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ABSTRACT

Guaranteed admission programs are a type of college access program that provide students who meet certain crite-

ria (e.g., a minimum GPA) with guaranteed admission to one or more colleges. This paper studies guaranteed admis-
sion agreements between California State University San Marcos (CSUSM) and its local school districts to evaluate if
smaller-scale, local guaranteed admission programs have comparable impacts on college enrollment rates to previously
studied state-wide programs. Employing a regression discontinuity (RD) design around the program’s GPA cutoff con-
ditional on students satisfying other program requirements, this paper finds that the program significantly increased
enrollment at CSUSM and at any California State University (CSU) and increased (not significantly) the likelihood

of students enrolling at four-year institutions compared to two-year alternatives. In addition, the program dispropor-
tionally affected students from underrepresented backgrounds (e.g., first-generation, nonwhite, and low-income back-
grounds), suggesting that local guaranteed admission programs also have the potential to increase representation at four
year public institutions and encourage underrepresented students to enroll at higher-quality postsecondary institutions.
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INTRODUCTION

Obtaining a college degree typically opens the door to numerous benefits, including a wider selection of occupational
choices and more economic stability. Aside from being able to access over 160 different types of occupations that re-
quire a bachelor’s degree,! American college graduates experience, on average, lower unemployment rates and higher
hourly wages compared to Americans whose highest level of educational attainment is a high school diploma.2* Yet
the benefits of having a college degree are distributed unequally in the United States. Students who identify as an un-
derrepresented racial minority, come from a low-income background, or whose parents do not have a college degree are
significantly less likely to pursue and obtain a college degree.*®

Consequently, policymakers have experimented with different approaches to increase college enrollment, especially
among underserved community members, such as implementing financial aid and guaranteed admission programs. Fi-
nancial aid policies, such as the national need-based Pell Grant and state-based programs like the Cal Grant and Mary-
land’s Educational Assistance Grant, directly address issues surrounding the cost of college and commonly target low-
income students.” On the other hand, guaranteed admission policies grew in popularity as multiple states in the U.S.
banned the use of affirmative action (the consideration of race and ethnicity in college admissions). States like Texas
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and California began providing students who graduate near the top of their high school class with guaranteed admis-
sion to in-state public universities after the ban of affirmative action in their state as an attempt to maintain diversity in
public higher education.®? As of 2021, 13 states have implemented a state-wide guaranteed admission program.

This paper focuses on the second type of policy: guaranteed admission programs. Existing research finds that the Texas
and California guaranteed admission programs significantly increased enrollment and graduation rates at high-quality,
in-state public universities among historically underrepresented students in higher education, such as those from lower-
income backgrounds.® ! In contrast, a guaranteed admission program in Idaho involving a mixture of two-year and
four-year institutions significantly increased two-year college enrollment rates but did not significantly impact the en-

rollment rates of low-income students. 12

These previous findings have important implications for addressing inequality as the policies in Texas and California
primarily benefitted underrepresented students following the end of affirmative action in those states. However, little
is known about how the effects of a locally targeted guaranteed admission program may differ from these previously
studied state-wide policies. For instance, some institutions like the California State University (CSU) system studied in
this paper have a stronger focus on serving its local communities (e.g., by providing priority admissions to local school
districts), potentially making the guaranteed admission option more attractive to local students. !*

Furthermore, previous papers do not consider how variations in guaranteed admission programs’ requirements may
result in differing enrollment outcomes. The previous findings mentioned above suggest that policies targeting high-
achieving minority students may be more effective in encouraging them to enroll at higher-quality institutions (as seen
in the Texas and California policies) whereas policies that expand their scope to include more students may be more
effective in increasing the overall college enrollment rate (as seen in the Idaho policy).® 112 Additional research can
help establish this trend and extend it to local guaranteed admission programs.

This paper provides insight into the effectiveness of local guaranteed admission programs and how program require-
ments may shape enrollment outcomes by studying a guaranteed admission program between California State Uni-
versity San Marcos (CSUSM) and its surrounding school districts. CSUSM signed Memorandums of Understanding
(MOUs) with 10 local school districts between 2009 to 2015, which guarantee students who graduate from a partner
school district admission to the university if they satisfy the standard CSU admission requirements (i.e., complete the
A-G courses and pass the entry-level math and English exams), graduate with a minimum Grade Point Average (GPA)
of 3.0, and take the SAT Reasoning Test (SAT I) or ACT exam. This CSUSM program differs from previously studied
guaranteed admission programs since it focuses on encouraging students from a small, local community to enroll at a
certain college compared to state-wide programs that usually involve multiple public universities. Additionally, com-
pared to other four-year institutions, CSU schools like CSUSM serve a larger proportion of minority and low-income
students, potentially making them more effective at targeting underrepresented students through the MOUs.* More-
over, during the years studied in this paper (2017 to 2019), CSUSM did not require students to provide personal state-
ments or background on their extracurricular involvement in their application, simplifying the application process and
possibly encouraging more students to take advantage of the guaranteed admission program.!>-17

The author collects novel data directly from two school districts that have signed MOUs with CSUSM. The data con-
sists of 21,191 graduates between 2016 to 2022 and describes their high school performance (e.g., GPA, SAT/ACT com-
pletion status, and A-G course completion status), demographic information (e.g., race, gender, and parents’ highest
level of education attainment), and the first postsecondary institution in the U.S. enrolled at after high school (if any).
This information is combined with data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) to clas-
sify each postsecondary as a four-year or two-year institution. The analysis sample is restricted to 4,5028 students who
graduated between 2017 to 2019 and satisfied the CSU A-G course requirement and the SAT I/ACT requirement for
guaranteed admission.
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Using a regression discontinuity (RD) analysis around the 3.0 GPA cutoff for the CSUSM MOU, this paper finds that
the CSUSM MOU s do not affect overall enrollment rates at any postsecondary. However, students just above the GPA
cutoff are significantly more likely to enroll at CSUSM or any CSU in lieu of two-year institutions. Furthermore, these
results are driven mostly by students whose parents did not attain a college degree, nonwhite students, and low-income
students, closing the college enrollment gaps between students whose parents did/did not attain a college degree and
the CSUSM and CSU enrollment gaps by income. These results indicate that the CSUSM MOU s are encouraging
underrepresented students to shift away from enrolling at two-year institutions towards enrolling at four-year institu-
tions, particularly towards the CSUs. Hence, the CSUSM MOU s are increasing underrepresented student enrollment at
higher-quality institutions and closing historic gaps in enrollment in the CSU system. These results hold even when in-
cluding the graduating class of 2020 in the analysis sample or when doubling the RD bandwidth sizes. The author also
validates these findings using a placebo sample of 1,882 graduates from 2016 and finds no significant increases in any
postsecondary, any four-year, CSUSM, or CSU enrollment and no significant decreases in two-year enrollment for this
sample above the GPA cutoff.

This paper contributes new findings on the effectiveness of guaranteed admission programs and presents insight into
how the effectiveness of local programs may differ from state-wide programs. The CSUSM MOU s target a much smaller
community (10 school districts) compared to state-wide programs. Therefore, the CSUSM MOUs may be especially ap-
pealing to students considering a local two-year alternative or could potentially incentivize students on the brink of at-
tending college to enroll in a local, guaranteed four-year option. Since CSUSM shares a common application with other
CSU campuses, ' this paper provides insight into how the MOUs may expand enrollment at other CSUs by incentiviz-
ing students to complete the CSU application process. In addition, due to local guaranteed admission programs being
much smaller-scale compared to state-wide programs, they may be less likely to displace other qualified students.

This paper also contributes more broadly to the literature studying inequality in higher education access and enroll-
ment. The restrictiveness of the conditions for being eligible for the CSUSM MOU is situated between the top per-
cent policies (ze., the Texas and California policies) and the Idaho direct admissions program. The CSUSM MOUs

do not restrict access to the most qualified students like in the top percent policies but still require students to meet a
3.0 GPA requirement. Hence, this paper could provide further insight into how a program’s requirements accessibility

could impact the effectiveness of the program or the group(s) of students the program targets.

Prior Literature on Guaranteed Admission Programs

Guaranteed admission programs rose in popularity with the ban on affirmative action in several states. As a result,
guaranteed admission programs can be an important facilitator in increasing the college enrollment rates of histori-
cally underrepresented students and their social mobility. On the other hand, existing concerns about affirmative ac-
tion programs “displacing” other qualified students or leading to a “mismatch” of underrepresented students at higher-
quality institutions compared to the institutions they would have enrolled at otherwise carry over to guaranteed admis-
sions.® 1118 Therefore, previous literature on guaranteed admission programs studies not only the programs’ effects on
college enrollment, graduation rates, and future earnings but also which demographics in particular are benefiting, or

potentially harmed, the most under such policies.

The most studied guaranteed admission program is the Texas Top Ten Percent Program (T'TP). After the University of
Texas’s consideration of race in college admission decisions was deemed unconstitutional in 1996, Texas lawmakers in-
troduced the TTP as an attempt to maintain diversity in higher education, providing guaranteed admission to any Texas
public university to Texan students who rank in the top 10 percent of their high school class beginning with the class
of 1998.8:C Since the inception of the TTP, students who graduate from high schools with historically low representa-
tion in the University of Texas (UT) schools, such as high schools with large proportions of students who live under
the poverty line, receive free or reduced lunch, or identify as an underrepresented minority, have seen an increase in
enrollment in the UT system.!” Past research also finds that students respond to the TTP as public universities like the
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University of Texas at Austin (UT Austin) and Texas A&M University saw an increase in applications while compet-
ing private institutions like Rice University and Southern Methodist University saw a decline in applications after the
implementation of the TTP.%

Black et al. (2023) expand upon these previous findings by exploring the “displacement” and “mismatch” questions us-
ing the Texas public flagship university, UT Austin.® They find that not only were underrepresented students more
likely to enroll at UT Austin, but they were also more likely to graduate from UT Austin and earn higher earnings
under the TTP. This provides evidence against concerns of a potential “mismatch” of underrepresented minorities at
high-quality institutions and suggests that the TTP has positive impacts on income mobility. Although they did find
that this policy displaced students who attended high schools with historically high enrollment rates at UT Austin but
did not qualify for the TTP, the displaced students’ eventual college graduation rates and post-graduate earnings were
not negatively impacted.

California introduced a similar policy, Eligibility in the Local Context (ELC), in 2001, guaranteeing students who grad-
uate in the top four percent of a California high school admission to at least one University of California (UC) insti-
tution. '"P Bleemer (2021) found that the ELC affected enrollment at four UC campuses in particular, henceforth re-
ferred to as the “Absorbing” UCs: Davis, Irvine, Santa Barbara, and San Diego.!! Students who graduated from the
bottom half of Californian high schools by SAT score were more likely to enroll at and graduate from Absorbing UCs
and less likely to enroll at less selective UCs, a CSU, or a California community college. These students were also
more likely to identify as Black or Hispanic and more likely to come from families with below-median incomes, pro-
viding further evidence against the “mismatch” theory.

While the TTP and ELC target high-achieving students through their minimum class rank requirement, Idaho estab-
lished a direct admissions system in 2015 that determined admissions using a student’s ACT or SAT completion status
and GPA instead.!? All Idaho high school graduates were either guaranteed admission to a group of six colleges or a
group of eight colleges (both of which consisted of a mixture of two-year and four-year institutions) depending on their
ACT/SAT completion status, number of high school credits, and GPA.? As a result of this policy, college enrollment
rates increased significantly for first-time in-state undergraduates, concentrating primarily among two-year, open-access
institutions with no significant effects on the enrollment of Pell-eligible students.!? This finding presents a new perspec-
tive where guaranteed admission policies that expand their focus beyond high-achieving students may be more effective
in encouraging students to consider pursuing a guaranteed postsecondary education (i.e., a guaranteed two-year institu-
tion in this case) and thus increasing the overall college enrollment rate, whereas top percent policies like the TTP and
ELC may be more effective in improving the type of institution high-achieving underrepresented students enroll at.

The CSU System and the CSUSM MOUs

CSUSM is one of 23 campuses in the larger California State University (CSU) system, one of two public university
systems in California (the other being the University of California). As of Fall 2020, CSUSM had an enrollment of
16,367 students, representing 3.27 percent of the total CSU enrollment.® Among them, 15,040 (91.9 percent) were un-
dergraduate students, 10,145 (62 percent) identified as female, and 9,162 (56 percent) identified as an underrepresented
minority," which all occurred in higher proportions than the overall CSU population. Remarkably, the CSU system as
a whole has a higher enrollment of underrepresented and low-income students compared to other four-year colleges. 1*

To apply to the CSU and the UC systems, students must complete 15 yearlong high school courses, known as the A-
G courses, with a letter grade of “C” or above.!® 1621 The CSU campuses share one application, in which admission
is determined by students’ high school courses and grades and SAT or ACT exam scores. !> 1¢:G Notably, the CSUs do
not require any personal statements or essays or inquire about extracurricular involvement in their application,>-17-H

streamlining the application process.
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Between the two California public university systems, the CSU system has a stronger focus on serving its local commu-
nities by providing priority admission to their surrounding school districts and counties.’® In particular, CSUSM’s local
admission area covers 23 high school districts in the counties of Orange, Riverside, and San Diego in Southern Cali-
fornia.?*! Students from these local area school districts have priority placement in CSUSM’s impacted majors (which
change annually) if they meet the general CSUSM admission requirements.?*

In addition to providing priority admission to its local school districts, as of 2022, CSUSM has also signed Memoran-
dums of Understanding with 10 school districts in its local admission area, known as their partner districts or “The
Alliance”.?® Starting between the classes of 2009 to 2019, high school students who graduate from a CSUSM partner
school district are guaranteed admission to CSUSM if they?

e complete the A-G courses with a grade of “C” or higher;
® achieve a passing score on the English Placement Test (EPT) and Entry Level Math (ELM);¥
take the SAT Reasoning Test (SAT I) or ACT exam (no minimum score required); and

graduate with a minimum cumulative GPA of 3.0.%7-3¢.L

Table 1 compares the 10 school districts that have signed MOUs with CSUSM. Notably, the school districts in the Al-

liance require students to complete most of the A-G courses as a graduation requirement, >’

assisting students with
meeting the CSUSM MOU requirements. This paper focuses on two of the 10 school districts where the author could

obtain data: Murrieta Valley Unified School District (MVUSD) and Vista Unified School District (VUSD).

METHODS AND PROCEDURES
Data

The author observes individual-level student data obtained directly from the two districts studied in this paper, which
consist of 14,246 graduates between 2016 to 2022 from Murrieta Valley Unified School District (MVUSD) and 6,945
graduates between 2018M to 2022 from Vista Unified School District (VUSD). The two districts used a combination of
data from the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) to obtain college enrollment information along with the Califor-
nia Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS) and district records of student surveys and performance
to obtain student high school performance and demographic information. The classes of 2020 to 2022 are omitted from
the analysis due to extremely low SAT/ACT completion rates during the COVID-19 pandemic.N In addition, the un-
certainty surrounding online learning may have affected students’ decisions to pursue higher education. The MVUSD
class of 2016 is also omitted from the main analysis since they graduated before the CSUSM MOUs went into effect for
that district.

The restricted data (to classes of 2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD) contains information on 9,032
(6,112 from MVUSD and 2,920 from VUSD) students’ high school performance (cumulative GPA at the time of gradu-
ation and standardized tests taken), the first postsecondary institution in the U.S. enrolled at after high school (if any),
and demographic information (race, gender, and parents’ highest level of educational attainment) (See Table 2). The
data also includes free and reduced lunch status for MVUSD and whether a student is considered socioeconomically
disadvantaged for VUSD. These two variables are used to create a general low-income variable for students who are

on free and reduced lunch status or are considered socioeconomically disadvantaged. Lastly, this data is combined with

classifications of each postsecondary institution as a two-year or four-year institution from the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS).
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Notably, the dataset does not include whether students completed the A-G course requirements for MVUSD students.
However, MVUSD’s graduation requirements are only a one-year-long course difference away from the A-G course re-
quirements, *> and the majority of MVUSD graduates (65.1 percent for the class of 2020) satisfy the A-G requirement.*’
In addition, students who complete the A-G requirements are likely more interested in attending a four-year institu-
tion, especially a UC or CSU institution, suggesting that the analysis using all MVUSD students rather than the sample
of MVUSD students who completed the A-G requirements is likely an underestimate of the true effect of the CSUSM
MOUs.©

The dataset also does not include whether students obtained a passing score on the EPT and ELM exams or satisfied
one of the exemptions for both school districts. Students can fulfill the EPT and ELM requirements through many
other means, including but not limited to

e obtaining a minimum cumulative GPA of 3.7;

® obtaining a minimum cumulative GPA of 3.0 and enrolling in a year-long senior English class (for EPT);

® obtaining a minimum cumulative math GPA of 3.0 and enrolling in a year-long senior math class (for ELM); or

e achieving a sufficiently high SAT I critical reading score, ACT English score, Advanced Placement (AP) English
(Language and Composition or Literature and Composition), AP Statistics, or AP Calculus (AB or BC) exam

Sscores. 26

Students also have the opportunity to complete additional coursework to prepare them for the curriculum at CSUSM.2¢
Therefore, this paper assumes most students are exempt from the EPT/ELM requirement or have the opportunity to
fulfill the requirement through additional coursework.

Summary Statistics of Full and RD Samples

Table 2 describes summary statistics for the 9,032 high school graduates from MVUSD and VUSD between 2017 to
2019. The first column presents the summary statistics for the full sample of high school graduates from the two dis-
tricts, and columns two and three present the values broken down by district. 71 percent of all graduates enrolled at

a postsecondary institution, 34 percent enrolled at a four-year college, and 6.5 percent enrolled at CSUSM after high
school. 50 percent of all graduates are female, 41 percent identify as Hispanic, 39 percent identify as white, nine per-
cent identify as Asian or Pacific Islander, five percent identify as Black, and less than one percent identify as American
Indian or Alaskan Native. 48 percent of all graduates are first-generation college students® and 38 percent come from a
low-income background. VUSD has a higher proportion of Hispanic students (57 percent), first-generation college stu-
dents (55 percent), and low-income students (63 percent) compared to MVUSD (33, 45, and 26 percent respectively),
and a lower percentage of students who enrolled at any postsecondary institution (62 percent) or any four-year college
(27 percent) compared to MVUSD (75 and 38 percent respectively).

Column four of Table 2 displays the summary statistics for the RD Sample, and columns five and six present the sum-
mary statistics for the RD sample broken down by district. In this paper, the RD sample refers to graduates from 2017
to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who satisfied the A-G course requirements (VUSD only), took the
SAT I or ACT exam, and graduated with a GPA between 2.73 to 3.43, which is the data-driven selected bandwidth (de-
scribed in the next section). The overall RD sample is less likely to be first-generation or low-income, but otherwise
demographically very similar to the overall sample of students. Because the sample of students near the 3.0 GPA is pos-
itively selected in their ability and in their interest in pursuing higher education (demonstrated through completing

the SAT I or ACT exam) relative to the average student, the RD sample also has much higher college enrollment rates
compared to the general sample of high school graduates from MVUSD and VUSD, with 88 percent enrolling at any
postsecondary institution, 52 percent enrolling at a four-year institution, and 18 percent enrolling at CSUSM after high
school. Similar to the overall sample, MVUSD students in the RD sample have higher enrollment rates at two-year and
four-year colleges compared to VUSD.
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All Graduates RD Sample
Overall MVUSD VUSD Overall MVUSD VUSD
(N=9032) (N=6112) (N=2920) (N=1616) (N=1325) (N =291)
(1) &) (€ 4) ) (6)

Demographic Variables
% Female 50.32 48.51 54.11 51.42 50.34 56.36
% American Indian or Alaskan Native 0.29 0.29 0.27 0.25 0.30 0.00
% Asian or Pacific Islander 9.23 10.31 6.99 9.96 10.57 7.22
% Black 5.12 6.32 2.60 7.05 7.77 3.78
% Hispanic 40.77 33.12 56.78 37.31 33.81 53.26
% White 39.19 43.82 29.52 38.68 40.00 32.65
% First-Generation College Students 48.33 45.12 55.03 45.30 44.00 51.20
% Low-Income 38.04 25.93 63.39 30.20 24.83 54.64
High School Performance
Average GPA 3.03 3.08 292 3.13 3.13 3.15
% Took SAT Reasoning Test or ACT 53.41 56.22 47.53 100.00 100.00 100.00
% Satisfied A-G Requirement NA NA 44.35 NA NA 100.00
% Satisfied EPT/ELM Requirement NA NA NA NA NA NA
% Eligible for Guaranteed Admission 40.00 43.49 32.71 72.59 72.38 73.54
College Enrollment Rates
% Any Postsecondary 71.08 75.44 61.95 88.12 90.34 78.01
% Any Four-year 34.32 37.75 27.16 52.10 53.74 44.67
% Any Two-year 36.76 37.70 34.79 36.01 36.60 33.33
% CSUSM 6.53 6.54 6.51 18.07 18.04 18.21
% Any CSU 12.75 13.47 11.27 28.40 28.15 29.55
% Any UC 6.71 6.92 6.27 1.42 1.36 1.72

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Alliance Students. This table presents the summary statistics for the full sample of MVUSD graduates from 2017 to
2019 and VUSD graduates from 2018 to 2019 along with the summary statistics for the RD sample only. The RD sample consists of students who
satisfied the A-G requirement (VUSD only), took the SAT I or ACT exam, and have a GPA between 2.73 to 3.43.

Regression Discontinuity Design

This paper evaluates the effect of the CSUSM MOUs on postsecondary enrollment rates using a regression disconti-
nuity design around the 3.0 GPA cutoff conditioned on students who completed the A-G course requirements (VUSD
only) and the SAT I or ACT exam. The effect is estimated through 3; from a linear regression model:

yi = Bo+ P1-1(GPA; > 3)+ f2- GPA; + ¢ Equation 1.

where y; represents the outcome variable of interest, 1(GPA; > 3) is a binary variable that returns true if a student
has a GPA above the cutoff of 3.0, and GPA,; is the student’s GPA.

This paper focuses on five outcome measures of college enrollment rates between different types of institutions: any
postsecondary, four-year institutions only, two-year institutions only, CSUSM only, and any CSU. Although the CSUSM
MOUs only directly impact admission to CSUSM, the author considers if the program increased the proportion of stu-
dents who pursue a postsecondary in general and if it changes the type of institution students enroll at (z.e., a shift

from two-year institutions to four-year institutions). In addition, since the CSUs all share one application, this paper
evaluates if the program may have encouraged students to apply to and enroll at other CSU campuses. The author then
explores heterogeneity in the enrollment outcomes by parents’ education level, gender, race, and income status using
separate estimates of Equation 1 for each group of students.

The analysis follows the data-driven bandwidth selection strategy described in Calonico et al. (2014),*® which recom-
mends a bandwidth (BW) ranging from 2.73 to 3.43 when the outcome variable is any postsecondary. Therefore, the
analysis focuses on the sample of graduates from 2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who satisfied

AJIR Volume 20 | Issue 3 | December 2023 32




American Journal of Undergraduate Research www.ajuronline.org

the A-G course requirements (VUSD only), took the SAT I or ACT exam, and graduated with a GPA between 2.73 to
3.43 (the “RD sample”).

Validity of the RD Model

A key assumption of the RD model is that students cannot manipulate their grades to be just above the GPA cutoff.
This assumption is checked in Figure 1, which plots the distribution of student GPAs for those who are eligible for
the CSUSM MOUs (completed the A-G requirement for VUSD and completed the SAT/ACT requirement for both
districts) compared to those who are ineligible. Following the McCrary (2008) test of distributional discontinuity,*

there are no significant changes (p=0.18) in the density of eligible students just above the 3.0 GPA cutoff, validating the
RD model.

A. Eligible Students B. Ineligible Students

1.001 1.001

0.754 0.75+
050 €050
o A

0.25+ 0.251

0.00 0.00

> 3 4 5 > 3 4 5
GPA GPA

Figure 1. Distribution of Student GPAs. This figure presents histograms of the distribution of student GPAs using a bin size of 0.02. Eligible students
is restricted to graduates from 2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who have satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only) and
took the SAT I or ACT exams. Ineligible students is restricted to the remaining graduates from 2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD
who have not taken the SAT T or ACT exams or have not satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only), thereby making them ineligible for the
CSUSM MOUs. Students with a GPA less than 2.0 are not depicted in the graph.

However, the histogram distribution in Figure 1 visually suggests a slight bunching just above the 3.0 GPA cutoff for
both eligible (insignificant) and ineligible (significant at the one percent level) students. As Zimmerman (2014) argues,>°
bunching at the 3.0 GPA cutoff may be traced to other factors, making the standard test of distributional discontinuity
unhelpful. For instance, a GPA of 3.0 corresponds to an average, unweighted grade of “B”, which is a benchmark grade
level that teachers may be more likely to assign or students may be more likely to strive for. The jumps in the den-
sity at other non-cutoff GPA points (e.g., at a GPA of 4.0), especially for students who are ineligible for the CSUSM
MOUs, suggest that these other factors may be important. Therefore, the author conducts an additional visual test
following Zimmerman (2014),>® which examines the continuity in the density ratios of the conditional densities to

the unconditional density. The density ratios are presented in Figure 2 for four different conditioning groups: first-

generation, white, female, and low-income students. Consistent with a valid RD, there are no discontinuous jumps in
density ratios around the 3.0 GPA cutoff.
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Figure 2. Density Ratios of Student GPAs. This figure presents ratios of the conditional to unconditional densities of student GPAs using a bin size of
0.02. Four different conditioning variables are used: first-generation, white, female, and low-income students. The sample is restricted to graduates from
2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who have satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only) and took the SAT I or ACT exams.

In addition, the author checks if observable covariates are balanced across the 3.0 GPA cutofl. Figure 3 plots the pro-
portion of students under each covariate across the 3.0 GPA cutoff and Table 3 presents the corresponding linear re-
gression estimates. There are no significant differences in first-generation and low-income status across the GPA cutoff,
but there are higher proportions of white students and lower proportions of female students just above the GPA cutoff,
suggesting that white and male students may be more likely to bargain for a 3.0 GPA in lieu of a slightly lower GPA.Q
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Figure 3. Covariate Balance. This figure presents binned scatterplots and linear best-fit lines of the proportions of demographic variables of MVUSD
and VUSD graduates by their GPA distance to the 3.0 GPA cutoff using a bin size of 0.02. The sample is restricted to graduates from 2017 to 2019 for
MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who have satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only), took the SAT I or ACT exams, and have a GPA

within 0.3 of the GPA cutoff.

% First-Generation % White % Female % Low-Income
(1) (2) (3) 4)
Above 3.0 GPA Cutoff 0.004107 0.081321* -0.08074* -0.02792
(0.047872) (0.046659)  (0.047838) (0.044102)
Control Mean 0.464209 0.31947176  0.51305048 0.3346032

Table 3. Covariate Balance (BW: [2.73, 3.43]). This table presents the estimated difference in the proportion of a demographic variable just above the 3.0
GPA cutoff using a linear regression. The sample is restricted to the RD sample (graduates from 2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD
who have satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only), took the SAT I or ACT exam, and have a GPA between 2.73 to 3.43. *: p-value < .1; **:

p-value < .05; ***: p-value< .01.
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Lastly, the author conducts a placebo exercise using data from the graduating class of 2016 for MVUSD. Since the first
MVUSD graduating class eligible for the CSUSM MOU was the graduating class of 2017, the class of 2016 should have
experienced no discontinuous jumps in college enrollment around the 3.0 GPA cutoff. As expected, there are no signif-
icant increases in enrollment at any postsecondary, any four-year institution, CSUSM, or any CSU nor any significant
decreases in enrollment at any two-year institutions for the placebo sample. Instead, prior to the implementation of the
CSUSM MOU, there is a slight (but insignificant) decrease in four-year and CSUSM enrollment and an increase in
two-year enrollment across the 3.0 GPA cutoff (See Appendix Table A1 and Appendix Figure A2).R In contrast, the
MVUSD graduating classes of 2017 to 2019 have similar enrollment trends compared to the full sample of MVUSD and
VUSD graduates that will be outlined in Table 4 (See Appendix Table A2).5

RESULTS

Figure 4 plots each outcome variable with the distance from the 3.0 GPA cutoff as the running variable for the full RD
sample. As expected, there does not appear to be a noticeable change in postsecondary enrollment rates around the 3.0
GPA cutoff in Panel A, due to the already high baseline college enrollment rate of 87 percent. Despite the little change
in college enrollment, Panels B and C reveal a slight change in the type of institution students enrolled at. Above the
3.0 GPA cutoff, there is a 6.8 percentage point increase in four-year college enrollment, which is a 15 percent gain from
the control mean, and a 5.9 percentage point decrease (14 percent from the control mean) in two-year enrollment, but
both estimates are not statistically significant at conventional levels (See Table 4). These trends suggest that the MOUs
encouraged students who were already enrolling in postsecondary institutions to shift away from two-year institutions
towards four-year institutions. Panels D and E show that this increase in four-year enrollment is driven by increased en-
rollment at CSUSM and at the CSU system in general, where attendance increased by 6.1 percentage points at CSUSM
(from a base of 15 percent) and by 7.7 percentage points at any CSU (from a base of 23 percent).”

Heterogeneity by Baseline Sociodemographic Characteristics

Next, the paper analyzes if the baseline results differed by sociodemographic characteristics as guaranteed admission
programs traditionally benefited underrepresented students the most after the banning of affirmative action in college
admissions. Furthermore, nonwhite (in particular, Black and Hispanic) students, low-income students, and first-generation
college students are more likely to enroll at two-year institutions compared to their counterparts, so they may be more
likely to shift from two-year to four-year institutions under the CSUSM MOUs. %32 Moreover, the CSU system serves

a more diverse community of underrepresented and low-income students compared to other four-year colleges, poten-
tially making guaranteed admission to CSUSM more appealing to these groups of students. 4

Breaking down the effects by baseline sociodemographic characteristics reveals that the significant increases in enroll-
ment at CSUSM and at any CSU are driven mostly by first-generation, nonwhite, and low-income students. The re-
sults, summarized in columns two through nine of Table 4, are also presented in Figures 5 - 8. Similar to the main
baseline results, first-generation, nonwhite, and low-income students see higher, but insignificant, four-year enrollment
rates and lower, but insignificant (with the exception of first-generation students), two-year enrollment rates driven
mostly by significant increases in CSUSM and CSU enrollment rates.

Figure 5 plots each enrollment outcome by first-generation status and columns two and three of Table 4 present the
corresponding regression estimates. While non-first-generation students see little impact on enrollment across all cate-
gories, first-generation students drive the results from the full sample. Below the 3.0 GPA cutoff, first-generation stu-
dents are less likely to enroll at a four-year institution or at any CSU and more likely to enroll at a two-year compared
to their non-first-generation peers. However, first-generation students just above the cutoff are 10.3 percentage points
(21 percent gain from the control mean) more likely to enroll at a four-year institution (not statistically significant),
12.1 percentage points (56 percent) more likely to enroll at any CSU, and 12.2 percentage points (27 percent) less likely
to enroll at any two-year institution. Thus, above the 3.0 GPA cutoff, the CSUSM MOUs closed the gap between first-

generation and non-first-generation four-year college enrollment rates.
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Figure 4. Enrollment Rates of the Full Sample. This figure presents binned scatterplots and linear best-fit lines of the enrollment outcomes of MVUSD
and VUSD graduates by their GPA distance to the 3.0 GPA cutoff using a bin size of 0.02. The sample is restricted to graduates from 2017 to 2019 for
MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who have satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only), took the SAT I or ACT exams, and have a GPA
within 0.3 of the GPA cutoff.
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Plotting the enrollment outcomes by race reveals there is little difference in the enrollment rates at CSUSM and any
CSU of nonwhite and white students before the 3.0 GPA cutoff (See Figure 6). However, just above the cutoff, non-
white students are 10.9 percentage points (73 percent) more likely to enroll at CSUSM and 13.4 percentage points (57
percent) more likely to enroll at any CSU (both of which are significant at the five percent level), whereas white stu-
dents are not significantly affected by the CSUSM MOUs across all enrollment outcomes (See columns four and five of
Table 4). This result suggests that although the CSUSM MOUs are not increasing the overall postsecondary or four-
year enrollment rates of nonwhite students, the program is changing the type of four-year institutions they are en-
rolling at towards the CSUs, in particular, towards CSUSM.

Breaking down the effects by gender reveals that the CSUSM MOUs did not affect female and male students differently.
Figure 7, which plots each enrollment outcome by gender, shows that female students are more likely to enroll at any
four-year institution, CSUSM, and any CSU than male students and this trend continued above the 3.0 GPA cutoff. In
addition, both female and male students see a general increase in enrollment at four-year institutions, CSUSM, and any
CSU and a decrease in enrollment at two-year institutions, but neither group experience significant effects (See columns

6 and 7 of Table 4).

Lastly, when breaking down the effects by income, low-income students experience greater enrollment impacts com-
pared to students from higher-income backgrounds. Figure 8, which plots each enrollment outcome by income, reveals
that low-income students are less likely to enroll at any postsecondary, any four-year institution, at CSUSM, and any
CSU compared to non-low-income students below the 3.0 GPA cutoff. Just above the cutoff, low-income students are
12.4 percentage points (100 percent) more likely to enroll at CSUSM and 14.8 percentage points (82 percent) more
likely to enroll at any CSU (See columns 8 and 9 of Table 4). Thus, the CSUSM MOUs doubled the likelihood of
low-income students enrolling at CSUSM and nearly doubled the likelihood of low-income students enrolling at any
CSU, closing the income enrollment gap at CSUSM and at CSUs. In addition, both low-income and higher-income stu-
dents experienced a positive, but insignificant increase in four-year enrollment and a negative, but insignificant decrease

in two-year enrollment.

Robustness

To verify the robustness of the results, the author runs the analysis with a larger sample of students by increasing the
bandwidth size to 0.6 and 0.7 above and below the 3.0 GPA cutoff (roughly twice as large as the data-driven band-
widths) and including the graduating class of 2020. The author also plots each enrollment outcome using a fourth-order
polynomial line of best fit (compared to the linear lines of best fits presented above).

When the bandwidth size is increased to 0.6, the estimates all move in the same direction as the main results, though
some estimates are insignificant at the 10% level (See Appendix Table A5). When the bandwidth size is increased to
0.7, the estimates once again move in the same direction as the main results and more estimates become significant at
the 10% level compared to the data-driven bandwidth (See Appendix Table A6). Hence, the positive trends in four-
year, CSUSM, and CSU enrollment rates and the negative trend in two-year enrollment just above the GPA cutoff are
robust to bandwidth size, but the significance levels of the estimates may vary due to the sample size.

When including the graduating class of 2020 in the analysis, the data-driven bandwidth increases slightly to a GPA be-
tween 2.74 to 3.44 (a 0.01 increase above and below the 3.0 cutoff). In this new bandwidth, the estimates all move in
the same direction as the main results, though estimates for the full sample of students and low-income students be-
come not significant (See Appendix Table A7). If the bandwidth is adjusted to 0.6, there are no changes in the direc-
tion of the results, but if the bandwidth is increased to 0.7, more estimates become significant compared to the data-
driven bandwidths, similar to the effects of changing bandwidths in the original RD sample (See Appendix Tables A8 -
A9). This suggests that the graduating class of 2020 experienced similar impacts from the CSUSM MOUs as previous
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Figure 5. Enrollment Rates by Parents’ Educational Attainment. This figure compares binned scatterplots and linear best-fit lines of the enrollment out-
comes of first-generation MVUSD and VUSD graduates with non-first-generation graduates by their GPA distance to the 3.0 GPA cutoff using a bin size
of 0.02. The sample is restricted to graduates from 2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who have satisfied the A-G course requirement
(VUSD only), took the SAT T or ACT exams, and have a GPA within 0.3 of the GPA cutoff.
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Figure 6. Enrollment Rates by Race. This figure compares binned scatterplots and linear best-fit lines of the enrollment outcomes of nonwhite MVUSD

and VUSD graduates with white graduates by their GPA distance to the 3.0 GPA cutoff using a bin size of 0.02. The sample is restricted to graduates
from 2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who have satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only), took the SAT I or ACT

exams, and have a GPA within 0.3 of the GPA cutoft.
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Figure 7. Enrollment Rates by Gender. This figure compares binned scatterplots and linear best-fit lines of the enrollment outcomes of female MVUSD
and VUSD graduates with male graduates by their GPA distance to the 3.0 GPA cutoff using a bin size of 0.02. The sample is restricted to graduates from
2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who have satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only), took the SAT I or ACT exams, and
have a GPA within 0.3 of the GPA cutoff.
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Figure 8. Enrollment Rates by Income. This figure compares binned scatterplots and linear best-fit lines of the enrollment outcomes of low-income
MVUSD and VUSD graduates with non-low-income graduates by their GPA distance to the 3.0 GPA cutoff using a bin size of 0.02. The sample is re-
stricted to graduates from 2017 to 2019 for MVUSD and 2018 to 2019 for VUSD who have satisfied the A-G course requirement (VUSD only), took the
SAT T or ACT exams, and have a GPA within 0.3 of the GPA cutoff.
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graduating classes but potentially at a smaller magnitude due to uncertainty surrounding COVID-19 and online learn-

mng.

Lastly, the author provides plots of enrollment outcomes using a fourth-order polynomial line of best fit for the full
sample and breakdowns by heterogeneity (See Appendix Figures A3 - A7). Similar to the main results, the plots depict
significant increases in CSUSM and CSU enrollment rates for the full sample, driven mostly by first-generation, non-
white, and low-income students. In addition, the figures demonstrate that the CSUSM MOUs close the college enroll-
ment gaps between first-generation and non-first-generation students along with the income enrollment gaps at CSUSM

and CSUs.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The Memorandums of Understanding between California State University San Marcos and its local school districts dif-
fer from previously studied state-wide guaranteed admission programs as they mainly targeted students who were con-
sidering two-year options to enroll at a guaranteed, local four-year option instead. This paper finds that the CSUSM
MOUs primarily affected underrepresented students, with first-generation, nonwhite, and low-income students expe-
riencing the greatest increase in CSUSM and CSU enrollment along with a shift away from two-year enrollment to
four-year enrollment (not statistically significant) under the MOUs. This suggests that local guaranteed admission pro-
grams like the CSUSM MOU s can also serve as a force for increasing the enrollment rates of underrepresented students
at higher-quality, public four-year institutions like previously studied state-wide guaranteed admission programs.

However, it is important to consider the limitations of the research. This paper focused on the two districts from which
the author could obtain data, but CSUSM has signed MOUs with eight other districts. With richer data, it may be
possible to gain insight into how proximity to the college could also impact the effectiveness of a local guaranteed ad-
mission program and obtain more precise estimates thanks to the greater sample size. In addition, since the CSUSM
MOUs are a relatively new guaranteed admission program, the author is unable to observe long-run outcomes such as
college graduation rates and earnings after high school for most graduation cohorts. Future research can follow students
and observe their long-run outcomes to better understand if the increased enrollment at CSUSM and any CSU resulted

in any “mismatch” of underrepresented students.

On the flip side of the mismatch theory, an additional potential concern from these findings is whether students would
have continued enrolling at 2-year institutions and transferred to higher-quality 4-year institutions if not for the MOUs.
Although the author does not have data on institutions students transferred to (if any) and long-run outcome data,
transfer rates remain low on average with only 2-3 percent of California community college students transferring to a
4-year institution within 2 years and 22-24 percent transferring within 4 years.>* Average U.S. 2-year college gradua-
tion rates within 4 years (34 percent) are also lower than average U.S. 4-year college graduation rates within 4 years (64
percent).>* Thus, the author argues that the CSUSM MOUs as a whole likely help local students gain access to 4-year
colleges rather than steer them away from higher-quality options.

Despite the limitations of this research, the analysis provides insight into the effectiveness of guaranteed admission pro-
grams and how the requirements of each program may shape its effectiveness. Notably, this paper did not observe any
changes to enrollment at any postsecondary as a result of the CSUSM MOU, likely due to already high baseline col-
lege enrollment rates when conditioning on the sample of students who have completed the SAT/ACT exam and the
A-G requirements. This indicates that in order for college access programs to be effective in expanding overall col-

lege enrollment, not just enrollment at public four-year institutions or higher-quality institutions, they should include
students who have not already exhibited an interest in higher education. This implication may be particularly inter-
esting in the post-COVID-19 world, as many colleges are moving away from requiring standardized exam scores like
the SAT/ACT, allowing students to more easily apply to colleges and utilize college access programs like guaranteed

admission programs. However, one common requirement (which is also affecting future graduating classes under the
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CSUSM MOUs) that can continue to restrict students’ participation in college access programs and consequently also
restrict the programs’ gains in college enrollment is for students to complete the Free Application for Federal Student
Aid (FAFSA). Thus, future policymakers and researchers may be interested in understanding how to increase college
access in conjunction with raising awareness of financial aid opportunities.
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NOTES

A. Although the MOUs were signed between 2009 to 2015, the first graduating classes to be affected by this program in
each district ranged from 2009 to 2019.

B. 9,032 students graduated from the two school districts between 2017 to 2019, and roughly half satisfied the A-G course
requirement and SAT I/ACT requirement.

C. The TTP was adjusted in 2009 to place a cap on the share of first-year in-state students who are guaranteed admission
to UT Austin to 75 percent of the incoming class.!” The findings on TTP mentioned in this paper all refer to impacts
before 2009.

D. The ELC was expanded to students graduating in the top nine percent of their California high school class in 2012. As
a result, ELC-eligible students no longer experienced admission advantages at selective (“Absorbing”) UCs.!! The impacts
described in this paper occurred before 2012.

E. Enrollment numbers are calculated from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), which is
provided by the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.

F. Underrepresented minority is defined in this paper as a student who identifies as Black or African American, Hispanic,
Native American or Alaskan Native, Pacific Islander, or as two or more races.

G. CSUs no longer require students to provide SAT or ACT scores as of March 2022, but SAT or ACT scores were still
required during the years studied in this paper.??

H. Beginning with the 2021-2022 admissions cycle, the CSU application asks some questions about extracurricular
involvement. Additionally, California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo asked supplemental questions on
students’ extracurricular involvement prior to this change. ¢ 17

I. A map of the local area CSUSM serves is provided in the appendix, along with the school districts that signed an MOU
with CSUSM and the districts specifically studied in this paper (See Appendix Figure A1).

J. CSUSM now requires students to complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) to receive

guaranteed admission, but the eligibility conditions are based on the most recent edition of each school district’s signed
MOU with CSUSM at the time of data collection and analysis in 2022.%

K. Beginning with the graduating class of 2022, the EPT and ELM testing were eliminated and completed replaced by

other placement evaluations like SAT, ACT, and Advanced Placement (AP) exam scores.?®

L. Students who graduated from San Marcos Unified School District did not need to satisfy the GPA condition to receive
guaranteed admission to CSUSM. 28
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M. Although the first VUSD graduating class affected by the CSUSM MOUss was the graduating class of 2017, the first
year of data observed starts with the class of 2018.

N. Although the graduating class of 2020 was not impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic until the second half of the
school year, they still may have been affected by the uncertainty surrounding online learning. This paper experiments
with including the class of 2020 in the analysis in the later “Robustness” section.

O. When running the analysis without conditioning on VUSD students satisfying the A-G requirements, the estimates
become larger because the average college enrollment rates below the 3.0 GPA cutoff become lower. However, this is not a
perfect indication that not conditioning on MVUSD students satisfying the A-G requirements is overestimating the effect
since MVUSD students have higher average GPAs and are more likely to complete the A-G requirements compared to
VUSD students. Thus, the distribution of MVUSD students who did not complete the A-G requirements may be more
equal on both sides of the GPA cutoff. The results without conditioning on VUSD students satisfying the A-G
requirement are available upon request.

P. First-generation college student is defined in this paper as a student whose parents” highest level of educational
attainment is some college or less (did not acquire a four-year degree).

Q. This tendency for male students to be more likely than female students to bargain for better grades has been
documented at the university level.>!

R. One exception is that white students see a significant decrease in four-year enrollment and a significant increase in
two-year enrollment above the 3.0 cutoff. However, these results move in the opposite direction of the main results
presented in the next section, suggesting that white students who are more likely to “manipulate” their GPA to be above

3.0 are also more likely to attend two-year colleges and not four-year colleges.

S. The author experiments with matching bandwidths with the full RD sample (BW: 2.73 to 3.43) along with using
data-driven bandwidths outlined by Calonico ez al. (2014) for the enrollment outcome of any postsecondary for both the
placebo and the MVUSD graduating classes of 2017 to 2019 samples. *8 Both approaches yield very similar bandwidths and
hence, little difference in estimates (See Appendix Tables A3 and A4).

T. The author also considers if the CSUSM MOUs affect UC enrollment rates, potentially by encouraging students to
choose a local option rather than a UC. There are no observed impacts on UC enrollment due to an overall low UC
enrollment rate around the 3.0 GPA cutoff. The median GPA of students who enrolled at any UC in the full sample was
4.086, and only 23 students in the RD sample enrolled at a UC.
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PRESS SUMMARY

This paper evaluates the college enrollment impacts of guaranteed admission agreements between California State Uni-

versity San Marcos (CSUSM) and its local school districts. The author finds that the admission agreements encouraged

students to shift away from enrolling at two-year institutions towards four-year institutions, particularly at CSUSM and

at

any California State University (CSU). The program also disproportionally affected students from underrepresented

backgrounds (e.g., first-generation, nonwhite, and low-income), suggesting that smaller-scale guaranteed admission pro-

grams have the potential to increase representation at four-year public institutions and encourage underrepresented stu-

dents to consider higher-quality postsecondary institutions.

AJIR Volume 20 | Issue 3 | December 2023 49



