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The Pennsylvania State Grant Program 

OUTCOMES STUDY EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Understanding the impact and outcomes produced by funds awarded in the Pennsylvania State Grant Program provides 
policy makers with information necessary to realize the benefits to the Commonwealth and make informed decisions about 
future directions for the State Grant Program. The following key findings are for a cohort of 34,593 State Grant recipients 
from the 2007-08 Academic Year (the “Cohort”) who were tracked for enrollment and graduation for a six-year period.

STATE GRANT RECIPIENT PROFILE 

I

71.64%

18.78%

9.58%

The typical State Grant recipient 
from the Cohort:
•	 Female

•	 18 years old 

•	 Dependent 

•	 Had a median household income of $42,904

•	 Enrolled full time at a four-year institution

•	 Paid $14,319 annually in tuition & fees

•	 Had $21,574 in annual college costs*

* This figure represents PHEAA’s allowable cost of attendance, which includes tuition, fees, and a set allowance for living expenses, books, and supplies.

•	 The median household income for the Cohort was $42,904 — 17.91 percent less than the median household income 
of $52,267 for all Pennsylvania residents.

•	 Dependent Cohort students (90.83 percent of the Cohort) had a median annual household income of $46,120, while 
Independent Cohort students (9.17 percent of the Cohort) had a median annual household income of $13,790.

•	 Dependent Cohort students had $14,754 in average annual tuition and fees, while Independent Cohort students had 
$10,006 in average annual tuition and fees.

•	 Of the Cohort, 57.56 percent attended only one institution throughout their postsecondary education, and 42.44 
percent attended more than one institution throughout their postsecondary education.

•	 According to information provided on each student’s 2007-08 Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA®): 

24,784 intended to pursue a bachelor’s degree (71.64 percent of the Cohort).

6,495 intended to pursue an associate degree (18.78 percent of the Cohort).

3,314 intended to pursue a credential other than a bachelor’s or associate 
degree (9.58 percent of the Cohort).



GRADUATION RATES
Graduation rates are measured as the total number of completers within “150 percent of normal time” divided by all students 
in a cohort. In other words, six-year graduation rates for students of four-year institutions and three-year graduation rates for 
students of two-year institutions are reported.

•	 Among Pennsylvania State Grant Cohort students enrolled full time as of initial enrollment, 62.32 percent graduated 
within 150 percent of normal time. By comparison, 57.75 percent of Pennsylvania’s 2007-08 cohort and 47.35 percent of 
the U.S. 2007-08 cohort graduated within 150 percent of normal time. Thus, Cohort students enrolled full time as of initial 
enrollment were approximately 7.91 percent more likely to graduate within 150 percent of normal time than the average 
Pennsylvania student. 

•	 For every school sector type, 150 percent time graduation rates were higher for Cohort students who attended school full time.

•	 The 150 percent time graduation rate for Cohort members who attended only one school (59.98 percent) was higher 
than the rate for Cohort members who attended more than one school (55.87 percent). These rates are for students who 
completed any credential — either the one they initially pursued or a different one.

Cohort members were more likely to graduate if they enrolled full time and remained full time at the same  
four-year institution throughout their postsecondary education.

TIME TO DEGREE COMPLETION
•	 On average, it took Cohort members 4.05 calendar years to complete a bachelor’s degree.

•	 On average, it took Cohort members 2.98 calendar years to complete an associate degree.

Cohort members pursuing a bachelor’s degree tended to graduate well within 150 percent of normal time (six years), 
while Cohort associate degree pursuers, on average, graduated just below 150 percent of normal time (three years).

COHORT AVERAGE TIME TO DEGREE COMPLETION

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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Note: These graduation rates are only for first-time, full-time students.

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency, the National Student Clearinghouse®,  
and the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
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III

PERSISTENCE RATES 
First-year persistence rates are measured as the percentage of first-time students who return to any postsecondary school for 
their second year.

•	 The first-year persistence rate for all Cohort members was 91.29 percent compared to 77.39 percent for the  
Fall 2007 U.S. cohort of first-time college students. 

•	 Dependent Cohort students had a higher first-year persistence rate at 92.45 percent than Independent Cohort students at 
79.83 percent. 

•	 Full-time Cohort students had a first-year persistence rate of 88.41 percent compared to 98.67 for almost full-time 
Cohort students and 79.15 percent for half-time Cohort students. 

Overall, the first-year persistence rate for Cohort members was substantially higher than the national rate for 2007 
first-time college students.

PENNSYLVANIA STATE GRANTS AWARDED
•	 Over the six-year period of the study, more than $190 million in State 

Grants was awarded to the 21,522 Cohort students who graduated with any 
credential type. Roughly 74 percent of all State Grant funding for the Cohort 
went to students who received credentials. 

•	 The average total amount of State Grants awarded per Cohort student who 
graduated with a credential was $8,826 over the six-year study period.

•	 The average total amount of State Grants awarded per Cohort student who 
did not graduate with an academic credential was $5,073 over the six-year 
study period. Two factors that contributed to this average being less than the 
amount awarded per Cohort student who graduated were shorter lengths of 
enrollment and being enrolled less than full time.

Taking into account the average length of enrollment, Cohort students 
who received a credential were awarded about $2,275 in annual State 
Grant funding, while Cohort students who did not receive a credential 
received $1,605 annually.
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The Pennsylvania State Grant Program 

OUTCOMES STUDY
INTRODUCTION

The Pennsylvania State Grant Program provides need-based grants to assist eligible Pennsylvania residents in affording 
their postsecondary education. The Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency (PHEAA) administers the program, 
which most recently awarded $444.4 million to nearly 179,000 students in the 2013-14 award year. 

The effectiveness of state need-based student financial aid is a key policy question and the primary focus of this report, 
which examines outcomes among a cohort of State Grant recipients. Measuring the academic success of grantees is more 
important than ever given the large-scale, national trend toward performance accountability of taxpayer-funded programs. 

The report answers critical questions about graduation rates, time to degree completion, and retention rates for State 
Grant recipients. It also highlights how much money, in State Grant award dollars, is given to students who receive a 
credential versus those students who do not graduate.

Data Sources & Limitations
To evaluate the key questions in this report, a cohort of State Grant applicants from the 2007-08 
Academic Year was tracked for a six-year period. This cohort included 157,303 first-year, first-time 
applicants for whom 45,141 were provided with a State Grant award.1 Enrollment and graduation 
data from the National Student Clearinghouse® served as the source for persistence and degree 
completion information with data being available on 34,674 individuals.2 Of those individuals matched 
by the Clearinghouse®, 34,593 students were used as the actual sample for the analysis and will be 
referred to as “the Cohort” throughout the publication. 

Additional data sources are used to provide state and national comparisons and add context to report 
findings. These sources are identified under the report’s tables and figures, as well as in the Notes 
section. In most instances, national benchmarks and state comparisons use data from entire college-
going populations. Comparable success measures for entire college-going populations are readily 
available, but only a handful of states have produced public reports specifically on their need-based 
state grant recipients.
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ABOUT THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE GRANT PROGRAM 

Fifty years ago in 1965, the Pennsylvania General Assembly created the Pennsylvania State Grant Program and selected PHEAA 
as the program’s administrator. In its first year, $2.2 million was awarded to 6,500 students. More than 6.4 million grants with a 
value over $9.47 billion have been awarded to students since the program’s inception through the 2013-14 award year.

Today, the State Grant Program is the third largest need-based student grant program in the nation.3 The program is 
funded through a state appropriation that, in recent years, has been supplemented with revenues from PHEAA’s business 
earnings. PHEAA also funds the program’s annual administrative costs of $10.1 million from its business earnings.

TOP 10 STATES: 2012-13 PRIMARY NEED-BASED  
STUDENT GRANT �PROGRAM EXPENDITURES 

Source: National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs (NASSGAP), 44th Annual Survey Report  
on State-Sponsored Student Financial Aid
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All students who meet the State Grant Program’s eligibility requirements receive a grant — unlike many other need-based 
state grant programs across the nation that operate on a first-come, first-served basis. Determining eligibility for a State 
Grant award is a two-fold process. Students are evaluated on financial need, which is based on an awarding formula and 
minimum award criteria. They also are assessed on non-need requirements including, but not limited to, high school 
graduation, Pennsylvania domicile, and enrollment in an eligible program of study. The awarding formula is set each year 
by PHEAA’s Board of Directors, based on the confines of the Pennsylvania Scholarship Law, with input from the State Grant 
Advisory Committee, comprised of representatives from a cross-section of the state’s higher education community.

The determination of need is based on an evaluation of a family’s ability to meet educational expenses. The federal 
government determines this Expected Family Contribution (EFC) using a formula that not only looks at household income 
and assets, but also takes family size and number of family members in college into consideration. For State Grant awarding 
purposes, a student’s need is then calculated by subtracting the EFC and any Federal Pell Grant from the total allowable 
educational cost of attendance (COA), which includes tuition, fees, an educational expense allowance for living expenses, 
and an allowance for books and supplies. Veterans are awarded State Grants without consideration of EFC or Pell eligibility. 

After a student’s raw financial need is calculated, PHEAA further calculates the award amount based on the applicant’s 
federal EFC, college cost parameters, and enrollment status. These parameters ensure that all eligible students receive a 
State Grant — even if their full financial need is not met. More information about the program’s eligibility requirements and 
awarding formula can be found in the State Grant Program Manual, which is updated annually.4
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PENNSYLVANIA STATE GRANT RECIPIENT PROFILE

The majority (78.69 percent) of students in the Cohort who attended an in-state school started at a four-year institution, 
while 21.31 percent began their education at a two-year institution. Throughout the analysis, in-state, four-year schools 
are segmented by Four-Year Private colleges and universities, Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education (PASSHE) 
universities, and State-Related universities. In-state, two-year schools are categorized as either Two-Year Private colleges 
(also known as junior colleges), Community Colleges, or Business, Trade, and Technical schools. Out-of-state schools 
include all non-profit and public institutional types. 

Enrollment Distribution & Status
The 34,593 students included in the Cohort were distributed across the following institutional sectors as of initial enrollment 
in 2007-08:

Pennsylvania has two types of four-year public universities. There are 14 state-owned Pennsylvania State System of Higher 
Education (PASSHE) universities: Bloomsburg University, California University, Cheyney University, Clarion University, East 
Stroudsburg University, Edinboro University, Indiana University, Kutztown University, Lock Haven University, Mansfield 
University, Millersville University, Shippensburg University, Slippery Rock University, and West Chester University. PASSHE 
schools are publicly owned by the Commonwealth. There are also four State-Related universities: Lincoln University, The 
Pennsylvania State University, Temple University, and the University of Pittsburgh. These schools are neither state-owned 
nor state-operated, but receive substantial state appropriations and offer discounted tuition to Pennsylvania residents.

COHORT DISTRIBUTION BY INSTITUTIONAL SECTOR 

Source: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency
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According to information provided on the 2007-08 Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA®): 

•	 24,784 students intended to pursue a bachelor’s degree (71.64 percent of the Cohort).

•	 6,495 students intended to pursue an associate degree (18.78 percent of the Cohort).

•	 3,314 students intended to pursue a certificate or diploma rather than a bachelor’s or associate degree (9.58 percent 
of the Cohort).

Among the Cohort, 89.42 percent of students attended full time, meaning enrollment for 12 or more credits per term, in 
their first semester of attendance. Looking at annualized enrollment statuses among the Cohort:5

•	 38.06 percent of students were enrolled full time throughout their entire postsecondary education.

•	 47.30 percent of students were almost full time throughout their entire postsecondary education. Students enrolled 
“almost full time” had varied enrollment statuses (i.e., full time, half time, less than half time, and not enrolled) 
throughout their entire postsecondary education; however, they were predominantly full-time students. 

•	 13.77 percent of students were enrolled half time throughout their entire postsecondary education. Half-time 
students were enrolled for at least six credits but less than 12 credits during a term.

Of the Cohort, 57.56 percent attended only one institution throughout their entire postsecondary education, while 42.44 
percent attended more than one institution during their postsecondary education.

The typical State Grant recipient  
from the Cohort:
•	 Female

•	 18 years old 

•	 Dependent 

•	 Had a median household income of $42,904

•	 Enrolled full time at a four-year institution

•	 Paid $14,319 annually in tuition & fees

•	 Had $21,574 in annual college costs*

* This figure represents PHEAA’s allowable cost of attendance, which includes 
tuition, fees, and a set allowance for living expenses, books, and supplies.
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Household Income 
Household income is one of the main determinants in calculating financial need for a Pennsylvania State Grant. The median 
annual household income for the total Cohort was less than the overall Pennsylvania and U.S. median incomes. 

•	 The median annual household income for the Cohort was $42,904 — 17.91 percent less than the median annual 
household income of $52,267 for all Pennsylvania residents and 19.12 percent less than the U.S. median annual 
household income of $53,046.6

•	 Cohort students attending out-of-state schools had the highest median annual household income at $62,171, while 
Cohort students attending Business, Trade, and Technical schools had the lowest at $22,689. 

•	 The median annual household income for Cohort students who attended out-of-state schools was higher than both 
the Pennsylvania and U.S. medians.

•	 Dependent Cohort students (90.83 percent of the Cohort) had a median annual household income of $46,120, while 
Independent Cohort students (9.17 percent of the Cohort) had a median annual household income of $13,790.7

•	 Cohort students who graduated had a median annual household income of $49,546, while Cohort students who did 
not graduate had a median annual household income of $33,079. 

•	 Full-time Cohort students had a median annual household income of $48,907, while half-time Cohort students had 
a median annual household income of $26,811.

MEDIAN ANNUAL HOUSEHOLD INCOME FOR THE COHORT BY INSTITUTIONAL SECTOR  
COMPARED TO PENNSYLVANIA AND U.S. MEDIAN ANNUAL HOUSEHOLD INCOMES 

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the U.S. Census Bureau
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Tuition & Fees 
For most institutional types, the tuition and fees at Pennsylvania postsecondary institutions are higher than national 
averages. For the Cohort at the time of initial enrollment in 2007-08, Pennsylvania had the nation’s fourth highest four-
year public tuition and fees, the fifth highest four-year private tuition and fees, and the 12th highest two-year public tuition 
and fees.8 For the most recently completed academic year (2013-14), an average Pennsylvania State Grant award covered 
16.6 percent of a grantee’s tuition and fees. 

•	 Dependent Cohort students had $14,754 in average annual tuition and fees, while Independent Cohort students had 
$10,006 in average annual tuition and fees.

•	 Cohort students who graduated had $15,983 in average annual tuition and fees, while Cohort students who did not 
graduate had $11,569 in average annual tuition and fees. 

AVERAGE STATE GRANT AWARD PURCHASING POWER  
(AS % OF TUITION & FEES) 2007-08 THROUGH 2013-14 

Source: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency
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Cost of Attendance 
As previously mentioned, cost of attendance (COA) plays an important part in a student’s eligibility calculation for a 
Pennsylvania State Grant. The COA values used in this study represent PHEAA’s allowable COA, which includes tuition, fees, 
and a set allowance for living expenses, books, and supplies.9 The chart below indicates PHEAA’s average COA, in addition to 
the COA used for federal student aid programs for a number of institutional sectors from Pennsylvania compared to national 
statistics.

•	 Dependent Cohort students had an average annual COA of $22,153, while Independent Cohort students had an 
average annual COA of $15,841.

•	 Cohort students who graduated had an average annual COA of $23,792, while Cohort students who did not graduate 
had an average annual COA of $17,907. 

AVERAGE ANNUAL COST OF ATTENDANCE FOR THE COHORT BY INSTITUTIONAL SECTOR  
COMPARED TO PENNSYLVANIA & U.S. AVERAGE ANNUAL COST OF ATTENDANCE 

NOTE: Cost of attendance for Cohort students at Community Colleges includes both in-district and out-of-district students and excludes 
transfer students. The Digests of Education Statistics used for Pennsylvania and U.S. comparisons do not provide Two-Year Private or 
Public cost of attendance statistics in their annual reports.

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Center for Education Statistics Digests of Education Statistics 
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Cohort students were 8% more 
likely to graduate than the average 
Pennsylvania undergraduate.
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Outcomes Question

HOW MANY STATE GRANT RECIPIENTS GRADUATE? 

Graduation rates are typically measured as the total number of completers within “150 percent of normal time” divided by 
all students in a cohort. Therefore, this section reports six-year graduation rates for students of four-year institutions and 
three-year graduation rates for students of two-year institutions. Unless otherwise noted, the Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS) is the source for state and national comparisons. It is important to note that IPEDS graduation 
statistics exclude students who attend part time, enroll mid-year, or transfer from one institution to another. This report, 
however, attempts to provide a more complete picture by including rates for students of all enrollment statuses. However, 
when comparisons are made to IPEDS data, only full-time Cohort students are included.

Graduation Rates 
•	 Among Cohort students who began enrollment as full-time students in 2007-08, 62.32 percent graduated within 150 

percent of normal time. By comparison, 57.75 percent of Pennsylvania’s 2007-08 cohort, which includes both two-
year and four-year institutions, graduated within 150 percent of normal time. Pennsylvania had the nation’s sixth 
highest 150 percent time graduation rate. Nationally, 47.35 percent of the U.S. 2007-08 cohort, which includes both 
two-year and four-year institutions, graduated within 150 percent of normal time.

Cohort students enrolled full time as of initial enrollment were approximately 7.91 percent and 31.62 percent more 
likely to graduate within 150 percent of normal time than the average comparable Pennsylvania and U.S. undergraduate 
students, respectively.

•	 Among the entire Cohort, 58.23 percent graduated within 150 percent of normal time.

The National Student Clearinghouse® also published a study on credential completion using the national 2007-08 
cohort. In this study, “Completing College: A National View of Student Attainment Rates – Fall 2007 Cohort,” the 
Clearinghouse® used a six-year graduation rate for both two-year and four-year institutions and included students 
of all enrollment statuses. Using this different methodology, the six-year graduation rate for the 2007-08 State Grant 
Cohort was 62.30 percent compared to 56.10 percent for the 2007-08 U.S. cohort.

GRADUATION RATES FOR 2007-08 COHORTS — 150 PERCENT TIME

Note: These graduation rates are only for first-time, full-time students.

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency, the National Student Clearinghouse®, and the 
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
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Graduation Rates by Institutional Sector 
The 150 percent time graduation rates for the Cohort varied by institutional sector of initial enrollment: 

•	 Students who attended out-of-state schools had the highest graduation rate at 73.65 percent.

•	 Students who attended in-state Four-Year Private schools had the second highest rate at 68.81 percent. 

•	 Community Colleges had the lowest graduation rate at 9.67 percent. This rate, however, should be interpreted 
with caution since it only reflects community college students who graduated with a credential within three years. 
It does not reflect students who started at a community college and transferred to a four-year school to pursue a 
bachelor’s degree. 

For every sector type, 150 percent time graduation rates were higher for Cohort students who attended school full time 
compared to Cohort students with other enrollment statuses.

COHORT GRADUATION RATES BY INSTITUTIONAL SECTOR &  
ANNUALIZED ENROLLMENT STATUS — 150 PERCENT TIME 

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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Graduation Rates by Number of Schools Attended 
In general, 150 percent time graduation rates for Cohort members who attended only one school were higher than the 
rates for Cohort members who attended more than one school. Research has shown that approximately 34.6 percent of 
U.S. undergraduates transfer or simultaneously enroll at multiple institutions during their postsecondary education.10 One 
reason transfer students are less likely to graduate is the loss of academic credits that do not transfer with them.11

Among the Cohort, 42.44 percent attended more than one institution throughout their postsecondary education. The 
graduation rates for full-time and almost full-time Cohort students were greater when attending only one school. For half-
time Cohort students, graduation rates were higher when attending more than one school. 

150 Percent Time Graduation Rates When Attending One School

•	 The graduation rate for Cohort members who attended only one school and received any credential was 59.98 
percent. 

•	 The bachelor’s degree completion rate for Cohort members who attended only one school and pursued a bachelor’s 
degree was 56.81 percent. 

•	 The associate degree completion rate for Cohort members who attended only one school and pursued an associate 
degree was 16.08 percent. This rate does not include Cohort members who pursued an associate degree, but 
graduated with a bachelor’s degree or other credential.

150 Percent Time Graduation Rates When Attending More than One School 

•	 The graduation rate for Cohort members who attended more than one school and received any credential was 
55.87 percent. 

•	 The bachelor’s degree completion rate for Cohort members who attended more than one school and pursued a 
bachelor’s degree was 44.54 percent. 

•	 The associate degree completion rate for Cohort members who attended more than one school and pursued an 
associate degree was 11.14 percent. This rate does not include Cohort members who pursued an associate degree, 
but graduated with a bachelor’s degree or other credential.
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COHORT GRADUATION RATES BY DEGREE PURSUED &  
SCHOOL ATTENDANCE �— 150 PERCENT TIME12 

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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Outcomes Question

WHAT IS THE TIME TO DEGREE COMPLETION FOR STATE GRANT 
RECIPIENTS?

Traditional college students who go straight from high school, attend full time, live on campus, and earn a degree in four years 
are no longer the norm. Today, more students go to school part time, work full-time jobs and raise families, commute to campus, 
and take more than four academic years to earn a degree. 

Generally, a full-time student is expected to complete an associate degree in two academic years and a bachelor’s degree in 
four academic years. On a calendar year basis, however, this expected time to degree completion translates to 1.75 years for an 
associate degree and 3.75 years for a bachelor’s degree. This study measures time to degree completion in calendar years since 
this is the methodology typically used. Specifically, enrollment length and time to degree completion are measured as the length 
of time between the start date of the student’s first enrollment period until the end date of the student’s last enrollment period. 

Nationally, the median time to a bachelor’s degree at a four-year public institution is 4.33 calendar years, 3.75 calendar years at 
four-year private institutions, and 4.75 calendar years at for-profit four-year institutions.13 These statistics are important because 
each additional semester in school adds to the cost of attendance and a loss of wages. 

The majority of full-time students in the U.S. are not graduating on time. Nationally, only five percent of full-time students at 
community colleges complete a two-year associate degree within two years.14 At non-flagship four-year public universities, just 
19 percent of full-time students graduate within four years, with the rate increasing to 36 percent at flagship universities.15

Time to Bachelor’s Degree Completion
•	 The median time it took Cohort members to complete a bachelor’s degree was 3.72 calendar years (which is 

equivalent to four academic years if calculated based on total months of enrollment). 

»» Among Cohort members attending only one school, the median completion time for a bachelor’s degree was also 
3.72 calendar years.

»» Among Cohort members attending more than one school, the median completion time for a bachelor’s degree 
was slightly higher at 3.73 calendar years.

•	 Using the mean (average) instead of median, it took Cohort members 4.05 calendar years to complete a bachelor’s degree. 

»» Among Cohort members attending only one school, the average completion time for a bachelor’s degree was 4.02 
calendar years.

»» Among Cohort members attending more than one school, the average completion time for a bachelor’s degree 
was 4.11 calendar years.

COHORT AVERAGE TIME TO BACHELOR’S DEGREE COMPLETION

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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The chart below shows the probability of either receiving a bachelor’s degree or “stopping out” among Cohort members 
who pursued a bachelor’s degree. Stopping out — students putting their education on hold for a period with the intention 
to return — is used instead of dropping out since only a six-year timeframe is examined. The chart shows that Cohort 
members who pursued a bachelor’s degree and received a bachelor’s degree tended to graduate between years three and 
five, with the greatest likelihood of graduating around year four. Cohort members who pursued a bachelor’s degree and 
stopped out were most likely to stop out around three and a half years.

COHORT BACHELOR’S DEGREE PURSUERS:  
PROBABILITY OF COMPLETION VS STOPPING OUT16 

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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Time to Associate Degree Completion
•	 The median time it took Cohort members to complete an associate degree was 2.74 calendar years (which is 

equivalent to three academic years if calculated based on total months of enrollment). 

»» Among Cohort members attending only one school, the median completion time for an associate degree was 2.69 
calendar years.

»» Among Cohort members attending more than one school, the median completion time for an associate degree 
was 3.26 calendar years.

•	 Using the mean (average) instead of median, it took Cohort members 2.98 calendar years to complete an associate degree. 

»» Among Cohort members attending only one school, the average completion time for an associate degree was 2.65 
calendar years.

»» Among Cohort members attending more than one school, the average completion time for an associate degree 
was 3.30 calendar years.

COHORT AVERAGE TIME TO ASSOCIATE DEGREE COMPLETION

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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The chart below shows the probability of either receiving an associate degree or stopping out among Cohort members who 
pursued an associate degree. The chart shows that Cohort members who pursued an associate degree and received an 
associate degree tended to graduate between years two and four, with the greatest likelihood of graduating around year 
three. Cohort members who pursued an associate degree and stopped out were most likely to stop out around two and a 
half years.

COHORT ASSOCIATE DEGREE PURSUERS: �PROBABILITY OF COMPLETION VS STOPPING OUT 

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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Time to Any Degree Completion
The previous two sections, Time to Bachelor’s Degree Completion and Time to Associate Degree Completion, measured 
the time to degree completion for Cohort students pursuing and receiving those specific degrees. However, it is possible 
to view time to degree completion as the time it takes to complete any degree — regardless of what degree the student 
initially pursued or intended to receive.

•	 On average, Cohort students who attended only one school and received any credential did so in 3.77 calendar 
years compared to 4.04 calendar years for Cohort students who attended more than one school and received any 
credential. 

•	 Regardless of degree pursued, Cohort students who attended only one school and received a credential were 
enrolled longer than Cohort students who attended only one school and did not receive a credential. The opposite is 
true for Cohort students who attended more than one school. Cohort students who attended more than one school 
and received a credential were enrolled for less time than Cohort students who attended more than one school and 
did not receive a credential.

COHORT AVERAGE ENROLLMENT LENGTH IN CALENDAR YEARS 
�BY DEGREE PURSUED & CREDENTIAL RECEIVED
(Cred = Received Any Credential, No Cred = No Credential)

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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Cohort students were 18% more likely 
to persist to their second year than the 
average U.S. undergraduate.
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Outcomes Question

WHAT ARE THE PERSISTENCE RATES AMONG STATE GRANT 
RECIPIENTS? 

Student retention and persistence rates are important indicators because students who stop out early are less likely to 
complete a credential. Retention rates are most commonly measured as the percentage of first-year students who return 
to the same institution for their second year. Persistence rates are the percentage of first-time students who return to 
any postsecondary school for their second year. Since this publication focuses on student outcomes, persistence rates 
are reported. 

First-Year Persistence Rates
•	 Overall, the persistence rate for Cohort members was 91.29 percent compared to 77.39 percent for the Fall 2007 

U.S. cohort of first-time college students.17 Thus, Cohort students were 17.96 percent more likely to persist to their 
second year than the average U.S. undergraduate.

•	 Cohort students who started at four-year institutions had a higher persistence rate than Cohort students who 
started at two-year institutions. 

•	 Cohort students who attended schools outside of Pennsylvania had the highest persistence rate at 95.82 percent, 
while Cohort students at Business, Trade, and Technical schools had the lowest at 74.77 percent. 

•	 Dependent Cohort students had a higher persistence rate at 92.45 percent than Independent Cohort students at 
79.83 percent. 

•	 Full-time Cohort students had an average persistence rate of 88.41 percent, while almost full-time Cohort students 
and half-time Cohort students had average persistence rates of 98.67 percent and 79.15 percent, respectively.

COHORT FIRST-YEAR PERSISTENCE RATES BY INSTITUTIONAL SECTOR

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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Year-Over-Year Persistence Rates
Looking at year-over-year persistence provides evidence of why it is so important for students to complete their first 
year: Cohort students who completed their first year were more likely to complete their second, third, and fourth years 
of education.

•	 The stop-out rate for Cohort students during their first year was 9 percent, 7 percent for their second year, and 6 
percent for their third and fourth years of enrollment.

•	 The stop-out rate for Cohort students jumped in their fifth and sixth years to 10 percent and 21 percent, respectively. 

COHORT YEAR-OVER-YEAR PERSISTENCE RATES

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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Outcomes Question

HOW MUCH IS AWARDED IN STATE GRANTS PER COMPLETION?

Studies have shown that increased levels of higher education reap individual and societal benefits, such as lower 
unemployment rates, higher government tax revenues, and better access to health insurance. Recent data shows that 
median earnings of associate and bachelor’s degree recipients working full time were 27 percent and 60 percent higher, 
respectively, than the earnings of high school graduates working full time.18 Individuals with even some postsecondary 
education but no credential earned 14 percent more than high school graduates working full time.19  Therefore, even among 
Cohort students who did not receive a credential, receiving a State Grant award benefited them by giving these students a 
tangible increase in future earnings. In this section, the reported statistics are based on the six-year study period.

Awards to Entire Cohort
•	 More than $190 million in State Grants was awarded to the 21,522 Cohort students who graduated with any 

credential type. 

•	 Approximately $66 million in State Grants was awarded to the 13,041 Cohort students who did not graduate with any 
credential.

•	 Thus, nearly 74 percent of all State Grant funding for the Cohort went to students who graduated.
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Awards per Cohort Student
•	 On average, the total amount of State Grants awarded per Cohort student who graduated was $8,826. 

»» Cohort students who graduated received an average State Grant of $2,275 per award year (adjusting for the 
average length of enrollment among those recipients graduating).

•	 On average, the total amount of State Grants awarded per Cohort student who received a bachelor’s degree was 
$9,357. 

»» Bachelor’s degree Cohort students received an average State Grant of $2,310 per award year (adjusting for the 
average completion time for a bachelor’s degree).

•	 On average, the total amount of State Grant funds awarded per Cohort student who received an associate degree 
was $6,204.

»» Associate degree Cohort students received an average State Grant of $2,082 per award year (adjusting for the 
average completion time for an associate degree).

•	 On average, the total amount of State Grant funds awarded per Cohort student who did not graduate with an 
academic credential was $5,073.

»» Cohort students who did not earn any credential received an average State Grant of $1,605 per award year 
(adjusting for the average length of enrollment among those recipients not graduating).

74% of all State Grant funding for 
the Cohort went to students who 
graduated.
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Awards by Sector
Cohort students at four-year schools, on average, received more money in State Grant award dollars than Cohort students 
at two-year schools — in part because Cohort students at four-year schools were enrolled longer and typically had higher 
costs of attendance. 

•	 Cohort students who received any credential and attended Four-Year Private, PASSHE, or State-Related institutions 
as of initial enrollment were awarded more State Grant funds when they remained at their original institution for 
their entire postsecondary career. In comparison, students not in these sectors who received any credential were 
awarded more State Grant funds when they attended more than one institution during their postsecondary career. 

•	 For Cohort students who started at Community Colleges, the difference in average State Grant dollars awarded 
when attending one school and more than one school was especially pronounced — providing evidence that these 
students continued their education at a four-year institution.

AVERAGE STATE GRANT DOLLARS AWARDED PER COHORT STUDENT BY CREDENTIAL  
RECEIVED & STARTING SECTOR (FOR ENTIRE POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION)

Any Credential No Credential

Sector Any Number 
of Schools

One School 
Only

More than 
One School Sector Any Number 

of Schools
One School 

Only
More than 
One School

Four-Year 
Private $10,947 $11,404 $10,403 Four-Year 

Private $7,397 $7,623 $7,187

PASSHE $8,964 $9,243 $8,569 PASSHE $5,829 $5,914 $5,736

State-Related $10,059 $10,223 $9,780 State-Related $5,977 $5,935 $6,030

Two-Year 
Private $8,571 $8,072 $9,768 Two-Year 

Private $5,458 $5,305 $5,828

Community 
College $4,885 $2,257 $6,391 Community 

College $2,059 $1,472 $3,524

Business, 
Trade, & Tech $7,008 $6,648 $8,395 Business, 

Trade, & Tech $4,788 $4,656 $5,250

Out-of-State $1,950 $1,439 $2,501 Out-of-State $1,427 $1,056 $1,755

All Sectors $8,826 $9,009 $8,582 All Sectors $5,073 $4,704 $5,586

Bachelor’s Associate

Sector Any Number 
of Schools

One School 
Only

More than 
One School Sector Any Number 

of Schools
One School 

Only
More than 
One School

Four-Year 
Private $10,979 $11,297 $10,600 Four-Year 

Private $7,823 $8,863 $7,234

PASSHE $9,251 $9,327 $9,116 PASSHE $6,102 $7,035 $5,801

State-Related $10,487 $10,499 $10,464 State-Related $7,779 $8,124 $7,223

Two-Year 
Private $10,639 $9,449 $11,711 Two-Year 

Private $8,808 $8,479 $9,807

Community 
College $8,360 $7,920 $8,368 Community 

College $4,184 $2,212 $5,956

Business, 
Trade, & Tech $10,268 $9,929 $10,745 Business, 

Trade, & Tech $5,131 $4,605 $5,800

Out-of-State $1,907 $1,444 $2,431 Out-of-State $2,467 $1,480 $3,118

All Sectors $9,357 $9,519 $9,122 All Sectors $6,204 $5,932 $6,476

Sources: Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency and the National Student Clearinghouse®
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CONCLUSION

This analysis of the 2007-08 Academic Year Pennsylvania State Grant Cohort provides a 
baseline for comparing the academic success of future cohorts. When looking at graduation 
rates, time to degree completion, and student persistence, the Cohort either outperformed 
or performed similarly to the Pennsylvania and U.S. undergraduate populations. 

As changing demographics and policy priorities divert resources away from higher 
education, it has become more important than ever to measure program outcomes. These 
statistics not only make the case for program effectiveness but for continued funding.
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DEFINITIONS OF COMMONLY USED TERMS

150 Percent Time Graduation
A student successfully completes the requirements for a 
bachelor’s degree, associate degree, certificate, diploma, 
or other credential within 150 percent of the typical time 
needed for full-time, college-level work. For a bachelor’s 
degree, 150 percent time is six years. For an associate 
degree, 150 percent time is three years.

Almost Full-Time Student
A student with varied enrollment statuses (i.e., full 
time, half time, less than half time, and not enrolled) 
throughout his/her entire postsecondary education — but 
predominantly enrolled full time.

Associate Degree
An undergraduate credential that typically requires at least 
two but less than four years of full-time equivalent college-
level work.

Bachelor’s Degree
An undergraduate credential that typically requires at least 
four but no more than five years of full-time equivalent 
college-level work. 

Certificate
An academic credential that certifies a student’s 
satisfactory completion of a postsecondary education 
program.

Dependent Student
A student who does not meet the requirements for 
independent status and is under the legal dependency of a 
parent or guardian.

Diploma
An academic credential that certifies a student’s successful 
completion of a postsecondary education program 
primarily used in two-year nursing programs. 

Eligible Program of Study
A program of study that is at least two academic years 
in length where at least 50 percent of the total credit or 
clock hours needed for program completion can be earned 
through classroom instruction.

Expected Family Contribution (EFC)
An index of the financial support that a family is expected to 
provide towards a student’s educational costs; this federal 
calculation is based on family earnings, assets, number of 
students in college, and family size.

First-Year Persistence Rate
The percentage of first-time students who return to any 
postsecondary school for their second year.

Flagship University
This term generally refers to a state’s best-known public 
university. It may be the state’s first, largest, and best 
endowed public university. Typically, a flagship university 
has a high research profile and offers a large number of 
doctoral degrees. 

Full-Time Student
A student enrolled for 12 or more credits a term.

Half-Time Student
A student enrolled for six or more credits, but less than 12 
credits a term.

Independent Student
A student who meets any or all of the following conditions: 

•	 Over 24 years of age

•	 Married

•	 Has a legal dependent who receives more than 50 
percent support from the student

•	 An Armed Forces veteran or currently serving on 
active duty in the Armed Forces for purposes other 
than training 

•	 An orphan or ward of the court

•	 Homeless or self-supporting and at risk of being 
homeless

•	 Emancipated minor or in legal guardianship

Pennsylvania Domicile
An eligibility requirement for the Pennsylvania State Grant 
that states a student’s permanent residency address must 
be located in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. 

Pennsylvania State System of Higher  
Education (PASSHE)
PASSHE represents a group of schools that are publicly 
owned by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. Those 
schools are: Bloomsburg University, California University, 
Cheyney University, Clarion University, East Stroudsburg 
University, Edinboro University, Indiana University, 
Kutztown University, Lock Haven University, Mansfield 
University, Millersville University, Shippensburg University, 
Slippery Rock University, and West Chester University.
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PHEAA Allowable Cost of Attendance (COA) 
Determined by the sum of institutional tuition and fees, 
plus a set allowance for room, board, books, and supplies. 
This figure normally differs from the institutional cost of 
attendance used for other financial aid programs. 

State-Related 
State-Related represents a group of schools that are 
neither state-owned nor state-operated, but receive 
substantial state appropriations and offer discounted 
tuition to Pennsylvania residents. Those schools are: 
Lincoln University, The Pennsylvania State University, 
Temple University, and the University of Pittsburgh.

Stopping Out
When a previously enrolled student leaves an institution for 
a period of time and returns at a later date.

Time to Degree Completion
The length of time between the start date of the student’s 
first enrollment period until the end date of the student’s 
last enrollment period when a credential is received.
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NOTES
1  This includes students with canceled awards, with the 

exception of any student with a cancel “G” status code. Cancel 

G’s are those students who failed to enroll at the institution for 

which a State Grant was awarded.

2  The National Student Clearinghouse® offers access to a 

nationwide coverage of enrollment and degree records. 

More than 3,600 colleges and universities participate in the 

Clearinghouse®, enrolling 98 percent of all students in public  

and private U.S. institutions. Retrieved from  

www.studentclearinghouse.org/about/clearinghouse_facts.php.

3  National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs 

(NASSGAP), 44th Annual Survey Report on State-Sponsored 

Student Financial Aid, 2012-13 Academic Year.

4  The State Grant awarding formula is updated every year to 

adjust for changes in enrollment, cost of attendance, expected 

family contribution, and other factors that may impact the 

distribution of awards. The formula and program eligibility 

requirements for the current program year can be found in 

the State Grant Program Manual, located at www.pheaa.org/

funding-opportunities/state-grant-program/index.shtml. 

5  Students enrolled less than half time are not eligible for a 

State Grant award. However, looking at annualized student 

enrollments, 0.87 percent of students were less than half time 

throughout their entire postsecondary education.

6  U.S. Census Bureau, 2008-2012 American Community Survey, 

Table B19013.

7  The dependency status was not reported for 0.70 percent of the 

Cohort. These students were assumed Independent. 

8  U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics 2008, Table 332.

9  PHEAA’s allowable cost of attendance (COA) may differ from the 

actual costs a school uses in determining its financial aid award 

packages for students. PHEAA’s COA formula was changed in 

the 2012-13 award year to include a set allowance for room and 

board as opposed to using actual room and board charges. 

10  Simone, S.A. (2014). Transferability of Postsecondary Credit 

Following Student Transfer or Coenrollment (NCES 2014-163). 

U.S. Department of Education, Washington, DC. National 

Center for Education Statistics.

11  Simone, S.A. (2014). Transferability of Postsecondary Credit 

Following Student Transfer or Coenrollment (NCES 2014-163). 

U.S. Department of Education, Washington, DC. National 

Center for Education Statistics.

12  There are occurrences within the data where enrollment 

periods extended beyond six years, making it possible to report 

on credential completions slightly past 150 percent of normal 

time for a four-year degree.

13  U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics. (2011). 2008-09 Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal 

Study (B&B:08/09): A First Look at Recent College Graduates 

(NCES 2011-236), Table 3.

14  College Complete America. 2014. Four-Year Myth: Make College 

More Affordable. Restore the Promise of Graduation On Time.

15  College Complete America. 2014. Four-Year Myth: Make College 

More Affordable. Restore the Promise of Graduation On Time.

16  For ease of presentation, the data was displayed as a normal 

distribution. However, a histogram suggests that the data is 

slightly skewed. 

17  National Student Clearinghouse® Research Center. 2011. 

National Postsecondary Enrollment Trends: Before, During, and 

After the Great Recession.

18  The College Board. 2013. Education Pays 2013.

19  The College Board. 2013. Education Pays 2013.

http://www.studentclearinghouse.org/about/clearinghouse_facts.php
http://www.pheaa.org/funding-opportunities/state-grant-program/index.shtml
http://www.pheaa.org/funding-opportunities/state-grant-program/index.shtml
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Created in 1963 by the Pennsylvania General Assembly, the Pennsylvania 
Higher Education Assistance Agency (PHEAA) has evolved into one of the 
nation’s leading student aid organizations. Today, PHEAA is a national provider 
of student financial aid services, serving millions of students and thousands 
of schools through its loan guaranty, loan servicing, financial aid processing, 
outreach, and other student aid programs.

PHEAA’s earnings are used to support its public service mission and to pay 
its operating costs, including administration of the Pennsylvania State Grant 
and other state-funded student aid programs. PHEAA continues to devote 
its energy, resources and imagination to developing innovative ways to ease 
the financial burden of higher education for students, families, schools, and 
taxpayers.

PHEAA conducts its student loan servicing activities nationally as American 
Education Services (AES) and FedLoan Servicing. 

PHEAA.org

1200 North Seventh Street, Harrisburg, PA 17102-1444 • Phone: 800.692.7392

These materials have been developed and paid for by the Pennsylvania Higher Education 
Assistance Agency (PHEAA) for informational purposes. Although the information contained in 
this document is believed to be accurate at the time of printing, PHEAA does not guarantee its 
accuracy. You should independently verify that this information is correct.
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