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Summary

Project QUEST, located in San Antonio, Texas, provides comprehensive support to
help low-income adults earn post-secondary credentials and access well-paying
jobs in strong sectors of the local economy. Mobility conducted a randomized con-
trolled trial (RCT) study of Project QUEST to assess its impacts on the earnings of
individuals seeking training for health-care jobs. We previously reported that Project
QUEST had large, positive impacts on participants’ earnings six years after study
enrollment. We were interested in assessing the program’s longer-term impacts on
career advancement. With support from Arnold Ventures, we contracted with the
Ray Marshall Center at The University of Texas at Austin to extend the study to nine
years after study enrollment, using state administrative data on earnings.

As shown in Figure 1, we found that QUEST participants earned substantially more
than control group members in the third through ninth years after random assign-
ment.* Project QUEST’s impact on annual earnings grew to $5,239 in year nine—a
difference that was both statistically significant and the largest of any year.

Figure 1 Project QUEST’s Impact on Average Annual Earnings during

Each Year after Random Assignment (N=410)
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Note: Earnings impacts are reported in current dollars and represent differences in average annual earnings between
treatment group and control group members in each year. Statistical significance levels: *** p<.01; ** p<.05; * p<.10

Project QUEST’s results provide strong evidence to the workforce development and
post-secondary education fields of the potential of sectoral strategies and com-
prehensive efforts to increase community college completion among low-income
adults. While prior studies of sector-based training have found positive earnings
impacts, they followed participants for only two to three years and, therefore, did
not address impacts on career advancement. Questions remained about whether
impacts would fade over time as individuals changed jobs and sectors. Our find-
ings demonstrate that Project QUEST had a large, positive impact on participants’
career advancement over a nine-year period. This brief presents the main findings
on Project QUEST’s nine-year impacts on employment and earnings. A future report
will include findings on educational attainment and public benefits receipt.
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Introduction

Employers frequently report difficulties finding workers to fill middle-skill jobs—that
is, jobs that require some post-secondary education or training and involve the
performance of more-skilled technical, administrative, or communicative tasks.?

At the same time, low-wage workers face substantial barriers to completing post-
secondary education and training programs that can enable them to access well-
paying jobs. In the early 1990s, two community-organizing groups in San Antonio,
COPS (Communities Organized for Public Service) and Metro Alliance, saw that
local employers were filling well-paying jobs with workers recruited from outside
the metropolitan area, while local residents struggled in low-wage jobs that did not
support their families. In 1992, COPS and Metro Alliance founded Project QUEST
to help San Antonio residents gain skills to meet the needs of employers in strong
sectors of the local economy. Project QUEST provides comprehensive support and
resources to help individuals complete occupational training programs at com-
munity colleges and other training providers, pass certification exams, and obtain
jobs. Project QUEST’s services include the following:

* financial assistance to cover tuition and fees for classes, books, transportation,
uniforms, licensing exams, and tutoring?®

e remedial instruction in math and reading to help individuals pass college place-
ment tests

* counseling to address personal and academic concerns and provide motivation
and emotional support

e referrals to outside agencies for assistance with utility bills, childcare, food, and
other services as well as direct financial assistance with other supports on an
as-needed basis

* weekly meetings that focus on life skKills, including time management, study
skills, critical thinking, and conflict resolution

* job placement assistance, including help with writing résumés and interviewing,
as well as referrals to employers that are hiring

In 2005, Project QUEST agreed to take part in an RCT study to assess its impacts
on participants’ earnings. It was initially part of a Public/Private Ventures study

of sector-based training programs that included Per Scholas, Jewish Vocational
Service Boston, and the Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership. Between April
2006 and October 2008, 410 individuals enrolled in the study, of whom 207 were
assigned to the treatment group, which could receive the Project QUEST services,
and 203 to the control group, which could not. Because individuals were randomly
assigned, at the time of study enrollment the two groups were equivalent on
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measured characteristics, such as age, prior education, and work experience, and
unmeasured characteristics, such as motivation. Therefore, any differences found
in their outcomes can be attributed to Project QUEST’s services. Additional details
regarding the study design and the final sample are provided in the appendix. In
this report, we refer to all members of the treatment group as the QUEST partici-
pants or the QUEST group.

The evaluation focused on individuals who were pursuing training for health-care
jobs. Most study participants (85 percent) were seeking to enter non-degree cer-
tificate programs to become licensed vocational nurses (LVNs) or medical records
coders (Figure 2). Another 15 percent sought to enroll in programs that would lead
to an associate’s degree, including registered nursing and radiography, respiratory,
sonography, and surgical technician programs. During the study enrollment period,
Project QUEST sought to recruit individuals who were interested in but not currently
attending college classes. This included those who needed to improve their basic
reading and math skills before they could enroll in college-level classes as well as
those who were ready to enroll. Most study participants were female, Latino, and
had children under age 18 at the time of study enrollment (Figure 3). Most (69
percent) were between the ages of 25 and 64—older than traditional college-age
students. Forty-five percent had previously attended college but had not attained a
degree. While 84 percent had worked in the previous year, average annual earnings
among all participants were only $11,722.

Figure 2 Study Participants’ Intended Health-Care Figure 3 Study Participants’ Characteristics at
Occupation at Program Entry (N=410) Program Entry (N=410)
Female
Licensed vocational |_t .........................................................................................................................
Registered nurse iAW
% 60% African American 13.9%
Technician White 9.5%
8% A NI
Average age 30
Had any children under age 18 71.2%
Married 27.6%
Medical records Tk 3 o s, .
coder I S
25% Had a high school diploma 70.2%
Had a college degree 4.6%
Had previously attended college but did 44.9%

not earn a degree

Average annual earnings in the past year $11,722
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In 2017, we reported on Project QUEST’s impacts six years after study enrollment.*
The six-year study relied on data from a baseline survey conducted at the time of
study enrollment and follow-up surveys conducted two and six years after study
enrollment. The response rate on the six-year follow-up survey was 83.7 percent for
a final sample of 343 study participants.

We found that Project QUEST had a large impact on participants’ annual earnings—
an impact that grew from an average of $2,286 in the third year after random
assignment to $5,080 in the sixth year. Additionally, QUEST participants worked
more consistently and in higher-wage jobs than control group members; were more
likely than control group members to earn vocational certificates or licenses, par-
ticularly in the health-care field; and reported fewer financial difficulties than control
group members at the end of the follow-up period. Further details about the Project
QUEST model, participants, and the program’s six-year impacts can be found in our
earlier reports from the study.

Mobility received support from Arnold Ventures to extend the study and assess
Project QUEST’s impacts on participants’ earnings—the primary measure of

the program’s success—as well as educational attainment and public benefits
receipt during the nine years after random assignment. To assess program
impacts, this phase of the study relies on administrative data records for the
full sample of 410 study participants. Mobility contracted with the Ray Marshall
Center at The University of Texas at Austin to access and analyze the data. The
results reported in this brief are based on Texas Workforce Commission data on
quarterly earnings as reported by employers for the administration of the state’s
unemployment insurance program.

Project QUEST’s Impacts

Project QUEST’s mission is to increase San Antonio’s residents’ earnings by helping
them gain the skills needed to access well-paying careers. As shown in Figure 4,
QUEST participants earned substantially more than control group members in the
third through ninth years after random assignment. The earnings differences were
statistically significant in years four through six after random assignment. The
difference narrowed in year seven but began to grow again in year eight. Project
QUEST’s impact on annual earnings grew to $5,239 in year nine—a difference that
was both statistically significant and the largest of any year.

Across the nine years after random assignment, QUEST participants earned an
average of $19,877 more than control group members.® This includes the first
two years after study enroliment, when QUEST participants’ earnings were lower
than those of control group members because many either reduced their hours or
stopped working to attend college.
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Figure 4 Average Annual Earnings during the Nine Years after

Random Assignment among All Study Participants
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The earnings impact estimates based on the state administrative data for years one
through six after random assignment closely mirror the results derived from the six-
year follow-up survey (Figure 5). With the full sample of 410 participants, the large
differences found in years four through six after random assignment were statistically
significant. This validation of the previously reported survey findings is important,

as prior research has shown that earnings are usually higher in survey data than in
administrative data, and evaluations using survey data usually find greater impacts.®

Figure 5 Project QUEST’s Impact on Average Annual Earnings
during Each Year after Random Assignment by Data Source
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Note: Earnings impacts are reported in current dollars.
State administrative data statistical significance levels: Years 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, and 9 **p<.05
Survey data statistical significance levels: Year 5 *p<.01; Year 6 **p<.05
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As shown in Figures 6 and 7, QUEST participants’ earnings surpassed those of
control group members in each quarter from quarter 10 through quarter 36, even
when employment rates for the two groups were similar. Additionally, QUEST par-
ticipants were more consistently employed over time, with employment rates at or
near 80 percent from quarter 19 onward.

Figure 6 Average Earnings in Each Quarter during the Nine Years after Random Assignment
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Figure 7 Percent Employed in Each Quarter during the Nine Years after Random Assignment
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A main tenet of Project QUEST’s sectoral strategy is to prepare individuals for well-
paying careers while meeting the needs of employers in strong sectors of the local
economy. Given the study’s focus on health-care careers, we examined whether
Project QUEST increased employment in this industry. As shown in Figure 8, start-
ing in the third year after random assignment, Project QUEST participants were more
likely than control group members to work in the health-care industry, although the
differences were statistically significant only in years five and six after random assign-
ment.” All individuals in the study, including those in the control group, expressed
interest in pursuing a health-care career at the time of study enrollment. Therefore,
it is not surprising that a substantial portion of participants in both groups ended

up working in the industry. However, in the six-year follow-up survey, we found that
QUEST participants were more likely than control group members to work in higher-
skilled health-care practitioner positions, such as nurses and health technicians.

Figure 8 Percent Employed in the Health-Care Industry during

Each Year after Random Assignment

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
46% 46%
50% 42%

40%

27%

30% 20% 32% 31%
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Statistical significance levels: *** p<.01; ** p<.05; * p<.10

Confirming our findings from the six-year survey, Project QUEST continued to have
the greatest impacts on the annual earnings of nontraditional-age college students.
As shown in Figure 9, the program’s impacts on average annual earnings in the
ninth year after random assignment were the largest and were statistically signifi-
cant for those aged 35 to 64. Across the groups, Project QUEST’s impacts were sig-
nificantly greater for participants aged 25 to 64 than for those aged 18 to 24. On
the other hand, we previously found that Project QUEST had larger impacts in the
sixth year after random assignment for participants who entered the program with
a GED rather than a high school diploma. In the ninth year after random assign-
ment, the earnings gains were large for both groups but were greater and were sta-
tistically significant for those who had a high school diploma (Figure 10).
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Figure 9 Project QUEST's Impact on Average

Annual Earnings in Year Nine,
by Age at Program Entry

Figure 10 Project QUEST's Impact on Average
Annual Earnings in Year Nine,
by Education at Program Entry
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Note: Earnings impacts are reported in current dollars.
Within group significance levels: ***p<.01, **p<.05

Between group significance levels: ***p<.01 35 to 44 and 45 to 64 vs 18 to 24,
**p<.05 25 to 34 vs 18 to 24

Note: Earnings impacts are reported in current dollars.
Within group significance levels: **p<.05

Earnings impacts in the ninth year after random assignment were larger for females
than for males, although the number of males in the sample was small and the
difference between the groups is not statistically significant (Figure 11). Earnings
gains were large across racial groups, and differences between groups were not
statistically significant (Figure 12). Project QUEST had statistically significant
impacts on earnings in the ninth year after random assignment for participants
who had never been married (Figure 13) and for those who had children under age
18 (Figure 14) at the time of program entry.
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Figure 11 Project QUEST's Impact on Average Figure 12 Project QUEST's Impact on Average
Annual Earnings in Year Nine, Annual Earnings in Year Nine,
by Gender by Race
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Figure 13 Project QUEST's Impact on Average

Annual Earnings in Year Nine,
by Marital Status at Program Entry

Note: Earnings impacts are reported in current dollars.

Figure 14 Project QUEST's Impact on Average

Annual Earnings in Year Nine,
by Parenting Status at Program Entry
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QUEST Participants’ Experiences

The treatment group includes both Project QUEST participants who completed their
health-care programs and those who did not. Overall, 66 percent of the 207 Project
QUEST participants in the study completed training and 40 percent earned the tar-
geted health-care certification while receiving support from Project QUEST. As shown
in Figure 15, participants in the LVN and RN programs, the fields in which Project
QUEST had the most experience, were substantially more likely than participants in
the medical records coding and technician programs to earn the targeted certifica-
tion. At the time of the study, Project QUEST’s relationship with the medical records
coding program was new and unproven. While most participants completed the pro-
gram, a majority were unable to pass the coding certification exam. The small num-
ber of participants enrolled in the technician programs makes it difficult to identify
reasons for the low completion rates. Staff believed participants dropped out for per-
sonal reasons or because they decided the targeted job was not a good fit.

Figure 15 Training Completion and Certification Rates While Participants Were
Enrolled in Project QUEST, by Program Track

100%

90%

All LVNs RNs Technicians Medical records
(N=207) (N=111) (N=17) (N=17) coders (N=62)

[ | Completed training and earned certification || Completed training but not certified

The Project QUEST completers—those who earned a health-care certification while
receiving support from the program—realized substantial earnings gains over the
nine years after random assignment (Figure 16). In the ninth year after random
assignment, two-thirds were employed in the health-care industry.
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Figure 16 Average Annual Earnings of the Project QUEST Completers during the
Nine Years after Random Assignment (N=82)
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Program Costs

Study participants received support from Project QUEST for an average of 22 months,
and the average cost per participant was $10,501. Figure 17 presents the break-
down of these costs. Tuition costs—that is, the portion of participants’ community
college tuition that Project QUEST paid—accounted for 22 percent of the overall
costs. The additional supports that Project QUEST provided made up another 23
percent of costs, the most common of which were books, transportation, certification
exam fees, review courses, uniforms, and vaccinations required to enter the health-
care field. Salaries and benefits for program staff, including the career counselors
who supported participants from college enrollment through job placement, and other
direct program costs accounted for 41 percent of the overall costs.

Figure 17 Project QUEST’s Costs
(Average $10,501 Per Participant)

Program staff and
other service costs
41%

Student supports
23%

Tuition
22%

Administration and fundraising
13%
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These costs represent Project QUEST'’s costs for operating the program. They do
not account for the full costs of post-secondary education for participants; also,
the costs of education or similar services received by control group members have
not been deducted. We will assess Project QUEST’s net costs and make a cost/
benefit comparison in a future report. However, given the earnings gains QUEST
participants achieved, the results indicate that after nine years, the benefits out-
weigh the costs by a considerable margin.

Conclusions

Project QUEST's results provide strong evidence to the workforce development and
post-secondary education fields regarding the potential of sector-based training pro-
grams and comprehensive efforts to increase community college completion rates
among low-income, nontraditional students. The Project QUEST model addresses
many of the barriers low-income adults face in earning college credentials, includ-
ing a lack of information about program requirements and navigating financial aid
systems, low basic academic skills, and insufficient financial support for educational
and other expenses. At the same time, Project QUEST focused on strong sectors of
the local economy with well-paying careers and worked with community colleges and
employers to ensure that graduates had the skills to meet employers’ needs.

The study is important because it demonstrates that Project QUEST had a large,
positive impact on career advancement over a nine-year period. Previous studies
of sectoral strategies followed participants for only two to three years.® While their
findings were positive, they did not address long-term impacts on career advance-
ment, and questions remained about whether impacts would fade over time as
individuals changed jobs and sectors. Recent evaluations in the post-secondary
education field provide evidence that comprehensive strategies to address low-
income students’ barriers to attaining post-secondary credentials can have a signif-
icant positive impact on graduation rates, but these studies have not yet examined
impacts on long-term employment and earnings.® The Project QUEST study demon-
strates the potential of programs to have long-term impacts in the health-care field,
in which demand remains robust over time. Long-term follow-up is needed in other
studies to determine if positive impacts on career advancement can be sustained
in other sectors of the economy.

The findings shed light on several key issues, some of which run counter to previ-
ous research and the received wisdom about the workforce development field:

* Project QUEST has achieved large, statistically significant earnings impacts that
have been sustained over the long-term—the gains have not faded over time, as
seen in other employment programs which had nearterm impacts. The findings
demonstrate the potential long-term rewards of making substantial skills invest-
ments in low-income individuals.
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* Project QUEST graduates moved out of poverty and into the middle class over
the nine years after enroliment. San Antonio is less costly than many US cities.
Graduates’ average annual earnings of over $46,000 would be equivalent to
approximately $62,000 in Chicago, $75,000 in Los Angeles, and $78,000 in
Washington, DC, to maintain the same standard of living.1°

* Some policymakers argue that we cannot afford to spend $10,000 per par-
ticipant in a workforce development program. But that perspective ignores the
substantial and continued return on Project QUEST’s investment to participants,
their families, and their communities—a return that more than pays for itself in a
few years. Other programs that have demonstrated large earnings impacts, such
as Per Scholas and Year Up, also invest substantial sums in training and sup-
port. And there is scant evidence that investing substantially less can make a
meaningful and lasting difference in people’s lives.

* Since its 1992 founding, Project QUEST has served more than 7,000 San
Antonio residents, providing access to well-paying careers in information tech-
nology, manufacturing, and health care. By preparing local residents for high-
demand occupations, and by achieving substantial scale over time, Project
QUEST should be considered a vital urban economic development strategy.

* Project QUEST had the most impact on nontraditional students, particularly par-
ticipants who were older than traditional college age, who were least likely to be
able to navigate the community college system and sustain their educations on
their own.

* The large impacts for participants with children under 18 are very encouraging.
While we did not track impacts on these children, the earnings gains of their par-
ents bode well for them too.

e Our findings also demonstrate the potential payoff of collaboration between non-
profit organizations and community colleges to both participants and employers.
In this case, Project QUEST provided recruitment, assessment, career advising,
support services, and job placement assistance, while local colleges provided
academic instruction and occupational training.

This brief focuses on Project QUEST’s impacts on participants’ earnings in the nine
years after random assignment. A future report will examine college enroliment and
completion, using National Student Clearinghouse records, and receipt of public
benefits, including TANF, SNAR and unemployment insurance, using administrative
records from state agencies. This information will provide additional insights into how
Project QUEST affected participants’ lives over the nine years since study enroliment.
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All earnings amounts in this brief are reported in current dollars.
Figures presenting the results in constant 2017 dollars are included
in the appendix.
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Appendix

Study Design and Final Sample

The evaluation of Project QUEST uses a randomized
controlled trial design to assess its impacts on indi-
viduals’ outcomes. To assess program impacts, this
report relies on data from a baseline survey conducted
at the time of study enrollment and administrative
earnings data from the Texas Workforce Commission
for the two years before and nine years after study
enrollment. We used data from the baseline survey to
examine the characteristics of treatment and control
group members in the final sample and to control for
any differences in characteristics between the groups
in the analysis of program impacts. We also analyzed
data from Project QUEST on study participants’ antici-
pated health-care program track and program out-
comes for members of the treatment group.

QUEST staff completed the program’s intake and
screening process to identify eligible candidates and
obtained their written consent to take part in the
study. Staff then sent their contact information to a
survey firm, the Institute for Survey Research (ISR)

at Temple University, which completed the baseline
survey and conducted random assignment. Individuals
were blocked according to their intended program
track (i.e., registered nursing, licensed vocational nurs-
ing, medical coding, and the various technician tracks),
and ISR randomly assigned 50 percent of study par-
ticipants to the treatment group and 50 percent to

the control group within these blocks. Between April
2006 and October 2008, 410 individuals enrolled in
the study, of whom 207 were randomly assigned to the
treatment group and 203 to the control group. QUEST
staff invited those assigned to the treatment group to
participate in the program. Those assigned to the con-
trol group were told that they would not receive sup-
port from QUEST but that they could enroll in college
or training on their own or seek other services.

Figure A1 presents the baseline characteristics of

the full sample of treatment and control group mem-
bers. There were no significant differences between
the groups in key baseline characteristics, including
gender, age, highest degree earned, annual earnings,
housing status, marital status, and whether partici-
pants had any children under age 18. Treatment group
members were somewhat less likely than control
group members to be Latino and more likely than con-
trol group members to have a valid driver’s license and
to live in public or subsidized housing. These differ-
ences are most likely due to chance, given the number
of characteristics tested.

Analysis

The study uses an intent-to-treat analysis framework

to assess program impacts; that is, we examined dif-
ferences in the outcomes of all participants randomly
assigned to the Project QUEST and control groups.

We estimated impacts using multivariate regression
analysis, and we report regression-adjusted results.
The regression models included the baseline explana-
tory variables in Figure Al to control for any differences
between the treatment and control group members. The
models also included a binary variable for being a treat-
ment group member and an index variable indicating
study participants’ intended health-care program track.
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Figure A1 Comparison of the Baseline Characteristics of Treatment and Control Group Members in the

Project QUEST Randomized Controlled Trial

Trea(tNm:;(t] .lg)roup COZ'I':I':Ozl g;t;up pvalue
Gender .705
Female 88.9% 87.7%
Male 11.1% 12.3%
Age .633
18 to 24 29.5% 32.0%
25 to 34 46.4% 44.3%
35 to 44 15.5% 17.7%
45 to 64 8.7% 5.9%
Race/Ethnicity .058
Latino 69.1% 79.3%
Black 16.9% 10.8%
White 12.1% 6.9%
Other 1.9% 3.0%
US immigrant 9.7% 5.4% .164
Highest degree earned 278
GED 24.6% 25.6%
High school diploma 69.1% 71.4%
College degree (associate’s or bachelor) 6.3% 3.0%
Had any health-care certificates or licenses .525
Yes 30.4% 27.6%
No 69.6% 72.4%
Housing status 1128
Oown 18.4% 14.3%
Rent 63.3% 58.6%
Live rent-free 17.4% 26.6%
Homeless 1.0% 0.5%
Living in public or subsidized housing .061
Yes 15.5% 9.4%
No 84.5% 90.6%
Had a valid driver’s license 92.3% 86.2% .047
Rating of own health 162
Excellent 48.3% 57.6%
Good 44.0% 35.5%
Fair or poor 7.7% 6.9%
Marital status 412
Currently married 30.4% 24.6%
Formerly married 25.1% 28.1%
Never married 44.4% 47.3%
Any children under age 18 in household 407
Yes 67.2% 70.9%
No 32.8% 29.1%
Average annual earnings in the two years prior to enroliment $21,976 $20,116 292

based on state administrative data (including zeros)
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Constant Dollars

The earnings amounts in this brief are reported in cur- unadjusted for seasonal variation, from the US

rent dollars. Figures A2 to A4 present the primary earn-  Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.
ings outcomes and impacts adjusted for inflation and Across the nine years after random assignment,
expressed as 2017 dollars. Values were adjusted using QUEST participants earned an average of $20,753
the Consumer Price Index Research Series (CPI-U-RS), more than control group members (in 2017 dollars).

SF-{11{-W.VIl Average Annual Earnings during the Nine Years after Random

Assignment among All Study Participants (2017 Dollars)
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Statistical significance levels: *** p<.01; ** p<.05; * p<.10

Figure A3 Project QUEST’s Impact on Average Annual Earnings during

Each Year after Random Assignment (2017 Dollars; N=410)
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Note: Statistical significance levels: *** p<.01; ** p<.05; * p<.10
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0 CW. '3 Average Annual Earnings of the Project QUEST Completers during the

Nine Years after Random Assignment (2017 Dollars; N=82)
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