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(ABSTRACT)

This dissertation proposes a typology of community
college students that includes traditional college students
and seven types of nontraditional students. Since the 1960s
the number and types of nontraditional students has increased
as a broader portion of the American population seeks higher
education.

Based on the literature of the past twenty-five years, a
typology of eight students types was developed and tested for
existence. Using both qualitative and quantitative research
methods, profiles of each student type was developed. The
profiles were tested for differences among the eight types.
Of the student population in the campus studied, only 1% were
traditional college students. The remaining students were
clustered into three primary and four secondary types.
Differences among the primary types were observed across six
categories of defining characteristics. The primary groups
included first-generation adult students who were unprepared

for college, unprepared "New" students who were not first-



generation students, and nontraditional adult students who
were not first-generation students. Contrary to previous
studies of nontraditional students, students in this study
reported support for their education efforts from their
family, friends and employers. The study concludes with a
suggested three-dimensional community college function model
that provides a means to consider the "fit" or congruence
between the function model in place at a community college

and profile of the students the college attracts.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT

Purpose of the Dissertation

The purpose of this dissertation was to develop and test
a typology of students who attend a community college and
develop a profile of each student type as found at the
Norfolk Campus of Tidewater Community College.

Development of the proposed student typology and
associated student profiles grew out of an interest in
students who enrolled at the Norfolk Campus of Tidewater.
Community College. As the newest campus (only a three-year
history of class offerings) and the only urban campus of the
four-campus community college, the Norfolk campus has not
attracted significant numbers of traditional college
students. No data in the city demographics suggests that the
campus will attract a large cohort of traditional students in
the future. Adjunct faculty currently teaching at the
Norfolk Campus have reported, over the past three years, that
the students in Norfolk are different from students at the
other campuses. This anecdotal evidence has been provided by
faculty who teach on more than one campus each semester.

They say that the Norfolk Campus students are less prepared
for college work than students at the other campuses. They
complain that the students lack basic skills, do not know

what it means to be a student, and do not know what is



expected of them or what they should expect from the college.
Faculty report that the students behave like high school
students, and even though the average age is 30-- the
complaints are about students in their twenties. These
characterizations of the students and the instructional
problems mirror discussions by writers such as
Richardson(1982), London(1978), Weis(1992), MacLeod(1987),
McGrath and Spear(1991), and others.

This dissertation makes several assumptions:

1. The better understanding colleges have of the
students they are attempting to serve, the better
they will be able to develop the types of programs,
curricula, and student services that support the
students' efforts to learn and accomplish their
objectives.

2. The students who attend community colleges come
from a wide variety of backgrounds, abilities, and
social settings, and have an equally broad
collection of goals and objectives.

3. The students can be clustered into a manageable
model.

An urban community college campus tends to attract a
significant number of students who would otherwise not attend
college. They may not have the financial resources to attend
universities or they may not have an adequate academic

background for acceptance to senior schools. Others may not
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be able to attend a traditional senior school because of job
or family commitments.

A review of the literature reveals significant changes
across the landscape of American life during this century.
These changes include rapid development as a leading
industrial/technological nation, increases in the standard of
living for most Americans, civil rights advancements for
minorities and women, and debilitating social problems as
reflected in measurements such as the Index of Social Health
over the past 22 years.

The relationship between overall national economic
growth and social health has changed. While the economic
growth indicators have steadily climbed over the last 36
years, the measures for social health in the nation have
declined steadily for the past 22 years. The differences
between the "haves" and "have-nots" have steadily increased.
If education is one of the primary contributors to upward
social mobility, then the worsening of so many social
problems in the country suggests that there are serious
problems with the ability of the education system to improve
the social well-being of society. This dissertation does not
attempt to explain the changes in the social health of the
country or determine their causes or interrelationships. The
dissertation simply recognizes their existence and continuing

influence on the education process in the community college.



Concurrent with the decline in the index of social
health has been an increase in the number of "nontraditional"
students in the community colleges. The change in the
students has exceeded the levels of nontraditionalism
represented in the community college literature to date.
These newest students have placed demands and pressures on
higher education that had never been experienced before.
These students enroll in the community colleges with greater
needs than earlier students. They lack support from home;
have no higher education role models; have not developed
skills needed to succeed in the classroom or workplace; lack
self-confidence; have low aspirations; have different views
about the role of higher education than traditional students;
and use the college in a variety of ways that are different
from traditional students. Their use is incidental,
sporadic, for specific short-term purposes, as a stepping
stone to another goal, or as a testing ground for future
coursework.

Research to date on the nontraditional student has been
limited and has tended to focus on demographics or cognitive
psychology issues. Large studies such as those conducted by
Adelman(1994), Cross(1974), Richardson(1982) or Roueche and
Roueche(1993) have been few and have tended to focus on
college-age students or on limited definitions of
nontraditional students. For example, Cross(1974) studied

"New" students who were college-age students from the lower
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half of the high school graduating class. She did not study
adults.

McGrath and Spear(1991) stressed the need for studies
that went beyond demographics to study the culture of the
students. They encouraged studies that include what is going
on in the lives of the students outside of the classroom.
They and others argued that these factors, whether they were
environmental or internal motivations or career aspirations,
had a significant impact on classroom performance.

Junior college resources, once devoted to the single
goal of preparation for baccalaureate degrees, have been
diverted to a multiplicity of functions and roles since 1960.
Some of these roles were stated and deliberate, while others
were either unknown or hidden from most observers and
participants.

The stated functions, those that provided direct
services to individuals, included:

1. A collegiate or transfer function that provided a
vertical integration of the community college
within the broader context of education in the
United States.

2. A vocational or training for business and industry
function that provided a horizontal integration
with the community as a support for the economic

development of the community.



3. A remedial or college preparatory function that was
orthogonal to traditional higher education
functions.

4. A community service role that for many colleges
served as a secondary function of community
colleges.

The indirect or hidden functions included:

1. Cooling out/social stratification
2. Providing upward social mobility
3. Democratization of education through providing

access to all who seek education.

An institution's success depends on an understanding of
both the stated and hidden functions that colleges serve as
well as choices that colleges make regarding the functions
they will pursue. Success is also measured by how well
college administration, faculty, and staff understand the
contemporary community college students who everyday arrive
at their door step seeking a better life.

Student access to higher education in America has
evolved along several fronts simultaneously. College
attendance has changed from the privileged few (the period of
aristocracy), to all who can take advantage of what colleges
have to offer (egalitarian access). College functions have
changed from a place to learn the culture and traditions of
society to a place to prepare for careers and a way to move

up the social status ladder. Higher education choices have
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changed from a limited number of elite universities and
liberal arts colleges, to colleges and universities that
offer an enormous range of types, functions, and programs.
Community colleges have changed from a few single-
purpose institutions (preparation for transfer) serving a
narrowly defined student population to more than 1,200
colleges with multiple purposes serving a large mix éf
traditional and nontraditional students. Traditional-age
students have given way to student bodies with an average age
of 30. Full-time students have been largely replaced by
part-time students; previously male populations have given
way to a majority female student population. From schools
that tended to serve white students, community colleges now

reflect the racial composition of their communities.

Congruence Between Student Types and College Functions

This dissertation develops a typology for describing the
multiple subsets of the community college student population.
First, the community college student population is divided
into eight discrete types based on descriptors found in the
literature. A Venn diagram is used to depict the typology.
Six categories of student characteristics serves as a basis
for gathering data and provides a vehicle for comparing the
eight student types. A variety of data gathering methods,
both quantitative and qualitative, are used to develop a

"rich" profile of each of student type. Urban students
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attending the Norfolk Campus of Tidewater Community College
during the Fall 1996 term serve as the data source.

As a follow-up to the study conducted for this
dissertation, a community college function model is proposed
in Appendix J. The various model configurations are
considered in light of the results of the study of student
types. A vector model depicts the interactions of the
various functions that community colleges are expected to
perform. The three-dimensional model includes a vertical
vector representing the vertical integration of the community
colleges as a part of higher education. A horizontal wvector
represents the horizontal integration of the community
colleges into the community as a part of economic development
and industry training. Finally, a vector at right angles to
the other two (orthogonal) represents the remediation
function of the community college.

A review of the literature reveals eight configurations
of the vector model. While not a part of this dissertation,
comparison of a college's student types identified and
studied in this dissertation with the function model found at
an institution provides an indication of fit between
institutional objectives and student characteristics.

The delineation of the various types of students in
juxtaposition to the functions of the community college will
add to the existing literature regarding community college

students and specifically the nontraditional students. The
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design of academically successful student service programs
and academic programs depends to some extent on an
understanding of the needs, inclinations, and culture of the

nontraditional students.

Problem Statement

Community colleges are important institutions for
nontraditional students because that is where these students
tend to enroll in higher education. Eaton (1994) concluded
that, “Socially, the community college is a pivotal
educational institution for low-income students, individuals
undergoing a major change in life circumstances, and
especially minority students”(p. 5). While created as part
of a meritocratic access model in the early part of the
century, the community colleges evolved to become the focal
point in a combination meritocratic/egalitarian access model.

Richardson and Bender (1987) said that the community
colleges were created to provide access to higher education
for populations previously excluded or underserved. Thus,
anyone 18 years or older was guaranteed entry into higher
education, while the universities were protected from the
masses of students who were not prepared for university-level
work. The resulting stratification of higher education
functions and access mirrored the stratification of the
social classes in America. This meant that people of color

attended the institutions with the fewest resources from
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which they were less likely to graduate or transfer than

white students (Richardson, 1994).

Traditional and Nontraditional Students

Differences between traditional and nontraditional
students have been reported in the literature by Zwerling
(1992), McGrath and Spear (1991), and Richardson, Fisk, and
Okun (1983). They all noted the difficulty that
nontraditional students have adjusting to the academic
culture and understanding what is required of them as
students. The nontraditional students appear to operate
under different assumptions, are not prepared for college-
level work, and appear to have different motivations than
traditional students. A Ford Foundation (1988) report
concluded that the nontraditional students did not have the
skills necessary to "sustain a successful collegiate
career" (p.ii). McGrath and Spear(1991) concluded that the
change in enrollments in the community colleges in the 1960s
and 1970s and the resulting change in the students enrolling
in higher education led to a cultural disarticulation of the
nontraditional student from the practices of academic life.

As early as 1968, Cross called for research to determine
the differences between nontraditional and traditional
students. While these differences have been researched for
the past 25 years, Roueche and Roueche argued that not enough

is known about these students. McGrath and Spear(1991)
10



believed that the differences are understood between the two

groups, but that very little is known about what

nontraditional students are really like. Zwerling argued

that there is little data comparing the success rates of

adults with that of traditional-age students. He stated:
Most of the cultural literature concerns itself
with younger students--for example, in their
fieldwork, London (1978) and Weis (1985) have
generally studied the lives of traditional-age
students who are the first in their families to go
to college. Little is said about first-generation
students who attend while working and raising
families. (1992, p.48)

Beyond consideration of the differences between
traditional and nontraditional students, the literature also
revealed numerous differences within the set of
nontraditional students; thus, they could not be thought of
as a single group. As Zwerling noted, within the set of
nontraditional students, adults are likely to respond
differently than traditional college-age students to the same
questions.

McGrath and Spear (1991) said that the “The educational
challenge for community colleges is the construction of
bridges of understanding across which students may move from
nontraditional backgrounds to-competent membership in the

educated community” (p.30). Writers such as London(1978),
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Weis(1992), as well as McGrath and Spear(1991) argued that a
broader study of community college students is required; a
study that goes beyond demographics or the cognitive
psychology dimension. They stressed the importance of
recognizing and understanding the cultural contexts and
relationships that play an important role in student
understandings and motivations.

In summary, this literature revealed two significant

problems that warrant study:

1. Most of the research completed to date has focused
on traditional college-age students and not the
contemporary community college population, which
has an average age of 28-30.

2. The considerable amount of research completed on
the community college students has not been
compiled in a format that distinguishes the
differences among the various types of
nontraditional students. The research has tended
to focus on demographic studies or cognitive
psychology studies, instead of broader
investigations that consider social, economic and

cultural dimensions.

Research Questions
1. Is it possible to develop a typology of community

college students that distinguishes among eight types of
12



students who attend the community colleges? Can an objective
survey instrument provide enough information to support the
literature regarding the existence of eight discrete types of
students?

2. If the typology can be confirmed, can the typology be
used with additional data gathering instruments and
methodologies to develop "rich" profiles of each student
type? Using six sets of criteria, can a matrix of profiles
be developed that reveals the differences among the types-?

3. Are there significant differences among the profiles
developed to have implications for curricula, instruction,

and student services?

Definitions

The following definitions are used within this
dissertation.

Career Vector -- Represents the college's commitment to
vocational education, continuing education and horizontal
integration into the community.

Collegiate Vector -- Represents the college's commitment
to the transfer function and vertical integration into
mainstream education channels.

Continuous Enrollment -- Successive enrollment for fall
and spring semesters, but not necessarily summer semester.

Horizontal Integration -- The extent that community

colleges look outside of the academic function and towards
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other segments of society, such as vocational/occupational
education, business and industry training, continuing
education, community service.

Orthogonal Function -- In this study, functions that are
at right angles to the collegiate function or the career
function. This function represents the extent that community
colleges participate in education and traihing that lies
outside the traditional venues of collegiate and career
education and toward preparation of individuals who are not
ready for college-level work.

Remedial Vector -- Represents the college's commitment
to the remedial function that prepares individuals for
college-level work.

Vertical Integration -- Students in America engage in
their academic education along a vertical path from
elementary school, to high school, to college and graduate
school. The extent that community colleges receive high
school graduates and send them on to the senior institutions
indicates their participation or integration into the

vertical path.

Limitations

The methodology used is a mixture of qualitative and
quantitative analysis. The use of qualitative data creates
issues of transferability because of the inability to control

the process or variables or measure the results in a
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quantitative manner. Thus, conclusions of the study may not
apply to other community colleges.

The inability to randomly select all participants for
all parts of the data collection restricts the
transferability of the findings. Bias is not easily
controlled.

The study is limited to one community college campus
during one semester. Conclusions may or may not transfer to
other campuses of the college or to campuses of other
colleges.

The study design is a broad study and does not focus on
any single variable.

The use of more than one facilitator to conduct the
focus groups reduces the control over the study and may bias
the data.

The use of a variety of faculty to administer the survey
instrument may compromise the conclusions due to differences
in the way the instruments aré administered.

The Hawthorne effect may distort the data. Students may
attempt to enhance their stories or attempt to say what the
researcher wants to hear if they know they are part of a
study.

Cross defined the "New" students as traditional-age
students from the lower two ability quartiles and females
from the lower two Socio-economic quartiles. This study did

not have access to student high school ranks or to SES
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information. For this study, "New" students are defined as
traditional-age students who are deemed not prepared for

college-level work on the basis of the college's placement

tests.
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CHAPTER II

LITERAT REVIEW

This chapter traces the changes in the junior
college/community college role from helping the traditional
student prepare for upper division college courses (vertical
function) to the emerging emphasis on vocational education
and business training (horizontal function), and to the
inclusion of remediation (orthogonal function) in the roles
of the community college. These changes will be stated
within the context of the change in higher education access
from an aristocratic model to a meritocratic model and
finally to an egalitarian model.

During this century, a number of events occurred to
encourage or pressure community colleges to become more
egalitarian and to emphasize vocational education. These
pressures resulted in new functions for the community
colleges and new students seeking entrance to higher
education as a means to upward social mobility.

During this time, the demographic and cultural
background of those attending the community college changed.
They occurred with a concurrent decline in the quality of
students seeking access to all of higher education and a
decline in the quality of life of Americans as measured by

the index of social health.
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