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Why Postsecondary Access & Success?
Talent is everywhere, but opportunity is not. 

• The odds of a high-income student enrolling in 
postsecondary education directly after high school are 
more than 3 times higher than those of a low-income 
student.

• A high-income student is more than twice as likely to 
complete a postsecondary certificate or degree by age 
26 as a low-income student.

Source: Education Pays 2016, p. 10 (College Board)
Source: Postsecondary Attainment: Differences by Socioeconomic Status (NCES, May 2015)
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NCAN’S MISSION AND GOALS

REALIZED BY

To build, strengthen, and empower education communities and stakeholders 
to close equity gaps in postsecondary attainment for all students.

Goal 2:

Champion practice-informed 
federal and state policy

Goal 1:

Promote high-quality services to support 
equitable outcomes for students
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WHAT IS THE TO & THROUGH ADVISING CHALLENGE

• On-going project led by the National College Access 
Network and supported by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation

• 20 grantees aim to “change the way they do business 
around postsecondary advising” through four goals:
• Incorporate fit and match into postsecondary advising

• Increase access to financial aid by improving FAFSA 
completion

• Reduce the harmful effects of summer melt

• Accomplish the above through the strategic use of data
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WHAT IS THE TO & THROUGH ADVISING CHALLENGE

• During the 2018-19 academic year, grantees developed 
implementation plans for accomplishing the project’s 
goals. Starting in 2019-20, grantees will put these plans 
into place.

• Grantees receive funding for implementation, expert 
coaching on postsecondary advising and data use, NCAN 
memberships, targeted technical assistance, and 
opportunities to learn from each other. 
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WHY ARE MATCH AND FIT IMPORTANT?

• Students who are academically matched to an institution 
are more likely to complete a postsecondary program 

• A good college fit leads to high satisfaction which may 
increase a student’s likelihood to persist and graduate

• Knowledgeable school counselors, college advisers, and 
other caring adults can shift students’ trajectories to help 
them make better college matches

Source: https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/CollegeMatch_2015_UsersGuide%202016Rev%20Final.pdf

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/CollegeMatch_2015_UsersGuide%202016Rev%20Final.pdf
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WHAT ARE MATCH AND FIT?

• Match: The degree to which students’ academic 
credentials are aligned to the admission qualifications of 
the postsecondary institution(s) where they apply and/or 
enroll 

• Fit: The degree to which students’ values, interests, 
wants, and social and  needs are aligned with the 
characteristics of the of the postsecondary institution(s) 
where they apply and/or enroll

Source: Hanauer and Zander, 2020
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MORE ON MATCH 

• Match primarily focuses on the numbers
• Grade Point Average 
• Admissions Test Scores (SAT, ACT)

• There are three types of Match to be aware of 
• Match: Student enrolls at a college or university whose 

selectivity level matches his or her academic credentials
• Undermatch: Student’s academic credentials are higher than the 

average student’s academic profile and institutional standards
• Overmatch: Student’s academic credentials are lower than the 

average student’s academic profile and institutional standards
• Less commonly seen as a problem by higher education stakeholders 

Source: 

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/CollegeMatch_2015_UsersGuide%202016Rev%20Final.pdf

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/CollegeMatch_2015_UsersGuide%202016Rev%20Final.pdf
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WHAT IS UNDERMATCHING?

• Undermatching is when a student enrolls at a 
postsecondary institution that is less selective than that 
which he or she could attend 

• Why do students undermatch? 
• Perception that college is too expensive; lack of financial 

resources; lack of college knowledge; low expectations; lack 
of advising/guidance; minimal college recruiting/visits
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WHO IS MOST LIKELY TO UNDERMATCH? 

• Low-income students

• First-generation college students

• African-American students 

• Hispanic students 

• Rural students 

Source: Bowen et al., 2009; Carnevale and Strohl, 2013; Smith et al., 2012
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WHY SHOULD WE AVOID UNDERMATCHING?

• Attending selective institutions can have positive impacts on 
completion, advanced degree attainment, and lifetime earnings 

• Completion rates at selective institutions is 73% and only 40% at 
open access institutions 

• Students are more selective institutions have access to better-
resourced peer networks that lead to job opportunities and better 
wages 

• More selective institutions have more resources (i.e. student 
support services, academic resource centers) to support students 
to graduation 

• For some low-income students, a selective institutions may actually 
be more affordable 
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FINDING A MATCH: TIMELINE 

Source: 

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/CollegeMatch_2015_UsersGuide%202016Rev%20Final.pdf

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/CollegeMatch_2015_UsersGuide%202016Rev%20Final.pdf
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FINDING A MATCH

• Use institutions’ freshman profiles to assess a student’s likelihood 
of admission based on academic qualifications
• Many institutions use holistic admissions practices 

• Recommend each student applies to 3+ institutions
• Safety: Student exceed academic qualifications/standards and is likely to 

be admitted 
• Safety institutions should also include affordable options 

• Target: Student meets academic qualifications/standards and has a fair 
chance of admission 

• Reach:  Student falls slightly short of academic qualifications/standards 
and is less likely to be admitted 

Source: 

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/CollegeMatch_2015_UsersGuide%202016Rev%20Final.pdf

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/CollegeMatch_2015_UsersGuide%202016Rev%20Final.pdf
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COLLEGE FIT 

Fit focuses on all of the other characteristics of an college or 
university that students consider in picking an institution 

College fit includes, but is not limited to: 
• Affordability & financial aid packages 

• Academic reputation & prestige

• Location & distance from home 

• Institution/Class Size 

• Major/minor offerings 

• Campus diversity & social climate 

• Housing options  

• Religious affiliations 

Source: https://www.icut.org/uploads/cms/nav-58-5b7450df626ae.pdf

https://www.icut.org/uploads/cms/nav-58-5b7450df626ae.pdf
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KEY RESOURCE: 
FIND THE FIT ENHANCED COLLEGE ADVISING TOOLKIT

• Assembles existing research-backed materials into one convenient 
package; tested on a sample of 194 Upward Bound programs 
covering nearly 4,500 students

• Provides resources to help students through college search, 
application, and enrollment processes 

• Designed to be used during the summer before and during 
students’ senior year of high school

• Coordinated by Abt Associates, American Institutes for Research, 
ED, and others

https://findthefit.abtassociates.com/index.html
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FIND THE FIT: COMPONENTS 

• Student Materials (available as downloadable PDF, Word, and Excel 
files)

• College Advisor Resources (nine training modules and an advisor 
handbook)

• Parent Materials (letter and timeline for parents explaining the 
campaign)

• Text Message Campaigns (along with detailed instructions on how 
to implement the text message component of Find the Fit)

https://findthefit.abtassociates.com/index.html
https://findthefit.abtassociates.com/student-materials.html
https://findthefit.abtassociates.com/college-resources.html
https://findthefit.abtassociates.com/parent-materials.html
https://findthefit.abtassociates.com/text-messages.html
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EVALUATION OF FIND THE FIT

“Key findings show that the Find the Fit did the following:

• Increased the share of students who applied to four or more 
colleges

• Led students to apply to more-selective colleges

• Had no impact on the importance students placed on 
academic quality in choosing a college

• Did not affect the share of students completing the Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid early”

Source: https://www.mathematica.org/our-publications-and-findings/publications/study-snapshot-study-of-

enhanced-college-advising-in-upward-bound-impacts-on-steps-toward-college

https://www.mathematica.org/our-publications-and-findings/publications/study-snapshot-study-of-enhanced-college-advising-in-upward-bound-impacts-on-steps-toward-college
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MATCH & FIT FRAMEWORKS: KIPP 

https://www.kipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Match-Strategies-Framework_020419.pdf
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A WORD ON MATCH & FIT PLATFORMS 

There are a great number of online platforms from 
which students can choose that will help them 
identify colleges and universities that might be right 
for them. We highlight a few of them in the 
following slides. These platforms differ in terms of 
individual functionality. We encourage exploring 
these different services and comparing the 
recommendations they make.
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MATCH & FIT PLATFORMS: COLLEGE GREENLIGHT

https://www.collegegreenlight.com/


ncan.org

MATCH & FIT PLATFORMS: BIG FUTURE

https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/
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MATCH & FIT PLATFORMS: STUDENT UNION

https://studentunion.uptake.com/
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MATCH & FIT PLATFORMS: COLLEGE RAPTOR

https://www.collegeraptor.com/
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MATCH & FIT PLATFORMS: NAVIANCE

https://www.naviance.com/
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MATCH & FIT PLATFORMS: EDQUITY

https://edquity.co/
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

• Oregon Gear Up Toolkit 
• A guide to assist educators help students develop their college-going 

identities, search for colleges, and select the right institution to attend 

• Find the Fit

• To & Through Advising Challenge Resources

https://oregongearup.org/sites/oregongearup.org/files/toolkits/collegefittoolkit.pdf
https://findthefit.abtassociates.com/index.html
https://collegeaccess.org/general/custom.asp?page=to_and_through_resources


For more information about the To & Through 
Advising Challenge and postsecondary match and fit 
advising, contact:

Bill DeBaun, Director of Data and Evaluation, 
National College Access Network
debaunb@collegeaccess.org / 202-347-4848 x202

MorraLee Keller, Director of Technical Assistance 
National College Access Network
kellerm@collegeaccess.org / 202-347-4848 x213

FOR MORE INFORMATION

mailto:debaunb@collegeaccess.org
mailto:kellerm@collegeaccess.org

