MiTt + β6MiPt + β7MiPtTt + X′
itβ8 + ϵit

We selected a comparison group using the following procedure. We estimated this equation

15 times, pairing Milwaukee with each other technical college district one by one. We tested

for a difference between Milwaukee and the comparison district in the level and slope of

matriculation to the local technical college before the Promise (β4 and β5). We included

covariates measuring the percent of students with economic disadvantage, percent men,

percent White students, and percent Black students. There were five districts with p-values

above 0.10 for both the level and slope in the pre-Promise period, meaning we could not

reject that the district had equal outcomes to Milwaukee. Two of those districts were in the

north central part of Wisconsin, two in the southwest part of Wisconsin, and one was in a

distant suburb outside Milwaukee.

We apply this model with caution, since there was a change occurring in the rest of the

state that first affected the class of 2016. Wisconsin introduced a statewide mandate that all

high school students take the ACT exam. The exam was paid for by the state and offered

during class time. The mandate increased ACT-taking from 73 to 100 percent of high school

graduates (ACT Research, 2016). In other contexts, researchers found that mandating the

ACT increased enrollment at universities and more selective institutions while having no

effect or a small negative effect on enrollment at two-year institutions (Klasik, 2013; Hurwitz

et al., 2015; Goodman, 2016; Hyman, 2017). If the ACT mandate decreased enrollment at
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two-year institutions outside of Milwaukee, then that would tend to overstate the impact of

the Promise using our multiple-group model. Below we will see that there was no evidence of

a drop in matriculation to the local technical college from 2015 to 2016.

5. Results

5.1. Graphical results

These figures each graph the rate of matriculation to the local technical college (vertical

axis) for each high school graduating class (horizontal axis) among different technical college

districts (denoted by each line).

Figure 1 compares Milwaukee to the rest of Wisconsin. The rate of matriculating to

MATC in Milwaukee increased from about 10 percent in the class of 2015 to about 15 percent

in the class of 2016 (solid line). That broke a trend of flat or declining enrollments. The rate

of matriculating to the local technical college in the rest of Wisconsin increased from about

27 percent in the class of 2015 to about 28 percent in the class of 2016 (dotted line). That

continued a steady upward trend, which then flattened out for the class of 2017 and later.

The rest of Wisconsin was diverging from Milwaukee with increasing rates of matriculation,

and that trend was offset in 2016.

Figure 2 presents the same data for Milwaukee, compared to the average in five selected

technical college districts with a closer match for trends pre-Promise. The rate of matriculating

to the local technical college in the comparison group stayed the same from 2015 to 2016 at

about 29 percent.

Figure 3 focuses within Milwaukee, and shows an exhaustive and mutually exclusive

breakdown of four student groups. The largest group, about half of students, graduated

outside MPS and were not classified as economically disadvantaged. Those students had the

lowest rates of matriculation to MATC before the Promise and the smallest apparent effect of

the Promise. All three of the other groups, with low family income, attending MPS, or both,

had higher rates of matriculation to MATC and a clearly visible increase in 2016. Within

MPS, for both income groups, the trend leading into 2016 was flat. Outside MPS among

lower income families, the trend in matriculation to MATC was declining leading into 2016

and then reversed its trend after the Promise.
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5.2. Numerical results

The graphical analysis suggests a clear impact of the Promise on college matriculation.

This section quantifies that impact. Each row of Table 3 is a different estimation of one of the

models specified in Section 4.2. The table provides the baseline rate, which is our model-based

estimate of what the outcome would be for the class of 2016 based on pre-Promise trends.

The table reports the estimated effect of the Promise in percentage points, as well as the

standard error and statistical significance of that estimate.

The first set of results refers to Milwaukee overall. The baseline rate of FAFSA filing

by March 31 was 39.2 percent. There was some indication of a positive effect on the rate

of FAFSA filing, but the estimate of a 1.5 percentage point increase was not statistically

significant. The baseline rate of matriculation to MATC was 9.9 percent. There was a

statistically significant positive effect on the rate of matriculation to MATC, increasing

it by 4.9 percentage points. The baseline rate of matriculation to any college was 61.1

percent. There was a statistically significant positive effect on the rate of matriculation to any

college, increasing it by 2.3 percentage points. Since the overall increase in college going was

smaller than the increase in matriculation to MATC, this means that some of the increase in

matriculation to MATC came from a reallocation of students from other colleges to MATC.

We tested whether the Promise reduced matriculation to four-year colleges and universities.

The baseline rate of matriculation to four-year colleges and universities was 43.4 percent.

There was some indication of a negative effect, but the estimate of a 1.7 percentage point

decrease was not statistically significant. Finally, the baseline rate of graduating in two years

with a credential was low, at 1.9 percent. There was no indication of a meaningful change in

that rate.

The standard error of 0.3 percentage points on the main outcome of matriculation to

MATC suggests we could detect effects as small as about 0.6 percentage points or about 52

students. This effect size is much smaller than the intended effect of the program, which

was to increase matriculation by at least 1,000 students. In a meta-analysis of 75 studies

on college persistence and graduation, Nguyen et al. (2019) found that an additional $1,000

of grant aid increased college persistence by 1.5 to 2 percentage points. Therefore the level

of precision in our study was able to detect effects smaller than the typical impact of other
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more generous aid programs.

The second set of results includes a selected comparison group to show that the change

in matriculation to the local technical college from 2015 to 2016 was significantly larger in

Milwaukee than in the other areas of the state that were most similar to Milwaukee prior to

2016. The results for matriculation to MATC are nearly identical to the single-group model,

since the change in control group outcomes from 2015 to 2016 was nearly zero (see Figure 2).

Differencing out zero effect leaves the result unchanged. The point estimate of 5.2 percentage

points is within the confidence interval of our initial estimate of 4.9 percentage points using

only the MATC district.

The third set of results refers to students with economic disadvantage in Milwaukee. The

baseline rates of FAFSA filing by March 15 (28.3 percent) and matriculation to college (44.2

percent) were lower in this group than for Milwaukee overall, but the positive effects on

these outcomes were larger (statistically significant increases of 4.9 percentage points in

FAFSA filing and 4.0 percentage points in matriculation to college). The baseline rate of

matriculation to MATC was higher (12.2 percent) in this group than for Milwaukee overall,

and the positive effect on this outcome was also larger (6.4 percentage points). The effects

on matriculation to a four-year college and on two-year credential completion were similar to

those in Milwaukee overall.

The fourth set of results refers to graduates from MPS. The baseline rates and estimated

effects were similar to those among students with economic disadvantage, with the exception

of a larger and statistically significant effect on credential completion. The increase was 0.9

percentage points, or a total of about 29 students, which represents a large increase on the

baseline rate of 0.8 percent. That increase is proportionally larger. That result suggests

that students drawn into MATC by the Promise raised two-year completion rates among

students matriculating from MPS. Taken together, the results from students with economic

disadvantage and from MPS indicate that the Promise did reduce inequality in educational

outcomes.
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6. Discussion and conclusion

6.1. What we learned about MATC Promise and Milwaukee

The MATC Promise set a goal to increase educational attainment and equity in one of

the nation’s most segregated cities. We found evidence that it encouraged students to apply

for and access federal aid, resulting in higher rates of college-going and higher rates of degree

attainment for MPS students.

The impacts reached beyond students who qualified for Promise aid. We can use the

sample sizes and effect estimates in Table 3 to calculate the number of new college students

drawn in by the Promise, and then compare that to the number of students who met all the

requirements and became Promise scholars. The 4.9 percentage point effect on matriculation

to MATC, times the 8,760 students per year in Milwaukee, suggests that the Promise drew

430 students to MATC per year. The 2.3 percentage point effect on matriculation to any

college suggests that 200 new college students enrolled each year because of the Promise.

MATC reports that about 170 students became Promise scholars in each cohort (Milwaukee

Area Technical College, 2021), and we estimated that 85 percent of those did not receive

financial support. We conclude that the program had positive effects among many students

who did not qualify for the program or receive any aid.

6.2. Limitations of this study

This study was not a complete account of the impacts of MATC Promise and why they

occurred. Our study was based on state records and public information about the program.

Other studies of promise programs observed college intentions during high school (Odle, 2022),

debt accumulation during college (Odle et al., 2021), and implementation of the program by

educators (Rifelj and Kuttner, 2020). A full evaluation of these programs should also measure

their impacts after college, on how students fare in the job market. These are important

parts of the overall cost-benefit for students and the community. We view our study as a

first step to establishing program effects. Future research should use survey and interview

data to reveal the mechanisms that drove these effects.

Incorporating more data would allow for a more flexible analytical approach. We used six

cohorts of students to establish a linear time trend of outcomes before the Promise, and we
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used four cohorts of students to establish a linear time trend of outcomes after the Promise.

Additional data leading up to the Promise might have refined our linear estimate or allowed

us to use a more flexible shape to fit the data. This was not a major limitation, as publicly

available data from WISEdash (2023) shows that the trend in matriculation from Milwaukee

students to community colleges was nearly flat and linear in an extended ten-year span before

the Promise.

We focused on the sharp break at the point of the Promise launch, but it is possible

the effects of the MATC Promise have evolved since then. The program has removed the

requirements on student service, high school attendance, and ACT scores; the application

deadlines for the Promise and FAFSA applications were shifted from December and March

to both being in the summer; the EFC maximum was been increased, but students still

need to be eligible for a Pell Grant; the program now supports up to 75 credits that do

not need to be taken consecutively, rather than four consecutive semesters of college (see

www.matc.edu/promise/high-school.html). These changes included more students, but the

message of free college remains the same. The force of the messaging might be reduced as it

becomes clear the program adds requirements without much additional funding. Our results

suggest that getting students to access state and federal aid, and to think about college,

outweighed potential drawbacks. But this result should be re-examined in later years, to the

extent possible without the natural experiment of the sudden launch of the program.

6.3. Implications for college promise programs

Building evidence on the MATC Promise is important in its own right, as the program

continues to be offered to over 8,000 high school graduates in the MATC district each year.

Our results are also important for other similar programs in over 100 other places nationwide.

Our results are consistent with studies showing that community college promises have reduced

inequality by having stronger effects on students with lower financial resources (Carruthers

and Fox, 2016) and on minority students (Bell and Gándara, 2021). Our results are consistent

with recent findings outside of community colleges. A message delivered to university students

guaranteeing free college raised matriculation rates, while relying primarily on existing aid

for funding (Dynarski et al., 2021).
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We still do not know the mix of design features that will maximize the impact of a college

promise. The answer probably depends on the specific obstacles and resources present in

each community (Perna et al., 2020). Testing different configurations is difficult, since the

programs need to be implemented at scale. We are forced to try to understand program

effectiveness from studying a variety of programs available to different communities and

offering different design features.

Across all of its implementations, last-dollar community college promise has low costs

and potentially high returns. It shares the political language of other place-based programs

in promoting economic development of a community (Monaghan and Attewell, 2023), while

the primary source of investment is likely to be dollars of financial aid from state and federal

sources.

Last-dollar promise programs would likely not work as well if students already knew

about and accessed the aid they needed. The positive impact of the MATC Promise provides

further evidence that the complexity of college pricing is a barrier for students, particularly

students from lower income families who rely on multiple sources of aid. Our results indicate

that promising free tuition sends a powerful message of possibility to students.
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Tables and figures

Table 1: High school seniors in spring 2015 in MATC area, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and the United States

% of MPS % of Mke. % of Wisc. % of US
Urban density
Urban 100 61 32 30
Suburban 0 39 28 43
Rural or small town 0 0 40 27
Race/ethnicity
Asian 6 5 4 5
Black 55 34 10 16
Hispanic or Latino 26 20 12 26
Native 1 1 1 1
White 13 41 73 53
Family income
Economically disadvantaged 59 46 41 54
College outcomes
Matriculated at any college 45 61 70 69
Matriculated at community college 17 17 35 25
Sources: Authors’ calculations using data from the Stanford Education Data Archive (SEDA), National
Student Clearinghouse (2018), Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI), and Wisconsin Higher
Educational Aids Board (HEAB).
Notes: Economic disadvantage is defined as receipt of free or discounted lunch in high school.
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Table 2: MATC Promise eligibility and benefits for initial class of 2016

Requirements
Geographic Live or attend school in MATC area
Promise application Apply to Promise and MATC by December 1 of senior year
FAFSA File by March 15 of senior year
Income eligibility Eligible for Pell Grant, EFC < 3,000
High school grades Senior year grade point average of 2.0 or higher
High school atten-
dance

Senior year attendance of 90% or higher

High school gradua-
tion

On-time graduation

ACT Composite score 16 or higher
Enrollment Enroll with 12 or more credits
College grades Maintain 2.0 GPA at MATC
College service Participate in 8 hours of service learning each semester
Benefits
Tuition and fees
paid

After application of grants and scholarships

Support Academic and career counseling workshops (participation required)
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Table 3: Interrupted time series regression estimates

Baseline Effect of Promise (Standard Error)
All of MATC district
(Avg. N = 8, 760 students per year)
Filed FAFSA by March 15† 39.2 1.5 (1.2)
Matriculated at MATC 9.9 4.9 ***(0.3)
Matriculated at any college 61.1 2.3 ***(0.3)
Matriculated at a four-year college 43.4 −1.7 (0.4)
Graduated in 2 years from any college† 1.9 0.1 (0.2)
Compared to selected WTCS districts
(student population-weighted)
Matriculated at local technical college 9.9 5.2 ***(1.6)
Economic disadvantage, MATC district
(Avg. N = 3, 557 students per year)
Filed FAFSA by March 15† 28.3 4.9 **(1.6)
Matriculated at MATC 12.2 6.4 ***(0.3)
Matriculated at any college 44.2 4.0 ***(0.6)
Matriculated at a four-year college 27.0 −1.0 (0.5)
Graduated in 2 years from any college† 1.0 0.4 (0.3)
MPS
(Avg. N = 3, 220 students per year)
Filed FAFSA by March 15† 30.7 5.1 *(2.0)
Matriculated at MATC 12.1 6.9 ***(0.3)
Matriculated at any college 45.2 3.6 ***(0.6)
Matriculated at a four-year college 28.9 −1.9 (1.1)
Graduated in 2 years from any college† 0.8 0.9 ***(0.1)
† Limited to class of 2017 and earlier
* p < 0.10 ** p < 0.05 *** p < 0.01
Source: Authors’ calculations using data from the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI),
National Student Clearinghouse (NSC), and Wisconsin Higher Educational Aids Board (HEAB).
Notes: Estimated using interrupted time series command from Linden (2015) with Newey-West standard
errors and one autoregressive lag. “Baseline” is the counterfactual matriculation in 2016, based on the
predicted value of the pre-Promise linear trend in the treated group. “Effect of Promise” is the break from
the pre-Promise trend line to the post-Promise trend line at 2016. For the row comparing to selected
WTCS districts, the effect differences out the effect in the comparison group.
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Figure 1: Matriculation to local technical college, MATC district and rest of state
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Source: Authors’ calculations using data from Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI) and
National Student Clearinghouse (NSC).
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Figure 2: Matriculation to local technical college, MATC district and matched comparison group of 5 technical
college districts
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Source: Authors’ calculations using data from Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI) and
National Student Clearinghouse (NSC).
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Figure 3: Matriculation to MATC, subgroups of students in the MATC district
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Source: Authors’ calculations using data from Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI) and
National Student Clearinghouse (NSC).
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