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Introduction

Community colleges have gone from being the stepchild to the golden child.—Frank Chong, Deputy 
Assistant Secretary for Community Colleges

Community colleges are being challenged to play a key role in the national effort to double 
the number of college graduates in the next 10 years. As such, there is no better time to examine 
the first-year student experience in community colleges. The first year, indeed the first few weeks 
of the beginning semester of college, is a pivotal point in students’ academic careers. Students 
whose first experiences are positive are more likely to persist toward their goals, whether that is a 
certificate, an associate degree, or transferring to a four-year institution. 

In examining the first-year experience, this volume is guided by several overarching principles. The 
first is shaped by the learning college movement, which called for an answer to the question, How 
do you know? regarding student learning and achievement.  As such, this monograph endorses 
a culture of evidence and data-driven decision making concerning the first-year experience. The 
second is related to specific measures for documenting student success. While useful benchmarks 
have been established for four-year institutions, we argue that the measures for community colleges 
should differ due to greater diversity in student demographics, not only in terms of ethnicity, but 
also in terms of age, experience, socioeconomic status, and prior learning opportunities.  Finally, 
the multiple missions of community colleges make them unique in the nation and world, and 
this monograph provides insights for developing thoughtful and purposeful first-year experience 
interventions in support of these missions.

Arranged in three parts, the monograph describes the distinctive character of first-year students’ 
experiences and challenges in community colleges.  Chapter authors share research and effective 
strategies (sometimes adapted from the four-year sector) that can help individual educators and 
institutions intervene effectively to assist these students in overcoming challenges and achieving 
their personal, educational, and career goals. Part I establishes the larger context for examining the 
first-year experience in community colleges. In chapter 1, George Boggs reviews the development 
of the American community college movement and its larger social value. He also describes the 
shift from a focus on access to student success and completion and points out several high-profile 
efforts to improve academic performance, persistence, and degree attainment among community 
college students. In chapter 2, Kay McClenney draws on data from the Survey of Entering Stu-
dents Engagement (SENSE) and student focus groups to create a portrait of new community 
college students. The chapter highlights student voices as they report on what their earliest college 
experiences are like, what works, and what could be better. McClenney offers recommendations 
on institutional strategies for focusing on and improving student success. Part I concludes with 
a review of community college retention and persistence to degree data collected from 1983 to 
2009 through ACT’s Institutional Data Questionnaire.  Here, Wes Habley summarizes the results 
of ACT’s What Works in Student Retention Survey conducted in the spring of 2009 and offers 
recommendations on increasing the persistence of first-year community college students.



x

Part II examines broad strategies for supporting student success and opens with a discus-
sion of the characteristics of underprepared first-year students and the challenges they confront 
in pursuing their goals. In chapter 4, Thomas Brown and Mario Rivas highlight individual and 
institutional strategies and interventions to increase the learning, engagement, and student suc-
cess.  In chapter 5, Brown is joined by Christine Johnson McPhail as they examine the relationship 
between professional development and first-year student success. Specifically, they describe what 
educators need to know, understand, and be able to do in order to support students to move into 
college successfully. They also suggest factors to consider in planning professional development 
programs, describe different formats and techniques, and recommend strategies and incentives to 
encourage and increase participation.

Because the community college serves as a gateway to a four-year degree for many students, 
Part II concludes by examining resources and strategies for creating transfer initiatives to support 
student learning and success. Thomas Grites and Susan Rondeau offer examples of effective models 
from both community colleges and four-year institutions and discuss strategies for funding and 
assessing those initiatives.

Many community colleges, be they small, medium, or large, urban, suburban, or rural, are en-
gaged in first-year programs and many have achieved success in these endeavors. Part III addresses 
a number of specific interventions designed to foster first-year student learning, engagement, and 
persistence.  These include comprehensive academic advising programs, career services, learning 
communities, and first-year programs and courses. Different approaches are to be expected, given 
each college’s distinctive mission to serve its community’s specific education and training needs. 

In chapter 7, Betsy Barefoot is joined by Paul Arcario and Ana Guzman in examining the 
challenges and barriers to implementing effective first-year programs.  They advocate for the 
importance of orientation programs and courses in both extended and preterm formats and offer 
successful case studies from Palo Alto College (San Antonio, Texas) and LaGuardia Community 
College (New York City).  

Chapters 8 and 9 look at two critical services for student success—academic advising and career 
development.  In chapter 8, Margaret King and Rusty Fox describe the importance of academic 
advising and make the case for establishing program goals and learning outcomes to support first-
year student success.  The authors provide an overview of seven organizational models and deliv-
ery systems for academic advising and discuss the importance of effective evaluation, assessment, 
recognition and reward in maximizing program outcomes. Patricia Stanley, in chapter 9, discusses 
how the career development process assists students in understanding the essential connection 
between education and their academic, career, and life goals. She reviews the career development 
process, describes how understanding this process is an essential aspect of responding to the needs 
of diverse students, and provides descriptions of effective community college programs, offering 
insights and recommendations for educators involved in this work. 

Learning communities can help first-year students persist and achieve academic success in 
a variety of settings. In chapter 10, Randy Jedele with Vincent Tinto explores the adoption of 
learning community models in the community college. The chapter opens with a brief discussion 
of the history of learning communities, a rationale for developing them, and an overview of the 
effectiveness of learning communities for students and faculty. The authors provide examples of 
successful community college learning community programs and offer implications for practice.

Community colleges play a critical role in educating students in science, technology, engi-
neering, and math (STEM) fields. Part III concludes with a chapter focused on creating access to 
and success in STEM fields for community college students, whether a student’s ultimate goal is 
a certificate, an associate degree,  a bachelor’s degree, or beyond. Kim Armstrong reviews barriers 
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to success for students enrolled in STEM disciplines and highlights successful individual and 
programmatic efforts to support and retain first-year students in these fields.

The editors close the monograph in chapter 12, offering recommendations for practice drawn 
from preceding chapters. They also look to high-ranking community college administrators, presi-
dents, and trustees to provide insights into the continuing importance of first-year programs for 
both student and institutional success.

The United States needs citizens who are educated to meet the many challenges of the 21st 
century world, and community colleges will play a central role in improving educational access 
for increasing numbers of U.S. college students. Yet in order for increased access to be meaning-
ful, students must persist in college, complete their programs, and where applicable, transfer to 
four-year institutions. Effective first-year programs turn access into success by keeping students in 
college and helping them overcome barriers that might otherwise prevent them from reaching their 
goals. To that end, we have endeavored to provide ideas and models that will help educators create 
more accessible, unified, and effective first-year programs. We have encouraged the development of 
cross-discipline and cross-service interactions that will enhance efforts to promote and document 
student success. We hope that educators will find the information presented here useful as they 
design programs and strategies to fulfill the promise of community colleges for this and future 
generations of college students.


