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Central New Mexico Community College (CNM) is located in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Of the nine two-year public institutions in the state, CNM is by far the largest, with
2
a fall 2013 enrollment of 28,891.
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Summary

With its origins in the Annie E. Casey Foundation Center for Working Families
model, which calls for bundling education and employment services, work and
income supports, and financial and asset-building services, Central New Mexico Community College’s “CNM Connect” program has seen tremendous growth.
CNM was the first community college to implement the model, and the CNM
Connect program grew from, in 2005, serving 31 at-risk students out of a mobile
facility equipped with half a desk to more than 10,000 students and community
members in dedicated facilities across seven CNM sites by 2013.

Area of Need

More than 10 years ago, staff at CNM’s School of Adult and General Education, working
with prospective and current CNM students across a range of supports including GED,
English as a second language (ESL), and developmental education, observed that low
retention rates among these students were associated with not only poor academic performance but also financial challenges. These students presented multiple risk factors for
dropping out, but staff were surprised to learn that the most commonly recurring topic was
money. CNM staff sought a way to connect more students—even those who were ineligible
for financial aid—to public benefits and financial coaches to mitigate the risk that financial
challenges pose to students’ educational investment. A related goal was to increase students’
capacity to manage future challenges and plan for the future.
Program Description

In 2005, CNM piloted a Center for Working Families (CWF) model that was conceptual3
ized and funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. The CWF approach bundles essential
economic supports in accessible locations and aims to help families build self-sufficiency,
stabilize their finances, and move ahead. The core pillars of the model include (1) education
and employment services, (2) work and income supports, and (3) financial and asset-build4
ing services.
CNM’s model, which grew out of a CWF approach, is called CNM Connect. It currently
has 12 full-time coaches dedicated to helping students achieve their educational goals. The
services that it provides are primarily located in centers that have been specifically designed
to be inviting places
• where students want to gather,

• where staff, students and their peers interact in a friendly atmosphere,
• where students can study and work, and
• where students can enroll in and receive services and programs.
CNM Connect works with any student who needs support across one or more of the core
pillars. A student may be seeking only one thing—such as assistance in putting an appeal
packet together to prevent the loss of financial aid—but may end up receiving multiple
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services (see the “Utilization and Effectiveness” section). CNM Connect supports students
with academic and life goals by connecting them with internal CNM resources as well as
external community resources. Specific services include but are not limited to the following:
• free tax preparation,

• legal services for noncriminal issues,
• performance-based scholarships,
• workshops on time management and overcoming test-taking anxiety,
• one-on-one academic and financial coaching, and
• access to an Individual Development Account (IDA) administered by an external
5
community partner called Prosperity Works.
Students enter the program in various ways. In fact, CNM Connect believes: “There are no
wrong doors through which students can access college.” An actual physical space exists for
students, but CNM Connect seeks to develop a shared philosophy among faculty and staff
who are expected to work with students in ways that support their goals. The idea is that
even those students who never step foot in the center can experience the CNM Connect
philosophy:
• Any staff member can help promote awareness of available resources.

• Faculty members can use modes of instruction that promote greater levels of student engagement.
• Any person—faculty, staff, or peer—can provide a strong connection to a student if
6
difficulties arise.
Exploration and Adoption Phase

Prior to the creation of CNM Connect, the Center for Working Family (CWF) model had
been adopted by nonprofits nationwide but to a lesser degree among educational institutions. Aligned in many ways with what community colleges were already doing in terms of
career preparation, connection to career pathways, and financial supports, in recent years
7
the model has increasingly been adopted by colleges. CNM was the first community college to test it.
A confluence of events led to the piloting of the CWF model at CNM. Concerned with
the low retention rates of those taking developmental education and GED courses, the
college’s School of Adult and General Education was seeking solutions to address the
problem. At the same time, the Annie E. Casey Foundation was beginning to enter the
educational sector with the CWF model. But openness to strategies and support were not
shared unanimously across CNM’s stakeholders.
The college president lent support to the initiative, keeping in mind how best to roll it out in
a way that would help it be successful. Believing that those implementing the pilot had certain requirements—the right staff to get it off the ground, the freedom to start the program
somewhat discretely, and the room to learn through trial and error—the college leadership
sought to remove pressure and facilitate experimentation. At the same time, staff who were
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selected for the pilot were aware that CNM’s data-driven president would be seeking evidence of utilization and success as a requirement for providing continued support.
Implementation Phase

Leadership selected staff from CNM’s School of Adult and General Education to pilot the
CWF model. This method increased the likelihood that they would have the necessary level
of dedication and competence to make the model operational.
In the earliest days of implementation, the CNM staff who were working to launch the
CWF services restricted the program to a narrow target audience. They used scholarships
to recruit students who were enrolled in developmental courses and in the Career Technical
8
Education programs. Research indicated that those who were taking these courses were
doing the least well and were deemed to be at high risk for dropping out. Students who
were interested in learning more about the services offered could meet with staff in the
makeshift point of contact—a portable location situated in a parking lot with half a desk
and a half-time coach.
An early win for the program was its fit with existing CNM departments. For instance,
financial aid staff were interested in and wanted to help those students who were at risk of
losing their aid packages regain their good standing. But with caseloads of over 10,000 students, the staff simply lacked the resources. Staff members who deliver the CWF services
have the capacity to establish relationships with students, can help them submit appeals to
the Financial Aid Office, and can try to connect the students with benefits and scholar9
ships—both performance-based and emergency-based.
As the CWF model grew, it was rebranded as “CNM Connect” for several reasons. Early
on, there had been no actual center, so calling it the “Center for Working Families” was
misleading. In addition, it was important to the staff and the leadership that CNM take
ownership of the model that had its origins in the CWF approach. Giving it a different
name helped it to do this. However, it still retains the principles of the CWF approach,
which calls for:
• the bundling of services across the three pillars of education and employment services, work and income supports, and financial and asset-building services;
• the use of coaches to provide one-on-one financial and academic supports; and
• the leveraging of partners to augment CNM’s efforts that are deemed vital to en10
suring financial stability.
As the identity of CNM Connect was taking shape, so, too, were the hiring requirements.
Initially, the implementation team didn’t have the resources to hire more than a half-time
coach. But during the next three years, there were anywhere from one to five full-time
coaches. Competent staffing was essential to the program’s success, not only to ensure quality delivery of the model but also to avoid the inefficiencies and interruptions that result
from staff turnover. As the executive director of CNM Connect points out, it was also
important to discover job candidates’ attitudes about supporting disadvantaged students.
Those who saw welfare recipients as undeserving or lazy would not be suitable. As CNM
Connect has diversified its funding base, moving from grant-funded to institutionally
funded positions, the pool and quality of job applicants has increased.
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Today CNM Connect is quite different from its early days of delivering services from a
portable location. There are currently 12 full-time coaches housed in purpose-built facilities
across seven sites. Coaches offer students one-on-one assistance with academic and career
challenges as well as with issues related to managing personal finances and learning how
to build assets. In-person coaching is supplemented by a call center and online support
designed to answer questions from students as well as non-students who contact CNM. A
12-week for-credit course on financial education that is offered through the business department allows CNM Connect to deliver more support to at-risk students. Staff promote
the for-credit course offering to those who can benefit from the information but who may
not need intense services. CNM Connect’s identity as a separate institution led to the biggest changes, as shown by the shift from a narrowly defined target audience to any student
and a public commitment to the philosophy of CNM Connect.
The CNM president has supported the model and the “no wrong door” philosophy both
symbolically and strategically. Her goal is to instill a sense of responsibility in all employees of the college who work with students. At an annual staff convocation a few years
ago, CNM distributed T-shirts reading “I am CNM Connect” to all college staff. During
personnel meetings, the president regularly impresses upon the audience the importance
of the principles of CNM Connect and the role that all staff play in its delivery. On a more
strategic level, by allocating institutional dollars to create the infrastructure of the program
and develop it, she has helped CNM Connect go from serving 31 students on one campus
in 2005 to more than 3,500 across seven sites within fiscal year 2013. (See Figure 1 for
cumulative figures.)
Figure 1
Evolution of CNM Connect

2005
Pilot Phase

2008–2010
Intermediate

2013
Institutionalization

31 students

2,057 students

10,185 students

1 part-time coach

1-5 coaches

12 coaches

Portable location on 1 campus

1 campus

30 Connect staff

Contact Center development

7 Sites

Source: Data for 2013 were provided by Ann Lyn Hall, executive director, CNM Connect Program (February 5,
2014). See also http://www.cnm.edu/student-resources/get-help/our-story.

Utilization and Effectiveness

Having implemented this evolving program for nine years, CNM is the community college
11
with the most experience at using a Center for Working Families approach. The reach of
CNM Connect has been broadened through expanding its target audience from a restricted group to any student, as well as through the use of technology as an alternative means to
connect. The result has been a marked increase in the number of students served.
The demographics of the students served also have changed over time, partly as a result of the
change in recruitment strategy. When CNM staff used scholarships to recruit students, the program tended to attract older students who were interested in financial assistance. Younger students have proven to be more responsive to CNM Connect’s broader programmatic offerings.
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Figure 2
Term-to-term Student Retention by Receipt of CNM Connect Services
80
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Source: Ann Lyn Hall, executive director, CNM Connect Program (February 5, 2014).

Of the services currently offered, the most utilized are in the areas of education and training.
This is followed by income and work supports, primarily in the form of financial assistance to
12
students, and then by financial services.
The underlying principle of CNM Connect is that bundled services meet the needs of students better than a fragmented approach to service delivery. The extent to which students
access multiple services varies. Of the 2,086 CNM students served in 2010, 56% received
services falling under two of the three core pillars of the CWF approach, and 30% received
13
services in all three pillars. A 2009 study of CNM students who received CWF services
found that those who received bundled services from more than one core pillar were four
times more likely to achieve short-term-indicator outcomes (e.g., receive a scholarship or
attend college in the next semester or receive financial aid) and four times more likely to
achieve major economic outcomes (e.g., remain in a job more than 12 months or receive
an employment certificate or earn a GED) than students who did not receive bundled
14
services.
Relative to the term-to-term retention rate at CNM as a whole, for the past three years,
CNM Connect has observed a higher percentage of returning students. (See Figure 2.)
Additional indicators of CNM Connect’s program performance will be derived from
a national study testing the effectiveness of participation in the Suncat Savings Challenge (CNM Connect’s IDA program). It will provide CNM Connect with access to
such indicators of financial capabilities as savings behavior and money management
among students who are interested in participating in a matched savings program. The
study will include random assignment of 600 interested and eligible students into pro15
gram and comparison groups.

Success, Challenges, and Funding

Strong leadership at the institutional level has been critical to the success of CNM Connect, but it has also been essential to have multiple levels of leadership. While the college
president has lent support in visible and strategic ways, she also handed much of the responsibility to the team that led the implementation and that now handles the ongoing
operation of CNM Connect. The team that led the effort has been successful partly due to
their initiative and follow-through but also because they’ve earned the respect of the CNM
community by demonstrating a strong commitment to students’ success and to the value of
CNM Connect to the institution.
CNM Connect’s leadership plays a role that is not always welcome in college settings—
namely, challenging the status quo—but their colleagues have come to expect it from them.
In effect, CNM Connect has become a model of successful collaboration. While its growth
has been robust, challenges accompanying the rise from a boutique model to an institutionalized one remain.
Just as in the pilot in 2005, CNM Connect had to work out some kinks to ramp up, and it
continues to do so as it has grown. In keeping with the philosophy of CNM Connect, one
goal is to ensure that all employees exemplify the value of the model through their work,
and methods for bringing Academic Affairs and faculty members into the model are being
developed. For instance, CNM is piloting a faculty fellows program that would excuse faculty from teaching for a year so that they could take on projects in their area of expertise
that support the goal of student success.
As the program has become institutionalized, CNM Connect has recognized the need
to adopt the same data tracking system that is used by the college. It was difficult for the
CNM community to communicate with students when the college and CNM Connect
were using different information-sharing platforms.
CNM Connect has benefited from a combination of outside funding, starting with the Annie E. Casey Foundation in 2005, and institutional-level strategies to help bring the model
to scale. Grant funding has been imperative to CNM Connect’s growth, but many funders
are more interested in funding projects rather than operations. Whenever a new approach
demonstrates positive results, CNM Connect has found it necessary to seek alternative
funding streams to keep it going. This was especially challenging three years ago, when
CNM faced a 30% budget cut. In search of a solution, the college developed an incentivized
early-retirement program that was used by at least 80 staff members. This paved the way for
reallocating dollars to the growth and institutionalization of CNM Connect.
CNM Connect’s leadership saw value in thinking about scalability even during the initial pilot phase. To this day, if CNM leadership does not see the value in sustaining a
grant-fundable position beyond the life of a grant, more likely than not, CNM Connect
would decline such an opportunity for funding. Thinking about what the model, if institutionalized, would look like through the different phases of growth has greatly influenced
the current shape of CNM Connect. That said, after nine years of learning, modifications,
and growth, CNM Connect’s executive director regards the early efforts to find an appropriate target audience for the pilot as a valuable decision.
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