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(ABSTRACT)

Public community colleges enroll a high percentage of
high risk students. The majority of these students drop out
of college.

At Gloucester County College, New Jersey of 718
entering students in the Fall of 1988 only 196 or 27%
completed requirements for a certificate or two year
associate degree after six semesters. In an effort to
increase the success of entering students, Gloucester County
College gave each student a state mandated placement
examination in Reading Comprehension, English Composition,
and Mathematics Computation and placed those students who
failed the exams in pre-collegiate developmental courses
hoping thereby to prepare them for regular collegiate level
work.

In this study, the possible effects of 19 variables on
the students’ academic progress toward program completion

were examined. These included: personal and education
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attributes of the students, characteristics of the high
schools from which they were graduated, their scores on
entry level tests of basic skills, and their performance in
remedial, developmental, and regular collegiate level
classes.

In general, high risk students were more likely to drop
out of Gloucester County College regardless of their initial
placement in regular, developmental, or remedial courses.

On basis of this study, it remains unclear whether or not
remedial courses promoted program completion. It is clear,
however, that students who were assigned to pre-collegiate
level courses dropped out sooner than other students, earned
fewer credits, and with lower QCAs when doing so, and rarely
persisted through graduation. Yet, on basis of entry level
test scores alone, as many as 20% of those who failed one or
more tests were graduated and an additional 16% were still

persisting after six semesters.
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Chapter 1

Public community colleges admit for full time study and
seek to educate "high risk" students as part of their
regular mission. Accepting high risk students also places
the accepting institution at risk because of high failure
rates. Only one-fourth to one-third of all full time
entering freshmen to these institutions generally are
reported to complete the first two years of college.

The rate of completion among high risk students is
substantially less than that of regular students for two
reasons: (1) high risk students include those whose pre-
collegiate preparation is substantively inadequate;
typically, they must complete a year of non-credit, remedial
studies (e.g. reading, English composition, and elementary
mathematics) before undertaking regular college level
courses, therefore, (2) the number of units required of them
to complete a two-year degree program is materially
increased thereby making it less likely that they will be
graduated even were they to progress satisfactorily.

Gloucester County College, New Jersey (GCC), where the
author occupies a professorship, is typical of community
college experience in this regard. The college accepts any
bona fide high school graduate or holder of a General

Education Diploma (GED). Because of a marked unevenness in
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the preparation of high school graduates and a lack of
reliable, standardized information on their high school
transcripts, Gloucester County College--along with all other
New Jersey public colleges--is mandated by the New Jersey
State Department of Higher Education to administer a battery
of basic skills tests to all incoming full time students
and, on the basis of those test scores, to place the
students in remedial (elementary), developmental (pre-
collegiate), or regular collegiate level classes. By so
doing, it is anticipated that those who score below a given
cutting score on the entry level examinations will be given
an opportunity to bring their performance up to collegiate
standards before undertaking regular collegiate level
studies.

Despite these efforts to overcome academic deficiencies
in the pre-collegiate preparation of certain of its
beginning full time students, Gloucester County, like other
community colleges, loses the majority of its full time
students prior to completion of a one-and-one-half year
certificate or two year associate degree program. Whereas
40% of full time students admitted to regular college status
in Fall 1988 were graduated within four to six semesters,
only 7.5% of those students who were admitted full time to
remedial and developmental courses were graduated during the
same time period. Fifty percent of the regular students and
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75% of the remedial and developmental students dropped out
during this period, with only 19% and 12% respectively still
pursuing their community college studies after six
semesters.

With these substantial dropout figures, community
colleges such as Gloucester County College increasingly are
placed at risk in terms of continued public support,
particularly during periods of economic downturn. Already
the United States Congress is considering restrictions on
student loans to high risk students; State governments under
economic pressure may be expected to entertain similar
restrictions. For example, the State of New Jersey,
originally committed to funding one half of community
college budgets, has never funded at that level and has
consistently reduced financial support to its current level
of one fourth the community college budget. At the least,
the colleges themselves will be expected to identify the
causes underlying their record of student progress and to
document their arguments for continued public support.

Fortunately, there is a potential wealth of data
generally available at these colleges, including Gloucester
County College, which if edited and organized could be used
to track student progress, particularly of high risk
students, as one effort to determine some of the antecedents

of success or failure of the students in collegiate level



programs. Such was the intent of this study of one cohort

of students entering Gloucester County College, New Jersey.

Purpose of the Study

The purposes to be served by this study were three-
fold, as follows:

1. To identify (and describe the distributions of)
those variables available at Gloucester County College and
any additional variables reported in the literature to
predict or account for success in two year college programs.

2. To determine which of these variables,
individually or in combination, best predict or account for
differences in the performance among full time students in
their entry level basic skills tests and in their subsequent
success in completing a two year college degree program or
one-and-one-half-year certification program at Gloucester
County College.

3. In addition to these research objectives,
Gloucester County College and the author intended to refine
a data base that might permit responsible faculty and staff
there to monitor the effectiveness and efficiency both of
their entry level basic skills testing program in the
initial placement of entering freshmen, and of the
sﬁbsequent success of their remedial and developmental

instructional programs in moving regular and high risk



students through a multiple year certificate or degree
program to completion.

Using these and related data, subsequent research might
surface those specific aspects of the College’s programs
and/or educative processes most likely to promote success
among students, particularly those who enter at high risk.
Though the issues raised and statements made throughout this
study in many instances are relevant to New Jersey community
colleges in general, the study is focused on Gloucester
County College which provided the data and support needed

for the study.

Research Strategy

A three-pronged strategy was adopted in order to
address these purposes. These were:

1. Using available data, describe the incoming full
time students of a recent year (1988) and follow their
progress over six semesters to completion of an associate of
arts or science degree or a certificate. (Associate degrees
typically require four semesters and a certificate three
semesters of full time study to complete. Additional time is
needed by high risk students because of their need to
complete certain pre-collegiate courses before undertaking
regular courses leading to a degree.)

2. Using appropriate statistical analyses and within
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the constraints of available data, attempt to describe and
then account for the differences in student performance at
each key point in their progression through the multiple
year programs.

3. Finally, to comment on the adequacy of available
data for continuing this or related institutional research;
suggest possible additions, deletions, or improvements that
might be made by Gloucester County College in its data base
and monitoring reports.

Typical Pathway Through Gloucester County

College Programs

If one were to trace the class beginnning in Fall 1988
through six semesters, the pathway might be summarized as in
Figure 1, where students are admitted on basis of their
personal attributes and high school performance as depicted
at point A; on the basis of their entry level test scores in
Reading Comprehension, English Composition, and Mathematics
Computation, students are assigned to one of four academic
levels for instruction (point B). On the basis of their
academic performance (point C), students attain a final
status during or at the conclusion of six semesters, either
as drop-outs, graduates, or students still persisting but

short of completing degree requirements (point D).
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Research Quegtions

In implementing the research strategy, the study was
organized to address four specific questions. They were:

#1. Which personal attributes and high school
performance variables, individually or in combination, best
accounted for the differences in scores on the entry level
examinations?

Addressed in this question are the personal attributes
of the 718 full time students entering Gloucester County
College in the Fall of 1988; the types of high schools from
which they were graduated; how well they performed in high
school; which students accepted some form of financial aid
on admission to Gloucester County College.

#2. How consistent were the initial academic
placements with students’ scores on entry level
examinations?

#3. Which variables (personal attributes, high school
performance, entry level test scores, and academic
placement) individually and in combination, best predicted
or accounted for differences in their subsequent college
academic performance over six semesters (i.e. degree credits
earned; grade point average)?

#4. Which variables (personal attributes, high school
performance, entry level test scores, academic assignment to

developmental, remedial, or college level courses)



individually or in combination best predicted or accounted
for the differences in their persistence or level of
academic attainment after six semesters? Specifically, what
were the apparent effects, if any, of their initial academic
assignment to full time study in remedial and developmental
courses on the status of "high risk" students’ academic
progress by Spring 1991°?

In pursuing the four questions indicated above,
particular attention was given to the adequacy of the
several data sources for the specific variables selected for
study. What additional variables were available but not in
a form or condition suitable for analysis? What potentially
useful variables from the literature might be added to those
currently available to New Jersey community colleges for use

in their data bases?

Variables Employed in the Study

As demonstrated later in Chapter 2, 19 variables
grouped into six categories were selected for study from the
available student personnel, admissions, and business
records at Gloucester County College. These were:

1. Personal Attributes of Incoming Students (4)

a. Gender
b. Race

c. Age



d. Need for financial aid to attend community
college full time.

Characteristics of the Students’ High Schools (3)

a. Type of high school attended (public, private)

b. Socioceconomic status of high school
population

c. Size of high school class.

Students’ Performance While in High School (3)

a. Credits earned by type of high school program

b. Grade point average across high school
subjects

c. Rank in graduating class.

Entry Level Test Scores (4)

a. Scores on ACT or SAT tests taken as high
school student or prior to admission to
college

b. Scores on New Jersey standardized entry
tests:
1. Reading Comprehension
2. English Composition (A composite score)
a. Sentence Sense
b. Essay
3. Mathematics Computation.
Post-Test Academic Placement at Gloucester County

College (4)
10





























































































































































































































































































