I’'m there to support her, all the time. She talks to
me about school. We've got the kids, and | just
keep the kids away from her when she starts
studying.

COMMUNITY LEADERS: "IF IT AIN'T
BROKE, WHY Fix IT?"

We also interviewed a dozen community leaders
distributed among the three communities, including
local employers, K—-12 superintendents and
community college board members, among others.
As noted in the methodology section, these
respondents were sometimes recommended to us by
community college administrators. As such, several
are probably especially knowledgeable about, and
perhaps predisposed toward, the colleges.

“All | Can Say Is, ‘Wow’”

Given the fact that a number of the community
leaders we spoke with had specific cooperative ties to
the community colleges (for instance, they were
involved with workforce development collaborations),
we expected to hear some positive evaluations. Still,
we were struck by the strongly favorable views they
expressed. In earlier projects, we interviewed
numerous community leaders about local four-year
institutions, and while these institutions are also
popular, we heard an even higher-level of enthusiasm
about the community colleges. As one person said,
"All | can say is, 'Wow, wow, wow!' They are a
premier institution in the state and have taken the
lead on a number of initiatives."

Two factors particularly impressed our community
leaders. The first was the degree to which the
community college in their area had made education
a possibility for students who would never have been
able to go to college otherwise.

They are a community institution in the broadest
sense. They make it easy for people whose
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families have not traditionally received higher
education or technical training to advance in a
way that would be impossible without a
community college. These folks don't come from
cultures where it is expected that they will engage
in post—high school training of any sort, and |
would say that that is a very valuable service that
community colleges provide.

They open their doors to thousands of students
who couldn't go to college otherwise.

Second, our leadership respondents gave community
colleges high marks for their flexibility and
responsiveness to community and, especially,
employer needs. They universally praised their local
community college for working creatively and quickly
to develop new and innovative programs to meet
emerging demands. (In our interviews with other
community leaders regarding four-year institutions,
the respondents frequently commented on how slow
they were to respond to needs. As one of our
respondents said in an earlier project, it is like "turning
the Titanic.")

The community college has a great relationship
with employers. They are always looking for
opportunities to teach classes for local industries
that have a specific need.

They have responded extremely well to the needs
of my industry, and | know they have done
equally well with the auto industry and the
semiconductor industry.

The community college has been quick to
respond to workforce needs and to facilitate a
development of a response to those needs.

The Achievement Gap: External Causes, External
Solutions

Our respondents were also very much concerned with
the problems that community colleges face. However,
they were nearly unanimous in saying that the main
problems the community colleges faced were
external. Over and over again, we heard that the
community colleges are doing extremely well under
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very difficult conditions. Only one of the respondents
we interviewed stressed the need for greater internal
changes in the community college itself.

Several mentioned that the community college was
hampered by lack of funding:

The community college is the poor stepchild. The
K-12 and state universities get resources at the
expense of the community college.

The biggest detriment is the physical
accommodations. Because of a lack of funds,
they haven't been able to expand their facilities.

We asked our respondents why they thought some
community college students were not completing their
programs. These community leaders typically
responded in the same way as the faculty: that often
this was the fault of external factors and that the
community college was doing a heroic job.

If the kids have a problem, the problem is not so
much the school as their own social and financial
situation. The community college is as proactive
as any institution | have worked with. They
address and anticipate problems. To their credit,
their enrollment is greater than they can handle.

The main obstacle is that of the students who
come to the community college; almost 7 out of
10 need to be remediated, and that takes away
resources from other priorities.

My opinion is that problems with retention are
more driven by the person that is attending the
community college rather than the college itself.
The world is a lot different from when the
community college didn’t have to deal with things
such as single-parent families. It is a whole
different dynamic now, so the problems are more
on the student side.

Perceptions of Faculty

Community college faculty members also are well
received by the community leaders we interviewed.
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Those who are familiar with college operations
(including the board members) usually say that faculty
morale is high, although a few of our leadership
respondents were concerned about faculty salaries,
as part of a general apprehension about budget cuts
and inadequate funding.

There was a gap, in fact, between impressions of
faculty morale among the leaders (generally positive)
and the concerns that the faculty members
themselves expressed in frank and confidential
interviews. This supports a contention that we make
in our conclusion—that faculty goodwill and support
cannot be taken for granted.

Don't Change Too Much

As is clear from what we have said above, community
colleges have a favorable image, at least among the
leaders who were part of our project. But this positive
evaluation does not necessarily translate into support
for efforts to change or reform community colleges
themselves. While our respondents would surely
agree that community colleges can do a better job,
they tended to see changing external factors as the
main priorities. Indeed, at least one of our
respondents was worried that reform efforts could
lead community colleges to lose their traditional
focus:

They are an important part of our community, and
everyone appreciates what they have done. So |
don't think we should get into the mentality that
“we have a problem here and now we have to
solve it.” Let's first see if there is a problem. |
don't want to see their traditional mission change.

SHARING THE DREAM



IMPLICATIONS

What does all of this suggest for efforts such as
Achieving the Dream, which is designed to help close
the achievement gap for community college students?

Although community colleges may not always be a
priority for many educational reformers, researchers
and policymakers, at the local level they are playing a
vital role and have a strong reputation. Faculty
members pride themselves on their ability to provide
education for students who might otherwise be shut
out of higher education. Family members and
community leaders are firm in their support and
gratitude.

All of this would suggest that any effort to address the
achievement gap would be met with enthusiastic
support from everyone involved. While there is
certainly broad support for this goal in theory, this
research also suggests some challenges that will
have to be addressed to make this goal a reality.

As noted earlier, an in-depth qualitative study such as
this one has both advantages and disadvantages in
comparison to a broad-based quantitative one. These
results are best viewed as strong hypotheses—
worthy of serious consideration, testing and
refinement over time. That said, the results of our
interviews suggest some important implications and
guestions for the Achieving the Dream initiative.

= Enormous support for the mission of community
colleges. We heard universally high praise
regarding the importance of the role community
colleges play and the educational opportunities
they provide, opportunities that are inexpensive,
close to home and practical. They also praised
the way the colleges worked hard to meet their
community’s needs.
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Willingness to help students succeed. Efforts to
provide support for community college students
(in terms of day care, financial aid, tutoring and so
on) should appeal to the community college
stakeholders we spoke with. We heard broad
recognition of the many obstacles that community
college students face and would expect that
efforts to help students overcome those obstacles
will garner support.

Dramatic institutional change not viewed as a
priority. We did not, however, see indications of a
consensus—among faculty, leaders or families—
that community colleges themselves need to be
somehow restructured. In contrast with what we
hear about K-12, which often involves
suggestions for internal changes, our
respondents are much more interested in
providing additional support so that community
colleges can do more of what they already do.
This does not mean that the case for significant
institutional change cannot be made, just that it
has not been made as of yet and could be a
challenging task—especially in light of the views
of full-time faculty members (see next bullet).

Full-time faculty concerns and resistances need
to be addressed. Full-time faculty is a particularly
important group to pay attention to. Community
college faculty members are in a position to
effectively assist or block efforts to close
achievement gaps, but as of now they have
significant reservations and hesitations about
several Achieving the Dream components.
Among the questions that we anticipate
community college faculty members will raise (at
least in private) about Achieving the Dream as it
becomes better known on their campuses:

—  Will the new initiatives take up a great deal of
my time on top of everything else | am
expected to do?
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— Wil I be held accountable for poor student
performance caused by issues over which |
have no control?

—  Will data coming from the initiative be new,
relevant and easy to use?

— Wil efforts to improve retention be
accomplished by improving student
performance or by lowering standards so as
to generate better statistics? And is the focus
on retention really meaningful in the first
place?

— How much of this is truly about students and
how much is about change for change’s sake,
grandstanding or revenue streams?

These questions and resistances point to the
importance of careful communication and earnest
engagement with full-time faculty members, early
in the process and throughout. Their concerns
need to be carefully understood. (While we
provide clues in this report as to those concerns,
there are likely to be variations on different
campuses.) And full-time faculty members need
to develop a sense of ownership for Achieving the
Dream: its success must become their own.

Handle data with care. Because education (at
every level) has historically paid too little attention
to tracking student progress and basing decisions
on reasonable evidence, reformers have
increasingly stressed the importance of data; this
is an understandable and necessary
development. However, it is important that the
pendulum not swing too far to the other extreme,
to the extent that data become overwhelming and
disconnected from meaningful decision making,
which must, in the real world, include values,
judgment and timeliness as well as hard
evidence. Our research suggests that many full-
time faculty members may not trust or appreciate
the data they have been receiving in recent years,
and this should be taken as a general message to
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manage the collection and distribution of data
carefully, so that the results remain meaningful
and useful to those who will be expected to work
with them.

= Adjunct faculty difficult to engage. Any effort to
improve the achievement of community college
students must deal with the fact that a large
percentage of community college classes are
taught by adjunct faculty who have little tangible
attachment to the institutions at which they teach.
They are not necessarily opposed to the college’s
goals and programs, but their primary
connections are elsewhere. They will be a difficult
audience to harness to the cause simply because
of their diversity and decentralization.

= Preparing students to succeed. We did not talk
directly to students, but we certainly heard a great
deal about them. Faculty members specifically
talked about students who were unprepared both
academically and attitudinally. That is, some
students do not have the fundamental knowledge
and skills to succeed, while others do not have
the requisite attitudes—Iike motivation, discipline
and high expectations for themselves and their
learning. An implication of this may be that such
critical areas as developmental coursework,
advising and K—12 partnerships should focus on
both academic and “attitudinal” preparation for
community college success.

These are a few of what appear to us to be the more
important implications that this research raises for the
work of Achieving the Dream and other efforts on
behalf of the nation’s community colleges and their
students. We hope that they lead to useful discussion
that will enable more community college students to
succeed.
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Appendix — Community Leaders

Big Stone Gap, Virginia

Lisa McCarty, Local newspaper operator

Damon Rasnic, Superintendent of Dickenson County Schools
Glen "Skip" Skinner, School Administrator for Wise County

Fort Lauderdale, Florida

Lourdes Garrido, Broward Community College Board Member

Peter Ross, Broward County Planning Council

Georgette Sosa-Douglass, Vice Chairperson of Broward Community College Board
Paul Tanner, Chairperson of Broward Community College Board

Jim Tarlton, President of the Broward Alliance

Levi Williams, Broward Community College Board Member

Dallas, Texas

Cinda Bowers, Sr. VP & Director of Marketing for Town North Bank
Charles Cole, Assistant Superintendent of Carrollton-Farmers Branch ISD
Charles Heath, President of Metrocrest Hospital Authority
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