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Abstract: Many of the democratizing opportunities provided by community colleges are diminished in the eyes 

of policy makers by inadequate rates of success. In particular, large proportions of students who enter 

community colleges do not persist for longer than a semester, complete a program, or attain a credential. This 

review critically examines academic and policy research in search of explanations, emphasizing what is known 

about challenges stemming from three levels of influence: the macro-level opportunity structure; institutional 

practices; and the social, economic, and academic attributes students bring to college. It provides examples of 

how factors operating at each level affect rates of success at key times, including the initial transition to college, 

the experience of remedial education, and persistence through credit-bearing coursework. Its also discusses 

potential and ongoing reforms that could increase rates of community college success by addressing one or 

more areas of influence. 
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Community colleges are a significant part of our country’s educational landscape. Even though these 

institutions have been in existence since 1901, the 1947 Truman Commission Report gave rise to the community 
colleges of today. The report called for the widespread establishment of affordable public colleges that would 

serve community needs and offer comprehensive educational programs.1 Since then, community colleges have 

grown exponentially and now serve as a gateway to opportunity for millions of students. Because of their open-

admissions policies, convenient locations and course schedules, close relationships with local business and 

industry, and lower cost relative to other institutions, community colleges are accessible to millions of students. 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, nearly 43 percent of all undergraduates are enrolled in a 

community college.2 Given their distinct and sometimes contradictory missions and vast array of constituencies 

served, it is difficult to categorize community colleges and the approaches used to improve students’ educational 

outcomes under the one-size-fit-all designation. Increased attention is being paid to the services, functions, and 

outcomes of community colleges, particularly as they affect student persistence and completion. A study 

conducted by the U.S. Department of Education found that among students who enroll in community colleges 
with the intent to earn a credential/degree or to transfer to a four-year institution, almost one-half do not reach 

this goal within six years.3 Low-income and minority students are particularly vulnerable to dropping out.4 

And, while enrolled, many students require two or more remedial classes (primarily in English or math), 

experience difficulty covering college costs, and struggle to balance competing priorities (school, family, 

work).5 All of these factors increase the likelihood of dropping out and reinforce the perception of community 

colleges as revolving doors.6 Yet despite this perception — legitimate or not — community colleges remain 

central to conversations swirling within the higher education and policy communities around ―student success.‖ 

In order for such conversations to be productive and fruitful, they must begin and end with the student as the 

focus. Placing students at the center of institutional policy and practice can lead the way to improved student 

outcomes and a more equitable distribution of opportunity. One strategy for increasing student persistence and 

achievement outcomes lies in the area of student support services. These types of services are a standard feature 

at most higher education institutions. A modest body of research suggests that student support services play a 
role in promoting successful outcomes for community college students. When students arrive to enroll in 

community college, almost all are asked to take a skills assessment in math, reading, and writing. Based on 

these assessments, students are either categorized as ―college-ready‖ and can enroll in college-level classes in 

the relevant subjects, or they are considered ―developmental‖ or ―remedial‖ students and are referred to 

academic services designed to raise their skills up to college standards. Many students are referred to multiple 

levels of remediation—up to five levels in some cases. This means that such students would have to successfully 

navigate five semesters of precollege instruction before being prepared for their first college-level course. While 

a variety of other remedial services are offered, the large majority consists of these semester-long developmental 

classes in the subjects to which students have been referred. About 60 percent of incoming students are referred 

to at least one developmental course.1 This is often surprising to them since the large majority of community 

college entrants are high school graduates. And for many, remediation is not just a course, but rather, for those 
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referred to multiple levels, a whole curriculum. Addressing the needs of developmental students is perhaps the 

most difficult and most important problem facing community colleges. Developmental students face tremendous 

barriers. Less than one quarter of community college students who enroll in developmental education complete 
a degree or certificate within eight years of enrollment in college. In comparison, almost 40 percent of 

community college students who do not enroll in any developmental education course complete a degree or 

certificate in the same time period.2 It will be very difficult to meet the Obama administration’s goal of 

increasing the number of community college graduates by 5 million by 2020 without making significant 

progress on improving outcomes for students who arrive at community colleges with weak academic skills. 

 

Mission Statement of the Student Success Learning Communities:    

As members of the California statewide Umoja Consortium, College of Alameda’s Student Success 

Learning Communities serve as a community and significant resource designed to enhance the educational 

experience of African-American, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Latino students.  The Student Success Learning 

Communities serve to  
 deliberately recognize the history, contributions, and challenges of these cultural groups;  

 intentionally provide a foundation for academic success by encouraging self-efficacy and personal 

voices;  

 actively promote curriculum and pedagogy responsive to the legacy of these three communities; and  

 broadly include  collaborations among all three learning communities to recognize commonalities and 

uniqueness among groups and promote awareness of others. 

 

Institutional Need:  

Students enter the Student Success Learning Communities with a variety of personal experiences and 

educational obstacles, including cultural expectations and family responsibilities, a broad rage of reading and 

writing abilities, and varying levels of life experiences. In order to serve students effectively, the following 

philosophy has been adopted: 
 Opportunity:      Historically not all students thrive in a traditional educational setting.  The Student 

Success Learning Communities is a student-driven program that addresses the academic needs, 

personal growth, and college preparedness of students.   

 Awareness:         Faculty meet them at their current level of preparation by validating the students’ life 

experiences through culturally-sensitive reading materials that often reflect their own life experiences.   

 Empowerment:   Students are empowered to achieve independence, increased self-confidence, and an 

integrated understanding of themselves within the context of the academic environment, leading to full 

participation in the college and in the community. 

 

Organizing Principles: 

The Student Success Learning Communities 
 Share a name with a core set of pedagogies and promising practices; 

 Support the academic success of all students; 

 Support the persistence and retention of all students toward defined educational goals:  transfer, 

certificate, associate degree; 

 Integrate both instructional and student services;  

 Integrate direct instruction of information and technology literacy;  

 Include recruitment and regular training of students, staff, and faculty through seminars, conferences, 

and other professional development; 

 Facilitate the sharing of resources:  financial, curriculum, methodologies, pedagogies, materials, and 

contacts; 

 Commit to collaborating with campuses at a local level so that there is integration of the core Umoja 

community with the particular college mission, goals, strategic plan, and student equity efforts.  
[Umoja Executive Summary, September 2007, Dr. Donna Colondres and Tom Dewitt; 

www.umojacommunity.org]. 

 

Goals:  

 Increase access 

 Increase retention and persistence 

 Increase enrollment  

 Increase success in basic skills courses and advancement to college level courses 

 Case management 

http://www.umojacommunity.org/
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 Provide students with college orientation, educational orientation, educational and major options and 

career planning 

 Sustain resiliency (bounce back ability) 
 Enhance self-efficacy 

 Build strong community by introducing students to role models and mentors   

 Increase degree and certificate completion 

 

Methodology:  

 Mentorship/Tutoring 

 Providing a cultural space 

 Culturally specific counseling 

 Workshops 

 Career development and awareness 

 Using technology and media for student outreach 
 Navigate the system without compromising cultural identity 

 Cohort/support  peer to peer 

 Develop learning tool for educational success (community proficiency) 

 Cross cultural and racial community building through programs and social activities 

 Culturally specific curriculum 

 Recruiting and outreach (in reach) and outreach) 

 Group counseling 

 Develop academic skills 

 Increase GPA 

 Increase transfer rate 

 Increase degree and certificate completion 

 Increase grade outcome per semester 
 Learn now to navigate college semester 

 

Program Learning Outcomes 
Community Outcomes 

 

Community Objectives 

(specific measures) 

Assessment Methods 

Demonstrate personal, civic, 

social and environmental 

responsibility and 

cooperation in order to 

become a productive local 

and global citizen. 

*Participate in Service Learning Projects 

*Ability to plan and implement program activities  

*Ability to correlate academic goals and skills 

with social justice strategies 

Awareness and interest in contemporary local 

and global cultures and concerns 

 Completion of assigned 

duties 

 Journaling 

 In class presentations 

 Involvement in cross 

campus organization 

 Global and intercultural 

reading 

Apply critical thinking skills 

to be able to competently 

process information in their 

multiple roles: personal and 

professional and socially. 

*Recognize the authorial agenda in literature, 

media, and instruction 

*Critically analyze the effect art, literature, media, 

and legislation has on the identities and social 

perception of working class and immigrant 

communities of color. 

*Strategize ways for students to ensure that their 

sociopolitical needs are met in academic, career, 

medical, governmental, and political institutions. 

*Develop corporate-class written and verbal 

communication skills 

*Recognize the difference between speaking to be 

heard vs. speaking to speak. 

  Creative and 

Interdisciplinary responses 

to in class reading 

 Group 

projects/discussions that 

analyze assigned literature 

from various perspectives 

 Theatrical analysis of 

reading 

 Critical analysis of 

literature for 

sociopolitical/cultural 

awareness 

 Code switching writing 

exercises 

Develop community 

leadership including 

organizing , negotiating, 

collaborating, cooperating 

*Develop leadership and personal accountability 

strategies and awareness 

*Ability to recognize, confront, and resolve 

conflict 

*Develop concrete strategies to use education and 

other privileges to intercept and prevent the 

injustices that plague poor, working class, and 

immigrant communities of color 

 Group projects and 

presentations 

 Student led 

discussions/activities 

 Service Learning 

Assignments 

 Whole community town 

hall meetings 

 Student organized 

intercommunity festivities 

and projects 
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Conclusion : 

This paper asks whether it is possible to come up with meaningful measures of the effectiveness of 

community colleges. With a nod to the diverse missions of community colleges, we define two measures: one 
based on obtaining proficiency in an applied field of study and one based on earning transferable credits. We 

find that the proportion of students who succeed according to either or both of these measures (within four years 

of first enrolling) varies widely across community colleges. To account for differences across institutions in the 

preparation, aptitude, and resources of their students, we statistically correct for differences in several student-

level predictors of success. The unexplained residuals, comparable to institutional fixed effects, yield measures 

of institutional effectiveness corrected for differences across colleges in the academic readiness of students. We 

call these measures adjusted college effects. Although these measures also show a great deal of variation, they 

are measured fairly imprecisely, implying that we cannot statistically distinguish among most campuses in the 

state.  
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