From Learning to Earning

Eight-Year Findings from the
ASAP Ohio Demonstration

O btaining a degree from a community college is a strong pathway
to numerous career opportunities for students from low-income
backgrounds.' Unfortunately, graduation rates from community colleges
are often very low, so many students do not reap the benefits of a degree.
Within public two-year institutions, only 43 percent of first-time, full-time,
degree-seeking students graduate in six years.2 With the goal of increas-
ing the graduation rates of students who face many barriers to educa-
tional success, three community colleges in Ohio — Cincinnati State Tech-
nical and Community College, Cuyahoga Community College, and Lorain
County Community College —implemented programs based on the Accel-
erated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) model. Designed by the City
University of New York (CUNY), the ASAP model provides students with up
to three years of financial, academic, and personal support and services
that address multiple student challenges.

Over the past decade, MDRC has been evaluating the effectiveness of
the ASAP Ohio programs using a randomized controlled trial. MDRC has
previously disseminated findings after three and six years of follow-up.
This brief extends the follow-up period to eight years, contains updated

APRIL 2025

Colin Hill
Kayla Warner
Colleen Sommo

mdrc




FROM LEARNING TO EARNING: EIGHT-YEAR FINDINGS FROM THE ASAP OHIO DEMONSTRATION

academic and labor market findings, and examines whether the positive impacts that were found
after six years have persisted.® After eight years, the program continues to have a positive impact
on graduation: 46 percent of students in the program group earned a degree compared with 31
percent in the control group, an increase of 15 percentage points.* This sustained academic impact
continues to drive significant impacts on earnings for the program group, which earned $3,337
more than the control group’s average of $24,596 in Year 8 — an increase of 14 percent.

In a time of increasing public skepticism about the value of a college degree, these findings affirm
the role of community colleges as a driver of economic mobility —and comprehensive student sup-
port programs like ASAP are an evidence-backed way to achieve that goal.®

About the Evaluation

The ASAP Ohio Demonstration began in 2014 as a collaborative effort between the three Ohio col-
leges, CUNY, MDRC, and the Ohio Department of Higher Education. The Ohio programs are closely
based on the CUNY ASAP model, which was designed and implemented by CUNY and was found to
nearly double three-year graduation rates in New York City.* MDRC'’s evaluation of the CUNY ASAP
program found that within three years, 40 percent of ASAP students graduated in comparison with
only 22 percent of control group students.” After eight years, CUNY ASAP demonstrated an impact
of approximately 12 percentage points on associate degree attainment.®

The ASAP Model’s First Replication

Following ASAP’s success at CUNY, in 2015 the three Ohio colleges began implementing a replica-
tion of the model. To be eligible for the Ohio programs, students had to be newly enrolled (or had to
have earned 24 or fewer credits), from a low-income background (defined as being eligible for a Pell
Grant), seeking a degree, and willing to enroll full time in college in a three-year program. MDRC'’s
evaluation used random assignment —a lottery-like process —to place interested and eligible stu-
dents into either a program group, which had access to the program’s services, or a control group,
which did not.® Comparing the average outcomes of these two groups of students, such as gradua-
tion rates or annual earnings, provides an estimate of the causal effect of the program.

As designed, the Ohio program model required students to enroll full time and encouraged them
to take any necessary developmental (that is, remedial) courses immediately; provided enhanced
advising, tutoring, and career services; provided financial support to help students meet participa-
tion requirements and alleviate barriers to full-time study; and offered blocked courses and con-
densed schedules.”

The study comprises three cohorts: spring 2015, fall 2015, and spring 2016. A total of 1,501 students
were in the study: 806 in the program group and 695 in the control group."” Almost one-half of the
students in the sample are considered nontraditional, which is defined in this study as students who
were 24 years or older, worked 35 hours or more per week, were parents, or had received a high
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school equivalency (such as a GED certificate) rather than a high school diploma. For further infor-
mation regarding the study sample, please refer to Supplementary Table S.1.

Prior Findings

After three years, the Ohio colleges’ programs found similar success to the program at CUNY: 35
percent of the students in the Ohio program group had earned degrees compared with 19 percent
of students in the control group.’”? The Ohio programs’ graduation impacts persisted in Year 6 and
the labor market findings revealed that program group students earned $2,045 more than control
group students’ annual average of $17,631— an increase of 12 percent.”®

Eight-Year Follow-Up

This brief extends the follow-up period to determine whether the impacts that were observed at six
years persisted, given that the significant labor market impacts between the program and control
groups only emerged after six years and some students were still enrolled or had transferred to a
four-year institution. Perhaps most notably, the six-year point overlapped directly with the disrup-
tions of the COVID-19 pandemic, a time when academic and professional environments transformed
drastically. This brief (and a planned brief that will examine results after 10 years) covers a period
further from the peak of the pandemic.

The evaluation of the Ohio programs relies on several data sources and includes baseline survey
data, National Student Clearinghouse data, and Ohio unemployment insurance wage data.'

Academic Findings

After eight years, the long-term impact on degree receipt persisted: Students in the program group
earned degrees at much higher rates than their control group peers. With few students still enrolled
in college, this finding suggests that the Ohio programs successfully enabled students to complete
degrees who would not have otherwise done so.

Sustained Increase in Graduation Rates

After eight years, 46 percent of program group students had earned a degree compared with 31
percent of control group students, an estimated 15 percentage point effect of the program. (See
Figure 1.) This effect signifies a nearly 50 percent increase in graduation rates, positioning the Ohio
programs as some of the most effective postsecondary education initiatives to boost graduation
rates among all rigorously evaluated programs.’®

Notably, this impact has remained steady —around 15 percentage points —for five years. A pro-
gram can increase graduation rates by (1) helping students earn degrees more quickly than they
would have, or (2) helping students earn degrees that they would not have earned otherwise. Both
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Figure 1. Eight-Year Impacts on Degree Receipt, by Year
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the National Student Clearinghouse.

NOTES: Estimates are for the full sample of 1,501 students.

Estimates are adjusted by gender, race/ethnicity, age, parental status, weekly hours worked, financial
dependence on parents, receipt of high school diploma, first-generation college student status, planned
enrollment intensity at time of random assignment, number of developmental education requirements, institution
of random assignment, cohort, and earnings in the two quarters before random assignment.

Cl = confidence interval. A 90 percent confidence interval means that if this study were repeated many times,
the true impact being estimated would fall within this range 90 percent of the time. If the confidence interval for
an estimated impact does not contain zero, that estimated impact is called statistically significant.

outcomes have important academic and financial benefits. However, a program increasing gradu-
ation rates through only the former mechanism would see its impacts on graduation (and perhaps
earnings, too) fade over time as the control group caught up.'® The fact that the graduation rate
impact has remained steady for so long indicates that the Ohio programs’ impacts are driven pri-
marily by the latter mechanism, allowing program participants to accumulate the benefits of a
college degree over their lifetime.

While the main goal of the ASAP model is to help students earn an associate degree within three
years, the Ohio programs improve students’ outcomes beyond their time in community college. Fig-
ure 1includes degree-earning trends for bachelor’s degrees specifically, an exploratory outcome of
interest given their substantially higher labor market returns (compared with associate degrees)."” As
Supplementary Table S.1 shows, over 80 percent of students reported that they planned to attain a
bachelor’s degree or higher. The Ohio programs helped students achieve this goal: After eight years,
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17.6 percent of program group students had earned a bachelor’s degree compared with 11.4 percent
of control group students, a 6.2 percentage point impact. This finding is notable because students
do not receive any additional support from the Ohio programs once they transfer to a four-year insti-
tution, indicating that the comprehensive model benefits students well beyond their time in the pro-
gram, whether that is at another college or —as discussed in the next section —in the labor market.

Few Students Still Enrolled in School

Enrollment rates provide some insight into how many students may still be working toward a degree.
By the end of Year 8 (that is, Semester 16), about 12 percent of program group and control group
students were still enrolled in college, with about 5 percent at two-year institutions and 7 per-
cent at four-year institutions. (See Supplementary Table S.2.) This is a sharp decline from the six-
year point, when about 21 percent and 17 percent of the program and control group members were
enrolled, respectively. With few students still enrolled and no meaningful differences in enrollment
patterns, it is unlikely that the control group will significantly catch up in degree completion.

Labor Market Findings

After eight years, program group students continued to earn more than their control group coun-
terparts despite being employed at similar rates, suggesting that the Ohio programs significantly
increased students’ earnings.

Growing Gains in Annual Earnings

In Year 8, the program group earned an average of $3,337 more than the control group, a 14 percent
increase. This increase is larger than the one observed at the six-year period ($2,045, or 12 per-
cent). Figure 2 shows that the impact on earnings has been gradually increasing since Year 4, and
Supplementary Table S.3 shows it has been statistically significant since Year 6. Among the entire
sample, the program group earned an average of $27,934 and the control group earned an average
of $24,596.

The labor market returns that are associated with a college degree are well documented.”® The
large impacts on degree completion, including the growing impact on the completion of bachelor’s
degrees, likely drive the increase in program group students’ earnings.

Similar Employment Rates

The Ohio programs could increase students’ earnings in two ways — by increasing their employment
rates and by increasing how much they earn when working —both of which have positive implica-
tions for their economic mobility. For instance, if students in the program group were employed at
higher rates, then even if the average earnings of the employed program group students were iden-
tical to those of employed control group students (that is, an increase in employment but no change
in earnings), there would be a difference in earnings when looking at the full sample.
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Figure 2. Eight-Year Impacts on Annual Earnings
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Ohio unemployment insurance wage records.

NOTES: Estimates are for a sample of 1,482 students. Out of 1,501 students in the analysis, 19 (11 in the program
group and 8 in the control group) did not provide a Social Security number, and therefore were not included in the
wage records request. These students have missing data for all labor market outcomes.

Estimates are adjusted by gender, race/ethnicity, age, parental status, weekly hours worked, financial
dependence on parents, receipt of high school diploma, first-generation college student status, planned
enrollment intensity at time of random assignment, number of developmental education requirements, institution
of random assignment, cohort, and earnings in the two quarters before random assignment.

Cl = confidence interval. A 90 percent confidence interval means that if this study were repeated many times,
the true impact being estimated would fall within this range 90 percent of the time. If the confidence interval for
an estimated impact does not contain zero, that estimated impact is called statistically significant.

However, it does not appear that the Ohio programs’ effects on employment rates are the main
driver of the impacts on average earnings. The Ohio programs do not substantially increase employ-
ment rates. As shown in Supplementary Table S.3, about 73 percent of program group students
were employed in Year 8 compared with 71 percent of control group students. Program group stu-
dents were slightly more likely to be employed, but this difference is not statistically significant.
This finding suggests that the Ohio programs increased earnings primarily through other mecha-
nisms, either by allowing students to secure higher-paying jobs, work more hours, or both.”® As an
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example, among the students with any employment in Year 8, program group students still outearn
their control group peers: They earn an average of $38,180 compared with control group students’
$34,730, a difference of $3,450. (See Supplementary Table S.4.) While it is not possible to examine
occupational differences between the research groups with the data in this study, the comprehen-
sive support offered by the ASAP model, in combination with the labor market returns associated
with having a degree, may play an important role in helping students secure higher-paying jobs.

Interpreting the Experimental Effects on Earnings

Amid waning public confidence in the value of a college education, there has been a renewed inter-
est in the return-on-investment of a college degree.?° In this context, it is noteworthy that through-
out the evaluation the average annual earnings for each research group were less than $30,000,
which may seem concerningly low at first glance. (See Supplementary Table S.3.) But these esti-
mates are for the entire study sample, including students who were not working at all and students
who were working part time. Figure 3 illustrates that over a quarter of the sample had no earningsin
Year 8. These students could have earned money elsewhere, earned money from jobs that were not
covered by Ohio unemployment insurance wage data, or been unemployed.?' It also shows that the
Ohio programs shifted the distribution of annual earnings for program group students: 32 percent
earned at least $40,000 in Year 8, compared with 26 percent of control group students. A living
wage for a single person with no dependents in Ohio is $42,400, so this shift implies that compre-
hensive student support programs like the Ohio programs improve students’ economic mobility.??

Figure 3. Distribution of Earnings in Year 8, by Research Group
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Figure 3 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Ohio unemployment insurance wage records.

NOTES: Estimates are for a sample of 795 control group students and 687 program group students, with a total
of 1,482 students. Out of 1,501 students in the analysis, 19 (11 in the program group and 8 in the control group)
did not provide a Social Security number, and therefore were not included in the wage records request. These
students have missing data for all labor market outcomes.

Estimates are adjusted by gender, race/ethnicity, age, parental status, weekly hours worked, financial
dependence on parents, receipt of high school diploma, first-generation college student status, planned
enrollment intensity at time of random assignment, number of developmental education requirements, institution
of random assignment, cohort, and earnings in the two quarters before random assignment.

Earnings are rounded to the nearest dollar.

It is also important to note that while many other organizations collect and publish data on the labor
market returns that are associated with college degrees, they are not necessarily comparable to the
experimental averages reported here because they are based on much more restricted samples,
such as people who have completed a degree or are currently working.2®

Subgroup Findings

As the interest in replicating the ASAP model grows, it is important to understand if there are sig-
nificant differences in the effectiveness of the program for specific student populations. As shown
in Figure 4, the Ohio programs were generally effective at increasing graduation rates and annual
earnings for a wide range of demographic subgroups: Even where there are differences in the esti-
mated effects of the Ohio programs among subgroups of students, estimated effects are positive
for all the subgroups that were explored. It is particularly noteworthy that the programs had con-
sistently positive impacts at the three colleges in the study, despite serving different student pop-
ulations and geographic areas — further highlighting the replicability of the ASAP model. All sub-
group findings should be interpreted with caution given sample size limitations and the number
of subgroups that were tested. While the individual impact estimates have a lot of uncertainty, as
illustrated by the 90 percent confidence intervals in Figure 4, the general patterns are nonetheless
of interest.

Impacts on Graduation Rates by Subgroup

The Ohio programs were generally effective at increasing graduation rates for students in a wide
range of demographic subgroups. (See Supplementary Table S.5.) Among the subgroups that were
examined, the most significant difference in estimated impacts was between men and women: The
programs increased graduation rates by 8 percentage points for men and 18 percentage points for
women. While this difference was also observed at the six-year point and warrants further explo-
ration, it should be interpreted with caution since there is not a clear reason to expect that the pro-
grams would work better for women than for men.?*
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Figure 4. Eight-Year Impacts on Degree Receipt and Annual Earnings, by Subgroup
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Figure 4 (continued)

SOURCES: MDRC calculations using baseline information form data and placement test data from the study
colleges, Ohio unemployment insurance wage records, and National Student Clearinghouse data.

NOTES: Estimates are adjusted by gender, race/ethnicity, age, parental status, weekly hours worked, financial
dependence on parents, receipt of high school diploma, first-generation college student status, planned
enrollment intensity at time of random assignment, number of developmental education requirements, institution
of random assignment, cohort, and earnings in the two quarters before random assignment.

The highlighted sections signify statistically significant differences between subgroups.

Out of 1,501 students in the analysis, 19 (11 in the program group and 8 in the control group) did not provide
a Social Security number and therefore were not included in the wage records request. These students have
missing data for all labor market outcomes.

A 90 percent confidence interval means that if this study were repeated many times, the true impact being
estimated would fall within this range 90 percent of the time. If the confidence interval for an estimated impact
does not contain zero, that estimated impact is called statistically significant.

Respondents who said they were Hispanic and chose a race are included only in the “Hispanic” category.
Nontraditional students are defined as those who were 24 years or older, worked 35 or more hours per week,
had children, or had not received a high school diploma and were not enrolled in high school at the time of random

assignment. Students are listed as nontraditional if they fit any of these characteristics.

Impacts on Annual Earnings by Subgroup

Like with graduation rates, the estimated impacts on annual earnings were consistently positive
for the subgroups. (See Supplementary Table S.6.) The most significant differences in estimated
impacts occurred between men and women and between students who had developmental educa-
tion needs and those who did not.

Notably, men had higher estimated earnings impacts than women ($7,597 and $1,720, respec-
tively) —the opposite of the graduation rate findings. This finding is unexpected. One potential
driver of this difference is that there is a large positive impact of 8 percentage points on men’s
employment in Year 8, whereas there is a very small negative impact of 1 percentage point on wom-
en’s employment, as shown in Supplementary Table S.8. This finding could indicate that the pro-
grams were more effective at matching men to jobs than women or signify occupational differences
between men and women, but it is difficult to assess the mechanism for this difference.

A similar pattern exists for the developmental-needs subgroup: Students without developmental
needs had larger estimated impacts than students with developmental needs ($9,330 and $1,871,
respectively). Many factors could contribute to this difference: For instance, it is possible that this
finding is a result of students who enter the program with developmental needs taking longer to
earn their degrees and reap the labor market benefits. It is also possible that students with devel-
opmental needs sought credentials with lower labor market returns. These (and other) possibilities
warrant further investigation and will be explored more in MDRC'’s future research.

It is worth noting that, by looking at seven subgroups and two outcomes, a reasonable explanation
for the observed differences in impacts could be estimation error. The more subpopulations and
outcomes researchers examine, the more likely they are to observe differential effects by chance.
Thus, these findings should be taken lightly until replicated.
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Discussion

In April 2023, the research team published a brief presenting six-year impacts on the outcomes
shown here, and the findings were promising: The Ohio programs increased both degree completion
and annual earnings. As the first long-term follow-up study of the ASAP Ohio Demonstration and
the first experimental look at the labor market impacts of any programs based on the CUNY ASAP
model, it was important to understand whether these promising trends persisted. That is the focus
of this brief.

All evidence points to the Ohio programs having sustained academic and economic benefits after
eight years: From the six-year point, the impacts of the central outcomes that were examined were
either maintained or they increased. The Ohio programs continue to show improved educational and
economic outcomes for students from low-income backgrounds. The core goal of the ASAP model
is to increase three-year graduation rates, so it is particularly notable to see positive economic
impacts from a completion-focused program.

These findings, however, have some important limitations. MDRC’s evaluation only captures wages
that were earned in Ohio, meaning that earnings from students who were employed outside of Ohio
are not included.?® In a separate study, MDRC plans to address this limitation by analyzing national
wage data.?® Additionally, unemployment insurance wage data do not include information about
the type or consistency of employment, leaving open questions about whether the Ohio programs
may have impacted earnings by (for example) making program group students more likely to be
employed full time rather than part time, or in permanent rather than temporary jobs.

The sustained success of the Ohio programs is notable, but just one piece of an ever-growing evi-
dence base for the CUNY ASAP model. Adaptations of the model are now active at over 40 institu-
tions in seven states, with many programs showing similarly strong results for academic outcomes
despite operating in substantially different contexts and with varied student populations.?” For
instance, an adaptation at Westchester Community College (which MDRC is evaluating) and a bac-
calaureate version of the model called Accelerate, Complete, and Engage that was initially imple-
mented at John Jay College of Criminal Justice (which CUNY and Metis Associates are evaluating)
both had large graduation impacts.2®

Through a separate study —in collaboration with the Community College Research Center and
CUNY —MDRC will be publishing long-term academic and (for the first time) labor market impacts
of the original CUNY ASAP evaluation in late 2025 or early 2026.2° The next report on the Ohio pro-
grams will cover ten-year findings and be published in 2027. In interpreting labor market outcomes,
it is important to acknowledge that they could vary over time based on the local economic context.
Therefore, this brief and the forthcoming publications will make valuable contributions to the nas-
cent evidence base on the labor market impacts of the ASAP model.
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