DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR CCCAPPLY

Overview

The Foundation for California’s Community Colleges and ideas42 have worked together to apply a
behavioral science lens to the community college student journey. Through data analysis and
conversations with students, staff, and other stakeholders we have identified five key behavioral barriers
that prevent students from matriculating at a California Community College (CCC). A full summary of
these barriers is available at bit.ly /ccc42diagnosis.

ideas

Our design principles, explained herein, address these barriers. These design principles can be applied
to evaluate the behavioral strengths and weaknesses of any potential CCCApply design idea. This
document is divided into two additional sections: one devoted to applying these design principles, and

another that gives more context, evidence, and implementation advice for the principles.

Applying the Design Principles

These design principles can be applied to evaluate the strength of a given idea for CCCApply from a
behavioral perspective. While these principles are powerful independent of each other, the way they
interact should also be considered. When evaluating a design ideq, there may be tradeoffs between
principles that the designer will need to consider and weigh. This checklist is meant fo serve as a way of

evaluating these strengths and identifying those potential tradeoffs.
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Evidence

Channels are seemingly-minor situational factors that make it disproportionately easier for students to
complete the application process. Psychological research tells us that channel factors not only increase
impelling forces, helping to move people forward more efficiently, but also decrease constraining forces,
serving to decrease or even eliminate some of the other barriers people face.' In our diagnosis research,
we saw time and again that students coming straight from high school had access to college staff and
outreach processionals who were able to help them through the process. However, many other types of
students do not have access to these channels.

Changes to CCCApply must open channels, connecting all students to the resources they need to be
successful in the application process and beyond.

¢ Send student contact info to their chosen college ASAP: When colleges can see who is
interested in attending their schools, they can use their considerable resources to help students
through the process. We recommend getting consent to release the information from students on
the first page of the application, and sending student data to colleges immediately. This one
change has the potential to strengthen everything else by connecting students with mentorship and
help from the start of the application process.

¢ Prioritize contact information gathering: Any questions or sections that may present hassles,
include jargon, or create identity challenges should be avoided until after colleges have received
contact information for interested students.

¢ Provide access to live help': Static help text and links to resources are important, but it is even
better to connect students to help in real-time while they are completing their applications. This
help can take many forms, including phone numbers and live chat.

Hassles — seemingly small hurdles that disproportionately inhibit completion of a task — can have the
unintended consequence of delaying or derailing application submission. There is strong behavioral
evidence to indicate that reducing hassles can help students move through the college matriculation
process as simply as possible.i In our diagnosis interviews, college outreach workers specifically cited
many materials that students need to locate and reference as a barrier to completion.

A new CCCApply should reduce the number of things a student needs to do, the amount of information
they’'d have to search for, and the number of steps that need to be completed.

¢ Decrease the number of questions: Anything that can be removed from the application entirely,
decreasing its overall length, will result in fewer opportunities for student drop off.

¢ Allow students to temporarily skip questions that involve outside materials: Allowing students
to temporarily skip questions that require them to search for or ask for information from a 3t
party, such as SSN, will prevent them from being derailed during the initial application process. If
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students are allowed to skip entering this information, they should also be reminded to come back
to it later.

¢ Reduce clicks whenever possible: Minimize the necessity to manually click around and navigate
within CCCApply. Make important contextual information available within the application pages,
and ensure the flow of the application is intuitive.

¢ Keep students in the application as much as possible: There may be outside resources that are
useful to students when applying, but avoid requiring students to download an app or navigate to
a different page. Similarly, students should be able to log in to the application just once, without
being frequently auto-logged-out.

¢ Make reminders actionable: Any time a student receives a text or an email reminding them to
resume their application or complete a step, they should also receive clear, easy instructions about
how to proceed.

Research tells us that ambiguity around how to proceed with a process or around the risk involved in
making a decision can lead to inaction.” In our diagnosis interviews, students consistently referenced
ambiguity caused by jargon and confusion about why certain questions are asked. Even seemingly-simple
terms like “Enrollment Status” can be confusing for a first-time student.

Avoiding ambiguity means making it easy for all potential students to understand the questions and
response options on the application. Additionally, the consequences of selecting any particular option
should also be made clear, eliminating any feelings of uncertainty that pressing submit may bring up for
students.

¢ Explain everything in plain, non-threatening language: The tone of the application should be
professional but friendly. Wording should be concise and at a roughly 6th grade level. Where
there is terminology that is unfamiliar to a person who has never attended college, it should be
exchanged for more common language. “Legalese” — legal terms that would not make sense to a
student — should be eliminated, simplified, or hidden as much as is possible.

¢ Explain how information will be used: Use headers and help text to give simple information
about why questions are being asked, where the information is going, and how it will be used.

¢ Prioritize help text: Important tips should be visible on the page without clicking or hovering when
possible. Help text can be used to define a term and explain why something is being asked or
what the information is being used for.

When people are primed to consider specific, sensitive identities they hold, it can change how they
interact with a process or perform on a subsequent task.” 19.64% of students who paused within or
dropped off of CCCApply altogether in 2017 did so on the Personal Information Page. Many of these
questions bring up sensitive identities. Students may lack clarity on how this information will be used and
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assume that it is a part of the college’s assessment of their qualifications, rather than information
gathered for demographic reporting or other reasons

To combat this effect, the application should readily communicate to students that they, however they
identify, are welcome in college:

¢ Affirm student belonging: Eliminate sensitive questions wherever possible. When such questions
must be included, ask them in a friendly tone. Communicate that many questions are not used to
evaluate a student’s fit for college, but instead for demographic reporting or to assess their need
for support.

¢ Avoid priming negative student identities:' Move identity questions to late in the application,
when students have already made progress and some trust has been built. Make identity
questions short and easy to answer.

¢ Use inclusive language: Sensitive questions should be written using accepted phrasing
conventions that appropriately reflect the true range of identities."'" Allow students the option to
define themselves, where possible, or decline to respond, rather than just check boxes that might
not always fit.

Scaffolding is a system of support that helps an individual solve a problem by simplifying tasks and
providing motivation.x Students — who often enter college unsure of what their ultimate educational goals
might be — need this scaffolding to help them make informed decisions.x Our diagnosis interviews
revealed that many students aren’t always getting this help inside the application, especially when
making selections around goals and majors.

The application should provide students with the contextual information they need to make important,
informed, decisions about their future. If a choice is too complex to scaffold well, consider moving it
outside of the application.

¢ Allow students to signal when they don’t know: Allow students to indicate that they don’t know
the answer to important questions and align processes and policies to help them figure it out
without disadvantaging them in the registration or financial aid processes.

¢ Simplify choices with skip logic: When a section requires making a complicated choice, break
the choice down into smaller steps and use a logical sequence of questions to walk students
through it.
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