
To meet this goal, THECB is giving grants to colleges across the state to fund student suc-
cess programs: programs designed to help more students stay in college and earn degrees, 
particularly students of color, students from lower-income backgrounds, and students who 
need additional assistance to make satisfactory academic progress (that is, to earn enough 
credits to keep their federal financial aid). MDRC (an education and social policy research 
institute) is partnering with THECB to provide additional information about evidence- 
based programs backed by past research to the Student Success Program Inventory, an 
inventory of existing student success programs in Texas. 

This brief summarizes some of the information THECB and its partners will use in that effort. 
It describes best practices and programs with proven effectiveness—the information that 
policymakers and practitioners need to consider in designing and promoting student success 

I
ncreasingly, obtaining a job that pays family-sustaining wages means 

getting a college degree or other postsecondary credential. However, 

according to the 2021 U.S. Census, only 31.5 percent of Texans ages 

25 and older have a bachelor’s degree or higher. The Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board (THECB)—the highest authority in the state 

regarding public higher education—has therefore set out a strategic plan to 

increase that percentage. Specifically, the plan calls for 60 percent of Tex-

ans ages 25 to 64 to have a postsecondary credential “of value” by 2030.1 

THECB seeks to improve student outcomes by promoting a variety of stu-

dent success interventions, particularly corequisite models, discussed in 

more detail below. 
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programs. The findings are based on MDRC’s 20-year history conducting rigorous evaluations in post-
secondary education as well as research and evaluations by other researchers.

LESSON 1: The most effective programs are comprehensive ones that include frequent, “proac-
tive” advising (that is, a type where advisers take the initiative to reach out to students) tied to 
additional financial aid.

Different students may have difficulties in paying for college, meeting their basic needs, overcoming 
academic challenges, maintaining a work-life-school balance, navigating complex bureaucratic sys-
tems, etc.—or the same students may encounter these difficulties at different times. By themselves, 
short-term interventions such as financial awards and enhanced advising that aim to deal with any 
one of these issues have small effects. When these strategies are combined in more comprehensive 
programs, they can address many more of students’ barriers to graduation and lead to large improve-
ments. In fact, a recent synthesis of studies in postsecondary education found that the programs that 
lead to the greatest improvements in credits earned are those that are more comprehensive.

For example, the City University of New York’s Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (CUNY 
ASAP) is among the most effective and comprehensive programs that have been studied, and its 
results have been replicated in Ohio. In Texas, the comprehensive Valley Initiative for Development 
and Advancement and Project QUEST have also succeeded in increasing credential completion and 
credit accumulation, even though they are programs largely focused on workforce development.

LESSON 2: Additional financial aid helps students and provides a foundation on which to build 
other forms of support.

Increased financial aid in the form of scholarships and grants (on top of Pell Grants) is an important 
component of the most successful strategies that have been tested so far. In some studies, increased 
financial aid alone has been shown to increase graduation rates.2 In other studies, it has not produced 
those effects.3 A promising approach may be to combine a scholarship with additional coaching and 
support, as has been tried in the Detroit Promise Path, a program that has helped more Detroit stu-
dents stay enrolled, though it has not produced an effect on graduation.

LESSON 3: Reforming developmental (remedial) education helps more students make progress 
toward degrees.

Many college students are required to pass developmental or remedial classes before they can enroll 
in credit-bearing courses at the college level. Most never graduate. Some research has shown that 
using more comprehensive data can identify many students who do not actually need to take devel-
opmental classes and can move directly to college-level work. A reform at four community colleges 
in Texas took the tack of offering different developmental math pathways that better aligned with 
students’ intended majors, and that change increased the proportion of students who passed develop-
mental and college-level math.

https://www.mdrc.org/publication/findings-and-lessons-synthesis-mdrc-s-postsecondary-education-research
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/doubling-graduation-rates
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/increasing-community-college-graduation-rates-proven-model
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/valley-initiative-development-and-advancement-vida-three-year-impact-report
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/valley-initiative-development-and-advancement-vida-three-year-impact-report
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED615789
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/motor-city-momentum
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/motor-city-momentum
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED565668
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/who-should-take-college-level-courses
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/gaining-ground
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/gaining-ground
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Evidence is also growing for corequisite remediation, in which students enroll directly in college-level 
courses and receive support at the same time for their remedial needs. A rigorous study of corequi-
site remediation in English at five Texas community colleges has found large gains in the percentage 
of students who passed college-level English, with consistently positive impacts for traditionally 
underrepresented groups. In math, corequisite remediation has been found to increase not only 
college-level course completion, but also graduation.

LESSON 4: The most effective programs often encourage full-time enrollment, enrollment in 
summer/winter terms, or both.

Enrolling full time (that is, attempting 12 or more credits) and enrolling during the summer are 
associated with improved student outcomes. Yet a third or fewer of community college students 
enroll in college full time or in the summer.4 The same synthesis of studies in college interventions 
mentioned above found a strong relationship between encouraging full-time or summer enrollment 
and increases in credits earned. These efforts to encourage full-time or summer enrollment can take 
many forms, from strict or nominal requirements to financial incentives to informational campaigns.

LESSON 5: To close achievement gaps, it will be necessary to make a priority of equity.

Nationwide and in Texas, college graduation rates for Black and Hispanic students are significantly 
lower than those for White and Asian students, and graduation rates for students from low-income 
backgrounds are lower than those for students from higher-income backgrounds. Accordingly, as 

BOX 1

ADDITIONAL PROGRAMS IN TEXAS

In addition to those studied in the rigorous research cited in the body of this document, many other 

student success programs in Texas aim to support students from lower-income backgrounds, students 

of color, and students not making satisfactory academic progress. 

•	 Multifaceted programs such as Building Bridges to Success (BBS, at Galveston College) and 

Child Care Scholarships (at Austin Community College) support students from lower-income 

backgrounds through financial aid, personal advising, and degree planning. Preliminary data 

show that 89 percent of students in BBS stayed enrolled throughout the 2019-2020 academic 

year, and 97 percent of students in BBS were considered to be in good academic standing.

•	 Four-year mentorship and success planning initiatives such as Undergraduate Success Scholars 

(at the University of Texas at Dallas) serve underrepresented minority students in hopes of fos-

tering personal development and academic achievement. At McLennan Community College, 

First Year Focus serves Hispanic students and students from low-income backgrounds through 

components such as Spanish-language services and compelling student engagement.

•	 Angelina College has a program for students not making satisfactory academic progress called 

Probation and Suspension Outreach; Sam Houston State University has a similar program called 

Academic Recovery. The programs alert students and provide academic counseling, emergency 

aid, and noncredit courses that allow students to recover good academic standing.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19345747.2021.1932000
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0162373719848777
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258135402_What_Is_Academic_Momentum_And_Does_It_Matter
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258135402_What_Is_Academic_Momentum_And_Does_It_Matter
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/findings-and-lessons-synthesis-mdrc-s-postsecondary-education-research
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/findings-and-lessons-synthesis-mdrc-s-postsecondary-education-research
https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport12-supplement-2/
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/TrendGenerator/app/build-table/7/20?rid=6&ridv=1%7C2%7C4%7C5%7C6%7C8%7C9%7C10%7C11%7C12%7C13%7C15%7C16%7C17%7C18%7C19%7C20%7C21%7C22%7C23%7C24%7C25%7C26%7C27%7C28%7C29%7C30%7C31%7C32%7C33%7C34%7C35%7C36%7C37%7C38%7C39%7C40%7C41%7C42%7C44%7C45%7C46%7C47%7C48%7C49%7C50%7C51%7C53%7C54%7C55%7C56&cid=52
https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/trends-community-colleges-research-brief.pdf
https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/trends-community-colleges-research-brief.pdf
https://oertx.highered.texas.gov/courses/building-bridges-to-success-trio-student-support-services?__hub_id=19
https://oertx.highered.texas.gov/courses/child-care-scholarships?__hub_id=19
https://oertx.highered.texas.gov/courses/undergraduate-success-scholars-uss-program?__hub_id=19
https://oertx.highered.texas.gov/courses/first-year-focus-developing-academic-and-co-curricular-student-support-structures-to-improve-first-year-outcomes/view
https://oertx.highered.texas.gov/courses/probation-and-suspension-outreach?__hub_id=19
https://oertx.highered.texas.gov/courses/academic-recovery-univ-2001-and-univ-3001?__hub_id=19
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mentioned above, THECB is directing grants to student success programs that serve students of color 
and students from lower-income backgrounds. Giving such students more access to programs with 
proven records of success could reduce these graduation gaps and boost the overall graduation rate 
for Texas students.

LESSON 6: Costs are one of the major barriers to implementing programs on a large scale.

Implementing proven programs costs money. Community colleges, in particular, tend to be con-
strained by limited resources. Few have budgets for resource-intensive programs, even those that 
have been shown to improve graduation rates. Additional resources such as those being provided 
by THECB could therefore broaden students’ access to programs supported by evidence. MDRC’s 
Return on Investment (ROI) tool can help colleges and other policymakers assess more accurately 
the net costs of various interventions, taking into account not only the costs of an intervention (based 
on regional prices and college expenditures), but also the revenue it can generate for a college (based 
on tuition prices and state funding models).

WHAT’S NEXT?

MDRC is undertaking an implementation study of the THECB grantee programs to provide much-
needed information on the types of programs provided, their costs, and their ability to achieve their 	
stated goals and outcomes. Furthermore, MDRC will provide coaching and technical assistance to 
colleges on using its ROI tool, using data to promote continual program improvement, evaluating 
program success, and monitoring best practices.

MDRC will use findings from this study in combination with existing research on program-related 
and theoretical factors that contribute to student success to highlight programs with promise. MDRC 
will flag grantee student-success programs that use evidence-based models and meet certain imple-
mentation criteria. This information will be made available online in a THECB Student Success 
Program Inventory.

https://tcf.org/content/report/recommendations-providing-community-colleges-resources-need/
https://tcf.org/content/report/recommendations-providing-community-colleges-resources-need/
https://www.mdrc.org/intervention-roi-tool
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