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“A Ragtag Team of Like[-Minded] Individuals Who Are Willing to Help”:
The Implementation and Evolution of Student Support Services
at Community Colleges with Promise Programs

Tuition-free college programs, also known as promise programs, have proliferated across
the United States (U.S.) (Authors, 2021). Beginning with the Kalamazoo Promise—a program
guaranteeing tuition coverage to high school graduates in Kalamazoo, Michigan—numerous
colleges, localities, and states have implemented their own promise programs (Miller-Adames,
2015). While all such programs guarantee tuition coverage to students who live or attend school
in a specific area, they differ in various characteristics, including eligibility criteria, funding
structures, and non-tuition support services (Authors, 2021).

While some programs strictly cover tuition, an increasing number incorporate services
designed to enhance student success, such as mentorship and tutoring (Miller & Weiss, 2021;
Millett et al., 2018; Perna et al., 2021; Ratledge et al., 2019; Rauner & Smith, 2020; Weiss et al.,
2019). A landscape analysis in California found that over 50% of promise programs in the state
offered support services to promise students (Rauner & Smith, 2020). These services, including
academic advising, mentoring, financial aid counseling, career counseling, and student
organizations, have been linked to improved persistence and graduation rates (Dickason et al.,
2024; Miller & Weiss, 2021; Ratledge et al., 2019; Reason, 2009; Weiss et al., 2019). However,
little is known about how these services operate within promise programs and how they
contribute to student success (Perna et al., 2021). Addressing this gap, this study examines how
student support services (e.g., academic advising, peer mentoring, orientation, success coaching)
are implemented and adapted within promise programs at seven community colleges in four

states representing every major region in the U.S. (Northeast, Midwest, Southeast, and West).
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Five programs in our study allow students from a single high school or district, and two allow
students from across the state. Programs vary on other key dimensions, including institutional
enrollment size, with a mix of small, medium, and large institutions as defined in the Carnegie
Classifications (American Council on Education, 2025). Programs also differ according to the
promise program enrollment size (ranging from 300 to 5,000), and the disbursement model (with
a mix of first-, middle-, and last-dollar programs).

Examining supports is critical because the ability of colleges to offer these services
within promise programs may be constrained, particularly at community colleges, which
typically have lower per-student funding and serve students with greater academic and financial
needs (Hillman, 2020; The Century Foundation Working Group on Community College
Financial Resources, 2019). In many cases, promise programs do not allocate additional funds
for student support services, essentially creating unfunded mandates (Perna et al., 2020). This
strain on institutional budgets may be exacerbated by enrollment surges following program
implementation with enrollment increases of over 30% at community colleges (Authors, 2020;
Nguyen, 2020). Compounding this issue, these colleges already struggle with limited budgets,
especially compared to more research-oriented four-year universities (Baum & Kurose, 2013;
Hillman, 2020; Kahlenberg, 2015; Yuen, 2020). Although higher enrollments could be
accompanied by increased tuition revenue, this revenue may not be sufficient to cover the
additional costs associated with providing support services (Authors, 2025a; Monaghan &
Attewell, 2023; Odle & Monday, 2021). Therefore, it is crucial to understand how colleges
manage and provide services.

While promise programs have produced higher enrollments, they have been less

consistent in improving student success outcomes, such as persistence and degree completion
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(Authors, 2025b). One possible explanation for this discrepancy between program effects on
enrollments (consistently positive) and degree completion (more mixed) is that colleges may be
unable to adequately support the needs of new students. Consequently, this study examines how
support services are delivered. Guided by policy implementation theory (Felix & Nienhusser,
2024; Lipsky, 1980; Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973; Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980), this study
addresses the following research questions:

1. How have community colleges implemented support services for promise students?

2. How have student support services at community colleges with promise programs

evolved in response to student needs?

Our multi-site study included interviews with 32 practitioners across seven community
colleges with promise programs, as well as an analysis of 43 institutional documents and
websites related to programs and their associated student support services. We found that the
localized nature of certain promise programs (where the promise-eligible high schools were
geographically close to the college operating the promise program) facilitated connections and
access to student supports. Moreover, college administrators faced institutional constraints,
particularly a dearth of dedicated staff and program-specific resources. In turn, promise students
were often directed to use student services that were available to all students, which sometimes
reduced priority for non-promise students or overwhelmed those service providers. Promise
program administrators used discretion to adapt support services to address student needs or to
remedy perceived flaws in service design or delivery.

Theoretical Framework
To examine the implementation of student support services within promise programs at

community colleges, we draw on key concepts from policy implementation (Lipsky, 1980;
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Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980). Policy implementation refers to the process of carrying out the
directives of legislation. While promise programs in this study are not legislatively mandated,
concepts from policy implementation are analogous in understanding what happens after a
promise program is launched at a community college. Policy implementation literature helps
identify the factors that shape how a program is enacted and why its goals may diverge from
execution, including the roles of implementers, organizational capacity, and the broader
sociopolitical environment. To guide our analysis of community college administrators, we also
include the concept of street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 1980). Through this lens, we
conceptualize community college practitioners as frontline implementers whose everyday
judgments shape what the policy becomes for students. These professionals operate under
conditions such as resource constraints, ambiguous or competing goals, heavy caseloads, and
incomplete information, and must therefore exercise discretion in how they interpret eligibility
rules, prioritize tasks, and deliver services. Together, these lenses direct analytic attention to how
context and implementer cognition interact to produce variation in implementation.
Policy Implementation

Policy implementation generally refers to the process of carrying out policy (Pressman &
Wildavsky, 1973), offering insights on the mechanisms for policy effectiveness (Gilliam et al.,
2000). Felix and Nienhusser (2024), who advanced “humanizing” and critical perspectives on
educational policy implementation, identified three schools of thought in the policy
implementation research: rational-scientific, critical emancipatory, and culture-cognition. Our
study is anchored primarily in the culture-cognition school because we focus on how
implementation is shaped by the organizational and policy contexts in which work occurs and the

meaning-making of implementers as they interpret and enact policy in practice. In this view,
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implementation is produced through interactions among people, place, and policy and through
the norms, values, and routines that structure daily work (Felix & Nienhusser, 2024).

Consistent with this lens, we examined implementation across two levels. At the context
level, we attended to organizational and interorganizational conditions that shape promise
program implementation. These include organizational features, such as program design and
financing, the relationship between the promise program and the partnering college, and
interactions with state policy. We also examined dimensions of organizational capacity, such as
staffing configurations and reliance on shared services.

Implementation can differ considerably based on who is implementing, in ways that
advance or hinder policy goals (e.g., Felix, 2021; Nienhusser, 2018; Nienhusser & Connery,
2021). Therefore, at the individual (cognition) level, our study examines how promise program
implementers described their professional roles, identities, experiences, and values in relation to
the implementation of the promise program. Furthermore, given the centrality of information
asymmetry within the culture-cognition lens, we examine how implementing agents made sense
of program goals and rules and how they characterized their own knowledge and uncertainties
about the program (Felix & Nienhusser, 2024).

Increasingly, scholars are using policy implementation frameworks to study how policies
are implemented within community colleges. Notable studies on this topic appear in a special
issue of Educational Policy Analysis Archives (Gonzalez et al., 2021). Most relevant to our
study, Perna et al. (2021) used an implementation fidelity frame to analyze how four community
colleges in distinct geographic regions implemented promise programs. Consistent with the
culture-cognition framework, Perna and her colleagues (2021) emphasized programmatic and

organizational contexts, finding that implementation differed based on factors including funding
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levels and sources, availability of related programs, data analysis capabilities, and perceptions of
the community college. Building on this prior work, this study examined how student support
services associated with promise programs are implemented within community colleges.
Street-Level Bureaucrats

In policy implementation, street-level bureaucrats are the frontline of public service
providers whose beliefs and actions play important roles in the enactment of policies in practice
(Lipsky, 1980; Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980). This study conceptualized community college
administrators, particularly those in student-facing roles, as street-level bureaucrats. Through this
lens, we expected the delivery of student support services to depend on the beliefs and actions of
these individuals, who may exercise significant discretion over service delivery, even as they
navigate the constraints related to existing college resources, culture, and structures. Our multi-
campus design allowed us to examine how variations among personnel, institutional and state
contexts, and program designs collectively shaped the type and availability of support services.

Drawing on Felix and Nienhusser’s (2024) critical work on humanizing policy
implementation, our framework illuminates the black box of implementing student support
services in promise programs as an iterative process shaped by the discretion of practitioners,
whose personal backgrounds, identities, and beliefs interact with organizational factors to
influence service delivery. Ultimately, through this framework, our study explored how
innovation can emerge even within resource-limited settings and how individual administrators’
perspectives and learning trajectories played a role in shaping student support services.

Related Literature
Community colleges often serve diverse groups of students, particularly first-generation,

racially minoritized, and from low-income backgrounds (American Association of Community
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Colleges, 2025). Promise programs may entice students to attend college who otherwise would
not enroll and who may require additional supports to earn their degrees. Therefore, promise aid
is most effective when coupled with a comprehensive student support system to help students
succeed in college (Authors, 2025¢c). We review literature examining the offerings, roles, or
effects of student support services on promise students, and literature highlighting
implementation challenges programs faced regarding these services.
Student Supports for Promise Students

Common support services provided to promise students include academic advising or
college coaching, summer transition programs, and targeted student communications (Willard et
al., 2019). In comparison, all the promise programs in our sample had either college coaching,
academic advising, or a student success and access program. About half of the programs had an
orientation or summer bridge program for students and three out of seven offered financial
assistance beyond tuition and fees (described further in the Research Design section). This
descriptive profile aligned with the research evidence on student support services for promise
programs, as most studies examined college coaching/advising (Brockman et al., 2025;
Carruthers et al., 2023; Carruthers & Pratt, 2023, 2024; Dickason et al., 2024; Perna et al., 2020,
2021), small supplemental grants (Brockman et al., 2025; Carruthers et al., 2023; Carruthers &
Pratt, 2023, 2024; Dickason et al., 2024), summer bridge programs (Perna et al., 2020), or
orientations (Monaghan & Attewell, 2023). Consistent with this pattern, our study examined a
wide range of support services across community colleges in geographically varied states.
The Role, Effect, or Implementation of Student Supports for Promise Students

Perna et al. (2020, 2021) studied four local-level promise programs that each affected a

single community college. The authors conducted interviews with stakeholders including college
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staff and students, high school staff and students, and city/county officials. Three of the colleges
studied offered support services for students, and two colleges required promise students to meet
with advisors (Perna et al., 2020, 2021). Two colleges added “one or two” additional staff
members to serve promise students, while the other two colleges used their remaining staff
(Perna et al., 2021, p. 15). Usually, staff were reassigned, which may have reduced services to
non-promise students (Perna et al., 2020, 2021).

In a separate study, Monaghan and Attewell (2023) studied another local-level promise
program affecting a single midwestern community college. The program had a last-dollar design,
similar to five out of the seven programs in our study. Through 67 interviews with college
administrators and staff, the authors found that in the second semester of promise operation, the
college created a promise office staffed with a newly created administrator position, and a full-
time counselor who was reassigned from a different office. The recruitment office took on
advising responsibilities for promise students as extra workload and other units (financial aid and
employment services) contributed 1.5 full-time staff members. The college asked faculty and
staff to volunteer as mentors, but they eventually dropped this initiative. Monaghan and Attewell
(2023) classified the college’s support services as “largely symbolic” because they simply
“reassigned staff, relied on employee volunteerism, and increased workloads to provide slightly
more proactive services” (p. 312).

Other studies have examined the Detroit Promise (a local program) and Tennessee
Promise (a state program), both of which added support programs for their promise students
several years after their programs started (Brockman et al., 2025; Carruthers et al., 2023;
Carruthers & Pratt, 2023, 2024). The support services for Detroit Promise included college

coaching, small financial incentives for students to attend coaching sessions, and encouragement
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to enroll in summer courses or employment (Brockman et al., 2025). In a randomized control
trial of the Detroit Promise Path (the promise’s support program), Brockman et al. (2025) found
that students participating in support services were more likely to enroll in more semesters and to
earn more credits, but support services had no effect on 3-year associate degree completion rates
compared to the scholarship-only promise students. However, the Detroit Promise Path was only
implemented with fidelity in four out of the five eligible community colleges. Among these four
colleges, there was small but statistically significant and suggestive evidence that the support
services increased associate degree attainment by 2.6 percentage points (Brockman et al., 2025).
The support services in Tennessee included college coaching, community mentors,
flexible class scheduling, and need-based grants to cover transportation, housing, or other
eligible expenses such as books or computers (Carruthers et al., 2023; Carruthers & Pratt, 2023,
2024). These programs were rolled out to students based on cohort year, geographical location,
and financial need (Carruthers & Pratt, 2024). In Tennessee, the Knox Promise, Nashville
GRAD, and tnAchieves programs provided support services to Tennessee Promise students!
(Carruthers et al., 2023; Carruthers & Pratt, 2023, 2024; Dickason et al., 2024). In descriptive
analyses, researchers have found that Knox Promise and tnAchieves students who engaged with
college coaches were more likely to persist in college and more likely to earn degrees compared
to promise-only students (Carruthers et al., 2023; Carruthers & Pratt, 2023, 2024). In addition,
Knox Promise students who had three or more connections with their college coaches per-term
were more likely to complete all their attempted credits and had higher semester GPAs compared

to students who never connected with their college coaches (Carruthers et al., 2023).

! Nashville GRAD initially only served Tennessee Promise students but opened their support programs to any
enrolled Nashville State Community College student during the COVID-19 pandemic (Dickason et al., 2024).
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Qualitative analyses offer additional insights into the effectiveness of these support
services. Dickason et al. (2024) interviewed 13 program staff and 39 students participating in
Nashville GRAD and Knox Promise. Students reported that their advisors were “extremely
helpful” and acted as “information centers” (as categorized by the researchers) because their
advisors connected them with resources on and off campus (Dickason et al., 2024, p. 111).
However, sometimes the high caseloads in the Knox Promise (300-500 students per advisor)
made it difficult for students and advisors to experience personalized one-on-one connections.
Since the Nashville GRAD program capped advising loads at 150 students, students and advisors
within that program did not describe similar frustrations about lack of access to their advisors
compared to the Knox Promise participants (Dickason et al., 2024).

In summary, there is evidence that promise students who engage with college coaching
are more likely to persist, earn higher GPAs, and/or accumulate more credits compared to
promise students who do not meet with college coaches (Brockman et al., 2025; Carruthers et al.,
2023; Carruthers & Pratt, 2023, 2024; Dickason et al., 2024). In addition, promise students who
engaged with college coaches “overwhelmingly cited their advisers as the most important and
useful component” of their programs (Dickason et al., 2024, p. 110). However, promise
programs sometimes had to make do with the existing staff to implement their services
(Monaghan & Attewell, 2023; Perna et al., 2020, 2021). This may lead to suboptimal services
(Dickason et al., 2024), divert staff away from non-promise students (Perna et al., 2020, 2021),
or increase workloads for existing staff (Monaghan & Attewell, 2023). While the quantitative
findings provide positive correlations or evidence that students who used support services
experienced improved academic outcomes, the qualitative findings stress the need to better

understand the implementation of support services and the challenges promise programs face if
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they are not given any new funds or staff to operate these services. Our study extends existing
literature by analyzing how individuals tasked with implementing promise programs describe not
only promise program implementation overall, but more specifically the implementation of the
support services embedded within these programs.
Research Design

We employed a qualitative case study because we were interested in multiple bounded
systems of individual community colleges operating promise programs, with the goal of richly
describing “(1) how people interpret their experiences, (2) how they construct their worlds, and
(3) what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 23). We considered
each college to be a single case and collected data from multiple sources and compared across
cases to improve trustworthiness, reliability, and to triangulate our findings (Yin, 2018).
Sampling Procedure

We began our purposive sampling process by referencing a publicly available Upjohn
Institute dataset of 204 promise programs (October 2022 version) (W. E. Upjohn Institute, 2023).
We selected programs that affected community colleges (those that predominantly award
associate degrees), without imposing any geographic criteria on college location. Then, we
restricted programs to those that offered some type of student support services as an optional or
required component for maintaining the promise scholarship (including summer bridge, financial
aid counseling, academic advising). We searched program websites to confirm the availability of
services, which produced a total of 13 colleges. While all colleges offer some support services,
most promise programs were not partnered with specific support services, hence the small
sample size of suitable colleges. We reviewed publicly available data to gain a preliminary

understanding of each program (e.g., eligibility requirements, funding sources).
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We invited participants to the study by contacting the promise program administrator,
and if applicable, the foundation that funded the promise, because these individuals would have
firsthand knowledge of program operations. Informed by our interest in support services, we
contacted employees in a wide range of student-facing positions, including academic advising,
career counseling, financial aid, orientation and recruitment, student success and equity, and
student organizations. We confirmed with each prospective participant that they had worked with
promise students in their role and had experience to engage with our interview questions.
Throughout data collection, we employed snowball sampling to identify additional informants.
Snowball sampling is appropriate when locating key participants who meet the criteria
established (Merriam, 2009). By asking questions among current participants such as “who
knows a lot about [promise students]? Whom should I talk to?”, the snowball gets larger as the
researcher “accumulates new information-rich cases,” particularly when key informants are
nominated more than once (Patton, 2015, p. 451). Ultimately, individuals from seven of the 13
colleges responded to our requests.

Data Sources

Our primary data source consisted of interviews conducted in 2023 and 2024 with 32
participants. Table 1 lists the seven colleges, state located, student supports exclusively offered
to promise students, number of participants and general job titles (to maintain participants’
confidentiality), community college enrollment size (small, medium or large), estimated size of
promise program, and geographic area of eligible students (localized or statewide). Interviews
included six former, current, or interim promise program directors, or directors who oversaw a
department that housed the promise program. A team of five researchers conducted highly

structured, one-on-one interviews lasting 45-60 minutes. We asked questions about participants’
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professional responsibilities; knowledge of the promise program; and student support services,
including the delivery and frequency of services, virtual versus in-person formats, student
participation, student needs, and potential effects on persistence, graduation, and transfer.

Our secondary source of information came from 43 publicly available sources such as
program announcements, newspaper articles, student guides, annual reports, FAQs, and websites.
To find these secondary sources, we initially searched the promise program websites for relevant
documents and linked articles. Then we searched the websites of community colleges and their
foundations using the name of the promise program to find applicable information. Lastly, we
conducted broader website searches in Google using the name of the promise program to
discover additional webpages, newspaper articles, or relevant documents. We inspected all
relevant links and reviewed documents that were available on those webpages. We only included
sources in our data collection that described the promise program or how it worked.

[Table 1]
Data Analysis

Four researchers conducted the data coding and analyses in Dedoose, a qualitative and
mixed methods analysis software. Informed by our research questions, we individually read and
open coded one interview transcript using inductive codes that arose from the data (Merriam,
2009). We then met and collaboratively agreed on a set of initial codes and the interpretation of
the codes to use for subsequent interview transcripts.

After completing all interviews, we each conducted analytical coding (grouping open
codes). We searched for recurring patterns in our study to create categories or themes in which
codes were sorted, with each code capturing data elements that arose from at least one interview

(Merriam, 2009). We refined our coding system and collectively proceeded to name the
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categories. Our process shifted from inductive to deductive “in testing and affirming the
authenticity and appropriateness of the inductive content analysis, including carefully examining
deviate cases or data that don’t fit the categories developed” (Patton, 2015, p. 792). We tested
our coding structure against additional transcript data, ultimately creating themes from the
category structure.

To ensure trustworthiness and reliability, a researcher different from the interviewer
served as the primary coder. A secondary coder reviewed the codes assigned and served as a
reliability check. As a research team, we met regularly to discuss the coding process and added,
removed, and revised our codes as new questions and clarifications arose from emerging themes
(Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015).

We used the conceptual framework to consolidate and differentiate codes and to interpret
findings through policy implementation and street-level bureaucracy constructs, including
sensemaking/meaning-making, implementers’ discretion, resource constraints and capacity,
information asymmetry, personal identity/background, and judgments about student need.
Consistent with the culture-cognition school of policy implementation research (Felix &
Nienhusser, 2024), we organized codes into two primary domains: contextual factors and
individual factors. Examples of codes related to context included financial sustainability,
leadership, relative autonomy of individual units, and state and local program interaction. For
individual-level factors associated with implementers, sample codes include identity/background,
knowledge of the promise program, motivation/sense of purpose, learning from others’
experiences and learning from own experiences. As one example, when participants discussed
the opportunities and challenges of developing and delivering new support services for promise

students, we discovered that the relative ease of this task depended on the connections between
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units within the college. When there were few connections between units that oversaw the
promise program and units that delivered services, the practitioners working for the promise
program experienced greater autonomy in implementing new services.

For each promise program, we created individual cases describing information such as
the program’s initiation year, benefits, number of students participating, student support services
offered, and funding sources. We triangulated information from participants with our 43
secondary sources. For instance, when participants mentioned that students must meet with
advisors each semester to renew their promise aid, we confirmed this requirement via websites
and FAQs. After we constructed the case for each promise program, we engaged in cross-case
analysis to examine the within-case patterns and themes across cases and whether these patterns
and themes were replicated. We identified whether certain themes were more prominent
depending on program characteristics listed in Table 1.

Promise Program Context

We first present a summary of the programs in our sample and indicate the similarities
and differences among them. Among the seven colleges in our sample, one program each was in
Florida, Michigan, and New York, and four were in California. California has state legislation
(AB 19) that offers community colleges funding to initiate their own promise programs. This
along with the state’s large size resulted in numerous programs in California that fit our sampling
criteria. The Juniper and Eucalyptus programs were available to those residing anywhere in
California (serving a broader area), while the remaining five programs were open to students
graduating from a specific school district or one of multiple designated high schools in the local
area (which we considered to be “localized” programs). Unique to California, some promise

programs in our sample were established as first-dollar programs, meaning that tuition and fees
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(termed “enrollment fees™) are covered for students regardless of other aid, and students can still
receive Pell grants and state-level grant aid to cover living and other college expenses.
Findings

There was one descriptive finding to answer RQ 1 and three analytic findings that
addressed both research questions. For our descriptive finding, there were a variety of support
services that were available for promise students. For our analytic findings that aligned with RQ
1, we found that institutional constraints and capacity shaped support services, and promise
programs that were localized facilitated connections and access to support services. For our
analytic finding that aligned with RQ 2, community colleges and their corresponding promise
programs changed or adapted their student support services to respond to student preferences,
concerns, and/or past failures. Table 2 summarizes our findings and provides cross case analysis
along differing community college or program characteristics.

[Table 2]

The Variety of Support Services for Promise Students

Policy implementation of the support services within promise programs was varied;
sometimes promise students were absorbed into first-year experience or student success centers
within the college and these programs shared staff with the institutions to better support their
students. This strategy of using existing support infrastructure aligned with community colleges’
lower funding levels per student and were available because of the type of higher needs students
that they typically serve (Hillman, 2020; The Century Foundation Working Group on
Community College Financial Resources, 2019). Promise programs also required recipients to
complete some support services to be eligible for aid, while offering more comprehensive yet

optional supports. These services were delivered during different times, some which occurred
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during the high school recruitment process and others that continued into the second year of
college enrollment. While we observed no patterns to services available depending on college or
program characteristics, optional supports were more common among large-sized colleges. At a
minimum, all programs required students to complete orientation (promise-specific or general
orientation at the institution) and to meet once with an academic advisor or counselor before
receiving promise aid.

An Admissions/Outreach Supervisor at Juniper College explained how in previous years,
attending orientation was not a requirement for promise recipients, but that in the current year
(2024), all students were required to complete a week-long orientation experience. At Sycamore
College, a First-Year Experience Counselor stated that the minimum requirement was for
students to meet once with an academic advisor to create an educational plan. Yet, students could
take advantage of other opportunities:

For instance, they are invited to participate in our summer bridge program that

lasts two weeks, it’s a one-unit course on career exploration. They also can

participate in home room, a math workshop, to review their math skills before fall

starts. If they complete this program, they get a $600 book voucher for fall and for

spring. Many students opt into our summer bridge program. The rest come to our

welcome day where they come learn about the college, and they get a $100 book
voucher for fall.

At Eucalyptus College, an Admissions/Outreach Counselor also described the
requirement of promise students to attend orientation and participate in at least two retention
programs each year (about 7-8 programs are offered each year). The optional supports included

meeting with their academic advisor to receive an educational plan modeled after the college’s
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first-year experience program. Promise students also got the benefit of priority registration and
got connected to financial aid offices (although they were not required to apply for additional
aid) and basic needs services (e.g., applying for food stamps, receiving a bus pass, or utilizing
the food pantry).

At Palm College, there were 1-2 dedicated academic advisors for the promise. These
advisors registered students for classes and closely monitored their progress over the semester.
The Director of a Student Support Program explained how they developed an early alert system
for Palm Promise students because they needed to maintain a cumulative 3.0 GPA to remain
eligible for the scholarship. If a student was struggling academically, the alert system notified the
academic advisor who then reached out to the Promise Director who provided the student with
remediation services or suggested that the student drop the course and retake it in another
semester if the student was in danger of not earning at least a B average. One of the
improvements that Palm College made to the alert system was to notify advisors “earlier and
earlier” in the semester if students were struggling—to give the Promise Director “a lot more
strategies to improve and work with [the student].” They made this change because if they
waited until the end of the semester, there was limited support that the program could give
students to improve their grades before finals.

Regardless of the type of student support services, the Interim Promise Director at
Sycamore College explained the importance of coupling support services with the promise
scholarship:

Imagine you’re a student and you’re on this freeway, but it doesn’t have any

guardrails, center dividers, signs—that’s what college is like for students. They’re

on a freeway and they don’t even know if they’re going in the right direction
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sometimes. And so what we’re trying to do is make sure we put up the guardrails

and the signs and the mile markers so that people will see [their progress] at every

developmental stage.
They further explained that advisors and reminder emails/texts can act as “nudges” to ensure that
“students know they’re going in the right direction” and that they are, for example, “tak[ing] the
right number of units” and “in the right classes.” This allows promise students to more
successfully navigate through college and earn their degrees.
The Promise is “A Team of One”: Institutional Constraints and Capacity Shaped Support
Services

There were few colleges that had dedicated staff (usually academic advisors or peer
advisors) working exclusively with promise students. These programs usually had more financial
resources and often used state or private foundation money to pay for staff. Typically, most
colleges adapted their existing student support services by having staff members work with both
promise and non-promise students. The Interim Promise Director at Sycamore College explained
that he “doesn’t currently have a team” instead he has “lots of different folks who do related
work” and “they are for all intents and purposes my team [but] they don’t report to me.” He said
that it “makes [his] job a little bit more challenging as there’s a lot of different folks that I have
to know to do the [work] appropriately,” and he is essentially “a team of one.”

An Educational Advisor in a student support program at Juniper Community College had
a similar experience and said that promise students get referred to him because “the promise does
not have any advisors.” Instead, the promise is “just one person who deals with the big picture”
and “a part-time person” but “she can’t do a lot.” He explained that “promise is this ragtag team

of like[-minded] individuals who are willing to help.” Given their close ties to the director of the
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promise, he often gets asked to help with advising and typically speaks to “10 to 15 promise
students a week.” This finding is consistent with prior research (Monaghan & Attewell, 2023;
Perna et al., 2021), that found promise support services were often allocated to existing staff, and
workloads increased as opposed to hiring new, full-time staff dedicated to the promise program.
Given staffing capacity for the promise program, most colleges leveraged their existing
support services for promise students. An Outreach Director at Eucalyptus College said, “our
campus does a really good job at identifying students and referring students to the various
resources on campus.” Similarly, a Financial Aid Advisor at Mesquite Community College
discussed how administrators need to remember that “there are lots of other resources [on
campus]” to help students. She further explained:
One of the important things is to know and be knowledgeable about...your college
campus so that you can direct your student populations to additional resources, because
it’s not just the college promise program, these schools are given lots of money, just [for]
different programs. And it’s a matter of just getting out there and connecting the right
student with the right resources.
Also at Mesquite College, a Director/Coordinator that housed the promise program in their unit
discussed how they had to be careful to not “double serv[e]” students who participate in multiple
student support programs to ensure “that we’re not putting too much on the student to where they
have to do three appointments in [program A] and two in [program B].” Instead, she explained
that both programs had to collaborate and communicate with each other to meet the needs of the
student and ensure that the participation requirements remained reasonable (e.g., double counting
an advising session to meet the requirements for both programs). This demonstrated the

discretion of a street-level bureaucrat, who was informed by their own values and beliefs, to
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change the written policies and deliver services that were perceived to be more conducive to
students’ capacity.

Sometimes promise students overwhelmed services that were available to the general
population of students, which showcases how implementation can reveal challenges originally
unanticipated by policy designers. This occurred at both statewide eligibility programs, while
only 2 out of the 5 localized programs experienced this challenge. A Counselor at Eucalyptus
College discussed how promise students were “getting the first spots to see a counselor” and “the
other students that are not part of [the promise] are SOL because they’re not going to be able to
get an appointment.” He explained that it was a “big issue with the program” and “that’s the part
where there’s a disconnect between administrators administrating the program versus what’s
happening on the ground level.” This quote emphasizes the black box of policy
implementation—program designers and high-level administrators did not have to deal with the
impact of their decisions on staff working in student-facing positions.

A Juniper College administrator was concerned about the unintended consequences of
successfully leveraging other campus resources for promise students because college leadership
might not be aware that the program needs additional resources. They explained, “My big
concern is [the promise program has] been successful because we’ve been getting [our promise]
students into other [college-wide] programs, and students get the support they need through [a
state-funded program] or somewhere else” but “the higher ups are interpreting the big picture as
promise program success and don’t see a need to expand [promise-resources].” That is, since
promise students were getting support services elsewhere, upper administration interprets the
promise students’ success as an indication the program does not require new resources, without

recognizing the true costs of operating the program. This would keep promise program staff at
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the current levels which would put the promise students at a “disadvantage” as “the program
can’t live up to its potential because it’s only one person.” An Outreach Supervisor at the same
community college shared similar concerns that “we’re just holding together like a family to
support each other to make it successful” but the promise needs “its own department” to provide
adequate services to its own students.
“Help[ed] With Some Seamless Transitions:” Localized Nature Facilitated Connections
and Access to Support Services

The localized nature of five programs in our sample was a benefit in strengthening the
relationship between the promise and the community college because the promise-eligible high
schools and the college were geographically close. This contrasts with statewide programs that
affect multiple community colleges across the state and promise programs like the Kalamazoo
Promise that affect all postsecondary institutions in a state. The setup made it easier to meet with
students and staff face-to-face or have multiple interactions before the high school students
arrived at college. In addition, since there was only one eligible postsecondary institution, it
made it easier to have a contact person at the college “to provide these ongoing support
services.” One participant remarked that it was “a challenge for other promise programs” that
“allow all these [colleges] in the state or the vast majority of [colleges] in the state to participate
[in the promise]” because there was not “someone on site [at each college] to ensure that they
[the promise students] were getting the services.” This demonstrates how geography influenced
the implementation of outreach services and the beliefs held by staff members about the
advantages of localized programs with only one promise-eligible college because there were

stronger connections between the students and the college before they arrived on campus.
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A Foundation Employee at Mulberry College explained the close relationship between
the promise and the community college. The two organizations co-sponsored “kickoff lunches or
enrollment days” where students were bused from their high school to the college and it’s a
“one-day, one-stop enrollment/orientation.” Students would learn how to navigate the student
portal, register for classes, complete a financial literacy workshop, and attend an optional campus
tour. In addition, the Foundation Employee discussed the Mulberry Promise success coach (a
recent addition) who worked at the college. They explained how the promise worked in tandem
with this person to ensure that eligible high school students had a “point person” for the
application process and a “point person” while they were in college. The Foundation Employee
explained how “having a relationship with that person [success coach] definitely help[ed] with
some seamless transitions.”

The Interim Promise Program Director at Sycamore College also stressed the importance

(13

of having a specific contact person for students and that it’s “not enough to just have student
supports.” Instead, “you have to help students to identify the supports that they should take
advantage of.” The Interim Director explained how the Sycamore Promise:
really [went] out of our way to introduce students to, not just programs, but people in the
programs, and who leads the programs so they can have names, but also faces to
names...so they can then begin to perceive the associated benefits of those programs.
This representative quote stressed how facilitating connections between students and support
service staff were essential in having students utilize and recognize the benefits of these services.

Specifically for the Sycamore Promise, they introduced students to support staff at multiple

events: preview day, summer bridge, family nights, orientation, welcome days, etc.
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Preferences, Concerns, and Past Failures: How Student Support Services Changed to
Respond to Students’ Needs

Student support services evolved in response to the needs of promise and non-promise
students via practitioners asking students directly about their preferences, addressing their
concerns, and adapting practices and services due to past failures, demonstrating the discretion
exercised by street-level bureaucrats. Some of the changes were a direct result of the COVID-19
pandemic which caused services to either be paused, adapted to a virtual format, or created to
address students’ evolving needs. An Educational Advisor at Juniper College explained how the
pandemic led to changes in how they served students because before they were “still in the stone
ages” with an “emphasis on people being physically in our space” as they did not offer virtual
services. During the pandemic:

We started talking to students and asking them, how can we better serve them? We kind

of had an idea how we wanted them to work and how we wanted them to ask things—and

with COVID, the campus finally said, we don’t know, let’s just start listening to students,
and we started tailoring stuff to what they wanted us to do.

Numerous participants noted the creation of virtual supports as effective in
accommodating student needs and increasing access to services for the target population, since
many community college students held demanding jobs or were parents or primary caregivers.
Participants described virtual sessions as “convenient” and said there were more opportunities to
engage with students on a virtual platform (Zoom/Teams), especially when commuting to
campus was difficult. Some participants explained that along with virtual appointments, student
support services created digital forms, more comprehensive websites, and for Maple College, a

digital library for career services. This allowed students to access necessary information without
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having to connect with a staff member. Ultimately, these arrangements were perceived by
practitioners to have made it easier to serve more students by addressing basic, initial questions.

However, the benefits of virtual appointments for academic, career, and financial
planning appointments were not without drawbacks. Employees at Eucalyptus and Mulberry
Colleges voiced concerns about students multi-tasking during virtual appointments, such as
running errands, driving, and taking care of children. Because of the distraction of multi-tasking,
Eucalyptus College discontinued telephone appointments and subsequently required all virtual
appointments to be on-camera. This policy change was in response to the internal adaptation
amongst student users of virtual services. Participants also voiced concerns that virtual service
provision was becoming the new normal, and some perceived “traditional,” in-person
appointments as more effective. According to an Academic Advisor from Eucalyptus: “What we
have realized is that virtual classes and virtual counseling is not for everybody. A lot of students,
especially students of color, black and brown folks, we are visual learners. We need interaction
with other human beings.” Another Academic Advisor at the same college expressed the staff
perspective:

For advisors who are used to doing more therapy type of environments where it’s face-to-

face, it was difficult...And it really wasn’t quite the same with the students because we

do academic planning, to share the screen—it was a learning curve for the advisors who

didn’t like it. And yeah, that fostered a lot of early retirement on our end.

Participants in our study had split opinions on offering support services via Zoom/Teams,
with some stating virtual services enhanced the availability of student services, yet others stated
it diminished the quality of such services. Their beliefs about the effectiveness of practices

depended in part on their identities, as described in policy implementation (Felix & Nienhusser,
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2024), with older participants preferring in-person service delivery. Most participants explained
that they would not be able to eliminate virtual services because “people use it, and it works for
them” as voiced by a Counselor at Mulberry College. Other staff echoed similar sentiments that
keeping virtual services gave students more choices and “we have quite a few students who
prefer online” so “we’re going to stay online.”

Some participants discussed how they saw the promise program and its support services
change over time and be “repackaged and retooled throughout the years.” One staff member at
Juniper College remarked that they unintentionally set the first cohort “up for failure” because
“we gave [the students] the hardest classes up front with limited support and didn’t really tell
them what to expect.” He explained, “it was so bad that we had to change our efforts moving
forward because so many students were failing, dropping out, just being so discouraged.”
Eventually by the fifth year of the program, they created a comprehensive onboarding orientation
and lowered the number of credits that they needed to take each semester. During the orientation,
they “normalize[ed] the struggle [that] is going to happen in college” and provided contact
people so students “know who to go to when issues arise so [students] can be successful.” These
series of changes were in response to past failures, indicating how implementation is influenced
by context and meaning-making among actors; the promise program experimented with what
works best for students and adjusted until they found an orientation program that worked.

The Interim Promise Director at Sycamore College explained how they learned from
previous failed attempts by sending out surveys to students to ask whether “something we tried
was meaningful for them.” If the answer was negative, the promise used the survey data to adjust
their practices because the program did not want to continue events/services/offerings that were

not working for students. Similarly, an Admissions/Outreach Counselor for the Eucalyptus



SUPPORT SERVICES AT COMMUNITY COLLEGE PROMISE PROGRAMS 27

Promise discussed a scenario where the program moved its application deadline from the spring
to the summer to accommodate high school students’ schedules as students are “still technically
12 grade in high school” during this initial deadline so “they’re not paying attention to the
[college] deadlines.”

These three examples illustrate the wider practice of street-level bureaucrats utilizing
discretion, knowledge, and meaning-making to adjust their practices/services after past failures.
They were willing to listen to their students or use other evidence such as survey data, missed
deadlines, or negative student outcomes to realize that their current services were not addressing
students’ needs and that they needed to evolve to meet “students where they were at.” This
iterative adaption of support services for promise students displayed how practitioners utilized
personal beliefs to shape services to increase the chance of success for their students.

Discussion

The number of promise programs has grown extensively, and new programs continue to
emerge to serve the increasing number of community college students (Miller-Adams, 2015;
Monaghan & Hawke, 2025). Thus, it is critical to better understand the ways these programs can
support participating students. Our study provides evidence that the potential success of promise
programs is based on their implementation and policy context, such as the resources available to
hire additional support professionals or to offer promise-specific programming.

Findings from our study highlight the choices that practitioners make, given the
institutional resources available and their perceptions of the needs of promise students, consistent
with literature on street-level bureaucrats and the culture-cognition policy implementation frame,
both of which highlight organizational constraints and implementers’ agency, including

discretion, sensemaking, resource constraints and capacity, information asymmetry, and
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judgments about student need (Felix & Nienhusser, 2024; Lipsky, 1980; Sabatier & Mazmanian,
1980). Taken together, these dynamics shape how community colleges adapt existing support
services and whether they create new support services targeted towards promise students.

We found that the addition of promise students at several colleges (Sycamore, Juniper,
Eucalyptus, Mesquite) overwhelmed existing support staff. Consequently, some promise students
got priority to make appointments with advisors, reducing the likelihood of non-promise students
receiving timely services. This tension of serving promise and non-promise students arises
because most promise programs, while providing scholarship aid, do not increase human
resources accordingly (i.e., budgeting new funds to hire staff). Existing college staff are given
larger caseloads or asked to divide their time amongst all students. This finding is consistent with
prior studies on other promise programs, which also found that staff caseloads were increased to
accommodate greater demand for services among promise students (Perna et al., 2020; 2021;
Monaghan & Attewell, 2023). Prior research suggests these higher loads can hinder the
effectiveness of the program for supporting students’ success, as evidenced by Bell and Meyer’s
(2024) study demonstrating how reducing the workload of counselors, which they conceptualize
as street-level bureaucrats, can mitigate inequities in access to financial aid.

There were exceptions, such as Palm College, which had 1-2 dedicated academic
advisors serving only promise students. These advisors appeared to have enough time and
resources to monitor their students’ academic progress more closely. These differences in
promise-specific staff hires represent varied policy implementation (Lu & Matheny, 2026;
Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973). Prior research shows a similar contrast in caseloads and
highlights potential implications for program effectiveness. Specifically, comparing two

programs in Tennessee, Dickason et al. (2024) found that Nashville GRAD students could more



SUPPORT SERVICES AT COMMUNITY COLLEGE PROMISE PROGRAMS 29

easily access their advisors because they had lower caseloads compared to Knox Promise
students who experienced frustration trying to get time with their advisors because they had
double or sometimes triple the caseload of Nashville GRAD.

Grounded in our conceptual framework, the culture-cognition school of policy
implementation research emphasizes individuals’ values and beliefs (part of cognition), and how
they influence implementation (Felix & Nienhusser, 2024). Because the responsibility for
steering promise students in college sometimes fell on a single college employee, the localized
nature of single-institution programs allows the individual’s values to influence their
implementation of services through sensemaking about what “support” should look like in
practice. That is, participants in our study (including the Foundation Employee at Mulberry) felt
a deep commitment to being the “point person” for a student—a productive relationship that
helps to ease transitions from high school to college, and throughout college. This approach
reflects the belief (such as of the Director at Sycamore) that it was the institution’s responsibility
to personally introduce students to the key support service providers in student-serving units. The
actions of practitioners exemplified their values of student success and their beliefs that it was a
professional responsibility to guide promise students, which represented humanizing those
implementing policy. In this way, our findings echo those of Bell and Smith (2022), Nienhusser
(2018), Nienhusser & Connery (2021), and Felix (2021), which emphasize how individuals’
beliefs shape how they implement policies in ways that promote or hinder students’ success.

Further, consistent with our conceptual framework of street-level bureaucrats, we point to
an example of a practitioner utilizing discretion to reducing unnecessary burdens for students. A
Director at Mesquite College emphasized the need to avoid “double serving” students involved

in multiple support programs. The participant did not want to put undue onus on the student to
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fulfill appointment requirements across multiple programs. The Director explained that by
collaborating and communicating with other staff members in other programs, they can
holistically ensure that the participation requirements are reasonable (e.g., having one advising
session fulfill mandatory advising requirements for two support programs). This illustrates how
values shaped implementation decisions (Felix & Nienhusser, 2024).

Our study also extends existing literature in two key ways. First, our findings highlight
the importance of geography in promise program implementation, particularly the proximity
between participating colleges and the students the programs are designed to serve. Much of the
existing promise literature distinguishes programs by eligibility rules, financial aid structure, and
student support requirements. Our findings suggest that geographic scale and proximity also
shape implementation in consequential ways. Compared with broader programs with statewide
eligibility, local promise programs appeared better positioned to conduct direct outreach,
coordinate with eligible high schools, and support smoother transitions into college. For
example, local programs were able to organize enrollment events, transport students to campus,
and share information more readily among high schools, program staff, and participating
colleges. These findings do not contradict existing research on promise program design, but they
extend it by showing how geography can shape the practical conditions under which program
supports are delivered.

This study offers a more dynamic account of promise program implementation by
showing how practitioners adapt program structures and student supports in response to changing
student needs and local conditions. Rather than implementing promise programs as static policy
designs, the actors in our study continually adjusted how programs operated. Some of these

changes were prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic, including shifts toward virtual advising
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and service delivery that persisted after campuses returned to more in-person operations. These
changes reflected practitioners’ efforts to remain responsive to student preferences and logistical
constraints. At the same time, virtual services created new implementation challenges. For
example, practitioners at Eucalyptus and Mulberry observed that students were sometimes
distracted during virtual appointments, prompting Eucalyptus to institute a policy requiring
students to be on camera for their virtual meetings.

These examples illustrate how organizational culture, student-centered values, and
practitioner discretion shaped implementation. Consistent with policy implementation theory,
practitioners acted as street-level bureaucrats who interpreted program goals and adjusted
services in response to local constraints and student needs (Byun & Bastedo, 2025; Lipsky, 1980;
Nienhusser, 2018; Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980). However, our findings extend this framework
by showing that discretion was not limited to minor adjustments in service delivery. In several
cases, implementers made more substantial changes to program operations, including revising
application deadlines, adjusting course sequencing, and providing warning alerts earlier in the
semester to struggling students to get them back on track. These findings suggest that promise
program implementation is best understood as an ongoing process of adaptation, learning, and
recalibration.

Implications

This study highlights several implications for higher education, community, and state
leaders who are adopting, scaling, or modifying promise programs. Across sites, our findings
underscore that the effectiveness of promise programs depends not only on promise program
design but also on implementation capacity, particularly staffing, coordination infrastructure, and

the extent to which promise functions are integrated with existing student support systems.
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Our first implication is that staffing and capacity matters, as we found that many of our
promise programs are implemented without adequate staffing—sometimes with only one
administrator. In several cases, promise responsibilities were absorbed into existing advising and
student services structures, increasing caseloads and constraining appointment availability.
Under these conditions, the quality and timeliness of services may decline not only for promise
students, but also for non-promise students who rely on the same services. The added
responsibilities placed on practitioners also raise concerns about workload, well-being, and
employee retention; these factors can further destabilize implementation over time.

Relatedly, our findings point to potential unintended consequences for non-promise
students when new promise cohorts are introduced without commensurate capacity investments.
Promise students may be prioritized for scarce appointments or access (e.g., through priority
registration or appointment availability), which can disadvantage other students who are
navigating the same institutional systems, especially at community colleges where resources are
already scarce. Policymakers and practitioners should anticipate these externalities, especially at
colleges with larger total enrollments. At a minimum, program leaders should monitor whether
the introduction or expansion of a promise program changes wait times, appointment access, and
utilization patterns for non-promise students.

Given these capacity challenges, we recommend that program designers and institutional
leaders plan staffing as a core design feature. Where feasible, program designers should pursue
additional resources to hire staff with protected time dedicated to promise students, particularly
when the program includes requirements that necessitate frequent contact (e.g., mandatory
advising or progress monitoring). In addition, our findings support the practical importance of

having at least one identifiable promise official on site at each campus, especially in statewide or
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multi-campus programs where administration may otherwise be centralized and physically
distant from students and day-to-day service workflows.

A second implication concerns the importance of connecting students to a constellation of
supports without relying on a single staff member’s personal knowledge to figure out what
services and resources exist. Promise program effectiveness could depend on their ability to
intentionally connect to existing campus (and, where relevant, community-based) services.
Findings from this study suggest that promise programs can function as coordinating structures
that help students navigate the institution, make warm handoffs to specialized units, and ensure
that students do not get lost between offices.

Finally, findings from this study suggest several directions for future research. Given the
capacity challenges identified here, future studies should examine how promise program effects
vary by staffing levels and other capacity-related conditions. Research should also assess
whether advising caseloads, appointment availability, and service wait times change after
promise implementation, as these factors may mediate program effectiveness.

In addition, future research should examine the effects of promise program
implementation on populations not directly targeted by these programs, including non-promise
students at promise-eligible institutions and the staff members responsible for implementation.
Examining non-promise students would provide insight into whether promise programs produce
negative externalities by diverting or dividing limited resources and services to fulfill program
support mandates. Studying staff members would extend understanding of how promise
implementation shapes workload, job experiences, effectiveness, attitudes, and well-being,
particularly given documented burnout among student support professionals (Soria et al., 2023).

Conclusion



SUPPORT SERVICES AT COMMUNITY COLLEGE PROMISE PROGRAMS 34

This study addresses a gap in the literature, as few studies have examined student support
services within promise programs, despite their importance for meeting program goals (Dickason
et al., 2024; Perna et al., 2020). Our findings show that local promise programs benefit from
geographic proximity, which fosters in-person connections between students, promise staff, and
other practitioners. We also find that community colleges’ capacity to deliver support services to
promise students depends on their existing institutional resources, including the availability of
other student support services. However, this dynamic can stretch resources thin, sometimes to
the detriment of non-promise students, who may receive less attention. As a result, outcome
statistics for promise students may appear positive while masking potential negative impacts on
other student populations, a finding that warrants further examination. Finally, our findings offer
insight into how the implementation of student support services have evolved in recent years and
how student affairs practitioners have responded to shifting environmental conditions and
student needs. In doing so, this study highlights both the structural constraints that shape
colleges’ ability to serve promise students and the efforts of practitioners to support all students

despite these limitations.
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