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Issue Brief 
Briana Starks, Elizabeth Gellman, Julie Bruch, Lisbeth Goble, and Ijun Lai   

Turning Opportunity into Action: How Direct 
Admissions Programs Can Reach Students 
Insights from three state programs: Georgia MATCH, Idaho Campus 
Choice, and Direct Admissions Minnesota. 

Traditionally, college-interested students have had to 
search for schools to apply to, gauge whether they are 
likely to be admitted, and complete each school’s 
application requirements. Although some students 
receive help from school counselors, teachers, and 
college-access staff, many navigate the complex 
processes with little or no assistance. Direct admissions 
programs change this dynamic by proactively telling 
students about colleges where they have an opportunity 
for admission, rather than leaving students (and the 
adults supporting them) to identify those opportunities 
on their own. But that approach creates a different 
challenge: students have to notice the message, 
understand why they received it, and know what to do 
with the information. 

During the 2025–26 school year, Mathematica studied 
students’ experiences with three states’ direct admissions 
programs: Georgia MATCH, Idaho Campus Choice, and 
Direct Admissions Minnesota (see Box 1 for more details 
about the study and Box 2 for more details about direct 
admissions programs). Although the programs 
communicated with students in different ways, students 
across the three states described similar barriers that 
prevented them from acting on the information. Some 
students overlooked emails or letters; some received 
notifications after they had already submitted 
applications or after early-action deadlines passed; and some were unsure what the notification meant or 
what they were expected to do next. 1 School counselors and staff often helped address these barriers by 

 

1 See Appendix A for examples of direct admissions notifications from the 2025–26 school year in all three study 
states. These examples reflect the notifications received by students in Mathematica’s study, which may differ from 
those used in prior or future years as programs evolve. The institutions listed in each notification vary based on 
students’ academic profiles.  

Box 1. About this study 
This work supports Lumina Foundation’s Great 
Admissions Redesign, which has awarded 
implementation and planning grants in seven 
states.  

This brief is the third in a three-part series 
sharing findings from Mathematica’s study of 
direct admissions. The first brief examines how 
features of direct admissions programs can 
reduce barriers to applying and explores 
enrollment patterns across the three study 
states. The second examines how direct 
admissions can shape the colleges that students 
consider and choose. 

The three briefs draw on data collected during 
the 2025–26 school year, including fall focus 
groups, a winter survey, and spring interviews 
with high school seniors across multiple high 
schools in each study state (see Box 3 at the end 
of the brief for details about study participants). 
This information was supplemented by 
interviews with school counselors and program 
administrators in each state. The study also uses 
data from the National Student Clearinghouse 
on high school seniors’ college enrollment 
before and after the start of each state’s 
program.  

https://www.researchforaction.org/admissions-redesign/1
https://www.researchforaction.org/admissions-redesign/1
https://www.luminafoundation.org/admissions-redesign/
https://www.luminafoundation.org/admissions-redesign/
https://mathematica.org/publications/from-application-to-enrollment-how-direct-admissions-programs-reduce-barriers-to-college
https://mathematica.org/publications/expanding-possibilities-how-direct-admissions-programs-shape-students-college-choices
https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/
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drawing students’ attention to the information, explaining the opportunities, and helping them determine 
how to respond.  

Box 2. What are direct admissions programs? 
Direct admissions programs aim to reduce some of the burden students face in the college choice process by having 
states and colleges proactively identify students eligible for admission. These programs can take many forms, but 
typically involve state education agencies or colleges reaching out to students through letters or emails about their 
admission or eligibility for admission. For more information on the program features of the three study states, please 
visit brief 1, From Application to Enrollment: How Direct Admissions Programs Reduce Barriers to College.  

These experiences suggest that direct admissions programs are only as effective as the communications 
that support them. States can help ensure direct admissions notifications translate into meaningful 
opportunities for students by designing communications that are timely, clear, and action-oriented, and 
by equipping counselors, teachers, and other school staff to reinforce those messages.  

This brief examines three stages in students’ engagement with direct admissions—noticing, 
understanding, and acting on the opportunity—and draws on students’ experiences across the study 
states to identify lessons for effective communication (Exhibit 1).  

Exhibit 1. Three stages of student engagement with direct admissions 

 

Students have to notice the opportunity 
Proactively sending students information about their eligibility for admission does not necessarily mean 
that students will see or pay attention to it. High school seniors receive a large volume of college-related 
information. Students in the study described email inboxes crowded with messages from colleges and 
spam. They also received large amounts of physical college mailings they did not always open or read 
through. 

No single communication channel reliably 
reached every student. Some students preferred 
physical mail because their mailboxes were less 
crowded than their email inboxes or because a 
physical letter seemed more important. Others 
preferred email because they checked their inboxes 
more often than their physical mailboxes. Students 
therefore frequently suggested using both email and 
physical mail rather than relying on a single 
communication channel.  

 

“I think email might be best… But not 
everyone checks their email, so another 
option for those people might be nice—
[for example], like a letter. Maybe both, 
just in case.” 

— Minnesota high school senior 

https://www.researchforaction.org/admissions-redesign/1
https://mathematica.org/publications/from-application-to-enrollment-how-direct-admissions-programs-reduce-barriers-to-college
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Timing affected whether students saw the information as useful. Students sometimes received 
notifications after they had already developed their college lists, submitted applications, or missed early-
action deadlines. The programs in the three study states varied in when and how they communicated with 
students. Idaho students received a state letter in late September. Georgia students received a state letter 
in late October followed by an email. The Minnesota students in the study generally received notifications 
by email in late October, although timing varied depending on when participating schools submitted 
student information to the state. Minnesota schools could also resend notifications after the initial email. 
Minnesota students had higher awareness of the direct admissions program than students in the other 
study states, which may have been related in part to this repeated outreach. 

For many students, notifications arrived too late to be useful, even though the information itself might 
have been valuable had it come sooner. Most students said they would prefer receiving notifications in 
August (for example, a few suggested during open house) or early September, so they could use them as 
a starting point for building their college lists.  

A notification that reaches students might not clearly communicate the 
opportunity and what steps students should take  
Getting students to read a notification is only the first challenge. Students also have to recognize why they 
are receiving it, understand what the information means, and determine what they are expected to do 
next. Direct admissions notifications should not simply send students more information but instead 
should make college opportunities recognizable and actionable.   

Some Georgia students initially interpreted their 
MATCH notifications as lists of colleges for their 
consideration rather than information about 
admissions eligibility. In Minnesota, students and 
counselors described the state email as long and 
text-heavy. Many Idaho students found the letter 
clear and easy to read, though some struggled to understand the concept of being eligible for admissions 
and turned to school counselors or teachers for more explanation.  

Even when students understood that the notification identified colleges where they were eligible 
for admission, many were uncertain about next steps. Across all states, some students who received 
the notification thought mistakenly that they officially had a spot in the institutions on their list and did 
not need to apply. In Minnesota, some students noted that the action steps were difficult to identify or 
buried at the bottom of the email. Students were expected to complete a survey indicating which colleges 
they were interested in and then wait for those colleges to follow up with application information. In 
Idaho, students received notifications before the state common application opened, and some wanted to 
be able to apply right away. Students and counselors both suggested that notifications should provide 
immediate, action-oriented next steps, and clearly distinguish an admissions opportunity from an 
actual admission. 

Students and counselors suggested several ways to make notifications easier to understand and use, as 
depicted in Exhibit 2. They recommended putting the key admissions message prominently at the 
beginning, providing clear step-by-step instructions, linking students directly to applications, and using 
visually engaging formats. Some students also suggested making lists of colleges easier to navigate, such 

 

“To me it just looked like a big list of 
colleges. I didn’t know what it was.” 

— Georgia high school senior 
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as by providing geographic context or even a map. Others suggested linking to tools that allow students 
to filter institutions. 

Exhibit 2. Strategies for effective direct admissions notifications 

 

Get their 
attention 

Send it in time 
to matter 

Make the 
opportunity 

obvious 

Show the  
next step Follow up 

• Use email and 
physical mail 

• Use clear subject 
lines and 
branding 

• Post flyers and 
share 
announcements 
at school 

• Consider other 
digital channels 

• Reach students 
while they’re 
building college 
lists 

• Communicate 
before key 
application 
deadlines, 
including early 
action 

• Put the key 
message at the 
top 

• Use clear, 
student-friendly 
language 

• Use headings or 
bold text 

• Make it clear 
what’s 
guaranteed and 
what’s not 

• Provide step-by-
step instructions 

• Link directly to 
the application or 
forms 

• Clearly denote all 
requirements and 
deadlines 

• Send reminders 
after the initial 
notification  

Source:  Mathematica interviews and focus groups with high school seniors and counselors, 2025-2026 

Trusted adults can help students understand the notification and take action  
Across all three study states, school counselors and teachers helped students notice, understand, and 
know what to do with their direct admissions notifications. First, school staff often introduced students to 
the program before their notification arrived, which students said helped them recognize and understand 
it. Many counselors incorporated direct admissions presentations into existing college-planning activities 
and used or adapted state-provided materials to explain programs to students. Students who did not hear 
about the programs from counselors or teachers often did not remember receiving a notification or 
remembered receiving it but did not engage with it.  

In addition to counselors and teachers telling 
students a notification was coming, many students 
said the counselors and teachers explained the 
information, helped the students think through the 
colleges listed, and clarified what the students 
needed to do next. In these cases, students said 
trusted adults helped make unfamiliar messages more legitimate, trustworthy, and salient. For example, 
some students in Minnesota thought the email was spam because it came from a “do not reply” state 

 

“If [school counselor] didn’t tell us about 
the letter, I would have ignored it.” 

— Idaho high school senior 
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email domain, and their counselors corrected this misconception. Some students said they would have 
ignored the notification altogether if a counselor had not talked to them about it. 

Counselors also reminded students to use the 
information to explore and act on their options. One 
Minnesota student described how their counselor 
encouraged them to apply to more colleges on their 
direct admissions list, which ultimately led to 
multiple scholarship offers. A Georgia student 
similarly said that counselors encouraged students 
to return to their Georgia MATCH letters, explore 
colleges they might have overlooked, and broaden 
the range of institutions they were considering. 
Students at one Georgia school said their counselor helped “demystify” Georgia MATCH before 
notifications arrived and later sent the students reminders to apply to the colleges on their lists. 

These experiences highlight several roles school staff can play as students move from receiving a direct 
admissions notification to acting on it, as shown in Exhibit 3.  

Exhibit 3. How trusted adults can help students move through three key steps after receiving 
the direct admissions notification 

 

Trusted adults can: 
• Alert students that 

information is coming 
• Signal that it is 

important and 
encourage students to 
look for it 

• Remind students to 
check or revisit the 
information 

 Trusted adults can: 
• Explain the opportunity 

and what it means  
• Answer questions and 

address confusion 
• Help students interpret 

their options and consider 
which colleges may be a 
good fit 

 Trusted adults can: 
• Clarify next steps and 

what students need to do 
now 

• Encourage students to 
explore their options and 
consider additional 
colleges 

• Direct students to 
applications and other 
resources to take action 

Source:  Mathematica interviews and focus groups with high school seniors and counselors, 2025–26 

Counselors and teachers play a critical role, but capacity to help varies widely 
School counselors and staff have important roles to play in making direct admissions work, but programs 
won’t be successful if they place too much burden on school staff. Schools differ in the time and staff 
available for college advising, and there is often less capacity at the schools that serve students who could 
benefit the most from the proactive and streamlined college information that direct admissions aims to 

 

“At first, I was only going to apply to one 
or two colleges, but I talked to my 
counselor, and he said I should apply to 
more of the colleges I had direct 
admissions to. I think he was right, 
because I got a bunch of scholarships.” 

— Minnesota high school senior 
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deliver. Some schools in the study had dedicated college and career counselors and structured 
opportunities to help students understand their college options. Other counselors balanced college 
advising with large caseloads and competing responsibilities related to students’ academic and social-
emotional needs.  

Interviews with counselors and state program administrators pointed to three ways states can reduce 
reliance on individual school staff members: 

1. Provide concise talking points, ready-to-use student communications, engaging presentation 
materials, and clear answers to common questions. Some counselors in Idaho and Minnesota said 
that the state provided communication materials that were too text-heavy or difficult to use directly 
with students and reported reformatting materials themselves into more student-friendly versions. 

2. Provide resources that support incorporating direct admissions information into existing group 
activities at school. This could include college-planning lessons, senior-year courses, assemblies, or 
dedicated application activities, rather than depending on individual counseling appointments. States 
could also create posters for display around the school or draft brief schoolwide announcements 
letting seniors know to look for their notifications. 

3. Use other communication channels to reach students and complement the efforts of school 
staff. For example, Georgia has used social media (including Facebook and TikTok) and broader 
marketing (such as local television) alongside direct communications to raise awareness of Georgia 
MATCH. These approaches can help familiarize students with a program before or alongside more 
personalized conversations with school staff. 

These efforts would help create a multifaceted, coordinated communication system in which counselors 
and teachers can reinforce clear program information rather than having to introduce, reinterpret, or 
recreate it themselves. 

Insights for improvement, replication, and scale-up  
Findings from the three states suggest several considerations for designing or refining communication 
around direct admissions. By making admissions notifications clearer and more action-oriented, states 
may reduce the need for some students to have additional supports, including school staff and other 
program resources. States can also refine program resources so that schools can more easily support 
students who still need help understanding and acting on the opportunity. The following considerations 
can help states strengthen both direct communication with students and the supports that reinforce it. 

Reach students through more than one touchpoint. A single email or letter can easily be 
overlooked. Multiple channels and follow-up reminders create additional opportunities for 
students to encounter the information. 

Communicate while students are still making decisions. Admissions information appears to 
have less potential to shape students’ choices if the students have already developed college 
lists or submitted applications. Consider beginning outreach before application season. Some 

students wanted information before or very early in senior year.   

Make the central message and immediate next steps obvious. Students should be able to 
quickly identify the opportunity they have received and why they received it. Communications 
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should clearly explain what students still need to do and provide an easy pathway to the  
next action. 

Build awareness of direct admissions earlier in high school. Some students wanted to learn 
about direct admissions before senior year, to help reinforce the importance of maintaining a 
strong grade point average and to help them stay motivated, among other reasons. States and 

schools could incorporate this information into coursework and college-planning activities throughout 
high school, helping students understand how their academic performance can expand their college 
options. 

Equip school staff to reinforce, not reconstruct, the message, and to reach many 
students at once. Concise, ready-to-use resources can help counselors and teachers reinforce 
program communications and facilitate group activities related to direct admissions without 

creating substantial additional work.  

Coordinate communication across the system. State outreach and school reinforcement can 
complement one another, so students encounter a consistent message more than once and 

from more than one source. 

Box 3. Study participants 
During the 2025–26 school year, this study examined students’ experiences with direct admissions programs in 
Georgia, Idaho, and Minnesota. The study included 14 schools (eight urban, four rural, and two suburban) across 
10 school districts. Eleven of the 14 schools were classified as low income.2 School counselors and administrators 
recruited students to participate and were asked to prioritize students who were less academically motivated and 
include students with a range of backgrounds, including students from families with low incomes, first-generation 
college students, and students of color. In total, 136 students participated in focus groups; 112 of those students 
completed a survey, and 16 participated in follow-up interviews. The study team also interviewed school 
counselors from 13 of the 14 participating schools and five state administrators. 

 

 

 

 

2 Schools are considered low income if more than 40 percent of students receive free or reduced-price lunch, per the 
Title I definition. 
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Appendix A. Examples of 2025-26 Direct Admissions Notifications in Each Study State  
Georgia MATCH notification 
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Idaho Campus Choice notification  
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Direct Admissions Minnesota notification 
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