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DEDICATION 

To those who ignore their internal doubts and external doubters.  Nevertheless, she 

persisted. 
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ABSTRACT 

While a potential student may have the intellectual ability and internal motivation to 

pursue a postsecondary credential, having the financial means to cover the costs of 

tuition, fees, and living expenses, is often a barrier to achieving their educational goal.  

Over the past half century, billions of dollars in federal and state financial aid have been 

allocated in the United States in the form of need-based aid to support economically 

disadvantaged students in their pursuit of a postsecondary education.  However, despite 

the availability of funds to financially support students, a significant number of 

potentially eligible students each year opt not to apply for financial aid funding.  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore low-income community 

college students’ perceptions of financial aid surrounding their decision as to why they 

chose not to apply for financial aid.  Applying Perna’s (2006) conceptual model, 

recognizes students’ college-related decision making is influenced through the multi 

layers context areas of family, high school, higher education, and social factors.  The 

study was conducted through the lens of a social constructivism paradigm utilizing an 

instrumental case study research design.  Data collection included the researcher, a pre-

survey, semi-structured interviews, field notes, two campus observations, reflective 

journaling, and electronic and printed document review.  The 12 study participants were 

students enrolled at one medium-size community college located in the southeastern 

region of Texas.  A data analysis spiral assessment was used incorporating a constant 

comparison method.  The trustworthiness of the study involved integrated the study’s 

framework to focus on credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability to 

ensure the rigor and value of the qualitative study’s findings. 
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Study findings indicated participants’ perceptions of financial aid affected their 

college related behavior in their decision to not seek out financial aid to cover their 

tuition.  Perceptions of the FAFSA process being a time consuming procedure, influenced 

participants’ decision to not apply for aid.  Participants sought after the guidance of high 

school counselors but perceived the provided assistance was not beneficial in 

understanding how to complete the FAFSA.  Participants recommended individualized 

assistance with the FAFSA to increase the likelihood of completion and submission. 

The study results suggest implications and recommendations for higher education 

financial aid practices.  The study’s implications suggest the time and effort involved in 

completing the FAFSA was not worth participants’ investment with a risk of being 

denied aid.  Other implications include a need for secondary and postsecondary 

institutions to culturally embed into their goals and philosophy the importance of 

financial aid and awareness.  In addition, institutions must provide students with 

personalized assistance in completing the FAFSA to increase application submissions.   

Recommendations for higher education must ensure students are made aware of 

the benefits of financial aid in a method that does not confuse their perception of 

eligibility.  Additionally, high schools and colleges must allocate enough resources to 

prioritize the goal of financial aid awareness to ensure a lack of information is not a 

barrier to students completing the FAFSA.  Recommendations for future research should 

focus on a qualitative or mixed longitudinal study that identifies factors that may be 

barriers influencing students’ decisions to not complete a FAFSA.  Study results could 

identify institutional weaknesses to amend policies or procedures as needed.  

xi 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Determining whether or not to pursue a postsecondary credential is a decision that 

weighs heavily on the minds of a number of potentially eligible students and their 

families in the United States each year.  While there are a variety of factors to consider 

that could dissuade an individual from pursuing a postsecondary credential, the financial 

commitment is often a substantial barrier that is influential towards a student’s decision 

to not enroll in college (Bahr, Sparks, & Hoyer, 2018; Carnevale & Smith, 2018; 

Denning, 2017; Long, 2010; Zhai & Monzon, 2001).  Financing a postsecondary 

education continues to be ranked as a significant concern for students (American 

Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2020; Community College Survey of 

Student Engagement [CCSSE], 2019; Klepfer, Cornett, Fletcher, & Webster, 2018; 

National Survey of Student Engagement [NSSE], 2019; Stolzenberg et al., 2019) that 

could affect their decision enrollment and persistence in a postsecondary institution 

towards an earned credential.  The ability to afford tuition is a significant factor for 

consideration as low-income students decide whether to pursue college or which 

postsecondary institution to attend (Carnevale & Smith, 2018; Juszkiewicz, 2017; Sallie 

Mae, 2019).  Juszkiewicz (2017) suggested that rising tuition increases may be deterring 

low-income students from enrolling in college at all making it crucial to inform and 

educate students of their options in financing their college tuition.   

A student’s consideration of the tuition costs associated with obtaining a higher 

education credential is a factor that is understandable due to the rising cost of college 

expenses.  Ma, Baum, Pender, and Libassi (2019) analyzed data trends from the National 

1
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Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and revealed the average cost of tuition has 

continued to steadily rise since 1980.  The published tuition rates of American two-year 

public institutions increased on average by $670 and on an average of $2,020 at public 

four-year institutions from the academic years of 2009-10 to 2019-20 (Ma et al.).  The 

average annual published postsecondary tuition and fees in the academic year of 2019-20 

for public, in-district community colleges was $3,730 and for four-year public, in-state 

colleges was $10,440 (AACC, 2020).   

Some scholars (Carnevale & Smith, 2018; Flowers, 2011; Ma, Pender, & Welch, 

2019) have suggested a common reason for an individual to seek out a higher education 

is the belief that attaining a postsecondary certificate or degree will increase the 

likelihood of his or her monetary earnings over a lifetime.  Ma et al. (2019) analyzed data 

from the U.S. Census Bureau and determined for individuals who had earned educational 

credentials beyond high school, the odds increased that they were less likely to need 

public aid, and were more likely to reach higher income quartiles resulting in more taxes 

being paid.  The estimated tax payments in 2018 paid by associate degree holders was 

$11,400 compared to $8,700 for individuals who had earned only a high school diploma 

(Ma, et al., 2019).  Scholars (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013; Cho, Jacobs, & Zhang, 2013; 

Denning, Marx, & Turner, 2017; Ma, et al., 2019; Scott-Clayton & Zafar, 2019) have 

reported for the segment of the U.S. population who have earned a postsecondary 

credential, not only do they have an advantage financially themselves, but benefit society 

economically as they are more probable to be home owners and less likely to rely on or 

need governmental aid.  
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There does appear to be a strong correlation between an individual’s higher 

educational attainment and less likelihood he or she will experience poverty in America.  

Ma, Pender, and Welch (2019) used data from the U.S. Census Bureau and determined 

for all household types such as married couples with children and female householders 

with children, poverty rates fell as the level of education increased in the household.  For 

households with an individual who held an associate degree in 2018, the poverty rate was 

7% compared to 13% for those households headed by high school graduates with no 

college experience (Ma et al., 2019).  Semega, Kollar, Creamer, and Mohanty (2019) 

analyzed data from the U.S. Census Bureau and determined individuals who lived in the 

United States and had earned a bachelor’s degree or higher in 2018, only 4.4% of this 

population lived in poverty compared to 12.7% in poverty of those individuals who had 

only earned a high school education and had acquired no college credentials.   

The value of a postsecondary credential in the United States is evident based upon 

the increased average earnings of employees who have earned higher educational 

qualifications.  According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics ([BLS], 2018), as 

workers attained higher educational credentials beyond high school, educated workers’ 

median weekly salary earnings increased and the chance of unemployment decreased 

over the past two decades.  In 2019, persons over the age of 25 who were awarded an 

associate degree and worked full-time, earned on average $887 per week and experienced 

a 2.7% unemployment rate (BLS, 2019).  In comparison, individuals over the age of 25 

who had received only a high school diploma, earned on average $746 per week and 

experienced a higher unemployment rate of 3.7% in 2019 (BLS).   
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 For low-income individuals who are considering pursuing a postsecondary 

credential, financial options are available to offset their college expenses through federal 

funding programs designed to level the field of income inequality.  Established under 

President Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency, the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 was 

signed into legislation to assist low-income students with tuition costs by authorizing and 

increasing federal funding to American postsecondary institutions (Bastedo, Altbach, & 

Gumport, 2016).  Title IV of the HEA of 1965 is the section in reference to the federal 

student financial aid programs to assist low-income college level students with their 

tuition and fees (U.S. Department of Education, n.d. – c).  The Title IV provision of the 

HEA created options for colleges and universities to provide economically disadvantaged 

students with financial aid in the form of federal grants, work-study, and loans (National 

Postsecondary Student Aid Study [NPSAS], 2013).   

 The first requirement to determine a student’s eligibility for any type of Title IV 

federal aid or state funding, requires the student to complete the Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  To be considered for federal financial aid, FAFSA 

applicants must meet basic eligibility requirements such as demonstrating financial need, 

being a U.S. citizen or eligible noncitizen, issued a social security number, being enrolled 

for at least six postsecondary credit hours, and if a male, being registered with the U.S. 

Selective Services (FSA, n.d. – j).  As well, the FAFSA requires the applicant to reveal 

personal financial details such as income, assets, family size, and the current number of 

siblings enrolled in college (Denning, 2017; Park & Scott-Clayton, 2017; Turner, 2014) 

to further determine a student’s eligibility to qualify for federal aid funding.   
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Established as part of Title IV of the HEA of 1965, federal Pell Grants are need-

based, non-merit, typically non-repayable grants awarded to qualified low-income 

undergraduate students to support their ability to pay for a postsecondary education 

(Federal Student Aid [FSA], n.d. - d).  The Pell Grant is still currently the largest federal 

need-base, non-merit grant program targeted to low-income undergraduate students to 

promote postsecondary institution access (FSA, n.d. - c).  During the 2018-19 academic 

year, 6.8 million low-income students were recipients of $28.2 billion dollars in Pell 

Grants (Ma et al., 2019).  Pell Grants composed 30% of the total $135.6 billion in federal, 

state, institutional, and private grant aid available to postsecondary students during the 

2018-19 academic year (Ma et al.).   

In addition to Pell Grants, students with exceptionally high financial need could 

be eligible for additional non-repayable grant funds in the form of a federal Supplemental 

Educational Opportunity Grant (SEOG).  Postsecondary institutions receive a limited 

amount of SEOG funds from the U.S. Department of Education each year and financial 

aid departments are authorized to issue additional funds between $100 to $4,000 to 

supplement the highest financially needy students in addition to their Pell Grant (FSA, 

n.d. – h).  Unlike Pell Grant awards which are distributed to every qualified student

approved for aid, SEOG funds are limited due to the set amount of funds that an 

institution received and the number of students who applied for SEOG aid each year.  A 

qualified low-income student could have failed to receive additional SEOG funds due to 

submitting their FAFSA application later and the institution’s limited SEOG funds 

having already been distributed to other financially needy students who applied earlier 

(FSA, n.d. - h).   
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Information collected from the FAFSA also enables postsecondary financial aid 

departments to calculate a student’s qualification for a possible college work-study 

position.  For participating postsecondary institutions, the federal work-study program 

provides enrolled students with part-time jobs on and off campus with federal, state, or 

local public agencies to further assist financially needy students with their college 

expenses (FSA, n.d. – e).  During the 2018-19 academic year, 613,000 students nationally 

were awarded work-study aid as part of their financial aid package with their salaries 

being compensated from this federal program (Ma et al., 2019).  Scott-Clayton and 

Minaya’s (2016) study findings suggested for those students who pursued a bachelor’s 

degree and had participated in the work-study program, they were more likely to 

complete their degree and be employed six years later as opposed to those students not 

awarded or who chose not to participate.  On-campus work-study programs could provide 

financially needy students with more flexibility in their work schedules to avoid conflict 

with their college course schedule (Scott-Clayton & Minaya, 2016).   

For students who need additional financial assistance beyond grants or whose 

family resources were determined to exceed the income thresholds for need based Pell 

Grant eligibility, Title IV of the HEA created the Guaranteed Student Loan (GSL) 

Program (Bastedo, Altbach, & Gumport, 2016).  An amendment to the GSL Program in 

1978, removed the financial need requirement and allowed all students to apply for and 

receive federal loans up to the institution’s cost of attendance regardless of the dependent 

student’s family income or financial need (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Unlike qualifying for 

a Pell Grant, students do not have to demonstrate financial need in order to qualify for 

most federal loans (NCES, n.d. - a).  Students are required to complete the FAFSA prior 
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to applying for a loan and must repay their loans (unlike grants) within a certain grace 

period after graduation or in the event they drop below a half-time enrollment of six 

semester credit hours while enrolled in a postsecondary institution (FSA, n.d. - b).   

Along with the possibility of being awarded federal funds, Texas students who 

complete the FAFSA, also have access to non-repayable state grants.  Eligible students 

who completed the FAFSA and were classified as being Texas residents, could have 

qualified for additional grant funds through the Texas Educational Opportunity Grant 

(TEOG) program (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 2019e).  .  

During the 2018 fiscal year, 58% of TEOG Texas community college recipients were 

Hispanic, had an average income of $21,947, and/or received an average TEOG award of 

$2,170 (THECB, 2019e).  According to the THECB (2019e), community college student 

recipients of a TEOG award had a higher six-year graduation/persistence rate at 44.2% 

compared to 28.3% of those community college students with a below median income 

who did not receive a TEOG award.   

Another available grant program for Texas low-income students with financial 

need is the Texas Public Educational Grant (TPEG) award.  State universities, state and 

technical colleges, health-related institutions, and community colleges must allocate 

funds from their own budget for TPEG awards for students “whose educational costs are 

not met in whole or in part from other sources” (THECB, 2019e, p. 19).  Similar to 

TEOG funds, students must complete the FAFSA and their qualification for TPEG funds 

will be determined by the institution’s financial aid office (College for All Texans, n.d.).  

The average TPEG award during the 2018 fiscal year was $1,301 and 45% of recipients 

were Hispanic (THECB, 2019e).  According to the THECB (2019e), public Texas two-
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year student recipients of a TPEG award had a higher six-year graduation/persistence rate 

of 31.0% compared to 27.4% of students with a below median income and were not 

TPEG recipients.   

While federal financial aid is not an option for students who are not U.S. citizens 

or permanent residents, Texas legislators have budgeted state financial aid funds for this 

population of students meeting residency eligibility requirements.  In Texas, immigrant 

and foreign-born students who have attended a Texas high school for at least 36 months 

and have graduated with a diploma or equivalent, may petition for an affidavit of 

residency to receive lower in-state or in-district tuition fees at Texas public institutions 

(THECB, 2008.).  Once a student has established their state residency, whether as a 

foreign student or non-citizen, they could apply and possible qualify for Texas in-state 

financial aid.  Texas college students who are not eligible to apply for the FAFSA, due to 

not being a U.S. citizen or permanent resident, may complete a Texas Application for 

State Financial Aid (TASFA).  Non-citizen students who have shown to have a financial 

need and qualified for TASFA funds, could be eligible for TPEG or TEOG funds from 

the state (THECB, 2008).   Texas residents, non-residents, and international students may 

receive TPEG awards as long as the award does not exceed the student’s demonstrated 

financial need (THECB, 2019e). 

Statement of the Problem 

Colleges and universities have had a history of being concerned about their 

enrolled student’s ability to pay for college and the available systems of aid to alleviate 

the financial stress associated with tuition costs (Fuller, 2014).  Many scholars (Britt, 

Ammerman, Barrett, & Jones, 2017; Chan, Chau, & Chan, 2012; Palmer, Bliss, Goetz, & 
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Moorman, 2010; Trombitas, 2012) have found a negative correlation between the stress 

of determining how to finance a postsecondary degree, and the negative impact it can 

have on a student’s academic progress or performance preventing him or her from 

enrolling or maintaining acceptable academic progress.  Dynarski and Scott-Clayton 

(2013) suggested a college’s enrollment and persistent rate is often contingent upon 

students’ financial support and the ease in applying for and accessing financial aid.  

McKinney and Novak (2013) claimed when students elected not to apply for financial 

aid, community colleges encountered enrollment management challenges where students 

were less likely to persist, remain enrolled, and had their academic performance and 

progress negatively impacted.  Completing the FAFSA application is a necessary step for 

low-income students to potentially receive financial support to cover partial or full tuition 

costs in the anticipation in minimizing the stress accompanying their college debt.   

Despite the increased availability of financial aid created through the HEA of 

1965 Title IV amendment, a number of previous studies (e.g., Albert & Christopher, 

2010; Fenney & Heroff, 2013; Kantrowitz, 2011; King, 2006; Kofoed, 2017; McClure, 

2011; McKinney & Novak, 2015; Scott-Clayton, 2015) have demonstrated a significant 

percentage of eligible low-income students have failed to complete the FAFSA each 

academic year despite the  likelihood of being eligible.  The American Association of 

Community Colleges (AACC) reviewed data from the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) and discovered community college students were least likely to 

complete the FAFSA with 44% of community college students not completing the 

necessary forms for federal aid, compared to only 30% of all four-year postsecondary 

students being identified as non-FAFSA filers (AACC, 2016).  Higher risked community 
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college students have been documented to be less likely to complete the FAFSA than 

students at public and private four-year and for-profit institutions (College Board 

Advocacy and Policy Center, 2010; Handel, 2008; Kantrowitz, 2011; McKinney & 

Novak, 2013; Novak & McKinney, 2011).  McKinney and Novak (2013) ascertained 

when low-income community college students’ failed to utilize financial aid resources, 

they were more likely to encounter greater challenges being identified as barriers to their 

postsecondary access, persistence, and degree attainment.   

The Community College Survey for Student Engagement (CCSSE) (2019) 

consisted of data from community college student survey takers from 616 two-year 

postsecondary institutions from 48 states and the District of Columbia, Guam, Marshall 

Islands, Micronesia, and two Canadian provinces.  Of the 96,513 part-time students who 

completed the CCSSE, 45.9% indicated they were likely or very likely to withdraw from 

a class or college due to a lack of finances and 44.2% of the 240,470 full-time students 

indicated they would withdraw due to a lack of funds (CCSSE, 2019).  Despite 49% of 

community college students stating they ran out of money within the past 12 months 

(CCSSE, 2019), millions of community college students did not apply for any federal or 

state financial assistance (Kantrowitz, 2011) to receive aid to potentially decrease their 

chance of withdrawing due to a lack of financial means.  King (2006) and Novak and 

McKinney (2011) reported that community college students have the most demonstrated 

financial need yet are the least likely to complete the FAFSA.  Novak and McKinney 

(2011) claimed that community college students were struggling financially to the point 

of possible withdrawal, but were still the least likely to apply for financial aid to alleviate 

their financial burdens.   
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Novak and McKinney (2011) conducted a logistic regression analysis from the 

Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/06) consisting of a 

national cohort of students enrolled in their first year of college and determined low-

income eligible students who completed the FAFSA, had “122% higher odds of 

persisting compared to their lower-income peers who did not file a FAFSA” (p. 5).  

Novak and McKinney (2011) argued that by not completing the FAFSA, students risked 

not receiving financial aid in the form of grants and, in turn, were in peril to an adverse 

impact on their future academic success and college persistence.  A number of studies 

(Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2012; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; 

Denning, 2017; Juszkiewicz, 2019; Long & Riley, 2007; Novak & McKinney, 2011; 

Palmer, Bliss, Goetz, & Moorman, 2010; Zhai & Monzon, 2001) have conceded the 

stress linked with managing college related debt and the ability to cover tuition costs, can 

lead to a student’s poor academic performance resulting in a longer enrollment or 

dropping out of college all together.   

In an analysis of the 2011–12 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study 

(NPSAS:12), a comprehensive, national survey of 95,000 undergraduate and 16,000 

graduate students from all 50 states and the District of Columbia that collects data on the 

topic of how students finance their college education (NCES, n.d. – a), the NCES 

reported that 30% of public two-year community college students did not apply for any 

financial aid and 43% of these same students thought they were ineligible.  Scott-Clayton 

(2015) reported that her analysis of the NPSAS:12 data revealed of the 30% of students 

who did not complete the FAFSA, one-third or 2.3 million students would have been 

awarded a Pell Grant (up to a maximum of $5,550 for the 2011-12 academic year) had 
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they simply completed the FAFSA.  Kofoed’s (2017) analysis of the NPSAS:12 data 

revealed American college students enrolled in 2012 who chose not to complete the 

FAFSA, left $3.2 billion in non-repayable Pell Grants and $2.9 billion in postsecondary 

institutional grants behind.  Kofoed (2017) argued had these students completed the 

FAFSA, they would have received on average $1,281 in Pell Grants and $1,016 in 

institutional grants to be applied toward their college tuition and expenses.   

According to the Texas Education Agency (TEA), 60% of students enrolled in K-

12 grade levels during the 2019-20 academic year were classified as being economically 

disadvantaged (TEA, 2020) indicating the potential for a large percentage of future 

generations of Texas college students being economically disadvantaged.  As of July 1, 

2019, an estimated 14.9% of Texans lived in poverty (American Community Survey 

[ACS], 2019) to indicate they were more likely to meet the basic guidelines of being low-

income and a higher likelihood of being approved for financial aid.  According to the 

U.S. Health and Human Services January 2019 poverty guidelines, a family of four 

would be considered living in poverty if they made $25,750 or less (U.S. Health and 

Human Services, 2019). 

Minority Hispanic and Black residents of Texas have an increased likelihood of 

living in poverty at more than twice the rate of Asian and White residents (Center for 

Public Policy Priorities, 2019).  The percentage of Texas’ residents living in poverty 

revealed there is a significant number of potentially eligible students who would most 

likely qualify for financial aid if they were to complete the FAFSA.  Yet, as of August 

23, 2019, Texas ranked 27th in the United States with only 60.5% of the graduating class 

of 2019 high school seniors having completed a FAFSA for the 2019-20 academic year 
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ranking below the national U.S. average of 62.0% of seniors completing the FAFSA by 

the same date (National College Attainment Network [NCAN], 2019).   

The HEA of 1965 still currently exists to provide resources in the form of federal 

grants, loans, and work-study to assist enrolled low-income students; however, in order to 

receive any type of federal aid, students must take the initial steps by completing and 

submitting the FAFSA.  Considering the large percentage of Texas students living in 

poverty, understanding the reasons why potentially eligible Texas college students would 

not apply for aid, can provide college policymakers with an opportunity to review 

processes to possibly influence low-income students’ decisions to apply for financial aid 

in the anticipation it will alleviate the financial barriers to students’ academic success.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore low-income community 

college students’ experiences and perceptions regarding financial aid, and the possible 

factors that influenced their decisions to not complete the FAFSA.  Using Perna’s (2006) 

Conceptual Model (Figure 1), this study focused on community college students’ 

perceptions regarding social and institutional barriers that may have influenced their 

decision to identify as non-FAFSA filers.  Additional perceptions reviewed for the study 

were how their family, social context, high school, and the higher education institution 

may have influenced a student's financial aid college-related decision to not apply for 

financial aid.  Perna claimed, “A student’s knowledge and beliefs about college-going 

processes are influenced by the college-going beliefs of the student’s family members, 

teachers, and peers as well as the availability of college-related information in the school 

a student attends” (Perna, 2015, p. 7).  A student’s age, ethnicity, or family dependency 
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can be persuasive influences as to why a student would not apply for federal aid (Kofoed, 

2017).  Identifying influential factors in the study participants’ decision to not complete 

the FAFSA, could advance higher education practices by providing empirical evidence 

for community college decision makers to consider for relevant policy and procedural 

decision making. 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of low-income community college students not

applying for financial aid to pay for their college education?

2. What do low-income community college students perceive are the social

barriers that influenced their decision to not apply for financial aid?

3. What institutional factors do low-income community college students

perceive influenced their decision to not complete the FAFSA?

4. What recommendations do low-income community college students perceive

institutions can practice to influence their decision to apply for financial aid?

Significance of the Study 

In 1965, the state of Texas established the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 

Board (THECB) “to provide leadership and coordination for the Texas higher education 

system to achieve excellence for the college education of Texas students” (THECB, 

2009, p. 1).  As an additional responsibility, the THECB designed a statewide higher 

education strategic plan in 2015 entitled 60x30TX to support the state’s challenge and 

ensure more residents will earn a college credential in the future.  The plan was 

established by the THECB to focus on four goals through the year 2030: 1) an educated 
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Texas population; 2) credential completion; 3) attainment of marketable skills; and 4) 

reduced student debt (THECB, 2015).  The overarching goal of 60x30TX has been set 

with a target that at least 60% of Texans between the ages of 25-34 will have earned a 

certificate or degree by the year 2030 (THECB, 2015).  According to the latest 60x30TX 

progress report, 43.5% of Texans between the ages of 25-34 have earned a postsecondary 

credential in the form of a certificate or degree as of 2018 (THECB, 2019b).  The state of 

Texas’ higher education plan “is designed to ensure that a competitive and prosperous 

future remains for students seeking to better their lives and the lives of their families” 

(THECB, 2015, p. 5).   

The THECB is responsible for overseeing Texas’ financial aid programs and has 

made financial aid one of the focus points of the state’s strategic plan.  According to the 

THECB strategic plan, “Financial aid plays a key role in accomplishing the four goals 

articulated in 60x30TX” (THECB, 2019e, p. iv).  To ensure more Texas students 

complete the FAFSA and to address the issue of a considerable number of students 

missing out on qualified aid, Texas legislators passed a law to increase FAFSA 

completion rates.  In 2019, the 86th Texas Legislative session passed House Bill 3 starting 

with the 2020-21 academic year to require all high school graduates to submit a financial 

aid application as one of the requirements to be met for their high school graduation 

(THECB, 2019d).  The THECB has determined that “financial aid is essential to 

increasing completion rates and expanding students’ options for careers after graduation” 

(THECB, 2019e, p. v).  Recognizing the importance of FAFSA completion, Texas 

legislators are anticipating more economically disadvantage students will pursue 

postsecondary credentials as a result of the new state law.   
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 Providing financial aid options for graduating high school seniors could increase 

the likelihood of graduates enrolling in a postsecondary institution immediately after 

graduation.  High school graduates who delay enrollment into college for the fall 

semester immediately after graduating, are at a higher probability of being significantly 

less likely to complete a college credential in the future (Adelman, 2006; Lin & Liu, 

2019; THECB, 2019b; Turk, 2017).  Turk (2017) analyzed data from the Educational 

Longitudinal Study collected during the years of 2002 – 2012 and discovered high school 

graduates who delayed their college enrollment by more than three months, were 13% 

less likely to earn a college credential.  Nationally and in Texas, low-income high school 

students are the least likely to enroll in college after graduation (American Council on 

Education, 2015; THECB, 2019a).  Texas falls significantly behind other colleges 

nationally with only 52% of the 2018 Texas high school graduates attending college the 

following fall semester after graduation compared to the national average at 67% who 

enrolled in college immediately after high school (THECB, 2019a).   

Community college students in particular are a significant population to study as 

to why they chose not to complete a FAFSA due to being more likely to be at a higher 

risk of being disproportionately low-income, first-generation, and enrolled part-time 

(AACC, 2020; Edgecombe, 2019; Ma & Baum, 2019) and at an increased chance of 

withdrawing from college due to a lack of funds (CCSSE, 2019).  A number of studies 

(College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2010; Davidson, 2015; Fletcher & Klepfer, 

2019; Kantrowitz, 2011; Novak & McKinney, 2011) have determined community college 

students have high unmet financial need to cover the costs affiliated with attending and 

persisting in college.  By providing need-based grants to students, resulting in reducing 
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the cost of attending college, it has been demonstrated that low-income students were 

encouraged to continue enrollment and earn their postsecondary credentials (Deming & 

Dynarski, 2009; Page & Scott-Clayton, 2016).  Previous studies (Bettinger et al, 2012; 

Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Denning, 2017; Juszkiewicz, 2019; Long & Riley, 2007; 

Novak & McKinney, 2011; Zhai & Monzon, 2001) have shown a positive relationship 

between low-income students receiving financial aid and their college persistence.  

McKinney and Novak’s (2015) study results revealed alleviating the financial barriers 

affiliated with attending college, addressed the primary reason for a student’s departure 

from their postsecondary institution.   

Further understanding the factors influencing students’ decisions to not apply for 

financial aid, allows for developing opportunities to address students’ perceptions to 

potentially increase FAFSA completion resulting in the possibility of a higher likelihood 

of persistence and academic success for enrolled students and their institutions.  

Understanding the perceptions of Pell Grant eligible community college students as to 

why they would not apply for financial aid is significant as it provides an opportunity to 

research the barriers to be eliminated that could be preventing students from applying for 

aid.  The study’s data will be significant to relevant stakeholders for consideration when 

reviewing current financial aid policies and procedures for assessment of its effectiveness 

in reaching potentially qualified students their institution is serving and may be missing. 

Summary of the Conceptual Framework of the Study 

The conceptual framework for this study was based on Perna’s (2006) past 

research that applied the author’s multi-level conceptual model of factors.  Perna’s model 

was used to explore the factors that influenced community college students’ college 
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decision-making choice to not apply for financial aid.  Perna’s (2006) Conceptual Model 

(Figure 1) assumed a student’s college-related decision making and their perception is 

influenced through four context areas: 1) family; 2) high school; 3) higher education; and 

4) social, economic, and policy context.  This conceptual model assumed that these 

factors contributed to and shaped the student’s perception regarding their college-related 

choices (Perna, 2007).  Perna’s (2006) conceptual model provided a framework for this 

study to exam students’ perceptions of financial aid and how possible social and 

educational factors may have influenced their decision to not seek out financial aid to 

cover the costs of their tuition and related fees.  
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Figure 1 - Perna’s Conceptual Model of Student College Choice

 

 (Perna, 2006, p. 117)  
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Summary of Methodology 

 This qualitative study was conducted through the lens of the social constructivism 

paradigm, utilizing an instrumental case study research design.  The setting for this study 

was a medium-sized, suburban community college located in the southeast region of 

Texas.  Study participants were identified as being low-income community college 

students who chose not to complete the FAFSA to obtain financial aid to fund their 

related postsecondary expenses.  Selected participants were considered low-income if 

they answered “yes” to one of the following pre-survey questions: 1) would have had 

difficulty obtaining $500; 2) had to borrow money in the past year for basic necessities 

(food, shelter, or transportation); and/or 3) worried about having enough money to pay 

tuition and affiliated fees for their next semester of college.  The data collection process 

tools for this study consisted of semi-structure interviews with 12 study participants, a 

pre-survey, the researcher’s journal, financial aid department and study institution 

campus observations, field notes, and a review of the financial aid department website 

and related attached documents. 

Data analysis was conducted utilizing Creswell’s (2003) data analysis steps as a 

guide to start the process of organizing data from interviews, gaining a common sense of 

information, coding, advancement of descriptions and themes, and an evaluation of a 

descriptive analysis identifying emerging themes from the collected data.  As the data set 

was collected, the data was organized into reduced meaningful subsections and the 

subsets were labeled applying open and axial coding methods (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 

2007).  The trustworthiness of the study involved the establishment of credibility, 

confirmability, dependability, and transferability.   
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Definition of Terms 

The following financial aid terms and definitions are provided for a common basis 

of understanding: 

Cost of Attendance (COA).  The COA are educational expenses or a budget a 

postsecondary institution estimates to be the cost of tuition and fees as well as the cost of 

room and board, transportation and commuting costs, books and supplies, miscellaneous 

personal expenses, and dependent care (if applicable) (FSA, n.d. - i). 

Dependent Student.  A student’s status as identified by their financial eligibility 

who is enrolled in an undergraduate program, is not married, is not a veteran, and is 

younger than 24 years old.  Parents of dependent students would be required to provide a 

listing of their income and assets on the FAFSA whether or not the parent intended to 

help pay for their child’s education or not.  (Cahalan, Perna, Yamashita, Wright-Kim, & 

Jiang, 2019).  

Enrollment Status.  A student’s enrollment status indicates if he or she is 

currently or previously enrolled full-time, three-quarter time, half-time, less than half-

time, withdrawn, or graduated (FSA, n.d. - c).  The amount of a Pell Grant award is 

contingent upon the student’s enrollment status. 

Expected Family Contribution (EFC).  The EFC is the amount of funds a 

dependent student and family are expected to contribute toward a student’s cost of 

college attendance.  The EFC calculation is used to determine a student’s amount of 

eligible financial aid to be potentially awarded (FSA, n.d. - i). 

Federal Pell Grants.  A Pell Grant is a form of federal financial aid for 

undergraduate students who have not earned a baccalaureate or professional degree and 
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have proven financial need (FSA, n.d. - c).  The Pell Grant is calculated based only upon 

students’ financial need and not upon their academic merit (FSA).   

 Federal Work-Study (FWS) Program.  The FWS Program provides federal 

monetary awards to college students with a financial need to provide part-time campus 

employment to earn a salary to assist with educational and other expenses (FSA, n.d. - e).   

 Financial Aid.  Financial aid funding can come in the form of federal, state, 

institutional, or private grants, loans, and work-study to supplement or fully cover 

students postsecondary related expenses (FSA, n.d. - f).  

 Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  The FAFSA is the 

financial aid application college students must complete to determine their eligibility for 

federal funds (FSA, n.d. - a).   

 Grants.  Grants are a type of federal and state financial aid considered to be gift 

aid because it does not need to be paid back and is often based on a student’s financial 

need and not upon their academic merit (FSA, n.d. - c).   

 Independent Student.  An independent student is one of the following: at least 

24 years old, married, a graduate or professional student, a veteran, a member of the 

armed forces, an orphan, a ward of the court, someone with legal dependents (children) 

other than a spouse, an emancipated minor, or someone who is homeless or at risk of 

becoming homeless.  Parental financial information is not required (FSA, n.d. – l). 

Loans.  Loans are a type of financial aid a student may apply for with the 

requirement he or she pays back the funds with interest under certain prescribed 

repayment conditions upon graduating or withdrawing from college (FSA, n.d. - b).   
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Low-income students.  Low-income students are those who enrolled in fewer 

classes due to costs, borrowed money in the past 12 months to cover basic necessities 

(food, transportation, or housing), worried about having enough money to cover tuition 

for the next semester, and/or would not be able to obtain $500 cash in the event of an 

unexpected emergency.   

 Need-Based Aid.  Need-based aid is awarded financial aid to students based upon 

their demonstrated calculated financial need for assistance (FSA, n.d. - i). 

Assumptions of the Study 

 Assumptions in studies are the researcher’s beliefs that form the basis for the 

research and are not supported or tested by empirical data (Ary, Cheser Jacob, & 

Razavieh, 2006).  Several assumptions were present in this study: 1) an assumption that 

the study participants had a sincere interest in participating in the research; 2) participants 

were truthful about their perceptions of financial aid and why they chose not to apply; 

and 3) there was an assumption the chosen methodology was appropriate to gather thick 

and dense material from the study participants’ responses further expanding previous 

study findings as to the reasons and factors as to why students chose not to apply for 

financial aid. 

Limitations of  the Study 

 Limitations of a research study are identifiable potential weaknesses of a study 

(Creswell, 2003).  Identifying the possible weaknesses of the study can substantiate to the 

extent that the findings may or may not be transferable (Creswell, 2012).  A limitation of 

this study includes that it was conducted at only one community college in Texas. 

Another limitation is that the identification of the participants being low-income was 
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determined by their self-reported information. In addition, a final limitation is that the 

transferability of the findings of this study is at the discretion of the reader (Patton, 2015).   

Summary 

 The stress linked with managing debt and the ability to cover tuition costs, can 

lead to a student’s poor academic performance resulting in a longer enrollment or 

dropping out of college all together has been well documented (Bettinger, Long, 

Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2012; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Denning, 2017; 

Juszkiewicz, 2019; Long & Riley, 2007; Novak & McKinney, 2011; Palmer et al., 2010; 

Zhai & Monzon, 2001).  To assist low-income college students with tuition costs, the 

Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 was passed to provide federal financial aid 

assistance to low-income students in a no repayment subsidy in the form of grants and/or 

work-study opportunities (FSA, n.d. - c).  Despite the available of federal and state funds 

available to assist low-income students with their postsecondary costs, Novak and 

McKinney (2011) claimed community college students were more likely to be struggling 

financially to the point of possibly withdrawing, but were the least likely to complete the 

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).   

 To further understand why potentially eligible community college students did not 

apply for financial aid, this qualitative study collected data about non-FAFSA filing low-

income Texas community college students’ perceptions of financial aid.  As often 

designated open admissions postsecondary institutions that typically offer lower tuition 

than other postsecondary institutions, community colleges provide low-income, first 

generation with a practicable option to access college level courses or credentials (Cohen, 

Brawer, & Kisker, 2014, NCES, 2020).  In particular, Texas residents have an advantage 
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in that Texas has the third lowest community college tuition rates in America (THECB, 

2019c).  Community college students were a relevant population to study as they have the 

most demonstrated financial need (Ma & Baum, 2019; Novak & McKinney, 2011).   

Utilizing a qualitative approach, this study analyzed data gathered through 

interviews with enrolled students who chose not to apply for financial aid at one medium-

sized Texas community college.  Study participants were interviewed individually to 

collect data regarding their perceptions of financial aid and what possible social 

influences, educational institutions, and/or family factors influenced their behavior and 

decision to not apply.  Along with the interviews, data was gathered through two 

financial aid related campus observations, a website review, field notes, and insights from 

the researcher’s journal.  The significance of this study is crucial since a positive 

correlation can exist between a student applying for aid and an increased chance of 

college persistence (McKinney & Novak, 2013), indicating the study’s potential value to 

other comparable community colleges.   

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

Chapter II presents a review of the literature relating to the impact of financial aid 

and what factors influenced a student from applying for aid.  Chapter III discusses the 

selected methodology and research design of the study.  Chapter IV provides the process 

of collecting relevant data resulting in the study’s findings.  Chapter V offers a discussion 

of the study’s findings, implications, and recommendations for higher education practices 

for future research. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Chapter II presents a review of existing literature on the influence financial aid 

has on a postsecondary student’s academic success and what potential factors impede 

low-income community college students from applying for financial aid.  The following 

topics are covered in the literature review: 1) financial aid in America; 2) community 

colleges; 3) reasons for not applying for financial aid; 4) outcomes when students 

received financial aid; 5) influencing completion of the Free Application for Federal 

Student Aid (FAFSA) process; 6) conceptual framework; and 7) a summary.  The 

purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of low-income community college 

students who were potentially eligible for financial aid but chose not to apply for 

financial aid by completing a FAFSA as an option to fund their postsecondary education. 

Financial Aid in America 

Truman Commission of 1947 

After the ending of World War II, a paradigm shift emerged in the United States 

(U.S.) to ensure access to a postsecondary education was more accessible and equitable 

to a larger population of American students despite their inability to pay, or their race, 

gender, or religion (Gilbert & Heller, 2013).  To address this concern, President Truman 

assembled the President’s Commission on Higher Education (the Truman Commission of 

1947) tasked with “reexamining the objectives, methods, and facilities of higher 

education in the United States in the light of the social role it has to play” (President’s 

Commission on Higher Education, 1947, p. 1).  In response to this charge, the 
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commission’s members provided President Truman with a six volume report with 

recommendations to improve higher education access and equity for all Americans.   

 The one commission recommendation that received the most attention and highest 

response in federal policy changes was the elimination of economic barriers for potential 

students to attend a U.S. postsecondary institution of their choice (Gilbert & Heller, 

2013).  As the Truman Commission stated in its report: 

The old, comfortable idea that ‘any boy can get a college education who has it in 

him’ simply is not true.  Low family income, together with the rising costs of 

education, constitutes an almost impassable barrier to college education for many 

young people (President’s Commission on Higher Education, 1947, p. 28)    

 The Truman Commission Report stated, “It must always be remembered that at 

least as many young people who have the same or greater intellectual ability than those 

now in college do not enroll because of low family income” (President’s Commission on 

Higher Education, 1947, p. 6).  The report revealed the barrier encountered to a higher 

educational credential by low-income students to be a relevant concern that is still 

experienced by students in the 21st century.  As recent findings suggests (Denning, 2017; 

Klepfer, Cornett, Fletcher, & Webster, 2018; Long, 2010; Stolzenberg et al., 2019), 

students from low-income families are still less likely to enroll in a postsecondary 

institution today as when the report was published decades ago. 

Higher Education Act of 1965 

 Following President Truman’s Commission Report 18 years later, President 

Johnson informed the United States Congress on January 12th, 1965 that, “Higher 

education is no longer a luxury but a necessity,” and requested that access to federal 
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financial assistance for college be made available for low and middle income families 

(The Association of Centers for the Study of Congress, n.d., p. 1).  On November 8th, 

1965, President Johnson signed the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 (Public Law 

89-329, 1965) to provide federal monetary in the form of grants and low-interest loans 

for low-income students to supplement their tuition at American postsecondary 

institutions (U.S. Department of Education, n.d. - a).  The HEA of 1965 established funds 

to allow postsecondary institutions to provide financial aid to students of “exceptional 

financial need; and he would not, but for an educational opportunity grant, be financially 

able to pursue a course of study at such institution of higher education” (HEA Public Law 

89-329, 1965, p. 1233-1234).  The HEA of 1965 was reauthorized in 1972 and enacted 

the Basic Education Opportunity Grant (BEOG) program to provide grant aid for 

qualified postsecondary students and would later be renamed in 1980 after Senator 

Claiborne Pell of Rhode Island (U.S. Department of Education, n.d. – d) for what is 

currently and commonly known today as a Pell Grant. 

Prior to the passage of the HEA of 1965, there were no available federal need-

base grants or work-study opportunities targeted specifically for non-veteran low-income 

students to overcome the financial barriers that may have been preventing them from 

enrolling in U.S. postsecondary institutions.  The only federal funding for higher 

education prior to the HEA of 1965 was the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944 

(G.I. Bill) that offered federal aid for veterans to cover the costs of tuition, books, and 

supplies (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d.) and the National Defense Education 

Act of 1958 that provided low-interest loans with debt cancellation for students who 

pursued a teaching career upon graduation and/or fellowships for graduate students 
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majoring in science, mathematics, engineering, and other strategic fields (U.S. 

Department of Education, n.d. – b). 

 To supplement or fully cover the financial burden affiliated with college costs, the 

HEA of 1965 continues to currently provide low-income students with access to federal 

need-based financial aid resources to alleviate the financial constraints associated with 

college enrollment (Shudde & Scott-Clayton, 2016).  As of the 2018-19 academic year, 

the total amount of federal funding issued to undergraduates and graduates who received 

student aid in the form of grants from all sources, work-study, loans, and tax credits was 

$246 billion (Baum, Ma, Pender, & Libassi, 2019).  Financial aid under the HEA has 

provided options to students for college enrollment and choice (Xue & Chao, 2015) that 

they may not have had prior to the passing of the HEA of 1965.   

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) 

 The first step in determining a student’s qualification and eligibility for a federal 

aid award in the form of a need-based grant or work-study, begins with a student 

completing a Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  In order to qualify for 

federal need-based aid, the student and/or the family must provide relevant information 

on the FAFSA to show proof of an indication of financial hardship.  The FAFSA requires 

applicants to complete an application to include parental and personal information 

regarding their social security number or alien registration number, federal tax 

information, records of untaxed income, cash, savings, and checking account balances, 

and investments other than the home in which a student lives (Federal Student Aid 

[FSA], n.d. – k).   
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The FAFSA also requires a student to indicate which postsecondary institution(s) 

he or she anticipates attending.  The postsecondary institution will be responsible for 

processing the student’s FAFSA and will provide him or her with an award offer stating 

the estimated amount of financial aid the student could receive from the college or 

university (FSA, n.d. – k).  Additional factors taken into consideration to calculate the 

student’s potential aid award amount are dependent upon the cost of attendance (COA) at 

the postsecondary institution, his or her enrollment status (part-time or full-time), and 

whether the student attends the institution for a full academic year or less (FSA, n.d. - i).   

Pell Grants 

The largest of the federal grants to be established under the HEA of 1965 is the 

Pell Grant which is a non-repayable grant distributed to low-income students who have 

demonstrated the greatest financial need who have not yet earned their bachelor’s degree 

(FSA, n.d. - c).  The amount of a Pell Grant award to be distributed is dependent upon a 

student’s expected family contribution (EFC) which is calculated utilizing information 

gathered from the FAFSA (FSA, n.d. – g), along with the cost of the student’s 

postsecondary enrollment and the number of enrolled credit hours (U.S. Department of 

Education, n.d. – c).  Pell Grants are targeted to students with the lowest EFC who have 

shown the greatest demonstration of financial need (U.S. Department of Education).  The 

latest data from the 2017-18 distribution of Pell Grants revealed 80% of recipients were 

from families with annual incomes of $40,000 or less with 40% of students from families 

with an income of $15,000 or less (U.S. Department of Education, n.d. – c).   

A low-income student enrolled full-time for a minimum of 12 hours in the 2018-

19 academic year with a minimum EFC of zero, would be eligible for a maximum Pell 
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Grant award of $6,095 (Ma et al., 2019, U.S. Department of Education, n.d. - c).  The 

average Pell Grant awarded in 2018-19 was $4,160 due to students being enrolled part-

time or because of higher family income and assets resulting in a lower grant award (Ma 

et al.).  A low-income in-district community college student awarded a maximum Pell 

Grant of $6,095 for full-time enrollment during the 2018-19 academic year, would have 

had enough federal grant funds to cover the average cost of tuition and fees for an U.S. or 

Texas community college.  Considering the 2018-19 average annual American public 

two-year college published in-district tuition and fees for a full-time student estimated at 

$3,660 and in Texas at $2,664 (Ma et al., 2019), there could feasibly be enough leftover 

Pell Grant funds to contribute towards a student’s cost of textbooks during their 2018-19 

academic year enrollment.   

Community Colleges 

 The lower in-district tuition rates at community colleges can be enticing to local 

students and increases the chances that they will pursue college enrollment (Denning, 

2014; Martorell, McCall, & McFarlin, 2014).  Students and their families who reside in a 

taxing district that supports a community college, may have an established residency to 

classify them as being an in-district student meeting the qualification for a lower tuition 

rate.  Several scholars (Denning, 2014; Martorell, McCall, & McFarlin, 2014) have 

suggested when potential students had the option for lower tuition, then there were 

increased odds they would enroll in college.   

Texas Community Colleges 

Community colleges have proven to be a lower cost option in support of Texas 

students’ pursuit of a postsecondary certificate or associate degree.  The average cost of 
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full-time enrollment tuition and fees to attend a Texas public, two-year institution for the 

2018-19 academic year was $2,099 in comparison to Texas public, four-year institution at 

$8,375 (without fees) and a Texas private, four-year university at $31,009 (THECB, 

2019c).  Texas community colleges lagged behind only California with their tuition rate 

of $1,262 and New Mexico at $1,590 for offering the lowest tuition rates in America for 

full-time community college students (THECB, 2019c).  The state of Texas financially 

supported 82 two-year public institution campuses with a certifiable enrollment of 

758,133 students enrolled during the Fall 2018 semester (THECB, 2019c).  During the 

Fall 2018 semester, the majority (53.53%) of students enrolled in postsecondary 

institutions in Texas were community college students (THECB, 2019c).   

Texas community colleges have also proven to be a feasible starting point to 

earning a higher four-year educational credential.  According to the National Student 

Clearinghouse Research Center (NSCRC) (2017), Texas ranked first in the nation in 2016 

for the highest percentage (75%) of bachelor’s degree holders who were previously 

enrolled at a community college.  The THECB analyzed data from the Fall 2013 cohort 

of students who started at a Texas two-year college and transferred to a university to 

reveal 57% of this cohort graduated within four years after they transferred.  During the 

2018-19 academic year, 33.8% of graduates from Texas four-year public institutions 

were transfer students who had completed 30 semester credit hours or more at a previous 

two-year college (THECB, 2019c).  Students have begun to understand that initially 

enrolling at a community college on their path towards transferring and pursuing a 

bachelor’s degree, could be a cost-effective method to reducing college tuition and fees 

(Peters, Roberson, & Voight, 2019).   
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Economically Disadvantaged Students Enrolled in Community Colleges 

The mission of community colleges has historically provided disadvantaged low-

socioeconomic, first-generation students with a viable low-cost option to accessing and 

attaining higher education credentials (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014).  Previous studies 

(e.g., Avery & Hoxby, 2012; Cahalan, Perna, Yamahsita, Wright-Kim, & Jiang, 2019; 

Dillon & Smith, 2013; Fry & Cilluffo, 2019; Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001) have 

suggested when low-income students have made a decision to enroll in college, it is often 

at a less competitive and least selective postsecondary institution such as a two-year 

community college.  Several studies (e.g., Carnevale & Smith, 2018; Community College 

Research Center [CCRC], n.d.; Edgecombe, 2019; Fry & Cilluffo, 2019) have observed 

minority students and those with the lowest family incomes, are comparatively 

concentrated in public two-year community colleges and are underrepresented at public 

and private four-year universities.   

Fletcher and Klepfer (2019) reported public two-year colleges in Texas are far 

more likely to enroll undergraduate students from all races and ethnicities to excel the 

number of minority undergraduate enrollment at four-year public institutions in Texas.  

According to the THECB (2019c), the Texas minority enrollment at statewide two-year 

public institutions consisted of 12.9% of African American and 45.2% Hispanic students 

in the Fall 2018 semester.  In comparison, 12.2% African American and 37.5% Hispanic  

students enrolled in statewide four-year public institutions, to reveal the majority of 

African American and Hispanic college students were enrolled in Texas two-year public 

institutions during the Fall 2018 semester (THECB, 2019c).   
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In addition, Texas community college students are more likely to be enrolled part-

time (less than 11 credit hours) putting them at an academic disadvantage.  As of the Fall 

2018 semester, 76.7% of students enrolled in two-year public institutions in Texas were 

classified as part-time (THECB, 2019c).  Part-time enrollment resulted in a longer period 

to earn a postsecondary credential with Texas community college students averaging 4.4 

years to earn a two-year associate degree compared to an average of 4.9 years for the 

amount of time it took Texas students to earn a four-year bachelor’s degree (THECB, 

2019c).  As well, according to McKinney and Novak (2015), part-time community 

college students are less likely to apply for financial aid.  Analyzing data from the 

Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS:04/06), consisting of 3,990 first-year community 

college students, the data revealed students enrolled part-time had 75% higher odds of not 

completing a FAFSA compared to full-time community college students (McKinney & 

Novak).   

The percentage of students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds who 

enrolled in community colleges has continued to rise showing the potential for low-

income students to qualify for financial aid.  Fry and Cilluffo (2019) analyzed data from 

the 1996 and 2016 National Postsecondary Study Aid Study (NPSAS) and revealed from 

1996 to 2016, the percentage of minority students enrolled in community colleges 

increased by 19% and students from families experiencing poverty enrollment increased 

by 14%.  McFarland et al. (2019) drew on data from the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), a national 

surveyed cohort of 9th graders in 2009 and a continued follow-up survey into the cohort’s 

postsecondary enrollment in 2016, and conceded students from the lowest socioeconomic 
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sectors were first more likely to enroll in a public two-year institution (51%) compared to 

a public four-year institution (28%).  Further expanding upon the research of the 

percentage of students from a low-income background enrolled in a community college, 

Ma and Baum’s (2019) declared 31% of students enrolled were in the lowest family 

income bracket.   

Lower Tuition May Not Be Enough to Enroll 

While there are lower tuition costs affiliated with a community college enrollment 

that may be attractive to low-income students, the costs are still prohibitive enough to 

being a barrier for a significant percentage of low-income students to not have the 

financial means to pursue a postsecondary credential at all.  Despite the lower tuition 

costs associated with community colleges, populations of low-income and minority 

students are at the highest risk of not having the financial resources to cover the costs of 

college tuition and fees (American Council on Education [ACE], 2015; Chaplot, Cooper, 

Johnstone, & Karandjeff, 2015; National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 

2011).   

Mortenson (2017) analyzed data from the percentage of 4th and 9th graders 

approved for free or reduced lunch nine years earlier and the number of future dependent 

Pell Grant recipients enrolled in each state, and estimated only 34% of students from low-

income American families enrolled in college in 2016 at all.  Utilizing the same data, the 

results revealed Texas was below the national average being eight percentage points 

lower than the national average with only 26% of low-income students enrolled in any 

type of college in 2016 (Mortenson).  The THECB corroborated Mortenson’s data to 

reveal of the 172,769 economically disadvantaged (qualified for free or reduced-price 
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lunch) Texas eighth graders enrolled in the Fall 2007, only 44% enrolled in college and 

only 14% received college credentials by 2018 (THECB, 2019c).  In comparison, 65% of 

non-economically disadvantaged Texas eighth graders enrolled in college and 33% 

received their college credentials by 2018 (THECB, 2019c). 

Reasons for Not Applying for Financial Aid 

 Low-income students who experience financial barriers preventing their access to 

a postsecondary education, have the option to access federal and state funding to cover 

the cost of their tuition, fees, and related living expenses.  To determine eligibility for 

financial aid, a student must first complete a FAFSA and provide personal and financial 

information.  Despite the availability of billions of dollars in federal funds each year for 

millions of students in America, a significant number of potentially eligible students do 

not complete the FAFSA to determine their eligibility (Bahr, Sparks, & Hoyer, 2018). 

Perception of Being Ineligible or Would Not Qualify  

One of the primary reasons why students do not apply for financial aid is their 

perception that they would be ineligible or thought they would not qualify due to theirs or 

their family’s income.  Bahr, Sparks, and Hoyer (2018) analyzed data from the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2009 High School Longitudinal Study 

(HSLS:09).  The HSLS:09 is a longitudinal study that has followed a national 

representation of over 21,000 ninth-graders from 944 America high schools since 2009 

with follow-up surveys in 2013 and 2016 through students’ postsecondary education, 

workforce, and beyond.  Bahr et al. (2018) analysis of the data findings revealed the 

overwhelming percentage of respondents at 62% perceived they were ineligible because 

their family’s income was too high.  Further examining the 2013 update to the HSLS:09 
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data, Bahr et al. (2018) data analysis revealed of these high school students who later 

enrolled in college, 49% of the college students thought they would be ineligible or 

would not qualify as the primary reason as to why they did not apply for financial aid.  

Other studies (Kantrowitz, 2011; NCAN, 2016; Sallie Mae, 2019) supported Bahr et al.’s 

(2018) findings to reveal the primary reason why postsecondary students and their 

families did not apply for financial aid was they thought they would not qualify due to 

their families’ high income.  

The NCES examined data from the 2011-12 National Postsecondary Student Aid 

Study (NPSAS:12) a comprehensive, national database of 95,000 undergraduate and 

16,000 graduate students that focused on how students financed their education.  The 

NPSAS is the primary database used by the federal government to analyze student 

financial aid (NCES, n.d. – d).  Calculations amongst the types of public two-year and 

four-year, private nonprofit four-year, and for-profit postsecondary institutions, 43-46% 

of undergraduates did not complete a FAFSA because they thought they would be 

ineligible (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  Amongst the public two-year 

institutions the NCES analyzed, it was determined that 43% of students did not apply 

because they thought they would be ineligible (U.S. Department of Education).  The 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) (2020) conducted an 

examination of the NCES NPSAS:12 data and determined 44% of community college 

students thought they were ineligible as to the reason why they did not complete the 

FAFSA.  A number of studies (Bahr, et al., 2018; Chen, Wu, & Tasoff, 2010; Kantrowitz, 

2011; Matus-Grossman & Gooden, 2002; McKinney & Roberts, 2012) suggest that non-
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FAFSA filers typically thought that they would not qualify and would be ineligible for 

financial aid as a primary reason for not applying for federal aid.  

While the primary reason revealed by the NPSAS:12 survey and other studies 

indicated students perceived they were not eligible for aid, the National College 

Attainment Network (NCAN) (2016) argued that surveyed students may not fully 

understand what being eligible for financial aid means because they lack a contextual 

understanding.  The NCAN study used a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies of 100 low-income participants who believed they were ineligible and 150 

secondary school graduates who were enrolled or plan to enroll in college.  The study 

results revealed that the majority of students who did not complete the FAFSA responded 

as not being eligible but were not aware about their actual eligibility requirements 

(NCAN, 2016).  The study claimed that “the whole question of eligibility is moot if 

students don’t actually know anything about financial aid” (NCAN, 2016, p. 7).   

Students or Families Need More Information 

 Another reason and deterrent to students not completing the FAFSA was due to 

the lack of financial aid information on student eligibility to cover costs of college 

enrollment (Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2009; Perna, 2007).  Bahr et 

al. (2018) studied data from the 2013 update of the NCES HSLS:09 findings and revealed 

34% of Hispanic and 27% of Black students’ families lacked enough information about 

how to complete a FAFSA resulting in the student not starting the financial aid 

application process.  Bahr et al. (2018) determined that 34% of students in the lowest 

socioeconomic bracket compared to 11% in the highest socioeconomic percentile, chose 

not to complete the FAFSA due to a lack of information.  Kantrowitz (2009; 2011) 
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reported 25% of students did not complete the FAFSA due to a lack of knowledge on 

how to apply or because they thought they had missed the deadline.   

 Bahr et al. (2018) further analyzed the 2013 data of the HSLS:09 to reveal the 

data indicated higher risked students and their parents did not have enough information 

regarding how to complete the FAFSA.  The researchers discovered that 43% of students 

whose parents held less than a high school diploma stated they did not have enough 

information compared to 16% of students whose parents held a bachelor’s degree in 

reference to not having enough information to complete a FAFSA (Bahr et al., 2018).  

The AACC (2020) calculated 29% of America’s community college students identified 

as being first-generation (neither parent having attended college) with a higher possibility 

that parents lacked the familiarity necessary on how to apply for financial aid.  First-

generation, high school students and their parents may not understand how to access help 

or navigate through the admission and financial aid process (College Board Advocacy 

and Policy Center, 2010; Feeney & Heroff, 2013; NCAN, 2016).  Castleman and Long’s 

(2016) study outcomes revealed higher risked students (low parental education and low-

income) had missed out on aid due to information barriers.  It is especially critical to 

educate and ensure parents are well-informed as students are more likely to be influence 

by their parents in their thinking of college after high school (Radford, Ifill, & Lew, 

2016). 

 When community college students were unaware that options for financial aid 

existed (Matus-Grossman & Gooden, 2002; NCAN, 2016), it is impossible for students to 

have taken the opportunity to apply for aid due to their lack of knowledge surrounding 

the application process (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2006; Long & Riley, 2007; 
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McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  While 64% of the 315,110 CCSSE 2019 community 

college students agreed financial aid advising was very important, 42% of the responding 

survey takers indicated they had never sought out financial aid services of their currently 

enrolled institution (CCSSE, 2019).  The intention of financial aid is to serve low-income 

students; yet it appears students and their families who are most in need of guidance in 

applying for aid, are not receiving or accessing the information they need to navigate the 

financial aid process.   

Could Afford to Pay Tuition on Their Own 

 Another reason why community college students may not have completed a 

FAFSA or inquired about financial aid options is that the student or their family could 

afford the lower tuition costs and perceived there was no need to submit a FAFSA for 

additional financial assistance (AACC, 2019; Davidson, 2013b; McKinney & Novak, 

2015; Novak & McKinney, 2011).  Kantrowitz (2011) determined 39% of community 

college survey responders indicated their families could pay on their own and the AACC 

(2019) reported 33% of analyzed data indicated the family and/or student could afford to 

pay the tuition themselves.  Comparing data from the 1992-93 and 2007-08 NPSAS, the 

1995 Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) Longitudinal Study, and the 2008 

Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) as to the reasons why 

students did not complete the FAFSA, Davidson (2015) analyzed the comparable surveys 

and revealed that the top two responses were that student were not in need of financial aid 

assistance to pay for their tuition or did not think they would qualify. 

 Community college students may be able to afford college tuition because they 

are more likely to be working while concurrently being enrolled part-time (AACC, 2020; 
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Ma & Baum, 2019).  The Community College Research Center (CCRC) revealed 69% of 

community college students were working and 33% worked more than 35 hours each 

week outside of classes (CCRC, n.d.).  Students enrolled in two-year associate degree 

programs are more likely to be working full-time than students enrolled in bachelor 

degree programs (Carnevale & Smith, 2018).  Ziskin, Fischer, Torres, Pellicciotti, and 

Player-Sanders (2014) conducted a qualitative study with 22 focus groups interviewing 

114 students regarding their experiences with balancing work and college.  The study’s 

findings determined students of all income levels, sought out work for pay options such 

as altering their work schedule or obtaining a second job to cover their tuition instead of 

proceeding with the complexity associated with applying for financial aid.   

 Along with earning wages while simultaneously attending college, the average 

community college student was more likely to be enrolled part-time at 64% being 

enrolled in fewer credit hours during the 2018-19 academic year (AACC, 2020) resulting 

in lower tuition costs.  Data from the AACC (2020) revealed 72% of all part-time 

community college students worked and 62% of all full-time students worked while 

enrolled during the 2015-16 academic year.  The combination of earning a wage while 

being enrolled part-time, could give students a sense of college affordability without 

perceiving a need to apply for financial aid.  

Complexity with FAFSA Process 

 The literature is mixed as to whether or not students consider the length of the 

FAFSA to being a deterrent to completing the application.  Previous studies (e.g., 

Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2006; Kantrowitz, 2011) showed a disproportionately high 

percentage (70%) of community college students did not complete the FAFSA because 
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the form was too complicated.  Davidson (2013a) and McKinney and Roberts (2012) 

claimed the time-consuming completion process of answering over a 100 FAFSA 

questions could steer students from applying for aid.  The number of questions a student 

and his or her family must complete on the FAFSA, is more than what the majority of 

Americans have to complete on their annual income tax forms (Dynarski & Wiederspan, 

2012; Scott-Clayton, 2015).  Scott-Clayton (2015) support previous literature and argued 

the complexity with completing the financial aid application could be an intimidating 

process and a major barrier to college access and completion for the students who are in 

the most need.   

 While previous findings from Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2006) and Kantrowitz, 

(2011) revealed students did not complete the FAFSA due to its complexity, more recent 

studies do not reveal the length of the FAFSA length or its complexity to be the primary 

reason for not completing the FAFSA.  Utilizing data from the NPSAS:12, the NCES 

reported only 9% of undergraduates did not complete the FAFSA due to the forms being 

too much work (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  Bahr et al. (2018) analyzed later 

data from the 2013 update of the NCES HSLS:09 to reveal only 12% of enrolled college 

students surveyed thought the FAFSA forms were too much work or too time-consuming.  

Sallie Mae, an organization that provides loans for college students, conducted 2,000 

online interviews with parents and their undergraduate students aged 18-24 years old.  

Their survey results revealed only 27% of those interviewed stated the reason for not 

completed the FAFSA being due to missing information or not having the time (Sallie 

Mae, 2019). 
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Financial Aid Offices Lack Resources 

 Providing efficient and effective services to community college students is crucial 

to ensuring students access financial aid funding possibilities (College Board Advocacy 

and Policy Center, 2010).  McKinney and Roberts (2012) argued the connection and 

interaction a student has encountered with an institution’s financial aid staff can reduce or 

possibly even increase the confusion and tension affiliated with completing the FAFSA 

making the student feel either more secure or anxious regarding the process.  The 

demands of financial aid compliance and processing, can result in outreach services being 

limited or minimized due to financial aid staff feeling overwhelmed.  McKinney and 

Roberts (2012) conducted a study sending a survey completed by 123 community college 

financial aid counselors from California, Texas, and Florida.  The survey revealed 71% of 

respondents indicated the ratio of financial aid counselor to students at one to every 

1,000, leaving little time to process financial aid applications while still providing 

individualized assistance (McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  An overwhelming amount of 

survey responders at 87% agreed or strongly agreed that students needed personalized 

help in completing the financial aid application (McKinney & Roberts).   

 An understaffed financial aid office employed with overburdened staff members, 

can mean the difference of whether a student completed their financial application or not 

(McKinney & Roberts, 2012; Scott-Clayton, 2015).  The attitudes, priorities, and 

management styles of financial aid offices can have an impact on whether a student 

initiates an effort to apply for aid (The Institute for College Access and Success [TICAS], 

2009).  Community colleges in particular may lack the revenue and resources in 
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comparison to four-year universities which can result in fewer financial aid staff to 

individually assist students (College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2010).   

 In a recent survey conducted in Fall 2019 by the National Association of Student 

Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA) (2020), key findings revealed a lack of 

financial aid resources had a direct impact on services to students.  The survey was 

completed by 343 financial aid professionals with 67% of responders employed by four-

year institutions and 33% from two-year institutions with 70% of their institutions having 

a student enrollment of less than 5,000 (NASFAA, 2020).  One of the key findings from 

the 2020 NASFAA Administrative Burden Survey revealed 43% of survey respondents 

had experienced shortages in personnel, budgetary, technology, or other resources to the 

point of it had affected the direct services to students (NASFAA).  The survey revealed 

that due to the resource shortages, additional services such as student financial literacy, 

outreach efforts, aid package processing, and providing consumer information, were all 

impacted negatively due to the departmental resource shortages (NASFAA).  Survey 

takers considered services in the areas of financial literacy at 56% and outreach efforts at 

48%, as the two top services that would be limited the most due to shortages in resources 

(NASFAA).   

According to NASFAA, “The most problematic consequence of the resource 

shortage caused by administrative burden is the negative impact it has on the amount of 

time and attention available to students” (NASFAA, 2020, p. 25).  A lack of resources 

allocated to the financial aid office can have a direct effect on students’ perception of 

their institution’s financial aid support.  The 2019 CCSSE national survey results 

revealed almost half (48%) of the 342,756 student responders thought their college’s 
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emphasis on financial support to afford their education expenses as being very little or 

some (CCSSE, 2019) indicating a need for colleges to consider improving awareness of 

their financial resources.  McKinney and Roberts (2013) reported the consequences of 

not having an adequately staffed financial aid office to provide awareness of financial 

aid, can result in a low-income community college student being unaware and lacking 

knowledge about the financial aid application process and as such, having a direct impact 

on their persistence.  Low-income students who struggle financially are put at an even 

higher risk of not completing a FAFSA due to receiving fewer impactful services due to 

overburden financial departments that are experiencing resource shortages. 

Graduated from a High Poverty Secondary School 

Graduating from a low resource high school could lessen the chances of a student 

enrolling in college with no need to complete the FAFSA.  The National Student 

Clearinghouse Research Center (NSCRC) revealed a student’s income is a primary factor 

into immediate postsecondary enrollment as only 55% of students from low-income 

schools (at least half of students qualified for free or reduced lunch) enrolled in the 

following fall semester in comparison to 69% of students from higher income schools 

(NSCRC, 2019).  Data analysis from the National College Attainment Network (NCAN) 

(2017) revealed predominantly poorer secondary school districts were least likely to have 

seniors complete a financial aid application.  Clinedinst (2019) claimed students from 

public schools with a high number of qualified students on free or reduced lunch are less 

likely to receive guidance from or time with their counselors regarding the postsecondary 

admission process in comparison to their peers at private high schools.   
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The challenge of lower resourced school districts’ students submitting a FAFSA 

appears to be a concern in Texas as well as only 43.5% of seniors from Texas high 

schools identified with low college enrollment rates completed the FAFSA compared to 

49.5% of seniors from other Texas high schools (THECB, 2019b).  Students from lower 

socioeconomic school districts, can be more prone to believe that financial aid will not 

adequately cover their college tuition and that college is too expensive (Bell, Rowan-

Kenyon, & Perna, 2009; Perna & Steele, 2011).  Taking into consideration that 59% of 

students enrolled in Texas public schools are identified as being economically 

disadvantaged (THECB, 2019a), there is a greater likelihood of students being qualified 

for financial aid for their postsecondary enrollment. 

Financial Aid Misunderstanding 

 Another reason why students may not complete the FAFSA is due to the 

misperception that they would be burdened with debt after they leave college.  Bahr et al. 

(2018) reported that almost one out of four students had the misperception of grant aid 

being considered taking on additional debt.  The AACC (2020) revealed 33% of 

community college students did not want to take on debt to cover the cost of attending 

college as the reason for not completing the FAFSA.  Since grants are not typically 

required to be repaid, not completing the FAFSA out of fear of taking on college debt, 

could be an indication that financial aid offices need to focus more outreach efforts 

towards informing and educating students that grants do not have to be repaid after 

graduation (College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2010).   

 Bahr et al. (2018) analysis of the HSLS:09 revealed other reasons for students not 

applying for financial aid included: a) 26% did not apply because another family member 
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did not receive aid; b) 25% consider their tests scores or grades were too low; c) 19% felt 

their credit score made them ineligible; and d) 18% of students did not think they would 

qualify because they attended college part-time as the reasons to not apply.  While a 

family member not qualifying for aid could be a realistic concern for a student to not 

apply, low test scores, credits scores, or attending college part-time are not areas 

considered in determining a student’s eligibility for federal aid (FSA, n.d. – j).  Students’ 

misperceptions of the reasons why they do not complete the FAFSA, is an indication to 

educate students to clarify the criteria required to be met to be possibly eligible for 

financial aid.    

Outcomes When Students Receive Financial Aid 

Improved Persistence  

 A review of the literature indicated that receiving financial aid, resulted in 

improved academic success amongst low-income students.  Previous studies (e.g., 

Castleman & Long, 2016; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Frank, 2014; Gross, 2011) 

determined financial aid had been shown to be essential in supporting the academic 

success of low-income community college students.  Deming and Dynarski (2009) and 

Scott-Clayton (2015) declared that community college students who were recipients of a 

Pell Grant award, were more likely to have a positive influence on their college 

persistence.  Yuen (2019) reported new Outcome Measures defined by the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES), expanded the data to identify and include part-

time students.  An analysis of the new data revealed non first-time, part-time Pell Grant 

recipients completed their credentials at 10 percentage points higher than students who 

did not receive a Pell Grant (Yuen).  The completion of the FAFSA has resulted in lower-
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income students obtaining higher persistence rates (Frank, 2014; Novak & McKinney, 

2011) and the awarding of financial aid was shown to have a significant impact on a low-

income student’s college persistence (Bettinger, 2004; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; 

Denning, 2017; Scott-Clayton, 2015).   

 There appears to be a positive correlation between students who receive financial 

aid and their academic progress.  Novak and McKinney (2011) proposed community 

college students who had applied for financial aid, had a 72% higher probability of 

persisting compared to those students who had not completed a FAFSA.  Additional 

studies (e.g., Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Goldrick-Rab, Kelchen, Harris, & Benson, 2016; 

McKinney & Novak, 2013) support Novak and McKinney’s findings in that increased 

FAFSA completion rates had been shown to have a positive relationship with the 

granting of financial aid and student persistence, ultimately resulting in better academic 

outcomes for not only the student, but the postsecondary institution as well.   

 Researchers (e.g., Chen & DesJardins, 2010, Chen & Hossler, 2017; Novak & 

McKinney, 2011) noted that financial aid had been shown to be effective in reducing the 

risks associated with student dropouts.  Chen and Hossler (2017) examined data from the 

BPS:04/09 that collected data from approximately 3,390 nontraditional (over the age of 

25) students enrolled at a two-year institution over a period of six years from 2003 to 

2009.  The study’s findings determined that  nontraditional students who received a Pell 

Grant, showed the greatest outcome that lead to a decrease of 4.2% points in students 

being less likely to dropout (Chen & Hossler).  The Institute for College Access and 

Success (TICAS) revealed similar outcomes to Chen and Hossler with the effectiveness 

of financial aid.  Researchers with TICAS (2016) surveyed 12,000 students from 22 
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California community colleges and determined students who were awarded an additional 

$3,000 in grant aid, had increased their chances of being extremely or very likely to 

enroll in additional college courses by 66% reducing their average time to completion.   

 Turk (2017) analyzed data collected from the Education Longitudinal Study 

(ELS) from a 10-year span of 2002 – 2012 of 4,570 high school 10th graders who 

continued their education as community college students.  Turk discovered those who 

were awarded a Pell Grant, were 7.5% more likely to have earned a certificate or degree 

compared to those students who had not been awarded a Pell Grant (Turk, 2017).  Cho, 

Jacobs, and Zhang (2013) previous research supported Turk’s outcome that revealed their 

data analysis of over 50,000 community college students who were awarded a Pell Grant 

after five years, had an increased chance of having earned a certificate or associate 

degree, had a higher course completion, and were more likely to have transferred and 

enrolled into a four-year college.    

Less Need to Work  

 Failing to apply for financial aid could result in students working additional hours 

to cover tuition costs, taking longer to complete their degree with part-time enrollment, or 

delaying graduation by taking a semester off to save money (College Board Advocacy 

and Policy Center, 2010; Kantrowitz, 2011).  On average, 72% of all part-time 

community college students were employed simultaneously while enrolled in college 

classes (AACC, 2020).  Researchers (e.g., Crosta, 2013; Institute for Research on Higher 

Education, 2016; McKinney & Burridge, 2014) argued that part-time community college 

students who worked while attending college classes, were less likely to persist and have 

an increased chance of dropping out of college.  



  

Texas Tech University, Marilyn Dement, December 2020 

 

50 
 

 A student’s academic success could be affected through their attempts to balance 

work while concurrently attending college.  The CCSSE (2019) collected data from 

339,717 community college students enrolled at 616 institutions from 48 states to reveal 

61.5% of those surveyed would somewhat likely, likely, or very likely withdraw from 

classes due to working full-time outside of their classes (CCSSE).  Other study results 

from the Revealing Institutional Strengths and Challenges (RISC) Survey revealed the 

challenges students encountered while being enrolled in a community college.  Of the 

8,570 community college students who responded to the RISC survey, 68% stated work 

and paying expenses as the biggest challenges outside of college to their academic 

success (Porter & Umbach, 2019).   

 Students awarded financial aid, could possibly replace their work earnings with 

grant aid and thus, reduce their working hours allocating more time to dedicate towards 

their course requirements and commitments.  Ziskin et al. (2014) declared students who 

received financial aid could have their award replace the salary they are earning from 

working more hours to cover their tuition allowing more time to study.  Yuen (2019) 

suggested part-time students who work and receive a partial Pell Grant, could have the 

funds to pay for basic life essentials allowing more time to concentrate on their 

academics.  As well, a student’s financial aid packet could include a work-study award 

resulting in an improved chance of persistence.  Polson and Weisburst (2014) conducted 

a data analysis using data from the Texas Education Resource Center and found Texas 

community college students who participated in a work-study position on campus, had a 

12-15% increase in the probability of continuing onto their second year of college.  

Institutions educating students of their financial aid options may enable students to lessen 
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the burden of their work responsibilities by the ability to supplement their income with 

awarded financial aid.  

Influencing FAFSA Completion 

Early Awareness of Financial Aid 

College financial awareness is “the knowledge and perceptions of college costs, 

affordability, and financing options based on information and guidance accessible to 

students and their parents” (George-Jackson & Gast, 2015, p. 203).  Lopez (2013) and 

Scott-Clayton (2015) emphasized educating students in the financial aid application 

process can help them to understand their options and to become familiar with financial 

aid terminology and processes prior to being enrolled in college.  High school counselors 

are often employed with the task of educating students about college planning and 

financial aid and are influential in a student’s postsecondary enrollment (Dunlop, 2016; 

George-Jackson & Gast, 2015; Heller et al, 2017; Mulhern, 2019).  Dunlop (2016) used 

data from the HSLS:09 and reported that high school seniors who met with a counselor 

individually to discuss financial aid were more likely to submit the FAFSA at 91% in 

comparison to 61% who did not meet with a counselor and did not submit a FAFSA.  

According to the National Association for College Admissions Counseling (NACAC), 

high school seniors who spoke with their counselors about their postsecondary goals, 

were 6.8 times more likely to complete the FAFSA and 3.2 times more likely to attend 

college (Dunlop).   

Mulhern (2019) suggested that employing effectively trained counselors to 

improve and expand access to students, may be the better policy for secondary schools to 

improve students’ attainment of postsecondary credentials and overcoming economic 
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challenges.  The challenge for counselors could be the number of students assigned to 

their caseload that often exceeds the American School Counselor Association’s (ASCA) 

recommendation of student to counselor ratio of 250:1 (ASCA, 2019).  During the 2018-

19 academic year, the national average of students to counselor ratio was 430:1 and in 

Texas it was at 423:1 (ASCA) far exceeding the ASCA’s recommendation of 250:1.  In 

addition to having a large caseload of students, educating students about their college 

choices and financial options, is only one portion of their job requirements.   

In an ASCA survey collected through June 2019 with 2,345 responders employed 

by 85% of public secondary schools, counselors stated only 20% of their time was 

dedicated to postsecondary admission counseling compared to high school course 

selection and scheduling (23%) and personal needs’ counseling (26%) (Clinedinst, 2019).  

Radford, Ifill, and Lew’s (2016) reported analysis of the HSLS:09 revealed secondary 

schools were least likely to provide students with the high-touch practice of assistance 

with completing the FAFSA (78%) in comparison to offering less effective and more 

low-touch methods of providing financial aid information in the form of brochures (96%) 

or offered informational meetings (95%).  Surveyed counselors revealed the percentage 

of their time spent on college preparation with students was considerably less at public 

schools with only 19% of their time dedicated for in comparison to 31% at private 

schools (Clinedinst, 2019).   

Kienzl, Croft, and Moore (2019) surveyed approximately 1,200 high school 

college bound juniors and seniors who had registered to take the ACT Test in April 2018 

to gain their perspective on paying for college.  The survey results revealed more 

financially affluent families relied heavily on family and friends for FAFSA advice while 
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students who did not have the financial support of their family, relied on high school staff 

and the internet to gain knowledge on how to pay for college (Kienzl et al., 2019).   

Kienzl et al. analyzed survey results and revealed higher risked Pell Grant eligible and 

student self-payors were more likely to seek out a high school staff member than their 

parents or a college representative to discuss the financial aid process.  These study 

results reveal the importance of ensuring high school personnel are well trained to ensure 

their less advantage students receive accurate information to make well informed 

decisions to financing their postsecondary programs. 

Several scholars (e.g., Carnevale & Smith, 2018; McKinney & Novak, 2015) have 

suggested a community college partnership with a high school has the opportunity to 

provide accurate financial aid information early and often to students’ families to lessen 

the confusion and stress involved in applying for aid to undecided students.  Outreach 

efforts and awareness campaigns should include partnerships with high school counselors 

and students (Carnevale & Smith, 2018; College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 

2010).  Providing a supportive network for parents, makes the financial aid process less 

intimidating.  A successful partnership allows for college personnel to assist students 

with the financial aid process where often the high school counselors themselves lack a 

clear understanding (Clinedinst & Hawkins, 2012).   

Personalized Assistance with the Financial Aid Process 

 Access to financial aid information is crucial to educating students and parents, 

but “extensive guidance in navigating complex financial aid processes seems to be just as 

important as detailed and direct information on financing options” (George-Jackson & 

Gast, 2015, p. 218).  Bettinger et al. (2012) argued simply providing financial aid 
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information alone without personal assistance, was shown to have been less effective in 

increasing college enrollment.  Personalized one-on-one assistance with the FAFSA 

completion has shown the greatest outcomes in the likelihood the student will file for aid 

(Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2009).  Chen and DesJardins (2010) and 

Denning (2017) reported supportive financial services in the form of personalized 

assistance showed a positive correlation between low-income students who completed the 

FAFSA and their college enrollment and persistence.   

Bettinger et al. (2012) and Scott-Clayton (2015) declared institutions could 

increase the number of their enrolled students’ federal aid applications by providing 

direct individual assistance and tailored direction to students in completing the FAFSA.  

Providing individualized assistance and attention to students can have an impact a 

student’s decision making in whether or not he or she applies for aid (Bettinger et al., 

2012).  Connecting and interacting with students and being proactively involved in the 

FAFSA completion process is one of the most effective means for students completing an 

application (Bettinger et al., 2012; College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2010; 

Kienzl et al., 2019).  By providing students with personal assistance in the financial aid 

application process along with user-friendly information presented in a format that is 

simply to understand, a trustful relationship is established resulting in increased 

applications (Bettinger et al., 2009).   

Britt, Ammerman, Barrett, and Jones’ (2017) findings from a survey of 2,475 

undergraduate students revealed as a recommendation that financial aid staff should 

identify students who are under high financial stress and intervene to lessen the 

likelihood of dropping out of college.  The personal communication in providing 
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encouragement and support to students seeking out financial aid can be instrumental in a 

student’s continued enrollment (TICAS, 2009).  Zisken et al. (2014) claimed students 

were more likely to listen and seek out financial aid information from those they feel 

connected to and with whom they feel comfortable.  McKinney and Roberts (2012) and 

Scott-Clayton (2015) suggested community college financial aid personnel are 

instrumental in providing advice and being accessible to a student’s access and degree 

completion.  

Develop a Campus-Wide Culture of FAFSA Promotion 

Through effective messaging, an institution’s ability to increase awareness of 

financial aid grant opportunities, can influence a student’s decision to apply for aid 

(Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013).  According to Olbrecht, Romano, and Teigen (2016), 

incorporating financial aid into the campus-wide strategic enrollment and recruitment 

plans emphasizes the correlation financial aid has on the institution’s retention and 

persistence rates.  An institution committed to educating all campus personnel to 

increasing students’ understanding of financial aid options, gives the opportunity for 

students to develop more trustful and engaging relationships (Davidson, 2013b).  By 

creating an institutional culture as one where increasing student FAFSA completion is 

everyone’s charge, despite the college employee’s role, will allow for more personal 

attention to students seeking out assistance (Davidson).  Merriam and Bierema, 2014 

claimed establishing a whole campus community that is inviting and inclusive will 

enhance meaning for the student and develop a mutual respect between the student and 

campus personnel to improve student retention and completion  
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Professors and other campus personnel employed outside of financial aid, have an 

opportunity to develop trusting relationships through casual conversations that directs 

students to resources and supports students’ financial well-being.  Kompf and Denicolo 

(2013) emphasized eliminating isolation between instructional and student supported 

services such as financial aid, promoted interconnectedness benefiting students in the 

long run.  Non-financial aid college personnel can be supportive advocates for students in 

directing students to on campus financial aid resources.  Academic advisors should be 

familiar with the financial aid process and according to Beres et al. (2013), “Anytime 

students have problems negotiating the bureaucracy of college, they should know they 

can ask their advisor for clarification and assistance” (p. 17).  Karp and Hughes (2008) 

declared cultivating an all-encompassing caring campus and a culture of support with 

open shared information for students, influenced the student’s ability to persist in a 

positive manner.   

Review Procedural and Processing Strategies 

 Dunlop (2013) and Novak and McKinney (2013) argued implementing effective 

policies and practices that increase financial aid applications and provide students’ access 

to financial aid, had the potential to increase the institution’s student persistence and 

credential completions.  Financial aid offices analysis of their own and other comparable 

college’s financial aid completion rates, may determine if there is a need for 

improvement and progress toward reaching their FAFSA completion goals.  Scott-

Clayton (2015) suggest institutions with the highest FAFSA completion rates are the ones 

who take a proactive stance with the focus on financial aid playing a central role in the 

initial admittance and admissions process and a proactive approach to students’ needs 
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 Albert and Christopher (2010) recommended consideration of institutional 

policies regarding extended financial aid office hours, increasing access to financial aid 

materials (electronically and print), addressing specific groups (veterans, TRIO, or new 

students), and approaches with family support, as initial areas community colleges could 

review for effective impacts on increasing student financial aid completion.  Additional 

areas for consideration to possibly increase usage of financial aid services is the hiring of 

bilingual staff, building a list of community agencies who can support students in the 

FAFSA completion, and the linking of financial aid applications with a student’s 

admissions’ application (College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2010).  Evaluating 

services such as evening and weekend hours, bilingual services and materials, 

information workshops, coordinated activities with local high schools, financial aid 

application follow-up, and connection with community organizations, could give 

community college stakeholders a starting point for determining areas of that may need 

improvement or to be addressed (College Board Advocacy and Policy Center).  .  A 

financial aid office’s ability to analyze current financial aid processes and procedures 

could determine how effective services are or what may be lacking to potentially increase 

financial aid applications. 

Postsecondary Institution’s Website  

 George-Jackson and Gast’s (2015) research of 39 peer reviewed articles focused 

on the topic of financial aid awareness and preparation and discovered a postsecondary 

institution’s website and the internet as being the two primary resources on how students 

and parents accessed and obtained financial aid information.  Perna, Lundy-Wagner, Yee, 

Brill, and Tadal’s (2009) study of 51 institutions’ financial aid websites determined ways 
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institutions could be a viable financial resource to students and parents by providing 

encouraging or helpful language, online tutorials, profiling videos and photos of students 

who have utilized aid, invitations to prospective students to the financial aid office, and 

employee webpages with contact information.  A survey conducted by Ruffalo Noel 

Levitz (2015) of 1,500 high school seniors who were planning on attending college, 

revealed 40% of respondents considered a college’s website as being the number one 

choice of obtaining financial aid information.  Utilization of the internet at 79.7% was the 

primary choice in gaining knowledge about a college for students surveyed in the 

HSLS:09 longitudinal study (Ingels & Dalton, 2013).  Establishing a user-friendly 

informative website could be a valuable low-cost communicative tool for institutions to 

connect and inform students regarding available financial aid services. 

 Since the passing of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008, 

postsecondary institutions participating in federal student aid programs have been 

required to include on their websites a net price calculator to indicate the estimated cost 

of attendance (NCES, n.d. – b).  Federal mandates require net price calculators be 

included on a college’s website to enable students to enter information such as their 

living arrangements, their residency, or age, to determine an estimate cost of attendance 

after subtracting out grants and scholarships (Federal Student Aid, n.d. - a).  Because the 

cost of attendance is often a determining factor in which institution a student attends, the 

net price calculator can be an initial tool for determining how affordable a college can be 

based upon family contributions and estimated expenses.  Despite requirements to 

include information regarding costs, students and parents may still be confused about 
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college expenses and financial options to cover these costs without additional hands on 

personal guidance (George-Jackson & Gast, 2015).   

Simplify the Financial Aid Application Process 

 In recent years, efforts have been made to improve FAFSA completion rates by 

providing families with tools to simplify the application process and to gather 

information regarding a postsecondary institution’s tuition and estimated student 

expenses prior to applying.  Policymakers have created online website tools designed to 

assist in estimating college costs such as the FAFSA4caster, Financial Aid Shopping 

Sheet, College Navigator, and the White House Scorecard to enable students to obtain the 

cost of potential colleges being considered and access the college’s graduation and 

retention rates (Castleman, Schwartz, & Baum, 2015).  Carrell and Sacerdote (2013) 

suggested the ability to access accurate information and how it is presented, can be 

impactful on whether a student applied for financial aid or college.  While the amount of 

financial aid information available for parents and students to access has significantly 

increased due to policy-makers’ efforts, providing information alone without the support 

of an experienced financial aid staff member, may not be sufficient enough to influence a 

student’s decision to apply (Castleman et al., 2015).  Evaluating an institution’s current 

financial and personnel resources may bring attention to policy and procedures that are 

lacking in outreach to a population of students who are not accessing financial aid 

services.   

 Consideration of other legislative strategies to simplify the process of applying for 

financial aid may be necessary to increase an institution’s financial aid applications.  

However, only the United States Congress can make changes to the FAFSA to simplify 
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the completion process.  In the 2019 116th session of the U.S. Congress, several bills have 

been introduced to propose amendments to the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 to 

assist FAFSA applicants to less the complication with the completion process.  During 

the 2019-20 116th U.S. Congress session, the U.S. House of Representatives (HR) 

introduced HR Bill 4478 “to remove barriers for students seeking federal financial aid by 

reducing the complexity and length of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 

(FAFSA) and increasing support for working students and vulnerable populations” (U.S. 

House of Representatives, 2019a, p.1).  As well, HR Bill 4240 “to reduce the number of 

times certain applicants for financial assistance are required to file a FAFSA” (U.S. 

House of Representatives, 2019b, p. 1).  Additional legislative efforts were proposed in 

October 2019 in the U.S. Senate that introduced the FAFSA Simplification Act of 2019 (S. 

2667) with a goal to streamline the financial aid application and restructure Pell Grant 

eligibility for qualified students (U.S. House of Representatives, 2019c). 

 Key stakeholders with NASFAA have proposed changes to Congress to simplify 

the financial aid process.  Representatives from NASFAA recommend by having the 

poorest families who may already be receiving state or federal assistance (such as food 

stamps, subsidized housing, or Medicaid), to be automatically awarded the maximum Pell 

Grant since these families have already proven their financial need for being recipients of 

other government assistance funds (NASFAA, 2019).  If approved, the Equitable Student 

Aid Access Act (H.R. 4680) would ensure students whose families have already proven 

their eligibility for federal programs such as social security or Medicaid, they would 

automatically qualify for a zero contribution for their expected family contribution status 

(NASFAA, n.d.). 
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Conceptual Framework of the Study 

A conceptual framework provides a guide for the reported investigation based 

upon the problem statement (Regoniel, 2016).  According to Ravitch and Riggan (2017), 

a conceptual framework “is the overarching argument for the work – both why it is worth 

doing and how it should be done” (p. 8).  A described conceptual framework provides the 

reader with the specific direction the research will take (Regoniel, 2016) and identifies 

and constructs the approach to the study’s topic (Grant & Osanloo, 2014).  Grant and 

Osanloo (2014) suggested a conceptual framework “is the researcher’s understanding of 

how the research problem will best be explored, the specific direction the research will 

have to take, and the relationship between the different variables in the study” (p. 17).  

For purposes of this study, an adaptation of Perna’s multi-level conceptual model (2006) 

was utilized as the conceptual framework to garner a further understanding of students’ 

perception of financial aid and the various factors that may have influenced their decision 

to not apply for financial aid. 

Perna’s Multi-Level Conceptual Model 

Perna’s Conceptual Model makes assumptions that students make college-related 

decisions based upon factors shaped by four contextual layers: 1) habitus; 2) the school 

and community context; 3) higher education context; and 4) a broader social, economic, 

and policy context (Perna, 2006).  The goal of the study was to explore the factors and 

perceptions as to why low-income community college students decided not to apply for 

financial aid and what possible family, high school, postsecondary institution, or policy 

contexts influenced their decision.  Perna’s model recognizes the various layers of 

context (family, high school, higher education, and social, economic and policy) of 
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students’ experiences, and how these variables could influence their college-related 

decision making.  Perna’s (2006) conceptual model was appropriate to frame the study as 

it allowed for the understanding and categorizing of the possible influential factors in 

exploring students’ decisions to not apply for federal aid.  Applying the context of the 

model, allowed for exploring students’ perceptions of financial aid and what categorizing 

institutional or non-institutional factors may have influenced their behavior to not apply 

for financial aid. 

Summary 

The history of financing a postsecondary education in America was significantly 

impacted by recommendations from the Truman Commission in 1947 and with the 

passing of the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965.  Both legislative policies recognized 

the importance of providing low-income students with federal financial support to level 

the economic inequalities that could be a barrier to attaining a postsecondary credential 

(Gilbert & Heller, 2013; Shudde & Scott-Clayton, 2016).  The HEA of 1965 opened the 

way to providing need-based grants in the form of Pell Grants and work-study programs 

to students whose families demonstrated the greatest financial need (FSA, n.d. – c). 

Community colleges have historically provided students from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds with a viable low-cost option to accessing a higher 

education experience (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014).  Community college students in 

Texas may be seen as having a particular financial advantage since Texas has the third 

lowest tuition rate amongst community colleges in the United States (THECB, 2019c).  

Despite having one of the lowest tuition community college rates in the U.S., Texas low-

income students are still less likely to enroll and graduate from college.  Data from the 
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THECB revealed of the 172,769 economically disadvantaged (qualified for free or 

reduced-price lunch) Texas eighth graders enrolled in the Fall 2007, only 44% enrolled in 

college and only 14% received college credentials by 2018 (THECB, 2019c).   

 The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is the first step a student 

is required to complete to determine if he or she is qualified for federal funding to cover 

the cost of their college tuition and fees.  Despite funding being available, a significant 

number of postsecondary students do not complete the FAFSA.  One of the primary 

reasons why students do not complete the FAFSA is the perception that they would be 

ineligible for funds and would not qualify (AACC, 2020; Bahr, Sparks, & Hoyer, 2018; 

Kantrowitz, 2011).  Other reasons for not applying for financial aid are a delayed 

enrollment to college (Lin & Liu, 2019), students needed more information (Bahr et al., 

2018), could afford to pay tuition on their own (McKinney & Novak, 2015), and financial 

aid offices lacked resources (McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  McKinney and Novak’s 

(2015) findings supports Lin and Liu (2019) in that community college students who 

delayed enrollment had 75% increased chances of not proceeding with the financial aid 

process in comparison to graduating seniors who enrolled immediately into a community 

college. 

 A number of studies (e.g., Chen & Hossler, 2017; Goldrick-Rab, Kelchen, Harris, 

& Benson, 2016; McKinney & Novak, 2013; Mendoza, Mendez, & Malcolm, 2009) have 

suggested a positive relationship exists between students being awarded financial aid and 

the probability of college persistence.  McKinney and Novak (2013) argued the 

consequences a community college encounters when students do not apply for aid results 

in students being less likely to persist, to remain enrolled, and to have a negative impact 
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on their academic performance and progress.  While having access to financial aid to 

cover the cost of attending college is not the only deterrent to a low-income student’s 

enrollment and persistence, it can significantly support a student’s academic success 

(Castleman & Long, 2016; CCSSE, 2019; Gross, 2011).  By not completing the FAFSA, 

low-income students are potentially missing out on aid that would offset tuition costs and 

could impact their decision to remain enrolled.    

  Chapter III discusses the methodology and research design that was used to 

conduct this study to include the research design, data collection, data analysis, and 

trustworthiness of the study.    
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 Chapter III presents the methodology and research design utilized to address this 

proposed qualitative study.  The following sections will be discussed in this chapter: 1) 

restatement of the purpose of the study; 2) restatement of research questions; 3) research 

design; 4) data collection; 5) data analysis 6) trustworthiness of the study; and 7) context 

of the study and the researcher.  

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perceptions of low-

income students at one medium-sized Texas community who were potentially eligible for 

financial aid but chose not to pursue this resource as a means for funding their 

postsecondary education.  The specific interests of this study are why potentially eligible 

low-income students did not apply for financial aid, their perceptions of the obstacles to 

applying, their perceptions of the use of financial aid, and what factors (institutional and 

outside of the institution) influenced their decisions to not complete the Free Application 

for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) to assist in the funding of their college education.  In 

addition, this study sought to understand community college students’ perceptions of 

what practices and procedures could have been implemented that may have possibly 

influenced their decision to apply for financial aid.  The study results will contribute in 

the advancement of higher education practices by providing empirical evidence as to the 

perceptions of why community college students do not apply for financial aid.  
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Restatement of the Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What are the perceptions of low-income community college students not 

applying for financial aid to pay for their college education?  

2. What do low-income community college students perceive are the social 

barriers that influenced their decision to not apply for financial aid? 

3. What institutional factors do low-income community college students 

perceive influenced their decision to not complete the FAFSA?  

4. What recommendations do low-income community college students perceive 

institutions can practice to influence their decision to apply for financial aid? 

Research Design 

A research design provides the researcher with a plan and procedural directions to 

conduct and address the study’s identified questions and purpose (J.W. Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015).  Denzin and Lincoln (1994) 

suggested a qualitative methodology when the researcher chooses to study issues “in their 

natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of 

meanings people bring to them” (p. 2).  Qualitative research focuses on answering 

questions regarding the study participants’ social experience and perspective (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005), and seeks to explore and understand the meaning individuals ascribe to a 

social or human problem (J.W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Creswell (1998) further 

expands on selecting a qualitative design where the researcher “builds a complex, holistic 

picture, analyzes words, and reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the study 

in a natural setting” (p. 15).  The qualitative process enables researchers to construct a 
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knowledge base through the interconnectivity of student participant interviews from 

which the experience develops meaning and provides an explanation into the significance 

of a phenomenon (Creswell, 2003; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Establishing the Paradigm 

In qualitative research, the paradigm or world view is the lens through which the 

researcher perceives knowledge is constructed through as a set of basic beliefs that guide 

his or her explorations (Creswell, 2003; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Patton, 2015).   

According to Creswell (2003), a paradigm or knowledge claim is what lays the 

foundation for guiding the researcher through how and what will be learned during the 

research inquiry process.  Creswell and Poth (2018) reference paradigms as interpretive 

frameworks “or beliefs that the researcher brings to the process of research, or they may 

be theories or theoretical orientations that guide the practice of research” (p. 22).    

Creswell and Poth (2018) identified postpositivism, transformative, pragmatism, 

and social constructivism as paradigm interpretative frameworks.  Researchers utilizing a 

postpositivism framework engage in a scientific approach incorporating empirical 

observation and measurement with a need to determine effects and identify and assess 

influential causes on outcomes (J.W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 

2018).  A transformative worldview paradigm focuses on an identified social issue or the 

needs of a marginalized group with a change-oriented purpose for reform (J.W. Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Researchers establishing a pragmatism 

paradigm are real-world practice oriented with a focus on research outcomes surrounding 

actions, situations, and inquiry consequences (J.W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell 

& Poth, 2018).  A social constructivism approach enables the researcher to construct a 
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pattern of meaning through engagements with multiple study participants, and to seek an 

understanding by relying heavily on the participants’ interactions and discussions (J.W. 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Crotty, 1998).   

This qualitative study was approached through the view of a social constructivism 

paradigm to seek an understanding of study participants’ subjective meanings and 

perceptions of financial aid.  As an active participant establishing a social constructivism 

paradigm, social constructivists should recognize how their own personal, cultural, and 

historical experiences may shape interpretations of their interactions with participants 

(Creswell, 2003; J.W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Taking a social constructivism 

approach for this study, allowed for subjective meanings to be interpreted and to 

construct a reality of the interactions with study participants, while relying on their views 

to seek further understanding of their experiences and perceptions (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016) regarding financial aid.  

The intention of the researcher is to listen carefully to multiple participants’ views 

surrounding their background and experiences, and to interpret the findings (Creswell, 

2003; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Crotty (1998) viewed constructivism as assuming the 

researcher’s “meanings being constructed by human beings as they engage with the world 

they are interpreting and making sense of it based on their historical and social 

perspective” (p. 42).  To avoid misinterpretations of the meanings behind participants’ 

experiences, Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested the use of broad and general open-

ended questions in interviews to determine the true meaning of the participants’ views 

regarding the topic being studied.  Conducting open-ended interviews and observations 

through a social constructivism lens, allowed for the collection of data on how multiple 
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study participants constructed their reality regarding financial aid, perceived to be real, 

and the consequences of what they perceived to be real (Creswell, 2003; Patton, 2015).  

For this study, the interview questions consisted of open-ended questions allowing for a 

broad collection of views from a variety of study participants.   

A social constructivism perspective was appropriate for understanding the study’s 

focus on the perceptions of community college non-FAFSA filers as it permitted for 

gathering a description, understanding, and interpretation of the participants’ experiences 

and to formulate meanings attributed to the participants’ experiences, perspectives, and 

perceptions with the researcher being the primary instrument of collecting data (Creswell, 

2003; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015).  A social constructivism approach 

incorporated a process of interaction among non-FAFSA filing students to allow for a 

better understanding of participants’ historical and cultural settings (J.W. Creswell &  

Creswell, 2018).  Employing a social constructivism lens provided direct access to study 

participants to gain an understanding of the perceptions that influenced participants’ 

decisions to not apply for financial aid.   

Type of Study 

 Once a determination is made as to what study to conduct, a research design is 

chosen to determine the type of inquiry to conduct the study.  A researcher chooses the 

strategy of inquiry to “provide specific direction for procedures in a research design” 

(Creswell, 2003, p. 13).  Creswell and Poth (2018) identified five different types of 

qualitative research designs as: 1) narrative research; 2) phenomenological research; 3) 

grounded theory research; 4) ethnographic research; and 5) case study research.  A 

narrative research collects stories and lived experiences of a single or several participants 
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to gather and form data sets for a narrative analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  A phenomenological research focuses on describing and identifying a 

common meaning or phenomenon of the lived experiences of study participants 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  The intention of a grounded theory research is to develop or 

have theory emerged from the study data generating an explanation of a process or many 

participants’ actions (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  An 

ethnographic research type of study has an anthropology and sociological base where the 

researcher attempts to determine common patterns of behavior, language, and actions of a 

cultural group in a natural setting (J.W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  A case study 

research involves a true-life identified bounded single or multiple case with the goal of 

gathering data from a variety of sources to determine a case description or theme 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

 A case study method design was chosen as the type of approach for gathering data 

for this qualitative study.  According to Yin (2014), a case study design is appropriate 

when the focus of the study is to answer the “how or why questions being posed” (p. 16).  

The research questions were framed around the topic of how the participants came to the 

decision to not apply for financial aid and why they made this decision.  A case study as a 

strategy of inquiry allows for the examination of a program or process of one or more 

individuals (Creswell, 2003) and permits the investigator to obtain meaningful 

exploration of true participant experiences (Yin, 2017).  Case studies search for meaning 

using the researcher as the primary instrument to collect the widest array of data for 

analysis through personal interviews producing a rich description and building 

meaningful interpretation (Creswell, 1998; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Research involved 
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in this case study, utilized the researcher as the primary instrument to collect the data 

from the individual participant interviews 

  Qualitative case studies can be identified as being an intrinsic case study, a 

collective or multiple case study, or a single instrumental case study (Creswell & Poth, 

2018).  Determining the type of case study is guided by the study’s purpose (Baxter & 

Jack, 2008).  An intrinsic case study is a consideration when the focus is on the case itself 

due to it being a unique or unusual situation with the results having limited transferability 

(Stake, 1995).  A collective or multiple case study involves the selection of several case 

studies of a phenomenon to gather different perspectives and illustrate issues when 

exploring differences within and between cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Patton, 2015).  A 

single instrumental case study involves the researcher concentrating on an issue or 

research question and exploring insight on the case through an in-depth review of 

information from multiple sources (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  For purposes of this study, a 

single instrumental case study was chosen to collect data for more depth and 

understanding of the case itself (Stake, 1995) in reference as to why students did not 

apply for financial aid to fund their postsecondary education.  Utilizing a case study on 

the topic of non-FAFSA filers, provided an in-depth process of reviewing multiple 

sources to further explore and gather data. 

Study Setting 

 The setting of this study was at a medium-sized, state-supported community 

college located in the southeast region of Texas.  The institution had a certifiable  

enrollment of approximately 6,000 students during the Fall 2019 semester, with a student 

ethnicity distribution of approximately 40% White, 40% Hispanic, and 15% Black (Texas 
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Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 2020).  According to the THECB 2020 

Almanac, the institution was designated as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) defined 

by THECB as 25% or more of enrolled students being identified as Hispanic.  Over 75% 

of the institution’s students were enrolled in 11 hours or less and were classified as part-

time students (THECB, 2020).  The percentage of students at the institution who received 

a Pell Grant was approximately 16% being well below the state’s average number of Pell 

Grant community college recipients at 28.4% for the Fall 2019 semester (THECB, 2020).   

 According to the latest U.S. Census data, the 2014-2018 American Community 

Survey (ACS) revealed the surrounding city being served by the study’s institution, 

showed a median household income of approximately $54,000 (ACS, 2019).  In 

comparison, Texas had a median household income of $59,570 and the United States had 

a median household income of $60,293 (ACS).  According to the ACS (2019), 

approximately 16% of persons lived in poverty in the city the study institution served.  

The percentage of people living in the city in poverty was above the average number of 

Texans in poverty at 14.9% and the United States at 11.8% (ACS, 2019).  The 

educational attainment of the city the institution served showed approximately 17% of the 

population over the age of 25 during 2014-2018 held a bachelor’s degree being well 

below the number of bachelor degree holders in Texas at 29.3% and at 31.5% in the 

United States (ACS, 2019).   

Participants 

 The 12 study participants interviewed for this study were community college 

students enrolled for the Spring 2019 semester at the study institution, who chose not to 

apply for financial aid for their currently enrolled semester or the previously enrolled 
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semester.  For purposes of this study, potential participants were chosen and identified as 

being low-income if they answered “yes” to any of the following pre-survey questions: 1) 

enrolled in fewer classes due to not having the financial ability to cover the costs of 

tuition, fees, and book; 2) being unable to easily access and obtain $500 in the event of 

any unexpected emergency, 3) if in the past 12 months had to borrow money for basic 

needs such as food, shelter, or transportation, and/or worried about having enough money 

to pay for the next semester of college.   

 Pre-survey questions two and three were adapted from similar questions asked in 

the Spring 2018 Trellis Research Student Financial Wellness (SFW) Survey (Klepfer, 

Cornett, Fletcher, & Webster, 2018).  Question two of the study’s pre-survey was similar 

to the Trellis SFW survey question, “would have trouble getting $500 in cash or credit in 

order to meet an unexpected need within the next month” (Klepfer et al., 2018, p. 51).  

Question three of the pre-survey was similar to the Trellis SFW survey question, “in the 

past 12 months, how many times did you borrow from your family and/or friends?” 

(Klepfer et al., 2018, p. 37.)  All interviewed participants were required to have met the 

basic criteria necessary to initially qualify for financial aid by being a United States 

citizen, having a valid social security number, and having registered for selective service 

(military draft) if identified as a male.  Participants had to be enrolled for a minimum of 

six credit hours and have had an established major or selected program on file with the 

designated institution.   

Sampling 

The community college students (cases for the study) were chosen through a 

purposeful selection to obtain information-rich insight (Patton, 2015) on the topic as to 
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why potentially eligible community college students did not apply for financial aid.  

Creswell and Poth (2018) considered purposeful sampling as a critical step in the process 

of “intentionally sampling a group of people that can best inform the researcher about the 

research problem under examination” (p. 148).  By interviewing a purposefully selected 

sampling of low-income student participants who could have potentially qualified for 

financial aid but chose not to apply, allowed for gathering an in-depth insight to provide 

important information to the study’s purpose (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015).  

Choosing study participants by applying a purposeful selection method, Patton (2015) 

posits that, “Purposefully sampling lie in selection of information-rich cases for in-depth 

study.  One can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

inquiry.”  (p. 264).   

 To assist in the recruiting and identification of potentially qualifying participants 

best suited for the study, a meeting was held with the institution’s research director to 

determine the best method of contacting potential participants.  He was provided with a 

description of the study, the necessary criterion for participants to have met, and the 

researcher’s contact information to distribute to potential participants.  Students were sent 

an electronic link to an online pre-survey (see Appendix D) to their college issued email 

asking of their interest in voluntarily completing the survey along with a request for their 

contact information.  The initial communication informed potential participants of the 

study’s description along with eight pre-survey interview questions allowing for only a 

closed ended “yes” or “no” response, along with the possibility of being contacted for a 

future extended interview to be held individually in person.   
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A review of the potential participants’ online survey responses was conducted by 

the researcher allowing for purposeful selection of participants who were most likely to 

be knowledgeable or have deep insight into the study topic (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011).  Students who indicated on the pre-survey they had previously completed the 

FAFSA, were not contacted for an extended interview.  Students with responses thought 

to most likely provide quality informative responses to the study’s topic (no to having 

completed the FAFSA and yes to being challenged financially), were contacted via email 

or by phone to ask of their interest in participating in an extended individual face-to-face 

interview to be held on the institution’s campus at their convenience.  Purposefully 

selected participants (students who had not completed a financial aid application) and the 

purposefully selected site (natural setting of students’ community college campus), 

provided an understanding of the problem to address the research questions (Creswell, 

2003).   

While using a purposeful selection technique, this allowed for the selection of 12 

participants from a larger pool of potential students with a variety of backgrounds, but 

still having the commonality amongst them of not having completed a FAFSA to assist in 

the research process of moving toward a point of data saturation.  Purposeful sampling 

provided a strategy to choose students who could give direct insight and provide an 

understanding of the research problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Participants in the semi-

structured individualized interviews were all asked the same questions (see Appendix F) 

along with follow-up questions to probe for further information to add to the data.      
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Data Collection 

Data collection is the systematic gathering of data from various sources that 

usually occurs simultaneously with data analysis in qualitative research (Rimando et al., 

2015).  The collection of qualitative data involved the process of asking questions, 

observing people and places, and reviewing data to present the means to answer the 

research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Fieldwork strategies such as observations, 

interviews, keeping field notes, and journaling, captured participants’ direct quotes and 

personal perspectives (Patton, 2015).  According to Patton (2015), the voluminous data 

collected and analyzed resulted in themes, patterns, understandings, and insights 

emerging to provide for the basis of the “fruit of qualitative inquiry” (p. 14).  

Creswell and Poth (2018) categorized data collection into four basic types: 1) 

interviews; 2) observations; 3) documents; and 4) audiovisual materials.  Interviews can 

be conducted with study participants as one-on-one or in a focus group setting using in 

person, electronically online through a web-based format, or an email platform (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018).  All interviews were conducted face-to-face with study participants  

individually at an office located at the studied institution.  Semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with enrolled community college students identified as non-FAFSA filers 

and were the primary instrument for contributing to the collected data.  The interviews 

were conducted individually and were audio recorded, transcribed, and assembled with 

field notes for the data analysis phase of the study with the researcher being the primary 

tool to collect the data (J.W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Permission was asked of and 

granted by each study participant to allow for recording of his or her responses with an 



  

Texas Tech University, Marilyn Dement, December 2020 

 

77 
 

understanding the recording could be stopped at any time during the interview at the 

participant’s request.   

A paper copy of the pre-interview protocol was given to each participant and read 

aloud by the researcher to provide for a full understanding of the interview and allow for 

any questions or explanations prior to the start of the interview process.  Utilizing 

interviews as a data collection method with open-ended questions, provided insight into 

the participants’ experiences, perceptions, opinions, feelings, and knowledge (Patton, 

2015) about financial aid.  The interviews allowed for direct contact with respondents 

yielding rich detailed data, as well as providing an opportunity to explore relevant topics 

in depth to clarify questions to increase the likelihood of useful responses (2015). 

All study participants were given consent forms (see Appendix E) to sign prior to 

the interview explaining their participation in the study was voluntary and acknowledging 

their participation in the process was their choice.  Each were given an opportunity to ask 

any questions in advanced that they may have regarding the interview process.  They 

were told their responses would help to formulate findings for a study regarding 

community college students’ perceptions about financial aid.  Each participant was 

reminded in advance of their interview that they had the option to not answer any 

question they did not feel comfortable with and could stop the audio recording at any 

time with no negative consequences.   

The interview process was explained to each participant that detailed information 

regarding the study institution would not be revealed and that no identifying responses 

would be associated with them.  Each study participant was informed that they would not 

be acknowledged in the study by their actual name and that they had the option of 
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choosing their own pseudonym or to randomly be assigned one by the researcher.  

Participants were provided with a $25 gift card as compensation for their participation 

and time. Participants were informed in the event they decided to stop the interview or 

not answer a question, they would still be issued the gift card. 

Along with the interviews, observations are one of the key sources of collecting 

data for a qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Observations focused on the purpose of the research and included observing physical 

settings, participants, and interactions (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Fieldwork data was 

collected from first-hand observations of the financial aid department and the on-campus 

promotion of financial aid awareness.  Observing as a non-participant in both 

observations provided the researcher with an opportunity to collect field notes of rich 

detailed descriptions of activities, behaviors, actions, conversations, and processes 

(Patton, 2015).  The advantages of the first-hand observations in the financial aid 

department provided the ability to observe students proceeding through or inquiring 

about the financial aid process to gather field notes of any unusual aspects, to collect data 

on a wide range of student and staff behaviors and their interactions, and to record 

information as it was revealed (Creswell, 2003).  The observation of campus financial aid 

awareness allowed for the collection of data to view the quantity and quality of 

promotion of financial aid in print (fliers, brochures, and print announcements) and 

electronic (television monitors and campus marquess) formats. 

 Documents can exist in a wide range of written, visual, digital, and physical 

formats (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and were collected from a variety of sources.  The 

study’s documents consisted of pre-survey responses, field notes from the participants’ 
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interviews and campus observations, interview transcriptions, the researcher’s journal, 

and field notes from review of the institutional financial aid website’s electronic 

documents.  Electronic fliers and documents were printed from the website for the future 

analysis phase of the study.  The process of document collection and review permitted 

access to an unobtrusive source of information representing data that was thoughtful and 

relevant as written evidence for the study’s purpose (Creswell, 2003).   

Data Analysis 

 According to Marshall and Rossman (1999), data analysis involves organizing the 

data to enable the researcher to assemble and provide meaning to the date allowing for an 

interpretation to be communicated in a final research outcome description.  Analysis of 

the overall collection of data is one of the most important components in the qualitative 

research process (Leech & Onwuebguzie, 2008).  The pre-survey responses were 

analyzed to determine which potential participants met the criterion of being a non-

FAFSA filer and having indicated they experienced an economic need.  Possible 

participants were contacted to schedule an individual interview.  The initial process of 

analyzing the interview data began with organizing the transcribe audio recordings of the 

interviews, the field notes from the interviews, and journal notes.  Notes and comments in 

the margins of the field notes and interview responses were marked for further analysis of 

possible new insights and additional questions.   

The purpose of the data analysis was to consolidate, reduce, and interpret what 

interviewees had disclosed to compare those disclosures to what had been observed to 

formulate meaning from the collected data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The next focus of 

the data analysis involved an analysis of field notes from the financial aid department and 
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campus observations. the researcher’s  journal, and the review of the institution’s 

financial aid website.  The casual process of reviewing and comparing the data elements 

provided evidence to build upon and eliminate for a lack of relevancy during the 

constant-comparative method and open coding processes.  The data analysis process 

resulted into moving deeper and deeper into understanding the data allowing for making 

an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data (Creswell, 2009).  

 Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral assessment was used as a guide 

for the study’s data analysis process allowing an engagement with a “process of moving 

in analytic circles rather than using a fixed linear approach” (p. 185).   The data analysis 

spiral began with the collecting of data and utilized the following steps to determine an 

account of findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018): 

1. Managing and organizing the data;  

2. Reading and memoing emergent ideas; 

3. Describing and classifying codes into themes 

4. Developing and assessing interpretations; 

5. Representing and visualizing the data 

 Throughout the data analysis research phase, the constant comparison method of 

data analysis was incorporated to start the process in identifying emerging themes as the 

data was collected.  The constant comparative method involved the breaking down of 

data into units and coding them into categories (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   

Employing Agar’s (1980) recommendation, all participants’ interview transcripts 

and data collections were carefully read to acknowledge the holistic aspects of the 

research before breaking it down into parts.  The data analysis for this study incorporated 
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Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) open coding “to breaking down, examining, comparing, 

conceptualizing, and categorizing data” (p. 61) to develop central categories of 

information (Creswell, 1998).  After the process of analyzing the data, the coding process 

began to start separating the data into categories.  After the process of open coding was 

applied, axial coding was further utilized to determine connections between categories to 

resolve recurring regularities in the data to group the related topics into patterns or 

themes (Patton, 2015; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  An electronic Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet was used to start the initial organizing of the categories to more efficiently 

locate related data to breakdown into themes.  Reducing categories and combining them 

into five or six themes, allowed for a greater ease of communicating and interpreting the 

findings (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Trustworthiness of the Study 

A researcher has a responsibility in substantiating that the gathered information 

from the study is trustworthy and that the findings are credible so as the reader has 

confidence in and is convinced of the truth of the study’s outcome (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  The creditability of a researcher’s findings, the time gathered in acquiring 

trustworthy data, and the interpretation of the study’s findings, contributed and supported 

the study’s credibility (Patton, 2015).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), examining 

the level of trustworthiness of a qualitative research is necessary in determining the value 

and evaluating the worth of the research study.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) conceded the 

trustworthiness of a research study involves incorporating the study’s framework to focus 

on credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability to ensure the rigor and 

value of the qualitative study’s findings.  Establishing trustworthiness adds to the 
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credibility of a study’s findings and the validity of the researcher’s interpretations of data 

(Patton, 2015).  Integrating strategies into the overall framework of the research 

reinforces the trustworthiness and rigor of the study.  Each of these areas of 

trustworthiness is comprised of techniques for establishing and strengthening the 1) 

credibility; 2) confirmability; 3) dependability; and 4) transferability of the study.   

Credibility 

 Credibility in a qualitative study creates a study that provides truthful and 

believable findings or outcomes to the reader (Anney, 2014).  To establish confidence in 

this research study, the researcher incorporated the tenets of triangulation.  Triangulation 

of multiple sources were accessed to gather corroborating evidence (Onwuegbuzie & 

Leech, 2007) and occurred through cross-checking the collected data (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016) through reviewed transcripts of student interviews, observations field notes, 

journaling, and a review of the institution’s website and electronic financial aid 

documents.  Cross-examining for the truth amongst the collection of various data 

reinforced the integrity of the students’ responses and of the research findings (Anney, 

2014).  The process of triangulation was an appropriate and powerful strategy to help 

ensure the credibility of this qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) as it provided an 

analysis and comparison of multiple data resources to produce an understanding of the 

phenomenon of students not utilizing financial aid to supplement their tuition costs.  

 The researcher is the primary instrument in a qualitative research and his or her 

shortcomings and biases can impact a study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  To avoid 

misinterpreting the meaning of the participants’ responses and to further ensure the 

credibility of the study, member checking was conducted to summarize the participants’ 
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information for accuracy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) during and at the end of each 

individual interview.  Member checking minimized the researcher interpreting incorrect 

participant feedback and limited researcher bias while strengthening the validity of the 

research (Lincoln & Guba).    

Further strengthening the credibility of the study, the researcher emailed 

participants an electronic written transcription of their audio recordings of their 

interviews.  This process provided an opportunity for additional comment feedback and 

allowed participants to clarify any possible misinterpretations of their responses.  By 

being provided with an electronic version of the interview transcript after the initial 

interview, this was an opportunity for prolonged engagement between the study 

participants and the researcher to further establish credibility in the study (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  The process of triangulation was incorporated to further enhance the 

credibility of the study by applying a constant comparative process of comparing and 

reviewing participants’ transcripts, field notes, and the researcher’s journal. (Lincoln & 

Guba). 

Confirmability 

The process of confirmability in the research process incorporates strategies to 

ensure the neutrality of the research findings are because of the researcher’s experience 

and not of his or her biases or outcome preferences (Shenton, 2004).  The aptitude a 

different researcher can confirm of the accuracy of the research finding, increases the 

trustworthiness of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  An audit trail and reflexive 

journaling are strategies to provide transparent evidence that the researcher experienced 

what he or she said was done in the research process and did not fabricate in the findings 
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(Lincoln & Guba).  For purposes of this study, triangulation and reflexive journaling 

were chosen as strategies to support confirmability of the research study.  Journaling 

included descriptions of events that occurred in the field, personal reflections regarding 

the study, and perceptions of the qualitative research process (Anney, 2014).  The journal 

was kept as a historical record while conducting the research to confirm how the data was 

collected and the study was conducted to support the audit trail. 

Dependability 

The value of dependability in a research study is based upon the ability for the 

study to be replicated of interviewing participants meeting the same criteria as the 

original study and the same study outcomes being repeated (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The 

strategy chosen to ensure the dependability of this research study is worthy was through 

usage of peer examination or peer debriefing.  Both peer review and debriefing expose 

the study’s findings to professionals in the field to provide an opportunity for feedback 

and further discussion (Anney, 2014).   The researcher sought out the assistance of two 

higher education financial aid colleagues from community colleges for further 

examination and feedback of the findings.  Through a process of peer scrutiny, a fresh 

perspective provided an opportunity to clarify any questions regarding the data to develop 

clearer explanations (Shenton, 2004).  Personal reflections, collected data, and field notes 

were periodically provided and discussed throughout the study to obtain peer feedback to 

enhance the trustworthiness of the study. 

Transferability 

Transferability describes how the work conducted in the research study could be 

transferred to another person’s situation or applicable to other populations (Shenton, 
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2004).  Transferability relates to how the findings gathered from the variety of data 

methods in reference to financial aid non-filers in this study, could be relevant to other 

community college financial aid personnel and students.  To enhance the transferability 

of the study, the burden of providing enough descriptive data to generalize the study, is 

the responsibility of the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  To support the study’s 

transferability, themes that emerged were described with a detailed description to allow 

for a determination of applicability to other similar research or situations (Lincoln & 

Guba).  Several strategies were incorporated to support the generalizability of the study 

for transferring or being applicable to other contexts or situations.  Utilizing rich, thick 

descriptions and purposeful sampling, provides other community colleges with the 

context to determine whether the transferability of the research study would be applicable 

to the context of their situation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Evidence of rich, thick 

descriptions and detailed description of the findings were gathered from interviews, field 

notes, observations, and electronic documents to support the extent of the transferability 

of the study to outside readers (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

Context of the Study and Researcher 

Context of the Study 

 The purpose of financial aid is to provide lower socioeconomic students with the 

financial means to access and cover the costs associated with earning a higher education 

credential.  Since the passing of the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965, the federal 

government has allocated billions of dollars in the form of grants, work-study, and loans 

for eligible low-income students providing access to American postsecondary institutions 

(U.S. Department of Education, n.d. - a).  Despite the massive amount of federal, state, 
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and institutional funding allocated and available for low-income students each academic 

year, a vast number of potentially eligible students do not complete the FAFSA to 

determine their eligibility for college tuition funds (Fenney & Heroff, 2013; Kantrowitz, 

2011).  The financial burden associated with enrolling and remaining in college due to 

tuition costs, is a concern raised by not only students (Bahr et al., 2018), but by 

postsecondary institutions as well as they experience the challenge of supporting students 

in their ability to cover the costs associated with their tuition and fees (Fuller, 2014).  It is 

therefore important for institutions to be aware of the perceptions and reasons as to why 

potentially eligible low-income students do not proceed in completing a financial aid 

application. 

The setting of this study was a suburban, medium-sized, single campus 

community college located in the southeast region of Texas.  The college participates in 

federal student aid programs and offers grants, work-study, and loans as authorized under 

Title IV of the HEA of 1965 to assist students with their college tuition, fees, books, and 

supplies.  Study participants were students enrolled at the institution during the Spring 

2019 semester who chose not to apply for financial aid by completing the FAFSA to 

supplement their college tuition and fees.  The study participants were purposely selected 

as being potentially eligible for financial aid based upon responses to a pre-survey 

identifying monetary challenges for paying for basic necessities and being concerned 

with the ability to pay their tuition for the following semester.   

Context of the Researcher 

 As a first-generation student with limited financial means, my path in acquiring a 

postsecondary credential was not a traditional one, but one where I swirled or transferred 



Texas Tech University, Marilyn Dement, December 2020 

87 

between community colleges and universities to the next.  Being raised by a single 

mother and having a distant father of which neither ever pursued college, there were little 

to no discussions in my household around the topic of attending college.  Since neither 

parent had attended college, there were no assumptions I would attend college and as 

such, no college funds were set aside to finance a future college education.  The 

possibility of financing my postsecondary education by applying for federal aid was a 

foreign and intimidating process.  My initial attempt to complete a financial aid 

application was a frustrating one and was quickly abandoned, as acquiring income tax 

information from a father with limited contact was not a realistic possibility.    

After graduating with my bachelor’s degree as a non-traditional, independent 

student, it appeared to be a natural transition to me to start my professional career at a 

community college.  At this period of my life, I had already been enrolled with seven 

different community colleges or universities but had only earned one associate degree 

and one bachelor’s degree.  Being employed in a field where I had such familiarity as a 

student, provided an internal motivation and passion to ensure students were well 

informed to avoid the college barriers I had experienced.  My over 25 years of higher 

education career experiences with three different community colleges has provided me 

with an opportunity to gain direct experience in all areas of student services to include 

registration, academic advising, student activities, retention and recruitment, TRIO 

programs, campus police, student discipline, institutional policies and procedures, 

transfer services, enrollment management, student athletics, grant writing, and financial 

aid.  My personal life experiences fuel the passion I have in the field of higher education 
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and an opportunity to positively alter students’ lives through their attainment of a college 

credential.  

 As a researcher and community college administrator, providing students with 

accurate financial aid information and awareness is essential to my personal and 

professional mission.  Through awareness and guidance, I am convinced it is possible to 

alleviate some of the financial challenges low-income students face and improve the odds 

they remain in and graduate from college.  I strongly believe students who feel a 

connection to the college through attentive high touch interactions with faculty and staff, 

coupled with experiencing efficient student services processes, are more likely to remain 

enrolled or return to finish their degree in the event they temporarily stop-out.   

In my opinion, navigating the college admissions process, along with the lengthy 

financial aid application, can be an intimidating experience that can be preventative to a 

student’s college enrollment and completion.  The unfamiliar terrain of the college entry 

experience is especially true for students who are first generation and have minimal 

guidance from family members who can advocate for them.  Knowing many of our 

students who have had the courage to be the first in their family to literally take a step on 

a college campus and personally understanding their feelings, reminds me of the 

obligation I have to ensure I utilize my professional and personal experiences to provide 

the necessary support and minimize institutional barriers to fulfill their academic goals.   

Summary 

 Chapter III describes and explains the methodology of the qualitative study 

incorporating an instrumental case study through the lens of a constructivism paradigm to 

gather data in relation to low-income students’ decision to not apply for financial aid.  



  

Texas Tech University, Marilyn Dement, December 2020 

 

89 
 

The research study was conducted at a community college located in the southeast region 

of Texas involving the interviewing of 12 low-income students who opted not to 

complete the FAFSA.  The collection of data involved individual interviews with 

community college students who had not completed a FAFSA along with data collection 

of department and campus observations, journaling, field notes, and document review.  

Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral assessment was used as a guide for the 

study’s data analysis process and included a process of coding to support and develop 

meaningful categories and themes.  A constant comparison method of data analysis was 

utilized throughout the analysis phase of the research to identify emerging themes for 

further interpretation of the findings.  The trustworthiness of the study incorporated steps 

to ensure the establishment of credibility, confirmability, dependability, and 

transferability. 

Chapter IV will address the research design, study setting, participant 

demographics, and the study’s findings to address each research question that guided the 

study. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

 Chapter IV provides the findings of the study to include: 1) summary of research 

design; 2) study institution and participant profiles; and 3) the findings of the study.  The 

purpose of this qualitative study was to explore non-FAFSA filing potentially eligible 

low-income community college students’ perceptions of financial aid.  The study focused 

on the particular interest of the students’ perceptions as to what possible family, high 

school, postsecondary institution, and policy contexts may have influenced their decision 

to not apply for financial aid.  The following four research questions guided this study: 

1. What are the perceptions of low-income community college students not 

applying for financial aid to pay for their college education?  

2. What do low-income community college students perceive are the social 

barriers that influenced their decision to not apply for financial aid? 

3. What institutional factors do low-income community college students 

perceive influenced their decision to not complete the FAFSA?  

4. What recommendations do low-income community college students perceive 

institutions can practice to influence their decision to apply for financial aid? 

Summary of the Research Design 

A single instrumental case study was chosen to collect data for more depth and 

understanding of the case itself (Stake, 1995) in reference as to why community college 

students do not apply for financial aid to fund their postsecondary education. The study 

was conducted through the lens of the constructivist paradigm to “focus on the specific 

contexts in which people live and work in order to understand the historical and cultural 
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settings of the participants (J. W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 8).  Purposeful sampling 

was utilized as a critical step in the process of “intentionally sampling a group of people 

that can best inform the researcher about the research problem under examination” 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 148).   

Data Collection Process 

The process of collecting data began with obtaining approval from the Texas Tech 

University (TTU) Human Research Protection Program  The initial TTU institutional 

review board (IRB) approval was issued October 2018, with an extension of the approval 

until October 2020 (see Appendices A and B).  A meeting was arranged with the study 

institution’s Office of Institution and Research Effectiveness (OIRE) Director to discuss 

the purpose of the study and the process for recruiting potential participants.  The study 

institution’s IRB form was completed and approval was received in January 2019 from 

the study institution’s IRB committee (see Appendix C).  

The data collection instruments utilized for this study included the lens of the 

researcher, semi-structured interviews, observations, field notes, reflexive journaling, and 

a review of the study institution’s financial aid website.  The first step in the data 

collection process was to identify and recruit potential participants.  To aid the researcher 

in the recruitment process and narrow the number of potential participants, an eight 

question pre-survey (see Appendix D) was designed to help identify a larger pool of 

potential participants who met the inclusion criteria to participate in the study.  The 

inclusion criteria required the participants be enrolled at the study institution in the 

Spring 2019 semester, had not completed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 

(FAFSA) form, and had indicated on the survey they had experienced one of the 
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following economic needs criteria that identified them as low-income: 1) had enrolled in 

fewer classes due to costs; 2) had borrowed money in the past 12 months to cover basic 

necessities; 3) had worried about having enough money to cover tuition for the next 

semester; and/or 4) would not be able to obtain $500 cash in the event of an emergency.  

Participants who indicated on their pre-survey they had met one of the economic needs 

criteria were identified as being low-income for purposes of the study. 

The pre-survey was designed to efficiently identify potential participants who had 

not completed the FAFSA, and who may have qualified for financial aid based upon their 

responses to the pre-survey economic needs questions.  The pre-survey aided the 

researcher in purposefully selecting a sample of participants who were most likely to be 

the best informed on the study’s topic as to perceptions of why potentially qualified 

students do not apply for financial aid (Creswell & Poth, 2018).   

The pre-survey questions were provided to the study institution’s OIRE Research 

Associate who created a web-based version of the pre-survey using the software Survey 

Monkey™.  The research associate also monitored and housed the results of the pre-

survey.  The OIRE Research Associate sent the link to the web-based pre-survey to 1,360 

of the study institution’s students at their college issued emails in January 2019.  The 

students chosen to receive the email were students who had registered for courses and 

had already paid their tuition for the Spring 2019 semester.  The pre-survey included a 

request for the student’s phone number and email in the event he or she was interested in 

participating in a possible future interview.  The pre-survey included a statement that all 

information provided would be kept confidential and all disclosed responses would be 

destroyed once participants for the interviews were selected.  
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The pre-survey results that had been received within three days of the initial email 

mailout were sent to the researcher by the study institution’s OIRE Research Associate.  

The research associate continued to check the survey for new responses on a weekly basis 

and sent the results each week over a three-week timespan to the researcher.  By the end 

of the three-week survey period, 81 survey participants had responded to the pre-survey.   

The researcher reviewed each pre-survey (see Appendix D) to determine if the 

student had met the inclusion criteria of being a non-FAFSA filer and had met at least 

one of the economic need low-income criteria.  An initial review of the 81 survey 

responses showed 39 students had completed the FAFSA and as a result, did not meet the 

study’s criteria and were not considered, nor contacted for further participation in the 

study.  A review of the other 42 out of the 81 surveys indicated students who had 

identified as being non-FAFSA filers.  The 42 surveys that revealed students were non-

FAFSA filers, were reviewed again to determine how many had indicated they had also 

experienced an economic need as stated on the survey.  Of the 42 students who identified 

as being non-FAFSA filers on their survey, 19 had also answered they had experienced 

some economic need.  Of the 81 total students who completed the survey, 19 students had 

revealed they had had not completed the FAFSA and had experience an economic need, 

to meet the study’s inclusion criteria to be considered as a possible participant for a future 

interview.   

To start the recruitment for interviews, these 19 potential participants were 

contacted via email or by phone, and were provided with an explanation of the study’s 

purpose and a request to take part in a face-to-face, semi-structured interview.  Of the 19 

potential participants contacted, 16 responded with a possible interest in participating in 
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the study.  A follow-up conversation by phone was held with each of the 16 participants 

to provide further explanation of the interview process and to answer any questions they 

may have about the process.  Of these 16 initial contacts, 12 participants were chosen for 

the study based upon not only having met the study’s criteria of being a non-FAFSA filer 

and having reported experiencing an economic need, but also because of their willingness 

to share their perception and to contribute towards the study’s topic.  These 12 

participants were purposely chosen because they were the most likely the best to inform 

the researcher about the problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018) as to why community college 

students do not apply for financial aid.   

A time was scheduled by phone for the interview that was convenient for each 

participant, and a follow-up email was sent as a written confirmation of the scheduled 

interview date, time, and location.  All interviews were conducted face-to-face in an 

empty office located in the study institution’s admissions department.   

Using J.W. Creswell and Creswell’s (2018) interview protocol as a guide for 

interviewing the participants (see Appendix F), the introduction portion of the semi-

structured interview began with the researcher introducing herself.  The next step 

involved providing a brief explanation of the study’s purpose and reviewing the consent 

form (see Appendix E) with each participant.  The participant’s signature was obtained 

acknowledging his or her voluntary consent to participate in the study and an 

understanding of the research study and interview process.  Each participant was 

informed they could ask the researcher any questions they had regarding the interview 

process or if they needed additional clarification during the interview.  As well, they were 
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informed they had the option to skip any questions they chose not to answer, and could 

stop their participation in the study at any time.   

Each participant was informed in writing in the consent form as well as verbally 

that the information they disclosed would be kept secured in a password protected 

computer or a locked file cabinet, and that all efforts would be made to ensure the 

security and confidentiality of their survey and interview responses, as well as their 

signed consent form.  They were also informed in writing and verbally that their identity 

and their institution would not be disclosed in the study’s final findings.  All were 

provided with an opportunity to choose a pseudonym in order to protect their identity, but 

all participants left the decision for a pseudonym to be chosen for them by the researcher.   

Prior to each interview, the participants were asked permission to audio record 

their interviews and permission was granted by all allowing the researcher to record.  

Participants were asked opening demographic questions such as their college enrollment, 

employment status, and family characteristics (see Appendix F).  The next set of 

questions were content questions specific to the study’s topic regarding their perceptions 

of financial aid (see Appendix F).  Member checking also occurred during and 

throughout the interview process with the researcher frequently repeating what the 

participant stated, as well as asking follow up questions to ensure accurate notes were 

taken of what the participant revealed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

Though all participants were asked the same questions, the length of interviews 

varied between 10 to 30 minutes.  Interview times varied based upon the participants’ 

inclination to disclose information related to the interview questions.  Additional 

questions were asked in an attempt to promote participant feedback where initial 
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responses were minimal.  As stated in the interview protocol (see Appendix F), 

participants were informed they had the option to not answer or skip questions as they so 

desired.  The interview ended with closing instructions informing the participants they 

would be sent a written transcription of the audio recording of their interview at their 

designated email, allowing an opportunity for member checking (Creswell, 2012; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  To compensate participants for their time, all were provided 

with a $25 gift card.   

After each interview, prior to the participant’s departure, an initial check was 

made of the audio recording to ensure there was no technical malfunctions.  After 

completion of each interview, the researcher’s field notes were reviewed and a 

pseudonym was assigned to each participant.  Entries into a reflexive journal occurred on 

the same day after each interview to make note of any out of the ordinary aspects and 

thoughts about the interview that may be of interest during the data analysis phase.   

Once all 12 interviews were completed, the audio-recordings were sent to an 

online transcription service.  The written transcriptions were received back from the 

transcription service within a few days of submission.  The electronic audio recordings 

and written transcription copies were saved to a password protected computer.  An 

electronic file of the interview transcriptions was sent as a file attachment to each of the 

participants’ college issued emails.  Participants were advised to review their transcript 

and to contact the researcher with any discrepancies or changes to their interview 

responses.  None of the participants responded back nor contacted the researcher with any 

needed changes or concerns.   
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In addition to the semi-structured interviews and field notes, an observation of the 

study institution’s financial aid department was scheduled to add to the collected data.  A 

meeting was held with the study institution’s financial aid director to arrange for a two-

hour observation of the financial aid department.  With the researcher being the primary 

instrument used to collect data in qualitative research (Patton, 2015), the observation 

experience was conducted as a “complete observer”, with no participation or questions 

being asked of those in attendance or being encountered (J.W. Creswell & Creswell, 

2018, p. 188).  The purpose of observing the financial aid department was to obtain a 

firsthand account of the students’ experiences rather than the researcher to make an 

assumption of what he or she already knows (Patton, 2015).  Field notes were taken 

during the observation to document a description of the physical setting of the financial 

aid department, the type of questions being asked by the staff and students, the type of 

responses from the financial aid staff, the number of students who came to the office, and 

observation notes on what was not happening.  After the observation, an entry was added 

to the researcher’s reflexive journal documenting her perceptions on how individuals 

were behaving, their nonverbal communications, and other thoughts that may be useful 

during the study’s data analysis phase. 

A second observation was conducted by walking around the study institution’s 

campus to observe printed or electronic notices of any information regarding the 

promotion of financial aid awareness.  Field notes were used to document an estimated 

number of posted financial aid bulletin fliers viewed, availability of printed brochures or 

fliers available for students to obtain, predominance of financial aid information located 

on campus, and awareness of electronic announcements on the campus mounted 
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television monitors and marquees.  Reflexive journaling was conducted after the campus 

observation to document perceptions and personal reflections regarding the campus 

observation experience (Anney, 2014).   

In addition to the observations, a review of the study institution’s financial aid 

website was conducted.  A review was conducted of informative videos embedded in the 

financial aid website created by the institution and by the U.S. Department of Education 

covering topics about financial aid.  Additional topics on the website were reviewed 

regarding general financial aid information, steps on how to apply for aid, eligibility, and 

financial aid related student forms.  Field notes were taken throughout the website review 

process to document the number of videos, what financial aid topics were covered, and 

what type of forms were available online.  Electronic fliers created by the U.S. 

Department of Education were linked in the website and were printed to review in more 

detail.  The financial aid fliers reviewed were entitled: Am I Dependent or Independent?, 

Don’t Get Scammed on Your Way to College, and Money Management Checklist for 

College Students.  After the review, an additional entry was added to the reflexive 

journal, with personal thoughts regarding the perception of ease in maneuvering the 

website, assumptions on how to apply for aid, and how to possibly improve the website.   

Data Analysis Process 

Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral assessment was used as a guide to 

start the process of analyzing the study’s collected data.  Data analysis was conducted 

and coded manually, primarily utilizing Microsoft Excel and Word to manage and 

organize the data to assist in incorporating the constant comparison method in the 
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discovery of emerging themes.  A professional data analysis software program was not 

used to analyze the study’s data.   

According to Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral assessment, the first 

step in the process is to manage and organize the collected data.  Before the collected 

data could be analyzed, the following data was gathered together and organized in 

preparation of the next stage of the data analysis spiral assessment: 1) pre-survey 

demographic results; 2) interview transcriptions and audio recordings; 3) the field notes 

from both observations, the financial aid website, and participant interviews; 4) financial 

aid electronic documents; and 5) the researcher’s reflexive journal.  Organizing the data 

included printing out the pre-survey results, printing out and labeling the written 

transcriptions with participants’ pseudonym, printing the financial aid fliers, and laying 

out all the collected data (pre-surveys, field notes, fliers, transcriptions, journal) on a 

table for ease of access and viewing.   

To ease in organizing the large sum of paperwork generated from the printing of 

participants’ audio transcripts, the researcher created electronic files and labeling of the 

interview audio recordings in a computerized password protected file.  To further support 

the efforts in managing and organizing the data, interview questions and the participants’ 

summarized responses were typed into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.  

The second step of the data analysis spiral assessment involved the reading and 

memoing of emergent ideas (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  With the researcher being the 

primary tool to collect and analyze the data (Patton, 2015), reading and memoing of the 

large quantity of collected data allowed for obtaining a sense of the whole database of 

data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  All collected data was thoroughly read numerous times to 
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obtain a general sense of what the data were starting to reveal.  Through the preliminary 

reading of the various data sources, memoing was conducted by the researcher with the 

writing of short phrases and when notes were recorded about possible ideas and thoughts 

that started to emerge from the data.  Incorporating the activities of reading and memoing 

to include strategies of summarizing field notes and taking notes while reading, helped to 

start determining key concepts that were developing and leading to code development 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).    

The third step of the data analysis spiral assessment began with moving from the 

step of reading and memoing emerging ideas to describing, classifying, and interpreting 

data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  In creating a description of what was seen in the 

interviews, observations, and website review, tentative open coding began with breaking 

down the data text data into smaller categories to later be classified into themes (Creswell 

& Poth).   

In preparation to developing tentative codes, the researcher printed the Excel 

spreadsheet containing the interview questions and participants’ summarized responses.  

The spreadsheet was 42 pages and were taped to a wall providing a large visual to 

repeatedly return and review to make notes and highlight colors for identifying and 

comparing possible categories.  Similar words or phrases were circled and highlighted, 

with different identifiable colors associated with the research questions to start the 

process of creating and labeling the codes.  Open coding was the first step used to start 

identifying keywords and phrases to initially condense and categorize the raw data 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  The same process that was utilized in circling and highlighting 

for similarities for coding in the interview data, was applied to the observation and 
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website review field notes and the researcher’s reflexive journal.  Coding continued with 

these collected data tools for further winnowing of the data “to further focus on some of 

the data and disregarding other parts of it” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 192).  

Moving to the fourth step in the data analysis spiral, the codes were interpreted 

and assessed to create a description of smaller categories resulting in the study’s themes 

(J. W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  The interrelating and description of the codes from 

all of the analyzed data helped the researcher to interpret the meanings behind the 

themes.  The process of determining the study’s themes began with writing the codes on 

large poster size sheets of paper to create a visual of emerging relationships between the 

generated codes to produce and condense into a smaller number of themes.  Connections 

between the identified categories of all of the collected data were made through axial 

coding to detect possible links, insights, and relationships between the codes (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990).  Moving from the process of coding, classifying and reducing the codes 

into smaller common themes was utilized to provide interpretations that were meaningful 

to the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  As a result of classifying and reducing the 

codes, themes emerged that were used to address the study’s research questions.  These 

themes were supported with “multiple perspectives from individuals and supported by 

diverse quotations and specific evidence” (J.W. Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 194).   

The steps of Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral assessment were 

applied in the study to determine the interconnectedness from the start of the data 

collection to the final interpretation and formulation of its meaning.  Triangulation 

occurred with corroborating evidence in different types and multiple data in the form of 
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interview transcriptions, observation field notes, review of the website and fliers, and the 

researcher’s reflexive journal (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Study Setting and Participant Profiles 

Study Setting 

 The setting of this study was a public, medium-sized community college located 

in the Southeast region of Texas.  The institution had one primary campus serving a 

district of over 400 square miles, but also offered dual credit classes to high schools 

located in the college’s district along with college classes being held at a satellite partner 

university campus (Study Institution College Data Annual Report, 2018-2019).  The 

institution’s local primary economy is supported by agriculture, health care, oil and gas 

production, and petrochemical manufacturing.   

 The study institution had an enrollment of approximately 6,000 students during 

the Fall 2019 semester, with a student ethnicity distribution of approximately 40% White, 

40% Hispanic, and 15% Black (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB] 

Almanac, 2020).  The college was designated as a Hispanic Serving Institute in 2016 

(Study Institution College Data Annual Report, 2018-19).  The vast majority of 

certifiable enrolled students were classified as being part-time (approximately 80%) 

during the Fall 2019 semester (THECB, 2020).   

 The study institution awarded over $5 million dollars in financial assistance to 

students enrolled during the 2018-19 academic year (Study Institution College Data 

Annual Report, 2018-2019).  The majority of the awarded financial aid was distributed 

through Pell Grants, with close to $4 million dollars being awarded (Study Institution 

College Data Annual Report).  According to the THECB (2020), approximately 17% of 
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students received Pell Grants during the 2018-19 academic year (THECB, 2020).  The 

institution processed financial education military benefits to over 60 veterans or their 

qualified family members, with an average financial award of $4,100 (National Center 

for Education Statistics [NCES], n.d. – c).   

 The average tuition of the study institution for the 2019-20 academic year was 

approximately $2,000 (THECB, 2020), and the average amount of Pell Grant awards for 

the institution was $4,800 (NCES, n.d. – c).  Calculating the average cost of tuition for an 

in-district student along with the average financial aid award, qualified students would 

have enough financial aid to cover their tuition and have leftover funds to cover 

additional living and college related expenses.  

Participant Profiles 

 The participants chosen for this study were identified as non-FAFSA filers, 

enrolled in fewer classes due to a lack of funds to cover tuition, would not be able to 

easily access $500 in cash, had to borrow money in the past 12 months for basic 

necessities, and/or worried about having enough money to pay for college the following 

semester.  The participants ranged in age from 19 to 38 years of age, with two being male 

and 10 being female.  The majority of them (eight out of 12) were classified as being 

enrolled part-time (less than 12 semester credit hours), and nine were first-generation 

college students, meaning neither of their parents had graduated with a bachelor’s degree.  

An overwhelming majority (10 out of 12) of the participants worried about having 

enough funds to cover their tuition for the next semester.  Along with worrying about 

covering the cost of tuition, 11 of the participants indicated they would not be able to 

secure $500 in cash, and seven of the participants had had to borrow money for basic 
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necessities (food, shelter, or transportation) in the past 12 months.  The following 

provides profiles of the study participants. 

 Woodrow is a Black male who was enrolled part-time and was classified as a 

dependent student, was 21 years old at the time of the study, and had paid for his tuition 

and fees from his savings.  He had worked full-time while being enrolled full-time, but 

his grades suffered resulting in a lower GPA due to the demands of balancing work and 

college.  He took a year off from college to work two jobs to save money for college and 

had recently re-enrolled.  He was not currently working at the time of the study but was 

in the process of looking for employment.  Woodrow was enrolled in fewer classes due to 

his lower GPA and his efforts to improve it.  His long-term academic goal was to attain 

his doctorate in radiology. 

 Judi is a White female who was enrolled full-time and was classified as an 

independent student, was 25 years old at the time of the study, was a single mother of 

one, and had inherited money from her grandmother’s late husband who had left money 

for her to cover her college expenses.  Due to her inheritance, she was able to attend 

college full-time without having to simultaneously work.  Judi did not apply for financial 

aid because she was under the impression filers had to work because tax returns are 

required to complete the FAFSA.  Since she was not employed, she did not file taxes and 

as such, had no tax paperwork to submit.  Her academic goal was to finish her paralegal 

degree and she was considering law school. 

 Lisa is a White female, was enrolled part-time and was classified as an 

independent student, was 25 years old at the time of the study, and was married with one 

stepdaughter.  She was enrolled in fewer credit hours in two classes because she “didn’t 
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want to eat too much out of the family’s household.”  She had recently quit her job and 

relied on her husband as the sole wage earner in the family to pay her tuition.  Her 

parents had not graduated from high school and she had been living on her own since she 

was 17 years old.  Lisa’s goal was to finish her general studies  at the community college, 

and to transfer to a four-year university to obtain her social work degree. 

 Samira is a Hispanic female, was enrolled part-time and was classified as an 

independent student, was 28 years old at the time of study, was single and had no 

children, was employed full-time, and was living with her parents.  She had been enrolled 

in and out of the college for the past 10 years due to failing classes or withdrawing 

altogether.  Since her first semester of enrollment, she had only earned 18 credit hours.  

She revealed she was a Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) student.  Samira 

said that her mother was concerned about her participating in the study interview and 

stated, “It’s probably a fraud.”  Samira was still trying to determine what she wanted to 

major in, and was undecided at the time as to what degree she wanted to pursue.   

 Charlotte is a Hispanic female, was enrolled part-time and was classified as a 

dependent student, was 20 years old at the time of the study, was employed part-time at 

20 hours a week, and lived with her parents.  Her father was in the U.S. Air Force and she 

was using his veteran’s benefits to pay for her tuition.  Since she changed her major after 

her first year of enrollment, she had to submit an appeal to the college’s veteran’s office 

to have her father’s benefits extended to cover the tuition of the extra classes she needed 

for her new major.  Had she not won the appeal, she stated her parents would not have 

been able to afford her tuition for this semester.  She anticipated graduating in the Spring 

2019 semester, and was transferring to a four-year university to major in criminal justice. 
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 Alison is an Asian female, was enrolled part-time and was classified as an 

independent student, was 28 years old at the time of the study, worked one day a week as 

a nursing assistant, and was married with one child.  She and her husband and child lived 

with his parents.  Her husband was a veteran and was attending college at the same time 

as herself.  She graduated high school in South Korea and had attended another 

community college prior to the study institution.  Her husband used his military benefits 

to cover his tuition but there were funds leftover to assist Alison with her tuition and fees.  

She also received financial assistance from her parents.  She anticipated graduating at the 

end of the Spring 2019 semester with her associate degree in nursing. 

 Dina is a White female, was enrolled full-time and was classified as an 

independent student, was 38 years old at the time of the study, was unemployed, and was 

married with three children.  She was a single mom when she initially enrolled in college 

after high school, and had been enrolled in three previous postsecondary institutions prior 

to the study institution.  She had initially planned on becoming a teacher and had enough 

hours to be classified as a junior at her previous university.  Dina revealed her transfer 

grades were low due to working full-time and balancing school demands with being a 

single mother.  Her husband’s salary supported her family, and savings and contributions 

from her father and other family members helped to pay for her tuition.  Her academic 

goal was to complete her associate degree in diagnostic cardiovascular sonography. 

 Nelda is a White female, was enrolled part-time and was classified as an 

independent student, was 31 years old at the time of the study, was unemployed, and was 

married with two children.  She, her spouse, and children lived with her mother.  She had 

attended a previous two-year college and was only two classes short of earning her 
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associate degree.  She used her savings, assistance from her grandparents, and a one-time 

allocated state grant for Hurricane Harvey victim assistance to pay for her tuition and 

childcare.  Nelda stated that if she had not received a grant waiver from the study 

institution to cover her childcare expenses for this semester, she would not have been 

able to attend college.  Her academic goal was to earn her vocational nursing certificate 

so she could work and attend college  as she pursued her associate degree in nursing. 

 Simone is a Hispanic female, was enrolled full-time and was classified as a 

dependent student, was 19 years old at the time of the study, was unemployed, and lived 

with her mother and four other siblings.  She was enrolled full-time for the first time in 

her college career.  Her aunt and uncle covered the cost of her tuition and books.  She 

attempted to complete the FAFSA, but her mother was unable to find the proper tax 

forms preventing her from a full FAFSA submission.  Simone perceived she would have 

qualified for aid due to the limited money her mother earned as a single mother, and due 

to the number of siblings in the household.  Her long-term goal was to complete her 

basics at the study institution and to earn a bachelor’s degree in communications. 

 Karen is a White female, was enrolled part-time and was classified as an 

independent student, was 22 years old at the time of the study, was married with one 

child, and worked part-time while attending classes.  She had recently re-enrolled after 

stopping out three years earlier.  Karen attempted to complete the FAFSA three years 

earlier but never submitted it.  She perceived she would not qualify for financial aid 

because her husband earned too much money.  Her husband helped to pay tuition for her 

recent re-enrollment into college.  She was currently enrolled in prerequisite classes to 

apply for the nursing program. 
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 Kevin is a White male, was enrolled full-time and was classified as an 

independent student, was 32 years old at the time of the study, was married with one 

child, was unemployed, and is a navy veteran.  Neither of his parents attended college 

and he was the youngest of five adult sons of which he was the only one to attend 

college.  Kevin had accumulated a large number of semester hours from previously 

having attended a university and another community college.  He was unable to apply for 

his military educational benefits or FAFSA because he was unable to obtain a copy of his 

transcript due to a financial obligation he owed from his previously attended university.  

His academic goal was to graduate with his licensed vocational nursing certificate and 

transition to a registered nursing program. 

 Ruth is a Black female, was enrolled part-time and was classified as a dependent 

student, was 19 years old at the time of the study, worked part-time, and lived with her 

grandmother.  She had previously earned 20 credit hours while in high school as a dual 

credit student.  Though she lived near the college, she was classified as being out of 

district resulting in her tuition being higher.  Ruth was enrolled in fewer credit hours 

because she was the only one who contributed to paying for her tuition costs.  Her mother 

was not willing to share her tax information for her to complete the FAFSA.  Her plans 

were to work as a veterinarian technician and earn money while attending college.   

Findings 

Perceptions of Financial Aid 

 The first research question for the study explored the perceptions of non-FAFSA 

filing low-income community college students regarding financial aid to cover the costs 

of their college education.  There were three primary themes that emerged from the data 
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analysis: 1) participants perceived they would not qualify for aid,  2) the financial aid 

process is a time consuming and daunting process, and 3) found alternative means to fund 

their tuition other than financial aid. 

   Participants perceived they would not qualify for financial aid.  A major 

theme that emerged from the data analysis as to the reasons why participants did not 

apply for financial aid was a held belief or self-fulfilling prophecy that they would not 

qualify, and as such there was no need to complete the FAFSA.  The findings revealed 

eight of the 12 participants held perceptions they would not qualify for financial aid.  The 

participants had preconceived notions regarding their eligibility without having had 

actually spoken to or verified with a financial aid professional.  These held perceptions of 

not being eligible for financial aid, whether accurate or not, influenced the participants’ 

decision to  not apply for aid. 

 Nelda determined in advance that she would not qualify, and never sought out 

additional information.  She shared her thoughts:  

I have always had the assumption I would not qualify for any of it (financial aid).  

That’s why I’ve never looked into it because I wouldn’t get it.  I don’t know.  I 

feel like I wouldn’t get it and I don’t know enough about it.  If it’s a loan type of 

thing, I don’t know if I would be able to pay it back on time.  That’s another bill 

anyway. 

 Samira emphasized a similar perception as Nelda when she assumed she would 

not qualify.  She stated, “I just don’t think I’ll qualify.  So, I just decided not to pursue it 

[financial aid] to do all the work for them to tell me no.”  Judi did not think she would 

qualify because she thought she had to be working since FAFSA filers had to submit tax 
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returns.  She shared, “I heard you had to be working full-time in order to qualify for it 

[financial aid].  It just kind of discouraged me from asking for it because I felt like I 

wouldn’t qualify.”  Judi was also under the assumption in order to qualify for financial 

aid “you either had to have a child or you had to be a certain age.”  Woodrow did not 

apply for financial aid because he perceived his grades were too low and this would 

disqualify him.  Nelda, Samira, Judi, and Woodrow all thought they would automatically 

be denied and did not start the financial aid process, nor did they seek out verifiable 

information with the institution’s financial aid department to determine if they would be 

eligible or not.   

 Several of the married female participants revealed they did not apply for 

financial aid because they perceived they would not qualify due to their husband’s salary.  

Karen sensed that her husband’s salary was too high and as a result, she would not 

qualify for financial aid.  Dina had a similar perception to Karen in regards to her 

husband’s high salary.  Dina, whose husband supported a family of five on one salary, 

indicated she never inquired about financial aid but assumed she would not qualify.  She 

went on to discuss the reason why she had not completed the FAFSA: 

I had the perception that my husband makes too much money but yet I am still 

struggling.  My husband makes good money, but we are still broke.  I don’t even 

know, I didn’t even research how much is too much for a family of five on one 

salary.  I don’t think I would qualify for financial aid. 

 Lisa, like Dina, who was married with a child, also perceived that her husband’s 

salary was too high to qualify for financial aid.  She stated: 
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Financial aid would actually help us, but I just don’t feel we’re qualified because 

of his income.  I have not tried because I just feel like it’s a double dagger.  We 

make too much, but we don’t even have anything.  I looked into it but didn’t start 

the application.  I was like, this is pointless. 

 Although Alison’s husband was not employed and he was a student too, she did 

not apply because she thought the monetary funds he received from his veterans’ benefits 

were too high for her to qualify for financial aid.  Despite living with her in-laws and 

having indicated financial struggles, she said, “We are so close to that line, so there was 

no way we could’ve filled it all out and got accepted.”  The findings revealed none of 

these participants applied for aid based upon their perceptions of their husband’s salaries 

being too high, whether or not it was an accurate reason or actually verified.  While some 

of the participants may have started to complete the FAFSA, none had gone through the 

process far enough to actually have been confirmed they did not qualify for financial aid 

due to having earned too high of an income.  

 Perceived the FAFSA process was a time consuming and daunting process.  

Though none of the 12 participants were currently receiving financial aid to cover their 

college expenses, eight had made an attempt to start to complete the FAFSA at one time 

during their college enrollment but not to the point of completion.  All of the eight 

participants who attempted or new someone who had attempted to complete the FAFSA, 

revealed having a negative perception with the process being a time consuming and 

daunting process.  The time-consuming process and complexity involved in completing 

the FAFSA was a common theme amongst participants to this being a barrier to finishing 

to the end.   
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 Judi described her experience when applying for aid as a lengthy one, making it 

difficult to balance the demands of a young baby while dedicating time to complete the 

application.  She shared: 

The process was cumbersome – a little bit, yes.  Especially my child was an infant 

at the time, so I didn’t have time to sit there and focus on that when I had a baby. I 

didn’t finish it because something was wrong with tax forms that I needed to put 

in and it just put me off of it. 

 Nelda, a married mother of two children, expressed a similar experience to Judi 

being concerned with the time to complete the application and became “frustrated” with 

the process.  She discussed her experience as: 

I started it in high school but did not complete or submit.  Just the length of time 

and I did not have the information that I needed at the time and I have children.  

So, I probably got busy and never went back to it. 

 Karen a mother like Nelda, spent additional time seeking out assistance only to 

still not have a full understanding of the process, which became a barrier to her FAFSA 

completion and submission.  She revealed:  

I applied but I didn’t submit it.  I filled it out because there were things that it was 

asking that I wasn’t quite understanding.  I even called the number for FAFSA 

and I was on hold for the longest time ever.  They were saying that they couldn’t 

help me either.  That’s why I didn’t really submit it all the way because it wasn’t 

filled out properly.  

 Having a similar experience as Judi, Nelda, and Karen, Alison explained how 

both she and her husband together attempted to complete the FAFSA, but the process was 
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complicated and tedious, resulting in them both giving up in the end.  She went on to 

describe the process: 

I did try to apply for it, but they were asking so many details.  We (her husband) 

didn’t really go all into details.  We were like, “If it needs that much info, let’s 

just not”.  It was too much.  They ask your earnings and then the details and that 

made us feel exhausted and tired of it.  To me, it was too much a tedious process 

in my opinion.  What they’re requiring for us, it seemed like it’s not going to 

happen.  It was too much paperwork. It was complicated. 

 Dina revealed she had received financial aid when she first graduated high school 

20 years ago, and could still recall how frustrating the process had been from two decades 

ago.  She shared why she did not apply for financial aid as a returning student for this 

semester: 

I had to go to the financial aid office over and over.  For me doing it that one 

time, it was such a task that when it came time to do it again, I am like, I can’t 

handle it.  It was just too much work for me.  My perception of financial aid is, 

“It’s a pain in the ass.”  I would rather write a letter for a scholarship than to apply 

for financial aid. 

 Samira echoed frustrating sentiments as Dina in regard to the amount of time and 

follow through it takes to complete the process.  She shared, “I started applying but you 

had to create an account and then they wanted pay stubs and all that and I’m busy.”  

Samira would go on to expand upon her comments to described the process as being “too 

complex” and “a long process.” 
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 Despite not having started the application process, several of the participants 

expressed similar perceptions as those who had actually struggled with the process.  

Though Lisa did not actually attempt to file for financial aid, she expressed similar 

perceptions as the participants who had started the process.  Lisa shared in reference to 

applying for financial aid, “Why go through the headache?”  Charlotte as well had not 

started the financial aid process but had the perception it was pretty complicated based 

upon the troubles she had heard from a friend who problems with applying due to her 

friend’s circumstances of living with her grandmother and not her parents.  Charlotte 

would further state, “I think it is pretty complicated.  It just pushes and pushes the limits 

of time for her (her friend).” 

 The demand on participants’ time to complete the FAFSA, the need for an 

overwhelming amount of information to complete the application, while possibly  

balancing family and school responsibilities, were held perceptions of obstacles that 

prevented them from completing and finalizing the FAFSA process in order to determine 

their eligibility.  A lack of time needed to complete the FAFSA while balancing the 

demands of employment, family, and college responsibilities, suggest these may have 

been barriers for participants in their ability to complete the FAFSA. 

 The overall perception expressed by most of the participants, whether they started 

the financial aid application or not, was one of the process being a time-consuming task 

that involved dedicated effort and a significant amount of time in collecting paperwork 

and information on the part of themselves, parents, and/or a spouse.  There was a 

perception of concern amongst participants that due to the amount of time required to 

complete and submit the FAFSA, it was not worth the invested effort especially 
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considering participants perceived there was a high risk of being denied financial aid in 

the end.  The perception of effort required to complete the FAFSA along with the 

likelihood of being denied, was influential enough to prevent participants from 

completing the FAFSA process and potentially being eligible and awarded financial aid.   

 Found alternative means to finance their tuition other than accessing 

financial aid.  As a result of the participants’ limited financial means, participants made 

college tuition-related decisions that resulted in part-time enrollment, working while 

being enrolled, delayed enrollment, or shared living accommodations with extended 

family members.  Without a reliance on the stability of financial aid disbursements, 

participants had to utilize a variety of other financial resources to cover their college 

related and living expenses.  Several of the participants expressed that the financial 

resources they accessed and relied upon to pay for college were inconsistent and could be 

unavailable for a future semester or semesters.   

 As a result of limited access to reliable financial sources to cover the cost of their 

tuition and related expenses, participants described how they had to modify their college-

related decisions such as reducing the number of credit hours they enrolled in, borrowing 

money from family or friends, and/or worrying about their finances.  Lisa shared how her 

limited funds, resulted in her college-related decision to enroll in fewer classes.  Relying 

on her husband’s income to cover her tuition costs, Lisa revealed that she took only two 

classes “because we can afford that with the payment plan.  I would have taken more if I 

could afford it.”   

  Several other participants’ college-related decisions regarding the financing of 

their tuition was dependent upon assistance from outside family members.  Dina, an 
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independent student, described how she had relied on her aunt and uncle to typically pay 

her tuition.  However, her dad covered the previous semester of her college tuition.  She 

explained: 

He (dad) knew our struggles and he sent me $1,000 in the mail because he knew 

that we were so stressed out.  Normally I do the payment plan.  This semester, 

because my dad did that, it was only $300 extra, so I just went and paid it because 

I didn’t want to spend his money on anything else. 

 Ruth, another independent student, went on to share her experiences she had had 

with paying for her tuition:  

My original plan was to have three (classes) but I couldn’t afford it and had barely 

afforded two classes because I actually had a loan from a close friend of mine.  I 

only had one payment from my parents for $400 last semester and that was a 

fraction of my tuition payments. 

 Though nine of the 12 participants were classified as being independent students, 

the majority of these participants still relied upon extended family financial resources to 

supplement or fully cover the costs of their tuition, fees, and housing expenses in order to 

remain enrolled in college courses.  Alison and Nelda were two of the six married 

participants who made the decision to live with their parents or in-laws to provide 

housing to alleviate the costs of their living expenses.  Samira and Ruth were also 

independent students who chose to live with their parents or grandparents to reduce their 

housing expenses. 

  Several other participants identified as independent students, relied upon funding 

resources other than their own to cover their tuition costs.  The instability though of an 
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unexpected tuition increase or loss of one resource revenue, was a concern for several 

participants as an unforeseen event could result in not being able to afford college classes 

in the future.  Several participants’ ability to pay their tuition was contingent upon a 

resource that may not be available in the future.  Judi had the security of an inheritance to 

pay for her college costs, but worried it may not last long enough to cover her tuition.  

She shared, “If costs (tuition) were much higher, I wouldn’t be able to afford tuition even 

with the inheritance.”  Nelda revealed that a grant she had received this semester for 

hurricane victims (from the institution’s Hurricane Harvey supplemental fund) was 

crucial to her remaining enrolled.  She stated, “Had I not received a grant to cover 

daycare (this semester), then I wouldn’t be able to go to school at all this time.”  In the 

event Judi’s inheritance was to come to an end or Nelda’s grant was not offered in the 

future, neither would have had access to any other additional funding sources to cover the 

cost of their future tuition costs.  

 Despite being a dependent student supported by her parents, Charlotte voiced her 

concerns regarding the uncertainty she experienced with access to her funding for her 

tuition.  Charlotte, who utilized her father’s military benefits to pay for her full college 

tuition, conveyed her concerns about almost having had to withdraw due to her changing 

her academic major.  As a result of the change, she had to take additional classes that 

extended her college enrollment beyond the initial pre-approved allocated number of 

credit hours to be paid by her father’s military benefits.  She explained, “I had to appeal 

to the veteran’s office to finish my degree.  Had I not won the appeal (to receive the extra 

military benefits to cover the costs of the additional classes), I don’t think my parents 
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would have been able to pay for it.”  She would go on to expand that “she had no idea” as 

to how she would have paid for her classes had her appeal not been approved. 

 Similar to Charlotte, Woodrow also was a dependent student who lived with and 

was supported by his parents.  His parents had covered the costs of his tuition and fees 

when he initially enrolled in college three years ago after he graduated.  Woodrow shared 

that when he had initially enrolled in college three years ago, he worked 30 hours a week 

while simultaneously being enrolled in a full load of classes.  Unable to balance the 

demands of work and a full load of college courses, he ended the semester with an 

unsatisfactory academic outcome.  He described how he was able to pay for his college, 

by sacrificing time away from school for a year to save money so he could re-enroll.  He 

stated, “I worked for the whole year.  Two jobs just to get enough money to come back to 

school and to be able to live for the whole year.”   

 Overall, the majority of participants expressed their concern of having enough 

money or support from family or friends to cover the costs of their college-related 

expenses from one semester to the next.  Only participants Judi and Lisa had a backup 

plan to continue to remain enrolled in the following semester in the event their current 

funding resource was no longer available.  For the majority of participants, an unexpected 

financial situation such as a loss of an appeal, lack of family support, a tuition increase, 

or loss of a daycare subsidy, could result in their college withdrawal due to not having an 

alternate financial plan to cover unexpected expenses or loss of funding.   

Influential Social Barriers 

 The second research question explored what low-income community college 

students who were non-FASFA filers perceived to be social barriers that influenced their 
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decision to not apply for financial aid.  The social barriers focused on the social capital 

students had access to in reference to financing their education, assistance with the 

college processes, and family demographics.  Through the analysis of the data, one theme 

emerged to address this research question: 1) the family’s ability in providing financial 

aid assistance was limited or not sought out.     

 Family’s assistance with financial aid was limited or not sought out.  The 

second theme to emerge to address the research question of how social factors influenced 

participants’ decision on not completing a FAFSA was the financial aid guidance that 

family members provided was inaccurate, limited, or not persuasive enough to influence 

participants’ decisions to apply for financial aid.  In a few of the participants’ 

experiences, the parents’ actions or lack thereof, were actually obstacles to their FAFSA 

submission.  Several of the participants did not seek out family members at all for 

assistance and chose instead to educate themselves on their own about the financial aid 

process.   

 Several of the participants described how their parents’ lack of assistance was a 

barrier to their ability to completing the financial aid process.  These participants 

described how their parents would or could not provide the necessary tax forms to 

complete the financial aid process preventing them from submitting their FAFSA.  Nelda 

described her past experience of how she had attempted to complete a practice FAFSA 

when she was enrolled in high school.  However, her parents would not provide her with 

the necessary tax forms and they inaccurately informed her, “Financial aid was for people 

that were minorities or in special situations and that I wouldn’t qualify for it.”  As a result 
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of her parents’ lack of action, she was unable to finish the financial aid application 

process.   

 Ruth spoke of how she sought out her mom for assistance to complete the 

FAFSA, but she would not provide Ruth with her tax returns to complete the process.  

Ruth explained: 

I’ve looked into the financial aid website and they have a list for special 

circumstances for people who can’t get their parents’ information such as your 

parents passed away, they’re missing, or they’re incarcerated, those things.  They 

(financial aid) strictly says “If your parents won’t give you your information, 

that’s not applicable.  I had two parents, one who’s not in my life so I can’t get his 

information.  Then my mother who just doesn’t want to go through the effort to 

do that for me. 

 Similar to Nelda and Ruth’s experience, Karen went to her parents for assistance 

with the financial aid process, but her parents also did not follow through with providing 

the necessary tax forms for her to complete the application.  A comparable situation was 

the case for Simone who was being raised by a single mother.  In her attempt to apply for 

financial aid, her mother could not locate her tax forms, and this stopped her from going 

further in the process.  Simone was convinced she would have qualified and received aid 

considering finances were limited in her household, had she been able to complete her 

FAFSA.  

 A few participants described how they did not bother to asked their parents or 

family members for financial aid assistance or advice.  Instead of seeking out family 

guidance, the participants sought out other sources.  Samira, a Deferred Action 
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Childhood Arrivals (DACA) student, did not ask her parents for assistance in gaining 

information about the process since neither had attended college.  Instead, she spoke with 

other students to gather their insight and perception of financial aid.  Samira shared: 

I heard about financial aid from other Hispanics, but honestly none of them have 

it.  We don’t have papers so we think that we will not qualify.  I think we are all 

in the same situation.  I believe we don’t trust.  We don’t feel like ever since we 

were little our parents are not very trustworthy.  I can apply for a scholarship, but 

my mom said I had no papers.  Those are for people from here (the United States).   

 Lisa did not seek financial aid assistance from her parents either since neither had 

graduated from high school nor attended college.  Judi, like Lisa, did not seek any family 

member’s advice since no one from her family had graduated from college.  Judi stated, 

“I didn’t ask anyone for help.  I just looked online.”  Simone, Kevin, and Dina had 

similar experiences as Lisa and Judi in that they did not seek out their parents’ guidance 

and went online to explore and learn more about financial aid.  Alison as well, conducted 

much of her own online research by going to the institution’s website to better understand 

the financial aid process and did not seek out her parents for guidance.  The perception 

from these participants was that since their parents did not graduate from college, they 

would not be able to provide helpful advice with their financial aid questions. 

 The data revealed the majority (nine) of the participants described their 

experience of primarily accessing the internet for financial aid related websites as a 

resource for guidance to the financial aid process instead of relying on assistance from 

their family.  A few participants had reached out to their parents for guidance or for the 

necessary tax forms, but were still unable to proceed with completing the financial aid 
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process due to a lack of parental support.  Several participants chose not to ask their 

parents for any financial aid information about the application process which may have 

been due to the parents’ lack of college going experience since nine of the participants 

were first-generation students.  

Institutional Factors Influencing Decision 

The third research question sought to understand what institutional factors do 

low-income non-FAFSA filers perceive influenced their decision to not seek out financial 

aid.  The analysis of the data resulted in two main themes emerging to answer the 

research question: 1) financial aid assistance in high school was not beneficial, and 2) 

financial aid awareness and assistance at the study institution was not predominant.   

Financial aid assistance in high school was not beneficial.  The participants 

expressed their concerns with the lack of assistance in completing the FAFSA while they 

were enrolled in high school.  All but one of the participants had graduated from a Texas 

high school (one participant graduated from a high school in Korea).  Of the 11 

participants who graduated from a high school in Texas, seven graduated from a local 

high school served by the study institution.  All of the participants who graduated from a 

Texas high school, expected their high school counselors and/or teachers to be capable of 

providing practical guidance on the financial aid process.  However, none of these 

participants’ perceptions indicated they had found the information they received in high 

school to be impactful enough to apply and submit their FAFSA.   

Lisa perceived that her college enrollment was delayed due to not being informed  

of her financial aid options to fund her college education while she was enrolled in high 

school.  Lisa stated, “If I would have known right after I got out of high school, that there 
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was an option I could get help, I probably would have already been done with my degree 

by now.”  Lisa expanded upon the frustrations she had with her high school counselors 

not knowing about financial aid and instead promoting scholarships as the only option.  

She stated, “You don’t have anyone telling you like, “Hey, there’s another option, you 

can get financial aid, you just don’t have to get loans.”  She also revealed that financial 

aid “wasn’t a talked about subject”  in high school and recalled there may have been 

some brochures in the counselor’s office, but did not remember them being prominently 

displayed.   

 Woodrow also had a less than positive perception of his high school experience 

and did not perceive that his counselors really cared.  He spoke about the amount of 

financial aid information and assistance he received in high school: 

Nothing.  I don’t think it (financial aid) was taught at all or at least suggested.  I 

don’t think they really paid too much attention about telling us about financial aid 

or things like that.  They’re just like “Go to school or don’t go to school.  It’s your 

choice.  We are done with you.”  

 Judi concurred with Woodrow’s perception with a lack of assistance in obtaining 

financial aid information as it was never a common topic spoken about in her meetings 

with her counselor.  Kevin as well did not have positive compliments to share about his 

high school counselor and her efforts to inform him about financial aid.  He would later 

go on to state that his counselor “wasn’t very supportive.”  Simone related a similar 

experience as Kevin and Judi’s in not receiving support in her gathering of financial aid 

information.  Simone recalled her experience with her counselor in that, “Every time I’d 

leave an email, she would just ignore it.”  Samira, like Simone, contacted her high school 
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counselor for assistance with the financial aid application but did not receive any 

information from her.  Samira had the perception that since she was an undocumented 

student, this was the reason why her counselor did not provide her with any financial aid 

information.  

 Several participants had sought out and received some assistance from their high 

school counselor about financial aid information but not to the point of the support being 

influential or beneficial enough to the point of completing the FAFSA.  Dina and Ruth 

sought out assistance with the financial aid process in high school, but inferred the 

information they received was a passive approach on the part of the counselor.  When 

Dina inquired about financial aid, her high school counselor guided her to an online 

financial aid website as to how to complete the application instead of receiving hands-on 

assistance.  She was overwhelmed by all the information on the website and did not move 

further in the process of completing her financial aid application.  Ruth’s experience was 

similar to Dina’s in that her high school counselor did not provide the personal assistance 

she had anticipated receiving.  She stated, “They just told us to go apply online for 

college.  They didn’t teach us about financial aid or talk to us about it at all.”  Ruth 

recalled her high school counselor talking about college but with no focus on financial 

aid to cover college tuition and fees.   

 Several participants shared that they had received a more proactive approach in 

receiving financial aid information but not enough to where they took action in actually 

submitting their FAFSA.  For those participants who described receiving some guidance 

with completing the FAFSA while in high school, they spoke of the experience as not 
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being a productive use of their time.  Nelda described her FAFSA experience in high 

school as: 

They had us fill out a practice FAFSA, but we didn’t have any help with it.  It was 

like they put us in a room and said, “This is the form that you might need to fill 

out later.”  They didn’t really tell us much about it.  I just know there was a really 

long process and I didn’t know what it was.  There was a teacher sitting at the 

front and told us we were going to fill it out.  After that, we were on our own.  I 

remember it asked for our parent’s income and all that I didn’t even know.  To me 

it was confusing because I didn’t really know what it was for.   

 Charlotte had a related experience as Nelda and recalled applying for financial aid 

while in high school with little support from the teachers who were assigned to assist in 

the application process.  Charlotte stated that her teachers, “really didn’t explain a lot of 

what it (the FAFSA) was.”  She too was unclear about the application process like Nelda 

and lacked confidence in her teacher’s ability to answer her questions about financial aid. 

Karen had a similar experience as Nelda and Charlotte in that she did not fully 

understand what she was doing in her attempt to complete the FAFSA while enrolled in 

high school.  Karen explained while there was a teacher available, she was not 

knowledgeable enough to answer the students’ questions or provide personal guidance in 

how to complete the FAFSA.  She described her high school experience with the FAFSA 

as one being where, “They went through the application process but not in specific detail.  

They showed us the computer and then told us to log on and apply.  It was like all the 

students just did it themselves or with a parent.”  A similar experience amongst Nelda, 

Charlotte, and Karen emerged in that they perceived the financial aid information they 
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received in high school was limited and/or resulted in being self-guided through the 

financial aid application process on their own.   

The participants’ experience of those who had graduated from a high school in 

Texas, proved to not be influential or beneficial enough for them to complete their 

financial aid application prior to graduating and enrolling in college.  None of the 

participants revealed that their high school experience as being one where financial aid 

awareness or assistance was a prominent focus or significantly embedded in the high 

school culture.  It was evident from the participants’ description of their high school 

experiences that they strongly desired more proactive guidance on the financial aid 

process prior to enrolling in college.  Instead, they were provided with a passive approach 

by high school personnel who may have simply displayed financial aid brochures, 

directed students to a website, or were uninformed or aware of how to complete the 

FAFSA.   

Financial aid awareness and assistance at the study institution was not 

predominant.  All of the participants were aware that financial aid was an available 

option offered by the institution to finance their education due to emails sent by the 

financial aid department, meetings with their academic advisors, campus fliers, 

discussion with other students, and/or by an announcement from the instructor.  

However, despite all of the participants being made aware of the availability of financial 

aid, this type of outreach was not convincing or prevalent enough to motivate the 

participants to actually seek out guidance or assistance in how to complete the FAFSA 

from a financial aid staff member.   
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 Most of the participants perceived that the study institution’s awareness efforts to 

inform students of the benefits of financial aid was limited.  Several of the participants 

held a less than positive view of the financial aid department’s outreach efforts in 

advising students of their options to finance their education.  Ruth described her 

perception of the financial aid department’s efforts to notify students of their financial aid 

options by saying, “Honestly, pretty poorly.  A lot of students here don’t have financial 

aid.”  Charlotte agreed with Ruth and stated, “I haven’t gotten much (information) so I 

don’t think they have informed me very well (about financial aid).”  Alison supported 

Ruth and Charlotte’s thoughts about the limited amount of financial information provided 

by the institution and shared, “Not very much because I don’t know where to get stuff. ”  

Dina had a similar perception to Ruth, Charlotte, and Alison and reported, “I don’t want 

to say they haven’t done their job because I don’t open my email, but it’s not good.  I 

haven’t had a conversation with financial aid.  It’s just been emails.”  Lisa had a similar 

experience as Dina in recalling she received emails from the financial aid department but 

did not follow through with meeting with a financial aid advisor. 

 Several of the participants shared their experiences they had with their academic 

advisors in their efforts to educate them about financial aid.  These participants’ 

perceptions were similar in that their advising sessions were not impactful enough to seek 

out additional information on how to complete the FAFSA or to determine their 

eligibility status.  Nelda received some information about financial aid from her advisor 

but did not consider it to be beneficial.  She described her experience with her advisor as, 

“She (the advisor) told me where the office was or where the people were that I could 

talk to, but I didn’t really get any information about it.”  Alison had met with an advisor 
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to learn more about how to apply for financial aid.  Alison shared she had received initial 

information from advisors but “we (her and her husband) just got the knowledge from 

them, but we did our own research.”  Karen had a similar experience to Alison with her 

advisor in that she learned the financial aid information was available but “you just have 

to search for it yourself.”  The perception of Nelda, Alison, and Karen was that the 

academic advisors offered financial aid information but not to the extent of providing 

enough guidance to be beneficial enough in the actual completion of the process.   

 Several participants mentioned in the event they wanted to learn more about 

financial aid, they would seek out their academic advisor first before going to the 

financial aid department.  Samira’s experience with her academic advisor though was not 

valuable in helping her to learn more about financial aid.  Samira explained, “I even 

sought help from a counselor and received no information at all”.  Samira would go on to 

state her perception of the institution’s financial aid efforts to inform students in that, “No 

one has mentioned financial aid.  The only way I know about it is because students say it 

will affect you if you withdraw from class.”  Charlotte and Simone revealed they would 

meet with their academic advisors for guidance in answering their questions about the 

FAFSA.  The data demonstrated an opportunity for the institution’s academic advisors to 

be informed about the financial aid process as several of the participants relied upon their 

academic advisors for financial aid guidance and knowledge. 

 Several participants indicated their awareness of financial aid came more from 

their faculty and not from the study institution’s financial aid department.  Woodrow, 

Samira, Judi, Nelda, and Kevin, mentioned they were informed about financial aid or 

scholarships by one of their college faculty members.  Woodrow was impressed with his 
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faculty being caring and sympathetic to students receiving financial aid.  He shared, “In 

our classes, teachers know students are on financial aid and will need to wait for financial 

aid to get their checks (for books).  Teachers understand.”  Samira too spoke of a faculty 

member being caring and speaking in class about the availability of financial aid.  She 

revealed, “She (math faculty member) explained it (financial aid) and even told us where 

the office was located.”  Judi spoke of a faculty member arranging for a financial aid staff 

member to come to one of her classes and “felt like that was kind of helpful.”  Nelda and 

Kevin were both enrolled in the nursing program and shared how a faculty member had 

informed them about financial aid and scholarships.  Nelda recalled receiving emails 

from her faculty but not from the financial aid department.  Kevin recalled his nursing 

faculty telling the class “to get on the ball with filling out the FAFSA or talking to the 

financial aid department.” 

 The campus observations revealed there was not an abundance of prominently 

displayed financial aid awareness fliers throughout the campus.  Of the six large glass 

bulletin boards mounted on the campus buildings’ outside walls, the researcher recalled 

only seeing two bulletin boards with fliers specific to financial aid information.  The 

bulletin boards mounted inside the hallways by the classrooms were primarily dedicated 

to departmental announcements and only a few had information about financial aid.  The 

two outdoor marquees and mounted electronic monitors on campus had a rotation of a 

variety of announcements with one of the topics being specific to financial aid deadlines.  

None of the participants mentioned being aware of financial aid announcements being 

made through electronic displays. 
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 The findings suggest that participants perceived that the financial aid awareness 

and available assistance offered by the study institution was similar to their high school 

experiences in that it was limited and not influential enough to encourage them to 

complete the FAFSA.  The participants expressed while they were aware that financial 

aid was available on campus, the method of informing students about or guiding students 

through the financial aid process was not proactive or impactful enough to motivate or 

convince students to seek out more information.  Of the 12 participants, only two spoke 

of going to the financial aid department to obtain additional information.  The data from 

the participants’ perception revealed there is a need for the institution’s financial aid 

department to consider other methods of educating and communicating with their 

enrolled students to ensure they are well informed about the financial aid process.   

Participants’ Recommendations 

 The fourth research question explored what recommendations low-income non-

FAFSA filing community college students perceived that institutions could do to 

influence their decision to apply for financial aid.  The data analysis revealed one theme 

to address this research question: 1) provide personal guidance in the FAFSA completion 

process. 

  Provide personal guidance in the FAFSA completion process.  The 

participants perceived that the procedures of applying for financial aid were frustrating 

and time-consuming.  They also perceived the amount of time the process took to 

complete was not worth the effort, considering there was a perception of a strong 

likelihood the participant would be denied aid.  To counter the frustration associated with 
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completing the FAFSA, participants recommended a more personal approach and 

guidance in the application completion process.  

Several of the participants perceived they would be influenced enough to apply 

for financial aid if they were provided more individualized guidance in the process by the 

college.  Charlotte revealed, “If they would help me to understand how to apply and what 

I can do to help pay for my schooling, I think it would influence my decision a lot to 

apply.”  Dina supported Charlotte’s thoughts and was convinced that she too would apply 

for financial aid if “I could just speak about the application; if somebody could fill it out 

for me and just call me if there is a glitch.”  Karen too, was in agreement with Charlotte 

and Dina and shared that she would be more likely to apply for financial aid, “if there is 

someone here to help students.”  She went on to further explain her recommendation for 

guidance in the process:  

They (students) don’t want to express that they don’t know what’s going on. I 

think if someone was here to walk students through it [the FAFSA] it’d be better 

for the students.  Have like a class sometime in the summer whenever high school 

is out and they are about to apply. Maybe a little course or a class. 

While several of the participants were provided with financial aid information, 

they were still looking for a more personalized proactive approach as to how to actually 

complete the FAFSA.  Alison described how she wanted to learn more about the steps 

needed to complete the FAFSA and had gone to the institution’s financial aid department 

for guidance.  She described her perception of the staff’s knowledge when assisting her 

with her questions as being, “very kind and informative” but “I don’t think it was 

practical knowledge that we got from the school (the study institution).”  Ruth had gone 
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to the financial aid department for assistance but described the financial aid staff as 

being, “very nonchalant about your circumstances.  It’s like they get the same question 

over and over again and they get pretty annoying.”  Despite actively seeking out 

assistance from the financial aid department, neither Alison or Ruth received the 

personalized guidance they sought to go through the full process of submitting their 

financial aid application.   

Kevin, Dina, and Samira’s recommendation for individualized guidance with the 

process was based upon their past experiences they had while in high school.  They had 

all sought out assistance from teachers or counselors but did not receive the hands-on 

guidance on how to actually complete the FAFSA.  Each of these participants looked to 

their high school educators they trusted for guidance in the process but instead left with 

an experience of being disappointed and with unanswered questions. 

Lisa shared some of her recommendations that she would have preferred to have 

seen from her high school educators:  

Maybe the high school could educate their students a little more and tell them 

even if you are from a low-income family, you are able to have an option to still 

go to school.  The high schools could advise the students, then I think that would 

be beneficial to the future students coming into college and they wouldn’t have to 

wait until they’re like 30 years old and financially can afford college.   

For other participants in unique situations such as being a DACA student, living 

with a grandparent instead of their parents, or being unable to obtain their parent’s tax 

forms, they recommended guidance be provided as to what, if any, options they had to 
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work towards overcoming these barriers that prevented them from being able to fully 

process a financial aid application.  As Ruth stated: 

You have to think my mother had custody of me when I applied for financial aid 

the first time, but I hadn’t live with her now for years.  My mom is not the best 

mom.  That’s the way I explain it.  She’s been unemployed on and off my entire 

life.  She’s not responsible with money.  I have two parents, one who is not in my 

life so I can’t get his information.  I am 19 years old but cannot qualify for 

financial aid because the college sees me as a dependent student.  The college has 

to be practical with the whole situation and understand a little better for students 

like me in a unique situation.   

Similar to Ruth, Simone’s mother was unable to locate her tax papers and 

encountered a requirement barrier that prevented her from having her FAFSA processed.  

She was convinced she would have qualified for financial aid had she had her mother’s 

tax forms.  Simone shared, “ I come from a single parent home and my mom has raised 

five kids on her own struggling with minimum wage.  I really think I would get financial 

aid if she had her tax forms.”  Kevin was convinced he too would have qualified for aid 

had he been able to obtained a missing transcript from a previous institution he had 

attended.  He shared, “I am unable to access my military benefits because I can’t obtain 

by transcript due to owing them (previously attended institution) money.”  Ruth, Simone, 

and Kevin wanted alternative solutions that could address their individual unique 

situations that would enable them to apply for financial aid and have a possible chance of 

qualifying.  These participants perceived that if a solution could be provided to overcome 
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the barrier they faced then there would have been a greater chance they would complete 

the FAFSA. 

The data revealed that most of the  participants expressed a need for more 

individualized guidance to increase their financial aid knowledge.  The participants 

perceived personalized guidance and a clearer understanding in the FAFSA completion 

process could have had a significant impact on their decision to submit a financial aid 

application.  Several participants encountered barriers that prevented them from 

completing the FAFSA.  Additional attention and optional solutions to their unique 

circumstances could have influenced their decision to complete the FAFSA.     

Summary 

 Chapter IV described the study’s findings based upon an analysis of data collected 

from face-to-face participant interviews.  From the data analysis, themes began to emerge 

regarding the perceptions and reasons as to why potentially eligible students chose not to 

apply for financial aid.  The study’s findings and analysis were guided by the following 

four questions: 

 Research question one explored the perceptions of low-income community 

college students who chose not to apply for financial aid to pay for their college 

education.  The analysis of the data revealed the two following themes for question one: 

1) participants perceived they would not qualify for aid, 2) the financial aid process is a 

time consuming and daunting process, and 3) found alternative means to finance their 

tuition other than accessing financial aid.  The second question sought to understand low-

income community college students and what they perceived to be social barriers that 

influenced their decision to not apply for financial aid.  The following theme emerged 
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from the data analysis to address research question two: 1) the family’s ability in 

providing financial aid assistance was limited or not sought.     

The study’s third question sought to understand what institutional factors low-

income community college students perceive influenced their decision to not complete 

the FAFSA.  The data analysis revealed two themes for question three: 1) financial aid 

assistance in high school was not beneficial, and 2) financial aid awareness and assistance 

at the study institution was not predominant.  The fourth research question sought to 

understand what recommendations low-income community college students filers 

perceived institutions could do to influence their decision to apply for financial aid.  A 

theme emerged on a recommendation from the data analysis for question four: 1) to 

provide personal guidance in the FAFSA completion process. 

In Chapter V, the study’s findings will be discussed in further explanation to 

include discussion of the findings, implications, and recommendations for future higher 

education practices. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 Chapter V provides a discussion of the study’s findings and includes: 1) an 

overview of the study; 2) a discussion of the findings; 3) implications for higher 

education practice; 4) recommendations for higher education practice; 5) 

recommendations for future research; and a 6) conclusion.   

Overview of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of low-income students 

enrolled at a medium-sized Texas community college who were potentially eligible for 

financial aid but chose not to pursue this resource as a means for funding their 

postsecondary education.  A particular focus of the study was how possible social factors 

such as family and/or educational institutions (high school and college) may have 

influenced study participants’ decision to not complete the Free Application for Federal 

Student Aid (FAFSA).  The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What are the perceptions of low-income community college students not 

applying for financial aid to pay for their college education?  

2. What do low-income community college students perceive are the social 

barriers that influenced their decision to not apply for financial aid? 

3. What institutional factors do low-income community college students 

perceive influenced their decision to not complete the FAFSA?  

4. What recommendations do low-income community college students perceive 

institutions can practice to influence their decision to apply for financial aid? 
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Individuals who complete a postsecondary credential are less likely to experience 

a lifetime of financial hardship, and are more likely to contribute positively to society as a 

whole (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013; Cho, Jacobs, & Zhang, 2013; Ma, Pender, & Welch, 

2016).  The appeal of being less likely to experience economic distress and increased 

career opportunities may attract students to pursue a higher-level credential.  Despite a 

desire to pursue a postsecondary credential, the inability to finance college related 

expenses, is often a substantial obstacle that prevents a student from enrolling in college 

(Bahr, Sparks, & Hoyer, 2018; Carnevale & Smith, 2018; Denning, 2017; Long, 2010; 

Zhai & Monzon, 2001).  Postsecondary students searching for lower cost options, may be 

enticed by the lower in-district tuition rates associated with community colleges and 

increase their chances of enrolling in college (Martorell, McCall, & McFarlin, 2014). 

Despite the likelihood of a lower tuition at a community college, financing a 

college certificate or degree may still not be financially feasible for many potential 

students, and often causes emotional stress to the point of delaying college enrollment, 

enrolling in fewer classes, or withdrawing due to a lack of financial means (American 

Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2019; Community College Survey of 

Student Engagement [CCSSE], 2019; Klepfer et al., 2018; National Survey of Student 

Engagement, 2012).  Financing a postsecondary education is of particular concern to low-

income and minority students who are less likely to have financial access to affording the 

costs associated with their college enrollment (American Council on Education [ACE], 

2015; Chaplot, Cooper, Johnstone, & Karandjeff, 2015; National Center for Public Policy 

and Higher Education, 2011). 
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To counter the costs of a postsecondary education for millions of potential 

American students who may not have the financial means to attend or enroll in a 

postsecondary institution, federal and state monetary funding is available in the form of 

need-base grants, work-study, and loans.  While millions of students are benefactors of 

financial aid, there is a significantly large number of potentially financial aid eligible 

students, particularly community college students, who choose not to start or complete 

the financial aid process to fund their postsecondary education (American Association of 

Community Colleges [AACC], 2019; Kantrowitz, 2011; McKinney & Novak, 2015).  

Community college students have strong concerns that a lack of funds would be a cause 

for dropping out of college or enrolling in fewer credit hours (Community College 

Survey of Student Engagement [CCSSE], 2019; Klepfer, Cornett, Fletcher, & Webster, 

2018), yet they are least the likely to complete the FAFSA amongst students from the 

different types of postsecondary institutions  (AACC, 2016; McKinney & Novak, 2013).  

Research (e.g., Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Juszkiewicz, 2019; Novak & 

McKinney, 2011) has shown a correlation between the potential benefits of a low-income 

student being a recipient of financial aid and positive college persistence.  Low-income 

students who applied and received financial aid, were more likely to persist in college 

towards earning their postsecondary credential (Bettinger et al, 2012; Chen & DesJardins, 

2010; Denning, 2017).  Several studies (e.g., Chen & DesJardins, 2010, Chen & Hossler, 

2017; Novak & McKinney, 2011) have determined financial aid recipients were less 

likely to dropout.  As well, students who are recipients of financial aid are more likely to 

be academically successful (Castleman & Long, 2013; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Frank, 

2014).   
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There are a range of reasons as to why potentially financial aid eligible 

community college students do not complete the FAFSA.  A primary reason why students 

do not apply is because they thought that they would not qualify for financial aid (AACC, 

2019; Bahr, Sparks, & Hoyer, 2018; Kantrowitz, 2011).  Another reason for not applying 

is because students did not want to be burdened with debt, despite the fact that federal 

and state grants traditionally do not have to be repaid after graduation (AACC, 2019).  

Other students may not apply for financial aid because they or their family may lack an 

understanding of the FAFSA process (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2018), 

or as community college students paying lower tuition rates, the family and/or student 

could afford to pay the tuition on their own (Bahr, Sparks, & Hoyer, 2018).    

The conceptual framework used to frame this study supports the literature review 

in the assumption that students’ college related decisions are not only influenced by their 

own demographics and characteristics, but also by their high school, higher education 

institution, family, and other social experiences.  This study was based upon an adaption 

of Perna’s (2006) conceptual model which demonstrates students’ college related 

decisions are shaped not only by their own characteristics, but are also influenced by their 

personal contextual multiple layers involving family, high school and higher education 

institutions, and/or other social, economic, and policy contexts.  Perna’s model 

recognizes that having an understanding of the decisions students make cannot be solely 

focused only on one of the suggested layered contexts, but instead identifies the multiple 

layers can overlap interactively to being influential in shaping students’ decisions 

(Perna).   
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Usage of Perna’s (2006) conceptual model allowed for framing the study as a way 

of understanding and categorizing the influential factors to explore participants’ 

perceptions surrounding their decision in not completing the FAFSA.  These factors 

recognize not only are student’s demographics (age, ethnicity, or family dependency) 

persuasive influences for not completing a FAFSA, but also students’ interactive 

experiences within a high school and postsecondary institution as well can be influential 

in their decision not to complete the FAFSA (George-Jackson & Gast, 2015; Kofoed, 

2017; McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  The perceptions community college students hold 

surrounding financial aid are crucial to being addressed as these students are often 

identified as being low-income and first-generation (Carnevale & Smith, 2018; 

Community College Research Center [CCRC], n.d.; Edgecombe, 2019; Fry & Cilluffo, 

2019).  A student’s lack of social capital combined with the decision to not apply for 

financial aid, could result in a negative likelihood of persistence and academic success 

(Castleman & Long, 2016; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Frank, 2014; Gross, 2011).  

Further, Perna’s conceptual model, emphasizes the social capital students are aware of in 

reference to college information and the assistance they receive with the college 

processes, as being influential in student’s decision making behavior (Perna, 2006). 

The collection of data involved for this study includes participants’ interviews 

along with data collection of observations, a pre-survey, reviews of institutional 

documents, field notes, and journaling, (Creswell, 2012).  Creswell and Poth’s (2018) 

data analysis spiral assessment was used as a guide to start analyzing the study’s 

collected data.  A social constructivism lens was utilized when analyzing the data 
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allowing for subjective meanings to be interpreted and to construct a reality of the 

interactions with study participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

The setting of this study was at a medium-sized, state-supported community 

college located in the southeast region of Texas.  The institution had a certified  

enrollment of approximately 6,000 students during the Fall 2019 semester, with a student 

ethnicity distribution of approximately 40% White, 40% Hispanic, and 15% Black (Texas 

Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB] Almanac, 2019).  The vast majority of 

students were classified as being enrolled part-time (approximately 80%) during the Fall 

2019 semester (THECB, 2020).   

The 12 study participants met the study’s criteria by indicating they had not 

submitted a FAFSA either before or during the Spring 2019 semester to pay for their 

related tuition and fees. Table 5.1 provides a summary of the participants’ profiles. 

Table 5.1 - Participants’ Profiles   

Participant Age Gender/Race Enrollment First-Generation 

Woodrow 21 Male/Black Part-time No 

Judi 25 Female/White Full-time Yes 

Lisa 25 Female/White Part-time Yes 

Samira 28 Female/Hispanic Part-time Yes 

Charlotte 20 Female/Hispanic Part-time Yes 

Alison 28 Female/Asian Part-time No 

Dina 38 Female/White Full-time No 

Nelda 31 Female/White Part-time Yes 

Simone 19 Female/Hispanic Full-time Yes 

Karen 22 Female/White Part-time Yes 

Kevin 32 Male/White Full-time Yes 

Ruth 19 Female/Black Part-time Yes 
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Table 5.2 displays the various described reasons as to why the participants did not apply 

for financial aid.   

Table 5.2 - Summary Table of Research Questions and Themes 

Research Questions Theme 

1. What are the perceptions of low-

income community college students 

not applying for financial aid to pay 

for their college education? 
 

 

 

 

 

2. What do low-income community 

college students perceive are the 

social barriers that influenced their 

decision to not apply for financial 

aid? 

 

3.  What institutional factors do low-

income community college students 

perceive influenced their decision to 

not complete the FAFSA? 

 

 

4. What recommendations do low-

income community college students 

perceive institutions can practice to 

influence their decision to apply for 

financial aid? 

Participants perceived they would not qualify for 

financial aid. 

 

The financial aid process is a time consuming and 

daunting process. 

  

Found alternative means to fund their tuition other 

than financial aid. 

 

The family’s ability in providing financial aid 

assistance was limited or not sought out.     

 

 

 

 

Financial aid assistance in high school was not 

beneficial. 

 

Financial aid awareness and assistance at the study 

institution was not predominant. 

 

Provide personal guidance in the FAFSA 

completion process. 

 

 

Discussion of the Findings 

Perceptions of Financial Aid 

 The first research question sought to understand the perceptions of low-income 

community college students not applying for financial aid to pay for their college 

education.  There were three primary themes that emerged from the data analysis: 1) 
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participants perceived they would not qualify for aid; 2) the financial aid process is a time 

consuming and daunting process; and/or 3) found alternative means to finance their 

tuition other than accessing financial aid. 

   Participants perceived they would not qualify for aid.  The findings in this 

study revealed the majority of participants held perceptions they would not qualify for 

financial aid as the reason for not completing the FAFSA.  Factors attributing to the 

participants’ perceptions of being ineligible to receive financial aid varied from their 

family income being too high, being unemployed, did not want loans, too low of a GPA, 

or having a status as being an undocumented student.  The findings suggest participants 

perceived there were factors that possibly could have prevented them from qualifying for 

financial aid.  This finding is consistent with previous research outcomes (e.g., Bahr, 

Sparks, and Hoyer 2018; Kantrowitz, 2011; McKinney & Roberts, 2012; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016) that have suggested that the majority of students thought 

they would be ineligible as the reason for not applying for financial aid.  The findings 

indicate the perception of ineligibility was influential enough to shape participants’ 

behavior and decision to the point of not pursuing financial aid as an option for financing 

their college tuition and related expenses.  This suggest participants’ perception itself 

became a barrier to the student taking action to pursue financial aid as similarly revealed 

in Perna’s (2006) conceptual model that recognizes students’ demographic and economic 

characteristics affect their college related decisions and behaviors. 

 Previous research (e.g., Bahr et al., 2018) Castleman & Long, 2016; National 

College Attainment Network ([NCAN], 2016; Ziskin, Fischer, Torres, Pellicciotti, and 

Player-Sanders, 2014) claimed students hold misperceptions and lack accurate 
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information about their actual status to qualify for financial aid.  Community college 

students in particular are at a higher risk of holding misconceptions regarding their 

eligibility due to an increased likelihood of being first-generation (neither parent having 

graduated from a postsecondary institution) and/or low-income (American Association of 

Community Colleges [AACC], 2016; Castleman & Long, 2016; Radford, Ifill, & Lew, 

2016).  Despite students not fully understanding how to navigate the financial aid 

process, they have determined they are not qualified for aid based upon a lack of 

information on how to complete the FAFSA (Bahr et al., 2018, Feeney & Heroff, 2013; 

NCAN, 2016).  Students making college related decisions based upon inaccurate 

information or held misperceptions, may result in a missed opportunity to obtain financial 

aid that could be beneficial to the academic progress and success (Chen & Hossler, 2017; 

Denning, 2017; Frank, 2014).  All the participants in this study reported they had 

experienced financial struggles and/or worried about securing funding for their future 

semesters’ tuition, but not to the point of utilizing financial aid as a monetary resource.  

The findings suggest the participants’ held misperceptions about financial aid were 

influential in their decision to not seek out financial aid. 

 Previous research suggest that students do not actually know nor verify if they are 

qualified for financial aid or not (e.g., Community College Survey of Student 

Engagement  [CCSSE], 2019; Kofoed, 2017; NCAN, 2016).  The majority of participants 

in this study did not seek out the services of the study institution’s financial aid 

department to determine if their perceptions regarding their eligibility were accurate or 

not.  The participants had a perception of a self-fulfilling prophecy in that they 

automatically would not qualify for need base aid, so they did not proceed in completing 
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the FAFSA.  Participants’ lack of financial aid information and not meeting with 

financial aid advisors to determine if they were eligible for financial aid, resulted in the 

possibility that participants’ eligibility perceptions may have been inaccurate.  The 

findings were unclear as to whether participants’ perceptions of being ineligible for 

financial aid was due to a lack of understanding of the process as being what influenced 

their perception, or if a combination of other factors (e.g., educational, family, or social 

experiences) or preconceived biases may have predisposed the participants’ mindset and 

perception.   

 The financial aid process is a time consuming and daunting process.  Despite 

none of the participants having had actually experienced the process of submitting a 

FAFSA at the study institution, the majority of participants perceived the process to apply 

for financial aid as being a time consuming and daunting procedure.  Previous studies 

(Bird & Castleman, 2016; Creusere et al., 2015; Kantrowitz, 2011; Scott-Clayton, 2015) 

have proposed that the perception a student holds regarding the FAFSA completion 

process as being intimidating, as being a major barrier to completion.  The combination 

of participants’ perception of the process to complete the FAFSA being a complex and 

time-consuming task along with being unfamiliar with the different types of financial aid, 

weighed predominantly on participants’ decision-making choice not to apply for financial 

aid.   

 While this study revealed the primary factor for the majority of participants not 

completing the FAFSA was due to their perception of being ineligible, additional 

findings revealed participants with children and/or married, also perceived the amount of 

time involved in completing the FAFSA as being another deterrent towards completion.  
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With the majority of participants being parents and/or married, the findings suggest the 

demands of balancing family responsibilities along with the thought of dedicating time to 

completing a FAFSA, was a factor that influenced participants’ decision to not apply for 

financial aid.  Participants perceived the process of locating tax forms or having to return 

the financial aid office repeatedly, added to the burden of the amount of time involved in 

the process.  The findings imply the perceived time-consuming process and complexity 

involved in an attempt to complete the FAFSA, were barriers to finishing the application 

to the point of submission.   

Bird and Castleman (2016) suggests the procedural barriers such as providing 

additional paperwork and locating needed tax forms, as being time-consuming and an 

explanation as to why students do not submit their financial aid application.  The demand 

on community college students’ time in navigating the FAFSA process is of a concern 

considering most enrolled students are balancing course demands while simultaneously 

working and/or attending to family responsibilities (AACC, 2020; Carnevale & Smith, 

2018; Ziskin et al., 2014).  The perception of answering over a 100 questions on the 

FAFSA, while being a first-generation student, low-income, and/or having a 

misunderstanding about financial aid, can be an intimidating task that prevents students 

from starting the FAFSA process (Davidson, 2013a; Dynarski & Wiederspan, 2012; 

Kantrowitz, 2011; Scott-Clayton, 2015).  The findings from this study and previous 

literature does contradict with findings from more recent data that has revealed most 

college students do not consider time to being a factor for not completing the FAFSA 

(Bahr et al., 2018; Sallie Mae, 2019; U.S. Department of Education (2016).  This 

contradiction in the findings could be due to gathering data from all postsecondary 
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students to include four year private and public colleges and not just community college 

students who are more likely to be working and/or supporting a family while enrolled in 

college.   

 The challenge with the study’s outcomes was determining how much the 

influence of the participants’ lack of understanding about basic eligibility requirements 

had to do with their decision to not complete the FAFSA in comparison to how much 

weight regarding the complexity had to do with their decision to not submit a FAFSA.  

Adding to participants’ perceptions about the completion process being complicated, 

when students are uninformed or have misperceptions about financial aid, students 

become even more overwhelmed with the process to the point of it influencing their 

decision to not apply for financial aid (NCAN, 2016).  Participants reported a perception 

of FAFSA fatigue that the process was too lengthy and risky with their invested time to 

only be denied financial aid in the end.  This study’s findings suggest participants’ 

perceptions of completing the FAFSA, was one of it being a lengthy and intimidating 

process influencing their decision to not apply.   

 Found alternative means to finance their tuition other than accessing 

financial aid.  The study’s findings also suggest that the participants may not have 

pursued the financial aid process as they did not perceived they themselves needed 

financial aid as they or their family had the financial ability to cover tuition on their own.  

This finding was similar to previous literature (AACC, 2019; Davidson, 2013b; 

McKinney & Novak, 2015; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2018) that 

found a significant number of community college students did not apply for financial aid 

implying they had the ability to pay for the lower tuition on their own.  The findings 
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support Kofoed’s (2017) data of the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) 

that revealed when students had access to their own income, they were less likely to file 

for financial aid.  Community college students are more likely to have access to their own 

income to cover the cost of tuition since there is an increased chance they are working 

while enrolled in college (AACC, 2020; Ma & Baum, 2019).  Findings revealed most of 

the participants worked or were married to someone who worked giving them access to 

income to cover their tuition costs. 

 Tuition and fees at community colleges in the United States are on average lower 

than other postsecondary institutions (AACC, 2020; Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014, 

NCES, 2020).  In Texas, in-district student residents pay the third lowest community 

college tuition rates in America (THECB, 2019c).  In consideration of the lower tuition 

affiliated with a public Texas community college and the majority of participants being 

enrolled part-time, this finding indicates participants were more likely able to afford the 

lower tuition without envisioning a need for financial aid.  However, part-time enrollment 

poses its own risks as part-time enrolled students are more likely to extend their time in 

college and risk their chances of academic success (College Board, 2010; THECB, 2017).  

Despite a student being enrolled part-time, Yuen (2019) argued that part-time community 

college students who were recipients of financial aid, were more likely to complete their 

college credentials than non-FAFSA recipients.  Other research (e.g., Chen & Hossler; 

2017; Denning, 2017; Novak & McKinney, 2011; Scott-Clayton; 2015) support Yuen’s 

argument in that the awarding of financial aid increases student persistence and reduction 

in dropouts.  
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 However, the overwhelming perception among participants regarding the lack of 

need for financial aid for themselves conflicted with the data that indicated 10 out of the 

12 participants worried about having enough funds to cover their next semester’s tuition.  

The participants revealed they were worried about having the funds and ability to pay 

despite the majority being enrolled part-time and having lower associated tuition cost.  

Additional data revealed 11 out of 12 participants would have struggled to come up with 

$500 in cash in the event of a financial emergency.  The participants’ reported data 

regarding their inability to pay for their tuition is a common and significant concern often 

experienced by postsecondary students (AACC, 2019; CCSSE, 2017; Fry, 2019; Klepfer 

et al., 2018).  Despite all the participants having had revealed they had experienced 

financial struggles and having concerns about securing funding for their future semesters’ 

tuition, this was not enough of a factor to utilize and/or seek out financial aid assistance 

as a monetary resource or option to pay for their future tuition.    

Influential Social Barriers 

 The second research question explored what do low-income community college 

students perceive to be social barriers that influenced their decision to not apply for 

financial aid.  The social barriers focused on the social capital students had access to in 

reference to financing their education, assistance with the college processes, and family 

demographics.  Through the analysis of the data, one theme emerged to address this 

research question: 1) the family’s ability in providing financial aid assistance was limited 

or not sought out.     

 The family’s ability in providing financial aid assistance was limited or not 

sought out.  The findings suggest participants’ family lacked the ability to assist in 
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completing the FAFSA due to an absence of knowledge in the completion process.  The 

majority of participants did not seek out their parents or other family members to ask 

questions about how to apply for financial aid.  For the five participants who did ask a 

family member for guidance, the information they received regarding financial aid was 

perceived as being limited or inaccurate.  Participants offered perceptions that financial 

aid was not a common topic spoken of frequently in their household as they were being 

raised.  With the majority of participants identified as first-generation, the findings 

suggest participants’ limited knowledge on how to navigate the financial process was 

influenced by their parents’ lack of college educational attainment and experience.  A 

parent’s lack of information on how to complete the FAFSA can be a primary reason for 

a student not starting or pursuing the financial aid process (AACC, 2020; Bahr et al., 

2018; Feeney & Heroff, 2013; Kantrowitz, 2011; Perna, 2007)  

George-Jackson and Gast’s (2015) have identified students’ parents as being a 

critical and primary resource for providing information and support for educating 

students about college.  This study’s findings suggest the participants’ parents inability to 

assist with the FAFSA completion was influential enough in their decision to not pursue 

financial aid.  Participants acknowledged they were less likely to devote the time to 

completing the process due to their parents not understanding how to access or navigate 

through the financial aid process.  This finding is supported by Kofoed’s study (2017) 

that determined family characteristics have a substantial influence as to whether or not a 

student completes a FAFSA.  Further, this finding is supported by the conceptual 

framework of this study in which Perna (2006) recognizes the characteristics of the 

family context plays an influential role in a student’s college related knowledge and 
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beliefs.  First-generation students’ college related decisions and behaviors are influenced 

by the beliefs their parents and family members provide to them (Perna).  The study’s 

findings align with Perna (2006) in suggesting that participants’ perception of their 

ineligibility for financial aid was influenced by their family’s inability to provide 

pertinent college related information and knowledge.  A participant determining whether 

he or she is eligible or not for financial aid is irrelevant if neither the student or the parent 

is familiar with the financial aid process (NCAN, 2016).   

Institutional Factors Influencing Decision 

 Research question three sought to understand what institutional factors do low-

income community college students perceive influenced their decision to not complete 

the FAFSA.  The institutional factors explored how the participants educational high 

school and college experiences influenced their financial aid perceptions.  Analysis of the 

data revealed two themes emerged: 1) financial aid assistance in high school was not 

beneficial, and/or 2) financial aid awareness and assistance at the study institution was 

not predominant.   

 Financial aid assistance in high school was not beneficial.  The 11 participants 

who graduated from a Texas high school, all perceived that their precollege financial aid 

awareness and the information they received from their counselors and teachers was not 

beneficial or influential enough to proceed with submitting a FAFSA.  The findings 

indicate the participants’ perception of their high school memories of not receiving 

assistance, suggested a lack of confidence in their counselors and teachers’ ability to 

explain the FAFSA process.  The majority of  participants had common high school 

experiences where there was not a campus culture with a prevalent emphasis on financial 
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aid awareness or completion at their high schools.  Participants recalled the high school 

culture’s primary emphasis was on attending college but not on how a student would 

actually pay for tuition and related expenses.  The findings suggest students were affected 

by their high school experience and this influenced their perception of the financial aid 

process. 

 The participants’ experiences correlated with the NCAN (2016) findings that 

revealed when students did not feel confident in receiving the support they needed in high 

school, they were less likely to apply for financial aid.  While participants met with their 

high school counselors, the participants reported financial aid was not a prevalent topic of 

discussion during their meetings.  Dunlop (2016) revealed high school juniors who met 

individually with their counselor to discuss financial aid, were 6.8 times more likely to 

complete a FAFSA and 3.2 times more likely to enroll in college.  Radford, Ifill, and Lew 

(2016) determined students who had spoken to their high school counselor about filing a 

FAFSA, had a 57% greater chance of completing a FAFSA after graduating.  Both 

George-Jackson and Gast (2015) and Perna (2015) argued the importance of high school 

counselors in their role in increasing a student’s financial aid awareness and preparation.  

The study’s findings suggest the lack of counselor guidance played a significant role in 

impacting how participants’ high school experiences influenced their perception of 

financial aid.   

 Findings indicate the guidance and information participants received in high 

school was generally passively disseminated or provided by personnel who were limited 

in their ability to provide assistance or information with how to apply for financial aid.  

Participants were often informed to go online on the internet or provided a brochure to 
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obtain financial aid information instead of being guided with their desired and sought 

after personalized assistance with the FAFSA process.  Participants revealed they had an 

opportunity to complete a practice FAFSA while in high school but were not informed in 

advance of what parental or guardian tax forms or other preliminary information was 

needed.  The participants perceived this early introduction to completing the FAFSA as 

being a complicated and time-consuming experience.  The findings suggest the 

participants early high school FAFSA awareness experience with a lack of assistance and 

relevant information from counselors, embedded a long-lasting perception that 

understanding and navigating the financial aid process was a difficult procedure.  

 The majority of participants graduated from a high school where most of the 

students enrolled were identified as being economically disadvantaged and at-risk (Texas 

Education Agency, n.d.).  Previous research (Perna, 2007; NCAN, 2017; Walton, Radrod, 

Ilfill, & Lew, 2014 ) claimed students who graduated from a lower-income public high 

school, were less likely to complete a FAFSA or to be offered or receive hands-on 

assistance in completing a FAFSA in comparison to higher resourced high schools.  All 

of the participants reported they sought after and had an expectation for practical 

financial aid guidance while they were enrolled in high school.  This finding supports 

Ruffalo’s (2015) claims that first-generation students are more likely to rely on their high 

school counselors for financial aid guidance to assist in their college related decisions. 

George-Jackson and Gast (2015) revealed there is “an intricate link between pre-college 

financial awareness and preparedness, in that information are precursors to behaviors and 

preparations involved with college financing” (p. 204).  The findings suggest participants 
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graduated from high school with an expectation their counselors or teachers would be of 

assistance, but left uninformed regarding how to confidently apply for financial aid. 

 As the participants transitioned to the community college study institution, the 

findings suggest they were ill prepared with a clear understanding of how to apply for 

financial aid and enrolled with preconceived notions of the FAFSA process being 

complicated.  McKinney and Roberts (2012) acknowledged community college students 

are not typically provided with valuable college or financial aid knowledge from their 

high schools prior to their graduation.  To address this challenge, Mulhern (2019) suggest 

high school counselors should be trained to improve the likelihood of potentially eligible 

students qualifying for financial aid and earning a postsecondary credential.  Findings of 

this study suggest participants’ high schools did not prepare them with a full 

understanding of the process as to how to decisively apply for financial aid.  Participants 

perceived financial aid advice and awareness in high school was not provided to meet 

their expectations, suggesting their experience had a strong impact on their decision to 

not complete the FAFSA.   

 Financial aid awareness and assistance at the study institution was not 

predominant.  Participants acknowledged the study institution’s efforts to promote 

financial aid awareness as being similar to what they had experienced in high school.  

The participants reported they were aware that the institution offered financial aid, but the 

institution’s attempts to inform and educate the participants about how to navigate the 

FAFSA was not influential enough for the majority of participants to seek out the 

services of the financial aid department or to submit a FAFSA.  Participants identified 

their awareness of financial aid and availability of assistance at the institution as being in 
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the format of emails being sent by the institution’s financial aid department, limited 

information provided by a college advisor, or information being dissemination by a 

faculty member.  While participants were aware that financial aid was an available option 

to finance their college education as a result of the institution’s awareness efforts, they 

still perceived that it was primarily their own responsible to proactively educate 

themselves about how to complete the FAFSA.  This experience was similar to their 

experience when they were enrolled in high school in that promotion of financial aid was 

not perceived to be predominantly embedded into the campus culture.   

 Institutions that are proactively involved in developing and incorporating strategic 

financial aid awareness and understanding into the college culture, will enhance student 

trust and respect resulting in more students seeking assistance (Bettinger et al., 2012; 

Denning, 2017; Kienzl, Croft, & Moore, 2019).  George-Jackson and Gast (2015) argued 

it is imperative that a postsecondary institution examines how well it is doing with their 

delivery of financial aid awareness and the willingness of students to prepare for college 

expenses.  The study’s findings indicated the participants perceived both the study 

institution and their previously attended high school, failed to be influential enough in 

their efforts to ensure they were well educated regarding the financial aid process and 

their options.  Perna’s (2006) conceptual model indicates that to the extent that 

institution’s financial aid information is disseminated and provided, is to the extent that 

students will be influenced enough to take advantage of financial aid benefits.  Students’ 

decision to access financial aid is not solely determined by the availability of aid, but also 

by the institution’s efforts to provide relevant FAFSA information (Perna).  
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The participants reported they arrived to the college ill prepared and confused 

about the financial aid process as a result of their high school experiences.  This finding 

is an opportunity for the institution’s financial aid advisors to have a direct impact on the 

participants’ experiences with individualized advising.  McKinney and Roberts (2012) 

suggested that financial aid advisors are the social capital often needed by low-income, 

first-generation community college students to develop a relationship to better 

comprehend the financial aid process.  The conceptual model that frames this study 

supports and emphasizes the value of social capital and acknowledges the amount of 

college information students are aware of and the assistance they receive with the college 

process, is instrumental in influencing students’ behaviors and the college related 

decisions they make (Perna, 2006).  Financial aid advisors are key stakeholders in 

improving persistence and credential completion for community college students 

(McKinney & Roberts, 2012) and are critical to building a student’s social capital.   

The intention of financial aid is to remove financial barriers for low-income students to 

improve their access to earning a postsecondary credential.  However, the findings 

suggest participants who were in need of additional guidance in applying for financial 

aid, were not aware or informed enough of the steps needed to navigate the financial aid 

process to the point of a FAFSA submission. 

Participants’ Recommendations 

The fourth research question explored what recommendations low-income 

community college students perceive institutions can practice to influence their decision 

to apply for financial aid.  The data analysis revealed one theme to address this research 

question: 1) provide personal guidance in the FAFSA completion process.  
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Provide personal guidance in the FAFSA completion process.  While all 

participants were familiar with the availability of financial aid due to the outreach and 

awareness efforts of their high school and college or through their own personal research, 

this approach was not impactful enough to clearly help them understand the process or 

modify their behavior to submit a FAFSA.  The findings suggest that all participants 

recommended a more hands-on approach to steering through the difficulty they perceived 

was involved with applying for financial aid.  This finding aligns with George-Jackson 

and Gast (2015) and Bettinger et al. (2012) as they demonstrated access to extensive 

guidance through individualized intensive financial aid assistance is critical to being an 

effective means to ensuring students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds 

completed a FAFSA.  Participants acknowledged a lack of financial aid understanding 

and the perceived angst they held involved in the completion process, contributed to their 

need and recommendation for institutional and individualized support.  By recognizing 

barriers and perceptions of complexity exists amongst students, the institution could 

provide assistance for students and incorporate steps to lessen the complexity involved in 

the financial aid process (Bird & Castleman, 2016). 

The findings suggest participants would have been more likely to have completed 

the FAFSA had they been offered direct guidance or perceived it was an option available 

at the institution.  Providing personalized individualized assistance with the FAFSA has 

been shown to be the most impactful method of increasing FAFSA completions 

(Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2009; Scott-Clayton, 2015).  Participants 

enrolled in the study institution brought with them previous high school experiences that 

they perceived as being unhelpful in being more knowledgeable about the financial aid 
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process.  The findings suggest participants’ continued into college still seeking out this 

type of individualized guidance on the financial aid process.  The findings suggest 

participants previous high school experiences, influenced their decision to not further 

pursue assistance with the FAFSA process while enrolled in college.  Since participants 

did not receive the sought after financial aid guidance while in high school, the findings 

indicate they did not want to invest their time and effort again seeking advice while in 

college and have a repeat of their high school experience.    

Implications for Higher Education Practice 

 There are several implications for higher education practice suggested from the 

study’s findings.  Despite financial aid being available at a federal level for over five 

decades (U.S. Department of Education, n.d. – c), a significant number of eligible low-

income college students are not applying for financial assistance (Kantrowitz, 2009, 

2011).  Community college students who are at a higher risk of being financially 

disadvantaged and/or first-generation (AACC, 2019), and are less likely to apply for 

financial aid than their peers enrolled at four-year postsecondary institutions (College 

Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2010; Kantrowitz, 2011; McKinney & Novak, 2013; 

Novak & McKinney, 2011).  Community colleges with a low number of FAFSA 

completers, are in jeopardy of students persisting, higher student withdrawal, and lower 

student academic performance (McKinney and Novak, 2013).  Not only is it crucial for 

community colleges’ enrollment management goals, it is vital their low-income students 

are well informed and supported through the financial aid process to ensure a financial 

barrier is not preventing a student from reaching their academic goals.  
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 The first implication for higher education practice based upon the study’s findings 

is that the reasons why community college students do not submit a FAFSA is due to 

presuming they would not qualify, as well as the effort involved with the completion 

process as being one that is a time consuming and daunting experience.  The two reasons 

were connected as the participants did not want to dedicate their limited time to being 

involved in the lengthy process of completing a FAFSA, with a strong expectation that 

they would be denied eligibility in the end.  The time and effort involved in the 

preparation required to complete the FAFSA, was viewed as being too high of a sacrifice 

and investment and was not worth the risk of not being award aid.  Based on this study’s 

findings, efforts must be made by high schools and colleges to change students’ 

perceptions regarding the benefits of financial aid and how the benefits outweigh the 

sacrifice of time involved in completing the FAFSA.   

 Low-income students who are recipients of financial aid are more likely to persist 

in in their college courses (Bettinger et al, 2012; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Denning, 

2017; Juszkiewicz, 2019; Novak & McKinney, 2011).  By educational institutions 

changing students’ perceptions surrounding FAFSA complexity, an increase in FAFSA 

completion could occur resulting in improved outcomes for the student and the 

institution.  Shifting students’ perceptions aligns with Perna’s conceptual model where 

the availability and type of resources can be influential in a student’s decision making 

process resulting in different behavioral outcomes (Perna, 2006).  Institutions that 

allocate resources towards supporting students in their understanding of the FAFSA 

process, could be persuasive in altering a student’s behavior towards completing a 

FAFSA. 
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 The majority of the study’s participants were enrolled part-time resulting in lower 

tuition on average in comparison to four-year postsecondary institutions (AACC, 2020).  

Coupled with the previously stated reasons for not filing a FAFSA, the study’s findings 

revealed that community college students could afford the lower part-time tuition on their 

own without a need for financial aid.  The ability for students to pay on their own as they 

enroll each semester, may make them think there is no need to seek out financial aid 

(Perna, 2010).  While students may be able to pay on their own, part-time community 

college students are still at a higher risk of withdrawing due to a lack of funds (CCSSE, 

2019) and having the highest financial demonstrated needs (Novak & McKinney, 2011).  

Even a partial financial aid award could possibly be of a benefit to alleviate some of the 

monetary stress being experienced by community college students.   

 The second implication for higher education practice based upon the study’s 

findings, suggest the family’s ability in providing assistance or accurate information with 

the financial aid process was limited or not sought after at all by participants.  First-

generation participants did not seek out their parents’ guidance since financial aid was 

not a topic that was often discussed in the household as they were growing up.  Low-

income, first-generation, and minority high school students are least likely to complete 

the FAFSA in comparison to their peers with a higher academic GPA and with at least 

one parent who attended college (Feeney & Heroff, 2013; McKinney & Novak, 2015).  

These findings show a critical need for secondary and postsecondary institutions to 

educate and ensure parents are well informed with the financial aid process in order to 

support their child’s goal in attending and financing college.  As a result of families being 

more knowledgeable about the financial aid process, this could have a positive influence 
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on a student’s decision to complete the FAFSA with support from their parents or 

guardians.  

 The third implication for higher education practice based upon the study’s 

findings, it is necessary for both secondary and postsecondary institutions to culturally 

embed into their school philosophy and goals the importance of financial aid awareness, 

and a support system to ensure students are well informed regarding the steps to 

completing a FAFSA.  At-risk students are graduating from high school with an intention 

to enroll in a community college but without a basic understanding of the FAFSA process 

(NCAN, 2017; Walton et al., 2014).  With a limited ability to fund their postsecondary 

tuition, this could influence a student’s enrollment decision that results in the student 

being enrolled in fewer credit hours, delaying their enrollment, and/or stopping out or 

dropping out of college all together.  Better outreach and improved dissemination of 

information to students by both the secondary and postsecondary institutions, can ensure 

the campus cultural supports students in building their confidence and ability to 

successfully navigate the financial aid process (Castleman, 2013; Ziskin et al., 2014). 

 The fourth implication for higher education practice based upon the study’s 

findings, showed the need for community college students to be provided with 

personalized assistance with completing the FAFSA.  Personalized assistance can be 

influential in a student’s decision in taking the proactive steps necessary to complete the 

FAFSA (Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2012).  Less affluent students are 

more likely to seek out information from trusted high school counselors (Kienzl et al., 

2019).  When less informed students are not provided with sought after guidance, they 

can be less likely to follow through with the financial aid process.  Supportive tailored 
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guidance with the process is more likely to result in a completed FAFSA amongst the 

most in need low-income students (Denning, 2017).   

Recommendations for Higher Education Practice 

 The study’s findings revealed that there are several recommendations for higher 

education practice.  The first recommendation for higher education practice is that high 

school and community college students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, must be 

informed of the benefits of financial aid in a delivery and awareness method that does not 

further confuse their perception of eligibility or reinforce their perceived insight of the 

complexity associated with the financial aid process.  Considering student recipients of 

financial aid are more likely to enroll in a postsecondary institution (Chen & Hossler, 

2017; Goldrick-Rab, Kelchen, Harris, & Benson, 2016) and to persist (Denning, 2017; 

McKinney & Novak, 2013), it is critical low-income students do not miss an educational 

opportunity due to a lack of information or having a perception of not being qualified.   

 Students’ perception of their eligibility for financial aid combined with the 

FAFSA process being an intimidating and time consuming process, are influential 

enough factors to prevent students from completing the FAFSA (Bahr, et al., 2018; 

McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  Financial aid was specifically created and allocated to 

assist “students of exceptional financial need” (HEA Public Law 89-329, 1965, p. 1233-

1234) in support of their pursuit of a postsecondary credential.  However, the very 

students that financial aid was designed to assist, are missing out on being recipients of 

grant aid due to barriers of a lack of awareness or held misperceptions about not being 

eligible.  The disconnect between economically disadvantaged students not applying for 

need-based aid in their pursuit of a postsecondary education, defeats the intention of the 



  

Texas Tech University, Marilyn Dement, December 2020 

 

163 
 

law in its purpose of aiding students most in financial need.  Low-income students who 

already encounter financial barriers in their pursuit of a postsecondary credential, must be 

provided with financial aid awareness in a manner that ensures the process to apply does 

not become another barrier to overcome.   

 The second recommendation for higher education practice is ensuring at-risk 

children’s parents are educated early and supported throughout the financial aid process 

to the point of a FAFSA submission.  First-generation students may less likely to know 

how to navigate the financial aid or college enrollment process due to their parents’ lack 

a college going experience.  Bahr et al. (2018) analysis of high school students revealed 

almost three times as many students (43%) whose parents held less than a high school 

diploma, stated they did not have enough information to complete the FAFSA compared 

to 16% of students whose parents held a bachelor’s degree.  In addition, low-income 

higher risk high school students are more likely to have parents who do not have enough 

information on how to complete the FAFSA (Bahr et al.).   

 The combination of parents lacking information along with their perception their 

child would not qualify for financial aid (Kantrowitz, 2011; NCAN, 2016; Sallie Mae, 

2019), indicates critical efforts must be made to educate parents.  A lack of information 

and misperceptions must not be barriers to economically disadvantaged students 

accessing need-based aid to finance their postsecondary education.  To address this 

challenge, secondary and postsecondary institutions must partner together to ensure early 

intervention and engagement with parents and students to establish a foundation of  trust 

and financial aid awareness early and throughout a student’s academic experience.  While 

the average age of community college students is 28 (AACC, 2020) and would not 
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require a need for their parents’ financial records for the FAFSA, educating parents 

sooner and often of their child’s financial aid options, could have possibly changed the 

trajectory of some community college students to have enrolled sooner after high school 

as a dependent student.   

The third recommendation for higher education practice is for secondary and 

postsecondary institutions to create a campus culture and environment that promotes 

financial aid completion.  In addition, educational institutions must evaluate the 

effectiveness in their ability to accurately inform students of the benefits of financial aid.  

A high school’s dedicated and prioritized efforts towards implementing initiatives to 

informing students about the FAFSA process, will make a difference in completion 

(Albert & Christopher, 2010; McKinney & Novak, 2015).  The early interaction high 

school students have with counselors and teachers starts to create an impactful perception 

of the financial aid process and is influential in a student’s decision to apply for aid. As 

well, efforts must be made to ensure counselors are well trained and updated of the latest 

financial aid changes.  High school counselors and teachers play a significant role in their 

ability and efforts to influence students early about the process of completing a FAFSA 

and enrolling in college (Perna, 2015; Radford et al., 2016).   

As students start the college admissions process, financial aid offices must 

adequately employ enough staff and provide campus resources to sufficiently inform and 

assist students with the FAFSA process to ensure no informational gaps exist to prevent 

their completion (Ziskin et al., 2014).  The extent of campus wide promotion of the 

availability of financial aid and access for students, is an indication of the institution’s 

commitment or lack of commitment to ensuring low-income students are aware of their 
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financial aid options.  Under resourced financial aid offices employed with overworked 

staff, could mean the difference as to whether a student completes their financial 

application or not (McKinney & Roberts, 2012; Scott-Clayton, 2015).   

 An institution’s review of what strategized efforts have been made to ensure no 

low-income student’s financial barriers impede their pathway to earning a credential, may 

reveal policy and procedural changes need to be implemented or additional resources 

may need to be allocated.  Additionally, efforts must be made by the institution to 

simplify the FAFSA process that must include a review of current policy and procedures 

that may be barriers to students submitting a FAFSA.  An institution’s efforts and 

practices in communicating with students and providing financial aid access, contributes 

to its attempts to influence FAFSA completion amongst its students (Davidson, 2013; 

Perna, 2015).  Promotion of the availability of financial aid and how to apply must be a 

campus wide effort that involves not only the financial aid department, but faculty and 

administration (Perna, 2010).  An evaluation of the institution’s campus wide efforts and 

practices to promote financial aid, would be a start to determining which services are 

being underutilized and if additional resources need to be allocated to address the goal of 

increasing FAFSA submissions. 

 The final recommendation for higher education practice is that educational 

institutions must provide individualized hands-on assistance with the FAFSA submission 

and completion process.  Dissemination of financial aid information in the form of 

websites, brochures, or group workshops may not be adequate enough to educate or 

influence a student enough to the point of submitting a FAFSA.  Students are more likely 

to submit a FAFSA when personalized assistance is provided as support in navigating 
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through the process (Bettinger et al.,, 2012; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Denning, 2017), 

as well as to the extent that institutions provide information about financial aid (Perna, 

2006).  Postsecondary institutions must dedicate resources and additional staff that enable 

them to provide individualized services to students in their quest to complete the FAFSA 

(College Board, 2010; McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  Without this assistance, combined 

with the student’s perception of the process being complex, students may avoid the 

FAFSA process altogether and instead opt to rely upon a reliable source of funding by 

working additional hours to pay for their tuition (Ziskin et al., 2014).  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of this study have revealed areas of consideration that future 

research should explore when considering the perceptions held by low-income 

community college students as to why they do not apply for financial aid.  The study’s 

findings revealed students hold misperceptions or lack information regarding the FAFSA 

process that often becomes a barrier itself to preventing them from applying for financial 

aid.  Recommendation for a qualitative study to be conducted that focuses on the 

identified factors that are influential in a community college student’s decision to not 

complete the FAFSA, could benefit the institution by identifying student areas where the 

institution could provide positive support to possible influence the students’ decisions.  

Utilizing Perna’s conceptual model as a framework for a study, would provide a guide on 

the multi-layers of context students are influenced by in their college related decision 

making.  By addressing the factors that may be barriers to students not completing the 

FAFSA, this could result in increasing the number of FAFSA submissions for the 

institution.   
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Additionally, a mixed method study could validate and support this study’s 

findings in exploring an institution’s quantitative data of the percentage of FAFSA filers 

and expanded with a qualitative study to review how the impact of the institution’s 

financial aid awareness and institutional personnel interaction has on the potential for 

increasing the institution’s FAFSA completion rates.  A mixed methods’ longitudinal 

study should be considered to analyze quantitative  data of community college students’ 

usage of campus financial aid resources along with a qualitative case study exploring  

students’ perception of the institution’s efforts towards embedding financial aid 

awareness and assistance into the campus culture.  Examined data gathered over a longer 

period of consistent semesters could reveal institutional weaknesses or policy barriers 

that may be deterring a student’s decision to apply for financial aid.  This type of study 

could reveal the perceptions and responses of the institution’s enrolled students allowing 

for an opportunity for implementing strategies to improve financial aid awareness and 

usage resulting in the possibility of increased FAFSA completions at the institution.   

 Additional quantitative research that explores the characteristics (i.e., age, marital 

or parent status, gender, employment status) of non-FAFSA community college filers in 

comparison to those community college students who successfully completed and 

submitted the FAFSA, could result in data that identifies the distinguishing characteristics 

that makes the difference between these two groups.  By identifying the differences, 

community colleges can focus on the considerations of the barriers that are most 

influential in a student’s decision to not seek out financial aid.  Providing institutional 

support in the way of policy and procedural changes could improve the chances of more 

potential eligible low-income students applying for financial aid.   
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of potentially FAFSA 

qualified low-income community college students while focusing on what institutional 

and family factors may have influenced their decision to not apply for financial aid.  Of 

additional interest in this study was gathering data of the students’ perceptions of possible 

barriers that prevented them from applying and what recommended practices institutions 

could incorporate to possible influence their decision to apply for financial aid.  The 

findings from this study will contribute to the development of community college 

financial aid policies and practices by providing insight into the perceptions of low-

income students and possible practices to increase FAFSA completion rates.  

 For purposes of this study, a qualitative methodology was utilized along with a 

single instrumental case study to address the four research questions that guided this 

study.  The study was framed by Perna’s (2006) multi-level conceptual model of factors 

that assume a student’s college-related decision making and their perception is influenced 

through four context areas: 1) family; 2) high school; 3) higher education; and 4) social, 

economic, and policy context.  Perna’s conceptual model provided a framework for this 

study to exam low-income community college students’ perceptions of financial aid and 

how possible social and educational factors may have influenced their decision to not 

seek out financial aid assistance.  The study’s participants were 12 low-income students 

enrolled at a medium-sized, suburban community college located in the southeast region 

of Texas.   The trustworthiness of the study incorporated steps to ensure the 

establishment of credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability. 
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 Through exploring the study participants’ perceptions about why they chose not 

to seek out financial aid, the combination of perceiving their ineligibility along with 

perceiving the FAFSA completion process to be time consuming, resulted in participants 

accessing other financial means to cover their college-related expenses instead of 

financial aid.  The time commitment involved in completing a FAFSA was not 

considered to be worth the effort and investment with a perceived high risk of being 

denied financial aid.  The lower tuition costs affiliated with being enrolled part-time at a 

community college, was perceived as being affordable and did not warrant the effort 

required to navigate the financial aid process.    

 The study’s findings emerged to reveal participants’ held perceptions about 

financial aid were influenced by their family and both secondary and postsecondary 

institutions.  The family’s inability to provide assistance in the FAFSA process, resulted 

in students not seeking out their guidance or possibly receiving inaccurate information 

that influenced their behavior to not complete a financial aid application.  The 

participants’ high school experiences with the FAFSA, left them confused with the lack 

of support they received from their counselors and teachers.  In addition, these early 

experiences of impressions with family and school adults being unable to provide 

relevant guidance, left participants with a long-standing impression that the FAFSA was 

a complex process.  After graduating from high school and enrolling in college, they had 

minimal expectations of college personnel providing guidance in the FAFSA process.  

The participants considered the task of gaining knowledge on how to steer through the 

FAFSA process to be the primary responsibility of themselves. 
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To alleviate participants’ perception of the FAFSA process being too complex to 

navigate, the participants recommended a more individualized approach for guidance in 

completing the FAFSA.  While all participants were aware that financial aid was an 

option to financing their education due to campus outreach and awareness, they did not 

perceive either the high school or the college as being proactive enough in giving them 

enough knowledge that they could complete the FAFSA on their own.   

There are several implications for higher education practice suggested from the 

study’s findings.  First, outreach efforts must be made by secondary and postsecondary 

institutions to change students’ perceptions regarding the benefits of financial aid and 

how the benefits outweigh the sacrifice of time involved in completing the FAFSA.  

Second, it is critical secondary and postsecondary institutions educate and ensure parents 

are well informed with the financial aid process.  Third, it is essential for both secondary 

and postsecondary institutions to culturally embed into their school philosophy and goals 

the importance of financial aid awareness, and provide a support system to ensure 

students are well informed regarding the steps to completing a FAFSA.  Lastly, it is 

crucial community colleges provide their economically disadvantaged students with 

personalized assistance with completing the FAFSA. 

The study’s findings revealed that there are several recommendations for higher 

education practice.  First, higher education practice requires economically disadvantaged 

students be provided with financial aid awareness in a format that ensures the process to 

apply and access need-base aid does not become another barrier to overcome towards 

earning their postsecondary credential.  Second, ensure at-risk children’s parents are 

educated early and supported throughout the financial aid process to reaching the goal of 
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a FAFSA submission.  Third, secondary and postsecondary institutions must create a 

campus culture and environment that promotes financial aid completion.  Finally, 

educational institutions must provide individualized hands-on assistance with the FAFSA 

submission and completion process to ensure students are more likely to complete a 

FAFSA.   

 Future research should be conducted to obtain additional knowledge as to why 

potentially qualified low-income, community college students do not complete the 

FAFSA.  A qualitative study that identifies factors that are influential in a student’s 

decision to not complete the FAFSA, could identify student areas in need of institutional 

support to possible influence a student’s decision to apply for financial aid.  Additionally, 

a mixed method study that explores an institution’s quantitative data of the percentage of 

FAFSA filers along with a qualitative study to review the impact of financial aid 

awareness and staff interaction has on students, could provide usage data towards the 

goal of increasing FAFSA completion rates.  A quantitative study that explores the 

characteristics of non-FAFSA community college filers in comparison to those 

community college students who submitted the FAFSA, could result in data that 

identifies the distinguishing factor that identifies the difference between these two 

groups.   
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Appendix A 

Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board Approval 

Sep 9, 2019 9:23 AM CDT 

Stephanie Jones 

Educational Psychology Leaders 

Re: IRB2018-748 Exploring Low-Income Community College Students' Perceptions of 

Financial Aid 

Findings: Renewal Approved.  

Expiration Date: September 30, 2020 

Dear Dr. Stephanie Jones, Marilyn Dement: 

A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved a renewal for the protocol indicated 

above within the expedited category of: 

6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research

purposes.

7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited

to, research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication,

cultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey,

interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or

quality assurance methodologies.

The renewal is effective from October 1, 2019 and will expire on September 30, 2020. 

This expiration date must appear on your consent document. 

The research must follow Texas Tech University’s Operating Procedures, the Belmont 

Report, and 45 CFR 46. If changes to the approved protocol occur, a Modification 

Submission must be reviewed and approved by the IRB before implementation. 

A goal of the IRB is to prevent negative occurrences during any research study. However, 

despite our best intent, unforeseen circumstances or events may arise during the research. 

If a deviation, unanticipated problem or adverse event happens during your research, 

please notify the Texas Tech University, Human Research Protection Program as soon as 

possible (45 CFR 46). We will ask for a complete explanation of the event and for you to 

submit an Incident Submission in Cayuse IRB. 
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Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Monitoring (PAM). You will be notified 

if your study has been chosen for a PAM. A PAM investigator may request to observe 

your data collection procedures, including the consent process. 

Once your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 

Submission to archive this study. IRBs that remain active are subject to audit by the IRB. 

Sincerely, 

Kelly Cukrowicz, Ph.D. 

Chair Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board 

Professor, Department of Psychological Sciences 

Human Research Protection Program 

357 Administration Building 

Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075 

T 806.742.2064 

www.hrpp.ttu.edu 



Texas Tech University, Marilyn Dement, December 2020 

193 

Appendix B 

Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board Approval 

Oct 18, 2018 1:44 PM CDT 

Stephanie Jones 

Educational Psychology Leaders 

Re: IRB2018-748 Exploring Low-Income Community College Students' Perceptions of 

Financial Aid 

Findings: Thank you for the additional information you provided in answering my 

questions. All the best with your study! 

Expiration Date:   September 30, 2019 

Dear Dr. Stephanie Jones, Marilyn Dement: 

A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above 

within the expedited category of: 

6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research

purposes.

7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited

to, research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication,

cultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey,

interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or

quality assurance methodologies.

The approval is effective from October 18, 2018 to September 30, 2019. The expiration 

date must appear on your consent document(s). 

Expedited research requires continuing IRB review. You will receive an automated email 

approximately 30 days before September 30, 2019. At this time, should you wish to 

continue your protocol, a Renewal Submission will be necessary.  Any change to your 

protocol requires a Modification Submission for review and 

approval before implementation. 

Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may 

contact you to observe your data collection procedures, including the consent process. 
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You will be notified if your study has been chosen for a PAR. 

Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or 

federal regulations (45 CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form. 

When your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 

Submission to terminate this protocol. 

Sincerely, 

Scott Burris, Ph.D. 

Chair Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board Professor, 

Department of Agricultural Education and Communications 

Human Research Protection Program 

357 Administration Building 
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T 806.742.2064 
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Appendix C  

Study Institution Institutional Review Board Approval 

NOTICE OF BOARD APPROVAL 

TO: M Dement 

FROM: P Sanger 

Date: 1/28/2019 

RE: Exploring Low-Income Community College Students’ Perceptions of Financial Aid Study 

Expiration Date: 1/27/2020 

The above-referenced was APPROVED following IRB Review for the period of 1/28/2019 through 1/27/2020. 

The approval includes the modification for how students are contacted for the study. OIER is providing the list of 

students for the study and sending out the student email on behalf of this study. 

This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals that may be required. 

Federal regulations require that all research be reviewed at least annually. It is the Principal Investigator’s 
responsibility to obtain review and continued approval before the expiration date. You may not continue any 
research activity beyond the expiration date without IRB approval. 

• If you wish to have your protocol approved for continuation, please contact the Director of Institutional 
Effectiveness and Research at psanger@alvincollege.edu or 281-756-3663. 

• All changes or amendments to your protocol or consent form require review and approval by the IRB 
BEFORE implementation. 

• If the research, including data analysis, has been completed, or if you wish to terminate the study, 
please notify the Director of Institutional Effectiveness and Research. 

IRB 

Institutional Review Board 

For Human Subjects 
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Appendix D 

Pre-Survey 

1. Have you ever applied for financial aid by completing and submitting a Free

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) to this college or any

previously attended college?

a. Yes ____ If yes, please do not proceed forward with completing the

survey.  Thank you for your time and assistance.

b. No ____

2. Have any of your siblings attended college prior to you?

a. Yes ____

b. No _____

c. I have no siblings _____

3. Did either of your parents graduate from college?

a. Yes _____

b. No ______

4. Have you ever enrolled in fewer classes due to not having the money to cover

the costs associated with college enrollment (tuition, books, or fees)?

a. Yes _____

b. No ______

5. In the event of an unexpected emergency that required financial resources,

could you easily access and obtain $500?

a. Yes _____

b. No ______

6. In the past 12 months, have you had to borrow money from family or friends

to help pay for basic needs such as food, shelter, or transportation?

a. Yes _____

b. No ______

7. Do you worry about having enough money to pay for your next semester of

college?

a. Yes _____

b. No ______

8. Are you currently employed?   No _____ Yes _____ If yes, how many hours a

week on average do you work? ___________

If you are interested in discussing and participating in a longer survey, please complete 

your contact information below and return to Marilyn Dement at 

Marilyn.Dement@TTU.edu or call 832.452.7128 if you have additional questions. 

Name: ____________________________   

Best phone number to reach you at: _________________________ 

Preferred email address: __________________________________ 
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Appendix E 

Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study 

What is this project studying? 

This study is titled “Exploring Low-Income Community College Students’ Perceptions of 

Financial Aid”.  This study will explore perceptions of currently enrolled community college 
students regarding the factors contributing to their decisions not to apply for financial aid, though 

they are eligible. 

What would I do if I participate? 

You will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview. You will be asked a series of 

questions about your perceptions and experiences. With your permission, the interview will be 

audio-recorded. 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 

Yes, absolutely. Your decision to take part in this research study is entirely voluntary. The 
researchers and Texas Tech University’s Human Subjects Protection Program have reviewed the 

interview questions and think you can answer them comfortably.  You can skip any question you 

do not feel comfortable answer. You can also stop answering questions at any time. You may also 
withdraw from the study at any time without any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 

normally entitled, by informing either of the researchers verbally or through email. Participating 

in this study is your choice. However, we do appreciate any help you are able to provide. 

How long will participation take? 

We are asking for approximately 45-60 minutes of your time. 

How is my privacy protected? 

Pseudonyms will be used to identify participants and their college in the study.  None of your 

personal identifying information will be associated with any data collected or reported. 

How will I benefit from participating in the study? 

Besides providing the study with valuable information, you will benefit by contributing 

knowledge to the practice of higher education concerning student financial aid. You may learn 
more about financial aid and discover you could be eligible for free federal funds.  For your 

participation in the interview process, you will receive a $25 Amazon gift card. 

Are there any risks in participating in this study? 

There are no risks to you in participating in this study that are any greater than those in daily life. 

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 

If you have any questions or concerns about your participation in this study, you may contact 

Marilyn Dement at Marilyn.Dement@TTU.edu or call her at 832.452.7128. You may also contact 

Dr. Stephanie J. Jones at 806-834-1380 or at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu, who is supervising this 
study. Texas Tech University has a Human Research Protection Board that protects the rights of 

people who participate in research.  You may also contact the Board at 806-742-2064 if you have 

questions or mail your questions to the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice 
President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or by email to 

hrpp@ttu.edu. 
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Consent 

Your signature below indicates that you have read this consent form and are volunteering to 

participate in this study.  

Participant’s signature_______________________________  Date:_________________ 

Printed name ______________________________________ 

Consent form valid date:  Until September 30, 2019 
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Appendix F 

Interview Guide and Student Questions 

Pre-Interview Protocol 

Hello, my name is Marilyn Dement and I am doctoral student at Texas Tech University in 

the higher education program.  I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me today to 

answer my questions regarding your perceptions of financial aid.  As a currently enrolled 

student at this community college, my study is intended to explore your perceptions and 

experiences regarding financial aid and how family, educational, or social factors may 

have influenced your decision to not apply for financial aid. 

I would like to inform you that your identity will be completely protected in this research 

with a pseudonym assigned in place of your real name.  Your pseudonym will be 

assigned to your interview transcript and at no time during the research or data analysis 

process will your real name or any identifiable information be affiliated with the 

information you share.  Do you have a preference for a pseudonym?  If not, one will be 

assigned to you randomly.  As well, the institution that you are currently enrolled in will 

not be identified by its actual name and will also be given a pseudonym. 

As a reminder, your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  You have the 

option to skip or not answer any of the questions presented to you today.  Additionally, I 

can stop the interview at any time during the process.  Are you comfortable with the 

details and description of the interview process that I have described?  Do you have any 

questions before we begin?  With your permission, I will begin the audio recording at this 

time.  At the end of your interview, the recording will be transcribed and copy of the 

transcription will be presented to ensure accuracy of the information you have shared. 

Interview Questions 

Before I begin asking questions regarding financial aid, I would like to begin with several 

opening questions related to you and your enrollment at the college. 

1. Please tell me about yourself answering the following questions:

• How long have you been enrolled at this institution?

• How many credit hours are you currently enrolled in?

• Are you new to the institution or a transfer student?

• Are you currently employed while enrolled?  If so, how many hours a week do

you work?

• Are you enrolled in fewer credit hours due to a lack of finances?

• Have you earned any credit hours?  If so, how many?

• Are you the first in your family to attend college?

• Did your parent(s) graduate from college?

• If male, have you registered for selective services?
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• Are you a U.S. citizen or permanent resident?

• Have you earned your high school diploma or equivalent?

• Do you live with your parents as a dependent student?

• Are you married, have children, or have served in the military?

2. Before enrolling in college, did you receive information from your high school

about financial aid?  If so, can you tell me what type and in what form of

information you received?

3. Do you recall being offered assistance with completing an application for college

prior to graduating from college?

4. Did you ask someone for financial aid information prior to enrolling in college?

If so, who did you ask?

5. Did you or have you searched for information regarding financial aid on your

own?  Why or why not?  If you did search, where did you seek out information?

Websites? Financial aid office? Family members or high school guidance

counselors?

6. Prior to starting your classes, do you recall attending a new student orientation?

If so, do you recall receiving information regarding financial aid services at

orientation?

7. Thinking back when you first enrolled, were you made aware of financial aid

services when you applied for admissions?

8. How effectively has the college informed you of financial aid services?

9. How important is it for the college to offer financial aid services?

10. Would a lack of funding be a factor in withdrawing from college?  What sources

do you utilize to primarily fund your tuition and fees?  Savings?  Work earnings?

Family?

11. In what way could the costs associated with tuition impact your decision to

remain in college?

12. Are you familiar with the term FAFSA or Free Application for Federal Student

Aid?

13. When you hear the term “financial aid”, what is your perception?

14. Have you ever considered filing for financial aid?  Why or why not?
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15. Have you ever started the financial aid process but then did not complete or

submit the application?  If so, what barrier prevented you from completing the

process?

16. Do you think you would qualify for financial aid if you did apply?  Why or why

not?

17. Can you tell me the difference between the types of financial aid such as a grant,

work-study, and a loan?

18. Do you perceive there is any stigma or embarrassment with applying for financial

aid?

19. If the college was to provide you with additional information or guidance, do you

perceive this would influence your decision to apply for financial aid?  Why or

why not?

20. If you did want to learn more about financial aid, where or who would you go to

learn more?

21. Do consider the costs associated with the college’s tuition and fees to be too high

or low?  Does this influence your decision to apply for financial aid or not?

22. Can you describe to me the reasons why you chose not to apply for financial aid?

23. What other comments do you have regarding your perceptions related to financial

aid?




