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Postsecondary education provides an impor-
tant stepping-stone to well-paying jobs and the 
middle class for many low-income individuals. 
The nation’s community colleges play a vital part 
in that effort, serving about 40% of all postsec-
ondary students and a disproportionate number 
of students from families with low-incomes 
(Ginder et al., 2019, Table 3). They are accessi-
ble, typically with open admission policies, and 
they are, on average, much less expensive than 
4-year colleges or private 2-year colleges.

Unfortunately, however, graduation rates 
from community colleges are low. Among first-
time, full-time, degree-seeking students entering 
public 2-year schools, only 25% graduate within 
3 years (McFarland et  al., 2019). Policymakers 
and higher education administrators across the 
nation are striving to increase those rates. Such 
increases would benefit students and society in 
an economy that increasingly demands a highly 
educated workforce.

There have been numerous reforms designed to 
increased students’ persistence in and completion 

of community college. These include financial sup-
ports, enhanced advising, learning communities, 
pedagogical reforms, and messaging campaigns 
(see, for example, Angrist et  al., 2009; Attewell 
et  al., 2012; Bettinger & Baker, 2014; Bettinger 
et al., 2012; Castleman & Page, 2015; Goldrick-
Rab et  al., 2012; Miller et  al., 2020; Patel et  al., 
2013; Richburg-Hayes et al., 2009; Scrivener et al., 
2015; Scrivener & Weiss, 2009; Weiss et al., 2019). 
These reforms often include one or two changes to 
business as usual, such as increased financial aid or 
increased aid combined with enhanced advising, 
and typically last for one or two semesters. When 
evaluated, many of these reforms led to modest 
increases in student progress and, occasionally, 
modest effects on graduation.

Among the tested policies, one program model 
stands out: the City University of New York’s 
(CUNY’s) Accelerated Study in Associate Programs 
(ASAP). Designed and implemented by CUNY 
to help more students graduate and to help them 
graduate more quickly, ASAP is a comprehen-
sive, integrated, 3-year student support program 
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serving community college students from fami-
lies with low-incomes. The program requires 
students to attend college full-time and encour-
ages them to take remedial courses early, enroll 
in the summer, and graduate within 3 years. 
Students receive frequent advising, enhanced 
career services, and additional tutoring. Three 
forms of financial supports alleviate students’ 
financial need: a tuition waiver, free use of text-
books, and a monthly transportation benefit, 
which is contingent on participation in key pro-
gram services. Students can also enroll in courses 
with other program students in convenient sched-
ules. ASAP was evaluated at three CUNY col-
leges using a randomized controlled trial that 
started in 2009. The evaluation found that the 
program led to a substantial increase in gradua-
tion rates—increasing 3-year graduation rates by 
18 percentage points. This exceptional result led 
to the replication of the program by three com-
munity colleges (at four campuses) in Ohio.

Three-year findings from the test in Ohio also 
showed a significant increase, of 16 percentage 
points, in graduation rates (Miller et  al., 2020). 
This finding was very encouraging, given that 
the replication of findings from a given test of an 
educational intervention is the exception rather 
than the norm (see, e.g., Camerer et  al., 2018). 
The findings from Ohio showed not only that the 
model could be implemented with a high degree 
of fidelity in another setting but that it could have 
similarly positive and large effects.

This paper extends the earlier results in sev-
eral ways. First, it presents an update of the find-
ings from CUNY ASAP through 8 years. An 
earlier paper documented effects through Year 6 
and found that the impact on degree receipt was 
still large, at 10 percentage points. However, this 
impact had diminished relative to Year 3, as the 
control group “caught up” somewhat to the pro-
gram group (Weiss et al., 2019). It was expected 
that degree receipt would increase to some 
extent for students in the control group, mirror-
ing national trends in which many graduates 
take longer than 3 years to earn a degree. By 
tracking effects for an additional 2 years, the 
paper examines whether the effects persist or 
diminish further. The longer follow-up period 
also provides a more comprehensive look at the 
program’s effects on enrollment in 4-year col-
leges and the receipt of bachelor’s degrees.

Second, the paper synthesizes the 3-year 
findings from CUNY and the Ohio replication. 
For the first time, this study pools the data from 
the original CUNY evaluation and the Ohio rep-
lication. The pooled analysis supports the pre-
cise estimation of a broader treatment effect (the 
mean effect across six colleges from two states) 
of the ASAP model on 3-year graduation rates. 
Also, the pooled sample is better positioned than 
the individual studies to examine subgroup 
effects, or effects for different types of students.

Finally, the paper examines effects across the 
states and across the individual colleges. 
Although exploratory and based on only two 
states and seven campuses, this analysis provides 
an important initial look into how much imple-
mentation differences and differences in service 
contrast affect program impacts. In particular, the 
paper examines whether variation exists across 
places in effects on degree receipt and, if so, 
whether it is associated with differences in stu-
dents’ use of key services.

In sum, the findings show that ASAP’s effect 
on associates’ degree receipt persisted through 8 
years, although it did not lead to a long-term 
increase in bachelors’ degree receipt. The effects 
on associates’ degrees indicate that the program, 
in addition to helping some students graduate 
faster, also helped some students graduate who 
would never have done so without the additional 
support. The effects across both states through 3 
years provide further evidence of the program’s 
effectiveness, for students in general and for dif-
ferent types of students. Finally, the effects by 
state and by campus suggest that there is a posi-
tive association between service contrast, or 
effects on advising visits, for example, and degree 
impacts. However, the variation in service con-
trast across the campuses suggest that, beyond 
some level, there may be diminishing returns. In 
other words, increasing advising by 15 visits per 
semester may not lead to much larger effects on 
degree receipt than increasing advising by eight 
visits per semester. Because the model costs more 
than the usual services offered to students, colleges 
will need to compare the resources needed to gen-
erate larger increases in service contrast with the 
additional degrees it generates. More broadly, the 
consistency of findings across the states and col-
leges suggest that the results are likely to general-
ize beyond these students and colleges, furthering 
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the idea of ASAP as a national model to increase 
educational attainment.

Background

Researchers have identified a number of 
student-level challenges and institutional prac-
tices that underlie the low rates of persistence 
and completion at community colleges (for over-
views, see Baum et  al., 2013; Braxton, 2002; 
Calcagno et al., 2008). These factors include, but 
are not limited to, financial challenges, such as 
the costs of attending college; a shortage and 
underutilization of student support services; 
insufficient preparation for college-level work; 
and the competing demands of work, family, 
and school. These challenges are even more 
pronounced for students from families with 
low-incomes and students’ with insufficient 
preparation for college-level work due to pow-
erful negative systemic influences on students’ 
prior educational preparation (e.g., absence of 
academically rigorous course offerings in the 
high school) who are less likely than other stu-
dents to stay on track and graduate (Attewell 
et al., 2012; Crosta, 2014; Klempin, 2014).

First, although tuition and fees at community 
colleges are about one-third the cost of public 
4-year colleges and universities (Baum & Ma, 
2014), they still constitute a substantial investment 
for many students from families with low-incomes, 
especially when opportunity costs are considered. 
In addition, financial aid sometimes does not cover 
the full cost of attendance, leaving students to 
struggle to afford tuition, transportation, or text-
books. Moreover, students from families with low-
incomes must negotiate a complex financial aid 
system to receive aid (Bettinger et al., 2012).

Second, many students’ placement test scores 
suggest that they are not academically prepared 
for college, as indicated by the fact that nearly 
60% enroll in at least one developmental (or 
remedial) reading, writing, or mathematics course 
during community college (Bailey, 2009). It is 
worth noting, however, that there is evidence of 
extensive misplacement into developmental edu-
cation (e.g., see Scott-Clayton et  al., 2014). 
Placement into developmental courses is nega-
tively associated with student persistence and suc-
cess, as students referred to developmental 
education frequently drop out of their classes or 

leave college entirely, and those who remain make 
progress relatively slowly (Adelman, 2004; 
Attewell et  al., 2006). Only 13% of community 
college students with developmental needs earn a 
certificate or degree within 3 years (U.S. 
Department of Education, n.d.).

Upon entering college, many students also 
struggle to navigate an unfamiliar college envi-
ronment and need help figuring out which courses 
to take and in what order, how to register for classes 
and apply for financial aid, and what resources are 
available to help make the transition to college 
(Bailey et  al., 2015). Community colleges are 
rarely able to support the kind of personalized 
and timely advising that students need and that 
students often get at selective 4-year colleges 
(Bound & Turner, 2007). For example, the 
National Academic Advising Association (2011) 
estimates that the median caseload of an adviser at 
public 2-year colleges is 441 students per adviser 
(compared with 260 students per adviser at public 
4-year colleges), which limits the amount of advis-
ing students receive. Students who do not have 
access to an informed adviser may neglect to regis-
ter for a required course, fail to secure the maxi-
mum financial aid for which they qualify, or make 
other missteps that could negatively impact their 
progress through college. Community college stu-
dents, most of whom commute, have also been 
identified as less likely to identify with the college 
community than traditional undergraduates at 
4-year institutions (Tinto, 1997).

Taken together, the numerous systemic issues, 
institutional practices, and student-level barriers 
that students from families with low-incomes face 
contribute to their low completion rates. While 
there is causal evidence about the efficacy of post-
secondary interventions across the literature, most 
policies have had, at best, only modest effects.

For example, several studies have produced 
experimental evidence that financial aid-related 
reforms can positively, although often modestly, 
influence students’ academic progress (for exam-
ple, see Angrist et al., 2009, 2010, 2014, 2016; 
Bettinger et  al., 2012; Cohodes & Goodman, 
2014; Deming & Dynarski, 2010; Goldrick-Rab 
et al., 2016; Mayer et al., 2015). As one example, 
MDRC evaluated the effectiveness of perfor-
mance-based scholarships in a variety of college 
settings and with varying incentive structures 
and found a modest three percentage point impact 
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on degrees earned through five years (Mayer 
et  al., 2015). Goldrick-Rab et  al. (2016) found 
that additional scholarship aid via the Wisconsin 
Scholar’s Grant led to an increase in second-year 
enrollment in college of about 3 to 4 percentage 
points.

Colleges have also tried many ways to better 
integrate new students. Learning communities, 
for example, co-enroll a cohort of students in two 
or more courses to foster connections among stu-
dents and enable instructors to collaborate and 
integrate coursework. As another example, stu-
dent success courses, which vary in their content, 
often aim to improve study skills, change stu-
dents’ behaviors and attitudes, including increas-
ing their awareness of their and others’ emotions, 
understanding their own learning styles, improv-
ing time management skills, and recognizing their 
responsibility for their own learning (Engstrom 
& Tinto, 2008; Rutschow et  al., 2012; Weiss, 
Mayer, et al., 2015; Weiss, Visher, et al., 2015). 
Other strategies include interventions aimed 
at helping community college students stay 
enrolled continuously, including in summer ses-
sions (Attewell & Douglas 2014; Attewell & 
Jang, 2013; Weiss, 2019). In one such study, 
one group of students received a messaging 
campaign to encourage summer enrollment and 
another group received a messaging campaign 
plus a last-dollar tuition grant. Experimental 
evaluations of these approaches indicate that 
some have produced modest improvements in 
academic outcomes.

As another example, a fairly robust experi-
mental literature on enhanced academic advising 
interventions finds positive, although often mod-
est, effects on students’ academic outcomes using 
a variety of modes of advising (for examples, 
see, Avery et al., 2014; Bailey et al., 2016; Barr 
& Castleman, 2017; Bettinger & Baker, 2014; 
Carrell & Sacerdote, 2013, 2017; Evans et  al., 
2017; Scrivener & Weiss, 2009).

Two more recently studied programs provide 
more comprehensive and longer-term supports 
for students and have led to larger effects. One 
study is of the Early College High School initia-
tive, a model that offers dual high school and 
college enrollment and a variety of supports to 
help students move into and complete college. 
Students in the program were substantially more 
likely to earn an associate’s degree than students 

not in the program (Berger et al., 2014). A second 
example comes from an evaluation of the Stay 
the Course program at a community college in 
Texas, which offered 3 years of ongoing compre-
hensive case management, provided by trained 
social workers, along with access to emergency 
financial assistance. The evaluation found large 
effects on degree receipt among the 20% of the 
study sample that took up the program (treat-
ment-on-the-treated effects), although the effects 
were primarily for women (Evans et al., 2017).1 
The effects among program participants contain 
substantial estimation error, given the sample 
size and program participation rate.

Thus, the weight of the evidence suggests that 
short-term, light-touch interventions are typi-
cally not enough to substantially improve longer-
term outcomes, such as a degree receipt, and that 
more comprehensive interventions that address 
multiple barriers are needed.2 ASAP is one such 
program.

The ASAP Model and Implementation

The ASAP Model

Developed by the CUNY, ASAP is a compre-
hensive program that provides students with up 
to 3 years of financial and academic support and 
other support services to address multiple barri-
ers to success, with the goal of helping more stu-
dents graduate within 3 years. Along with those 
supports and services, however, is an obligation, 
since students are required to attend full-time and 
to participate in key program services. The origi-
nal CUNY ASAP model included the following 
components.

Student Services.  Students receive comprehen-
sive advisement from an adviser with a small 
caseload, career information from a career and 
employment services staff member, and tutoring 
services separate from the usual college tutoring 
services. Each of these services is provided by 
ASAP-dedicated staff who work only with stu-
dents in the program. ASAP advisers, who have 
caseloads of 60 to 80 students,3 provide support 
on a wide variety of academic and personal 
topics, including academic planning, balancing 
school with other responsibilities, accessing 
campus services, interacting with professors, 
staying on track to graduate, and dealing with 
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personal issues. Students are required to meet 
with their adviser twice per month and to meet 
with careers services staff once per semester. 
Students in remedial courses or on academic 
probation are required to participate in tutoring 
once per week.

Course Enrollment.  Students may enroll in 
blocked courses, or courses scheduled back-to-
back, in their first year, with two goals. First, is 
minimizing the time required on campus so that 
students, many of whom work, can enroll full-
time. Second, is ensuring ASAP students could 
take some of their classes with other ASAP stu-
dents, fostering a sense of community. During 
the first few semesters, students also enroll in an 
ASAP seminar, covering topics such as goal-
setting, study skills, and academic planning.4 
Students can also register for courses early so 
that they can create convenient schedules and get 
seats in the courses they need.

Financial Supports.  Students receive a tuition 
waiver that fills any gap between federal and state 
financial aid and college tuition and fees. Stu-
dents also receive free use of textbooks and free 
MetroCards for use on public transportation.

Requirements and Messages.  Students are 
required to attend college full-time during the 
fall and spring semesters and are encouraged to 
take courses during the winter and summer ses-
sions. ASAP staff also encouraged students to 
complete developmental education early and to 
graduate within 3 years.

When the model was replicated in Ohio, some 
adjustments were made to fit the local context and 
to align with the evolved version of the ASAP 
model that CUNY was operating at the time. For 
example, CUNY offered program group students 
an ASAP-only student success seminar in their 
first few semesters, whereas the Ohio program 
did not create a special seminar course for pro-
gram group students, but enrolled program group 
students into specific sections of existing student 
success courses. The Ohio program also did not 
offer monthly metro cards to students (worth over 
$100 in New York), given the lower use of public 
transportation, but instead provided $50 gas/
grocery gift cards to participating students. In 
addition, CUNY provided textbooks free of 

charge to participating students. Although one 
Ohio college provided free textbooks, two of the 
colleges provided students with vouchers of up to 
$300 per semester to cover the cost of textbooks. 
Finally, the Ohio programs used a triage model 
of advising, in which the advising requirements 
differed depending on the students’ academic 
standing.5 Students in the high-need group were 
required to meet with their assigned adviser twice 
per month, while other students were required to 
meet less often, although usually at least once per 
month.

Finally, both programs used a Management 
Information System, created specifically for the 
program, to track student outcomes, participa-
tion, and progress. CUNY provided support to 
staff at colleges in both sites on how to track and 
use these data for monitoring and improving pro-
gram outcomes.

Participating Colleges

ASAP was tested at 3 of the 24 colleges in the 
CUNY system. Each serving from 15,000 to 
20,000 students, they are the largest of CUNY’s 
community colleges and were willing to partici-
pate in a randomized controlled trial, in which 
eligible students would be randomly assigned to 
a program group eligible to participate in ASAP 
or a control group eligible for the college’s stan-
dard services.

The ASAP demonstration in Ohio was tested 
at 3 of the state’s 23 community colleges. One of 
the colleges serves about 20,000 students, while 
the other 2 are smaller, at 9,000 to 11,000 students. 
These colleges were selected primarily based on 
administrators’ support for the program, their 
willingness to take part in a random assignment 
evaluation, and their capacity to reach the desired 
sample size goals. See Appendix Table S1 for 
selected characteristics of the 6 colleges.

Implementation

To ensure strong implementation and fidelity, 
the CUNY Office of Academic Affairs, which 
administered the program along with the partici-
pating colleges, monitored the implementation of 
the program at CUNY. It also provided technical 
assistance to the Ohio colleges, leading a work-
shop on the program model, helping the colleges 
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develop action plans for implementation, and 
providing regular and continuing direct technical 
assistance and training in the ways each program 
component could be implemented. Implemen
tation research was conducted periodically 
throughout the 3-year program period in each 
study. Overall, ASAP was well implemented in 
both New York and Ohio, and the program cre-
ated a substantial service differential between 
students in ASAP and those eligible for the col-
leges’ usual services.

Figure 1 presents students’ self-reported use 
of three key program services from a survey 
administered to all study participants in both 
states 1 year after program entry. Panel A presents 
effects on incidence, or whether the student ever 
used a particular service during the first year. 
Panel B presents effects on the intensity of use, 
or the number of times the student used the ser-
vices, by semester.

First, consider advising. The data in panel A 
show that the program led to a moderate increase 
in the percent of students who ever met with an 
advisor, in part because most students meet with 
an advisor at least once. The notable difference is 

in the intensity of advising, where program group 
students met with an adviser on average 15 times 
during the second semester, compared with 3 
times for control group students.

For tutoring and career services, the program 
led to larger increases in incidence, in part 
because fewer students use these services in the 
absence of the program. The program increased 
the number of students who ever used tutoring by 
24 percentage points, for example, and program 
group students participated in nine sessions on 
average during the second semester, compared 
with three sessions for students in the control 
group. Note that these averages are for the entire 
program and control groups, including zeros for 
those who never participated. Thus, the number 
of tutoring sessions among those who ever used 
tutoring is much larger than shown in the figure.

In terms of financial assistance (not shown in 
figure), most students across both states reported 
receiving assistance with the cost of textbooks, 
and most received the monthly incentive (gift 
cards in Ohio and transportation cards in New 
York). Few students in either state received the 
tuition waiver, given that federal and state aid 
typically covered the cost of tuition. Students in 
the program group were also more likely than 
their control group counterparts to receive mes-
sages from advisers and other staff on the impor-
tance of attending full-time and graduating 
within 3 years.

Finally, blocked scheduling was imple-
mented only partially. In New York, students 
were offered blocked courses at two of the col-
leges and were encouraged to take at least one 
of the courses in the block if they could not take 
the full set. Transcript data show that, although 
only about a third of program group students 
enrolled in a full block of courses, a majority of 
them were enrolled in one or more courses with 
four or more other ASAP students. Blocked 
scheduling was not formally implemented in 
Ohio given the difficulty of identifying over-
lapping courses for large groups of students. As 
discussed below, eligibility for the study in 
Ohio was expanded to include students with up 
to 24 earned credits, meaning that some of them 
had already completed required courses. Instead, 
advisers informally tried to guide program group 
students into courses with each other. Transcript 
data indicate that about half of the program 

A

B

Figure 1.  (A) Ever received key service. (B) 
Number of times students received each key service.
Source. Calculations using data from the student survey.
Note. Estimates are adjusted by random assignment blocks 
and selected baseline characteristics. Brackets show 90% 
confidence intervals. Sample sizes for specific outcomes may 
vary because of missing values. Rounding may cause slight 
discrepancies in calculating differences.
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group students in Ohio enrolled in one or more 
courses with at least four other program group 
students.

In sum, at noted earlier, the ASAP model was 
well implemented in both New York and Ohio. 
Although the Ohio program made minor modifi-
cation to the model to fit local context, it con-
tained the key elements of ASAP. In addition, 
even though the Ohio programs did not imple-
ment formal blocked scheduling and it was only 
partially implemented in CUNY, any effects of 
ASAP are more likely attributable to its other 
program components.

The Evaluation

Participating Students

Students were eligible for the program and 
study if they met several criteria: had family 
income below 200% of the federal poverty level 
or were eligible for a Pell grant, were new to col-
lege or had earned fewer than 12 credits in CUNY 
and 24 credits in Ohio, were willing to attend col-
lege full-time, and were in a major that could be 
completed within 3 years.6 The two studies dif-
fered with respect to developmental education 
requirements. For CUNY, the evaluation only 
included students who had one or two develop-
mental education requirements, although a sep-
arate quasi-experimental evaluation conducted 
by CUNY staff included students without these 
requirements (Strumbos & Kolenovic, 2017). 
In Ohio, in contrast, eligibility was extended to 
students with or without development educa-
tion requirements at study entry. Both programs 
excluded students with extensive (more than 
two) developmental education requirements, 
given that they were unlikely to earn a degree 
within 3 years.

Students at CUNY were recruited for the 
study and randomly assigned just prior to the 
spring 2010 semester and the fall 2010 semester. 
Students in Ohio were recruited and randomly 
assigned just prior to the spring 2015, fall 2015, 
and spring 2016 semesters. The study samples 
include 896 students for CUNY and 1,501 stu-
dents for Ohio.7

Table 1 reports selected characteristics of 
the sample at baseline and, for comparison, 
characteristics of community college students 

nationwide.8 First, consider the two states. The 
students in the Ohio study differed from those in 
New York in several ways. For example, more 
Ohio sample students were nontraditional stu-
dents, for example, they were older or had chil-
dren (although they were less likely to work 
full-time, another marker of nontraditional sta-
tus). The New York sample also includes more 
Hispanic students and fewer white students than 
the Ohio sample, reflecting in part the differ-
ences in the demographic makeup of the partici-
pating cities. Fewer Ohio sample students had 
developmental requirements than the CUNY 
sample students, as expected given different eli-
gibility criteria for study entry in each state.

The pooled sample is shown in the third col-
umn. The pooled sample is racially diverse, with 
no racial majority. Just over half of the sample 
self-identified as Black or Hispanic. Fifty-one 
percent of the students were of “traditional” col-
lege age (aged 19 or younger), and just over 40% 
were nontraditional students.

The students participating in the evaluation 
look roughly similar to community college stu-
dents nationwide, with some exceptions. In terms 
of similarities, the majorities of the pooled and 
national samples are women, 20% to 30% have 
children, many are working, and a large majority 
have developmental education requirements. 
Students nationwide, however, are older than the 
study sample and more likely to work full-time. 
The program’s eligibility requirements may 
have led to these differences, given that the full-
time attendance requirement may have discour-
aged full-time workers, who tend to be older 
students, from enrolling in the study.9

Data and Methods

We use data from several sources. First, stu-
dents in the studies in both states filled out a 
baseline survey prior to random assignment, pro-
viding demographic and other information. Data 
on credit and degree completion at the participat-
ing colleges and at colleges within the broader 
CUNY and Ohio systems were obtained through 
transcript data provided by CUNY and the three 
participating Ohio colleges. Data on enrollment 
and degree receipt were also obtained from the 
National Student Clearinghouse, which covers 
students’ enrollments in nearly all postsecondary 
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Table 1

Sample Characteristics for the CUNY ASAP, Ohio Programs, Pooled Samples, and National Population of 
Community College Students

Characteristic

CUNY ASAP Ohio Programs Pooled National

Sample Sample Sample Sample

Gender (%)
  Male 38 36 37 44
  Female 62 64 63 56
Age (%)
  19 or younger 57 47 51 -
  20–23 22 22 22 -
  24 or older 20 31 27 44
  Average age (years) 21 23 23 28
Race/ethnicitya (%)
  Hispanic 44 10 22 19
  White 10 46 32 56
  Black 34 35 35 16
  Otherb 12 10 11 9
Living with parents (%) 74 58 64 -
Has children (%) 15 27 23 32
First person in the family to attend 

college (%)
30 34 33 -

Diplomas/degrees earned (%)c

  High school diploma 74 87 82  
  General Education Development 

(GED) certificate
21 12 15  

Currently employed (%) 31 60 49 69
Currently employed full time (%) 7 16 12 33
Nontraditional studentd (%) 36 47 43 -
Has developmental education 

requirements (%)
98 74 83 68

Sample size 896 1,501 2,397  

Source. Calculations using baseline information form data and placement test data from the CUNY Institutional Research Data-
base (IRDB) and the ASAP Demonstration study colleges; IPEDS; and Stats in Brief, U.S. Department of Education, February 
2017.
Note. Italics indicate statistics calculated only for a subset of respondents. Distributions may not add to 100% because of 
rounding.
aRespondents who said they were Hispanic and chose a race are included only in the “Hispanic” category. bThe “Other” category 
includes Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American/Alaska Native, multiracial, and other races and ethnicities. cDistributions may 
not add to 100% because categories are not mutually exclusive. A small percent of sample members are excluded from these 
measures because they earned a certificate, technical or other degree and we are unable to determine if they had earned a GED 
or High School diploma. dNontraditional students are defined as those who were 24 years old or older, worked 35 or more hours 
per week, had children, or did not receive a high school diploma and were not enrolled in high school at the time of random 
assignment. Students are listed as nontraditional if they fit any of these characteristics.

institutions throughout the United States, not just 
the participating colleges.

Finally, surveys were administered to study par-
ticipants in both sites approximately 1 year after 
they were randomly assigned. The survey, fielded 

to the full study samples in both states, covered 
topics such as sample members’ participation in 
and experiences with student services, expecta-
tions and engagement in college, employment, 
and financial aid and other financial issues.10
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We use the following equation to estimate the 
effects of being offered ASAP:

Y T X Cij ij ij ij j ij= + + + +α β λ γ ε ,

where Y
ij
 denotes the outcome for individual i in 

college j. T
ij
 is an indicator variable for assignment 

to the program group, eligible for ASAP, and the 
vector X

ij
 includes individual covariates that are 

expected to be correlated with the outcomes of 
interest, such as race, age, gender, and developmen-
tal education requirements. The vector C includes 
randomization block indicators, one for each cam-
pus and cohort combination. The coefficient β is 
the key parameter of interest and represents the 
effect of the program offer. Given that individuals 
were assigned at random to receive the offer to 
enroll in ASAP, this regression-based estimator of 
β is unbiased with respect to our target of infer-
ence (the estimand), which is the average effect 
across individuals in the evaluation sample.11

Key outcomes include enrollment in 2- and 
4-year colleges and degree receipt (associate’s 
degrees and bachelor’s degrees). The evaluation 
estimates the effects on key outcomes of the offer 
to participate in ASAP, or intent to treat esti-
mates. Treatment-on-the-treated estimates are not 
presented, given that over 90% of students in the 
program group experienced at least one semester 
of the program. However, these estimates (of the 
effect of participating in at least some of the pro-
gram, rather than the effect of the offer to partici-
pate in the program) can be viewed as roughly 
10% larger than the estimates shown in this 
paper. Finally, no weighting is applied when esti-
mating effects for the pooled sample.

Earlier Findings

ASAP’s effects in both states, through Year 3 
in Ohio and Year 6 in New York, have been 
reported separately in earlier publications (Miller 
et al., 2020; Weiss et al., 2019). The CUNY pro-
gram was found to increase 3-year degree receipt 
by 18 percentage points, from 22% for the con-
trol group to 40% for the program group. Rates 
of degree receipt continued to increase through 
Year 6 for both the program and control groups, 
and the differential between the two groups 
diminished in size. However, the impact at the 
end of Year 6 was still sizable, at 10 percentage 

points (p < .01). ASAP also increased enroll-
ment rates and credit accumulation during the 
program period, or the first 3 years.

The Ohio program similarly led to large 
effects on enrollment, credit accumulation, and 
degree receipt by the end of Year 3. At that point, 
35% of the students in the program group had 
earned a degree, compared with 19% of students 
in the control group, for an increase of 16 per-
centage points.

Update on CUNY ASAP Effects Through 8 
Years

The earlier paper on CUNY ASAP showed 
that the effects on associate’s degree receipt 
diminished over time but remained sizable at 
the end of 6 years (Weiss et  al., 2019). That 
paper was also the first to show small, positive 
effects on the receipt of bachelor’s degrees, 
with increases of 2 to 3 percentage points in 
semesters 8 and 9. However, these effects dissi-
pated over time, as the control group caught up. 
This section updates those findings, to assess 
whether the stability in both levels and effects 
apparent by the end of Year 6 continued through 
Year 8.

Although a fade out of effects occurs between 
years 3 and 6, it is not obvious that impacts on 
degree receipt would remain stable after Year 6, 
given continued college enrollment after Year 6 
and the fact that a fair number of students take 
longer than 6 years to earn a degree. Thus, a 
more complete assessment of ASAP’s effects on 
degree receipt can be obtained with the 8-year 
results.

Figures 2 and 3 present effects on enrollment 
and degree receipt. In semesters 2 through 4, 
during the program period, enrollment rates in 
2-year colleges are higher for the program group 
than the control group, differences that are statis-
tically significant. In the first two semesters of 
the post-program period (or semesters 7 and 8) 
enrollment in 2-year colleges is lower for the 
program group than the control group, given 
their higher rates of degree receipt and higher 
rates of enrollment in 4-year colleges. However, 
by the last few semesters of the 8-year period, 
enrollment rates at 2-year colleges have flattened 
out and fallen to less than 5% for both research 
groups. Enrollment in 4-year colleges has also 
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A

B

Control Program & 90% CI

Figure 2.  (A) Enrollment rate at 2-year colleges. 
(B). Enrollment rate at 4-year colleges.
Source. Calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional 
Research Database (IRDB), and the National Student Clear-
inghouse (NSC).

A

B

Figure 3.  (A) Degree receipt at 2-year colleges. 
(B) Degree receipt at 4-year colleges.
Source. Calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional 
Research Database (IDRB) and the National Student Clear-
inghouse (NSC).

flattened out by that time, at around 15%, with no 
meaningful differences between the two groups 
during the last 2 years of follow-up.

Effects on degree receipt are separated into 
associate’s and bachelor’s degrees. The main 
goal of the program is to increase the receipt of 
associate’s degrees. A few more students earned 
associate’s degrees over the additional 2 years of 
follow-up, but estimated effects on this outcome 
are stable in semesters 12 through 16, at about 12 
percentage points.

In terms of bachelor’s degree receipt, about 
25% of both research groups had earned a degree 
by the end of Year 8. The program led to small 
and statistically significant increases in semes-
ters 8 through 10, but no effects thereafter.

The findings suggest that the program’s effect 
on bachelor’s degree receipt was to speed up 
receipt among students who would have earned it 
anyway. In contrast, the stability of the estimated 
impact on associate’s degree receipt during the 
last six semesters of follow-up increases our con-
fidence that ASAP increased associate’s degree 
receipt among a sizable group (12 percentage 
points) of students who would not have earned an 
associate’s degree otherwise. The fact that the 
estimated effect on associate degree receipt 
peaked at 18 percentage points implies that, at a 
minimum, ASAP’s effect of speeding up degree 
receipt, among those who would have graduated 
anyway, is at least 6 percentage points This 
speeding up of degree receipt is notable and can 
reduce costs for colleges and students; however, 
the long-term increase degree receipt is what can 
drive the benefits of the program, given that the 
gains from higher education accrue over an indi-
vidual’s lifetime.

Findings From the Pooled Sample

The remainder of the paper examines effects 
through 3 years using the New York and Ohio 
samples, estimating effects for the pooled sam-
ple, for subgroups, by state and by college. This 
section presents effects for the combined sam-
ple. Figure 4 presents the results for enrollment 
and degree receipt at any 2-year college.12 
Enrollment rates at any school fall steadily after 
the first semester, but less rapidly for students in 
the program group. By semester 2, for example, 
only 73% of students in the control group were 
still enrolled, compared with 84% in the program 
group, for a difference of 11 percentage points. 
Effects are similar in size in semesters 3 and 4 
but become negligible after that point.13
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Study participants begin earning degrees by 
semester 3, and the increase is more rapid for 
students in the program group. By the end of 
semester 6, about 36% of students in the program 
group had earned a degree (nearly all associate’s 
degrees), compared with 18.8% of students in the 
control group, for a substantial increase of nearly 
17 percentage points (with a 90% confidence 
interval ranging from 14 percentage points to 20 
percentage points). As noted, this effect is nearly 
a doubling of degree receipt and is among the 
largest observed to date for a college interven-
tion. The estimate of program effect is also for a 
broader population.

Enrollment rates fall over time as students 
either graduate or leave school without a degree. 
Thus, the program’s effects on enrollment are 
somewhat difficult to interpret in later semesters, 
given that they are estimated for the full sample 
and include students who have graduated.

Although not shown, enrollment rates in 
4-year colleges gradually increase each semester, 

and almost 14% of control group students are 
enrolled in semester 6. The program increased 
that rate by an estimated 6.5 percentage points 
(p < .001).

Overall, the rate of transfer to 4-year colleges 
for both research groups is low, although perhaps 
not surprising, given the barriers to entry faced 
by students from families with low-incomes. 
National data indicate that only about 33% of 
community college students transfer to a 4-year 
institution within 6 years, despite the fact that 
the majority of them (as with this study sample) 
enter college intending to pursue a bachelor’s 
degree (Jenkins & Fink, 2016).

Effects for Subgroups of Students

As shown above, for the pooled sample, the 
findings show that ASAP led to a notable increase 
in degree receipt and an increase in 4-year col-
lege enrollment by the end of Year 3. This section 
examines whether effects vary for different types 
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of students. Community college students are a 
diverse group, varying in their levels of academic 
preparation upon entry, their age, family status, 
and work status, for example. A significant share 
of them are “nontraditional” students, for exam-
ple, meaning that they do not fit the profile of the 
single, childless, young adult entering college 
straight from high school. Subgroup analyses 
help to assess whether ASAP can be effective for 
a wide variety of student types, which speaks to 
the generalizability of the findings.

Table 2 presents the results.14 The top rows 
present effects by development education 

requirements at study entry. This subgroup was 
pre-specified in each study as the sole confirma-
tory subgroup, given that it is a key question of 
interest for which the study teams desired rigor-
ous evidence. The remaining rows present effects 
for several subgroups as part of an exploratory 
analysis. Tests of effects across these dimensions 
(age, gender, high school diploma status, race/
ethnicity, and work status) are of interest in their 
own right, but any findings should be interpreted 
with some caution and as suggestive for further 
study since these subgroups are exploratory 
(Schochet, 2008).

Table 2

Degrees Earned and 4-Year College Enrollments After 3 Years Variation in Effects by Student Characteristics

Characteristic

Earned degree Enrolled in a four-year college

Control 
group 
(%)

Difference  
(percentage 

point) SE

p value for 
subgroup 
difference

Control 
group 
(%)

Difference  
(percentage 

point) SE

p value for 
subgroup 
difference

Developmental education requirements .189 .445
  None 25.5 17.6 5.2 21.0 1.0 4.6  
  One 22.5 21.3 3.3 14.8 7.6 2.8  
  Two or more 16.2 13.5 2.6 11.8 6.9 2.2  
Gender .206 .739
  Female 20.9 17.9 2.3 15.1 6.0 2.0  
  Male 19.2 13.1 2.9 12.1 7.0 2.5  
Age .241 .193
  19 or younger 20.0 17.6 2.5 14.9 7.6 2.2  
  20–23 20.9 10.4 3.9 13.6 1.7 3.2  
  24 or older 19.8 18.4 3.7 11.7 9.3 3.0  
High school diploma at study entry .372 .307
  No 17.5 13.0 4.2 13.0 3.0 3.6  
  Yes 20.6 17.2 2.0 14.1 7.1 1.7  
Race/ethnicity .305 .754
  Hispanic 22.1 10.3 4.0 14.4 4.6 3.3  
  White 23.7 19.5 3.4 13.3 7.4 2.7  
  Black 14.9 18.4 3.0 12.9 9.0 2.7  
  Other 18.1 18.5 5.9 15.3 5.3 5.2  
Employed at study entry .736 .939
  No 21.3 15.9 2.6 6.3 2.2  
  Yes 18.7 17.1 2.6 14.1 6.5 2.3  

Source. Calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB), the ASAP Ohio Demonstration study 
colleges, and the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC).
Note. Estimates are adjusted by random assignment blocks and selected baseline characteristics. Rounding may cause slight 
discrepancies in calculating differences and sums. The H-statistic test was used to test for statistically significant differences in 
impact estimates across different subgroups.
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The first set of columns presents effects on 
degree attainment, and the second set of columns 
shows effects on 4-year college enrollment after 
3 years. ASAP increased degree receipt for all 
subgroups examined—effects for each group are 
large and statistically significant. Although esti-
mated effects are somewhat smaller for certain 
groups, such as those without a high school 
diploma at entry and Hispanic students, they are 
not statistically significantly different from esti-
mated effects for their subgroup counterparts. In 
other words, we do not find clear evidence that 
ASAP was more effective for one subgroup com-
pared with another. Notably, the precision of the 
estimates of variation in effectiveness among 
subgroups is limited; consequently, lack of evi-
dence of differential effectiveness should not be 
interpreted as strong evidence that effects are 
very similar among subgroups.

Effects on 4-year college enrollment are also 
positive for all groups, although not always sta-
tistically significant. There are two notable dif-
ferences, although again, the variation across 
groups is not statistically significant. First, there 
are the smaller estimated effects for students 
without developmental education requirements. 
This may be because these students were more 
likely to attend a 4-year college in the absence of 
the program, as shown by rates for the control 
group, although the small sample size for this 
group makes the estimate imprecise.15 The pro-
gram also did not appear to increase enrollment 
rates in 4-year colleges for students without a 
high school diploma at entry—again, this finding 
may be meaningful, or may simply reflect an 
imprecise impact estimate for a very small sub-
group. Similar to other students, the majority of 
students without a high school diploma reported 
at study entry that they expected to obtain at least 
a bachelor’s degree. Thus, the lack of effect for 
this group is not due to lower aspirations.

Effects by State

The ASAP model was created by CUNY in 
2007 and was operating at six of its community 
colleges before the evaluation began in 2009. 
The Ohio colleges worked closely with CUNY 
on the design and implementation of the program, 
but as expected, the replication was not exact. In 
addition, as shown below, the Ohio programs led 

to a smaller service contrast than CUNY. These 
factors, along with the different context in which 
the program was tested, warrant a comparison of 
effects across the two states.

Table 3 presents the results. The first two rows 
present effects on degree receipt and 4-year 
enrollment, using data from administrative 
records for the full sample. The next set of rows 
presents data from the survey subsample on 
receipt of key services (those shown for the 
pooled sample in Figure 1) and perceptions of 
support at school.16 The program had very simi-
lar estimated effects on both key outcomes. 
CUNY ASAP increased degree receipt by 17.3 
percentages points, compared with 15.9 percent-
age points for Ohio. Effects on 4-year college 
enrollment are also very similar.

As noted in the introduction, the similarity of 
effects is striking, given the difficulty of replicat-
ing original findings (the “replication crisis,” as 
it is sometimes called). But the similarity is also 
notable given that the students, contexts, and ser-
vice contrast differed across the two sites. For 
example, more students in Ohio than in New 
York were nontraditional students, e.g., older, or 
with children. This difference in the sample is 
notable, as there was some concern that the 
model, with its full-time attendance requirement, 
would not work for these types of students. Also, 
fewer students in Ohio than in New York had 
developmental education requirements.

The context also differed in terms of manage-
ment structure. CUNY is the largest urban com-
munity college system in the nation and is fairly 
centralized. Management of the program was led 
centrally by a dedicated ASAP team in the CUNY 
Office of Academic Affairs. Ohio’s community 
colleges, in contrast, are decentralized, meaning 
that the colleges largely implemented the pro-
gram independently.

Finally, the similar findings are also notewor-
thy, given that the program in New York appears 
to have created a larger service contrast than 
the program in Ohio (as indicated by students’ 
responses to a survey). For example, program 
group students in New York met with their advisor 
on average 17.3 more times in the first semester 
than their control group counterparts, compared 
with a difference of 8.3 visits in Ohio. Control 
group advising visits were fairly similar across 
the two states, suggesting that the difference in 
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effects is not driven by different baseline levels. 
Recall that Ohio implemented a triage model of 
advising, although this difference would primar-
ily affect advising sessions in the second and 
later semesters. In addition, Ohio advisers had 
much larger caseloads than in CUNY, at the time 
of the study.

Differences in impacts on tutoring are not as 
large, but still sizable. Part of this difference 
could be driven by the fact that the CUNY sam-
ple consisted entirely of students with develop-
ment education requirements, for whom tutoring 
was required under ASAP, whereas only 75% of 
the Ohio student had developmental education 
requirements. However, when the analysis for the 
Ohio study was restricted to students with devel-
opment education requirements, the pattern of 
results was similar to that shown in the table.17

The final two rows present effects on students’ 
perceptions of support. ASAP in New York led to 
much larger changes. That program, for exam-
ple, led to a 33-percentage point increase in the 

number of students who felt that they had ade-
quate supports and services to succeed in school. 
The increase in Ohio was 10 percentage points. 
Part of the difference in effects may be due to the 
relatively high level of support already felt by 
students in Ohio, as indicated by responses for 
the control group students, leaving less room for 
improvement.18

The findings suggest that there may be dimin-
ishing returns to increased receipt of a given stu-
dent service. In other words, perhaps encouraging 
students to visit their advisor an additional 
eight times is sufficient to generate the observed 
increase in graduation rates, with more visits 
generating little added effect. The next section 
looks at this issue from another angle by assess-
ing effects for the individual college campuses.

Effects by College Campus

Although the New York programs were man-
aged by CUNY, the programs in both states were 

Table 3

Academic, Service, and Engagement Effects, by State

Outcomes

CUNY ASAP

SE

Ohio programs

SE

p value for 
subgroup 
differenceControl group Difference Control group Difference

Academic outcomes (%)
  Earned a degree 22.7 17.3 3.0 18.4 15.9 2.3 .725
  Enrolled in a 

4-year college
18.0 6.8 2.7 11.8 5.7 1.9 .739

Service contrast
  Times met with 

adviser
3.8 17.3 1.4 5.0 8.3 0.9 .000

  Times met with 
tutor

4.2 8.5 1.1 3.4 4.9 0.8 .010

  Times met with 
career services

1.1 3.8 0.4 0.7 1.7 0.3 .000

Student engagement (%)
  Had an employee 

to turn to for 
advice

58.4 28.0 3.2 72.6 16.5 2.5 .005

  Had supports/
services needed

56.9 32.7 3.1 81.0 10.2 2.2 .000

  Sample size 445 896 695 1,501  

Source. Calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB), the ASAP Ohio Demonstration study 
colleges, the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC), and the MDRC student surveys.
Note. Estimates are adjusted by random assignment blocks and selected baseline characteristics. Sample sizes for specific out-
comes may vary because of missing values. Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating differences and sums.
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ultimately specific to a given campus, with its 
particular environment, program director, 
advisors, other staff, and services. This section 
presents effects by campus. The estimates for 
the pooled sample and by state provide an over-
all average estimate of ASAP’s effectiveness. 
Estimating effects by campus provide further 
evidence on the replicability of the model in dif-
ferent settings.19 A caveat to this analysis is the 
smaller sample sizes at each individual campus, 
limiting the statistical power of tests of individ-
ual site effects and tests for variation across sites.

First consider effects on degree receipt through 
three years, as shown in Figure 5. The estimates 
range from 5 percentage points to 21 percentage 
points, and six of the seven estimates are 
greater than 11 percentage points and statisti-
cally significant, as illustrated by the confidence 
intervals. Although there is some variation in esti-
mated effects across the campuses, it is not more 
than would be expected by chance if the true 
effects were the same across the campuses  
(p = .486 for the test of cross campus differences 
in effects). The fact that we cannot reject the null 
hypothesis of similar effects is encouraging and 
provides stronger evidence that the model can 
work in a range of settings.

Figure 6 presents estimates by campus of the 
service contrast. The figure presents estimated 
effects on the number of times students 

participated in the three key services: advising, 
tutoring, and career services. It also presents 
effects on the students’ average feelings of sup-
port at the campus (estimated as an average of 
the impact on the two support outcomes shown 
in Table 3). The campuses are ordered in each 
graph by the size of their estimated effects on 
degree receipt, with the smallest effects on the 
left side and the largest effect on the right side.

The figure shows notable variability in ser-
vice contrast, variability that is statistically sig-
nificant for each outcome. For example, the 
program-induced increase in advising was 20 
visits at campus seven, compared with seven vis-
its at campus two. The differences in impacts on 
perceptions of support are especially large.

The variation across campuses in service con-
trast raises the question of whether these effects 
are correlated with effects on degree receipt. 
Figure 7 presents the results. Each panel in the 
figure plots estimated impacts on degree receipt 
(on the vertical axis) against a given estimated 
service contrast (e.g., increase in the number of 
advising sessions attended) on the horizontal 
axis. The size of each bubble is proportional to 
the size of the sample it represents. In addition, a 
weighted least squares regression line is esti-
mated over the seven observations and plotted in 
each graph, in which estimates based on larger 
samples are given greater weight.

Note that this analysis is non-experimental, 
and any association observed does not necessarily 
imply that the service contrast caused the impact. 
Other factors about the campuses, which may be 
associated with both outcomes, are not controlled 
for in the analysis. For example, the colleges vary 
in size, with some serving over 20,000 students 
and others less than 10,000 students. (Appendix 
Table S1 presents characteristics of the colleges, 
rather than the individual campuses, given that 
campus-level data are not available). Other differ-
ences include the demographic composition of 
the student population, in terms of race/ethnicity 
and age, and the rate at which students at a given 
college graduate. A range of campus-level fea-
tures might contribute to program impacts, 
although the number of campuses in this study is 
too small to support a formal investigation.

The figures highlight two points. First, the pos-
itive sloping regression lines suggest that there 
is a positive, albeit weak, association between 

Figure 5.  Associate’s degree effects by college/
campus, through three years.
Source. MDRC calculations using data from the CUNY 
Institutional Research Database (IRDB) and the ASAP Ohio 
Demonstration study colleges and National Student Clearing-
house (NSC).
Note. The figure shows estimated effects on associate’s 
degree receipt by college, indicated by the squares, and 
90% confidence intervals, shown by the vertical lines. The 
CUNY campuses are denoted by squares; the Ohio campuses 
are denoted by triangles. Estimates are adjusted by random 
assignment blocks and selected baseline characteristics.
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the estimated effect on the service contrast and 
the estimated effect on degree impacts. For 
example, for every three additional advising vis-
its the graduation effect increased by around one 
percentage point.

Second, despite the positive relationships, 
effects on degree receipt are still quite large even 
with substantially smaller service contrasts. For 
example, consider the relationship between 
ASAP’s effect on advising visits during the first 
semester and ASAP’s effects on degree comple-
tion. The weighted regression line suggests that 
the cluster of three campuses where the program 
caused an increase of five to eight additional 
advising visits had degree effects of around 15 
percentage points. The three campuses where 
ASAP caused an increase of over 16 additional 
advising visits had degree effects closer to 17 
percentage points (this average includes the one 

outlier campus). Thus, from a cost perspective, 
there may be room to reduce the resources put 
into the service contrast (such as number of 
advising visits) and still achieve large effects. Put 
differently, the question might be “how does the 
cost of moving from five additional advising vis-
its to 18 additional visits, for example, compare 
with the benefits of increasing degree receipt by 
an additional 3 percentage points?”

In sum, the findings by state presented in the 
previous section suggested that, beyond some 
initial positive amount, additional impacts on 
students’ interaction with staff may not be neces-
sary to achieve large effects on degree receipt. 
However, the more disaggregated findings pre-
sented here support the idea that there is some 
positive relationship between service contrast 
and degree receipt. This analysis is only suggestive, 
however, given the small number of campuses, 
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Figure 6.  Effects on service contrast.
Source. MDRC calculations using results from the MDRC student surveys.
Note. The figure shows estimated effects on advising visits by college, indicated by the squares, and 90% confidence intervals, 
shown by the vertical lines. The outcomes in this figure are the number of times students engaged in a certain program activ-
ity in the first semester, except for the “feelings of support” outcome. The CUNY campuses are denoted by squares; the Ohio 
campuses are denoted by triangles. Estimates are adjusted by random assignment blocks and selected baseline characteristics.
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the small sample size for each campus, and the 
fact that the studies were not designed to estimate 
causal relationships between these two factors. A 
more formal analysis is warranted when data are 
available from subsequent studies.

Conclusion

This paper has presented an update of findings 
from CUNY ASAP through 8 years and a syn-
thesis of findings through 3 years from Ohio and 
New York. ASAP is an unusually comprehen-
sive, integrated, 3-year program that requires 
full-time enrollment, offers several forms of stu-
dent supports and financial supports, and includes 
messaging around remedial course taking, enroll-
ment intensity, and timely graduation. The lon-
ger-term findings for New York show that the 
effects on associate’s degree receipt narrow over 
time, as the control group catches up, but remain 
sizable and stable by the end of 8 year, at 12 per-
centage points. Effects on 4-year enrollment and 
bachelor’s degree receipt narrowed completely 

by the end of the period, suggesting that the main 
effect of the program on these outcomes was to 
help a small subset of students achieve them 
more quickly.

The pooled analysis for both states showed 
that, through 3 years, the ASAP model had 
large positive effects on receipt of associate’s 
degrees—36% of students offered the program 
graduated, compared with 18.8% of students 
offered typical college services. At the end of 
Year 3, the program had also increased enroll-
ment in 4-year colleges. The program increased 
degree receipt for a variety of student types, 
including women and men, those with develop-
mental education requirement and those without, 
and those with a high school degree at study 
entry and those without a degree. The program 
also had large effects in a variety of settings. The 
consistency of these findings suggest that the 
results are likely to generalize beyond these stu-
dents and colleges.

An analysis by state also showed similar effects 
on degree attainment, even with some differences 

Figure 7.  Association between service contrast and impacts on degree receipt.
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in implementation and service contrast. The Ohio 
programs led to smaller increases in advising and 
tutoring than CUNY ASAP, for example, but had 
similar-sized effects on degree receipt. These 
findings raised the questions of whether such 
large increases in student services, as observed for 
CUNY ASAP, are necessary to achieve substantial 
gains in graduation. However, the findings across 
the individual campuses suggest that there is some 
positive relationship between service contrast (or 
increases in advising and tutoring) and impacts on 
degree receipt. The issue of how program impacts 
vary with program components warrants further 
study, as it speaks to program improvement and 
cost.

The findings reiterate that this model of com-
prehensive supports and requirements can lead to 
large and lasting increases in degree receipt. But 
providing these supports to students has a cost. 
The direct cost of the program in Ohio, for exam-
ple, was about $1,800 per student per year. The 
cost of the original CUNY model was higher 
than that, at about $4,700 per student per year, in 
part because of higher New York salaries and 
costs but also because of more intensive advising 
requirements and lower advisor caseloads. These 
costs are roughly in line with the costs of other 
comprehensive interventions, such as the Stay 
the Course initiative mentioned earlier (with a 
cost of about $2,000 per student per year) or 
the Valley Initiative for Development and 
Advancement initiative ($5,500 per student per 
year), which provides comprehensive counsel-
ing and financial assistance to help individuals 
complete certificates or associate’s degrees in 
high demand occupations (Rolston et al., 2017).

CUNY ASAP’s costs have gone down in 
recent years, due to economies of scale as it has 
expanded to serve more students, and due to the 
adoption of a triage approach to advising and 
larger caseloads per advisor. In addition, although 
a formal analysis was not conducted for either 
study, some part of these costs would likely be 
recouped through formula funding in most states 
that increases with enrollment and degree receipt. 
Of course, the costs of any intervention must be 
considered relative to any benefits it generates. 
From a societal perspective, a key benefit to con-
sider is the increased earnings that come with an 
associate’s degree, which would accrue over the 

working lives of participants (Belfield & Bailey, 
2017).

Despite the additional cost, CUNY has 
expanded ASAP substantially since the original 
evaluation. With funding from the City of New 
York, the model now operates at more colleges 
within the CUNY system and serves a broader 
group of students. In Ohio, in contrast, only one 
of the three colleges in the original study has sus-
tained the program. Nationwide, colleges’ ability 
to implement and sustain ASAP will depend on 
funding support from the states or other sources.

Another option for addressing the costs is to 
consider reducing the intensity of certain compo-
nents or dropping certain components entirely. 
The study evaluated the effects of the complete 
package, making it impossible to identify which, 
if any, components were responsible for its 
effects. Nonetheless, the Ohio results suggest 
that a triage approach to advising and tutoring 
can work, which is CUNY’s current approach, 
and that very large average increases in advising 
and tutoring observed in the CUNY evaluation 
may not be necessary to increase degree receipt. 
In addition, the Ohio colleges and one New York 
college did not formally implement blocked 
scheduling, raising the question of whether that 
component is necessary to the model.

Other questions raised by the findings are 
related to generalizability and scaling. The first 
question is whether the model could be effective 
for a broader group of students. The eligibility 
requirements are fairly broad, but the require-
ment to attend full-time, for example eliminated 
students who cannot attend at that level, for rea-
sons of work, child care, etc. (although, as noted, 
the ASAP model led to large increases in full-
time enrollment, indicating that many students 
can attend full-time with the necessary support). 
The recently evaluated “Stay the Course” model 
did not require full-time enrollment and had large 
positive effects on degree receipt, although the 
effects were largely for women, and the small 
sample sizes mean that there is a fair amount of 
sampling error around the estimates. Nonetheless, 
one question is whether the full-time requirement 
could be modified in some way. Given the impor-
tance of full-time enrollment for making steady 
progress through school, the program would 
probably not want to allow students who can 
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attend full-time the option of attending less 
(Adelman, 2004). But perhaps a version of the 
model could be tested that brings in and serves 
students who cannot.20

Another group that might benefit from the 
program is students in fields of study that take 
longer than 3 years to complete, such as those in 
the large field of allied health. For good reason, 
given that the goal of the program was to increase 
3-year degree attainment, these students were not 
part of the program. But it is easy to imagine that 
they would benefit from the comprehensive sup-
ports and services provided by the ASAP model. 
Students with significant remedial needs were 
also excluded from the program, given that they 
also would be unlikely to graduate within 3 years. 
Perhaps some version of ASAP could help these 
students stay on track and earn a degree.21

The findings and analysis highlight the impor-
tance of replication in the study of education 
interventions, which might be achieved through 
the implementation of an existing model in a new 
site or via a research design that involves many 
sites at once. Replication efforts and multi-site 
trials also provide the ability to assess how pro-
gram impacts might vary with local context (e.g., 

size of college or local economy) or with specific 
program components (e.g., number of advising 
visits or blocked scheduling). If there is interest 
in assessing the effect of local factors, evaluation 
might be deliberate in the selection of sites to 
provide adequate variability in local context. 
Assessing the effects of program components 
might be achieved through planned variation in 
components across sites or via differences in 
actual implementation.

A final and related point is that, although the 
findings shown here are very encouraging, the 
replication of the ASAP model in one other state 
is not definitive evidence of its broad effective-
ness. More information is needed on the ability 
to implement the model and find similar effects 
in different places and for different types of stu-
dents. As CUNY continues to replicate the model 
and provide technical assistance to colleges, as 
they did for the Ohio replication, similar results 
may be expected.22 But as community colleges 
across the country develop and implement their 
own programs borrowing from ASAP and with-
out CUNY’s technical assistance, it will be 
important to understand if they can achieve simi-
lar results
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Notes

1. For example, the offer of the program increased 
associate’s degree receipt among the full sample of 
women by 7.4 percentage points. The increase in 
degree receipt among women who participated in the 
program (treatment on the treated effects) was 32 per-
centage points.

2. One notable exception is the recent study of tra-
ditional remedial math courses, compared with coreq-
uisite remediation, in which students take college level 
math but are provided with additional academic sup-
ports. A randomized controlled trial at three CUNY col-
leges found that corequisite remediation led to increased 
course pass rates and an increase in 3-year graduation 
rates of 8.1 percentage points (Logue et al., 2019).

3. This section describes the model at the time of 
the evaluation, and it has evolved since then as it has 
been expanded to serve more students. The advising 
requirements, for example, has been modified some-
what and caseloads are currently 150 students per 
advisor.

4. The current model delivers the content of the 
seminar in group advising sessions, rather than in a 
larger classroom setting.

5. As noted earlier, one of the ways in which CUNY 
refined its model was to move to a triage model for 
advising, as implemented in Ohio.

6. The largest set of majors excluded was in 
allied health fields, such as physician’s assistant and 
nursing.

7. The total number of students randomly assigned 
was 903 students at CUNY and 1,522 students in Ohio. 
The analysis samples exclude students who withdrew 
from the study or whose consent form could not be 
recovered (7 students at CUNY and 21 students in 
Ohio).

8. The national averages reflect students enrolled in 
public 2-year institutions.

9. Part of the difference in age and work status may 
be due to the fact that the national numbers include stu-
dents seeking certificates and in non-degree programs, 
although they make up only about 15% of students.

10. Response rates for the surveys in New York and 
Ohio were 83% and 68%, respectively. Separate analy-
ses show that program and control group respondents 
were balanced on background characteristics (see 
Miller et al., 2020; Scrivener et al., 2015).

11. Earlier reports documented that there were no 
systematic differences between the research groups for 
each study (Miller et al., 2020; Scrivener et al., 2012). 
Similarly, for the pooled sample, a regression model 
of program group status on a range of individual-
level characteristics showed no significant differences 
between the research groups (not shown).

12. Estimated effects are shown for the full study 
samples. Effects on these outcomes estimated for the 
survey respondent samples, used later in the paper, are 
very similar to those shown here.

13. Prior evaluation reports also presented effects 
on full-time enrollment, given that it was a program 
requirement. Impacts on full-time enrollment, not 
shown here, were large (15 percentage points to 20 
percentage points) during the first four semester and 
diminished thereafter.

14. Effects for subgroups were estimated by split-
ting the sample based on a subgroup definition (e.g., 
had high school diploma at study entry versus did not) 
and estimating the impact model for each sample sepa-
rately. The test statistic, sometimes referred to as the 
Q-statistic or the H statistic, is defined as the weighted 
sum of squared deviations of the individual subgroup 
estimates from the pooled estimate (Greenberg et al., 
1994). The statistic has a chi-square distribution.

15. The subgroup consists entirely of students from 
Ohio, given that the New York evaluation focused only 
on students with development education requirements.

16. Effects on academic outcomes were estimated 
for the survey respondent samples and are very similar 
to those shown in the table, which are based on the 
full samples.

17. Impacts on advising and tutoring visits for that 
subsample, for example, were 7.6 visits and 6.0 visits, 
respectively.
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18. The differences in control group levels and 
effects between the two studies might also be due to 
differences in response rates to the survey across the 
two studies—83% for CUNY versus 68% for Ohio. 
However, when the survey analyses were weighted 
to account for differential non-response, the findings 
were similar to those shown here.

19. It is difficult to assess whether the campuses 
in the study are typical of all community college cam-
puses, meaning that the effects for these seven sites 
can be generalized more broadly. They are larger than 
other campuses in their respective areas, owing to 
study requirements. However, campus size may not 
moderate (or effect) program impacts, meaning that 
size differences may not limit the generalizability of 
the findings.

20. CUNY is currently piloting an initiative at 
two of its community colleges for part-time stu-
dents. The program incorporates elements of ASAP 
and other models. See http://www1.cuny.edu/mu/
forum/2018/06/26/getting-part-time-students-to-the-
finish-line-bronx-and-laguardia-community-colleges-
launch-programs-to-boost-graduation-rates/.

21. CUNY Start, a program operating at eight of 
its community colleges, is designed to help students 
with remedial needs prepare for college-level course-
work. It is viewed as pathway to the CUNY ASAP 
program.

22. Replications of ASAP are being evaluated at 
Westchester Community College in New York, Blue 
Ridge Community College in North Carolina, and 
WVU-Parkersburg in West Virginia.
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