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Abstract: The Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) program at CUNY was designed to
support associate degree-seeking students through a combination of comprehensive advisement,
financial assistance and structured pathways. ASAP has been found to be remarkably successful at
increasing three-year associate degree attainment rates in studies using both quasi-experimental and
experimental designs and has achieved a three-year graduation rate of over 50 percent, more than
double the rate of comparison group students. Based on these results, ASAP has received funding to
enroll 25,000 students by 2019 and to target more STEM majors. ASAP expansion will take place
across nine colleges, including a campus-wide expansion to serve all eligible incoming first-time, fulltime freshmen at Bronx Community College by 2019. This paper presents results from ASAP’s
internal evaluation of its first six cohorts using quasi-experimental analysis of administrative data,
supplemented by original data collection and student surveys. It presents key findings and describes
the way that research and evaluation have been used on a continuous basis to inform program
management. In addition, it explores lessons learned from its evaluation used to inform expansion
planning and discusses how expansion efforts will be assessed as ASAP grows to a larger scale than
ever before.

Introduction and Background
In fall 2007, in response to troublingly low associate degree graduation rates, the City University
of New York (CUNY) launched the pilot cohort of the Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP)
at six community colleges. At the time, associate degree-seeking students at CUNY community colleges
were struggling to graduate, with less than four percent completing within two years and only 13 percent
completing within three years of entry (CUNY OIRA, 2016). ASAP was designed to improve these
completion rates by addressing a variety of financial, personal and academic needs faced by students.
Through ASAP, students receive support across all of these areas in the form of personalized advisement;
financial assistance for tuition, books, and transportation; and academic assistance through tutoring and
structured degree pathways. In addition, ASAP creates a community for students that aims to help them
feel more integrated and supported, through the use of blocked class sections in which ASAP students
take classes together and by offering a pre-enrollment institute, group advisement sessions, workshops,
and program-wide events. Based on unprecedented results from the pilot cohort, ASAP received funding
for additional cohorts and to support an independent evaluation to further build evidence of its effects.
This paper summarizes prior research on ASAP, presents new findings from more recent cohorts, and
discusses how ASAP continues to use research and evaluation on an ongoing basis as it expands.
ASAP Program Model and Theory of Change
CUNY ASAP was designed as a comprehensive program to address multiple needs of students.
National statistics show that 65 percent of students beginning at two-year institutions have not earned any
degree six years after starting (Snyder & Dillow, 2015). Extensive research on the difficulties faced by
community college students suggests that there are numerous interconnected issues at play and that any
solution needs to be multifaceted and comprehensive (Attewell, Heil, & Reisel, 2011). By design, ASAP
was intended to boost academic momentum and a sense of integration, based on existing research on
barriers to completion in higher education (Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2013). As described in a
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recent article by Kolenovic et al. (2013), the ASAP program model was developed with two main
theoretical frameworks and evidence in mind: Adelman’s research on academic momentum and Tinto’s
theory of integration and sense of belonging (Adelman, 2006; Tinto, 1993; Kolenovic et al., 2013). There
is also a large and growing body of evidence showing that financial obstacles and academic preparedness
are major barriers to student progress (Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Finally, as highlighted in a recent book by
the Community College Research Center, there are institutional difficulties that make it hard for students
to succeed and there is a strong need for “guided pathways” to facilitate students’ progress through their
community college education (Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins, 2015).
The ASAP program model attempts to tackle all of these issues (see Appendix A for key program
components). Students in ASAP are required to attend full-time each semester, enabling them to
consistently earn credits and maintain momentum. They are also encouraged to take summer and winter
courses to further build momentum. If students have outstanding developmental course needs, they must
take them immediately and continuously until they become fully skills proficient, preventing them from
going far off-track. To address financial barriers to persistence and completion, ASAP provides students
with funds for textbooks, free MetroCards for transportation, and tuition waivers if they are receiving
needs-based financial aid that does not fully cover their tuition and fees. Consolidated course schedules
also allow students to organize their time so they can better balance school and work if needed. Toward
the goal of creating a sense of integration, ASAP works to foster a community of students by holding a
pre-enrollment institute where students meet each other and learn more about the program, blocking
entire class sections or a majority of seats in sections so students can take classes together, and providing
opportunities for group meetings and workshops. Perhaps more critically, the ASAP advisors build strong
and meaningful relationships with students so they know they have a place to go when they need
assistance and support. Each student is assigned an advisor whom they are required to meet with
regularly—at least twice a month in their first semester—and who will ideally remain with them from
entry to completion. The close relationship with advisors aims to cultivate a sense of belonging.
Advisors, of course, provide much more than encouragement and a sense of inclusion. The
comprehensive advisement also plays an important role in academic support and creating structured
pathways for students. Advisors provide course sequences so students have a roadmap to their degree and
they work closely with students to plan out each semester and provide guidance on their choice of major
and specific courses. Although ASAP operates outside the classroom, academic support is provided in
other ways as well. ASAP students have access to tutoring and learning centers, with many campuses
providing dedicated tutors for ASAP students. ASAP staff also forge relationships with faculty and gather
faculty feedback about students so they can intervene promptly to help students if they are struggling.
Lastly, ASAP provides career and employment services through a dedicated career and employment
specialist on each campus, and creates opportunities to build leadership skills through the student leader
program. In addition to the actual services and supports provided, ASAP encourages success through its
messaging. Students in ASAP receive constant and clear messages that degree attainment is possible and
within their reach – potentially influencing their mindset, expectations, and sense of self-efficacy.
Prior Research on ASAP’s Effects
Evaluation and close attention to data have been an integral part of ASAP since it began in 2007.
ASAP has an ambitious goal of graduating at least 50 percent of its students within three years and a
commitment to providing data and analysis to assess whether the goal has been met for each incoming
cohort of students. Intermediate benchmarks have been established to track progress toward this goal and
to identify red flags early. To this end, with funding and support from the New York City Center for
Economic Opportunity, ASAP conducted a rigorous internal evaluation of its first cohort using quasiexperimental methods (Linderman & Kolenovic, 2009; Linderman & Kolenovic, 2012). Results from this
study found that ASAP students who entered in fall 2007 had a three-year graduation rate of 54.6 percent
compared to only 26.4 percent for the comparison group (Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2013). One
caveat to these impressive graduation rates, however, was that the initial cohort of students entered ASAP
fully skills proficient, with no developmental course needs at the time of entry into the program (although

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA

132

over 40 percent had a need when first accepted to CUNY). Following the exceptional outcomes of this
first cohort, ASAP received funding for additional students to enter and expanded its eligibility criteria to
accept students with up to two developmental course needs at time of entry into the program. Initial
results from this second cohort also were extremely promising, with 27.5 percent of ASAP students
graduating in two years, compared to 7.2 percent of comparison group students (Linderman & Kolenovic,
2012).
In order to further provide evidence that ASAP was having such large impacts on students,
CUNY engaged MDRC, a nonprofit, nonpartisan education and social policy research organization, to
conduct an independent evaluation of the ASAP program. MDRC employed an experimental design with
a randomly assigned program and control group to rigorously test the effects of ASAP and to minimize
the chances that selection bias and student motivation were the true causes behind ASAP’s apparent
effects. The MDRC study included students from three community colleges (Borough of Manhattan
Community College, LaGuardia and Kingsborough) who entered in spring 2010 and fall 2010. All
students in the MDRC study entered ASAP with at least one developmental course need. In 2015, MDRC
released its final report on the study, showing that program group students, those who had the opportunity
to participate in ASAP, had nearly double the three-year graduation rate of control group students
(Scrivener et al., 2015). The MDRC study authors noted that “ASAP’s effects are the largest MDRC has
found in more than a decade of research in higher education” (Scrivener et al., 2015, pp. ES-2). MDRC
also found that program group students had higher rates of enrollment every semester, rates of full-time
enrollment, levels of total credit accumulation, and rates of transfer to four-year colleges during the study
period (Scrivener et al., 2015).
The ASAP program has also been examined in terms of its cost-effectiveness and benefits in two
reports by the Center for Benefit-Cost Studies in Education at Teachers College, Columbia University.
The first report found that, while ASAP costs more per student, its higher graduation rates result in a
lower cost per graduate of $6,500 per graduate (Levin & Garcia, 2012). The second report, a benefit-cost
analysis, estimated benefits to students and taxpayers. It found that the investment in ASAP generates
millions of dollars in benefits through increased lifetime earnings and tax revenues and reduced costs of
spending on public health, criminal justice, and public assistance (Levin & Garcia, 2013).
The internal quasi-experimental evaluation of ASAP is ongoing and critical to ensuring that
ASAP maintains its impacts on students. ASAP staff monitors academic data on a constant basis,
producing reports and analyses to inform program management and to assist with data-driven decision
making. As part of this, ASAP carefully tracks movement through developmental coursework for students
entering ASAP with a remedial need, toward the goal of having 90 percent of students fully skills
proficient by the end of their first year in the program. In addition to administrative data examined to
assess impacts on short-term and long-term outcomes, ASAP collects data on program activities in realtime using an internal database where staff enter information about their meetings with students and other
relevant information. Student surveys are also conducted on a regular basis to collect additional data not
available elsewhere and to learn about the student perspective and experience. This paper presents results
from internal analyses of ASAP students from the five cohorts following the pilot cohort (through the fall
2012 entering cohort), which includes all the cohorts to date for whom we have three years of data.
Adding results from five cohorts to the initial pilot findings provides more comprehensive and thorough
evidence of ASAP’s effects and shows that the program’s effectiveness can be maintained over time.

Data and Methods
The primary source of data for this paper is the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB), a
database maintained by the CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (CUNY OIRA) that
houses student level administrative and academic records. ASAP students who entered in fall 2009,
spring 2010, fall 2010, fall 2011 and fall 2012 at six community colleges were included in the analyses, a
total of 3,301 students (students in the evening program at BMCC were excluded). In order to estimate
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ASAP’s effect on students, one-to-one propensity score matching was used to match ASAP students to
students who met ASAP eligibility criteria and were similar in terms of demographic and background
characteristics at entry, but did not join the ASAP program. This technique, propensity score matching,
first estimates each student’s likelihood of participating in ASAP based on an array of factors. Students in
the treatment group, ASAP, are then matched to other students with a similar likelihood of participating
in terms of their observable characteristics. While propensity score matching does not prove causality, it
does provide strong evidence to suggest that differences in outcomes are related to the treatment.
Propensity score matching was conducted for each cohort separately, matching on race/ethnicity,
gender, college admissions average (a modified form of high school GPA), age, Pell grant receipt,
college, admission type, and developmental course needs. For the fall 2009, spring 2010, and fall 2010
cohorts, students from the previous year were used for the comparison group to further account for
selection bias. With the exception of the fall 2010 cohort, students in the previous years would not have
had the opportunity to join ASAP because it had not been available in those years. Using students from
the previous year thus reduces the likelihood of differences in motivation between ASAP and comparison
group students. For the fall 2011 and fall 2012 cohorts, students from the same year were used for the
comparison group (the program was on the campuses in the prior years so the same situation did not
apply). ASAP students who could not be matched because there were no non-participating students with a
close enough propensity to join ASAP were dropped from the sample. Across cohorts, the sample loss
ranged from 0.2 percent to 4.1 percent. The final analytic sample for the outcome analyses contained
3,231 ASAP students and 3,231 comparison group students, pooling all cohorts together. Results are
presented for third semester outcomes and degree attainment in the aggregate and broken out by
characteristics at entry. For each outcome, differences between ASAP and comparison groups were tested
for statistical significance using two-tailed t-tests. Simple regression models with fixed effects for college
and cohort were used to adjust the estimates.
Data from the ASAP student satisfaction surveys and the ASAP internal database were used for
supplemental analyses. As mentioned above, ASAP conducts a student satisfaction survey for each cohort
of students in their first year. In the past the survey was conducted using a paper administration, but more
recent surveys have been conducted using a web survey. The purpose of administering annual student
satisfaction surveys for new cohorts in their first year is to measure student satisfaction with program
elements which helps to inform program management, design, and policy. In addition, lessons learned
from the surveys inform recruitment and outreach efforts, provide background information not available
in other data sources, and insight into students’ employment situations and academic plans and goals. For
most questions, results do not vary considerably across cohorts. Results from the individual cohort
surveys conducted for students in the fall 2009, spring 2010, fall 2010, fall 2011 and fall 2012 cohorts
were averaged in this paper, reflecting survey responses from 2,844 students.
Finally, data from the ASAP internal database was used for an analysis of the number of contacts
reported by advisors and the career and employment specialists. ASAP staff enter data in real-time on
meetings and other contacts with students, including the meeting type, meeting date, meeting codes,
action codes, and notes. This assists them with case management and keeping track of student progress
and issues and enables them to pull queries to identify students who have not come in over a given period
of time so they can follow up. Aggregate reports are run each month and each semester to track progress
toward the goals of having each student make contact with their advisor and career and employment
specialist. The analysis here includes students in the fall 2011 and fall 2012 cohorts who had at least one
contact, a total of 1,966 students. Results are presented for all students and separately for graduates.

Findings
Descriptive Statistics
Demographic and background characteristics of ASAP students and comparison group students
are displayed in Table 1. The propensity score matching was successful, resulting in well balanced groups
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who were similar across most characteristics. Over half of students in both groups were female (59
percent). Reflecting the overall CUNY community college population, a large percentage of students
were black (32.4 percent of both groups) and Hispanic (43-44 percent of both groups). Just over a tenth
were Asian and most of the remaining students were white (12-13 percent of both groups). The average
age at entry for both groups was 21.5 years. Approximately two-thirds of both groups entered as first-time
freshmen, 6 percent as transfer students, and 28-29 percent as continuing students (students can enter
ASAP as long as they have fewer than 15 credits). Over two-thirds of both groups had a developmental
course need at time of entry and the college admissions average for both was 73. Most students were
recipients of needs-based financial aid, with 81 percent of both groups receiving a Pell grant at entry.
Table 1: Demographic and background characteristics at entry, propensity score matched students

Cohort/Semester of Entry1
Fall 2009 Cohort
Spring 2010 Cohort
Fall 2010 Cohort
Fall 2011 Cohort
Fall 2012 Cohort
College
BMCC
Bronx
Hostos
Kingsborough
LaGuardia
Queensborough
Gender
Male
Female
Ethnicity
American Indian/Native Alaskan
Asian/Pacific Islander
Black
Hispanic
White
Age at Entry
Full-Time Enrolled at Entry
Admission Type
First-time Freshmen
Transfer Students
Continuing Students
Developmental Students2
At Time of Entry into ASAP
Average3

ASAP Students

Comparison
Group Students

%
%
%
%
%

12.9
11.7
15.2
13.7
46.5

12.9
11.7
15.2
13.7
46.6

%
%
%
%
%
%

17.1
12.0
11.1
21.9
18.9
19.1

17.7
12.2
11.4
21.4
19.2
18.2

%
%

41.2
58.9

40.6
59.4

%
%
%
%
%
mean
%

0.5
10.9
32.4
43.2
13.0
21.5
100.0

0.4
11.4
32.4
43.6
12.3
21.5
99.2

%
%
%

66.1
5.9
28.0

65.1
6.2
28.7

%
%

66.4

66.6

mean
73.3
72.7
College Admissions
%
80.5
81.0
Pell Recipient
Sample size
N
3,231
3,231
Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB) and college reported data.
1 For the ASAP cohorts that entered in fall 2009, spring 2010 and fall 2010, prior year students were used for the comparison
group. Starting with the fall 2011 ASAP cohort, students from the same year were used for the comparison group.
2 Students who required developmental coursework at time of entry to ASAP. ASAP data are reported by college ASAP
directors. Comparison group data come from the CUNY Institutional Research Database.
3 Data are missing for most transfer students and students who applied as direct admits to the college.
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In Table 2, select questions from the student satisfaction survey are presented for a more in-depth
understanding of ASAP students. These results reflect all survey respondents, including those students
who were not matched in propensity score analysis above. The average response rate across the years was
89.3 percent. Overall, students heard about ASAP from a variety of places, reflecting the extensive and
widespread recruitment conducted by ASAP staff. Trends over the years appear to show that students are
hearing more about ASAP by word of mouth and sooner than previously. Fewer students are hearing
about ASAP through paper mailings (42 percent of the spring 2010 cohort compared to 14 percent of the
fall 2012 cohort) and phone calls (14 percent of the spring 2010 cohort compared to 7 percent of the fall
2012 cohort) and more by word of mouth from friends or family (17 percent of the fall 2009 cohort
compared to 24 percent of the fall 2012 cohort). There was also an upward trend in students hearing about
ASAP via email (10 percent in the spring 2010 cohort compared to 18 percent in the fall 2012 cohort).
When asked about the component of the ASAP program that was the most important in their decision to
enroll in ASAP, survey responses show that the most frequently cited component was personalized
advisement (24.1 percent), followed by financial incentives, such as free books (20.2 percent),
MetroCards (18.5 percent), and tuition waivers (16.8 percent). An analysis of trends show that responses
held fairly steady across cohorts.
Table 2: Student characteristics and goals in first year
Survey
Respondents
N
2,799
How did you learn about the ASAP program? (Multiple responses possible)
From a counselor/advisor (fall 2012 only)
%
29.7
Received letter in the mail
%
24.6
From family/friends
%
20.6
ASAP workshop at HS/GED/Community program (fall 2012 only)
%
17.2
Received an email
%
15.3
Received a phone call
%
11.3
Which component of the ASAP program was the most important in your decision to
N
2,698
enroll in the program?
Services offered by the ASAP Advisor
%
24.1
Free books
%
20.2
Metrocards
%
18.5
Tuition waiver
%
16.8
Other
%
20.5
N
2,739
What is highest level of education you plan to attain within the next 10 years?
2-year degree
%
3.6
4-year degree
%
37.6
Graduate/professional degree
%
58.9
N
2,734
Are you the first person in your family to go to college?
Yes I am
%
34.4
No I am not
%
62.9
I don't know
%
2.8
N
2,738
Do you currently work for pay?
Yes, I do
%
41.2
No, I don't
%
58.8
If you are currently working for pay, how does your employment this semester
N
1,074
impact the time you have to complete your school work?
No impact at all
%
20.0
Some impact, but I still get my school work done
%
63.9
High impact because I barely have time to complete my school work
%
16.2
Source: ASAP student satisfaction surveys.
Notes: The ASAP student satisfaction survey is administered to students in their first year in ASAP. Results shown are the
average of surveys given to students who entered in fall 2009, spring 2010, fall 2010, fall 2011 and fall 2012. The average
response rate across these years was 89.3 percent.
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The survey data also show that ASAP students had high educational aspirations. Almost all
survey respondents reported that they hoped to attain a 4-year degree or higher in the next 10 years, with
37.6 percent aiming for a 4-year degree and 58.9 percent aiming for a graduate or professional degree.
More than a third of ASAP students stated that they were the first in their family to attend college, which
could potentially include siblings and extended family. Questions more specifically about parental
education show that many ASAP students were first-generation college students, although the data are
difficult to interpret due to data quality issues. Finally, survey data show that over two-fifths (41.2
percent) of ASAP students were working for pay while in school, with 63.9 percent of those students
reporting that working had some impact on their ability to complete their school work and 16.2 percent
reporting that it had a high impact.
Program Activities and Satisfaction
Table 3 presents data on the number of contacts students had with their advisors and career and
employment specialists, separately for all students and three-year graduates. Overall, students had 25.7
contacts with their advisors (standard deviation of 12.4) and 4.8 contacts with their career and
employment specialists (standard deviation of 4.4) during the course of their enrollment in the program.
The amount of contact with advisors in particular varied considerably, with 12.3 percent having 1 to 10
contacts, 21.8 percent having 11 to 20 contacts, 32.9 contacts having 21 to 30 contacts and 33.1 percent
having 31 or more contacts. Students who successfully graduated in three years or less had more contact
with both advisors and career and employment specialists. This could be a result of the fact that those
students were enrolled in the program for a longer period of time and/or could reflect the fact that students
who successfully graduated were those who were more engaged with the ASAP program.
Table 3: Contacts with advisors and career and employment specialists (fall 2011 and fall 2012 cohorts)

Contacts with Advisor
1 to 10 (%)
11 to 20 (%)
21 to 30 (%)
31 or more (%)
Mean
(Std. Dev)

All ASAP
Students

ASAP 3-Year
Graduates

12.3
21.8
32.9
33.1
25.7
(12.4)

0.7
15.6
40.7
43.1
30.0
(10.1)

Contacts with Career and Employment Specialist
1 to 5 (%)
69.1
57.3
6 to 10 (%)
21.4
27.3
11 to 15 (%)
5.9
9.2
16 or more (%)
3.6
6.3
Mean
4.8
6.2
(Std. Dev)
(4.4)
(4.9)
N
1,966
1,079
Source: College reported data as entered in the ASAP database.
Notes: Includes all ASAP students who entered in fall 2011 and fall 2012 with at least one contact,
excluding evening students at BMCC. Contacts include individual in-person meetings, group meetings,
phone/email and electronic communication. Individual in-person meetings made up 86 percent of advisor
contacts and 64 percent of career and employment specialist contacts.

In addition to capturing data on student characteristics, the surveys allow ASAP to assess student
satisfaction with various services and support to better understand which are working and which areas
need improvement. Data from the surveys (Table 4) show that students were overwhelmingly satisfied
with the services of the ASAP advisor, with 72.7 percent very satisfied and 25.5 percent satisfied.
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Students were also very satisfied with free books (91.7 percent) and MetroCards (88.8 percent). Students
reported high rates of satisfaction with the career and employment specialists as well, but more stated
they were satisfied (46.9 percent) as opposed to very satisfied (43.0 percent). Similar results were found
for satisfaction with ASAP seminar/workshops (50.4 percent satisfied, 41.0 percent very satisfied).
Table 4: Level of satisfaction with ASAP services and supports
Survey
Very
Very Does not
Respondents Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied
apply
N
%
%
%
%
%
Services provided by ASAP advisor
2,796
72.7
25.5
1.1
0.5
0.2
Services provided by ASAP CES
2,151
43.0
46.9
4.3
1.3
4.6
ASAP tutoring services
1,684
47.0
43.4
4.6
1.9
3.2
ASAP seminar/workshops
2,412
41.0
50.4
3.6
1.1
3.9
Free books
2,776
91.7
7.6
0.2
0.1
0.4
MetroCards
2,775
88.8
10.2
0.4
0.1
0.5
Source: ASAP student satisfaction surveys.
Notes: The ASAP student satisfaction survey is administered to students in their first year in ASAP. Results shown are the
average of surveys given to students who entered in fall 2009, spring 2010, fall 2010, fall 2011 and fall 2012. The average
response rate across these years was 89.3 percent. CES=Career and Employment Specialist

Academic Outcomes
The analyses of outcomes are restricted to ASAP students and comparison group students who
were matched using propensity score matching. Third semester outcomes (shown in Table 5) show that
ASAP students re-enrolled at a higher rate (81.3 percent) than comparison group students (73.8 percent),
a difference of 7.5 percentage points. The difference in full-time enrollment is even larger, likely a result
of the fact that ASAP requires students to enroll full-time every semester and provides resources and
support to enable students to do so. In their third semester, 77.4 percent of ASAP students were enrolled
full-time, 17.1 percentage points higher than the comparison group rate of 60.4 percent. This is an
important finding given that virtually all students in both groups were enrolled full-time at entry (100
percent of ASAP students and 99.2 percent of comparison group students). ASAP students also had
accumulated more credits by the end of their third semester – 31.9 credits vs. 26.9 credits, for a difference
of 5.0 credits. Looking only at students who were still enrolled at the end of the third semester, the
cumulative GPA was very similar for ASAP students (2.72) and comparison group students (2.65),
although the small difference of 0.07 was statistically significant.
Table 5: Third semester outcomes
Outcome
Retention (%)
Full-time Enrollment (%)
Cumulative Credits Earned (End of Semester)
Sample size

ASAP
Students

Comparison
Group Students

81.3
77.4
31.9
3,231

73.8
60.4
26.9
3,231

Cumulative GPA (End of Semester)
2.72
2.65
Sample size
2,625
2,379
Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB).
Notes: A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between ASAP and comparison group students.
Cumulative GPA is measured out of those who were still enrolled at the end of the third semester.
*** = p<.001; ** = p<.01
Estimates are adjusted by college and cohort using fixed effects.
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Differences in associate degree attainment between ASAP and comparison group students were
even larger than third semester outcomes (Table 6). ASAP students had a 24.4 percent two-year associate
degree attainment rate, compared to 8.4 percent for the comparison group for a difference of 16.0
percentage points. The percentage point difference was larger still for three-year associate degree
attainment rates. ASAP students graduated at a rate of 52.4 percent, 25.6 percentage points higher than
the comparison group rate of 26.8 percent – the large ASAP effects on three-year graduation found in the
pilot cohort held across later cohorts. Results are shown graphically in Appendix B (Figure B1). Finally,
in terms of time-to-degree, looking at only those students who earned an associate degree within three
years, ASAP students earned their degree in slightly less time – 4.7 semesters compared to 5.0 semesters.
Perhaps more remarkably, ASAP effects on three-year associate degree attainment are found for
all groups when broken out by characteristics at time of entry, including cohort/semester of entry,
developmental need, and admissions type (see Table B1). While ASAP students in every cohort graduated
at a higher rate than comparison group students, the smallest effect size was found for the fall 2010 cohort
(12.3 percentage point difference, 42.7 percent graduation rate), which could be a result of the fact that
students from three of the colleges participated in the MDRC experimental study in that semester. The
spring 2010 cohort, the semester in which two colleges participated in the MDRC study, also had a lower
overall ASAP graduation rate (46.8 percent). This could also in part be due to a difference in the type of
students who enter during spring semesters. Not surprisingly, students who entered fully proficient had
higher overall graduation rates than students who entered with a developmental need for both ASAP and
comparison group students. In the ASAP group, 64.0 percent of fully proficient students graduated within
three years. However, students who entered with a developmental course need also performed remarkably
well, with 46.6 percent graduating within three years, 24.2 percentage points higher than the comparison
group rate of 22.4 percent. Lastly, in terms of admission type, all ASAP students met the fifty percent
graduation rate goal, although there were some differences. First-time freshmen in ASAP graduated at a
50.4 percent rate compared to 24.0 of comparison group students. Transfer students in ASAP graduated at
a 52.5 percent rate and continuing students graduated at a 57.0 percent rate (21.0 percentage points and
34.4 percentage points higher than the comparison group respectively).
Table 6. Associate degree attainment outcomes
ASAP
Students

Comparison
Group
Students

2-Year Associate Degree Attainment (%)
3-Year Associate Degree Attainment (%)
Sample size

24.4
52.4
3,231

8.4
26.8
3,231

16.0
25.6

***
***

Semesters to Associate Degree
Sample size

4.7
1,693

5.0
869

-0.3

***

Outcome

Difference

Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB).
Notes: A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between ASAP and comparison group students.
Semesters to associate degree is measured out of those who earned a degree within three years.
*** = p<.001
Estimates are adjusted by college and cohort using fixed effects.

Discussion and Conclusion
The findings from the quasi-experimental analyses conducted internally provide strong and
consistent evidence that suggests ASAP has a large impact on retention and degree attainment and that it
has maintained this impact across six entering cohorts. The results of the independent evaluation by
MDRC further show that the effects are very likely caused by ASAP and are not the result of pre-existing
differences between students who choose to participate and those who do not. These impressive effects
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have gained the attention of the university, as well as policymakers at the city, state, and national level.
New York City has made a significant investment in the ASAP program, providing funding to expand
ASAP to serve 25,000 students by the 2018-19 academic year. Already, ASAP has expanded to the three
CUNY senior colleges that offer associate degree programs: Medgar Evers College (in fall 2014), and
New York City College of Technology and College of Staten Island (in fall 2015); and has grown to serve
over 8,000 students across nine colleges in the 2015-16 academic year. The expansion plans also include
a campus-wide initiative to ultimately serve all eligible incoming first-time, full-time freshmen at Bronx
Community College and an emphasis on serving more students in STEM majors, a city-wide priority.
A pilot program modeled on ASAP targeting a baccalaureate seeking population, Accelerate,
Complete, & Engage (ACE), was launched at a tenth CUNY institution, John Jay College of Criminal
Justice in fall 2015 and preliminary analyses of retention rates are promising. In addition to the CUNY
expansion efforts, a demonstration project is underway in Ohio through a partnership between CUNY and
MDRC. Three community colleges in Ohio recently launched programs modeled on ASAP and are
participating in an experimental study conducted by MDRC. Finally, the federal government has taken
notice of ASAP’s impacts and cited it as an exemplary model of an evidence-based program in both a
White House press release and in a report by the U.S. Department of Education (The White House, Office
of the Press Secretary, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Under Secretary, 2016).
The expansion of ASAP and national attention from the media, government, and other
educational institutions, is in large part due to the evidence of its effects, underscoring the value of
rigorous ongoing evaluation. From the beginning, ASAP prioritized evaluation and invested resources in
data collection and analysis. Not only did this build a case for expansion of a successful program, but it
allowed administrators and program leadership to be responsive to elements of the program that were not
working and to make mid-course corrections so the program could continually improve. This model of
continuous learning and data-driven program management will continue to be used as ASAP expands to
ensure it remains effective as increasing numbers of staff, students, and institutions are involved.
As ASAP expands, data and evaluation will remain critical to the program. First, close attention
will be paid to how the program is being implemented at a larger scale and in new contexts to ensure that
the program model is preserved. The growing size of the program may lead to slight modifications to how
certain program elements are delivered, a necessity of a larger scale. Ongoing analysis will be conducted
to ensure that these elements still serve the intended purposes and that the level and quality of services is
not diluted. At all stages, program activities, short-term, and long-term outcomes will be monitored. In
addition, the focus on serving more STEM majors may introduce new challenges to retention and degree
attainment, as these majors often have more difficult course requirements and sequences. Again, close
attention will be paid to the progress of students in STEM majors specifically and their needs, so that
program components or additional support can be added or adjusted for this population if needed.
Second, the greater numbers of ASAP students means that a larger proportion of each college’s
enrollment will be touched by the program. This could potentially have broader institutional effects and
could impact students who are not in the program. Research efforts will be undertaken to better
understand these potential broader impacts. Expansion could also result in students entering the program
that may have not participated in prior years, due to more aggressive recruitment and better integration of
ASAP into the college enrollment process. Ensuring that effects hold for these students is vital.
Examination of long-term outcomes is another essential area for research. Initial analyses are already
being conducted of the first two ASAP cohorts to determine effects on transfer to bachelor’s programs
and bachelor’s degree attainment. As more time passes, it will be critical to know how ASAP students do
in the long run and whether the effect is sustained throughout their educational experience.
ASAP provides an example of a highly successful program for retention and degree attainment.
Providing ASAP to larger numbers of students is expected to have unprecedented effects on CUNY’s
institutional associate degree graduation rate overall. As ASAP expands in size and into new contexts, it
is crucial to build off the lessons from its evaluation and to continue to assess the program to make sure it
remains true to its model and continues to help students graduate and embark on the path toward longterm success.
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Appendix A: Key ASAP Program Components
Key ASAP program components
Required full-time study (at least 12 credits per semester)
A consolidated schedule in which students take their courses in morning, afternoon, evening, or – at one
college – weekend blocks in order to free up time for family, work, and other responsibilities
Cohorts organized by major whereby students take classes with fellow ASAP students as they move
through the program
Full-time ASAP staff devoted to comprehensive, personalized advisement and career development
services
Financial incentives including tuition waivers, textbook assistance, MetroCards (to cover transportation
costs), and opportunities to take winter and summer courses
Special programs for ASAP students, including tutoring, weekly seminars, employment services,
leadership opportunities, and transfer advising
Figure A1. Key ASAP program components
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Appendix B: Additional Figures and Tables
100.0
90.0
80.0
70.0
60.0
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30.0
20.0
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0.0

***
52.4

***

26.8

24.4
8.4

2-Year Associate Degree
Attainment (%)
ASAP Students

3-Year Associate Degree
Attainment (%)

Comparison Group Students

Figure B1. Associate degree attainment
Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB).
Notes: A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between ASAP and comparison group students.
Semesters to associate degree is measured out of those who earned a degree within three years.
*** = p<.001
Estimates are adjusted by college and cohort using fixed effects.

Table B1. Three-year associate degree attainment by characteristics at entry

N

ASAP
Students

Comparison
Group
Students

Difference

Cohort/Semester of Entry1
Fall 2009 Cohort
Spring 2010 Cohort
Fall 2010 Cohort
Fall 2011 Cohort
Fall 2012 Cohort

834
758
980
886
3,004

53.7
46.8
42.7
56.8
55.5

22.8
20.1
30.4
25.5
28.8

30.9
26.8
12.3
31.3
26.6

***
***
***
***
***

Admission Type
First-time Freshmen
Transfer Students
Continuing Students

4,238
389
1,835

50.4
52.5
57.0

24.0
21.0
34.4

26.4
31.5
22.6

***
***
***

Developmental Need at Entry
Fully Proficient at Entry
At Least One Developmental Course Need at Entry

2,164
4,298

64.0
46.6

35.7
22.4

28.4
24.2

***
***

Outcome

Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB).
1 For the ASAP cohorts that entered in fall 2009, spring 2010 and fall 2010, prior year students were used for the
comparison group. Starting with the fall 2011 ASAP cohort, students from the same year were used for the comparison
group.
Notes: A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between ASAP and comparison group students.
*** = p<.001
Estimates are adjusted by college using fixed effects.
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