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A MESSAGE FROM 
THE FOUNDERS
Bill Evans and Jim Sullivan reflect on issues central to LEO’s mission

Acquiring more education may be the single most 
effective investment a person can make to avoid 
poverty. The more educated someone is the less 
likely they will live in poverty. Among adults aged 
25-49, poverty rates are 4 percent for people with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher, 16 percent for people 
with a high school diploma only, and 29 percent 
for people with no high school diploma. Sadly for 
many, there are significant barriers to educational 
attainment including the cost of  attending college, 
non-academic obstacles such as transportation or 
childcare issues, a lack of  knowledge about available 
resources, and difficulty navigating the educational 
system. 

Many of  our provider partners attempt to address 
these barriers through innovative programming. 
These programs range in content from case 
management services for low-income high school 
students to emergency financial assistance for 
community college students to coaching and 
mentoring for single-parents. They vary in targeted 
population from early childhood to adulthood.  

Some of  our provider partners are also 
experimenting with “nudge” interventions that 
are light-touch notifications intended to remind or 
encourage a group to take an actionable step that 
increases the chance of  completing a degree or 
enrolling in a program. Students sometimes needs 
reminders to meet important deadlines like applying 
for financial aid or enrolling in a special program, 
and nudges help make sure these deadlines are 
met. Because nudge interventions are inexpensive 
and they can sometimes yield a large impact, they 
can also be highly cost-effective. LEO is studying 
the impact of  nudge programs in a few different 
educational settings. For example, we are working 
with a group using a text message intervention to 
help parents engage in literacy-enhancing activities 
with their children to prepare them for kindergarten. 

In this newsletter, we highlight one of  our education 
projects, the Nudge Intervention for College 
Scholarship, a program that aims to increase 
application rates for full-tuition scholarships leo co-founders

LEO co-Founders Jim Sullivan and Bill Evans.

available to low-income students. This nudge 
intervention informs parents of  their students’ 
eligibility for these scholarships and provides 
instructions for how to apply, with a long-term goal 
of  increasing college enrollment rates among low-
income students. It is often difficult for low-income 
families to access the information needed to enroll 
in educational grant and scholarship programs. The 
Nudge Intervention program addresses this barrier. 
With this support, students may be more likely to 
focus on higher education as a goal during high 
school and increase their chances for future success 
with a college degree.

The program “nudged” parents of  eligible 8th grade 
students via phone calls and letters that provided 
instructions for how to sign up for the college 
scholarship. LEO’s evaluation of  this intervention 
will test whether the nudge increased application 
rates for the scholarship program. LEO’s study 
will generate evidence on the impact of  providing 
low-income families with encouragements and 
access to information about educational benefits. 
This evidence will inform both school districts and 
policy makers about low-cost, proven methods for 
improving access to higher education and increasing 
educational attainment among low-income 
populations.



FACULTY 
AFFILIATE 
UPDATES
LEO’s research network 
is comprised of faculty 
affiliates from universities 
around the country with 
experience evaluating 
anti-poverty programs. 
LEO identifies innovative 
projects and matches them 
to academic researchers 
with appropriate expertise.

KASEY BUCKLES
Professor Buckles was named a Provost’s 
Fellow at the University of  Notre Dame for the 
2018-2019 academic year. She also released an 
NBER working paper in February 2018 titled, 
“Is Fertility a Leading Economic Indicator?” 
The paper suggests that fertility trends are more 
forward-looking and sensitive to changes in 
short-run expectations about the economy than 
previously thought.

ERIC CHYN
Professor Chyn’s paper, “Moved to Opportunity: 
The Long-Run Effects of  Public Housing 
Demolition on Children” has been accepted for 
publication at the American Economic Review. 
The paper studies public housing demolitions in 
Chicago, which forced low-income households 
to relocate to less disadvantaged neighborhoods 
using housing vouchers.

JAVIER ESPINOSA
In January 2018, Professor Espinosa was 
appointed Chair of  the Department of  
Economics at the Rochester Institute of  
Technology (RIT). He has been teaching at RIT 
since September 2006.

MELISSA KEARNEY
Professor Kearney’s paper “Male Earnings, 
Marriageable Men, and the Fracking Boom,” 
has been accepted for publication in the Review 
of  Economics and Statistics. The paper sheds 
light on the relationship between male economic 
opportunities and marriage and birth outcomes, 
documenting that the increase in male job 
opportunities and earnings for men associated 
with the fracking boom led to an increase in 
births, but no increase in marriage rates.

ELIZABETH MUNNICH
Professor Munnich’s paper, “Returns to 
Specialization: Evidence from the Outpatient 
Surgery Market” was published in the Journal 
of  Health Economics in January 2018. The 
paper examines patient outcomes in ambulatory 
surgery centers.
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION:
Many school districts in Indiana, including 
South Bend Community School Corporation 
(SBCSC) and Penn-Harris-Madison School 
Corporation (PHM), offer a state-run program 
that provides up to four years of  college tui-
tion at public Indiana colleges and universities 
for qualified, low-income students. Students 
enroll in the program at the end of  their eighth 
grade year and are eligible for the funding if  
they meet certain milestones throughout their 
high school years. To date, a low fraction of  
eligible students at SBCSC and PHM enroll 
in and complete the program. In response, 
SBCSC and PHM launched a light-touch 
“nudge” campaign to encourage eligible eighth 
grade students to enroll.

SIGNIFICANCE:
Last year, only 44 percent of  eligible students 
in Indiana enrolled in the scholarship program. 
Enrollments in SBCSC and PHM were even 
lower than for the state overall, with only 30 
and 36 percent of  eligible students enrolling, 
respectively. An intervention aimed at this pop-
ulation has the potential to substantially increase 
engagement with the scholarship program and 
ultimately the state’s college graduation rate. 
Given the high returns of  a college degree, 
the immense value of  a tuition-free education, 
and the low cost of  phone calls and letters, the 
“nudge” campaign has the potential of  being a 
very impactful and cost-effective program for 
Indiana high school students.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS:
This evaluation will test the hypothesis that 
providing low-income eighth-grade students’ 
parents with the information needed to apply 
for a scholarship program will increase program 
enrollment, resulting in more affordable second-

ary education options for low-income students. 
In particular, LEO is interested in answering 
the questions: What is the impact of  phone call 
and letter “nudges” on enrollment?  Do these 
impacts differ across demographic sub-groups? 
Is this intervention a cost-efficient way to help 
low-income students enroll in the program and 
afford post-secondary education?

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN:
Students were considered eligible for this 
program if  they were 1) in eighth grade,  
2) received free or reduced price lunch, and 
3) had not already enrolled in the program. 
To test the impact of  the “nudge” campaign 
on enrollment, LEO designed a randomized 
controlled trial (RCT) in which eligible stu-
dents were randomly assigned to one of  three 
groups – the call group, the letter group, or the 
control group. All parents with students in the 
call group received a phone call detailing the 
aspects of  the program, what they needed to do 
to enroll, their student’s enrollment information, 
the deadline, and information on the value of  a 
college education. Students in the letter group 
received the same information via a letter sent 
from the school districts. Students in the control 
group received no additional information about 
program enrollment. Enrollment rates were 
tracked through the district’s administrative data 
sets and analyzed by LEO.

PROJECT STATUS: 
Preliminary results show a significant increase 
in the program enrollment rate for the call 
group. A successful phone call to a student’s 
parent approximately doubled the chance that 
the student applied to the scholarship program. 
There is suggestive evidence that the letters also 
increased enrollment in the program, but this 
result appears to be less dramatic than the effect 
of  a phone call and is not statistically precise.

Evaluating Nudge Intervention for College Scholarship



What is your role in the LEO Nudge 
Intervention Study?
We helped identify eligible students who were not enrolled 
through our existing efforts.  After the interventions, we helped 
collect and verify data, including enrollment dates, so the effec-
tiveness of  the nudges could be evaluated.

What role do you think research plays in 
reducing poverty?
Research helps us better understand the contributing factors to 
poverty and the barriers people in poverty face.  It can help us 
identify effective ways to assist individuals to solve their problems, 
bridge the gaps, and overcome the barriers.  This enables better 
use of  limited resources.

Why do you think that the Scholarship Pro-
gram is important?
The program is more than just a scholarship. It affords students 
the financial assistance to pursue a college education.  More im-
portantly, students are guided during high school to better prepare 
for the demands of  higher education. 

Why do you think enrollment rates are low in 
St. Joseph County, Indiana?
Parent involvement plays a big role in the enrollment process.  
Often the connections between home and school are limited and 
communication is difficult.  Many of  the target families are more 
focused on meeting immediate needs and don’t fully understand 
the importance of  early planning.  Convenient online access can 
also be a barrier.

How do you anticipate that LEO’s research 
study will improve the Scholarship Program in 
St. Joseph County, Indiana?
Hopefully it will help identify more effective methods to en-
courage enrollment.  Targeted, individual contacts may be more 
successful than the previous efforts of  simply providing general 
information and enrollment opportunities.  This will lead to high-
er participation levels.

What do you see as being some of the great-
est challenges your students face in terms of 
pursuing higher education?
Many of  our students have weak academic foundations.  They 
lack a comprehensive support system.  They often have a narrow 
perspective due to limited experiences.  Their lack of  financial 
resources leads to a lack of  opportunities.

Diane Gorman is the School Counselor at Jackson Intermediate 
Center in South Bend Community School Corporation (SBCSC).  
She holds a Bachelor of Arts Degree in Elementary Education 
and Early Childhood Education from Purdue University and two 
Masters Degrees from Indiana University-South Bend.

Partner Spotlight

DIANE GORMAN & BARBARA KING

Barbara King is the School Counselor at Marshall Intermediate 
Center in SBCSC. She received her Bachelor of Arts Degree in 

Speech Communications, English, and Psychology from Manches-
ter College and a Master of Arts in Education Degree in counsel-
ing from Ball State University as well as graduate study in Public 

Administration at Murray State University.



ANNALISE BURNETT

Staff Spotlight

Why did you join LEO?
As an Economics major at Notre Dame, I wanted the opportunity 
to apply my quantitative education in real-world situations while 
also creating a positive social impact. I was drawn to LEO’s com-
mitment to reducing poverty and improving lives through research, 
and the collaborative nature of  the center. I was also lucky enough 
to have had both of  LEO’s co-founders, Bill Evans and Jim Sulli-
van, as professors during my senior year of  college. Their passion 
for LEO’s work and aptitude for research and teaching inspired me 
to apply for a full-time position at LEO.

In your opinion, what role does research play in 
reducing poverty?
Research is so important to reducing poverty because it is necessary 
to first understand the greatest obstacles to breaking the cycle of  
poverty, and second, to discover the best strategy for overcoming 
those obstacles. Almost all organizations working to fight poverty 
face funding constraints, so it is crucial that these limited resources 
are creating the greatest impact possible. Research can help reveal 
the answers to these questions. Not only can LEO’s research help 
determine what works in the fight against poverty, but the exposure 
that comes from having rigorous academic evidence to support 
a program design can be a crucial component to securing pro-
gram funding. Rigorous evidence can also open doors for service 
providers to advance their efforts for replication and expansion of  
programs proven to alleviate poverty. 

What makes LEO’s approach to research 
unique?
I think that LEO’s approach to research is unique because we work 
so closely with service providers throughout the course of  a study. 
Service providers are involved in the process from the very begin-
ning, which allows them to be invested in the research as well as 
provide valuable context that researchers wouldn’t otherwise be able 
to observe from the data alone.

How were you involved in the Nudge Interven-
tion for College Scholarship project?
I was involved in the Nudge Intervention for College Scholarship 
project from the early stages when LEO attended school district 
meetings to ask guidance counselors and administrators working 
directly with the students about why they thought that there were 
low application and enrollment rates in the scholarship program. 
From there, I compiled the feedback from our partners and with 
guidance from previous nudge intervention research, I drafted the 
phone script and letter text for the interventions. I assembled a 
team of  undergraduate interns to help make phone calls from one 
of  the school districts, and subsequently coordinated and facilitated 
the data acquisition stages. I worked with the Principal Investigators 
to complete data analysis and am currently supporting the writing 
of  a paper that will detail the findings of  the study. It was exciting 
to work so closely with the school districts on this project—the 
counselors’ firsthand insight informed the creation of  the nudge 
intervention and lent important context to this study.

Annalise Burnett joined the LEO team in August 2016 as a Research Associate. She 
graduated from the University of Notre Dame in 2016 with a degree in International 
Economics. She spent her junior year of college studying abroad in Paris, France. 
During her time in undergrad, Annalise volunteered with a local education center and 
became passionate about education initiatives in Indiana. She now has the opportu-
nity to manage several Indiana-based education projects, including the Nudge Inter-
vention for College Scholarship program. Both of Annalise’s parents attended Notre 
Dame, and two of her three younger sisters are attending Saint Mary’s College, so 
it’s safe to say her Fighting Irish loyalties run deep.
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BY THE NUMBERS: NUDGE INTERVENTION FOR 
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Higher application 
rates among the 
study’s Call Group 
compared to the 
Control Group
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Eligible students who enrolled in the scholarship program from 
the class of 2020 (prior to the study)


