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S P EC I A L F EAT U R E A RT I C L E

Completing College: Focus on the 
Finish Line

In 201ϯ, the Lumina Foundation established the goal 
of having ϲ0й of Americans attain a quality degree, 
certificate, or other postsecondary credential by 

202ϱ (Lumina Foundation, 201ϯ).  The �ill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation’s U.S. Higher Education Program set 
its goal to double the number of low-income students 
in the U.S. who earn a postsecondary degree (�ill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, 200ϵ).  Meanwhile, the 
Obama Administration introduced  the goal of hav-
ing the U.S. become the world’s most educated na-
tion as measured by percent of postsecondary degree 
holders in the population by 2020 (The White House 

�riefing Room, 2010).  A combination of government 
and foundation funding has established or supported 
a number of organizations attempting to bring policy 
and research to bear in accomplishing these goals.  It 
is unlikely however, that any of these goals will be met 
by current reform efforts.   
 This is not because these efforts lack federal or 
foundation funding.  They do not lack for good ideas 
and good people to implement them. Nor do they lack 
for intelligence, effort, or integrity.  Instead, they lack a 
broad enough focus to accomplish their goals.  Reform 
efforts focus on a relatively small piece of the process 
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 This paper contends that, although there is much to commend in the remediation reform movement, it is un-
likely to attain its goals. These goals include the Lumina Foundation’s target of having ϲ0й of Americans attain a degree 
or certificate, the �ill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s goal of doubling the number of low income students who earn a 
postsecondary degree, and President Obama’s goal of the U.S. having the world’s highest percentage of degree holders 
by 2020.  This is due to several factors including (a) the failure to distinguish between remedial and developmental ed-
ucation, (b) the limited focus of reform on remedial and gateway courses, (c) the mistaken assumption that there is a 
causal relationship between remediation and attrition, (d) the failure to address students’ reading problems, (e) the non-
systematic nature of most reform efforts, (f) and  the subsequent failure to address other causes of student attrition and 
the diĸculties of many community college students’ lives. There are, of course, many commendable efforts to improve 
student performance in the community college.  This paper describes the most popular of these efforts.  It also discusses 
data on their effectiveness. In spite of their success, community colleges will need to do more if they are to dramatically 
enhance degree and certificate completion, particularly among minority, low income, and first-generation students.
 The authors suggest that there are three phases involved in attaining the dramatic increase in college completion 
desired by foundations and government.  The first phase is to improve the quality of teaching and learning in community 
college classrooms.  This will require a substantial faculty development effort, particularly for adjunct instructors.
 The second phase is to fully integrate courses and student support services.  At present, the academic and the 
student affairs divisions of community colleges usually operate randomly and independently of each other.  Their full im-
pact cannot be obtained unless support services are more directly linked to course goals and objectives and courses are 
more directly connected to the services designed to support them.
 The third phase is expanding the connections between community colleges, public schools, and community ser-
vices.  High schools and colleges need to collaborate more closely to insure that the exit standards of secondary education 
are more consistent with the entry standards of postsecondary education.  In addition, community colleges need to es-
tablish closer ties and better relationships with services available in the local community to address the varying nonaca-
demic needs of our least advantaged students.
 The authors then provide concrete examples of how community colleges might implement all three phases of 
student completion.  Some of these examples represent new thinking about how community college courses and services 
might be organized and delivered.  Many, however, represent things we already know but have, for a variety of reasons, 
failed to implement.
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of college student retention and completion while ig-
noring larger and equally or even more important piec-
es.  With few exceptions they have focused on finding 
quick and simple solutions to the problems of student 
underpreparedness and low retention and graduation 
rates. Adherents then claim that these solutions can 
be successfully applied with cookie cutter regularity 
and minimal funding and supported by state and local 
policies. 
 The best example of such solutions are found 
in the movement to reform community college reme-
diation.  Most of those involved in this reform move-
ment start off by misunderstanding the difference 
between remediation and developmental education.  
Developmental education is the integration of courses 
and support services guided by the principles of adult 
learning and development (�oylan, 
1ϵϵ0͖ Saddlemire, 1ϵϳ8).  Remediation 
generally refers to stand-alone courses 
addressing pre-college content.  Unfor-
tunately, a variety of researchers, policy 
makers, and news reporters use these 
terms interchangeably, thus confusing 
the issue from the outset.
 It has become clear through a 
variety of studies that stand-alone re-
medial courses are oŌen ineffective for 
many students (�ailey, Jeong, & Cho, 
200ϵ͖ �oatman & Long, 2010͖ Com-
plete College America, 2012͖ Matorell 
& McFarlin, 200ϳ). This should come 
as no surprise.  Students are typically 
placed in these courses using margin-
ally accurate assessment instruments 
and questionable placement scores 
(Hughes & Scott Clayton, 2011). Fur-
thermore, students are typically un-
informed about the consequences of 
placement test scores and unprepared 
to perform well on commonly used as-
sessment instruments (Hodura, Smith 
Jaggars, Mechur <arp, 2012). Research suggests that, 
although more than ϲ0й of community college stu-
dents place into one or more remedial courses, fewer 
than a third of these students are likely to complete 
them (�ailey, Jeong, & Cho, 200ϵ).
 Some organizations have seized upon this re-
search and declared that remediation is the cause of 
students failing to complete college (Complete College 
America, 2012).  Others have misunderstood what has 
been studied and reported that developmental educa-
tion is a barrier to college completion.  In fact, it is only 
remedial courses that have been addressed by the re-
search, not developmental education.  
 The mantra that ͞Remediation doesn’t work, 
we have to do something else͟ has oŌen been used 
as an excuse to promote whatever reform is being 

championed by a particular organization.  It has also 
led policy makers to erroneously believe that remedia-
tion causes attrition.  Although it is a well-known falla-
cy to confuse correlation with causality, policy makers 
continue to act as though participation in remediation 
is the primary reason students fail to complete col-
lege.  Indeed, poor remediation may be one of the 
many causes of student attrition, but it is far from the 
only one or even the major one.   Others include such 
things as illness, finances, personal and family issues, 
quality of teaching, expectations, engagement, and 
employment (Hunt, 201ϯ͖ <uh, <inzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 
2011͖ Ray, Aspland, & �arret, 201ϰ͖ Willkoxson, Cotter, 
& Joy, 2011)  
 The belief that remediation causes attrition 
has led policy makers, researchers, and postsecondary 

education leaders to focus their reform 
efforts almost exclusively on reform-
ing remedial courses, gateway courses, 
teaching models, or curricula. It is al-
most as if policy makers and leaders be-
lieve that, if remediation was eliminat-
ed or reformed, the barriers to college 
completion would be removed.  Fur-
thermore, they have confused reme-
diation with developmental education 
and implemented policies to eliminate 
or reduce developmental education as 
well as remediation.  As a result, some 
strong developmental programs that 
have contributed to student success 
and completion have been eliminated 
because of the perception that reme-
diation and developmental education 
are synonymous. Having done so, poli-
cy makers in several states have target-
ed remediation for reform, mistakenly 
called it developmental education, and 
then claimed to have addressed the 
problem of college noncompletion.  
In fact, they have only focused on the 

problem of high noncompletion rates in remediation 
or high failure rates in gateway courses.  This is con-
sistent with their narrow view of what affects student 
success and completion.  Ignoring a host of situational 
(health and family), demographic (income and ethnic-
ity), and affective (values and aƫtudes) factors only 
exacerbates the problem.
 This is not to say that the reforms fail to con-
tribute to student success.  Jobs for the Future, for 
instance, has done a good job of summarizing the re-
search on some of the more popular reforms in reme-
diation and found that many of them produce positive 
results for participating students (Juncos & Collins, 
201ϱ). The Community College Research Center and 
other individuals and organizations have studied con-
temporary reform efforts and confirmed that there 

If policy 
makers truly 
desire quality 

implementation 
of reform, they 

will have to 
provide either 

the time or 
the money 

necessary to 
attain it.
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are benefits to most of them (Cho, <opko, Jenkins, & 
Jaggars, 2012͖ <alamkarian, Raufman, & Edgecombe, 
201ϱ).  
 Unfortunately, most of these reforms are tar-
geted specifically toward eliminating, reforming, or 
redesigning community college remediation.  And, as 
previously noted, although remediation does need 
to be reformed, it is developmental education that 
should be implemented.  The plethora of other factors 
contributing to student attrition are generally leŌ un-
addressed, particularly when reformers see remedial 
courses as the sole or major cause of the problem.   As 
a result, no matter how many reforms and innovations 
are introduced to remediation, high levels of student 
attrition will continue to occur in the nation’s commu-
nity colleges. This will insure that the completion goals 
of many private and government organizations will not 
be met. 

The >iŵitations of �urrent Zeforŵ 
and Innoǀation �īorts

 If one looks carefully at the available data on 
the reform of remediation, several things become 
clear.  Most of the innovative methods proposed to 
improve student completion work to one degree or 
another.  If properly implemented, just about any of 
the popular innovations in community college instruc-
tion will ͞ move the needle.͟   This is clear. Unfortunate-
ly, it is also clear that they are not always properly im-
plemented and, even when they are, they frequently 
fail to move the needle far enough.
 Many foundations and nonprofit organizations 
are advocating the bringing of promising innovations 
to scale. Historically, many promising innovations have 
had only a limited effect, mainly because they have 
been confined to particular programs or departments 
rather than being implemented throughout their host 
institution, because many people in postsecondary in-
stitutions are resistant to change, and because scaling 
efforts are expensive and time consuming (Soricone & 
Pleasants McDonnell, 201ϲ).  However, considerable 
thought and research has gone into bringing innova-
tions to scale in recent years (Asera, Pleasants McDon-
nell, & Soricone, 201ϯ͖ Public Agenda and Achieving 
the Dream, 2011͖ Soricone & Pleasants McDonnel, 
201ϲ).  This thought and research will probably con-
tribute to improving the extent to which promising 
innovations are available to all students and this is 
positive.  Unfortunately, it still may not be suĸcient to 
bring about the dramatic changes envisioned by the 
Gates Foundation, the Lumina Foundation, and the 
federal government.
 Improving mathematics pass rates from 12.ϯй 
to ϲ2.ϯй (Complete College America, 201ϲ) or improv-
ing English composition pass rates from ϯϵй to ϳϱй  
(Cho, <opko, Jenkins, & Jaggars, 2012) or increasing the 

percentage of students who pass college-level mathe-
matics courses to ϯ0й or higher (�achry Rutschow & 
Diamond, 201ϱ) represent commendable efforts.  �ut 
these improvements or any others brought about by 
contemporary innovation will not be suĸcient to meet 
the goals of the Lumina Foundation, the Gates Foun-
dation, or the Obama Administration.  Even if ϲ2.ϯй 
of community college students successfully complete 
their first college-level mathematics class (Complete 
College America, 201ϲ), they will still have to enroll in, 
pay for, and earn a minimum of a C in at least nine-
teen other courses to attain an associate degree.  Even 
if ϳϱй of community college students successfully 
complete college composition (Cho, <opko, Jenkins, 
& Jaggars, 2012), they will still have to manage their 
adult responsibilities, respond to life crises, and main-
tain their motivation for however long it takes them 
to complete the rest of their curriculum.  This is the 
missing link in the reform movement.  Much of the 
legislation that results from the movement appears 
to be based on the Ňawed assumption that reforms 
will enable all students to be equally able to move 
forward͖ be successful in subsequent college courses͖ 
and complete a degree, certification, or diploma aŌer 
participating in a particular innovation or reform.  On 
the positive side, the Lumina Foundation (201ϲ) and 
the Community College Research Center (�ailey, Smith 
Jaggers, & Jenkins, 201ϱ) have advocated for a more 
comprehensive approach to reform but, thus far, their 
work has had minimal impact on legislators.
 As research points out, successfully completing 
the first college-level course will definitely improve the 
odds of a student completing college (Adelman, 200ϲ͖ 
�oylan, �liss, & �onham, 1ϵϵϳ).  �ut it will not improve 
the odds dramatically.  No matter how well students 
do in courses targeted for reform, they will still have 
to run the gauntlet of challenges to their graduation.  
And this is where the problems lie.  The overwhelming 
majority of contemporary reform efforts, as effective 
as some may be, suffer from several shortcomings.
 First, they tend to focus primarily on reme-
dial courses and gateway courses.  Almost all of the 
most popular contemporary reform efforts measure 
the outcomes of their activities in terms of passing or 
bypassing remediation and passing initial college-level 
courses in English and mathematics.  They do not fo-
cus on student success in post-gateway courses.
 Second, reform efforts tend to focus on struc-
tural changes in courses and curriculum.  They change 
the models used to teach remedial and gateway cours-
es and they change the content of the courses.  �ut 
they do not change the systems that these courses are 
part of or the rewards, expectations, or values of those 
systems (�ailey, Smith Jaggars, & Jenkins, 201ϱ).
 Third, reform efforts tend to be disconnected 
from the rest of the institution.  They oŌen operate as 
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͞pet projects͟ of the college president or as specialized 
activities within a program or department.  Even when 
they are scaled up, the scaling oŌen involves simply 
serving larger numbers of students rather than creat-
ing a stronger connection between the reform and the 
institution (Soricone & Pleasants McDowell, 201ϲ).
 Fourth, reform efforts tend to be random rath-
er than systematic.  They involve parts of the academic 
segment of the postsecondary system, but they do not 
engage the entire system.  The reforms themselves 
may be systematic, but they are usually not well in-
tegrated into the larger institutional system.  Course 
numbers, methods, and content may be changed but 
the Registration, Financial Aid, Academic Advising, 
Career Counseling, and Student Activities Oĸces of-
ten continue to go about ͞business as usual͟ ( �ailey, 
Smith Jaggars, & Jenkins, 201ϱ).
 FiŌh, reform efforts either acci-
dentally or deliberately de-emphasize 
reading as a basic skill necessary for 
college success. Reform efforts in Flori-
da and North Carolina, for instance, are 
aimed at reducing the number of stu-
dents who enroll in remediation (The 
Florida Senate, 201ϯ: North Carolina 
State �oard of Community Colleges, 
201ϰ).  Although this is a laudable goal, 
one of the methods of doing this is to 
integrate reading and composition 
courses.  The result is to reduce or elim-
inate the number of completely reading 
focused courses available to students.  
The integration of reading and writing 
is a good idea and one that will benefit 
the majority of students (Hearn & Snell, 
201ϯ).  Unfortunately, for the weak-
est readers, there is no course work 
available to them focused specifically 
on developing reading skills.  Yet most 
experts would agree that reading is a 
foundational skill for college success (Gray, 201ϰ͖ Hol-
schuh & Paulson, 201ϯ͖ Pugh, Pawan, & Antommarchi, 
2000). According to ACT, only ϰϰй of 201ϲ high school 
graduates who participated in ACT assessment were 
considered college ready in reading (ACT, 201ϲ).
 Finally, and perhaps most damaging, reform 
efforts oŌen do not take into account those specific 
student characteristics contributing most to attrition.  
Researchers generally agree that that the following 
background factors have a substantial impact on at-
trition in college (Atwell & Lavin, 200ϳ͖ �rock, 2010͖ 
Editorial Projects in Education Research Center, 2011͖ 
Falcon, 201ϱ):
1. Coming from a low income family,
2. �eing an ethnic minority,
ϯ. �eing a first-generation student
ϰ. Performing poorly in prior education.

 Other factors also contribute to the failure of 
many students. In a study of over 21ϯ,000 students en-
rolled at public universities in the Midwest, Soria and 
�ultmann (201ϰ) found that working-class students 
are more likely to feel alienation, isolation, and lack of 
belonging than middle- and upper-class students.  It is 
likely that working class students attending communi-
ty colleges experience the same feelings with subse-
quent impact on their performance.  �ased on a re-
view of the literature, <asworm, (2012) describes four 
circumstances that contribute to the attrition of adults 
over 2ϱ-years-old: (a) time required for college work, 
(b) cost of college attendance, (c) institutional policies, 
and d) discrimination against older students on the 
part of some faculty.  She further points out that adult 
responsibilities oŌen prevent full-time college atten-

dance.  However, there is considerable 
contemporary emphasis on completing 
college as a full-time student (Com-
plete College America, 2011).   This re-
cent emphasis contributes to working 
adults’ feelings of inadequacy because 
they simply cannot attend full-time giv-
en the other commitments in their life 
to work and family (<assworm, 2012).
  Only a few current reform ef-
forts address these characteristics.      
Among the most effective is the Accel-
erated Study in Associates Programs 
(ASAP) of the City University of New 
York.  This program not only provides 
financial incentives such as free tuition, 
books, and metro transportation, it also 
requires full-time enrollment and offers 
small class size, learning communities, 
and built-in academic, career, special 
programs, and personal counseling.  
These latter services help students ad-
dress the effects of being a first-gen-
eration and/or a minority student and 

the financial assistance helps them overcome the ef-
fects of coming from low income backgrounds.  Fur-
thermore, the program serves its students throughout 
their academic careers, not just their first year (<antor, 
2011).  �etween 200ϳ when the program was intro-
duced and 2010, participants’ graduation rates were 
ϱϰ.ϵй as compared to 21.1й for a control group (City 
University of New York, 2011).
 Another successful program that provides 
long-term support is the State of Washington’s Inte-
grated �asic Education and Skills (I-�est) program.  
This program focuses on lower skilled and English as 
a Second Language (ESL) students in career programs.  
Adult education, ESL, and career faculty at community 
colleges jointly design occupational courses leading to 
a certificate.  These courses integrate basic skills and 
the vocabulary and expectations of a career field with 

To be successful 
in meaningfully 

expanding college 
completion, all 
the players in 

postsecondary 
education, from 

clerks to faculty to 
administrators to 

politicians, must do 
a much better job 

of responding to all 
of these, not just 

student performance 
in remedial and 

gateway courses.
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the content of occupational courses. The program sup-
ports participating students as they progress through 
an occupational program by providing mentoring, tu-
toring, and advising for a year or more until students 
earn a career certificate or a degree (�achry Rutschow 
& Scheider, 2011).  As in the ASAP program, students 
attend classes and are supported over time with men-
toring and services that help them deal with the con-
sequences of poverty and discrimination.
 Perhaps the most systematic and comprehen-
sive completion reform plan is proposed by �ailey, Smith 
Jaggars, and Jenkins (201ϱ) from the Community Col-
lege Research Center.  These authors criticize what they 
refer to as the contemporary ͞ cafeteria style self-service 
model͟ which forces students to choose courses and 
programs of study from a bewildering array of options 
and to do so with very little guidance͟ (p. ϯ). Instead, 
they advocate  restructuring the community college 
curriculum to provide ͞guided pathways͟ (p. ϯ) that are 
clearly structured programs of study leading to partic-
ular certificates or degrees coupled with improved in-
struction integrated with support services and intensive  
orientation and advising. Ironically, this sounds a lot like 
the definition of developmental education.  The guided 
pathways model also utilizes some of the remedial ed-
ucation reforms to accelerate student progress through 
remedial courses.
 �ailey and his colleagues at the Community 
College Research Center are to be commended for de-
veloping a model and a set of recommendations of-
fering a genuinely systematic and comprehensive ap-
proach to improving college completion.  Unlike other 
reformers, �ailey, Smith Jaggars, and Jenkins (201ϱ) 
address the variety of institutional and systemic fail-
ures that contribute to student attrition.  Although the 
guided pathways model has much to recommend it, 
it focuses on reforming the structure of the American 
community college.  It does not directly address the 
spectrum of issues that contribute heavily to the attri-
tion of low income and minority students, although it 
may do so indirectly (Jenkins, Smith Jaggars, & �ailey, 
201ϲ).  �ecause the guided pathways model is new, 
few institutions have had a chance to fully implement 
it.  As a result, there is, as yet, little research on its eĸ-
cacy.  However, the components of the model are well 
grounded in research (Jenkins, Smith Jaggars, & �ailey, 
201ϲ).  
 The guided pathways model would appear 
to work best with full-time students: those who can 
commit to a course sequence and those who have the 
wherewithal, either through financial aid or their own 
resources, to regularly pay for tuition, fees, books, and 
supplies. �ut as Michael Rose points out:

I am continually struck by the hardships experi-
enced by so many community college students.  
To be sure, middle class students from stable and 
secure backgrounds attend community college 

but, depending on the location of the college, 
many students come from low-income to desti-
tute families͖ have to work ϯ0 or more hours a 
week͖ live in cramped housing, some of which 
is sub-standard͖ are food insecure͖ and have 
health problems that are inadequately treated. 
For some, there are worries about immigration. 
Some must contend with prior involvement in the 
criminal justice system while others struggle with 
addiction. (Rose, 201ϲ, p 2)

 According to the American Association of Com-
munity Colleges, more than half of the ethnic minority 
students participating in postsecondary education are 
enrolled in community colleges.  Furthermore, ϱ8й 
of community college students receive some form of 
financial aid, 22й of full-time community college stu-
dents work full time and ϰ0й work half time, ϲ2й are 
enrolled part-time, and ϯϲй of these students are the 
first in their family to attend college (American Asso-
ciation of Community Colleges, 201ϲ).   Given these 
statistics, in spite of its potential benefits, the guided 
pathways model will not serve all community college 
students, nor do its authors claim that it does (Jenkins, 
Smith Jaggars, & �ailey, 201ϲ).  
 Nevertheless, the ASAP Program, the I-�est 
Program, and the guided pathways model feature 
what others do not.  They reorganize the curriculum 
and the way it is delivered for all courses, not just re-
medial and gateway courses.  They provide support 
services throughout students’ college careers.  Their 
efforts are also systematic and effect entire groups of 
students in an organized, coherent, and purposeful 
manner. Unfortunately, efforts such as these are far 
too few.  The vast majority of reforms are focused on 
short-term solutions that only address completing re-
mediation and passing gateway courses.  

� Suŵŵary of ShortͲTerŵ Zeforŵ �īorts
 To be fair, many short term reform or innova-
tion efforts have improved student outcomes to one 
degree or another. Unfortunately, they do not improve 
outcomes suĸciently to meet the goals of foundations 
and government. Furthermore, they are not of suĸ-
cient duration to impact upon students as they prog-
ress past remedial and gateway courses.

Accelerated and Integrated Reading and English
 Among the more successful of these innova-
tions is that of accelerated and integrated reading 
and English composition originally implemented at 
Chabot College in California by <atie Hearn (201ϯ).  
�oth Jobs for the Future and the Community Col-
lege Research Center support this model which 
involves a 1 semester, ϰ-hour English composition 
course.  This course accelerates student progress by 
combining 2 semesters’ work into a single semester 
(although a 2-semester option is also available to 
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students).  Students who complete the course are 
eligible to enroll in college-level English.  The course 
not only integrates reading development with com-
position but also emphasizes critical thinking and fa-
miliarizing students with college-level rewards and 
expectations. 
 �ased on a recent report from Jaggars, Hodu-
ra, Cho, and yu (201ϲ), students participating in the in-
tegrated reading and English composition course were 
2ϰй more likely to complete a college-level English 
course than nonparticipants.  They also completed 
an average of ϰ.2 more credit hours over three years.  
However, both the accelerated and non-accelerated 
students passed the college-level English course at 
similar rates (Jaggars, Hodura, Cho, & yu, 201ϲ).  
 Another popular innovation, this one champi-
oned by Complete College America, is the corequisite 
model of remediation. This model was originally called 
the Accelerated Learning Program (ALP) and devel-
oped at the Community College of �altimore County 
by Peter Adams and his colleagues (Adams & Mc<u-
sick, 201ϰ). Instead of requiring remedial courses as 
a prerequisite to enrollment in college-level courses, 
corequisite remediation provides remediation simul-
taneously with college-level content in a single semes-
ter.  
 According to Complete College America 
(201ϲ), West sirginia community colleges were able 
to improve their pass rates in gateway mathemat-
ics courses from 1ϰй to ϲ2й using the corequisite 
model. Using the same model, they found Tennes-
see community colleges improved their pass rates in 
these courses from 12.ϯй to ϲϯ.ϯй. Cho, et al. (2012) 
studied students enrolled in the Accelerated Learning 
Program at the Community College of �altimore Coun-
ty between the fall of 200ϳ and the fall of 2011. They 
found that ϳϱй of the students who participated in 
the ALP passed college-level English whereas only ϯϵй 
of those who did not participate in the ALP passed the 
course. 

Modular Matheŵatics
 Modular mathematics is another model widely 
used in community colleges to improve student perfor-
mance in developmental mathematics. This model has 
its origins in the personalized instruction movement of 
the 1ϵϳ0s and involves breaking the content of devel-
opmental mathematics into a series of discrete units 
or modules (Eyre, 200ϳ). Students may then demon-
strate mastery by taking tests covering the material in 
the modules. An entire course may consist of 12-1ϲ 
modules and students may complete the course as fast 
as they are able to complete the required number of 
module tests, thus allowing them the opportunity for 
accelerated completion of developmental courses. This 

model was initially implemented in sirginia community 
college mathematics courses and later in mathematics 
courses in North Carolina community colleges. 
 The Community College Research Center and 
the sirginia Community College System have both is-
sued reports on this model. <alamkarian, Raufman, 
and Edgecombe (201ϱ) found that the percentage of 
remedial students who completed college-level math 
increased from 8й to 18й in 2012. The sirginia Com-
munity College System (201ϰ) reported that develop-
mental mathematics success rates increased from ϯϱй 
to ϰ0й. 
 An innovative approach developed by sirginia 
Tech and promoted by the National Center for Academ-
ic Transformation is the ͞Emporium Model͟ (Twigg, 
2011). This model combines computer technology 
that allows students to spend their time actually work-
ing mathematics problems with human assistance to 
answer questions when diĸculties are encountered. 
It also utilizes a modular approach to the organization 
and mastery of course material. Emporium classes are 
usually held in large computer laboratories where in-
structors and/or instructional assistants circulate to 
help students resolve problems.
 In a study conducted at Jackson State Commu-
nity College, the Emporium approach contributed to 
raising posttest scores by 1ϱй and increasing mathe-
matics course pass rates by ϰϰй (Twigg, 2011). Twigg 
also reported a study by the Tennessee �oard of Re-
gents indicating that students were twice as likely to 
earn a C or better in remedial math when taught using 
the model as students who took a traditional remedial 
course.
 The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching has developed two pathways to improv-
ing student performance in remedial and college-level 
mathematics (Yamada & �yrk, 201ϲ). One pathway, 
Statway, integrates remedial and college-level content 
into a year-long course. The content includes statistical 
concepts and problem solving, and the methodology 
involves collaborative learning. The other pathway, 
Quantway, is a single-semester quantitative reasoning 
course that prepares students to succeed in a second 
single-semester college-level course in quantitative 
reasoning. 
 An analysis of data from 18 community col-
leges participating in the Statway project indicated 
that only ϲй of students took traditional remedial 
mathematics and passed a college-level mathematics 
course in 1 year. Over a period of ϰ years, an average of 
ϰ8й of those participating in Statway completed both 
remedial and college-level courses in 1 year. Results 
for the Quantway project were similar. Among partic-
ipating institutions, only 21й of students enrolled in 
traditional remedial mathematics courses passed the 
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course within 1 year. An average of ϱϲй of students 
participating in Quantway passed the remedial course 
within 1 semester (Huang, Hoang, Suleyman, & Thorn, 
201ϲ). A further study of Statway reported that these 
gains were consistent regardless of gender, ethnicity, 
or mathematics placement scores (Yamada & �ryk, 
201ϲ).
 Uri Treisman of the Dana Center at the Uni-
versity of TexasʹAustin, who worked with Carnegie in 
the development of the Statway and Quantway mod-
els, also developed the New Mathways Project. This 
project, implemented in cooperation with the Texas 
Association of Community Colleges, has developed 
a variety of nonalgebra based mathematics courses 
taught in an accelerated format. The format enables 
students to complete developmental 
mathematics and college-level mathe-
matics within a year. These courses are 
also developed in line with the numeric 
skills required in social science, health, 
and liberal arts professions (Charles A. 
Dana Center, 201ϲ).
 �aseline data from 2011-201ϰ 
cohorts of Texas community college 
students indicated that only 2ϲй of 
those placing into developmental 
mathematics courses passed them with 
a C or better. Of these only 20й went 
on to enroll in and pass a college-level 
mathematics courses within ϯ years. 
In contrast, ϲϱй of those participating 
in New Math Pathways developmental 
courses passed within 1 year and ϯ0й 
of those participating in the New Math 
Pathways program passed a college-lev-
el mathematics course within only 2 se-
mesters (�achry Rutschow & Diamond, 
201ϱ).
 All of the reform efforts de-
scribed here show a positive impact 
on retention and completion. However, none of them 
represent a ͞magic bullet͟ or a panacea. All of them 
appear to focus on only a single phase of student suc-
cess: remedial and gateway courses. Even aŌer the re-
forms have been implemented and brought to scale, 
students will still have to negotiate the college curric-
ulum, make wise academic and life choices, pass at 
least ϲ0 hours of credit with a C or better, overcome 
language barriers, and respond to the effects of racism 
and poverty to attain an associate degree or transfer 
to a university.  

The Three Phases of College Success
 There are at least three phases to college re-
tention and completion. Upon entering higher edu-
cation, students must be prepared for college-level 

courses and successfully complete gateway courses. 
Retention through these initial courses is important 
but continued retention through graduation is equally 
or even more important. 
Phase One
 The first phase is helping students pass the 
courses in which they are enrolled. This is, no doubt, 
why so many reformers focus on remedial and gate-
way course completion as the object of their efforts. 
The first and probably easiest phase in improving 
college completion is geƫng students to successfully 
complete their first college courses, whether they are 
remedial or college level. Many reforms have focused 
on restructuring courses, but they ignore one of the 
most important components of student success: qual-

ity instruction.  Quality instruction re-
quires that instructors understand and 
apply adult and developmental theory 
and the lessons of research on teaching 
and learning. Developmental theory, 
in relation to faculty professional de-
velopment, also relates to the faculty 
mindset of seeing students as contain-
ing a trait of college readiness versus 
seeing students as whole people who 
are in the process of developing the 
skills of college readiness. When faculty 
utter statements such as ͞that student 
is definitely not college material,͟  they 
are indicating the former mindset. De-
velopmental theory would suggest that 
students are not one way or another 
but have the capacity to develop ap-
propriate skills given the right supports, 
curriculum, and pedagogical strategies. 
Other insidious assumptions about a 
person’s being may lie in the trait mind-
set as well, such as hidden biases about 
ethnicity, gender, and other traits a stu-
dent cannot control and which should 

not be used to determine readiness for college.
 It is no longer suĸcient for instructors to sim-
ply teach the way they have been taught. They must 
be able to design and deliver instruction that is ef-
fective for the adult learners who attend 21st century 
community colleges, and they must do this using the 
most current research available. It is disappointing that 
few of the reforms imposed upon remediation have 
addressed issues such as culturally responsive teach-
ing, inclusive instruction, adult learning theory, brain-
based instruction, or cognitive psychology. Research 
and theory from these areas have great potential for 
improving the quality of instruction for all students. �y 
and large, however, this body of knowledge has been 
ignored by reformers.

 Improving college 
completion rates, 

particularly for 
low income, 
minority, and 

first-generation 
students is a long 

distance race. 
It will require 

everyone in the 
race to focus on 

the finish line, not 
just first hundred 

meters.
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Phase Two
 The second phase in student retention and 
completion is geƫng the entire college to engage in 
systematic behaviors that contribute to student suc-
cess. This involves the integration of academic and stu-
dent affairs. It requires greater collaboration between 
student affairs professionals and academic and career 
faculty. �oth groups should increase the time and re-
sources devoted to enhancing students’ knowledge 
of how to behave and succeed in college as well as 
supporting the development of subject matter knowl-
edge.
 As those who study college student retention 
consistently point out, keeping students in college is 
the responsibility of everyone at the institution, not 
just a particular course or program (Noel, Levitz, & Sal-
uri, 1ϵ8ϱ). There is a role to play in student completion 
for everyone at the college, from the grounds crew, to 
the cafeteria workers, to the president. �ut they must 
know what their roles are and how to play them. This, 
of course, requires rethinking the roles of various col-
lege personnel as well as retraining them to fulfill ap-
propriate new roles.
Phase Three
 The third phase in student retention and com-
pletion is expanding the college system to engage with 
secondary education as well as community education-
al and support systems that can be deployed to assist 
students to complete college. The role of high schools 
in preparing students for success in college is oŌen un-
derplayed or overlooked. High schools have the capac-
ity for not only preparing students for college cours-
es but also helping them understand and respond to 
college rewards and expectations. Unfortunately, such 
preparation is usually reserved only for those whose 
high school teachers and counselors consider them to 
be ͞college material.͟   �asic skills and GED programs 
should also introduce students to nonacademic skills 
important to postsecondary success.
 Meanwhile, the communities in which colleges 
are located provide a variety of services beneficial to 
college completion. Many community colleges lack 
the resources to provide a full range of services to stu-
dents. However, quite a few of the services that might 
contribute to the success of college students, such day 
care or legal aid, are available in the community. Work-
ing more productively with high schools and commu-
nity services is an important step in promoting college 
completion. 
InteŐrated Serǀices for �olleŐe �oŵƉletion
 These phases of action leading to increased 
college completion are illustrated in Figure 1. They 
involve teaching and learning in the curriculum, in-
tegrating the institutional system, and collaborating 
with secondary education and the community. Each 

one of these phases makes some contribution to en-
hanced college completion. �ut it requires all three 
working in a systematic manner to enhance college 
completion to the degree that is necessary to accom-
plish corporate and government goals for postsecond-
ary education (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. The three phases of action to increase college 
completion.

Teaching and Learning Improvement
 In his classic study of community college in-
struction, Norton Grubb (1ϵϵϵ) pointed out that, for 
institutions claiming to emphasize quality teaching, 
community colleges provide surprisingly little sup-
port for it. Many community colleges provide little 
oversight of instructors, few rewards for good teach-
ing, and limited professional development opportu-
nities to improve teaching. In his follow up book on 
basic skills instruction (Grubb, 2012), Grubb finds the 
situation even worse in remedial courses. It stands to 
reason that the weakest students would profit most 
from the best quality instruction. Yet the substantial 
majority of those teaching remedial courses are ad-
junct faculty (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2008)., For the most part, these faculty receive little 
orientation to their work, little training to do it, and 
little support to do it right (Grubb, 2012). 
 This is not to say that full-time faculty are 
necessarily better teachers than part-time faculty. 
�ut full-time instructors at least have resources at 
their disposal to improve their instruction. Faculty 
development centers, online training programs, at-
tendance at conferences, and participation in work-
shops are oŌen provided to full-time faculty but rare-
ly available to part-time faculty. 
 One of the best investments that community 
college leaders can make, therefore, is in professional 
development for adjunct faculty (Eney & Davidson, 
200ϲ). This professional development might be made 
available through any number of methodologies. Ex-
amples might include common readings, interactive 
internet programs, on campus workshops, video con-
ferencing, faculty inquiry groups, and mentoring by 
senior faculty. 

Phase 1
Teaching and 

Learning Improvement 
Across the Curriculum

Phase 2
InteŐratinŐ Innoǀation 
into the Institutional 

System

Phase 3
�ollaďoratinŐ ǁith 

Secondary Schools and 
Community Services

Student Zetention
and �oŵƉletion
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 Currently, much of the professional develop-
ment that takes place in the community college is 
more or less random. The topics of professional de-
velopment activities are not always consistent nor 
do they necessarily reŇect what instructors need to 
know to support student retention and completion. 
A primary topic for professional development should 
include adult development and learning theories 
with particular attention to lessons from research re-
garding cognitive neuroscience (Taylor & Marienau, 
201ϲ). Community colleges are dealing with adult 
students, and yet few instructors avail themselves 
of the literature on adult development and learning. 
This is also true about research on adult teaching and 
learning and cognitive processing. There is a great va-
riety of research and literature focusing on how stu-
dents learn, including important work in the area of 
cognitive neuroscience. All community college facul-
ty should be familiar with these bodies of literature, 
and these topics should form the basis of the faculty 
development efforts.
 Training on innovative approaches to teaching 
and learning should also be part of this effort. Contem-
porary professional development activities are oŌen 
focused on learning how to implement whatever in-
novations have been adopted by the college. A college 
might adopt a particular innovation and plan to bring 
it to scale, but the innovation will neither work well 
nor be brought to scale unless those participating in 
it are well-trained, understand the innovation, know 
various ways of implementing it, and have some say 
in how it is implemented. To the extent possible, the 
training should involve faculty in understanding the-
ory supporting the models and in planning the finer 
points of innovation implementation. As �ailey, Smith 
Jaggars, and Jenkins (201ϱ) point out, top down im-
plementation of innovation without the meaningful 
involvement of instructors is generally ineffective.  
 Many colleges are phasing out stand-alone 
reading courses in favor of integrated reading and writ-
ing. This will probably help underprepared students 
who already read at the high school level or above. 
Students whose reading level is at middle school and 
below, however, will need substantially more reading 
instruction than is typically provided in an integrat-
ed reading and writing course. In fact, they will need 
reading instruction integrated throughout all of their 
courses. Training community college faculty in tech-
niques for teaching reading is, therefore, a necessity. 
 Finally, faculty development efforts should fo-
cus on engaging students. There is a well-documented 
relationship between student engagement with facul-
ty and student success (Center for Community College 
Student Engagement, 201ϲ͖ <uh, <inzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 
2010͖ Quaye & Harper, 201ϱ). The more faculty engage 
in meaningful ways with students, the more successful 

students are likely to be in their courses and in college. 
Stipulating and reinforcing clear learning goals, using 
active learning techniques, geƫng students to think 
about their learning, being inclusive, and establishing 
a sense of community and safety in the classroom are 
examples of engagement techniques that contribute to 
student learning. They are also examples of topics that 
should be included in faculty development programs.
 These topics should be the foundation for fac-
ulty development activities related to teaching today’s 
college students, particularly those from minority, low 
income, or first-generation backgrounds. Institutions 
cannot continue to expose the weakest students to 
the poorest instruction and expect to improve college 
completion rates. Students who are most at risk are 
also most in need of the highest quality of teaching. 
Ultimately, the success of students in any course de-
pends upon what happens in individual classrooms 
between individual instructors and their students. To 
make sure the right things happen in those classes 
community colleges need to:
• plan professional development activities based on 

assessing the needs of faculty,
• develop clearly articulated and systematic pro-

grams to meet these needs,
• provide ongoing, not episodic, faculty develop-

ment activities,
• utilize a variety of methods for delivering faculty 

development,
• require that faculty describe what they have 

changed as a result of professional development
• incentivize participation in faculty development.

InteŐratinŐ the Institutional Systeŵ
 There has been a long-standing bifurcation 
in postsecondary education of student affairs and 
academic affairs. Typically, community colleges have 
two different deans or vice presidents responsible for 
these areas. Typically, they have little to do with each 
other. 
 The student affairs staff offers their programs 
to whatever random group of students appears at 
their doorstep. The academic affairs division offers its 
courses to whatever random group of students en-
rolls. There is no effort made to see that the neediest 
students get the best instruction or the most support. 
This must change in order to attain the objectives of 
the college completion agenda. Student affairs pro-
fessionals and academic faculty must increase their 
collaboration and the integration of their courses 
and services. Faculty must do more to inform their 
students about the rules and expectations of college, 
and student affairs professionals must do more to 
promote and reinforce the academic behaviors nec-
essary for success in class. Academic advisors must 
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also spend more time learning from faculty, and fac-
ulty must engage more with academic advisers. All 
those who interact with students should be respon-
sible for conveying important knowledge and skills to 
students and encouraging the appropriate  behaviors 
and expectations of college culture. 
 ACT (201ϱ) reports that lack of college knowl-
edge such as the information and behavioral skills nec-
essary to for successful matriculation in academe is a 
major requirement for college readiness. These skills 
include interpersonal communication, problem solv-
ing, help seeking, task management, study strategies, 
and personal decision making. They also include infor-
mational knowledge such as how to obtain financial 
aid, register for classes, calculate a grade point aver-
age, get career development assistance, find tutors, or 
seek advice and counseling. As early as 1ϵ80, �oylan 
(p.11), called these ͞academic management͟ skills 
and argued that underprepared students generally did 
not begin college with them. He also suggested that 
such students were in danger of attrition unless they 
developed these skills early in their college careers. 
 Student affairs professionals deal with the en-
hancement of these skills and knowledge on a regular 
basis, yet many students are totally unaware of the 
assistance these professionals can provide. It is well 
known among student support professionals that the 
students most in need of their services are least like-
ly to voluntarily participate in them (Collins & Simms, 
200ϲ͖ Winograd & Rust, 201ϰ). Meanwhile, instructors 
tend to focus on content and process skills in their sub-
ject areas and view their roles entirely in terms of their 
discipline. They, too, should be promoting participa-
tion in support services and working to integrate what 
they do with the work of advisors, counselors, finan-
cial aid oĸcers, and career development specialists. 
Integrating the efforts of both sets of professionals is 
essential to improving college completion. 
 Such integration requires that instructors and 
student affairs professionals work together to find 
ways of communicating college knowledge to stu-
dents.  They must also work together to promote stu-
dents’ personal and behavioral development. Result-
ing integration efforts might involve student affairs 
professionals visiting classes, or it might involve train-
ing faculty to communicate essential college knowl-
edge and promote student development. It might in-
volve student affairs professionals in teaching college 
knowledge and appropriate behaviors during class 
meetings. It might involve greater faculty participa-
tion in on-going orientation or the revision of syllabi 
to include problems and activities that help students 
develop college knowledge and appropriate academ-
ic behaviors. Faculty can help explain the rewards and 
expectations of academe during orientation or talk 
about them during class. Writing faculty can encour-

age students to do research on careers of interest or to 
discuss their reasons for being in college. Mathematics 
faculty can link math problems to careers or use them 
to promote practical problem solving skills.
 In addition to integrating academic and stu-
dent affairs, colleges must also integrate the concept 
of completion into the culture and behavior of the col-
lege and its faculty and staff. First, it is important for 
college leaders to explain and support the notion that 
everyone from the cafeteria worker to the president 
is responsible for student completion. It is also nec-
essary to provide the training required for faculty and 
staff to promote student completion. Furthermore, 
college leaders will need to find ways to incentivize the 
faculty and staff behaviors that will lead to supporting 
the completion agenda.  Everyone on campus can con-
tribute to student completion by:
• providing a consistently welcoming environment 

for students͖
• creating a safe environment for students by refus-

ing to tolerate bigotry, discrimination, shaming, or 
bullying in any college facility or activity͖

• promoting a sense of community among students, 
faculty, and staff͖

• making tutoring, counseling, advising, financial 
aid, and student activities readily and aggressively 
available to students͖

• encouraging faculty and staff involvement in stu-
dent and campus activities

• celebrating student success whether it be attaining 
a GED or graduating with a �A or AA degree.

 Some institutions of higher education focus on 
improving ͞on-ramps and off-ramps͟ for students to 
more easily get back on their educational track aŌer 
interruptions caused by life events outside their con-
trol. The Nevada Governor’s Oĸce of Economic Devel-
opment mapped out an example of such programming 
(Heise, 201ϲ), and MDRC describes general core ele-
ments shared by programs with this design. (<ruglaya 
& <azis, 201ϲ). Also, Minority-Serving Institutions have 
a long tradition of serving diverse students and offer 
tactics Predominantly White Institutions might follow 
to improve supports for underrepresented student 
success.

�ollaďoration ǁith the �oŵŵunity 
and Secondary �ducation

 In 1ϵ8ϲ, Ernest �oyer, then President of the 
Carnegie Foundation, claimed that ͞One of our most 
disturbing findings is the discontinuity that exists be-
tween public schools and institutions of higher learn-
ing͟ (p. 2ϱϰ).  Unfortunately, this observation is still 
true in many respects. The Center for Community Col-
lege Student Engagement (201ϲ) points out that most 
students leave high school believing they are fully 
prepared for college and are surprised to be placed in 
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remedial courses . Many of these students completed 
their high school courses with A and � grades but are 
still considered undereprepared for college. The gap 
between expectations and reality for high school grad-
uates is largely the result of the secondary and post-
secondary segments of education failing to communi-
cate adequately with each other (�oyer, 1ϵ8ϲ). 
 The academic requirements and expectations 
of college are different than those of high school. Gen-
erally, high school teachers are considered responsible 
for student learning. In college, students are respon-
sible for their own learning. Yet few students under-
stand this upon entry, particularly first-generation 
college students. Furthermore, there is oŌen a mis-
match between the subject matter as taught in high 
school and as taught in college (Glancy, Dounay �inth, 
Anderson, Millard, & Fulton, 201ϰ). The difference in 
academic requirements between high school and col-
lege need to be identified explicitly and conveyed to 
students consistently. For instance, giving tests over 
the common core and college requirements during the 
junior year of high school is a good idea. �ut it must 
also be accompanied by counseling on the meaning of 
placement test scores, their importance for entering 
college students, and the ways in which they are used 
by colleges.
 Many other students are underprepared for 
college because they lack knowledge of postsecondary 
behavioral expectations or of the processes involved in 
matriculation through college. The National Associa-
tion of Student Financial Aid Administrators (201ϲ) re-
ports that low income students typically overestimate 
the costs of college and underestimate their capacity 
for meeting these costs. �ailey, Smith Jaggars, and 
Jenkins (201ϱ) argue that a large number of incoming 
community college students are underprepared to 
choose a program of study or a career. 
 Students’ lack of knowledge in these areas 
leads to increasing the contact load of college-level 
student affairs professionals who must work with stu-
dents in academic advising and career counseling. It 
also leads to annoyance among faculty when students 
appear to be ignorant of the role of college or their 
purpose for being there. Furthermore, it leads to frus-
tration among students who fail to understand that 
their own actions or inactions are causing many of the 
problems they face in matriculation. The contact load 
and the frustrations and annoyance could be eased 
if there was greater communication between high 
school personnel and academic and student affairs 
professionals at local colleges and expanded efforts to 
teach high school students about college rules, expec-
tations, and procedures. 
 �ut it is diĸcult for high school teachers and 
staff to help prepare students for the academic and 
nonacademic demands of college if no one from the 

postsecondary sector talks with them about these 
demands. High school and college advising and sup-
port service professionals need to communicate on 
a regular and systematic basis. They need to discuss 
the affective and behavioral expectations of students 
and the rewards and expectations of colleges. In the 
process, they need to discover ways of communicat-
ing this information more systematically to students. 
Guidance counselors and college academic advisers 
not only need to work with each other, they also need 
to work with high school teachers to help communi-
cate important information about college expecta-
tions, processes, and rewards.
 Today’s college students face a variety of life 
problems and issues. A recent report by Wood, Har-
ris, and Delgado, (201ϲ) found that, among California 
community college students, one third express hous-
ing insecurity and 12й experience food insecurity. The 
American Association of Community Colleges (201ϲ) 
also reports that ϰϰй of community college students 
work part time and 22й work full time. This oŌen re-
sults in conŇicts between the requirements of work 
and the requirements of college attendance. 
 Collaboration between agencies in the service 
of college completion should not be limited to public 
schools and colleges. In any given community there 
are resources for helping community members find 
support, services, health care, and legal advice. There 
are homeless shelters, prenatal care counselors for ex-
pectant mothers, community mental health agencies, 
legal aid societies, public health benefits for the poor, 
and shelters for abused spouses. Yet community col-
lege personnel rarely work with these agencies and, if 
they do refer students, may do so randomly. 
 Students with legal problems may be referred 
to the local Legal Aid Society by a faculty member but 
only if that faculty member knows of the agency or has 
worked with it. There are community agencies that 
can assist students in dealing with housing insecurity 
but are unlikely to do so unless someone at the college 
makes a referral. Community colleges need to work 
collaboratively with community agencies to be sure 
that students in need have support in dealing with life 
and work contingencies. In doing so, colleges should:
• take inventory of the available services in their 

community͖
• designate individuals to establish regular contact 

and communication with these agencies͖
• establish regular contact with community agencies 

that might provide support to students͖
• provide something to community agencies, such 

as facility usage or consultation, in return for their 
services͖

• provide general and contact information on these 
services to all faculty and staff who work with students

• provide training to faculty and staff on how to 
make referrals to these services.
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Time

the bar on college completion can take place in such 
a fiscal environment. If legislators and policy makers 
want change and improvement, they will have to pay 
for it.

Figure 2. The time, money, and quality conundrum.

 The bottom line is that none of the ideas pro-
posed here will take place quickly or easily. Some of 
those in the reform movement have promised quick 
results for a small investment of time and money. Oth-
ers have stated that their reforms will be costly, at least 
at the outset, and will take a considerable amount of 
time to implement. The claims of the latter are likely 
to be more accurate. Even those claims, however, are 
probably optimistic unless efforts are refocused in the 
reform and completion agenda. This refocus should 
address the major student characteristics that contrib-
ute to student attrition such as being an ethnic minori-
ty, coming from a lower socioeconomic background, 
being a first-generation college student, or having a 
history of academic failure. It should address faculty 
training and development with particular attention to 
teaching reading. It should address all three phases 
in the college completion process, not just remedi-
ation or gateway courses.  In doing so, it should also 
address the fact that college students are developing 
adults with a wide range of strengths and weaknesses͖ 
positive and negative life circumstances, advantages 
and disadvantages͖ aƫtudes and values͖ backgrounds 
and cultures͖ and hopes, fears, and frustrations. To be 
successful in meaningfully expanding college comple-
tion, all the players in postsecondary education, from 
clerks to faculty to administrators to politicians, must 
do a much better job of responding to all of these, not 
just student performance in remedial and gateway 
courses. Furthermore, legislators and higher educa-
tion leaders must do a better job of providing time and 
money for quality change. Improving college comple-
tion rates, particularly for low income, minority, and 
first-generation students is a long distance race. It will 
require everyone in the race to focus on the finish line, 
not just first hundred meters.

Money Quality

Conclusion
 These ideas and others like them have been 
part of the conversation about postsecondary im-
provement for years. Some institutions have instituted 
many of them. Nevertheless, the systematic, institu-
tional actions required to dramatically move the nee-
dle forward on college completion are the exception 
rather than the rule. One of the major reasons for this 
is that quality reform, innovation, and institutional 
change all take time, training, and money. Implement-
ing the three phases of college completion--teaching 
and learning improvement across the curriculum, in-
tegrating innovation into the institutional system, and 
collaborating with secondary schools and community 
services--will not come easily. To implement them fac-
ulty, staff, and administrators will have to put in time: 
time to meet, time to plan, time to collaborate, and 
time to truly implement innovation and conduct for-
mative evaluation of it. Unfortunately, time is a very 
scarce resource in American community colleges. 
Adapting to new technology, meeting state and fed-
eral compliance regulations, having fewer personnel 
resources and teaching larger classes because of cut-
backs in postsecondary funding,  and a host of other 
factors have all contributed to usurping the time avail-
able for college faculty and staff. Yet the changes re-
quired to truly expand college completion are going to 
take up large amounts of that very valuable time, and 
someone will have to pay for it.
 There is a statement oŌen seen in auto repair 
shops that says ͞I can do it fast, I can do it cheap, and I 
can do it well. Please select two of the above.͟    This re-
ality adequately states the conundrum faced by com-
munity colleges. They can implement change quickly, 
they can do it cheaply, or they can implement it with 
quality but they can only do two at once,   Meanwhile, 
they are being called upon by legislators and state 
system oĸces to do all three at once (see Figure 2). 
Instead, what happens at many institutions is that 
community colleges do manage to implement change 
quickly and cheaply. Unfortunately, they are unable 
to provide the faculty and staff training, the support 
services personnel, or the financial incentives either 
to provide the high quality of innovation or to sustain 
that quality. This is the reality in states that mandate 
change without providing adequate time or resources. 
It is well past time to confront legislators and state sys-
tem oĸcers with this reality. If policy makers truly de-
sire quality implementation of reform, they will have 
to provide either the time or the money necessary to 
attain it. In most states, community college budgets 
have already been stretched to the limit with subse-
quent challenges to quality (�oggs, 200ϰ͖ Jenkins & 
�elfield, 201ϰ). �udget tightening also has the effect of 
reducing the amount of time available for faculty to ini-
tiate, engage, and support innovation, as fewer faculty 
and staff have to do more work. It is unlikely that the 
kind of changes that need to take place to truly move 
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