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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. 

	Bottom Line is a community-based non-profit organization that provides one-on-one guidance and support to low-income, first-generation students for up to 6 years in college, in order to increase their degree attainment. Founded in 1997, Bottom Line has been helping students persist in college and graduate with a degree for the past 15 years. In that time, 74% of Bottom Line college students have graduated in 6 years or less. Since our founding, we have expanding to three locations (Boston, MA, Worcester, MA, and Brooklyn, NY) and we currently support 1,150 college students between those locations. According to a 2010 evaluation, Bottom Line’s College Success program increases a student’s graduation rate by up to 43%. The key to Bottom Line’s success has been a commitment to 5 core elements of our program: (1) one-on-one support, (2) in-person meetings, (3) long-term, comprehensive mentoring, (4) curriculum-based guidance, and (5) data-driven programs.




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. 

	The Obstacle: The issue of college access (helping students navigate the college application process and arrive at the gates of higher education) has been a salient topic in educational, political, and philanthropic circles for many years. However, until recently, the issue of college retention has been mostly overlooked. In reality, college retention has been, and continues to be, a significant problem that stands in the way of the progress of individual students and the nation as a whole. The challenges of retention, persistence, and degree attainment are especially great for students from low-income families and students who are in the first-generation of their family to attend college. College Board reports a 25% difference between the highest- and lowest-income high school graduates who enrolled in college immediately after graduating in 2008.
 However enrollment is just the beginning. By age 24, 77% of students from the highest-income families will earn at least a bachelor’s degree while only 10% of students from the lowest-income families will achieve the same.
 Students with parents who did not graduate from college are at a similar disadvantage to low-income students. A recent national study shows that 40% of students with parents who have a high school education or less graduate in 6 years while 70% of students with parents who have at least a bachelor’s degree graduate in that time.
 In Boston, the Boston Private Industry Council reports that approximately 37% of all Class of 2000 graduates from the Boston Public Schools (BPS) who began attending college actually graduated within 7 years. The graduation rate dropped to 28% and 24% for Black and Hispanic students, respectively. For graduates from the BPS Class of 2003, 41% of all students, 33% of Black students, and 30% of Hispanic students graduated from college within 7 years. It is clear from these statistics that something is standing in the way of college graduation, especially for low-income, first-generation students. There are a myriad of obstacles that arise during college, which contribute to this unacceptably low graduation rate. Studies have shown, and Bottom Line’s experience over the past 15 years has confirmed, that these obstacles fall into three main categories: Financial, Academic, and Personal. These obstacles are especially challenging for low-income, first-generation students. For this group of students, affordability is a major obstacle, their academic preparation is often lacking because they have attended underperforming public schools, and they are faced with a wide range of personal and family challenges, often as part of a non-traditional family or a family of recent immigrants, all of which can make navigation through the college system more challenging.
Our History: Bottom Line was founded in Boston in 1997 to address the low college graduation rates of low-income, first-generation students. From our founding to today, our mission has been to help students get in to college, graduate from college, and go far in life. Our goal was to accomplish that by creating a comprehensive one-on-one College Access program, and continuing that one-on-one support throughout college with our College Success program. Our theory was that low-income, first-generation students were dropping out of college at higher rates than their wealthier peers because they lacked a source of consistent, personal, and knowledgeable guidance. Since our program began, we have delivered our college access and college success support through full-time staff members, who each work with a caseload of students. In the infancy of our program, our college success services were mostly delivered on the phone or in person at our office when students were at home. Our counselors would focus on building strong relationships with students and solving problems as they arose. If a student failed a class, they wanted to transfer schools, or they were having a child, their Bottom Line counselor was there as a guide and mentor. Over time, the program grew into something much more robust.
From the beginning, we were focused on the importance of data collection and data use to make our program effective. Bottom Line developed a Microsoft Access database where we were able to track large amounts of data, both quantitative and qualitative.

After several years, we saw that the obstacles to degree attainment that our students faced fell into a three overarching categories: Academic, Financial and Personal. And our students also struggled to gain work experience, develop professional skills, and become a highly employable candidate upon graduation, meaning they struggled with Employability. As a result, all of our support and guidance focused on these four categories.
As the program expanded and we began to focus more on Academics, Financial Aid, Personal Challenges, and Employment, we continued to build out our database. This data system included demographic information about our students, quantitative information (financial aid packages, college grades, resumes, jobs, etc), and qualitative information (notes that counselors would write after every interaction with a student). This data system allowed us to provide the best guidance possible to each of our students, and it also allowed us to set, and hold ourselves accountable to, goals on a higher, programmatic level (50% of FAFSAs renewed by a certain date, 80% of students having spoken with their Bottom Line counselor in the last 30 days, etc).

In 2007, we decided that we wanted to expand geographically beyond Boston, MA. In order to expand, we needed to codify our programs so that our success could be replicable. We spent several years codifying and improving our programs using process-based models. Through this codification process, we created the DEAL model for our College Success program (explained in detail below). We also created a new database system, in preparation for our expansion. Our new data system was web-based, so we could share information across offices and access information anywhere, including on campus. Our program began to focus much more on supporting students in person by visiting them on campus several times per semester.

In 2008, we opened an office in Worcester, MA, and in 2011, we opened an office in Brooklyn, NY. Our DEAL model is now being implemented at all 3 locations, we share a robust database, we have consistent training for staff members across all locations, and we coordinate any improvements/changes to the program across all of our sites. We are currently launching a national support office that will help our organization expand to 3 additional cities in the next 5-7 years.


Currently, we are providing one-on-one guidance and support to nearly 2,000 students – 775 high school seniors and 1,150 college students.

Our Model and Theory of Action: The DEAL model is an innovative and proven way to help students graduate from college. Our theory of action is based on the premise that a successful intervention to help students increase their degree attainment requires (1) one-on-one support, (2) in-person meetings, (3) long-term, comprehensive mentoring, (4) curriculum-based guidance, and (5) data-driven programs.

(1) We believe that effective support must be delivered through one-on-one relationships, rather than group mentoring or workshop-based support. Many of the challenges that students face are not simply about a lack of information, but rather about a lack of information combined with a need for personalized guidance and support. Even when information is necessary, that information must be delivered in a personal context to have the largest impact possible. A workshop on financial aid renewal may be helpful, but students in a non-traditional family situation, or students dealing with unique academic challenges, will not benefit from support unless it is personalized and delivered one-on-one. Affordability and cost savings cannot be discussed in a vacuum from a student’s unique situation, and the issue often can’t be resolved without close knowledge of the student that would not be possible without a one-on-one relationship.
(2) While Bottom Line does connect with students through e-mail, Skype, and on the phone, we believe that in-person meetings between students and counselors throughout the year are essential to creating an effective program. Our staff is on campus regularly and tries to meet in person with each student several times per semester. We also meet with students in person at our office when students are home. In person support allows students and counselors to build a strong mentoring relationship, which cannot be as effectively created using technology alone.

(3) Bottom Line provides ongoing guidance and support to students for up to 6 years in college. We believe this long-term support is necessary to help students succeed. Of the low-income, first-generation students who drop out of college, half leave in their first year, but the other half leave equally between the following years of school. This means that there is a steady flow of students leaving school throughout their experience. Because of this, guidance during one or two years is not enough. Continued long-term support for students throughout their college experience is necessary to provide the largest increase in graduation rates. We also believe that support should be comprehensive. Having one counselor build a long-term relationship and act as a mentor and guide in all areas of a student’s life allows a relationship strong enough for a student to trust and work with that counselor/mentor. Bottom Line hires only full-time employees to provide support to our students because this allows us to build relationships over a much longer period of time than using volunteers or part-time employees. Hiring full-time employees also allows us to intensively train our staff members so they are able to deliver effective guidance to students comprehensively.

(4) Bottom Line has developed our DEAL curriculum, which is delivered to students across all of our sites. Our organization has learned over the past 15 years that there must be a structure to the support that students receive in order to maximize the impact of the programs. While providing a mentor without direction can still be meaningful, by creating a structured curriculum for students, it guarantees that every student receives the information, personalized coaching, and support that they need. It also ensures that no student falls through the cracks. DEAL stands for: (D)egree, (E)mployability, Financial (A)id, and (L)ife. We have created a set DEAL curriculum that we deliver to every college student, based on their year in school. This curriculum is based on a set of meetings that take place each year that a student is in school. Some meetings like “Finals Prep” or “Financial Aid Renewal” take place with every student. Others like “First Year Kick-Off” are specific to students at certain points in the college process. In every meeting that takes place, counselors are expected to accomplish the specific goal of the meeting and also check in with a student on all areas of DEAL.

Within each DEAL category, Bottom Line has identified indicators that measure a student’s performance. In Degree, we measure Work Ethic, Semester Performance, Cumulative Performance, Progress Toward Degree, Major Fit, and Course Registration. In Employability, we measure Work Experience, Extracurricular Experience, Personal Brand, Resourcefulness, and Future Plans. In Aid, we measure Current Semester Bill Status, and Financial Aid Application Status. And in Life, we measure Stability, Coping Skills, and College Fit. At least two times every year, counselors conduct a “DEAL Assessment” on students, looking at each of these indicators. Based on a Rubric that we’ve created, we assess whether students are “Red,” “Yellow,” or “Green” in each category. A green student is progressing well. A yellow student is facing a potential obstacle that may become a serious problem down the road. A red student is facing an immediate barrier to succeeding. If a student is red in any category, they are red overall. Based on the obstacles that we have seen students face over the past 15 years, we have developed specific “toolkits” to help address each of these obstacles. When a student is categorized as red or yellow, counselors will help deliver specific toolkits, or interventions, beyond the specific curriculum, in order to help that student get back on track.

(5) We believe that programs must be data-driven to be successful. Especially when dealing with large numbers of students, data is essential to assure program quality, set goals and deadlines, and continually improve programs. At Bottom Line, we have invested heavily in our web-based database, which allows us to track a great deal of information. Our database tracks demographic, quantitative and qualitative information, as described above. This database is a core element of a staff member’s day-to-day activity. The database is expected to be updated real-time. When counselors meet with students, they immediately enter information. Counselors use this information to understand how students are progressing and to track their progress. As an organization, we use the information to measure our progress on key metrics and goals. For instance, we set goals for the number of meetings that counselors will have with students each semester, the number of FAFSAs that are renewed, the number of jobs we help students get, and the number of students who are categorized as red or yellow. With our database, we can quickly view our progress toward those goals by site, by team, or by counselor. Making data a key element of every staff member’s job is essential. Without the buy-in of every person in our organization, the data we use would not be real-time or reliable. Our staff buys-in because they see how much more effectively they can support their students using our data systems.

Additional Information: It is also important to note that Bottom Line operates as a community organization, outside of public high schools and outside of colleges. However, creating partnerships and sharing information with schools allows us to better support our students. To receive our services, students must be low-income (i.e. have a family income at or below 200% of federal poverty guidelines) and first-generation college-goers (neither parent can have a degree from a US 4-year institution of higher education). In addition, students are required to have a high school GPA of at least 2.5. This academic requirement helps ensure that we are serving students who are prepared for 4-year-college-level academics. Of the Massachusetts students we currently serve, 80% are low-income and 92% are in the first generation of their family to attend college. 32% of this population is Asian, 30% is Black, 29% is Hispanic, 5% is Caucasian, 2% is Middle Eastern, and 2% is multi-ethnic; 72% is female.

Currently, we support students at 19 colleges in Massachusetts. We have chosen these schools because they are the most commonly attended among our student population. We’re in the process of finalizing the colleges where we support students in New York. Colleges don’t pay or need to consent for us to support students at their campus; however, when colleges choose to become a partner and share information and build relationships with our staff, our students are better served.




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. 

	Challenges: We have always helped our high school students get in to college and a make a good choice about where to go. When our program began in 1997, we included those students in our College Success program no matter what college they chose to attend. As our program grew, we found ourselves supporting students at more and more colleges, and our ability to provide in-person support or become an expert on the school’s resources continued to decrease. As a result, we decided that we would focus our College Success program on specific colleges where the majority of our students chose to attend. We called these our “target colleges.” This was a significant trade-off for Bottom Line. The downside of this decision was that we were helping some students get into college and not continuing our support. However, when we were supporting students at 60-70 different colleges, we weren’t able to deliver a quality program. We decided that it would be better to serve fewer students at a much higher level. Because of our commitment to in-person support and knowledgeable guidance, we had to make this choice. 

An Improved Element: When our program began, all of our full-time employees provided support to both high school students and college students. Their caseload and their time were split between the two programs. We wanted our staff to be part of both programs because the programs were busy at different times of the day (morning for college students and afternoon for high school students), busy at different times of the year, and by helping college students, it helped our counselors provide better guidance to our high school students because they saw where students succeeded, where they struggled, and what type of student was a good fit for different schools. However, as we have built out and codified both programs, we have significantly increased the amount of support we provide to students and the amount of material that counselors are expected to know. Because of this growth, it has become impossible for staff members to be true experts in both our College Access and College Success programs. As a result, we have just split our staff between the two programs. Now staff members are focused entirely on either high school students or college students. In this new staffing model, counselors will be more specialized and more focused on a particular group of students. We will make sure to facilitate regular communication between Access and Success staff so that the information about where students are succeeding and struggling is still retained. 

Most Important to Success: As discussed above, we believe that Bottom Line has been successful over the years because of our commitment to providing one-on-one, in-person, long-term mentoring. And using a structured curriculum and data to determine our program model. This balance of relationships and results has allowed us to succeed in running our organization like a business, but never losing focus on building meaningful, long-lasting, and impactful relationships with our students.




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. 

	As an organization committed to helping students graduate from college, monitoring students’ progress through the application process and college is integral to executing and evaluating our programs.

College Acceptance Rate: Bottom Line’s staff monitors college acceptance decisions through phone calls, meetings, and email. We always strive for 100% of our high school seniors to get into college. Since our founding, 98% of our high school seniors have been accepted. We use our database to track all of this information.

College Persistence Rate: As discussed previously, we regularly review the progress of every college student through campus visits, in person meetings, phone calls, and emails. Using our student database, we store information and track each student’s financial aid, grades, employment, and general wellbeing. We also conduct a formal diagnostic twice a year. Using our DEAL categories and our DEAL rubric, we are able to measure how many of our students are progressing based on which students are “Red,” “Yellow,” and “Green.” Using enrollment information and our rubric scoring system, we are able to track how many students are “Enrolled And On Track,” “Enrolled But Not On Track,” “Not Enrolled, But Returning,” and “Not Enrolled, Not Returning.”

College Graduation Rate: Graduation rates are the key measurement of success for Bottom Line’s services. 74% of students who began working with Bottom Line 6 years ago or more (the class of 2005 and before) have graduated with a degree. Since 2005, we have continued to improve our staff structure and services. As a result, we expect students enrolling in college this year to graduate at our 80% goal.
External Evaluation: In 2010, an evaluation of our College Success Program was completed by Kolajo Paul Afolabi at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. He compared the outcomes of students in our College Success Program with students who completed our College Access Program but did not continue to receive our support as they attended college. By matching students based on their academic competitiveness, demographics, and other factors, Afolabi was able to create a comparison group of “Access-Only” students. Afolabi found that students who participated in our College Success Program had up to a 43% greater chance of graduating than students who only received support during the college application process.

Data Capability: Using our robust database and reporting functions, Bottom Line is able to report on a wide array of additional indicators or sub-groups, which are not included here. For example, we are able to track college graduation rates by high school attended, high school graduation year, college attended, Bottom Line counselor, working vs. non working students, and so on. With this data capability, we are always looking for new ways to evaluate our programs and measure success.




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. 

	Bottom Line has been able to successfully replicate our programs thanks to our commitment to data and evaluation and our process-based program model. Without these core strengths, it would have been impossible to replicate our results or maintain consistency across sites. The strength of our process-based model is that it can be replicated, scaled, and taught to new staff. The process and the curriculum are essential to the success of the program. Without both of those, students would not be receiving the guidance and support they need, or they would be receiving it inconsistently. Hiring full-time staff has also been essential for replication. We have been able to provide a level of training and oversight to our full-time staff in new locations that would not be possible with part-time staff or volunteers. Full-time employees can also be held accountable in a more significant way. Beyond these practices, the key to our success is never compromising, unless it is for the benefit of our students. Understanding the key elements of the program, discussed above, and not changing those for convenience or to serve another interest, are essential in order to create the biggest impact possible in the lives of our students. And finally, hiring the right people is an important part of our success. It is thanks to our team of extremely dedicated individuals that our program design is able to function so well. Their commitment to building relationships, producing results, and holding themselves up to our core values, has allowed our program to succeed.



Appendix A: Standard Keywords and Tags

The Secretary strongly encourages that respondents select—to the greatest extent possible—from among these standard keywords and tags when identifying tags for their submission. In the event that none of the words or phrases in Appendix A is sufficiently precise for the promising and practical strategy that is the subject of the response, respondents may substitute other keywords or tags of their own choosing. The Secretary strongly encourages respondents to provide no more than eight keywords or tags for each strategy and limit each tag to no more than three words per tag and 28 characters per word. By limiting keywords and tags in this manner, the Secretary can most efficiently index the database and enable effective searches of all information obtained through this RFI. 

	· Accelerated Learning

· Achievement Gap Closure

· Adult Education 

· Affordability

· Assessment Technology

· Badges

· Basic Skills

· Blended Learning

· Block Scheduling 

· Career Pathways

· Certificate Attainment

· Civic/Community Engagement

· Civic Learning 

· Cognitive Tutors 

· Community of Practice 

· Competency-Based Learning

· Cost Savings

· Data Collection/Use

· Degree Attainment

· Developmental/Remedial Education

· Digital Materials

· Dual Degrees

· Earn and Learn 

· Efficiency Employer Partnership
· Course Articulation
· Student Services
· Game Design
· Improving Achievement 
· Industry-Driven Competencies
· Industry-Recognized Credentials
· Job Placement
· Learning Assessment


	
	· Learning Communities

· Mentoring

· Mobile Devices

· Modular Curriculum

· Momentum Points

· Non-Traditional Age Students

· On-the-Job Training

· Online Teaching/Learning

· Open Educational Resources

· Paid Internships

· Part-Time Students

· Pay-for-Performance

· Persistence

· Personalized Instruction 

· Productivity

· Real-Time Online Interactions

· Registered Apprenticeships

· Retentions

· SCORM

· Self-Paced Learning

· Simulations

· Skill Assessments

· Stackable Credentials

· STEM

· Technology-Enabled Learning

· Time to Degree

· Transfer and Articulation

· Tuition Reduction

· Underrepresented Students

· Virtual Environments

· Web-Based Learning 


Note 1: SCORM stands for Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics. 

Note 2: STEM stands for Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics

Note 3: In the event that none of the keywords or tags listed in the appendix is a sufficiently precise descriptor, submitters should include alternate keyword or tags or their own choosing, not to exceed three words per gag, with a maximum of 28 characters for each word or tag. See the discussion elsewhere in the RFI under the heading “Request for Meta Data Tags” for more guidance on the use of keywords and tags.  
� College Board. College Enrollment by Income. http://trends.collegeboard.org/education_pays/report_findings/indicator/College_Enrollment_by_Income


� Grantmakers for Education. From Access to Success: A Funders Guide to Ensuring More Americans Earn Postsecondary Degrees. www.edfunders.org.


� US Dept. of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003-04 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, Second Follow-up.
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