
Coupled with Guillén’s state-centricity is
the relative absence in this analysis of institu-
tions of transnational and global economic
governance. The IMF appears, but its pros-
pects as an architect of the global financial
system are not thoroughly explored, and
even less, the Basel banking supervisory
apparatus or regional development banks
or securities regulation overseen by IOSCO
(International Organization of Securities
Commissions). Indeed, the book concludes
with recommendations for building state
capacity rather than global governance insti-
tutions. Does Guillén doubt the efficacy of
regional or transnational economic gover-
nance, even that with a recent provenance,
most notably the Financial Stability Board?
Is he disillusioned by failed adaptations of
Bretton Woods and other institutions estab-
lished in an earlier era? Does he feel that
global system-wide efforts by international
organizations to prevent or mitigate financial
crises are vain in conception or implementa-
tion (cf. Halliday and Carruthers 2009)?

Finally, much recent scholarship points to
the powerful regulatory and governance
effects of multinational corporations—the
Walmarts and Samsungs and Apples of this
world. Somehow these enormously power-
ful players in the global economy are not
thought to be of great salience to either the
construction or operation of the global sys-
tem. At the very least, this is a presumption
worthy of critical reflection.

Nevertheless, this book gains force pre-
cisely from its sharp focus. This is a small
book arguing on a grand scale, and it is all
the more meritorious for delivering a forceful
thesis readily accessible to cross-disciplinary
and policy audiences. It is a rare feat to insert
sociology into the heartland of the global
economy. By covering a vast landscape,
confronting one of the great public policy
challenges of our time crisply, coherently,
and plausibly, Guillén draws eclectic scholar-
ly and policy audiences into thoughtful
engagement about issues that take empirical-
ly based theory deep into the lives of all
actors, natural and otherwise, the world
over.
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Policy-makers, scholars of higher education,
administrators, and parents should take
notice of Sara Goldrick-Rab’s Paying the
Price: College Costs, Financial Aid, and the
Betrayal of the American Dream. The book is
a vital guide to the bureaucratic, complex,
and thoroughly broken U.S. financial aid
system. Written to be widely accessible,
Goldrick-Rab issues a call to action that
should resonate with a broad audience.
After reading the book, it is difficult not to

join her in pressing for a version of ‘‘Finan-
cial Aid 2.0.’’ At the same time, Goldrick-
Rab avoids the tendency to assume that
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postsecondary institutions can, or should, be
primary drivers of social change. She deftly
notes at the outset that U.S. higher education
has long been engaged in a ‘‘vicious cycle of
exclusion and adaptation,’’ whereby indi-
viduals with more resources find ways to
preserve their privilege. It is likely, therefore,
that fixes to the financial aid system will not
fundamentally challenge social inequality.

However, improving the lives of students
negatively affected by postsecondary finan-
cial aid is in itself a worthy goal. Goldrick-
Rab leaves no doubt about this. She provides
a vivid portrait of the hard choices, difficult
situations, and poor outcomes faced by
many of today’s postsecondary students.
For a book on financial aid—a subject that
can be dry and uninspiring—the book teems
with humanity. Goldrick-Rab focuses the
narrative around relationships—between
parents and children, schools and families,
the government and schools, and families
and the government. The result is both
engaging and effective.

Paying the Price is centered on the
Wisconsin Scholars Longitudinal Study.
The WSLS followed a cohort of 3,000 Pell
Grant recipients for six years. The students
were born in 1990 and entered college in
the fall of 2008. They attended either four-
year or two-year colleges across the state of
Wisconsin. WSLS data are exceptionally
rich, including enrollment, credit, grade,
degree completion, and financial aid infor-
mation from institutional, federal, and state
sources. Students completed surveys pro-
viding additional details on personal back-
ground, high school experiences, college
goals, college experiences, time use, living
arrangements, health, diet, sleep, academic
and social engagement, income and
expenses, financial aid knowledge, commu-
nity participation, political engagement,
relationships, and future plans. The book’s
quantitative data are supplemented by 50 in-
depth interviews with a representative sample
of students, fleshing out the numeric patterns
clearly demonstrated in the text. The stories of
five key students are woven throughout the
book and offer a look at the high personal
and familial costs and other consequences of
the current financial aid system.

One of the best aspects of the book is its
tendency to bust what might be called

financial aid myths. For example, Goldrick-
Rab squashes the notion that Pell students
are living large on federal dollars or even
scamming the system. Nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth. In fact, the purchasing
power of the Pell Grant has dramatically
declined over the past several decades,
requiring recipients to borrow more to
make ends meet. As a result, students in the
WSLS sample routinely went hungry, or did
not eat as much as they desired, due to lack
of funds. While rising tuition and fees con-
tribute to this problem, readers learn that
increases in the cost of living pose the
greatest challenge for many students and
their families. Furthermore, estimates for
the costs of off-campus housing are often
low. Institutions report these prices with little
oversight, no standardization by locale, and
great incentive to appear cost-effective.
Unfortunately, the estimated prices have
a direct impact on how much aid many Pell
students can receive. For some, an underesti-
mated cost of living figure may mean the dif-
ference between eating or not.

The Federal Work Study Program is also
given close scrutiny. As Goldrick-Rab notes,
work-study tends to resonate with individ-
uals across the political spectrum as a solu-
tion to college funding. However, in reality,
work-study funds tend to flow more freely
to the institutions with the least need for
such support. This is, in large part, a function
of a several-decades-old federal formula
determining institutional allocations. As
a consequence, private colleges and universi-
ties often have sufficient work-study funds,
whereas work-study funds at community
colleges are far outmatched by the number
of eligible students. In cases such as these,
students may have work-study funds includ-
ed in their financial aid packages but fail to
find an open position on campus in order
to access this aid.

Perhaps most critically for academic
circles, Goldrick-Rab takes on the notion of
the ‘‘academically adrift’’ student populace.
College students as a whole are often
portrayed as aimlessly going through the
motions in class, learning little while devot-
ing their true efforts to the social scene. She
points out that such claims fail to take into
account family income and financial aid
recipient status. WSLS students, in fact,
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report significantly more time engaging in
educational activities than other students,
cite a love of learning as central to their deci-
sions to pursue postsecondary education,
and are motivated by pragmatic social mobil-
ity goals. Their academic focus is challenged
by grueling and inconsistent work sched-
ules, family demands, a lack of sleep, and
poor access to health care—not the desire to
party. Generalizing behaviors to all students
overlooks important differences in the col-
lege experience that are closely linked to fam-
ily resources.

Another strength of the book is the ability
to zoom between macro-level phenomena
and micro-level experiences of students on
the ground. This is perhaps most evident in
the chapter on Milwaukee, entitled ‘‘City of
Broken Dreams.’’ Milwaukee is one of the
poorest and most segregated cities in
the country, and it is in desperate need of
a college-educated workface to pay taxes
and attract business investment. Yet we learn
that Wisconsin systematically funnels higher
education funds to postsecondary institu-
tions in other cities—in particular, UW-
Madison. As a consequence, students at
UW-Milwaukee and Milwaukee Area Tech-
nical College (MATC) actually pay more for
their college education than students at other
four-year and two-year colleges in
Wisconsin. These schools draw from the
Milwaukee area, which is more diverse
than the rest of the state; the higher cost of
attendance is in effect a massive postsecond-
ary tax on students of color. The chapter
shows us, in heartbreaking detail, what this
means for several African American
and Latino students who, despite high aspi-
rations—and, in one case, six years of attend-
ing college—leave with debt and without
a degree.

Paying the Price shines when it examines
the financing of college as a family process,
rather than as simply a personal choice or
action. The funding of college is inherently
relational and has consequences for the
way that parents and youth interact. Yet
the financial aid system fails to recognize
this. For example, most unmarried, childless
youth are considered ‘‘dependent.’’ It may
be hard to convince parents to release sensi-
tive information such as social security num-
bers, particularly when they do not trust the

financial aid system. But when parents fail to
comply, ‘‘dependent’’ offspring cannot
access federal grants and loans. For students
that can surmount this hurdle, the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA) will determine an ‘‘expected family
contribution’’ that limits the aid students can
receive—even if their parents do not offer
any financial support. In some families,
money flows the opposite direction, from
student to parent. Parents may anticipate
that a student with access to aid dollars
will contribute their funds to the family
coffers. These exchanges and the emotions
that accompany them can complicate or
even sour relationships.

Toward the end of the book, Goldrick-Rab
asks whether or not additional grant aid
helps students persist to graduation. She
uses a carefully designed experiment: 40 per-
cent of WSLS respondents, selected by a lot-
tery, were offered the Wisconsin Scholars
Grant (WSG). The WSG provided $1,800 for
two-year students and $3,500 for four-year
students. The remaining 60 percent of
students in the sample received no aid. The
amount of money that WSG-selected
students were actually able to take, however,
varied considerably; recipients of financial
aid—unlike non-recipients—have a cap on
how much support they can receive, includ-
ing from grants. In addition, some students
were able to get grant support as cash in
hand, but for others it simply reduced or
displaced their loans.

The experiment yielded clear results. For
students beginning at four-year universities,
the WSG increased the on-time bachelor’s
degree completion rate by 28 percent. The
grant was particularly effective when it put
money into students’ hands, rather than
reducing their debt.

These results are striking; rarely do
scholars pinpoint interventions that can
move the needle to this extent. The design
of the study also deals with problems that
confound other research on grant effective-
ness, such as a failure to disentangle the
effects of grant support from the characteris-
tics associated with grant recipients. While
the effects on completion for students at
two-year schools are not significant, the dif-
ference may be due to the smaller WSG
amount at these schools and two-year
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students’ greater struggles to meet require-
ments necessary to maintain the grant.

The last pages of the book offer sugges-
tions for policy and practice. A number of
these changes are minimally expensive
but may have a large impact. A few are
simply definitional. For example, ‘‘expected
family contribution’’ should be more accu-
rately termed ‘‘estimated financial contribu-
tion’’—reflecting the fact that the amount is
not expected or set, and it may be paid by
a student or her family. In addition, most
students do not understand where their
grants and loans come from. Accurate label-
ing matters. Thus, a federal Pell grant
might more accurately be referred to as
a ‘‘taxpayer-supported federal grant.’’ The
specific requirements associated with each
type of aid should also be clearly listed so
that students understand what will happen
if they reduce their course load or fail sever-
al classes. Information about financial aid
should be provided for students far
earlier—potentially even in middle school.
Finally, grants should be separated from
all other forms of aid. Loans and work-
study support require repayment or labor
for payment and are not aid in the same
way that grants are. Combining categories
elides these important differences.

Goldrick-Rab acknowledges that these are
only immediate patches for much larger
structural problems. She emphasizes the
importance of state support for higher educa-
tion and identifies massive regional dispar-
ities in access to state-funded, need-based
financial aid. In addition, she points out
a lack of attention to the ways in which
funds are distributed to institutions within
a state—creating, for example, the troubled
state of postsecondary education in
Milwaukee versus the relatively protected
Madison. In a book that is so explicitly orient-
ed toward policy, however, Goldrick-Rab
devotes relatively little attention to the

more extensive changes needed to buttress
a Financial Aid 2.0. This is somewhat surpris-
ing given Goldrick-Rab’s expertise in this
area.

Perhaps the clearest example of this limita-
tion comes in the ‘‘first degree for free’’ dis-
cussion. Goldrick-Rab advocates for an
incremental approach to ‘‘free college,’’
starting with the awarding of an Associate’s
Degree as the new ‘‘first degree,’’ available
to all students. This approach would require
numerous changes in the financing of col-
lege, but Goldrick-Rab offers one—and only
one—compelling sentence on how this might
be achieved: ‘‘We could go a long way
toward covering these costs by ending subsi-
dies to for-profit universities and tax credits
that are demonstrably ineffective.’’ Similarly,
there is little discussion of what such an
approach might mean for our currently over-
burdened and under-resourced community
college system, or what the impact would
be on four-year universities. How would
the postsecondary system need to stretch
and change to accommodate a free first
degree, and what might be some unintended
consequences? Goldrick-Rab clearly decided
not to delve into the details, which may be
disappointing to some readers.

As a whole, however, Paying the Price is
exceptionally successful. The book provides
an unparalleled look into postsecondary
financial aid in the United States. Currently,
there is no other resource quite like it. Even
experts in the field will learn from this metic-
ulously documented text. At the same time,
it is an enjoyable read—so unusual in aca-
demic research. The book’s accessibility also
increases the potential for it to cross into pol-
icy circles, informing debates and potentially
spurring change. Paying the Price meets
recent calls for social scientists to engage in
the kind of conversations that matter for
public discourse and policy. This is what
high-quality public sociology looks like.
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