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Executive Summary

Program Description 
Essex County College (ECC) used Trade Adjustment 
Assistance for Community College Career Training 
(TAACCCT) funding to improve its certificate and 
degree offerings in Information Technology (IT), 
focusing on IT in the belief that it would provide 
“expanded career advancement opportunities for 
TAA-eligible workers, women, veterans and people 
of color in high demand, high pay occupations.”1  
With this vision, ECC developed the Newark Area 
Industry Linked-Information Technology (NAIL-IT) 
program in 2013. The ultimate goal of the NAIL-IT 
program was to offer IT courses in such a way that 
would allow participants to successfully navigate 
courses and obtain degrees or certifications in a 
timely manner. The program was comprised of 
three Associate in Applied Science degree pro-
grams: Cybersecurity & Networks, Software Devel-
opment, and Health & Information Technology.

The NAIL-IT program employed five essential staff 
positions for the program’s implementation and 
administration within ECC, including a program 
director. The program also engaged several partners 
(such as employers) outside ECC to play multiple 
roles to assist in implementing the program. The 
program depended on ECC staff for a number of 
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critical functions such as counseling, advisement, 
and registration, as well as assistance with recruit-
ing. 

Curricula for the three course areas offered under 
the NAIL-IT program were developed and submit-
ted for state approval. The curricula facilitated 
the knowledge, skills, and abilities required for 
IT credentials and could be transferrable to other 
degree programs. Primarily, adjunct instructors 
taught program courses, which was the pattern for 
most courses at ECC, following the program’s first 
semester in Spring 2015. 

Upon receiving the grant, ECC contracted with the 
John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Develop-
ment at Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, 
to conduct an independent evaluation of its feder-
ally funded NAIL-IT activities between 2014 and 
2017.

Evaluation Research Design 
The Heldrich Center used a variety of qualitative 
and quantitative data collection methodologies to 
gather the data used to evaluate the strategies and 
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outcomes of ECC’s NAIL-IT program. To answer a 
set of key research questions, the Heldrich Center 
evaluation team used five primary data collection 
methods: 
 
Document Review. The evaluators reviewed pro-
gram descriptions, training modules, course re-
quirements, course outlines, planning documents, 
and meeting minutes to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of the program’s components and 
implementation process. 

Site Visits and Structured Interviews. The Heldrich 
Center conducted three site visits, one each year, 
during which researchers interviewed program staff 
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and faculty to collect information on how ECC was 
implementing its TAACCCT grant, learn how the 
instructors taught and assessed their students, gain 
insights as to how the program was progressing, 
and identify the strengths and weaknesses of the 
program. 

Focus Groups and Survey with Students. The 
evaluators conducted a focus group with students 
each year to learn about their experiences in the 
program. Topics for the focus groups included stu-
dents’ experiences with the program’s instruction 
and support services, as well as their perceptions 
of its challenges, strengths, and weaknesses. Evalu-
ators also developed and administered an online 



3

evaluation report

survey in the program’s final semester to capture 
student experiences. 

Structured Telephone Interviews. Each year, the 
Heldrich Center conducted formal structured 
telephone interviews with key program stakehold-
ers, including external partners, to assess ongoing 
program implementation progress and challenges. 

Analysis of Participant Data Records. The evalu-
ation team analyzed the participant data records 
compiled by the program to identify themes, pat-
terns, trends, and outcomes related to the research 
questions. 

Findings 
The NAIL-IT program faced many challenges 
within both the program itself and ECC. Combating 
an environment of independent departments and 
reluctance to implement grant-funded programs at 
ECC, the NAIL-IT program was never fully integrat-
ed into the college. 

When the program first began, ECC’s president pro-
vided a necessary champion to support the NAIL-
IT mission. However, after an investigation into 
financial improprieties at the college in early 2016, 
the college president, top attorney, and 20 other 
employees were dismissed. While the investigation 
and staffing decisions did not directly affect the 
NAIL-IT program, the loss of administrative support 
for the program significantly slowed its progress. In 
addition, the lack of a program champion familiar 
with the ECC bureaucratic environment left the 
program unable to get marketing materials ap-
proved or produced. At that time, ECC also denied 
requests for the program to have a website or to 
recruit through a banner on the ECC website, both 
of which hampered enrollment.

In addition to the fluctuation in ECC staff, issues 
arose within the program staff as well. In its first 
year, the NAIL-IT student recruiter left the college, 
and this position stayed vacant for the remainder 
of the grant. As a result of this vacancy, the other 
five program staff had to take on the recruiting 
tasks in addition to their original responsibilities. 
However, staff frequently prioritized recruitment 
behind other duties, typically focusing on student 

counseling over other activities. Eventually, this is-
sue put the program in a quandary in that it did not 
have the capacity to increase recruitment, and was 
unable to establish meaningful employer partner-
ships without a more sustainable flow of students. 
Although the program’s external partners were 
charged with developing employer partnerships, 
most were underutilized and unsupervised in the 
early stages of the grant, leading to disappointing 
contributions to the overall goals. Adding to these 
internal program challenges was a lack of over-
sight, both from the program and in the larger ECC 
environment, of the curriculum and extracurricular 
participation of adjunct faculty, who were not re-
quired to hold office hours or follow a strict course 
syllabus. This resulted in adjuncts often deviating 
from planned course content as well as inadequate 
academic support for students in these challenging 
courses. 

The program met its overall goal of enrolling 30 
students in the first year, but fell short on all out-
comes that followed. While the program proposed 
serving 210 students over its three years, it served 
130 students. In addition, only 7 students com-
pleted the program as of August 2017, significantly 
short of its initial goal of 114 students. Most stu-
dents were black males between 23 and 30 years 
old, and participation was significantly higher for 
the Cybersecurity & Networks program (86 stu-
dents) than Health & Information Technology (24 
students) and Software Development (20 students). 

Despite slow growth and limited impact, NAIL-IT 
had some successes that will benefit ECC in the 
long term. Mainly, the program was able to gain 
state approval for all three degree programs, which 
are now integrated into ECC departments and will 
continue to be offered after the completion of the 
federal grant. In addition, the program established 
an articulation agreement with the New Jersey In-
stitute of Technology, a four-year public university, 
for students who complete a NAIL-IT program and 
want to continue their education. Unfortunately, 
the state approval did not take place until Febru-
ary 2017, which left the NAIL-IT program courses 
out of the course catalog and off the website until 
quite late in the program, exacerbating the prob-
lem of student recruitment. During this period in 
2017, ECC hired a new dean of science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics, who, having 
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previously worked at ECC, had knowledge of the 
bureaucratic processes and was able to provide the 
NAIL-IT program with a champion inside the ECC 
environment. 

The implementation of the federally funded ECC 
NAIL-IT program provides many lessons to those 
looking to introduce a similar program. Because of 
the many challenges NAIL-IT faced, the program’s 
experience offers lessons about what worked and 
did not work well, and why, both within the pro-
gram itself as well as in the wider higher education 
environment in which the program was operating. 
These include lessons on staffing, navigating the 
community college environment, the need for a 
program champion and early recruitment efforts, 
early employer engagement, and assessing the 
need for all external partners invited to participate. 

Recommendations 
1. The NAIL-IT program should attempt to better 

understand how and where to reach its target 
population and work with ECC to develop 
recruiting efforts to this target. 

2. When ECC implements grant programs in the 
future, it should carefully consider each poten-
tial partner, its necessity to the larger goal, and 
the feasibility of implementing their products 
and tools. 

3. Establishing a high-level champion or sponsor 
for the program within the college at program 
initiation is important to help ensure adequate 
interdepartmental cooperation, collaboration, 
and support for the program.

4. Adjunct faculty need to be compensated, pos-
sibly through stipends, in order to have them 
expand their duties to include participating in 
program meetings and providing additional 
student support such as holding office hours. 

5. The program should integrate the teaching of 
key non-technical skills, primarily soft skills 
and job search skills, throughout the curricula.

6. As early in the program as possible, gaining 
employers’ input on the curricula should be the 
centerpiece of the program’s employer out-
reach efforts, as it affords the program the best 
opportunity to meaningfully engage employers.

7. Following any curricula review, the NAIL-IT 
program should look to engage hiring manag-
ers at employer sites rather than reaching out to 
human resources departments. 

8. The program should be careful in how it com-
municates to students about internships to 
avoid inadvertently being perceived as promis-
ing internships to students.

9. More internship opportunities should be pro-
vided for program students since most IT jobs 
require some work experience and internships 
are vital and instrumental for this purpose.

10. The program should follow evidence-based 
practices to increase student retention, begin-
ning with financial aid. 

11. Program courses — outlines, texts, grading, 
and other materials — need to be standard-
ized to provide consistency and ensure that 
every faculty member teaches each course as 
planned. 

12. A full-time computer science faculty member 
should be in place to guide and oversee the 
adjuncts and ensure standardization of courses 
and adherence to the NAIL-IT curriculum. 

13. Tutoring in IT should be made widely available 
for students in such a technical and challenging 
program as NAIL-IT.

14. Additional technical supports are needed for 
program students beginning with course ad-
visement and counseling, including assistance 
with working effectively in an online environ-
ment, and using technology-enabled learning. 



5

evaluation report

Introduction
In an effort to improve the capacity of the nation’s 
community colleges, the U.S. Department of Labor 
(USDOL) Employment and Training Administra-
tion awarded Trade Adjustment Assistance for 
Community College Career Training (TAACCCT) 
grants to community colleges in every state. Start-
ing in 2013, Essex County College (ECC) received 
a three-year Round 3 TAACCCT grant to better 
align its workforce programs with employer skill 
needs and improve these programs’ student reten-
tion and completion rates. In accordance with 
this goal, ECC created the Newark Area Industry 
Linked-Information Technology (NAIL-IT) program 
to create program tracks and align its courses with 
in-demand industry certifications in the informa-
tion technology (IT) industry. 

Through the TAACCCT grant, ECC developed 
three new IT programs of study: Cybersecurity & 
Networks, Software Development, and Health & 
Information Technology. The program was open 
to all, but it specifically targeted women, Trade 
Adjustment Assistance (TAA)-eligible workers, vet-
erans, and people of color. ECC, through partner-
ships with the Newark Alliance, Jobs for the Future, 
IQ4, and Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW), 
intended to meet the needs of both students and 
employers by creating credit-bearing courses to 
facilitate the knowledge, skills, and competencies 
required for IT credentials. ECC planned to align 
the programs with in-demand industry certifica-
tions, provide expanded student supports related 
to online course requirements, and offer stacked 
and latticed credentials to accelerate career ad-
vancement for workers, as stipulated in the grant 
proposal.

Upon receiving the grant in 2013, ECC contracted 
with the John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce 
Development at Rutgers University to conduct an 
independent evaluation of its NAIL-IT activities. 
This third and final report presents an outcome 
evaluation of how well ECC implemented each of 
its strategies and the effect of these strategies on 
a series of intermediate and long-term outcomes, 
ultimately summarizing implementation results and 
analyses of the participant outcomes. In describ-
ing program outcomes, this report also describes 

the challenges that affected outcomes, and makes 
a series of recommendations to improve future 
program performance and operations. 

Program Design and 
Administration 

Program Description
ECC used TAACCCT funding to improve its certifi-
cate and degree offerings in IT. In doing so, pro-
gram designers focused on IT, believing it would 
provide “expanded career advancement opportuni-
ties for TAA-eligible workers, women, veterans and 
people of color in high demand, high pay occupa-
tions.”2 With this vision in mind, ECC developed 
NAIL-IT whose ultimate goal program was to offer 
IT courses in such a way that would allow partici-
pants to successfully navigate courses and obtain 
degrees or certifications in a timely manner. The 
program was comprised of three Associate in Ap-
plied Science degree programs: Cybersecurity & 
Networks, Software Development, and Health & 
Information Technology. The program also offered 
students the ability to obtain three one-year cer-
tificates by taking the courses prescribed in the 
degree programs. ECC believed these programs 
directly addressed the hiring needs of employers in 
Essex County, in northern New Jersey, and in the 
New York City area. 

This section provides a brief description of pro-
gram staffing and delivery, and the roles of the four 
original external program partners: the Newark 
Alliance, Jobs for the Future, IQ4, and WOW. For 
more information on program design and ap-
proach, please see the Heldrich Center’s Year 1 
evaluation report.3 

Program Administration and 
Staffing
The ECC NAIL-IT program model relied upon five 
essential staff positions for the program’s success. 
The key positions and descriptions included:
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 > Program Manager/Director: This position was 
responsible for program administration and 
oversight, and ensuring that the program was 
meeting its required goals. 

 > Online Learning Specialist/Instructional De-
signer: This position supported faculty and 
students in their online learning and teaching 
needs. Some of this support was in the form of 
workshops as well as individual coaching or 
advisement. This position helped faculty to de-
sign an online course, implement instructional 
strategies like course sequencing, and publish 
the course on the learning management sys-
tem. 

 > Employer Coordinator: This position recruited 
employers to support the NAIL-IT program. 
Other responsibilities included nurturing 
employer partnerships to create internship op-
portunities for students and helping students 
transition to employment. 

 > Technical Manager/Lab Coordinator: This posi-
tion was responsible for maintaining the com-
puter lab, ensuring all equipment was available 
and functional. Other responsibilities included 
lab infrastructure, and creating lab require-
ments for students based on faculty-provided 
lab exercises. 

 > Technical Assistant: This position initially had 
been responsible for basic administrative du-
ties in the office. Due to demand, this position 
transitioned into a coordinator for the Health 
& Information Technology program, helping 
students register and find courses, as well as 
assisting with any other student needs. 

Originally, the program hired a full-time student 
recruiter, but there was turnover in this position in 
December 2014. After reposting the position and 
receiving applications only from individuals whom 
the program staff deemed unqualified, the program 
decided not to fill this position. 

Curriculum
Curricula for the three course areas offered under 
the NAIL-IT program facilitated the knowledge, 
skills, and abilities required for IT credentials and 
could be transferrable to other degree programs. 
Students could decide if they were interested in 
obtaining a certification, an industry credential, an 
Associate’s degree, or transferring earned credits 
toward another degree, such as a Bachelor’s of Sci-
ence in IT. Although the curriculum and programs 
were approved by ECC, state approval was also 
required but was not finalized until February 2017.

Technology 
The courses that comprised the NAIL-IT program 
relied upon ECC’s technical resources such as soft-
ware and computer laboratories available from the 
Computer Science department. 

Internships
Critical to the success of the program was the 
practical work experience students could ob-
tain through internships. Originally, the program 
envisioned some students completing traditional 
internships at work sites, and others participating 
in virtual internships facilitated by IQ4’s online 
platform. However, this system never gained full 
support from ECC and, therefore, was never used. 
Program staff and partners increased efforts over 
the final year of the program to place eligible stu-
dents at internship sites. 

Recruitment
With assistance from program partners, NAIL-IT 
staff made a number of outreach efforts directed 
at the target populations of women, TAA-eligible 
workers, veterans, and people of color, as well as 
the public. Efforts included flyers, posters, informa-
tion sessions, and participation at events. The team 
gave presentations at local churches, One-Stop Ca-
reer Centers, and other community organizations. 
The original program plan included a dedicated 
recruitment specialist, but as noted earlier, this 
position was eventually left vacant. 
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Screening and Enrollment
To be eligible for the three NAIL-IT programs, stu-
dents had to meet three requirements: be accepted 
into ECC, take a placement exam to demonstrate 
proficiency in college-level math and English, and 
meet with the chair of the Engineering depart-
ment (for Cybersecurity & Networks and Software 
Development) or the chair of the Allied Health 
and Nursing department (for Health & Information 
Technology). 

As of August 2017, the NAIL-IT program had en-
rolled 130 students in one of its full degree pro-
grams or a course in one of the program series, fall-
ing short of the original goal of 210 students (see 
Table 1). Of those students, only 7 graduated in 
Spring 2017, and the program estimates an addi-
tional 10 will graduate in Spring 2018. Many of the 
130 students, however, either started after the first 
program semester and were not yet scheduled to 
graduate (23 students completed their first NAIL-IT 
course in the 2016-2017 academic year), or only 
intended to take one or two courses in the program 
and complete an academic program outside of 
NAIL-IT. 

Proposed Actual
Total NAIL-IT Course Enrollment 210 130
Total Completing Grant-Funded 
Program of Study

114 7

TABLE 1. ECC NAIL-IT ENROLLMENT AND 
COMPLETION

The Cybersecurity & Networks program had the 
highest enrollment, with 86 students taking at least 
one program course since Spring 2015. The Health 
& Information Technology program trailed with 24 
total enrollees, and Software Development had 20 
students (see Table 2). 

TABLE 2. ECC NAIL-IT TOTAL STUDENT ENROLLMENT, 
BY PROGRAM (2015-2017)

Program Total Student 
Enrollment

Cybersecurity & Networks 86
Health Information & Technology 24

Software Development 20

Total 130

Source: ECC NAIL-IT program administrative data, 2017.

Source: ECC NAIL-IT program administrative data, 2017.

Roles of External Partners
The NAIL-IT program model involved engaging a 
variety of partners outside ECC to play multiple 
roles to assist in implementing the program. This 
portion of the report describes the external partners 
and their major accomplishments in contributing 
to the program. 

The Newark Alliance

The Newark Alliance is a nonprofit organization 
that helped NAIL-IT to cultivate relationships with 
employers, assist with student placement, and 
recruit IT professionals to serve as adjunct faculty 
and guest lecturers. The Newark Alliance listed its 
key accomplishments as: 

 > Facilitated two internships at the New Jersey 
Institute of Technology (NJIT),

 > Involvement in recruitment events and weekly 
planning meetings,

 > Prepared a database of high school counselors 
and employers for outreach,

 > Created career pathways documentation for 
each of the three course programs, and

 > Assisted with engaging several employers with 
the program. 
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Jobs for the Future

Jobs for the Future is a national nonprofit head-
quartered in Massachusetts whose role was to help 
ECC access peer learning networks and resources, 
provide professional development and technical 
assistance to NAIL-IT staff, provide coaching for 
credentials, and document promising practices. 
Jobs for the Future listed its key accomplishments 
as: 

 > Provided technical assistance to the program 
to develop pathways, and increase employer 
engagement, recruitment, and internship op-
portunities;

 > Involvement in recruitment events and weekly 
planning meetings;

 > Assisted program director with program man-
agement; and

 > Developed program staff and faculty trainings.

IQ4

IQ4 is a New York City-based technology firm 
tasked with providing advanced matches between 
student skills and employer needs, generating sup-
port among employers, and coordinating virtual 
internships. IQ4 listed its accomplishments as: 

 > Building an online system for virtual intern-
ships and mentorships; and

 > Providing training to staff, faculty, and students 
on an electronic internship product. 

Wider Opportunities for Women

WOW is a national nonprofit organization that 
aims to build pathways to economic independence 
and opportunity equality for women, families, 
and seniors through educational empowerment. 
With one focus of the NAIL-IT program being the 
targeted recruitment of women, WOW’s intended 
role with the program was to provide resources 

and assistance for the recruitment and orientation 
of women, as well as provide professional develop-
ment and coaching for staff and faculty on gender-
targeted and inclusive practices. WOW discontin-
ued its work in the program following its limited 
contributions in the early stages of the program.

Research Questions
The Heldrich Center identified 18 key research 
questions that it sought to answer throughout the 
course of the evaluation of the NAIL-IT program:

1. Was the program staffed in a timely manner 
with the staff members necessary to help the 
program achieve its goals? 

2. To what extent did the program meet the 
enrollment targets it set forth in its proposal to 
USDOL? What strategies did it apply to meet its 
enrollment goals? 

3. What strategies did the program use to recruit 
students, and, in particular, women, TAA-eligi-
ble workers, veterans, and people of color? 

4. To what extent were various stakeholders in the 
program, including program staff, faculty, part-
ners, and employers, aware of and in agree-
ment with the goals that the program sought to 
achieve? 

5. What support or other services did ECC offer 
participants outside of the classroom? 

6. What support or collaboration did ECC offer for 
the program’s implementation? 

7. To what extent was the program successful in 
working within the context of ECC to achieve 
program goals? 

8. To what extent did the program develop a 
curriculum for each of the three tracks that 
employers thought would enable students to 
acquire the skills they need to be successful in 
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the occupations for which the program pro-
vided training? 

9. What instructional strategies did the program 
apply to build the students’ technical, basic, 
and soft skills? How effective were these strate-
gies and in what ways could they be improved? 

10. What were the roles and contributions of the 
external partners? 

11. How effective was the program at identifying 
and placing students in meaningful internship 
experiences that helped the students develop 
their skills? 

12. What strategies did the program implement to 
engage employers in meaningful ways, result-
ing in curriculum feedback, internship opportu-
nities, and job placements? 

13. What barriers did the program encounter dur-
ing implementation? 

14. In what ways was the program modified from 
the original design to improve its effectiveness 
and/or address challenges that arose during the 
course of implementation? 

15. What were the academic, employment, and 
earnings outcomes of the students who partici-
pated in the NAIL-IT program? 

16. How many women enrolled in the NAIL-IT 
course programs? 

17. How many employers participated in the pro-
gram and what was the nature of the employer 
involvement? 

18. Could this model be replicated at other com-
munity colleges?

Evaluation Methodology
The Heldrich Center used a variety of qualitative 
and quantitative data collection methodologies to 
gather the data used to evaluate the strategies and 
outcomes of ECC’s NAIL-IT program. The Heldrich 
Center evaluation team used five primary data col-
lection methods:

Document Review. The evaluators requested cop-
ies of key documents associated with the program, 
including academic program descriptions, training 
modules, course requirements, course outlines, 
planning documents, and meeting minutes to gain 
a comprehensive understanding of the program 
implementation process at ECC.

Site Visits and Structured Interviews. The Heldrich 
Center conducted three site visits, one each year, 
during which researchers interviewed program staff 
and faculty to collect information on how ECC 
was implementing its TAACCCT grant, learn how 
the instructors taught and assessed their students, 
gain insights as to how the program was progress-
ing, identify the strengths and weaknesses of the 
program, and identify suggestions regarding how to 
improve the NAIL-IT program for future students. 

Focus Groups and Survey with Students. The 
evaluators conducted a focus group with students 
each year to learn about their experiences in the 
program. Topics for the focus groups included stu-
dents’ experiences with the program’s instruction 
and support services, as well as their perceptions 
of its challenges, strengths, and weaknesses. Evalu-
ators also developed and administered an online 
survey in the program’s final semester to capture 
student experiences. 

Structured Telephone Interviews. Each year, the 
Heldrich Center conducted formal structured 
telephone interviews with key program stakehold-
ers, including external partners, to assess ongoing 
program implementation progress and challenges. 

Analysis of Participant Data Records. The evalu-
ation team analyzed the participant data records 
compiled by the program to identify themes, pat-
terns, trends, and outcomes related to the research 
questions. Due to the lower-than-expected number 
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of program participants, this analysis was primar-
ily descriptive since original statistical methods 
require larger datasets.

Findings 
NAIL-IT faced many challenges that hampered its 
ability to achieve its objectives. This section de-
scribes the program’s outcomes and challenges. 

Program Model 
Finding #1. The NAIL-IT program attempted to 
have ECC students with two-year degrees compete 
for technical jobs with many students who possess 
four-year degrees, which is a clear competitive 
advantage. Evident in student outcomes — six of 
the seven program graduates continued their edu-
cation at four-year colleges — the program may 
be better suited as an initial step in IT education 
rather than immediate employment. 

Employers generally hire Bachelor’s degree gradu-
ates in Software Development and Cybersecurity & 
Networks jobs for which the program was training 
its students. This means that the NAIL-IT program 
would have to make the case that its Associate’s 
degree graduates could be as effective as employ-
ees who possess a Bachelor’s degree. Making this 
case successfully would have required working to 
build trust with employers, and this largely did not 
happen with the NAIL-IT program. Because of this, 
the ECC program graduates with an Associate’s 
degree seeking IT jobs faced a significant disad-
vantage competing with graduates having four-year 
degrees. 

The NAIL-IT program model was designed to focus 
on disadvantaged students who often lacked a 
strong academic background. This, in turn, led to 
the reduction in robustness of coursework. The 
program outcomes — six of the seven graduates 
continued their education at four-year colleges 
— suggest that the program was better suited for 
starting students in IT education than for immedi-
ate employment (see Finding #33 for details on 
outcomes). 

Recruitment 
Finding #2. In Year 1, the program met its overall 
enrollment goal for the initial semester, though it 
fell short of its initial goal of enrolling 10 students 
in the Health & Information Technology program 
at that time. 

In its proposal to USDOL, ECC indicated that it 
would enroll at least 10 students in each of the 
three NAIL-IT programs during the first semester. 
With 36 students enrolled, the program exceeded 
its goal of 30 students for Year 1. The Health & In-
formation Technology program, however, enrolled 
only seven students during the first semester. 

Based on focus groups with students and inter-
views with faculty, the overall program appeared 
to be enrolling qualified and motivated students. 
However, recruitment fell short of the objective 
during the subsequent semesters when the recruit-
ment goals were higher.

Finding #3. The lack of a dedicated student re-
cruiter resulted in ongoing recruiting challenges 
during most of the program’s three years. Other 
program staff needed to take on recruiting re-
sponsibilities for which they were not trained or 
prepared.

The program ceased efforts to hire a recruiter in 
Year 1 since the first few attempts were unsuc-
cessful and the process was believed to be taking 
too much time at a key point in the implementa-
tion when staff needed to initiate many activities. 
Program staff noted that while they did what they 
could to recruit students, the lack of a qualified 
recruiter was a major barrier to success. With many 
other responsibilities to handle, assistance with 
recruitment typically was not the most important 
priority for program staff. Moreover, the need for 
program staff to spend time on recruiting to sup-
port upcoming events diverted staff time from other 
important functions. 

Finding #4. Recruitment for the program began 
to lag behind the higher enrollment goals set for 
Year 2 compared to Year 1. In response, program 
staff and partners made greater efforts to recruit 
students, organizing recruitment events and at-
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tending networking events to attract students to 
the program.

After meeting the relatively modest overall recruit-
ment goal for Year 1, the program began lagging 
behind meeting the much higher recruitment goals 
for Year 2. This was due in part to the long delay 
in receiving state approval of the program, which 
made it more difficult to assist students with their 
financial constraints since only students enrolled 
in approved, credit-bearing programs were able to 
receive financial aid according to state regulations. 
In addition, programs are not included in the ECC 
course catalog until they receive state approval, 
which limited program visibility for the majority of 
the program’s implementation. 

To overcome the challenge of recruiting sufficient 
numbers of students, the program director, program 
staff, and several external partners organized and 
attended multiple recruitment events. They also 
distributed materials and gave presentations to 
community groups such as faith-based organiza-
tions, other community colleges, and One-Stop 
Career Centers. While this generated a number of 
recruits, it was not sufficient to reach the enroll-
ment goals. (See proposed enrollments and com-
pletions under Finding #33.) 

Finding #5. In Year 3, recruitment for the program 
continued to be disappointingly low, due in part 
to inadequate marketing. 

As one student commented, “The program is a hid-
den secret; not many students know about it.” The 
inadequate recruitment was a major problem in 
several respects: having too few students in some 
courses, which are costly to run, or had to be can-
celed; and too few students to attract sustainable 
interest from employers. The program was not able 
to put its course offerings in the course catalog un-
til the last semester since state approval of the pro-
gram was significantly delayed due to mishandling 
of the application by ECC. The original rejection 
was due to a lack of science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics (STEM)-related qualifications 
by the third-party independent consultant. When 
the state approval finally came in February 2017, 
it was too late to affect recruitment. The program 
staff did little recruitment in Year 3 as the program 
approached its end. 

In addition, marketing support from ECC was virtu-
ally non-existent throughout the program. Program 
staff believed that the marketing director and other 
department heads were not inclined to support 
other departments or grant programs in general. 
The lack of marketing support was one of several 
critical examples of the lack of support and col-
laboration from ECC that limited recruitment and 
the program’s success. 

The difficulties and inadequacies of recruiting was 
a primary reason for the program operating on a 
much smaller scale than anticipated and producing 
far fewer graduates relative to the goals. For ex-
ample, as listed in Finding #33, the program had 7 
graduates, falling far below its goal of 114 graduat-
ing students. When looking at broad participation, 
the program served 130 students, short of its goal 
of 210 students. 

Finding #6. Recruitment of women was an issue 
needing more attention throughout the life of the 
program, which lacked an effective, systematic 
strategy for targeting and enrolling women. 

Women are traditionally underrepresented in the IT 
field, and recruiting women into IT training pro-
grams and jobs has proven a challenge nationwide. 
As such, recruiting women was a top priority for 
the NAIL-IT program. Early in the program’s imple-
mentation, program staff and faculty discussed 
a shortage of women participants, despite some 
targeted recruitment efforts. Instructors and pro-
gram staff commented that women represented a 
lower proportion of program enrollments than had 
been planned. For the three years of the program, 
women comprised 25% of the students who en-
rolled in NAIL-IT courses. 

The partner WOW organized and held a recruit-
ment event, ostensibly targeting women early in 
Year 1, but it was not well received by ECC. Al-
though the event drew a significant crowd, pro-
gram staff felt that the event served much more 
to promote WOW than to promote the NAIL-IT 
program. Following its limited contributions in the 
early stages of the program, WOW discontinued its 
work in the area. The program made additional ef-
forts to recruit women, for example, creating flyers 
to target women, but eventually program staff mod-
ified some materials in fear that students would 



12

Final Evaluation of Essex County College’s TAACCCT Grant

think the program was exclusively for women. Two 
external partners, the Newark Alliance and Jobs 
for the Future, also pitched in at events to recruit 
women. However, an effective, systematic strategy 
for recruiting women was never developed. 

Participant Profiles 
The program collected limited data about the par-
ticipants’ demographic profiles. It is important to 
note that the program collected information on all 
students who completed at least one course in one 
of its academic programs, but may not have offi-
cially enrolled in one of the NAIL-IT programs.

Finding #7. Most program participants were black 
males between 23 and 30 years old, and participa-
tion was highest for the Cybersecurity & Networks 
program. 

While a program goal was to increase the number 
of women in technology fields, less than 25% of 
the NAIL-IT participants were women (see Table 
3). Following the end of WOW’s participation, 
and with a lack of focus on recruitment without a 
recruitment coordinator on staff, the NAIL-IT pro-
gram broadened its scope for participant recruit-
ment. 

TABLE 3. PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS, BY GENDER 

Gender Percent
Male 75.5%
Female 24.5%

Source: ECC NAIL-IT program administrative data, 2017.

The program had a wide range of diversity related 
to the races of participants. Almost 45% of pro-
gram participants were black, 22% were Hispanic, 
and 14% were Asian (see Table 4). 

Another program goal was to focus on older job 
seekers who were shifting careers. Again, this focus 
broadened as the program struggled to recruit stu-
dents. As such, over half of participants were under 
30 years old, with an additional 23% between 31 
and 40 years old (see Table 5).

TABLE 4. PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS, BY RACE

TABLE 5. PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS, BY AGE RANGE

Race Percent
Black 44.8%
Hispanic 22.4%

Asian 14.3%

White 8.1%

Other 5.2%

Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Island 0.5%

No Data 4.8%

Source: ECC NAIL-IT program administrative data, 2017.

Age Range Percent
19-22 19.0%
23-30 40.0%

31-40 22.9%

41-50 10.0%

51-60 5.7%

61+ 2.4%

Source: ECC NAIL-IT program administrative data, 2017.

As previously discussed, not all students included 
in the program totals completed the full degree 
program; many students only enrolled in one or 
two courses within a program series. As shown in 
Table 6, the majority of students (53%) completed 
only one course in their indicated program, with 
most students (86%) completing less than five 
courses. 

This trend was strong for the Cybersecurity & Net-
works and Software Development students, both 
of which had at least 80% of students complet-
ing only one or two courses, compared to 54% of 
Health & Information Technology students. Many 
students in the Cybersecurity & Networks and 
Software Development programs only completed 
the Network Fundamentals and Introductory to 
Programming in Java courses. 
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Remedial course taking is a common practice at 
community colleges, which at times can hinder the 
speed at which students are able to complete their 
degrees. However, these courses are often neces-
sary foundational elements to introductory courses. 
Overall, 57% of students who completed a NAIL-IT 
program course also enrolled in a remedial course 
during their time at ECC. Of those who took a re-
medial course, 8% took one course, 42% took two 
courses, 27% took three courses, and 23% took 
four or more remedial courses at ECC. 

Program Administration 
Finding #8. In the early stages of the program, 
program staff and faculty were not clear on the 
objectives or ultimate goal of the NAIL-IT pro-
gram. The situation improved among program staff 
in Year 2. 

Interviews with program staff found that they were 
initially heavily focused on the program’s short-
term needs, but were not consistently clear about 
the overall goal of the program or the various ob-
jectives they needed to achieve to reach the goal. 
Likewise, in early interviews with faculty, although 
they understood that the program was receiv-
ing outside funding, only one of the three faculty 
members from the first semester of the program 
could articulate a clear vision or understanding of 
the program and its objectives. By Year 2, program 
staff demonstrated a better understanding of the 
program’s objectives. 

TABLE 6. NUMBER OF COURSE ENROLLMENTS, BY PROGRAM

Cybersecurity & 
Networks

Health & 
Information 
Technology

Software 
Development

Total

1 Course 48 9 12 69
2 Courses 20 4 6 30

3-4 Courses 8 4 1 13

5-6 Courses 3 1 0 4

7-8 Courses 2 1 1 4

More than 8 Courses 5 5 0 10

Source: ECC NAIL-IT program administrative data, 2017.

Finding #9. An innovative program of this nature 
involving multiple partners and stakeholders 
requires a great deal of oversight, monitoring, and 
accountability, which the program director and 
staff were not always able to provide. The fluctua-
tion in leadership at ECC only made this more 
difficult. 

Several staff commented that the program lacked 
clear measurable short-term goals that could be 
tracked to ensure the program was progressing as 
planned. Program staff, stakeholders, and partners 
were not held accountable on a regular basis for 
fulfilling their responsibilities in achieving the 
program’s goals. This appeared to have been com-
pounded by the difficulties the program had in try-
ing to work with college departments that were not 
always cooperative or helpful. This situation may 
also be related to the early confusion about pro-
gram leadership. The staff representing the partners 
tended to be high-level, experienced people. One 
of the partners felt early in the implementation that 
it was to be co-chairing the program. Later when 
the program director took charge, she sometimes 
seemed to lack experience and ability in manag-
ing multiple partners and stakeholders and holding 
them accountable. 
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Finding #10. The program director was in place 
more than a year before ECC provided access to 
the budget, making it difficult for program staff to 
track expenses and manage the budget.

The necessary funds for the program were in the 
budget but the program did not approve of the vari-
ous budget categories that ECC had set. This made 
it more difficult for the program to understand and 
manage the budget. Because of this and previ-
ously mentioned difficulties related to marketing, 
the program’s period of performance ended with 
considerable funding dedicated to marketing that 
it was unable to use. Since the grant was on a cost 
reimbursement basis, the funds could not be used 
for other purposes. 

Finding #11. Student counseling and advisement 
on such crucial matters as which NAIL-IT courses 
to take had to be provided primarily by program 
staff, who lacked the training and technical exper-
tise to know what was best for students trying to 
compete for jobs in particular technical fields. 

Based on feedback from students and staff, the 
program director and staff invested a great deal 
of time over the program’s three years on student 
needs, such as counseling, advisement, tutoring, 
and registration, versus focusing on program over-
sight, student recruitment, and coordination with 
external partners and faculty. One of the program 
staff members providing advisement and other 
supports to students was the administrative assis-
tant. It appears that the program staff performed 
these student support functions because they saw 
that college staff were not providing these services, 
and the program staff knew that retaining the few 
program students was essential. Program staff were 
also providing a lot of social support to students, 
for example, for personal/family challenges. Per-
forming these unplanned functions diverted staff 
time from the crucial functions of managing and 
coordinating program activities with partners, fac-
ulty, and ECC departments. 

Finding #12. There was inadequate coordination 
of the program with the faculty, who were mostly 
adjuncts, as well as insufficient oversight of fac-
ulty responsibilities under the program. This led to 
variation in course content and delivery. 

Program staff did not meet with the adjunct fac-
ulty teaching the curricula to provide guidance 
and gain cooperation for program needs. This led 
to variation in course delivery. In addition, it ap-
peared that neither the Computer Science depart-
ment nor the program director provided oversight 
to the faculty to ensure they adhered to such things 
as the designated course textbooks and outlines. 
The program reportedly attempted to have faculty 
follow the program curricula more closely, but 
were not successful. This situation did not improve 
until the new dean of STEM began overseeing the 
program in Year 3. 

Finding #13. In the third year of the NAIL-IT 
program, a new dean of STEM began overseeing 
the program and undertook several activities to 
address ongoing problems the program was hav-
ing in trying to collaborate with the other college 
departments. 

In Year 3, the new dean of STEM rewrote the 
Health & Information Technology program submis-
sion for state review, which, along with the other 
two programs, gained state approval in February 
2017. The dean also developed an overall market-
ing plan for the program. These essential actions 
would have been important to have been under-
taken in Years 1 or 2. 

Program staff had problems early on in achieving 
collaboration and support from ECC staff. None of 
the program staff came from within ECC. Familiar-
ity with the ECC bureaucracy and culture could 
have helped the program navigate the college’s bu-
reaucracy and achieve some of the needed collab-
oration with ECC and its departments and faculty. 

Retention 
Finding #14. Personal financial difficulties led 
some students to exit the program. This also led to 
a slow progression through the program for most 
remaining students, who frequently took fewer 
courses than expected per semester or enrolled 
one semester and not the next.
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Program staff discussed the non-traditional paths 
taken by many students, who were not usually 
able to take a full course load, or enrolled one 
semester but not the next, largely due to financial 
constraints and the need to work. Students echoed 
this in focus groups, and also discussed the limited 
flexibility in course offerings and schedules that 
frequently interfered with their work commitments. 
The delay in state program approval made it more 
difficult for the program to assist students with their 
financial constraints since only students enrolled 
in approved, credit-bearing programs are able to 
receive financial aid according to state regula-
tions. To address the financial aid issue, ECC, at the 
program director’s request, provided funding for 
the few students affected by this approval gap so 
that those students could be retained over the one 
semester during which this posed a financial aid 
issue. 

Since the grant did not offer scholarships for the 
original target population of displaced, disadvan-
taged, and often unemployed or underemployed 
individuals, many potential recruits did not have 
the financial resources or support to enter or 
complete the program, even if they were ready 
academically. Because many ECC students have 
low incomes, the NAIL-IT program’s lack of schol-
arships made it difficult or impossible financially 
for many potential students in the Newark area to 
enter the program. The program’s reduced ability 
to recruit from the original target population led 
program staff to respond by broadening the target 
population to include many traditional community 
college students. Nevertheless, financial challenges 
arose for many students. 

Finding #15. While most NAIL-IT students who 
were surveyed expressed positive views of the 
NAIL-IT courses and the overall program, some 
students identified several shortcomings in the 
program, such as the need for more hands-on ex-
periences and tutoring for technical courses. 

In addition to having high satisfaction with the 
courses, the instruction, and the program staff, the 
majority of the students had positive views of their 
overall involvement with the program. Students 
remarked that program staff were always available, 
hands on, helpful, and took the time to get to know 
them, providing a feeling of community. Students 

reported receiving an adequate amount of training 
with the equipment and programs they would use 
in their future fields. Most of the students surveyed 
reported that the NAIL-IT course program they 
were taking was a good match with their skills, 
interests, and abilities, adding that their plans for 
employment or further education would be within 
that field of study. Similarly, the majority of the 
students planned to complete their degree through 
the NAIL-IT program. 

However, a few students wanted more hands-on 
experience in the classes, such as working with 
electronic health records, and some wished there 
was more tutoring available. Several students also 
commented on the challenges and inconveniences 
due to the lack of program integration into ECC’s 
operations as a whole, adversely affecting such 
things as software availability and regular lab ac-
cess. In addition, a number of students felt there 
needed to be more internship opportunities. 

Curriculum, Faculty, and 
Instruction
Finding #16. Having received state approval for 
the curricula quite late in the program’s imple-
mentation (February 2017 in Year 3), the NAIL-IT 
program and courses were put into the college 
catalog too late to influence better program out-
comes. 

The submission of the NAIL-IT curricula for state 
approval was overseen by ECC, which did not 
handle this responsibility in a timely manner. As a 
result of a lack of STEM-related qualifications by 
the third-party independent consultant ECC en-
gaged to complete these applications upon original 
submission in Summer 2016, none of the three 
degree programs received state approval until the 
program’s third and final year. The long delay in 
state approval significantly hampered recruitment 
since the program’s absence from the college cata-
log and website made it less visible to students. 

ECC later rewrote parts of the submission for state 
approval, which was finally granted in February 
2017. Program staff reported that this development 
appeared to have a positive effect on student-initi-
ated enrollments since the program became much 
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more visible, particularly being in the college 
catalog. Though the positive effect on recruitment 
was limited to a small period late in the program’s 
operation, the integration of the curriculum into 
ECC’s overall offerings and operations is a signifi-
cant development for the long term. This approval 
and integration enhanced the likelihood of sustain-
ability of the program. 

Finding #17. Program faculty had substantial 
autonomy with regard to text selection and course 
content, sometimes deviating from the program’s 
planned course content. 

Because of the substantial autonomy and lack of 
oversight of program faculty, the curricula and 
course outlines were not closely followed by fac-
ulty in a consistent way, nor were courses always 
of sufficient robustness to adequately prepare 
students for IT jobs. Many courses were reduced to 
a near introductory level and did not cover all the 
things students needed to know in order to be able 
to obtain competitive employment. This situation 
existed throughout the life of the program. 

Finding #18. Throughout the grant period, the 
program lacked a systematic strategy for teaching 
soft skills. Although each of the instructors taught 
soft skills to some degree, there was significant 
variation in the extent to which they incorporated 
soft-skills training in their courses. 

While faculty were able to bring in their technical 
experiences, most did not fully integrate soft skills 
as originally intended by the program. The posses-
sion of soft skills, such as the ability to communi-
cate and relate to people effectively in everyday 
interactions, is seen as crucial to the attainment of 
employment in IT positions. Several employers had 
emphasized that job applicants tend to need stron-
ger soft skills. Most of the instructors brought soft 
skills into the classroom conversation on at least 
an ad hoc basis. One instructor, however, struc-
tured her course so that the students acquired soft 
skills as a natural part of the instructional/learning 
process. For example, to build students’ teamwork 
and presentation skills as well as their confidence 
speaking in public, she assigned students to work 
together in teams and required them to make oral 
presentations to their fellow students. She also 
included a speaking requirement whereby each 

student had to critique a fellow student’s presenta-
tion in an effort to build students’ ability to com-
ment tactfully on the work of their colleagues. This 
instructor took it upon herself to do this, however; 
as a whole, the program did not develop a stan-
dard soft-skills instruction plan. 

Finding #19. Adjunct instructors taught the ma-
jority of the NAIL-IT courses and most did not 
participate in program-related activities beyond 
classroom teaching, seldom participating in pro-
gram meetings or trainings. 

While the program director attempted to engage 
the adjunct faculty in outside-the-classroom pro-
gram activities, it was not successful. This inhibited 
such things as smooth program implementation, 
consistency of courses, and adherence to the cur-
riculum. The program partners were especially frus-
trated by this situation. Adjunct faculty are typically 
compensated at a much lower rate than full-time 
faculty and, traditionally, most adjuncts are not ex-
pected to participate in college functions outside of 
teaching. Consequently, adjunct instructors tend to 
do only what they are compensated to do — teach. 
Several adjuncts commented in interviews that 
their sole purpose at the college was to teach. 

It was not the case, however, that all of the pro-
gram faculty were weakly engaged in the program 
beyond teaching. One instructor continuously 
went beyond the typical adjunct requirements by 
attending and actively participating in program 
meetings and taking a number of steps to try to 
make the program as successful as possible. This, 
however, was the exception to the rule. 

Finding #20. Because of the unwillingness of ad-
junct faculty to participate in special meetings or 
teleconferences related to the NAIL-IT program, 
the adjunct faculty did not get sufficient guidance 
to follow and support the program. 

The adjunct instructors operated fairly indepen-
dently in their courses, including textbook selec-
tion, and teaching around that. This environment 
occurred during most of the life of the program 
and meant that an instructor could deviate from 
the planned course content on his/her own. The 
new dean of STEM took on the role of overseeing 
the program in Year 3 and began making improve-
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ments in a number of areas, including beginning to 
standardize the courses and strengthening the rigor 
of course materials and requirements. 

Technology 
Finding #21. The acquisition of additional techni-
cal resources for the program courses could have 
enhanced instruction. 

In interviews with the evaluation team in Year 1, 
the faculty indicated that their instruction would 
benefit from having additional technical resources, 
such as software, to help students gain a better 
understanding of the field, including: Packet Tracer 
(learning software that allows students to build 
networks) and Pearson eText (an online database 
of course content). Students echoed this recom-
mendation in a focus group, explaining that they 
would have learned more from some of their class 
projects had they been able to use certain software. 
Students were concerned that without the exposure 
to these resources, they would not be competitive 
in the IT field. The availability of technical resourc-
es did not improve substantially during the grant 
period. 

Finding #22. According to some staff, the NAIL-IT 
program’s technology-enabled learning was not as 
extensive and effective as it could have been. 

The existing technology at ECC included unfriendly 
user sites that could not incorporate a lot of other 
technology. The technology was restrictive in many 
ways: a user could only do certain things, it was 
not easy to navigate, the processing in ECC’s Moo-
dle system was not very efficient; the system was 
not mobile friendly, and the search capability was 
lacking. In order to be competitive in technology 
and online learning, the system appeared to need 
an overhaul, but there was no plan known to the 
NAIL-IT staff to do that. The program’s technology-
related challenges were compounded by the fact 
that the courses sometimes lacked necessary re-
sources — for example, computer labs were often 
booked, and some courses lacked critical software, 
such as an online health record for the Health & 
Information Technology courses. 

Student Support 
Finding #23. The NAIL-IT program suffered from 
inadequate academic support for students, most 
importantly IT tutoring and faculty office hours 
as resources for the sizeable number of students 
having difficulties with the highly technical course 
material. 

The lack of adequate academic support for these 
new, technical courses was crucial. Many students 
lacked these qualifications and, therefore, needed 
remedial courses, not just in math and English, 
but also in basic computer science, in addition 
to needing more in-person support from faculty 
or tutors. However, since the adjunct instructors 
were not required to hold office hours, it was often 
difficult for students to see instructors outside of 
the classroom. One program staff member famil-
iar with the technical content of the Java course 
provided ad hoc tutoring to students in addition to 
their regular responsibilities. More student support 
such as IT tutoring might have obviated the need 
for faculty to modify some coursework, and the 
result could have been more robust courses that 
better prepared students for competitive employ-
ment. 

Finding #24. Some NAIL-IT program staff felt that 
many students needed more in-person help to 
get started with online learning and technology-
enabled learning before they could learn how to 
work independently in an effective way. 

For the many students inexperienced with online 
learning and the use of new technologies, it was 
not realistic to have them begin operating online 
entirely on their own. Students appeared to need 
more classroom or other in-person orientation to 
online work rather than have to rely exclusively 
on online assistance with how to independently 
engage with the online environment and become a 
successful learner. One staff member was respon-
sible for bringing both faculty and students up to 
speed in this area, but felt the need to spend some 
time on responsibilities outside of this scope. 
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Support from ECC 
Finding #25. According to program staff and the 
partners, the ECC president in place at the out-
set of the program was a strong supporter and 
an asset to the program. However, the change in 
leadership at ECC had the effect of hindering the 
program’s growth and presenting a significant bar-
rier to its success. 

The departure of the initially supportive ECC 
president early in the program’s implementation 
threw the program into disarray organizationally 
as it was unable to get timely authorizations and 
approvals for program needs. During the course of 
the program, several changes occurred in ECC’s top 
leadership positions in addition to the president, 
resulting in frequently changing reporting relation-
ships and a leadership team that was cited as not 
knowledgeable, committed to, or supportive of the 
NAIL-IT program. The lack of perceived support 
from ECC leadership and the changes in leadership 
consistently came up in interviews as barriers with 
program staff and partners. This changing leader-
ship combined with the poor program integration 
throughout ECC as a whole made progress particu-
larly difficult. This issue was especially harmful to 
decision making and program planning efforts. 

Strong, consistent college leadership support 
would likely have produced more cooperation 
and teamwork within ECC with critical functions 
such as marketing/recruitment and student support 
that became serious barriers for the program. The 
poor communication and cooperation from col-
lege leadership and key departments was such that 
some program staff called it “resistance,” believing 
that ECC was sometimes “working against them.” 

Finding #26. The ECC environment and its in-
dependent departmental structure inhibited the 
program’s ability to collaborate with departments 
and obtain necessary support. 

The ECC environment in place during much of the 
program’s implementation was reportedly such that 
programs and functions were highly independent. 
This structure inhibited teamwork between depart-
ments, which the NAIL-IT program required in a 
number of ways. The difficult support environment 
appeared to worsen with the appointment of the 

new college president after the program began. By 
way of example, ECC has a department, Training 
Inc., whose function is to get students ready for 
careers, which could have been a crucial service 
to the students in the NAIL-IT program. However, 
program staff reported that Training Inc. did not 
respond to requests to work with the program’s 
students. The head of Training Inc. had a different 
story, however, contending that the program direc-
tor did not respond to the department’s offers to 
help. 

Program staff frequently heard from others at ECC 
that grants do not typically last at the college and 
thus are not seen as worth the time and resources 
they were requesting. As a result, program staff felt 
that ECC as an institution provided little support to 
them. 

External Partners
Finding #27. The inclusion of multiple external 
partners in the program presented a number of 
challenges to effective program implementation, 
particularly early in the grant when the partners 
and program staff had different understandings of 
the various partners’ roles. The NAIL-IT program 
director eventually took a stronger leadership role 
in pulling the partners together behind the pro-
gram’s needs and objectives. 

The inclusion of many partners in a grant presents 
opportunities but also challenges. First, for the 
partners to work well together, they need to have a 
shared understanding of the goals of the program. 
Because each partner might have a different set of 
interests and perspectives, it can be challenging to 
get agreement that is deeper than just consensus 
on the grant’s overall purpose. Moreover, the more 
partners there are, the greater the logistical chal-
lenge of coordinating their involvement so they 
can meet and iron out their understandings of the 
goals of the grant and their place within it. These 
challenges were particularly evident in the NAIl-IT 
program’s first several months of operation. 

At the start of grant, the various partners did not 
share the same vision for the program as the 
NAIL-IT program staff. In interviews, program staff 
indicated that the partners were focused more on 
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process than on accomplishing the individual tasks 
they had been assigned in the grant application. 
According to interviews with the partners, because 
multiple partners shared pieces of the grant, such 
as employer engagement and recruitment, and 
because they often had different ideas on how to 
help ECC achieve its goals, many meetings and 
phone calls were required to resolve differences 
among them. In addition, the partners thought that 
the NAIL-IT program staff and ECC needed to make 
decisions on a series of issues before they could 
complete their tasks. The inherently slow nature 
of the college bureaucracy and the complexity 
of some of the decisions that needed to be made 
were not conducive to a quick clarification of the 
various issues.

Exemplifying the uncertainties about roles, there 
was initial confusion related to who was respon-
sible for managing program partners. Initially, the 
program director did not exercise strong program 
coordination with the partners and, as a result, 
interactions between ECC and the partners were 
somewhat uneven. Later in Year 1, the program 
director did take a stronger lead in directing the 
partners in terms of what she wanted them to ac-
complish, and she better clarified the partners’ 
responsibilities. Leadership at partner organizations 
then began working more collaboratively with the 
program director. Review of minutes from partner 
meetings showed progress in aligning partners’ 
activities toward the program goals later in the 
program’s implementation. 

Finding #28. Initially, each partner appeared to 
have something useful and important to contrib-
ute to the program. However, in the end, most of 
the products and tools the partners proposed or 
worked on did not significantly contribute to suc-
cessful program outcomes. 

The online portfolio developed by IQ4 initially 
showed promise by allowing students the ability 
to reflect on their skills and on what they learned, 
and engage in a process of writing down the skills 
to help solidify what they learned. IQ4 also de-
veloped an electronic internship product that was 
intended to place students in virtual internships 
with real employers where they would be able to 
complete industry-related projects. However, these 
tools never got off the ground; virtual internships 

did not appear to be valued by employers, and 
the program director felt the tools would be more 
likely to work at schools and programs that had 
greater upper-level support. 

The Newark Alliance appeared to have the rela-
tionships, knowledge, and professional experience 
in the healthcare industry to help the NAIL-IT pro-
gram build substantive relationships with health-
care employers. This process was slow to develop 
and, in the end, the overall number of employers 
engaged by the Newark Alliance was short of the 
level originally anticipated. 

Since a goal of the skills-based programming of 
the NAIL-IT degree programs was to teach employ-
ability skills to students, Jobs for the Future began 
developing a program for faculty integration of 
employability skills. However, since most of the 
adjunct instructors did not become involved in 
these kinds of program enhancements, the Jobs for 
the Future program was not included in the course 
curriculum. 

WOW stopped working with the program fol-
lowing limited contributions in the early stages. 
WOW’s original goal was to plan and implement 
practices to recruit and retain women in the NAIL-
IT program. 

Finding #29. In the end, program staff were disap-
pointed with the external partners, feeling that 
they did not contribute enough to the program 
overall, especially considering their fees, and the 
evidence bore out these observations. The Newark 
Alliance was the one partner that made substan-
tial contributions to the program. 

The external partners mostly attended the many 
program meetings, discussed suggestions and pos-
sible actions, and sometimes began developing a 
potential tool or resource. In addition, while all 
the partners completed their deliverables as con-
tracted, rarely was anything concrete and useful 
actually implemented. Some of the tools were not 
right for the program, or faculty or ECC did not 
support some. Moreover, not all the partners turned 
out to be necessary for the program. Most of the 
partners delivered more “theory” than action. All 
the partners indicated wanting to accomplish more 
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and expressed disappointment in the reality of the 
program compared to their initial visions. 

Program staff felt that the Newark Alliance was 
the partner that contributed the most. The Newark 
Alliance is a local organization and its history and 
connections made it well suited to be the employer 
liaison with many local companies, helping to 
engage some employers and set up internships. 
The Newark Alliance contributed to the program’s 
efforts to engage employers, including participating 
in recruiting events and facilitating several intern-
ships. However, despite the program staff’s view 
that the Newark Alliance was the most productive 
partner, there was a feeling in the program that the 
Newark Alliance could have done more in terms of 
employer engagement for internships and consid-
ering program graduates for hire. For its part, the 
Newark Alliance felt that the program had too few 
students to attract sustainable interest from many 
employers, and that those students may not have 
been qualified. The Newark Alliance felt the pro-
gram was not “ready for public outreach,” and did 
not appear to see sufficient effort in the program or 
ECC to get it ready. The Newark Alliance also felt 
that its career pathways work was a significant con-
tribution to the program, though it was not used. 

Employer Engagement 
Finding #30. From the outset, the program lacked 
an effective strategy for building interest among 
employers, focusing primarily on the program’s 
social value rather than on the valuable skills 
participants could offer. As a result, employer 
engagement was one of the weakest components 
of the program. 

The program’s efforts to engage employers, begin-
ning with curricula review, produced mixed results 
despite having external partners responsible for 
engagement. NAIL-IT program staff, largely due to 
implementation challenges, were unable to pro-
vide employers a meaningful opportunity to offer 
input on program curricula. One exception was the 
Health & Information Technology program, which 
received some initial input. However, the curricula 
were not provided to employers before they were 
finalized. 

Two issues with engagement were notable. First, 
the program focused on engaging human resources 
professionals rather than engaging and building 
relationships with the hiring managers who are ul-
timately responsible for determining the skill needs 
and the hiring schedules in IT businesses. 

Second, the absence of strong engagement of ECC 
faculty in the program prevented it from using 
faculty to engage employers. It is generally the 
instructors and the heads of curriculum for these 
programs who have the in-depth subject-matter 
knowledge and, therefore, are the most capable of 
making the case to an employer that the program 
teaches the skills employers need.

In interviews, program staff indicated that their 
messaging to employers primarily emphasized the 
social value of the program in terms of providing 
opportunities to underrepresented workers, with 
less emphasis on the skills of the participants and 
the value that those participants can bring to an 
employer. 

Finding #31. Insufficient employer engagement in 
the program’s early stages with curricula review 
had adverse consequences later on, such as insuf-
ficient internship opportunities. Program staff 
reported that even after more than two years of 
operation, the program had only six employer 
partners with limited contributions. 

Program staff and partners did succeed in devel-
oping relationships with several area employers, 
including a few local hospitals. These employer 
contacts resulted in internships for a relatively 
small number of students, leaving quite a few 
students looking unsuccessfully for internships. 
As previously reported, the employer engagement 
piece was largely lacking from the beginning of the 
NAIL-IT program when the curriculum, with the 
exception of Health & Information Technology, was 
developed with little employer input, and employer 
engagement remained underdeveloped throughout 
the life of the program. The grant proposal called 
for an employer advisory board and a college ex-
ecutive board, but these were either not created or 
sustained. 



21

evaluation report

Critical to the success of the program was the 
practical work experience students could ob-
tain through internships. Originally, the program 
envisioned some students completing traditional 
internships at work sites, and others participating 
in virtual internships facilitated by IQ4’s online 
platform. However, several employers expressed a 
lack of interest in a virtual platform. Consequently, 
the virtual internship system never gained full sup-
port from ECC and, therefore, was never used. 

The inability of the program and its partners to 
engage many employers made it that much more 
difficult to arrange internships. In a focus group, 
students expressed a great deal of concern about 
whether the program would be able to set them 
up with traditional internships. One student indi-
cated that he had switched to the NAIL-IT program 
from a traditional computer science Associate’s 
degree program, because, as he understood it, he 
was promised that he would obtain an internship 
through the NAIL-IT program. Though program staff 
and partners increased efforts over the final year of 
the program to successfully place eligible students 
at internship sites, only five traditional internships 
were arranged over the program’s life, short of the 
demand from students. 

Finding #32. The partners’ views that the program 
lacked a sufficient number of students overall led 
them to be less aggressive in seeking to engage 
employers. These partners felt that the program 
did not have enough to interest most employers. 

It had been expected that some of the external 
partners, such as the Newark Alliance, would use 
their relationships to cultivate employer engage-
ment for the program, for example, to provide 
internships, and later, job opportunities. How-
ever, according to the Newark Alliance, the small 
number of students in the program was insuffi-
cient to attract interest from many employers. As 
one program partner commented, “You can’t sell 
something you don’t have.” The Newark Alliance 
felt that a critical mass of students/graduates was 
needed to generate real interest among employers. 
One partner implied that many of the program’s 
students were not “ready to see employers,” refer-
ring to students’ lack of strong soft skills along with 
their qualifications relative to four-year graduates. 

Outcomes and Successes 
Finding #33. As a result of the many obstacles and 
challenges the program faced, it fell short of its 
proposed levels of enrollment, completion, and 
employment. 

In view of the many obstacles the NAIL-IT program 
faced, perhaps most importantly the long delay 
in obtaining state approval, the lack of a student 
recruiter, the inability to offer financial aid to many 
students, and the lack of marketing support from 
ECC, the program fell far short of the originally pro-
posed enrollment levels. As shown in Table 7, the 
program was able to only graduate seven students 
and, as a result, fell well below most of the pro-
posed goals. 

Proposed Actual
Total NAIL-IT Course Enrollment 210 130
Total Enrolled in Further Study 
after Completing Grant-funded 
Program of Study

48 6

Total Completing Grant-funded 
Program of Study

114 7

Total Earning Credentials 114 0

Total Employed After Completing 
Grant-funded Program

62 1

Source: ECC NAIL-IT program administrative data, 2017.

TABLE 7. PARTICIPANT OUTCOMES

Of the seven students who graduated from the 
NAIL-IT program with Associate’s degrees in one of 
the three fields, five chose to continue their educa-
tion at NJIT (two from the Health & Information 
Technology program and three from the Cyberse-
curity & Networks program). One student accepted 
employment, and one moved out of state but is 
expected to enroll in further education. 
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Finding #34. As the grant neared its end, program 
staff and partners expressed mixed views over the 
future and the sustainability of the program at 
ECC following the grant.

In interviews near the grant’s end, program staff 
and partners expressed mixed opinions regarding 
the future of the program. While some remained 
hopeful that the program could become more suc-
cessful in its remaining months, others doubted 
ECC’s ability to maintain the program following the 
grant. However, the new dean of the STEM depart-
ment supports the program, recently rewriting pro-
gram curriculum and overseeing integration of the 
programs into established ECC departments. Given 
the benefits that follow receiving state approval, 
and the introduction of the new dean of STEM to 
manage the programs going forward, there is an 
increased chance of program sustainability follow-
ing the grant. 

Finding #35. The greatest success of the ECC 
NAIL-IT grant program was getting the three new 
technical programs approved by the state, and 
then established and integrated into the college 
offerings for the first time. 

Though the process took longer than expected 
because of the challenges the program faced, the 
approval and establishment of the three NAIL-IT 
programs at ECC is a major accomplishment. Hav-
ing the three new IT programs of study significantly 
broadens and strengthens the college’s academic 
offerings and provides an opportunity to better 
prepare interested students for competitive employ-
ment in the growing IT field. 

Finding #36. The articulation agreement estab-
lished with NJIT was a significant success of the 
NAIL-IT program. Many ECC students plan to 
continue their education after they complete their 
Associate’s degree. 

The program developed a dual enrollment agree-
ment with NJIT for the Health & Information Tech-
nology program that ECC has formally approved. 
Having a four-year college degree from a reputable 
institution such as NJIT may put the participating 
students in a much better position to compete for 
IT jobs. It is anticipated that this articulation agree-
ment could attract more students to the program. 

Of the seven students who completed the program 
as of July 2017, five planned to attend NJIT in Fall 
2017. 

The program also began exploring possible articu-
lation agreements with Montclair State University 
and Kean University. Work ceased on an agree-
ment with Montclair State University, however. 
Work on developing an agreement with Kean Uni-
versity was picked up by the dean of STEM and it is 
not known whether this has come to fruition. 

Finding #37. The experiences and lessons of the 
NAIL-IT program helped to identify the resources, 
collaborations, and other requirements that would 
be necessary for another community college to 
replicate the program with modifications and 
enhancements. 

As a result of facing so many challenges, the grant 
program’s experiences produced many lessons 
about what worked and did not work well, and 
why, both within the program itself as well as in 
the wider institutional environment in which the 
program was operating. This knowledge can be 
an invaluable asset to the start-up of this type of 
program at another college looking to structure 
and implement a robust set of technical programs. 
Such a replication can use the many lessons of this 
grant program and build on them to maximize the 
likelihood of success. 

Recommendations 
The Heldrich Center offers 14 recommendations 
for improving the implementation of the NAIL-IT 
program and increasing the likelihood of success 
for future programs at ECC. 

Recommendation #1. The NAIL-IT program should 
attempt to better understand how and where to 
reach its target population and work with ECC to 
develop recruiting efforts to this target.

The goal of the NAIL-IT program was to increase 
technical education for high-demand occupations, 
specifically targeting women, veterans, and minori-
ties. However, when the program failed to recruit 
many students from the target population, it broad-
ened its target to include traditional community 
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college students rather than strengthen its original 
recruiting strategy. It would be beneficial for the 
program to learn where women, veterans, and 
minorities spend time in order to direct recruitment 
efforts to them. In addition, the program should 
work to identify evidence-based practices for 
recruiting women into IT programs and professions 
and attempt to replicate them. One recent study 
of IT programs at community colleges in Iowa 
suggests building up young women’s confidence 
within a supportive environment throughout their 
education, implementing strategies that engage 
female students such as small class and work group 
sizes, a supportive and approachable mentoring 
system, and highlighting role models for women in 
the industry.4 

Recommendation #2. When ECC implements 
grant programs in the future, it should carefully 
consider each potential partner, its necessity to 
the larger goal, and the feasibility of implementing 
their products and tools.

In many grant-funded programs with multiple 
partners, the start of the program can be somewhat 
disorganized, with no clear leadership or division 
of labor. Future programs should be certain of up-
per-level support of any products to be developed 
by program partners, and should carefully consider 
deliverables to avoid under-utilization of partner 
products and duplication of services. Erring on the 
side of integrating a smaller number of partners 
could cut down on uncertainties at the start of the 
program and save funding for other purposes. In 
addition, partners need to be held accountable for 
the commitments they make to the program. 

Recommendation #3. Establishing a high-level 
champion or sponsor for the program within the 
college at program initiation is important to help 
ensure adequate interdepartmental cooperation, 
collaboration, and support for the program.

The NAIL-IT program suffered from lack of consis-
tent high-level leadership support, which can be 
crucial for gaining the necessary broad collabora-
tion and support from others. The new dean of 
STEM, who was previously employed at ECC and 
has experience with its administration and bureau-
cracy, began overseeing the program in Year 3 and 
appeared to achieve many positive results. How-

ever, this role would have been most helpful in the 
early phases of the program when there was a need 
for broad assistance and support with such critical 
tasks as marketing and recruitment, state approval 
of the course program, and faculty involvement. A 
strong program champion can facilitate collabora-
tion and overcome department independence. 

Recommendation #4. Adjunct faculty need to be 
compensated, possibly through stipends, in or-
der to have them expand their duties to include 
participating in program meetings and providing 
additional student support such as holding office 
hours.

Many students in a technical program like NAIL-IT 
need additional academic attention with regard 
to basic computer skills as well as course content. 
The adjunct role in this program proved to be inad-
equate and required more consistent involvement 
and support where many students needed aca-
demic support outside the classroom. In addition, 
new programs like NAIL-IT require that faculty 
participate in program meetings and other activities 
in order to effectively and consistently roll out the 
courses as planned. 

Paying adjuncts a stipend might incentivize them 
to become more integrated in the program. For ex-
ample, prior to introducing a course, program staff 
could meet with faculty to ascertain any resource 
needs, like additional software, so that it can be 
purchased and installed in time for students to use 
in their projects and labs. For introductory online 
courses, it would be helpful to schedule periodic 
labs to give students opportunities to come to-
gether and ask faculty any questions or concerns in 
person. In addition, ECC should strongly consider 
paying instructors to develop recorded lectures that 
can be stored online for students to access to better 
understand the material. This practice would sup-
port student learning.

Recommendation #5. The program should inte-
grate the teaching of key non-technical skills, pri-
marily soft skills and job search skills, throughout 
the curricula.

The NAIL-IT program is different from many other 
programs at ECC, because it was explicitly funded 
to help the participants achieve an employment 
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outcome. Employers routinely say that they will 
train their entry-level employees in the technical 
skills they need, but that students need to have ex-
cellent soft skills in order to be hired. Working with 
its instructors, many of whom are employed full 
time in the IT industry, the NAIL-IT program should 
identify the soft skills that IT employers value the 
most, identify the teaching exercises and classroom 
experiences that can support the development of 
these skills, and then systematically identify the 
points in the curricula when these skills can first be 
taught and further reinforced in subsequent classes. 
The program should also identify the job search 
skills that students need to have, develop the exer-
cises to teach them, and find the courses in which 
these skills should be taught. 

Recommendation #6. As early in the program as 
possible, gaining employers’ input on the curri-
cula should be the centerpiece of the program’s 
employer outreach efforts, as it affords the pro-
gram the best opportunity to meaningfully engage 
employers.

Program staff, including the faculty responsible for 
developing the curricula, should reach out to lo-
cal IT employers to solicit feedback for the course 
curricula. This would not only give the program 
more validity in the eyes of the students, knowing 
the program has been reviewed and supported by 
local employers, but will also expose local em-
ployers to the program. This is another key function 
that faculty can perform if they are integrated into 
the program. Program staff and faculty could work 
with the Newark Alliance to build relationships 
with employers by reaching out to employers to 
describe the curriculum and obtain their feedback. 
Cultivating employer engagement from the outset 
could pay off in more internships, and hopefully 
job offers, later on. In developing the NAIL-IT pro-
gram, early implementation delays did not allow 
for this type of collaboration. As such, employers 
were only able to review the curricula after it was 
finalized, which did not facilitate early foundation-
al partnerships with employers. 

Recommendation #7. Following any curricula re-
view, the NAIL-IT program should look to engage 
hiring managers at employer sites rather than 
reaching out to human resources departments.

The strategy of conducting outreach to human 
resources departments is unlikely to yield any 
benefits in the short term since human resources 
departments do not make hiring decisions. The 
evaluation team recommends that outreach to hu-
man resources departments should be placed on 
hold until after the program has built solid rela-
tionships with the hiring managers, as these are 
the individuals who are ultimately responsible for 
determining the skill needs and the hiring sched-
ules in IT businesses. Once the hiring managers 
have been convinced of the program’s quality, the 
program should ask the hiring managers to connect 
them with their human resource offices, which can 
ensure that the human resource processes do not 
discourage applicants from the NAIL-IT program. 

Recommendation #8. The program should be 
careful in how it communicates to students about 
internships to avoid inadvertently being perceived 
as promising internships to students.

Until the program has established an effective 
process for identifying internship opportunities, the 
evaluation team recommends that program staff be 
transparent about the ability to secure internships 
for students. As noted in a student focus group, 
students found the internship component attrac-
tive and were looking for internship opportunities. 
For example, program and ECC staff and partners 
should identify a handful of internship-for-credit 
models, such as Capstone projects, that colleges 
have developed. It may be helpful to reach out to 
colleges that have these models in order to gain in-
sight into how to set up these programs so that they 
provide value for employers and students. 

Recommendation #9. More internship opportu-
nities should be provided for program students 
since most IT jobs require some work experience 
and internships are vital and instrumental for this 
purpose.

The ECC program sought and provided primar-
ily the type of internship that can lead to full-time 
employment, but these internship opportunities are 
relatively rare and, therefore, difficult to obtain. As 
a result, the number of ECC students obtaining in-
ternships was lower than anticipated, disappointing 
many students. Increasing the number of intern-
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ships for students can be accomplished by seeking 
some internships strictly for learning, which are 
more plentiful than the few internships leading to 
jobs. 

Recommendation #10. The program should fol-
low evidence-based practices to increase student 
retention, beginning with financial aid.

Since student retention at two-year colleges tends 
to be low for a variety of reasons, and in view of 
the low enrollments in NAIL-IT program courses, 
the program should develop practices to increase 
student retention. Main causes of attrition reported 
in this area were student inability to pay for cours-
es or take time away from work. Future programs, 
particularly those at community colleges in low-
income areas, should place more emphasis on 
cultivating student financial aid. When looking at 
predictors of student retention, research literature 
confirms that receipt of financial aid is associated 
with retention.5  

The long delay in receiving state approval for 
the NAIL-IT course programs clearly affected the 
program’s success. In the future, once approval is 
received for courses and enrolled students became 
eligible for financial aid, program staff should take 
steps to ensure students are aware of the aid avail-
able. According to some measures, 55% of com-
munity college students never complete the FAFSA 
(Free Application for Federal Student Aid) form 
required to receive financial aid.6  Staff at ECC, 
NAIL-IT, and partnering organizations should stress 
the importance of applying for financial aid and 
work to inform students of this process. 

Recommendation #11. Program courses — out-
lines, texts, grading, and other materials — need 
to be standardized to provide consistency and 
ensure that every faculty member teaches each 
course as planned.

It is essential to ensure that students fully obtain 
the course preparation as envisioned. A lack of 
standardization of course material for faculty and 
the reduction in rigor of courses is counter-produc-
tive and is simply an easy, short-term solution that 
creates a bigger, long-term problem: program com-
pleters who are less than fully prepared for em-
ployment. If some students are unable to master all 

the material, other steps should be taken, such as 
tutoring or improved access to faculty, rather than 
over-simplifying or omitting some course content. 

Recommendation #12. A full-time computer sci-
ence faculty member should be in place to guide 
and oversee the adjuncts and ensure standard-
ization of courses and adherence to the NAIL-IT 
curriculum.

As noted by one program staff member interviewed 
for this study, “It is very hard to run a program with 
adjuncts.” Adjuncts have a limited, temporary, and 
often short-term responsibility to the college — 
traditionally they just teach their course and leave. 
A full-time faculty member who chairs and over-
sees the adjuncts can ensure that all the faculty are 
teaching to the curriculum, that students receive 
the academic support needed, and that the pro-
gram courses are rolling out as planned. 

Recommendation #13. Tutoring in IT should be 
made widely available for students in such a tech-
nical and challenging program as NAIL-IT.

Since many students entered the program with 
relatively poor computer skills along with deficien-
cies in math and English, there is a need for more 
tutoring in addition to faculty office hours for aca-
demic support. It may be possible to integrate IT 
tutoring into the ECC tutoring center using previous 
program students with strong academic credentials 
who exhibit mastery of the course material. 

Recommendation #14. Additional technical sup-
ports are needed for program students beginning 
with course advisement and counseling, including 
assistance with working effectively in an online 
environment, and using technology-enabled learn-
ing.

Effective advisement for students on such things as 
course selection and sequence was largely miss-
ing from NAIL-IT since ECC staff were unfamiliar 
with the program courses, and program staff were 
unprepared to take on this function, although they 
felt compelled to try to fill the gap. Once students 
began their courses, many were unprepared to 
begin working in an online environment and to use 
technology-enabled learning. In the NAIL-IT pro-
gram, the guidance and supports for online learn-
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ing were provided primarily online, but this did 
not help students having difficulty getting started 
online. Initial guidance and some support should 
be provided to students in person to enable them 
to successfully navigate the online content. 
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