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(ABSTRACT)

This study was designed to determine if there is any significant difference in the
rate of academic success of traditional high school graduates and GED holders in a
Maryland Community College. Similar studies have measured academic success using
variables, such as persistence and graduation rates, which are better suited to studying
academic success in four year colleges.

Because graduation rates in community colleges are low, it might be more
accurate to assume that community college students matriculate for reasons other than
transfer or the attainment of a degree. Therefore, the ratio of course attempted to courses
completed and academic good standing were used to define and measure academic
success.

It is logical to assume that a student intends to complete a course if he/she
registers and pays for said course. It is also reasonable to define academic success in
terms of a student’s eligibility to enroll in subsequent classes because he/she has

maintained at least a 2.0 grade point average in the courses he/she has previously taken.



The fact that a student leaves the institution and does not return does not mean that the
student has been unsuccessful. To the contrary it could very well mean that his/her
educational goals have been met.

When high school graduates and GED holders are compared on variables of
academic success that are more in keeping with the mission of the community college,
GED holders will fare as well academically as their high school graduate counterparts.
The data show that this is a correct assumption. When GED and traditional high school
graduates persisted to completion of course work or to graduation, each group left the
institution in academic good standing and could have taken further course work or
transferred to another institution if they had desired to do so. However, 47% of the entire
cohort, including similar numbers from each group, did not persist to either course
completion or to graduation. Having a GED or a high school diploma did not emerge as

a significant factor in either the success or failure of either group.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The General Educational Development Test (GED) is a series of examinations
designed to measure intellec tual skills that should be acquired through a traditional high
school education. At its inception, fifty years ago, “...the idea that meaningful learning
takes place outside as well &s inside the classroom and that this learning could be
documented and assessed w:re revolutionary” (Lowe, 1992, 2).

In the fifty years since its inception, over ten million adults have received high
school diplomas through the GED program. Each year “approximately 700,000
examinees take the General Educational development tests at 3500 testing centers in the
United States and Puerto Ric:o. One of eight high school diplomas issued in the Untied
States each year is a GED and one of every twenty college students is a GED graduate”
(Lowe, 1992, 1).

Until recently the GED had enjoyed a relatively quiet and uneventful growth and
development. With the guidance of Cornelius Turner, the first director of the GED
Testing Service, Ralph Tyler and Everett Lindquist were able to create and disseminate a
set of tests that were accepted by college officials as an accurate indicator of a high

school equivalency and accurate predictor of academic success in college. As a matter of



fact, until 1965, there were college level as well as high school level GED tests. These
tests which began as a way to ensure that military personnel who had interrupted their
education to serve their country would not be penalized for such a sacrifice, rapidly
became a means for helping private citizens who for what ever reason were unable to
complete a traditional high school educational program.

As it turns fifty, controversy over its effectiveness as preparation for admission to
college is suddenly being questioned. College admissions officers are questioning the
GED graduate’s preparedness for success in higher education. Their fears are based on
“notions about past academic performance and deficiencies in basic skills” (Swarm,1981,
5).

Ulin (1982) asserts that the GED Testing Service has weakened the credential.
Initially, the GED was awarded based on a combination of test scores, prior learning,
work experience and armed services credits. This changed in 1967 and the credential is
now awarded based solely on receiving a passing grade on the test. These passing scores
are set so that only the top 70% of high school seniors are likely to pass, but critics
question how well our high schools are preparing students for postsecondary education.
Norming the GED on the academic performance of high school seniors may not be a
sound practice.

This notion is supported by national policy makers who are on the verge of

redefining what it means to be a high school graduate and of rethinking how to measure



that attainment.
Many experts think the solution lies in establishing nationwide standards
describing what every student should learn in core academic subjects. In fact,
teams of specialists are at work designing content standards in math, science,
English and social studies. Many in the standards movement also advocate a
nationwide system of state-administered tests to measure performance (Clark,
1994, 185).
The critics argue further that once a test becomes the primary indicator of success, faculty
begin to teach to the test rather than teaching necessary skills. Ulin (1982) says, “passing
the GED may be “street smart” but it short changes students who might otherwise
develop genuine language power, the kind that can help them shape and organize
experience” (p. 25).
Quinn (1986)suggests that:
while the GED is designed to ascertain whether students have acquired certain
discriminatory skills such as the ability to detect incorrect spelling, capitalization
and punctuation, to recognize orthodox word usage and sentence structure and to
identify aberrant logic and organizational errors, postsecondary educators fear that
a qualifying examination that fails to require that students demonstrate their

ability to write, to comprehend and to compute will not accurately predict their
ability to be successful in higher education

(. 23).
Proponents of the GED argue that those competencies tested are the ones
necessary for success in today’s colleges and universities and have added a writing
component to the test in response to some of the criticism. They maintain that GED
graduates perform as well as, and in many cases better than, high school graduates in our

institutions of higher learning. This claim is substantiated by the research conducted by



Ralph Tyler (1954) which validated the GED as an admission requirement for higher
education. Subsequent research has drawn similar conclusions. In a competency study
conducted by the state of New York, high school graduates attending New York’s
universities were given the GED test. It was found that “37% of those who had passed
the New York State Reading Test and had been accepted in New York’s colleges failed
the GED test. None of those who failed the reading test passed the GED” (Myth, 1988,
3).

Research studies in both four-year colleges (D’ Amico, 1953; Swarm, 1981;
Colert, 1989) and community colleges (Hannah, 1972; Grady, 1983; Scales, 1990) have
supported the notion that the GED is a valid high school equivalency measure and that
those who pass the GED have an excellent chance of being successful in college. The
disparity in study results shows a definite need for more research in this area. The truth
undoubtedly lies somewhere between the two extremes.

Compounding the issue is a body of literature criticizing the community college.
These critics argue that the community college is designed “...to be the people’s college,
to provide educational opportunity for large numbers of Americans denied entry into the
traditional colleges and universities” (Birenbaum, 1986, 10). The community college has
become a filter, a cooling out place, a diverted dream, contributing to the existing patterns
of social and economic inequality (Karabel, 1974; Birenbaum, 1986; Brint and Karabel,

1986; Dougherty, 1986). They see education, specifically higher education, as the means



by which the educationally under served, the economically and socially disadvantaged
and the politically disenfranchised gain access to the American dream. Realization of this
dream rests, minimally, in the attainment of the baccalaureate degree. Since the majority
of students who begin their higher education sojourn in the community college never
attain the bachelors degree critics claim that neither the institution not the student has
been successful.

The critics also argue that a community college education does not often result in
upward social and economic mobility. Turner (1990) found that ten years after high
school graduation, four year college entrants held jobs of higher status than two year
college entrants even when controls were introduced for differences in socio-economic
background and measured mental ability. Brenaman and Nelson (1981, p.8) found that
“...attending a community college had a negative effect on the occupational status of
young men and no significant effect on wages.” Cameron and Heckman in a study
conducted at the University of Chicago substantiate the claims of Brenaman and Nelson
and Turner. They found that “GED recipients, even with some community college
experience, are no better off as wage earners than high school dropouts” (Cameron and
Heckman, 1992, p.2).

Finally, the critics argue that “...tracking in higher education leads to
disproportionately high attendance of low-status students at community colleges, which

in turn, decreases the likelihood they will stay in school” (Karabel, 1972, p.536). Follow-



up studies of large cohorts of entering college students suggest that the question now is
not whether attending a community college has a negative impact on persistence in higher
education but rather how large is this effect? ( Astin, 1985).

What then is the truth of the matter? How well does the community college serve
its students, particularly those with nontraditional backgrounds and preparation such as a
GED? Research in this area has been scanty and inconclusive. Richardson and Bender
(1987) pointed out that the community college has no research agenda. The above
mentioned critics are “outsiders” and “even though community college administrators
have been extremely critical of the studies done by these outsiders, there have not been
comparable studies in most states to provide better information” (Richardson and Bender,
1987, p. 7).

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of the study is to compare the academic success rate of GED holders
and traditional high school graduates in a Maryland community college. The basic
premise on which the study builds is that previous studies comparing these two groups
have overlooked or misunderstood the fundamental mission of the community college.

A survey of the literature on the GED recipient in community colleges and the
community college in general, indicates that the major problem with the research stems
from a lack of understanding of the way the community college is used. This lack of

understanding has led to the study of inappropriate variables in the conduct of research



on academic success.

While the traditional beliefs about the nature of academic success--degree
attainment, persistence, transfer-- and student outcomes may still hold true for the four
year college student, they are unsuitable for describing the academic success of the
community college student. “The most valid conception of academic success is one that
is most consistent with the student’s purpose in attending the institution” (Astin, 1985,
p.xii) and academic outcomes such passing courses attempted with a grade of “C” or
better and leaving the institution in academic good standing.

Credentialing is not the primary reason that students enroll in community
colleges. “The institution functions in a number of occasional roles in the lives of
individuals who attend” (Adelman, 1992, p. v). Most of the enrollees perceive the
courses as job related as a way of upgrading skills or as the completion of an aborted
secondary school education (Astin, 1985; Adelman, 1992).

Confusion and naivete about the goals of the community college student have had
a profound impact on the research relevant to their academic success. This is most
evident in the construction of variables. The assumption that students are seeking degrees
and/or certificates is an erroneous one, so defining success as the attainment of a degree
results in both the student and the institution appearing to have failed in their missions.
This is not, generally, the case.

The primary mission of the community college has shifted. It is no longer to



provide the first two years of a baccalaureate degree, but rather, it plays the “...role of an
intermittent social institution...satisfying the students need to acquire skills for job
upgrades, for personal enrichment and for the acquisition of skills not acquired in high
school” (Adelman, 1992 p.15).

Academic success of community college students should be defined as academic
good standing, meaning that the student could continue his/her studies if he/she chose to
do so. The view of academic success should shift to keep pace with the shift in the
mission of the community college which is to serve the lifelong learning needs of the
students, whatever those needs might be.

Other more accurate indicators of academic success are: (1) the ratio of courses
attempted to courses completed. It is fair to assume that a student would not register and
pay for a course that he/she did not intend to complete. (2) Another indicator of success
is the pattern of enrollment. It is certainly logical to assume that an individual would not
continue to participate in an activity where his/her goals were not being met. Community
college students often have a long term relationship with the college. “The average
degree seeking student will obtain the degree in two to three years. Another smaller
portion of the student population will take about twelve years to attain a degree, if that is
their intention” (Adelman, 1992, p.2). Other students use the community college as it is
needed to meet some specific goal. (3) Academic good standing has been defined by the

Maryland Higher Education Commission as having at least a 2.0 grade point average.



Students who leave the community college often do so for reasons other than academic
failure. If the student does in fact complete the course(s) with a grade of “C” or better,
he/she has been successful. The fact that community college students “stop out” does not
mean that the student’s goals have not been met. It does not mean that either the student
or the institution has some how failed.

If research studies investigating the success rate of GED and high school
graduates in community colleges had tracked these students over a ten year period rather
than a single semester, it would have been discovered that the community college student,
generally, and the GED student, specifically, tends to re-enroll many times over the
course of his/her educational career. This phenomenon is described by Adelman when he
discusses the similarity between the community college and “...other normative
institutions such as churches and museums...Individuals use these institutions for a time,
and then move on. Some come back” (Adelman, 1992, p. vi).

As long as we continue to judge student success by low attrition, graduation and
transfer rates, we will continue to see the GED recipient as unsuccessful. Conversely,
when we redefine student success as academic good standing and we understand the way
the community college is used, we will have a much stronger incentive to develop
effective educational programs to assist students in realizing their educational objectives.
A better understanding of the way the community college is used may also help to

convince national policy makers and four year college admissions officers that there is



value in both the GED and the community college experience.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
The GED is a second chance for adults to obtain their high school credential. While it
was not conceived and born, as other literacy programs have been, from some great social
outcry of the American people, it has had a “... major impact on the design and
organization of the national system of literacy instruction for adults”. (Cevero, 1983,
p.16)

Community colleges have welcomed GED holders with open arms and for the
most part have treated these students just as they treat the traditional high school graduate
in terms of admission, placement and instruction. It is felt that the community college’s
emphasis on instruction makes it an ideal place for the non-traditional student to obtain
preparation for advanced study and/or employment. Yet studies have shown that GED
students do not, on the average, persist to the completion of their studies in the
community college. This study shows that this is not true and that GED as well as high
school graduates are successful or unsuccessful at about the same rate. The evidence to
the contrary is based on the faulty premise that community college students, in general,
and GED students, in particular, are matriculating for a degree.

The role of the community college should be to enhance what the student brings
to the experience. “The institution represents an intervention in the lives of these

individuals that is designed to improve and strengthen their talents” (Astin, 1985, p.15).
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Academic success should be measured in terms of the student’s ability to complete a
course with a grade of “C” and his/her willingness to re-enroll.

Community college administrators need to rid their thinking of the notion that the
community college is bound to the four year college. This will free them of the notion
that the awarding of degrees and/or transfer are the only measures of success. They must
recognize that their faculties, largely trained in four year institutions, must look for
alternative approaches to teaching, testing and grading. These administrators must be
able to convince state and national funding agencies that it is acceptable to view academic
achievement from the student’s perspective. “The benefit of the educational experience
rests in changes in the student’s intellectual capacities and skills, values, attitudes and
interests that are attributable to that experience” (Astin, 1985, pp.18-19).

The research to-date, comparing GED and high school graduates in community
colleges has been inconclusive and often contradictory. Since the controversy over
whether the GED is a high school equivalency is gathering momentum ( Cameron and
Heckman, 1992) and since the community college is typically the GED students college
of choice, it would be prudent to study the GED graduate in the community college
setting.

In this climate of educational reform, it would be helpful to prove the efficacy of
the GED as preparation for college for two reasons: (1) it would allay the fears of

educators who are faced with a growing number of GED graduates looking for admission
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to their institutions, and (2) the setting of national standards for what constitutes a high
school education would be greatly facilitated by a valid, nationally used assessment tool
(the GED Test) that has been in place for over 50 years. Results of a study using
appropriate measures of academic success, following the student’s educational career
over a ten year period and using an adequate sample size may paint a more accurate
picture of how useful the GED is in preparing students for the community college
experience.
DEFINITIONS

The following terms will be used throughout the study and must be defined here
for the sake of clarity:
Academic Success: means that the student has completed any course work with a grade of
“C” or higher and that if he/she has left the institution, he/she left in academic good
standing with a grade point average of 2.0 or higher.

Non-Non-traditional Student: means those students who are 27 years older or older, who

maybe unprepared for the rigors of college level work, who are usually employed full or
part time, who, generally, have family obligations such as aging parents and/or children,
who are, generally, single parents, and who are first generation college students.,
LIMITATIONS, DELIMITATIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS
This study is delimited first to one community college in the state of Maryland.

The student body is diverse and fairly representative of other community colleges in the

12



state. Baltimore City Community College was chosen because its student records have
been automated since the early eighties and the information necessary for this study was
easily accessible. BCCC also, as part of their admissions application, gathered
information on whether or not the student had a GED or traditional high school diploma.

The study is further delimited by the fact that data was collected only from the
transcripts of those students who entered the college for the first time in the Fall, 1984.
The students’ records will be examined for data indicating how the student used the
community college over a ten year period from 1984 to 1994.

Delimiting the study to only one community college places the following
limitations on the study. The obvious limitation in using only one institution is the
inability to generalize the results of the study. Further limitations include the fact that no
attempt was made to establish equivalency in regard to the backgrounds of the individuals
selected for the study. In addition, the study does not allow for the assessment of factors
such as motivation, intellectual level, self-concept, peer or family emotional support,
study skills or time management skills. Finally, the reliability of the data collected
depends upon how well BCCC collects and stores data concerning its students.

There are several assumptions undergirding this study. First, it is assumed that
BCCC students are typical of community college students in Maryland. Second, it is
assumed that the diversity in backgrounds and experiences of the random selection of

GED and high school graduates is characteristic of the population. Third, it is assumed
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that the 1984 first time entrants are characteristic and representative of enrollees from
other years.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
In an effort to illuminate the point that success needs a new definition, student
records for a ten year period, were analyzed employing appropriate measures of academic
success which for purposes of this study have been defined as academic good standing
and the ratio of courses attempted to courses completed. There are several questions
driving this investigation into how GED and high school graduates compare with respect
to academic success at Baltimore City Community College. The overriding question is:
does the GED graduate exit the community college as successfully as the high
school graduate?
The empirical questions that help to answer the overriding question are:
(1) Is there a significant difference in the placement of GED and high school
graduates in developmental courses?
(2) Is there a difference between GED and high school graduates with respect to
the amount of time it takes a degree seeking student to complete the degree?
(3) Is there a difference between the GED and high school graduate upon exiting,
with respect to degree attainment, ratio of courses attempted to courses
completed, grade point average or graduation rate?

(4) Is there a difference between the GED and high school graduate with respect

14



to academic good standing?
(5) Does age, race or sex have any impact on the academic success rate of GED

and high school graduates ?
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CHAPTER 11
SURVEY OF THE LITERATURE
INTRODUCTION

Research on the GED, relevant to this study, can be divided into three catagories:
(1) investigations into the efficacy of the GED as preparation for college level work; (2)
research on the GED as a predictor of academic success in four year colleges; and, (3)
comparisons of the academic success of GED and traditional high school graduates in
two year colleges. The results of this research are varied and disparate and often raise

more questions than they answer.

RESEARCH: VALIDITY OF THE GED AS HIGH SCHOOL EQUIVALENCY

Investigations into the validity of the GED as preparation for postsecondary
education began as early as 1951. These early studies were commissioned by the
American Council on Education in an attempt to convince college educators that GED
recipients were capable of successfully completing a college education.

Dressel and Schmid (1951)surveyed GED graduates and concluded that these
graduates were successful in college and occupational settings requiring a high school
diploma. Survey respondents indicated that they had gained access to employment and
institutions of higher learning and they expressed satisfaction with their employment and

educational attainments.
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In 1954 Ralph W. Tyler conducted a research study for the United States
Department of Defense in order to test the validity of the GED as an equivalent of the
high school diploma for admission to colleges and universities. He concluded that while
there were differences in achievement between GED and high school graduates, these
differences were not statistically significant (Ayers, 1983, 29). Armed with the results of
these studies, GED proponents were able to convince college administrators that the GED
was an accurate predictor of success in higher education and many institutions across the
United States began to accept the GED as equivalent to the high school diploma for
purposes of meeting admissions requirements.

RELATED RESEARCH: FOUR YEAR COLLEGES

Most of the research which investigates the success of GED graduates in higher
education has been conducted in the decade between 1980 and 1990. Prior to 1980, there
were a few studies conducted primarily by doctoral students and researchers interested in
the investigation of phenomena at the institutions where they were employed.

Lois D'Amico in a doctoral dissertation at Indiana University studied the success
of 307 GED graduates who were enrolled at Indiana University between 1946 and 1950.
The study showed that “those who persisted beyond the freshman year compared well in
academic achievement with high school graduates” (D'Amico, 1953, 42).

Amiel Sharon, in a study conducted for the Educational Testing Service,

compared the grades of GED graduates with those of traditional high school diploma
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holders enrolled at selected two and four year colleges. He concluded “...that 55% of the
GED graduates had a lower grade point average than the high school graduates but that
45% of the GED graduates had grade point averages equal to or higher than those of the
high school graduates” (Sharon, 1972, 12).

Eugene Roon in a doctoral dissertation examined the available records of GED
and high school graduates at Metropolitan State College in Denver Colorado. The
records were examined for a seven year period and the analysis revealed that GED
graduates compared unfavorably with high school graduates in the top 30% of their high
school class. However, for those students whose grade point average fell below 2.0, a
comparison of mean GPAs revealed no significant difference between the GED graduate
and the high school diploma holder” (Roon, 1972, 56).

At Brandon University, Colert (1983) compared the achievement of 26 GED
recipients and 27 high school graduates on two variables: grade point average and
number of credit hours passed. He found no significant difference between the two
groups on the two variables.

Pipho studied GED graduates admitted to Colorado colleges in 1958. His results
show limited success on the part of GED holders. Only 19% had graduated by 1964
(Pipho, 1967, p.3)

Rogers looked at the records of over 200 GED graduates at Northern Kentucky

University and identified 170 of those who had completed one semester's work (12-18
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credits). He discovered that while the completion rate was high, the mean GPA was only
1.71. The mean GPA for high school graduates was 2.11. A follow-up study showed
that of the 170 who completed one semester, only 50% continued for two or more
semesters (Rogers, 1979, 63).

Swarm (1981) reports the findings of three studies conducted in 1973, 1977 and
1980. These studies examined GED students in post secondary institutions to determine
their rate of academic success. The 1973 study identified characteristics, academic, and
social problems of undergraduates at Indiana University. Of the 75 GED holders
surveyed, 40% did not respond but the 60% who did respond had received bachelors
degrees and were employed in areas for which they had prepared. In the 1977 study the
records of GED holders in two Chicago universities were analyzed. It was found that the
mean number of semester hours completed was 57 and that the mean GPA was 3.5.

Swarm’s 1980 study looked at GED holders in four year institutions in Illinois,
Pennsylvania, Florida, Indiana and California. It was concluded that 70% of the
respondents had GPAs of “C” or better. The 12% who had dropped out of college had
done so for non-academic reasons such as finances, change of residence or illness
(Swarm, 1981). It would appear from these three studies that GED graduates are not
educationally disadvantaged and that they compare favorably with traditional high school
graduates in post secondary institutions.

The research conducted during the decade of the 1980s was primarily done in two

19



year institutions, but there were a few significant studies done in four year colleges and
universities. At the University of Alaska (Owens, 1989), a research study was done which
compared records of 506 GED holders and high school graduates to assess first semester
performance. Thirty-one percent of the GED holders had enrolled within one to four
years of having received their GED. Fifty percent of those students experienced some
success in their first semester. Success was defined as having passed at least one course
with a grade of “C” or better. A higher proportion of the students achieving success were
25 years of age or older. Forty-nine percent of the students were discouraged from re-
enrollment.

The conclusion drawn by the researcher was that GED holders experienced
difficulties not limited to academic unpreparedness. Other factors such as lack of family
support, single parent status, financial problems, etc. contributed to their lack of success.

One of the largest and most comprehensive studies was conducted at the
University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee. The study (Quinn, 1986) was initiated by Herbert
Grover, Superintendent of Public Instruction. The researchers examined the academic
records of all GED holders enrolled in credit programs at 13 University of Wisconsin
System colleges from 1979-1984.

The variables under investigation were credit hours attempted, credit hours
earned, grade point average and academic status (good standing, probation, academic

dismissal). Over all, the results showed that the GED students did not fair as well as
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even those high school diploma holders who had graduated in the lower 20% of their high
school class.

GED holders had higher attrition rates although a majority of those who left were
not in any danger of academic dismissal. Of the 1,982 students who left before
graduating, 31% earned no credit and 85% had earned fewer than six credits. Twenty-
three percent were required to take remedial math and 20% took remedial English.

The first semester grades showed the GED students with GPAs lower than the
upper 50% of high school graduates but higher than the lower 50% of high school
graduates. Seventy-four percent of the GED holders did not reach their sophomore vear
and 90% did not reach their junior year. After four semesters, only 31% of the GED
holders were still enrolled compared to 62% of the high school graduates from the lower
half of their high school class.

The GED students earned an average of 26 credits after 4 semesters as opposed to

34 credits earned by high school graduates. Their grade point averages were 1.98 for
GED and 2.69 for high school graduates in the upper half of their graduating class. Those
high school graduates in the lower half of their graduating class still had higher GPAs
which averaged around 2.17.

By the study's end, only 4% if the 1979/80 freshman had earned a bachelor's
degree, only 42 students were still enrolled (11% of the original GED class). Four

students had transferred (1%) and 84% had left school. Sixty-one percent had left in the
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first year.

The researchers concluded from the data that GED students were high risk in four
year institutions and that persistence in completing the GED does not mean that a student
possesses the skills or perseverance necessary to complete a bachelors degree. (Quinn,
1986).

The Wisconsin study raised several important issues which the study did not
address. In a four year setting, such as the University of Wisconsin, the larger student
body is generally characterized as young, full time, with no dependents. These students,
for the most part, have familial support and some sense of what can be expected of a
college student.

The GED students, on the other hand, to whom the high school graduates have
been compared are, generally, older, out of school for at least five years, working, at least
part time, and financially on their own (Myth #4, 1988, p. 5). Perhaps not controlling for
some of these intervening variables has skewed the results. Perhaps the fact that the
institutions under investigation were four year schools whose main success criteria is the
attainment of a baccalaureate degree, played a significant role in the outcomes of the
study.

There have been two other noteworthy studies that investigated both two and four
year colleges. The first conducted in 1990 by the Iowa Board of Education, investigated

Iowa's GED graduates in order to determine the short term (two years), intermediate (five
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years) and long term (10 years) impact of earning a GED. “Two hundred four of the
respondents (12%) were enrolled in or had graduated from college. Seventy-seven (6%)
of the respondents were attending two year colleges, 109 (2%) had graduated from two
year colleges, 28 (2%) were attending four year colleges and 22 (2%) had graduated from
four year colleges” (Iowa, 1992, p. 8).

This study merely described whether or not the GED graduates had matriculated
for a degree and whether or not they had graduated, but did not delve into such issues as
grade point average, credit hours attempted and credit hours passed. The primary purpose
of the study was to determine whether or not GED holders had met the goals that they
identified when the took the GED. It was found, for the most part, that lowa's GED
graduates had met their employment and educational goals.

The second study was a national survey involving approximately 13,000 GED
graduates. Its purpose was to describe: (1) ways that adults prepare for the GED; (2) test
performance of population subgroups (age, sex, geographic region); and, (3) to discover
the GED graduate's employment and educational outcomes 18 months after receiving the
GED. The results showed that 45% of the graduates were in some kind of educational
program, 75% planned to enroll in an educational program in the near future and that the
community college was the institution of choice for the majority of those already enrolled
in higher education and of those planning to enroll (Cevero and Peterson 1982; Cevero,

1983).
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If as the national survey states, a good many GED graduates attend community
colleges, where the only measure of success is not a degree, perhaps their rate of success
would be greater than that experienced by their counterparts in four year colleges. Indeed,
the research on GED graduates in community colleges would seem to indicate that these
students are at least as successful as the traditional high school graduate.

RESEARCH: COMMUNITY COLLEGES

In a study at Wilkes Community College in Greensboro, North Carolina, Faye
Byrd compared GED and high school graduates on two variables: reading placement
scores and grade point average in freshman English and Math. She found no significant
difference between GED and high school diploma holders on either of the two variables
(Byrd, 1973, p.32).

Another study at Surrey Community College in Dobson, North Carolina revealed
no significant difference in the grade point average of GED and high school graduates
(Ayers, 1980, p. 33). In a University of Texas dissertation, Sterling Moore discovered
that there was no significant difference in the success rate of GED and high school
graduates who persisted to graduation. His study revealed, however, that GED holders
were less likely than high school graduates to persist to graduation (Moore, 1973). A
study at Bristol Community College in Fall River, Massachusetts found GED graduates
to be slightly less successful than high school graduates on grade point average and rate

of graduation (Albert, 1975).
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At Southeastern Community College in Whiteville, North Carolina, a study
compared the academic success of GED and high school graduates. The results showed a
slight difference in over-all post secondary performance. High school graduates had a
slightly higher grade point average than GED students, but the difference was not
statistically significant (Ayers, 1983). A similar study at the Community College of
Alleghany County in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania drew the same conclusions. There is no
significant difference in the academic success of GED and high school graduates (Clark,
1987).

The most comprehensive studies have been conducted in Washington, Florida and
Ilinois. The Washington study (Seppanen, 1991) was aimed at trying to assess the
impact of GED programs in Washington community colleges. One hundred eighty two
students who took the GED in 1989 were surveyed fifteen months after successfully
completing the test. When the respondents were asked to rank their goals for taking the
GED, 59% indicated that preparation for education was “very important” and 65% said
that preparing for more education was “very or somewhat important”. Thirty-two
percent of those surveyed were already enrolled in post secondary institutions, primarily
in community colleges (Seppanen, 1991).

While this study did not invesﬁgate the academic success rate of these students, it
did draw a more accurate picture of GED students than previous studies had done. The

researchers concluded that most of the students who attempted higher education were
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either under 25 or over 30. Most of the respondents had family responsibilities either for
younger siblings or children of their own. Seventy-nine percent of the students were first
generation college (Seppanen, 1991). The researchers concluded that “factors such as
home life, motivation and financial problems undoubtedly played a larger role in lack of
academic success than did academic unpreparedness” (Seppanen, 1991, 36).

Other studies investigated grade point average (Byrd, 1973; Albert, 1975; Ayers,
1983), reading placement scores (Byrd, 1975; Clark, 1987) and ratio of number of credit
hours attempted to number of credit hours passed ( Owens, 1989). The data analysis
revealed that there was no significant difference in the academic success rate of GED and
high school graduates in two year colleges.

Others explored the possibility that GED students would do well in vocational
programs in two year colleges. These studies compared the success patterns of GED and
high school graduates on three variables: grade point average, program completion and
employment placement.

On the average, the GED students in vocational programs had higher grade point
averages than high school diploma holders (2.80 v 2.56). Wilson and Willet point out,
however, that although the mean GPA was higher for GED students, the probability of
that happening by chance was .76. There was no significant difference at the .05 level”
(Wilson, Davis and Davis, 1980). The data also showed that there was no significant

difference on the variables of program completion and employment placement (Willet,
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1982). GED graduates completed their vocational programs and found employment in
the fields for which they had trained at the same rate as high school graduates.

Wilson, Davis and Davis (1980) concluded that “GED students succeed fully as
well as high school graduates in post secondary vocational education programs “The
initiative and effort taken to successfully complete a GED program seems to prepare
them for a successful voc-ed experience” (Willet, 1982, p. 37).

The most comprehensive study of GED graduates in two year colleges was
conducted by Klein and Grise (1987) in Florida. This study compared the success of
GED and high school graduates in Florida's community colleges. Twenty-eight registrars
were asked to provide information on admission, completion, graduation and enrollment.
Data were analyzed using descriptive and nonparametric statistics. The results showed
that 49% of the high school graduates completed their programs and graduated. Twenty-
five percent of the GED holders completed their programs and graduated. There was no
significant difference in the number of semesters needed to complete a program or
graduate. The high school graduates had a slightly higher GPA (2.75 v 2.54; t=3.94,
p<.05) (Klein and Grise, 1987).

An Illinois study compared the success of GED and high school graduates at
Kankakee Community College. Study participants were randomly selected from 2,326
students who enrolled at Kankakee in the Fall of 1990. There were 50 GED and 50 high

school graduates. The findings indicate “...a significant difference between GED and
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high school graduates with GED holders having a slightly higher grade point average

(2.93 v 2.76; t=5.66, p<.05)” (McElroy, 1990, p. 46).

SUMMARY
The research, thus far, has investigated traditional notions of academic success
such as low attrition rates, graduation and transfer. While these variables are good
measures of success in four year colleges where the attainment of a bachelors degree is
the student’s primary goal, they are inappropriate measures of success for the community
college student. The present study has been designed using variables more suited to the
investigation of the community college’s stated mission and the community college

student’s lifelong learning goals.
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CHAPTERIII

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD

The purpose of this study was to investigate the academic outcomes of
community college students by comparing the academic success rate of GED and
traditional high school graduates who enrolled at Baltimore City Community College
(BCCC) for the first time in the Fall of 1984. Data was collected from the student
transcript because at BCCC this record contains the complete history of the students
academic sojourn, including demographic data, previous educational attainment, course
placement, grades, grade point average and program of study.

Baltimore City Community College was chosen as the study site for two reasons:
first, because its student population is typical of other Maryland community colleges.
According to the Maryland Higher Education Commission, the typical community
college student is “...female, a single parent, working at least part time, in need of
financial aid and approximately 27 years of age.” (MHEC, 1995, 18a). Second, its student
records are accessible, complete and have been automated since the early 1980s so that

the data gathering could be done by computer.

POPULATION AND SAMPLE

Initially the population had been defined as all students who had entered the
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Maryland community college system for the first time in the Fall 1984. But a cursory
discussion with the registrars of the 17 community colleges revealed that this was not
feasible. Only Baltimore City Community College kept records of the student’s previous
degree attainment. It was felt by the registrars that an open admission institution did not
need to be concerned with whether or not the student had a high school diploma or a
GED.

Collecting data from all 17 colleges was further complicated by the fact that the
majority of the institutions either had just begun to automate their records in the early
80's or had not yet automated. Searching through records kept on paper or on microfilm
made investigation prohibitive. The records at Baltimore City Community College had
been automated since 1981 and access to the student transcripts via computer made
identifying and matching the GED and high school graduates relatively easy.

The target group has been identified as those students who entered Baltimore City
Community College for the first time in the Fall of 1984. This cohort was chosen
because it makes it possible to track a group of students for a ten year period which will
shed light on the way the community college is used. It will become clearer whether or
not Adelman(1992)is correct in his suggestion that community college students do,
indeed, enroll, stop out and re-enroll using the community college as they would use
other social institutions such as churches and museums.

From these 1800 students the 300 entering with a GED were matched on the age
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variable with those entering for the first time with a traditional high school diploma.
Matching for age was done because the youngest GED student in this cohort was 27 years
old which corresponds to the mean age of students, generally, at BCCC. While age may
or may not have an impact on academic success, it is probably prudent to take age into
consideration when comparing these two groups.

This particular cohort was chosen because their transcripts would reflect any and
all contact with the institution from 1984 through 1994. If Adelman (1992, 2) is correct
in his assumptions about the way the community college is used, then monitoring a
student’s progress over a ten year period should reflect that those who wanted degrees
obtained them and that those who wished to use the institution for purposes other than a

degree were able to do that as well.

PROCEDURES
A letter was sent to Dr. James D. Tschechtlin, President of Baltimore City
Community College, asking for permission to use student records for this study.
Permission was granted and the registrar was contacted to begin the data collection
process.
The registrar generated two lists--one list of all students who entered with a GED
for the first time in the Fall of 1984 and a second list of all high school graduates who

entered at the same time. These initial lists contained the students names, social security
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numbers, age, race and sex. All GED students were chosen as participants and a random

sample of high school graduates was chosen from the remaining pool of students who

were age 27 or older. There were no students chosen from the 18-26 age group or from

the students for whom English is a second language because none of the GED holders fit

into either of those categories.

The list of GED students and the list of high school graduates was returned to the

registrar and from these lists 622 transcripts were generated. From the transcripts, the

following data were collected and analyzed.

Demographics--age, race, sex

Diploma Status--traditional high school diploma, GED

Course Work--number of courses attempted, number of courses completed,
college level, developmental, non- credit, combination of developmental and
college level

Academic Standing--with good standing being defined as a grade point average
0of 2.0 or better

Graduation Status--received a degree or certificate, did not receive a degree or
certificate

Enrollment--continuous, student “stopped out” and re-enrolled, student dropped
out and did not return

Prison Status--student matriculated while  incarcerated, student was not
incarcerated

Date of Last Enrollment

Grade Point Average

The statistical methods employed were primarily descriptive and measures of association

such as Chi-Square. Other data, such as grade point average, were via mean

comparisons.
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DESIGN

Descriptive statistical techniques were used to analyze data on the academic
success of the students under investigation. The independent variables were the high
school diploma and the general educational development diploma (GED). The research
questions from which the dependent variables stem have been analyzed using Chi-square
to determine the relationships between the nominal and/or ordinal variables under
investigation. Grade point average was the only variable that lends itself to analysis
through measures of central tendency.

The Chi-square Test of Independence was used to discover if there was a

relationship between the GED and high school graduate on each of the following

variables:

. patterns of enrollment

. course placement

. academic good standing
. graduation

These analyses explain how successfully both the high school and the GED graduate
matriculated and then exited the institution. The underlying assumption is that
community college students enroll, “stop out” and re-enroll many times over the course
of their academic careers. It is further assumed that their reason for leaving is something
other than a failure to complete the courses attempted with at least a 2.0 grade point
average.

So, in order to accurately describe the academic success or failure of these two
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groups, it was necessary to examine where they were placed upon entering the iﬁstitution,
their patterns of enrollment and their academic standing after completion of course work.
Just so that a truly accurate picture would be painted graduation rates were also analyzed
even though it is commonly thought that community college students seldom graduate
from these institutions.

By examining where they were placed upon entry, one can make some
assumptions about how prepared for college level work each group is. Placement in
developmental English and/or math would imply a lack of preparedness for college level
work and might help to explain any lack of success.

Patterns of enrollment help to describe the students intent. Some students
enrolled for consecutive semesters, completed a degree or certificate program and then
left. Others enrolled, off and on, over a period of many years indicating that personal
enrichment, job enhancement and/or lifelong learning was their goal. Still others
enrolled, successfully completed a semester or two and then disappeared from the rolls
indicating that they achieved whatever short term goal they had set. Perhaps they
transferred to a four year institution. Perhaps their employer required an upgrading of
skills or perhaps they were unsuccessful in accomplishing their goals.

An analysis of academic good standing must be part of the description of these
student’s success or failure. It is important to know whether the student left the

institution because he/she had achieved his/her goals or because he/she had been
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unsuccessful. Examination of academic standing helps to determine whether or not the
student can claim success.

The Maryland Higher Education Commission (MHEC) has decreed that a student
with a 2.0 grade point average is a student in academic good standing. So, those students
who leave the community college with a 2.0 GPA or better have been academically
successful by MHEC and institutional standards.

In addition to graduation rate, course placement, patterns of enrollment and
academic good standing, several other variables were examined to complete the picture of
the academic success rate of GED and high school graduates in Maryland community
colleges. Because the community college serves in many occasional roles (Adelman,
1992) and not necessarily as the first two years of a baccalaureate degree, it was highly
appropriate to focus on the ratio of courses attempted to courses completed. Even if the
average students intent was not to graduate, it is a safe assumption that he/she intended

to complete a course if he/she registered and payed for a course. Having completed

course work in academic good standing constitutes the best definition of academic
success.

In addition to the above analyses which were the focal points of the study, some
analysis was done on other data collected from the transcript. These data were not
directly related to the subject of the investigation, but may paint a clearer picture of the

community college student in general and the GED student in particular. Race and sex
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were examined using Chi-Square, but neither was expected to have a great impact on
other findings and it appears that BCCC has a prison program and there may be some
relationship between being incarcerated and other variables such as graduation, academic
good standing, grade point average and patterns of enrollment.

An analysis of these possible relationships was done to determine whether being
in prison rather than on campus has any impact on the variables under investigation. It is
hoped that the outcome of the data analysis has accomplish two things: (1) an accurate
description of the academic success rate of GED and high school graduates in community

colleges, and (2) an accurate description of how the community college is used.
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CHAPTER IV

RESULTS

This chapter outlines the salient aspects of the findings resulting from the analysis
of the data gathered in response to the research questions presented in the previous
chapter. Overall, and as expected, there were few differences between the GED holders
and the high school graduates on the educational attainment and outcome variables
measured in this study. In fact most of the differences were statistically insignificant.

The variables where virtually no differences were found include enrollment and
departure patterns, the number of courses attempted and completed, academic good
standing or dismissal, graduation, grade point average and the time it took to obtain a
degree. Furthermore, measuring traditional demographic indicators, such as age, sex and
race generated no differences between high school graduates and GED holders on any of
the academic outcome measures. The one variable where a statistically significant
difference emerged was the placement in college level and developmental courses.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Race

Because concentration was on those students who had a GED--all of whom were

either African American or white--all of the students in the study are either African

American or white. The cohort is typical of Maryland community college students in that
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the majority of the students are female and about 27 years of age. Baltimore City
Community College is situated in an urban setting and its students are also predominantly
African American. (See Table 7).
Age
The average age of a community college student is 27 and the 1984 cohort follows
this pattern. The cohort was divided into three age groups, 26-35, 36-45 and 46 and
older. The GED students had slightly fewer members in the 26-35 age group and slightly
more in the 36-45 age group. Both the GED and high school graduates were similar in the
forty six and over age group (See Table 7).
Sex
The two groups were similarly matched in terms of sex. As is typical ina
community college the cohort was predominantly female. The females outnumbered the
males by 14%.

PROFILE OF COURSE ENROLLMENT

Before the discussion of the variables under investigation, it is important to briefly
discuss the nature of the courses in which the students enrolled. A simple frequency
analysis shows that the majority of this cohort is enrolled in occupational courses and

programs.
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Table 7 GED and High School Diploma by Race, Sex and Age

DEMOGRAPHICS DIPLOMA
GED HIGH SCHOOL
NUMBER | PERCENT | NUMBER | PERCENT

RACE (A-A) 215 67% 238 74%
(WHITE) 105 33% 82 26%

SEX (FEMALE) 182 57% 181 57%
(MALE) 138 43% 139 43%

AGE  (26-35) 106 33% 112 35%
(36-45) 122 38% 117 37%

(46+) 90 28% 90 28%
TOTAL COHORT=640 320 59% 320 50%

Their choices fell into three sub-categories within the occupational program group. A
small number (4%)was enrolled in what could be categorized as personal enrichment
courses. The three occupational categories are: (1) programs that could transfer to four
year colleges, such as business administration and Criminal Justice; (2) terminal
programs that lead directly to employment, such as physical therapy, computer
technology and fashion design; and, (3) courses for upgrading job skills, such as air
conditioning and heating, drafting, electronics technology and building and construction.

The personal enrichment category includes courses such as sculpting, playing musical
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instruments, word processing, the INTERNET and photography.

This overall description of the cohort and their course/program preferences should
illuminate the discussion of the other variables. Following is an analysis of the remaining
variables under investigation.

PLACEMENT

As expected the analysis of the data revealed that there was no statistically
significant difference between the GED and high school graduate with respect to either
their rate of academic success or how they used the community college. On the course
placement variable the GED and high school graduates placed in developmental courses
at the same rate. However, there are some statistically significant differences between
the two groups with respect to where they placed in college level courses and where they
placed in a combination of college level and developmental courses. Two-thirds of the
high school graduates placed solely in college level courses while only half of the GED
graduates placed solely in these courses (chi-square=17, p<.001). Fifteen percent more of
the 320 GED holders placed in a combination of developmental and college level courses
than did the 320 high school graduates. The 15% difference is significant at the .05 level

with a chi-square value of 17 and a “p” value of .00.

40



Table 1 Course Placement by Diploma
Solely Combination Solely
College Level | College Level Developmental
&Developmental

Diploma # % # % # %
High 209 | (65%) 98 (31%) 13 (4%)
School

GED 159 | (50%) 148 (46%) 13 (4%)
TOTALS 368 | (56%) 246 (38%) 26 (4%)

PATTERNS OF ENROLLMENT

There was no statistically significant difference between the two groups with

respect to their patterns of enrollment. Both the GED and the high school graduates

enrolled for consecutive semesters, “stopped out” and/or dropped out at equal rates as

evidenced by a chi-square value of .79 and a

662

p

value of .67.

Table 2 Patterns of Enrollment by Diploma
Consecutive
Enrollment “Stopped Out” Dropped Out
Diploma # % # % # %
High School 125 (39%) 105 (33%) 90 (28%)
GED 136 (43%) 100 (31%) 84 (26%)
TOTAL COHORT 261 (41%) 205 (32%) 174 (27%)
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Those who matriculated for a degree, completed general education requirements
or certificate requirements tended to enroll for two or more consecutive semesters,
regardless or whether they entered with a GED or a high school diploma. Those who
“stopped out” and re-enrolled and those who dropped out and did not return did so at
approximately equal rates. The forty-one percent of the total cohort enrolled for
consecutive semesters was comprised of 39% of the high school graduates and 43% of
the GED group. The thirty-two percent of the total cohort that stopped out and re-
enrolled over the course of the ten years was comprised of the high school diploma
holders and 16% of the GED group. The twenty-seven percent that dropped out and did
not return were comprised of 13% of the high school graduates and 14% of the GED

group.

ACADEMIC GOOD STANDING
The truly critical question in determining success is whether or not students who
left the institution left in academic good standing. When they left, had they chosen to
return or to transfer to another institution, would they have been able to do so? On this
variable there was no significant difference between the two groups with the chi-

square=1.0 and p=.30.
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Table 3 Academic Good Standing by Diploma
Yes (AGS) No (AGS)
Diploma Number Percent Number Percent
High School 177 (55%) 143 (45%)
GED 164 (52%) 156 (49%)
TOTAL COHORT 329 (53%) 293 (47%)

Fifty-three percent of the total cohort left the college in academic good standing with a
grade point average of 2.0 or better. It is important to note that almost half (47%) of the total
cohort left the institution via academic dismissal. Table 3 shows that there was no difference
between the high school graduates and the GED holders on their academic status when leaving
the college. Both groups succeeded or failed at approximately equal rates.

While there was no statistically significant difference between the GED and high school
graduate on academic good standing, it is significant that 60% of the students enrolled in a
combination of developmental and college level courses were unable to complete those courses
with a grade of “C” or better. Students who enrolled in college level courses exclusively had a
much higher academic success rate, completing courses with a grade of “C” or better in 70% of
the cases. Only 4% of the cohort enrolled, solely, in developmental course, but of that 4% and
50% of them exited in academic good standing. There was little or no correlation between

having a high school diploma or GED and academic success (Chi-square=.30, p=.00).
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Table 3A Academic Good Standing By Course Level

AGS AGS
COURSES (YES) (NO)
NUMBER | PERCENT | NUMBER | PERCENT
COLLEGE LEVEL 239 70% 130 35%
DEVELOPMENTAL 5 2% 21 7%
COMBINATION 99 29% 149 50%
TOTALS 343 55% 300 45%

Another finding, while serendipitous, is important in a discussion of

academic outcomes. Students enrolled in a combination of developmental and college

level courses failed 15% more than those enrolled solely in college level courses.
GRADUATION
While graduation is not the focus of academic success in the community college,
it is certainly an indicator of success so data has been gathered on this variable. As was
expected graduation was not the most common means of exiting the college. Only 76
(12%) of the students received degrees or certificates. This means that the overwhelming
majority of students (88%) left without a degree or certificate (See Table 4). The data

support the assumption that few community college students actually matriculate for a
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degree. Twelve percent of the 1984 cohort earned degrees or certificates. Of this 12%
who graduated, 35 were high school graduates and 41 were GED recipients who had
earned their GED while incarcerated and then begun taking college courses. There is no

significant difference between the two groups on the graduation variable (chi-square =

53, “p”=.5).

Table 4 Graduation by Diploma

Yes (Obtained Degree) No (Did Not Obtain
Degree)
Diploma
Number Percent Number Percent
High School 35 .. (11%) 285 (89%)
GED 41 . (13%) 279 (87%)
Cohort Total 76 (12%) 564 (88%)

COURSES ATTEMPTED/COURSES COMPLETED
Some other factors that help to describe the cohort more fully were also explored.
In conjunction with academic good standing it proved helpful to investigate the number
of courses attempted as compared to those completed with a grade of “C” or better. As it
was stated earlier, it is relatively safe to assume that a student would not register and pay

for a course that he/she did not intend to complete.

Students with a GED attempted, on the average, about 11 courses and successfully
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completed 6 courses with a grade of “C” or better. High school graduates attempted
approximately 9 courses and completed 5. Both groups completed approximately 55% of
courses attempted even though GED students attempted more courses than their high

school counterparts (See Table 5).

Table S Mean Number of Courses Attempted and Courses Completed

Mean # of Courses | Mean # of Courses
Diploma Attempted Completed Ratio
High School 9 5 555
GED 11 6 .545

With respect to the amount of time it took to obtain a degree, there was also no
significant difference between the two groups. Both GED and high school graduates who
earned degrees tended to enroll for two or more consecutive semesters until the degree
requirements had been met. After completing the degree requirements these students
exited the institution and did not return.

GRADE POINT AVERAGE (GPA)

The most disappointing discovery in this study is that while those students who
persisted to graduation or course completion were successful, half the cohort was
unsuccessful. The grade point average reveals this more clearly than any other statistic.

Overall the cohort's GPA was 1.7 which is extremely low by the study standards, by the
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institutions standards and by state standards. The GED student's mean GPA matched that
of the total cohort at 1.7 and the high school graduates were slightly higher at 1.8. (See

Table 6)

Table 6 Mean Grade Point Average

GED 1.7
High School Graduates 1.8
Total Cohort 1.7

DEMOGRAPHICS AND ACADEMIC GOOD STANDING

Finally, it does not appear that the age, sex or race variables have any significant
impact on the rate of academic succes of either the GED or the high school graduates.
The breakdown of the sample on race, age and sex was typical of community college
student characteristics. Baltimore City Community College’s student body, as is that of
most urban community colleges, predominantly female and African-American with the
mean age being twenty-seven. It is not unusual that African-American females in the 26-
35 age group showed the highest rate of academic success (Astin,1985; Zwerling, 1986)

Race.
On the major variable, academic good standing, 221 African Americans left the

college with a grade point average of 2.0 or higher and are eligible to return if they should
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choose to do so. One hundred twenty-two of the white students left in academic good
standing. Two hundred thirty-four of the African American students and 66 of the white
students were academically dismissed. A chi-square value of 14 and a “p” value of .00
shows that there is no statistically significant difference between the two groups on race
and academic good standing (See Table 8).

Of the 76 students who earned degrees, 46 were African American and 26 were
Caucasian. Both groups tended to enroll for consecutive semesters, “stop out” and drop
out at similar rates.

Age

On the academic good standing variable, there was no significant difference
between the GED and high school graduates when taking age into consideration. In both
groups those who left the college in academic good standing were, for the most part,
between the ages of 26 and 45. The students in this age group represent 65% of the total
cohort in academic good standing. Another 35% were between the ages of 46 and 55.
Three percent were over the age of 55 (See Table 8).

Sex

On the academic good standing variable, the two groups were also very similar in
outcomes. Thirty percent of the females had grade point averages of 2.0 or higher and
23% of the males (See Table 8).

Of the seventy-two students who graduated, 46 were male and 26 were female.
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This is interesting because it is the only variable on which the males outnumbered the
females. It appears that the males matriculated for a degree twice as often as the females

(See Table 8).

PRISON

While it was not the original intent of the study to examine this variable, it
became clear upon examining the student transcripts that a number of students were
incarcerated. It was determined that while this variable probably had no significant effect
on the outcomes of the study, it should not be overlooked.

Forty seven of the total cohort were incarcerated at the time that they matriculated
at BCCC. Only one of the high school graduates was in prison. The other 46 prisoners
were students who had earned their GEDs and college credits after having been
imprisoned. Seventeen percent of the prisoners obtained Associate in Arts Degrees.

The data has presented a picture of the high school graduate and the GED holder

at BCCC. Chapter V will detail what conclusions can be drawn from the data.
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Table8 Academic Good Standing By Race, Sex and Age

ACADEMIC GOOD STANDING
DEMOGRAPHICS YES NO
NUMBER | PERCENT |NUMBER | PERCENT
RACE  (A-A) 21 (65%) 234 (78%)
(WHITE) 122 (37%) 66 (22%)
SEX (FEMALE) 199 (58%) 167 (56%)
(MALE) 144 (42%) 133 (44%)
AGE  (26-35) 93 27%) 125 (42%)
(36-45) 129 (38%) 112 (38%)
45+) 117 (35%) 62 21%)
TOTAL COHORT = 620 341 (53%) 299 (47%)
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CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

Summary

Interpretation and suggestions of possible reasons for the findings reported in the
previous chapter are presented in this chapter. The data support the original assumption
that GED holders fair as well as high school graduates in community colleges. The data
also give some credence to the notion that community college students use the institution
in occasional roles that meet their immediate needs such as upgrading of job skills,
personal enrichment or simply the desire to gain knowledge on a particular subject.

The fact that both groups either succeeded or failed at equal rates is an indication
that the GED, which is normed on the performance of the top 30% of high school seniors,
prepares students for college work at least as well as the traditional high school diploma.
It is not clear from the data why the number of high school graduates who placed, solely,
in college level courses is 31% higher than the GED graduates. This higher initial
placement did not result in a higher success rate for the high school graduates. There are,
undoubtedly, other factors not evident in a transcript that would explain the success
and/or failure of the community college student.

Students who wanted a degree tended to enroll, finish the necessary course work

and leave the institution. Both the high school graduates and the GED holders who were
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degree seeking students seemed to be motivated to complete their studies without
interruption.

As expected a very small percentage of the students actually graduated but over
half the total cohort were in academic good standing when they exited the institution. For
those who persisted either to graduation or to the completion of course work, the method
of preparation had little effect. The converse is also true. Those who were academically
dismissed were a cross section of students who placed in college level, developmental
and a combination of college level and developmental courses. They were equally
distributed among the GED and the high school graduates. Those who did not persist
tended to be those who were ill prepared for college level work as evidenced by
placement in developmental courses and they were distributed equally among the two
groups.

Those who obtained degrees did so by enrolling for two or more consecutive
semesters but the bulk of the students in academic good standing did not graduate but
“stopped out” and re-enrolled several times over the ten year period. It would appear that
students whose goal is graduation do so without interruption. This not to say that
potential graduates always matriculate for consecutive semesters, but that this appears to
be the norm. Those who were academically dismissed, generally left within the first or
second semester. Over the ten year period, however, some of these students who were

initially academically dismissed did return and manage to be successful.
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While the GED students attempted more courses than the high school graduates,
both groups completed the courses attempted at approximately the same rate. The most
telling statistics for both groups are: (1) that approximately half of both groups were not
persistent and were academically dismissed: and, (2) the mean grade point average for
both groups was below 2.0. This has grave implications for enrollment management and
retention and warrants further study.

Where this study differs from similar studies is in the discovery that
approximately fifty percent of the cohort did not complete the courses that they
attempted. It did not seem to matter what educational background the students had--GED
or traditional high school diploma--half the students failed. This is an alarming number
and certainly warrants further investigation.

Conclusions

“To develop a college for the diversified student body that presents itself at the
open door of the community college is a formidable task. The Array of talents
and goals is great. There is the average student who is not quite sure he can make
it at the university; there is the bright one who can’t afford to leave home and a
job to go away to college; there is the poor student who lacks even the basic
learning skills but who recognized the importance of preparing for a career; and
there is the student from a minority group who sees the community college as a
bridge to equal opportunities. There is the housewife who seeks cultural
enrichment and the technologically obsolete family man who wants job retraining.
It is no wonder that community colleges have added the word “comprehensive” to
their titles.” (Cross, 1969, 2)

The Baltimore City Community College student body is characteristically

different than one might expect a four year college’s student body to be, but it is typical
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of other community colleges. They bring a diverse background to the educational
experience in terms of their intellectual preparedness and their academic expectations and
goals.

The 1984 cohort at BCCC is representative of other community college students
in that they symbolize America’s attempt to extend higher education to all segments of
society. They are, largely, minority students who are older--the mean age of a
community college student is 27--and part time. With this diversity in student population
has come a need for flexibility and diversity in programming to accommodate
discontinuity in enrollment.

These students challenge the notion that schooling must occur in a fixed time
frame over a prescribed number of semesters. These older students have well established
lives involving home, job and family. Their course preferences support the idea that they
use the community college as a vehicle for either changing their lives or as a vehicle for
exploring possibilities for change. These students were, generally, not attracted to
General Education programs, but preferred more practical courses that provided “hands-
on” experience or that took advantage of experiences already acquired through living and
working.

They enrolled for the most part in occupational courses and programs with
business administration and criminal justice being the most popular among transfer

programs, with nursing, dental hygiene, physical therapy and computer science being
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most popular among terminal programs and with drafting, building and construction, air
conditioning and heating and electronics being the most popular among the programs
specifically designed for the upgrading of job skills.

The 56% of the cohort who were prepared to take college level courses enrolled
primarily in Business Administration and Criminal Justice. A small percentage was
disbursed in the allied health, technical and trade curricula. The majority of the 38% who
tested into a combination of developmental and college level courses largely declared
majors in the same areas as their college level counterparts.

Patterns of enrollment indicate that the students did not complete many of these
programs, but merely took one or more courses before leaving the institution. A critical
question not answered by the data is whether or not it was the student’s intention to
matriculate for a degree or merely to comply with the college’s policy that students
applying for admission must declare a major. The 13% who actually graduated obtained

degrees, primarily, in Business Administration, Criminal Justice and General Studies.

It is interesting to note that 16% or 12 of the 76 graduates were African American
males who were incarcerated at the time that they were awarded their degrees and that
they had gotten their GED diploma and a college degree while in prison. While the data
do not suggest that incarceration is the key to academic success, it is important to note
certain factors of prison life that may be largely absent from the lives of the average

community college student. The prisoners have ample time to study, reflect, complete
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assignments and get individual assistance from counselors and teachers. Materials
necessary to teaching and learning are readily available. There are fewer distractions to
prevent concentration on studies and class size is small. This type of learning
environment is crucial, especially for students who may be at risk. College
administrators should consider the needs of students for this type of support and develop
programs that will help students succeed.

It was expected that observing this cohort over a ten year period would
demonstrate that these students might take up to ten years to complete a degree. This was
not the case. Of the 72 who graduated, less than 2% “stopped” out and re-enrolled before
attaining the degree. Thirty percent of this group did, however, take additional course
work after the degree had been awarded. The few who did “stop out” and re-enroll
tended to take one course at a time. The courses were, generally, job related (drafting,
real estate, WordPerfect), designed to upgrade skills (math 100, English 50) or personal
enrichment (drawing, piano). The 88% who did not obtain degrees did, indeed,
matriculate over the ten year period, “stopping out” and re-enrolling as expected.

The troubling statistic is the grade point average. While 53% of these students
left the college in academic good standing with a grade point average of 2.0 or higher,
47% had less than a 2.0. There was no significant difference in GPA for the two groups
with the GED graduates having a GPA of 1.7 and the high school graduates having a

GPA of 1.8. However, it is significant that almost half of the 1984 cohort must be
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considered unsuccessful by the stated definition of success. What does this mean for the
institution and for students who choose the community college to meet their educational
needs?

Educators and researchers seem to be ignoring the fact that this diverse population
with its varying languages, belief systems, life experiences, ambitions and aspirations do
not always embrace the same values that American higher education has traditionally
adopted. If one is going to discuss the academic success of the community college
student, then one must rid oneself of the notion that community college students have the
same goals and needs as the four year college student. A realistic view of the students
abilities and his/her purpose in attending the institution is necessary in order to plan
programs and course offerings that will foster the success of these students.

According to Cohen and Brawer (1982) the community college student of the 80s
is more concerned with occupational preparation than with transfer to four year colleges.
The data collected in this study supports Cohen and Brawer's assertion.

Based on the findings of this study it seems that the institution, not the student,
has reduced the student's opportunity for academic and intellectual exploration. There
are several administrative policies that make it difficult for the student to appear
successful.

First, the student is obliged to declare a major whether or not he/she intends to

major in a discipline. When the student declares Computer Science as his/her major,
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takes one word processing course and then leaves the institution, neither the student not
the institution has failed but institutional data will list this student as a dropout. The
student's immediate educational goal has been met and it was probably never his/her
intent to obtain a degree so it would be prudent for the college to use some other measure
of identifying those students who complete courses successfully but do not matriculate
for a degree.

Second, school policy and Federal Law requires that students enroll full time (12
or more credit hours) in order to receive financial aid benefits and the institution does not
offer 12 credits of remediation. So, a student who needs to be full time to receive aid
must take as many as six credit hours of college level course work along with the
developmental courses. If the students deficiency happens to be in either writing or
reading, it is unlikely that he/she will be able to pass a college level course since most
college level courses require college level reading and writing skills.

This was borne out by the data. Those students who were enrolled in a
combination of developmental and college level courses tended to be those students who
were academically dismissed. It would behoove the college administration to create a
complete developmental program that would allow students to enroll full time in remedial
courses. College level course work should not be attempted until the student has acquired
the requisite writing and computational skills necessary for college level work.

With respect to the high rate of failure or academic dismissal, the college
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administration needs to examine its policies and practices that set the students up for
failure. If a large part of the community college's mission is going to be helping students
to acquire writing, reading and computation skills, then a large part of the college's
resources, physical, fiscal and human should be redirected into the developmental area.

Faculty development and retraining must become a top priority, or at the very
least, new faculty who can deal with cultural diversity and lack of academic preparedness
must be hired. New teaching methods must be explored and technology employed where
appropriate.

Further Study

The high school graduates and the GED holders appear to have similar levels of
basic academic skills in their preparation for a college environment. To some limited
extent the high school graduates possess better academic skills--14% more of the high
school graduates placed in college level courses--however, they generally did not
translate that difference into a greater degree of educational attainment. Perhaps the
difference was a result of the small sample size and a repetition of this study using a
larger sample would shed light on this issue.

In those cases where students were unsuccessful, it was largely because they
dropped out before completing the course. Perhaps intervention by counselors both
before registration and during matriculation might prove helpful. Other studies have

shown that students leave the community college for reasons other than academic
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unpreparedness. Many have financial problems. Many find employment, Many have
family problems such as aging parents or small children who require their presence. A
qualitative study that would involve interviewing the students directly would prove
invaluable in suggesting answers to why students leave before completing what they

started.
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Frequency

APPENDIX A

Curriculum Preferences

The following chart depicts the frequency with which the cohort chose occupational

programs, job skills upgrades or personal enrichment courses.
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Proven ability to successfully plan, implement and evaluate library and learning
resources programs involving all segments of the college community.

Strong background in coordinating and supervising support personnel to enhance
library and learning resource services.

EXPERIENCE
Learning Resources Division
Prince George's Community College
Largo, MD - January, 1996 - Present
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Responsible for the overall planning, implementation and evaluation of library,
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sixty including six professional librarians, a public access cable TV manager and
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service on the Vice President for Continuing Education's staff council, Chairing
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Educational Support Services
Montgomery College - Rockville Campus
Rockville, Maryland - August, 1990 - January, 1996

CAMPUS DIRECTOR OF THE LIBRARY/LEARNING RESOURCE

CENTER
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staff of twenty-three including six professional librarians, a graphic artist, a media
resource supervisor, an interlibrary loan technician, three media equipment techs,
an electronic repair tech and eight library assistants. Participate in campus
governance through service on the Provost's Council and the Campus
Administrative Advisory Committee. Participate in college-wide governance
through service on the Educational Support Services Management Team.

Learning Resource Center
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audio-visual and learning laboratory services for the Annandale Campus. Directly
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librarian's assistants, three clerical workers, three laboratory technicians, one
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