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There has been surprisingly little rigorous research on institutional effectiveness in community colleges. Even the much larger body of research on institutional effectiveness among baccalaureate-granting institutions in general tells us more about the student characteristics and institutional features (e.g., selectivity, size, resources) associated with positive student outcomes than about the policies and practices affecting student success that are under a college’s control. A key problem in this research is how to compare the performance of different institutions serving student bodies with different characteristics. 

A recent study of community college management practices that promote student success conducted by the Community College Research Center (CCRC) addresses the limitations of previous research in several ways. For example, the study took advantage of a rich set of longitudinal student unit record data—transcript-level data on over 150,000 students in three cohorts of first-time Florida community college students (those who enrolled in the fall of 1998, 1999, and 2000, respectively)—to control for the individual characteristics of the students that the colleges serve. And while some previous studies examined only institutions considered to be high performers, the CCRC study directly compared colleges found to have a relatively high impact on the educational success of their students with colleges that have a low impact. 

To frame the study of community college effectiveness, we drew on previous research to develop a set of seven hypotheses about the ways that those community colleges more effective in promoting their students’ educational success might differ from those with a less positive impact on student success. Specifically, we hypothesized that community colleges would be more effective if they do the following:

· Have an institutional focus on student retention and outcomes, not just on enrollment; 

· Offer targeted support for underperforming students;

· Have well-designed, well-aligned, and proactive student support services; 

· Provide support for faculty development focused on improving teaching;

· Experiment with ways to improve the effectiveness of instruction and support services; 

· Use institutional research to track student outcomes and improve program impact; and

· Manage the institution in ways that promote systemic improvement in student success. 

Taken together, the elements of institutional policy, practice, and culture defined by these hypotheses form a model of community college institutional effectiveness that we tested through the study. What connects these hypotheses is the idea that effective community colleges deliberately and systematically manage programs and support services in ways that optimize the impact of the college’s limited resources on student success. 

Making effective use of resources is especially important to community colleges because a high proportion of community college students are poorly prepared for college and therefore more costly to serve than well-prepared students, and yet community colleges have relatively few resources to serve their students (compared with four-year institutions). From this perspective, a college’s effectiveness in serving students results less from whether it adopts particular policies or practices than from how well it aligns and manages all its programs and services to support student success.

Using the transcript-level data, CCRC estimated the effect that each of Florida’s 28 community colleges had on the probability, after controlling for individual student characteristics, of minority students’ graduating, transferring to a Florida public university, or persisting. This effect can be seen as a measure of value added—the impact that a college has on its students’ educational success independent of the characteristics of individual students. 

Because African American and Latino community college students are less likely than other students to complete degrees or to transfer to baccalaureate programs, we ranked the colleges according to their estimated effects on the probability that their minority students would graduate, transfer or persist. We then used those rankings to select six colleges for field research: three that had high impacts on the chances that their minority students would succeed and three that had low impacts. The goal of the fieldwork was to compare the institutional policies, practices, and cultural characteristics of the high- and low-impact colleges during the period in which the student cohorts were tracked (from 1998-99 through 2002-03) to determine why some colleges had a greater net effect on their minority students’ educational success than did others. 

Our findings indicate that the dimension of our model of community college effectiveness where there is the clearest difference between the high- and low-impact colleges is targeted support for minority students. The high-impact colleges had a well-developed minority-inclusive campus environment and well-developed specialized retention services for minority students whereas the low-impact colleges did not. This suggests that minority community college students are more likely to succeed at colleges where they are made to feel welcome and where there are support services and programs specifically designed for them.

The findings also suggest that to promote the success of students generally (including minority students), not only do particular student support services, such as in-depth orientations, proactive advising, early warning systems, and well-organized academic support services, need to be in place, but they must be well aligned and coordinated across the campus. While administrators may see different functional areas of the college as providing discrete services, students do not see, nor should they experience, such divisions. Seamless integration of services from the student’s perspective and collaboration among faculty, staff, and administration in providing these services are what seem to contribute most to student success.

The study supports the overarching hypothesis that the key to a college’s effectiveness is not whether it adopts particular policies or practices, but how well it aligns and manages all of its programs and services to support student success. Small-scale, “boutique” programs or pilots may represent important sources of innovation for a college in the long term, but they are unlikely by themselves to have much of a direct impact on overall institutional effectiveness. 
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