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Abstract 

Financial instability is a common fiscal burden for many community college students and 

can serve as primary barrier to educational success (Quaye & Harper, 2015).  Although 

traditional financial aid is structured to assist students in financing college expenses, 

many low-income students often face financial emergencies beyond the scope of 

financial aid (Johnson, 2015).  These financial emergencies have been specifically 

identified as serious obstacles to educational success and have prompted many 

institutions to establish student emergency financial assistance programs (Geckeler, 

Beach, Pih, & Yan, 2008).  This study explored one student emergency financial 

assistance program at a public community college and the impact it had on student 

success, persistence, and completion rates.  Although findings from the study lacked 

positive statistical significance, it could be argued that students who received emergency 

financial assistance lacked a chance to achieve successful academic outcomes.  The 

association of financial emergencies, to low academic performance (Cady, 2014), 

coupled with heightened negative impacts of students’ financial circumstances to 

educational success (Bean & Metzner, 1985), and the absence of a comprehensive 

emergency financial assistance program structure at the studied institution (Goldrick-Rab, 

Broton, & Frank, 2014) all contributed to study findings.  These findings imply changes 

to the structure of emergency financial assistance programs which promote 

comprehensive services to students, align social and educational policy, and have 

complete institutional support (Baum, McDemmond, & Jones, 2014).  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Community colleges throughout the United States educate almost half of 

undergraduate students in the nation (American Association of Community Colleges 

[AACC], 2015a; AACC, 2015c; Bers & Schuetz, 2014; Burke, 2013; Cohen, Brawer, & 

Kisker, 2014; Everett, 2015; Fonte, 2011; Grossman et al., 2015; Levine & Kater, 2013; 

Liao, Edlin, & Ferdenzi, 2014; Martin, Galentino, & Townsend, 2014; Melguizo, Kienzl, 

& Alfonso, 2011; Mellow & Heelan, 2008; Tschechtelin, 2011; Windham, Rehfuss, 

Williams, Pugh, & Tincher-Ladner, 2014) and are uniquely committed to an inclusive 

approach to higher education (AACC, 2015a; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Burke, 2013; 

Davidson, 2013; Mayer et al., 2014; Moschetti & Hudley, 2015).  This inclusive 

approach to higher education strives to remove academic, financial, social, and 

geographic barriers to educational attainment for community college students (Goldrick-

Rab, 2010; Nakajima, Dembo, & Mossler, 2012; Ocean, Hawkins, & Chopra, 2014).  The 

approach places community colleges as the common access point to higher education for 

under-served groups and under-privileged students (Bers & Schuetz, 2014; Brock et al., 

2007; Fonte, 2011; Kruse, Starobin, Chen, Baul, & Laanan, 2015; Maroto, Snelling, & 

Linck, 2015; Mayer et al., 2014; Miller, Grover, & Kacirek, 2014; Moschetti & Hudley, 

2015; Nakajima et al., 2012).   

Goldrick-Rab (2010) wrote, community colleges’ commitment to democratizing 

educational opportunities has led to “increased participation in higher education, 

particularly among individuals with limited opportunities for education beyond high 

school because of academic difficulties, financial constraints, and other factors” (p. 437).  

Bragg (2001) added, “community colleges serve more first-generation, part-time, non-
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traditional-age, low-income, minority, and female students than any other type of public 

higher education institution” (p. 110).  This profile of community college students 

illustrates a diverse population of the historically under-served (AACC, 2015c; Boggs, 

2011; Bragg, 2001; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Goldrick-Rab, 2010).   

As the primary pathway to higher education for the under-served, community 

colleges are faced with many challenges in serving this diverse population (Advisory 

Committee on Student Financial Assistance [ACSFA]), 2012; The Century Foundation, 

2013).  One subset of the under-served, low-income, and low socioeconomic status 

individuals, represents a major portion of community college students (Bastedo & 

Jaquette, 2011; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Fonte, 2011; Kezar, 2011; Maroto et al., 2014; 

Porchea, Allen, Robbins, & Phelps, 2010).  Over 40%, of community college students 

live in poverty (Choitz & Reimherr, 2013; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, & Gates, 2013), and 

approximately 30% of students enrolled in community colleges are from the poorest 

quarter of the nation’s population (The Century Foundation, 2013).  These statistics 

illustrate the harsh financial reality of many community college students.   

Financial instability, unmet need, and difficult fiscal circumstances are common 

challenges faced by low-income students, and these challenges often serve as a primary 

barrier to educational attainment and success (David et al., 2015; Davidson, 2013; 

Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Guo, Wang, Johnson, & Diaz, 2011; Kelly & Schneider, 2012; 

Nakajima et al., 2012; Patel & Assaf, 2013; Quaye & Harper, 2015).  Although 

traditional financial aid is structured to assist students with fiscal issues while in college, 

low-income students often face financial gaps or emergencies beyond the scope of 

traditional financial aid that threaten their educational persistence and success (Baum, 
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2007; Chaplot, Cooper, Johnstone, & Karandjeff, 2015; Choitz & Reimherr, 2013; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler, Beach, Pih, & Yan, 2008; Johnson, 2015).  

Acknowledgement of student financial emergencies as a serious barrier to success, 

persistence, and completion, has led many community colleges to establish student 

emergency financial assistance programs (Castleman, Schwartz, & Baum, 2015; Dachelet 

& Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011; Patel & Assaf, 

2013).   

Student emergency financial assistance programs are designed to address 

immediate financial needs of students and mitigate disenrollment (Castleman et al., 2015; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Orozco & Mayo, 2011; Patel & Assaf, 2013).  These 

programs support students’ essential needs, such as health care bills, transportation costs, 

hunger and hygiene needs, or other financial crises that can interrupt a student’s 

education (Ajose, MacGregor, Yan, & Pih, 2007; Baum, McDemmond, & Jones, 2014; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  For 

financially burdened students, financial emergencies often interfere or end education, 

leading to reduced rates of student success, persistence, and completion (Dachelet & 

Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  Research on the 

topic of student emergency financial assistance for community college students and its 

relationship to student success, persistence, and completion rates has been limited 

(Broton, Frank, & Goldrick-Rab, 2014; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).  This study was 

designed to further explore the area of student emergency financial assistance and 

contribute additional knowledge and scholarly research to the topic.   
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Background of the Study  

With roots in the civil rights movement of the 1950s, “community colleges have 

been a primary educational pathway for persons of low-income and minority 

backgrounds to achieve the American dream” (Myran & Parsons, 2013, p. 7).  

Throughout their history, community colleges have been uniquely committed to a broad 

approach to college admissions (Boggs, 2011; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Fonte, 2011; 

Levine & Kater, 2013; Mayer et al., 2014), and have prided themselves in providing 

educational opportunities for any student who desires to attend (AACC, 2015b).  This 

mission of access and equity in education has shaped community colleges of the 21st 

century (Bragg, 2011; Brock et al., 2007; Goldrick-Rab, 2010).   

In addition to the traditional focus of access, particularly for low-income students, 

institutions are now turning more attention to improving the academic success of their 

students (Fonte, 2011; Rutschow et al., 2011).  The Obama administration’s American 

Graduation Initiative has created a national dialogue of student success and retention in 

higher education (Crellin, Kelly, & Prince, 2012; Fonte, 2011; Kalsbeek, 2013; Knight, 

2014; Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011; Pruett & Absher, 2015).  In a joint session of 

Congress in February 2009, President Obama set forth a goal that, “by 2020 America will 

once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world” (ACSFA, 2012; 

Boggs, 2011; England-Siegerdt, 2011; Kelly & Schneider, 2012; Phelps, 2012; Russell, 

2011; Shapiro et al., 2012; The Century Foundation, 2013).  Since President Obama’s 

challenge, college completion has become a nationwide initiative and the focus on 

student success and retention has intensified (Boggs, 2011; Bragg & Durham, 2012; 

Carnevale & Rose, 2011; Cohen et al., 2014; College Board, 2012; Kotamraju & 
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Blackman, 2011; Knight, 2014; McClenney, 2015; Prescott & Longanecker, 2014; Pruett 

& Absher, 2015; Zaback, Carlson, & Crellin, 2012).  

 In response to the national college completion agenda, the AACC and several 

supporting organizations have affirmed their commitment to increase completion 

(AACC, 2014; Bradley, 2011; McClenney, 2015; Mullin, 2011; Myran & Parsons, 2013; 

Phillips & Horowitz, 2014) through the setting of a goal for community colleges, “to 

produce 50 percent more students with high-quality degrees and certificates by 2020” 

(AACC, 2015b, p. 1).  This goal has shifted the traditional community college focus 

away from affordability and accessibility and towards student outcomes and degree 

completion (AACC, 2012; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Carlson & Zaback, 2014; Cohen et 

al., 2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Kelly & Schneider, 2012).  The shift from simply 

providing access to education to ensuring student success and equity in student outcomes 

is intended to eradicate the well-documented educational attainment gaps associated with 

income, race, ethnicity, and gender (AACC, 2015b).   

For community colleges, the effort to increase completion rates and award 

credentials has been met with limited success (Bailey, 2012; Bragg & Durham, 2012; 

Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Everett, 2015; Grossman et al., 2015; Mayer et al., 2014; Melguizo 

et al., 2011; Myran & Parsons, 2013; Pruett & Absher, 2015).  The “graduation rates and 

completion numbers at community colleges are historically low” (Kotamraju & 

Blackman, 2011, p. 205).  Approximately half of students who enroll at community 

colleges with the intention of earning a certificate or degree do not achieve their goal 

(Bers & Schuetz, 2014; Mayer et al., 2014; Mertes & Hoover, 2014; Rutschow et al., 

2011), and for low-income students these rates are even poorer (Everett, 2015).  Low 
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levels of degree attainment can be viewed as evidence of the substantial barriers 

community college students face in attaining their educational goals (Brock et al., 2007; 

Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Gurantz, 2015; Pruett & Absher, 2015). 

When considering the root causes of low completion and success rates for 

community college students, socioeconomic characteristics and inequalities are long-

standing concerns (Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Jenkins & Cho, 2012; Levine & Kater, 2013).  

Looking specifically at the low-income community college student population, success 

and completion continues to be an issue (Chaplot et al., 2015; Kezar, 2011; Kotamraju & 

Blackman, 2011; Yu, 2014).  Low-income students are less likely to persist and graduate 

from college (Kezar, 2011).  Only 8% of individuals from the lowest income quartile 

complete a college degree, compared to 85% from the highest income quartile (Myran & 

Parsons, 2013).  These statistics illustrate the limited educational attainment of low-

income students and the impact poverty has on community college success and 

completion (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013).  

Explanations for low levels of degree attainment for less-advantaged community 

college students transcend several variables (Blackwell & Pinder, 2014; Brock et al., 

2007; Chaplot et al., 2015; Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011).  Financial, situational, and 

background characteristics of students have all been linked to educational attainment 

levels of low-income students (ACSFA, 2012).  Financial barriers to higher education are 

a primary cause of part-time and delayed enrollment, both of which have been 

demonstrated to be risk factors to degree completion (ACSFA, 2012).  Situational 

barriers for this student group, such as the lack of child care or transportation to class, 

also limits the ability of students to engage in community college (ACSFA, 2012; Brock 
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et al., 2007).  Lastly, the background characteristics of low-income community college 

students such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and employment status also pose risks 

to college persistence and success (Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011; 

Yu, 2014). 

Financial, situational, and background characteristics of low-income students are 

not the only barriers to educational success students face (Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011).  

The rising cost of higher education and the increased financial burden on students have 

been subjects of national concern for several decades (Kimball, 2014).  College price 

increases are accelerating and continue to increase faster than the rates of most other 

goods and services (College Board, 2014).  This rise has dramatically outpaced income 

levels for all but the most affluent (Baum, 2007; Bradley, 2011).  Over the last 30 years, 

college tuition and fees have increased almost four times faster than median income and 

four-and-a-half times faster than inflation (Choitz & Reimherr, 2013).  A similar increase 

has been observed in the price of college textbooks (Kezar, 2011).  In the past three 

decades, a 600% increase in textbook cost has occurred (Kezar, 2011). These heightened 

price increases are especially damaging to the low-income student population of 

community colleges (Bradley, 2011).  

The many barriers to success faced by low-income community college students 

can often create financial challenges or emergencies that negatively impact enrollment 

and retention (Archuleta, Dale, & Spann, 2013; Baum, 2007; Choitz & Reimherr, 2013; 

Geckeler et al., 2008; Johnson, 2015; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  Lack of food, shelter, and 

other survival resources are all too common for many community college students 

(Chaplot et al., 2015; Johnson, 2015; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).  High levels of 
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unmet need and financial emergencies faced by community college students have 

necessitated a response from institutions (Kezar, 2011; Quaye & Harper, 2015).  Many 

community colleges throughout the nation have reacted by establishing student 

emergency financial assistance programs (Chaplot et al., 2015; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 

2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011; Patel & Assaf, 2013).  These 

programs are designed to reduce disenrollment rates by addressing immediate and 

essential needs of students, such as lack of food, transportation costs, health care needs, 

or other financial crises (Ajose et al., 2007; Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  

The implementation of student emergency financial assistance programs by 

community colleges nationwide is representative of the heightened fiscal challenges 

faced by many students (Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008).  As 

college completion remains at the forefront of educational policy and legislation (Bragg 

& Durham, 2012; College Board, 2012; Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011; Prescott & 

Longanecker, 2014), community colleges must continue to effectively address the needs 

of students faced with financial emergencies and unmet fiscal need.  These efforts are 

critical to aiding students in attaining their educational goals (Ajose et al., 2007; Chaplot 

et al., 2015; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Kezar, 2011).  

Conceptual Framework 

 This study focused on the impact student emergency financial assistance had on 

the success, persistence, and completion rates of community college students.  To provide 

a theoretical base for this research, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) conceptual model of 

nontraditional undergraduate student attrition was used.  The Bean and Metzner (1985) 
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model was created in an effort to explain the variables affecting attrition for the 

nontraditional student group identified (ACSFA, 2012).  The model has been widely used 

when studying persistence and completion in educational research (Dempsey, 2009) and 

has served as the conceptual framework for several studies related to student attrition 

(Cunningham, 2010; Grossett, 1989; Simmons, 1995; Tharp; 1998; Webb, 1989).  When 

considering community college student retention specifically, the Bean and Metzner 

(1985) model has also been identified as an acceptable theoretical base (Dempsey, 2009).   

To relate the Bean and Metzner (1985) model to this study, further exploration on 

the theory is necessary.  Despite research on the topic, the reasons why nontraditional 

students leave higher education are still not well understood (Bean & Metzner, 1985; 

Dempsey, 2009).  As the number of nontraditional students enrolled in postsecondary 

education continues to grow, and diversity in student populations increases, a model 

focused specifically on this group is essential for community colleges to understand the 

students they serve (Stahl & Pavel, 1992).   

One reason the Bean and Metzner (1985) model has been identified as an 

acceptable framework for community college retention studies is due to the similarities of 

nontraditional students and the community college student population (Dempsey, 2009).  

For the constructs of the Bean and Metzner (1985) model, nontraditional students are 

broadly defined.  Demographic characteristics used in the Bean and Metzner (1985) 

framework include: ethnicity, employment status, age, sex, marital status, number of 

dependents, location of residence, and college enrollment status (Cunningham, 2010).  

Using the Bean and Metzner (1985) model, the definition of nontraditional students can 

be explored within the context of the community college (Stahl & Pavel, 1992).    
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The Bean and Metzner (1985) model draws from the influential theoretical 

contributions of Spady (1970), Tinto (1975), and Pascarella (1980) on the topic of student 

attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  Bean and Metzner (1985) sought to explore this topic 

through a sequential process linking background characteristics to student attrition 

(Tharp, 1998).  The model attempts to identify constructs and variables in a dynamic path 

diagram (see Figure 1), which are then used to define relationships and outcomes in 

association with nontraditional student attrition (Stahl & Pavel, 1992).   

 

Figure 1. A conceptual model of nontraditional student attrition. This figure illustrates the effects on 

attrition as described by Bean and Metzner (1985).  
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The Bean and Metzner (1985) model used four background constructs and two 

compensatory interaction effects, which identify important interrelationships between 

variables, to guide the conceptual model of nontraditional student attrition.  The four 

background constructs identified by Bean and Metzner (1985) include: academic 

performance measured by college grade point average, background and defining 

variables viewed through demographic and high school performance information, 

environmental factors such as finances and external commitments, and social integration 

factors measured by interaction with the college social system (ACSFA, 2012; Bean & 

Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010; Grossett, 1989; Stahl & Pavel, 1992; Tharp, 1998).  

These four constructs serve as the theoretical basis for student withdrawal decisions in 

the model (ACSFA, 2012; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010; Grossett, 1989; 

Stahl & Pavel, 1992; Tharp, 1998).  The two compensatory interaction effects identified 

by Bean and Metzner (1985) focus on the heightened impact of environmental variables 

over academic variables to student attrition and the strength of psychological outcomes, 

caused by background or defining variables, over the effects of academic variables to 

student attrition (Cunningham, 2010; Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  

The model’s variables and interaction effects demonstrate the impacts to attrition 

based on Bean and Metzner’s (1985) findings.  The four constructs identified by Bean 

and Metzner (1985) each contribute uniquely to student attrition (Stahl & Pavel, 1992) 

with the two additional compensatory interaction effects completing the model 

(Cunningham, 2010).  These relationships can be viewed (see Figure 1) by the paths and 

types of lines that connect each construct of the model to college dropout.  Direct effects 

to student attrition are identified in the diagram by a solid line (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  
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Direct effects that are presumed to be the most important to student attrition are 

illustrated in the diagram by a bold solid line (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  Compensatory 

integration effects to student attrition are shown as a dashed line, and possible effects to 

student attrition are identified by a dotted line (Bean & Metzner, 1985).   

Bean and Metzner (1985) analyzed each of the four construct areas to determine 

the level of effect each had on nontraditional student attrition.  All variables that were 

investigated by Bean and Metzner (1985) were identified as important predictors of 

nontraditional student attrition.  The construct that was deemed to have the most 

substantial direct effect on nontraditional student attrition was the area of environmental 

variables (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  This finding serves as the basis of nontraditional 

student attrition in the Bean and Metzner (1985) model (Cunningham, 2010).  Bean and 

Metzner (1985) defined environmental variables specifically as finances, hours of 

employment, outside encouragement, family responsibilities, and opportunity to transfer 

(Bean & Metzner, 1985).  The strength of the impact environmental factors have on 

college enrollment status in this model is substantial alone but can also be demonstrated 

through interrelationships, or the model’s compensatory interaction effects (Bean & 

Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010).   

The first compensatory effect of the model explores psychological outcomes, 

rooted in background and defining variables, and academic variables (Bean & Metzner, 

1985).  Students with high levels of academic success and positive psychological 

outcomes should remain enrolled in college, while students with poor outcomes in both 

areas would not be retained (Cunningham, 2010; Bean & Metzner, 1985).  The strength 

of positive psychological outcomes, although, can often compensate for poor academic 
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variables (Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  However, the reverse is untrue, again demonstrating the 

importance of non-academic factors to student success and retention (Bean & Metzner, 

1985). 

The second compensatory effect in the model indicates environmental factors 

have more influence on student attrition than academic variables and can also compensate 

for negative effects of academic variables (Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  Four scenarios are 

proposed for this effect.  The first links high academic success and positive 

environmental conditions to students being more likely to remain enrolled in school 

(Cunningham, 2010).  The second directly connects poor academic and poor 

environmental conditions to disenrollment (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  The third combines 

positive academic variables with poor environmental conditions and does not promote 

student retention (Cunningham, 2010; Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  The final scenario refers to 

the basis of the Bean and Metzner (1985) model, the strength of environmental factors on 

enrollment.  Students with positive environmental conditions will often persist despite 

negative academic variables (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010).  This 

compensatory interaction effect further supports Bean and Metzner’s (1985) 

determination of environmental variables having the most substantial impact to 

nontraditional student attrition. 

Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model offers a comprehensive framework for student 

retention and persistence.  The model’s emphasis on the importance of students’ financial 

situations, employment, and family obligations to attrition aligns with the focus area of 

this study, the impact financial emergencies have on community college student 

enrollment.  The focus on the heightened impact environmental factors have on student 
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attrition and the chosen definition of nontraditional further aligns with this research and 

common characteristics of the community college student population (Cunningham, 

2010; Dempsey, 2009).  These factors make Bean and Metzner’s (1985) conceptual 

model of nontraditional undergraduate student attrition an applicable model when 

studying the impact community college student financial emergencies have on retention 

and attrition (Dempsey, 2009). 

Statement of the Problem  

 Students’ environmental situations, or financial circumstances, have been 

identified as direct predictors of student success and retention (Bean & Metzner, 1985; 

Savage & Graves, 2015).  For many community college students, low socioeconomic 

status and limited financial resources negatively contribute to their educational success 

(Savage & Graves, 2015).  Fiscal burdens faced by low-income community college 

students are often assumed to be alleviated by traditional forms of financial aid; 

unfortunately, this statement is not true for all students (Baum, 2007; Choitz & Reimherr, 

2013; Geckeler et al., 2008; Johnson, 2015).  Many community college students suffer 

from financial emergencies or high levels of unmet financial need that negatively impact 

success, persistence, and completion (Ajose et al., 2007; Chaplot et al., 2015; Geckeler et 

al., 2008; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).         

As the national higher education dialogue remains focused on completion and 

retention outcomes, research on effective financial aid practices to improve student 

success, persistence, and completion will be an area of continued interest (Barnett, 2011; 

Chen & St. John, 2011; Kelly & Schneider, 2012; McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  Prior 

research has established a broad philosophy that the receipt of student financial aid can be 
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positively related to academic success and retention (College Board, 2010; Dynarski & 

Scott-Clayton, 2013; Jensen, 1981; McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  These previous overall 

analyses of financial aid served as a foundation for this research on a specific type of 

financial aid, student emergency financial assistance.   

This study seeks to build on existing research related to financial aid receipt and 

educational outcomes, but focus on a component of aid that lacks significant analysis – 

community college student emergency financial assistance (Broton et al., 2014; Dachelet 

& Goldrick-Rab, 2015).  To better understand the impact of specific financial aid 

practices and the connection of these practices to student success, persistence, and 

completion rates, further specific and targeted analysis on this topic is needed (Broton et 

al., 2014; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).   

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study was to examine the quantitative effect one student 

emergency financial assistance program had on the success, persistence, and completion 

rates of community college students.  This research sought to determine if a significant 

positive difference existed in the success, persistence, and/or completion rates of students 

who received emergency financial assistance when compared to a similar group of 

students who did not receive emergency financial aid.  In a time of limited financial 

resources for higher education, strategies to improve student success through effective 

student aid programs are critical (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013).  The results from this 

study are intended to provide guidance for policy makers and higher education 

professionals related to one form of financial aid, student emergency financial assistance 

(Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013).  
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Research questions and hypotheses.  The following research questions guided 

this study:  

1. What positive statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the 

success rates of students who received student emergency financial assistance and 

students who did not receive emergency financial assistance? 

H10:  A statistically significant positive difference in success rates of students  

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does not exist.  

H1a:  A statistically significant positive difference in success rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does exist. 

2. What positive statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the 

persistence rates of students who received student emergency financial assistance and 

students who did not receive emergency financial assistance? 

H20:  A statistically significant positive difference in persistence rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does not exist. 

H2a:  A statistically significant positive difference in persistence rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does exist. 

3. What positive statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the 

completion rates of students who received student emergency financial assistance and 

students who did not receive emergency financial assistance? 
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H30:  A statistically significant positive difference in completion rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does not exist. 

H3a:  A statistically significant positive difference in completion rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does exist. 

Definition of Key Terms 

For the purposes of this study, the following terms are defined: 

Associate degree.  An earned academic award that normally requires at least 60 

semester credit hours, or the equivalent, and is designed to lead a student directly to 

employment in a specific career or to transfer to a baccalaureate degree program (Higher 

Learning Commission, 2015; Missouri Department of Higher Education [MDHE], 2003). 

Attrition.  The “departure from all forms of higher education prior to the 

completion of a degree or other credential” (American Institutes for Research, 2012, p. 

3).   

Certificate.  A terminal award certifying the satisfactory completion of a program 

where competency in an occupational field is demonstrated (MDHE, 2003).  Offered 

primarily by community colleges and typically designed for at least one, but less than two 

years, of academic study (MDHE, 2003).  

Community college(s) or two-year college(s).  Regionally-accredited higher 

education institution(s) that provide affordable post-secondary education pathways 

(MDHE, 2003), and award associates degrees as their highest degree (Cohen et al., 2014).  
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These institutions are sometimes historically referred to as junior colleges (United States 

Department of Homeland Security, 2012).   

Completion or completion rates.  The state of having successfully completed a 

certificate or associate degree, or the percentage of individuals who have successfully 

completed a certificate or associate degree (Reyna, 2010).   

 Expected Family Contribution (EFC) score.  A score that is used to determine 

students’ eligibility for federal student aid (United States Department of Education, 2014) 

and to estimate how much a family can be expected to pay out-of-pocket for college 

expenses (Davidson, 2015a; Dynarski & Wiederspan, 2012; Hershbein & Hollenbeck, 

2015).  

Nontraditional student(s).  A heterogeneous group of students who are often 

older, commute to campus, are employed, identify as being of minority status, and only 

attend college part-time (Cunningham, 2010; Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  These students are 

not greatly influenced by the social atmosphere of higher education institutions (Bean & 

Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010) and have demographic characteristics similar to 

community college students (Dempsey, 2009).  These students are sometimes classified 

by background characteristics, such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity, first-generation 

status, and employment status, and at-risk characteristics, such as delayed enrollment into 

higher education, part-time attendance, full-time employment while attending college, 

and being a single parent (ACSFA, 2012). 

Persistence or persistence rates.  Consecutive student enrollment from one 

semester to the next, or the percentage of students who enroll consecutively from one 

semester to the next (Cunningham, 2010).  
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 Retention or retention rates.  Remaining enrolled, or continued attendance, in 

an institution of higher education over a period of time prior to receiving a certificate or 

degree, or the percentage of students who remain enrolled, or continue attendance, at an 

institution of higher education over a period of time without receiving a certificate or 

degree (Dempsey, 2009).   

Satisfactory academic progress.  Specific regulations on academic standing and 

progress college students must meet in order to remain eligible to receive most types of 

federal student aid (MDHE, 2003; Porter, 2014).  

Student emergency financial assistance or student emergency financial aid.  

Financial assistance programs administered to students who have suffered a financial 

emergency, crisis, or sudden lack in funds that is likely to impact the student’s enrollment 

or success (Ajose et al., 2007).  These programs are independent from state and federal 

financial aid programs and are uniquely structured by the individual institutions in which 

the programs operate (Chaplot et al., 2015).   

 Student success or student success rates.  Course completion with a grade of C 

or higher, or the overall rate of course completion with a grade of C or higher for a 

student population (Phillips & Horowitz, 2014).  

Limitations and Assumptions 

The following limitations were identified in this study: 

 Population and sample demographics.  The sample in this study was limited to 

students enrolled at one Missouri community college from the fall 2007 semester to the 

summer 2015 semester who received emergency financial assistance from the college’s 

foundation and a similarly structured comparison group of students who did not receive 
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emergency aid over the same time period.  The use of students from only one institution 

for analysis limited the scope of the research (Sarantakos, 2013).  As a result, findings 

from this research may be unique to this institution, or community colleges of similar 

characteristics (Punch, 2014).  This limited sample size may have introduced bias to the 

results (Punch, 2014). 

 Research methodology.  For this study, quantitative analysis and research 

methods were used.  Limiting analysis of the study to only one research methodology 

may have introduced limitations to the research findings (Creswell, 2014; Punch, 2014).  

Factors influencing educational outcomes.  A limitation of this study can also 

be found in the minimal analysis of additional potential variables and factors that may 

have influenced students’ educational outcomes.  This study focused only on student 

emergency financial assistance and its impact on student success, persistence, and 

completion rates.  Analysis of only one factor and its contribution to these limited 

educational outcomes lacked comprehensive scope and limited the reach of this study 

(Nakajima et al., 2012; Punch, 2014). 

The following assumptions were accepted:   

  Minimal difference between sample groups.  Minimal difference between the 

demographic characteristics of student groups sampled for this study was assumed.  To 

eliminate differences between the student group who received emergency financial 

assistance and the student group who did not receive emergency financial assistance, a 

process of propensity score matching was used to create the study’s comparison group.  

This statistical matching technique relates variables based on specific criteria to simulate 

experimental research design (Melguizo et al., 2011).  The technique allows for 



                                                                                                                                21 

 

differences in samples to be vastly minimized, and therefore, allows for more meaningful 

conclusions on data to be drawn (Pan & Bai, 2015).     

Summary 

 Community colleges are vital in providing accessible higher education 

opportunities to economically disadvantaged and low socioeconomic status students 

(Boggs, 2011; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Nakajima et al., 2012; Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 

2015).  These students struggle with financial burdens and stressors that can negatively 

impact college success, persistence, and completion (Savage & Graves, 2015).  As stated 

by Nakajima et al. (2012), “the most prominent demographic risk factor that seems to 

influence student retention is a student’s financial status” (p. 594).   

Financial status, and its impact on student success, persistence, and completion 

was introduced in this chapter.  The role of financial aid, with a specific focus on student 

emergency financial assistance, was also briefly discussed.  Discussion on this topic 

centered on the promotion of educational success for low-income community college 

students through student emergency financial assistance programs.  This study, 

specifically sought to further examine student emergency financial assistance and the 

impact it had on community college student success, persistence, and completion rates.  

This research provided a quantitative analysis of the positive statistical significance of 

student emergency financial aid in relationship to the three educational outcomes 

previously identified. 

In Chapter Two, a review of relevant literature is presented.  Chapter Two  

addresses several pertinent topics to establish a foundation for the research and analysis 

presented in this study.  The conceptual framework used to guide the study is further 
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discussed in Chapter Two, as well as specific topics that directed the study’s literature 

review.  These topics provided the framework for the literature review and guided the 

research and analysis of this study. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

As the national college completion agenda continues to drive policy and 

legislation in higher education, community college efforts to address student success, 

persistence, and completion will become central to positive institutional progress (Bragg 

& Durham, 2012; College Board, 2012; Prescott & Longanecker, 2014).  This agenda has 

shifted the traditional community college focus of affordability and accessibility (Bragg, 

2011; Brock et al., 2007; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Nakajima et al., 2012; Ocean, Hawkins, & 

Chopra, 2014) towards a focus on student outcomes and degree completion (AACC, 

2012; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Carlson & Zaback, 2014; Cohen et al., 2014; Goldrick-

Rab et al., 2013; Kelly & Schneider, 2012).  This shift has placed community colleges at 

a crossroads of challenge and opportunity (AACC, 2012; Beach, 2011; Bragg & Durham, 

2012; Carlson & Zaback, 2014; Phillips & Horowitz, 2014; The Century Foundation, 

2013).   

In the United States, “community colleges, often referred to as democracies 

colleges, have long prided themselves as being open access institutions, providing 

opportunity for any student who desires to attend” (AACC, 2015, p. 3).  This mission of 

access and equity has allowed millions of individuals the opportunity to attend college 

who may have otherwise been unable (Barreno & Traut, 2012; Bragg, 2001; Brock et al., 

2007; Everett, 2015; Fonte, 2011; Levine & Kater, 2013; Myran & Parsons, 2013; 

Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Wells & Stage, 2015).  As a consequence, community 

colleges act as the primary portal to higher education for the historically under-served 

and most diverse learner groups (Boggs, 2011; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Clark, 2012; 
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Dassance, 2011; Kruse et al., 2015; Laskey & Hetzel, 2011; Levine & Kater, 2013; 

Myran & Parsons, 2013; Romano, 2011; Rutschow et al., 2011; Wells & Stage, 2015). 

Of the educationally under-served, persons from low-income or low 

socioeconomic status backgrounds represent a substantial portion of community college 

students (Bastedo & Jaquette, 2011; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Brock et al., 2007; Kezar, 

2011; Maroto et al., 2014; Mayer et al., 2014; Porchea et al., 2010).  These individuals 

face an array of risk factors (Brock et al., 2007), most prominent of which are financial 

constraints (Savage & Graves, 2015).  These financial constraints jeopardize students’ 

educational attainment and success (Savage & Graves, 2015).   

It is often assumed traditional financial aid will remove fiscal burdens for low-

income students; however, that is not always the case (Baum, 2007; Choitz & Reimherr, 

2013; Geckeler et al., 2008; Johnson, 2015).  Financial gaps or emergencies beyond the 

scope of traditional financial aid are common for many community college students and 

lead to negative impacts on success, persistence, and completion (Ajose et al., 2007; 

Chaplot et al., 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008).  The negative impact financial emergencies 

have had on student success has prompted many institutions to establish financial 

assistance programs focused specifically on emergency aid (Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco 

& Mayo, 2011; Patel & Assaf, 2014).  

This study was designed to address the topic of student emergency financial 

assistance and the positive quantitative impact it had on the educational outcomes of 

student success, persistence, and completion.  It was hoped this research would provide a 

quantitative measure of the impact student emergency financial aid had on the identified 
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educational outcomes and provide data on a topic of limited research (Broton et al., 2014; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).    

Chapter Two will explore a conceptual framework to guide the study, as well as 

relevant research related to the topic of student emergency financial assistance in 

community colleges.  The topics of related research include several focus areas.  The 

origin and current state of the United States community college sector will provide a 

foundation of understanding for the reader.  Then, a review of community college student 

demographics, with a specific focus on low-income and under-served students, will 

describe the studied population.  Next, an analysis of the benefits to college completion 

will be presented.  A historical analysis of financial aid will then address pertinent 

policies and practices of financial assistance in higher education.  Finally, specific 

information on student emergency financial assistance in the community college sector 

will be discussed.  These topics will guide the review of literature that supports this 

study.  

Conceptual Framework 

 This study focused on community college student emergency financial assistance 

and the impact it had on student success, persistence, and completion rates.  An 

appropriate theory to support this research is the Bean and Metzner (1985) conceptual 

model of nontraditional undergraduate student attrition.  This model was deemed 

appropriate for this study due to the alignment with attrition analysis in the community 

college sector (Cunningham, 2010; Dempsey, 2009), increased nontraditional student 

enrollment in higher education (Stahl & Pavel, 1992; Topper & Powers, 2013), and the 

demographic characteristics used by Bean and Metzner (1985) to define the studied 
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population.   For these reasons, the Bean and Metzner (1985) model of nontraditional 

student attrition was selected as the framework to guide the research and analysis 

presented in this study.   

The alignment of attrition analysis to the community college sector linked this 

study to the Bean and Metzner (1985) model (Cunningham, 2010; Dempsey, 2009; Stahl 

& Pavel, 1992).  Although, the Bean and Metzner (1985) model was designed to focus 

specifically on nontraditional students, the alignment of demographic characteristics of 

nontraditional students with those of the community college student population justifies 

its use in this study (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010).  This alignment is 

appropriate, making the Bean and Metzner model the most frequently used attrition 

model for community college research studies (Dempsey, 2009).   

Bean and Metzner’s (1985) selection of nontraditional students as a focus area for 

attrition research also corresponded with enrollment increases for this population group 

(Bean & Metzner, 1985; Stahl & Pavel, 1992; Topper & Powers, 2013).  These increases 

altered the composition of community college student enrollment, and created a subgroup 

of students about whom little research had been conducted (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  

Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model sought to further analyze this subgroup.  

The model used broad demographic characteristics to define the nontraditional 

student population (Cunningham, 2010).  Bean and Metzner (1985) identified 

nontraditional students as:  

. . . from any part of the country; from rural or urban settings; rich or poor; black,  

white, or Hispanic; 18 years old or older; not employed, working full- or part- 

time, or retired; male or female; with or without dependents; married, single, or  
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divorced; and enrolled for vocational or avocational reasons in a single course or  

in a degree or certificate program. (p. 488) 

These defined characteristics create a heterogeneous population that parallel 

characteristics of community college students (Clark, 2012; Mellow & Heelan, 2008; 

Stahl & Pavel, 1992; Topper & Powers, 2013).  This association also validates the 

model’s appropriateness for use in this study.   

The model further supports this study through a focus on attrition and the factors 

that contribute to students leaving college (Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  Bean and Metzner 

(1985) discussed these factors and the individual impacts to student persistence and 

retention.  This focus on impacts to student attrition, again demonstrates the relevance of 

the Bean and Metzner (1985) model to this research.   

Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model uses four constructs when examining attrition: 

academic performance, social integration, background and defining characteristics, and 

environmental variables (ACSFA, 2012; Cunningham, 2010; Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  The 

model states environmental variables, such as finances, employment status, and family 

responsibilities, have more substantial direct effects on educational outcomes for the 

studied group than the other three focus areas of the model (ACSFA, 2012; Bean & 

Metzner, 1985).  The variable Bean and Metzner (1985) identified as having the least 

effect on attrition for the nontraditional student population is the social integration 

variable, defined as the relationship students have with the college campus/community 

(Cunningham, 2010; Dempsey, 2009; Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  The model determined there 

was a lessened relationship between social integration and nontraditional student attrition, 

thus this variable was omitted as a primary attrition component (Bean & Metzner, 1985; 
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Grossett, 1989).  This shifted the development of the model instead to the identified 

environmental variables to nontraditional student attrition as the main driver for student 

persistence, as well as other potential contributing factors (McKinney & Novak, 2012; 

Stahl & Pavel, 1992). 

An institution has little control over students’ environmental circumstances, such 

as finances, family responsibilities, and employment status, but these factors are 

presumed by the Bean and Metzner (1985) model to be the most critical and have direct 

effects on student enrollment (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010).  The model’s 

focus on environmental factors of student attrition, specifically the impact of financial 

variables (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Stahl & Pavel, 1992), directly links to the focus of this 

study – the impact of student emergency financial assistance on student success, 

persistence, and completion, and provides a foundation for the research of this study.  

Origin and Current State of the United States Community College System 

 At the beginning of the 20th century, “the community college emerged during a 

period of experimentation in all sectors of American education” (Phillippe & Patton, 

2000, p. 17).  It is believed, “the invention of the two-year community college was the 

greatest innovation of twentieth-century American higher education” (Coley, 2000, p. 4), 

and community colleges are the only distinctive and unique form of American higher 

education (Mellow & Heelan, 2008; Phelps, 2012).  These characteristics cemented 

community colleges as a part of American higher education (Phillippe & Patton, 2000).   

Two-year colleges, or junior colleges, were established to democratize 

educational opportunities and uphold missions of access and equity in higher education 

(Cohen et al., 2014; Dassance, 2011; Dougherty, 1987; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Mellow & 
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Heelan, 2008; Phillippe & Patton, 2000; The Century Report, 2013; Topper & Powers, 

2013; Wilson, Hu, Basham, & Campbell, 2015).  Beyond equity and accessibility, these 

institutions were created to maintain a commitment to community development and 

social justice (Mellow & Heelan, 2008).  Increased participation in higher education, 

particularly for individuals of limited opportunity, has been possible due to the open-

enrollment policy of community colleges throughout history (Boggs, 2011; Bragg, 2001; 

Coley, 2000; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Phillippe & Patton, 2000, Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 

2015; Topper & Powers, 2013).  

In 1901, the nation’s oldest existing community college, Joliet Junior College, 

was established in Joliet, Illinois (Levine & Kater, 2013; Phelps, 2012; Romano, 

Gallagher, & Shugart, 2010; The Century Report, 2013).  The establishment of Joliet 

Junior College prompted a movement that led to the growth of the community college 

sector in the early 1900s (Phillippe & Patton, 2000).  At this time, community colleges 

primarily focused on liberal arts studies (Dempsey, 2009; Mellow & Heelan, 2008; 

Vaughan, 1985).  Starting in the 1930s, technical education and job-training programs 

became a focus of these institutions (Dassance, 2011; Phillippe & Patton, 2000; Vaughan, 

1985).  This diversity in curricular offerings further expanded the missions and visions of 

two-year institutions (Boggs, 2011; Bragg, 2001; Dassance, 2011; Levine & Kater, 

2013). 

The historical changes of community colleges led to the 1947 release of the U.S. 

Commission on Higher Education report, known as the Truman Report (Bragg, 2001; 

Levine & Kater, 2013; Phillippe & Patton, 2000; Romano et al., 2010; The Century 

Report, 2013; Vaughan, 1985).  Through the mandates of the Truman Report, the 



                                                                                                                                30 

 

commission sought to establish a national network of community colleges (Bragg, 2001; 

Levine & Kater, 2013; Phillippe & Patton, 2000; Romano et al., 2010; The Century 

Report, 2013; Vaughan, 1985).  As stated in the Truman Report, the commission 

believed, “that if America were to fulfill its role successfully as the world’s leading 

advocate for democracy, the nation must break down the barriers to educational 

opportunity” (Vaughan, 1985, p. 7).  The expansion of community colleges nationwide 

was intended to provide the opportunity for the United States to remove barriers to 

postsecondary education for all citizens (Cohen et al., 2014; Phillippe & Patton, 2000). 

Following the Truman Report, the greatest expansion of community colleges 

throughout history occurred during the 1960s and early 1970s (Bragg, 2001; Rose, 2013), 

with the opening of over 450 public two-year colleges (Phillippe & Patton, 2000; 

Romano et al., 2010).  This expansion saw enrollments increase from just over 585,000 

students in 1958, to above 4,800,000 students by 1980 (Vaughan, 1985).  The rapid 

enrollment growth, in a large part due to the passing of the 1965 Higher Education Act, 

placed community colleges as a primary vehicle for expanded access to higher education 

in the United States (Barreno & Traut, 2012; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Chen & 

DesJardins, 2008; Levine & Kater, 2013). 

 Due to “the massive expansion of the community college over the last century, 

participation in American higher education has substantially increased” (Goldrick-Rab, 

2010, p. 437).  Community colleges today now educate nearly half of all undergraduate 

students in the nation (AACC, 2015a; AACC, 2015c; Bers & Schuetz, 2014; Burke, 

2013; Cohen et al., 2014; Everett, 2015; Grossman et al., 2015; Levine & Kater, 2013; 

Liao et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2014; Melguizo et al., 2011; Windham et al., 2014) and 
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offer transfer, vocational, developmental, and continuing education and community 

service programs (Barreno & Traut, 2012; Boggs, 2011; Bragg, 2001; Brock et al., 2007; 

Cohen et al., 2014; Clotfelter, Ladd, Muschkin, & Vigdor, 2013; Kezar, 2011; Miller et 

al., 2013; Topper & Powers, 2013).  This evolution places community colleges today as 

“the single largest and most important portal into higher education” (Bragg, 2001, p. 95) 

and “a central element in the fabric of American postcompulsory education” (Cohen et 

al., 2014, p. 38).  

Community College Student Demographics 

 When considering research on educational attainment outcomes for community 

college students, a discussion on student characteristics and demographics is necessary 

(Goldrick-Rab, 2010).  The community college mission of accessible and affordable 

education (Bragg, 2011; Brock et al., 2007; Davidson, 2013; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; 

Nakajima et al., 2012; Ocean et al., 2014) has laminated community colleges as the 

primary pathway to higher education for the diverse group of historically under-served 

and under-represented students (Kruse et al., 2015; Levine & Kater, 2013; Maroto et al., 

2015; Moschetti & Hudley, 2015; Nakajima et al., 2012; Phelps, 2012).   

 Community college students often come from a broad range of demographic 

backgrounds and diverse characteristics (AACC, 2015c; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Clark, 

2012).  Over half of students enrolled in community colleges are first-generation 

students, single parents, or have a disability (AACC, 2015c).  They are also more likely 

to work while attending college, be underprepared academically, or attend classes part-

time when compared to four-year college students (Bragg, 2001; Bragg & Durham, 2012; 

Martin et al., 2014; Rose, 2013).  Other common demographic characteristics of 
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community college students include: adult learners, members of under-represented ethnic 

groups, and low socioeconomic status students (Clark, 2012; McKinney & Novak, 2012; 

Mellow & Heelan, 2008).  These demographics exemplify the immense diversity of the 

community college student population (Levine & Kater, 2013; Maroto et al., 2015; 

Moschetti & Hudley, 2015; Nakajima et al., 2012; Phelps, 2012). 

When studying community college students, “a deeper understanding of student 

diversity in higher education is important to understanding these complex issues of access 

and equity and how they affect outcomes” (Bragg & Durham, 2012, p. 110).  Student 

demographics have been identified, in many cases, as a predictor of success and 

completion in higher education (Chaplot et al., 2015; McKinney & Novak, 2012).  

Demographic characteristics of community college students are noteworthy, as they are 

often less likely to succeed academically or persist to graduation (Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2013; Jenkins & Cho, 2012; Liao et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2014; Porchea et al., 2010; 

Topper & Powers, 2013).  For the past 40 years, approximately half of first-year 

community college students leave higher education before starting their second year 

(Liao et al., 2014).  More recently, only 36% of community college students obtained a 

credential within six years of beginning their educational career (Jenkins & Cho, 2012; 

Liao et al., 2014).  These statistics demonstrate the difficulty many community college 

students have in attaining their educational goal (Bragg & Durham, 2012; Jenkins & Cho, 

2012; Quaye & Harper, 2015) and can be linked back to various demographic 

characteristics community college student possess (Chaplot et al., 2015; McKinney & 

Novak, 2012).  
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Economic insecurity among community college students.  In higher education 

today, “community colleges are the postsecondary educational entry point for 

economically disadvantaged populations” (Kezar, 2011, p. 139).  When compared to 

other sectors of public higher education, community colleges enroll the most students 

from the lowest socioeconomic quintile and low-income backgrounds (Martin et al., 

2014; The Century Report, 2013).  Approximately 40% of community college students 

live in poverty (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013), and lack any resources to pay for a college 

education (McKinney & Novak, 2012).  Low levels of student financial status are a 

reality impacting many community college students and have been identified as the most 

prominent demographic risk factor that negatively influences student retention (Goldrick-

Rab et al., 2013; Nakajima et al., 2014; Yu, 2014).   

Specific characteristics of low-income students have also been linked to college 

and life experiences, as well as college enrollment patterns (Chaplot et al., 2015; Kezar, 

2011).  Low-income students are often enrolled in college part-time, work more hours 

(Yu, 2014), and lack continuous enrollment when compared to other students (ACSFA, 

2012; Kezar, 2011; Quaye & Harper, 2015).  Additional characteristics of low-income 

students, that are often not measureable, include financial stress, lack of childcare, 

academic unpreparedness, overcrowded housing conditions, and a general lack of 

knowledge about college or financial aid (Kezar, 2011).  These barriers are representative 

of the many challenges faced by low-income community college students (Kezar, 2011). 

Indicators of financial need and behaviors of community college students were 

analyzed in the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority (FINRA) 2012 National 

Financial Capability Study (see Figure 2).   
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Figure 2. FINRA 2012 National Financial Capability Study.  This figure illustrates the demographic 

characteristics and financial indicators that describe the community college population studied (Savage & 

Graves, 2015).  

 

The FINRA examined the demographic characteristics and financial indicators that 

describe the community college population researched.  Results from the study found that 

the majority of community college respondents stated they had difficulty covering 

monthly living expenses and lacked funds for emergency savings (Savage & Graves, 

2015).  Around half of respondents indicated that they were financially fragile, defined 

by the study as being unable to obtain $2,000 in a month, if necessary (Savage & Graves, 

2015).  High levels of economic insecurity are the norm for many community college 
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students, and often have negative effects on college success (Gutter & Zeynep, 2011; 

Welbeck et al., 2014). 

The financial deficiencies identified by Savage and Graves (2015) are damaging 

to many community college students (Welbeck et al., 2014).  Low-income students often 

lack the same college success rates and overall opportunity for access to higher education 

when compared to students from economically advantaged backgrounds (Bastedo & 

Jaquette, 2011; Boggs, 2011; Kezar, 2011; Mayer, Richburg-Hayes, & Diamond, 2015; 

The Executive Office of the President, 2014).  For low-income students, federal financial 

aid is structured to assist in accessing and financing postsecondary education (McKinney 

& Novak, 2012; Savage & Graves, 2015).  Receipt of federal financial aid has been 

linked with positive educational outcomes (Cho, Jacobs, & Zhang, 2013; McKinney & 

Novak, 2012; Zhang, Shouping, & Sensenig, 2013).  However, when focusing on low-

income community college students, federal financial aid is underutilized when compared 

to peer groups (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Savage & Graves, 2015). 

Nationally, over 70% of community college students apply for some form of 

federal financial aid (AACC, 2015a), demonstrating the vast reach of the program 

throughout postsecondary education (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013).  Although the 

majority of community college students apply for financial aid, this figure is not 

representative of low-income community college students (Hershbein & Hollenbeck, 

2015; McKinney, Roberts, & Shefman, 2013).  Low-income community college students 

who would be eligible for need-based financial aid are the least likely to file for and 

obtain aid when compared to other peer groups (College Board, 2010; Davidson, 2015b; 

Yu, 2014).  These students are often unaware funding is available to help make college 
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more affordable, or lack the basic understanding of financial planning necessary to aid in 

decision-making related to financial aid (McKinney & Novak, 2012; Savage & Graves, 

2015).  These factors contribute to the underutilization of financial aid by low-income 

community college students (McKinney & Novak, 2012; Savage & Graves, 2015).  

Despite low levels of financial aid utilization (College Board, 2010; Hershbein & 

Hollenbeck, 2015), a recent trend of rising enrollment among low-income community 

college students has occurred (Kezar, 2011; United States Department of Housing and 

Urban Development, 2015).  However, this number still continues to lag behind middle- 

and high-income students (Kezar, 2011; Rubin, 2011).  Additionally, the number of low-

income students receiving a postsecondary credential has remained consistently low over 

the past 10 years (Bragg & Durham, 2012).  The college completion rates for low-income 

community college students remains below the 50% average for all community college 

students (Everett, 2015), indicating this group is less likely to persist and graduate from 

college (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Kezar, 2011; Levine & Kater, 2013; Quaye & Harper, 

2015; United States Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2015; Yu, 2014).  

The substantial barriers and limited educational success of many low-income community 

college students is demonstrated by these statistics.  

College Completion Benefits 

Throughout recent history, “education has proven to be this nation’s single most 

powerful engine of individual progress and upward mobility” (Lumina Foundation, 2015, 

p. 1).  A college education can open the door to opportunities that would not otherwise be 

available to most individuals (Baum, Kurose, & Ma, 2013).  The attainment of college-

level credentials prepares individuals for lasting success in the workplace (Goldrick-Rab 



                                                                                                                                37 

 

et al., 2013) and in life (Lumina Foundation, 2015).  The unprecedented national focus on 

college completion has furthered the discussion on the benefits associated with higher 

educational attainment (Carnevale & Rose, 2011; McClenney, 2015; Shapiro et al., 2012; 

The Executive Office of the President, 2014).   

Benefits resulting from the receipt of a college credential span several measures 

(Belfield & Bailey, 2011; Hoffman & Reindl, 2011; McClenney, 2015; Trostel, 2015).  

Societal and individual benefits, both quantifiable and not, result from the attainment of a 

postsecondary education credential (Carnevale & Rose, 2011; Crellin et al., 2012; 

Economic Modeling Specialists Intl. [EMSI], 2014; McClenney, 2015; Trostel, 2015).  

To categorize these measures, both economic and social impacts should be reviewed at 

the public and personal level (AACC, American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities [AASCU], & Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities [APLU], 

2015; Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).   

Individual economic impacts of higher education attainment are the most 

frequently discussed and documented benefits related to increased rates of college 

completion (Baum et al., 2013; Crellin et al., 2012; Trostel, 2015).  The receipt of a 

college credential enhances the opportunity for positive economic mobility (Eberly & 

Martin, 2012; The Executive Office of the President, 2014).  Lifetime earnings of 

individuals with postsecondary credentials continues to outpace the earnings of 

individuals lacking a credential (Abel, Deitz, & Su, 2014; Baum et al., 2013; Belfield & 

Bailey, 2011; Broton et al., 2014; Carnevale & Rose, 2011; Eberly & Martin, 2012; 

EMSI, 2014; Hoffman & Reindl, 2011; Lumina Foundation, 2013; Romano, 2011; 

Trostel, 2015; Zaback et al., 2012; The Executive Office of the President, 2014).  
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Specific to community college students, the attainment of an associate’s degree results in 

over $12,000 of additional income annually when compared to individuals possessing 

only a high school diploma (Trostel, 2015).   

In the changing economy of the 21st century, a postsecondary credential not only 

affords an individual higher wages, it can also dictate employment status overall (Abel et 

al., 2014; Eberly & Martin, 2012; Hoffman & Reindl, 2011; Lumina Foundation, 2013; 

Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Zaback et al., 2012).  Unemployment rates are 

considerably lower for college graduates, when compared to individuals with a high 

school diploma or less (Abel et al., 2014; Baum et al., 2013; Eberly & Martin, 2012; 

Lumina Foundation, 2013; Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Strom & Strom, 2013; 

Trostel, 2015).  Recent research has shown the unemployment rate for college graduates 

is less than half of individuals lacking a postsecondary education credential (Abel et al., 

2014; Strom & Strom, 2013; Trostel, 2015).  Reducing the incidence of unemployment 

through higher education attainment also significantly reduces the risk of living in 

poverty (Trostel, 2015).  Poverty rates for community college graduates are 50% less 

than individuals with only a high school diploma (Trostel, 2015). 

The individual economic indicators of higher education attainment align with the 

changing nature of the national economy overall (Lumina Foundation, 2013).  By the 

year 2020, the U.S. economy will require almost two-thirds of workers to have some 

form of postsecondary credential (AACC, 2014; Crellin et al., 2012; Goldrick-Rab, 

Broton, & Eisenberg, 2015; Hoffman & Reindl, 2011; Lumina Foundation, 2013; Strom 

& Strom, 2013).  This demand for credentialed individuals will continue to drive positive 

economic benefits to society through a higher return on investment of public funds 
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(AACC, AASCU, & APLU, 2015; Baum et al., 2013; EMSI, 2014).  The increase in tax 

revenue generated by higher quality employment (Carnevale & Rose, 2011; EMSI, 2014) 

and lowered reliance on social support services will further strengthen the economic 

climate of the nation (AACC, AASCU, & APLU, 2015; Baum et al., 2013; Belfield & 

Bailey, 2011; Crellin et al., 2012; EMSI, 2014; Hoffman & Reindl, 2011).            

Beyond monetary returns to the individual and society, higher education 

attainment provides many important non-financial benefits (Baum et al., 2013; Belfield & 

Bailey, 2011; Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).  At the individual-level, evidence of 

improved health (Belfield & Bailey, 2011), higher levels of job or career satisfaction and 

advancement, and increased civic engagement are all benefits of higher education 

attainment (Baum et al., 2013; Committee for Economic Development, 2012; Eberly & 

Martin, 2012; Trostel, 2015).  Educational attainment further impacts other forms of 

noncash compensation.  Fringe benefits, such as employer-provided health insurance and 

retirement benefits, are more likely to be offered to individuals with a postsecondary 

credential (Baum et al., 2013; Belfield & Bailey, 2011; The Executive Office of the 

President, 2014; Trostel, 2015).     

These non-monetary benefits directly impact the individual, as well as society as a 

whole (Baum et al., 2013).  Healthier, happier, more productive citizens create cities and 

communities with high levels of social capital (Lumina Foundation, 2013; Trostel, 2015).  

This productivity spillover strengthens society through multiple measures beyond 

economics (Baum et al., 2013; Trostel, 2015).  Higher levels of educational attainment in 

communities are associated with crime reduction, higher levels of philanthropy, increased 

overall civic participation, and community involvement (Lumina Foundation, 2013; 
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Trostel, 2015).  These activities are all macro benefits of increased levels of 

postsecondary education attainment that positively impact society as a whole (Lumina 

Foundation, 2013; Trostel, 2015).    

As college completion remains at the forefront of educational research, policy, 

and legislation, the benefits to college completion should not be overlooked (Carnevale & 

Rose, 2011; McClenney, 2015; Shapiro et al., 2012).  At both the individual and societal 

level, higher education attainment provides positive impacts (Carnevale & Rose, 2011; 

Crellin et al., 2012; McClenney, 2015; Trostel, 2015).  These measures should be viewed 

in a comprehensive manner to reflect the magnitude of total benefits a postsecondary 

education can bring to an individual and society as a whole (Trostel, 2015). 

Overview and History of Financial Aid 

In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson signed into law the Higher Education Act of 

1965 (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013), committing the federal government to assisting 

with financial aid for higher education (Chen & DesJardins, 2008; Mayer et al., 2015; 

Romano et al., 2010; Vaughan, 1985).  The Higher Education Act (1965) institutionalized 

federal support for higher education and pledged no student would be denied access to 

postsecondary education due to limited financial resources (Chen & DesJardins, 2008; 

Kim, 2012).  Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2013) determined, “In the nearly fifty years 

since the adoption of the Higher Education Act of 1965, financial aid programs have 

grown in scale, expanded in scope, and multiplied in form” (p. 67).   

 In the early history of financial aid, community colleges were slow to organize 

financial assistance programs and offices, due to the misconception that students were not 

in need of financial assistance because of the low cost associated with attending a 
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community college (Cohen et al., 2014).  This view has drastically changed (Cohen et al., 

2014).  Today, “the student financial aid landscape differs greatly from the one that 

existed in 1965” (Deaton & Wright, 2014, p. 2).  The financial aid system in the United 

States has greatly evolved (Dynarski & Wiederspan, 2012) and become an important part 

of the higher education system in the nation (Jensen, 1981).   

Upon inception, financial aid programs focused on providing access to students of 

all economic backgrounds, to increase participation in higher education (Carlson & 

Zaback, 2014; Groen, 2011; Kim, 2012; Prescott & Longanecker, 2014).  Today, aid is 

available in the form of need- and merit-based grants, loans, and tax credits and is 

awarded by both the state and federal government, as well as individual higher education 

institutions (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013; Eberly & Martin, 2012; Kelly & Schneider, 

2012).  In the 2010-11 academic year, nearly $190 billion dollars of finanical aid was 

awarded to U.S. undergraduate students, clearly illustrating the scale and scope of 

financial aid programs in higher edcuation today (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013). 

The creation of financial aid programs in higher education after the adoption of 

the Higher Education Act of 1965 led to the establishment of Pell Grants for students 

with qualifying financial need (Cho et al., 2013; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015).  Pell Grants 

have served as the primary source of financial aid for low-income college students (Cho 

et al., 2013, Davidson, 2013; Eberly & Martin, 2012; McKinney & Roberts, 2012; Rubin, 

2011) and have been the single largest source of federal financial aid throughout history 

(Mellow & Heelan, 2008).  In recent years, participation in the Pell Grant program has 

drastically increased for community college students (Cho et al., 2013).  Approximately 

20% of community college students utilized Pell Grants in the early 2000s (Mellow & 
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Heelan, 2008), whereas over 35% of students currently participate in the program (Cho et 

al., 2013).   

Although an increase in program participation has been evident, many community 

college students who would be eligible to receive grant funding to attend college do not 

utilize the Pell Grant program (McKinney & Novak, 2012).  Research has found 

persistence can be positively linked to the reciept of financial aid, particularly the receipt 

of need-based grants, such as Pell Grants (Cho et al., 2013; Kelly & Schneider, 2012; 

McKinney & Novak, 2012; Zhang, Shouping, & Sensenig, 2013).  Moreover, the 

underutilization of grant funding has been negatively linked to community college 

student persistence (McKinney & Novak, 2012).  This underutilization could be limiting 

potential funding benefits to community college students (McKinney & Novak, 2012; 

McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  

In addition to Pell Grants, many financial aid programs at the state-level currently 

focus on merit-based financial aid awards (Doyle, 2010; Groen, 2011; Kim, 2012).  The 

broad adoption of merit-based financial aid programs in the 1990s focused on providing 

financial assistance for students demonstrating high levels of academic performance 

(Domina, 2014; Doyle, 2010; Groen, 2011; Kim, 2012; Zhang et al., 2013).  Common 

academic characteristics or attainments such as, grade point average, class rank, and 

achievement test scores often serve as requirements for state-level, merit-based aid 

programs (Doyle, 2010; Zhang et al., 2013).  Merit-based financial aid awards often also 

allocate financial assistance to students who would have likely continued to 

postsecondary edcuation regardlesss of any form of additional financial aid (Doyle, 2010; 
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Gieser, 2012; Groen, 2011; Mellow & Heelan, 2008), making merit-based financial aid a 

distinctive source of funding for college students (Gieser, 2012). 

Student loans represent another primary source of financial aid in higher 

edcuation (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013; Eberly & Martin, 2012; Hershbein & 

Hollenbeck, 2015; McKinney & Novak, 2012).  A dramatic shift in college funding from 

grants to student loans has occurred in recent history (Chen & Desjardins, 2008; Chen & 

Wiederspan, 2014; Hershbein & Hollenbeck, 2015).  The rising cost of higher education 

and lessened college affordability have led to a financial gap for many students pursing a 

postsecondary education and have created a necessity for the use of student loans to 

finance college (Baum, 2007; Chen & Desjardins, 2008).  For community college 

students, the use of loans to finance college can be particularly damaging (Chen & 

Wiederspan, 2014; McKinney et al., 2013).  High student loan default rates and 

repayment difficulty experienced by many community college students represents evident  

negative effects (Baum, 2007; Chen & Wiederspan, 2014; McKinney et al., 2013).  

The face of financial aid at the community college level has greatly changed since 

the 1960s (Deaton & Wright, 2014).  Federal Pell Grants and low-interest loan programs 

established the foundation of federal financial aid programs in higher education 

(Dynarski & Wiederspan, 2012), and merit-based aid has evolved at both the state- and 

institution-level (Doyle, 2010; Groen, 2011).  This growth and development of financial 

aid in higher education has positioned student financial aid is an obvious and important 

part of the effort to help students succeed (McKinney & Novak, 2012; McKinney & 

Roberts, 2012).  
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Student Emergency Financial Assistance in Higher Education 

 The lack of financial resources low-income students are faced with leave many 

basic needs such as food, shelter, transportation, and health care unmet (Ajose et al., 

2007; Baum et al., 2014; Castleman et al., 2015; Chaplot et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; 

Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Johnson, 2015; Orozco & Mayo, 2011; Terry, Shepherd, 

Hammonds, Hearnsberger, & Decker, 2015).  In community colleges across the nation, 

these basic needs of students continue to not be fulfilled (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; 

Patton-Lopez, Lopez-Cevallos, Cancel-Tirado, & Vazquez, 2014).  Unexpected financial 

emergencies or high levels of unmet need are faced by many community college students, 

and can interrupt or end a student’s education (Ajose et al., 2007; Broton et al., 2014; 

Chaplot et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Orozco & Mayo, 2011; 

United States Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2015).   

Poverty research on topics related to financial emergencies and unmet need, such 

as housing and food insecurity, have been long-studied; although, a gap in this analysis 

exists when examining the postsecondary education population (Brock et al., 2014; Cady, 

2014; Patton-Lopez et al., 2014; Maroto et al, 2015).  The United States Department of 

Agriculture (2014) defines food insecurity as the lack of access by all people at all times 

to enough food for an active, healthy lifestyle (Coleman-Jensen, Gregory, & Singh, 

2014).  The measure assesses the adequacy and stability of a household’s food supply 

over a year-long period and is a marker of economic hardship (Patton-Lopez et al., 2014).  

Factors often contributing to food insecurity include, “poverty, high housing and utility 

costs, unemployment, medical and health costs, mental health problems, lack of 

education, transportation costs, and substance abuse” (Maroto et al., 2015, p. 516).   
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 The prevalence of food insecurity on college campuses has been minimally 

documented through past research (Freudenberg et al., 2011; Hughes, Serebryanikova, 

Donaldson, & Leveritt, 2011; Patton-Lopez et al., 2014; Maroto et al., 2014), and specific 

focus on the relationship to community college student success lacks investigation (Cady, 

2014; Maroto et al., 2014).  This gap in analysis has led recent research to begin 

addressing the topic in higher education (Broton et al., 2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; 

Johnson, 2015; Maroto et al., 2014; United States Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, 2015).  

In the population of the nation’s college students, substantial levels of food 

insecurity have been documented (Cady, 2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013), suggesting a 

higher prevalence of food insecurity for college students when compared to the general 

population (Cady, 2014; Patton-Lopez et al., 2014).  The Hunger in America 2014 report 

documented substantial levels of food insecurity for college students (Feeding America, 

2014).  The report stated, 31% of college students have had to choose between paying for 

food or paying for their education (Feeding America, 2014).  Heightened levels of food 

insecurity have been negatively associated with academic performance among college 

students and pose a considerable risk to student success (Cady, 2014; Goldrick-Rab, 

2015; Patton-Lopez et al., 2014).       

Housing insecurity and homelessness are also resource deficiencies experienced 

by many low-income community college students (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2014; 

Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Terry et al., 2015).  Many students are forced to live on the 

streets, or sleep in shelters at night, with no reliable place to store class materials or to 

study (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013).  The rate of homelessness among college students 
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continues to rise (Goldrick-Rab et al, 2013).  It is estimated approximately 56,000 college 

students are homeless (United States Department of Housing and Urban Development, 

2015).  This places “students disproportionately at risk for housing insecurity” (United 

States Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2015, p. 2).   

Across the student population, students at the greatest risk of homelessness 

include those with annual income levels under $20,000, students with dependents, 

students aged 30 or older, and those who work more than 20 hours a week (Broton & 

Goldrick-Rab, 2013).  These demographic characteristics are similar to those of the 

majority of community college students.  This contributes to the disproportionate risk of 

housing insecurity experienced by these students (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2013).   

Beyond housing and food insecurity, community college students are faced with 

additional financial emergencies and high levels of unmet financial need (Ajose et al., 

2007; Terry et al., 2015).  Lack of transportation or childcare, a reduction in work hours, 

inability to pay medical bills, or other unexpected financial expenses have been cited as 

frequent financial crises that impact student success (Ajose et al., 2007; Baum et al., 

2014; Castleman et al., 2015; Chaplot et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; 

Orozco & Mayo, 2011). Financial emergencies, as previously identified, especially for 

low-income students, can interrupt or end postsecondary education for many students 

(Ajose et al., 2007; Baum et al., 2014; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).   

As community colleges continue to strive to best serve students, addressing basic 

and immediate financial needs will be essential (Castleman et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015).  

When students’ most basic needs are not met, achieving successful educational outcomes 

becomes a great challenge (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).  This places emergency financial 
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assistance programs as critical to supporting the educational success of financially 

burdened students (Castleman et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Patel & Assaf, 2013).  

Providing intentional financial emergency support services allows students to focus on 

and achieve their educational goals and aids institutions in improving student retention 

and completion rates, which have been identified as key indicators of institutional 

performance (Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014)  

Student emergency financial assistance program structure.  Food and housing 

insecurity, lack of transportation, limited access to healthcare, and other basic areas of 

unmet need or financial crisis, coupled with the lack of comprehensive efforts to assess 

indicators of economic instability and provide systematic aid to college students 

continues to negatively impact student success (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2013).  As 

stated by one community college president (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013):  

When a student is hungry, he does not feel safe, and it is hard to help him  

synthesize class material.  We have to meet students’ basic needs in order for  

them to fully concentrate on assimilating the information in class in a way that  

they can apply it, learn, and take it forward. (p. 2) 

To address student financial emergencies and high levels of unmet financial need, several 

community colleges, education foundations, and not-for-profit organizations have 

developed programs or interventions to address these financial emergencies and aid 

students who are at risk of dropping out of college (Ajose et al., 2007; Baum et al., 2014; 

Fishman, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).   

National student emergency financial assistance programs.  Nationwide 

efforts of the Lumina Foundation for Education have assisted in establishing programs 
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with the purpose of providing emergency financial assistance to students (Baum et al., 

2014; Fishman, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  Two such 

programs, the Dreamkeepers and Angel Fund Emergency Financial Aid Programs, were 

piloted at 11 community colleges and 26 Tribal Colleges and Universities throughout the 

nation in 2004 (Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  The specific program 

structure and design varied considerably at each institution, but the general parameters 

and the goal of assisting students with unexpected financial emergencies remained 

constant throughout (Ajose et al., 2007; Baum et al., 2014; Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco 

& Mayo, 2011).   

The flexibility in designing and administering student emergency financial aid 

programs allowed participating institutions the opportunity to create programs 

appropriate to their specific needs and local contexts (Ajose et al., 2007; Geckeler et al., 

2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  Although program design varied substantially at each 

institution, trends related to program structure and awarding of aid did emerge (Geckeler 

et al., 2008).  The majority of participating programs offered student assistance through 

grants, as opposed to through student loans (Geckeler et al., 2008).  The grants often 

targeted housing- or transportation-related emergencies, which were cited as the top areas 

of student need for all partner institutions (Ajose et al., 2007; Geckeler et al., 2008; 

Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  Trends also emerged related to aid recipients (Geckeler et al., 

2008).  Individuals who received assistance from a Dreamkeepers or Angel Fund 

Emergency Financial Aid institution were more likely to be first-year students, older, 

parents, and enrolled in college full-time (Geckeler et al., 2008).  These trends provide an 

overview of student emergency financial assistance on a large-scale.  The efforts of the 
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Dreamkeepers and Angel Fund institutions mirror many student emergency financial 

assistance programs currently operating in community colleges throughout the nation 

(Fishman, 2015).  

Preliminary research on the Dreamkeepers and Angel Fund Emergency Financial 

Aid Programs have demonstrated success in aiding students with financial emergencies 

(Geckeler et al., 2008; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  Although program effectiveness cannot 

be attributed to emergency aid alone, data shows students who received aid reenrolled at 

rates comparable, or greater, than their institutional averages (Geckeler et al., 2008; 

Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  These results should not be interpreted as clear evidence, due to 

the lack of experimental research design in program evaluation (Ajose et al., 2007; 

Geckeler et al., 2008) but are encouraging statistics on the topic (Geckeler et al., 2008).   

A more holistic approach to emergency student assistance is being provided by 

Single Stop USA (Ek, 2011; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014; Single Stop USA, 2015).  The 

organization’s mission is to, “decrease poverty by connecting low-income individuals 

and students with existing resources and services that help them become self-sufficient 

and achieve economic mobility” (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013, p. 4).  The organization 

provides a one-stop-shop of holistic anti-poverty resources such as, benefit screening and 

application assistance for various social support programs, civil legal assistance, financial 

counseling, and tax preparation assistance (Association of Community College Trustees 

[ACCT] & Single Stop USA, 2012; Broton et al., 2014; Ek, 2011; Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2014; Gonzalez, 2011).   

Through Single Stop USA’s efforts, partnerships with community colleges 

throughout the nation have emerged (ACCT & Single Stop USA, 2012; Ek, 2011, Broton 
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et al, 2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014; Gonzalez, 2011).  In 2014, the organization was 

partnered with 21 community colleges in 8 states (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).  These 

partnerships sought to harness two of the country’s most effective anti-poverty tools: 

coordinated access to America’s safety net and a post-secondary education (Broton et al., 

2014; Single Stop USA, 2015).  Social and educational services are combined with 

technology, programmatic assistance, data and evaluation, and consulting to shift 

community colleges approach to student retention, thereby affecting educational 

outcomes of students and institutions (ACCT & Single Stop USA, 2012; Broton et al., 

2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).  

Single Stop USA’s unique model provides access to a comprehensive range of 

anti-poverty services, all free to students of partner institutions (Ek, 2011; Goldrick-Rab 

et al., 2013; Single Stop USA, 2015).  A student in need is able to access benefits and 

support services such as nutrition assistance, public health insurance, tax and legal 

services, or financial counseling – all located on the community college campus (ACCT 

& Single Stop USA, 2012; Broton et al., 2014; Ek, 2011; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; 

Gonzalez, 2011; Single Stop USA, 2015).  These services are geared to help students 

towards a path of economic stability and aid them in overcoming setbacks that may 

impact their educational success (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Single Stop USA, 2015).  

Research has shown that through the combination of cash and non-cash benefits to 

students, supplemented with additional support, student retention rates can be 

substantially improved (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014; Gonzalez, 2011).  

Students who have accessed Single Stop USA services vary substantially, but 

some general demographic trends have emerged (ACCT & Single Stop USA, 2012; 
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Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013).  Over 75% of Single Stop USA clients are first-generation 

students, around half are single working parents, and the average income levels of 

students are just over $7,000 (ACCT & Single Stop USA, 2012; Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2013).  Preliminary data on the Single Stop USA community college program shows 

positive impacts to student success and retention (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Single Stop 

USA, 2015).  Since the program’s inception in 2009, Single Stop USA has served over 

30,000 students (Single Stop USA, 2015).  The average total amount of benefits and 

services provided to each student participating in the program is approximately $1,900 

dollars (Single Stop USA, 2015).  Through these benefits, data have shown that students 

who access Single Stop services are more likely to remain enrolled in college (Goldrick-

Rab et al., 2013; Single Stop USA, 2015).   

The goal of the Single Stop USA program is to serve students by aiding in the 

prevention of a financial crisis through benefit support and access, rather than respond to 

financial crisis (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).  The program aims to remove barriers to 

success for students and assist them in remaining enrolled in college and completing their 

educational goals (ACCT & Single Stop USA, 2012; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; 

Gonzalez, 2011; Single Stop USA, 2015).  The coordinated access to resources provides 

students the benefits and services needed to create a bridge towards self-sufficiency and 

economic stability for themselves and their families (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Single 

Stop USA, 2015).  The Single Stop USA program has proved to be an innovative strategy 

to increase postsecondary educational attainment (Ek, 2011; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; 

Single Stop USA, 2015).   
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Local student emergency financial assistance program.  Specific to the 

selected institution for this study, policies, procedures, and program structure for student 

emergency financial assistance are unique.  The institution studied offers emergency aid 

to students through its foundation office, which requires no form of repayment.  An 

application process (see Appendix A), guides the foundation office staff to determine 

students’ need level, and eligibility for potential receipt of aid.  The application requires 

students to meet specified criteria and report mandatory information before assistance can 

be granted.  The following criteria specific to the institution studied must be met: current 

enrollment, demonstration of satisfactory academic progress, and a consultation with a 

financial aid advisor prior to seeking emergency financial assistance (A. Bacon, personal 

communication, November 11, 2015).  In addition, the institution requires the following 

information from students before emergency financial assistance can be received: current 

course enrollment schedule, grade point average, and any additional forms of financial 

aid the student is already receiving (A. Bacon, personal communication, November 11, 

2015).   

This process serves as the general institutional selection method for students faced 

with an immediate financial emergency or unmet financial need at the institution studied.  

Although this process serves as the general guidelines for allocation and receipt of 

student emergency funds, all student financial emergency applications are viewed on a 

case-by-case basis, and exceptions can be granted at the discretion of the institution’s 

foundation staff (A. Bacon, personal communication, November 11, 2015).   

After a determination of need has been established, the institution disperses the 

requested funds to students.  Funds are dispersed to students through specific avenues 
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based on the type of financial assistance granted (A. Bacon, personal communication, 

November 11, 2015).  For example, for students faced with hunger or hygiene needs, a 

gift card to a local grocery store will be provided.  Students with immediate hunger needs 

will additionally be provided a voucher to the on-campus cafeteria.  Needs related to 

medical or health issues will be paid directly from the institution to the service provider.  

 Students who temporarily lack transportation to class are made eligible to receive 

a free bus pass for use of the city bus system, or are given a gas card to aid in fuel costs 

related to attending class.  Financial needs related to lack of funds for utility bills, or 

rent/mortgage payments, are often paid directly to the service provider by the institution’s 

foundation office.  Specific student need beyond these areas can allow for varied 

assistance methods outside of the identified aid categories, but these guidelines serve as 

the basis for procedures related to the dissemination of student emergency financial 

assistance dollars at this institution (A. Bacon, personal communication, November 11, 

2015).    

Peer student emergency financial assistance programs.  Emergency financial 

assistance is also provided to students at two peer institutions throughout the state of 

Missouri.  Describing these programs provides a state-wide view of the student 

emergency financial assistance program structure.  The program structure remains unique 

at each institution reviewed but maintains the goal of providing support to students in 

need.  Each are described in more detail in the following paragraphs.   

Peer Institution One offers comprehensive financial assistance services to 

students.  The institution employs Student Assistance Specialists at each of their campus 

locations to assist students struggling with life issues that negatively impact enrollment 
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and success (St. Louis Community College, n.d).  Any student is eligible to receive non-

monetary assistance from the institution through the student assistance program.  The 

services provided by the program are tailored to meet individual students’ specific needs.  

Services typically provided to students are geared towards helping life issues be managed 

that often result in negative impacts to continued college enrollment and success (St. 

Louis Community College, n.d.).   

Common assistance is provided to students through locating and accessing 

resources related to: food insecurity, crisis assistance for homelessness, domestic 

violence situations, utility disconnects, and a variety of other services (St. Louis 

Community College, n.d.).  Assistance is also provided through a lunch program for 

students who have no access to food for lunch (St. Louis Community College, n.d.).  

These programmatic functions are coupled with extensive information on community 

assistance resources and advocacy services for students.   

Peer Institution Two provides emergency financial assistance at one of five of 

their campus locations to students in need (Metropolitan Community College, 2016).  

This program is structured to provide monetary assistance to students at-risk of dropping 

out of college due to unexpected financial emergencies.  Student assistance is provided in 

the form of a grant, not to exceed $500 dollars a semester (Metropolitan Community 

College, 2016).  Students must meet the defined eligibility requirements: enrollment in a 

degree or certificate program, completion of at least 12 credit hours at the campus, 

enrollment in at least 3 credit hours on campus the semester aid is requested, good 

academic standing as defined by federal satisfactory academic progress guidelines, and 

willingness to complete a FAFSA for the current academic year to be eligible for 
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assistance (Metropolitan Community College, 2016).  An application (see Appendix B) 

must also be completed to determine funding eligibility. 

The emergency financial assistance provided by this institution strives to reduce 

high levels of student attrition due to unforeseen financial crises (Metropolitan 

Community College, 2016).  The program at Peer Institution Two is structured similarly 

to the emergency financial assistance program at the institution analyzed by this study.  

Student emergency financial assistance programs at the peer institutions reviewed, and 

focus institution, all ultimately aim to assist students in need on the path to college 

completion and aid them in creating a secure financial future. 

Summary 

A comprehensive overview of topics relevant to the focus of this study were 

provided in Chapter Two.  An analysis of the history and evolution of community 

colleges, discussion of community college student demographics, benefits to college 

completion, an overview of financial aid in higher education, and description of 

emergency student financial assistance programs provided an inclusive summary of 

topics significant to this study.  The methodology used in this study is discussed in 

Chapter Three.  The problem and purpose of the study are discussed, followed by a 

review of the study’s research design.  Steps included in the data collection and analysis 

are provided in Chapter Three to illustrate the direction of this study’s research. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 Financial instability and unmet need are common fiscal burdens for many 

community college students and often serve as a primary barrier to educational success 

(David et al., 2015; Davidson, 2013; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Nakajima et al., 2012; Patel & 

Assaf, 2013; Quaye & Harper, 2015).  Although traditional financial aid is intended to 

assist students in financing college expenses, many low-income students often face 

financial emergencies beyond the scope of traditional financial aid (Baum, 2007; Chaplot 

et al., 2015; Choitz & Reimherr, 2013; Geckeler et al., 2008; Johnson, 2015).  These 

financial emergencies have been specifically identified by community colleges as 

significant obstacles to success, persistence, and completion and have prompted many 

institutions to establish student emergency financial assistance programs (Geckeler et al., 

2008; Patel & Assaf, 2014).  

 Research on the topic of emergency financial assistance for community college 

students and its impact to student success, persistence, and completion has been limited 

(Broton et al., 2014).  As the nationwide college completion agenda continues to shape 

higher education (Kalsbeek, 2013; Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011), research on 

interventions to aid retention, such as student emergency financial assistance, will be 

essential to institutional success (Bragg & Durham, 2012; College Board, 2012; Prescott 

& Longanecker, 2014).  This study was conducted to contribute to future institutional 

success by providing knowledge on an intervention where scholarly research is deficient 

(Broton et al., 2014).   

A comprehensive overview of the research methodology used to explore the 

impact of student emergency financial assistance in this study is provided in Chapter 
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Three.  An overview the problem and purpose of the study is also presented.  This review 

is followed by the research questions and hypotheses identified to guide the data 

collection and analysis.  Supporting information related to the study’s research design 

including: independent and dependent study variables, reliability and validity measures, 

ethical considerations, identification of the population studied, data collection, and data 

analysis are also discussed in this chapter. 

Problem and Purpose Overview  

 As financial emergencies and unmet fiscal need continue to burden many 

community college students, the threat to educational success is evident (Chaplot et al., 

2015; Geckeler et al., 2008).  One specific barrier to community college student success, 

persistence, and completion that has been identified is student financial emergencies 

(Baum, 2007; Choitz & Reimherr, 2013; Geckeler et al., 2008; Johnson, 2015).  As a 

result, many community colleges have established programs that address financial 

emergencies (Geckeler et al., 2008; Patel & Assaf, 2014), in an attempt to keep students 

enrolled in classes (Patel & Assaf, 2013).   

The area of emergency financial assistance and community college student 

success, persistence, and completion has been a topic of limited research (Broton et al., 

2014; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).  This study sought to provide a unique 

contribution to research in this area and aimed to address gaps in past analyses.  The 

purpose of this study was to examine the quantitative impact student emergency financial 

assistance had the on short-, mid-, and long-term educational indicators of: community 

college student success, persistence, and completion rates.  This research sought to 

determine if a significant positive difference existed in the success, persistence, and/or 
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completion rates of students who received emergency financial assistance, when 

compared to a similar group of students who did not receive emergency financial aid.  

 Research questions and hypotheses.  The following research questions guided 

this study:  

1. What positive statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the 

success rates of students who received student emergency financial assistance and 

students who did not receive emergency financial assistance? 

H10:  A statistically significant positive difference in success rates of students  

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does not exist.  

H1a:  A statistically significant positive difference in success rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does exist. 

2. What positive statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the 

persistence rates of students who received student emergency financial assistance and 

students who did not receive emergency financial assistance? 

H20:  A statistically significant positive difference in persistence rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does not exist. 

H2a:  A statistically significant positive difference in persistence rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does exist. 
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3. What positive statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the 

completion rates of students who received student emergency financial assistance and 

students who did not receive emergency financial assistance? 

H30:  A statistically significant positive difference in completion rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does not exist. 

H3a:  A statistically significant positive difference in completion rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance does exist. 

Research Design  

 Methodology.  A quantitative research approach was used to analyze the impact 

student emergency financial assistance had on student success, persistence, and 

completion rates in this study.  This methodology was selected due to the purpose and 

specific direction of the proposed research (Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 

2015; Venkatesh, Brown, & Bala, 2013).  As this study sought to investigate the potential 

impact of one variable (Bluman, 2010; Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015), student 

emergency financial assistance, on measures of student retention, it was framed as a 

comparative study (Babbie, 2015).  This post-positivist approach to analysis is 

quantitative in nature (Creswell, 2014).  

This study also sought to establish findings that are applicable to other community 

colleges offering forms of emergency student financial assistance.  The generalization of 

research findings to a larger population aligns appropriately with the scope of quantitative 

research methods (Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Johnson & Christensen, 2014).  
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The capacity for broad application of research findings to a larger audience further 

provided support for the use of a quantitative research method in this study (Creswell, 

2014; Johnson & Christensen, 2014).    

The data for this study were collected and analyzed by using secondary, or post-

hoc data.  Secondary data are data that were collected at an earlier time and used for a 

different use or purpose than the proposed current research (Johnson & Christensen, 

2014).  Secondary data are comprehensive in nature and remove the researcher from data 

collection for the study (Babbie, 2015; Vartanian, 2011).  The use of secondary data 

allows access to added information and larger sample sizes when compared to primary 

research methods (Vartanian, 2011) and can provide a historical prospective on the area 

studied (Morrow, Boddy, & Lamb, 2014).  Data specific to this study were collected for 

purposes of tracking the receipt of emergency financial assistance for institutional record 

keeping and monitoring the dispersement of funds to students.   

The use of secondary data proposed in this study was also appropriate due to the 

limited, or direct access, to students to obtain qualitative data (Vartanian, 2011).  Limited 

access to qualitative data restricts the research design of the study (Fraenkel et al., 2015; 

Vartanian, 2011).  The limited availability of qualitative data, coupled with the proposed 

post-hoc method of analysis, and broad application of research findings (Creswell, 2014; 

Johnson & Christensen, 2014) supported the use of a quantitative research method in this 

study (Fraenkel et al., 2015).  Finally, the lack of quantitative scholarly research in 

education creates a gap in analysis (Doyle, 2011; Wells & Stage, 2015).  This gap sets 

precedence for additional quantitative studies to be conducted in education, which aligns 

with the proposed research method of this study (Weimer, 2006; Wells & Stage, 2015). 
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Independent and dependent variables.  This study sought to determine if a 

significant positive relationship existed between the independent variable of student 

emergency financial assistance and the dependent variables of student success, 

persistence, and completion rates.  To determine if a significant positive difference 

existed related to any of the educational outcomes identified, two treatments of the 

independent variable, receipt of emergency financial assistance and no receipt of 

assistance, were analyzed.   

Independent variables are often referred to as the cause or influence that effects 

outcomes of a study (Babbie, 2015; Coolidge, 2013; Cooksey, 2014; Creswell, 2014; 

Fraenkel et al., 2015; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Szafran, 2012; Woodwell, 2014; 

Wrench, Thomas-Maddox, Richmond, & McCroskey, 2013).  The identified independent 

variable for this study, the receipt or non-receipt of student emergency financial 

assistance, is nominal in nature.  Nominal variables are categorical, meaning no order or 

ranking can be imposed on the data (Coolidge, 2013; Cooksey, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 

2015; Huck, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Szafran, 2012; 

Woodwell, 2014; Wrench et al., 2013).  This classification is appropriate for creating 

mutually exclusive or exhaustive groups and aligns with the structure of the independent 

variable of the receipt or non-receipt of aid proposed in this study (Babbie, 2015; Kent, 

2015; Wrench et al., 2013). 

The outcomes or results occurring from the influence of the independent variable 

are defined as dependent variables (Babbie, 2015; Coolidge, 2013; Cooksey, 2014; 

Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Kent, 2015; Szafran, 

2012; Woodwell, 2014; Wrench et al., 2013).  The dependent variables of student 
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success, persistence, and completion rates, in this study are classified as ratio variables.  

Ratio variables are quantitative and classified in a logical order that represents differences 

between categories (Coolidge, 2013; Cooksey, 2014; Szafran, 2012; Wrench et al., 2013).  

The use of ratio variables in this study was appropriate due to the structure of analysis.  

Analyzing the levels of difference between educational outcome rates for the studied 

groups require the use of a quantitative variable that has a starting point of zero and one 

where equal distances between variables can be calculated (Babbie, 2015; Fraenkel et al., 

2015; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Wrench et al, 2013).  The 

format of dependent variables in this study aligns appropriately with ratio level data 

(Szafran, 2012).   

Reliability and validity.  In quantitative research, consideration of both 

reliability and validity are necessary for a study to produce quality results (Babbie, 2015; 

Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Venkatesh et al., 2013; Woodwell, 2014).  Reliability 

addresses measurement quality and refers to consistency of results (Babbie, 2015; 

Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Kent, 2015; Punch, 

2014; Szafran, 2012; Venkatesh et al., 2013; Woodwell, 2014).  Validity measures the 

legitimacy of research findings and appropriateness of inferences made from data 

collected (Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Punch, 2014; Szafran, 2012; Venkatesh et al., 

2013).  High reliability and validity in research design are essential to quantitative studies 

(Fraenkel et al., 2015).     

In research design, “without reliable measures, a quantitative study is considered 

invalid” (Venkatesh et al., 2013, p. 32).  One reliable method of research design is the use 

of secondary data in data analysis (Alvarez, Canduela, & Raeside, 2012; Vartanian, 
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2011).  The use of secondary data allows researchers to study bodies of past data or 

information (Johnson & Christensen, 2014) and obtain access to comprehensive, high-

quality, data sets (Babbie, 2015).  This provides the researcher large amounts of 

information on a topic, as well as a broad population to sample (Babbie, 2015; Vartanian, 

2011).  This approach creates a comprehensive and reliable base for analysis (Vartanian, 

2011).   

The use of established measures in data collection and analysis also aids in 

ensuring reliability (Babbie, 2015; Fraenkel et al., 2015).  This study examined 

established and benchmarked measures for calculating students’ educational outcomes.  

The measures of student success, persistence, and completion have been accepted as 

established standards for calculating educational outcomes (Cunningham, 2010; 

Dempsey, 2009; Phillips & Horowitz, 2014) and have proven reliability over time 

(Babbie, 2015).  The use of established indicators of success for measurement supports 

reliability in research design and creates appropriate, useful, and relevant data for 

scholarly research (Fraenkel et al., 2015).   

Research validity also guided this study.  Fraenkel et al. (2015) defined validity 

as, “the appropriateness, correctness, meaningfulness, and usefulness of the specific 

inferences researchers make based on data they collect” (p. 149).  Validity in quantitative 

research evaluates whether the study is measuring what the researcher intends it to 

measure (Babbie, 2015; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; 

Kent, 2015; Punch, 2014; Szafran, 2012; Venkatesh et al., 2013, Woodwell, 2014; 

Wrench et al., 2013).  Several aspects of validity were considered in this study. 
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Established indicators of educational success, as used in this research, create high 

levels of construct validity (Cooksey, 2014; Creswell, 2014; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; 

Woodwell, 2014).  High construct validity in relationship to these measures demonstrates 

the indicators of educational success selected for use in this study are accurate in their 

representation of each variable (Cooksey, 2014; Creswell, 2014; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; 

Woodwell, 2014).  High construct validity is imperative to a research study that can 

provide valid interpretations to research findings (Cooksey, 2014).     

Internal validity was also considered.  Internal validity relates observed 

differences of the dependent variable directly to the identified independent variable 

(Fraenkel et al., 2015; Vogt, Gardner, & Haeffele, 2012).  To ensure internal validity, 

potential threats can be controlled (Fraenkel et al., 2015; Woodwell, 2014).  Threats to 

internal validity address the “treatments or experiences that threaten the researcher’s 

ability to draw correct inferences from the data” (Creswell, 2014, p. 174).  Internal 

validity in this study was attempted to be controlled through the research design and 

process (Woodwell, 2014), specifically, the selection of an appropriate measure of alpha, 

and control over the selection of the study’s comparison group (Johnson & Christensen, 

2014).   

In quantitative research, alpha levels are defined as the accepted significance 

levels which determine, “the probability of rejecting the null hypothesis when it is in fact 

true” (Kent, 2015, p. 323).  This level of standard significance allows researchers to 

assume the null hypothesis of the study is true unless it can be shown beyond a 

reasonable doubt to be false (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Gailmard, 2014; Huck, 

2012; Kraemer & Blasey, 2015; Vogt, Vogt, Gardner, & Haeffele, 2014).  To make this 
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determination, a standard alpha level must be selected (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; 

Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Kraemer & Blasey, 2015).  Through the selection of a standard 

alpha level of .05 for this study, appropriate measures of significance and internal validity 

were ensured (Coolidge, 2013; Gailmard, 2014; Kent, 2015).     

To further ensure this study’s internal validity, control over the crafted 

comparison sample occurred (Johnson & Christensen, 2014).  The use of the process of 

propensity score matching provided control over the demographics of the comparison 

sample group in this study (Pan & Bai, 2015, Piccone, 2015).  The demographic 

characteristics of the emergency student aid sample were tracked and mirrored through 

propensity score matching to create an appropriate and as close to equal demographically 

comparison sample.  This control minimized the impact outside variables had on the 

studied population and strengthened the study’s internal validity (Babbie, 2015; Creswell, 

2014).  

External validity was also addressed through the study’s sample size.  A large 

sample size increases the likelihood that the sample is representative of the population 

studied (Coolidge, 2013; Geher & Hall, 2014) and enables application to other similar 

research settings (Woodwell, 2014).  This study proposed a sample size of over 430.  

This sample size was considerably higher than 30, the acceptable minimum sample size 

considered by most researchers (Fraenkel et al., 2015), strengthening the study’s external 

validity (Geher & Hall, 2014; Woodwell, 2014).  The use of established measures of 

educational success, selection of a standard alpha level, control over the sample selection 

method, and adequate sample size to conduct this study, based on identified research 
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guidelines, is more likely to produce meaningful and quality results (Coolidge, 2013; 

Fraenkel et al., 2015).     

Ethical Considerations 

 Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained throughout the study.  The 

secondary data analysis conducted in this study allowed for all names to be removed from 

student records before data were received by the researcher.  This process allowed 

student records to remain anonymous throughout the data analysis portion of the study 

(Babbie, 2015; Johnson & Christensen, 2014).  All data also were stored on a password-

protected computer to deleted three years from the completion of this study.  Ethical 

considerations were evident in all aspects of data collection and analysis in this study 

(Babbie, 2015; Johnson & Christensen, 2014).   

Population and Sample 

The target population for this study included students from all 12 Missouri 

community colleges who had received some form of student emergency financial 

assistance during college enrollment.  The total number of students to compose this 

population was unknown, due to confidentiality of student records.  To create a subset of 

this population, sampling of the population occurred (Coolidge, 2013; Cooksey, 2014; 

Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Loseke, 2013; Woodwell, 2014).  To sample this population, 

data from one Missouri community college were used.  To allow the researcher to 

appropriately conduct this study, the creation of two samples, a sample group of students 

who received emergency financial assistance and a comparison student sample, was 

necessary.  The samples were based on data collected in a specific timeframe.  The 

timeframe that was used for this study began with the establishment of the emergency 
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student assistance fund at the studied institution in the fall 2007 semester and ended with 

the summer 2015 semester.  This timeframe captured all students who were served by the 

program during the specified time period.   

A sample size of approximately 430 students who received emergency financial 

assistance during college enrollment in the specified time period reflected the total 

primary sample for this study.  The emergency aid student sample was also compared to a 

sample group of students who did not receive emergency financial aid.  The comparison 

group was constructed to be as similar to the emergency student aid group as possible.  

The comparison sample was deliberately selected through stratified sampling and a 

process of propensity score matching.  Stratified sampling was used to most accurately 

mimic demographic characteristics of the emergency student aid sample by identifying 

specific characteristics important to the study to develop a representative comparison 

group (Babbie, 2015; Bluman, 2010; Cooksey, 2014; Huck, 2012; Johnson & 

Christensen, 2014; Vartanian, 2011).   

To determine the appropriate comparison sample demographics, several 

characteristics were selected from the student financial assistance sample to control for 

variance between the two groups (Johnson & Christensen, 2014).  The following 

demographic characteristics were selected to base and determine an appropriate 

comparison population: sex, ethnicity, age, enrollment status, Expected Family 

Contribution Score (EFC), and enrollment in semester(s) that fell within the study 

timeframe of fall 2007 to summer 2015.  These demographic characteristics such as 

student residence or home address, employment status, and declared major were excluded 
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from analysis.  These factors were excluded due to the fluidity of student information and 

changing nature of data on these variables (Sarantakos, 2013). 

After the demographic characteristics of the student emergency financial aid 

group were established through stratified sampling (Babbie, 2015; Huck, 2012; Johnson 

& Christensen, 2014; Vartanian, 2011; Woodwell, 2014), a process of propensity score 

matching was conducted by the studied institution’s chief institutional researcher to 

create the comparison sample for the study.  Propensity score matching is a statistical 

matching technique used to match variables or information based on established criteria 

to allow for meaningful conclusions to be drawn (Pan & Bai, 2015, Piccone, 2015).  This 

technique “simulates the characteristics of an experimental design by matching groups of 

students based on observable characteristics so that the only difference is the type of 

treatment received” (Melguizo et al., 2011, p. 273).   

For the purposes of this study, student demographics were used as the selected 

variables to create equivalency between the two groups (Pan & Bai, 2015; Piccone, 

2015).  Using propensity score matching as a technique to create the student emergency 

financial aid comparison group reduced the difference between the aid receipt and non-

receipt samples (Guo & Fraser, 2015) and provided control over study variables (Guo & 

Fraser, 2015; Piccone, 2015).  This technique allowed for comparable groups to be 

constructed in a non-randomized or purely experimental setting (Melguizo et al., 2011) 

and for meaningful conclusions to be drawn from the sample populations (Guo & Fraser, 

2015; Piccone, 2015).   

Maintaining a consistent sample size was also vital to the integrity of this study 

(Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012).  To ensure this, standard calculation methods related to 
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the identified educational outcomes of this study were used for all research questions.  In 

higher education, when calculating success, persistence, and completion rates, common 

calculation methods are often used (Cunningham, 2010; Reyna, 2010).  To remain 

consistent with these methods, the following calculation definitions were used to 

maintain a constant sample size throughout all research questions of the study.   

Student success through course completion was measured by research question 

one.  This educational outcome was based on if completed courses for the semester being 

analyzed with a GPA of C or above.  This calculation remained consistent for every 

student included in the study.  For research question two, if a student persisted to the 

following semester or graduated in the semester aid was received, he or she was 

categorized in the student group that persisted for the purposes of this research.   

Overall student completion rates were analyzed by research question three.  

Although not all students in the sample groups were eligible to graduate by the 

established timeline of this study, completion rates were calculated based on overall 

completion rates for the total sample size at the institution studied.  This allowed for 

completion rates to be captured for the entire student emergency financial aid sample and 

the comparison sample group overall.  The identified sampling methods in this study 

aided in ensuring consistency in sample size and the establishment of meaningful data 

(Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012).  

Data Collection  

 After obtaining approval from Lindenwood University’s Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) (see Appendix C) and IRB approval from the institution data were obtained 

(see Appendix D), data collection for the study began.  Secondary data were requested 
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via email to obtain the student emergency aid sample from the college’s foundation office 

(see Appendix E).  The request was structured to include all student demographic 

information for each individual who had received emergency student assistance, omitting 

student names.  The data were requested to be formatted and returned to the researcher in 

a Microsoft Excel file.   

Once received, these data were emailed to the studied college’s institutional 

research office with a request to add necessary demographic variables to the sample, 

which were previously identified in this chapter, the creation of the comparison student 

group for the study, and the addition of data on the status of each student related to the 

studied educational outcomes defined by this research (see Appendix F).  After any 

additional demographic data needed were added to the sample of students who received 

emergency aid, the institutional research office created the comparison sample.  The 

comparison sample data sheet was also created in Microsoft Excel.  The comparison 

student sample was based on the identified demographic characteristics of: sex, ethnicity, 

age, enrollment status, EFC score, and enrollment in semester(s) that fell within the study 

timeframe of fall 2007 to summer 2015,and crafted through a process of propensity score 

matching to align with characteristics of the student emergency aid sample (Pan & Bai, 

2015; Piccone, 2015).   

Once the comparison sample was created, the institutional research office 

provided the status of all students related to the studied educational outcomes of success, 

persistence, and completion.  The institutional research office included in the data the 

status of student success for each student.  Student success was measured by if the 

student successfully completed courses, with an average GPA of C or better, he or she 
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was enrolled in the semester aid was received, or a comparable semester for the 

comparison student sample.   

Student persistence was defined as whether or not the student enrolled in the 

semester directly following the receipt of aid, or a comparable semester for the 

comparison group.  Students who graduated in the same semester aid was received were 

also counted as a student who persisted.  The final educational outcome included in the 

data was student completion, defined by whether the student graduated from the 

institution.  Although not all students in the sample groups were eligible to graduate at 

the time of the study, completion rates were calculated based on the entire sample size to 

ensure consistency in results.  Using the identified standard, common calculation 

methods to determine values of the educational outcomes of this study (Cunningham, 

2010; Reyna, 2010) further provided a foundation for this study to produce meaningful 

results (Fraenkel et al., 2015). 

The three additional educational outcome data elements were provided by the 

institutional research office for every student record and included in the Microsoft Excel 

files for both groups.  Upon establishment of both sample groups and the addition of 

demographic and educational outcome data, the institutional research office returned the 

data via email to the researcher.  All data returned to the researcher excluded any 

identifying information on students, such as first and last name.  

Data Analysis  

After receipt of both sets of data from the institutional research office, analysis for 

the study began.  Before any statistical analyses were conducted, data for each 

educational outcome were averaged for both sample groups.  The data averages were 
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used to determine if a positive difference existed between the student financial 

emergency sample group and group of students who did not receive emergency aid on 

each educational outcome analyzed.  Due to the directional nature of the research 

questions and hypotheses of the study (Coolidge, 2013), only when the educational 

outcome average for the student emergency financial assistance sample group was greater 

than the comparison sample group, the data were further analyzed for statistical 

significance.    

When appropriate, all analysis for statistical significance occurred in Microsoft 

Excel using the Data Analysis Toolpak.  To effectively explore student emergency 

financial assistance and its impact on student success, persistence, and completion rates 

through quantitative research, inferential statistics was used.  Inferential statistics 

compare groups on specific variables to allow inferences to be drawn from a sample to a 

population (Babbie, 2015; Cooksey, 2014; Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Geher 

& Hall, 2014; Huck, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Loseke, 2013; Mitchell & 

Jolley, 2013; Woodwell, 2014; Wrench et al., 2013).  This analysis type allowed the 

researcher to draw conclusions on the identified population from the sample extracted for 

this study (Babbie, 2015; Cooksey, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Johnson & 

Christensen, 2014; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Woodwell, 2014; Wrench et al., 2013). 

This study utilized hypothesis testing (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Creswell, 

2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Kent, 2015; 

Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Szafran, 2012; Woodwell, 2014) to determine if a statistically 

significant positive difference existed in the selected educational outcomes for students 

who received emergency financial assistance, compared to the similar group of students 
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who did not receive emergency financial aid.  Through hypothesis testing, the null 

hypothesis of the study’s research questions was supported or rejected, based on the p 

value obtained from statistical testing (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; 

Kent, 2015; Kraemer & Blasey, 2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Woodwell, 2014).  For 

this study, an alpha level of .05 was identified as the appropriate level of significance for 

testing p values (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Mitchell & 

Jolley, 2013).  If a p value is statistically significant, or less than .05, it is unlikely to have 

occurred by chance based on the specified probability, and the null hypothesis can be 

rejected (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Kraemer & Blasey, 

2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Vogt et al., 2014).   

To determine p values in this study, the specific inferential statistical test used to 

examine the differences between the two samples of the study was the one-tailed t-test 

assuming equal variances.  The t-test evaluates whether a significant difference exists 

between two groups on their identified dependent variable (Babbie, 2015; Cooksey, 

2014; Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Vogt et al., 2014; 

Woodwell, 2014; Wrench et al., 2013).  For the purposes of this study, a one-tailed t-test 

assuming equal variances was used to determine if a significant positive difference in the 

identified educational outcomes existed between the sample group of students who 

received emergency financial aid and the comparison group of students who did not 

receive aid. 

The one-tailed t-test assuming equal variances was selected due to the nature of 

the research questions and directional hypotheses of the study (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 

2013; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Geher & Hall, 2014; Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Szafran, 2012; 
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Vogt et al., 2014; Wrench et al., 2013).  Equal variances were assumed due to the control 

of demographic characteristics through propensity score matching (Pan & Bai, 2015; 

Piccone, 2015) in the study’s comparison group to mirror the emergency aid student 

sample (Wrench et al., 2013).  The control of demographic characteristics in the 

comparison group to align with the emergency aid sample supported the use of a t-test 

that assumes equal variance (Wrench et al., 2013).   

The study also investigated only the positive impact of the receipt of emergency 

student aid, which aligns with the use of a one-tailed t-test.  A one-tailed t-test focuses on 

the specific nature of difference in a study (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel et 

al., 2015; Geher& Hall, 2014; Huck, 2012; Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 2014; Wrench et 

al., 2013), in this case, a positive relationship.  A one-tailed t-test was conducted, when 

appropriate, for each research question proposed by the study.  

Summary  

The quantitative analysis presented in this chapter was designed to measure the 

level of positive statistical significance student emergency financial assistance had on 

success, persistence, and completion rates of community college students.  The data 

collection and steps for analysis provided a foundation for the study’s research.  

A review of the study’s purpose and problem, as well as an overview of data will 

be provided in Chapter Four.  Data from the study are presented and the findings are 

discussed throughout the chapter.  The majority of Chapter Four focuses on analysis of 

the data from each research question and an illustration of the study’s findings.  
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Chapter Four: Analysis of Data 

 Student financial emergencies such as hunger and hygiene needs, transportation 

costs, or lack of stable housing, can interrupt or end education for many community 

college students (Ajose et al., 2007; Castleman et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Johnson, 

2015; Terry, Shepherd, Hammonds, Hearnsberger & Decker, 2015).  These fiscal burdens 

and high levels of unmet financial need can contribute to diminished student success, 

persistence, and completion (Ajose et al., 2007; David et al., 2015; Davidson, 2013; 

Geckeler et al., 2008; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Nakajima et al., 2012; Patel & Assaf, 2013; 

Quaye & Harper, 2015) and have necessitated a response from institutions (Castleman et 

al., 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Patel & Assaf, 2013).  Community colleges throughout 

the nation have developed student emergency financial assistance programs in response 

to the high levels of emergency fiscal need of students (Castleman et al., 2015; Geckeler 

et al., 2008; Patel & Assaf, 2013) and to promote all aspects of student retention 

(Castleman et al., 2015; Patel & Assaf, 2013). 

 Analysis of data related to this topic is provided in Chapter Four.  The problem 

and purpose of the study will be reviewed, findings from the study’s research questions 

will be presented, and an analysis of the receipt of emergency student financial 

assistance, and its impact on student success, persistence, and completion rates will be 

provided.  This information will be discussed and analyzed throughout Chapter Four.       

Problem and Purpose Overview 

 Through the continued focus at the state and federal level on college completion 

and retention (Boggs, 2011; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Carnevale & Rose, 2011; Cohen et 

al., 2014; College Board, 2012; Kalsbeek, 2013; Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011), the 
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solidified importance of effective interventions to aid students and promote success is 

evident (Bragg & Durham, 2012; College Board, 2012; Prescott & Longanecker, 2014).  

Focusing specifically on barriers to success for community college students, eliminating 

financial emergencies has been identified as vital to success, persistence, and completion 

(Ajose et al., 2007; Baum, 2007; Choitz & Reimherr, 2013; Geckeler et al., 2008; 

Johnson, 2015).  This issue has established the need for community colleges to 

effectively address the high levels of unmet financial need and emergency financial 

situations of many students to avoid disenrollment and aid students in attaining their 

educational goals (Ajose et al., 2007; Castleman et al, 2015; Fishman, 2015; Geckeler et 

al., 2008; Kezar, 2011; Patel & Assaf, 2014).     

 The research conducted in this study examined student emergency financial 

assistance and its quantitative impact on student success, persistence, and completion 

rates at one community college.  This research specifically explored if a significant 

positive difference existed in the identified educational outcomes of students who 

received emergency aid when compared to a similarly structured student group who did 

not receive emergency aid.  This study addressed the common theme that emerged from 

the literature review: the threat to educational success that financial emergencies can 

cause students (Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; David et al., 2015; Davidson, 2013; 

Geckeler et al., 2008; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Nakajima et al., 2012; Orozco & Mayo, 2011; 

Patel & Assaf, 2013; Quaye & Harper, 2015).  The findings from this study provides 

scholarly research to an area of limited analysis (Broton et al., 2014; Dachelet & 

Goldrick-Rab, 2015) and guidance for higher education practitioners and policy makers 

related to the topic of student emergency financial assistance.  
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Summary of Data Collection 

After necessary IRB approvals (see appendix C and D), data for this research 

were requested via the institution studied as secondary data (Johnson & Christensen, 

2014).  This nature of data collection removed the researcher from any direct data 

collection methods (Babbie, 2015; Vartanian, 2011).  The requested information included 

data on both the student emergency financial assistance sample and a similarly-crafted 

comparison sample of students who did not receive emergency aid.  Data provided to the 

researcher in a Microsoft Excel file, included student demographic information and data 

on the specified educational outcomes of student success, persistence, and completion for 

all students.  In addition, the type of emergency financial assistance that was provided to 

the sample student group who received emergency aid was also provided to the 

researcher.  This data served as the basis of the research in this study.  

 The specific student demographic characteristics that were requested for data 

collection included: sex, ethnicity, age, enrollment status, EFC score, and enrollment in 

semester(s) that fell within the study timeframe of fall 2007 to summer 2015.  These 

demographic characteristics were selected to align the comparison student group to the 

student emergency financial assistance sample group through propensity score matching 

(Graham & Kurlaender, 2011; Pan & Bai, 2015; Piccone, 2015).  This process allowed 

for a representative comparison sample to be crafted (Babbie, 2015; Bluman, 2010; 

Graham & Kurlaender, 2011; Huck, 2012; Vartanian, 2011) and for minimal difference 

between the two groups to exist (Melguizo et al., 2011).   

Upon receipt of the data from the institution, the student demographic 

characteristic data received differed slightly in format from the researcher’s expectation.  
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The demographic data related to student age were provided to the researcher as a 

category rather than as a raw number.  The age category was defined by traditional 

student status and nontraditional student status.  These groups were based on age ranges.  

Students age 18-24 were defined as traditional students and students age 24 and above 

were defined as nontraditional students.  These categories slightly altered the proposed 

analysis of student demographics related to age.  The analysis shifted from actual age 

data to data based on age categories.    

Data related to the defined educational outcomes of this study were also provided 

to the researcher.  The specific educational outcome data that were requested included: 

student success, persistence, and completion status for each student.  Each educational 

outcome was specifically defined through the use of established measures and 

benchmarks for success (Cunningham, 2010; Dempsey, 2009; Phillips & Horowitz, 

2014).  The measure of student success was defined as: successful completion of courses 

with average GPA of C or higher in the semester emergency aid was received, or a 

comparable semester for students who did not receive emergency aid.   

Persistence was defined as: enrollment in the semester directly following the 

receipt of emergency aid, or a comparable semester for the comparison group.  Any 

student who graduated in the semester aid was received was also counted as a student 

who persisted.  Student completion was defined as: graduation from the institution.  

Completion rates were calculated on the entire student sample groups.  Although not all 

students were eligible to graduate at the time of analysis, completion rates were 

calculated on the entire sample size to ensure consistency.  These established measures of 

educational success provided a framework for the research to produce meaningful results 
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(Fraenkel et al., 2015).  Receipt of the educational outcome data for the institution 

studied, after review, required coding (Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Kent, 2015; 

Vogt et al., 2012) of data on one variable.  The data provided to the researcher on the 

educational outcome of student success were provided as student grade point average.  

This study defined student success as the successful completion of courses, with an 

average GPA of C or better in the semester emergency aid was received, or a comparable 

semester for comparison sample students.   

To determine if each student met the student success criteria, data coding 

(Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Kent, 2015; Vogt et al., 2012) based on student 

grade point average occurred.  Students with a grade point average of C or higher were 

coded as successful, and students with a grade point average below a C were coded as 

unsuccessful in relationship to the educational outcome of student success as defined by 

this study.  This coding process (Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Kent, 2015; Vogt 

et al., 2012) allowed the researcher to format the data in alignment with the study’s 

research questions.  After data coding (Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Kent, 2015; 

Vogt et al., 2012) on the necessary variables occurred, analysis for the study began.         

Demographic Analysis and Summary 

An analysis of student demographic characteristics occurred on the sample of 427 

students who received emergency financial assistance from one community college in 

Missouri, as well as the crafted comparison sample of the same size who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance.  To remove variance between the demographic  

characteristics of the two groups, alignment of student demographic characteristics was 

necessary (Wrench et al., 2013).  To most accurately replicate demographic 
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characteristics of the student emergency financial aid sample, demographic 

characteristics were controlled through stratified sampling and propensity score matching 

(Babbie, 2015; Bluman, 2010; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Melguizo et al., 2011; Pan 

& Bai, 2015, Piccone, 2015; Vartanian, 2011) to develop the comparison student sample.  

The demographic characteristics that were controlled to develop the comparison sample 

included: sex, ethnicity, age category, enrollment status, EFC score, and enrollment in 

semester(s) that fell within the study timeframe of fall 2007 to summer 2015.   

 Using these demographic characteristics, propensity score matching was 

conducted to create the study’s comparison group.  This technique allowed for students to 

be matched, or grouped, based on established characteristics to minimize difference 

(Graham & Kurlaender, 2011; Pan & Bai, 2015; Piccone, 2015).  Control of these 

characteristics through propensity score matching allowed for equal variance between the 

two groups in the study’s analysis (Wrench et al., 2013) and minimized the impact of 

outside variables to strengthen the study’s validity (Babbie, 2015; Creswell, 2014). 

The specific demographic characteristics of the student emergency financial 

assistance group and comparison group of students who did not receive emergency 

assistance were crafted to be similar (see Table 1).  For both sample groups, demographic 

characteristics are presented as raw numbers and as percentages.  The majority of 

students observed in both samples were: female, White, enrolled in college full-time, and 

had an EFC score of zero.  The similarity of these demographic characteristics supported 

homogeneity between the two sample student groups (Fraenkel et al., 2015).   

Although differences in student demographic characteristics were intended to be 

minimized through propensity score matching (Melguizo et al., 2011; Pan & Bai, 2015, 
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Piccone, 2015), the sample student groups did differ substantially in regards to age 

category.  The majority of students who received emergency financial assistance were 

nontraditional students, whereas the majority of comparison sample students were 

traditional students.  The demographic characteristic of age category embodied the largest 

difference between the two sample student groups.  All other areas of observed 

demographic characteristics varied at a lesser rate.  

Table 1 

 

Overall Student Demographic Characteristics  

 

Demographic Characteristic Emergency Student 

Aid Sample Group 

Comparison 

Sample Group 

 N % N % 

Sex   

     Female 224 52% 281 66% 

     Male 203 48% 146 34% 

Ethnicity     

     American Indian or Alaska Native 24 6% 1 1% 

     Asian 1 1% 0 0% 

     Black or African American 42 10% 4 1% 

     Hispanic or Latino 12 3% 2 1% 

     Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 5 1% 0 0% 

     Unknown 17 4% 3 1% 

     Two or More Races 4 1% 0 0% 

     White 322 75% 412 96% 

Age Category     

     Traditional (age 18-24) 67 16% 296 69% 

     Non-traditional (age 24 and up) 360 84% 131 31% 

Enrollment Status     

     Full-time 245 57% 348 81% 

     Part-time 182 43% 79 19% 

EFC Score     

     Score of 0 341 80% 427 100% 

     Score above 0 86 20% 0 0% 

 
Note. N = 427 for each of the sample groups, % = percentage 
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The examination of the student demographic characteristics studied provides context to 

the analysis of the receipt of emergency financial assistance and its impact to the 

educational outcomes researched by this study (Kent, 2015).  

 To provide a more comprehensive understanding of students who received 

emergency financial assistance at the studied institution, a review of the type of 

emergency assistance received, when available, was conducted (see Table 2).  

Table 2 

 

Student Emergency Financial Assistance Distribution Type  

 

Category of Emergency Assistance Number of 

Students Served 

Percentage of 

Students Served 

Food 122 36% 

Transportation 180 54% 

Health 5 1% 

Hygiene 2 1% 

College Bookstore 9 3% 

Other 17 5% 

 
Note. N = 335, % = percentage 
 

The type and distribution of emergency financial assistance was not documented by the 

institution studied for every student in the emergency financial assistance sample group; 

therefore, the analysis on type of aid distribution only reflects information made available 

to the researcher (N = 335).  These data produced results finding the majority, 54%, of 

emergency financial assistance requests and awards from this institution were made to 

students with transportation-related needs.  The highest level of need category was 

followed by student emergency needs related to food and hunger, 36%, composing 

approximately one-third of emergency financial assistance requests.  This information 

aided in providing context to student needs and emergency assistance type provided 

(Kent, 2015).           
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Data Analysis  

After receipt of both sets of data from the institutional research office, analysis for 

the study began.  Before any statistical analyses were conducted, data for each 

educational outcome were averaged for both sample groups.  The data averages were 

used to determine if a positive difference existed between the student financial 

emergency sample group and the group of students who did not receive emergency aid on 

each educational outcome analyzed.  Due to the directional nature of the research 

questions and hypotheses of the study (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel et al., 

2015; Geher & Hall, 2014; Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 2014; 

Wrench et al., 2013), only educational outcome averages for the student emergency 

financial assistance sample group that were greater than the comparison sample group 

were further analyzed for statistical significance.    

Statistical analyses for this study were conducted by using the Data Analysis 

Toolpak in Microsoft Excel.  To answer the three quantitative research questions posed in 

this study, inferential statistics were used when applicable.  The use of inferential 

statistics in this study allowed for quantitative conclusions to be drawn from the sample 

studied and applied to the overall population (Babbie, 2015; Coolidge, 2013; Cooksey, 

2014; Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; 

Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Woodwell,. 2014; Wrench et al., 2013).   

Through hypothesis testing (Coolidge, 2013; Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 

2015; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Szafran, 2012; Woodwell, 

2014), the sample group of students who received emergency financial assistance was 

compared to the sample of students who did not receive emergency aid on the established 
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educational outcome variables that were positive in nature.  The specific statistical 

analysis conducted for each research question requiring further analysis was the one-

tailed t-test assuming equal variance. 

The one-tailed t-test assuming equal variance was performed due to nature of the 

research questions and directional hypotheses of the study (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 

2013; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 2014; Wrench et al., 

2013).  The control of demographic characteristics through propensity score matching 

ensured equal variance (Graham & Kurlaender, 2011; Pan & Bai, 2015; Piccone, 2015), 

and the specific focus on only positive impacts of emergency financial assistance to each 

educational outcome evaluated only one nature of difference (Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel et 

al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Szafran, 2012; Wrench et al., 2013).  These factors supported the 

one-tailed t-test assuming equal variance to be the most appropriate method of data 

analysis (Fraenkel et al., 2015; Szafran, 2012; Wrench et al., 2013).     

 Findings from research question 1.  The first research question (What positive 

statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the success rates of students who 

received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance?) was first analyzed by averaging the student success 

data for each sample group to determine if the student emergency financial assistance 

sample average was greater than that of the comparison student sample group.  The 

student emergency financial assistance sample average was not greater than the 

comparison sample average (see Table 3).  Due to the directional nature of this research 

question and hypotheses (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel et al., 

2015; Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 2014; Wrench et al., 2013), the lack of a positive 
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difference in student success rates for this research question removed the need for a one-

tailed t-test to be conducted to determine if a statistically significant positive difference 

existed in student success rates of the two sample groups.  

Table 3 

 

Student Success Rates 

 

Sample Student Group N % Successful 

Emergency Student Aid Sample Group 427 59% 

Comparison Student Sample Group 427 67% 

 
Note. N = number of students in sample group, % = percentage 

 

 Findings from research question 2.  The second research question (What 

positive statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the persistence rates of 

students who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not 

receive emergency financial assistance?) was first analyzed by averaging the persistence 

data for each sample group to determine if the student emergency financial assistance 

sample average was greater than that of the comparison student sample group.  The 

student emergency financial assistance sample average was not greater than the 

comparison sample average (see Table 4).  Due to the directional nature of this research 

question and hypotheses (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel et al., 

2015; Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 2014; Wrench et al., 2013), the lack of a positive 

difference in student success rates for this research question removed the need for a one-

tailed t-test to be conducted to determine if a statistically significant positive difference 

existed in student success rates of the two sample groups. 
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Table 4 

 

Student Persistence Rates 

 

Sample Student Group N % Persisted 

Emergency Student Aid Sample Group 427 52% 

Comparison Student Sample Group 427 70% 

 
Note. N = number of students in sample group, % = percentage 

 

 Findings from research question 3.  The third research question (What positive 

statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the completion rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance?) was first analyzed by averaging the completion data for 

each sample group to determine if the student emergency financial assistance sample 

average was greater than that of the comparison group.  After averaging completion rates 

(see Table 5) for each sample group, the student emergency financial assistance sample 

average was greater than the comparison sample average.   

Table 5 

 

Student Completion Rates 

 

Sample Student Group N % Completed 

Emergency Student Aid Sample Group 427 23% 

Comparison Student Sample Group 427 19% 

 
Note. N = number of students in sample group, % = percentage 

 

Due to the directional nature of the research question and hypothesis (Cooksey, 2014; 

Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 2014; 

Wrench et al., 2013), the positive difference in completion rates for the student 

emergency financial assistance sample required statistical analysis on the data to be 

conducted.  A one-tailed t-test assuming equal variance was performed to determine if a 
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statistically significant positive difference existed in completion rates, as defined by this 

study, between the two sample student groups.   

Using commonly accepted statistical analysis procedures (Coolidge, 2013), the p 

value obtained from the t-test was used to evaluate the null (H0) and alternative 

hypothesis (Ha).  An alpha level of .05 was selected as the appropriate level of 

significance for testing p values in this study to determine statistical significance 

(Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Mitchell 

& Jolley, 2013).  The p value for this research question, .06, was greater than alpha, .05.  

Hence, failure to reject the null hypothesis occurred (Cooksey, 2014; Huck, 2012; 

Fraenkel et al., 2015; Kraemer & Blasey, 2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013).  Therefore, the 

observed difference in completion rates was determined not to be statistically significant 

(Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel et al, 2015; Kraemer & Blasey, 2015; Mitchell 

& Jolley, 2013).   

Summary 

 A comprehensive analysis of all data-related aspects of this study was presented 

in Chapter Four.  The structure of the study, as well as the problem and purpose was also 

discussed.  An overview of sample demographics, discussion on the study’s data 

collection and analysis, and overview of findings for each research question investigated 

by this study completed Chapter Four.   

The final chapter of this study, Chapter Five, is focused on a review of the major 

elements of the study, as well as a summary of research findings.  This discussion is 

followed by the study’s final conclusions, implications for practice, and 

recommendations for future research.  
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Chapter Five: Summary and Conclusions  

 High levels of unmet financial need or fiscal emergencies are common challenges 

faced by many community college students (Ajose et al., 2007; Castleman et al., 2015; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008).  These challenges negatively 

impact student success, persistence, and completion (David et al., 2015; Davidson, 2013; 

Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Guo et al., 2011; Kelly & Schneider, 2012; Nakajima et al., 2012; 

Patel & Assaf, 2013; Quaye & Harper, 2015).  Identified financial emergencies and 

unmet need, coupled with the current emphasis on student outcomes and degree 

completion at the national-level (AACC, 2012; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Carlson & 

Zaback, 2014; Cohen et al., 2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Kelly & Schneider, 2012), 

have forced community colleges to respond (Kezar, 2011; Quaye & Harper, 2015).   

Many community colleges have responded through the establishment of 

emergency financial assistance programs for students in need (Castleman et al., 2015; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008; Patel & Assaf, 2013).  Emergency 

student financial assistance programs are designed to address immediate and essential 

needs of community college students (Ajose et al., 2007; Castleman et al., 2015; Dachelet 

& Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008).  Students faced with emergency financial 

situations or high levels of unmet need such as, unforeseen medical bills, food and 

housing insecurity, or transportation-related needs (Ajose et al., 2007; Baum et al., 2014; 

Castleman et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Johnson, 2015; Orozco & Mayo, 2011; Terry et 

al., 2015) that impact college enrollment or success are all events these programs are 

intended to address (Castleman et al., 2015; Patel & Assaf, 2013). 
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This study was designed to examine the topic of student emergency financial 

assistance.  Research was conducted to determine if a statistically significant positive 

impact on the educational outcomes of: student success, persistence, and/or completion 

rates, could be linked to the receipt of emergency student financial assistance.  The major 

elements of the study, as well as a summary of the findings is presented in Chapter Five.  

A discussion on the study’s conclusions, implications for practice, and future 

recommendations for research is also addressed in this chapter. 

Review of the Study 

 To contribute to the limited quantitative research-base in higher education (Doyle, 

2011; Wells & Stage, 2015), the researcher sought to analyze the receipt of student 

emergency financial assistance and its potential positive impact to community college 

student success, retention, and/or completion rates.  The study was used to investigate if a 

significant positive difference in educational outcomes between the two studied variables, 

(Bluman, 2010; Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015) receipt of student emergency 

financial assistance and non-receipt of aid, were evident.    

This study was conducted using secondary data, or data collected for a different 

purpose at an earlier time (Johnson & Christensen, 2014).  The nature of analysis in this 

study omitted the researcher from direct data collection methods to obtain information on 

sample groups for this study (Babbie, 2015; Vartanian, 2011).  Upon IRB approval from 

Lindenwood University and IRB approval from the institution the data were obtained 

from, data for the study were collected. 

To collect data for this study and conduct research, the study population and 

sample were first identified.  The target population for this study included students from 



                                                                                                                                90 

 

all 12 Missouri community colleges who had received some form of student emergency 

financial assistance.  Due to confidentiality of student records, the size of this population 

was unknown.  To sample this population, data from one Missouri community college 

were used.  Sampling of this population yielded a total of 427 students, which created the 

student emergency financial assistance sample group.  To address the research questions 

proposed by this study, a similar, equal-sized, comparison sample student group who did 

not receive any form of student emergency financial assistance was also crafted.   

The comparison sample student group was intended to be as similar to the sample 

group of students who received emergency financial assistance as possible.  To achieve 

similarity, the demographic characteristics of the comparison group for this study were 

controlled through stratified sampling and propensity score matching to most accurately 

replicate characteristics of the emergency student aid sample (Babbie, 2015; Bluman, 

2010; Huck, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Vartanian, 2011) and minimize 

demographic differences between the two groups (Melguizo et al., 2011).  This process 

attempted to create equivalency between the studied groups to allow for meaningful 

conclusions to be drawn related to the specific focus area of the study (Pan & Bai, 2015; 

Piccone, 2015).   

The use of stratified sampling and propensity score matching was successful in 

the establishment of a comparison sample student group in which minimal demographic 

difference existed as compared to that of the sample student group who received 

emergency financial assistance (Melguizo et al., 2011; Pan & Bai, 2015; Piccone, 2015).  

The use of these procedures resulted in a sample size of 427 for both the student 
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emergency financial assistance sample, and the non-emergency financial assistance 

comparison student sample.   

Supplemental data on both the student emergency financial assistance sample 

group, and sample group of students who did not receive emergency aid were then 

requested and collected.  The data requested by the researcher included specific 

demographic information, and status on each educational outcome, both identified in 

previous chapters, for every student included in the two sample groups.  Data were 

provided to the researcher for both student groups in a Microsoft Excel file by the 

institution studied.   

To align with the study’s research questions and hypotheses, only positive 

differences in educational outcome averages of the student emergency financial 

assistance sample group were analyzed for significance.  Data averages were used to 

determine if a positive difference between the two sample groups was evident.  Based on 

those findings, only educational outcome averages for the student emergency financial 

assistance sample group that were greater than the comparison student sample group were 

analyzed for statistical significance.   

Statistical analysis in this study was conducted through inferential statistics 

techniques, when appropriate, for each research question proposed by the study (Babbie, 

2015; Cooksey, 2014; Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Geher & Hall, 2014; Huck, 

2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Loseke, 2013; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; Wrench et 

al., 2013).  For each research question that required statistical analysis, the one-tailed t-

test assuming equal variance was performed.  This analysis method aligned with the 

directional nature of the study’s research questions and hypotheses (Cooksey, 2014; 
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Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 2014; 

Wrench et al., 2013), making it the most appropriate method of data analysis (Fraenkel et 

al., 2015; Szafran, 2012; Wrench et al., 2013). 

Findings  

 Findings from research question 1.  The first research question (What positive 

statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the success rates of students who 

received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance?) required no statistical analysis on the data be 

conducted.  The success rate for students who received emergency financial assistance, 

59%, was less than that of the comparison student sample group, 67%.   

 Findings from research question 2.  The second research question (What 

positive statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the persistence rates of 

students who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not 

receive emergency financial assistance?) required no statistical analysis on the data be 

conducted.  The persistence rate for students who received emergency financial 

assistance, 52%, was less than that of the comparison student sample group, 70%.   

 Findings from research question 3.  The third research question (What positive 

statistically significant difference, if any, exists between the completion rates of students 

who received student emergency financial assistance and students who did not receive 

emergency financial assistance?) required statistical analysis on the data be conducted.  

The completion rate for students who received emergency financial assistance, 23%, was 

greater than that of the comparison student sample group, 19%.   
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 A one-tailed t-test assuming equal variance was conducted to determine if the 

positive difference in student completion rates between the two sample student groups 

was significant.  Using generally accepted statistical analysis procedures (Coolidge, 

2013), the p value obtained by the t-test was used to evaluate the null (H0) and alternative 

hypothesis (Ha).  To determine statistical significance, an alpha level of .05 was selected 

as the appropriate level of significance for testing p values in this study (Cooksey, 2014; 

Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013).  

The p value for research question three, .06, was greater than alpha, .05.  These findings 

resulted in the failure to reject the null hypothesis (Cooksey, 2014; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel 

et al., 2015; Kraemer & Blasey, 2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013).  Therefore, the observed 

difference in completion rates was determined not statistically significant (Cooksey, 

2014; Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel et al, 2015; Kraemer & Blasey, 2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 

2013).   

Conclusions   

 The findings presented in this study reflected a quantitative analysis of the receipt 

of student emergency financial assistance and its impact to student success, persistence, 

and completion rates for community college students.  Synthesis of the study results 

allowed for several meaningful conclusions to be drawn from the data.  The conclusions 

provided an interpretation of study findings and final analysis of data.  

 The lack of a statistically significant positive difference in student success, 

persistence, and completion rates for the student emergency financial assistance sample 

group did not align with the review of literature presented in Chapter Two.  Current 

research on the topic of student emergency financial assistance identifies the practice as 



                                                                                                                                94 

 

critical to supporting the educational success of financially burdened students and 

avoiding disenrollment (Castleman et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Patel & Assaf, 2013).  

The quantitative findings from this study’s research questions did not support these 

claims.  

The unexpected finding of a lack of a positive difference in student success and 

persistence rates, as well as the lack of positive statistical significance for research 

questions one and two, prompted the researcher to conduct further analysis to provide an 

interpretation of research findings.  The lack of financial resources experienced by 

students leave many basic human needs unmet (Ajose et al., 2007; Castleman et al., 2015; 

Chaplot et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Johnson, 2015; Terry et 

al., 2015).  These emergency financial situations, specifically food or housing insecurity, 

have been associated with lower academic performance among students (Cady, 2014; 

Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014; Maroto et al., 2015; Patton-Lopez et al., 2014).  This negative 

association further places stress on student success and persistence rates (Cady, 2014).  

Specific to this study, 36% of emergency assistance requests were related to food or 

hunger.  It could be argued that, due to hunger and food deficiency, a foundational human 

need (Broton et al., 2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014; Patton-Lopez et al., 2014), these 

students lacked a chance at achieving successful educational outcomes. 

 Beyond basic human needs being met, additional conclusions can be made from 

the findings of research questions one and two.  Bean and Metzner’s (1985) conceptual 

model of nontraditional undergraduate student attrition, the theoretical research base 

which guided this study, identified environmental variables, such as finances, 

employment status, and family responsibilities, as having the most substantial direct 
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effect on educational outcomes for community college students (ACSFA, 2012; Bean & 

Metzner, 1985).  The observed negative impact financial emergency situations had on 

student success and persistence rates in this study can be linked to the influence students’ 

financial situations or circumstances have on their enrollment and success (Ajose et al., 

2007; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010).  This heightened impact of students’ 

external financial circumstances have proved to be critical to student success and 

disenrollment (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Cunningham, 2010) and could be identified as a 

contributing factor to the lack of positive findings for research questions one and two 

(McKinney & Novak, 2012; Stahl & Pavel, 1992). 

 It is the goal of student emergency financial assistance programs to promote 

student success and retention (Ajose et al., 2007; Fishman, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008). 

Although, using Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model as a framework for analysis, and the 

lack of prior scholarly research on student emergency assistance program effectiveness 

(Broton et al., 2014; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015), the researcher hypothesized 

differently.  The researcher concluded, by the time a student received monetary 

emergency financial assistance, the negative impacts of external financial circumstances 

surpassed any potential positive outcomes emergency financial assistance could have to 

student success or persistence.   

 In final review of research questions one and two, the absence of statistically 

significant positive results could be explained by the fact that the program studied was 

not comprehensive in nature (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).  Monetary assistance was the 

only form of assistance provided to students served by the program analyzed.  A review 

of recent literature and current research studies on the topic have identified student 
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emergency financial assistance programs which are comprehensive and offer both 

monetary and non-cash benefits such as: counseling, benefit enrollment assistance, and 

case management functions, as expected to improve rates of educational success for 

students impacted by a financial emergency situation (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 

2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).  The utilization of an emergency financial assistance 

program structure where monetary assistance is coupled with additional support services 

to students has been recognized as a best practice for increasing levels of community 

college student success (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2014).  The administration of a student emergency financial assistance program formatted 

more closely to this structure could have the potential to produce more successful 

educational outcomes for students served by the program.   

 Explored in research question three, completion rates for students who received 

emergency financial assistance in this study were greater than that of the comparison 

student group who did not receive emergency financial aid.  The positive difference in 

completion rates for the student emergency financial assistance sample group aligned 

with findings of the study’s literature review that deemed emergency financial assistance 

programs as critical to supporting the educational success of students with immediate 

financial need (Castleman et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Orozco & Mayo, 2011; Patel & 

Assaf, 2013) and contributing to improved student retention and completion rates for 

institutions (Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).   

Although a significant positive difference in completion rates was not observed 

by research question three, the positive difference in completion rates between the two 

sample groups is noteworthy (Fraenkel et al., 2015).  As mirrored in the analysis and 
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conclusions of research questions one and two, the barriers faced by students effected by 

an emergency financial situation remain evident (Ajose et al., 2007; Castleman et al., 

2015; Chaplot et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Johnson, 2015; 

Terry et al., 2015).  These factors should also be considered when evaluating the lack of 

positive statistical significance found in research question three.  

Findings from the final research question of the study further provided the 

opportunity to consider positive impacts to student completion rates beyond statistical 

significance and quantitative measures.  The positive findings related to completion rates 

of students who received emergency financial assistance in this study, although not 

statistically significant, promoted the concept of practical significance (Fraenkel et al., 

2015; Huck, 2012).  Practical significance addresses any practical application or value to 

findings beyond statistical significance (Fraenkel et al., 2015).  The positive findings of 

research question three demonstrated that student emergency financial assistance 

recipients were more successful than the comparison group of students who did not 

receive emergency aid.  This positive difference provides practical value to the education 

community on the topic of emergency financial assistance (Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 

2012).  

The concept of practical significance was further supported by positive qualitative 

findings observed beyond the quantitative measures presented in this study.  Although the 

focus of this research was to address the positive quantitative impacts to community 

college student success, persistence, and completion rates, qualitative information 

emerged through the literature review and research process of the study.  The qualitative 

data that emerged supported positive findings related to the impact emergency financial 
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assistance had on students who received aid (Broton et al., 2014; Gonzalez, 2011; 

Koehler, 2012; Ross, 2012).   

A small sample of positive qualitative findings related to the impact student 

emergency financial assistance had on individuals who received emergency aid follows.  

The stories document student and college administration testimonials which echo the 

positive findings of the study’s literature review and research question three (Broton et 

al., 2014; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).  An example of the financial reality faced by 

one community college student at the institution studied and the emergency financial 

support received is illustrated by this story: 

A student found himself in dire financial straits and came to the Foundation in 

 need of money to be able to get to school.  “Transportation was a huge issue.  

 Trying to get to school was a hassle,” the student said.  He received two $25 gas 

 cards from the Foundation’s Student Emergency Fund.  The fund allows students 

 to continue their educational aspirations without the fear of where their next meal 

 will be, or how they will get to class, or pay utilities.  The fund prevents students 

 from having to drop out or take a leave of absence due to an unforeseen 

 emergency during the semester.   

“It was such a blessing.  It’s hard to ask for help.  It was incredible what the 

 Foundation did for me,” he said.  But what the student did a few months after 

 receiving the cards was also incredible.  He returned to the Foundation office 

 twice to pay back the value of the gas cards.  Something no student had ever done.  

 “They were shocked,” he said of the Foundation staff’s reaction to giving the 
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 money back.  “They probably thought, ‘Is this guy OK?’ But I felt good about 

 doing it.”   

Life for the 22-year-old student has been a series of ups and downs.  He was 

 adopted at a young age and later discovered in high school that his biological 

 mother had died.  His 1 1/2 -year-old son died of SIDs several years ago.  He 

 suffered from his son’s death and became addicted to drugs.  He is just now 

 beginning to see his life turn for the better as he gets work and is able to go to 

 college.  “I bounced around from place to place and fooled away a lot of time and 

 money.  I needed to grow up and mature,” he said.  And paying back the money 

 was one of those signs of maturity he now possesses.  “I thought if I’m doing 

 alright now, somebody else out there is not alright and could use the money,” he 

 said. (Koehler, 2012, Sect. 1) 

Another student received assistance from the Single Stop USA program operating 

at her institution.  The student received Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

benefits and was working with a counselor to obtain childcare for her infant daughter 

through the Single Stop USA program (Gonzalez, 2011).  The student reflected on the 

emergency financial assistance she had received: “You don’t have to do it all on your 

own.  People come into college, and they are lost.  They need help sometimes” 

(Gonzalez, 2011, Sect. 1). 

College administrators also acknowledged the gravity of student issues associated 

with high levels of unmet financial need.  One college president stated (Broton et al., 

2014): 
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If students do not have a safe place to live, food to eat, or a way to get to school, 

they cannot do their best in the classroom.  There are these moments where you 

are going to continue in college or life is going to get in the way.  It is real.  There 

are students that are studying under candlelight because they have not paid their 

utility bill, and they are still trying to persist.  If we do not address some of those 

issues, they get in the way of the education process.  So at the core of our work is 

this educational mission. That is at the core.  (p. 28) 

Another administrator echoed: 

We not only want to provide them with food, shelter, and basic needs services, 

but we want them to further their education.  These are the young people who will 

become adults who can give back the most to our community. (Ross, 2012, para. 

23)    

The qualitative information obtained as a result of this research and analysis illuminated 

positive impacts emergency financial assistance had on students’ educational success 

(Broton et al., 2014; Gonzalez, 2011).  These testimonials coupled with prior research on 

the topic of student emergency assistance, although limited (Broton et al., 2014; Dachelet 

& Goldrick-Rab, 2015), has demonstrated success in keeping students effected by 

financial emergency situations enrolled in college (Geckeler et al., 2008; Goldrick-Rab et 

al., 2013; Single Stop USA, 2015).  These conclusions provide context to the positive 

findings of research question three beyond statistical significance.    

Implications for Practice  

 The national focus on effective practices to improve college completion and 

retention, with a specific focus at the community college level, continues to be an area of 
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abundant interest in higher education (Barnett, 2011; Chen & St. John, 2011; Kelly & 

Schneider, 2012; McKinney & Roberts, 2012).  Prior research on the positive relationship 

of student financial aid to academic success and persistence (College Board, 2010; 

Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013; Jensen, 1981; McKinney & Roberts, 2012) established 

specific financial aid functions as potential emphasis areas for further research and 

analysis on program effectiveness and best practices.  This study addressed one function, 

student emergency financial assistance, which contributed to an under-evaluated sector of 

financial aid research (Broton et al., 2014; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015) and provided 

several implications for future practice in higher education. 

 Comprehensive approach to student emergency financial assistance.  

Although the quantitative results obtained from this study were not found to be of 

positive statistical significance, research emerged from the literature review conducted in 

Chapter Two which provided characteristics of successful student emergency financial 

assistance programs (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014; 

Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  These findings evolved into recommendations related to the 

programmatic structure of emergency aid programs and potential best practices for 

community colleges. 

Alignment of education and social policy.  Successfully addressing student 

success and higher education attainment for low-income community college students 

impacted by financial emergencies and high levels of unmet financial need will require a 

comprehensive approach (Baum et al., 2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Price, Long, 

Quast, McMaken, & Kioukis, 2014; Orzoco & Mayo, 2011).  To allow institutions the 

capacity to create effective student emergency financial assistance programs, bridging the 
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gap between education and social policy and practice will first be required (Goldrick-Rab 

et al., 2013).  Policy reforms to address public benefits to improve college success and 

completion will be essential (Price et al., 2011).  For the low-income student group, 

“education alone will never end poverty, and educational practices will never be 

sufficient to ameliorate the impacts of poverty on educational attainment” (Goldrick-Rab 

et al., 2013, p. 3).  The integration of social and educational policy strategies and 

practices will prove to be more effective in positively impacting low-income student 

success (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013).   

Institutional support of student emergency financial assistance program.  The 

interrelationship of educational and social policy and practice must also be systematically 

supported at the institution-level to ensure programmatic success (Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2013; Grossman et al., 2015; Price et al., 2011).  College boards and administration must 

fully embrace a comprehensive structure to student emergency financial assistance 

(Chaplot et al., 2015; Price et al., 2011).  Administrative support must also be reflected at 

all levels of faculty and staff to aid in achieving greater educational outcomes for students 

(Rutschow et al., 2011).   

It has long been advocated by Achieving the Dream, a national nonprofit leader 

focused on student success, that community colleges leaders’ commitment to student 

success must first be solidified to ensure improvement in positive educational outcomes 

for students (Rutschow et al., 2011).  The organization notes (Rutschow et al., 2011): 

Presidential leadership is essential to bring about institutional change that will 

improve student outcomes.  The president or chancellor must have a vision for 
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student success and equity and must be able to mobilize broad support for that 

vision throughout the college and community. (p. 19) 

The importance of a strong leadership commitment to programs geared towards 

improving student outcomes, such as student emergency financial assistance programs, 

will be essential to their success (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Price et al., 2011; Rutschow 

et al., 2011). 

 Comprehensive student emergency financial assistance program structure.  

Beyond policy measures and institutional support, specific structures to student 

emergency financial assistance programs have been shown to be successful in the 

promotion of increased educational success for students (Baum et al., 2014; Goldrick-

Rab et al., 2014; Orozco & Mayo, 2011).  Student emergency financial assistance 

programs that offer a combination of cash and non-cash benefits, and are comprehensive 

in nature, have been documented as successful approaches to increasing educational 

success for students who have requested emergency financial assistance (Baum et al., 

2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).  The alignment of monetary 

benefits with social service resources such as, benefit enrollment assistance, health 

insurance, counseling, case management services, tax preparation, child-care assistance, 

and other funding streams beyond the current financial-aid system, can create stability for 

students experiencing a financial emergency situation (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 

2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013).  Programs of this structure have been successful in 

many community colleges throughout the nation, and emerged as a best practice for 

improving rates of student success for the identified population (Baum et al., 2014; 

Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).   
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 As community colleges look to the future, addressing student emergency financial 

needs will continue to be an issue of importance (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).  The implications for practice addressed by this 

research should be considered as institutions look to effectively address emergency 

financial needs of students to improve rates of educational success.  From national- and 

state-level policy recommendations, widespread institutional support and buy-in, to 

programmatic structure and benefit delivery, these recommendations provide a roadmap 

of best practices for institutions to serve students impacted by a financial emergency 

(Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Grossman et al., 

2015; Price et al., 2011).     

Recommendations for Future Research  

 As improving higher education retention and completion rates remains a priority 

in postsecondary education, research on effective practices to improve student success, 

retention, and completion will continue to be a prominent issue (Bragg & Durham, 2012; 

Chen & St. John, 2011; College Board, 2012; McKinney & Roberts, 2012; Prescott & 

Longanecker, 2014).  This warrants additional research on the topic of student emergency 

financial assistance be conducted (Broton et al., 2014; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).  

To build on the findings and conclusions of this study, several modifications to this 

study’s methodology were suggested for future research.  

 Population and sample demographics.  The findings from this research may be 

limited or unique to the institution studied due to the limited sample size (Punch, 2014).  

The use of only one institution for analysis has potential to limit the scope of the research 

conducted, and may also introduce bias to the results (Punch, 2014; Sarantakos, 2013).  
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To address this potential limitations in future research, a broader sample and population 

could be crafted.  Multiple institutions could be studied to expand both the size and 

demographic diversity of the student sample.  The selection of institutions from varying 

geographic types and locations could also ensure that both urban and rural colleges are 

represented.  These modifications would contribute to creating a larger, more 

representative study population and sample to strengthen levels of research validity and 

generalizability (Babbie, 2015; Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Johnson & 

Christensen, 2014).     

 Factors influencing educational outcomes.  Students’ educational success can 

be attributed to a wide-range of varying factors (Blackwell & Pinder, 2014; Brock et al., 

2007; Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011).  This study focused on only one factor, student 

emergency financial assistance.  Analysis of only one factor that contributes to students’ 

educational success limited the study’s potential reach and diminished a more 

comprehensive scope (Nakajima et al., 2012; Punch, 2014).  For the purposes of future 

research, examining additional elements that may contribute to students’ educational 

success such as the receipt of any form of financial aid (Cho et al., 2013; McKinney & 

Novak, 2012; Zhang et al., 2013), student demographic characteristics (Nakajima et al., 

2012), or a combination of several measures, are all potential options for future analysis.  

Analyzing multiple factors which contribute to positive educational outcomes for 

students, in addition to emergency financial assistance, could lessen research limitations 

to broaden the view of the study (Nakajima et al., 2012; Punch, 2014) and provide a more 

comprehensive and useful analysis (Nakajima et al., 2012). 
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 Student emergency financial assistance program structure.  Program structure 

and design of emergency financial assistance programs vary greatly by individual 

institution (Ajose et al, 2007; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008).  

Community colleges throughout the nation operate a variety of student emergency 

financial assistance programs of all calibers (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; Fishman, 2015).  These efforts are diverse in structure 

and operation, but remain centered on the focus of assisting students with unexpected 

financial emergencies or unmet need (Ajose et al, 2007; Geckeler et al., 2008).  This 

study’s focus on only one student emergency financial assistance program could be 

modified for future research purposes.  Future research could examine student emergency 

financial assistance programs of differing size and structure.  These efforts would be 

beneficial to a field in which limited research currently exists (Broton et al., 2014; 

Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).     

 Metrics for success.  The educational success outcomes analyzed by this study 

sought to capture a comprehensive view of success through short-, mid-, and long-term 

indicators.  The use of multiple measures to quantify students’ educational success 

provided a broad assessment but was not inclusive of all potential measurements of 

educational success.  For purposes of future research, analysis on additional or varying 

metrics for success beyond the topics discussed in this study can be explored.  In the 

community college sector, persistence could be viewed as an annual measurement, such 

as remaining enrolled from the fall to the following fall semester (Reyna, 2012).  Transfer 

rates to four-year institutions could also be analyzed in relationship to student success, as 

transferring is the educational goal of many community college students (Mullin, 2011; 
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Shapiro et al., 2012).  The use of varying measures of educational success beyond those 

identified in this study would expand the scope and provide a more comprehensive 

analysis of student emergency financial assistance in relationship to the overall 

educational success of community college students (Nakajima et al., 2012; Punch, 2014).   

Research methodology.  To contribute further knowledge on this topic to future 

research, methodologies other than quantitative should be considered (Creswell, 2014; 

Punch, 2014).  Analysis of the topic of student emergency financial assistance could be 

explored through a qualitative study.  Qualitative research on this topic could be used to 

gain a deeper understanding of student issues or circumstances to discover underlying 

meanings or patterns of relationships (Babbie, 2015; Creswell, 2014; Fraenkel et al., 

2015).  This work could supplement the quantitative analysis of student emergency 

financial assistance conducted in this study.   

Beyond the use of only one research methodology, a mixed-methods research 

approach to this topic should also be considered for future research.  Mixed-methods 

research combines both quantitative and qualitative research design elements (Creswell, 

2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015) and can provide researchers with a comprehensive 

understanding of research problems (Fraenkel et al., 2015).  Exploring these additional 

methodologies for future research may minimize limitations to data analysis and research 

findings (Creswell, 2014; Punch, 2014).   

Summary 

 At community colleges throughout the nation, students are faced with financial 

emergencies or gaps beyond the scope of traditional financial aid (Ajose et al., 2007; 

Chaplot et al., 2015; Geckeler et al., 2008).  This lack of financial resources many low-



                                                                                                                                108 

 

income students are challenged with often leaves basic needs such as food, shelter, 

healthcare, and transportation unmet (Ajose et al., 2007; Castleman et al., 2015; Chaplot 

et al., 2015; Fishman, 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; Johnson, 2015; Terry et al., 2015).   

Community colleges have identified student financial emergencies as critical to the 

educational success of students (Castleman et al., 2015; Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015; 

Geckeler et al., 2008; Patel & Assaf, 2013).  This acknowledgement has prompted 

institutions nationwide to establish emergency financial assistance programs to support 

students with immediate emergency financial needs (Geckeler et al., 2008; Patel & Assaf, 

2014).   

To address high levels of unmet student need and financial emergencies, this 

study analyzed one community college student emergency financial assistance program 

in the Midwest.  The research examined the potential positive quantitative impact the 

receipt of student emergency financial assistance had on the educational outcomes of 

student success, persistence, and completion rates.  The analysis was conducted by 

comparing the success, persistence, and completion rates of a sample group of students 

who received emergency financial assistance to a similarly-crafted comparison sample 

student group who did not receive emergency financial aid. 

 For each educational outcome studied, the data were averaged for both sample 

groups to obtain student success, persistence, and completion rates.  The rates for each 

educational outcome were then used to determine if a positive difference existed between 

the student emergency financial assistance group and the comparison student group.  The 

directional nature (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel et al., 2015; 

Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 2014; Wrench et al., 2013) of the study’s research questions 
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and hypotheses called for only educational outcome rates of the student emergency 

financial assistance group that were greater than the comparison sample student group to 

be analyzed for statistical significance.   

Through inferential statistics and hypothesis testing (Coolidge, 2013; Creswell, 

2014; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013; 

Szafran, 2012), quantitative analysis, when appropriate, was conducted.  To determine if 

a statistically significant positive difference existed between the emergency financial 

assistance comparison sample group and the group of students who did not receive 

emergency aid, a one-tailed t-test assuming equal variance was performed for each 

research question that required statistical analysis.  

A review of student success and persistence rates for both sample groups revealed 

a lack of positive difference in success and persistence rates for the emergency financial 

assistance sample student group.  Thus, no statistical analysis was conducted due to the 

positive directional nature of the study’s research questions and hypotheses (Cooksey, 

2014; Coolidge, 2013; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Szafran, 2012; Vogt et al., 

2014; Wrench et al., 2013).  However, a review of student completion rates for each 

group resulted higher completion rates for the student emergency financial assistance 

sample group as compared to the sample group of students who did not receive 

emergency aid.  This positive difference required statistical analysis on the data be 

conducted.  A one-tailed t-test assuming equal variance was conducted to determine if a 

statistically significant positive difference existed in completion rates between the two 

sample student groups.   
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To analyze these data through commonly accepted statistical analysis procedures, 

(Coolidge, 2013), the p value obtained by the t-test was used to evaluate the null (H0) and 

alternative hypothesis (Ha).  An alpha level of .05 was selected as the appropriate level of 

significance for testing p values in this study (Cooksey, 2014; Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel 

et al., 2015; Huck, 2012; Kent, 2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013).  The p value for 

completion rates in this study, .06, was greater than alpha, .05; therefore, the null 

hypothesis was not rejected (Cooksey, 2014; Huck, 2012; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Kraemer 

& Blasey, 2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013).  Consequently, the observed difference in 

completion rates was determined to be not statistically significant (Cooksey, 2014; 

Coolidge, 2013; Fraenkel et al, 2015; Kraemer & Blasey, 2015; Mitchell & Jolley, 2013).   

Although current research on the topic of student emergency financial assistance 

cites the practice as valuable to increasing student success rates and mitigating 

disenrollment for financial insecure community college students (Castleman et al., 2015; 

Fishman, 2015; Patel & Assaf, 2013), quantitative findings from this study did not 

support this.  The unexpected lack of positive statistical findings for each research 

question presented in this study prompted further analysis by the researcher.  This 

additional analysis gleaned several meaningful conclusions to complete the study.  

The researcher hypothesized the unanticipated lack of statistically significant 

positive findings for the study’s three research questions could be attributed to several 

variables.  As a foundation, the researcher argued the unmet basic human needs students 

experienced as a results of a financial emergency situation positioned them as unable to 

achieve successful educational outcomes (Broton et al., 2014; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014; 

Patton-Lopez et al., 2014).  Additionally, the negative impacts associated with financial 
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 need and external financial circumstances (Ajose et al., 2007; Bean & Metzner, 1985; 

Cunningham, 2010) could be too great for the monetary form of emergency financial 

assistance analyzed by this study to have a statistically significant positive impact to the 

student success, persistence, and completion rates of community college students 

(McKinney & Novak, 2012; Stahl & Pavel, 1992).  Lastly, the researcher cited the lack of 

comprehensive aid services provided to students by the emergency financial assistance 

program studied to be a potential contribution to the lack of positive statistical findings 

for the study’s research questions (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab 

et al., 2014).  

The researcher expanded study conclusions related to research question three due 

to the positive difference in completion rates observed for the student emergency 

financial assistance sample student group.  The evidence of a positive difference, 

although not statistically significant, in completion rates for the student group who 

received emergency financial assistance studied by research question three prompted 

additional analysis beyond statistical significance and quantitative measures.  The 

researcher concluded that the positive difference in completion rates for students who 

received emergency financial assistance from the institution studied promoted the 

concept of practical application (Fraenkel et al., 2015; Huck, 2012), as well as an 

exploration of the positive qualitative findings which emerged through the study’s 

literature review in support of student emergency financial assistance program to increase 

student success (Broton et al., 2014; Gonzalez, 2011; Koehler, 2012; Ross, 2012).   

These conclusions led to the development of several implications for future 

practice in relationship to student emergency financial assistance.  Through a 
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comprehensive approach to student emergency financial assistance, the researcher 

suggested implications for practice to strengthen levels of educational success for 

students through the receipt of emergency financial assistance.  At the state- and national-

level, the integration of social and education policy will be essential addressing the 

success of low-income students with emergency financial need (Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2013).  This reform coupled with the systematic support for student emergency financial 

assistance efforts from college faculty, staff, and administration will also be critical to 

improved levels of student success (Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2013; 

Grossman et al., 2015; Price et al., 2011).   

Policy measures and institutional support should further be coupled with a student 

emergency financial assistance program structure that combines monetary solutions with 

social services and benefit access to comprehensively address students’ unmet emergency 

financial need (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).  This 

program structure has been demonstrated to be successful in increasing levels of student 

success and educational attainment for students who have experienced a financial 

emergency (Baum et al., 2014; Chaplot et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2014).   

To conclude the study, final recommendations for future research were given.  

Several adaptations to the study methodology were suggested to build on research 

findings presented in this analysis.  Expanding the population and sample size of the 

study, exploring factors that influence educational success outside of emergency financial 

assistance, analyzing emergency aid programs of varying size and structure, evaluating 

measures for student success beyond the topics discussed in this study, and altering the 

research methodology used, were all recommendations proposed by the researcher.  The 
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proposed recommendations for future research provide guidance to further analyze 

student emergency financial assistance and the impact to student success, persistence, and 

completion rates for community college students.  
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Appendix A 

Application for Student Emergency Financial Assistance from Institution Studied 
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Appendix B 

Application for Student Emergency Financial Assistance from Peer Institution Two 
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Appendix C 

Lindenwood University IRB Permission to Conduct Research 
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Appendix D 

Institution Studied IRB Permission to Conduct Research 

 

From: SIMPSON, MATTHEW E.  

Sent: Thursday, October 22, 2015 7:56 AM 

To: BENZ, ABIGAIL S. <benza@otc.edu> 

Subject: IRB Approval 

  

Your IRB Application for A Quantitative Study on Student Emergency Financial Assistance: The 

Impact on Community 

College Student Success, Persistence, and Completion Rates has received IRB approval in the 

exempt category. 

  

Have a great day! 

  

Matt Simpson 
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Appendix E 

Email Request for Emergency Student Assistance Data 

Hello [name of potential respondent], 

This email is to request data related to the college’s student emergency fund for 

the research study, A Quantitative Study on Student Emergency Financial Assistance: The 

Impact on Community College Student Success, Persistence, and Completion Rates, 

being conducted through Lindenwood University by Abby Benz under the guidance of 

Dr. Vivian Elder.  

This study is structured to examine student success, persistence, and completion 

rates of students who have received emergency student assistance through the college’s 

foundation, when compared to a group of similar students who have not received 

emergency aid. To establish the student sample, a request for information on student 

emergency fund recipients is necessary.   

Please provide a Microsoft Excel file to include a comprehensive list of student 

emergency fund recipients during the timeframe of fall 2007 to summer 2015. Please 

include all data elements, including student identification number collected by the 

foundation on student emergency fund recipients in this request. Please remove other 

identifying information, such as first and last name, for each record included in this 

request.  

 To complete this study, this group of students will be compared to a similar group 

of students who have not received emergency financial assistance from the foundation. 

The college’s institutional research office will create the comparison group based on the 

characteristics of the sample provided by the foundation. Once the foundation has 

collected the requested information, please email the Excel spreadsheet to the College 
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Director of Research and Strategic Planning, Matt Simpson at simpsonm@otc.edu and 

myself at abbybenz@ymail.com.   

 If you have any questions related to this request, please contact me at 

abbybenz@ymail.com. Thank you for your assistance.  

 

Thank you, 

Abby Benz 
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Appendix F 

Email Request for Emergency Student Assistance Comparison Sample Data 

Hello [name of potential respondent], 

This email is to request data related to the college’s student emergency fund for 

the research study, A Quantitative Study on Student Emergency Financial Assistance: The 

Impact on Community College Student Success, Persistence, and Completion Rates, 

being conducted through Lindenwood University by Abby Benz under the guidance of 

Dr. Vivian Elder.  

This study is structured to examine student success, persistence, and completion 

rates of students who have received emergency student assistance through the college’s 

foundation, when compared to a group of similar students who have not received 

emergency aid. To establish the student sample for this study, a request for information 

on student emergency fund recipients, as well as the creation of an appropriate 

comparison group is necessary.   

The foundation office at the college will provide a Microsoft Excel file to the 

chief institutional research officer that includes a comprehensive list of student 

emergency fund recipients during the timeframe of fall 2007 to summer 2015. All data 

elements collected by the foundation on student emergency fund recipients will be 

included in this in file. A comparison sample will need to be created based on the 

identified demographic characteristics of this group. In addition to the creation of the 

student comparison sample, the educational outcomes identified by this study will also 

need to be collected for each student. 
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To collect the necessary data elements for this study and create the comparison 

sample, please provide the following information for each student included in the file 

provided by the foundation office: sex, ethnicity, age, enrollment status, Expected Family 

Contribution Score (EFC) score, and enrollment in semester(s) that fall within the study 

timeframe of fall 2007 to summer 2015. Based on the obtained demographic 

characteristics of the student emergency financial assistance recipients, the comparison 

student sample can be developed. Please use propensity score matching to develop an 

appropriate comparison sample for this study. Please include the demographic 

characteristics listed above in the data for the student comparison sample.  

Once the comparison sample has been developed, please provide the status of 

students in both samples related to the studied educational outcomes of success, 

persistence, and completion. Student success will be measured by if the student 

successfully completed the courses, with a grade of C or better, they were enrolled in the 

semester aid was received, or a comparable semester for the comparison students. Data 

on student persistence should also be included. Student persistence will be defined as 

whether or not the student enrolled in the semester directly following the receipt of aid, or 

a comparable semester for the comparison group. Students who graduated in the same 

semester aid was received will be counted as a student who persisted. The final 

educational outcome to be included will be student completion, defined by if the student 

graduated from the institution. Although not all students in the sample groups may be 

eligible to graduate at the time of the study, please calculate completion rates on the 

entire sample size to ensure consistency in results.   
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Upon receipt of the specified data from the foundation office, creation of the 

comparison sample, and addition of educational outcome data for each student, please 

email both the student emergency financial assistance data and the comparison student 

data including all demographic and educational outcome information in a Microsoft 

Excel file to the researcher. Additionally, please remove any identifying information, 

such as first or last name, for each record included in this request before providing it to 

the researcher.  

 If you have any questions please contact me at abbybenz@ymail.com. Thank you 

for your assistance.  

 

Sincerely, 

Abby Benz 
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