
Old Dominion University Old Dominion University 

ODU Digital Commons ODU Digital Commons 

Educational Foundations & Leadership Theses 
& Dissertations Educational Foundations & Leadership 

Spring 2012 

Adult Learner Graduation Rates at Four U.S. Community Colleges Adult Learner Graduation Rates at Four U.S. Community Colleges 

By Prior Learning Assessment Status and Method By Prior Learning Assessment Status and Method 

Milan S. Hayward 
Old Dominion University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/efl_etds 

 Part of the Adult and Continuing Education Commons, Educational Methods Commons, and the 

Higher Education Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Hayward, Milan S.. "Adult Learner Graduation Rates at Four U.S. Community Colleges By Prior Learning 
Assessment Status and Method" (2012). Doctor of Philosophy (PhD), Dissertation, Educational 
Foundations & Leadership, Old Dominion University, DOI: 10.25777/hmvh-6393 
https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/efl_etds/120 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Educational Foundations & Leadership at ODU 
Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Educational Foundations & Leadership Theses & 
Dissertations by an authorized administrator of ODU Digital Commons. For more information, please contact 
digitalcommons@odu.edu. 









2 

increasing the number of graduates, the needs of adult learners must be a top 

consideration. Therefore, a study was conducted to examine a promising but 

underutilized means of promoting community college graduation among adult learners. 

Study Background 

Perspective 

According to Dewey (1938), experience and education are intrinsically connected, 

particularly if education is to provide significant meaning to the learner. As institutions 

of higher learning have evolved to include open enrollment policies, the need has 

correspondingly increased to make learning relevant to life (Kolb, 1984). 

Similarly, as the population in general grows older and the frequency of adult 

career change continues to increase, the "action" in higher education will be 

centered around adult learners who demand that the relevance and application of 

ideas be demonstrated and tested against their own accumulated experience and 

wisdom, (p. 6) 

The meaningful and relevant application of learning is the promise of experiential 

learning. Institutions of higher learning may promote experiential learning through field 

activities, classroom exercises, and prior learning assessment (Lewis & Williams, 1994). 

Overview of PLA 

Prior learning assessment (PLA) is a means by which college credit may be 

awarded for college level learning obtained outside of higher education (Freed & 

Mollick, 2009). Knowles (1984) explained adults bring the sum of their lifelong 

experiences with them as adult learners. PLA recognizes the value of experience and 

acknowledges learning takes place in a variety of settings (Field, 1993). Credit may be 
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awarded through a variety of means, including the acceptance of external college credit 

through articulation agreements and advanced standing for professional credentials. 

However, prior learning can also be assessed and credited for exam performance, the 

completion of evaluated programs, and by the evaluation of student portfolios (Lamdin, 

1997). These last three methods helped define the independent variables in the study. 

The College Level Examination Program (CLEP) is an example of a college 

credit by examination program (Klein-Collins & Hain, 2009). CLEP was founded in 

1965 by the Educational Testing Service (ETS) to exempt students from college-level 

studies where competency could be established through examination. CLEP is 

commonly accepted by institutions of higher learning. Annually, "approximately 

200,000 CLEP exams are administered at 1,300 testing centers across the nation" (Beaver 

& Paul, 2007, p. 13). The exam saves students time and money, freeing them to focus on 

more challenging courses (The College Board, 2011). In a 2010 study of the availability 

of PLA in the community college, 90% of respondent institutions reported accepting 

CLEP scores for credit (Brigham & Klein-Collins, 2010). The current study examined 

the graduation rates of adult learners who earned credit through CLEP. 

Credit for the completion of evaluated training programs is another method of 

assessing prior learning. For example, the American Council on Education (ACE) 

evaluates workplace training (military and civilian) and makes credit recommendations 

for consideration by institutions of higher learning (Lamdin, 1997). ACE made its first 

college credit recommendations in regards to military training during World War II 

(Keeton, 2000). According to the ACE website, "the American Council on Education's 

College Credit Recommendation Service (CREDIT) connects workplace learning with 



4 

colleges and universities by helping adults gain access to academic credit for formal 

courses and examinations taken outside traditional degree programs" (ACE, 2011, n.p.). 

Institutions are not obligated to accept ACE CREDIT recommendations, but are free to 

consider ACE student transcripts for college credit according to established institutional 

policies and practices (ACE, 2011). The current study examined the graduation rates of 

adult learners who earned ACE recommended credit. 

Learning obtained through life experiences may also be evaluated for credit 

through the development and assessment of student portfolios. Portfolios are a unique 

form of PLA, providing adults with both a learning process and a means of demonstrating 

prior learning (Klein-Collins & Hain, 2009). Suopis (2009) described portfolio 

development as an analytical method of validating experiential learning. Most portfolios 

share four common elements: (a) the identification of specific learning students seek to 

have recognized as creditable, (b) a narrative describing the learning experience and how 

it is connected to student plans, (c) documentation supporting student claims, and (d) a 

request for a specific amount of college credit (Lamdin, 1997). Suopis (2009) explained, 

"PLA has consistently embraced the student's ability to document experiential learning 

through a critical and reflective analysis that we believe is best rendered through the 

writing of a portfolio" (Suopis, 2009, p. 125). The current study examined the graduation 

rates of adult learners who earned credit for the successful completion of PLA portfolios. 

PLA Student Success 

The Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) surveyed 48 institutions 

of higher learning in 2010. CAEL found PLA students experienced greater success than 

non-PLA students as measured by time to degree, persistence toward degree for non-
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degree earners, and graduation rates. For example, PLA community college students 

who earned between 13 and 24 PLA credits earned an associate degree in 4.5 fewer 

months on average than students with no PLA credit. Although many students in the 

study received no degree over a 7-year period, PLA students generally amassed more 

credits toward their degree program than non-PLA students. More important, "PLA 

students in this study had much higher degree-earning rates than non-PLA students. 

More than half (56%) of PLA students earned a postsecondary degree within seven 

years, while only 21% of non-PLA students did so" (Council for Adult and Experiential 

Learning, 2010, p. 7). Results were reported in aggregate, not by PLA method. 

PLA Program Utilization 

Klein-Collins and Hain (2009) noted the use of portfolio development and 

assessment increased from 50% in 1991 to 66% in 2006 among respondent institutions of 

higher learning. Despite this increase and the association between PLA students and 

improved student outcomes, portfolio development and assessment is not offered in as 

many community colleges as credit by examination or credit for evaluated programs. A 

study of PLA in community colleges found 64% of respondent colleges offered student 

portfolio assessments, while 82% considered ACE recommendations (credit for evaluated 

programs) and 90% accepted CLEP credit (credit by examination) (Brigham & Klein-

Collins, 2010). Further, Brigham and Klein-Collins acknowledged PLA is generally 

underutilized at community colleges that purportedly recognize or award PLA credit. 

The scarcity of current literature regarding PLA in the community college 

suggests PLA-related decisions may be made without clear understanding of the potential 

benefit to students. Researchers have studied the benefits of PLA methods in aggregate, 



6 

but few have identified study results by specific PLA method. Little was known 

regarding the relationship, if any, between PLA method and graduation. Studies have 

included the graduation rates of learners in higher education, but few have focused on 

adult learners in the community college. The question for community college leaders is, 

"How effectively do we deliver on our mission and make a distinctive impact, relative to 

our resources?" (Collins, 2005, p. 5). Therefore, an exploratory study was conducted of 

adult learner graduation rates at four U.S. community colleges, by PLA status (PLA or no 

PLA) and method (ACE, CLEP, Portfolio, and Combination). As a result, a clearer 

picture is emerging in regard to adult PLA learner graduation in the community college. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of the quantitative study was to examine adult learner graduation 

rates by prior learning assessment (PLA) status and method at four U.S. community 

colleges. The exploratory study tested the statistical significance of differences in 

graduation rates between adult PLA and non-PLA learners in four U.S. community 

colleges, tested the statistical significance of differences in graduation rates between adult 

PLA learners by method, and examined the relationship between adult PLA learner 

graduation and PLA method. Graduation rate was described as the percentage of students 

who earned an associate degree within 4 years. Associate degrees include the Associate 

of Arts (A.A), Associate of Science (A.S.), Associate of Applied Science (A.A.S.), and 

similar 2-year degrees, as typical for U.S. community colleges. 
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Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following three questions: 

1. What is the difference in graduation rates between adult non-PLA learners and 

adult PLA learners at four U.S. community colleges? 

2. What is the difference in graduation rates between adult PLA learners by PLA 

method at four U.S. community colleges? 

3. Is there a relationship between adult PLA learner graduation and PLA method at 

four U.S. community colleges, controlling for age, gender, and race/ethnicity? 

Significance 

The impetus for the current study was the college completion agenda, or the need 

to graduate increased numbers of college students. According to the U.S. Department of 

Education (2010), graduation among first-time full-time students attending public 2-year 

colleges was only 12% in 2 years and 28% in 4 years. However, "the attention given to 

this group of students obscures the fact that the vast majority of college and university 

students are 'non-traditional'—largely working adults struggling to balance jobs, 

families, and education" (Stokes, 2006, p. 1). Unfortunately, even the modest graduation 

rates among first-time full-time students may appear unachievable for part-time 

community college students with adult responsibilities. Nevertheless, if President 

Obama's goal of 5 million additional community college graduates by 2020 is to be 

achieved, and if more Americans are to be prepared to participate in the new knowledge-

based economy, adult learners must graduate in increasingly higher numbers. 
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However, a significant increase in adult learner graduation rates is not likely to 

occur without consideration of the needs of adult learners. Therefore, the goal of the 

current study was to examine a promising form of experiential learning which has 

demonstrated utility in promoting student success, in alignment with the adult need for 

meaningful and relevant applied learning. The intended audience for the current study is 

the group of policy makers, community college leaders, and adult educators seeking 

scalable solutions to low community college graduation rates among adult learners. Few 

studies have examined PLA programs in the community college and little is known about 

graduation rates among adult PLA learners by method. The significance of the study is 

its potential to alert community college stakeholders to the unique needs of adult learners 

through an emergent understanding of adult learner graduation by PLA status and 

method. Current study results should shape future research and contribute to data-driven 

decisions, leading to improved community college graduation rates among adult learners. 

Overview of the Methodology 

Type 

Quantitative research methods provide for the analysis of numerical data for the 

purpose of examining relationships between variables (Creswell, 2009). Consequently, 

quantitative methods were used to meet the objectives of the current study's three 

research questions. Typical of ex post facto research, current study participants were 

identified by characteristics they already possess (Sprinthall, 2007). Because the data 

concerned variable interactions which may have already occurred, the research strategy 

for the current study can be classified as ex post facto. 
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Sampling 

The settings for the current study were four U.S. community colleges which 

purported to offer or accept at least two of the three prior learning assessment (PLA) 

methods under study; credit by examination, credit for evaluated programs, and portfolio 

development and assessment. A particular emphasis was placed on finding institutions 

offering portfolio development and assessment, since data was expected to be less 

abundant for portfolio learners. Non-probability sampling took place at the institutional 

level since the population of community colleges actively offering or accepting PLA 

credit was unknown, as was the population of adult PLA learners within U.S. community 

colleges (Piano Clark & Creswell, 2010). Selection of participant colleges was affected 

by the researcher's ability to identify and communicate with eligible colleges, the interest 

of institutional stakeholders, and their ability to identify and collect the necessary data. 

Four East-Coast community colleges (A, B, C, and D) were included in the study. 

To encourage consistency in results across institutions by PLA method, credit 

earned through the College Level Examination Program (CLEP) was used to represent 

credit by examination. American Council on Education (ACE) recommendations for 

workplace training represented credit for evaluated programs. Credit earned through 

local portfolio programs (Portfolio) represented portfolio learning. CLEP and ACE data 

were expected in greater abundance than portfolio data. To help ensure a testable sample, 

participant colleges were asked to provide census data for two student cohorts 

(2004/2005 and 2005/2006). The two cohorts were followed for four academic years 

each. Four years was selected as twice the period in which first-time full-time students 
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might be expected to earn an associate degree (U.S. Department of Education, 2010), 

because adult learners are more likely to be part-time students (Horn & Nevill, 2006). 

Adult students were defined as 25 years of age or older the year they became 

placed in an associate degree program (declared a major). The ages of 24 and 25 are 

commonly regarded or utilized in the literature as the minimum ages of non-traditional 

students (Hadfield, 2003; Stokes, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, 2006), and 25 is 

well beyond the commonly accepted age range of 18-22 for traditional students (Stokes, 

2006; U.S. Department of Education, 2006). The idea was to test a group, as Knowles 

(1984) suggested, whose quantity and variety of experience lent itself to experiential 

learning techniques. Adult learner age, gender, race/ethnicity, and veteran status were 

requested in addition to graduation data. Demographic data were collected to help 

describe study participants and begin to control for potentially confounding variables. 

Data collection began officially in late September 2011 and ended in January 2012. 

Analysis 

In the early stages of study planning, parametric tests such as t tests, a one way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA), and linear regression were planned as the means of data 

analysis. In fact, parametric testing conducted as unofficial points of reference signaled 

remarkable results. A Sheffe Post Hoc test indicated clear and noteworthy differences in 

adult PLA learner graduation rates between specific PLA methods. However, Charles 

and Mertler (2002) indicated parametric tests are used to analyze normal distributions. 

Given the number of colleges, the small number of Portfolio and Combination 

participants, and proportionately different numbers of PLA students among participant 

colleges, no assumptions of normality were made for the distributions. 
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Although nonparametric tests are less sensitive to minute differences in data than 

parametric measures, Sprinthall (2007) indicated nonparametric tests may be used 

without regard to the normality of the distribution. Therefore, non-parametric tests of 

proportions were conducted for research questions one and two, supported by chi-square 

analysis. Logistic regression (also nonparametric) was utilized to answer research 

question three, since the regression model included a categorical dependent variable 

(graduation). Nonparametric measures seem most appropriate for this early study of 

adult PLA learner graduation rates by PLA method. However, findings suggest the need 

for careful study on a broader scale with more generalizable results. Parametric 

instruments may be preferable in future studies wherein larger data distributions may be 

assumed to be normal and graduation rates may be collected as continuous data. 

IBM SPSS Statistics software version 19 was used to analyze the data. An initial 

test of frequencies was utilized to describe adult learners in the study by age, gender, 

race/ethnicity, and veteran status. However, veteran status was not reported in the current 

study due to low response rate. To answer research question one, a hypothesis test of 

proportions was conducted to examine the graduation rates of adult learners by PLA 

status, followed by a chi-square test of homogeneity. To answer research question two, a 

hypothesis test of proportions was conducted to examine adult PLA learner graduation 

rates by PLA method, followed by a chi-square test of homogeneity. 

Research question three was addressed by creating and evaluating two logistic 

regression models. First, Model 1 tested the ability of PLA method (independent 

variable) to predict adult PLA learner graduation (dependent variable) in comparison to 

the baseline model (Model 0) generated by the software. Second, Model 2 tested the 
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combined ability of PLA method, adult PLA learner age, gender, and race/ethnicity 

(independent variable), to predict PLA learner graduation in comparison to Model 1. 

Differences were observed between the models, particularly in regard to the impact of 

demographics on model prediction. Hosmer-Lemeshow Test results were used to 

indicate the goodness of fit of each logistic regression model. 

Delimitations 

The following delimitations apply to the current study: 

• The first limiting step of the current study was the selection of research topic. 

Many related studies might be conducted regarding adult PLA learners in the 

community college, but the current study was considered foundational. 

• The current quantitative study examined ex post facto data according to the 

variables identified in the methodology section. The researcher disaggregated 

the data by age, gender, race/ethnicity, and veteran status as able. 

• The results of the current non-experimental study can be said to demonstrate a 

mathematical relationship between variables, not causation. 

• The current study focused on adult learners at four U.S. community colleges. 

The census of U.S. community colleges offering the PLA methods under 

study was unknown. Therefore, the study results are not known to actually 

represent the total population of all qualifying institutions. 

• The current study examined adult learner graduation in regard to associate 

degrees, not any other kind of community college degree or certificate. 
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The current study included students who were placed in a degree program 

(declared a major), suggesting student intent to earn an associate degree. The 

study did not attempt to identify reasons for lack of degree attainment. 

The current study did not follow the degree completion of students who 

transferred to another institution during the period under study. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Adult learners: For the purposes of the current study, adult learners are 

described as 25 years or older the year they were placed in an associate degree 

program (declared an academic major). 

American Council on Education (ACE): Referred to as ACE throughout the 

study, this organization evaluates workplace training (military and civilian) 

and makes credit recommendations available for consideration by institutions 

of higher learning (Lamdin, 1997). See credit for evaluated programs. 

Associate degree: For purposes of the current study, associate degrees include 

the Associate of Arts (A.A), Associate of Science (A.S.), Associate of Applied 

Science (A.A.S.) Degrees, and similar 2-year degrees, as typical for U.S. 

community colleges. 

College Level Examination Program (CLEP): Referred to as CLEP 

throughout the study, this popular credit by examination program (Donlon, 

1991) was founded in 1965 by the Educational Testing Service (ETS) to 

provide student exemptions for college level studies where competency could 

be established by examination (Beaver & Paul, 2007). 



Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL): Referred to as CAEL 

throughout the study, this is "a national, non-profit organization whose 

mission is to expand learning opportunities for adults" (CAEL, 2011, n.p.). 

CAEL sponsors and disseminates research on the topic of prior learning 

assessment (PLA) as part of its mission. 

Credit by examination: Credit by examination is a common method of 

assessing the prior learning of students in higher education (Lamdin, 1997). 

Credit by examination means "credit is awarded for a successful, meets-the-

criterion performance regardless of what manner of preparation was used" 

(Donlon, 1991, p. 2). 

Credit for evaluated programs: Credit for the successful completion of 

evaluated military and civilian training programs is one method of assessing 

prior learning (Lamdin, 1997). ACE evaluated programs and credit 

recommendations are a common example of credit for evaluated programs. 

Portfolio development and assessment: For the current study, use of the term 

"portfolio development and assessment," or related terms such as "portfolio 

development," "portfolio assessment," or "portfolios," refers to a method of 

evaluating experiential learning through the use of student portfolios. 

Prior learning assessment (PLA): PLA allows college credit to be awarded for 

college-level learning obtained outside institutions of higher learning (Freed 

& Mollick, 2009). The current study included three specific PLA methods. 
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A national imperative demands an increase in community college graduation rates 

among adult learners. Scalable solutions are needed to support the unique needs of adult 

learners. Prior learning assessment (PLA) recognizes the value of prior and experiential 

learning obtained in a variety of settings. Credit by examination, credit for evaluated 

programs, and portfolio development and assessment are common methods of evaluating 

prior learning. According to Brigham and Klein-Collins, "students with PLA credit had 

higher graduation rates, better persistence and lower time to degree, compared to students 

without PLA credit" (2010, p. 1). Given the impetus of the completion agenda and the 

unique needs of adult learners, an exploratory study was conducted to examine the 

graduation rates of adult learners in four U.S. community colleges by PLA status and 

method. Results can be used to inform data-driven decisions by public policy makers and 

to guide future research, leading to improvements in adult learner graduation rates. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Improved graduation rates among all college students are imperative to the 

economic vitality of the nation, including the millions of adult learners "seeking degrees 

in a system built largely for—and around—traditional students" (Pusser, et al., 2007). 

According to Ritt (2008), the U.S. must meet the needs of a changing student population, 

a population Vaughan (2006) described as citizen students, or students with adult 

responsibilities. As policy makers and community college leaders study the challenge of 

increasing the number of graduates, the needs of adult learners must be a top 

consideration. "Institutions around the country are creating policies and programs to 

encourage more adult learners to earn degrees or certificates, but without a more 

aggressive approach, reaching President Obama's college-completion goal for the nation 

will prove difficult" (Gonzales, 2011, n.p.). 

The goals of this review of literature were to identify (a) the college completion 

agenda, (b) the related roles of community colleges, (c) philosophical perspectives of 

learning in adulthood, and (d) a potential tool for promoting college graduation among 

adult learners. The review began with the impetus for the study: a discussion of the U.S. 

degree completion agenda, current graduation rates, and call for action. The call for 

action led to a review of the responsibility of community colleges to increase graduation 

rates among the large numbers of adult learners who are part-time students. Next, the 

literature helped identify the context and roles of self-direction and experience in 

successful adult learning activities. Finally, the review addressed the growing practice of 
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prior learning assessment (PLA) in higher education, and its potential as a solution to the 

completion agenda among adult learners in the community college. 

Method of Review 

The review of professional literature depended on commercially available books, 

and journal articles retrieved through electronic university library databases. Books 

regarding the role of experience in learning, adult learning theory, and related 

philosophical perspectives were typically written by learning theorists and adult 

educators. Books directly related to prior learning assessment (PLA) were often 

published or supported in some way by the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning 

(CAEL), a non-profit organization devoted to promoting adult learning opportunities. 

Most of the books referenced in the literature review were acquired through major online 

book retailers. Some of the books were out of print and were obtained via used book re

sellers affiliated with a major online book retailer. 

Old Dominion University (ODU) libraries provided a significant means of 

retrieving articles through electronic databases. The Virginia Polytechnic Institute and 

State University (Virginia Tech) Library Summon system was useful for topics where 

professional literature appeared less abundant and more difficult to locate. ERIC and 

EBSCO databases were often used to search for articles by keywords. Search terms 

included "experiential learning AND community colleges", "prior learning experience", 

"prior learning experience AND community colleges", "portfolio development and 

assessment", "portfolios AND community colleges", "credit by examination", "CLEP", 

"credit by evaluated programs", "ACE recommended credit", "community college 

graduation rates", and other related search terms. CAEL's website was a source for non-
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juried PLA publications. Literature contents and reference lists also helped identify 

additional subtopics and sources included in the following review of literature. 

Impetus for Research 

Completion Agenda 

At the 2010 White House Summit on Community Colleges, President Obama 

noted the critical role community colleges should play in growing a highly developed 

workforce (Adams, 2010). Suggesting the U.S. is behind other nations in proportion of 

college graduates, the President described the role of community colleges as essential to 

winning a global race to lead the growth industries of the 21st century (Runningen & 

Johnston, 2010). This was not the first time the President alluded to the nation's slippage 

in international rankings of education attainment, nor to its effect on the national 

economy. In 2009, Mr. Obama challenged U.S. higher education to produce 8.2 million 

more graduates by 2020. According to the President, five million of the additional 

graduates must come from community colleges (Mullin, 2010). Demand for a world-

class workforce and the cost of higher education in a bad economy has shifted 

responsibility for graduating students to community colleges (Cooper, 2010). The time 

has come for the traditional community college mission of open enrollment to turn 

toward and include college completion (Mullin, 2010). 

Mullin (2010) noted a two-part community college completion agenda: increased 

education attainment to improve international ranking, and improved preparation and 

placement for the nation's workforce. Bosworth (2008) explained the connection 

between education attainment and the economic vitality of the country. According to the 

author, workforce productivity rose in previous decades as younger workers entering the 
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workforce were largely better educated than existing and exiting workers. This "made a 

substantial contribution to economic growth and rising productivity—as much as 20 to 

25% of overall labor productivity growth, according to some estimates" (Bosworth, 2008, 

p. 73). The productivity dynamic has leveled off in recent years and may have declined 

based on changing demographics and stagnant graduation rates. Smaller cohorts of 

incoming workers with historically lower rates of academic achievement will not 

outweigh the future loss of a larger number of better educated workers (Bosworth, 2008). 

Additional job and education forecasting is required because of the widespread 

effects of gross miscalculations on government policy and supporting activities 

(Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). Nevertheless, Carnevale et al. (2010) support a 

completion agenda because the pending national economic recovery will depend on 

positions requiring skilled labor. According to the authors, 63% of job openings will 

require personnel with some college education by 2018. "By 2018 we end up with a 

shortfall of workers with Associate's degrees or better of about 3 million. At current 

rates, degrees conferred would have to increase by about 10% a year to eliminate the 

shortfall—or the economy would need to slow its demand for higher education in its 

workers" (Carnevale et al., 2010, p. 18). Lost and declining industries will require 

workforce training for new jobs in other industries (Gilroy, 2010) and adults who used to 

fill positions requiring low skills are at risk for being left behind in a renewed 

knowledge-based economy (Carnevale et al., 2010). 

The broad goal of increased national degree attainment implies a call for action. 

Organizers of the 2010 White House Summit said achievement of the President's 2020 

graduation goal demands collaboration among community college stakeholders, such as 
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community college and business leaders, in order to produce an additional five million 

graduates. Others suggested the need for greater alignment and collaboration between 

community colleges and industry (Adams, 2010). In a meeting following the Summit, 

U.S. Secretary of Education Duncan asserted increasing graduation rates will require 

change in the way higher education fulfills its mission (Gonzales, 2011). According to 

Bosworth, "there must be far greater emphasis on new and improved education 

technology in order to build and articulate demand, to deliver instruction, to measure 

progress, and to test for competency" (2008, p. 79). 

Non-governmental stakeholders are beginning to mobilize. For example, in 

cooperation with five other associations, the chair of the American Association of 

Community Colleges (AACC) announced a forthcoming initiative to improve community 

college completion rates (Jaschik, 2010). In addition, the senior program officer for the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation explained the organization wishes to accelerate 

systemic change, leading to increased community college completion rates (Jaschik, 

2010). The Lumina Foundation also has a plan to "increase the number of Americans 

with two- or four-year college degrees from 39% to 60% by 2025" (Gilroy, 2010, n.p.). 

The Lumina plan asserts students must be prepared for post-secondary education, the 

capacity of higher education should be increased through increased productivity, and 

higher education graduation rates must dramatically improve (Gilroy, 2010). 

Suggestions for shaping public policy abound and "any conversation about 

national educational attainment goals is also a conversation about national priorities" 

(Mullin, 2010). Templin (2011) indicated community colleges will need additional 

resources to meet national graduation goals and AACC outlined a 10-step legislative 
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agenda, including $12 billion in federal support for community colleges through grants 

and increased Pell Grant funding (Cooper, 2010). In contrast, Neal McCluskey of the 

Cato Institute's Center for Educational Freedom, cautioned outspending other countries 

on higher education has not provided the U.S. with commensurate outcomes (Gilroy, 

2010). Bosworth (2008) suggested demand-side incentives to motivate employees and 

employers to invest more in post-secondary education is a better use of resources than 

directly funding providers of post-secondary education. He also suggested replacing the 

under-performing federal basic education program with a workforce-based model. 

Graduation Rates 

The way institutions measure graduation rates is governed by the Student Right-

to-Know and Campus Security Act (Pub. L. No. 101-542) (Bailey, Crosta, & Jenkins, 

2006). The 1990 law amended the Higher Education Act of 1965 (Pub. L. No. 89-329), 

requiring institutions to report graduation rates to the federal government as a condition 

of participating in the federal financial aid program. Right-to-Know rates are based on 

institutional cohorts consisting only of full-time, first-time, degree-seeking college 

students. Rates are determined by dividing the number of cohort graduates in a reporting 

period by the number of students in the cohort and reported as a percentage (Bailey et al., 

2006). Right-to-Know rules permit 150% of the time normally assumed to complete a 

degree program. Therefore, colleges offering associate (2-year) degrees have 3 years to 

measure degree completion (Bailey et al., 2006). For example, a cohort of associate 

degree-seeking students which graduated 50 of 100 students in 3 years would report a 

graduation rate of 50%. Beginning in 2008, the U.S. Department of Education also began 
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collecting graduation rates at 200% of the normal time, or 4 years for 2-year degree 

completion (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). 

Right-to-Know rates are reported to the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) (Bailey, et al., 2006), which is responsible for collecting and analyzing U.S. 

education data (NCES, 2010). According to NCES, the total 2002 bachelor's degree-

seeking cohort graduated at the rate of 57.2% (Aud et al., 2011). Within the total rate are 

varying rates by student gender and institution type. For example, females attending 

private not-for-profit universities graduated within 6 years at more than three times the 

rate of females attending private for-profit institutions (66.7% to 20.5%). Males in the 

2002 bachelor's degree-seeking cohort generally graduated at lower rates than females. 

Overall, the total 6-year bachelor's degree graduation rate was 59.7% for females 

compared to the total rate of 54.1% for males (Aud et al., 2011). 

NCES also analyzed and posted graduation data regarding public and private 2-

year institutions (Aud et al., 2011). The private institutions were distinguished as either 

not-for-profit or for-profit (NCES, 2010). The public institutions are probably 

community colleges, institutions Vaughan (2006) described as mainly public colleges 

which offer the associate (2-year) degree. The total graduation rate for the 2005 cohort of 

students seeking both certificates and associate degrees within a 150% timeframe was 

27.5%. Remarkably, the rate of 57.7% at private, for-profit 2-year institutions, slightly 

topped the aforementioned bachelor degree-seeking graduation rate. However, the 

graduation rate for public 2-year institutions was 20.6% (Aud et al., 2011), far less than 

the rates of for-profit and not-for-profit private institutions in the 2-year category. 
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Mission 

The first community college was Joliet Junior College (Boone, 1997; Reitano, 

1998). 

The founding of Joliet Junior College was important because it demonstrated the 

feasibility and desirability of using tax dollars to establish institutions of higher 

education in the community, with the needs of the community helping to shape 

the courses and programs offered by those community-based institutions. (Boone, 

1997, p. 3) 

Junior colleges, the community college of the early 20th century, were initially an 

extension of the high school, providing the first 2 years of university study (Bragg, 2001; 

Cohen & Brawer, 2008). The missions of the community college have been shaped over 

time by diverse and competing demands within society. The missions may be stated as 

well as implied through programmatic offerings (Dougherty & Townsend, 2006). 

Community colleges serve about half of all U.S. undergraduates, making them a 

critical entry point into post-secondary education for students with no prior college 

education (Bailey et al., 2006; Choy, 2002). 

Today's community college is deeply embedded in the fabric of its community by 

virtue of its founding legislation, mission, funding base, and achievements. It can 

rightly lay claim to being labeled the people's college. Its program offerings are 

comprehensive and embrace every aspect of living. (Boone, 1997, p. 5) 

Reitano likened urban community colleges to land-grant universities, making educational 

opportunities available to many who could not otherwise access higher education (1998). 


