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Bulk wholesaler warehouses such as Sam’s Club, Costco, Cost Club and others offer wide appeal in the consumer market due to apparent value and higher return for the dollar.  Bulk wholesalers can offer merchandise at reduced prices because they deal in large quantities coupled with a “no frills” warehouse and limited customer service.  As many customers of bulk wholesaler warehouses can attest, sometimes buying in bulk results in excess quantities of a product which may in turn produce waste. 

Compared to private, public, or proprietary colleges and universities, community colleges may be viewed as the postsecondary “bulk wholesaler.”  Community colleges offer postsecondary education to large numbers of students and do so at a fraction of the cost.  But community colleges are sparse on services when compared to their more expensive competitors.  In this Alert Report, I explore the topic of enrollment efficiency, specifically focusing on backtracking as viewed through the metaphor of the bulk wholesaler.  

Transcript analysis of the Transfer and Retention of Urban Community College Students Project (TRUCCS) revealed that many students deviated widely from the courses necessary to efficiently earn the degree or certificate desired.  While large numbers of students required developmental courses thus lengthening the time to degree, many took a longer path by enrolling in courses that appeared to be inappropriate or unnecessary.  In individual interviews and focus groups with TRUCCS participants it was revealed that students were often unaware that some of the courses in which they enrolled were not required for their goals.  In some instances students took courses that were prerequisites for courses they had already passed.  In an interview, a student explained that in an attempt to accrue sufficient credits of mathematics for transfer, she enrolled in the only math course offered at a convenient time.  When we pointed out that the course was a prerequisite for a course she already passed, the student revealed that she realized that the course was “sort of easy,” but she thought it would still count towards the mathematics requirement of the university to which she hoped to transfer.    This type of enrollment behavior, labeled ”backtracking” within the TRUCCS project, is a form of inefficiency that occurs when a student takes courses within a hierarchically structured discipline, such as mathematics, in a reverse order.  

When digging deeper into the problem, TRUCCS researchers learned that campus technology typically prevented a student from enrolling in a course without the appropriate pre-requisites.  However, there were no red flags raised for attempts to enroll in courses that were hierarchically lower than courses already passed.  Furthermore, in many instances course numbering systems and course titles were not transparent in guiding students to the appropriate courses.  Like most large urban districts, the TRUCCS Project took place in a district where the student to advisor ratio was approximately 1,000 to one.  Sparse advising leads to self- and peer advising that sometimes lead to course-taking patterns that are not efficient.

What can community colleges do to increase enrollment efficiency?  First, encourage ALL students to meet with advisors whenever possible.  Second, if possible, create enrollment red flags that will react when students attempt to backtrack.  While there may be a good reason for a student to take a hierarchically lower course, forcing students to see an advisor when the technology senses a backtrack may assist some students to make a wiser and more efficient choice.  Thirdly, community colleges should consider coding courses such as mathematics with levels.  A simple coding in the catalog such as College Algebra (3) and Solving Equations (2) may prevent a student with previous credit in College Algebra from enrolling in the Solving Equations course.  Finally, while technology is not the golden elixir of all ills, it may prove helpful for this problem.  Interactive websites that allow students to track the courses they have already taken as well as list the courses remaining for their goal could prove highly valuable.  

There are occasions when students may benefit from backtracking.  If a student has been out of college for some time it may be helpful to take a more elementary course for a refresher even if advanced courses have been passed.  And some students may feel uncomfortable with the content even when they have pass advanced courses and will benefit from taking a more elementary course.  Finally, there are students who enjoy college and may want to take additional courses for the pure enjoyment of learning.  

The metaphor of the bulk wholesale warehouse is in no way meant to demean the work of community colleges, but rather to provide a reference to better understand the process and consequences of backtracking.  To increase efficiency and reduce wasted resources, colleges should examine enrollment patterns to reduce backtracking as one way of improving student transitions.

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












