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Too many students start college and don’t finish. 
New data from the National Student Clearinghouse 
finds the national six-year college completion rate 
reached 62.2% in 2021. Students of color and 
those from low-income backgrounds complete 
college at lower levels than their peers. Among the 
millions of students who do not receive a degree, 
many are left with student loan debt without the 
benefits of higher paying jobs or increased eco-
nomic security.

Students struggle to complete their higher educa-
tion pursuits for a variety of reasons, including lack 
of information and resources, financial challenges, 

family responsibilities, and increasing costs. Col-
lege completion strategies aim to help get students 
across the finish line and into careers by providing 
a variety of financial and wraparound services to 
support increased college graduation rates. 

Evidence-Based College  
Completion Programs
City University of New York’s Accelerated Study in 
Associate Programs (ASAP) is a highly effective ini-
tiative that provides individualized counseling and 
support to students, has doubled graduation rates 
for its participants, and serves students exclusively 
from low-income backgrounds at greatest risk of not 

Did You Know?
According to the 
National Student 
Clearinghouse 
Research Center’s 
Completing College 
National and State 
Reports:

• The six-year college 
completion rate for 
first-time students 
attending college 
full- or part-time and 
earning bachelor and 
associate degrees 
is up to 62.2%, a 
1.2-point increase 
over the previous 
cohort of entering 
students.

• Completion rates 
increased for white, 
Latino and Black 
students this year, 
with the largest 
jump among Black 
students.

• Adult learners (older 
than 24 at first entry) 
showed the largest 
completion rate 
increases, particularly 
at public four-year 
and community 
colleges.

https://nscresearchcenter.org/completing-college/
https://www1.cuny.edu/sites/asap/about/
https://www1.cuny.edu/sites/asap/about/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Completions_Report_2021.pdf
https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Completions_Report_2021.pdf
https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Completions_Report_2021.pdf


completing college. ASAP’s program design consists 
of four interrelated elements: removal of financial 
barriers to full-time study; provision of comprehen-
sive support services; a structured pathway with 
clear expectations for students; and creation of a 
connected community of students and staff.

The U.S. Department of Education found that the fac-
tors most important to the success of ASAP include:

n Remove Barriers to Full-time Attendance

ASAP financial resources remove many of the 
barriers to full-time attendance. These include 
waivers that address the gap between financial 
aid and tuition/fees, monthly transportation 
cards and free use of textbooks. Students are then 
able to take at least 12 credits each semester and 
participate in winter/summer sessions to acceler-
ate degree momentum. Students also benefit from 
a structured pathway with block scheduling of 
courses to accommodate busy schedules. 

n Sense of Community

Students develop a strong sense of community 
through ASAP’s cohort approach, which encour-
ages students to support each other and to 
interact regularly with faculty and staff who can 
act as supportive institutional agents. The ASAP 
Seminar and special programs, such as the ASAP 
leadership program and social events, further 
develop students’ connection to the college and 
one another. 

n Comprehensive and  
Coordinated Support Services

ASAP services are structured to address the aca-
demic and personal growth needs of students. 
The program prioritizes staff building rapport 
with students so they feel comfortable discuss-
ing degree attainment challenges and successes 
with caring adults. Students work with the same 
advisor the entire time they are in the pro-
gram. Students also have access to ASAP Career 
Employment Specialists to address immediate 
employment needs, take career assessments, 
develop long-term career goals and plans and 
receive guidance on scholarship and opportunity 
programs.

Evaluation and Replication  
of Programs
Evaluations of CUNY ASAP found that partici-
pation increased degree attainment by 18.3 
percentage points, and the ASAP replication in 
Ohio showed similar effectiveness, with a 16 
percentage point increase in three-year gradua-
tion rates.

The ASAP program has been successfully repli-
cated in three Ohio community colleges and rig-

orously evaluated by MDRC. The study compares 
the Ohio demonstration of ASAP with regular 
services and classes at the colleges. Key findings 
after three years include:

•	 The Ohio programs boosted enrollment, full-
time enrollment and credits earned. By the 
end of three years, students in the program 
had earned 8.5 more credits on average than 
those in the control group.

•	 The Ohio programs nearly doubled gradua-
tion rates after three years. Thirty-five percent 
of the program group had earned an associate 
degree, compared with 19% of the control 
group.

•	 While the Ohio programs cost more per 
student than the usual services, they led to 
a lower cost per degree. The direct cost of 
the Ohio programs was about an additional 
$1,840 per year. However, the large increase 
in degree receipt meant that the cost per de-
gree was 22% lower for program students.

State Action
State legislators have been active in helping to re-
move financial barriers for students, including non-
tuition costs through strategies to provide students 
with food, housing, childcare and transportation 
support.

In several states, legislators have included advis-
ing/mentoring as a requirement for financial aid. 

Tennessee House Bill 6 (2021) creates a pilot pro-
gram for completion grants for Tennessee Promise 
students with financial hardships. It requires the 
Tennessee Higher Education Commission to estab-
lish a four-year pilot program that awards grants to 
Tennessee Promise scholarship students who are 
eligible for and are receiving services as part of the 
college coaching initiative delivered by partner-
ing organizations and who have an immediate 
financial need or who are experiencing financial 
hardships that may prevent the student from com-
pleting a postsecondary degree or credential.

The Arkansas Future Grant Program, enacted in 
House Bill 1426 in 2017, provides state grant aid to 
students enrolled in Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing, and Math (STEM) or regional high-demand 
areas of study. Students who receive an Arkansas 
Future Grant are required to participate in monthly 
mentoring.

The Virginia Fast Forward Program, enacted in 
House Bill 66 in 2016, is a short-term workforce 
credential program that connects students with 
a program coach who helps them choose their 
credential program, navigate the paperwork to 
apply for funding, enroll in courses and transition 
to new careers.
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Additional 
Resources
• MDRC Report, 
Increasing Community 
College Graduation 
Rates with a Proven 
Model

• NCSL LegisBrief, 
Today’s Student and 
the Rising Cost of 
Higher Education

• NCSL Postsecondary 
Bill Tracking Database

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjDtvC83vX1AhWeITQIHfiOBVgQFnoECA8QAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww2.ed.gov%2Fdocuments%2Fcollege-completion%2Faccelerated-study-in-associate-programs-asap.doc&usg=AOvVaw3eVdcKW1DH7lV5pCKycZx2
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/doubling_graduation_rates_es.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/doubling_graduation_rates_es.pdf
https://evidencebasedprograms.org/document/cuny-asap-evidence-summary/
https://evidencebasedprograms.org/document/cuny-asap-evidence-summary/
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/increasing-community-college-graduation-rates-proven-model
https://www.ncsl.org/research/education/today-s-college-student-and-the-rising-costs-of-higher-education.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/education/today-s-college-student-and-the-rising-costs-of-higher-education.aspx
http://custom.statenet.com/public/resources.cgi?id=ID:bill:TN2021000H6&ciq=ncsl27&client_md=53723acf7e0b27d995c560064924be29&mode=current_text
https://www.tn.gov/tnpromise.html
https://tnachieves.org/knoxpromise/
https://scholarships.adhe.edu/scholarships/detail/arfutures
https://www.arkleg.state.ar.us/Bills/Detail?ddBienniumSession=2017%2F2017R&measureno=HB1426
https://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/educ/Virginia_FastForward_f01.pdf
http://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?161+ful+HB66ER
https://www.ncsl.org/
mailto:sunny.deye%40ncsl.org?subject=
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