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Summary

Education and training beyond high school is increasingly critical to labor market success, yet more than half of
Americans between the ages of 25 and 64 do not hold a postsecondary credential of any kind. Today’s students —
especially adults with some college experience but no credential, and adults without any college experience at
all — face significant barriers to completing postsecondary credentials, including “non-academic” issues like
balancing study with work, childcare, and other life responsibilities; financial pressures; and personal and
familial health needs. Addressing these challenges is essential if colleges want to serve adult learners effectively.

This report examines the impact of comprehensive support services for adults on the receipt of non-degree
credentials, a growing option for college students including credit and non-credit certificates that can be
completed within two years and that have demonstrated labor market value. Comprehensive student supports
emphasize the integration and enhancement of multiple academic and personal support services into a seamless,
timely, and individualized experience for every student. Drawing on results from four independent studies
involving 35 community and technical colleges across five states, results suggest:

e Receiving student supports is associated with increased credential attainment and may be especially
beneficial in helping adults complete longer-term non-degree credentials;

e Support services benefit adults enrolled in both healthcare (largely female-dominant) and manufacturing
(largely male-dominant) programs; and

e Providing supports in the areas of career and employment services and in higher dosages (i.e., more contact)
are associated with larger impacts on credential attainment. Providing supports in-class can reach more
students and have large demonstrated impacts on attainment.

November 2019



~ D V P = P I )\ / & } ( IS ‘ Strategic Thinking for Action-Oriented Organizations

Introduction

According to Lumina Foundation’s 2019 A Stronger
Nation report, more than half of adults between the
ages of 25 and 64 do not hold a postsecondary
credential of any kind, which hinders their labor market
opportunities.? Nearly 2 million credential-seeking
undergraduates are enrolled in sub-baccalaureate
certificate programs, and a larger share of adults 25
years of age and older are enrolled in occupational
certificate programs compared with traditional-aged
students.® Thus, focusing on sub-baccalaureate
certificates, and identifying and scaling strategies that
help adults earn non-degree credentials, can impact a
large number of adult learners and help meet Lumina’s
goal —that 60 percent of adults hold some type of
postsecondary credential.

Emerging evaluative evidence from demonstration
projects suggests that providing comprehensive
supports can be an effective strategy to help adults
earn postsecondary credentials. Often referred to as
wraparound services or holistic student supports, this
approach emphasizes the integration and enhancement
of multiple academic and personal support services into
a seamless, timely, and individualized experience for
every student.*

A recent evaluation of the Accelerating CTE Project at
four colleges between 2015-2018 found that providing
comprehensive student supports — such as career
guidance, case management, and success coaching —
along with team-teaching and supplemental instruction
for students increased credential attainment rates.
Students who received a package of academic and
non-academic supports associated with these career and
technical education pathways were more likely to earn
two or more credentials.’

Between 2011 and 2018, the U.S.
Department of Labor invested $2 billion

to fund the Trade Adjustment Assistance
Community College and Career Training
(TAACCCT) grant program, which
supported colleges across the country to
design and implement innovative strategies
to improve adult learners’ completion of
“non-degree credentials,” a broad category
that includes certificates and technical
diplomas that can be completed in two years
or less. This brief summarizes results from
four independent analyses providing
evidence on the impact of student supports
on the completion of non-degree credentials
among a sample of adults aged 25-64 who
had not earned any prior postsecondary
credential. Analysis was conducted with
financial support from Lumina Foundation
and was coordinated by DVP-PRAXIS LTD.
An earlier brief developed through this
project (July 2019), also based on
independent analyses by researchers who
had been third-party evaluators on various
TAACCCT initiatives, found that non-degree
credentials can have significant and positive
labor market outcomes for adult learners.

A limited number of experimental studies likewise suggest that proactive and individualized coaching, an important
component of many colleges’ approach to delivering comprehensive supports, can boost student retention and
persistence.® Comprehensive student supports are important because they address challenges that go beyond academic
preparedness, such as balancing study with work, childcare, and other life responsibilities; financial pressures; personal
health needs; and uncertainty regarding career goals and how to prepare and search for employment.” When designed
effectively, comprehensive supports are delivered in a cohesive manner that minimizes student perceptions of “campus
runaround,” the concept that a student must go to various offices or individuals on campus—often retelling their

story —to get the support they need; a joint study by RNL and Lumina Foundation suggests that adult learners are more
likely than traditional-aged college students to cite campus runaround as a challenge .
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This brief summarizes results from four independent
studies providing evidence on the impact of
comprehensive student supports on the completion
of non-degree credentials among a sample of adults
aged 25-64 who had not earned any prior
postsecondary credential. The supply of non-degree
credentials is increasing,” and mounting evidence
suggests many non-degree credentials can pay off in
the labor market.! The findings across the studies
summarized in this brief — all deriving from
rigorous quasi-experimental analyses of
administrative data at public two-year colleges —
point to substantial improvements in non-degree
credential completion rates for adults receiving
college-provided support services.

With §upport from Lumina Foundation and Table 1: Types of Student Supports

coordination by DVP-PRAXIS LTD, researchers

conducted analyses of data deriving from four

separate TAACCCT evaluations to examine the

potential for comprehensive student supports to

improve attainment of non-degree credentials for *enhanced classroom instruction
. *tutoring and test preparation

adult learners (see box on page 1 for more Advancing Careersand . onol counseling

information on TAACCCT). These consortium-led Training (ACT) for *case management

initiatives — which were focused on the fields of Healthcare ~Wisconsin *study skills workshops

health and manufacturing — all implemented academic *job search and placement

and non-academic student supports as a key strategy

Non-degree credentials are a broad category of
postsecondary credentials that includes credit-bearing
certificates as well as non-credit certificates, occupational
and professional licenses, and industry certifications.

This brief focuses on non-degree credentials awarded

within community and technical colleges that include
certificates and other college-issued credentials that can be
either credit-bearing or non-credit, and that can be awarded
within two years. Two-year associates degrees, even those
that are vocationally focused, are not included in the
definition of non-degree credentials.

*proactive/intrusive advising

to improve retention and credential completion Health Professions *supplemental instruction
outcomes for their students. According to data from Pathways (H2P) — *study skills workshops
the National Center for Education Statistics, Minnesota, Ohio “career and employment services

. *financial literac
healthcare and manufacturing programs enroll 60 Y

percent of all credential-seeking undergraduates *academic advising
pursuing a non-degree occupational certificate at rciil:ngfel:l?v([):::f(; nctf:::in *intrusive case management
Title IV eligibl stsecondary institutions.!! Thus L % career coaching

¢ 1V eligible postsecondary 11 0 ’ (M-CAM) -Michigan eroforrale " .
the evidence presented in this brief should resonate relerrals 10r supportive services
with a substantial number of students, practitioners,

*contextualized basic skills support

and policymakers who need to understand whether MoManufacturing WINs  #intrusive advising
and how student supports can be a key strategy for (MMW) — Missouri *personalized orientation
completion of this growing category of *career coaching and job placement

sub-baccalaureate credentials.

As shown in Table 1, the types of student supports provided by colleges spanned a variety of approaches. Practitioners
and evaluators described these supports as “intrusive advising,” “holistic supports,” and “enhanced supports.” On average
across the four studies, nearly 60 percent of adult participants received at least one academic or non-academic support.

The range and delivery of student supports varied across these initiatives and among colleges within each state, though
several common features were incorporated across these institutions. For example, student supports were academic and
non-academic, and were provided both within the classroom as an enhancement to instruction and out of the classroom

as a [mostly] optional suite of 1:1 supports or group workshops. In almost all cases, colleges provided career supports that
included advising, job search and job placement. Lastly, several colleges sought to connect and refer students to
non-academic supports provided by state workforce and human services agencies or non-profits that provided childcare,
transportation or housing resources. The bottom-line is that student supports — while not always mandatory or
required — reflected an understanding that adults enrolling in postsecondary education and training programs
needed a suite of supports to be successful, and included a proactive college staff who encouraged them to take
advantage of these supports as a strategy to complete their programs.
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Data and Methods

Data used in the analyses are from administrative records from 35 postsecondary institutions across five states.
For all studies, the analytical samples were restricted to students aged 25-64 who had some postsecondary
experience but no credential or who had never attended college previously.'?

As shown in Table 2, the average age of adults in these samples ranged from 35 to 40, with students in health
programs being predominantly women and slightly younger compared with manufacturing programs that served
mostly men. With the exception of the study conducted in Wisconsin (ACT), about one-third of students in the
samples were African-American or Hispanic. A majority of students were working when they enrolled in these
programs with the exception of Missouri where most students were unemployed at the start of their programs.

Evaluators used rigorous analytic approaches to examine the impact of support services on completion of
non-degree credentials of varying lengths and produced papers that provide more detailed analyses from
their respective datasets.'

Each study is quasi-experimental and used concurrent samples of comparison group students (i.e. not
pre-post analyses) along with matching techniques (Propensity Score Matching, Augmented Inverse
Probability Weighting, and/or Inverse Probability Weighting) that control for a host of confounding
factors and meet moderate causal evidence standards as defined by the Clearinghouse of Labor
Evaluation and Research. For the quasi-experimental analyses, the “treatment” was operationalized
as receipt of at least one student support.

Table 2: Adult Learner Demographics

ACT H2P M-CAM MMW
Average age at enrollment 35 36 38 40
% Female 88% 82% 17% 14%
% White 80% 64% 63% 61%
% African-American 6% 31% 29% 28 %
% Hispanic 6% 1% 10% 2%
% Working Student 74 % 64 % 51% 38%

Results

Overall, findings across studies point to large impacts for adults receiving support services on non-degree
credential completion. Results from quasi-experimental models from each of the four studies are summarized
in Figure 1 on page 4.

*  Adult learners who receive student supports complete non-degree credentials at significantly higher rates.

Estimates from quasi-experimental models— which control for a host of confounding factors— point to substantial
impacts on non-degree credential completion for adult learners receiving student supports. Across the four studies,
adults receiving at least one type of student support experienced a boost in completion rates that ranged from 11 to
24 percentage points.

* Comprehensive supports appear to benefit adult learners pursuing postsecondary credentials in both
healthcare and manufacturing programs.

Overall results show significant gains in non-degree credential attainment in both healthcare and manufacturing
programs, ranging between 13 and 24 percentage points in the women-dominant healthcare sector and between 11
and 15 percentage points in the male-dominant manufacturing sector.
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Figure 1: Non-Degree Credential Completion Rates, by Receipt of Support Services

Non-Degree Credential Completion Rates
H2P
Health
ACT
MMW
Manufacturing
M-CAM
Il Matched Control Group [l Received Supports 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60 % 70%

*All differences in completion rate between treatment and control significant at p<.05. The M-CAM sample was restricted to students
pursuing credentials that required at least six months to complete, which explains overall lower completion rates for this evaluation.

* Exploratory analyses point to the benefits of specific types or modes of student supports, and to
the importance of dosage.

Several evaluators conducted supplementary analyses to explore the benefits of particular types of student
supports or modes of support delivery — the details of which are available in each respective report. For example,
the Wisconsin health study (ACT) found substantial impacts on completion for the subset of adult learners who
received supports delivered in-class; supports delivered within classrooms are available to all students at a time
and place they are already present compared with offering supports outside of class that students access
voluntarily. The H2P study conducted regression analyses to examine the benefits of a variety of support

service types and found that career services and employment services had particularly large impacts on
non-degree credential completion. Finally, the M-CAM study included analysis to explore the relationship
between frequency of support receipt and credential completion and found that dosage matters— students
receiving more supports were more likely to complete a non-degree credential.

* Support services may be especially important in helping adult learners complete non-degree
credentials that are longer in length.

In sensitivity analyses, several evaluators explored impacts of student supports on completion of non-degree
credentials that require at least six months but less than two years to complete (see each respective report for
more details). Findings suggest that, for adult learners, receipt of student supports is associated with an
especially large percent increase in the likelihood of completing these longer-term credentials. A companion
report'* echoes other research suggesting that non-degree credentials that require at least six months to
complete have a substantially larger payoff in the labor market in terms of quarterly earnings, compared

to credentials that can be completed in less than six months.
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Conclusion

Lumina Foundation has identified a goal to ensure that 60 percent of Americans aged 25 to 64 hold a quality
postsecondary credential. Findings from our earlier brief suggest that non-degree credentials earned within public
two-year colleges —specifically, credit and non-credit certificates and other college-issued credentials that can be
earned in two years or less—can be a promising option for helping to meet this goal.”s

Results from this synthesis of four studies, based on administrative academic records and rigorous
quasi-experimental methodology, provide compelling evidence that by providing comprehensive students
supports, colleges can help more adult students complete non-degree credentials. Analyses suggest that

student supports that addressed both academic and non-academic issues, and that were provided both within the
classroom as an enhancement to instruction and out of the classroom through 1:1 supports or group workshops,
can result in significant improvements in the percentage of adult learners earning non-degree credentials.

These results reinforce the growing research and evaluative evidence pointing to personalized and proactive
engagement with students as an effective strategy to increase credential attainment.

In light of these findings demonstrating large impacts of support service receipt on attainment of non-degree
credentials, federal and state policies should prioritize and incentivize colleges and universities to expand their
provision of supports, which historically has not been an area where colleges have invested heavily.

For example, federal grant programs could support the hiring of support services professionals by colleges
to support adult learners with an expectation that these roles will be sustained post-grant based on increased
retention and completion. A new brief from New America points to the promise of the navigator role in
improving outcomes for adult learners by connecting them to a host of academic and non-academic college
resources, as well as industry and career networks."® In addition, states could incorporate comprehensive
supports more explicitly in their outcomes-based funding policies as an incentive for colleges to expand
proactive or intrusive coaching and advising supports, especially for adult learners in non-degree programs
assessed as high-quality in terms of employment, earnings, and key competencies.!” Philanthropic
organizations can also support these efforts by assisting colleges with operational and evaluative support

to further demonstrate the value of comprehensive support services.
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