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INTRODUCTION
The Freshman On-Track (FOT) indicator was 
developed by researchers at the University 
of Chicago Consortium on School Research 
(Allensworth & Easton, 2005). FOT has two 
indicators: credits earned (i.e., a minimum of 
five, full-year course credits at the end of their 
freshman year) and class failure (i.e., no more than 
one semester course failure in a core subject in 
the first year). To be considered on-track, students 
must meet both criteria. Chicago Public Schools 
(CPS) has successfully used this metric to identify 
students who are at-risk of not graduating from 
high school and may benefit from early intervention 
(Allensworth et.al., 2018). This initiative has been 
highly successful in addressing both contextual 
and behavioral factors associated with high 
school graduation. With these efforts, CPS has  
dramatically increased their graduation rates.

Inspired by the success of improving outcomes for 
CPS students, University of Illinois Chicago (UIC)  
researchers have developed a similar metric for 
college students. Given differences in financial 
barriers, as well as a lack of common course in 
college, financially-related and common course 
indicators were tested for inclusion in the index.  
The First-Year On-Track index (see Farruggia et 
al., 2020b for a full discussion) is comprised of 
four indicators: 1) first-term GPA (2.4 or greater); 
2) credits earned in the first year (22 or more); 3)
English writing grade (at least a C or its equivalent
in the first of the writing sequence); and 4) no
unresolved financial holds in the first term of
college. Students are considered on-track for
college graduation if they meet all indicators and
are considered off-track if they meet three or fewer
indicators (2020). The First-Year On-Track metric
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has been proven to be highly accurate in predicting 
college graduation. 

Following the First-Year On-Track index, Farruggia 
et al. (2025) created an on-track index for transfer 
students. The Transfer Student On-Track index is 
composed of three indicators: 1) first-term at UIC 
GPA 2.2 or greater; 2) earning at least 22 credits in 
their first year upon transferring; 3) and having no 
unresolved financial holds in the first term. As seen, 
the GPA threshold for transfer students was a bit 
lower as compared to first-year students (2.2 versus 
2.4). There is not a writing course requirement as 
most transfer students will have already completed 
this at their prior institution. As with first-year on-
track, all indicators must be met to be considered 
on-track. 

Both of these have academic performance 
metrics and take into account financial barriers 
that are inherent in college but not high school. 
The financial component provides an interesting 
consideration as finances are not inherently 
related to academic performance. That said, 
research has been clear that financial challenges 
can create barriers to academic success. Research 

studies establish that financial challenges impact 
a student's academic and social integration on 
campus and academic performance and may 
influence a student’s intent to remain enrolled 
(Baum et al., 2014; Nora et al., 2006; Perna & 
Steele, 2011). Further, improving students’ financial 
situation may improve student retention and 
completion rates (Phillips & Kiracofe, 2023).  

Research has been conducted to identify factors 
that are associated with on-track status. For 
instance, Perez, Farruggia, & Vinson (2021) 
identified predictors of being on- and off-track for 
first-year college students and found that students 
that were on-track by the end of their first year had 
a higher expected family contribution (EFC) and 
lower unmet need compared to those who were 
off-track at the end of their first year in college.  
To begin to address this, a pilot program was 
launched in January 2021 for students who 
matriculated to UIC in Fall 2020 as first-year 
students who were on-track with the exception 
of having an unresolved financial hold at the end 
of their first semester. Students were selected to 
participate in the first iteration of the UIC Financial 
Wellness Program, administered by UIC Student 
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Affairs staff. The program was successful in that 
85% of the participants were on-track at the end 
of their first year in college (as compared to 0% 
without the intervention), 77% were retained 
to their second year of college, and 69% were 
retained to their third year of college. An important 
consideration in evaluating the program’s success 
is that it was implemented during the first year of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, a period of significant 
economic, social, and educational disruption 
where many students faced increased financial 
barriers (Schraedley & Delshad, 2024). Notably, UIC 
modified its grading policies through Spring 2021, 
allowing students to convert grades to a credit/
no credit option. Additionally, many students also 
received federal CARES Act support, reflecting a 
very different financial context. 

Research Questions 
Given this, questions remain about the program and 
how it would perform in “non-COVID” times where 
grading is less flexible and finances are clearer.  
In addition, this program was only offered to first-
year students. With the new Transfer On-Track 
metric, transfer students were also given the 
opportunity for the program, with a Fall 2024 
program that specifically focused on transfer 
students. Therefore, this study aims to: 1) evaluate 
the effectiveness of the financial wellness program 
for both first-year students and transfer who are 
academically on-track, but have an unresolved 
financial hold; 2) understand the financial and 
other learning that students gained as a result of 
participating in the program; and 3) identify the 
mechanisms that promote the success of students 
in the program.

This report provides an evaluation of the Spring 
2024 and Fall 2024 Financial Wellness Programs; 
spring was focused on first-year students and 
fall was focused on transfer students. Students in 
the program had their unpaid balance paid in full 
after agreeing to the program, meeting minimum 
expectations, and engaging in semester-long 
programming. One important difference between 

spring and fall administrations was that, in 
response to feedback, the payment of the student 
balances were made in two installments for fall: 
1) after attending the launch session and 2) after
completing program assignments. Previously, for
spring, the full payment was made at the start
of the semester before students completed all
requirements.

Program Description and Expectations 
First-Year Students  
Students were provided a financial-oriented 
curriculum to equip them with financial tools 
to navigate their academic journey. First-year 
students were tasked with creating a financial 
plan on how they will pay for their time at UIC 
through graduation. The program also provided 
success coaching to help students with other 
concerns that became apparent through the course 
of the program. There were four programmatic 
expectations: 1) attend an initial in-person 
gathering; 2) complete assigned tasks, including 
creating a monthly budget and financial success 
plan and engaging with online financial modules; 
3) attend at least one of seven workshops; and 4)
meet with their success coaches at least once a
month.

Transfer Students 
Given feedback after the first-year student program, 
the transfer student program was streamlined to 
some degree. Transfer students were also provided 
a financial-oriented curriculum to equip them with 
financial tools to navigate their academic journey.  
Transfer students were also tasked with creating 
a financial plan on how they will pay for their 
remaining time at UIC through graduation.  
There were four program expectations: 1) attend 
one in-person gathering to launch the program; 
2) engage in online modules focused on financial
wellness; 3) meet at least once with their success
coach; and 4) create a success plan focused on how
they will pay for their remaining semesters at UIC.
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METHODS
This report encompassed a mixed methods approach 
using qualitative and quantitative data to evaluate the 
program. This project utilized institutional data, survey 
data, and interview data. The use of mixed methods 
allowed the team to triangulate the assessment 
questions and gain a robust understanding of 
students’ experiences in the program.  

Participants 
Program participants included 23 first-year students 
who were in the program in Spring 2024, and 18 
transfer students and 1 first-year student who were 
in the program in Fall 2024. One student who was 
initially participating in the Spring 2024 program 
requested to be in the Fall 2024 program. This 
first-year student was then with transfer students. 
Although the Fall 2024 program had one first-year 
student, it targeted transfer students so is referred to 
as transfer students. The demographic overview of 

the students is provided in Table 1. When comparing 
first-year and transfer students, they are generally 
similar in terms of race/ethnicity with the exception 
that 9% of the first-year participants identified as 
white and 11% of the transfer students identified as 
Middle Eastern or North African (MENA). The two 
groups of students were roughly similar in terms 
of gender, although first-year students was slightly 
larger. By generation status and Pell eligibility, 
notable differences emerged between first-year and 
transfer students. First-year students were more 
likely to be first-generation college students, which 
is defined as having neither parent hold a four-year 
college degree, compared with transfer students 
(52% vs. 11%), while transfer students were  more 
likely to be Pell-eligible than first-year students (90% 
vs. 56%). Despite this, transfer students had a larger 
amount of unmet need compared to first-year 
students. 
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Sources of Data 
There were three sources of data for this study: 
1) institutional warehouse data; 2) pre-and post-
program surveys; and 3) student interviews.
For warehouse data, the research team extracted
data from the university’s data warehouse to
examine the academic and financial success of the
students at the end of their first semester and then
first year upon transferring to UIC.

Students were given a pre-survey and a post-survey 
through Qualtrics. Students completed the pre-
survey at the launch event and completed the post-

survey on their own at the end of the program.  
Both pre- and post-surveys consisted of 
quantitative and qualitative components, and 
several of the same questions were asked so that 
comparative analyses could be conducted. The 
post-survey included additional questions that 
were asked related to what students had learned 
and their experiences with the program. For first-
year students, the pre-survey had a response rate 
of 96% and the post-survey had a response rate 
of 57%. For transfer students, the pre-survey had 
a response rate of 100% (n = 19) and the post-
survey had a response rate of 95% (n = 18). 

Gender
Female 74% 63%

Male 26% 37%
Generation Status

First Generation 52% 11%
Continuing Generation 48% 89%

Pell-Eligibility
Pell-Eligible
Non-Pell-Eligible

Unmet Need*
Mean (S.D.) Unmet Need
Minimum Unmet Need
Maximum Unmet Need

56%
44%

$10,278 ($9,606)
$0

$30,701

90%
10%

$12,207 ($6,275)
$1,520

$21,992
Note. *Unmet need reflects balance of the full cost of college (e.g., tuition, books, housing, etc.) minus aid available 
to a student for college expenses.

First-Year Students Transfer Students 

Race/Ethnicity
Asian 9% 16%
Black 39% 32%
Latinx 30% 32%
Middle Eastern or North African 0% 11%
Multi-Race 13% 11%
White 9% 0%

TABLE 1. DEMOGRAPHIC OVERVIEW OF SPRING 2024 AND FALL 2024 FINANCIAL WELLNESS 
PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS
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Interviews 
For both first-year program participants and 
transfer program participants, all students were 
invited to participate in an interview at the end of 
the program. Students were recruited via email, 
phone calls, and text messaging, and they provided 
active consent prior to the interview. 14 first-year 
students and 12 transfer students participated in 

an interview. The semi-structured interviews lasted 
30-45 minutes and were conducted using Zoom.
Students received a $40.00 gift card to Target or
Uber Eats to thank them for participating in an
interview. Interviews were coded using thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The interviews
aimed to understand student learning and identify
the mechanisms that promoted program success.

FINDINGS
The results are presented in three parts that 
align with the aims of the study. Part I examines 
the program in terms of academic and financial 
success for program students. Warehouse data 
are examined separately for first-year students 
and transfer students to see if the program is 
more or less effective for one of the groups. Part II 
examines what is learned by students during the 
program. Again, this is conducted separately for 
first-year students and transfer students as their 
needs and experiences may have differed. Part III 
seeks to identify the mechanisms that promoted 
success of the program. This section utilized 
student interview data to hear from them about 
what led to their success. Findings are reported 
separately for first-year and transfer students while 
identifying where they were similar. 

Part I: Academic and Financial Success of 
Program Participants 
The academic and financial success of students 
was examined at the end of the semester 
after students had participated in the formal 
components of the program, as well as the 
following semester. Academic and financial 
success are defined by GPA, credits earned, 
no unresolved financial hold at the end of the 
semester, on-track status, and retained into their 
next semester. As seen in Table 2, both first-year 

and transfer students in the program had high 
academic achievement at the end of their first year 
at UIC. Their grades, on average, remained high 
(m = 3.00 for first-year students and m = 3.24 for 
transfer students); both groups, on average had 
earned approximately 29 credits at the end of 
the year. Notably, the two groups of students did 
differ in financial success as only 52% of first-year 
students did not have a financial hold at the end 
of the year, whereas 100% of transfer students 
did not have a financial hold at the end of the 
year. These differences largely accounted for the 
differences in on-track status, where 52% of first-
year students were on-track at the end of the year, 
but 94% of transfer students were on-track at the 
end of the year. Retention also varied between the 
two groups with 74% of first-year students and 
100% of transfer students being retained to their 
second year. For the first-year students who were 
off-track and had financial holds, many of them 
continued to work with their success coach during 
the summer between their first and second year 
of college so they were able to eventually remove 
their hold and register for classes—this may 
account for their higher-than-expected retention 
rate. 
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First-Year Students Transfer Students 

Cumulative GPA Mean (SD) 3.00 (.50) 3.24 (0.48)
First-Year Credits Earned Mean (SD) 28.96 (3.86) 29.17 (6.83)
Earning at Least 22 Credits 91% 94%
No Financial Hold at End of Year 52% 100%
On-Track at End of Year 52% 94%
Retention to Second Year at UIC 74% 100%

TABLE 2. ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS PROGRAM STUDENTS 

Part II: Student Learning  
This next part provides findings related to what 
students learned in the program. Learning focused 
on both financial literacy, as well as other types of 
learning. Data used to answer these questions were 
primarily from the pre- and post-surveys, but also 
from the student interviews. Findings are presented 
separately for first-year students and transfer 
students.

Financial Literacy 
First, students reported a global understanding of 
their financial situation after the program compared 
to before. As seen in Table 3, with the exception 
of one transfer student, all students indicated 
that their understanding is better than before the 
program, with 33% of first-year students and 56% 
of transfer students indicating it was a lot better. 
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In both pre-and post-surveys, two financial literacy 
knowledge check questions were included. 
Knowledge checks are not meant to assess a full 
understanding of learning, but a quick gauge of 
student learning. For the first knowledge check, 
students were asked to describe the differences 
between direct subsidized and direct unsubsidized 
loans. A scoring system was developed to assess 
students’ understanding of the different loan types, 
where a 0 reflected no understanding and a 3 

reflected a nuanced understanding. The same 
rubric was used for both the pre- and post-surveys.  
 
Table 4 provides a breakdown of students’ 
scores. Generally speaking, most students did not 
understand the difference between the two loan 
types prior to the program. After participating in 
the program, students typically gained increased 
knowledge of the different loan types, with the 
deepest understanding seen by transfer students. 

Score First-Year Students Transfer Students 

TABLE 4. KNOWLEDGE CHECK: STUDENTS’ KNOWLEDGE OF THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN LOAN TYPES

Pre-Survey Post-Survey Pre-Survey Post-Survey

0 60% 30% 37% 6%

1 30% 10% 26% 17% 

2 0% 20% 11% 6%

3 10% 40% 26% 72% 

The second knowledge check (Table 5) focused on 
students’ understanding of the role of a cosigner on 
a student loan, another indicator of understanding 
how to pay for college. For both first-year students 
and transfer students, just over half knew the 
purpose before the program and the vast majority 
knew the purpose after the program, reflecting 
an increase in student learning on how to finance 
college. 

During the interview process, both first-year and 
transfer students shared that they learned additional 
financial literacy content. Specifically, students 
shared that they learned how to create budgets 
and invest money. Students also gained insights 
into planning for life after their time at UIC. They 
described learning about taxes, credit cards, loan 
repayment, and financing significant purchases such 
as mortgages and cars.

Response First-Year Students Transfer Students 

I understand it a lot less 0% 0%
I understand it a little less 0% 0%

I understand it about the same 0% 6%
I understand it a little better 67% 39%
I understand it a lot better 33% 56%

TABLE 3. UNDERSTANDING OF FINANCIAL SITUATION AFTER COMPARED TO BEFORE THE PROGRAM.
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Response First-Year Students Transfer Students 

TABLE 5. KNOWLEDGE CHECK: PURPOSE OF A LOAN COSIGNER.

 Pre-Survey Post-Survey Pre-Survey Post-Survey
To remind the student that they need to  
make payments to the loan 

9% 9% 0% 6%

To make payments towards the student  
loan when the student does not pay 

55% 91% 58% 8% 89% 

They do not have a role because the loan  
is the student’s responsibility 

0% 0% 11% 0% 

I do not know 36% 0% 32% 6% 

Enhanced Awareness of Campus Resources 
Beyond financial literacy, students demonstrated 
learning in other areas related to having an 
enhanced understanding of campus resources. 
UIC is a large, decentralized campus, so it is often 
difficult for students to know where campus 
resources are, especially in their first semester 
at the university. Students demonstrated that 
participating in the financial wellness program 

enhanced their awareness of available resources on 
campus.  A knowledge check was asked to assess 
students’ understanding of the office where they 
can set up payment plans. As seen in Table 6, for 
first-year students, while they had a relatively high 
understanding pre-program (73% correct), it did 
increase post-program (91%). For transfer students 
it was relatively high pre- and post-program. 
 

Response First-Year Students Transfer Students 

TABLE 6. KNOWLEDGE CHECK: CAMPUS OFFICE FOR PAYMENT PLANS 

 Pre-Survey Post-Survey Pre-Survey Post-Survey
Bursar 73% 91% 84% 83%

Financial Aid 27%  9% 16% 11% 

Scholarships 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Registrar 0% 0% 0% 6% 

During the interview process, students also talked 
about how they learned about other campus 
resources that have been important to their success 
beyond how to finance college. Students described 
an overall sense of where to go for support on 
campus as a result of participating in the program. 
Further, students overall described that learning 
about the different support services available on 
campus made them want to be intentional about 
being involved on campus. 
 

For first-year students, they also shared that they 
were able to connect with additional resources on 
campus, such as the food pantry, tutoring services, 
student success centers, and student employment 
opportunities as a result of the programming and 
working with their coaches. A first-year student 
shared, “The program has provided a lot of good 
benefits and help when you're trying to achieve 
your goal of graduating. I learned about the tutoring 
center and food pantry.” 
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For transfer students, they shared that they were 
able to learn about and connect with additional 
resources on campus, such as the SnAP 
scholarship portal, the UIC Children’s Center, 
tutoring services, and the food pantry, because 
of working with the program team. One transfer 
student shared: “When I first started, I didn't have 
my son in childcare but when I went through this 
program they helped navigate me to get him into 
the Children's Center. And even that within itself 
was huge.” 
 
Students also highlighted student employment 
and described connecting with UIC Student 
Employment to secure on-campus jobs through 
Federal Work Study. While Federal Work Study was 
available to the students, many had not secured 
on-campus employment until participating in the 
program. Given that working on campus has the 
dual benefits of improving a student’s finances, 
as well as helping them to be more engaged on 
campus, this was an important learning opportunity 
for students in the program.

Part III: Mechanisms that Promote Success 
Through the interviews and the survey data, 
mechanisms that promoted their success both in 
the program and as part of their greater college 

experience were identified. Themes include success 
coaching, financial success planning, reduced 
stress, and an increased sense of belonging. While 
not a mechanism that promotes success, students 
also identified some ongoing barriers to success 
that are presented below. All of these are discussed 
thematically, combining the different data sources 
 
Success Coaching  
Both first-year students and transfer students 
engaged with success coaches during the launch 
event and were expected to meet with success 
coaches during the program. First-year students 
shared that they met with coaches and talked 
through a wide range of topics that were both 
financial in nature, such as FAFSA and financial 
holds, as well as other non-financial topics, such 
as course enrollment, managing stress, and goal 
setting. Overall, students reported that they enjoyed 
and appreciated the success coaching aspect 
of the program. First-year students described 
this component of the program as “insightful," 
“helped keep me on track,” “helpful,” and “gave me 
confidence.” Students felt that this component of 
the program led to their success in the program 
and continued success at UIC.  
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Transfer students also reported that they really 
enjoyed meeting with their coach. They described 
how their coach successfully connected with them, 
connected them to resources on campus, and 
helped them build a sense of belonging on campus 
as a transfer student. Students described the coach 
as “relatable,” “welcoming,” and “easy to talk to.” 
During the one-on-one meeting with their success 
coach, students discussed personal and financial 
aspects of their lives, such as personal expenses, 
budgeting, academic and personal aspirations, and 
scholarship opportunities. One student shared: “My 
coach just made me feel like I was on the right path 
to graduating, being able to afford college, and also 
gave me time to plan for next semester.” 
 
Transfer students’ needs did, at times, differ from 
first-year students. For instance, transfer students 
were typically busier than first-year students and 
had more obligations calling for greater scheduling 
flexibility. Moreover, transfer students experience 
a broader range of challenges and were less 
connected to campus, which makes them less likely 
to know where certain resources are. The success 
coach was critical in helping students navigate these 
needs. 
 
As mentioned in student learning, an issue around 
employment became clear throughout the program. 
As part of the success plans, students indicated 
that they needed to secure employment. Coaches 
were able to support several students in successfully 
finding on-campus employment. Due to the length 
of time it takes to secure an on-campus position 
and to support students accordingly, this process 
should have started in the initial launch meeting 
by checking on-campus employment status and 
verifying if they are work-study eligible.  
 
Financial Success Plans 
Both first-year students and transfer students were 
assigned to complete financial success plans as 
part of the program. In the plans, students assessed 
their current financial situation, cost of college, 
and current financial resources (e.g., aid, family 

contributions, employment, etc.) to understand 
their financial gap. Students then created a plan to 
reduce the gap and fully cover the costs of college. 
Components of the success plan were broad but 
included tasks such as securing an on-campus 
job, applying for scholarships, and completing 
verification requirements for FAFSA. The financial 
success plans proved to be very beneficial for both 
first-year and transfer students. 

One first-year student shared:

I was able to set a budget plan for myself and 
save money. I was also able to get on top of my 
tuition a lot earlier. I started checking my account 
more often, and by the time it got to registration, 
I was all good to go.

A transfer student expressed:

My financial success plan made me feel good 
about where I was spending and where I could 
be saving. It helped me do things I should have 
been doing the whole time. 

An important difference between the programming 
for first-year students and transfer students was 
that for first-year students, this plan was meant 
to be completed towards the end of the program 
as a culminating project. Due to the timing, 
unfortunately, many students did not complete 
their plans and subsequently still had a hold at the 
end of the semester. Given this, when the transfer 
student program was administered in the fall, 
this requirement became central to the program. 
Students started working on their plans during 
the launch event. As reported in Part I, no transfer 
student had an unresolved financial hold at the 
end of the semester that they participated in the 
program. 
 
Reduced Feelings of Stress about Paying for 
College and Utilizing Student Loans 
Findings showed that students’ feelings of stress 
about paying for college and taking out student 
loans were very high at the start of the program 
(See Table 7). This is not surprising given that all 
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First-Year Students Transfer Students 

TABLE 7. FEELINGS ABOUT PAYING FOR COLLEGE AND UTILIZING STUDENT LOANS.

Pre-Survey Post-Survey Pre-Survey Post-Survey
Level of stress regarding paying college education. 
(1=low to 5=high)

4.33 (0.78) 3.50 (1.17) 3.95 (1.18) 3.44 (1.04)

Level of concern for taking out student loans. 
(1=not concerned to 5=very concerned) 

4.17 (0.84) 3.67 (1.23) 4.05 (1.18) 3.61 (1.29)

Cohen’s d: .57 Cohen’s d:  .51

Cohen’s d: . 50 Cohen’ d:  .s 31

Note: Cohen’s d effect sizes were calculated based on the students who had pre- and post-surveys.

the students had unresolved financial holds in the 
prior term. On average, students’ stress levels were 
lower compared to prior participation in the financial 
wellness program, with a moderate effect size of .57 
for first-year students and .51 for transfer students.  
Further, on average, students’ level of concern 

regarding taking out student loans was lower 
compared to prior to their participation in the 
program, with a moderate effect size of .50 for 
first-year students and a small effect size of .31 for 
transfer students.

Helped Form a Sense of Belonging 
The program was very effective in helping both 
first-year and transfer students develop a sense of 
belonging on campus. Students described how the 
program helped them feel accepted, realize that 
they are not alone, and are valued by the staff and 
students in the program. Many students shared 
the positive effects of participating in the program 
and how it helped them academically and socially 
because of the support systems that they learned 
about in the program. The components of the 
program (e.g., in-person gathering, coaches) played 
a critical role in helping students develop a sense of 
belonging.  

Students particularly mentioned the in-person 
gathering as helping them to form a sense of 
belonging. Students often referred to the in-person 
gathering as helping them feel like “I am not the 
only one in my situation” and “staff care about me 
and support me.” Further, students also described 
that being introduced to different campus resources 
and student success units helped create a sense of 
belonging on campus.   

Moreover, students mentioned coaches as being 
instrumental in helping students feel a sense 
of belonging and commitment to the program. 
In various student interviews, coaches were 
highlighted as the best part of the program. For 
students who did not live on campus, coaches 
were critical in helping them develop a sense of 
belonging. Students mentioned that they formed 
strong connections with their coaches, learned 
about employment, and academic resources on 
campus, which helped them to form stronger 
connections to campus. Additionally, coaches 
were described as important facilitators in helping 
students navigate the program’s expectations and 
motivating them to complete the assignments. 

Financial and Other Challenges Persist 
While not a mechanism that promotes success, 
students did indicate that there were some barriers 
that were not fully resolved, particularly for first-
year students. This may help explain why despite 
progress from the financial wellness program, some 
first-year students still expressed serious concern 
regarding their financial well-being and reported 
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that they were uncertain if they would be able to 
graduate from UIC. Challenges expressed during 
the student interviews are: the cost of books; not 
being prepared for the additional costs of housing; 
food and transportation; learning that they do not 
qualify for loans; lack of access to technology such 
as laptops; and exhausting financial aid.  
 
Cost of Books. A common theme through the 
student interviews was that students were shocked 
to learn about the cost of books for their courses 
and often relied on free book trials. A student 
reported that when the free trial expired, they were 
unable to keep up with the coursework. They shared:

I just never have enough for everything that I 
need to do. I'm like, I can't get that book. So, I 
just wouldn't [buy the book] because I can't get 
it. I can feed myself on a day to day basis, and 
worry about that and everything else is extra. So, 
if I have the extra money that week, if I spend 
less money on food. 

This is a common narrative among many students 
that must choose between basic needs or materials 
needed for school.

Additional Costs of Food and Transportation. 
Students reported that they were surprised to 
learn about additional daily costs such as food and 
transportation. Students described that they did not 
feel prepared to manage these costs and also were 
not practicing the best habits when it came to these 
costs. For example, some students had meal plans 
and did not consistently use their meal plan; they ate 
out a lot; and spent money on parking over using 
public transportation and their U-Pass. 

Not Qualifying for Loans and Bad Credit.  
Students described learning about how to pay for 
college. Many students paid with, but some were 
surprised to learn that they did not qualify to get a 
loan or their parents had bad credit and were also 
ineligible for loans. As a result, this led to a financial 
challenge when it came to paying for college that 
they had not previously known was a possibility.

Access to Technology. Students shared challenges 
with internet access and the cost associated 
with purchasing new technology. One student in 
particular shared:  

I don't have WiFi right now. This is my cellular 
data. I don't know what I'm doing with my laptop. 
I was able to get through the school year. For 
the second half of second semester, I was doing 
everything on my phone. Then I rented once 
from the library because they let you rent for like 
four hours. There’s been stress… as long as I get 
one before school. So I'm thinking sometime in 
August, I'll probably be able to have enough set 
aside to where I can get one. 

These are not expenses that students often plan 
for, but are essential for college success. While 
there are some computer labs on campus, for those 
commuting, these are not always feasible.

Exhausting Financial Aid. Specific to transfer 
students, they expressed concerns about exhausting 
their Federal Student Aid. This was particular to their 
Federal Pell Grant funds, as they had already used 
these funds at their previous institutions to cover 
tuition for past semesters. The maximum Federal 
Pell Grant eligibility is limited to 12 terms or the 
equivalent of roughly six years. Some students were 
concerned that they would reach the limit before 
they completed their degrees.
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CONCLUSION
 
The program proves to have had a meaningful 
impact on students’ financial knowledge, wellness, 
and overall success. Students were selected for 
this program who were academically successful, 
but had an unresolved financial hold at the end 
of the semester which can prevent students from 
continuing to enroll in college. Among first-year 
students, nearly ¾ were able to return the following 
semester and this was at 100% for transfer  
students, reflecting a very high success rate.  

 
Students reported learning the financial skills 
and knowledge needed to be successful, while 
also engaging in the planning activities to put 
the knowledge into action. Importantly, after the 
program, students also felt a greater sense of 
belonging, knew where campus resources are, and 
had less stress, which will continue to support them 
through their time at UIC. 
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