CCTI Alert Report #25

Page 2


[image: image1.png]




-    November 2006

Constructing Milestones for Community College Students
Linda Serra Hagedorn, Professor and Chair
Department of Educational Administration and Policy

College of Education, University of Florida
Among the most prevalent criticisms leveled against community colleges are persistent low graduation and transfer rates.  While there are many reasons why these rates are lower than optimal at most community colleges, this CCTI Alert suggests a way to possibly increase student success in these two areas.  This report expands implications based on findings from the Transfer and Retention of Urban Community College Students Project (TRUCCS).  TRUCCS is a five-year longitudinal study of 5,000 community college students from the nine campuses of the Los Angeles Community College District and is currently funded by the Lumina Foundation.  

Virtually all high school students can quickly gauge their academic progress by their status as a freshman, a sophomore, a junior, or a senior.  But if you inquire of the progress of the typical community college student, the question will often result in puzzlement.  Because community college students frequently attend part-time, typically take remedial or developmental courses, and may stop out for semesters at a time; their exact progress or status is uncertain.  Many, if not most, community college students are unsure when they will be eligible for graduation, how many courses they have left before they are certified “transfer ready,” or even if they are taking courses at the college level.  

Community colleges are not easy places to navigate.  Colleges typically use descriptors such as “basic education” and “general education” and believe that students will understand that one does not generate college credits while the other is an important part of graduation requirements.  At many urban colleges, the advisor to student ratios hover close to 1,000 to 1, and yet these same institutions expect that students will meet with an advisor just to be sure that he/she is taking the right courses.  Interviews and focus groups conducted within the TRUCCS Project found that most students “self-advise” and ask other students for advice prior to enrolling in courses.  

Like most complex problems, the lack of student success certainly does not have a simple answer.  However, findings from TRUCCS support the use of student milestones as a promising practice to encourage success.  In one TRUCCS study a baseball paradigm was used to gauge transfer readiness
.  In simple terms, the transfer curriculum or the necessary courses for transfer were divided into four modules (for example, language, math, science, etc.).  Each time students completed a module, they advanced one base.  The completion of a base signaled a certificate that congratulates the student and clearly lists the courses that the student has left to take prior to achieving another base and prior to being ready to transfer.  According to student interviews, certificates were often displayed on refrigerators or put into albums.  Further, students were given clear directions as to what courses were necessary for goal completion.  While TRUCCS only worked with transfer readiness, the same idea would work well for graduation or other completion goals of occupational community college students—especially those in Career Pathways. 

The adage “If you don’t know where you are going, you won’t know when you arrive,” may be very apt for community college students.  TRUCCS suggests roadmaps and milestones as one way of hitting a home run.  

More information is available on the TRUCCS website at http://www.truccs.org.  The author may be reached at hagedorn@coe.ufl.edu
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