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I use natural and field experiments to study how financial incentives affect where low-income 
students attend college and how they make career decisions.  The first chapter of my dissertation 
investigates how student loans affect early-career decisions for low-income students.  The University of 
Virginia’s (UVa) financial aid policy included an income threshold to determine whether students 
received approximately $5,000/year as a grant or a loan. I use the income threshold to employ a 
regression discontinuity (RD) approach. Moreover, a policy change replaced approximately $3,000/year 
of grant aid with loans for low-income students. I use the policy change to employ a difference-in-
differences (DD) approach.  I find that student loans did not impact enrollment at UVa or subsequent 
academic performance, such as GPA and degree completion. However, higher student loan levels 
increased the share of students who majored in business or economics by 6 percentage points and 
increased the share of students who accepted a job in a high-paying industry by 9 percentage points.  
There is suggestive evidence that student loans decreased the likelihood of students immediately 
attending graduate school after college.  My findings show that debt leads students to alter their career 
path before reaching the labor market.  
 
 

The second chapter examines whether colleges respond to financial incentives to enroll low-income 
students.  I use variation in funding created by an accountability system in one state, which awards 
public colleges substantially higher funding for the outcomes of students who are below an income 
threshold. For example, public four-year colleges receive approximately $3,600 in additional state 
funding when such a student graduates.  Using state-wide administrative data on high school graduates, 
I compare the enrollment of students around the income threshold. Overall, the regression discontinuity 
estimates show no difference in college attendance or choice of four-year versus two-year college.  My 
estimates suggest that colleges are not responding to the incentive locally by enrolling more students 
with income just below the threshold or fewer students with income just above.  

 
 
The third chapter examines the effects of conditional cash transfers on college enrollment. Together 

with Professor Ben Castleman, I designed and implemented a large-scale field experiment that 
encouraged a national sample of low-income, high-achieving students to apply to high-quality schools in 
their state. Students were randomized to receive: 1) a customized list of high-quality colleges in their 
state; or 2) the list of schools and an offer of $100 for applying to schools from their list.  We find that 
the incentive offer increased the likelihood a student applied to and attended a school on the list they 
received by 5.4 and 3.2 percentage points, respectively.  Shifting students to schools on their list 
decreased the likelihood of attending a low-quality college by 2.6 percentage points.   
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