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The City University of New York Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) was created in fall 2007 with funding from the New York City Center for Economic Opportunity.  ASAP currently serves just over 1,300 students and operates on six CUNY community college campuses.  ASAP (http://www.cuny.edu/academics/programs/notable/asap.html) is designed to improve the graduation rates and future economic prospects of its participants and is committed to graduating at least 50% of students within three years.  ASAP’s program design consists of four interrelated elements:  removal of financial barriers to full-time study; provision of comprehensive support services; a structured pathway with clear expectations for students; and creation of a connected community of students and staff. As of September 2010, 55% of the fall 2007 cohort earned their associate degrees within three years versus 24.7% of a comparison group of similar students. Since fall 2009, ASAP targets students with some developmental/remedial education needs in reading, writing, and math. Analysis of the fall 2009 cohort outcomes reveals that ASAP students have stronger retention, move through developmental/remedial requirements faster, and have higher degree attainment rates than comparison group students. The two-year graduation rate for the fall 2009 ASAP cohort is 27.5% versus 7.2% for comparison group students.  In fall 2011, CUNY announced plans to expand ASAP to more than 4,000 students by 2014.

1. Detailed description of the promising practical strategy.

The City University of New York Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) was created in fall 2007 with funding from the New York City Center for Economic Opportunity. ASAP (http://www.cuny.edu/academics/programs/notable/asap.html) is designed to improve the graduation rates and future economic prospects of its participants. ASAP operates on six CUNY community college campuses. The program is committed to improving achievement and graduating at least 50% of students within three years through comprehensive support services and financial resources that remove barriers to full-time study and support timely degree attainment. 

ASAP has dramatically improved the degree attainment rates of its students and has proven to be one of the most successful initiatives in CUNY’s history. ASAP began in 2007 with a cohort of 1,132 students who were deemed fully skills proficient in reading, writing, and math by program start. As of September 2010, 55% of the fall 2007 cohort earned their associate degrees within three years versus 24.7% of a comparison group of similar students. Since fall 2009, ASAP has targeted students with some developmental/remedial education needs in reading, writing, and math. Analysis of the fall 2009 cohort outcomes reveals that ASAP students have stronger retention, move through developmental/remedial requirements faster, and have higher degree attainment rates than comparison group students. The two-year graduation rate for the fall 2009 ASAP cohort is 27.5% versus 7.2% for comparison group students. 
To accelerate learning, improve persistence and retention, and increase degree attainment, ASAP provides a structured pathway, comprehensive support services and robust financial resources. These include: required full-time study (at least 12 credits per semester) in a limited number of majors; consolidated block scheduling of courses  (ie: morning, afternoon, evening or weekend); cohort and winter/summer course taking; comprehensive, personalized advisement, academic support and career development services; monthly required advisement; special programs including weekly seminars, leadership opportunities, and social/cultural events; waivers of  any gap between financial aid awards and tuition/fees; monthly MTA transit cards (Metrocards), and free use of textbooks.
A. Clear description of the college completion obstacle addressed, including dimensions of the obstacle targeted by the intervention: Despite steadily climbing enrollment rates, nationally, community college degree attainment rates have remained stubbornly low. According to data from the Institutional Postsecondary Educational Data System (IPEDS), only 16% of urban community college students earn a degree within three years. CUNY community colleges also struggle with completion rates.  According to CUNY’s Office of Institutional Research and Analysis (OIRA), of first-time freshmen enrolling in one of CUNY’s community colleges in the fall of 2005, only 25% earned an associate’s degree within six years.
Like other urban community colleges, those within CUNY tend to enroll students who have significant barriers to educational success.  Eighteen percent of CUNY community college students support at least one child and 76% are from households with annual incomes below $40,000. Of those enrolled full-time, 34% spend at least six hours per week providing care for other people, and 52% also work at least part-time (CUNY OIRA, 2008).   These factors are associated with decreased likelihood of postsecondary success for students balancing work, family, and college. Gaining and maintaining academic momentum is also challenging.  While the vast majority of CUNY community college students begin their studies on a full-time basis (87% for the fall 2002 cohort), nearly half, 45%, drop to part-time status in one or more subsequent semesters, significantly reducing the likelihood of degree attainment. CUNY ASAP is designed to eliminate many of the economic and social barriers that hinder progression towards a degree. ASAP’s goal is to see at least 50% of its students earn an associate degree within three years. 

B. The theory of action that provides the basis for the promising and practical strategy:  ASAP’s program design is rooted in a theory of action consisting of four interrelated elements:  removal of financial barriers to full-time study; provision of comprehensive and relevant support services; a structured pathway with clear expectations for all students; and creation of a connected community of students and staff. Forged together, these elements create better engaged and supported students who utilize campus and program resources effectively and graduate in a timely manner.   

C. A history of how the promising and practical strategy was developed:  January 2007 the City University of New York (CUNY) received funding from the Office of the Mayor’s Center for Economic Opportunity (CEO) to establish the Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP). The CEO was created by Mayor Michael Bloomberg to “implement innovative ways to reduce poverty in New York City.” ASAP’s charge was to improve the future economic prospects of participants by significantly increasing degree attainment outcomes for low-income students enrolled at CUNY’s six community colleges. The program has more than doubled the degree attainment rates of participants since inception and as a result City funding was made a permanent allocation to CUNY in 2010 at its current annual award of $6.5 million. Additional funds were also provided to pilot an evening/weekend ASAP program targeting working adults at Borough of Manhattan Community College. CUNY has also secured private funding to expand ASAP program and evaluation capacity with enrollment now at 1,300 students across six colleges. In fall 2011, CUNY announced plans to expand ASAP to more than 4,000 students by 2014.
D. A description of how outcomes are measured including references to any published studies and links to relevant data: The ASAP evaluation agenda consists of quantitative and qualitative data collection/use and ongoing analysis by a dedicated ASAP research and evaluation team.  A constructed comparison group methodology using a range of regression is implemented using administrative data from the Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (OIRA) as well as data collected from all ASAP college programs.  A standardized data collection and management system is used by all ASAP college programs to document contact with students.  Surveys, focus groups, and student-advisor meeting data are also collected and used to evaluate student satisfaction and program implementation.  Data is regularly reviewed by ASAP Academic Affairs and college staff to consider any needed adjustments to program services to improve student success. Data is also examined by CUNY OIRA, the Center for Economic Opportunity (CEO), and CEO’s external evaluator, Metis Associates, to help refine approaches. ASAP’s evaluation reports are available online at http://www.cuny.edu/academics/programs/notable/asap/about/evaluation.html
ASAP is also involved in a five-year random assignment study that began in spring 2010 led by MDRC, a highly respected social research policy organization. A total of 900 low-income students with developmental education needs were recruited to participate in the study at: Borough of Manhattan, Kingsborough, and LaGuardia.  A first report is expected in May 2012 from MDRC. 

2. A discussion of any difficulties or challenges and adjustments made.

In ASAP’s first year, there was no common data system for colleges to collect information on student meetings, which made aggregating data across the program challenging.  In 2008, a standardized system for collecting and submitting data was created to document frequency of contact with students by advisors and career and employment specialists with the reason for each meeting.  The system was further improved in 2011 to incorporate action codes allowing for more detailed information on student support needs and actions taken on students’ behalf by ASAP staff. Additionally, a new centralized ASAP database was created in spring 2012 to streamline college level data collection for advisement data, graduation projections, remedial enrollments and status, and program enrollments. 
ASAP began to admit students with some developmental/remedial needs in fall 2009.  Two issues were discovered early on: some students delayed the start of developmental/remedial classes and a number of students were not passing on first attempt.  A policy was established requiring students to immediately and continuously attempt required developmental/remedial courses until fully skills proficient. Adjustments were also made to intake meetings, to ensure advisors reviewed program expectations, developmental/remedial course sequences, and financial aid implications for not completing such courses.  In fall 2010, colleges began block scheduling developmental/remedial courses, which allowed ASAP students to be served more effectively in terms of faculty feedback and academic support services. As of 2012, students with more than one developmental/remedial need are required to begin at least one course over the summer through the University Summer Immersion Program, offered at no cost to students.  

Based on successful pilots at Kingsborough and LaGuardia, all ASAP programs adopted a weekly two-semester advisement seminar in 2009. The Seminar is designed to be an extension of individual ASAP advisement and career development services.  Colleges reported attendance issues and Central Office staff observed issues with the cohesion and sequencing of sessions and student engagement.  Surveys also revealed that students were interested in receiving additional career related information. All ASAP programs agreed to redevelop the ASAP Seminar in spring 2011.  An experienced consultant designed a common curriculum that was based on skills development, community and confidence building, and personal reflection. Directors and staff from all ASAP programs contributed to the foundation of the common curriculum.

3. Description of factors believed most important to the success. 
Remove Barriers to Full-time Attendance and Structured Pathway:  ASAP financial resources remove many of the barriers to full-time attendance. These include waivers for gap need between financial aid and tuition/fees, monthly Metrocards and free use of textbooks. Students are then able to take at least 12 credits each semester and participate in winter/summer sessions to accelerate degree momentum. Students also benefit from a structured pathway with block scheduling of courses to accommodate busy schedules. 
Sense of Community: Students develop a strong sense of community through ASAP’s cohort approach, which encourages students  to support each other and to interact regularly with  faculty and staff who can act as supportive institutional agents.  The ASAP Seminar and special programs, such as the ASAP leadership program and social events, further develop students’ connection to the college and one another. 
Comprehensive and Coordinated Support Services: ASAP services are structured to address the academic and personal growth needs of students.  It is imperative that staff build rapport with students so they feel comfortable discussing degree attainment challenges and successes with caring adults.  Students work with the same advisor the entire time they are in the program. Students also have access to ASAP Career Employment Specialists to address immediate employment needs, take career assessments, develop long-term career goals and plans, and receive guidance on scholarship/opportunity programs. 
4. How might other institutions best replicate the promising and practical strategy.

Adoption should have full support of college/institution leadership, assignment of a highly capable manager, and fully dedicated key staff. Development, delivery, and refinement of program elements requires close, ongoing attention and staff must work collaboratively with academic departments and other key offices such as the bursar, admissions, registrar, testing,  learning center, career services to ensure that student services and supports are delivered in a coordinated manner. Quantitative and qualitative data collection/use is essential to measure impact on student outcomes and to inform program practice and should be constantly examined to consider ways to improve delivery of services.       
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