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ABSTRACT

COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENT PERSISTENCE:
A FOCUS ON OCCUPATIONAL AND ACADEMIC CLUBS

Catherine J. Songer
Old Dominion University, 2011
Director: Dr. Mitchell R. Williams

Community colleges have increased demands for data to substantiate their
institutional effectiveness in financially challenging times to stakeholders and accrediting
agencies. Tied to performance funding, North Carolina community colleges are focusing
attention on policies and programs that encourage student persistence. The Community
College Survey of Student Engagement indicated a strong relationship between student
engagement and student success. The purpose of this cross-sectional study was to
investigate student persistence as measured by student intent to persist as it related to
participation in community college-sponsored occupational and academic clubs, to
investigate the student-perceived level of participation as it related to student intent to
persist, and to discover impediments to club participation.

An electronic survey instrument was developed, validated, and distributed to
4,614 club- eligible students at a rural North Carolina community college. The
evaluation of the gathered electronic data used chi-square tests of independence, a binary
logistic regression, and descriptive statistics.

Club participation was significantly related to student intent to persist. The varied
student-perceived levels participation in club activities and events were measured using a

Level of Participation Score (LPS) developed for the study. A list of 17 impediments



revealed during a student focus group discussion and a free response box were used by
study participants to indicate impediments to club participation.

The study suggests manners in which academic and occupational community
college clubs could provide informal faculty-student interactions for at-risk student
populations such as remedial students, minority students, and low-income mothers. The
study further suggests that for some students, club participation will require overcoming
individual fears. Club activities can be geared toward special populations and interests
such as STEM-related clubs; however, the study indicated those students enrolled in only
online courses do not participate in clubs.

Practitioners are advised to develop strategies to overcome impediments to
participation in clubs. Academic leaders are urged to view community college-sponsored
clubs as important opportunities to engage students outside of the classroom and to

promote informal faculty-student interactions that facilitate student persistence.
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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION
Community colleges must promote an environment in which the students’
experiences are intentionally designed to make “engagement enticing and inescapable”
(McClenney & Greene, 2005, p. 5). The Community College Survey of Student
Engagement (CCSSE) was established in 2001 (http://www.ccsse.org/). The CCSSE’s
survey asks students about their community college experiences. Questions pertain to
how the students spent their time; what gains they perceive as a result of their classes;
how they view their relationships and interactions with the faculty, staff, and students;
what types of work they were challenged to complete; how the college supports their
learning; and other similar questions. The findings of the CCSSE clearly indicate the
more actively engaged students are with faculty, staff, and other students, the more likely
they are to persist. In 2008, the CCSSE was administered at a rural North Carolina
community college. CCSSE institutional data for that year indicated that 74% of the
respondents never worked with faculty on activities other than course work; 40% did
very little to contribute to the welfare of the community; 41% indicated no importance at
all regarding student organizations, and only 7% indicated they were very satisfied with
student organizations (“Community College,” 2008). Survey respondents were given
five choices of causes for withdrawal from classes of the college. Transfer to a 4-year
college or university was selected by 36% of the respondents as a very likely reason for
withdrawal followed by 29% noting lack of finances, 22% indicating working full-time,
14% reporting caring for dependents, and only 8% selecting being academically under-

prepared (“Community College™).


http://www.ccsse.org/

A Community College Focus
Student Engagement

Barr and Tagg (1995) noted the shift in American higher education to a Learning
Paradigm. In the Learning Paradigm a community college must take responsibility for
learning at two levels. First, at the organizational level, the college is responsible for the
collective student learning and success outcomes. Second, the college must take
responsibility for each individual student’s learning. The Learning Paradigm, however,
stresses that students are responsible for constructing their own knowledge. McClenney
and Peterson (2006) referred to community colleges as “teaching institutions.” Yet, it is
unclear how much dedication to student success translates into learning, especially when
community colleges serve such a diverse and often unprepared student population.

For over two decades, researchers have stressed the importance of active and
collaborative learning (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Smith, Sheppard, Johnson &
Johnson, 2005; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005). Research by Chickering and Gamson
(1987) yielded the “Seven Principles of Good Practice” which noted encouraging
student-faculty contact was the most important principle in motivating students. Faculty
concern can transition students through the tough times and enhance the students’
commitment to intellectual development and evaluation of their values and future plans
(Kuh & Hu, 2001). Research indicates that student learning and student retention are
correlated with student engagement (Astin, 1999; Elsner, 2002; Hu & Kuh, 2002; Tinto,
1999); however, first-generation students are less likely to develop relationships with
faculty members (Pike & Kuh, 2005b). An understanding of how students and

community college characteristics promote or discourage student engagement in



academically related activities is needed if community colleges are to improve the overall
quality of undergraduate education (Hu & Kuh).

Administrators of both two- and four-year institutions of higher education must
engage students in the campus community regardless of the students’ academic
discipline. The positive outcomes of engagement through informal student-faculty
interaction are beneficial at the beginning of students’ education in science and
mathematics (Medkeff, 1998; Thompson, 2001). In particular, informal science
education programs play a role in increasing the participation of women and minorities in
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (Fadigan & Hammrich, 2004).
Experiential learning can also improve retention, problem solving, and decision-making
skills (Millenbah & Millspaugh, 2003; Ryan & Campa, 2000). Furthermore, the number
of hours of student engagement with faculty outside of class is an established predictor of
college retention and success (Kuh, 2003; Schuetz, 2008).

Student Persistence

The two most widely investigated models of persistence are by Tinto (1975) and
by Bean and Metzner (1985). According to Webb (1989), the differences between two-
and four-year colleges, such as the larger proportion of non-traditional students in two-
year colleges, make the Tinto model inappropriate for two-year institutions. Bean and
Metzner’s model collects data after students have formed valid opinions about their
satisfaction with the institution and their levels of stress. At the point of data collection a
portion of students would have withdrawn and would not have been included in the data.
Rather than focusing on student withdrawal rates, this study focused on student

persistence. Astin (1999) stated that student involvement pertains to the amount of



physical and psychological energy students invest into the academic experience.
Involvement theory proposes not only the investment of physical and psychological
energy, but the investment of different amounts of energy by students. Involvement has
both quantitative and qualitative characteristics, benefits related to the quality and
quantity of student efforts, and effectiveness as a result of policy and practices that
encourage students’ participation in activities (Astin; Tinto, 1999).

Student Clubs

The term extracurricular activities encompasses many areas on a college campus;
researchers should be more focused on specific types of activities and the level of student
involvement in those activities (Derby, 2006; Gellin, 2003). Hernandez, Hogan,
Hathaway and Lovell (1999) noted research regarding involvement in student
organizations indicated positive effects on student development and learning. Kuh
(1995) investigated out-of-class experiences associated with student learning and
personal development, but failed to investigate the level of the students’ involvement.
Additional research is needed on student participation in clubs because there is much that
still needs to be investigated (Cooper, Healy, & Simpson, 1994; Derby, 2006).

Assuming a leadership role within a club has been shown to be associated with
increased levels of formulating purpose, academic involvement, life management, and
participation in cultural events (Cooper, Healy, & Simpson, 1994). Leadership
responsibilities foster growth in planning, organizing, managing, and decision-making in
students (Kuh, 1995). Various out-of-class experiences are likely to contribute to the
valued outcomes of college, especially those experiences that required sustained efforts

and interactions with different groups, such as faculty, administrators, and employers



(Kuh). Institutional policies must be tuned along with faculty and staff attitudes to view
out-of-class experiences as essential to the attainment of institutional and student goals
(Kuh).
Purpose
The purpose of this study was fourfold: (a) to investigate the relationship of
participation in community college clubs on student intent to persist, (b) to investigate the
relationship between the type of community college club and student intent to persist, (c)
to examine the relationship between the student-perceived level of participation, as
measured by the Level of Participation Score (LPS), and student intent to persist, and (d)
to discover the impediments to participation in clubs. Data provided insights into the
characteristics and variety of successful clubs as related to student intent to persist.
These insights may act as a catalyst for club improvements or formation of clubs in rural
North Carolina community colleges.
Research Questions
Retention involves interplay between academics and non-academic factors. To
ensure student persistence, both factors need to be addressed (Lotkowski, Robbins, &
Noeth, 2004). The importance of informal student-faculty interactions has been
documented for decades (Lamport, 1993; Medkeff, 1998; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1976;
Theophilides & Terenzini, 1981; Thompson, 2001). Students who form interpersonal
associations with faculty members are more likely to exhibit a higher level of academic
skills development (Thompson). Student clubs are a means of forming these

interpersonal relationships.



Research Question 1

How will community college-sponsored club participation be related to student intent to
persist?

Research Question 2

How will the type of club participation (occupational or academic) be related to student
intent to persist?

Students enter colleges with various background traits that affect how they will
become integrated in the academic and social systems of the institutions. Understanding
these traits may facilitate a reduction in attrition at the institution by influencing students’
level of participation in campus activities and social activities (Chapman & Pascarella,
1983). Chapman and Pascarella noted community college students were less
academically and socially integrated compared to students at other types of institutions;
this integration occurs mostly through formal and informal campus activities.

Research Question 3
How will student-perceived level of club participation predict student intent to persist?

Jones and Hill (2003) focused on the commitment of students involved in service
learning in high school and their level of commitment to service learning as the students
transitioned to college. Those students noted the magnitude of the transition from high
school to college was much greater than they anticipated. Failure to continue
participation in service learning at the college-level was attributed to the following: (a)
learning time management skills, (b) establishing priorities, (c) managing increased
academic rigor, (d) learning to navigate systems at the institution, (e) decreasing levels of

peer group involvement, (f) perceiving a lack of benefits with involvement, and (g)



increasing amounts of student apathy and laziness. While Jones and Hill noted changes
in student involvement and commitment when students had an earlier commitment, this
does not address community college barriers to club participation, especially in the case
where it may be the students’ initial involvement in an occupational or academic club.
Research Question 4
What impediments to community college-sponsored club participation do students
encounter?
Research Significance

There has been an expansion in community college research driven by state
legislatures requiring justifications for appropriations and by accreditation agencies and
other organizations focused on student access and success. Community colleges have
increasing demands for data to substantiate their institutional effectiveness (Cohen &
Brawer, 2008). Program accountability, outcomes assessment, transfer rates, employer
satisfaction, graduation rates, and evaluation criteria are just a few of the types of
information an institution could collect. The Lumina Foundation, a private, independent
foundation, is a leader is these efforts (Cohen & Brawer). Through research grants, the
Lumina Foundation tackles issues that affect access and educational attainment among all
students (http://www.luminafoundation.org/about us/); however, at community colleges
the amount of staff to do research is very limited, one or two people who usually have
other assigned duties. Despite increasing demands, Institutional Research (IR) offices
have lagged in increasing the number of available man-hours to complete the gathering

and analysis of data.


http://www.luminafoundation.org/about_us/

Since 1989, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) has
focused on institutional effectiveness but does not prescribe a set of procedures to be
implemented for planning and evaluating programs and policies (Ewell, 1992; Skolits &
Graybeal, 2007; Todd & Baker, 1998). SACS does require each institution to develop a
comprehensive plan for evaluating goal achievement and for using the evaluation to
improve institutional effectiveness (Todd & Baker). The practice of institutional
effectiveness is rooted within the local context and environment of each campus (Skolits
& Graybeal). Institutional effectiveness efforts are expected to be conducted campus-
wide and involve both faculty and staff. Administrative leaders view the process as a
commitment to accountability and a means of demonstrating accountability to external
stakeholders (Skolits & Graybeal). Institutions might gather data on student persistence
or retention because these may be tied to performance funding.

Tied to performance funding, North Carolina institutions - along with institutions
from several other states - are focusing attention on policies and programs that promote
student persistence (McMurtrie, 2000). In addition, post-secondary educational
achievement provides economic benefits (Laughlin, 2006). North Carolina community
college students have a return of 18.6% annually in higher earnings for every dollar they
invest in their community college education and recover all college expenses (including
unearned wages while attending North Carolina's community colleges) in 7.3 years.
Average annual earnings of a student with a one-year certificate is $26,961, or 81.5%
higher than someone without a high school diploma or GED, and 15.5% more than a
student with a high school diploma. The average earnings of someone with an

associate’s degree is $31,544, or 112.3% higher than someone without a high school



diploma or GED and 35.1% more than a student with a high school diploma or GED
(North Carolina Community College System, 2004).
Overview of Methodology

Survey Development

This cross-sectional study employed a non-experimental quantitative design
(Wiersma & Jurs, 2009). The purpose of the design was to discover differences among
groups and subgroups (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & Worthen, 2004). It is important to collect
information from multiple sources when trying to describe the clubs and student
persistence. Five sources informed a student electronic survey: (a) the professional
literature, (b) a documents review, (c) faculty club advisor interviews, (d) Student
Services Activities Coordinator interview, and (e) a community college student focus
group. These were all unobtrusive methods and had no direct impact on the clubs. A
panel of subject-matter experts established the content validity as the survey was
developed. The experts have in-depth knowledge and rated each survey item regarding
its clarity, importance, and application to the research questions. The experts used a
Likert-type scale of omit, revise, or retain for each item on the survey to indicate his or
her level of agreement if an item should be included on the survey. For each item the
experts also indicated either yes or no whether the item pertained to one of the research
questions and if the item was clearly written (Sue & Ritter, 2007). Suggestions from the
experts were used to modify the survey prior to the pilot testing of the survey.

The piloting of the survey used a group of 20 students at a rural North Carolina
community college. Each of the students received an e-mail invitation to participate,

along with instructions on how to access the survey. Two weeks after completing the
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survey, the same 20 students received a second e-mail requesting the completion of the
survey again. In this test-retest format, the individual responses for each of the 20
students were compared to determine a reliability coefficient. Items on the survey with a
reliability coefficient of less than 0.7 were evaluated to determine if revisions were
necessary or if the item needed to be eliminated.
Data Collection and Analysis

Information from the documents review, the faculty club advisor and Student
Services Activities Coordinator interviews, and the student focus group facilitated the
construction of an electronic survey using Survey Monkey software. Piloting the survey
determined the survey’s reliability. Prior to the administration of the survey, an
advertising campaign at the community college raised awareness. Advertising consisted
of posted flyers, announcements on Blackboard and Campus Cruiser, faculty
announcements in classes, and invitations and reminders to participate sent via Campus
Cruiser, the college’s e-mail system. The Campus Cruiser system permits grouping
student e-mail accounts based on particular criteria, such as all curriculum students.
Student surveys are usually less expensive and easier to design than student knowledge
and proficiencies tests. Student surveys can provide information and insights about
students that other sources of information cannot provide (Kuh, 2001, 2003). Using an
electronic survey provided a means to capture information in many locations that
physically would be difficult to survey in person.

Data collection commenced in the semester starting at the beginning of the 12th
week of classes and continuing through the 14th week of the semester. Scaled and

multiple choice responses were exported from Survey Monkey as Excel spreadsheets and
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analyzed using the statistical package for Social Sciences (SPSS Graduate Pack 16.0
Windows). Chi-square (x°) tests determined if there were significant differences in
students’ self-reported intent to persist between groups. The students indicated on a
Likert-type scale their level of involvement or lack of involvement in club activities. A
binary logistic regression was employed to assess the relationship between the student-
perceived level of club participation and their self-reported intent to persist. A binary
logistic regression can include both categorical and continuous variables (Keith, 2006).
SPSS descriptive statistics summarized the types and frequencies of impediments or
barriers to student club participation (Atack & Rankin, 2002).
Delimitations and Limitations

This study confined itself to interviewing faculty club advisors and the Student
Services Activities Coordinator at a single rural North Carolina community college. A
student focus group and students who participated in the pilot study were formed from
enrolled curriculum students at the same community college. The electronic survey was
available only for curriculum students at the community college and did not include the
pilot study group of students. Student impediments and level of participation were
limited to only those that pertain to club participation. There were limitations in the
methods proposed for data collection. The student electronic survey may have a low
response rate. The rate was enhanced with a variety of measures, such as multiple
mailings and personal contact. Using an electronic survey favored those in a population
with easy access to the Internet and who were comfortable using the Internet. E-mails
could be ignored because of the unfamiliar e-mail address or if the e-mail was sent to an

address no longer checked by the intended recipient. Increasing amounts of SPAM e-
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mail added to the likelihood that e-mailed surveys were quarantined (Van Horn, Green, &
Martinussen, 2009). The data collected from the survey responses were self-reported and
were subject to reporting bias (Halsne & Gatta, 2002). Internal validity may be affected
by students’ not responding candidly and self-reporting their intention to persist
(Laughlin, 2006). External validity is the extent to which the results can be generalized
(Wiersma & Jurs, 2009) and may be limited to one rural North Carolina community
college because other factors at other community colleges may impact levels of student
persistence.
Definition of Terms

The following are definitions of key terms used throughout this study:

Academic Club: Membership is open to all curriculum students regardless of their

academic concentration. Participation is voluntary.

BCSSE: An acronym for Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement

CCCC: An acronym for Coastal Carolina Community College

CCSSE: An acronym for Community College Survey of Student Engagement.

CCFSSE: An acronym for Community College Faculty Survey of Student

Engagement.

FSSE: An acronym for Faculty Survey of Student Engagement.

GED: An acronym for General Education Diploma, General Equivalency

Diploma, or Graduate Equivalency Degree.

Intent to Persist: Students’ self-reported intention to enroll in classes within the

next 12 months at the same college, another institution of higher learning, or a

statement of no plan to return.
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FYE: An acronym for First-Year Experience

LEAD: An acronym for Leading, Educating, Achieving, and Developing
Program. LEAD is a program that is helping to engage students in clubs or other
co-curricular, out-of-class learning experiences.

LPS: An acronym for Level of Participation Score

LSSSE: An acronym for Law School Survey of Student Engagement.
Occupational Club: Membership is open to curriculum students who are enrolled
in specified curricula and programs. Participation is voluntary.

NSSE: An acronym for National Survey of Student Engagement.

Persistence: Enrollment from semester-to-semester.

SACS: An acronym for Southern Association of Colleges and Schools.

SPSS: An acronym for Statistical Package for the Social Sciences.

STEM: An acronym for Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math.

TAP: An acronym for Tapping America’s Potential. TAP is a coalition of business
organizations focused on renewing attention on America’s competitiveness and
innovative capacity.

URM: An acronym for Underrepresented Minorities
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CHAPTER 11
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Undoubtedly, community colleges are an American form of higher education that
is commiitted to accessibility, community development, and social justice (Mellow &
Heelan, 2008). Yet, compared to four-year institutions of higher education, community
colleges educate a larger proportion of at-risk students (Mellow & Heelan). For most
community college students, the decision to attend is not whether they will enroll in a
four-year institution or the community college, rather the choice is whether the students
will attend a community college or not attend college at all (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). In
a global economy opportunity is a function of education (Friedman, 2007). Providing
access to post-secondary education programs and services is the mission of community
colleges (Cohen & Brawer; Vaughan, 2006). Retaining those students in college,
especially a community college, is a challenge.

This review of the literature provides information in four focus areas: (a) an
introduction to the community college mission and students, (b) an overview of the
national assessments pertaining to student engagement at both two- and four-year
institutions followed by student engagement concerns at the institutional level, (c) an
overview of theories related to student departure and involvement, and (d) a focus on
community college retention and persistence with an emphasis on student clubs.

Method of Reviewing the Literature

This review of the literature was developed through a broad review of scholarly

studies found in databases available via Old Dominion University, the North Carolina

Community College System, and the United States Marine Corps. Databases used
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include but are not limited to Academic Search Complete, Education Full Text,
Education Research Complete, ERIC, Gale, JSTOR, ProQuest, and SAGE. Information
gathering was focused on topics addressing the mission of the community college,
national assessment of student engagement, involvement theory, community college
student retention and persistence, informal interactions with the community college
faculty, and the role and challenges of clubs at community colleges. Boolean searches
were conducted using key words—specifically engagement, persistence, retention,
community college, activities, clubs, and involvement—using appropriate operators.
The Community College Mission

According to Cohen and Brawer (2008) during the 1950s and 1960s the term
Jjunior college included the lower-division branches of private universities and two-year
colleges that had church support or were independently organized; however, by the 1970s
the term community college became the more common inclusive term. Increasing from
19 public community colleges in 1915 to 1,061 in 2005 (Cohen & Brawer), they number
approximately 1,200 today (American Association of Community Colleges, 2008).
Attention should be focused on the local and regional economic impacts of community
colleges. They serve approximately 54% of all first-time, full-time students in American
colleges and universities, and the majority of all disabled students (Hankin, 2003).
Reports regarding lifelong learning suggest approximately 75% of adults believe they
need more education or workforce retraining to advance in their careers (Hankin).
Louisiana community and technical colleges, along with institutions from other states, are
focusing on policies and programs that promote student persistence, especially when data

such as retention and graduation rates are tied to Performance Funding (McMurtrie,
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2000). For the student and the local community, post-secondary educational achievement
produces economic benefits (Laughlin, 2006).
Community College Leadership

In the Community College Story (2006), Vaughan stated, “The successful
evolution of community colleges depends on the development of a new generation of
leaders” (p. 37). Unlike the kind of evolution that takes place with populations of
organisms, community college leaders will not be able to exploit the luxury of time. The
evolution of the community college is much more urgent. Friedman (2007) built a
compelling argument in The World is Flat. He warned there has never been a situation
where more people in more places have had the opportunity to combine low-cost labor
and high-power technology. In the future, community colleges will need to respond to
the needs of their communities as influenced by global changes (Northouse, 2007). In
response there must also be accountability to these communities (Cohen & Brawer,
2008). There is a continuing need for diversified responses, and leaders must utilize
resources effectively. The ability of leaders to change the community colleges over time
will allow these community colleges to evolve successfully in order to meet the needs of
their communities (Cohen &Brawer; Northouse; Vaughan).
Community Colleges and Remedial Education

Clearly, one of the important challenges is retraining the workforce to be
competitive in a global market place; however, this is not the only challenge. Vaughan
(2006) pointed to more challenges such as constraints on public funding, rising tuition,

increasing enrollments, changes in technologies, and remediation for under-prepared
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students. These problems are not static and exist in a world where natural disasters and
terrorism can instantaneously change an educational environment.

Within two years after graduation, 75% of high school graduates enroll in some
form of post-secondary education. These students arrive on campuses under-prepared.
Remedial courses are taken by 53% of these students (“From the editor,” 2003). This is
especially the case at community colleges whose mission is to serve all students
regardless of their prior educational background (Zeidenberg, Jenkins, & Calcagno,
2007). These under-prepared students require remedial courses and may also have poor
study skills and undefined career goals. They cannot effectively evaluate themselves as
learners or read and analyze course materials (Thompson & Geren, 2002).

At the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP), remedial math is often a course
that some can never pass. “If these students fail, we lose them,” stated Denise Jujan,
UTEP’s director of developmental math (Redden, 2008). This failure becomes even
more critical if one considers that only 30% - 40% of students referred to a remedial
education sequence actually ever complete the sequence. Most abandon it early with
almost half failing to complete the first course in a sequence. For many students who do
not complete that first course, it is the end of their college education. This pattern is most
prevalent among students who are black, male, older, and/or part-time (Jaschik, 2009).
Community College At-Risk Populations

In 2003-2004 approximately 59% of community college students were female,
and when compared to 4-year colleges and universities, community colleges had higher
proportions of older females from low-income families while lower proportions were

White (Horn & Nevill, 2006). Community colleges offer these women flexible
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scheduling and student services that allow for adult and non-traditional students to attend
classes while meeting family responsibilities. A large portion of these women are single
mothers and/or working mothers who must utilize the daycare provided by their
institutions. These daycare services coupled with the promise of better future
employment make a community college education appealing for these women (Adair,
2001; “Community colleges appeal to women,” 2004).

Vaughan (2006) noted that increasing numbers of both men and women envision
learning as a lifelong pursuit. Community college continuing education is one of the
most responsive and flexible ways to meet the needs of the learners and the local
community (Mellow & Heelan, 2008). Over the past decade and a half, enrollment in
continuing education programs has increased and often constitutes the largest portion of a
community college’s enrolled population. An understanding of the reasons adult students
persist or dropout of college is important to community college leaders if they are to meet
successfully the learners’ wide-range of educational demands that can range from
enhancing job readiness, GED completion, or retraining for a new career (Mellow &
Heelan).

By the end of the decade, 40% of the college-age population will be students of
color (Zusman, 2005). Minorities have made gains in college enrollment, but when
compared to the growth in the general population, their representation in higher education
is decreasing (Chang, Altbach, & Lomotey, 2005; Tinto, 2006). African Americans,
Native Americans, and Latinos have low enrollments in basic and applied scientific
fields. Representation is further decreased by high dropout rates and low rates of

enrollment in graduate and professional education. African Americans and Latinos
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comprise one-quarter of high school graduates and one-third of the college-age
population, but African Americans earn fewer than 9% of all bachelor’s degrees while
Latinos earn less with only 6% (Zusman). Native Americans struggle academically at
institutions of higher education because the environment is foreign, so foreign that half of
first-year Native American students who start college leave by the end of their first year.
This may be partially due to the Native-American perception that learning is a lifelong
commitment. Many will leave and return several times (Rodriguez, 1997).

Hispanic college students are more likely than other college students to enroll in
community colleges and attend part-time. National studies show that students who attend
school part-time and enroll in a community college are less likely than other students to
graduate with a bachelor’s degree or higher (Chen, 2007). The proportion of Hispanic
workers in the American workforce is increasing; therefore, community colleges must
seek new strategies for attracting and graduating Hispanic students (Franey, 2002).
Greene, Marti, and McClenney (2007) stressed that engagement matters for all students,
but it appears to matter more for students in higher risk groups.

Economic Concerns

Before one considers the implication of the decreased enrollments of minorities, it
is important to address what will be needed to survive in the job market in the next
decade. Friedman (2007) cautioned that many middle class jobs are under pressure due
to a continued “flattening of the world” (p.282). Yet, there is not a clear realization of the
competitive nature of the future job market. Without the understanding, Americans are

not willing to make a serious investment in reskilling themselves; however, movement of
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middle-class jobs overseas is reshaping the American economy to resemble a barbell with
only a few jobs in the middle (Friedman).

Facing the prospects of a “barbell economy” (Friedman, 2007, p. 284), minorities
can only move downward without education. The biggest barrier to education is poverty,
yet without education many will be trapped in a lower income bracket or face
unemployment. Whether minority students enroll in higher education or not, there will
be large changes in some U.S. states. Sunbelt states such as Florida, California, and
Texas will see substantial growth in high school graduates. Latino populations will grow
in the Southwest, and Asian populations will expand in the West. Due to immigrant
students, 16% of California high school students were not proficient in English, another
barrier to a college education (Zusman, 2005).

Communities faced with possible increases in unemployment and welfare
accompanied with decreases in tax revenues should promote strategies to increase
community college graduates. One such effort is a public interest venture where Sullivan
and Cromwell (2006) teamed with client The Goldman Sachs Group, Inc. and Harvard
Law School to tackle the achievement gap between young African American males and
their White contemporaries. The partnership, The Pipeline Crisis/ Winning Strategies
Initiative, is trying to remove obstacles for poor urban African Americans. Until the
initiative, Wall Street law firms and investment banks spent little time or resources on
trying to address the causes of African American poverty.

Demographers forecast a significantly lower number of White males entering the
workforce accompanied by a surge in the number of women, minorities, immigrants, and

older employees (Abbasi & Hollman, 1991). Organizations will need to address the
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needs and cultural backgrounds of their future employees. Education, training, and
retraining will help bridge deficiencies. The composition of the workforce will dictate
changes within the context of the company’s needs, circumstances, and mission. If U.S.
industry is to maintain its competitive position within a global market, new workers must
be integrated with minimal disruption and loss of productivity. These workers may not
have the basic literacy and mathematics skills necessary for these new jobs (Abbasi &
Hollman).
Summary and Critique

Globalization will require community colleges to evolve to meet the educational
demands of their students and communities (Friedman, 2007). This evolution will take
place with constrained funding and a demand to provide remediation for increasing
numbers of under-prepared students. There are greater numbers of ethnic and minority
students enrolled in community colleges compared to four-year institutions. Engagement
matters for all students but especially for these at-risk students (Greene, Marti, &
McClenney, 2007). It is imperative that community colleges understand how best to
engage their students if community colleges are to succeed in their missions.

Student Engagement Assessment

Bailey, Calcagno, Jenkins, Kienzl & Leinbach (2005) stated that community
colleges have played a pivotal role in granting open access to higher education to a wide
variety of students, but access alone is not enough (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Mellow &
Heelan, 2008; Vaughan, 2006). Community college leaders and stakeholders have
increasingly focused their attention on student persistence and completion (Sorey &

Duggan, 2008; Wild and Ebbers, 2002). In an effort to increase community college
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student persistence, research has focused on the unique characteristics of community
college students and the role these characteristics play in students’ decision to stay in
school or dropout (Bailey et al.; Fike & Fike, 2008). This section discusses several issues
and topics related to student engagement and persistence at the community college.

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) was established over 20
years ago and focuses on four-year colleges and universities (http://nsse.iub.edu/). More
than 1,400 colleges and universities in the United States and Canada have participated in
the survey. The NSSE reports consistent data about the correlation between student
engagement and student success. Additionally, the widespread use of the NSSE has
facilitated the development of other nationally-administered instruments such as the
Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE), the Community College
Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), the Faculty Survey of Student Engagement
(FSSE), and the Law School Survey of Student Engagement (LSSSE).

There is a strong relationship between engagement and positive student outcomes,
and effective educational policy should increase student engagement (Astin, 1999; Pike
& Kuh, 2005a). Most NSSE questions require students to indicate the frequency of their
activities; thus, a mean is derived. The higher the mean is the stronger the level of
engagement (Williford & Schaller, 2005). The NSSE report (2006) noted that some
engagement opportunities do not influence all students in the same way. Students
reported higher levels of satisfaction when the opportunities helped them overcome
disadvantages. Since the influence varies, Gerlach (2008) stated that investigating the

types of engagement was an important focus of research. One of the challenges in
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studying faculty-student interactions is considering the view point of both professor and
student. Comparing the results of the NSSE with the FSSE provides a more complete
picture of engagement and can point colleges and universities to areas where
improvements are necessary (Luna de la Rosa, 2005; Kuh, 2001). The Community
College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) was established in 2001 (McClenney,
2007). While both the NSSE and the CCSSE are focused on student engagement, the two
are dissimilar enough at this time to not allow comparisons between the databases
(http://www.ccsse.org/).

The Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE)

The CCSSE was created with a focus geared toward producing new information
specifically related to community college quality and performance. This information
facilitates efforts to improve student engagement, learning, and retention and can provide
community college administrators and stakeholders with the means to view the quality of
undergraduate education (McClenney, 2007). In particular, the CCSSE’s national and
consortium benchmarks allow community colleges to compare their performance to that
of other similar community colleges. These benchmarks are clusters of items that pertain
to active and collaborative learning, the level of student effort, the degree of academic
challenge, student-faculty interactions, and the support for learners (McClenney).
Regional accrediting associations, including the Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools (SACS), have raised awareness regarding the value of the CCSSE as a
component of institutional self-study and quality improvement (http://ccsse.org/).

The CCSSE results inform community colleges regarding effective educational

practices and aid institutions in using that information to promote improvements in
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student learning and persistence. Clearly, the foundational focus of the CCSSE is student
engagement (“Community College,” 2008).

In 2008, CCSSE Cohort Frequencies data for a rural North Carolina community
college indicated that 71% of the student respondents never worked with faculty on
activities other than course work; 37% did very little to contribute to the welfare of the
community; 41% indicated no importance at all regarding student organizations; and,
only 9% indicated they were very satisfied with student organizations (““Community
College,” 2008). One year later, the 2009 CCSSE Cohort Frequencies data indicated no
change in those frequencies (“Community College,” 2009). In 2008, CCSSE survey
respondents at a rural North Carolina community college were given five choices of
causes for withdrawal from classes at the college. Institutional data indicated transfer to
a four-year college or university was selected by 36% of the respondents as a very likely
reason for withdrawal, followed by 29% noting lack of finances, 22% indicating working
full-time, 14% reporting caring for dependents, and only 8% selecting being
academically under-prepared. In 2009, there was a decrease from 36% to 32% of
respondents indicating transfer to a four-year college or university as a very likely reason
to withdraw from classes or the community college. Both caring for dependents (15%)
and being under-prepared (9%) increased 1% from the previous year. The lack of
finances (32%), and working full-time (25%) each increased 3% (“Community College,”
2009).

According to Provasnik and Planty (2008), any analysis of community college
students, including those that examine their persistence, is complex due to the diversity of

the community college students. Students have an array of reasons for attending
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community colleges and different levels of commitment. For example, comparing their
enrollment status indicates that full-time community college students persist at higher
rates than those enrolled only part-time; however, the community college students who
alternated between full-time and part-time enrollment persisted at higher rates than either
the exclusively full-time or part-time students (Provasnik & Planty; Tinto, 2006). Due to
economic considerations, some students may attend full-time while others attend part-
time and work. Understandably, students from low income families are less likely to
attend full-time (Tinto, 2006).
Student Engagement

Barr and Tagg (1995) noted the shift in American higher education to a Learning
Paradigm. In the Learning Paradigm a community college must take responsibility for
learning at two levels. First, at the organizational level, the college is responsible for the
collective student learning and success outcomes. Second, the college must take
responsibility for each individual student’s learning. The Learning Paradigm, however,
stresses that students are responsible for constructing their own knowledge. McClenney
and Peterson (2006) referred to community colleges as “teaching institutions” (p. 25);
however, students spend little time outside of the classroom with faculty. Slightly more
than half (54 %) of the surveyed faculty reported on the Community College Faculty
Survey of Student Engagement (CCFSSE) spending only 1 to 4 hours during the week
interacting with students outside of the classroom. Another third of the survey
respondents reported no student interaction outside of the classroom. Engagement in the
classroom, therefore, significantly contributes to student success. Community colleges

must understand how the faculty utilizes classroom time and what strategies they employ.
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Faculty strategies that promote student success and learning must be supported by the
community college (McClenney & Peterson).

Fear, Doberneck, Robinson, Fear, Barr, Van Den Berg, Smith, and Petrulis (2003)
noted that, during the 5th North American Conference on the Learning Paradigm held in
San Diego in March 2001, 40 colleagues from the United States and Canada were
challenged to provide a single important metaphor regarding the Learning Paradigm as it
pertained to their respective campuses. The metaphors were a way of exploring the
conferees’ diverse interpretations. The collective consensus of the conferees indicated
that administrators and faculty members work in various institutional settings, encounter
a variety of organizational challenges, represent multiple views about higher education
and its role in society, and emanate from differ philosophic and scholarly traditions.
With such diversity, movement to the Learning Paradigm spawns multiple interpretations
(Fear, et al., 2003).

Chickering and Gamson (1987) stressed the importance of active and
collaborative learning (Smith, Sheppard, Johnson & Johnson, 2005; Umbach &
Wawrzynski, 2005). Their research yielded the “Seven Principles of Good Practice” as
follows:

1. Encourage student-faculty contact.

2. Develop reciprocity and cooperation among students.

3. Encourage active learning.

4. Give prompt feedback.

5. Emphasize time on task.

6. Communicate high expectations.
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7. Respect diverse talents and ways of knowing.
Chickering and Gamson noted encouraging student-faculty contact was the most
important principle in motivating students. Faculty concern can transition students
through the tough times and enhance the students’ commitment to intellectual
development and evaluation of their values and future plans (Kuh & Hu, 2001). Research
indicates that student learning and student retention are correlated with student
engagement (Astin, 1999; Elsner, 2002; Hu & Kuh, 2002; Tinto, 1999); however, first-
generation students are less likely to develop relationships with faculty members (Pike &
Kuh, 2005b). Pascarella, Wolniak, Pierson, and Terenzini (2003) define a first-
generation student as one whose parents have never attended college. These students are
more likely to attend a community college and to enter academically under-prepared
(Thayer, 2000.) An understanding of how students and community college
characteristics promote or discourage student engagement in academically related
activities is needed if community colleges are to improve the overall quality of
undergraduate education (Gerlach, 2008; Hu & Kuh; Sorey & Duggan, 2008).

Summary and Critique

There are many components to student engagement that are intertwined with the
remarkable diversity found in community college student populations. This combination
provides numerous opportunities for further exploration. Much of the research on student
engagement began with the NSSE at four-year institutions; however, the shift to the
CCSSE has provided data and a focus directly related to community colleges. There

remains a need to learn more specifically how various groups of students engage, how
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they are impacted by the community college environment, and what strategies are needed
to improve engagement, retention, and graduation rates.
Theoretical Models of Student Persistence

Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure is the most frequently cited theory for
explaining student departure and has attained “near- paradigmatic status” in the field of
higher education (Braxton, Milem & Sullivan, 2000). Webb (1989) noted the two most
widely investigated models of persistence are Tinto (1975) and Bean and Metzner (1985).
Bean and Metzner’s model collects data after students have formed valid opinions about
their satisfaction with the institution and their levels of stress. At the point of data
collection a portion of students would have withdrawn and would not have been included
in the data. Differences between two- and four-year colleges, such as the larger
proportion of non-traditional students in two-year colleges, make the Tinto model
unsuitable (Webb). Additionally, Guiffrida (2006) noted that researchers have gained
substantial insights regarding relationships between cultural norms, motivational
orientation, academic achievement, and persistence; however, these advances are not
incorporated into Tinto’s theory. Most of the empirical literature investigating Tinto’s
revised model of student departure focused on the perceptual aspects of academic and
social integration but ignored measures of actual behaviors (Halpin, 1990; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1980). Pascarella, Smart, and Ethington (1986) focused specifically on the
long-term persistence of two-year college students. Over a nine year period, 825 students
who initially enrolled in 85 different two-year colleges were tracked. Data indicated that
academic and social integration had the most consistent positive effects on student

persistence. Additionally, Berger and Milem (1999) noted that attempts to elaborate



Tinto’s initial model suggests the benefits of constructs from other theoretical
perspectives that could facilitate the explanatory power of the model and provide
information regarding sources of social and academic integration for undergraduate
students.

Motivated by the “confusion and perplexity” generated by reading student
development literature, Astin (1999) articulated the theory of student involvement for
four reasons. First, he wanted a simple, easy to understand theory; second, the theory
needed to explain most of the accumulated empirical knowledge; third, the theory must
encompass divergent sources; and fourth, the theory must be useful to researchers to
guide investigations and to college administrators to create successful learning
environments. Astin (1999) stated that student involvement pertains to the amount of
physical and psychological energy that students invest into the academic experience.
Involvement theory proposes not only the investment of physical and psychological
energy, but also the investment of different amounts of energy. For instance, a highly
involved student invests high amounts of energy in studying, is frequently found on
campus, has a high level of participation in student organizations, and interacts with
faculty and students on a regular basis. In comparison, an uninvolved student spends
little time studying, is rarely found on campus, does not participate in extracurricular
activities, and has little contact with the faculty or students. Furthermore, involvement
has both quantitative and qualitative characteristics, benefits related to the quality and
quantity of student efforts, and effectiveness as a result of policy and practices that
encourage students’ participation in activities (Astin; Berger & Milem, 1999; Tinto,

1999). Astin stated, “The theory of student involvement argues that a particular
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curriculum, to achieve the effects intended, must elicit sufficient student effort and
investment of energy to bring about the desired learning and development” (p.522).
Administrators and faculty members must realize that institutional policy and practice
and decisions pertaining to nonacademic issues directly influence the efforts and amounts
of time students invest in their academic pursuits (Astin). For many students the
classroom is the one place and perhaps the only place where they meet other students and
faculty. If involvement does not occur in the classroom, it is not likely to occur
somewhere else (Tinto, 2006).

Berger and Milem (1999) noted that involvement combined with students’
perceptions of integration is an important factor in college student persistence. Berger
and Milem’s modified model (see Fig.1; Appendix A) contributes to an understanding of
the relationship between behavioral involvement and perceptual integration by testing

direct and indirect effects of these constructs on student persistence.

Behavior - Integration
Student Perception —
Entry l—p| IC1 Behavior r-» 12 J—> Persistence
Charactenistics Cycle Academic
Social
1C1 = Initial Institutional Commitment

IC2 = Subsequent Institutional Commitment

Figure 1. Berger and Milem’s refined model for understanding student persistence.
Adapted from “The Role of Student Involvement and Perceptions of Integration in a
Causal Model of Student Persistence by J. B. Berger and J. F. Milem, 1999. Research in

Higher Education, 40, p. 645. Copyright 1999 by Springer. Reprinted with permission.
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Berger and Milem (1999) found the results of the path analysis (Fig. 1) supported
Astin’s theory of involvement as a contributing theory to better define Tinto’s (1975,
1993) notion of the persistence process. Findings also suggested the inclusion of
behavioral components to facilitate a deeper understanding of college student persistence.

Summary and Critique

Theories pertaining to student departure, persistence, and retention will remain an
important focus of research at community colleges and at universities. For decades,
researchers have based additional investigations on Tinto’s theory, but the accumulation
of data from those investigations suggests that multiple issues influence whether students
will persist or not. Combining theories yields a model that better explains how students
interact with the college environment as they become socially and academically
integrated at the college. There is a gap in the literature regarding how community
college clubs might facilitate both social and academic integration of students.

Community College Retention and Persistence
Focus Changes

Over 40 years ago, student retention or student attrition was viewed as the result
of students’ individual attributes, skills, and motivation. Students who did not persist
were viewed as less able and less motivated. Failure to persist was the students’ failure,
not the failure of the institution (Tinto, 2006). In the early 1970s, the view of retention
shifted to a broader view which included the role of the institutional environment (Tinto,
2006). Leaving College (Tinto, 1993) made clear connections between the environment
and student retention. Earlier work on student retention was followed with work by

Astin, Pascarella, and Terenzini. Their efforts shifted the focus to the importance of
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student contact and involvement on various student outcomes including student retention
(Tinto, 2006). When trying to describe retention, one must consider outputs, such as
degrees earned and the number of graduates; inputs such as gender, age, and major; and
the environment that encompasses multiple factors including courses, faculty, and peer
groups (Fike & Fike, 2008).

Astin (2006) stated it makes no sense to compare institutional retention rates
without also considering the academic preparedness of the institution’s students. More
than two-thirds of the variation in degree completion rates among colleges is due to
differences in the students who enroll. Examining raw retention rates may unfairly
penalize those institutions that admit under-prepared students and may reward
undeserved credit to those institutions that are highly selective in their admission policies.
Astin suggested assessment of entering students would provide a baseline to measure
how much the students change as a result of their college experience. Brush (2006)
during an interview quoted Derek Bok, president of Harvard University, as follows:

The college that takes students with modest entering abilities and improves their

abilities substantially contributes more than the school that takes very bright

students and helps them develop only modestly. We really need to take the focus

off entering scores and put it more on how much value is added. (p. 28)

The American Council on Education (2003) noted the confusion regarding issues
of institutional retention, student persistence, and degree attainment. Graduation rates
and measures of retention do not reflect the overall student experience. Many students
who enroll in a community college enter with goals other than earning a degree, and

nearly 60% attend half-time or less. Reports that focus solely on institutional retention or
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graduation measures may unfairly portray institutions. The American Council on
Education stressed that persistence measures should reflect personal, academic, and
economic constraints encountered by the students and by the institutions in which they
enroll. Schuetz (2008) stated due to multifaceted individual and institutional variables
affecting student engagement and outcomes, a systematic way of ordering data collection,
analysis, and interpretation is warranted.
Faculty Interactions

Involvement matters most during the first year of college, and for many students
that involvement may take place only in the classroom (Tinto, 2006). The actions, then,
of the faculty are critical to enhancing student retention. Interactions with the faculty
help students develop academic strategies which can be used in the future (Bean & Eaton,
2002). Though retention is everyone’s business, the faculty plays a particularly strong
role; however, faculty involvement is still limited and, therefore, the full potential of the
faculty influence on student retention may not be realized (Tinto). Student retention is
now used by some states as a means of institutional accountability. Tinto questioned the
impact of faculty and staff development programs on student retention, considering the
pivotal role faculty plays in student retention.
Student Fears

According to Bean and Eaton (2002), if retention programs are going to be
successful, they must facilitate involvement for each student in a program. Factors that
influence retention are ultimately individual. Examining psychological dispositions helps
to determine types of students that are more likely to leave college, but this approach

does not yield an explanation of processes leading to academic and/or social integration
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and finally retention. Rather to be academically and socially integrated into a school,
students need the following attributes: (a) a belief in their effectiveness in social
environments, (b) a belief in their academic effectiveness, (c) a belief they control their
own outcomes, (d) a development of their coping skills, and (e) a motivation to embrace
academic and social challenges (Bean & Eaton).

Cox (2009) noted the students’ fear of failure had a greater influence on their
approaches to coursework completion than did their academic preparation. Faculty who
understood this issue addressed student fears, which ultimately helped them to persist.
For some students the strategies that abated their fears also proved to be detrimental to
completing college coursework. Students who avoided assessment also avoided
opportunities to demonstrate their academic merit (Cox). Beverly Low, dean of first-year
students at Colgate University in Hamilton, New York, noted first-year students are
responsible for their own choices as they transition from an environment with a high level
of structure to one with very little structure (Shanley & Johnston, 2008). Though
students will need to face their fears, college can provide a safe environment for students
to experiment, make mistakes, and learn as they progress intellectually and socially
(Shanley & Johnston).

Community College Retention

According to Wild and Ebbers (2002) the theories regarding retention are based
on research rooted in universities with traditional-age students in residential settings
(Astin, 2006). Though some theories may be valid for all college students, community
college students have different characteristics compared to traditional four-year

university students. These variable characteristics include (a) age, (b) ethnicity, (c)
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developmental education, (d) course load, () financial aid, and (f) enrollment in online
courses (Astin; Wild & Ebbers). Additionally, community college enrollment is a
composite of students who may seek a two-year degree, a one-year certificate or diploma,
retraining to enhance job competitiveness, or even a single course for personal interest.
Students may value classes that are less crowded, convenient, and inexpensive (Wild &
Ebbers).
Institutional Commitment

The U.S. Department of Education studied students who enrolled in a community
college as their first institution from 2003-2004 to 2006 (Horn, 2009). A total of 49.4%
were retained, 26.7% were still enrolled but had no degree after three years, 11.5%
transferred to a 4-year college, 11.2% attained an A.A. or certificate, 8.1% transferred to
a 2-year or less institution, and 42.5% did not obtain a degree and were no longer
enrolled. The reasons for leaving for those who departed the first year included financial
and family concerns. Those that departed later indicated scheduling difficulties or
completion of desired courses (Horn, 2009). Braxton, Milem, and Sullivan (2000) noted
that rates of departure are problematic for both scholars and practitioners. While
researchers seek answers, administrators would like solutions to manage and reduce rates
of departure (Astin, 2006; Wild & Ebbers, 2002). Unfortunately, as high as 20% of
students who began their education at a community college will complete less than 10
credits. This amount is less than what a full-time student would earn in a single semester.
These students do not earn a certificate, degree, or gain the opportunity to transfer to a
four-year institution which is the means to greater economic opportunity for many

students (Bailey, 2005).
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Family characteristics such as socioeconomic status and parental education
influence a student’s initial level of commitment to an institution (Astin, 2006). This
initial level of commitment affects the subsequent level of commitment. It is this
subsequent level of commitment which is enhanced by the amount of students’
integration with the social communities of the college (Braxton, et al., 2000). Tinto
(1975) stated, “Given individual characteristics, prior experiences, and commitments... it
is the individual’s integration into the academic and social systems of the college that
most directly relates to his continuance in that college” (p. 96). Social integration is
composed of peer group interactions and out-of-class interactions with faculty (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 1980). Alford (2000) noted inner city Black students who are focused on
their studies are often ostracized by their peers. These students develop skills for success
in the academic environment; however, these skills do not always support the social
adjustment and integration of the students.

Occupational and Academic Students

Bailey, Leinbach, Scott, Alfonso, Kienzl and Kennedy (2004) compared students
in occupational programs with students in academic programs. Occupational students
were enrolled in vocational fields of study, for example computer and information
science, while academic students reported majors in an academic field of study such as
mathematics. Sixty percent of all students enrolled in post-secondary education are in
enrolled in community colleges. Over half or 51% of community college students are
occupational students with an additional 25% of community colleges students declaring
academic majors (Bailey, Leinbach, Scott, Alfonso, Kienzl & Kennedy). Occupational

students when compared with academic students are more likely to be male, from a
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minority population, older, economically disadvantaged, and single with a dependent;
however, there is little difference in their educational backgrounds. Further, occupational
students were more likely to have non-traditional examples of enrollment with 53%
postponing their initial post-secondary enrollment for at least one year (Bailey, Leinbach,
Scott, Alfonso, Kienzl, & Kennedy).

Bailey, Kienzl, and Marcotte (2004) indicated that advocates for community
college occupational education propose students can benefit financially from post-
secondary education that does not lead to a bachelor’s degree. Students with an associate
degree are prepared for an increasing number of technical and technician-level jobs that
in some instances are vital to local communities. These graduates do not earn more than
bachelor’s degree holders, but they do earn more than high school graduates. Some
advocates argue that education goals that fall short of an associate degree are still
beneficial for the student. Many certificate programs can be completed within one year.
With rapid changes in technology in the workplace there will be continued pressure to
prepare students for skill-based occupations (Bailey, Kienzl, & Marcotte).

Informal Interactions

Administrators of higher education must facilitate ways for two-year colleges to
engage both male and female students regardless of the discipline. Hagedorn, Perrakis,
and Maxwell (2006) noted ten “positive commandments” to help community colleges
foster student success. The first of these commandments is to employ and reward
instructors who facilitate faculty-student interactions. Engaging students in higher
education is not a uniquely American concern. Fowler and Zimitat (2008) described the

late 1980s infusion of more non-traditional students into the Australian system of higher
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education. Many of these students were first-generation students and/or from low-
socioeconomic backgrounds. Common Time (CT) was an academic strategy to develop
students’ academic and social integration into the institution by facilitating informal
faculty-student interactions, providing opportunities to form student-peer relationships,
and offering activities that would aid academic achievement. CT was held once a week
in the evening for two hours. Participating students noted one of the major benefits of
CT was the interaction with the faculty. These interactions enhanced the students’
academic and social integration and promoted positive attitudes.

The positive outcomes support the importance of informal student-faculty
interaction for community college students, especially in the beginning of their education
in science and mathematics (Medkeff, 1998; Thompson, 2001). The number of hours of
student engagement with faculty outside of class is an established predictor of college
retention and success (Kuh, 2003; Schuetz, 2008). In particular, informal science
education programs play a role in increasing the participation of women and minorities in
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (Fadigan & Hammrich, 2004).
STEM Emphasis

Fadigan and Hammrich (2004) noted that despite decades of efforts to increase
the participation of women and minorities in science, technology, engineering, and math
(STEM) careers, the percentages remain low. Multiple factors such as education,
psychology, and society have been related to the low percentage; however, the decision is
not caused by a single factor. The decision to select a STEM career for young women is
most likely related to a combination of factors (Fadigan & Hammrich). This is not the

case for older women who account for the largest proportion of growth in college
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students over the age of 28 (Breese & O,Toole, 1995). One of the strongest
considerations in the selection of their academic major and their degree of involvement in
the institution’s environment is not related to their role as a student, but, instead, focuses
on their past experiences and relationships (Breese & O’Toole).

George, Neale, Van Horne & Malcom (2001) stated that traditionally the STEM
workforce has been comprised of White, non-Hispanic men, and in 1997 White men
made-up almost 70% of the STEM workforce. In comparison, underrepresented
minorities (URM) in that same year only comprised slightly over 6% of the workforce.
URM accounted for 4.6% of the STEM workforce with doctoral degrees, compared to the
almost 80% for White men. Neale et al. (2001) indicated that many URM and students
with disabilities begin their academic pursuits at a community college. Research is
needed to gain insights into the community college transfer process and STEM-related
policies, practices, and courses that are required to transition successfully to Bachelor of
Science degree-granting institutions (Neale, et al.).

According to Anderson and Kim (2006), the percent of bachelor’s degrees earned
in STEM disciplines by African Americans and Hispanics was about 13% of the degrees
awarded in 2000-2001. This percentage is less than the 31% of bachelor’s degrees
earned in STEM disciplines by Asian Americans and the 16% earned by Whites.
Anderson and Kim suggest that it is an oversimplification to assume that the lower
numbers are the result of low numbers of African American and Hispanics entering
institutions with interests in STEM. African Americans and Hispanics enter with the
same interest level as their peers, but they fail to persist at the same rate. Though first

year courses in STEM disciplines are often designed to filter students, African-American
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and Hispanic students majoring in STEM disciplines detour in their third year. Those

that successfully complete the degree tended to have the following (Anderson & Kim):

e They were well-prepared with a rigorous high school curriculum.

e They started their pursuit of the degree and entered college under the age
of 19.

e They had at least one parent with a bachelor’s degree or higher.

e They came from families with parental income in the top third of the
national average.

e They attended full-time.

e They were less likely to work and more likely to receive financial aid.

e They had high levels of social integration at their institutions.

Tapping America’s Potential (TAP) set a goal to increase the number STEM
graduates to 400,000 by 2015 (Tapping America’s Potential [TAP], 2008). TAP is a
coalition of business organizations focused on renewing attention on America’s
competiveness and innovative capacity. The coalition is frustrated by America’s failure
to increase investments in STEM education because STEM graduates are necessary to
meet a future demand in the workforce and to keep the United States competitive in a
global economy (TAP). Additionally, there is a serious need for STEM majors to teach
in U.S. schools to fill shortages due to teachers leaving for higher-paying industry jobs,
attrition, burn-out, and aging (Mervis, 2007; TAP).

Hawtrey (2007) advocated the advantages of experiential learning. As the
missions of universities change, there is a trend toward experiential learning; however,

the change is also the result of changing students’ expectations. Hawtrey stated,
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“Students today are rarely satisfied with a one-size-fits-all classroom experience,
particularly if it consists solely of the droning lecturer, and are justifiably looking for an
enhanced learning experience from the university” (p. 143). Experiential learning
requires personal involvement and makes the student a stakeholder (Hawtrey).
Experiential learning can improve retention, problem solving, and decision-making skills
(Millenbah & Millspaugh, 2003; Ryan & Campa, 2000).
Student Clubs

Community colleges should realize that retention involves interplay between
academics and non-academic factors. To ensure student persistence, both factors need to
be addressed (Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004). The importance of informal student-
faculty interactions has been documented for decades (Lamport, 1993; Medkeff, 1998;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1976, Theophilides & Terenzini, 1981; Thompson, 2001).
Students who form interpersonal associations with faculty members are more likely to
exhibit a higher level of academic skills development (Thompson). Student clubs are a
means of forming these interpersonal relationships. Schmid and Abell (2003) noted
students who participated in school clubs were more likely to complete their program of
study at two- and four-year colleges. They suggested colleges raise student awareness of
clubs to increase student involvement and to make clubs more attractive to students.
Hernandez, Hogan, Hathaway, and Lovell (1999) noted research regarding involvement
in student organizations indicated positive effects on student development and learning;
however, the term extracurricular activities encompasses many areas on a college
campus. Researchers should be more focused on specific types of activities and the level

of student involvement in those activities (Gellin, 2003). For example, Kuh (1995)
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investigated out-of-class experiences associated with student learning and personal
development, but failed to investigate the level of the students’ involvement. Assuming a
leadership role within a club has been shown to be associated with increased levels of
formulating purpose, academic involvement, life management, and participation in
cultural events. Leadership responsibilities foster growth in planning, organizing,
managing, and decision-making in students (Kuh). Additional research is needed on
student participation in clubs because there is much that still needs to be investigated
(Cooper, Healy, & Simpson, 1994).

African American affinity clubs. Gerlach (2008) studied the involvement of
African American students in campus affinity organizations and noted three major
conclusions. First, the study’s respondents with the highest levels of integration into the
campus were those who were involved in mainstream student organizations; in fact, this
study indicated that mainstream organizations are not for the majority of students but for
all students. Second, affinity organizations were established to facilitate the transition of
African American students into the academic, social, and psychological aspects of an
institution by developing communities where the individuals had shared identities;
Gerlach’s results indicate a departure from the notion that affinity organizations can help
African Americans feel less isolated. Third, the respondents acknowledged the benefits
of affinity organizations; however, African Americans were more likely to be involved in
mainstream organizations. Overall the respondents indicated being involved generally
was more important than a desire to benefit from fostering better connections to other
African American students. Gerlach recommended that administrators should not be

hasty in dismissing the value of involvement in affinity organization because of the
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participation rates in this study since the respondents acknowledged the benefits of the
affinity organizations.

Internet considerations. The Internet can prove to be a valuable tool for clubs to
engage students because the Internet facilitates potential club members in locating each
other. Some community colleges and universities provide Web space even when funding
or space is not available for a club. Especially for technology-competent students, the
Internet is a way to explore options and to link directly to sources of information. Armed
with membership requirements and the location of meetings and events, potential
members may only need to arrive at the next meeting to join the club (Margolis, 2004).
Rauf (2004) noted the UCLA survey indicated 82% of first-year students regularly used
the computer, but cautioned that computer use may rob students of valuable study time.
The same survey reported a record low of only 18.7% of freshmen studied six or more
hours per week.

Financial benefits. Though the Internet is helping to engage students in clubs,
some universities feel added measures are needed to get students not only involved in
clubs, but other co-curricular, out-of-class learning experiences. In particular, students at
William Woods University in Missouri can participate in LEAD (Leading, Educating,
Achieving, and Developing Program). LEAD has three goals: (a) to facilitate exploration
of disciplines outside of students’ major and minor, (b) to help engage new students with
their peers and the campus, and (c) to facilitate interaction with faculty outside of the
classroom (“University Rewards,” 2004). Any, if not all students can participate in
LEAD and, if they reside on campus, can earn $5000 toward their student expenses or

$2500 if they commute. Students can renew in the program for four years. To receive the
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awards, students must earn 45 points by the end of the year and can even keep track of
their points online. Students can also check online to see what upcoming events are
available and the number of points that can be earned. Students have their university IDs
scanned when attending events, and the points are electronically entered into their
program accounts (“University Rewards”).

Challenges

Students enter colleges with various background traits that affect how they will
become integrated in the academic and social systems of the institutions. Coley (2000)
noted seven demographic factors that put college students at risk for not attaining a
degree or completing program requirements. More common in community college
students than students at four-year institutions, factors included (a) delayed entry, (b)
part-time enrollment, (c) full-time employment, (d) financial independence, (e)
dependents, (f) single parenthood, and (g) community college attendance without a high
school diploma. Three-fourths of all community college students have at least one of
these factors. Many community college students have multiple demographic factors
(Coley).

Understanding these factors may facilitate a reduction in attrition at the institution
by influencing students’ level of participation in campus activities and social activities
(Chapman & Pascarella, 1983). Chapman and Pascarella noted community college
students were less academically and socially integrated compared to students at other
types of institutions; this integration occurs mostly through formal and informal campus
activities. Coley (2000) stated 49% of four-year public college students were involved in

school clubs compared to only 18% in similar clubs at the community colleges. Jones
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and Hill (2003) focused on the commitment of students involved in service learning in
high school and their level of commitment to service learning as the students transitioned
to college. Those students noted the magnitude of the transition from high school to
college was much larger than they anticipated. Failure to continue participation in
service learning at the college-level was attributed to the following: (a) learning time
management skills, (b) establishing priorities, (¢) managing increased academic rigor, (d)
learning to navigate systems at the institution, (¢) decreasing levels of peer group
involvement, (f) perceiving a lack of benefits with involvement, and (g) increasing
amounts of student apathy and laziness. While Jones and Hill noted changes in student
involvement and commitment when students had an earlier commitment, this does not
address community college barriers to club participation, especially if it may be students’
initial involvement in an occupational or academic club.

First-year experience. Community colleges such as Paradise Valley Community
College in Phoenix offer students a block of classes that meet Monday through Thursday
and focus on a theme. In the Fall 2005 semester the theme was “Exploring Your Options
in a Changing World” (Cornell & Mosley, 2006, p. 23). In addition to the thematic
approach, one of the goals of the First-Year Experience (FYE) program is to construct
relationships and community and foster students to engage in campus life. FYE co-
curricular activities were integrated in a way that allowed students to apply classroom
instruction and skills with experiences in the community. Cornell & Mosely stated, “The
objectives are to raise cultural awareness, connect students to the larger community, teach
them about other cultures in a ‘real-world’ setting, link diverse classes and assignments

into one comprehensive project, and provide a cooperative learning experience” (p. 24).
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The block programming and co-curricular activities helped students develop strong
relationships with each other and with faculty that continued into the next semester and
following year. Students who did not continue in the program still continued to visit
faculty to seek advice and share accomplishments. Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, &
Gonyea (2008) concluded that first-year students engaged in academically focused
activities have a positive relationship to academic outcomes as represented by first-year
student grades and by their persistence between the first and second year of college.

Part-time faculty and students. To meet the demands of increasing enrollment,
community colleges must rely on adjunct faculty to meet instructional needs. According
to Gonzalez (2009), 67% of community colleges’ faculty teaches part-time; moreover,
they cover over half and as much as two-thirds of the offered courses at community
colleges. At Coastal Carolina Community College (CCCC), adjunct instructors are not
required to have office hours and have minimal contact with students beyond the hours
they are instructing. Some efforts are made to offer professional development for adjunct
instructors at CCCC in the form of an Instructors’ Academy. The Instructors’ Academy
is 27 hours of instruction for which the adjunct instructor is paid his or her hourly rate.
Gonzales noted that the most important connections are made in the classroom (Tinto,
2006). Tinto further stresses that adjunct instructors are in many instances less
experienced and less connected to the institution. The Instructors’ Academy is a means
for adjunct instructors to improve skills that will enhance the formation of classroom
connections with students.

Adjunct Instructors are only a part of the problem. Community college students

have a myriad of barriers that make part-time enrollment their only option to continue
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their education. Gonzalez (2009) stated two-thirds of community college students attend
part- time, are less-engaged, and have a greater likelihood of failing to persist.
McClenney (2007) stated that community colleges should contemplate why part-time
students in even seated-classes appear to be less engaged than full-time students.
Considering the large number of part-time students, community colleges should seek
strategies to engage these students and boost the number of successful student outcomes
(McClenney). Community colleges must make support services available at times that
are convenient for part-time students. Coupling an adjunct instructor with a part-time
student further emphasizes the need to make every effort to engage the student within the
classroom.

First-generation students. According to Bailey (2005), community colleges
enroll half of all undergraduate students in the United States. These students tend to be
older, employed, and have dependents, and over 45% of them are first-generation
students. First-generation students are defined by CCSSE as students whose parents have
no college experience. Almost 15% of first-generation students speak a language other
than English at home. The responsibilities of a family and job mean most of these
students must attend college part-time and will take a longer time to graduate (Bailey).

Pike and Kuh (2005b) stated first-generation students differ from students who
even have one parent who graduated from college. First-generation students were shown
to be less engaged overall and less likely to become assimilated into diverse college
experiences. They may know less about the importance of engagement and how to
become engaged. Though supportive, parents may be unable to help because of a lack of

knowledge (Pike & Kuh). For many first-generation students, attending college was not
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a part of their family’s expectations and required breaking rather than continuing family
traditions (Terenzini, Rendon, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Greg, & Jalomo, 1994).
McConnell (2000) asked what community colleges should do to aid first-generation
students. Noteworthy was a suggestion to use campus employment as means to
familiarize first-generation students with campus policies and procedures, to develop ties
to the institution, and to foster relationship building on campus. There are concerns
regarding this recommendation because many first-generation students work off-campus
35 or more hours per week to meet financial needs. Most campus work-study jobs are
limited to 20 hours of work per week. Students desire to work on campus but cannot
afford the decrease in salary to do so (McConnell).
Financial Gains

In particular, North Carolina institutions along with institutions from other states
are focusing attention on policies and programs, such as student engagement, that
promote student persistence (McClenney & Waiwaiole, 2005; McMurtrie, 2000). North
Carolina community colleges have eight mandatory performance measures; one 