
AN INVITATION TO COLLABORATE

EQUITABLE STUDENT
OPPORTUNITIES



OBJECTIVE:

EMERGING  
IDEAS:

Identify strategies for increasing 
equitable opportunities for students, 
with special attention to academic, 
geographic, financial, and social 
student-HEI match.

Education deserts
 Deserts are primarily identified 
 by physical characteristics like
 driving distance.

 Deserts are predominantly
 located in rural areas.

Match deserts
 The idea of a match desert 
 acknowledges that a student
 may be mismatched with an HEI
 academically, financially, or 
 socially, even when the student
 lives close by.

 Campus racial climate is a key
 to college choice for many
 students of color.

Place matters
 Geography constrains accessibility;
 most students attend close to home. 

If we can identify who is going to college 
and their characteristics, then we can 
identify who is not going to college.

 How can we equitably increase the
 number of students who go to HEIs? 



QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER:

How do we incorporate a definition of match deserts 
into our understanding of student opportunity? 

What are the risks and challenges associated with 
match deserts? 

What strategies can be used to provide greater access 
to higher education for individuals in education/match 
deserts? 

What prevents the formation of new education/match 
deserts?

What promising HEI models are currently in use by rural 
areas? How do these models compare to other HEI 
models in terms of completion and economic mobility? 

“Groups like first-generation college students are...less 
likely to apply to and enroll in academically  matched 
institutions…[C]ollege applicants in match deserts 
appear to make choices that exacerbate and reproduce 
inequalities in postsecondary destinations.”

—DANIEL KLASIK, KRISTIN BLAGG, AND ZACHARY PEKOR¹
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OVERVIEW
Student-institution match is one way to explore the landscape of student opportunity. Ensuring adequate options 
for match—a “good fit” between student and institution—goes beyond the number of HEIs with a physical or 
virtual presence in a given region. Conceiving of equitable distributions of student-institution match opportunities 
includes considerations such as academic, financial, and social fit, among others.

EDUCATION DESERTS
Researchers identify education deserts primarily according to their physical characteristics, the most common 
defining attribute being driving distance. However, current attempts to measure the number of students living in 
education deserts likely underestimate the number of students currently at risk of being affected by the lack of 
accessible HEIs in their area. While The Chronicle estimates that 11.2 million adults live more than a 60-minute 
drive from a public college, the Sorenson Impact Center’s model estimates that an additional three million 
students currently live in commuting zones that are at risk of becoming an education desert.² 

Education deserts are predominantly located in rural areas, with Alaska, Wyoming, North Dakota, and Montana, 
claiming the highest percentage of adults who live more than 60 minutes from a college.³ Projections by the 
Sorenson Impact Center’s model suggest that those areas will continue to be disproportionately affected. To 
address this challenge, HEIs can implement innovative models that expand into current education deserts, 
alleviate the consequences of contraction, and avoid closure without adversely impacting student outcomes, 
institutional viability, or community values.

MATCH DESERTS
In addition to geography and commute time, the notion of education deserts may be expanded to include “match 
deserts.” The idea of a match desert acknowledges that, despite living in relative proximity to an HEI, a student 
may be mismatched with the HEI academically, financially, or socially. This student-centered conception makes 
space for a more comprehensive understanding of education deserts that integrates broadband accessibility, 
tuition, and financial aid, as well the concerns of first-generation students and students of color.4

ACADEMIC MATCH
Only 59 percent of students in match deserts enroll in academically-matched institutions, compared to a 70 
percent rate among peers outside of match deserts.5 First-generation students in match deserts are especially 
affected, as they “are modestly less likely to apply, and significantly less likely to enroll in, a match school relative 
to first-generation peers with a match school in their commuting zone.”6 While these findings did not vary by race, 
ethnicity, or gender, students in the lowest income quartile bracket were 24% more likely to undermatch than the 
students in the highest income quartile.7 The effects of undermatching are most salient for students who were 
academically qualified to attend a “somewhat selective institution,” but opt to attend a “not-selective” institution, 
as measured by negative completion rates and employment outcomes. 
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FINANCIAL MATCH
As the cost of higher education rises, students often consider their financial fit to various institutions as a key 
factor in their choice process. In one longitudinal study, Rebecca D. Cox identified some of the ways in which 
life circumstances influenced college choice for low-income Black and Latinx students.8 The findings included 
a look into “financial exigencies” for these students. One student was advised by her father to attend the school 
that offered the best financial aid package. This aligns with Shouping Hu’s 2010 study on the impact of the Gates 
Millenium Scholarship on college choice.9 This program seeks to reduce financial barriers for students of color 

“with high academic and leadership promise who have significant financial need” to attend college.¹0 Hu’s study 
found that the scholarship increased students’ odds of attending a private four-year institution and decreased 
their odds of attending a two-year college.¹¹ While students in Cox’s study found that accessing financial aid was 
a challenge, many participants found that private and for-profit institutions made the process easier. ¹²

Financial aid and scholarships are only one part of the equation students consider when analyzing financial fit 
with an institution. Some financial aid packages have requirements, such as mandating that students live on 
campus. ¹³ These packages also fail to account for other cost of living expenses. Cost was cited by 51 percent 
of surveyed nontraditional students as an important factor in program selection; 47 percent of respondents 
reported the availability of financial aid to be an important consideration.¹4 Students in Cox’s study mentioned 
the cost of attendance is compounded by additional demands outside of or ancillary to school, such as the 
need to contribute to family finances, or to account for hidden costs of applying and attending college, such as 
registration, testing fees, housing, transportation and books.¹5

Studies show that earnings at entry-level and mid-career correlate with college major. Some policymakers 
propose to use the future economic value of different college degrees to provide prospective and current students 
with additional information to make better-informed decisions as they investigate higher education outcomes.¹6 
For example, a STEM major earns an average entry-level salary of $43,000, which increases to $76,000 by mid-
career.¹7 At the other end of the spectrum, majors in the “Arts” and “Humanities and Liberal Arts” earn an average 
of $29,000 annually upon entry, and $51,000 by mid-career. However, opponents fear that distributing such data 
on an institutional level may “exacerbate stratification by ability and socioeconomic status in higher education, 
with those most able to take advantage of high-return education investment now in a stronger position to identify 
them,” as students who are financially able to travel further to attend institutions with high returns are poised to 
more readily take advantage of this information.¹8
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SOCIAL MATCH
The extent to which students identify a social match with a given HEI influences their decision-making processes. 
Campus racial climate is a key consideration for many students of color in their college choice process. Some 
research suggests that “students prefer campuses with students of similar demographic and socioeconomic 
status (SES), and that only highly qualified, low-income students choose institutions where they have fewer same-
race and same-income peers.”¹9 This aligns with the findings of Contreras et al., who found that racial climate 
and cultural support systems were important in the college choice process for high-achieving African American 
students who considered attendance at one of the University of California campuses.²0 Students reported 
concerns around “gross underrepresentation” of African Americans amongst faculty and students, and the desire 
to avoid being the “target of overt racist incidents.”²¹ Additionally, students identified a “mismatch between the 
demographics of California and lack of racial diversity on UC campuses,” which left them feeling “less welcomed 
and valued” on UC campuses.²² Diversity and support for underrepresented populations should be kept at the 
forefront to ensure that students are supported at each step of the way--from application to enrollment, through 
to graduation.

PLACE MATTERS

Simply providing more or better information does not guarantee that prospective students will make a better 
choice. Hillman and Weichman state that a student’s “educational destinations are less a function of ‘college 
knowledge,’ or even financial need, and more a function of proximity and place.”²³ Students want to know they will 
be supported academically, socially, and financially at any higher education institution they choose.²4 However, 
the pull of geography and place can whittle away choices into non-choices. Although Latinx, low-income, and first 
generation students in access deserts appear to be more willing to look for colleges outside of their commuting 
zone, questions remain regarding the hidden costs of attending college further from home.²5
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The demographics that most influence educational 
attainment have been described by Nathan D. Grawe 
as parental income, number of parents in a household, 
mobility, and location.²6 Predicting economic mobility 
for children based on the individual census tract, or 
neighborhood, the authors of “The Opportunity Atlas” 
assert that neighborhoods one mile away from each 
other have no predictive power for a child’s economic 
opportunity, but that the micro neighborhood 
conditions, from poverty to education, influence a 
child’s path in life.²7

When examining the American Community Survey, we 
find that the percent of adults over 25 years old who 
have attained a bachelor’s degree or higher varies 
widely by state, from 42 percent in Massachusetts, to 
half that in Mississippi (21 percent).²8 The disparities 
are even more evident when outcomes by race and 
ethnicity are examined. In Massachusetts, adults 
over 25 years old who identify as White attained 
a bachelor’s degree at rates of 52 percent, while 
those who identify as Black attain a bachelor’s 
degree at less than half that rate (25 percent). ²9 
Those who identify as Hispanic or Latino have 
the lowest rate of attainment, at 18.5 percent. In 
Mississippi, the degree attainment rates are lower 
than Massachusetts, but the racial and ethnic divide 
is less stark. Mississippians identifying as White 
attained a bachelor’s degree or higher at a rate of 
25 percent, while attainment was 15 percent among 
Mississippians identifying as Black, and 15 percent 
for Missippians identifying as Hispanic or Latino.³0 

If we can identify who is going to college and what 
their characteristics are, then we can identify who is 
not going to college. The why and what to do about it 
are areas for further research.
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ACADEMIC
FIT

PLACE

PLACE
Choice is limited when students live in one 
or more types of areas: education deserts, 
match deserts, broadband internet desert.

ACADEMIC FIT
When a student’s academic 
profile and the institution’s 
desired academic profile align, 
the student has matched. When 
a student’s academic profile 
exceeds the institution’s desired 
academic profile, the student has 
undermatched.

SOCIAL FIT
Demographics, representation, 
and campus racial climate 
play important roles for 
underrepresented groups. 
Institutional reputation also 
influences student choice.

FINANCIAL FIT
Cost is weighed against financial 
aid packages and scholarships. 
Students may be limited by 
hidden cost of attendance, such 
as transportation, books, or other 
fees.

SOCIAL
FIT

FINANCIAL
FIT
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In an interview during her final year of high school, Sofia said 
she had plans to attend a four-year college immediately after 
high school.³¹ She was diligent in her college search process 
as she took the SAT and utilized the college planning 
resources at her high school. She graduated in the top ten 
percent of her class and was accepted into her second-
choice HEI, a public university about 20 minutes from her 
home. Sofia knew she had some financial issues to work 
out. She said, “I’ve been working, and I’ve been trying to save 
money to get my own car. So by the summer, hopefully, I’ll be 
able to come up with the money. There’s a couple of cars I’ve 
been looking at.”³² Despite her diligent planning and strong 
desire to pursue a career in teaching, Sofia was unable to 
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reconcile her class schedule with her need for 
affordable transportation and decided to enroll 
in a community college closer to her home. 
When she did not receive her book voucher, 
she fell behind in classes and withdrew. She 
owed the college $1,000.

Sofia’s decision to attend college seemed 
straightforward. However, as a first-generation 
Latinx student, Sofia was less likely to apply 
to and enroll in an institution that was an 
appropriate academic match. ³³ Even though 
she worked throughout the summer to earn 
more money, her options narrowed when she 
realized she did not have enough money to 
overcome transportation barriers. Though well-
poised to attend a more academically matched 
institution, she scaled back her dreams in the 
face of financial and transportation obstacles.
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