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A four-year college degree continues to be the most reliable path to long-
term economic security.1 As the price of college has increased, financial 
aid opportunities have expanded to ensure that college remains 
accessible regardless of family income. Yet college completion rates 
among first-generation college students and students who graduate from 
low-income high schools or from low-income households still trail behind 
those of their economically advantaged peers, confirming that financial 
support alone is not enough to ensure low-income and first-generation 
college students with non-financial barriers to completion.2 Research 
suggests that financial aid is a more effective force for college completion 
when bundled with non-financial student support services.3   
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In this study, we evaluate the effect of a long-running program that 
combines financial support with academic advising, career counseling, 
and tutoring services to promote college completion: the Search for 
Education, Elevation and Knowledge program, or SEEK. Established at 
CUNY in 1965, SEEK is a legislatively mandated opportunity program 
offered at each of CUNY's senior colleges. SEEK accepts first-year 
students who would not have been—or who were not—accepted as an 
incoming freshman at their senior college based on their high school 
grade point average and/or SAT scores. SEEK provides tutoring, academic 
and career counseling, and a community of peers. What distinguishes 
SEEK from the other higher education support  programs is that SEEK 
accepts students with substantially weaker academic preparation than 
students accepted as part of the regular freshman cohort.  

We examine nine cohorts of SEEK students at 11 of CUNY’s bachelor’s 
degree-granting colleges between 2007 and 2018 (N=11,976) and 
compare them to all non-SEEK full-time first-time freshmen and Pell Grant 
recipients at those campuses over the same period (N=52,106).  
Importantly, SEEK students in our study have average SAT and high school 
grade point averages (HSGPA) that are almost a full standard deviation 
lower than their Pell-recipient counterparts. We examine multiple 
measures of academic success, including credit accumulation, 
persistence, and graduation adjusted for high school GPA, SAT scores, and 
a detailed set of fixed effects related to the campus attended, cohort year, 
race/ethnicity, gender, most desired campus, and county of residence.  
Results indicate that SEEK students are 3.8 percentage points more likely 
to be retained after one year (mean, 87 percent), earn 0.23 more credits 
in the first year (mean, 26.8 credits) and are 4.7 percentage points more 
likely to graduate in six-years (mean, 63 percent) than their non-SEEK 
comparison group.   

A concern in any observational evaluation is that hard-to-measure 
characteristics of the participants who choose to enroll in the program and 
not the services provided by the program account for the positive results.  
We undertake a number of statistical “stress tests” and the results are the 
same. For instance, overwhelmingly, the most important predictor of 
enrollment in SEEK and academic success is a student’s HSGPA. Thus, we 
contrast SEEK students to their non-SEEK counterparts within each point 
of HSGPA. We compare, for example, a SEEK student with a HSPGA of 85 
(on a scale of 50 to 100) to a non-SEEK student with the same HSGPA 
adjusted for SAT scores and the panoply of fixed effects listed above. We 
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repeat this exercise for every point of HSGPA from 70 to 90. The average 
of the 21 coefficients on SEEK are almost identical to the pooled results. 
Second, we compare the effect of SEEK to the effect of a similar CUNY 
program that enrolls regular freshmen at the same campus over the same 
time period but was evaluated by a randomized design. The effect of both 
programs on five-year graduation rates is substantial and statistically 
significant relative to the same comparison group.4 Finally, we apply 
recent statistical tests for confounding.5 They show that an unobserved 
confounder would have to have more explanatory power for both SEEK 
enrollment and academic outcomes than HSGPA to overturn our results. 
We can never eliminate the possibility of confounding, but given the 
explanatory power of HSGPA, we conclude the likelihood of substantial 
confounding in this context is small. 

Results from this study add to the growing literature that financial aid 
bundled with academic and supportive services can greatly improve 
outcomes among disadvantaged students. What stands out from the 
SEEK program is that even if students enter with substantial academic 
disadvantages, counseling, tutoring, and a supportive community of peers 
can improve academic outcomes substantively. 
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