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Community colleges are the gateway to higher education for many students who would otherwise have limited access to college, particularly those who are from low-income households, ethnic minorities, first-generation college students, and immigrants. Yet only about one-third of all community college students receive any degree or certificate within eight years of initial college enrollment. 

Using community college student outcomes as measures of college effectiveness are of increasing concern for institutional accountability. The Bush administration and many legislators in Congress would like to hold postsecondary institutions to higher standards of accountability, just as they have done with elementary and secondary schools. While applying standard completion measures such as graduation rates as the primary yardstick for accountability may judge community colleges unfairly given their student body, still these measures can provide useful information about the differences among colleges. With this knowledge, policymakers and faculty at community colleges can identify best policies and practices and promote student success across a wider range of institutions.  

Certainly there are several factors that create barriers to student completion that are beyond the control of colleges, such as a student’s poor academic preparation.  Other community college students only want to learn new skills or enroll for personal enrichment ( goals for which such students may obtain tangible benefits not measured in standard completion metrics. Because community colleges must accept all eligible students seeking to enroll, their student populations often include individuals who would not be admitted to more selective institutions or who may have many challenges to graduation.  To account for these issues, the Community College Research Center (CCRC) analyzed the institutional-level data to comprehend the effect of community college characteristics on student performance.  Our study provides an important first step in identifying which institutional factors contribute to improved educational outcomes for community college students.

The most consistent finding is that students complete at higher rates in smaller colleges. Perhaps such institutions can provide a more personalized environment or have a more limited and focused set of programs. They may attract more directed students or help guide undecided students toward a clearer set of outcomes. One disturbing finding that needs further investigation is that students in colleges with more minority students tend to graduate at lower rates, even after our study controlled for the race of individual students. Additionally, we found that a high proportion of female students lowers the institutional completion rate, primarily when the college also serves a large number of part-time students.  The effects of more funds spent on either instructional or student services expenditures is mixed, depending on other factors considered. Nevertheless, results suggest that cuts in either expenditure will lower college performance and thwart retention and completion.

The important contrasts between the institutional factors influencing success for community college students overall and for those in an associate degree program suggest that certificate and associate programs have different dynamics, and policies that promote success in one might not work for the other. Adult community college students are more likely than younger students to enroll in certificate programs, and they probably also respond differently to particular types of policies and practices.

Overall, the individual characteristics of students appear to be more important determinants of graduation and retention than the institutional variables. There may be several explanations for this. Well-prepared students with economic resources may succeed in a variety of institutions, whereas students with many barriers may have trouble even in more effective colleges. Larger expenditures on instruction and services may not be enough to counteract the student characteristics that challenge their ability to succeed. It is also possible that there are simply inadequate data on the most effective institutional policies.

Currently, there are no national datasets from the National Center for Education Statistics that contain all the information on institutional factors together with student characteristics that would enable a comprehensive analysis of the role a community college plays in the outcomes of its students. Still, this quantitative analysis of national data provides a foundation for investigations of individual institutions’ policies and practices that promote student success. The study discussed here is only the beginning of a set of projects designed to refine both our knowledge of the institutional factors that can promote community college student completions and the methods used to analyze and study those effects.
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