
T eenager and philanthropist are two
words that most people would not
associate with one another.

Although teens are often asked to volun-
teer their time, they are rarely asked to
donate their money. According to a study
conducted by Independent Sector, 59% of
teens aged 12–17 volunteered in 1995 at
an average of 3.5 hours of volunteer time
per week. However, only 41% of teens
contributed to charitable organizations.
They gave an average of $82 a year. 

Lack of income is not the reason
most teens avoid charitable giving. In
1997, researchers at Ohio State Univer-
sity surveyed 8,984 teens aged 12–16
and found that the median amount of
allowance and cash they received from
parents was $50 per week. Considering
that many teens also work part time and
that they are not typically required to
contribute to household expenses, the
potential for increased giving is clear. 

It is important to cultivate generous
giving in teens for at least two reasons.
First, they are an underutilized source of
financial support for nonprofit groups.
Corporations are well aware of the
spending power of teens; more than $2
billion is spent annually on advertising
directed at young people, more than 20
times the amount spent just 10 years ago.
By contrast, nonprofits often overlook
teenagers as potential funders of their
work. Second, it is during childhood and
adolescence that young people form
their financial habits. Ideally, setting
aside income for charitable giving should
be as routine for young people as
brushing their teeth. As we all know, it is
much easier to establish a good habit
early on than to attempt to change a
bad habit later. 

In thinking about how to encourage
teens to give more money to nonprofit
organizations, it would be useful to know
what is distinctive about those teens who
already give generously. However, more is

known about the characteristics of excep-
tionally generous adults than about teens.
Adults donate an average of 2–3% of their
income. But that figure is only an
average; the amount given to charity
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varies tremendously between households,
even those at the same income level. For
example, between one-fourth and one-
third of households give nothing at all to
charity. Additionally, low-income families
often give a higher percentage of income
to charity than do richer families. A rela-
tively small number of particularly
generous families is responsible for the
bulk of the donations received by
nonprofit groups. The 1985 Yankelovich
study, Survey of American Giving, found
that the top four predictors of generous
giving in adults were attendance at reli-
gious services, perception of financial
security, perception of the availability of
discretionary funds, and volunteering. 

Teens also vary considerably in their
levels of giving. As mentioned, 59% of
teens give nothing. However, among the
41% of teens who do give money to
charity, some give much more than
others. 

The purpose of this study was to
gain insight into what appears to be
influencing exceptionally generous
teens to give at higher levels than their
peers. The study was funded by the
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs
through a postdoctoral research grant,
and was sponsored by the Minnesota
Charities Review Council.

The 10 young people who were
interviewed for this case study were
drawn from a group of teens who
expressed interest in joining a collabora-
tive charitable giving group. A total of
250 high school juniors and seniors
were approached to see if they would be
interested in forming a giving circle—a
group of people who pool their chari-
table donations to fund a larger project.
Interested teens filled out an informa-
tion form that included questions about
how much money they earned and the
amount they set aside for charity. Ten
teenagers currently donating $100 or
more per year to charity were identified
from the pool of respondents. Six were
girls and four were boys. The average
amount this group gave to charity per
year was approximately $240. All of
them agreed to participate in the study. 

Semistructured interviews were
conducted with each teen and lasted
between one and two hours. The partici-
pants were asked about the kinds of

instruction they had received at home,
school, or from other organizations
regarding charitable giving; their knowl-
edge of the nonprofit world and princi-
ples of wise giving; the community needs
they were most interested in; and their
financial habits and attitudes. Their
responses were recorded, transcribed, and
sorted by topic and theme. The similarity
of the teens’ formative influences, values,
and habits was striking. The results of the
study are presented here using the voices
of the teens interviewed. Names have
been changed to protect their privacy. 

Membership in Communities That
Practice Philanthropy
Each participant reported that philan-
thropy was valued in all of the commu-
nities of which they were members—at
home, in school, among their friends,
and in their religious organizations.
Every teen who gave at particularly
generous levels had parents who were
active in philanthropy and emphasized
its importance. 

I know my parents always give
generously at church and for the
special collections to help people
overseas. My mom’s side of the
family buys all the presents for a
family at Christmas through this
Adopt-a-Family program, too. We all
pitch in money for that. 

—Gary

My mother is one of my best friends.
I have a friend whose parents are
very wealthy, but the parents ignore
the kids. They are like kids them-
selves—just thinking about what
they want. My parents are not that
way. I know my parents give money
to the American Refugee Commit-
tee, for epilepsy, and to Minnesota
Public Radio.

—Lee

Many of the teens reported that
their friends were also active in philan-
thropy. Typically, much of the teens’
social life revolved around their
churches. Often they and their families
were unusually devout, and their reli-
gious beliefs encouraged them to give
generously. 

About half my social life is wrapped
up in church. I go on retreats. I
have religious study every day. I
wake up and thank God for what he
has given me. We are part of Christ
and it is our responsibility to help
others. There was a church group

giving thing—it pushed me to give
more.

—Michelle

I go to church during the week if I
miss on Sunday. I used to teach
Sunday school. I help decorate the
church. Our church community is
really tight. My brother stopped
going to church, so on my birthday,
I told him I wanted him to go with
me as my birthday present. Church
matters a lot to my parents, too.
When I ask my parents for advice,
they say “Pray.”

—Catherine

My dad is very involved in church.
He is on the social justice
committee. I teach fifth grade
Sunday school every week.

—Robert

The exceptionally generous teens
belonged to interlocking communities
in which philanthropy is highly
valued. Studies on the group amplifi-
cation phenomenon shed light on
why this is so important. Group
amplification refers to the strength-
ening of a value when an individual
spends time in the company of others
who hold similar beliefs. For example,
in his book The American Paradox: Spir-
itual Hunger in an Age of Plenty,
psychologist and researcher David
Myers describes how he and George
Bishop discovered that prejudiced
high school students who discussed
racial issues with other like-minded
students became more prejudiced.
When low-prejudice students
discussed the same issues together,
they became even more tolerant. The
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Curt Milburn’s article “Students as
Interns: The Partnership with the
Phalen Corridor Initiative,” which
appeared in the Winter 2001–2002
issue of the CURA Reporter, incorrectly
stated on page 33 that Martin Sabo is
the congressional representative for
the district in which the Phalen
Corridor is located. The area is actually
represented in Congress by Betty
McCollum. Although Representative
Sabo is from Minneapolis, he was
nonetheless helpful in securing federal
transportation funds for the Phalen
Corridor Initiative. Our apologies to
Representatives McCollum and Sabo
for this error.

Correction

Cover photo: Because young people
form their financial habits at an early
age, it is important to reinforce charita-
ble habits during childhood and adoles-
cence. This 7-year-old is shown dividing
her allowance into jars marked “save,”
“give,” and “spend.”



generous impulse of the teens is
amplified by their membership in
groups that value and practice
philanthropy. 

Volunteering
The majority of the teens in the study
spent many hours volunteering. They
tended to favor organizations that
served vulnerable groups, and often the
activities they sought out related to
career areas they were considering. Also,
they typically gave their charitable
donations to the organizations at which
they volunteered.

I volunteer at the Children’s
Hospital. I am thinking of becoming
a pediatric nurse for neonates. I play
with the children. I donated money
for a machine that helps premature
newborns.

—Catherine

I might go into something in
teaching or psychology. I am good
at listening to problems and
thinking [about] how to solve
them. I volunteer at Seward Towers
and with Big Sisters. I like to work
with kids. Some of them have hard
family situations and I want to help
the families who are in need—the
mothers who are trying to get on
their feet. Like there was a mother
who had AIDS. She needed
someone to pay her bills at
Christmas. We went to Target and
shopped for the kids. We got a wok
set for the mom and some outfits.

—Michelle

Many of the teens emphasized the
importance of getting to know the
people they helped in encouraging
them to be compassionate. 

I think people give to the ones they
consider their own. And when you
are way up there, you don’t see
anyone. And what you see doesn’t
exist.

—Lee

Thinking about Wise Giving
In making decisions about how to
spend their charity dollar, the teens in
this study showed a remarkable simi-
larity in their thinking. Although many
of the teens were devoted to their
churches, they were unsympathetic to
the notion of spending charity money
to improve the church facilities or cover
overhead expenses. 

One time they made a pitch in
church for giving money to buy an
air conditioner in the church. I
didn’t think we needed to spend
money on that. I thought, “If my
parents give money for this, I will
give to something else.”

—Catherine

I don’t like spending money on a
building. You don’t need marble
carvings and stained glass to have
Christ in your life.

—Michelle

Similarly, none of the teens donated
any charity money to arts organizations,
even though several were seriously
interested in art, one was accomplished
in ballet, and another was accomplished
in classical music. In part, they do not
give to arts organizations because these
organizations often appear more pros-
perous than nonprofits that serve
low-income groups. The teens in this
study favored reserving most of their
money for vulnerable groups. 

I’ve never really thought about
giving to arts organizations. I went
to see plays at the Children’s
Theatre, but it never crossed my
mind that they would be in need of
money. I’d probably give them some

money if they asked, but I would
rather put more aside for the home-
less and hungry.

—Gary

The participants tended to think of
wise giving in terms of how kind
nonprofit staff were to those they
helped, or how needy the recipients of
the donation were. They were unfa-
miliar with standards for charities such
as those used by the Minnesota Chari-
ties Review Council or the National
Charities Information Bureau. The teens
tended to hear of organizations and
their needs through school or church,
and typically they did not inquire about
issues of stewardship beyond asking
whom the money would benefit.

I know that the Little Sisters of the
Poor is a good program because I
volunteer there and I see how loving
the staff is.

—Catherine

I generally get information from
church or school about a need, and
then I come up with the money. No
one ever says anything about
standards or ratings. I might like to
know more about how to get that
information and check on a charity.

—Michelle
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The majority of the teenagers in the study spent time volunteering at local organi-
zations. Here a youth volunteer helps release a rehabilitated sparrow back into the
wild at the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center’s avian nursery.
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No one ever talked to me about
those places that evaluate charities. I
would be interested in knowing that
as much as possible of the money is
going to the people I meant to help.

—Gary

Financial Training and Habits
According to a Gallup survey conducted
last year, although 75% of parents felt
that they had a duty to provide finan-
cial guidance to young adults, only 36%
said they had tutored their children
about money. The study was sponsored
by Lutheran Brotherhood, a financial
services organization that serves
Lutheran families, and the Search Insti-
tute, a social science research firm. In
part, the reticence of the parents stems
from social taboos about discussing
money. One parent commented, “I
don’t know why money would seem as
personal as sex, but it does. I was
brought up to believe that you took care
of your money, but it was tacky to talk
about it.” Nathan Dugan, the vice presi-
dent of stewardship and brand develop-
ment for Lutheran Brotherhood, noted,
“The consistent theme I get from
parents is ‘I know I haven’t done well in
this myself.’ They are afraid of owning
up to their own shortcomings.” 

The parents of exceptionally
generous teens are strikingly dissimilar
to most parents in that they take charge
of the financial training of their chil-
dren. In addition to practicing philan-
thropy themselves, the parents are
skilled money managers, and they are
keen to pass on their knowledge and
values to their children. Each teen had
at least one parent who taught them the
financial skills and attitudes that
underpin philanthropy. Their lessons
emphasized the importance of simple
living, thrift, aggressive saving and
investing, and generous giving. 

My parents don’t make a lot of
money, but they are excellent at
managing their income. They always
have cash to spare. They are not big
on buying a lot of material things.
My father is big on teaching me
about money. He often preaches
saving and investing. He is antifrit-
tering. Whenever there is some
financial show on, he is calling me
over to point out things to me. He is
brilliant in terms of the stock
market. He is teaching me about
stocks. I already set up a Roth IRA.

—Lee

My parents say, “Don’t be wasteful
or stingy.” In our family, we never
had the fear of being poor. My
paternal grandparents were rich, but
no one knew. They lived very
simply. My mother is interested in
money management. She is a
member of an investment club. My
mother made me give. Her mother
taught her and she taught me. After
a while, my mom said, “I don’t care.
Do what you want.” But now I can’t
stop. Giving is a habit.

—Catherine

My mom is my financial counselor.
When I am thinking of doing some-
thing, I hear her voice in my head. I
think, “What would my mom say?”
My mom was trying to get me away
from that brand-name stuff. She said,
“Be smarter. You don’t need that to be
like somebody else.” My mom always
says, “Is it a want or a need?” After I
buy something, I bring it to my mom
to see what she thinks. She says, “Did
you really need that?” If I decide I
don’t, then I bring it back. Once I
spent money on shoes I didn’t need
just because other people had them. I
was really disgusted with myself and
brought them back. My mom’s advice
is to always save up. You hear the
word savings at our house every day.
You know that if anything goes
wrong, you will have that money. I
bought CDs. I got one from my mom.
She buys savings bonds for me too. I
learned giving from my mom. She
said, “By giving this money, there is a
blessing that comes with it. You
would feel good about yourself.”

—Michelle

The most important lesson the
parents gave their children was to set
aside a percentage of income for savings
and charitable giving. All of the parents
insisted on this.

I have to take 10% out of my
allowance for charity. It’s just
routine. It doesn’t really hurt. I take
out another 10 to 20% for college
savings. The rest is to spend.

—Pat

If I am paid $20, I put $2 in a charity
envelope in the kitchen cabinet, $9
goes to my savings account for
college, and $9 is available for
spending.

—Catherine

Kids in our family get an allowance.
If we got $30, then our mom would
take $5 for charity and $5 for
savings out and put it in a special
envelope. Then she would take the
envelopes and hide them so there
was no way we could be tempted to
use that money if we ran short. This
makes it really painless to give to
charity. You never think of that
money as yours to spend anyway.
It’s important to take the money
away from yourself. If I had it in my
wallet, it would be gone, and I’d
have nothing to give.

—Gary

In terms of attitudes toward
spending, the teens divided into two
different schools of thought. One group
disliked shopping and bought only
when they deemed the purchase a
necessity. They also typically had a
repertoire of strategies they employed to
avoid impulse buying. 

I wear a lot of non-name-brand
things. I won’t pay $90 for a pair of
shoes. I feel detached from it. If you
are confident, it doesn’t matter what
you wear. I figure that I will have
that extra dollar to spend for some-
thing else. If I am tempted to buy, I
tell myself, “I will look at this, and if
I still want it, I will come back next
week and get it.” The thing is, the
desire to buy it fades.

—Michelle

I don’t like unnecessary expenses. I
like the feeling of having a margin. I
watch small expenses. If it will add
up, like buying a can of pop from a
vending machine every day, I don’t
do it. I rarely shop for fun. Maybe
for Christmas or my birthday. I
really watch the sales. I bought
boots that I had been eyeing for
three months. They were marked
down from $80 to $30. Sometimes I
try a thing on and I say, “I can get it
later. Maybe it will go on sale. Oh, I
don’t need it. It’s pretty, but I don’t
need it.” I am not into shopping.
Once I bought a pen on impulse for
$8. I was bugged. It was worse when
I kept money in my checking
account. Now I keep money out of
checking. I only shift the money
when I need it. I stay clear of the
mall for the most part. I go shopping
with my mom. I give her my wallet
to hold and I say, “Don’t give me
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my wallet back unless it is practical.”
When my mom takes me shopping,
if I buy a shirt, then I give one away.

—Catherine 

When I think about buying some-
thing, I ask myself, “Will it be
useful?” If not, I don’t buy it.

—Lee

The other group liked shopping and
preferred name-brand merchandise, but
would bargain hunt to get these things
on sale. This group avoided credit cards
and debt; if they had no money left,
they simply didn’t buy. Since they had
already set aside money for their savings
and charitable giving, their enjoyment
of shopping didn’t affect their ability to
be generous or their long-term financial
well-being. 

I like to shop. When we buy clothes,
I prefer brands like Nautica or Polo.
We usually go to outlet stores or use
coupons or wait for sales so that we
get a good deal.

—Gary

All of the teens in this study felt
happy when they gave money to
charity, and they felt uncomfortable if
they did not give. 

Part of my motivation to give is
guilt. I feel for them. I see how
much money my friends have and it
is almost like a kinship kind of
thing. I want to rise above that
example. I think, “Why am I
hoarding this money?” I like having
fun and being impulsive, but not at
the expense of others.

—Lee

God gives us so much, we have to
give back to Him. If I didn’t, I would
feel as if I were stealing from God. I
feel bad if I have this money and
don’t give anything, but I feel happy
when I help others. I know I made
someone feel better.

—Catherine

It was a need. I was just taught to do
this. I felt better knowing that if I
contributed my dollars, I was
helping someone out.

—Michelle

Creating Conditions That Promote
Philanthropy in Young People
The findings of this study suggest that

there are a number of ways to create
conditions that would nurture philan-
thropy in children and teens. 

1. Families, schools, youth programs,
and religious organizations should
discuss charitable giving more fre-
quently. It is important to ask young
people to donate their own money
to charitable projects. Many do not
give because they have never been
asked. 

2. Young people should be taught more
about wise giving and how to use
resources such as the National
Charities Information Bureau or the
Minnesota Charities Review Council.
Because it appears that teens fre-
quently donate money to the non-
profits at which they volunteer, it
would be useful to publish lists of
nonprofit organizations that meet
recognized standards of stewardship
and also offer rewarding volunteer
opportunities for youth. The
Minnesota Charities Review Council
and the Volunteer Resource Center
have collaborated to produce such a
resource list for teens in the Twin
Cities area (see sidebar). 

3. Parents need to be more assertive in
teaching their children about thrift,
cash-flow management, saving and
investing, and charitable giving.
Programs that teach parents how to
mentor their children in the area of
money management would be very
useful. 

4. Teens who are already giving at
generous levels should be asked to
teach children and other teens
about charitable giving and the
financial habits that enable them to
give at high levels. 

Giving circles, referred to earlier, are
a promising model for nurturing philan-
thropy in children and teens. Often the
group follows up their charitable dona-
tion with a volunteer service experience
at the nonprofit organization they
funded. The group also usually receives
feedback from the nonprofit on how
their generosity changed others’ lives.
Some giving circles offer money
management workshops for their
members to enable them to give at
higher levels. 

Following their interviews, the
teens who participated in this study
were asked to be part of an interfaith
giving circle composed of children and
teens that would meet approximately
once a month. Four of them agreed. An
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Great Givers, an innovative educa-
tional program developed by the
Charities Review Council, is the result
of a collaboration with the Volunteer
Resource Center and Catholic Chari-
ties of St. Paul and Minneapolis. The
program is based on the following
premises:

• Youth are valuable assets to their
communities and have the power
to change their world through
responsible giving of their person-
al resources. 

• Young people who develop their
philanthropic spirit become adults
who contribute to their communi-
ties. 

• The philanthropic spirit is devel-
oped through heightened aware-
ness of human and community
needs, hands-on involvement in
serving those needs, and knowl-
edge of how to make informed
gifts.

• Effective and satisfying giving
involves developing meaningful
criteria for making charitable
choices.

• Youth are an often overlooked
resource for nonprofits in carrying
out their missions.

Designed for use by teachers and
youth leaders, the Great Givers
curriculum consists of four lessons
that provide youth with the tools and
encouragement to become great
givers. Resource materials include a list
of nonprofit organizations that offer
high-quality volunteer opportunities
for youth and that also meet the
Charity Review Council’s standards. 

The curriculum is currently being
pilot-tested at three junior high
schools: Benilde–St. Margaret’s,
Woodbury Junior High, and the
Project for Pride in Living (PPL)
charter school. The Charities Review
Council anticipates that the lessons
will be available in May or June 2002.
Groups interested in using the
curriculum can contact the Charities
Review Council at 651-224-7030.

▲
▲

▲
▲

▲

Great Givers:
Empowering the
Philanthropic Spirit
of Minnesota Youth



additional 12 children (aged 6–12) and
8 teens were recruited to the giving
circle for a total of 20 participants. At
the formation of the giving circle, only
6 of the 20 (including the 4 teens who
were part of the study) were in the habit
of donating to nonprofits. Most of the
members had never before been asked
to give. 

The group selected child labor as
their first issue. They read a book on the
subject, watched videos in which child
laborers were interviewed, reviewed
current programs by nonprofits oper-
ating overseas, and selected a project to
fund. Each member donated to the
common pool money that he or she
had earned. Parents were invited to sit
in on the meetings, and both parents
and grandparents were asked to match
their child’s or grandchild’s donation.
The average amount that children
donated was $15; the average amount
for teens was $47. The total amount the
group gave for their first charitable
project was $1,289.

The idea of regularly setting aside a
portion of income for charity was

discussed several times at giving circle
meetings, and the suggestion was well
received by children and teens who had
not previously donated money. Many of
the parents reported that they had
discussed budgeting and charitable
giving for the first time with their chil-
dren because of the giving circle conver-
sations about money management. By
the eighth month of operation, 17 out
of 20 children and teens were routinely
setting aside a portion of their incomes
for charity. A special committee
composed of parents, a financial literacy
specialist, and teens who already give
generously is currently designing a
workshop on how to teach money
management to children and teens for
the parents of the giving circle
members. All of the original members
have indicated a desire to continue
donating to charity through the giving
circle, and a number of them have
recruited their friends to the group. 

A 13-year-old girl, upon being
invited to join the giving circle,
commented, “I would have given my
money for this kind of thing before, but

nobody ever asked me.” Unflattering
stereotypes of teens depict them as
materialistic narcissists. However, the
behavior and attitudes of the teens in
this study show that they are capable of
self-sacrifice, personal discipline, and
compassion. Our young people repre-
sent an enormous untapped financial
resource for meeting community needs.

Alexandra Crittenden received her
doctorate in education and human devel-
opment from the University of Minnesota.
Her area of specialty is financial literacy
instruction. She designs and evaluates
instructional programs that educate chil-
dren, teens, and young adults in skills to
increase earning power and manage
money. Her research interests include how
to promote generous giving, voluntary
simplicity, and ethics-conscious financial
decision making. She also runs the Good
Samaritan Club, an interfaith organization
that coordinates and educates giving
circles composed of children and teens. 

This project was presented to CURA as
a new initiative and was supported
through a postdoctoral research grant.
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Project Funding Available from CURA
■ Neighborhood Planning for
Community Revitalization (NPCR)
provides student research assistance to
Minneapolis and St. Paul community
organizations involved in neighborhood-
based revitalization. Projects may
include any issue relevant to a neigh-
borhood’s needs and interests, including
planning, program development, or
program evaluation. Priority is given to
projects that support and involve resi-
dents of color. Applications from organi-
zations collaborating on a project are
encouraged. Applications are due July
10, 2002, for fall 2002 assistance and
November 6, 2002, for winter/spring
2003 assistance. For more information,
visit NPCR’s Web site at

http://www.npcr.org, or contact NPCR
project director Kris Nelson by phone at
(612) 625-1020 or by e-mail at
nelso193@umn.edu.

■ The Community Assistantship
Program (CAP) matches community-
based nonprofit organizations, citizen
groups, and government agencies in
Greater Minnesota with students who
can provide research assistance. Eligible
organizations define a research project,
submit an application, and if accepted,
are matched with a qualified student to
carry out the research. The deadline for
applications for summer 2002 assistance
is July 1, 2002. For more information, 
to discuss potential projects, or for 

assistance with applications, contact
CAP coordinator Jan Joannides by
phone at (612) 251-7304 or by e-mail at
joann001@umn.edu.

■ The Communiversity Program
funds quarter-time graduate student
assistantships for one semester to help
community-based nonprofit organiza-
tions or government agencies with a
specific project. The application dead-
line for fall semester 2002 assistantships
is June 30, 2002. For more information,
contact Communiversity program
manager Ed Drury by phone at
(612) 625-6045 or by e-mail at
drury001@umn.edu.



To keep our readers up-to-date about
CURA projects, each issue of the CURA
Reporter features a few capsule descrip-
tions of new projects under way. The
three projects highlighted in this issue
are made possible through CURA’s
Program for Interactive Research, which
was created to encourage University fac-
ulty to carry out research projects that
involve significant issues of public 
policy for the state and that include
interaction with community groups,
agencies, or organizations in Minne-
sota. These grants are available to regu-
lar faculty members at the University of
Minnesota, and are awarded annually
on a competitive basis. The projects
described here represent only a portion
of those that will receive support from
CURA and its partners during the com-
ing year.

■ Childcare Demand and Afford-
ability. Increased labor force participa-
tion by mothers and increased
government spending on childcare
assistance have raised the importance of
childcare issues for policy makers.
Unfortunately, current measures of
childcare demand and affordability are
mostly ad hoc, and both county and
state government agencies in Minnesota
have struggled with issues of measure-
ment and data sources for indicators of
childcare affordability and needs. Eliza-
beth E. Davis (Department of Applied
Economics) will work with state and
county government staff and a local

childcare resource and referral (CCR&R)
agency to develop appropriate and
feasible measures of childcare demand
and affordability in Minnesota. This
project will provide policy makers with
a better understanding of the impact of
childcare prices, demand, and afford-
ability on families, and help them set
policy and priorities in the childcare
assistance program.

■ Arsenic in Minnesota Ground-
water and Its Impact on the
Drinking Water Supply. Thousands
of public and private wells in Minnesota
fail to meet the new federal drinking
water standards for arsenic. Although
the source of the arsenic is known
(natural glacial deposits), the processes
that intrude arsenic into groundwater
are less well understood. This lack of
knowledge impedes predictions about
contamination risk, interferes with the
formulation of sound public policy, and
inhibits the development of effective
regulations for public and private wells.
Randal J. Barnes (Department of Civil
Engineering) will work with the
Minnesota Department of Health
(which regulates the water supply and
the construction of wells) and the U.S.
and Minnesota Geologic Surveys (which
provide research and information
supporting public policy regulation) to
examine the relationship between
arsenic concentration in geologic mate-
rials and well water contamination.
Expected outcomes of the project

include identification of field geologic
indicators of likely high arsenic levels in
well water and development of new
regulations and guidelines for installing
and sampling drinking water wells in
high-arsenic areas.

■ Making Minnesota’s Public
Schools More Competitive in the
New Educational Marketplace. The
introduction and expansion of school
choice programs has presented
Minnesota’s public schools with oppor-
tunities for reinvention as well as chal-
lenges to their success. Although an
important element of the school choice
philosophy is that competition will put
pressure on existing public schools to
become more responsive to their
customers, little attention has been paid
to how this will take place in practice.
Scott F. Abernathy (Department of
Political Science) will conduct best-
practice surveys of public school princi-
pals to illuminate the current state of
Minnesota public schools’ efforts to
become more competitive in the pres-
ence of choice. The project will be
carried out in cooperation with the
Public Strategies Group, a St. Paul–based
community consulting organization
whose purpose is to transform govern-
ment agencies by making them more
customer-driven. The research project is
expected to lead to a set of guidelines
for principals who want to make their
schools more competitive in the new
educational marketplace.
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In 1972, Congress designated the
Lower St. Croix National Scenic and
Recreational Riverway in recognition

of the outstanding national significance
of the biological, physical, scenic, and
recreational resources along the 52-mile
corridor that extends from St. Croix
Falls to the river’s confluence with the
Mississippi River. The riverway is an
important corridor for migratory water-
fowl and songbird movement between
Canada, northern Wisconsin, northern
Minnesota, and the Gulf of Mexico. The
water quality in the lower St. Croix
River is good to excellent, and the river
supports a diverse biota. In addition, the
riverway contains many scenic land-
scapes and is prized as a setting for
recreational boating.

The value of the Lower St. Croix
Riverway is heightened by its proximity
to one of the upper Midwest’s largest
and most vital metropolitan areas.
Located less than 20 miles from the
State Capitol in St. Paul, the riverway’s
pristine resources have become increas-
ingly attractive and accessible to the
region’s 2.97 million residents. Unfortu-
nately, increased recreational use of the
riverway threatens to undermine the
viability of the biological, physical,
scenic, and recreational resources that
make the area a source of attraction.
Symptoms of environmental degrada-
tion, including shoreline erosion and
disruption of island ecosystems, have
already begun to appear. 

In response to anecdotal evidence of
degradation resulting from increased
recreational use, the National Park
Service and the Lower St. Croix Manage-
ment Commission have considered
closing selected islands in the riverway
to recreational use. However, the islands
are publicly owned and have always
been available for public use, so the
boating public is not likely to change its
perception or use of the islands without
sufficient information to justify such
regulations. To encourage compliance
with such regulations, therefore, the park
service and management commission

require tangible information about
patterns of recreational use of the
islands and the consequences of this use
for island ecosystems. 

Although an interagency task force
recently completed studies of the
erosive impact of boat wakes and the
transformation of island forest ecosys-
tems on selected riverway islands,
there have been no comprehensive
surveys of island change and its rela-
tionship to changing patterns of recre-
ational use of the riverway. The
purpose of this study was to develop a
better understanding of island change
in the Lower St. Croix Riverway and
relate these changes to changing
patterns of recreational use. The
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs
provided financial support for this
study through its Program for Interac-
tive Research. In addition, the St. Croix
National Wild and Scenic Riverway
provided in-kind and technical
support, and the Minnesota Depart-
ment of Natural Resources and the
Washington County Soil and Water

Conservation District both provided
technical support for our research. 

Our investigation focused on a
portion of the riverway located north of
Stillwater (see Figure 1). Three sets of
questions drove our research:

1.  Have the islands in the Lower St.
Croix Riverway changed in size? If so,
how have the changes in island size
affected the structure of vegetative
communities on the islands, and how
do the patterns of change in size and
structure correspond with the loca-
tion of the islands in the riverway?

2.  Have patterns of recreational boating
in the waters near the islands
changed? Have patterns of island use
changed? If so, how do these pat-
terns relate to the location of the
islands in the riverway?

3.  How are changing patterns of recre-
ational boating and island use related
to changes in the size and structure
of the islands? How are these rela-
tionships affected by the location of
the islands in the riverway?

Recreational Use of the St. Croix Islands and Its
Implications for the Integrity of Forest Island
Ecosystems

by David G. Pitt, Diane C. Whited, and Michele Hanson

Islands in the St. Croix River have experienced significant shoreline erosion. The loss
of shoreline sediment exposes tree roots, resulting in the loss of forest vegetation on
the islands.

Photo courtesy of D
iane W
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The first section of this article
describes in more detail the recreational
uses of the Lower St. Croix Riverway.
Subsequent sections address in turn
each of the research questions listed
above, defining the methods used to
answer the question as well as the find-
ings that emanated from the investiga-
tion. Finally, the article concludes with
a series of recommendations for
managing the resources of the riverway. 

Recreational Uses of the Lower
St. Croix Riverway
The Lower St. Croix Riverway extends
from the Excel Energy dam at St. Croix
Falls to the river’s confluence with the
Mississippi River at Prescott, Wisconsin,
and includes the river and its associated
floodplain and bluff areas. The riverway
contains more than 227 islands
comprised of sandbars, wetlands, or
bottomland forests. Collectively, the
islands account for 2,165 of the 44,255
acres of land and water within the
riverway. More than 95% of these
islands are located north of Stillwater. 

The National Park Service and other
management agencies currently permit
recreational use of the islands by the
public. Except where such activity is
prohibited, the public can anchor and
land boats on the islands, as well as
camp overnight. On warm weekend
afternoons, it is not unusual to find
boats landed or anchored two rows deep
at more popular islands. Activities asso-
ciated with island use include operating
boats near island shorelines, landing or
anchoring boats at islands, swimming,
fishing, picnicking, and camping.
Overnight campers often pitch tents
along the shoreline and enjoy campfires
and other social gatherings. It is not
uncommon for island visitors to estab-
lish a campsite on an island that will
serve as a base of operation in the
riverway for several days.

The Apple River is a major tributary
of the St. Croix River in Wisconsin. The
confluence of these two rivers created
the Arcola Sandbar, an extensive area of
shallow water. The Arcola Sandbar effec-
tively separates recreational use patterns
on the riverway into two zones. Below
the sandbar there are few posted speed
limits, so travel speeds and the size of
boat wakes vary considerably. In addi-
tion, many types of vessels—including
runabouts, cruisers, fishing boats, and
canoes—can navigate this segment of
the river. Shoals at the sandbar prevent
deeper draft vessels from traveling
upstream, where boating is confined

primarily to fishing boats, pontoon
boats, and canoes. In addition, the
National Park Service prohibits travel
between the lower and upper reaches of
the riverway as a means of preventing
the upstream spread of zebra mussels, an

exotic species that threatens the stability
of native mussel species. In the upper
segment of the riverway, travel speeds
are restricted by narrower and shallower
channels, as well as by the lower propul-
sion characteristic of smaller boats. 

Figure 1.  Location of Study Area Relative to Arcola Sandbar

When beached on the islands, boaters pursue various activities including picnicking,
camping, and sunbathing. 

Photo courtesy of D
iane W
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As more and more boaters are
attracted to the riverway, the result is a
greater number of boats traveling at
faster speeds. This produces larger boat
wakes close to shoreline environments,
which can accelerate shoreline erosion
and threaten fragile shoreline ecosys-
tems. Consistent with the type and
speed of vessels in use in the upper and
lower segments of the riverway, anec-
dotal evidence suggests that shoreline
erosion and changes in island
morphology have been greater on
islands below the Arcola Sandbar.

Changes in the Size and Structure of
the St. Croix Islands

Measuring Changes in Forest Area.
The islands of the St. Croix River (see
Figure 1) are comprised of channel bars
and point bars whose position and
structure are constantly changing.
Determining which of these changes are
attributable to naturally occurring
geologic processes and which are attrib-
utable to human disturbance (e.g., recre-
ational use) is difficult. 

Island forest vegetation is a reliable
measure of island ecosystem structure,
particularly in so-called variable-flow
systems where the water level changes
frequently. The St. Croix River is a
variable-flow system because regulated
discharges of water from hydroelectric
facilities upstream constantly affect the
water level. Island forest vegetation is
generally tall enough to indicate
ecosystem structure regardless of river
flow, and is able to persist through a
variety of flow regimes. Changes in
forest structure, therefore, can be used as
indicators of longer term trends in island
size and structure. The presence of island
forest communities at any point in time
is readily detected through aerial photo-
graphic reconnaissance. Similarly,
changes in island forest structure can be
discerned by comparing island forest
composition and dispersion at one point
in time with composition and dispersion
at a subsequent point in time.

Aerial photographs of the area
between the Boomsite near Stillwater
and the Soo Line Swing Bridge at a scale
of 1:12,000 were used to differentiate
water and wetland vegetation from
forest vegetation on islands in the study
area for the years 1969 and 1991.
Patches or polygons of forest vegetation
in the study area were identified on the
aerial photographs and stored in an
ArcInfo geographic information system
(GIS) database. A GIS database permits
the storage, retrieval, analysis, and

display of geographic information—
such as the location of island forest
vegetation—in a computer-assisted
mapping system. The locations of forest
polygons were linked with specific
islands as defined on seven-and-a-half-
minute U.S. Geological Survey (USGS)
topographic quadrangles of the riverway.
Topographic quadrangles, which are
available for the entire state, show
topography, land cover, transportation,
and other human settlement patterns at
a scale where 1 inch on the map equals
2,000 feet in the landscape. Figure 2
illustrates the distribution of island
forest-area change that occurred
between 1969 and 1991 in the vicinity
of Mile Long Island and Pillar Island,
immediately upstream of Stillwater. 

The forest patches were stratified on
the basis of two criteria: (1) their loca-
tion relative to the Arcola Sandbar (i.e.,
above or below the sandbar) and (2) the
relationship of their area relative to the
median area of all forest polygons
within the respective location zones
(i.e., larger or smaller than the area that
divides the distribution of patch area in
half). Changes in forest-patch area were
tabulated based on location relative to
the sandbar as well as relative to median
area of forest polygons. These results
were also displayed in map format. Such
an analysis permits an understanding of
forest change on the islands of the
riverway in terms of where the changes
occurred, as well as the size of forest
patches that experienced the greatest
amount of change.

Findings. In 1969, there was signifi-
cantly more total forest area on all of
the islands above the Arcola Sandbar
than there was on the islands below the
sandbar. Table 1 presents change in
overall forest area among the St. Croix
islands between 1969 and 1991. Forest
patches located above the Arcola
Sandbar, regardless of their initial size in
1969, gained area. Patches of all sizes
located below the sandbar lost area. 

Mean (average) forest-patch area on
islands above the sandbar increased
between 1969 and 1991. Mean forest
area on islands below the sandbar,
regardless of their initial size in 1969,
declined. In addition, the number of
forest patches located above the sandbar
decreased between 1969 and 1991.
Below the sandbar, the number of forest
patches increased. This is because
patches of forest on islands above the
sandbar are expanding and becoming
connected in such a way that the
average area of forest patches is
increasing while the total number of
individual or isolated patches is
decreasing. In contrast, forest area on
islands below the sandbar is becoming
fragmented into a larger number of
patches of smaller size. The rates of
forest-patch connection north of the
sandbar and forest-patch fragmentation
south of the sandbar are higher for
smaller forest patches than they are for
larger patches. However, south of the
sandbar, the rate of fragmentation for
smaller patches is almost three times
that of larger patches.

Figure 2. Change in Island Forest Polygon Area, 1969–1991
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Changes in Recreational Boating on the
St. Croix River and Islands

Aerial Photographic Reconnais-
sance of Changes in Recreational
Boating. Attempts to associate changes
in island size and structure with
changes in the pattern of recreational
boating on the St. Croix River would
ideally use information on these two
phenomena gathered during the same
time period. For this study, we were
unable to obtain data for both of these
phenomena from the same time period.
However, the Minnesota-Wisconsin
Boundary Area Commission (MWBAC)
gathered aerial photography of the
entire river every two years for the
purposes of performing a boat census.
This imagery is at a scale of approxi-
mately 1:8,000, which permits interpre-
tation of vessel type and activity. The
earliest year for which this photography
was available was 1980. To gain
maximum time interval between years
of photography, the 1980 imagery was
compared with similar imagery from
1995, the last year for which complete
imagery was available at the time this
study was undertaken.

The aerial photographs from 1980
were digitized and interpreted to deter-
mine the spatial position and character-
istics of all vessels on the water surface
during 10 days throughout the boating
season. Photographs selected for inclu-
sion were taken on both weekdays and
weekends in the morning and after-
noon. Use characteristics gathered from
the photographs included type of vessel;
whether the vessel was moving; and
characteristics of the mooring, slip, or
beaching if the vessel was not moving.
The photographs from 1995 were simi-
larly digitized and interpreted to inven-
tory vessels on the water surface during
10 days comparable to those examined
for 1980. The boating-use data for both
years were digitized and interpreted
using the same island base map used to
record forest vegetation changes
between 1969 and 1991. 

Weather has an obvious influence
on boaters’ decisions to use the river.
Ideally, the weather on days selected
for sampling from the 1995 photo-
graphs should have matched the
weather on days selected for 1980.
However, given the relatively small
number of days for which photographs
were available (19 days for 1980 and 15
days for 1995) and our desire to match
the time of day, day of week, and week
in season for photographs from these
two years, controlling for weather

conditions in our photograph sample
was not possible. 

A near-island buffer zone was
defined as a distance of 164 feet (50
meters) from the shoreline of each
island. Boats in the buffer zone were
counted and characterized in terms of
vessel type and vessel activity. A grid
with 164-foot-by-164-foot cells was
superimposed on the photographs. We
tabulated changes in the number of
boats that appeared within each 0.62-
acre grid cell between 1980 and 1995.
This tabulation included moving boats,
as well as stationary boats that were not
beached on an island. Finally, we tabu-
lated and compared the number of
boats beached on each island during the
two years. 

Findings. Findings related to
changes in the nature and distribution
of boats observed on the water surface
of the lower St. Croix and on the St.
Croix islands are reported below. 

Changes in the Nature and Distribu-
tion of Boats Observed on Water
Surface. Table 2 illustrates that the
number of boats observed during the 10
days examined in 1980 was 5,896,
compared with 5,038 boats observed
during a comparable period in 1995.
This represents a 15% decrease in the
total number of boats observed between
1980 and 1995. 

Among the various vessel types
observed in the Lower St. Croix
Riverway, the greatest decline in use
between 1980 and 1995 occurred for

Table 1. Area Changes between 1969 and 1991 for Large and Small Forest Patches
Located above and below Arcola Sandbar

1969 15.57 482.7 9.24 154.68
1991 20.22 589.4 7.38 143.42

Change 4.65 106.7 -1.86 -11.26
Pct. change 29.87 22.09 -20.13 -7.28

1969 0.74 22.99 0.44 7.37
1991 0.96 28.06 0.35 6.83

Change 0.22 5.08 -0.09 -0.54
Pct. change 29.73 22.10 -20.45 -7.33

Note: Definitions of “small” and “large” are based on median patch size among forest patches within spe-
cific location zones in the riverway.

Total forest
area on islands 

Mean forest
patch area
on islands

measurement Year patches      patches          patches    patches

Above Below
Arcola Sandbar               Arcola Sandbar

Area    Smaller       Larger          Smaller     Larger 

A variety of vessel types use the St. Croix River, ranging from canoes and small fish-
ing boats to larger high-powered cruisers. 

Photo courtesy of D
iane W

hited



12 CURA REPORTER   

canoes. Whereas canoes accounted for
45% of the vessels observed during the
1980 study period, by 1995, canoes
accounted for only 32% of vessels. Simi-
larly, the percentage of fishing boats
declined from 10% in 1980 to 7% in
1995. The number of runabouts,
cruisers, and pontoon boats increased
during the time period under study. The
number of runabouts increased from 5%
of the vessels observed in 1980 to 7% of
those observed in 1995, the number of
cruisers from 12% in 1980 to 19% in
1995, and the number of pontoon boats
from 26% in 1980 to 34% in 1995.

The decline in canoe and fishing boat
use was uniformly evident throughout
the riverway. Increased runabout use was
most evident in the reaches north of
Marine-on-St. Croix, while increased
cruiser use was greatest between the
Boomsite and Pillar Island and between
the Arcola Sandbar and Marine-on-St.
Croix. The increase in pontoon boat use
was generally restricted to those portions
of the riverway above the Arcola Sandbar.
Across all vessel types, the number of
observed boats increased between 1980
and 1995 only for the reaches between
the Arcola Sandbar and Marine-on-St.
Croix. The reaches located above Marine-
on-St. Croix experienced large declines in
the number of boats observed. 

Changes in the Nature and Distribu-
tion of Boats Observed in Areas Near
Islands. There was a corresponding
decline between 1980 and 1995 in the
number of boats observed in the near-
island buffer zone around islands in the
study area. This decline was more
dramatic for the islands above the
Arcola Sandbar than it was for islands
below the sandbar. Larger islands also
experienced greater reductions in boat
numbers than did smaller islands. 

Changes in the Nature and Distribu-
tion of Boats Observed on Islands. The
data in Table 2 also illustrate that the
percentage of total vessels beached on

an island declined from 15% in 1980 to
10% in 1995. Whereas canoes
accounted for 33% of all vessels
observed on the islands in 1980, this
number declined to 24% in 1995. Simi-
larly, the percentage of pontoon boats
declined slightly from 36 to 32% during
the same time period. The percentage of
runabouts increased from 14% of all
beached vessels in 1980 to 20% in 1995,
while cruisers increased from 9% in
1980 to 13% in 1995. 

Significant declines in the percentage
of all beached vessels in the riverway
occurred in the lowest reach of the river
between the Boomsite at Stillwater and
Pillar Island. The percentage of boats
beached on islands above Cedar Bend
also declined between 1980 and 1995. In
contrast, the percentage of beached
vessels that were located on islands
between Pillar Island and the Wisconsin
Central Railroad High Bridge increased
significantly, and increases also occurred
on islands between the High Bridge and
the Arcola Sandbar, between the Science
Museum of Minnesota St. Croix Water-
shed Research Station and Marine-on-St.
Croix, and between the Soo Line Swing
Bridge and Cedar Bend. 

Island use by canoes declined
throughout the riverway except in the
reach between the High Bridge and the
Arcola Sandbar. Similarly, island use by
fishing boats declined throughout the
riverway except between the Soo Line
Swing Bridge and Osceola. Increases in
island use by runabouts occurred in the
reach between Pillar Island and the High
Bridge, and throughout the riverway
above the Arcola Sandbar. Increased use
of islands by cruisers occurred from the
Boom Site to Pillar Island, and between
the High Bridge and Marine-on-St.
Croix. Increased island use by pontoon
boats occurred throughout the riverway
above the Arcola Sandbar.

The decline in the number of boats
beached on smaller islands between

1980 and 1995 was significantly less
than the change in number of boats
beached on the larger islands. However,
the decline in the number of boats
beached on islands above the Arcola
Sandbar was not significantly different
than the decline in boats beached on
the islands below the sandbar.

Correlation of Forest Changes with
Recreational Boating Changes

Methods. Changes in island forest
vegetation between 1969 and 1991 were
compared with changes in boating use
in the 164-foot buffer zone around the
islands between 1980 and 1995. Rela-
tionships between changes in total forest
area and changes in the total number of
boats, the number of different vessel
types, and the incidence of vessel
activity were examined using correlation
and regression analysis. The islands that
contained forest patches in 1969 were
divided into two classes: those above the
Arcola Sandbar and those below the
sandbar. Within these two geographic
regions, the islands were further divided
between those that had a total forest
area in 1969 above the median forest
area and those that had a total forest
area below the median forest area.
Among the islands in these four classes,
21 were randomly selected for analysis. 

The following forest polygon vari-
ables were included in this analysis for
each island studied: 

1.  the total area of forest in 1969
2.  the size of the 1969 total forest area

relative to the median forest area of
islands of similar size (those larger
than or smaller than the median
island size)

3.  the total area of forest in 1991
4.  the change in forest area between

1969 and 1991
5.  location relative to the Arcola

Sandbar (either above or below the
sandbar)

Vessels moving Pct. Vessels moving Pct. change
Vessel Pct. total Vessels Pct. vessels or stationary Pct. total Vessels vessels or stationary in vessels
type vessels on island on island on water surface vessels on island on island on water surface 1980–1995

Canoe 45.05 292 33.45 2263 32.02 116 24.12 1459 -38.4
Fishing 9.91 49 5.61 498 7.00 29 6.03 319 -36.4
Runabout 5.16 119 13.63 259 6.74 98 20.37 307 7.1
Cruiser 11.55 79 9.05 580 18.92 62 12.89 862 40.2
Pontoon 26.50 310 35.51 1331 33.51 154 32.02 1527 2.4
Other 1.83 24 2.75 92 1.82 22 4.57 83 -9.5
Total 100.00 873 100.00 5023 100.00 481 100.00 4557 -14.6

Table 2. Changes in Vessel Types Observed on Islands and on Water Surface between 1980 and 1995

19951980
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6.  location relative to the equator
(measured in kilometers)

The following variables describing
change in recreational boating patterns
were included in this analysis: 

1.  the change between 1980 and 1995
in the number of boats that were
beached on each island

2.  the change between 1980 and 1995
in the number of moving boats
observed within 164 feet (50 meters)
of each island

Pearson correlation coefficients
were calculated to examine the rela-
tionship between these eight variables.
An increase in the magnitude of the
coefficients indicates an increase in
the strength of the relationship
between two variables, while the sign
of the coefficient indicates the direc-
tion of the relationship between the
variables. Coefficients preceded by a
minus sign indicate inverse relation-
ships, while a plus sign (implied by the
absence of a sign) indicates a direct
relationship. Coefficients exceeding
0.20 have a statistical probability of
occurring strictly through random
chance less than 5 times in 100, while
coefficients exceeding 0.25 will occur
through random chance less than 1
time in 100.

Multiple regression analysis was also
used to gain a better understanding of
how the changes in forest area that
occurred on the islands between 1969
and 1991 were related to other measures
of forest structure and changes in
boating-use patterns. The change in
island forest area was considered a
dependent variable in this analysis,
while the other seven variables were
considered independent variables. All

seven of the independent variables were
initially included in the regression equa-
tion. A reverse step-wise procedure was
used to remove independent variables
from consideration until only those
variables that contributed significantly
to explaining the dependent variable
remained. The R2 statistic (known as the
coefficient of determination) describes
the strength of the regression function.
The percentage of the variability in the
dependent variable (i.e., change in
island forest area) that can be explained
by variability in the independent vari-
ables is indicated by multiplying the R2

statistic by 100%. The beta weights of
the independent variables provide an
indication of the relative importance of
each variable in explaining variability in
the dependent variable.

Findings. Table 3 lists correlation
coefficients, which indicate the strength
of the relationships among the eight
variables. As expected, strong and direct
relationships exist between the change
in forest area that occurred between
1969 and 1991, the island forest area
that existed in 1969, and the island area
that existed in 1991. Islands in the
upper 50th percentile of island area in
1969 increased in area and islands that
were farther north of the equator
tended to gain additional island forest
area between 1969 and 1991. Similarly,
the magnitude of the increase in forest
area among islands located above the
Arcola Sandbar was significantly larger
than the magnitude of the decrease in
forest area among islands located below
the sandbar. These findings suggest that
the increase in area occurring among
large forest patches located above the
Arcola Sandbar was more significant
than were the losses in area occurring
among large forest patches below the
sandbar. 

The change in the number of boats
observed on the islands between 1969
and 1991 was not significantly related
to changes that occurred in the islands’
forest area. Similarly, the change in the
number of boats observed on the
islands was not significantly related to
the change in the number of boats
observed within 50 meters of the
islands. However, as the number of
boats observed within 50 meters of an
island increased, the forest area on the
island declined. This finding would
suggest that the presence of boaters on
the islands per se did not result in forest
decline. Rather, forest decline appears to
be more directly related to the presence
of boat wakes and other disturbances
associated with boats traveling near the
islands. 

The lack of a significant relation-
ship between the number of boats
observed on the islands and the
number of moving boats near the
islands also suggests the location of
island use was separate from the loca-
tion of boats using the water surface.
In other words, although island users
obviously have to use the water surface
to reach their destinations, the loca-
tion of their on-island experiences did
not necessarily coincide with the loca-
tion of their activities on the water
surface. This pattern is further rein-
forced by the findings that island use
increased the further north an island
was located, while islands below the
Arcola Sandbar and those located
further south experienced increasing
numbers of boats within 50 meters of
their shorelines. The islands receiving
most intensive use can be viewed as
destinations. Travel from boat slips or
launch ramps to the heavily used
islands causes boaters to navigate past
intervening islands that receive less

Variable Change Isl Isl Area Area North
foresta locationa sizea 1991a 1969a posa Beachinga

Change in island forest area (Change forest)
Island location (Isl location)b -0.26
Island size (Isl size)c 0.20 0.00
Island forest area 1991 (Area 1991) 0.77 -0.25 0.39
Island forest area 1969 (Area 1969) 0.63 -0.22 0.41 0.98
Northerly position on river (North pos)d 0.23 -0.81 0.04 0.34 0.34
Change in number of boats beaching on island (Beaching) -0.11 -0.12 -0.18 -0.17 -0.17 0.19
Change in number of boats moving w/in 50 m. of island (Moving) -0.23 0.21 -0.18 -0.53 -0.58 -0.39 0.17

aValues above 0.20 are significant at p < .05; values above 0.25 are significant at p < .01.
bIslands above the Arcola Sandbar = 1; islands below the Arcola Sandbar = 2.
cIslands smaller than the median = 1; islands larger than the median = 2.
dNortherly position is measured in meters north of the equator.

Table 3. Correlation among Forest-Area Change Measures and Boating Change Measures



on-island use but more near-island
water surface use. To the extent that the
islands boaters traveled past en route to
a final destination are smaller islands
located south of the Arcola Sandbar, a
synthesis of the findings in Table 3 and
Table 1 suggests that these islands are
more likely to be eroded by wakes from
boats traveling within 164 feet of the
shoreline.

Table 4 presents results of the
multiple regression analysis. The most
significant independent variables in
terms of explaining changes in island
forest area between 1969 and 1991
were total island area in 1969 and the
change in the number of moving boats
within 164 feet of the islands between
1980 and 1995. Together, these two
variables accounted for 41% of the
variability in the dependent variable. A
comparison of the beta weights for the
two independent variables suggests
that island area in 1969 was slightly
more than three times as important as
was change in the number of moving
boats in explaining the changes in
island forest area.

Conclusions and Management
Implications
Changes are occurring in the size and
structure of islands in the Lower St.
Croix National Scenic and Recreational
Riverway, but there seem to be two
different patterns of change occurring
depending on where the island is
located in the riverway. Above the
Arcola Sandbar, the islands appear to
be increasing in size and agglomerating
(i.e., merging together). Evidence for
these inferences includes an increase in
total forest area as well as mean forest
polygon area and a decrease in the
number of forest polygons. Below the
sandbar, the islands appear to be
decreasing in size and becoming more
fragmented. In both segments of the
riverway, the changes are more
pronounced for smaller islands. Thus,
smaller islands above the sandbar are
increasing in size more rapidly than
their larger counterparts. In contrast,
smaller islands below the sandbar are
losing area more rapidly than larger
islands. 

The recreational boating factor
most prominently associated with
island forest-area decline between 1969
and 1991 was the change in the
number of boats observed within 164
feet of an island, especially when these
islands were smaller in size and located
below the Arcola Sandbar. Little

evidence exists to link island forest
decline with actual island use by
boaters. Island use on the smaller
islands has declined, and there is no
statistical relationship between island
use and change in the area of island
forest patches. Island use tended to
move north during the period between
1969 and 1991 into a portion of the
river where an increase in island forest
area was observed. Intense island use
in 1969 in the zone between the
Boomsite and Pillar Island moved
north into the zone between Pillar
Island and the High Bridge. Other rela-
tively large increases in island use
occurred between the Science Museum
and Marine-on-St. Croix, as well as
between the Swing Bridge and Cedar
Bend.

These findings and inferences
suggest that managing the flow of
boats on the water surface rather than
restricting island use by recreational
boaters will better protect the island
forest communities. A potentially
useful management tool to stem
further fragmentation of island forest
area would be to institute policies that
prohibit or restrict recreational boating
in areas containing small-island forest
patches, especially in the portion of
the St. Croix River located below the
Arcola Sandbar. Given the heritage of
the river as a common public resource,
it might be most feasible to initiate
speed restrictions in areas located near
these smaller forest patches rather than
attempt outright prohibition of river
channel or on-island use. Speed restric-
tions are currently imposed to manage
boat congestion in areas where surface
water densities are less than 10 acres of
water surface area per moving boat.

Failure to manage boat traffic in the
vicinity of smaller islands south of the
Arcola Sandbar may lead to the demise
of these riverway resources. The pres-
ence of boats within 164 feet of these
islands is related to accelerated rates of
erosion when compared with larger
islands in the same location. If existing
conditions continue, it is likely that

smaller islands in the riverway between
Stillwater and the Arcola Sandbar will
continue to decrease in size. Larger
islands may also become fragmented
into smaller islands, which may in turn
succumb to further and more acceler-
ated erosion. 

Several factors suggest that reduc-
tions in boat speed may be difficult to
attain through regulatory approaches
alone. It would be difficult to bar the
public from using the approximately
26 miles of river between Stillwater and
Taylor’s Falls. Furthermore, the high
propulsion of many contemporary
vessels and the natural desire to
explore diverse segments of the
riverway mean that boaters will
disperse themselves throughout the
riverway. 

Because of these factors, it may be
useful to couple the posting of speed
limits in narrow channels near smaller
islands in the southern reaches of the
riverway and increased enforcement
efforts with boater education programs.
By providing boaters with graphic
images of the shoreline damage caused
by boat wakes and by identifying the
geographic specificity of the problems
with respect to smaller islands located
south of the Arcola Sandbar, it may be
possible to coax boaters into more
environmentally friendly behavior.
Such educational efforts might include
interpretative signage at public boat
ramps and private marinas, as well as
leaflets distributed in boater registra-
tion renewal packets for boaters in the
Twin Cities metropolitan area. One
survey suggests that 84% of metro area
boaters support restricting speeds of
travel.1 Targeting educational efforts to
specific groups operating boats in
specific locales may prove effective in
stemming the rate of island erosion in
the Lower St. Croix National Scenic
and Recreational Riverway.
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1Leo H. McAvoy, David W. Lime, Curtis Schatz,
and David G. Pitt. Boating Safety in Minnesota. 
St. Paul, MN: University of Minnesota Extension
Service, 1990.

Variable entered Regression Beta 
coefficient weight

Island area 1969 0.24 0.75
Change in number of moving boats 600.23 0.2
within 164 feet of island, 1980–1995

Constant -1402.83

Note: F = 30.38, p < .000, and adjusted R2 = 0.41.

Table 4. Regression of Change in Forest Area (1969–1991) on Island Area (1969)
and Change in Moving Boats (1980–1995)
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This study was supported by a grant
from CURA’s Program for Interactive
Research, which was created to encourage
University faculty to carry out research
projects that involve significant issues of
public policy for the state and that include
interaction with community groups, agen-
cies, or organizations in Minnesota. These
grants are available to regular faculty
members at the University of Minnesota
and are awarded annually on a competi-
tive basis. 

The recently redesigned CURA Web site
provides a wealth of information about
public policy issues and events in
Minnesota. In addition to information
about current CURA programs and
projects, our Web site includes the fol-
lowing handy resources:

•   A searchable catalog of more than
1,700 publications available free of
charge from CURA. You can use this
resource to locate publications by
author, title, or keyword, and you
can even order publications online.

•   A searchable database of nonprofit
organizations of color in Minnesota.
This Web-based version of one of

CURA’s most popular print publica-
tions allows visitors to locate organi-
zations that serve people of color by
keyword, population served, and
major activity areas. Visitors also
have the ability to make customized
mailing labels based on their search
results.

•   A calendar of CURA-sponsored and
CURA-related events. Each year,
CURA sponsors special events on
public policy issues of particular con-
cern to the people of Minnesota. In
addition, the monthly CURA
Housing Forum offers a discussion of
housing issues and research in the
Twin Cities metropolitan area. 

•   Links to CURA publications avail-
able online. Many of CURA’s most
popular and most recent publica-
tions are available on the Web for
visitors to download or print.

•   The CURA Reporter archives. The
archives contain abstracts of individ-
ual Reporter articles from 1997 to the
present, and complete articles from
the Reporter for the last several years
available to download or print.

We encourage you to visit CURA’s Web
site at http://www.cura.umn.edu to
learn more about these and the many
other resources available from CURA. 

CURA’s Web Site Offers Many Useful Resources

▲
▲

▲

▲
▲



Minnesota has long been recog-
nized as a state with high
levels of educational accom-

plishment. The state consistently ranks
among the highest in national tests of
students’ abilities and achievement in
language, mathematics, and science. Yet
maintaining the state’s educational
quality is emerging as a central concern
for policy makers and citizens alike,
partly because of questions related to
the financing of education.

Minnesota has one of the most gen-
erous state student aid programs in the
nation. State financing for postsec-
ondary education primarily involves
subsidies for institutions and appropria-
tions for student financial aid. The
state’s funding approach for postsec-
ondary attendance—which emphasizes
the shared responsibility of students,
families, institutions, and government—
has been a model for numerous other
states around the country. The changing
educational and economic climates,
however, have produced a need to
reexamine this longstanding and
much-praised effort. Specifically, we
must consider whether current expec-
tations regarding students’ and fami-
lies’ financial contributions to college
expenses are reasonable, and whether
current policies allow students to attend
their preferred institutions in their pre-
ferred way (i.e., part time, full time, etc.).

With the aid of a research grant
from CURA’s Program for Interactive
Research, we examined the status of
student financial aid as a core element
of Minnesota’s commitment to educa-
tional quality. This article briefly
overviews the financing of postsec-
ondary education in Minnesota,
explains our approach to studying the
issue, presents the findings of our
research, and offers some policy
recommendations in this area.

Financing of Postsecondary Education
in Minnesota 
Central to Minnesota state policy and
appropriations regarding postsecondary

opportunity and choice is the
Minnesota State Grant Program. The
policy foundation for this need-based
student financial aid program was first
articulated in 1971:

The Legislature has found and
hereby declares that the identifica-
tion of young men and women of
the state who are economically
disadvantaged and the encourage-
ment of their educational develop-
ment in eligible institutions of their
choosing are in the best interests of
the state and of the students.
(Minnesota Statutes 2000, Chapter
136A.095)

From the beginning, need-based stu-
dent financial aid in Minnesota was
designed to provide financial access to
college opportunities of the student’s
choice.

In designing the current State
Grant Program structure, the
Minnesota Higher Education
Coordinating Board (now the
Minnesota Higher Education Services
Office) remained cognizant of opportu-
nity and choice and made explicit the
financial expectations of students,

families, and taxpayers in paying for
the cost of Minnesota postsecondary
education. Currently students are
responsible for 46% of the recognized
cost of attending a two-year, four-year,
public, or private institution. Depend-
ing on the amount of family resources
available, the remaining 54% is paid by
family contributions, taxpayer contribu-
tions, or some combination of these
sources. Families are expected to con-
tribute toward a dependent student’s
college education if they have the
financial resources to do so. For those
families with very low incomes, the
remaining percentage of the recognized
cost of attendance may be covered by
taxpayers through federal and state
grants.

The Minnesota State Grant Program
is available to students who attend pub-
lic or private postsecondary institutions
in Minnesota. Students who choose to
attend a private college or university,
however, frequently face limitations on
how much of the institutional tuition
and fees are recognized for the purposes
of calculating a Minnesota State Grant.
Currently, the maximum amount of
tuition and fees recognized for a private
four-year postsecondary institution is

Postsecondary Opportunity and Choice: Factors
Influencing the Attendance Decisions of
Minnesota Students

by James C. Hearn, Karen Zentner Bacig, and Robert K. Poch
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$8,764. This amount may be well below
the actual tuition and fees charged.
Therefore, although a student can
receive a state grant to attend a private
postsecondary institution, the student
may have to shoulder more responsibility
for meeting the cost of attendance than
a student who attends a lower cost
public institution.

A majority of Minnesota State Grant
recipients are from families with income
levels of $40,000 or below. As Figure 1
indicates, of the 65,246 students who
received a Minnesota State Grant in fis-
cal year 2001, 74% (48,686) were from
families with an adjusted gross income
of $40,000 or below.

Minnesota State Grant Program
recipients attend a range of public, pri-
vate, two-year, and four-year institu-
tions. As Figure 2 illustrates, the largest
number of grant recipients attend
Minnesota State College and University
(MnSCU) two-year colleges, followed by
Minnesota private four-year institutions.
Many factors affect these attendance
distributions, including the relatively
low cost of attending a public two-year
institution and the availability of signif-
icant institutional aid (in addition to
state grant awards) for those attending
private four-year institutions.

The question remains, however, how
state aid affects the decision-making
processes of Minnesota students regard-
ing postsecondary education. Despite
Minnesota’s seemingly strong academic
tradition, recent analyses by Kerry Fine
of the Minnesota House of Representa-
tives research staff, the Minnesota
Higher Education Services Office, and
others have begun to cast doubt on the
continued strength of this tradition.
Specifically, concerns have begun to
emerge regarding the number of high
school graduates in Minnesota who
choose to pursue a postsecondary edu-
cation. Approximately 52% of the
Minnesota class of 1999 enrolled in a
Minnesota or reciprocity institution the
fall following graduation. According to
data from the National Center for
Education Statistics, an additional 6 to
10% of Minnesota high school seniors
attended out-of-state, nonreciprocity
institutions. These figures suggest that
the overall participation rate in
Minnesota is close to 60%. Data in a
recent Lumina Foundation report sug-
gest that Minnesota’s postsecondary
participation rate is closer to 45%.
Regardless of which figure one chooses,
specific concerns have emerged regard-
ing Minnesota’s participation rates

relative to neighboring states, and more
general concerns have emerged regard-
ing the state’s overall health relative to
sustaining an educated citizenry, with
all of its associated benefits.

As a result of these and other find-
ings, prominent educational leaders in
Minnesota have expressed concern over
funding for educational opportunity,

attainment, and quality in the state. In
a recent assessment completed in July
2000 by the Postsecondary Education
Policy Studies Center at the University
of Minnesota titled Information for Policy
Making in Minnesota Postsecondary
Education: An Assessment of Need, promi-
nent educational leaders who were
interviewed expressed concerns about

Figure 1. Minnesota State Grant Recipients’ Family Adjusted Gross Income, 2001

Source: Minnesota Higher Education Services Office

Figure 2. Minnesota State Grant Recipients’ Institutional Choices, 2001

Source: Minnesota Higher Education Services Office
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college affordability; the distribution of
financial aid; and the shared responsi-
bility of students, families, and the state
for postsecondary education costs. One
legislative leader noted:

A. . .vitally important. . .issue. . .is
college affordability. . . . [T]here
should be a discussion about tuition
levels and financial aid. . . . We’ve
had a particularly hot debate within
the legislature on the distribution of
financial aid resource[s] and it
centers on the issue of public and
private. . . . [S]ubtle changes in that
formula tilt the resources in one
direction or another. . . . I think a
good look at that would be another
area of vital research.

A private-college administrator observed
the potential impact financial aid may
have on who goes to college and how
they pay for their attendance:

I think obviously [of] the issue of
financing. I mean you essentially get
down to the issue of who goes to
college and how do they pay for it,
and how they pay for it can’t be
addressed separately from who pays
for it. . . . I think we need to have a
pretty honest discussion about the
distribution of those kinds of subsi-
dies across income groups. . . . You
could still come to the conclusion
after that that, no matter what you
find this is the way we want it to be.
. . . But I think the issue of financing
higher education is extremely
important.

Most respondents argued that there was
a great need for further analysis of the
factors influencing high school gradu-
ates’ postsecondary education decisions
in Minnesota.

At the heart of the issue is the state’s
ability to provide students with finan-
cial support for both adequate opportu-
nity (i.e., the capability to attend
college) and adequate choice (i.e., the
capability to attend a chosen college in
a chosen way, e.g., full time). The state’s
postsecondary education tuition and
student aid policies and programs are
designed to provide funding for student
opportunity and choice, but there is a
need for more evidence concerning
how well the state is meeting these
goals.

At the broadest level, we need more
evidence about the reasons Minnesotans
choose to pursue or not to pursue

education after high school, as well as
the factors influencing enrollment
choices among those who do choose to
pursue a college education. Regarding
opportunity, are current expectations
concerning students’ and families’
financial contributions to college
expenses reasonable given the high cost
of higher education, or are students
being priced out of attendance?
Regarding choice, are students of given
ability levels in the state being priced
out of attending their preferred institu-
tion in their preferred way? These are
the questions we attempted to answer
as part of our study.

Project Design
Postsecondary education opportunity
and choice are not easy matters to
address from a research standpoint. To
begin with, opportunity and choice
may be operationally defined in many
ways. Moreover, indicators of student
disadvantages, baseline abilities, and
secondary school achievements are
sometimes debatable and often
unavailable. Success in achieving
college opportunity and choice may be
variably distributed across disadvan-
taged groups: people from lower
income backgrounds and people of
color, for example, may be less able to
attend four-year institutions than
students from other backgrounds;
women may attend college at higher
rates than men; etc. Thus, generaliza-
tions across groups are often difficult.

One way to confront such chal-
lenges is to pursue the more in-depth,
textured understanding provided by a
qualitative approach. Our project
employed focus groups and interviews
to ascertain the perspectives of various
groups with a stake in the postsec-
ondary education debate.

We designed focus group sessions
to ascertain Minnesota students’ per-
ceptions regarding college opportunity
and choice. We conducted these focus
groups among carefully selected
groups of postsecondary education
students and high school sophomores
and seniors. In selecting the groups,
we sought representation from differ-
ent regions of the state as well as
different kinds of schools and institu-
tions (see Figure 3).

We conducted focus groups at 10
Minnesota postsecondary institutions.
These postsecondary focus groups repre-
sented various constituencies (students
who attend school full time or part
time, and who are of traditional or
nontraditional age) as well as different
institutional types (two-year, four-year,
public, and private institutions).

In five high schools across the state,
we conducted focus groups with sopho-
mores, seniors planning to attend col-
lege following high school, and seniors
not planning to attend college or uncer-
tain of their plans following high
school. In addition, we conducted inter-
views with guidance counselors at each
of the five schools.

Figure 3. Focus Group Locations
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Finally, we conducted elite inter-
views with 17 state officials, legislators,
and postsecondary education leaders to
learn about their perceptions of the past
and present environment for opportu-
nity and choice in the state.

Findings
From these focus groups and interviews,
a number of interesting themes emerged.
These themes are summarized below.

As reasons for their pursuit of a post-
secondary education, students focus more
frequently on the outcomes of a postsec-
ondary degree (e.g., “better pay,” “better
job,” etc.) than on the experiences they
expect to have during college. Although
beyond the scope of this project, an
interesting area for further analysis is
how students’ attendance rationales
influence their progress toward a
degree. Perhaps those with an outcomes
orientation (a form of investment logic)
are more successful in college than
those with an experience orientation
(a form of consumption logic).

The primary impact of college costs
seems to be on the choices students make
about where to attend school rather than
on whether they will attend at all. Those
high school students who intended to
pursue postsecondary education indi-
cated that they would do so regardless
of how they had to finance their atten-
dance. They mentioned cost in the con-
text of which institution they would
attend. Those who did not plan to pur-
sue a college education or who were
uncertain about their future plans cited
cost as a factor more often than their
peers who planned to pursue a college
education, but they also cited other fac-
tors such as a lack of interest or other
plans as reasons for not attending a
postsecondary institution immediately
following high school.

Parents’ willingness to contribute to
the costs of their child’s postsecondary
education has limited impact on atten-
dance decisions. For the most part, par-
ents’ willingness to contribute to the
costs of college education does not
seem to influence whether students
plan to attend, but does appear to fac-
tor into the students’ decisions about
where to attend. Some students noted
frustration with their ineligibility for
financial aid based upon their parents’
income because their parents believed
postsecondary costs were the student’s
responsibility. Most students, however,
believed their parents were willing to
assist them with college costs to the
degree that they were able.

Parents play a significant role in the
decisions students make about whether or
not to pursue a postsecondary education.
Guidance counselors told us that the
best indicator of a student’s intent to
enroll is their parents—how involved
and supportive they are and, to some
extent, what the parents’ postsecondary
education experiences were. The pivotal
role that parents play is echoed in the
comments of the students. Not surpris-
ingly, parent and family encouragement
seemed to have a positive impact on
whether students plan to attend college.
Most seniors planning to pursue a post-
secondary education have parents who
expect them to attend college. In con-
trast, seniors not planning to pursue a
postsecondary education or uncertain
of their future plans often reported little
or no familial expectation regarding
attending college. Interestingly, for
some students, seeing a parent struggle
in an unhappy or dead-end job had a
positive influence on their attendance
decision.

Students use their schools as their pri-
mary source of financial aid information.
For students, the guidance counselor is
the number one source of financial aid
information. Parents are the next most
commonly tapped source for this
information. Students most often seek
information regarding tuition and
postsecondary education costs, fol-
lowed by information about the pro-
grams and majors specific institutions
offer and assistance with career choices.
Many students expressed a desire to

have contact with current postsecondary
students who will “tell it like it is.”

Most students are willing to work to
finance their postsecondary education
costs, but their willingness to use loans to
finance some of their costs varies. Not sur-
prisingly, in almost every high school
and postsecondary focus group most
students either planned to work or were
already working. Their jobs were prima-
rily part time. As expected, opinions
about loans ranged from a willingness
to take out whatever volume of loans
was necessary to cover college costs to
unwillingness to take loans of any sort.

Many students do not use electronic
technology as a significant source of infor-
mation about postsecondary education
costs or other issues. Overall, students in
our sample were evenly split regarding
use of electronic technology (e.g., CD-
based resources, the Internet, e-mail) to
seek or obtain information on institu-
tions and financial aid. Students often
expressed frustration with the amount
of time required to find information, as
well as the amount of information they
needed to sift through to find some-
thing useful. Students who did use elec-
tronic technology most often did so to
seek scholarship information, such as
the information found through
FastWeb, a free Internet scholarship
search service.

We ended each high school and
postsecondary focus group by asking
students to share the advice they would
give to other students and to adults
regarding postsecondary education

As reasons for their pursuit of a postsecondary education, students focus more fre-
quently on the outcomes of a postsecondary degree—such as better pay or a better
job—than on the experiences they expect to have during college.
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decision making. Students’ advice to
other students included the need for
early planning, the utility of keeping
one’s options open, the importance of
attention to college costs and savings,
the importance of determination, and
the need to focus on high school
academic performance.

The students also had numerous
suggestions for adults regarding postsec-
ondary education planning. Many stu-
dents expressed a desire that easily
obtainable information be given to their
parents rather than to them, acknowl-
edging that they most likely would not
pay attention to information sent
directly to them. Students also noted
the desirability of having more informa-
tion sessions at their high school. Many
would welcome a required class that
addresses such issues as postsecondary
education planning, financial aid, and
general life skills. In addition to the
information sessions, many students
would welcome more one-on-one atten-
tion from adults regarding their college
education decision making. Finally,
many would welcome a system for
determining students’ financial aid eli-
gibility that takes into account individ-
ual circumstances. In this vein, several
emphasized situations in which parents
may be able but unwilling to contribute
to their child’s college education costs.

In the 17 elite interviews we con-
ducted, state officials, legislators, and
postsecondary education leaders raised
issues of cost, guidance resources, shared
responsibility, and the dissemination of
college education information.

Leaders believe cost is the most pressing
issue that families face when making deci-
sions about postsecondary education. Of
the 17 interviewees, 7 said they believed
that students and their families often
overestimate the costs of a college edu-
cation. The same number also noted
that parents’ educational attainment
can affect a student’s college attendance
choices. Their responses, and the
research literature as well, suggest that
students whose parents did not pursue a
postsecondary education may be less
likely to do so themselves and may also
be more likely to overestimate the costs
of attendance.

Leaders perceive guidance resources to
be inadequate to meet the needs of students
exploring postsecondary education options.
Eight interviewees spontaneously noted
the high ratio of students to guidance
counselors in Minnesota high schools.
These respondents expressed concern
that schools provide inadequate

guidance resources for students and
their families. A guidance counselor
who is responsible for hundreds or even
thousands of students has little time to
provide the one-on-one attention that
students desire. The interviewees’ con-
cerns are borne out by the data:
Minnesota’s student-to-counselor ratio,
as reported by the American Counseling
Association in 1999, is 1,011:1, one of
the highest in the country. This com-
pares with a student-to-counselor ratio
of 533:1 in our neighboring state of
Wisconsin (which has a similar number
of students), and an average ratio of
536:1 in the United States. The
American Counseling Association rec-
ommends a ratio of 250:1.

Leaders support the sharing of postsec-
ondary costs by students and their families,
but many are concerned about the public’s
lack of knowledge concerning shared respon-
sibility. Although most interviewees sup-
port Minnesota’s shared-responsibility
structure, 11 of the 17 interviewees said
they do not believe that Minnesota par-
ents fully understand the notion of
shared responsibility. Some interviewees
expressed concern that parents are
caught by surprise when they learn
that, assuming their income is suffi-
ciently high, they will be expected to
bear some of their child’s postsecondary
education costs. This often means that
parents have not saved for their child’s
college education and must consequently
look to other sources of support. In the
current context, other support tends to
be loans, and some parents are averse to
assuming further debt.

Leaders believe that the dissemination
of postsecondary information needs to be
strengthened. Of the 17 interviewees, 6
noted a need for improved dissemination
of information on college education
planning to K–12 students and their
families. Another 6 noted a similar
need for information on saving for
college education costs. Leaders
suggested a closer collaboration
between the postsecondary and K–12
educational systems to disseminate
information in culturally and develop-
mentally specific and appropriate ways.
Among our interviewees, there was no
consensus about the most appropriate
age to begin information dissemination
to students or the most appropriate
forms of dissemination to use.

Summary and Implications
Clearly, parents and families play a key
role in the decisions students make
about college attendance. Cost is a

salient issue for families, especially with
regard to choice of college. The extent
to which some families overestimate the
cost of a postsecondary education is a
serious concern worth exploring further.
Guidance counselors are a critical source
of information for students about col-
lege costs, financing, and attendance.
Many state policy leaders realize that
Minnesota’s guidance resources are
insufficient. Finally, although the dis-
semination of postsecondary education
information to students is clearly neces-
sary, our focus groups and interviews
provide little guidance about the opti-
mal age range or form for such 
interventions.

Somewhat surprising is what was
absent from our findings. Students
rarely mentioned grades, standardized
tests, or other qualifications as factors in
their college education decisions. When
asked about the impacts of taking the
entrance exams required by many post-
secondary institutions, many students
indicated that these tests have only a
slight impact on their thinking about
postsecondary education choices:

For me, I was going to get into
college either way and that [test
would not affect] where I was going
to go or what I wanted to do.

No [the test did not influence my
postsecondary planning], it was
something that you had to do to go
to college, to get it done with.

I didn’t think I was going to do that
well in the SAT and I didn’t do super
but I did a whole lot better than I
thought I would. It gave me a little
bit of perspective as to how I might
be able to manage college.

As suggested earlier, another interest-
ing absence in the findings concerns stu-
dents who expect to attend college: in
this group, there was no mention of cost
as a factor in their decisions about
whether to pursue postsecondary educa-
tion at all. For this group, cost appears to
be more influential in decisions about
where to attend college rather than deci-
sions about whether to attend college.
Cost may be a significant factor in stu-
dents’ decisions about attending a public
or a private institution, for example,
because of the large tuition differential
between the public and private sectors.
In addition, cost may be more of a factor
for those without expectations regarding
attending college. It is unclear how
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these expectations may be shaped by
the perception of postsecondary educa-
tion costs. The relationship between
perceptions of postsecondary education
costs and expectations for attending
college requires further exploration.

Strikingly, roughly half of the stu-
dents we interviewed did not report sub-
stantial use of electronic technology in
their search for financial and other post-
secondary education information.
Although most postsecondary institu-
tions maintain highly visible Web sites,
the utility of these sites and general
Internet searches for students and their
families may be overestimated. Other
methods of disseminating information to
students and connecting students with
postsecondary resources may need to be
reemphasized, and existing technologies
may need to be upgraded. In particular,
students expressed frustration with the
labor-intensive nature of Internet
searches and the lack of substantive assis-
tance and information on the Internet
regarding postsecondary education:

[Information about scholarships,
schools, etc.] is tough to find. It’s not
just one click. You have to look for a
long time.

I looked at the colleges that I was
interested in but it didn’t really help
that much.

[Using technology] was kind of frus-
trating because I couldn’t get to
what I wanted so I just gave up on it.
I tried it for the first week.

Finally, although teachers are gener-
ally thought of as central to the lives of
high school students, almost no one
mentioned teachers as a source of post-
secondary education information and
advice. The seeming absence of teacher
involvement, guidance resources, and
technological engagement suggests
Minnesota students and their families
may lack some significant resources to
aid their college decision making.
Further research is needed on this
pattern, as it may be a factor in
Minnesota’s relatively low postsec-
ondary education attendance rates.

Ideally, the findings of this project
will inform policy discussions regard-
ing opportunity and choice in
Minnesota, particularly with respect to
costs, guidance resources, and informa-
tion dissemination efforts. The research
literature consistently suggests that
postsecondary education costs and
financing are not the most important
aspects of decisions regarding college
attendance. Disseminating postsec-
ondary education information, involv-
ing key high school personnel, and
reaching out to parents are important
potential interventions that do not
directly involve cost or financing. In
particular, reaching out to parents who
may be least likely to encourage college
attendance (i.e., less-educated parents)
may be a critical strategy. These
approaches might create a more con-
ducive context for students’ considera-
tion of postsecondary education
options. Once this context has been
established, cost and financing infor-
mation may become more salient

features of the postsecondary educa-
tion decision-making process of
Minnesota students.

James C. Hearn is professor of higher
education, chair of the Department of
Educational Policy and Administration,
and director of the Postsecondary Educa-
tion Policy Studies Center (PEPSC) at the
University of Minnesota. His research and
teaching focus on policy, organization,
and finance in higher education. Karen
Zentner Bacig is a researcher with the
Postsecondary Education Policy Studies
Center in the Department of Educational
Policy and Administration at the University
of Minnesota. She also serves as an
instructor in the University’s undergrad-
uate leadership minor. Her research inter-
ests include strategic planning and
leadership as well as postsecondary oppor-
tunity and choice. Robert K. Poch is
director of the Minnesota Higher Educa-
tion Services Office, which administers
more than $100 million in need-based
student aid annually. His research interests
include student opportunity and choice
and faculty academic freedom issues in
postsecondary education.

This study was supported by a grant
from CURA’s Program for Interactive
Research, which was created to encourage
University faculty to carry out research
projects that involve significant issues of
public policy for the state and that include
interaction with community groups, agen-
cies, or organizations in Minnesota. These
grants are available to regular faculty
members at the University of Minnesota
and are awarded annually on a competi-
tive basis.

Environmental Events Calendar Available
on the Web
The Environmental Events Calendar
promotes environment-related events
offered by departments and programs at
the University of Minnesota’s Twin
Cities campuses. The calendar lists sem-
inars, lectures, forums, conferences, and
calls for papers, as well as information
about environmental job openings,
grant opportunities, and internships.

All events listed in the calendar are
open to students, faculty, staff, and the
general public. The calendar for the
coming week is posted every Thursday
during the academic year (October to
June) at http://www.cnr.umn.edu
/FR/environmental_events/index.htm.

The Environmental Events
Calendar originated as a CURA project

in October 1992 and was maintained by
CURA until 1997, when publication was
taken over by the University of
Minnesota’s College of Natural
Resources. The calendar is now main-
tained by the University’s Department
of Forest Resources.
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During the past few months, our staff
has been engaged in spring cleaning in
our publications storeroom to make
room for new publications. Because we
have more copies of some older CURA
publications than we can store, we are
making surplus copies of these reports
available upon request. These publi-
cations are being offered on a
first-come first-served basis in
quantities of up to 25 copies.

Surplus CURA Publications Available

William C. Johnson, Growth Management in the Twin Cities (1998). This study examines the 30-year
record of the Metropolitan Council to learn what has been accomplished in the realms of land use,
housing, and regional growth policies. It concludes that the system’s achievements have been impres-
sive in the national context, although the Met Council has not met the expectations of all observers.
The author also finds that the Met Council operates in the midst of a web of political influence that
both supports and constrains many of its current efforts.

Dennis A. Ahlburg, Characteristics of Poverty: Incidence, Change, Correlates (1997). During the
1980s, the incidence of poverty in Minnesota increased, just as it did throughout the nation. By 1989,
nearly 1 in 10 Minnesotans lived in poverty. This study attempts to isolate the characteristics that
accompany poverty among Minnesotans, and to compare rates of poverty with those from a decade
earlier. 

John Adams et al., The Path of Urban Decline: The Twin Cities Compared with Ten Other Metropol-
itan Areas (1995). Using data from the 1970, 1980, and 1990 censuses, the authors compare changes in
the rate of poverty and other social problems in the Twin Cities with changes in 10 other metropolitan
areas: 6 that are similar to the Twin Cities (Denver, Indianapolis, Kansas City, Milwaukee, Pittsburgh,
and Seattle) and 4 that are different (Atlanta, Chicago, Phoenix, and St. Louis). The Twin Cities appear to
be about average on most variables measured, but the gravity of the social problems in troubled areas of
the two cities reminds us that the fate of any metropolitan area is tied to the health of its central cities
and the support it gives to those cities.

John R. Borchert and William Casey, Real Property Value in the Heart of the Upper Midwest (1994).
The relationship between real property value and geography is explored in this study of the 23 counties
in the commuter areas of the Twin Cities, Rochester, and St. Cloud. The study presents a regional profile
of property values, shows how legacy and location have shaped variations in property values, and
explores the changing value of property over time and how assessors’ records, if they are incorporated
into geographic information systems, could provide a national system for monitoring land and value. 

Judith A. Martin and Antony Goddard, Past Choices, Present Landscapes: The Impact of Urban
Renewal on the Twin Cities (1989). Urban renewal was designed to clean up and rebuild deteriorating
American cities. In the 1950s clearance and new construction were emphasized. In the 1960s attention
turned to rehabilitation. By 1989 the program was mostly forgotten, but it left an indelible mark on the
landscapes of large cities. The authors trace the history of urban renewal in Minneapolis and St. Paul,
looking at both downtown and neighborhood projects. They document the social and political processes
that guided local renewal decisions, demonstrating that urban renewal in the Twin Cities was substan-
tially different from programs in other cities. 

Sarah R. Mason, Training Southeast Asian Women for Employment: Public Policies and Community
Programs 1975–1985 (1986). This report presents results from a survey of 69 community programs for
training Southeast Asian refugee women throughout the nation. The report includes background on the
development of public policy in regard to refugee training, as well as case studies of the training pro-
grams that were surveyed across the country from Santa Ana, California, to Providence, Rhode Island.

Name: ____________________________________________________________________

Address: __________________________________________________________________

City: ____________________________________ State: ______ Zip: _______________

Daytime Phone: __________________________________________________________

Return to: Surplus Publications, CURA, 330 HHH Center, 301—19th Ave. S.,
Minneapolis, MN 55455.

NOTE: Orders must be received by August 1, 2002.

Publication Quantity (limit 25
copies per item)
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Recent CURA Publications
A Social Justice Framework for Child Welfare: The Agenda
for a New Century. Edited by Esther Wattenberg.
Minneapolis: CURA and the Center for Advanced Studies in
Child Welfare, 2001. CURA 01-1. 88 pp. Free.

A summary of the proceedings of a symposium held on
June 23, 2000, at the University of Minnesota's Earl Brown
Continuing Education Center. The symposium focused on
the relationship between social justice principles and the
child welfare system for the 21st century. The proceedings
include a historical overview of the child welfare system,
reflections and commentary on the social justice/child wel-
fare nexus, reports on challenges and crises in the child wel-
fare system, a comparative analysis of child welfare in
Britain and the United States, a panel discussion on child
welfare, and reflections from the field on new directions in
child welfare policy. 

CURA Research Reports on Underrepresented Groups:
Reports Based on CURA Research Projects, 1968–2000.
Prepared by Margaret R. Wolfe. Minneapolis: Center for
Urban and Regional Affairs, 2001. CURA 01-2. 38 pp. Free. 

A bibliography of CURA research reports from 1968 to
2000 that focus on historically underrepresented groups.
Entries are listed by date and are organized into the follow-
ing categories: African Americans, American Indians, Asian
Americans, Latinos, multicultural, aging/seniors, people with
disabilities, and women. This publication was prepared for
the University of Minnesota’s Sesquicentennial Diversity
Project, a University-wide effort to supplement University
Archives' holdings of resources on diversity, multicultural-
ism, and underrepresented groups. 

Directory of Nonprofit Organizations of Color in
Minnesota, fourth edition. Minneapolis: Center for Urban
and Regional Affairs, 2001. CURA 01-13. 301 pp. Free. 

One of CURA’s most popular publications, the directory
lists more than 600 not-for-profit associations, organiza-
tions, and mutual assistance and fraternal groups in the state
of Minnesota that are controlled by people of color or pri-
marily serve one or more communities of color. The directory
provides the name and address of each organization listed
and, where available, phone and fax number, e-mail address,
Web address, name of contact person, and a brief descrip-
tion. Organizations are indexed alphabetically by name, by
the community the organization serves, and by the main
activity in which the organization engages. Also included are
mailing label matrices for all organizations listed. 

Somali Community Needs Assessment Project: A Report
Prepared for the Somali Resource Center. By Mia U.
Robillos. Minneapolis: Center for Urban and Regional
Affairs, 2002. CURA 01-4. 74 pp. Free.

This study was commissioned by the Somali Resource
Center to assess the needs of Somalis living in Hennepin
County and determine how those needs could be met. The
report presents the results of a series of focus group discus-

sions that were conducted with male and female Somalis of
various ages, and reports on a survey of organizations that
serve the Somali population that was designed to learn
about their activities and the services they offer. The results
of the focus groups and survey are used to determine how
well the needs of the Somali community matched available
services. Finally, several published studies on the Somali
community in Minnesota are reviewed to compare the needs
of Somalis as identified by those studies with those identi-
fied in the focus groups.

2000 Twin Cities Metropolian Area and State of
Minnesota Population Distribution Maps. Minneapolis:
CURA, Minnesota Planning, and the Metropolitan Council,
2001. CURA 01-3. 17-inch by 22-inch wall map. Free. 

State of Minnesota and Twin Cities area population dis-
tribution maps, based on 2000 U.S. Census data. These four-
color, poster-sized wall maps are printed back-to-back, and
include population distribution, county and city names,
major water features, and selected major roads and high-
ways. CURA will ship up to two folded copies of the wall
map free of charge, and will ship flat (unfolded) copies of
the map for the cost of shipping and handling ($3.00 U.S.
for up to six maps). To order, call (612) 625-1551, or send
e-mail to cura@umn.edu. Please specify flat or folded copies
and the quantity you would like to order. For flat (unfolded)
map orders, payment must be received before your order will
be processed. 

CURA Reporter. Volume 32, Number 1 (Winter 2001–2002).
40 pp. Free. 

Special Double Issue on the East Side Community
Outreach Partnership Center (COPC). 

CURA Reporter. Volume XXXI, Number 3 (October 2001).
28 pp. Free. 

Feature Articles: “Reusing Brownfields: Obstacles and
Opportunities for Inner-Ring Suburbs,” by Jeffrey L. Miller;
“Minnesota's Performance in Attracting Foreign Direct
Investment,” by Robert T. Kudrle; “The Newborn Screen: An
Underutilized Tool for Screening and Counseling for
Thalassemia,” Joline Dalton and Lakshmanan Krishnamurti.

CURA Reporter. Volume XXXI, Number 2 (May 2001).
28 pp. Free. 

Feature Articles: “Riding the Rails: Light-Rail Transit
Market Areas in the Twin Cities,” by Francis E. Loetterle;
“What Works at Work? Evidence from the Minnesota Human
Resources Management Practices Study,” by Avner Ben-Ner,
Fanmin Kong, Tzu-Shian Han, Nien-Chi Liu, Yong-Seung
Park, and Stephen J. Smela; “Neighborhood Environmental
Inventories on the Internet: Creating a New Kind of
Community Resource for Phillips Neighborhood,” by Hilda
Kurtz, Helga Leitner, Eric Sheppard, and Robert McMaster.
Includes 8.5-inch by 11-inch Twin Cities Metropolitan Area
and Minnesota State Population Distribution Maps, 2000.

To order these or any CURA publications, send an e-mail with your order and complete mailing address to
cura@tc.umn.edu or call 612-625-1551.
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