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University of Wisconsin-Madison:
SSTAR lab examining solutions for
making higher education more
affordable
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As concerns over student debt, college affordability, and access to high education
have garnered increasing attention since the recession of a decade ago, UW-
Madison’s Nicholas Hillman says there has been a growing community of
researchers examining issues related to financial aid.

Perhaps surprisingly, however, Hillman notes that much of the work being done in
this realm isn’t closely linked to financial aid offices and practitioners on the front
lines who are working with students and their families on a consistent basis.

“The people who work in financial aid have to be aware of a range of policy,
compliance and regulatory issues,” says Hillman, an associate professor with the
School of Education’s Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Analysis.
“As a researcher, if you don’t have insight into how financial aid works in a real-
world setting, it’s going to have less of a practical impact.”

In an effort to conduct more meaningful research in this field, UW-Madison is
launching the Student Success Through Applied Research (SSTAR) Lab. The lab is
housed within the university’'s Office of Student Financial Aid, located on the ninth
floor of 333 East Campus Mall.
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The lab is being led by Hillman, who says he is not aware of any other lab in the
nation that is developing such a partnership with a financial aid unit.

“We’'re being very intentional about connecting our research to practice,” Says
Hillman. “That’s the upside to our relationship with the Office of Student Financial
Aid and it's very exciting.”

The SSTAR Lab’s mission is to use applied academic research to guide, support, and
partner with practitioners whose work aims to improve educational opportunities
and outcomes for current and future college students.

Although the SSTAR Lab has been conducting research and building physical lab
space over the past year, it's hosting a grand opening event on Friday, Feb. 8, the
same day as the Office of Student Financial Aid’s annual open house. A short
program - including a ribbon cutting ceremony for the lab and a new classroom
space, and a comments from UW-Madison Chancellor Rebecca Blank, Director of
Student Financial Aid Derek Kindle and Hillman - begins at 2 p.m.

“Having our team so closely engaged with the academic and research enterprise is
not only exciting for our team, but we believe it is absolutely critical in pushing
forward solutions to institutional, state, and national issues to related to higher
education and access,” says Kindle.

The SSTAR Lab and Office of Student Financial Aid can already point to one major
success with the unveiling last year of Bucky’s Tuition Promise, which covers tuition
and segregated fees for nearly 800 students from Wisconsin who started classes at
UW-Madison this past September. Nearly one in five of UW-Madison’s incoming, in-
state students is benefiting from Bucky’s Tuition Promise, making education at the
state’s flagship much more affordable for state families.

The initiative, announced in February 2018, covers four years of tuition and
segregated fees for any incoming freshman who is a Wisconsin resident and whose
family’s annual household adjusted gross income is $56,000 or less - roughly the
state’s median family income. Transfer students who are Wisconsin residents and
who meet the same income criteria receive two years of tuition and segregated
fees.

The 796 students covered under the commitment represent 65 of Wisconsin’s 72
counties. More than half (56 percent) are first-generation college students, meaning
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neither parent holds a four-year college degree. Nearly one-fourth (23 percent) are
transfer students, with the rest being new freshmen.

“Bucky’s Tuition Promise was the first thing this lab worked on,” says Hillman. “It
was an exciting idea: Could this university really afford to give free tuition to lower-
income students across Wisconsin? So we started digging deep into the data and
really looking at all the variables and costing things out. We were able to learn from
other universities’ experiences and deliberately designed Bucky’s Tuition Promise in
a way that, hopefully, is sustainable long-term.”

Up next, Hillman says the SSTAR Lab is focusing its work on finding better ways to
diagnose problems in this realm - such as loan repayment rates - and then develop
the most effective ways to measure such issues en route to suggesting and
examining multiple solutions.

“By collaborating with practitioners on campus to develop and implement research
projects that address specific needs, we believe this will help us develop evidence-
based methods that can help institutions expand access and student success in
lasting ways,” says Hillman, whose research sits at the intersection of college
access and finance, namely in the areas of student financial aid and state higher
education finance. “Our team will be collecting, managing and analyzing data with
the goal of helping to improve policies and practices to better promote student
success - particularly for underrepresented students.”

The Lab’s research team also includes graduate assistants Ellie Bruecker and
Jacklyn Fischer, both of whom are pursuing doctorates through the Department of
Educational Leadership and Policy Analysis. Bruecker’s research interests include
examining student loan borrowing and repayment, Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA) filing, and the impact of high schools on college access.
Fischer’s research centers on financial aid policy and college-to-workforce
transitions.

“Working in the SSTAR Lab has really reshaped how | think about my research and
what | want to do with it,” says Bruecker. “Being embedded in the financial aid
office means we get to see the impact of our work in real-time, and that’s been
really rewarding and motivating. The opportunity to learn from practitioners has
given me a new understanding of the complexity of financial aid policy and the
people who make those policies work for students.”
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“In my previous work as a college advisor, | often saw how financial aid resources
could open or close doors of opportunity for students,” says Fischer. “To be able to
collaborate on research that can help open more doors is a privilege.”



