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Executive Summary 
Across the country, policymakers, university leaders, and families continue to seek sustainable 
strategies for increasing college affordability and limiting student debt to manageable levels. At 
McPherson College in Kansas, this effort led to the creation of the Student Debt Project (SDP), 
an innovative initiative designed to help students graduate with little to no debt. To do so, the 
program combines three key components: financial literacy training, work experience, and 
mentorship. As an incentive to participate, students receive a 25% match on every dollar in 
earnings that they contribute to their education. Since launching in 2018, the opt-in program has 
expanded rapidly, with nearly half of all students at McPherson College participating during the 
2022–23 academic year. 

About the Evaluation 
McPherson College partnered with RTI International, a nonprofit research institute, to evaluate 
experiences and perceptions of SDP participants. For this evaluation, RTI analyzed 6 years of 
administrative data, conducted a student survey completed by more than one-fifth of the student 
body, and held in-depth focus groups with a total of 11 student participants and 8 mentors. 

Key Findings 
Based on the administrative data analysis, student survey responses, and focus groups, the 
following overarching findings emerged: 

Overall, students had positive perceptions of their SDP experience.  

▪ Eighty-six percent of survey respondents would encourage other McPherson College 
students to join SDP. 

▪ Seventy-seven percent of survey respondents believe they were likely to graduate with 
less debt because of participation in SDP. 

▪ Sixty-five percent of survey respondents reported that participating in SDP increased 
their interest in remaining at McPherson College. 

▪ One SDP participant noted, “For a person who self-funds his studies, the 25% match is 
game changer. … The SDP helped me reduce my balance and allowed me to become 
financially literate.” 

▪ An SDP participant mentioned, “The match has enabled me to pay for my housing here 
with only my summer/winter break income. It takes a huge weight off my shoulders when 
I think about the student loans that I will have to take out when I attend graduate school.” 

A majority of SDP participants found SDP activities easy to manage. 

▪ Eighty-three percent found it easy to join SDP. 
▪ Sixty-seven percent found it easy to meet program requirements. 
▪ Fifty-nine percent found it easy to obtain the 25% match for their earnings. 
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SDP participants expressed confidence in their understanding of a variety of financial 
topics. 

▪ Ninety-five percent were confident on the topic of personal budgeting. 

▪ Eighty-nine percent were confident in their understanding of potential income sources.  

▪ Seventy-seven percent were confident about how to maintain good credit. 

▪ Seventy-six percent were confident about borrowing and repaying money. 
SDP participants compared favorably with nonparticipants on several academic 
outcomes.  

▪ SDP participants had an average GPA of 3.12, compared with an average GPA of 2.78 
for nonparticipants. 

▪ SDP participants had a year-to-year retention rate of 85%, compared with 70% for 
nonparticipants. Nationally, the retention rate at all bachelor’s-granting institutions in 
2021 was 74%.1 Among private, not-for-profit 4-year institutions in the Plains region,2 
the retention rate was 76%. 

▪ SDP participants attempted fewer credit hours per year than nonparticipants yet earned 
the same number of credits. This finding implies that SDP participants had a higher rate 
of passing their courses than nonparticipants, which can minimize the time and expense 
of earning a degree.  

▪ Thirty-three percent of SDP participants enrolled in graduate school immediately 
following graduation, compared with 17% of nonparticipants. For reference, about 21% 
of bachelor’s recipients at similar institutions nationwide in 2015–16 had applied to 
graduate school by their senior year.3 

▪ While not causal, these relationships remained even after statistically controlling for a 
variety of observable student characteristics, such as gender, race, Pell Grant recipient 
status, and in-state residency. 

During the program, SDP participants borrowed less in student loans.  

▪ In years when they participated in SDP, students borrowed nearly $1,100 less in federal 
Direct undergraduate loans per year than in years when they did not participate. 

 
1 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS), Fall Enrollment component 2021 provisional data. 
2 The Plains region includes Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota. 
3 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2016–17 Baccalaureate and Beyond 
Longitudinal Study (B&B:16/17). 
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