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Promising or Practical Strategy Abstract:
For each submission begin with a brief one-paragraph abstract that provides an overview of the information discussed therein. 

	College Forward (CoFo), a nonprofit college access and success organization based in Austin, Texas, provides effective and innovative college completion services to more than 1,000 low-income and first-generation college students attending over 90 colleges and universities across the nation. Our student outcomes to date demonstrate the impact of our current programs and forecast the potential for large-scale impact that could be achieved by scaling the depth and breadth of our College Completion Program model. 

To date:

· 99% of our participants have graduated from high school;

· 99% have applied and been accepted to college;

· 90% of our students matriculate into college within the first 12 months after graduating from high school;

· Compared to a 53% average college persistence rate in Central Texas, College Forward students have achieved an 82% college persistence rate overall; and

· 30 of our students have successfully earned their bachelor's degrees as of December 31, 2011 - we anticipate that a total of 727 College Forward collegians will earn their college degrees by 2016.

In 2012-13 CoFo will serve approximately 1,700 students via our College Completion Program initiatives and continue to explore bold and innovative ways to bring our College Completion Program model to scale to increase the number of low-income students earning bachelor degrees. 


I. Promising or Practical Strategy Description: 
Please describe your promising and practical strategy in full detail. In your description, please provide: 

· Clear descriptions of the college completion obstacle addressed, including the dimensions of the problems or obstacles targeted by the intervention. 

· A history of how the promising and practical strategy was developed. 

· The theory of action that provides the basis for the promising and practical strategy. 

	College Completion Obstacle Addressed – 

The correlation between poverty and education is incontrovertible, with each new study providing fresh evidence of the benefits to individuals and society of post-secondary credentials. According to reports issued in 2011 by Georgetown University’s Center for Education and the Workforce, for instance, “income inequality is driven largely by access to college,” with average lifetime earnings of college graduates exceeding those of high school graduates by 84%. College graduates also enjoy greater job security and reduced unemployment (“Hard Times,” 2012) and are more engaged with their families and their communities (“Education Pays 2010”). 

Yet low-income Americans are losing ground every year: whereas the bachelor degree attainment rate for high-income 24-year-olds increased from 40.2% in 1970 to 82.4% in 2009, for low-income 24-year-olds the rate increased only from 6.2% to 8.3% in the same period (Postsecondary Education Opportunity, 2010). A McKinsey & Company report concluded that  the gap in educational achievement “imposes on the United States the economic equivalent of a permanent national recession” that is “substantially larger than the deep recession” the nation faced in 2008 (“The Economic Impact of the Achievement Gap in America’s Schools,” 2009). 

To help students overcome financial issues and soaring tuition rates, the U.S. has funded massive amounts of federally funded student aid—more than $238 billion in 2009 (The College Board, “Trends in Student Aid,” 2010). University spending per student has also been on the rise, including spikes in student support services (US News, “The Surprising Cause of Those College Tuition Hikes”): public universities spent almost $4,000 per student per year on administration, support, and maintenance in 2006 and another $1,200 on services such as counseling. 

Yet these and other efforts have had little impact on student success. By 2012, only nine percent of low-income college students have persisted to earn bachelor degrees by the age of 26 (Pennington, “For Student Success, Stop Debating and Start Improving,” 2012). 

Colleges and universities provide varying degrees of student support services, all of which are established to meet the needs of diverse student populations. Yet despite their intentions and significant financial investments, many institutions fail to provide the comprehensive support uniquely required by low-income and first-generation students. This shortcoming is compounded by counselor-to-student ratios as high as 1:3,500 (American College Counseling Association). Furthermore, whereas college counseling services exist to handle severe student crises, a significant percentage of counseling sessions address financial, academic or family/life issues that do not require the support of licensed counselors whose annual salaries average $118,000. 

Universities and colleges have begun allocating significant financial resources towards reinforcing internal counseling services. According to a survey administered by ACCA, 60% of college counseling offices are expanding services and staff. Expansion of services alone is not enough. 88% of departments report serious concerns that students are being left out. On average, 46% of college counseling departments have wait lists, and 24% report having “serious wait list problems.” An even greater sense of urgency is established when one considers that these same departments report that 78% of their students require immediate response. 

A History of the Promising Strategy – 

College Forward (CoFo) launched our revolutionary College Completion Program in 2005, following two successful years of providing college access services to low-income and first-generation high school students in Central Texas. When our inaugural class of 30 students was accepted to college and began to make the transition, we realized we had to continue our support. Although they were prepared to go to college in theory—they had filled out the proper forms, sent in deposit checks, and attended orientation—there were more significant barriers they still had to overcome. Some had never stepped foot outside their hometown. Some had no idea how they were going to make the physical journey from home to campus—their family had no car or money for a bus ticket. Some were their family’s sole breadwinner and didn’t know how to keep food on the table if they left for college. And few knew how to navigate the complexities of financial and academic requirements for a four-year degree. These personal challenges had to be addressed if we expected to reach our long-term goal of a bachelor degree for every CoFo participant. 

At inception, CoFo’s College Completion Program was the only one of its kind in the state of Texas and the Southwestern U.S. region. Today it is regarded as a national model, garnering local, regional, and national accolades—College Board’s “CollegeKeys Compact Innovation Award” and the National College Access Network’s “Award of Excellence” in 2011.  

Administered by program staff and AmeriCorps*State members, the College Completion Program provides the following core services:

1) Transition Support—introduction to college life, registration, housing;

2) Academic Mentoring—course selection, study skills, test-taking;

3) Financial Aid Counseling—individualized intervention and advocacy;

4) Campus Engagement—club and activity guidance, AmeriCorps and service opportunities;

5) Peer Networking and Leadership—reunions, online networking, Collegian Mentor Program; and 

6) Career Development—internships, resume/interview workshops, job hunting guidance. 

Three aspects of our College Completion Program stand out as our most innovative and successful so far:

Virtual Advising:  We have been using social media such as MySpace, Facebook, and Twitter to stay in touch with students since 2006. 

Collegian Mentor Program: Many Texas universities now have large enough cohorts of College Forward students that we have chartered individual on-campus groups to provide peer support and organize social events. Through the leadership of the students themselves, the groups have evolved into formal mentor relationships, with upperclassmen supporting incoming freshmen. In the first year of the initiative (2010-11), we had 60 mentors and 156 mentees on 10 campuses. In 2011-12 we have 56 mentors working with 224 mentees at 11 campuses.

Peer-to-Peer Summer Transition Corps - Every summer, between 8 and 10 of our collegians serve as an AmeriCorps Summer Transition Peer-to-Peer Corps, gaining professional experience while implementing our summer transition plan. Through this plan, our Summer Transition Corps make contact with each new high school graduate to ensure that they will continue with their plans to enroll in college. The Corps assist with financial aid issues and personal concerns that often arise during the gap between high school and college. It is thanks in large part to the hard work of this group that we maintain a college enrollment rate of 90% in the 12 months immediately following high school graduation.
Program Outcomes-

To date:

· 99% of our participants have graduated from high school;

· 99% of our participants have applied and been accepted to college;

· 90% of our participants matriculate into college within the first 12 months after graduating from high school;

· Compared to a 53% average college persistence rate in Central Texas, College Forward students achieve an 82% college persistence rate overall; and

· 30 of our students have successfully earned their bachelor's degrees as of December 31, 2011 - we anticipate that a total of 727 College Forward collegians will earn their college degrees by 2016.

In 2012-13 CoFo will serve approximately 1,700 students via our College Completion Program initiatives. 

Theory of Change – 

College Forward’s mission is to provide “college access and college completion services to motivated, economically disadvantaged and first-generation students, in order to facilitate their transition to college and make the process exciting and rewarding.”

Low-income and first-generation high school and college students apply to join College Forward for three primary reasons:

1) College Forward’s record of successful outcomes is evidence that they, too, can go to college and earn a degree;

2) Our positive, relationship-based, non-judgmental culture is extremely appealing; 

3) The young, degreed AmeriCorps members and CoFo college students who are our direct service providers are irresistible near-peer mentors and wise older friends. New participants are excited to be recruited, embraced, and encouraged by slightly older role models who promise to understand, support, and encourage them through the entirety of the college experience and into the workforce. 

Studies consistently prove that, for most low-income students, a college degree is “the passport to America’s middle class” and the only sure route out of generational poverty (Jencks and Riesman, 1968; Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Adelman, 1999; Terenzini, Cabrera, and Bernal, 2001; Carnvale, Rose, and Cheah, 2011). This is the benchmark around which College Forward developed a single Theory of Change:

Loosen the grip of generational poverty through education

A chain of logical assumptions and prerequisites flow from this benchmark:

· To enter the middle-class, an individual must earn a middle-class income;

· A middle-class income is predicated upon a stable job that pays a professional salary;

· To qualify for a professional job, that individual must have at least a bachelor degree; 

· Financial, academic, behavioral and socio-economic barriers make entering college and earning a degree extremely challenging for low-income students; and finally,

· College Forward can systematically identify and address those barriers. 

And from these assumptions, College Forward developed a two-pronged approach to fulfilling our Theory of Change:

1) Ensure that more low-income students are served, and 

2) Change the way students go to college in America.


II. Challenges:

Please describe any significant challenges you experienced in your involvement of the promising or practical strategy. Be sure to include: 

· A discussion of any difficulties or challenges that arose during the implementation of the promising and practical strategy and of any adjustments that the institution or organization made in response to those challenges. 

· A description of the elements of the promising and practical strategy that the respondent believes did not work, including a discussion of why the respondent believes an element did not work and what the respondent would do to change the activity in question in the future.

· A description of the factor or factors the respondent believes were most important to the success of the promising and practical strategy. This could include the participation of a particular individual in the implementation of the strategy or some other reason that goes beyond the design of the activity taken. 

	Since the program's inception in 2005, we have gone through many trials and errors in an effort to improve the program's efficacy and sustainability.  As the program has aged, we have solicited valuable feedback from our constituents that is gathered through bi-annual collegian surveys and annual AmeriCorps member surveys. This feedback is carefully reviewed and the most helpful and constructive suggestions are taken into consideration for program improvement. For example, in the fall of 2009, we began to realize that immediate college matriculation rates for our students were lower than we wanted. By exploring the reasons for this and taking into account the feedback from our students, we recognized that our rising college freshman lacked intensive support from our program during the crucial summer months leading up to making the transition to college. In response, College Forward began to hire a "Summer Transition Peer-to-Peer Corps" comprised of eight to ten collegians hired as minimum-time AmeriCorps members who serve with us over the summer (in between full-time AmeriCorps terms that run from August through June) and provide critical support for our students who are preparing to make the transition into college.

One of the most current challenges our College Completion Program faces is the uncertainty about the future health of state and federal student financial aid. Because of recent and, in some cases, severe budget cuts to education funding, many of our students have received financial aid packages throughout the past year that were inadequate to fund their needs for the coming academic year. Our College Completion Coaches took immediate notice of the situation and began to work closely with students who had concerns about their financial aid packages. With the help of their coaches and the support of the College Forward staff, students were able to apply to more scholarships or appeal their aid packages with varying levels of success. Though we do not have data concerning this particular aspect of our program, we are working to find ways to better track student financial aid in order to provide better support for our collegians in this aspect.


III. Assessment, Evaluations, and Outcomes:

Please comment on the measures of success and the results achieved to date. Be sure to provide: 
· A description of the way submitters or others measured the outcomes of the promising and practical strategy, and of any evaluations of the strategy, and of any evaluations of the strategy, where available, including references to published or related studies and links to the relevant data or evaluation. In addition, respondents should discuss any factor or factors that made measuring success difficult and how they addressed those factors. 

	When CoFo launched our College Completion Program, evidence indicating that the activities and strategies of the program would achieve the desired results was limited. We knew, both by observation and from students’ anecdotal reports, that there were a number of significant barriers that, at the time, were not reflected fully by existing research; so, to address the dearth of academic research on college persistence factors specific to economically disadvantaged students, CoFo commissioned a research study funded by TG to learn what exactly was undermining our students’ persistence through baccalaureate. Our objective in doing so was to deepen our understanding of the obstacles faced by low-income students as they struggled to stay enrolled in college, and to use that knowledge to strengthen our program and services.

Based on the conclusions and recommendations of the two researchers from the University of Houston, as well as our own observations of student needs, the following important implications for our College Completion Program were discovered as a result of administering this research study:

1) Deciding how to pay for college is a difficult calculation, and college-bound students must be able to make complex decisions about the costs and benefits associated with the endeavor.
2) Students’ level of comfort with the collegiate experience is partially a function of their capacity to adjust to college-level academic expectations. Therefore, it is critical that students have the requisite knowledge and peripheral academic skills that enhance their ability to learn. 
3) Non-academic issues such as work schedules, campus characteristics, or simply being away from home may become barriers to student success in particular contexts.

4) Personal connections matter, whether in the form of a supportive College Completion Coach or opportunities to interact with peers in clubs and other social organizations. 

Though we have not solicited a third-party evaluation of program outcomes for our College Completion Program, our program staff and organizational leadership closely monitor student progress toward completing crucial program milestones. The long-term goal of our College Completion Program is simply that each of our enrolled collegians successfully earns a bachelor degree. “Successfully” means that they will graduate in the least amount of time with the least amount of debt owed. Program benchmarks that measure students progress toward earning their bachelor degree  are as follows:

1) Percentage of students who progress to next grade level year-to-year—As of the end of the 2010-11 academic year, 82.9% of College Forward’s collegians who had enrolled in college had persisted in college. This represents the percentage for all collegians, regardless of what year they are in; we also track by year, verifying our college enrollment data via the National Student Clearinghouse. We measure persistence from first-to-second year, second-to-third, third-to-fourth, and so on. 

2) Percentage of students who complete renewal FAFSA forms—Our audacious goal for this benchmark has always been 100%, but factoring in the realities of our students’ lives, we are setting a goal of 90% for this initiative.

3) Percentage of students who remain enrolled at a postsecondary institution—We hold a running persistence rate of 82.9% for all of the students enrolled in our College Completion Program. This exceeds national persistence rates which hover between 40-50% on average. Our goal is to keep this rate stable in the coming years.

4) Number of students who complete their degree or certification program—To date, College Forward has celebrated the college graduations of 30 of our collegians. College Forward’s first high school graduating class was the class of 2005 and until the class of 2008 graduated from high school, our student enrollment numbers remained small. When the class of 2007 graduated high school, we had a total of approximately 80 students enrolled in the program. By the time the class of 2008 graduated high school, there were close to 300 participants in the program. Based on this, the number of CoFo collegians who graduate college will likely triple in size by 2014—this is estimated using a six-year graduation rate for collegians. We anticipate a total of 727 bachelor degrees earned by College Forward collegians by 2016. 

College Forward is currently participating in a comparison group matching study that is being administered by the Ray Marshall Center at the University of Texas-Austin and funded by a TG “Staying Powers” grant. The matching cohorts in the study—students from Austin College Access Network-participating organizations: Breakthrough, College Forward, and Con Mi MADRE—will serve as comparison groups in later quasi-experimental evaluation projects designed to measure the difference in postsecondary enrollment and  persistence rates between Austin College Access Network participants and non-participants. 


IV. Recommendations for Replication: 

We would appreciate your input on how others can replicate your promising and practical strategy. Please share: 

· Suggestions about how other institutions might best replicate the promising and practical strategy and what potential concerns could make replication difficult. 

· A detailed discussion of any Federal regulatory or statutory requirements or other laws, rules, or regulations that made successfully implementing the promising and practical strategy easier or more difficult.

	College Forward is currently investigating a variety of means for expanding the reach and impact of our College Completion Program model. For other institutions to replicate this model, a significant investment in program infrastructure would need to occur in order to set any replication effort up for success. Institutions wanting to replicate the type of service model CoFo provides its students would need to: 1) Develop partnerships with local high schools and/or college access providers and identify students who qualify based on socio-economic status or first-generation status; 2) Recruit a cohort of employees who could serve students year-round and provide support on an individual basis; 3)  Create a training program to train the employee cohort to proactively handle student issues and crises that could have the potential to derail a student from making progress toward college completion; and 4) Create and maintain a data-tracking system not only to document specific milestone achievements for students but also to monitor movement towards achieving overall outcomes and goals.

An institution attempting to replicate our completion services model would potentially find challenges in the following areas:

1) Hiring staff not as cost-effective as utilizing AmeriCorps members for direct service –

CoFo’s cost-per-participant is extremely low compared to similar programs due to our utilization of AmeriCorps members who serve our students. Hiring professional staff to perform the same duties as our College Completion Coaches would easily double the cost-per-participant for the replicated program. Also, the idealism and initiative of AmeriCorps members makes them ideal as ‘near-peer’ mentors for students. 

2) Finding students – 

 Our College Access Program provides a direct feed into our College Completion Program. An organizational goal is to retain students from their entry point—junior year in high school—until they earn their bachelor degree. A program starting fresh without a student cohort from which to build culture and peer-to-peer networks would have potential difficulties in providing the same types of ‘student-centric’ services CoFo provides its collegians.

3) Lack of appropriate data-tracking technology to sustain services –

College Forward uses a variety of detailed student data-tracking technologies to monitor student progress toward program goals and ultimately, bachelor degree attainment. Without designated program milestones and the right kind of data-tracking technology to document information, difficulties may arise in knowing specifically which students need what interventions and what obstacles are preventing others from making progress.

FERPA would create obstacles for an organization or consortium working to replicate a program like CoFo’s College Completion Program. Because the law protects students’ academic information, the replicating entity would need to address regulations stipulated by FERPA and stay within its guidelines while simultaneously finding a way to access important student academic information necessary to inform proactive guidance and mentoring. 


