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Introduction  

College Foundation of North Carolina (CFNC) is a premier college access program in the 

United States with the mission of increasing the college-going rate in North Carolina. Its Internet 

website, CFNC.org, provides a comprehensive resource to assist all North Carolina students and 

families in planning, applying, and paying for college. The CFNC.org website and initiative have 

become stable and mature features of the North Carolina education landscape. As a result, 

increased attention is being given to program evaluation to assess how well CFNC.org is 

performing in helping to increase the college going rate, specifically among low income and 

first-generation students. 

 The CFNC partners identified the need for increased research and evaluation not long 

after the inception of the initiative. Discussions between the University of North Carolina 

General Administration and Lumina Foundation for Education began in early 2007, with Lumina 

Foundation for Education grant support beginning September 2007.  

 This evaluation report focuses on the ñplanningò and ñapplyingò portions of the 

CFNC.org website. While certain aspects of the ñpayingò segments are referenced, the report 

does not provide analyses of these areas. This report presents CFNC programs and website as a 

model from which other states can learn as they seek to implement or refine their own broad-

based college access websites. This research identifies what information CFNC currently collects 

to facilitate evaluation and what additional information is necessary and should be collected in 

the future to enable more comprehensive evaluation activity.  
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I. History 

North Carolina has seen significant economic challenges and demographic changes over 

the past twenty years which have impacted educational attainment in the state. For much of its 

history the economy of North Carolina was built upon the two pillars of agriculture and 

manufacturing ï specifically the industries of tobacco, furniture, and textiles. Jobs in these areas 

have been highly susceptible to economic downturns, as shown by the resulting February 2009 

unemployment rate of 10.7%, fourth-highest in the nation and the highest recorded since 1976.  

Changing demographics have also impacted the educational landscape in North Carolina. 

The annual number of high school graduates is projected to increase substantially in the next 

decade, as shown in Figure 1. The majority of this growth is projected to come from Hispanic 

and African American students who have been historically underrepresented in higher education 

and lag behind their Caucasian peers in obtaining a high school diploma.  

 

Figure 1. North Carolina High School Graduates by Race/Ethnicity, 1991-1992 to 2004-

2005 (Actual), 2005-2006 to 2021-2022 (Projected)   
  

 

Source: WICHE Knocking at the Door Report: North Carolina, 2008 
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The CFNC partnership and website were created out of the need to address these changes 

and increase the number of North Carolina residents with a postsecondary degree. CFNC is a 

nonprofit partnership between Pathways of North Carolina, the North Carolina State Education 

Assistance Authority, and College Foundation, Inc.   

 Funded by the North Carolina General Assembly, Pathways of North Carolina 

is administered by the University of North Carolina General Administration. 

Created in 1999, its goal is to prepare every student in the state for a college 

education. Pathways provides tools, information, and services in three vital areas: 

career planning and exploration, academic planning and preparation, and financial 

information. Pathways is a partnership of the University of North Carolina, the 

North Carolina Community College System, North Carolina Independent 

Colleges and Universities, the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 

and the North Carolina State Education Assistance Authority. The University of 

North Carolina is a multi-campus University, consisting of all sixteen public four-

year institutions and one constituent high school in North Carolina. All listings of 

the University of North Carolina or UNC refer to the multi-campus University, 

not any specific campus. 

 The North Carolina State Education Assistance Authority (NCSEAA) is a 

state agency established in 1965 to promote access to higher education. It 

administers grant, scholarship, and loan programs created under State and Federal 

law and is funded with governmental and private resources to help North 

Carolinians meet the cost of higher education at public four-year, public two-year, 

and independent colleges and universities in North Carolina. It also promotes 

access to higher education by informing students and families about paying for 

college, teaching educators about financial aid administration, and advocating for 

resources to support students. 

 College Foundation, Inc. (CFI)  is a nonprofit corporation that has been offering 

students and parents financial assistance since 1955. CFI is the central loan 

originator and servicer for North Carolinaôs Federal Family Education Loan 

Program for postsecondary education. CFI also serves as administrative agent for 
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a number of need-based grant programs for North Carolinians and for North 

Carolinaôs National College Savings and Investment Program.   

Pathways of North Carolina was created in 1999 by the Board of Governors of the 

University of North Carolina in response to a charge from the North Carolina General Assembly 

to create a system of college application sharing among postsecondary institutions in order to 

increase the number of qualified North Carolina high school graduates participating in higher 

education. Pathways was designed as a statewide system of guidance information for students in 

grades 7-12 and their parents by providing information on three topics: 1) career planning and 

exploration; 2) academic preparation for postsecondary education and the workplace; and 3) 

student financial aid and other information about the affordability of college. To serve this 

purpose, it established an Internet website, www.ncmentor.org, based on the Xap Corporation 

Mentor platform and an 800-number call center to provide information on obtaining a 

postsecondary education.  

Independently, in May 2000, NCSEAA and CFI had established a website and 800-

number of their own that were focused on providing information on paying for a college 

education. Very quickly, the three entities (Pathways, NCSEAA, and CFI) determined that North 

Carolina students and families would be best served through the establishment of one 

comprehensive resource that would address all aspects of planning, applying, and paying for 

college. The three agencies decided to aggregate their services under one banner, and in 2001 the 

partnership that is the College Foundation of North Carolina was formed. Its programs include 

the website, CFNC.org; two call centers, the CFNC Resource Center housed on the campus of 

the University of North Carolina at Greensboro and the CFNC Call Center at College 

Foundation, Inc. in Raleigh; and seven CFNC regional representatives assigned by telephone 

area code across the state. 

The services offered by CFNC Technology & Internet Services, which maintains 

CFNC.org, are comprehensive and varied. CFNC Technology & Internet Services staff members 

are responsible for the overall vision and direction of the planning and applying sections of 

CFNC.org, which includes online admission applications to all 110 participating colleges and 

universities in North Carolina. Trainings and campus visits are provided free of charge to all 

participating institutions by the CFNC Campus Services Manager. These visits and trainings 

assist the colleges and universities in realizing the maximum benefit of participating in the 
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CFNC partnership. This is accomplished by employing targeted and refined recruitment and 

application strategies. CFNC Technology & Internet Services also provides significant 

supplementary tools to facilitate use of the online platform. These include software which assists 

in the uploading of student admission application, electronic high school transcripts, and student 

prospects.  

The CFNC Resource Center provides a wealth of services to students, parents, and 

counselors. The CFNC Resource Center is responsible for training and outreach efforts to 

elementary, middle, and high schools; development and dissemination of all college access 

publications; Spanish services; and curriculum resources. The CFNC Resource Centerôs Call 

Center is staffed by one Spanish speaking and eight English speaking graduate students who 

serve as College Information Specialists. These individuals work 15-20 hours per week and are 

responsible for answering and responding to e-mail and telephone inquires Monday through 

Thursday from 8:00 a.m. until 7:00 p.m. and Friday 8:00 a.m. until 5:00 p.m. During the Fiscal 

Year 2007-2008, the CFNC Resource Center handled 13,072 calls. 

The CFNC Call Center in Raleigh employs 14 counselors, 13 full-time and 1 part-time, to 

answer questions from students, families, and schools about paying for college. Translators in 

multiple languages are available through a third-party interpreter service utilized by the Call 

Center staff. The Call Center operates Monday through Thursday from 8:00 a.m. until 8:00 p.m. 

and Fridays from 8:00 a.m. until 5:00 p.m. It handles orders for publications dealing with 

financial aid, answers questions on the financial aid process, and provides technical assistance to 

CFNC.org users. During the Fiscal Year 2007-2008, the CFNC Call Center handled 154,349 

calls. 

CFNC regional representatives employed through CFI and located across North Carolina 

provide training, workshops, and presentations to community organizations and school groups 

from elementary students to college. During the Fiscal Year 2007-2008, they provided 2,141 

programs. 

CFI serves as the core information technology host of the CFNC.org website. Prior to 

April 2007, CFI was responsible for administration of all CFNC.org information related to 

paying or saving for college. An enterprise version of the Xap Mentor system was acquired in 

April 2007, at which time CFI technical staff assumed responsibility for the successful 

management of all CFNC.org website functions.  
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While the partnership shares responsibilities for overall coordination of CFNC.org, 

responsibility for managing content modules was assigned to specific partners to take advantage 

of their individual expertise. As such, NCSEAA and CFI jointly have primary responsibility for 

all content related to paying for college and Pathways of North Carolina has primary 

responsibility for all other content, including academic preparation, college selection and 

application, and career planning.   

The successes of the combined program have been unparalleled ï knowledge and use of 

the CFNC.org site continue to grow annually. CFNC.org has registered over 2.4 million users.  

The most recent student awareness study indicated 93% awareness among high school students 

in North Carolina and 88% awareness among parents of North Carolina middle and high school 

students (Bellomy Research, 2006). CFNC.org has a partnership with all 110 public and private 

North Carolina colleges as an application portal, with over 1.25 million college applications 

submitted online to date. CFNC.org was selected by the North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction (NCDPI) as the sole partner and provider of electronic high school transcripts in the 

state. By Fall 2007, 88% of first-time freshmen students attending the University of North 

Carolina had a CFNC.org account, the majority of which were created during either the planning 

for college phase or while submitting an online admission application.  

The fully representational nature of the College Foundation of North Carolina partnership 

has been fundamental to its success. The partners include institutions of public K-12 education, 

two-year and four-year public postsecondary education, independent colleges and universities, 

and state and private nonprofit providers of financial aid to students of higher education. This has 

been essential to the ability of CFNC.org to serve all students and families in North Carolina 

with comprehensive information. 
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II.   The Study 

This study approaches evaluation of CFNC.org activity from two perspectives. The first 

examines existing data and poses questions related to trends among CFNC.org account holders in 

their application, admission, enrollment, and graduation from North Carolina colleges and 

universities. The second considers the structure and effectiveness of the CFNC.org website 

design. 

A. CFNC.org Account Holder Analyses 

The number of CFNC.org account holders has trended steadily upward since the website 

was established in 2001, as demonstrated in Figure 2, with more than 2.4 million accounts 

created as of the date of publication.  

 

Figure 2.  Number of CFNC.org Accounts Created Annually  2001 ï 2008  

 

 

 

 




