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(ABSTRACT)

This study examined community college students’ educational goals at the
time of first enrollment in college and the status of attainment of those goals two
and four years later. A comparison of the traditional definition of success for
community college students - on time graduation or transfer to a four-year
institution - and a definition reflecting Southern Association for Colleges and
Schools criteria for institutional effectiveness was conducted to determine what
effect changing success criteria would have numbers of students who are
considered successful. Between 1985 and 1989, 11,553 student attending
community colleges in southwestern Virginia were tracked to determine the
degree to which they attained entry level educational goals. Students who
enrolled for the purpose of attaining a credential were more likely to graduate
and to exceed their educational goals than their non-degree-seeking counterparts.
Non-degree-seekers were more likely to attain their educational goals exactly and
then discontinue their community college enrollment. Differences among

demographic groups are discussed and suggestions for policymakers are given.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Ba un

During the late 1950’s and early 1960’s community colleges began operating
in the United States. From the first private junior college, which opened in the
early days of this century, the number has snowballed, and there are now
community colleges in all fifty states. The phenomenal growth between 1963 and
the end of the decade of the 1980’s has led to challenges for community college
administrators. In 1963, 63 percent of two-year college students were male. In
1989, only 45 percent were male. . .. The participation rates of women,
minorities and working adults increased significantly in the 70’s and 80’s. (Wilson,
1989)

This phenomenal growth is partially the result of an emphasis on access to
the educational system. During the 20-year period between 1963 and 1983,
colleges were considered successful if they enrolled more students each year,
regardless of why the students enrolled or what happened to them after
enrollment. (Richardson, 1986, p. 28) "This tendency has produced a downside
to the growth success of the past two decades. In some communities, two-year

institutions are viewed . . . as centers for leisure-time activities, social-welfare



institutions, or places for underprepared learners, but not as educational
institutions providing excellent opportunities." (Wilson, 1989, p. 2)

In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education published a
broad-reaching, comprehensive essay about the status of the nation’s public school
system with its publication of A Nation At Risk. While this was not the first
document to address the topic of "what’s wrong with our schools", it was the first
nationwide study in a number of years to outline specific steps which needed to be
taken to identify and address the problems and hopefully to bring about needed
changes. Among the recommendations was the suggestion that schools attempt to
assess how well their students were learning through a scientifically designed
system of measuring the outcomes of a public school education. Information
obtained from such an assessment should be used to improve school programs for
the benefit of student learning.

In 1984, following closely on the heels of A Nation At Risk, the National
Institute of Education (NIE) issued its own set of recommendations in a report
entitled Involvement In I earning. In the opening remarks of this document, the
authors stated that

When the report of the National Commission on Excellence in Education

was released in the spring of 1983, its recommendations stimulated a

tremendously positive period of self-examination and reform in American

education, particularly at the elementary and secondary school levels. But

the Commission’s background work provided two other valuable services for



all those who care deeply about education in the United States: first, it
underscored the ways in which higher education influences the other levels
of education; and secondly, it drew our attention to the need for using the
knowledge base, the results of research, to inform our debates concerning

improvement in education. (National Institute of Education, 1984, p. ix)

In other words, what A Nation At Risk did for elementary and secondary
schools, Involvement in Learning hoped to do for postsecondary education. While
not so highly critical of the system as a whole as the earlier work, the authors of
this report did attempt to pinpoint specific problems inherent in the system of
higher education in the United States. Among these problems was the fact that
many colleges did not know the extent to which their students were learning, or
what the students "took with them" when they left postsecondary institutions.
There seemed to be few systematic methods in place to measure the value which
attendance at a postsecondary institution added to a person’s quality of life. The
authors of this report found this to be an area in need of improvement and
recommended, among other things, that:

1. Faculty and academic deans should design and implement a

systematic program to assess the knowledge, capacities, and skills

developed in students by academic and co-curricular programs.

(p- 55)



2. Accrediting agencies should hold colleges, community colleges, and
universities accountable for clear statements of expectations for
student learning, appropriate assessment programs to determine
whether those expectations are being met, and systematic efforts to
improve learning as a result of those assessments. (p. 69)

3. State officials should establish special and alternative funding for
both public and private institutions to encourage efforts that

promote student involvement and institutional assessment. (p. 70)

It seems that institutions of higher education, accrediting agencies and state
officials across the nation have taken these recommendations seriously, as they
have established programs to assess the outcomes of higher education for
students. Most of the nation’s accrediting agencies have instituted requirements
that colleges assess the effectiveness of institutional programs, and that a part of
that assessment should be a close look at student outcomes. The Southern
Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) devoted an entire section of its
Criteria for Accreditation (1984) to issues dealing with institutional effectiveness -
research, planning and evaluation.

In addition, state governing agencies and legislatures have handed down
mandates that require institutions to examine the effects of a college education in
order to justify to constituents that tax mohies are being spent on quality

programs which will have long-term benefits. By 1988, only fourteen states had



not established some sort of program to assess the outcomes of higher education.
(National Governors’ Association, 1988, p. 39) Some of these programs were
tied to funding while others were tied to licensing or simply reporting information
to appropriate agencies to satisfy the mandates.

Requirements for assessment of student outcomes range from periodically
ascertaining "the change in the academic achievement of their students"
(Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, 1984, p. 9) to outlines of specific
information which should be collected. Such information usually includes

peer evaluation of educational programs; structured interviews with

students and graduates; changes in students’ values as measured by

standard instruments or self-reported behavior patterns; pre-and post-
testing of students; surveys of recent graduates; surveys of employers of
graduates; student scores on standardized examinations or locally
constructed examinations; performance of graduates in graduate school;
performance of graduates of professional programs on licensure
examinations; or, the placement of graduates of occupational programs in

positions related to their fields of preparation. (pp. 9-10)

tatement of th lem
As a result of their twenty-year policy of open access, community colleges
find themselves serving a clientele with varying degrees of educational

preparedness. "The typical community college . . . often serves clientele ranging



from third grade reading levels to college levels." (Richardson, 1986, p. 4) The
influx of females and minorities, combined with the number of low-achieving
students, has created a student body with such needs as financial aid, day care
programs, and tutorial or remedial assistance.

The diversity of community college populations is further illustrated by the
fact that students enroll for a wide variety of reasons, such as: to earn an
Associate degree; to obtain transfer credit; to take courses required by their
chosen profession; to prepare for a career change; and to learn more about a
topic of interest to them, often with no educational or vocational goals in mind
and no concern for receiving credit for their work. (Obetz, 1987, p.1)

Community colleges are becoming increasingly concerned with the extent to
which students achieve defined educational objectives (Richardson, 1986, p. 2)
This concern represents a shift away from measuring success in terms of
participation, or equality of opportunity, and toward measurement of excellence in
terms of achievement of educational goals.

"A major concern of community college administrators is the large number
of students who attend college without completing certificate, diploma, or degree
requirements. . . . This trend is illustrated by large attrition rates at many
community colleges and the proliferation of short-term programs designed to
attract students. One approach recommended to combat these problems is to
place top priority for the remainder of this decade upon doubling the number of

associate degrees awarded. Additionally, accrediting agencies are revising the



criteria by which institutions are evaluated to incorporate more emphasis on
student outcomes and institutional effectiveness." (Wilson, 1989, p. 2)

The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) now focuses on
learning outcomes, specifically concentrating on institutional effectiveness defined
as "ongoing" documented comparison of performances to the institution’s future
mission and purpose. (Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, p. 4) "This
new focus implies that institutional effectiveness is determined by examining how
well an institution meets and fulfills the specific needs of the area that it serves."
(Wilson, 1989, p. 6) "Too often, the effectiveness of community college education
has been evaluated almost exclusively in terms of the number of degrees granted
and the number of students transferring td four-year colleges and universities.
While these statistics are certainly important, they do not adequately describe the
diversity of student goals or the variety of desirable outcomes produced through
the community college experience." (Commission on the Future of Community
Colleges, 1987, p. 46)

"To apply any traditional measure of success, where success is defined as
the attainment of a degree, would ignore the fact that many students never intend
to earn a degree. Therefore it becomes necessary to construct a measure that
adequately allows for both the diversity of student intentions at enrollment, and
institutional baselines that will enable the separation of those who have achieved
a satisfactory level of progress from those who have not." (Obetz, 1987, p.1)

Administrators and faculty at community colleges are beginning to examine



alternative ways of measuring the success of students for whom traditional
measures are inappropriate. One alternative is to compare students’ stated
educational goals with the extent to which these goals are being met, i.e., how
successful are students in attaining their stated goals. This alternative would
define success in terms of goal attainment rather than credential attainment, and is
particularly appropriate for students with no desire or commitment to persist in
their studies until graduation. Using goal attainment as a success criterion takes
into account the diversity of intentions and degrees of commitment present among
community college students.

A second alternative is to consider the protracted attendance patterns
typical of community college students and measure success after an extended
period of time rather that at the end of only two years of study. By giving the
same students four of more years in which to complete their studies, a more
accurate picture of community college effectiveness will emerge.

An examination of the ERIC document system since 1966 and other current
sources of literature in the field of educational research, student attrition and
retention research, student services or database management turned up no studies
dealing with community college student entry goals and their relationship to
outcomes assessment issues. This study is an attempt to "fill that gap", to provide
a model for collection of educational goal information before students enroll in

college, and to discuss methods for utilization of such information for the



assessment of educational outcomes and, more importantly, for the improvement
of learning.

Many published studies have dealt with graduates, their degree of success
after graduation, satisfaction with college experiences, contributions to society
after graduation and employer satisfaction with skills obtained by students while
enrolled in college. While these are important points to be considered for
students who want a credential, they ignore those students who enroll in college
for reasons other than credential attainment. During the five fall semesters from
1985 - 1989, 100,177 students enrolled in the community college system in
Virginia, while only 27,203 degrees have been awarded during that time, with
many students earning more than one degree (Virginia Community College
System Student Enrollment Booklets, 1985-1987, Table 3J). What happens to the
other (at least 72,974 in Virginia alone between 1985 and 1988) students who
enroll in college but do not graduate? Has the system failed them? Have the
students themselves failed?

A study conducted by the Community College System in California suggests
that the answer to both of these questions is no (Slark, 1988, p.12). Slark’s results
indicate that students sometimes enroll in college courses with a specific purpose
in mind other than graduation, and once that purpose is accomplished, they may
or may not choose to enroll in additional courses. The same may be true for
community college students who do not remain in college long enough to attain a

credential.



With recent mandates to assess the outcomes of a college education and
the effectiveness of educational institutions, it is increasingly important to
determine whether students who leave college prior to graduation or transfer do
so because the institution has not met their educational needs or because they
have accomplished their goals. In terms of institutional effectiveness, this
distinction may make the difference between counting a student as a success or a
failure on the effectiveness balance scale, and may affect curricular and

organizational decisions within the institution.

The Call for Action

Alfred (1985) presents a comprehensive analysis of the impact of changing
societal conditions, such as the transition to a global economy, tightening state
control, change in government spending priorities, and transition in the structure
of the family. In light of these conditions, one must question the utility of the
associate degree as a student outcomes measure for all students. Is it possible
that the degree may suffer a decline in utility among student and resource
markets as changing societal conditions alter constituency needs? "To illustrate,
in a labor market marked by increased emphasis on service and technological
jobs, students may perceive the degree as under-education for some jobs and over-
education for others." (Alfred, 1985, p. 5)

Alfred’s view is shared by many people who are involved in community

college education, perhaps the most notable of whom is Arthur Cohen, director of
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the ERIC Clearinghouse for Junior Colleges, who characterized the community
college as being vastly different from four-year colleges in a variety of ways.
According to Cohen, "the community college is not like a traditional institution
with a faculty dedicated to inquiry, students committed to study, and a
sequestered enclave that supports both. Nor is it like the community itself . . . .
The (community) college is somewhere between." (Cohen, 1986, p. 14) He
encourages the development of inter-institutional connections which are made
stronger when community college staff work closely with universities in order to

identify and encourage transfers. Such inter-institutional connections include:

(p. 19)

1. Collecting information on intentions from entering students and
alerting the institution to which they are likely to transfer so that
early contact can be made.

2. Identifying characteristics of successful transfers so that the

information may be fed back to the sending institution.

Brawer, director of research at the Center for Study of Community Colleges
seems to agree with Cohen about the differences between community colleges and
four-year colleges. When addressing the Maryland Deans Meeting in March,
1988, Brawer stated that measures of success typically applied to senior colleges
are not sufficient for two-year colleges to demonstrate their contributions. "Some

community colleges offer lower-division courses for recent high school graduates

11



who aspire to the baccalaureate, a group accounting for around 35% of their
matriculants; progress toward degree attainment is a valid measure for that
portion of their effort. But one-third of their students seek skills enabling them to
gain immediate employment; 15% seek retraining or relicensure in a field in
which they are already employed; and 15%, many of whom already hold degrees,
take college-credit courses only for their personal interest. Half the students take
only one or two classes per term. Clearly, different measures must be applied to
account for institutional effect on those variant groups.”" (Brawer 1988, p. 2)

The first step in sorting out the variety of students, variety of goals, and
variety of outcomes is to establish the reason for the students’ matriculating. One
may not assume that all students in transfer classes want to transfer to four-year
colleges or that all students in vocational classes want to enter the job market.
The fact that courses carry transfer credit is an "artifact of college accreditation,
staffing and financing", (p. 6) and relates to the goals or intentions of only a

portion of the students enrolled.

Addressing the Issue

The current study focuses on the educational goals held by students when
they entered community colleges, the extent to which these goals were achieved or
exceeded, and the types of students most likely to achieve or exceed their stated
educational goals. The study was therefore guided by the following research

question: What is the effect of changing the definition of success for community

12



college students from on-time graduation (the traditional measure of success) to
long-term goal attainment on measures of institutional effectiveness?

1. To what extent are traditional measures of accountability used for
higher education appropriate for community colleges? Would
different measures of accountability be more valid indicators of
success than graduation rates?

2. To what extent do stated goals and goal-attainment differ by the

following groupings?

a. Race

b. Gender

C. Age

d. Full time or part time

e. Occupational /Technical or Arts and Sciences/Transfer
Students

f. Day or Evening Students

Significance of the Study

During the past ten years educational researchers have conducted many
studies of student retention. As Brawer stated in her address to Maryland Deans,
this area is an especially "hot’ topic now, one that has generated both
considerable research and exhortation." (Brawer, p. 5) Brawer was correct in

stating that this area has generated considerable research. In his most recent
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book, Leaving College, Tinto listed no fewer than fifteen pages of references
dealing with attrition/retention studies conducted primarily over the last ten years.
As one of the nation’s leading researchers in the area of student attrition and
retention, Tinto concluded that students’ educational goal or "intentions regarding
participation in higher education generally and attendance at a specific institution
are important predictors of the likelihood of degree completion." (Tinto, 1987,

p. 40)

One problem with most retention studies, according to Brawer, is that their
usefulness "is limited by the fact that they were obtained from samples of younger
students. The CIRP surveys first-time-in-college-, full-time freshmen, 90 percent
of whom are aged nineteen or younger. The samples in other studies are not as
extremely biased, but they usually draw students only from among those taking
credit courses and often use the class itself as the unit of sampling, thus skewing
the sample in the direction of full-time students." (Brawer, p. 7) A second
problem is that these studies rely on responses to questions such as "What is the
highest academic degree you intend to obtain?" This question suggests that a
degree is a goal to be reached at some point in the student’s life. Few persons
would admit that they never intend to go any further in the educational system
since doing so would be an admission that they have closed off one of life’s
options (Brawer). This question also does not assess students’ actual educational
goals, or reasons for attending college. A third problem is that these large data

sets do not provide for assessment at the individual college or even the state level.
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Many administrators feel that, even if their students were included in such a large
study, the results would tend to mask their institutions’ contributions to individual
constituents.

The ERIC Clearinghouse for Junior Colleges in Los Angeles recently
published a report dealing with the types of statistical information available on
two year colleges. The search for information included materials contained in
ERIC, the Statistical Reference Index, the Ameri tatistics Index, and the
libraries of the University of California, Los Angeles. According to this report,
the ERIC Clearinghouse on Junior Colleges frequently receives requests for
information on the educational objectives of community college students.
Information requested frequently includes the percent of students who intend to
transfer to a four-year colleges and the percent who are enrolled to prepare for a
career that does not require a baccalaureate. According to this report, only
scattered data are available on the educational intent questions, and some of the
available data are unreliable. "This is a critical problem for two-year colleges;
often many colleges are criticized for the 1ow proportion of students who transfer,
yet many community college students are enrolled for reasons other than pursuit
of a baccalaureate." (Cohen, 1985, p. 4)

In summarizing this report, Cohen states that

"Available sources of data on community colleges are useful to the

researcher who needs data on total expenditures, total enrollment, and the

demographic characteristics of student, faculty, and administrators. Three
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limitations, however, circumscribe the value of these data in more complex
research problems: (1) lack of data that are disaggregated by program of
study; (2) the dearth of information on the educational objectives of
students, and (3) the scarcity of information on student outcomes, i.e. the
academic and vocational success of transfer students and program
graduates. In the final analysis, then, most available national and state data
sources are of little help in determining whether community college
students meet their educational objectives and in determining how the
colleges allocate resources between the academic and vocational curricula

in the college program.” (p. 5)

To assess whether students are achieving their educational goals, one must
collect data from entering students to determine their reasons for attending
college and the goals they expect to achieve while enrolled. These students may
then be tracked for a number of years to understand goals and their effects on
subsequent college outcomes. One of the major benefits of utilization of such a
data set is that it would help researchers to assess outcomes through a thorough
understanding of educational goals. While such database utilization would not
enable one to assign causality, "the data can be viewed in terms of programmatic
decisions, student services, and other factors that colleges can control. The main

measure of goal attainment must be based on student outcomes. If you ... can
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acquire a valid database on that alone, you will have achieved a major step in
assessing student goals and outcomes." (Brawer, p. 13)

Brawer’s opinions about the importance of assessing outcomes in light of
student educational goals were given credence by the Commission on the Future
of Community Colleges, which stated that, "a community college, tied to local
community and a unique student population, should shape the elements of its own

evaluation." (Commission on the Future of Community Colleges, 1987, p. 44)

Limitations of th

1. This study is limited to students who enrolled for the first time in
the community college system in Virginia in the fall of 198S.

2. The study tracked students for only four years, a period of time
which is insufficient to determine how many of the part time or
occasional students will eventually either complete an organized
program and obtain a credential or will attain their goals.

3. Only small to moderate size schools in rural areas of southwest
Virginia are included in the population.

4. This study is based upon the assumption that students accurately
reported their educational goal at the time of enrollment.

5. The racial balance of this population does not necessarily represent

that of the population in general, and conclusions regarding
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differences among racial categories should be generalized with great

care.
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