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3

1 
A C C E S S  E Q U I T Y 

W hen I began working on this project, a friend asked me why I 
was writing a book about community colleges. It was a good 
 question, as I had never attended a community college, nor had 

I ever taught at one. My first involvement with community colleges came 
when I was president of the University of Maine at Presque Isle (UMPI). 
Houlton, ME, a nearby town, had asked the chancellor of the University 
of Maine System, the chancellor of the Maine Community College System, 
and me to come to a town meeting. They were interested in bringing a 
“ community” college to their town. They did not necessarily mean a 2-year 
college but rather any college as long as it was in their community. Maine 
already had seven public universities and seven community/technical colleges 
and an interactive television system that brought college classes to towns 
all across the state. However, this was not sufficient for Houlton residents, 
who saw having a brick-and-mortar college in their community as encourag-
ing economic development and increasing access to higher education. 

Developing a new college in Houlton was not possible. However, we 
were able to create an outreach center with a donated vacant building from 
a grocery store chain and a $1.2 million allocation from the state legisla-
ture. The Houlton Higher Education Center, opened in 2001, included 
courses offered by the University of Maine Presque Isle, the Northern Maine 
Community/Technical College, a GED program, and in-person and inter-
active television courses. As president of UMPI, I enjoyed attending the 
Houlton Center graduation ceremonies to celebrate our students’ achieve-
ments. I was inspired by the women and men from recent high school 
graduates to senior citizens studying together and striving to achieve their 
sometimes-delayed lifelong goals. Through the partnership, I began to learn 
more about community colleges. Students attended the Houlton Center for 
many reasons. Some wanted to transfer to a 4-year college. Others wanted 
vocational training, and others just wanted an opportunity to learn. And this 

Hensel_Undergraduate Reseach at Community Colleges.indb   3 10-06-2021   12:23:42 PM



4  BACKGROUND

is what I find exciting about community colleges, as they are committed to 
giving all students a chance to achieve their dreams. So, to my friend, I said, 
“Community colleges are places where every student is welcome, where fac-
ulty, staff, and administrators are committed to students successfully meeting 
their personal goals.“ These were the goals of the Houlton Center as well. 
The opening of the Houlton Center was an occasion for celebration. Nearly 
one-third of the Houlton population visited during the all-day open house, 
an indication of how important access to higher education is to the people 
of this small, rural community. And they clearly saw the Houlton Center as 
a “community” college. 

While community colleges provide geographical and affordable access 
to millions of students, the general population is not always aware of the 
depth and quality of the education they provide. When President Obama 
(2009) announced his American Graduation Initiative, he called community 
colleges the stepchildren of higher education. He suggested that “they’re an 
afterthought if thought of at all.” Many of my 4-year college peers may have 
also viewed community colleges as stepchildren and perhaps had some doubt 
about their intellectual rigor. I admit that at the beginning of my career, I was 
not particularly interested in community colleges. As I had an opportunity to 
work with community college faculty, however, I understood the role 2-year 
colleges play in providing access to higher education. I also came to appreciate 
the commitment of faculty and their institutions to educational justice and 
second chances. I became a believer. This book aims to highlight the exciting 
work of 2-year colleges to prepare students for their future careers through 
engagement in undergraduate research. I hope I can convey to the reader the 
enthusiasm and passion of the community college faculty I met and their 
excitement about the research they are doing with students. Community col-
leges provide educational opportunities for students to earn prebaccalaureate 
certificates or degrees, transfer to 4-year institutions, or complete workforce 
and skill development programs. Students pursuing these programs are more 
prepared for the next step in their education or careers after participating in 
quality undergraduate research experiences. 

Today there are 936 public community colleges in the United States 
(AACC, 2021). In 2019, they provided affordable access to 6.8 million 
students who enrolled for credit in one of the public 2-year institutions in 
the United States. These students earned 878,900 associate’s degrees and 
619,711 certificates in 2019, and 20,700 baccalaureate degrees (AACC, 
2021). The range of degrees offered by community colleges to provide 
career-ready training and liberal arts courses for possible transfer to a 4-year 
college has expanded since the beginning of the community college move-
ment. William Rainey Harper developed the concept of a community college 
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at the beginning of the 20th century. Harper was president of the University 
of Chicago, and he wanted to both enhance the role of the research univer-
sity and find a way to encourage practical studies. What he called a junior  
college was his answer. Institutions like the University of Chicago, in his view, 
would become leaders in research and discovery while junior colleges would 
prepare students for the world of work. Joliet Junior College, the first public 
junior college in the United States, was the result of conversations between 
President Harper and Joliet Superintendent of Schools J. Stanley Brown 
(Joliet Junior College, n.d.). 

The term junior college was dropped sometime in the 1970s. Community 
colleges still prepare students to enter the world of work after 2 years of 
training, but they also serve as a starting point for many  students for a 
4-year degree. In suggesting that community colleges are the stepchildren 
of higher education, President Obama recognized that many people believe 
community colleges are inferior to 4-year colleges. However, President 
Obama was wrong when he said community colleges are “an afterthought 
if thought of at all.” Community colleges have been on the minds of U.S. 
presidents, governors, legislators, and business leaders for many decades. 
Several United States presidents have proposed initiatives to expand and 
improve community colleges. President Truman, who did not have a col-
lege degree, appointed a President’s Commission on Higher Education. The 
Commission’s report called for the expansion of community colleges and 
broadened the services they provide to increase educational opportunity 
and diversification. We are still dealing with these issues today (President’s 
Commission on Higher Education, 1948). President Clinton wanted a 
community college education to be an entitlement, and he proposed a tax 
deduction for tuition (Postrel, 1997). President George W. Bush sought to 
provide more flexibility in job training programs and proposed community 
colleges to achieve his goal (Brush, 2005). While President Obama believed 
strongly in community colleges’ value, he was not successful in implement-
ing the American Graduation Initiative, which would have invested $12 
billion in community colleges and increased the number of college gradu-
ates by five million. He proposed another initiative in 2015, the American 
College Promise, that would provide free tuition for the first 2 years of 
postsecondary education at a community college. The $60 billion com-
munity college initiative would assist nine million students a year. The bill 
did not pass and although it was introduced in subsequent years, it has still 
not passed. Despite the bill’s failure, President Obama challenged states 
to implement the goals of the Promise program. Today College Promise 
reports that 360 Promise programs in 47 states offer free community col-
lege tuition across the country (College Promise, 2020). 
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6  BACKGROUND

America’s College Promise program set the following goals in 2015 
(White House Office of the Press Secretary, 2015):

 Enhance student responsibility and cut college cost for all Americans
 Build high-quality community colleges
 Ensure shared responsibility with states
 Expand technical training for middle-class jobs
 Build on state and local programs
 Increase access and educational equity

The conversation about the vital role that community colleges play in higher 
education and workforce development continues. Many governors and state 
legislators see community colleges as a way to address the increasing cost of 
higher education, expand access for more students, and meet the regions’ job 
training needs. Business leaders see community colleges as playing a pivotal 
role in workforce development and narrowing the skills gap. The Business 
Roundtable issued a report in January 2019 that called on Congress to 
expand community college/private sector partnerships to facilitate pathways 
between high school, higher education, job training, and entry-level posi-
tions. President Biden, in his April 28, 2021 address to the Joint Session 
of Congress, called for free college tuition. Free tuition will support low-
income students and efforts to address racial and class equity through educa-
tion (Carnevale et al., 2020).

Four-year colleges are increasingly interested in the transfer aspects 
of community colleges as demographic changes show a decline in recent 
high school graduates. In 2016, the Western Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education (WICHE) predicted a significant drop in the number of 
U.S. high school graduates over the next 10 years (Seltzer, 2016). WICHE 
also suggested that there will be more diversity in high school graduating 
classes. Demographic changes suggest that colleges will need to find new 
ways of recruiting students and more effective ways of retaining students. 
Rising costs of 4-year colleges and universities lead some students to choose 
community colleges for the first 2 years. Almost half of all college graduates 
earned some credit at a community college. Also, nearly 40% of elementary 
and secondary teachers begin their college education at a community  college, 
and 44% of recent science and engineering graduates have attended a com-
munity college (National Student Clearinghouse, 2019). To sustain current 
enrollment levels, many 4-year colleges and universities, including those in 
the private sector, have eased transfer policies and developed articulation 
agreements with local community colleges (Marcus, 2015). 

Hensel_Undergraduate Reseach at Community Colleges.indb   6 10-06-2021   12:23:43 PM



ACCESS EQUITY  7

Community colleges play an increasingly important role in the delivery 
of higher education to students of all ages and are likely to receive more 
attention during President Biden’s administration. First Lady Jill Biden is a 
professor at Northern Virginia Community College and a passionate advo-
cate for 2-year colleges. In addition, Dr. Miguel Cardona, newly appointed 
U.S. Secretary of Education also strongly supports community colleges.

Why Community Colleges Are Important

As open access institutions, community colleges play an important role in 
making a college education available to everyone. They also offer a wide 
range of programs for either transfer to a 4-year college or career prepara-
tion. Meeting workforce needs of their region is another significant role for 
 community colleges.

Equity, Access, and Workforce Development

By providing access and equitable opportunities to develop employment 
skills, community colleges play a critical role in fulfilling democracy’s 
 aspirations. As open-access institutions, community colleges have a diverse 
student body. Public community colleges in the United States enroll students 
from a wide range of ethnic, economic, and social backgrounds. Slightly over 
one-quarter of community college students are Hispanic, exceeding 18.1% 
of Hispanics in the U.S. population. Community college enrollment for 
African Americans, Native Americans, and Asians/Pacific Islanders is very 
close to the percentages in the U.S. population. White enrollment in com-
munity colleges is 45%, while Whites make up 76.6% of the U.S. popula-
tion (U. S. Census, 2019). These statistics suggest that public community 
colleges are attractive and accessible to a diverse range of students. 

Several characteristics differentiate the community college student 
body from that of 4-year colleges. First-generation students make up 29% 
of the community college student body, 15% are single parents, and the 
average age of students is 28, with a median age of 24 (American Association 
of Community Colleges, 2020). The large number of part-time students 
enrolled in community colleges suggests that many students work part- or 
full-time while also attending college. Some part-time students are attend-
ing community colleges to retool for changes in their employment or a 
new career. Community college students may live with their parents or 
may have families and homes of their own. Few community colleges have 
residence halls. 
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8  BACKGROUND

Equal access and workforce preparation are essential, for individuals and 
our society, for several reasons. Educational opportunity is key to economic 
mobility and community vitality. We expect that our children will grow into 
self-sufficient adults. We hope they will be productive and engaged citizens. 
Obtaining a good job that pays a livable wage and provides a degree of job 
satisfaction is central to personal fulfillment. The job market is changing 
from an industrial economy to a knowledge-based economy. Postsecondary 
education with either an associate degree or job-specific training is criti-
cal. Carnevale et al. (2013b) predicted that by 2020, 65% of all jobs would 
require postsecondary education and training beyond high school; 35% of 
job openings would need at least a bachelor’s degree, and 30% would require 
an associate’s degree. Nicole Smith, one of the authors of the Center on 
Education and Workforce (CEW) 2013 report, said in an interview with the 
Chronicle of Higher Education that they were surprised by the changes in the 
number of people getting an education. However, she also said CEW pre-
dicts that by 2027, 70% of all jobs will require some postsecondary  education 
(Blumenstyk, 2020). 

Community colleges are the entry point for postsecondary educa-
tion and entry-level jobs for a large segment of the U.S. population. For 
example, many 2-year degrees, such as chemical laboratory technicians, 
air traffic controllers, and dental hygienists, lead directly into the work-
force and provide excellent pay (LaPonsie, 2018). Certificates in areas like 
information technology, electronics, and business and office management 
can also lead to good-paying jobs (Carnevale et al., 2017). In other cases, 
students begin their education at a community college and then transfer to 
a 4-year institution. The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center 
(2019) found that 46% of 4-year graduates began their college education 
at a  community college. 

Community colleges play a major role in societal development by pro-
viding accessibility to underserved ethnic and low-income groups, creden-
tialing, and immediate entry into the workforce (Brint and Karabel, 1989; 
Dougherty et al., 2017; Franco, 2006). While the paths students follow to 
their eventual careers may be different, there are skills that most employers 
value for all types of work. For several years the Association of American 
Colleges & Universities (AAC&U), with Hart Research Associates, con-
ducted surveys to determine what skills employers see as essential. In the 
2018 survey, Hart Research found that employers highly value the following 
skills (Hart Research Associates, 2018):

 Effective oral and written communication 
 Critical thinking, analytical reasoning 
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 Ethical judgment and decision-making 
 Effective work in teams
 Ability to work independently 
 Self-motivation, initiative, proactive: ideas/solutions 
 Applying knowledge/skills to real-world settings 

They also identified a secondary list of desirable skills:

 Find, organize, evaluate information from many sources 
 Analyze/solve complex problems 
 Analyze/solve problems with people from different backgrounds 

and cultures 
 Able to innovate and be creative 
 Stay current on changing technology/applications to the workplace 
 Able to work with numbers and statistics 
 Proficiency with a language other than English

The primary desirable job skills have remained nearly the same over the 
many years that AAC&U has commissioned the surveys. However, second-
ary job skills are responses to changes in the type of work employees are 
doing now. The second list reflects changes as the workforce transitions 
into a knowledge economy. The prevalence of technology in all kinds of 
jobs, the need for continuing education and training, and the ability to 
work within a multicultural society are skills needed in a global knowledge 
economy. Comprehensive research training is also considered critical to 
private sector employment. 

Approximately 95% of businesses and organizations that employ 
 individuals who attended a community college recommend a community 
college education. A 2008 report by the Government Accountability Office 
concluded that community colleges play a crucial role in a knowledge-based 
economy. Participating in undergraduate research can develop many of these 
skills and better prepare students to work in the new knowledge-based econ-
omy regardless of the type of work they do. 

There are several employment areas where community colleges play an 
especially significant role, such as science, technology, engineering, and math-
ematics (STEM). Rising Above the Gathering Storm, a National Academies of 
Science, Engineering, and Medicine (2007) report, warned that the STEM 
pipeline’s weakness was becoming a major crisis that has been mounting 
gradually over several decades. Many in Congress and the scientific com-
munity believed that the United States was in danger of losing its preemi-
nent global position for innovation and scientific discovery. The future of 
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the economy and job creation is dependent on our ability to be innovative, 
primarily in science and engineering, with 96% of the jobs created in the 
United States dependent upon the efforts of scientists and engineers, accord-
ing to the authors of The Gathering Storm. 

Business leaders also warned that the critical shortage of skilled 
American workers hinders their ability to compete globally. In 2005 the 
Business Roundtable (BRT) called for doubling the number of STEM 
bachelor’s degrees by 2015. Progress has been minimal despite significant 
national attention to the narrowing of the STEM pipeline. Five years after 
the initial Gathering Storm report, the National Academy, in an updated 
document, called the storm a category five (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2010).

Carnevale et al. (2013b) reported that the growth of STEM jobs in 
the past decade was three times greater than the growth of non-STEM 
jobs. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the two fastest-growing 
STEM jobs are web developers and computer support specialists at 12.8% 
growth (Fayer et al., 2017). Universities will be able to provide only about 
30% of the demand for trained specialists for the estimated 1.4 million job 
openings for computer specialists in 2020 (Rosenbaum, 2015). One way 
to address this shortage is by recruiting a more diverse student body. The 
participation of women and minorities in the workforce and higher educa-
tion at the community college level is significant and may be a potentially 
critical source for STEM recruitment. Congressional commissions have 
investigated the status of women and minorities in science, engineering, 
and technology (Congressional Commission, 2000; U.S. Congress Joint 
Economic Committee, 2012). They found that while women and minori-
ties represent two-thirds of the American workforce, they are  significantly 
underrepresented in STEM areas. Community colleges can be involved in 
fulfilling workforce needs. Community colleges enroll 41% of all under-
graduates; 39% of all first-time freshmen, 42% of Black, 52% of Hispanic, 
39% of Asian/Pacific Islander, and 57% of Native American undergradu-
ate students (AACC, 2020). Females who completed bachelor’s or m aster’s 
degrees in science or engineering fields were more likely than their male 
counterparts to have attended community college (Tsapogas, 2004). If 
women and minorities were to enter into STEM fields in the same pro-
portion as their representation in society, the report suggested, the short-
age could be significantly decreased. Unfortunately, women and minorities 
are less likely to enroll in STEM programs during college, and they are 
more likely to drop out of such programs when they enroll. Biology is the 
exception, with nearly 60% of biology students being female and master’s 
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degrees and PhDs being slightly above 50% (Catalyst, 2019). The com-
mitment of community colleges to access and student success can address 
shortages in the STEM workforce and contribute significantly to increas-
ing workforce diversity. However, increasing access will not address the 
totality of the issue. The educational environment must become more 
 welcoming and inclusive. 

In addition to access and offering programs that lead to good jobs, 
attention to equity-minded teaching strategies and services is highly desir-
able. For example, many 2-year colleges house financial aid, business, and 
counseling offices in the same area and keep them open in the evening 
to accommodate working students. Offering evening, weekend, or online 
courses accommodate students’ work and family demands. Some campuses 
offer childcare for students with children. Carnevale and Smith (2017) 
found that 42% of students worked for low wages that put them at or 
below 200% of the federal poverty line. There is growing recognition that 
many low-income college students do not have a place to stay or enough 
to eat. The Wisconsin Hope Lab, in a survey of 43,000 students at 66 
institutions in 20 states, estimates that 42% of community college students 
experienced food insecurity, 46% experienced housing insecurity, and 9% 
were homeless (Goldrick-Rabb et al., 2018). To address these issues, many 
colleges participate in Single Stop USA. The Single Stop initiative coordi-
nates access to food pantry programs, legal assistance for eviction, clothing, 
childcare options, and other kinds of support that students need. Often 
the Single Stop programs are housed near the registrar’s office and are pro-
moted by the college. Estela Mara Bensimon developed a list of indicators 
campuses can use to assess their progress in developing equity-minded cam-
pus practices (Bensimon and Malcolm, 2012). Among the items included 
are undergraduate research and other high-impact practices. Later chapters 
will discuss the pedagogical aspects of equity. 

Retention and Completion 

Retention and completion rates for college students are a concern of every 
college in the United States. Rates are documented and publicly available 
in the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) reports. 
Students, parents, donors, and legislators can check IPEDS information 
online. High retention and completion rates are considered an indication 
of quality. Low retention and completion rates suggest a lack of quality 
but are also of economic concern. Low retention and completion rates 
have plagued community colleges for a long time. The National Student 
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Clearing House Research Center (2019) reported a 48.9% retention rate 
for students who started in the fall of 2017 and returned to the same insti-
tution in the fall of 2018. There are several complicating factors in retain-
ing community college students. A high proportion of community college 
students are low-income, first-generation, or nontraditional age and strug-
gle with various issues while attending college. Many students work full- or 
part-time and may have families to support. Also, students may intention-
ally attend a community college for a semester or year and then transfer to 
a 4-year college. Community colleges believe that transfer can be a posi-
tive decision by students and should not be counted as a negative when 
 calculating retention rates. Students who take a few classes to enhance their 
career skills count as dropouts in completion rates. However, community 
college administrators also see these students as successes rather than drop-
outs. Tracking students’ movement is complicated for all institutions, but it 
is especially difficult for community colleges because their mission includes 
such a wide range of enrollment possibilities. 

The ability of community college students to transfer to 4-year  colleges 
is vital for students, and it has been a frequent topic for state legisla-
tures and Congress. The National Center for Education Statistics (2021) 
reports that about 37% of first-year students in 2019 began their education 
at community colleges. Because slightly more than one-third of first-time 
students start their education at a community college, 4-year colleges have 
proactively involved community colleges in their recruitment efforts. For 
students intending to transfer to a 4-year college, their first 2 years must 
be rigorous and include experiences that prepare them for the transition. 
Undergraduate research is one way in which campuses can ensure students 
have the necessary skills for success at a 4-year college. 

An excellent place to begin to analyze the completion issue is to start 
with students. There are many reasons why students do not complete their 
degrees at community colleges. A survey of 6,000 community college stu-
dents from nine states asked students their reasons for dropping out of 
school (Porter & Umbach, 2019). The need to work and paying for col-
lege were the top two issues for noncompletion, as reported by 34% of 
the students surveyed. Meeting the needs of family and friends was the 
third reason for noncompletion. Childcare, family health issues, or lack 
of family support for college attendance were additional reasons given. 
Other causes include problems with online classes, parking on campus, 
developmental courses, faculty, health and disability, difficult college-level 
work, and registering for classes. Many business leaders and legislators see 
online instruction as a way to provide courses at times that are convenient 
for students. However, students reported finding it challenging to use the 
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course technology, learn independently, or stay motivated without interac-
tion with faculty and other students. Some of the reasons for dropping out 
of college were surprising. Parking, for instance, was sometimes expensive, 
and it often took a long time to find a place to park. When students have 
very tight work and class schedules, finding a parking place was frustrating 
and frequently made them late. Students wanted more weekend hours for 
tutoring and library usage. Textbooks were costly, and students couldn’t 
afford to buy them. The need to take developmental courses was discourag-
ing because it took time, delaying degree completion. Some students found 
that faculty were not available after class, were not responsive to email, 
or took too long to grade assignments. Sometimes registration presented 
problems when courses weren’t available at convenient times, were filled, 
or were not available at all. 

The survey also found that students were attending a 2-year college for 
two reasons. Of the students surveyed, 53% attended because they wanted 
to increase job and career opportunities. Of these students, 85% felt that 
their college was preparing them either very well or reasonably well for 
their chosen career. Another 38% of students expected to transfer to a 
4-year college and 85% also felt the college was doing a good job prepar-
ing them to transfer. Of all students surveyed, 95% indicated they would 
recommend their college to a friend. Despite the many challenges students 
face, they are generally satisfied with their experiences as a community 
 college student. 

Degree completion is a concern for campus administrators, legislators, 
boards of trustees, and the general public. An American Enterprise Institute 
report found that “Cutting the dropout rate by half would generate sub-
stantial gains: the 160,000 ‘new’ graduates would earn $30 billion more 
in lifetime income—and create an additional $5.3 billion in total taxpayer 
revenue” (Schneider & Yin, 2012, p.1). The authors of the report suggest 
that using online courses and a competency-based education model could 
boost graduation rates. In Arizona, Rio Salado College increased its gradu-
ation rate by 42% by offering 500 online courses with flexible schedules 
and 50 start times each year. In Florida, Valencia College increased its grad-
uation rate by 40% using competency-based education (CBE). CBE is an 
approach that allows students to advance at their own pace and has a focus 
on learning outcomes rather than seat time. However, these approaches 
may not be as feasible as the authors believe for the majority of community 
college students. Carnevale and Smith (2018) suggest that this approach 
may be challenging for many community college students. For students 
who find the interaction with faculty and students valuable, online instruc-
tion may not be the right solution. Other students may experience time 
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management and motivation problems with competency-based programs. 
Mature highly motivated students are more likely to be successful in online 
and competency-based programs than traditional-age students. 

Guided Pathways 

There have been many community college reform efforts in the past several 
years that have had varying success. A promising new initiative is a model 
developed by the Community College Research Center, Completion by 
Design, with support from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Bailey 
et al. 2015). The Completion by Design model led to what Bailey et al. are 
calling Guided Pathways. Guided Pathways’ premise is that students need 
significant guidance and direction as they progress through the components 
of seeking a 2-year degree. The typical community college student experience 
is like a kid in a candy store with too many choices. With no clear direction, 
students can be overwhelmed by the options and may not fully understand 
the consequences of the decisions they make. Guided Pathways attempt to 
address this issue and has the following components:

 Mapping pathways to student end goals
 Helping students choose and enter a program pathway
 Keeping students on the path
 Ensuring that all students are learning

Mapping pathways to student end goals
Pathway maps lay out a direction for students for the courses needed to 
 graduate and meet career goals. Faculty and advisers need to develop the 
pathways, and students need to see how the sequence of courses and experi-
ences will get them to their end goal. Campus websites post the Pathways 
maps. Pathways encourage student choice but offer direction and one that 
will lead to where the student wants to go. 

Helping students choose and enter a program pathway
Advising and mentoring are essential parts of the pathway program. The 
advising process starts before the student begins a program. Students need 
to understand the requirements for the career they wish to enter. A Guided 
Pathways model works with local high schools to ensure that high school 
graduates have the courses they need to begin college. The community col-
lege needs to know the requirements for transferring into a particular major 
at a 4-year college or for career entry after the 2-year program. While students 
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are in charge of the direction they choose, advisers and mentors help them to 
make choices appropriate for their goals. 

Keeping students on the path
Students need to make timely progress toward their goals. Achieving this 
Pathways goal may mean changes in the scheduling of courses and possibly a 
redesign of the curriculum. Classes need to be scheduled and available in the 
sequence of the Pathway. Some students need developmental courses, and 
campuses find ways of incorporating developmental needs into courses in 
the curricular sequence. 

Ensuring students are learning
The campus needs a system to track student progress and provide alerts to 
various campus offices when students may be veering off the path. Program-
specific learning outcomes assessment results need to be communicated to 
the student. Including applied learning experiences, project-based, collabora-
tive learning, and other high impact practices such as undergraduate research 
support student engagement on the Pathway. 

Guided Pathways have been adopted by many community colleges with 
modifications to fit their student body, faculty, resources, and campus cul-
ture. The American Association for Community Colleges (AACC) offers 
Pathways institutes, customized technical assistance, and workshops at the 
AACC annual meeting. Other organizations involved in Guided Pathways 
are Achieving the Dream, the Aspen Institute, Center for Community College 
Student Engagement, Complete College America, the Charles A. Dana 
Center, Jobs for the Future, National Center for Inquiry and Improvement, 
and Public Agenda. Such widespread support for Guided Pathways suggests 
that this reform movement has a strong possibility of successfully meeting 
the goal of significantly increasing retention and degree completion. 

The success of the program, of course, depends on what students think 
about Guided Pathways. The Community College Research Center con-
ducted one-on-one interviews with 149 students enrolled in four of the seven 
City Colleges of Chicago (CCC) that launched a Guided Pathways program 
in 2010 (Fink, 2017). Of the 149 students interviewed, 48 expressed defi-
nite opinions about some aspects of CCC’s Guided Pathways program. The 
majority of the students (37) commented positively, and 19 students were 
frustrated or had concerns about the pathway program. Students thought 
that the program maps, educational plans, and the tracking process were 
helpful and encouraged them to continue their studies. A few students wor-
ried that program maps and curricular sequences could limit their choices, 
and some were overwhelmed by the multiple steps in their plans. 
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The Center for Community College Student Engagement identified 
13 high-impact practices specific to Guided Pathways and investigated the 
relationship between high-impact practices and degree completion. High-
impact practices included logistical practices such as orientation, academic 
goal setting and planning, registration, alert and intervention, assessment 
and placement, and class attendance. It also included instructional strate-
gies such as accelerated developmental education, student success courses, 
tutoring, supplemental instruction, experiential learning beyond the class-
room, and structured group learning experiences. The data analysis suggests 
that participation in one or more Guided Pathways high-impact practice can 
impact degree completion (Jenkins, 2014). 

There is some overlap between the Guided Pathways high impact prac-
tices and the educational high impact practices identified by George Kuh and 
 promoted by the Association of American Colleges & Universities (Kuh, 2008). 
Undergraduate research is a high impact practice on Kuh’s list, and it could be 
part of the Guided Pathways experiential learning strategies. The engagement 
of community colleges in undergraduate research and its impact on student 
learning is the focus of the remainder of this book. We will look in-depth at 
five community college systems or districts: California, CUNY, Oklahoma, 
Tennessee, and the Maricopa district of Arizona. 
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