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LEARNING
WHAT WORKS
How we’re finding ways to help more 
students access & complete college.
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Helping more at-risk students graduate
begins with asking the right questions.
A college education remains  
the most reliable ladder 
to a better life—but only 
when a student pursues and 
successfully completes it. 

There can be challenges  
along the way for any student.  
But completion proves most 
difficult for students from low-
income backgrounds, students 
of color, and first-generation 
students who enter college. 

These students are our focus.

While more at-risk students 
than ever go to college, we know 
from Census data that too few 
stay. They are 8 times less likely  
to obtain a bachelor’s degree  
by age 24 than students from  
the highest-income families.

We’re exploring ways to close 
this completion gap, and to  
date have committed nearly  
$134 million in grants to address 
the most vexing questions  
we see. 

Our approach: learn what works, 
what works best, and what can 
be taken to scale to benefit the 
greatest number of students.

Progress is being made.  
With our grants, our partners 
are producing encouraging 
results and yielding fresh 
insight. This report highlights 
some important things  
we learned in 2014, and how  
we continue to refine our  
grants in response.

There’s always more to learn, 
and we will continue to seek  
new knowledge. I invite you  
to stay tuned, and to join us 

as we strive to learn more 
about what works to put more 
students on the path to and 
through college.

LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT

Richard D. George
President and Chief Executive Officer
Great Lakes Higher Education  
Corporation & Affiliates
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How do we steer students clear 
of the quicksand of remedial courses?
Focus on those at greatest risk and with the most to gain

It’s well known that remedial 
courses too often lead to 
dropping out. Why? Students 
placed into them face the 
frustrations of added time,  
costs, and social stigma. In fact, 
only 1 in 4 students who start 
community college needing 
remedial courses ever complete 
their degree or certificate, 
according to the Community 
College Research Center.

The solution is helping students 
avoid remedial courses in the 
first place, by preparing them 
during high school to earn  
test scores that place them 
directly into college-level  
math and English courses.  
This need is especially acute  
for at-risk students—students 
from low-income backgrounds, 
first-generation students,  

and students of color—who find 
themselves entering high school 
at the appropriate academic 
grade level. ACT data shows that 
regular classroom instruction  
in high school, by itself, isn’t 
enough to get the majority  
of these students ready for 
college-level courses.

So we created our College Ready 
grants to improve their chances. 
By making grants, seeing what 
works, and then refining the 
next ones, we’re zeroing in on 
the most helpful interventions.

Grants for the 2013-2014 school 
year enabled 34 programs to 
give high school students extra 
academic help. We evaluated 
multiple criteria, including 
scores on placement tests,  
which improved by 11% to 27%.  

For 2014-2015, we narrowed the 
focus for all 10 funded programs 
to these test scores to determine 
course placement for incoming 
students. Having a single metric 
allows for better comparison 
across programs, so we will  
see which strategies work best.

QUESTIONS WE’RE TACKLING

Michael Johnson,  
CEO of Boys & Girls Club 
of Dane County

“ We need to ensure 
that our kids will be  
ready for college, 
graduate, and 
become productive 
citizens.”

$10.7 MILLION COMMITTED  
TO THIS PROGRAM TO DATE



Too often, something happens 
in the three months after high 
school graduation that undoes 
years of hard work, planning, 
and preparation.

Up to 2 in 5 grads with college 
acceptance letters in hand never 
end up attending in the fall, 
according to noted education 
researchers Benjamin Castleman 
and Lindsay Page. This is known 
as “summer melt,” and students 
of color, those from low-income

backgrounds, and those  
headed to two-year colleges  
are especially at risk.

Why? These kids lose touch  
with the teachers and counselors 
who inspired and guided them 
during high school. So we 
asked ourselves how we can 
extend this kind of supportive 
network over the summer after 
graduation, when they need it 
most. We funded four programs 
to explore that question.

Our Commit to College grants 
funded a variety of strategies 
to keep at-risk college-bound 
students engaged over the 
summer and moving toward 
enrollment in the fall.

Their results reveal some keys 
to helping students see their 
college plans through:
•  Keep counselors in touch with 

students regularly all summer.
•  Connect students with peers 

from similar circumstances  
to provide encouragement.

•  Remind students of key 
deadlines for housing, 
registration, etc. early.

•  Send reminders and check in 
with students via text—the way 
they prefer to communicate.

How do we combat summer melt?
Keep kids connected to a support network

Small investment. Big return.

Commit to College cost:

$312 per 
student

Commit to College results:

32% more students 
attended

$115,000 COMMITTED TO 
THIS PROGRAM TO DATE
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$478 may not seem like much. 
But it can make or break  a student 
struggling to meet  the costs of 
college and the costs of living.

We’re learning this through 
our 3-year Emergency Grant 
Assistance program. We provide 
16 technical colleges with  
funds to make small grants  
to help students pay unexpected 
expenses their financial aid 
doesn’t cover. This prevents 
them from having to make the 
harsh choice between paying  
for car repairs, medical bills,  
or other emergencies and  
staying in school.

It works: students receiving 
grants have stayed enrolled  
at rates 28 percentage points 
higher than before the grant 
started. The strongest results 
were seen by colleges that not 
only gave students the proverbial 
fish, but “taught them to fish” 
as well—by pairing emergency 
grants with referrals to other 
resources that can address 
underlying issues contributing 
to financial emergencies.

The flood of student stories  
is a reminder that often students 
need only a little help to keep 
their college plans on track. 

Apprentices know their 
programs will move them  
ahead in the long run. But in 
the short run, they may feel 
themselves falling behind.

Wages are modest, and financial 
aid for tuition is minimal or 
nonexistent. On top of that, 
most have to buy their own  
gear and tools to do their jobs 

as apprentices. Add in routine 
living expenses, and it can be 
a daunting challenge to finish 
their programs.

$1,000 goes a long way, as our 
Tools of the Trade Apprentice 
Scholarship program shows. 
When we awarded the first  
20 scholarships at Milwaukee 
Area Technical College in 2014, 

all but one recipient continued 
on the following year. Knowing 
this, we expanded one year  
later to award scholarships  
to 170 apprentices at 14 
Wisconsin technical colleges.

Though the amount may 
seem small, the grants make 
a huge impact on those in 
apprenticeships, be they 
displaced workers, single 
parents, recent high school 
grads, or others looking to build 
family-supporting careers.

“ There’s no reason I can’t do the same job the 
bigger guys can do. Tools make us equal.”

Victoria Melius, from Fox Valley Technical College, who used her 
Tools of the Trade Apprentice Scholarship to buy metric tools.

How do we keep tech college students 
in school despite financial setbacks?
Make micro-grants to cover emergencies

How do we keep apprentices 
on track for completion? 
Help them cover steep equipment expenses

Emergency grants help  
more students finish.  
Their associate’s degrees 
help them earn more.

$442,000
Average increase in lifetime earnings 
over having a high school diploma

A big ROI

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

$350,000 COMMITTED TO  
THIS PROGRAM TO DATE

$1.9 MILLION COMMITTED  
TO THIS PROGRAM TO DATE
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An alien world: that’s how  
a college campus can feel  
for many at-risk students. 
Success hinges on their ability  
to find their place quickly.

Learning communities help 
students fit in, stick around,  
and thrive. That’s the takeaway 
from our experience making 
College Success grants over the 
past few years, and national 
studies back this up.

We made grants to 29 programs 
to plug students into supportive 
peer groups during 2013-14,  

and extended funding  
to the 16 top performers for 
deeper learning in 2014-15. 
Different programs focus on 
different groups, from first-
generation students to students 
of color to students raising 
children, and more. 

One thing they have in common 
across two-year and four-
year colleges: these learning 
communities keep more students 
enrolled the following year.

How do we help students engage 
so they stay in school?
Build strong bonds with peers and profs

Learning  
communities work

Students in College Success 
programs re-enroll at higher 
rates than before our grant

57%

77%
84%

93%
81%

90%

2 YR 4 YR PRIVATE 4 YR PUBLIC

Students before grant

College Success students

Internships open doors for 
students. But for students  
with financial need, who often 
pay their way with part-time 
jobs, typical unpaid internships 
are simply out of the question. 
Internships are feasible only 
when wages are paid, and those 
can be hard to find.

So we made a deal with  
19 Wisconsin colleges: 
you team up with employers  
to generate new paid internships 
exclusively for these students, 
and we’ll pay the wages.  
This partnership generated 
1,200 new opportunities during 
the 2013-2014 school year.  

What’s more: 99% of students 
participating in internships 
stayed in school the next term  
or graduated!

Based on this success we 
expanded our  2014-2015  
Career Ready Internship grant 
from one state to four states. 
Forty colleges are placing 

hard-working students into  
over 2,000 newly created  
paid internships this year—
experiences that will translate 
into higher graduation rates  
and a résumé boost for the 
participating students.

“ This grant allows more of our students to 
develop skills in their chosen field, earn money 
to make ends meet, and be more competitive 
in the job market after graduation.”

Paul Doruska, Associate Dean for Academic Affairs  
at University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point

How do we propel more low-income 
students to graduation and into careers?
Create paid internships exclusively for these students

$7.7 MILLION COMMITTED  
TO THIS PROGRAM TO DATE

$9.2 MILLION COMMITTED  
TO THIS PROGRAM TO DATE



2014 GIVING

New commitments
$28.6 million in new commitments to keep learning what works

2014 COMPETITIVE GRANTS

 IOWA 

Briar Cliff University ............................................$78,044
Clarke University ............................................... $252,896
Des Moines Area Community College .........$200,000
Grand View University ...................................... $165,046
Indian Hills Community College ....................$124,246
Iowa Western Community College -
Council Bluffs ....................................................... $197,340
Loras College ........................................................ $135,244
Mercy College of Health Sciences......................$74,574
Simpson College ..................................................$134,200

 MINNESOTA 

Augsburg College ................................................$150,000
Bethel University ..................................................$50,946
Central Minnesota Jobs  
and Training Services, Inc ................................ $163,584
Century College ....................................................$137,963
College of Saint Benedict ...................................$149,133
College of St. Scholastica .....................................$70,000
College Possible - Twin Cities .........................$600,000
Community Action Center of Northfield .......$55,660
Hamline University ...........................................  $145,064
Macalester College ...............................................$60,022
Metropolitan State University ........................$150,000
Minneapolis Community 
and Technical College ........................................ $179,962
Saint Paul College .............................................. $264,973
St. Catherine University .................................... $148,826
St. Cloud State University .................................$405,510
University of Minnesota - Morris ...................$392,957
University of Minnesota - Twin Cities. ..........$409,750
University of Northwestern - St. Paul ............$150,000

 OHIO 

Ashland University ............................................ $248,906
Baldwin Wallace University ............................. $197,249
Cleveland State University ................................$113,908
Cuyahoga Community College ....................... $262,507
Hiram College ......................................................$150,000
John Carroll University......................................$147,933
Kent State University at Stark .........................$150,000
Oberlin College .................................................... $149,938
Ohio Dominican University ............................  $110,900
Ohio Wesleyan ..................................................... $133,333
University of Findlay .........................................$230,789
Wittenberg University ....................................... $194,445
Youngstown State University ..........................$150,000

 WISCONSIN 

Alverno College .................................................. $242,876
Beloit College ........................................................ $96,000
Boys & Girls Club of Dane County ................. $668,263
Cardinal Stritch University ..............................$264,478
Carroll University ................................................ $63,600
Carthage College ................................................. $148,760
Chippewa Valley Technical College ..................$75,476
College Possible - Milwaukee ..........................$566,676
Fox Valley Technical College ........................... $203,305
La Crosse Promise ................................................$40,879
Lawrence University ..........................................$150,000
Madison College ..................................................$274,240
Mid-State Technical College ...........................  $105,554
Milwaukee Area Technical College .................$701,717
Milwaukee Institute of Art & Design ............... $77,000
Mount Mary University .................................... $216,910
Northland College ................................................ $51,399



Our Growing 
 Commitment

When we prove that 
ideas work, we expand 
our interest in them— 
to help more students 
realize the dream  
of a college education.

2014 COMPETITIVE GRANTS 

 WISCONSIN (CONTINUED) 

Pathways to College ............................................$190,750
Ripon College .......................................................$150,000
Silver Lake College of the Holy Family ..........$150,000
St. Norbert College ............................................... $72,875
United Community Center .............................. $211,642
University of Wisconsin - Eau Claire ..............$159,198
University of Wisconsin - Green Bay .............$150,000
University of Wisconsin - 
Marathon County .............................................. $258,286
University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee .............$126,710

University of Wisconsin - Oshkosh ................ $183,294
University of Wisconsin - Parkside ............... $348,843
University of Wisconsin - River Falls ................ $51,717
University of Wisconsin - Stevens Point ....... $147,208
University of Wisconsin - Superior ................ $198,243
University of Wisconsin - Whitewater ..........$150,000
University of Wisconsin System .....................$150,000
Vera Court Neighborhood Center ...................  $43,876
Viterbo University ..............................................$150,000
Wisconsin Technical College System ............$150,000
YMCA of Metropolitan Milwaukee .................. $27,772

RESEARCH AND PROGRAM SUPPORT

Accelerated Study in Associate Programs  
(ASAP) Replication at three 
Ohio Community Colleges .............................$5 million
CIRTL Network Expansion  
at 22 major research universities .............. $3.2 million
College Access Advising Services  
at high schools across  
Wisconsin and South Dakota ......................$1.6 million

Milwaukee Public Schools  
TEAM UP College Access Centers ............$1.3 million
Great Lakes National Scholarship  
Program for STEM Students.......................$1.9 million
Edgewood College Daniel Carey  
Community Scholars Fund .............................$500,000
Carnegie Foundation for the  
Advancement of Teaching ...............................$200,000
Other Commitments  .........................................$687,300

Payments on new and 
outstanding commitments
$23.2 million paid out in 2014 alone
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At Great Lakes we’re driven  
by curiosity—and data. A lot  
of promising ideas catch our eye, 
but we only choose to fund those 
that we strongly believe have  
the potential to deliver results 
on a large scale. Our goal is 
to learn and build upon the 
successes of our partners.

Over the next year we’ll be 
working closely with several 
innovative programs to evaluate 
new solutions to familiar 
barriers to college completion.  
And whether the ideas come 
from a small community-based 
organization or a large research 
institution, we look for the  
same thing: potential.

Among the things we want  
to learn:

•  Is there a difference between 
urban and rural school 
districts in how to implement 
a text messaging program 
combating summer melt?  
(Key for a statewide rollout)

•  Can the City University of 
New York’s Accelerated Study 
in Associate Programs (ASAP) 
work in Ohio too—by getting 

more community college 
students to graduate and 
graduate faster? 

•  Does sharing Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid 
(FAFSA®) completion data with 
high school counselors result  
in more FAFSA submissions—
and more access to financial 
aid for low-income students? 

•  Will focusing college readiness 
programs exclusively on 
students in the academic 
middle produce more students 
ready for college-level work?

And that’s just the start of  
what we hope will be a busy  
and rewarding year. We look 
forward to reporting back next 
year. In the meantime, know 

that every day we’ll be working  
to help make college—and the 
dream of a better life—a reality 
for as many students as we can.    

Applicant & Grantee 
Perception Report

In the fall of 2014 Great Lakes 
asked the nonprofit Center  
for Effective Philanthropy  
to conduct a first-ever survey 
of our grant applicants and 
recipients. They told us what 
we do well, and where we can 
improve—and we appreciate 
everything we learned. 

We invite you to read the 
results of our survey at
community.mygreatlakes.org

What’s ahead?
More questions, more learning, more progress

LOOKING FORWARD

“ Our goal is not to sustain local programs  
serving small numbers of students for an 
extended period. Rather, we want to identify 
specific strategies that may be implemented 
at scale—to help the most students achieve 
the greatest results.”
Amy Kerwin, Vice President—Community Investments
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Great Lakes Higher Education Corporation & Affiliates

community.mygreatlakes.org

Dedicated to making college
education a reality since 1967.

Knowing that education has the power to change lives for the better,  

Great Lakes Higher Education Corporation & Affiliates was established  

as a nonprofit group focused on a single objective: helping students 

nationwide prepare for and succeed in postsecondary education  

and student loan repayment. 

As a leading student loan guarantor and servicer, we have been selected 

by the U.S. Department of Education to provide assistance and repayment 

planning to nearly 9 million borrowers—as well as assistance to colleges 

and lenders nationwide. 

Our group’s earnings support one of the largest and most respected 

education philanthropy programs in the country. Since 2006, we have 

committed nearly $134 million in grant funding to promote higher  

education access and completion for students of color, low-income 

students, and first-generation students.


