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This chapter reports literature from the ERIC system that highlights issues and concerns regarding minority student retention and learning success within community colleges. Factors contributing to declining retention rates and effective programming strategies designed to address continued participation of students of color are discussed.



Sources and Information Regarding Effective Retention Strategies for Students of Color Eboni M. Zamani During the push for educational access and social equity in the 1960s and 1970s, the community college emerged as one of the fastest growing sectors of American education (Witt, Wattenbarger, Gollattscheck, and Suppiger, 1994). Over the last three decades, institutions of higher learning have witnessed marked increases in minority student enrollment. Demographic projections suggest that greater numbers of students of color will enter the educational pipeline in the new millennium. As our nation becomes more diverse, educators and policymakers have the formidable task of not only attracting students of color to higher education but also ensuring their retention, matriculation, and learning success. Community colleges are often the primary vehicle of postsecondary opportunities for first-generation, lowincome students and underrepresented racial/ethnic minorities. This chapter provides a review of materials pertaining to minority student retention and learning success as reflected in the present ERIC database. The present document outlines some of the chief concerns regarding academic progression and outcomes for community college students of color. Among those concerns, factors attributed to low minority retention rates, strategies and programs fostering minority student success, and implications for future research are discussed. Most ERIC documents (publications with ED numbers) can be viewed on microfiche at over nine hundred libraries worldwide. In addition, most may be ordered on microfiche or on paper from the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) by calling (800) 443-ERIC. Journal articles are not available from EDRS, but they can NEW DIRECTIONS FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGES, no. 112, Winter 2000
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be acquired through regular library channels or purchased from the University Microfilm International Articles Clearinghouse at (800) 521–0600, extension 533.



Factors Related to Retention of Minority College Students Research addressing retention and attrition suggests that there are numerous factors related to low retention rates of minority college students. Based on a synthesis of issues related to student retention, Upcraft and Gardner (1989) and Upcraft and others (1994) outlined a framework for identifying the student and institutional variables that have an impact on the odds of student success in college: (1) personal characteristics (motivation, previous achievement, and intellectual ability), (2) demographic characteristics (age, gender, and race), (3) cultural characteristics (ethnic background and socioeconomic status), (4) institutional characteristics (campus site, regional location, selectivity, control, curriculum, and enrollment), and (5) institutional climate (student-faculty interaction, student activities, commuter or residential campus). Prior academic achievement and intellectual ability have been considered primary factors affecting student retention and learning success. Among the various student characteristics related to college student attrition, the literature has also noted that students with lowlevel degree goals, lack of financial resources, poor study habits, full-time employment, and parents with low levels of educational attainment have higher student drop-out rates (Mohammadi, 1994). Other researchers (Belcher, 1992; McGregor, Reece, and Garner, 1997; Rendon, 1995; Smith, 1990) contend that African American, Hispanic, and Native American students often enter college with academic deficiencies (for example, lower grades and test scores) and are underrepresented in four-year institutions— particularly selective colleges and universities—in comparison with white and Asian American students. Research has indicated institutional characteristics that present challenges in retaining undergraduate students at publicly controlled, less-thanfour-year institutions—coeducational, commuter campuses—with large student enrollments and nonselective admissions (Smith, 1990). For African Americans and other underrepresented students of color, poor retention rates reflect a lack of student-college fit. More specifically, success rates for students of color may pale in comparison with those of white students, as the importance of a multicultural curriculum, culturally pluralistic environment, and inclusive campus climate may be lacking at many institutions of higher learning (Haralson, 1996; Smith, 1990). Given the preponderance of students of color attending community colleges, institutional programs and policies designed to enhance learning and to increase minority student retention are needed.
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While retention issues are more problematic at community colleges than at four-year institutions, little focus has been given to formulating theoretical models that seek to explain retention and attrition as they relate to students of color (Mohammadi, 1994). Furthermore, few two-year institutions conduct empirical research that seeks to further our understanding of student withdrawal patterns, based on demographic, socioeconomic, and institutional factors. Although two-year institutions have not commonly conducted institutional research addressing the retention rate of racially/ethnically diverse students, literature in the ERIC database provides some insight regarding the types of studies undertaken by community colleges. Patrick Henry Community College (PHCC) in Virginia conducted a study addressing student retention. Three-fourths of PHCC students were enrolled part-time, nearly two-thirds of the student body were female, and the racial/ethnic composition was 82 percent white, 17 percent African American, and 1 percent other minority. The average age of PHCC students was 28.8, and over 90 percent of the students completing their degree in 1993 indicated that they were employed while attending PHCC (Mohammadi, 1994). The longitudinal study of PHCC 1988–1989 through 1991–1992 student cohorts revealed that retention rates for white college students were higher than those of African Americans and other minority students. Interestingly, the highest student retention rates were for students identified as other minorities. Overall retention rates were higher among male students in comparison with those of female students. Logistic regression analyses found that the level of students’ academic goals, semester hours attempted, total hours completed, semester grade point average, and cumulative grade point average had a significant impact on the odds of student persistence and attainment. The PHCC results were consistent with previous research on college student retention. However, additional analyses illustrated that 40 percent of the Fall 1988 cohort had low retention rates because students had no intention of completing a certificate or degree program (Mohammadi, 1994). In tracking student progress, the education division of the Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges developed a tracking system to monitor community college degree seekers longitudinally. Seppanen (1994) operationally defined substantial student progress as enrollment in Washington state community and technical colleges for four or more quarters during 1991–92. Degree-seeking technical college students were 5 percent less likely than community college students to drop out. Roughly 22 percent of the students who enrolled with the intention of completing a vocational or transfer degree failed to return to college following the first quarter of enrollment. Twenty-nine percent of students made some progress, as indicated by their enrollment for two or three quarters prior to leaving the institution. However, over half of the full-time students and one-third of the



98



BEYOND ACCESS: METHODS AND MODELS



part-time students reportedly made substantial progress, in that they enrolled for four or more quarters during the two-year period. Over 49 percent of the students graduated or made substantial progress by persisting toward degree completion. Again consistent with previous research, Seppanen (1994) found that African American and Hispanic degree seekers did not progress to the same extent as other groups of students in pursuit of a degree. However, with the exception of Native American students, there was improvement in the overall progress of students of color, despite higher retention rates for white and Asian American students. McGregor, Reece, and Garner’s report analyzing Fall 1996 course grades for Pima Community College (1997) discussed findings by campus, ethnicity, and age group during the 1981, 1986, 1991, and 1996 fall semesters. More specifically, the researchers operationally defined course grades as successes or withdrawals. Therefore, two categories were used in examining course grades, with successes referring to the grades A, B, C, and P (passing/credit awarded), as opposed to withdrawals, identified by W (official course withdrawal), Y (instructor/general withdrawal), and NC (no credit awarded). Total successes constituted approximately two-thirds of the grades awarded, while the total W and Y grades accounted for one-fourth of all grades awarded. This examination defined and measured learning as the successful completion of courses. In this investigation, grades were found to change over time. Change was attributed to the total number of grades awarded increasing by approximately 25 percent. They suggest that this increase is due to a national trend in which the proportion of A’s awarded has escalated. However, literature addressing the learning success of students of color is not exactly replete with percentages parallel to those of majority students, as many more minority students than white students can be accurately described as being at risk or as entering higher education without adequate academic preparation (Boughan, 1996). In examining grades by ethnicity, McGregor, Reece, and Garner (1997) found that the distribution of grades varied according to group. Their findings corroborate previous studies that illustrate that students of color disproportionately earn fewer A’s and B’s than do their white counterparts. Specifically, Native American students received the lowest proportion of A’s, with African American and Hispanic students receiving lower grades than Asian American and white students. Overall, the study found a decline for Asian American students in the proportion of A’s earned. The proportion of A’s remained constant for white and Hispanic students while increasing for African American and Native American students, in contrast to previous fall semesters. More important, academic preparedness was not controlled for; therefore the researchers concluded that the distribution of grades may have varied because of prior academic experience, as opposed to race or ethnicity. The assertions of Harris and Kayes (1996) regarding low retention of minority students being partially attributed to their transition and adjustment into ethnocentric (that is, Eurocentric) college environments are consistent
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with what Rendon (1995) describes as the two critical phases affecting retention of first-semester students. First, students of color may have difficulty making the transition to college and making connections in college, once enrolled. Issues related to transition and adjustment can also be institution-related, as the campus climate may be perceived as indifferent or not racially inclusive. Rendon states that phase one is particularly difficult for students who are the first in their families to attend college. As first-generation students, minorities are commonly faced with having to navigate multiple identities in order to be consistently perceived in the same manner among family and old friends, while establishing themselves in a new educational context. Second, such barriers as poor academic preparation, low socioeconomic status, and the lack of clear career goals influence minority student retention (Rendon, 1995). The studies reviewed in this section illustrate that social science and institutional researchers have made different distinctions in studying student attrition, persistence, retention, and learning success. Adding to the complexity of accurately reflecting community college student retention and persistence is the inconsistent tracking of this population. As many students of color begin their college careers at two-year institutions, the reasons why many leave these institutions are still not fully understood by educational researchers and administrators.



Strategies and Programs Fostering Minority Student Success Community colleges face the institutional dilemma of how to respond to the lagging retention rates of students of color and promote learning success. Laden (1998) contends that a pivotal way of addressing student retention concerns is by examining the institutional culture and socialization of a racially and ethnically diverse student population. In other words, student motivation and achievement are often influenced by the campus climate. Therefore, students of color are more likely to excel in institutional environments that are culturally diverse, programmatically inclusive, and supportive of multiple approaches to the acquisition of knowledge. Some colleges and universities have addressed retention disparities by devising strategies to combat high attrition among this student population. Initiated in 1981, the Puente Project is one example of organizational responses to elevate the retention and degree completion rates at two-year colleges. The Puente Project originated in California to proactively recognize and remedy the high dropout rate and the low transfer rate of Hispanic community college students, who are often first-generation college students (Laden, 1998). The crux of the program is to bolster the learning success of Hispanic students by infusing instruction with cultural relevance and by bringing Hispanic students together with Hispanic counselors and mentors who can relate to their unique experiences. To date, the 38 two-year institutions conducting the Puente Project serve three thousand new and continuing students each
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year. These programs boast 97 percent retention rates, with 48 percent of those completing the Puente Project transferring to four-year colleges and universities (Laden, 1998). Cazden (1996) conducted a case study of one community college Puente class to gain a better understanding of why the Puente Project has been such a successful collaboration of students, parents, educators, and the community. Each student was paired with a counselor and assigned to a Mexican American mentor who is a college graduate, is a professional in a field closely aligned with the student’s own educational and career goals, and is active in the community. In each Puente class, students were given assignments that dealt with their cultural identity and experiences as Mexican Americans. In addition, students were called upon to reflect on their potential to succeed, their educational objectives, and their goals for the future (Cazden, 1996). As a participant observer, the researcher completed reading and writing assignments that Puente teachers had assigned to all participating students. The mentor assignment was of particular interest to the researcher. Cazden (1996) found that students not only wrote about their mentors but also incorporated their personal experiences. Of the sixteen student assignments thematically coded by the researcher, six topics emerged most frequently: (1) the orientation, (2) the mentor-mentee breakfast, (3) the establishment of the mentor-mentee relationship at the breakfast, (4) the mentor-mentee interactions (mostly by telephone) that occurred between the mentor-mentee breakfast and students’ meeting with their mentors at the mentor’s workplace, (5) meeting with the mentor at his or her workplace, and (6) the students’ reflections. Cazden asserts that there were shared series of events among the Puente students and that the writing assignments placed an emphasis on the use of sensory details, fluency, and confidence-building. However, because the objectives of college composition include expository writing, Puente students were asked to respond more analytically in written assignments. In addition, Cazden (1996) describes how students’ educational aspirations and cultural identity were celebrated, validated, and woven into the fabric of the program goals to further their academic, personal, and professional development. One of the more prominent programs designed to enrich learning success for students attending college is the Student Support Services (SSS) program. As a segment of the Department of Education’s TRIO programs, SSS was initiated to provide academic support programs that target first-generation, low-income students as well as students with learning and physical disabilities (Boughan, 1996). Therefore, students of color are often participants, because many are first-generation or low-income college students. Similar to the Puente Project, SSS was designed to address academic development as well as the cultural, emotional, social, and physical concerns of students (Boughan, 1996). In assessing the academic impact of SSS program participation at Prince George’s Community College, a control group comparison approach was
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used. The three comparison groups were SSS, eligible non-SSS, and all other students. The nonprogram students had similar background characteristics and matched the SSS students with respect to being academically at risk, being a first-generation college student, and having a low-income background (Boughan, 1996). The results indicated that SSS participants in 1996 soundly outperformed the eligible nonparticipant control group, while performing at an equal or slightly higher level than all the other students who were not eligible. For example, twice the number of SSS participants completed degrees or transferred, in contrast with all other students not eligible, and five times as many SSS students as eligible nonparticipants transferred or graduated. However, when examining student performance and persistence by race or ethnicity, 33 percent of white students reached or exceeded 30 credit hours earned, while 25 percent of minority students performed similarly. Additional analyses were conducted to compare the academic impact of SSS on student academic success with the outcomes of ALANA (African, Latin, Asian, and Native American students) program participants (Boughan, 1996). The ALANA program provides academic support services similar to those of SSS; however, ALANA was specifically designed to meet the needs of at-risk students of color. Selected performance indicators showed that ALANA and SSS appeared to enhance the academic performance of first-time students to the same degree. Roughly 77 percent of ALANA participants had cumulative grade point averages of 2.00 or higher, while 79 percent of those served by SSS achieved comparable cumulative grade point averages. A greater percentage of ALANA students (66 percent) earned 30 credit hours, compared with the SSS participants (51 percent). Finally, SSS students (18.3 percent) and ALANA students (18.5 percent) were equally awarded degrees or transferred to a four-year institution (Boughan, 1996).



Implications for Program Development at Community Colleges As the college-age population expands, higher education institutions will increasingly face the challenge of meeting the needs of diverse college learners. The literature is saturated with statistics that demonstrate that many racial and ethnic minority students are at a crossroads for achieving learning success and matriculation toward degree completion. Community colleges in particular will be called upon to provide programs that foster the academic development and career goals of students of color, as two-year institutions often serve as the conduit for their academic and professional development. The research examined here contributes to discerning problematic issues surrounding retaining students of color at two-year institutions. However, assessment of educational outcomes for students of color cannot
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exclude identifying strategic programming developed to retain minority students. Therefore, community colleges need to be forerunners in recognizing barriers to learning success rather than simply shifting the blame of failure to students. Institutions must facilitate responsive and inclusive learning environments (Harris and Kayes, 1996; Rendon, 1995; Smith, 1990). Having acknowledged institutional responsibility for disproportionately low retention rates among students of color, Parkland College of Illinois proactively sought funding to improve recruitment and retention of minority students (Harris and Kayes, 1996). Although Parkland has been an active leader in promoting diversity and multicultural education at the two-year college level, real change in the form of decreased minority student attrition had not been achieved. Harris and Kayes (1996) state, “Finally, our efforts are not working because, in spite of all the special programs and allocated resources for minority student achievement, our schools or colleges, our classrooms, are still extremely ethnocentric—since our approaches to teaching, counseling, planning, learning, success, and achievement are based on theories derived from research on middle-class and upper-class, predominantly Eurocentric, male student populations” (p. 9). Through a Higher Education Cooperation Act (HECA) grant, Parkland College initiated evaluation and assessment of their campus climate in an effort to facilitate greater engagement for minority students, both inside and outside of the classroom environment. In the first year of the HECA grant, Parkland is estimated to have worked with over five hundred administrators, faculty members, and staff members from six community colleges, one private university, three public universities, and a host of K–12 schools. Although the outcomes and full impact of the grant for recruitment and retention of students of color are being determined, Parkland’s HECA grant encompassed four interconnected phases: (1) describing and prioritizing characteristics of inclusive educational communities for students of color, (2) designing assessment models for measuring characteristics of inclusive educational communities for students of color, (3) developing strategies and comprehensive institutional plans for inclusion, and 4) developing and implementing all phases of the initiatives in the college. Students’ temporary or permanent withdrawal from two-year institutions can be attributed to myriad factors, including family obligations, employment, finances, and transfer to four-year institutions. Therefore, how we develop and define measures to examine retention is of critical importance to more accurately reflecting and interpreting student attrition. Based on previous research, community colleges should attempt to restructure their institutional environments in order to encourage selfactualization and matriculation for students of color. In addressing the needs of culturally diverse learners, college educators must continue internal evaluation of existing structures and become more cognizant of the restructuring necessary to create optimal learning conditions for students of color (Kemp, 1990; Rendon, 1995; Rendon and Hope, 1995). In addition, as insti-
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tutions of higher learning implement programs and services that promote the educational progression of students of color, future research should examine retention beyond an emphasis of observed problems to inquiry that investigates innovative strategies, exemplary programming, and best practices that curb high attrition among two-year college students of color. References Belcher, M. J. “College Preparatory Instruction Study Results from Legislative Request.” Report. Miami, Fla: Miami-Dade Community College Office of Institutional Research, 1992. (ED 348 112) Boughan, K. “The Academic Impact of Student Support Services Program Participation in Fiscal Year 1996.” Report. Largo, Md.: Prince George’s Community College Office of Institutional Research and Analysis, 1996. (ED 423 917) Cazden, C. B. “The Mentor Paper Writing Assignment in One Community College Puente Class: Preliminary Report from a Participant Observer.” Paper presented at Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, New York, 1996. (ED 398 764) Haralson, M. Jr. “Survival Factors for Black Students on Predominantly White Campuses.” Paper presented at Annual Meeting of the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, Atlanta, Ga., 1996. (ED 402515) Harris, Z. M., and Kayes, P. “New Statewide Regional Initiative on Creating Inclusive Educational Communities for Minority Students.” Paper presented at annual convention of the American Association of Community Colleges, Atlanta, Ga., 1996. (ED 397 891) Kemp, A. D. “From Matriculation to Graduation: Focusing Beyond Minority Retention.” Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development, 1990, 18, 144–149. (ED 417 930) Laden, B. V. “An Organizational Response to Welcoming Students of Color.” In J. S. Levin (ed.), Organizational Change in the Community College: A Ripple or a Sea Change? New Directions for Community Colleges, no. 102. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998, 31–41. (EJ 569 074) McGregor, E. N., Reece, D., and Garner, D. “Analysis of Fall 1996 Course Grades.” Tucson, Ariz.: Pima Community College Office of Institutional Research, 1997. (ED 413 015) Mohammadi, J. “Exploring Retention and Attrition in a Two-Year Public Community College.” Report. Martinsville, Va.: Patrick Henry Community College Institutional Planning and Research Information Services, 1994. (ED 382 257) Rendon, L. I. “Facilitating Retention and Transfer for First Generation Students in Community Colleges.” Paper presented at the New Mexico Institute, Rural Community College Initiative, Espanola, N. Mex., 1995. (ED 383 369) Rendon, L. I., and Hope, R. O. Educating a New Majority: Transforming America’s Educational System for Diversity. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1995. (ED 388 162) Seppanen, L. “Student Progress—Comparisons Over Time: Washington Community and Technical Colleges, Research Report No. 94–5.” Olympia, Wash.: Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges Enrollment Planning and Information Services Divisions, 1994. (ED 382 253) Smith, E. F. “Toward Greater Success for Minority Students on Predominantly White College Campuses.” Austin, Tex.: University of Texas, 1990. (ED 333 306) Upcraft, L. M., and Gardner, J. N. “The Freshman Year Experience. Helping Students Survive and Succeed in College.” San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1989. (ED310 664) Upcraft, L. M., and others. Designing Successful Transitions: A Guide for Orienting Students to College. The Freshman Year Experience. Monograph series no. 13. Columbia: University of South Carolina, 1994. (ED 368 239)
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